
        
            
                
            
        

    Heir of Pendel
By Barbara Kloss





 
 
 
 
 
Copyright 2015 Barbara Kloss
All Rights Reserved
 
Cover art by Ben Kloss
 
 
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.



Dedication
 
For my son, Brennan.
Thanks for being so easy. And so cute.
 





Table of Contents
Dedication
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38
Chapter 39
Chapter 40
Chapter 41
Chapter 42
Chapter 43
Chapter 44
Chapter 45
Chapter 46
Chapter 47
Chapter 48
Chapter 49
Chapter 50
Chapter 51
Chapter 52
About the Author
Acknowledgements



1
 
 
STEFAN
 
 
"Thirty dead, sire." Sir Armand de Basco stood in the threshold. The door was gone, taken for firewood like every other bloody door in this depressing stone dungeon. "That is the total count from this morning's rounds."
Thirty people—dead. That was in addition to the fifty or so tallied over the last few days. All because my uncle, Lord Eris Mordryck Regius, had planted his army of shadowguard just outside the city walls. He'd laid siege to Castle Regius, my home and the capital of Valdon, and our forces weren't numerous enough to fight back, at least not yet. Help from Gesh and Pendel would arrive soon, but while we waited for their reinforcements, my people were dying.
It wasn't that Castle Regius hadn't prepared for a siege. My father had personally seen to the castle stores in case of an event like this. I'd always assumed his natural paranoia had driven him to such extremes, and Daria had assumed this as well, but recent events had proven that his paranoia wasn't for naught. He was, perhaps, the one person who hadn't underestimated the power of his brother, and he'd also been the one person who possessed the power to do anything about it. But he couldn't have foreseen this winter.
This winter hadn't brought snow, but cold. A frigid cold that was colder than anything Valdon had ever endured, and we simply didn't have the right provisions. We didn't own the piles of furs and thick wools needed to combat this climate, and we certainly didn't have enough firewood. This was Valdon. While we may suffer winter, these temperatures were cold enough to freeze the Icelands.
I rubbed my hands together, forcing down a shiver. It was colder than the winds on Hell's Peak in here. I refused to use our limited wood supply to light a fire in the hearth during our meetings. The people needed it more.
"What's the status of the wells?" I asked.
Sir Armand exchanged a hesitant glance with Aegis Brant, who sat at my table. "Ah, we're down to one, sire," Sir Armand de Basco replied.
"One?" I leaned over the table. "Yesterday, you said there were four!"
"Yes, and yesterday there were four. Since then, two have dried and one was poisoned."
"Poisoned?" I growled. "You're supposed to be keeping an eye on them!"
Sir Armand de Basco's lips thinned. "We are, sire."
"Then how in the seven territories was it poisoned?"
"I don't know. I found out when one of my lieutenants died after drinking from it this morning." Sir Armand's tone was as cold as the air.
I leaned back in my chair and pinched the bridge of my nose. One well. How could a city survive off of one well? That was aside from the fact we'd run out of firewood a week ago, and with the roads blocked to and from the city, we'd been forced to start burning the furniture. Even so, there still wasn't enough for all the inhabitants of this city to burn a fire all day and all night. And my people were freezing to death.
I clenched my fist upon the table—the long, sturdy table that had been a great family heirloom. According to my grandfather, who was still wasting away in his chambers, the table had been used for diplomacy for generations, even before my grandfather stepped onto Gaia's throne. I stood and my chair screeched. "Someone get this bloody table out of here!" I yelled.
Uncertain glances flitted across the table. My advisors were all so buried in wool, it was as though I were surrounded by a bunch of cloak stands. They moved like cloak stands, too, which meant not at all.
"Sire, is this really necessary?" Headmaster Ambrose said in a condescending tone that I was beginning to loathe. "It is a short-sighted solution to a much larger problem."
"Then give me a long-sighted solution, Headmaster, because I'm losing my patience with you and your guild. For all your combined talent and foresight, you've done nothing to help bolster our defenses, let alone help us survive this damned cold."
The table fell silent. Bitter wind rattled the windows, whistling through the cracks, and the Headmaster's anger simmered around him in a mirage. His power used to frighten me, but it wasn't frightening me now.
"I assure you the guild is doing all it can." His words fell flat and chilled, the edges of his voice frayed.
"In only three days, almost one hundred people have frozen or dehydrated to death, Headmaster. One hundred!" I narrowed my eyes upon him. "This table can go. It should've gone yesterday."
Headmaster Ambrose stared absently at me, frowning as he folded his long fingers together, which were just visible at the ends of his heavy crimson sleeves.
My gaze darted around the table, irritated. "Move!"
Everyone stood at once, chairs screeching throughout the empty hall, and about a dozen servants came and carted the huge table away. I stalked over to the window and looked out. There were so many shadowguard just beyond the wall, thousands upon thousands of them, flooding the valley like black water hemmed in only by our great wall. They waited there as they had been doing for three days, and they seemed to be weathering this cold rather well, bloody half-breeds. I wondered how many of them were human Morts and how many were my uncle's blasphemous creations, because it was impossible to tell from here, especially when they all wore the same black armor. I didn't see Tiernan in their midst today, or Eris, but that didn't mean they weren't out there somewhere.
I reached out to grip the drapery before I remembered it had also been taken and used as kindling. I let my hand fall to my side, aware of my advisors behind me, silent and watchful.
"This isn't your fault," Aegis Cicero Del Conte said quietly. He was trying to comfort me, but I was far beyond the point of ever being comforted again.
"The citizens of this world are dying, Aegis Cicero," I said at the window. "Under my care. It's every bit my fault." I glanced over my shoulder at Sir Armand, who still stood in place of the door. "How much wood do we have left?"
"Enough to get through one more night, your highness."
Spirits of the realm. One more night. Gesh and Pendel would never get here in time. We were trapped here.
I had failed.
I stared absently at a little bubble in the diamond-shaped pane of glass in the window. I might have failed the people of Valdon, but I could still help the rest of Gaia.
"Leave me," I said.
I didn't hear movement, and when I looked over my shoulder, all of my advisors were still standing there.
"I said leave!"
My advisors shuffled away, all accept for Aegis Cicero Del Conte. He stood in my periphery, his attention fastened on the window as the last of my advisors slipped out of the great hall. He would know what I intended. He would know because my father had always shared everything with him. Aegis Cicero Del Conte was the one man my father had trusted with his life, just as Alexander was the one man I trusted with mine…and Daria's.
"Are you sure about this, Stefan?" he asked quietly.
"Yes." I pinched my lips together and turned to face him. He looked so weary inside all those layers. "I don't see that I have a choice. I have no idea when Gesh and Pendel will arrive, if they arrive, and I can't wager the safety of this entire world on a game of time. Every moment I wait is a gift to my uncle. The people need to be warned, and they need to get to safety immediately."
He nodded a fraction. I knew he was thinking about his family, just as I was thinking about mine. What I was about to do might mean we'd never see them again.
"I will leave you to it, then," he said.
Just as he started to turn, I said, "Cicero."
He paused and looked up at me with Alexander's green eyes, and then I remembered Daria, and my chest squeezed a little.
"What do you think my father would have done?" I whispered.
Cicero gave me a tight smile, a sad smile. One that was nostalgic for the past but resigned to the present. One that wasn't going to fill me with false hope, but would also let me know that he would stand by me no matter what I decided. He reached out and rested his hand on my shoulder. "He would've done right by the people, just as you are." He squeezed my shoulder, turned on his heels and strode out of the room. The hall was empty and cold, and I'd never felt more alone.
The little box taunted me from where it sat, hidden inside the table in the far corner of the room. The small table was the last surviving piece of furniture still standing inside this big stone box of a room. I hadn't sent the table to be hacked to pieces because of what it contained: a failsafe for a kingdom on the brink of extinction.
I walked toward the small table. This needed to be done, and I needed to do it fast because each second that passed meant more lives lost. The narrow drawer squealed open, and I reached in and pulled the box out then set it on top of the desk. It was a tiny box, a little larger than my hand, made of red wood from the Arborenne, and even after all these years it still smelled like sweet roses. My hands trembled as I lifted the lid—whether from cold or nerves, I didn't know—and there it was, just as it had always been. But today I would use it to do something I never dreamed would have to be done. Today, I would use it to save the people of Gaia.
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DARIA
 
 
When I opened my eyes, Sir Torren's hall was gone.
There were no walls or tapestries or torches. There was no long table surrounded by high-backed chairs. There was no Vera or Thad or Sonya.
Or Alex.
I was alone, and I wasn't entirely sure where I was.
Master Durus's amulet weighed heavily upon my chest, the chilled metal seeping through my thin blouse. Back in Sir Torren's hall, I'd wrapped my hands around the amulet and focused on Danton. That was how amulets worked: You focused on the place you wanted to go—in my case, to Orindor—and the magic stored inside the device would transport you there. Sort of like a handheld portal. I'd taken great pains focusing on Danton, imagining him the way he'd looked on the castle roof the night right before the games began, even though my mind kept superimposing that image of him with the one of him on Hell's Peak: the cruel and possessed psycho maniac. Still, the amulet should've taken me straight to him, maniac or no, but I couldn't see Danton anywhere. I couldn’t see anything anywhere, because I seemed to be standing in the middle of a cloud. At night.
Slowly, my eyes began to adjust. Giant shadows stood all around me, looming like veiled giants, and it took me a few moments before I realized those veiled giants were really just manicured hedges. Rows and rows of them, standing like massive pillars in a circle around me. A brisk breeze ruffled my cloak, bringing with it the scents of rain and freshly cut grass, and I drew my cloak close, wrapping my arms around myself. Apparently, I was in some sort of garden. What the heck was I doing in the middle of a garden?
That's when I heard a giggle. A very feminine giggle, followed by a smooth masculine voice.
Ohhhh.
Well, I hadn't considered…that. I didn't really know if the masculine voice belonged to Danton, but even if it did, it wasn't like I had any claim on him. I'd been un-claiming him for months, and I was pretty sure he'd gotten the point by now. Still, I preferred to leave these mystery lovers…well, a mystery, so I started walking in the opposite direction, and then hesitated. I'd left everything I loved—right in the middle of the night—in order to have a very important conversation with Danton, and if he was the identity of the male mystery lover in the garden, then I needed to know. If it wasn't him (which I really hoped it wasn't), then maybe whoever it was could direct me out of this hedge-maze to where I might be able to find Danton. I still didn't even know if I'd landed in Orindor, so maybe I'd ask that first. I took a deep breath, gathered my wits, and strode forward in the direction of Giggles.
It was difficult making sense of anything in this oppressive fog. Which was probably why the mystery lovers were out here in the first place. Giggles laughed again, a little to my left and much closer than I'd anticipated. Oh, this was just so awkward.
I told you not to come, you know.
Yeah, you say a lot of things.
But you really shouldn't be here. You don't love him and you never will.
I pinched my lips together and kept walking.
The man you love is on the other side of the world, and you walked away from him!
I didn't have a choice.
What was that you told Alex once? About always having a choice?
My next steps landed a little harder than necessary, and I stopped beside one of the hedges, cleared my throat and said, "Excuse me…?"
My unexpected summons was answered with a shock of surprise, a shuffling of fabric, and then…silence. I was about to open my mouth to say something more, when a shadow separated itself from a hedge just ahead. The shadow moved forward with, thank goodness, a very human gait, and it stopped a few yards in front of me.
Of course it was him.
Even in the darkness and haze, Danton's blond hair shone like soft moonlight. His eyes were hidden in shadow, and a soft ray of ambient light from a distant torch crossed over his fitted black tunic in an effervescent sash of gold. My heart beat a little faster. I hadn't seen him since Hell's Peak, and we certainly hadn't parted on the best of terms. Actually, I'd punched him in the face.
Maybe this hadn't been my best idea.
Danton's bewilderment swept over me, followed by a surge of anger that heated me where I stood. Definitely not a good sign.
What did you expect? He asked to marry you and you ran to the other side of the world—with Alex. You're lucky he's not yelling for his guards.
Conscience, two. Daria, zero.
I would need to tread forward very carefully. I might be the princess of Gaia, and my hand in marriage might have been highly coveted before, but right now, with the way things stood, I was the princess of a kingdom in severe distress. A kingdom that needed Orindor's help or it would fall prey to my uncle and his shadowguard. Right now, this princess did not have the advantage. Lord Danton Pontefract of Orindor did, and he knew it.
Danton took another step forward, and this time that sash of golden light slid to his face, illuminating his clear blue eyes. They were about as readable as a block of wood, but gauging by his swirling emotions, he hadn't written me off just yet. This gave my waning courage a much-needed boost. My ability to sense others' emotions did have its advantages.
"How?" was all he said.
I stopped clenching my cloak and let the panels fall open, exposing the amulet resting upon my blouse. His eyes drifted from my face and settled on the amulet.
"I see." His eyes slid back to mine. "I must admit, Princess, you are the last person I expected to find standing there."
"I know, and I'm so sorry I'm intruding on you like this," I said, "and I should've sent word, but I came as fast as I could to talk to you about—"
My words were cut off as Giggles manifested itself beside Danton in the shape of a young woman. No, not just any young woman, but Isla Justine, the girl I'd met at the castle during the games. The girl who'd tricked me into a pile of fire ants. My skin burned just thinking about it, and my hand suddenly ached for my dagger.
So she was who Danton had been messing around with out here? I guess I hadn't realized they were so…well acquainted. Isla's hair was more than a little out of sorts, and by the way her cloak angled from her shoulders, I guessed she'd thrown it back on in a hurry. She still hadn't recognized me, though, because she hadn't peeled her sappy doe-eyes from her demi-god lord yet.
"My lord?" Isla blinked coquettishly up at Danton, clinging to his arm in a very close and familiar way. I noticed he didn't return the familiarity, standing still as marble, with an inscrutable gaze locked on my face. "Are you going to introduce me to…" Isla's voice trailed as she finally—finally—recognized me.
And I'd thought Vera's glares could flay a person alive.
Isla's face expanded a little as her eyes and mouth opened wide. It was something like watching a flower of fury bloom, if fury flowers existed. Hey, it was Gaia. All things were possible.
I forced a very proper smile at her. "Good evening, Lady Isla. It's good to see you again." And it was. About as good as catching the bubonic plague.
Fury disabled her from responding, but I gave her the time she needed. No doubt she'd known of Lord Commodus Pontefract's intent for me to marry his son, Danton. At last, she cleared her throat and curtsied, as was proper. "Your grace," she managed in a small voice that trembled a little.
What was Isla to him? A lover? Or was she more than that? I remembered that she was Lord Vega's niece. Maybe Lord Vega had jumped on the "Let's side against Valdon" bandwagon after my outright refusal. I hadn't considered that alternative, and if that were the case, I might have a problem on my hands. A very big problem. But I kept my emotions masked.
I looked back at Danton. In contrast to Lady Giggles, he didn't have a single hair out of sorts. A professional Casanova. After a long and somewhat awkward silence, I said, "I see this isn't a good time. Maybe I could speak with you in the morning? In private? I only ask that you tell me where I should go in the interim."
Isla fumed beside Danton, and the fog swirled around her as if she were steaming. Danton, however, kept his expression perfectly neutral, which, according to my diplomacy lessons with Master Jaren of the guild, was a mark of Danton's upbringing in the aristocracy. He studied me like one studies a complicated math problem.
I waited, fighting to retain my calm and composure because I couldn't let Danton see how desperate I really was.
At last, Danton spoke. "That won't be necessary, your highness."
I wasn't sure which part wasn't necessary, so I waited for him to explain further.
"We can talk now," he said.
So he expected me to say whatever it was I had to say in front of Isla. That meant my chances of succeeding with him were about as high as the floor of the Mariana Trench. Just as my spirits began sinking, he dropped his arms to his sides, thus disengaging Isla from his grasp, and he inclined his head a fraction toward her. "Lady Isla, please excuse us. Her highness and I have important matters to discuss."
I could've sighed with relief. I almost did.
"Ah…of course…my lord." Isla blinked, nonplussed. "And where shall I wait for you?"
"Don't wait for me," he replied, his tone dismissive. "You know the way back."
Her lips parted ever so slightly, while her gaze dropped to the ground. "I do, my lord."
Danton took her hand and brought it to his lips, practically releasing it before his lips had even touched her skin. "Good night, my lady."
There was an infinitesimal piece of me that felt a prick of sympathy for the tricky fire ant girl. No one deserved to be discarded like that, and he'd tossed her aside like a piece of gum that'd lost its flavor. It was easy to see Isla was embarrassed, but when she looked back at me, that embarrassment was incinerated by cold fury.
"Highness." Her eyes narrowed as she curtsied, and in a whirl of fabric, she disappeared into the fog. Leaving me with Danton. Alone.
I looked back at Danton, who watched me with that same inscrutability. He was so good at it, despite the strong mixture of emotions churning inside of him, and within that tumultuous swirl, I felt a twinge of hope. It was all I needed, and I held on to it like a lifeline.
He raised a pale brow. "I never knew silence to be one of your…qualities."
"Sorry, I'm just…I'm not sure where to start. My lord."
"Danton," he corrected. "I think you and I are beyond titles—at least in private. Assuming that's all right with you."
"Yes, I just didn't want to assume, after…" Breathe. "Last time I saw you, I punched you in the face."
A grin quirked at his mouth. "Ah, yes, well, no damage done." He gestured to his face.
"Not on the outside, at least," I said.
He just looked at me, his grin still in place.
I wrung my hands together. "I guess I'm not sure how these things work."
"What things?"
"Marriages." The word felt awkward in my mouth. "Proposals. Arrangements."
His eyes moved around my face, and his little flame of hope burned brighter. "So, you came all the way here—in the middle of the night—to ask me how marriages work?"
I stopped wringing my hands, squeezed my eyes shut, and let out a frustrated and very unladylike groan. "No, this is all coming out all wrong…" I opened my eyes again and looked straight at him. "I came here because I understand that your father would like to ally himself with Valdon through a union between you and me, and if that proposition is still valid, I came here to tell you that I accept."
My words hung in the spaces between us, and Danton stood there staring at them. And staring and staring, and then he walked forward, right through my words, step after slow step, to where he finally stopped just a few close feet before me.
"I don't want a union, Daria." His voice was too intimate. "I want a marriage. Can you give me a marriage?"
"Marriages are built on trust, Danton, and considering my experiences with you, I'd say calling it a union is more than generous." The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. I covered my mouth with my hand. "I'm sorry…I didn't mean…"
Danton shook his head as if shaking off my apology. "Now, there is the young woman I remember from the rooftops." Warmth glinted in his cold blue eyes, making him look less aristocratic and more…human. "No, I know I deserve that, just as I deserved that impressive right hook you delivered, and I probably deserve much more still. But for a moment there, I thought maybe the regency had…changed you."
"Oh, it has," I said. "Believe me, it has."
He studied me a moment, and then said, "And by that I assume you're referring to your being here now."
I opened my mouth and shut it again. This was not at all going how I'd planned. I was supposed to come here and tell him that I would marry him. Not remind him why I didn't want to.
"Look," I said. "You and I both know what our respective titles demand of us, and you know this better than I do. You even said it that night on the roof. Since then, I've accepted it. I won't pretend it's been easy. I didn't grow up knowing my life would be arranged for me, like you did, but I really have accepted it, Danton, and that's why I'm here. Willingly."
"But you still don't trust me," he said.
"I'm not sure why that's relevant."
He took a small step closer. "I want you to trust me."
"Well, you've never given me a reason to." My words landed harder than I'd intended, but he didn't look offended.
"I know I haven't, Daria," he said, "and I am sorry for that. I hope…I hope that in time I can help you see why I've done what I've done, but I want you to know that I would choose you. Never mind what the kingdom expects from us, as powers in this world. I would choose you, for you." The intensity in his gaze made me uncomfortable, and I shifted. "You are as smart as you are beautiful, and I believe we have a lot to learn from each other. If I am to be married to one woman the rest of my life, I thank the spirits the one chosen for me is someone who has the mental faculties to contribute her own ideas."
"Once you hear my ideas, you might not think that anymore," I said, wanting to lighten his words. Wanting to ease the intensity of his eyes. Wanting so desperately to push him back.
"I don't know," he said. "I can appreciate a good challenge, and I definitely value new insight, when the point is valid, and I know your points usually are."
"Usually," I teased. "You've been paying attention."
"Daria, what I mean to say is…" He took a half step closer, and I started feeling claustrophobic. So much for pushing him away with humor. "Even if it was my right to choose, I would choose you and I would love you."
"Danton, you don't even know me."
He stood so close that his gaze shifted as he looked between my eyes, and I resisted the urge to take a huge step back. "I know enough."
I wanted to bring up the games and his duplicity, and how when it'd come right down to it, he hadn't chosen me. He'd chosen the unity stone. But I couldn't say any of that; I'd said more than enough already. He reached out and grabbed my hand in his, holding them between us. His hands were soft and delicate. Not at all like Alex's hands.
"I won't pretend you're here because you feel the same," Danton continued. "I know your heart belongs…elsewhere, and had our circumstances not been what they are, you would never be standing here accepting my father's offer." He lifted his gaze from our hands and looked back into my eyes. "But I will be good to you, Daria. I will love you and maybe, someday, convince you to love me."
All kinds of alarms were going off inside of me. Blaring, obnoxious, bright red and flashing alarms. Wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong. This was all wrong. The wrong man was holding my hand. The wrong man was looking at me and talking about love. Why was he bothering with feelings, anyway? He knew he had me. He knew I had no choice. Couldn't he just leave "love" out of it? "Love" certainly hadn't been a consideration when his father and my grandfather had drawn up the marriage contract.
I inhaled deeply, more to give myself a few moments to collect my thoughts so that I could say what needed to be said without being simultaneously offensive, as was the norm for me. "As long as you follow through with your promise, and Orindor does everything in its power to help Valdon"—I stared straight into his eyes—"then I will…I will try my hardest to give you a marriage."
I could see this wasn't exactly the response he wanted, but he was satisfied enough. There was a desire deep inside of him that trumped his pride, fortunately for me. Though it did make the alarms blare a little louder.
"I'll talk with my father first thing in the morning," he said. "I'd speak with him now, but it's late and Father has been in a bad temper lately."
"And you think telling him I agree to marry you will make it worse?"
An imperceptible smile cracked upon his thin lips, and his whole demeanor lightened. I, however, felt better and worse at the same time.
"No," he continued, "but I'd rather tell him the news when he's able to set things in motion. Nothing will get done at this hour. Plus, I'll need to inform Lord Alistaire of the…change in situation."
"That sounds ominous," I said. "Who is Lord Alistaire?"
"Lord Alistaire Justine is Lady Isla's father. They've been staying with us for the past few weeks, but I can't send them home quite yet—not with how things are across the kingdom. It's too dangerous for them to travel all the way back to Campagna."
"Ah." And this was the question I'd had earlier. "So should I assume there is some sort of…arrangement between you and Lady Isla?"
"Was," Danton corrected, squeezing my hand between both of his very un-callused ones. "Lord Vega is Lord Justine's brother-in-law, and they've been very eager to unite our territories."
My suspicions were confirmed: Lord Vega had moved in during my absence. "And how do you think Lady Isla will react to this news?" Not that I cared much about her feelings, but I might have to be on high alert for retaliation. If Danton's mere attention had wrought fire ants upon my head, no telling what an engagement would inspire.
"She'll be very upset, I imagine," he said, looking down at our hands. "I don't deny that I've given her good reason to be angry."
I didn't really want to know what this "good reason" was, or which boundaries they may or may not have crossed, so I changed the focus. "You do realize all of that anger will be redirected toward me."
Danton looked up at me again. "She won't bother you while they're here. I'll handle her."
"And just how will you handle her?"
He looked amused. "If you think I plan to sneak her outside like this, you will be sadly disappointed. I'll admit: I've been no saint when it comes to women, but I do respect the sanctity of marriage."
"Respect and application are two different things, my lord," I said.
This time, he smiled. "Marrying you will force me to do both. You, your highness, are more than enough woman for any man to handle. I expect I'll have my hands full."
I let myself smile back. "That's a reasonable expectation."
In that moment I realized that even though I could never love Danton, he and I might get along all right. By his expression, I could tell he thought so, too. A stiff breeze moved through the grounds and I shivered.
Danton noticed. "How thoughtless of me. Shall we continue this conversation inside where it's warm?"
I didn't want to continue anything with him where it was warm. "I would like to continue this conversation, and you already know there's a lot we need to discuss, but it's been a really long day for me and if I'm to make my points valid," I teased, "I'll need all my faculties working well." Which was true, but that wasn't the half of it. In all of a few hours, I'd said goodbye to the man I loved, traveled across the globe via amulet, and accepted a marriage proposal from a man I didn't love or trust. What I wanted now was to shut my eyes on the world and be left alone.
His disappointment was immediate, but it didn't show on his face. Instead, he smiled. "Far be it from me to keep you from having every verbal assault weapon within quick reach…starting, I gather, with certain opinions of me you may hold that I must rectify."
"That sounds like a great place to start, in the morning," I emphasized. "I tend to lose my filter when I'm tired."
"Hm, I didn't know you had a filter."
"I do, it just has really large holes."
His smile widened. "Come, I'll take you to your rooms. But first, I need you to show me something."
I studied him with sudden skepticism. "Show you what?"
He pulled me so close our faces were a handbreadth apart, and I could smell traces of cloves on his breath. "I need you to show me that you really will try, Daria."
I stood still as stone, watching him, and the alarms in my head were suddenly deafening.
"Kiss me," he whispered.
My breath lodged in my chest. Kiss him? Danton wanted me to kiss him? I didn't want to kiss him. It was too soon. I'd left Alex just a few hours ago, and I could still taste him on my lips, and I wanted to savor that taste for as long as I could. Forever, if possible, even though I knew it wasn't, but I certainly wasn't ready to part with it right now.
My eyes trailed down to Danton's mouth. His lips were thinner than Alex's, shapeless and pale, and his face was as smooth as a baby's. No dark stubble. No strong, square chin with a soft indent that I wanted to press my lips against, again and again.
Danton trailed a cold finger along my jaw. "Kiss me, Daria. Just once."
 



3
 
 
ALEXANDER
 
 
I reached the doors to the grand hall and hesitated. What I was about to do would change everything, assuming I survived. I knew Daria was no longer on the other side of those doors. No, she was far away from here—from me—in a place I couldn't let my mind wander, because when it wandered there, my insides felt as if they might burn up with rage.
All my life I'd known she'd been intended for another. I thought I'd accepted that. I'd even believed I'd be all right, fool that I was, that the knowledge of her safety would be enough for me. But when she'd stood up in that meeting and decided to go to him, a piece deep inside of me had snapped. All I could think was that I wanted kill something. Him, preferably. It was all I could do to slip out of the hall before that fury bested me in front of everyone—including Daria. Her decision had been difficult enough without me shattering her brittle resolve.
But my resolve…it had solidified the moment she'd announced what she was going to do. I couldn't tell her my plans then. Not even when she found me on the balcony, fervently formulating my strategy, because odds were I'd fail. I couldn't bear giving her false hope and disappointing her. But Gaia help me if I stood complacent one more second while she slipped through my fingers again.
"Del Can't…?"
Thaddeus stood a little behind me. He was still afraid of me, and I preferred it that way. Daria had decided to give him a second chance, but I was still making up my mind on the issue of Thaddeus's loyalty. I glanced over my shoulder. How had he managed to find another blasted blade of grass to chew on?
"Are you gonna go inside or just stand there gawking at the doors?" he asked. "Not that I blame you. They're pretty doors." The grass lolled around between his teeth. I resisted the urge to yank it out. "You still haven't told me what your plan is."
"Get used to being disappointed." I pushed the door in and Thaddeus mumbled something behind me.
The hall wasn't full as it had been a few hours earlier. A handful of guards lingered near the walls, but the large table sat mostly empty, save Sir Torren, Karth's steward; Master Durus of the guild; the great wizard, Arioch Prime; and my mother, an aegis of the crown. No one looked up immediately as I slipped into the room. I noticed Vera seated off to the side, sitting in the shadow of a corner. I'd made it halfway toward the table when my mother, sensing me, stopped talking to Master Durus and glanced up.
"Alexander." Her chair squeaked as she stood. Everyone else seated at the table looked up. Vera peered over at me from her corner. When she spotted Thaddeus, she frowned.
"I hope I haven't interrupted anything." I stopped before my mother.
"Not at all, dear boy," Arioch said from his seat at the table. He touched his grey beard, his sharp blue eyes darting between my mother and me. "We've just been discussing a few last arrangements, but I believe we've discussed quite enough for one evening." His eyes settled on Sir Torren with a look that suggested Sir Torren might want to agree.
"Yes, you are quite right…" Sir Torren stood up from his chair, placed his hands on his lower back and stretched. "Twenty ships can't very well depart tonight. We can finish discussing the details in the morning. Aegis Sonya, Master Durus"—he nodded to each in turn—"thank you for your invaluable input. Arioch." Another nod. "If there is an emergency, you know where to find me." Sir Torren nodded to Thaddeus and me. He waved in his guards and they all followed him swiftly out the doors, their armor clattering in the hall.
"If that will be all, I'll take my leave as well," Master Durus said, glancing between my mother and me. He was an intimidating man, and it went beyond his sheer mass. He had a face that never smiled and always made you feel as if you'd done something mortally wrong. I'd never quite gotten used to him. Not even after all these years.
"Yes, thank you, Master Durus," my mother replied easily. She never acted intimidated by the man, but I often wondered.
Master Durus left, followed swiftly by Arioch Prime, who smiled at me as he passed as if he knew something I didn't and he was pleased by whatever it was. I'd never been fond of wizards. They had an intuition I found extremely invasive.
Vera got up from her corner and headed for the door.
"Vera," I said, and she stopped, hand on the door, peering at me over her shoulder. "You may stay if you like."
After everything she'd done for me and for Daria, she deserved to know the truth. I wanted her to know the truth. Vera moved closer, leaned back against a wall, and folded her arms, watching us.
I turned my attention back to my mother. If she'd had any reserve about holding a conversation before my semi-selected audience, she kept this to herself. Her eyes flickered between mine, and then widened with realization. "You know."
"Yes."
Her shoulders rose and fell with a slow, deep breath. "How long have you known?" She sounded deflated.
My gaze settled past her, upon one of the tapestries hanging behind Sir Torren's chair. The tapestry was a weaving of a dragon, its head bent before a king. It was a depiction of the first alliance between sovereign and dragon, an Estroian and Ephram Draconi's dragon. "I think I have always known, or at least suspected." I looked back at my mother, whose sudden anxiety made her seem frail. "In Alioth I grew suspicious. I'd hear stories of the lost heir. That they didn't think the Estroian line was dead. Then I remembered conversations you and Father had throughout the years—things you'd said when you thought I wasn't listening. But my suspicions weren't confirmed until a few days ago."
"Wait a minute," Thaddeus interjected. "You're saying the Estroian line is not dead?" When my mother and I didn't correct him, he continued. "Arioch Prime said something about that back in Karth, but I assumed it was all wizardly nonsense. But you're saying it's true? That the Estroian line somehow survived the Great War and has been in hiding for the last few centuries, and you somehow figured out who this…lost heir of Pendel is?"
"It was the dragon, wasn't it?" my mother whispered to me. "The one that brought Daria back to you. That's when you knew."
I nodded once, very aware of Vera's scrutiny from the shadows. "You remember how Daria and I can…sense one another…?"
My mother waited.
"I felt its recognition," I said. "When it saw me. And…I heard it speaking in my mind. It wasn't speaking to me, but I heard it all the same."
Vera walked toward us, her expression awe-struck.
"You heard that reptile talking?" Thaddeus gasped. "In your head?"
"It is said that the Draconi of old were able to communicate with their dragons," Vera said, stopping beside Thaddeus.
"But Del Can't isn't a Draconi. Rook is," Thaddeus said.
"Yes, but considering Alexander's tie to both the dragons and Daria, I don't doubt it's possible," my mother said.
"Wait…how is Del Can't tied to the dragons?" Thaddeus asked.
"I just…" My mother hesitated. "I wanted to be the one to tell you, Alexander. You're not…angry? That your father and I never said a word?"
"It's not like I haven't kept the truth hidden from someone I love in order to protect them," I said.
My mother swallowed and gazed deeply into my eyes. She looked so…sad.
"I'll admit I was angry at first. But then I understood," I continued. "You did it to protect me. I couldn't have done anything about it before. Not without being deemed a traitor. But I can do something about it now."
"Still, I could've told you so you would've known," my mother said. "Your father…he wanted me to, and sometimes I think I should've—"
"No, I'm glad you didn't," I interrupted her. "You understood that I would've hoped, and that hope would've driven me insane." She bit her bottom lip and her eyes turned glassy. "But I can hope now. I have Eris to thank for pitching this world into chaos and leveling the ground for a new leader to rise. Now that I know the truth, I have a responsibility, and that is to do everything in my power to set things right and bring order to this world before Eris destroys it."
"I know." Her voice was so quiet, so frightened. "Even I can't deny that now. Sweet Mother of Draconi, I've tried to."
"Excuse me." Thaddeus stood facing both my mother and me. He'd even pulled the grass from his mouth. "But I haven't felt this lost since I listened to an aria in Saqai"—he glanced back at Vera—"no offense, V. But what in the seven territories are we talking about here? What does Del Can't have to do with dragons and why in the bloody blazes are we going after this missing heir? I thought we were going after Rook!"
My mother and I stared at each other a moment more, and it was my mother who looked at Thaddeus and said in her matter-of-fact aegis tone, "You recall that I originally came from this place…from Pendel."
"Yes…?"
"What you don't know, and what many of my ancestors died trying to protect, is that I am also an Estroian."
Thaddeus stopped twirling the grass in his hands. "Wait." His eyes flitted between my mother and me. "As in Galahad Estroian?"
"Yes," my mother replied.
"As in The-Last-King-Of-Gaia Estroian?"
"Yes."
"Which means Del Can't is…the missing heir?"
My mother nodded. A clattering filled the empty chamber, and I noticed Vera had dropped one of her blades to the floor.
"Sacred spirits, it's you." Vera gasped.
"Okay, hold it right there." Thaddeus dropped his blade of grass and held his palm up as if he could physically keep us from speaking further. "That bloody madman Arioch Prime says the royal lineage isn't really dead, and you're saying it's you? Because that's just crazy. And let me tell you: I'm an expert on crazy." He looked between us, waiting for one of us to refute his claim. When we didn't, his lips parted and a small squeak of air came out. "Demons and hellhounds, you're serious."
"Yes," my mother said, as if it were the last "yes" she would ever say. And for the first time in his life, Thaddeus was startled speechless. My mother looked irritated, but then talking with Thaddeus usually had that effect on a person. She continued, "Of course, since the colorful history surrounding my many-greats-grandfather remains convoluted and twisted, the survival of my family has been kept secret. Not to mention, there are those who stepped in shortly after the High King's fall during the Great War, who would do anything in their power to make sure the Estroian line stayed…extinct. Up until quite recently, as Alexander has already mentioned, any claim to the throne—even with the proof we have now—would have been considered an act of treason and a death wish."
It's still a death wish, I thought.
"And, as I am sure you are well aware," my mother continued, "our current lords have inherited their territories from their fathers and their fathers before them. None are too eager to accept a new heir and new king—especially since they've been fighting to inherit the kingship for generations. But thanks to your father"—the look she leveled on Thaddeus was murderous—"King Darius no longer holds sway with his lords, and a king is nothing without his lords. The lords themselves are already at odds with one another, so if there were ever an opportunity for the Estroian line to rise again, it would be now." She looked back at me, and the despair returned to her face.
I could almost hear her silent plea: I just wish it didn't have to be you.
Thaddeus turned his entire body and gawked at me, but the only thing that came out of his mouth was, "Whoa."
I cleared my throat and looked back at my mother. "But is there any other kind of proof? Something the people might recognize, aside from the recorded lineage?"
My mother took a slow breath. "Yes, I doubt Eris will be forthright about your birthright. But now that he knows…" Her eyes moved over my face. There was so much love there. So much anxiety and pain. "He will do everything in his power to destroy you, Alexander."
"Whoa," Thaddeus eloquently repeated.
"Which is why I have to move quickly," I said. "Do you know of something else I could use to prove it?"
My mother's gaze dropped to the floor, and she wrung her hands together. She wrestled something in her mind. "Yes," she whispered, almost against her wishes. "There is."
"And its origin is undeniable?" I asked.
She swallowed and nodded, still not meeting my gaze.
"And what is it?" I prodded.
It took her too long to raise her gaze back to mine. She didn't want to tell me. My mother clung to the truth, still trying to keep it hidden—to keep me safe—but her aegis side finally stole it away. "It's Galahad Estroian's sword."
"Whoa," Thaddeus reiterated, but then he suddenly remembered his vocabulary spanned more than one word. "That's why the flame of Pendel suddenly lit during the games…because you showed up during the fight and it knew that you were the true heir and…whoa…"
And his vocabulary was reduced again. I glared sideways at him as if I could stare him into keeping his mouth shut.
"You have Galahad Estroian's sword?" I asked my mother. "I thought the pieces were lost."
She shook her head, but the movement was labored, as if her head felt heavy. "My family has…kept it hidden all these years."
We'd studied the sword at the Academia. It'd been the only one of its kind, forged from dragonbone, and etched along both blade and hilt were runes of old—enchantments and protections, said to be carved from the spirits themselves. Not that it had protected Galahad Estroian in the end. The sword had been a gift from Septimus Draconi to the High King before Septimus had betrayed him.
"Where are the pieces?" I asked.
She exhaled slowly as if needing a rest from running through a marathon of memories. "Tucked safely away on Earth."
"Earth?" Thaddeus, Vera, and I said this at exactly the same time.
"In Yosemite?" I asked.
She nodded.
"Oh, so that's how you pronounce that place!" Thaddeus interjected. "Here I always thought it was yo-smite, and I was going to add that I am not interested in going to a place that smites…er, um…" Thaddeus cleared his throat at Vera's glare.
"The pieces are hidden in the armoire in the lower library," my mother said. "Check the bottom panel. It's detachable."
"Ah." All those years they'd been hidden there without my knowing. Still, how best to get to Yosemite to recover them? I was in a race against Daria's impending marriage to Danton, and the sword had to be retrieved in secret. "Do you think Sir Torren will let us use Karth's portal to get to Rome?"
"Possibly…" my mother said. "Are you thinking of avoiding the Room of Doors and instead traveling from Rome to get to Yosemite?"
I nodded. "At least at this stage. It'll be easier avoiding Eris's spies that way." The Room of Doors was what linked Yosemite directly to Valdon, but it was also unique in that it linked Valdon to every other portal in Gaia, if one knew how to use it. Theoretically, I could use Karth's portal to travel to the Room of Doors, and from there simply walk into Yosemite, as we had done when we'd brought Daria to this world. But Eris had flooded Valdon with his shadowguard, and he would undoubtedly be monitoring the Room of Doors. I couldn't afford to have him know my plans and follow me to Earth, so it would be better to use Karth's portal to get to its Earthen pair—Rome—and travel to Yosemite on the Earthen side.
"Yes, I agree," my mother continued, following my train of thought. "And once you retrieve the pieces, you'll need to see Lord Venia of the Arborenne. He's the only one with the skills necessary to mend dragonbone."
Lord Dommelier Venia. I'd have to travel into the heart of the Arborenne, to its capital, Imbdell. It was the one city in Gaia I'd never been.
"All right." My mother placed her hands on her hips, thinking fast. "From Rome, you'll need to fly to San Francisco—"
"Spirits! You can fly, Del Can't?!" Thad exclaimed.
"Shut up, you idiot," Vera hissed.
"I know the contact in Rome," my mother continued, ignoring Thaddeus. "He can get you safely to San Francisco, and then Clara can pick you up at the airport and drive you back to Yosemite. But you shouldn't use the Room of Doors in Yosemite to get back to Gaia, either. It'll be too dangerous."
She wanted me to use the portal in Aukland for re-entry instead, because it linked directly with Imbdell.
"I can't fly to Aukland with those pieces in tow," I argued. "They'll never make it through customs. It also isn't a good idea to ship them overseas. I can't risk them being lost, or stolen, and we don't have time to pour energy into a concealment spell."
My mother chewed on her bottom lip. She knew I was right. "I might have access to an amulet, but that would only hold enough magic to transport you."
"Not happening." Vera folded her arms over her chest.
"You'll be marked as a traitor, Vera," I said, "and Eris will hunt you down once he realizes you're helping me."
"I won't argue with you on the subject." Her dark eyes hardened with resolve. "I'm coming, and that's final. Besides, if you're headed for Imbdell, you'll need an extra pair of blades to fend off those fraelings. I saw how effectively you resisted those charmers in Thieves."
I pinched my lips together at the memory. "Yes, I will need your help."
"I didn't hear you so concerned about me being hunted," Thaddeus remarked.
"Because in your case, I'd feel sorrier for your predator," I said to him, then turned back to Vera, ignoring Thaddeus's offended grunt. "Thank you."
Her nod was sharp, and she stood a little taller.
"But Alexander…you'll be weaponless when you get to San Francisco," my mother said, her tone pleading. "And Eris will certainly have his shadowguard guarding the Room of Doors in Yosemite. And how are you going to travel to Imbdell without a guide? Even with Thaddeus and Vera…you know how dangerous the Arborenne is!"
I reached out and grabbed her shoulders, holding her firmly yet gently, staring down into her loving brown eyes. "I have to do this," I whispered, squeezing her shoulders. "I don't have the luxury of time. If there were another way, I would take it. By the spirits, I swear. But there's not. This is about who I am, and I have to face it."
"But even if you get past the shadowguard in the Room of Doors," she continued, "Eris won't stop hunting you. He'll send shadowguard or pykans. They'll follow you—"
"Better they follow us to the Arborenne than to Earth. At least the Arborennians can defend themselves," I said.
"I know. I just wish…" Her voice trailed as aegis and mother fought again for reign over her composure. At last she sighed, and then hung her head as she placed her hands over mine. "You're right. I know you're right. I don't like it, but I don't have to." She lifted her gaze to mine. "I'm still your mother, and you'll always be my baby boy. I'm allowed to be afraid."
I leaned forward and kissed her forehead. "I know." I lowered my hands from her shoulders. "We need to speak with Sir Torren and Arioch Prime immediately," I said, anxious to get moving—needing to get moving. Every moment I stood here took Daria farther and farther away from me. I had to do this before it was too late.
"Alexander…are you sure about this?" my mother asked. "Once you start down this path, you won't be able to turn away from it."
"Eris set me on this path the moment he returned. I know the risks, and I have to take them."
She swallowed, taking a small step as she slowly reached out and rested her palm on my cheek. "This is all for her, isn't it?" she whispered.
I clenched my jaw. "It's always been for her."
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I rolled over and rubbed my eyes. I didn't remember falling asleep because I'd been too preoccupied sobbing into my pillows. And sobbing and sobbing until I had no more tears left and my eyelids had swollen shut. I only hoped none of the servants had heard me.
It wasn't that I hadn't known what I was getting myself into—Gaia knew I'd run clear to the other side of the globe to avoid it—but coming here, physically leaving the man I loved in order to marry one I didn't…the impact of that decision had hit me with the force of a bullet train. If marrying Danton was the right choice—my only choice—why did it feel like my insides were being fed through a paper shredder? When I'd heard songs or read poems about heartache, I'd always thought the person saying them was just speaking pretty words, and that heartache was just a figure of speech, but my heart really did hurt. Each pulse ached and there was a constant fluttering in my tight chest, making it impossible to draw a full breath. If this was the right thing to do, why did I feel as if I'd just made the biggest mistake of my life?
Because it is the biggest mistake of your life. You have no business marrying Danton.
The worst part of it was I knew my conscience was right. Marrying Danton went against everything I stood for, everything I thought I was. My sense of morality screamed in protest at this vile treachery of my personal moral code. On Earth, I never would've considered something like this, but this wasn't Earth, and this world didn't operate by the codes I'd accepted and believed all my life. This world had its own customs and traditions and cultures and religions. It didn't matter what I thought I knew. I lived here now, and if I was going to survive, I had to operate according to its laws and statutes.
Yes, I knew that. I'd almost died so many times trying to avoid it, which was also why Stefan was in the predicament he was in. It was also probably why Alioth had fallen so easily to my uncle and his shadowguard. How many people had suffered or even died because of my refusal to accept the way this world worked? I knew better now, which was why I'd finally given in and come to Orindor to marry Danton…but still. My heart was far behind my mind, and I didn't know if it would ever catch up. I was learning that my heart was a vicious rebel. There was no taming it. It didn't listen to my mind. It wasn't persuaded or coerced. It went right along living and loving, feeling and wanting, no matter how much I tried convincing it otherwise. Which was why kissing Danton last night had felt as if I'd just impaled myself. My heart would continue loving who it loved, no matter what my mind said was necessary, and when I'd done something contrary to its wishes, it hadn't hesitated to let me know. I didn't know if I'd survive very long with my two most vital organs at war with one another.
I wrapped my hand around the little red vitality stone still clasped around my neck—the stone of promise Alex had given me. I knew I shouldn't have brought it with me, but when it'd been time to leave, I hadn't been able to part with it. It was all I had left of him, aside from these painful memories and the ache deep inside my chest. At least he was safe. At least I could help protect him now, and hopefully Stefan and Vera and Thaddeus and the rest of the world, too. And maybe, just maybe, I would eventually be able to convince my rebellious heart to agree.
For a long moment, I lay there, tormented by these thoughts and feelings that had ravaged me through the night. I held the precious stone while staring up at the ceiling through my aching and swollen eyelids. My bedroom ceiling was far away, but it was paneled with a grid of stained mahogany that helped draw it closer. The woodwork was precise and perfect like a checkerboard, and the molding that lined the room's perimeter reached down and covered about two feet of my walls, making the entire ceiling look like a decorative wooden lid.
Danton had apologized for the room last night…or was that really early this morning? Anyway, he thought this room was too small, and sure, it was smaller than my room at the castle, but as far as I was concerned, that was a good thing. My room at the castle was too big, as though it were constantly trying to put me in my place and remind me how small and insignificant I was. This room felt cozy with its heavy tapestries and large, mottled wall sconces that, even in the early morning hours, had given it plenty of warm light. There was a fireplace, a sturdy mahogany armoire and a few filled bookshelves. This room made me feel welcome, like an old friend, and I needed a friend right now. Especially since my conscience wasn't being one.
However, according to Danton, the "preferred" guest-quarters for someone of my "station" was currently occupied by Lady Isla and her father. Danton had said he would have the arrangement switched immediately, but after a lot of pleading and a little bit of arguing, he finally gave in and let me keep this room for the time being. But as soon as it was deemed safe for Lady Isla and her father to return to Campagna, I would be switching rooms, and, apparently, at that point, there would be no arguing the subject.
Sighing, I sat up in my bed and rubbed my temples. My head pounded and my eyes felt like cotton balls. Today would be an important day, because today Danton was going to take me to his father, Lord Commodus Pontefract, to discuss a treaty between Orindor and Valdon. I wondered if Danton was talking with him now, informing him that I'd come in the middle of the night to accept the proposal, and then I wondered what Lord Pontefract would think. I'd never trusted the man, but Danton had promised to follow through with their end of the bargain, and that bargain had better start today. It would take at least a few days to prepare their men for battle, and then who knew how long for them to march to the castle walls. Just thinking of Stefan up against all those shadowguard made my temples wrench. If only I'd accepted Danton's proposal sooner…
No, I couldn't sit here regretting the past. I was here now, and I needed to focus my energy on moving forward and use my new position to make a difference.
Traitor.
You know, Conscience, the day you actually take my side, I'm going to be worried.
Well, that would require you making a good decision for once, and since I don't see that happening any time soon…
I grunted, then slid my legs out from the red satin sheets and set my heels on the soft runner beside my bed. Danton had spared me the tour of the Pontefract estate last night, being that it'd been so late and I'd been so exhausted (and on the verge of collapsing into a heap of sobs), but even then I'd seen enough to know Orindor flaunted its patriotic reds and blacks everywhere it could—even in my bedroom. All the fabric was colored a rich merlot—some of which was embroidered with black threads. Even my nightgown was red. It was as if Orindor refused to acknowledge any other colors, or maybe that was just Lord Commodus Pontefract.
I stood and stretched, then crossed the wooden floor to my window. Heavy, theater-like draperies (also red) spanned the wall-sized pane of leaded glass, save the small column I'd left open last night in hopes that natural light would wake me at sunrise. Of course the sky would be dark with clouds, so the sun hadn't been able to do its job very well. I stared outside at the hedge garden below as my breath fogged a diamond-shaped pane of glass. It was chilly here beside the window, and a little drafty. I'd left my black robe draped over the chair beside my bed, but I didn't feel like putting it on. I liked feeling the cold, because it reminded me that I could still feel—that my heart hadn't withered into a dry husk. At least not yet.
The ache inside of me squeezed, and my lungs suddenly felt too big for my ribcage. Alex was too close, hovering at the fringe of every thought, and I knew I'd have to get this under control if I was to face Lord Pontefract and have any sway. I trailed my finger along the lead, my heart feeling as heavy as a brick. Alex had understood—I knew that. He'd always understood, well before I'd been willing to accept it myself, but that didn't make this any easier.
I hadn't been able to look back at him that night, because if I'd looked back, I never would've kept going. And he didn't come after me. Not then, not even when I met the others back in the hall and Master Durus had placed his amulet around my neck. Alex hadn't come to see me off. I knew we'd already said our goodbyes, and I knew he couldn't bear to watch me leave, and I was glad he hadn't come, but...there was a part of me that had wanted him to be there. There was a part of me—against all reason—that wished he'd tried to stop me. There was a part of me that wished he'd fought for me instead of letting me go, and that part broke my heart a little.
The garden blurred and my eyes burned, and there was a soft rapping on my bedroom door. I quickly wiped my eyes, snatched the robe from its chair, and threw it on as I cleared my throat and said, "Come in."
The latch clicked, the handle turned, and Anna, the young servant from last night, poked her head in.
"Good morning, your highness. I brought breakfast for you," she said. She had a light and sweet voice that didn't have a care in the world. I envied her for it. "May I bring it in?"
"Sure. Thank you, Anna." My throat felt raw.
She smiled at me, seeming pleased I remembered her name, and then she vanished, though only for a second. The door opened wider as she pushed it in with her elbows, carrying a large silver tray in both hands. She breezed into the room, light on her toes, and set the tray down on the table at the foot of my bed. She flipped over a red ceramic teacup and set it down on its matching red plate with a clank, and then she lifted the teapot and poured steaming hot liquid into the cup. She set the teapot back down, arranged a few other items and turned around to face me.
"I wasn't sure what you preferred," she said in that sweet voice, "so I brought you a little bit of everything. If there is something else you would like, please let me know, your highness, and I would be happy to get it for you. Lord Danton has made it perfectly clear you are to be made as comfortable as possible. This is your home now."
My home.
I swallowed to choke down the sob threatening to spill out again. I was surprised I had any tears left after last night. "Thank you, Anna. I'll eat what I can—" I glanced down at the full tray. "I think you've brought me enough food for breakfast, lunch, and dinner."
She smiled, gazing at me with honey-colored eyes. She couldn't have been much older than I was, but there was a lightness to her that reminded me of me…before. I didn't have that lightness anymore. "Lord Danton also wanted me to let you know he will fetch you as soon as he's finished speaking with Lord Pontefract. It may be a while yet, so feel free to make yourself comfortable and wander about wherever you like. He said he'd find you."
I nodded. So he was in a meeting with his father. I wondered how that was going.
"And there's this…" Anna pulled something from a pocket in her skirts and set it on the tray, upright and leaning against the ceramic teapot. It was an envelope with my name scratched ostentatiously across the front, in a lady's hand. "From Lady Isla."
"Lady Isla?" The surprise in my voice was clear.
Anna pressed down the folds of her skirts. "Yes, she asked for you earlier this morning, and then later found me and requested I deliver this note to you."
I already didn't trust it. The last note I'd received from Isla had been a forgery, and I'd ended up in a pile of fire ant infested hay. This one might just bite on impact.
"May I help you dress, then?" Anna asked.
I shook my head. "No, I'll do it." And when she looked a little offended, I elaborated. "I like dressing myself. It's one of the few habits I've kept from my life back on Earth."
She nodded slowly, eyeing me as if my dressing myself was the most absurd thing she'd ever heard. "Until your gowns are tailor-made, you may choose whatever you like out of the wardrobe. Lord Danton has a cousin about your size who stays in this room when she visits every year with her mother and father, and I'm certain you'll be able to find something suitable that will fit. If not, please let me know immediately so I may find something else."
"Oh, that's really nice of you but I can just wear—" I looked around for my skirt and blouse and realized they were missing.
"I took the liberty of having them washed, your highness," Anna said. Though by the look on her face, it almost seemed as if she didn't approve of those clothes—washed or no.
"Then I'll find something in the wardrobe," I said.
She clasped her hands before her and glanced at the fireplace. "Did you…would you like me to start a fire for you?"
"Yes, please." I feinted relief. Before I'd come to Orindor, I'd made a conscious decision to pretend I still didn't have magic. I didn't know what Orindor had heard of my recent actions in Pendel, but considering Pendel's distance from Orindor, I figured the news was still far behind me, and by Anna's delicate hesitation, my suspicions were confirmed. I didn't want Lord Pontefract knowing what I could do because if the time ever came when I needed to challenge him, I wanted the element of surprise on my side. Especially since I didn't have the proper training.
Soft energy pulsed from Anna and light flared. It was only a spark, right in the kindling, but the kindling did its work and the flames quickly came alive. Only the gentry harbored great wells of powerful magic; the rest of the world was forced to be content with the small things. This, Sonya had told me once, and it had proven true over and over again. The world said the great lords were lords because they'd inherited their titles, but I'd come to believe they'd only stayed in power because there was no one else magically strong enough to conquer them. On Gaia, not all men are created equal. Powerful magic gave serious—and often very unfair—advantages.
Once Anna was satisfied the fire was to her liking, she turned back to study me, paying particular attention to my eyes. Could she tell I'd been crying? She caught herself and glanced down, dropping into a curtsy. "I'll be down in the servants' quarters if you need anything else, your highness. Just pull the ribbon beside your bed." She smiled and left, and the door latched behind her.
And I was alone again.
I made my way over to the tray before my lonely thoughts could attack me again. Isla's note sat there glaring at me, and I couldn't help but wonder if she'd woven some curse into each curve of the letters to my name. I turned my attention away from the glaring letter and to the cup of…well, I wasn't sure what it was. It didn't smell like hot tea. It sort of smelled like that awful Pom Ale Stefan had given me once, back when I'd first arrived at the castle. Rhea would always change it to coffee for me.
Rhea. Who knew she'd turn out to be Mistress Astaire Dothrai, powerful sorceress and Thad's mother? I'd always been impressed a servant knew enough magic to transform ale to coffee, but now I knew better. No wonder she didn't want me telling anyone. Like everyone else, she'd capitalized on my ignorance and gained my trust in the process.
What I would give for a cup of hot coffee. Maybe when this was all over, I could start a Starbucks franchise on Gaia, and it would absolutely serve peppermint mochas year round. 
I took a sip and immediately spit it back out. It was that awful Pom Ale, but hot. What was it with these people and drinks that tasted like battery acid? I set the cup back down on its plate and poked around the assortment of cakes and breads and fruits and…something that looked like a bowl of (red) grits. I sat down in the chair and picked my way around the tray, taste-testing all of the items until I found a dense scone that tasted like heaven. There were little crimson (of course) berries in it that reminded me of cranberries, but these were sweeter, and the dough was soft and sticky and warm. So sticky, in fact, it was difficult peeling it off the roof of my mouth. I almost took a sip of the hot Pom Ale to wash it down, but I wasn't that desperate.
I felt Isla's letter watching me out of the corner of my eye. With a grunt, I picked up the small envelope and stared at my name written across the front. Her handwriting was bold and pretentious, just like she was, and I didn't like the idea of her writing my name. It felt like sacrilege—as if my name had been defiled, somehow.
"What could you possibly want from me this morning?" I said aloud, holding the envelope between my thumb and forefinger. I'd half a mind to chuck it in the fire, but my curiosity got the best of me, and I slid my finger beneath the red wax seal, pulled out the letter, and unfolded the single crease.
 
Your Highness ~
 
It was a wonderful surprise seeing you last night, if only for a few moments.
 
Surprise? Yes. Wonderful? Someone should've handed you a mirror last night.
 
It's unfortunate I haven't had the pleasure of your company more, for I would so like to get to know you better. I understand that his lordship is preoccupied for much of the day, so I thought to inquire if I might accompany you in his absence.
I would be honored by your company and conversation, and for the opportunity to further acquaint myself with such an intriguing woman, let alone my regent and superior.
 
I snorted.
 
If you find you do have a few precious moments to spare within your exceedingly busy schedule, I'll be in the drawing room for the next few hours where you may find me.
 
I'd just as soon stab myself with a paintbrush.
 
Your admiring and devoted servant,
As always,
Lady Isla Justine of Campagna
 
I rolled my eyes and threw the paper at the fire, like I should've done in the first place. I was probably getting cursed this very moment. Could a person really be cursed from reading a letter? The fire popped and crackled while the paper charred and curled in on itself, until it finally disintegrated into ash. Had Danton told her yet? Not that it mattered, really. Any attention from her was dangerous.
I pushed myself up from the chair. I needed to move so I could think. Anna had said Danton had been tied up with his father all morning. What could be taking so long? Maybe Lord Pontefract had changed his mind and no longer saw me as a tool to further his political standing. If that were true, the fact that Danton had been with him all morning could only mean he was arguing in my favor. Right?
I rubbed my temples with a groan. I needed to be there with Danton and his father discussing how and when Orindor's soldiers would leave. We were at war, but it was the waiting that just might kill me.
"Please, Stefan, just hang on a little longer…" I said.
I couldn't stay in my room. At this rate, I'd wear a path in the rug I was pacing. I stopped pacing. Visiting Isla was out of the question. My thoughts were torment enough without her words of bottled poison. No doubt she'd only want to find leverage to use against me later.
I marched over to the wardrobe and opened the doors. It was huge and deep and filled with so many fabrics I couldn't even see the back panel. It reminded me of the Chronicles of Narnia, and since I was already in some twisted version of Narnia, I wondered if I could walk through the back of this wardrobe and end up on Earth. And then I remembered I had nothing on Earth to go back to, save Cadence. Assuming he was still there. I ran my fingertips over the various textures of fabric until I came across a pair of pants and a blouse, meant for riding. There was even a pair of burgundy leather riding boots standing on the floor of the wardrobe.
Perfect.
Within a few minutes, I'd replaced my nightgown with the riding ensemble and strapped my dagger just inside my boot. Danton's cousin must have been a little taller than me, and much curvier, but these would work. I walked to my bathroom and splashed some water across my face. My eyes were still puffy, but hopefully that would fade before Danton found me. I tamed my unruly hair into one long braid and snagged a cloak from inside the wardrobe—just in case, because I had no idea where I would be wandering off to—then took one quick glance about my room and stepped out into the hall.
The hallway was brighter than it had been last night, and busier. A servant smiled as he hurried past with a tray of used dishes.
"Good morning, your highness," he said with a slight bow of his head.
Had Danton already alerted his entire staff I was here? I smiled. "Good morning."
He hurried off around the corner just as another servant appeared. This one had a beaded silver gown draped over one arm.
"Morning, your highness." She smiled.
Okay, maybe he had told everyone. I decided this was a good sign, especially since the servants were smiling. I wasn't sure where I should go, though. Danton had spared me the midnight tour and led me straight from the garden to my room last night. Fresh air sounded nice, even though the view from my window warned it would rain any minute. I almost decided to chance it, but my feet seemed to have other ideas and led me in the opposite direction. Danton had promised me a tour this morning, but being that he was preoccupied, I'd give myself one. And besides: Anna had made it sound as if I could go anywhere I pleased. I thought this a good opportunity to study the home of my future spouse and in-laws. Who knew what I might find out about the Pontefracts in the process?
As it turned out, I didn't find out much. The estate sprawled in a maze of long hallways and short stairs, and it was like walking through the Natural History Museum—everything was off-limits. Most of the doors were locked, and those that weren't were flanked by intimidating looking men wearing blacks and reds, adorned in shiny swords. At the start of my solo tour, I approached a pair guarding one such door, and before I could even ask, they crossed their shiny swords before the door.
I smiled and said, "Excuse me, sirs, but Lord Danton said I could give myself a tour this morning."
"I'm sorry, your highness," one of the men said in a very nasally voice—the annoying sort that made you wince, "but you will have to restrict your wanderings to the halls. This room is off-limits, per order of Lord Pontefract."
"Even for me?" I asked.
"Especially for you, your highness."
I didn't like that response, but I left, and the halls didn't prove to be any better. On both sides, standing a few feet from the walls themselves, were fences of brass poles with velvety red rope strung in between, posing an elegant barrier between the portraits hanging along the walls and me, so I was forced to observe them from the center of the hallway. So maybe I had learned a little something about Lord Commodus Pontefract: He didn't like people touching his things.
After a while, I gave up and went outside to the gardens. It was colder today than it had been last night, and I slipped into my cloak, my breath clouding as I walked. The sky was dark and the air smelled like rain. I didn't know how long I'd be able to wander out here before the sky unleashed its fury, but being outside was better than being in Lord Commodus Pontefract's shrine of untouchables.
My boots crunched on the gravel path leading into the gardens. The foliage here was plump and rich green, and left unattended it wouldn't take long for this meticulously manicured garden to denature into a tangle of overgrowth and weeds. Nothing was in bloom this time of year, but the garden remained fragrant with balsam and something like peppermint. A soft breeze whispered past, fluttering my cloak behind me, and my gravel trail turned into a thread of damp, rich earth that wove through the hedges. From my brief walk with Danton last night, and with a little help from the view from my bedroom window, I knew the garden was circular and all the notches led to the middle. I meandered through the hedges, passing a few gardeners along the way who were pruning the hedges with enormous shears.
I reached the inner circle, walked to one of the stone benches, and sat down, relishing the fresh air. From where I sat, I could just see the second story of the Pontefract estate, all gloom and doom and spires in its Gothic glory. A little to my right was my bedroom window, reflecting the dark sky beyond. I rested the flats of my palms behind me, gripped the edge of the bench, and leaned back on my arms. It was peaceful and quiet here, even with the occasional snip-snip-snipping of pruning shears, and there was a somber quality to the air my spirit took comfort in.
The wind stroked my cheeks and loosed a few strands of hair free from my braid.
I will come for you soon, a voice said in my mind, startling me. It was that deep and timeless voice I'd thought was Cian, the wind elemental, but now, after all that'd happened with the dragons, I wasn't so sure anymore.
I was about to ask "Who are you?" and "When is soon?" but then I remembered I'd heard the voice in my head, and I didn't think it would be a good idea for any of the gardeners to catch the princess of Gaia—Danton's soon-to-be betrothed—talking to herself. The wind rustled through the hedges, but the voice didn't speak again.
My thoughts wandered back to Alex. What was he doing? Was he still in Karth? Or had he left the city? What would he do now? Probably set sail for the shores of Campagna with Sir Torren and his men. I wished I were there with him. I wanted to be there with him so badly, working beside him. Working together like we'd always done when we were little. Sometimes I still couldn't believe I hadn't realized I'd loved him back then, especially when it was so obvious to me now.
Like that time—what, was it four years ago? Sonya had phoned saying Alex had been in a bad riding accident. He'd been put in ICU but his condition was stable and we shouldn't worry—she'd just wanted to let us know. I'd had the car backing out of the driveway within minutes, with my dad running out the door yelling at me. I was only fourteen, so I didn't have a driving permit or anything like that. Minor, irrelevant detail. Alex was hurt and I was going to see him—it was that simple. And then I was going to beat Jinx's hind for hurting him. I knew it was Jinx's fault. Alex had recently bought the thoroughbred, and he'd been breaking Jinx in, but it'd been difficult. Jinx was about as docile as a wild bull with a flag waving in front of its eyes.
Since I wasn't getting out of the driver's seat without a slew of cross-your-hearts from my father, he soon succumbed to driving me three hours to the hospital where Alex was being kept. By the time we got there, Alex was no longer in ICU. They'd wheeled him to a double room he had to share with a very old man who snored like a bear. My dad stood in the hall with Sonya, but I could still see Alex lying on the bed with his foot in a cast, elevated in a sling hanging from the ceiling. There was a wrap around his temple, too, which made his dark hair stand straight up like he'd been electrocuted, and there was a nasty bruise on his left cheekbone, as well as a mesh of cuts on his cheeks and forearms. When he saw me standing in the threshold of his room, he grinned. It was a lopsided grin, because his bottom lip was swollen on one side, but his sentiment was undeniable—he was proud of his current incapacitation.
Men.
I'd rolled my eyes. "Oh, stop beaming, you idiot," I'd said, walking toward the edge of his bed. Alex's gaze followed me all the way, bright and alive.
"Hey," he'd said. "Good to see you too."
"You're lucky you can see me." I'd touched the bandage on his forehead before sitting on the edge of his bed, careful not to move the mattress too much, and I looked over the rest of him with a frown. "Do I want to know?"
Alex had looked away, suddenly interested in the pulley-system supporting his bum leg.
I knew it.
Angry, I whacked his cast.
He lunged for his cast. "Geeze, Daria!"
"You promised you wouldn't ride her yet!" I'd growled, ignoring his grunting and wincing.
"She was fine!"
"Apparently." I moved to jab his cast again, but he grabbed my wrist. He'd grown a surprisingly strong grip in that last year. I glared at him and he just laughed. The sound, though familiar, was deeper and had a strange, hypnotizing effect on me I didn't understand. I wiggled my hand free. "All right, so what happened?"
Alex had gone into a very detailed monologue about his morning with Jinx, and I remembered sitting there watching him. Admiring him. So animated as he spoke—he was still excited about the fact he'd almost died. And as it turned out—at least from his injured perspective—Jinx had been fine, right until the bunny. At which point it was as if the bunny were some fanged demon from hell who sent Jinx into a fit, and Jinx had bucked Alex right off. Down an embankment and into a pile of thorny bramble.
"Quit looking at me like that." He rolled his eyes. "It's just a broken leg and a minor concussion."
"Just." I'd snorted. "I think your brain is what's broken. Are you suicidal?"
Alex reached for me with that proud and very lopsided grin. "But Daria…she finally let me ride her! Saddle…reins…everything!"
I'd eyed him and frowned. "You're sick, you know that?"
He'd laughed again, grabbing my wrists and pulling me closer, and I'd let him. He'd pulled me down until I was lying beside him, my feet dangling over the edge of the mattress, the two of us wedged in that hospital bed. It wasn't unusual for us. We used to lie all over each other all the time. Touching was familiar because of all our fighting and sparring and wrestling. We'd always been so comfortable with one another, back before everything had gotten so complicated. Back before he'd grown so serious with burden and responsibility—which I understood now.
"You smell like grass," he'd said, playing with a piece of my hair.
"That's because I was in the middle of mowing the lawn."
"That's not a lawn. It's a carpet square."
"Shush, before I break your other leg."
I felt him chuckle against me.
"I can't decide if I should be flattered you were so worried about me, or insulted…" he'd whispered on my hair, squeezing my waist.
"Insulted. Definitely," I'd teased, poking him gently in the ribs. For some reason I hadn't felt comfortable telling him just how worried I'd been. Because I'd loved him even then, though I hadn't realized it at the time, and I'd refused to let my mind even creep to that precarious edge, because doing so made me feel vulnerable in a way I'd never felt before. And I was afraid of it. Alex's friendship was like a rare and precious gem I wanted to hide away and protect so that no outside force could take it away from me—or worse, shatter it and render it irreparable. And loving him in that way could do just that.
A cool breeze whispered through the gardens of the Pontefract estate, bringing me back to the present. That was another time, another life. So, so long ago, it almost felt as if those memories belonged to another person. I closed my eyes, letting my mind slip away with it. I missed him. So much. I missed before, the way things had been, before all the walls and awkwardness and duty, and I missed the present, filled with all the raw passion and longing. I missed a future I would never have, not with him. My chest shook with my next breath and I swallowed.
"Ah, there you are, your highness," said a silky voice.
Groan. Maybe I should've thrown myself in the fire instead.
I blinked my eyes open and sat up straight. "Lady Isla."
She gave me a cherry-lipped smile, and I had the sudden urge to reach out and smudge her perfect lipstick. Isla looked particularly exquisite today, wrapped in a gown of lapis lazuli with black lace accents across the front of her torso and in long plates down her skirts. The fabric—some mixture of silk and chiffon—sashayed as she approached, the hem of her gown tickling the short green grass. Most of her red hair was hidden beneath a lacy black bonnet secured by a fat black ribbon tied under her chin. Long black gloves covered her slender hands and arms, and the cape hiding her shoulders was made of black velvet and lined with black silk. She looked as if she'd stepped out of a nineteenth-century edition of Vogue. Men fought with fists, but women fought with fashion, and Isla had just declared war.
Her dark eyes did a once over my frame, and I could almost see her thoughts…
Battle for Danton: Isla one, Daria zero.
"I'm so glad to have found you," she said, those malignant eyes coming to rest upon my face. "Did you receive my note?"
"I did."
There was a moment's pause, and then she smiled broadly. "May I sit?" She waved at the empty space on the bench beside me.
Before I could say a word, she was already wedging herself beside me. Isla adjusted her skirts then began tugging at the fingers of one of her gloves before pulling it free. "I was hoping to speak with you in the drawing room, and when you didn't show, I thought, perhaps, I was wrong to suggest a place so foreign to one of your upbringing"—she tugged off the other glove—"and I found myself thinking, if I were her highness, where would I be? Naturally, I recalled you preferred to be out of doors, and it seems my memory serves me right." She laid both gloves across her lap before smiling up at me.
How she managed to thread insults into every saccharine word, I had no idea. It was a talent, no doubt, and I found myself staring at her.
"How do you like the Pontefract estate?" she asked, all innocence.
I had to guard every response with my life. Not something I was good at. "I like what I've seen of it so far."
She smiled at nothing in front of us. "I know it isn't the grand Castle Regius you've grown accustomed to—no doubt both are far better than the bucolic setting I've heard you grew up in on Earth. For myself, I can't imagine living in such simple quarters without servants or cooks or a lady's maid or proper company. It's a wonder you've acquired a sense of decorum in such a short span of time, though you are a wonder…" She laughed to herself, brushing a stray red curl from her face. "But the Pontefract estate does have its charms, doesn't it? Personally, I like the sense of security I find here that doesn't exist in any of the other great houses."
"Security?" It was a weak response, but it was all I could do not to throttle her on the spot.
"Surely you've noticed how protective Lord Pontefract is with his home—the guards and garlands of rope." When she saw me nod (a very marginal nod, I might add), she continued. "And since he's granted me passage into any particular room I like, I find I may enter without concern of intruders. I do so love that about this place. It's difficult finding privacy when one is so admired. Though I figured due to the…abruptness of your arrival late last night, you have yet to be granted such privileges, which is why I thought to wait for you in the drawing room. It's rarely off-limits, even to the lower classes."
Oh, why hadn't I just stayed in my room? "How long have you been a guest here?" I asked.
"A few weeks. Father and I arrived not long after the games ended," she replied, seeming happy to discuss this topic. "My uncle, Lord Vega, had business with Lord Pontefract—they're always doing business together, you see. Lord Vega had other matters to attend, so he asked my father to come in his stead. It's not the first time, nor is it the first time Lord Danton has asked me to accompany him." The smile that followed was distant and pleasured, begging me to ask her for further clarification.
Which I did not. "It's a good thing you and your father left when you did," I said. "This world isn't safe for travelers right now."
"So I hear," she continued, losing the smile. "It's a wonder you made it all the way to Pendel in one piece, but then again, you did have your aegis with you. How is Aegis Alexander Del Conte, anyway? I so missed seeing his beautiful face around the castle. He was always so friendly with me…" She let her voice trail, and her smile returned.
I resisted the urge to punch her in the face and dislocate her jaw so that she would stop talking. "Aegis Alexander Del Conte has always been a perfect gentleman—whether ladies have deserved it or not."
Of course, Isla snatched at once like a starved bird being tossed a crumb. "I've no idea how you stand it."
"What do you mean?"
There was a glint in her eyes. "Oh, come, now. You can tell me. No woman alive could spend so much time alone in Alexander's company without…well, it would be improper for me to say it."
I frowned. "But apparently it's not improper for you to think it."
Her smile could've seduced a eunuch. "All we women are allowed are our thoughts, your highness. It's a man's world. If you do not see that now, you will soon. We women must use what we can." When I didn't respond, she continued. "It must be hard for you, not being able to do magic."
This…all of this was why I'd avoided her. But then again, I could use her gossipy ways in my favor. The most valuable piece of information Isla could have would be concerning my magic. "Not as difficult as it would be for you, I'm sure," I said.
She looked at me, curious. "Whatever do you mean, your grace?"
I drew my attention to the hedge across from us that was currently being pruned. Then I imagined that hedge was Isla. Snip-snip-snip. "I grew up in a world without magic," I said. "I'm used to living without it, so I'm probably the best person to have to experience this…inability, because I never learned to rely on magic in the first place."
She pondered this for a moment, and I could tell she'd been hoping for a different response. "A world without magic," she said more to herself. "I can't even fathom it."
I didn't doubt there was an entire universe of things she couldn't fathom, but I was done with this conversation. I'd already endured more than I could stand, so I came up with a quick excuse before I could say something that would get me in trouble. "I don't mean to be rude, but I have some letters to write, so if you'll excuse me—" I started to get up.
"Your highness, I sought you out because I wanted to talk with you about last night."
I paused and looked down to find her smoothing the wrinkles from her gloves.
She stopped and looked up at me. "I hope I didn't give you the wrong impression."
"What impression would that be?"
"Well…" She laughed like a chord of bells. "I know how it might have looked, his lordship and me all alone in this garden at such an hour, and I don't deny I would've jumped to a similar conclusion, had our roles been reversed."
I stared at her, keeping my expression blank.
"But I assure you we were only taking a midnight stroll," she continued in a syrupy voice. "We both adore them, you know—Lord Danton and I. Coming out here when it's quiet and there aren't so many listening ears. We can talk about so many things, confide in one another about politics and philosophy and books and dreams—without fret of being overheard. He and I are engaged to be married, you know, and I feel fortunate to be engaged to a man who values my ideals and opinions."
That answered that question: He hadn't told her yet. Fine. And it seemed Danton had a grab bag of one-liners he liked to throw at women.  "What do you want, Isla?" I snapped. "Really. I know you're not here because you care what I think."
She looked so genuinely astonished I almost complimented her for the act. She even splayed fingers over her heart, or where her heart would be if she'd had one.
"Why of course I care what you think, your highness," she said. "If there's any opinion I hold dear, it would be yours. I'll admit you and I might have gotten off on the wrong footing, but I believe it was all just a misunderstanding on my part and I would really like for the two of us to be friends."
Despite myself, I laughed, then hid it with a cough. "I don't think that's possible."
She looked stricken.
Bravo, Isla!
"Your highness, whatever I've done to offend you, I am truly sorry. I only thought, since we share a common acquaintance, it would make things easier if we were on the same side."
"And which side is that?" I stood, looking down into her face of Grammy-Award winning innocence.
"Why, in this male-dominated world, we females must stick together, your highness. Watch out for one another, you know, since we are both guests in this house, but also because our reputations are all we have to recommend us."
"Thanks for your concern, but I'd rather look out for my own reputation." I smiled tightly then turned away from her.
"Don't think I don't know what you're up to."
I looked at her over my shoulder. She'd lost the disguise, eyes narrowed and cheeks flushed with anger. Finally! "You know, Isla, I think that is the only honest thing you've said to me in the last ten minutes."
Her fingers flexed over her gloves. "You don't want me as your enemy. You've no idea the things I could do—"
"Oh, I think I have a pretty good idea," I cut her off, turning to face her completely. "I know your type. You have nothing of any value to offer society, so you spin lies, hoping to elevate your own standing by bringing others down. You think a pretty face and coquetry will get you whatever you want, and maybe, in your case, you're right. It seems to have worked pretty well for you so far, otherwise you wouldn't be standing here now, engaged to Lord Danton. You're good at spinning sticky webs, I'll give you that. But you should stop wasting your energy on me. I've faced pykans and barghests and shadowguard and gargons, and I've fought against an army of dead men. I am not afraid of you. Say what you want about me; I don't care. Spread your lies and filth, but I will not be goaded into this manipulative, political chatter another second, so unless you have something honest and important to say, quit wasting both of our time and leave me alone."
Hell, fire, and brimstone…right on your head.
I hadn't really meant to say all of that, but once I'd started I couldn't stop. At some point during my monologue, her cherry-red lips had parted and she'd gaped at me as if I'd suddenly started speaking Parseltongue.
"I hope I'm not interrupting anything?" a male voice asked behind me.
Isla regained composure at once—oh, she was good—and smiled broadly before dipping into a low curtsy. "Good morning, my lord."
Danton stood between hedges, cool eyes sliding from Isla and settling on me. He looked tired this morning, but handsome, his hair elegantly tousled, and he was dressed all in black with a black cape trimmed in red, which fell from one shoulder. He raised a pale brow, and I wondered how much of my little speech he'd heard. 
"You haven't interrupted anything at all," I said matter-of-factly. "In fact, Lady Isla and I were just talking about you."
"Oh?" His eyes were only on me, his aristocratic face unreadable, but I felt a swell of his amusement. "Should I be concerned?"
I approached him with a confidence I didn't feel. "Of course not. Lady Isla had nothing but wonderful things to say about you." I beamed back at her, and despite her flirtatious smile, her anger simmered.
Danton looked satisfied and extended an elbow to me. "Good," he said as I took it. "I have enough to remedy as it is, and I'd hate to add more to the list. By the way…" He leaned back to look at me. "You look lovely this morning."
I laughed, very aware of Isla watching us. "Oh, please. I'm wearing riding clothes."
He smiled in a way that made me want to run in the opposite direction. "It suits you, though." He reached out and trailed a finger along my braid, which was draped over one shoulder. "You remind me of a wild stallion."
I swallowed and glanced away, wishing he'd stop looking at me like that and wanting him to stop touching my hair. "Thank you, I think."
"Oh, it is definitely a compliment," he said, and then as if suddenly remembering Isla was still standing there, he said, "I'll be taking her highness, now. Thank you for keeping her company in my absence."
Isla's cheeks turned as red as the lining of Danton's cape, and her gaze fell. "It was my pleasure, my lord."
Without another word, he led me away from her and out of the gardens, and I knew without a doubt that Isla would find a way to punish me for this.
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ALEXANDER
 
 
We reached Karth's portal in a few hours. It took longer than I'd hoped collecting Arioch Prime and Sir Torren. Sir Torren had been hesitant opening the portal during a time of war. In the end, we convinced him that the extreme situation warranted extreme action, and he agreed to let us through.
Karth's portal sat at the top of a mountain. The only way to reach it had been via staircase—one that had been carved into the mountainside. It'd been nicknamed the Stair of One Thousand because it possessed one thousand steps, and I'd felt every single one of them. Even without Thaddeus counting.
Somewhere around step sixty-three, Vera said, "If you don't stop, I'm going to shove you over the edge."
Thaddeus took her threat to heart…for about a minute, and then murmured, "Eighty-one, eighty-two…"
Vera growled and shoved him.
He laughed as he tripped up the next step, caught himself, and resumed walking. He also resumed counting. They went back and forth like this the entire way, and by some miracle of the spirits, there weren't any casualties.
We were all sweating and lightheaded from altitude by the time we reached the top. The sun rose behind us, cresting the jagged spires marking the Way of Kings. The portal itself stood like a monument. It boasted a stone platform, runes and symbols etched into the surface, framed by a wall that curved in a semicircle around the perimeter. The wall was made of smooth stone, save one runic word that'd been carved in the center. I didn't know what the runes said; I couldn't read or speak Ancient Karthan. Poised on top of the wall, like a sentinel over the city, was a great stone dragon. It'd been masterfully chiseled, ribbed wings spread across the breadth of the wall's rim, neck stretched tall and snakelike with eyes fixed on the city below. It looked like the dragon that had carried Daria back to me that night.
In my mind, I saw her body limp in the dragon's talons. I couldn't remember a moment in my life when I'd been so afraid—afraid I'd lost her. Only to let her run straight to Danton. I fisted my hands, angry. I had no idea what would come of the path I was on, but I did know one thing: For as long as I lived, I would never stop fighting for her.
Thaddeus and Vera argued nearby about something as my mother approached me.
"The man who'll be waiting for you is called Drago Campinelli," she said.
Drago Campinelli. "That name…it sounds familiar," I said.
"He used to call us occasionally. In Yosemite. But you were just a little boy then."
A vague memory came to mind of a gruff voice speaking words flying too fast to process.
"He used to be an aegis," she continued. "He'd travel between the portals on the Earthen side for Prince Alaric, but then he fell in love with Italy and decided to stay there. When we'd return to Yosemite, he'd call your father to catch up on everything happening in Gaia."
"Drago," I repeated, remembering. "Wasn't he the one who sent me a greatsword on my fifth birthday?"
She chuckled. "The very one."
I grinned. The sword had come with a card that'd said, "You're never too young." My parents had locked the sword away until I was twelve. 
"And you trust him to get us to the States?" I asked.
"Absolutely," she said, and then glanced askance at Vera and Thaddeus, who were still arguing. "I'd worry more for your sanity, if I were you." 
"They're risking their lives for me," I said.
My mother looked straight into my eyes. "Alexander, they respect you—they always have. I know you could use the help, and Gaia knows I have some consolation knowing you're not going about this alone, but don't forget it was their choice to follow you. You are a leader—you always have been. Everywhere you've gone, people have followed you and looked to you for guidance and counsel. Lord Tosca was no fool when he sought you out for Alioth."
"That was different," I said. "His assignments only put me at risk. But this is my choice. My mission. I am directly responsible for what happens to them."
She grabbed my hand. "You've always been responsible for them, Alexander. It just wasn't so obvious before, not like it is now." Before I could argue, she squeezed my hand and said, "You aren't a leader because you promise no one will get hurt. You are a leader because you have something inside of you others are drawn to. You possess a strength of mind and an integrity that gives them hope, and through you, they feel as if they can be part of something greater than themselves—that they can really make a difference in this world. And they look to you to guide them in that pursuit. Be honored, because they follow you out of love rather than duty. Not even many kings can say that. They don't expect you to be perfect, but they know who you are and they expect you will inevitably do what is right and what is honorable. They trust that man with their whole heart, and Gaia has and will bless you for it."
Her encouragement only made me feel worse. "I'm not worthy of that kind of trust."
She moved her hand to my cheek. "Which is precisely why they will continue giving it to you." Her jaw clenched and unclenched. "You are my only son, my love, and I could not have asked for a better man to call so. Your father and I have been so blessed by you…" She breathed in slowly, gathering herself. Struggling to be an aegis instead of my mother. "Please…be careful."
I wrapped my arms around her. "I love you."
She squeezed me tight but let go quickly, smiling up at me with wet eyes.
Vera and Thaddeus stood near the edge of the platform. They were no longer arguing, but watching us, waiting. Arioch Prime discussed something with Sir Torren, and Arioch, sensing our conversation had ended, looked up and smiled.
"I see we're ready," he said. "You three must stand in the center there…" He waved a hand at the platform.
"You're certain nothing will come back through after them?" Sir Torren asked.
Arioch sighed. "No, I'm not certain. The portal will land them in the middle of a large cathedral, so if anything sneaks through from the other side, it will most likely be a priest. On second thought, perhaps you should evacuate the entire city immediately."
Sir Torren frowned at Arioch, who'd already turned his attention to Thaddeus and Vera.
"No, no, Vera," Arioch said. "Stand closer to him…yes, like that."
Vera's side was now touching Thaddeus's. To say she looked furious was an understatement. Thaddeus, however, preened. I exchanged a worried glance with my mother, who shook her head and chuckled. I took my place on Vera's other side. My mother and Sir Torren stepped back, and Arioch Prime took his place at the edge of the platform. He spread his arms, lifted his face to the sky, and began chanting.
A gust of wind ripped across the mountaintop and a great, dark cloud slid over the sun. More clouds coalesced in the sky above, churning and frothing like the Black Sea. Arioch's chants grew louder and louder, and great bolts of lightning forked through the dark sky. Thunder crackled, Thaddeus jumped, and the runic word on the wall began glowing white. It was faint, but growing brighter and brighter by the second. Suddenly, the light flashed blinding white, I shut my eyes, and a pulse of whispers came from everywhere at once. Air squeezed around my body, then released. The world fell silent, and I opened my eyes.
We stood in an exedra, a sanctuary of the gods—or God, considering where we'd landed. The walls and floors were covered in glossy marble, and everything glistened in a golden hue. A double ramp of curved, marble stairs rose before us, joining at the main floor. This exedra opened to the structure above, and the ceiling was so far away it looked as though it touched the heavens.
Thaddeus gasped. "Whoa."
"Stop saying that word," Vera snapped.
Thaddeus touched one of the marble columns. "This place looks like it was made out of gold. Is Earth made out of gold, Del Can't? I think I would've remembered a detail like that…"
Vera jabbed her elbow in his ribs.
Judging by the dark and quiet, the cathedral was closed to the public. But it would open soon, and we needed to be out of here well before then.
"We can't use magic here," I whispered as a reminder. Vera started pulling her blades free and I shook my head. "Keep them sheathed. There might be guards on the main floor."
"Then shouldn't we keep them out?" she asked, confused.
"Earth isn't like Gaia," I said. "People don't walk around carrying weapons, and doing so could get you in some serious trouble."
She thought this over. "If that's true, then the people are idiots. How is a person supposed to defend herself?"
This was a long discussion we didn't have time for right now. "Would you just do it, please?" I asked. "You'll have to trust me on this."
She didn't look convinced, but she slid her blades back in their sheaths anyway. I nodded my thanks. I wasn't worried about our aegis attire. Fitted black leathers weren't cause for concern, and they certainly wouldn't stand out at night. Cloaks might have, but we'd left those back in Karth.
I glanced sharply at Thaddeus. "And keep quiet."
He gasped, all innocence and offense. I ascended the stairs, quiet and careful, my boots landing without sound. Before I reached the top I paused, crouching near the locked, waist-high gate. I listened, resting my shoulders against the thick marble balustrade. The cathedral was quiet—too quiet, and it made me uneasy.
I crept up and swung my legs over the balustrade, landing swiftly and silently upon the main floor, and crouched low. A smattering of dim lights softened the darkness around me. I inched along the balustrade, pressing myself against the squat columns while scanning the shadows of the nave. Thaddeus and Vera followed, and I heard Thaddeus gasp again as he took in the enormity of the cathedral.
St. Peter's Basilica was a magnificent sight. Deemed the largest cathedral on Earth, it had definitely earned its designation. It made a person feel dwarfish—minuscule—as if we'd stepped into the home of a god, and its grandeur demanded a moment of silent awe and admiration. But we didn't have time for admiration. We needed to get out of here. Now.
I ushered them behind a marble plinth of one of the helical, bronze columns of the great ciborium marking St. Peter's burial chamber. Thaddeus didn't see my cue, distracted by the great heights above, and Vera tugged him after us before he wandered out in the open. The three of us slipped into the shadows of the back wall. There I waited, listening, my hand on the hilt of my sword. If we ran into cathedral guards, I wasn't sure how we'd explain ourselves, or our weapons. 
I slipped out of the main nave and off to the side, hugging the wall of niches, and the other two followed. We crept behind the massive columns and beneath the grand arches. It was a shame, walking through this prodigious structure without taking time for proper appreciation. Thaddeus, however, seemed to be appreciating it well enough. Vera grabbed hold of the end of his shirtsleeve and dragged him along. She didn't look very happy about it.
I was snaking behind the next column when I heard a pin-drop of sound. I froze, and Thaddeus and Vera stopped beside the column behind me, looking puzzled. I held up two fingers, and then pointed in the direction of the sound, and we waited.
I couldn't see anyone, but there were plenty of dark niches to hide inside. Thaddeus gestured all was clear and waved his hand to urge me forward. I shook my head. Not yet. I was predisposed to mistrust every new environment I was thrust inside, especially silent ones.
Irritated, Thaddeus threw his hands down, palms open.
I ignored him, scanning the nave—every shadow and every corner. I was raising my hand to the others to keep going when a shadow moved in my periphery.
My eyes narrowed at the main exits.
There you are.
I pointed in the direction of the shadow. Vera frowned while Thaddeus folded his arms and mouthed the word, "Lucky."
There was no way of knowing who was near the exits, but I doubted it was a cathedral guard. A guard wouldn't be so concerned with stealth. Whoever was in here with us didn't want us knowing they were here, and something told me it wasn't Drago Campinelli.
Causing a distraction was useless. Our spy already knew our location. Still, I didn't feel comfortable stepping out into the open without knowing how many others were in here with us. Unfortunately, Thaddeus saved me from further introspection by waving his arm out from behind the large column. There was a series of soft clicks, air whizzed, and darts ricocheted off the marble wall behind him and clattered to the floor.
I narrowed my eyes at him, but he only shrugged. And without another word, the three of us sprinted for the exit. Clicks and air whizzed as we ran. Ducking and leaping, pausing to hide behind columns. I dove, sliding across the floor on my stomach as a dart grazed my back, and then I launched myself up on my feet again, almost colliding with the shadow in front of me.
I ducked as a sword sliced where my neck had been. I slipped around my assailant, jabbing my elbow hard into his spine. He cried out and staggered, and I drew my sword, ramming the hilt against his neck, rendering him unconscious. Vera and Thaddeus were engaging in battles of their own when another figure came up behind me. I stopped her arcing scimitar with my sword. She was strong for someone her size, but too wild. She raged at me and I kicked her hard in the gut, knocking the wind from her. She curled forward to catch her breath, and I grabbed her sword arm and broke it over my knee. She screamed in pain and collapsed, and as she fell I noticed the edge of a tattoo on her neck.
Morts? Here?
More shadows emerged from the niches in my periphery. How many others were here? Had they been waiting to ambush us? And where were the cathedral guards? They should have heard the fighting by now. Thaddeus staggered beneath his opponent, but before I could step in, Vera rammed her hilt into the man's skull. The man slumped to the ground, and Vera grabbed Thaddeus's hand, jerking him back to his feet. The three of us sprinted for the sign marked "Uscita" hanging above one of the doors, our tread echoing through the nave. I expected the doors to be locked and was surprised when they weren't. With a twist and a shove, I opened the door and the three of us bolted into the frigid night air.
The wide, circular piazza shone with the golden hue of lanterns, and a light drizzle made everything wet. We sprinted down the broad stairs, ducking as more darts whizzed past. A few Italian guards lingered near the columnar arms of St. Peter's Basilica, and when they saw us they started forward, shouting things in Italian. But more Morts also emerged from behind the columns of the colonnade, and they ran toward us.
"How did the bloody Mortis worshippers know we were coming here?" Thaddeus yelled as we sprinted past a fountain.
My boots splashed through small puddles on the cobblestones. "You're asking me? They're your father's men!"
"That doesn't mean I know—Hellfire!" Thaddeus yelled, pitching forward. "That dart almost got my cheek!"
"Well, quit talking and pay attention!" Vera yelled back.
We reached the end of the long colonnade, and I glanced back. There were at least a dozen Morts tailing us. The Italian guards seemed to be hanging back, too scared to enter the melee. We could never outrun so many Morts. Not here. Not without magic. Sirens wailed in the distance and Thaddeus shrieked in fright. "What is that sound?"
We sprinted, but I had no idea what we were sprinting toward. I had no idea how to find Drago—especially in a city this size—and we certainly couldn't do it with Morts on our tail. Vera cried out and staggered.
"Are you hit?" I yelled back at her.
She hobbled along. "No, just…twisted my ankle. I'll be fine."
Thaddeus cursed behind me and grabbed her hand, pulling her after him. I swore under my breath. I shouldn't have let them come. We hadn't even left the portal, and we were caught, outnumbered and vulnerable in a city none of us knew, and without magic to aid us. We'd have to stand and fight the Morts. Odds like these didn't usually concern me, but with Vera injured, I didn't think we'd stand much chance. Even if we somehow survived it, there would be the Italian government to contend with. Considering we'd just broken at least a dozen laws of the Magical Pact, we wouldn't be going anywhere anytime soon.
A throaty engine rumbled through the streets. I couldn't pinpoint its source, but the rumble revved. Suddenly, a pair of high beams blinded me. I held up my hands to shield the light from my eyes, straining to see as I ran. Thaddeus yelled something about the sky falling and it being the end of the world. A sleek, black convertible squealed its back wheels, spinning the car around and screeching to a halt right in front of us.
A Ferrari.
The man inside waved and yelled, "Get in!"
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"I apologize for my delay. It's been a rather long morning," Danton said as he led us out of the garden at a brisk pace. His tone was as dreary as the weather.
I tried not to let my spirits dampen with it. "Should I even ask?" I asked. Our boots crunched as we stepped out onto the gravel path.
He glanced sideways at me, giving me a tight smile before looking ahead. "Probably not, but Father has agreed. There are, however, a few…issues he wants to discuss with you."
This didn't sound good at all. "Hm," I said. "So your father has agreed to what, exactly?"
Danton veered us right, down the wide path leading back to the estate. "Don't worry. I made it very clear your offer remains contingent upon Orindor's aiding Valdon in this war."
"Is that what took all morning?"
Danton inhaled, lips tight. "Yes."
"I'm not sure what the problem is. That was your father's original offer."
"Yes, but we weren't at war when he made it."
"Ah." Yes, this was sounding worse by the second. "I take it this is the issue your father wants to discuss with me?"
Our footsteps crunched. "I believe so," he said, "though he wouldn't specify—not to me—but he wants to speak with you immediately."
"Should I change first?" I asked, gesturing at myself. I was, after all, still wearing a riding ensemble. Hardly fit for discussing diplomacy with Lord Pontefract, my future father-in-law.
Father-in-law.
Ugh. The word made me cringe inwardly. This was not at all how I'd envisioned my future.
"There's no need to change," Danton replied, "and I'd rather not keep him waiting."
Danton opened the doors and led me inside, closing them behind us. Servants smiled at us as we passed, and many of the lady servants blushed as they looked at their lord—so much so I wondered…
No, I couldn't and wouldn't wonder about…that. I had other, larger matters to handle, like saving the world. But saving the world wasn't progressing as fast as I'd hoped, and Danton's weary physique and evasive responses weren't helping my confidence.
"By the way," Danton spoke in a gentler tone, "I hope you know I won't allow Lady Isla to spread any ill rumors about you."
My cheeks warmed. "I was hoping you hadn't heard any of that."
He squeezed my arm and glanced sideways at me. "I didn't mean to eavesdrop, but I was glad you said what you did. In fact, I found myself rooting for you." I gave him a doubtful look, and he grinned. The blue in his eyes changed—deepened, almost, as if the ice in them were melting. "Not that I'm surprised you said any of it," he said, "considering your, ah, rather unbridled reputation. Don't get me wrong…I do like that about you."
This time I laughed. "Well, you're one of the few."
"I'm proud of you for having the courage to tell Lady Isla what so many others have wanted to say for a very long time."
"You're not going to gallantly defend your fiancée?"
"Oh, but I am defending my fiancée." He smiled broadly at me.
I looked away from him and followed the run of rope festooned from pole to pole. "Technically, I'm just your guest."
"No, the matter is sealed. All that's left is to inform Lord Justine of the change."
"All that's left," I scoffed. "You make it sound as if it's as easy as telling your groom to feed your horse."
"Well, it is."
"Right. Maybe if your horse had rabies."
He laughed. It was a genuine laugh, pleasant and full, and it made me wonder if he laughed very often. For some reason, I doubted it. "It's not so bad," he added. "These things happen all the time."
But I doubted they happened all the time to Lady Isla. "So who will be doing the honor of bringing these common tidings?"
"Father," he said.
I eyed Danton with disapproval.
His sigh was equipped with an eye roll. "And yes, Your Prudent Highness, I will be informing Lady Isla myself."
I grinned despite myself. "Such disrespect already."
Danton stopped at the entrance to a wide hallway and turned to face me. "I want you to feel comfortable with me, Daria," he said just above a whisper, his eyes liquid blue. "And I wasn't lying when I said I wanted to fix my reputation in your eyes—I do, truly. I care what you think of me. I'm not sure why, but I do. And considering what I know of you, I don't think acting the sycophant is a good way to start earning your trust."
His honesty made me even more uncomfortable. I wanted him on my side—yes—but I didn't want him caring about…anything, really. It made me feel as if I were betraying my heart—betraying Alex—just by allowing someone else to care.
"However"—he glanced down the long hallway, which ended in a pair of large and guarded double doors—"my father isn't so…congenial."
"Is this a warning or a reminder?"
"A reminder. And he's not in a particularly good mood at the moment."
"Because of me?"
He hesitated.
"I thought that was why you waited till this morning to tell him," I whispered.
"Yes, well, he's…under a lot of pressure."
"From who?" Though I already had my dark suspicions.
Danton's gaze flickered to the double doors again then settled back on me with warning. "Daria, you and I will talk later. In private, where we can't be overheard. I promise you. For now, try to watch your words to my father. While I greatly admire that unbridled reputation of yours, it won't work favorably with him. He's walking a very fine line, and any misplaced sentiment could make him retract his offer. That is why it has taken me the better part of the morning."
So many things in such a delicate balance. Why did everything always have to be so complicated? I didn't have patience for politics, just like I didn't have patience for chess. I couldn't keep track of everyone's moves and countermoves, and I couldn't keep track of everyone's interests. I barely knew what my own moves were. All I really wanted to do was throw off all the other pieces and let the kings battle it out—alone, where no one else could be sacrificed.
"All right," I said, "but you and I will talk later."
He clasped my hand between both of his, his gaze earnest. "You have my word."
I didn't think Danton's word meant very much, but I kept that to myself. Lord Commodus Pontefract wasn't the only one walking a fine line here.
The hallway was wide, lined with large, square windows on either side that cast muted rays of light across the blood-red runner lining the floor. I kind of felt like Dorothy in the Emerald City, walking down the long hall to visit the great and powerful Oz, only I wasn't surrounded by friends, and I wasn't going home. Wherever that was.
The guards didn't react as we approached. In fact, they stood so still I wondered if they were empty suits of armor on display, but once we were close enough, I saw there really were men inside. Danton rapped sharply on the dark wood door, and without waiting for a response, pushed it in.
What was it with these lords and their expansive halls? Did they need that much space to hold their ego?
Lord Commodus Pontefract awaited us atop a pedestal of flat stairs, seated in a chair much too large for any human being. The rest of the room was empty, except for a handful of guards standing near the support columns spanning from floor to arched ceiling, and all the walls were lined with cathedral windows and portraits. Huge portraits—all men and all of them frowning—of past Pontefracts. Those cold blue eyes were a Pontefract staple. Every single portrait had them.
Danton led me forward without preamble, our boots clicking on the glossy stone floor until Danton stopped us at the foot of his father's pedestal. Lord Commodus Pontefract sat in his too-large chair, his jeweled fingers drumming the end of his too-large armrest. Those eyes—cold and ruthless and blue and so like his brother Tiernan's—sent a cold shiver down my neck. Danton had inherited those eyes, but his hadn't iced over completely. Not yet, anyway. Lord Pontefract wore rich robes of red and black (surprise), and his sleek black hair had been parted harshly down the middle. The effect made the bones in his pale face hard and unforgiving, and his long nose looked more like a beak. He was a very harsh and intimidating man, all hard lines and no mercy, and now he was going to be my father-in-law. Assuming I didn't make a mess of things.
"Father." Danton bowed his head. "I've brought Princess Daria Regius, as you requested."
Lord Pontefract eyed me with those cold eyes and not a twitch of welcome on his grim face. "So I see."
Danton stood still and erect beside me, holding on to my arm with a firm grip. I didn't know if he was holding on to me so tight because he was nervous, or because he feared I might run. I wanted to. Either way, he was cutting off my circulation and my hand was going numb. I flexed my fingers to encourage blood flow. He noticed, and relaxed his grip a little.
Finally, a smile cracked on Lord Pontefract's face, severing the heavy mood at once. He stood in one fluid motion then descended the stairs, the hem of his robes slipping over the steps, and when he reached us, he grabbed my hand in his. "Your grace, it is an honor. When Danton told me you'd arrived, I almost didn't believe it." He brought my hand to his thin lips and planted a light, cool kiss on my knuckles. "And in these precarious times, I thank the spirits you made it safely to Orindor." He released my hand and smiled. The intensity of his gaze made me feel like a butterfly pinned to a corkboard.
"I am too, my lord," I said much more confidently than I felt. "And thank you for receiving me with such short notice."
"But of course." He eyed me a moment longer, then, without warning, snapped his fingers. The sound cracked through the large hall, and a butler stepped forth from the shadows.
"My lord?" the butler asked, all humility.
"Fetch us a bottle of Cappor," Lord Pontefract said, the emphasis on the "por."
"Yes, my lord." The butler turned on his heels, but Lord Pontefract stopped him.
"And a dish of olives."
"Yes, my lord. Will there be anything else?"
"Make it quick."
The butler bowed and vanished, and Lord Pontefract motioned for Danton and me to follow him to a long table I hadn't noticed earlier, situated along the side of the room. He took a seat at the head, while Danton pulled a chair out for me beside his father and took his own place opposite me, on his father's other side. Lord Pontefract swept his jeweled hand over the top of the fat sconce at our end of the table, and a flame sprang to life inside.
Magic was so easy for him, so effortless I hadn't even felt the pulse of energy when he'd made the flame. This unnerved me a little, and it also furthered my resolve to hide my own abilities from him as long as possible. He could use my title, but I didn't want him having any access to my magic.
"There, this is much better." Lord Pontefract threaded his fingers together and set them on the table. "I find diplomacy much more endurable over drinks. Don't you agree, your highness?"
Danton watched his father with ice-cold eyes.
I met Lord Pontefract's inquiring gaze and gave him a brilliant smile. "I'm sure I'd agree if I liked them."
Lord Pontefract stared at me and then laughed, a loud boom of sound that wasn't the least bit authentic. He then glanced sideways at his son. "I told you you'd find a more docile wife in Lady Isla."
I felt a swell of irritation from Danton's side of the table, but his face betrayed none of it. "Docile, perhaps, but not necessarily a trait one wants in the Lady of Orindor."
Lord Pontefract rubbed his chin and looked back at me, amused. "True, though it's a trait a man might want for his lady's other duties."
Danton's cheeks splotched pink and his gaze dropped to the table. My cheeks flushed hot, too. Lord Pontefract had said it all in jest, of course, but it felt unnatural, like a viper slithering into your lap to cuddle. It kept sliding closer and closer only so it could bite with more accuracy. Before anyone could say another word on the matter of docility—and to my relief—the butler returned. He set an ice-filled goblet before each of us, unstoppered a beautiful crystal decanter filled with a rich amber liquid, and filled our glasses. Once he finished, he set the decanter on the table, placed a pretty glass bowl of stuffed olives between us, and then bowed in retreat.
"Will that be all, my lord?"
Lord Pontefract waved him off. "Quite."
The butler returned to the shadows, unseen, though I could feel his presence nearby. Just in case Lord Pontefract snapped for anything else.
"Of course you know Cappor is made only in Orindor." Lord Pontefract picked up his glass and swirled the amber liquid, making the ice jingle. I did not know this, but I didn't comment. Instead I glanced at Danton, whose steely gaze had settled back on his father, and I found myself trying to understand their relationship. I didn't sense much affection between them, and then I wondered if that was good or bad for me.
"That year's batch of junipine berries was supreme, I must say," Lord Pontefract was saying.
I turned my attention back to him. "Junipine berries? I don't think I know what those are."
Lord Pontefract took a sip and set down his goblet with a refreshed-sounding sigh. "Forgive me: I forget you are so newly acquainted with this world. Junipine berries aren't unique to Orindor. They're found all over Gaia, but they are poisonous in all places except here, in Orindor. Our pedologists claim it has to do with the particular nutrients in our soil, but whatever the reason, we are the only region able to make Cappor. It is quite an extensive process. This bottle"—he gestured to the decanter—"has been aging for fifty-six years."
The ice-cubes in Danton's glass clanked as he took a small, slow sip. Feeling my gaze, he glanced at me over the rim of his glass, and then let the glass hover near his mouth. "Don't feel as if you have to drink it."
Lord Pontefract frowned at his son.
"I don't," I said, grabbing the cold and sweaty glass. "But I can't say I don't like something if I've never tried it. And who knows…maybe your Cappor will make a drinking diplomat out of me." I glanced sideways at Lord Pontefract with a grin.
Lord Pontefract sat back, looking pleased—and surprised—by my response, and I hadn't realized how tense Danton had been until his shoulders visibly relaxed. Then I took a slow sip.
Nope. It tasted just like every other drink I'd ever had in this world.
My throat burned, and it took all my concentration not to make a face while forcing it down with a gulp. I set the glass back down and wiped my lips only to find both men watching me.
"It's…different." I smiled, then coughed. An imperceptible smile cracked on Danton's lips. "Maybe it's an acquired taste."
Lord Pontefract gave me one of those smiles that was really just an enlightened frown only arrogant people seem to have mastered. He then picked up a two-pronged fork and used it to stab an olive with barbaric force. "I hear you intend to wed my son."
Gosh, he made it sound as if I'd done something wrong, and maybe even a little improper.
Before I could reply, Danton spoke. "Father, we've already discussed…" A sharp glare from his father silenced him.
"I'm not speaking to you," Lord Pontefract continued, shoving the impaled olive into his mouth. "I'm speaking to your betrothed." He chomped on that olive, studying me with unnerving scrutiny.
Apparently, the conversational prologue was over. Drinks were here, and now it was time for the wily and verbal game of chess, a.k.a diplomacy. I hadn't liked the way he'd said betrothed, as if the term was beneath him and its significance laughable. I reminded myself Danton had spent all morning with his father discussing this, and according to Danton, Lord Pontefract had agreed. So, despite my own misgivings, there was hope.
I folded my hands in my lap, sat tall, and looked straight at Lord Pontefract. "Yes. I would be honored to marry your son, assuming your proposal still stands."
Lord Pontefract smiled to himself—that enlightened frown again—swallowed his olive, and took another swig of his Cappor. Wood creaked as he leaned back in his chair and folded his hands upon the table. "You present a rather large problem for me, your highness, which is why I wanted to talk with you first."
"What sort of problem, my lord?" I asked.
"You see before, when I first made the offer, we weren't at war." He scratched the corner of his enlightened mouth. "If I ally Orindor to Valdon at this point in time, I am no longer simply entering an alliance, I am entering a war. And as lord of Orindor, entrusted guardian of my people's safety, surely you can understand the magnitude of this decision."
Okay, so maybe I hated diplomacy. It required too much emotional restraint. "Of course I understand the magnitude of this decision," I said, "but what I don't understand is how that's changed. Even if I'd accepted your proposal when you first made it, you'd still be in this position."
Lord Pontefract leaned forward, his eyes narrowed. "Oh, but that is where you are wrong, your highness. Everything has changed."
"Where are you going with this?" Danton cut in. "I thought you—"
"Silence," Lord Pontefract growled at his son.
Danton's jaw clenched. "I've already explained why she—"
Lord Pontefract slammed his fist on the table, rattling the ice in our glassware. "Another word, and you will leave this table at once. I've already heard everything you've had to say, and being that you can't ever see past your libido, I'd like to hear it from her."
Danton sat back in his chair, white knuckles wrapped around his glass. His anger burned hot as a blazing meteor.
Yes, this was the Lord Commodus Pontefract I knew and feared. This was the side I had always feared. This was why Danton didn't love his father. Respect? Maybe. Duty? Sure. But love? Doubtful. And I suddenly felt sorry for him. My father was gone now, but I knew without a doubt he had always loved me, and he'd always made a point to show me. Even though he was far away from me now, I still drew strength from that love, just as I had always done.
Satisfied he'd silenced Danton, Lord Pontefract set his full attention back on me. It was all I could do not to lash out and say something. I wanted to defend Danton, which surprised me, but I couldn't stand seeing anyone spoken to like that, especially when that person had been trying to defend me.
"How have things changed, Lord Pontefract?" I asked, forcing my voice to stay controlled. "And I'm not sure what you're referring to: the war, or something else?"
"Both, but allow me to explain." His tone was matter-of-fact, as if he hadn't just humiliated his son. "Before, your position was something of value, but it is not so now. Valdon is infested with shadowguard; Castle Regius is surrounded and debilitated by a weak king with even weaker progeny."
Now he was insulting my family, and my anger ignited. "Weak? He's still your king and Stefan is your prince, and you are still sworn to protect them. If Valdon is weak, then it's partly Orindor's fault for not defending it."
"And you would have me sacrifice Orindor's people for a lost cause?"
"It wouldn't be lost if you followed through with your duty to Valdon."
"Why should I?" he growled. "I've sacrificed more than my share of men to your grandfather's whims over the years, and to what end? He does nothing but protect his own land while the rest of us suffer."
"Yes, I can clearly see how much you're suffering." I gestured to the room.
Raw and volatile power simmered inside of him. "I don't expect you to understand, your highness—you, who have lived in this world less than a year. What would you know of the past?"
I clenched my teeth to keep from smarting back. It was so difficult, but I needed this. I needed his men. "You're right, my lord. I don't know what you've gone through or how Orindor has suffered beneath my grandfather's rule. But…Valdon needs you. This world needs you, and as princess, if we—"
"Princess," he sneered. "Yes, you may still be the princess of Gaia, but you are the princess of a brittle throne and you grossly overestimate your current value."
And there went my self-control. "And you grossly overestimate yours," I snapped, feeling the weight of Danton's gaze fall on me. "I know you have the unity stone. I know your brother is alive and trying to get you to side with my uncle, and I know that is the only reason why Orindor has gone unscathed so far. You're not a guardian of your people. You're only a guardian of power, and you're just waiting to see who will give you more."
The vein on Lord Pontefract's right temple protruded so much I thought it might pop. "You will not—"
I cut him off. "I also know that for some reason I can't fathom, my father trusted you. You! Of everyone in this world, he sought you out, to warn you of the evil returning to this world. That was why he'd left me in the first place and I had to come to this world without him—because he'd fled to you." I pointed a finger at his face. Lord Pontefract's gaze faltered, but he didn't speak, so I continued. "The throne is brittle, yes, and I won't pretend my grandfather is doing his best to save it, but don't delude yourself into thinking if Valdon falls, Orindor will stay free and safe. As entrusted guardian of your people, you should know better because you know my uncle, and you know firsthand how he destroyed your brother and made him what he is now."
The silence that followed was louder than anything that had been said thus far. Danton's eyes were huge as they stared at me, his thin lips pinched in a tight line. I was certain I'd done it—overstepped my boundary yet again.
"Enough." Lord Pontefract's voice was a low tremor, and I quietly awaited the blow—the words that would seal Valdon's fate once and for all. There was so much turmoil inside of him: pain and horror, pride and…fear. An exorbitant amount of fear. "We are done here. Danton, escort her highness back to her chambers."
Danton started to stand, but it was the gnawing fear inside of Lord Pontefract that forced more words out of me.
"No." I stood, placing my hands on the edge of the table while looking straight into Lord Pontefract's wintry gaze.
His features twisted with hatred, as if the very word "no" had finally unleashed some demon inside of him. "What did you say?"
"I said no. I'm not leaving this room until you listen to what I have to say."
Danton froze before his chair, his gaze sliding between his father and me. The tension in the air was noxious, palpable and frightening, as if there were an evil spirit hovering between us, waiting for Lord Pontefract's command to murder me where I stood, but I didn't care. I'd come all the way here for this, and Lord Commodus Pontefract was not dismissing me before I'd said my piece. And since Lord Pontefract seemed verbally paralyzed at the moment, I kept talking. "My uncle is a tyrant who does not share power. He uses people to accomplish his goals—just as he used your brother before and is using your wavering fidelity to bring down Castle Regius now—and then he'll discard all of you when he's through. I've only known him a few months and even I can see that. I think deep down you see it, too, which is why you haven't chosen a side yet. You're afraid. Don't tell me you're not, because I can feel it. I am, after all, a Pandor, and although my magic is wanting, I do have that ability." I'd decided to admit to this right as the words were coming out of my mouth. Sometimes admitting part of the truth prevented people from asking more questions.
"The way I see it," I continued, "with me married to your son, the throne is salvageable. I already know Gesh and Pendel are en route to Castle Regius, but what we need is time. So, Lord Pontefract, what it boils down to is this: Which type of world do you want to live in? One ruled by fear, or one ruled by love and devotion? Because I promise you Prince Stefan will rule by the latter, just as my father would have done.
"If you honor your pledge to King Darius, I will stay here and I will be a wife to your son. I will do everything in my power to bring honor to your family and to Orindor so it will be held in the highest esteem of all the territories. I swear to you on my life. My father trusted you, Lord Pontefract, and my father didn't trust many—you know that. Where is that man? I entreat him to consider everything I've just said."
The disdain in Lord Pontefract's eyes made me certain I'd just signed my death warrant. I really couldn't trust my tongue to stay behind bars, and because of that unfortunate malady, I may have just made things worse. Worse than worse: irreparable.
Lord Pontefract drummed fingers on the table as he watched me, and when he finally spoke, his tone was even and quiet. "I'd had my doubts, but you are a Regius through and through."
I wasn't sure what this meant, and it didn't exactly sound like a compliment. 
"When would you have me send my men?" he asked, watching me through narrowed eyes.
It took me a moment to process his question. He was…he agreed? After all that? Had I heard him correctly? I glanced at Danton, who looked at his father as though he'd just sprouted a second head.
I came back to my senses. "Today."
"Impossible. Two days."
"My lord, in two days—"
"Two days is hopeful, at best," he cut me off. "I expect you are not altogether familiar with what goes into preparing an army to march across the territories, and it will be nothing short of a miracle if I can manage it in two." He stopped drumming his fingers. "We should arrive in Valdon in one week's time—"
"One week?! But—"
"If you wanted my help sooner, your highness, perhaps you should've agreed to this proposal when it was first made instead of running off to the other side of the globe with your aegis."
All implications were duly felt. I swallowed. "Of course. You're right, my lord. I should've come sooner. If two days is the best you can do, then I'm grateful for that."
Lord Pontefract eyed me a moment, then snapped his fingers in the air. This time, a man who had been standing near the door approached. He was clad all in black like an assassin, and a greatsword hung from his belt. He stopped beside our table and bowed.
"My lord." The man spoke in a rich voice and waited expectantly.
"Aegis Kane, find Sir Dunmore and tell him to see me immediately."
Ah, an aegis. No wonder he was dressed like that. My thoughts went to Alex, and I made myself reel them back to the table.
"Yes, my lord. Will that be all?"
Lord Pontefract eyed me, tapping his forefinger on his narrow chin. "While you're at it, fetch Lady Pontefract and instruct her to alert the staff to start preparations for an engagement banquet tomorrow evening. I will visit her chambers in a few hours so we may discuss the details."
There was a Lady Pontefract? I mean, I knew Danton had a mother, but no one had ever mentioned her before. I wondered what sort of person she was. I'd probably find out soon enough.
"Yes, my lord," Aegis Kane said.
"Thank you, Aegis Kane. That will be all." Lord Pontefract waved his hand dismissively, and, with a bow of his head, Aegis Kane left.
The door closed and Lord Pontefract stood, placing his palms flat on the table. "Danton, escort Her Highness back to her chambers and return here with Lord Justine and Lady Isla."
"Yes, Father." Danton sounded a little mystified. He stepped behind his father and over to me.
"Come to think of it"—Lord Pontefract looked back at me—"where is Her Highness staying currently?"
"In the Garnet suite."
"You will move her to the Dragonstone suite."
"That's where Lord Justine and Lady Isla are staying."
"So move them." Lord Pontefract lifted the decanter and poured himself another glass.
Danton paused near my chair, but I interceded before he could respond. "He already tried, my lord, but I told him I'll wait until after they return to Campagna."
"That is not your decision, your highness." Lord Pontefract held up the glass to the light, gazing at the amber liquid. "Have them moved to the Amber suite immediately. The princess will be staying in the Dragonstone suite from tonight until you're wed."
I started to say something else, but Danton squeezed my shoulders as if silently urging me to keep quiet. It didn't need to be voiced that I'd gone as far as I could go.
"I'll handle it. Is there anything else?" Danton's voice was perfectly neutral, formal as he waited for further direction from his father.
Lord Pontefract took a swig from his glass then looked between us, a smile curling his thin lips. "No, I believe you have your hands full enough as it is."
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"There is no way I'm getting in that!" Thaddeus yelled.
"Hurry!" the man yelled.
"I'd rather take my chances with the—" Another volley of darts cut him off. We dodged as darts whizzed overhead and plunked against the Ferrari's side panel before ricocheting onto the ground.
"Bloody devils!" The man had his hands over his head. "Get in or I'm leaving you here!"
"Okay, okay!" Thaddeus yelled. "But how—"
"You two jump in back!" I pointed to the two red-leather bucket seats. Vera hopped in as she winced, and Thaddeus climbed in after her. I leapt into the front passenger seat.
Vera and Thaddeus were still figuring out where to put their legs when the man yelled, "Stay low and hold on!" He pressed a button on the dash, the trunk opened, and a roof rose from it.
"Gah!" Thaddeus shrieked, folding his hands over his head. "This thing is trying to eat me!"
The closest Mort was about ten yards away.
Five yards…four yards…
The roof clicked shut, our driver stepped on the clutch, put the car in gear, and floored the gas.
More darts. More ricocheting.
"Hellfire!" Thaddeus said. "Knock it off!"
Two yards. The Mort in front lifted an axe over his head…
"Hurry!" I yelled.
"I know!" the man yelled back. Wheels squealed upon the slick cobblestone, the axe came down, and we sped off. The axe hit the cobblestones with a clank, emitting a spark. A few Morts skidded to a stop beside axe man, glaring after us, but then the loud blare of sirens broke their attention and they scattered.
"Drago Campinelli," the man shouted over the revving engine, tapping the paddleshifter on the steering wheel.
"Alexander Del Conte," I said, looking back at the road.
"Pleasure."
"Perfect timing," I added.
"Always." Drago jerked the car around a sharp corner and almost took out a couple of pedestrians. Then a foot kicked me in the head.
"Sorry," Thaddeus said. "There's not exactly any room back here…"
"Sorry about that," Drago said, expertly navigating through the narrow streets and sharp turns of Rome. "I don't usually get so much company at once."
I looked over my shoulder to find Thaddeus and Vera with their legs in each other's laps. "How's your ankle?" I asked Vera.
"Fine," she clipped.
Thaddeus grabbed her foot and moved it, and Vera cried out. And then she kicked Thaddeus in the face with her other foot.
"Hey!" Thaddeus ducked, then his head rammed into my headrest, and I was instantly thrown against the dash as Drago slammed on the brakes, narrowly avoiding a taxi running a red light. I flattened my palms on the dash, bracing myself, while heavy thuds and sharp curses erupted behind me.
Drago rolled down his window and yelled something in Italian, holding his fist out the window at the taxi. He was still yelling as he peeled through the intersection. And then, in a light, conversational tone, he asked, "Who are your friends?"
I pulled one hand from the dash and settled back in my seat. "Aegises Thaddeus Mendax and Veranna Neci."
"Nice to meet you," Drago said, then jerked the car right, speeding over a bridge.
"What is this…thing?" Thaddeus asked, hunched over in the backseat and rubbing his head.
Drago beamed like a proud parent. "This is a Ferrari." He rolled his Rs when he said it, stroking the dash as one might stroke a cat. The engine purred in response.
"Yeah…that doesn't tell me anything," Thaddeus murmured. "And is there a reason we're going so"—Drago sped over a bump and we all bounced out of our seats; Thaddeus and Vera hit their heads on the roof—"ow!—fast?"
"Making sure we're not followed," Drago said, checking his side-mirror.
"Followed?!" Thaddeus gasped. "Who in Gaia's name could follow us in this thing?"
"Ferrari," Drago corrected.
"Drago, did you know there were Morts on this side of the portal?" I asked.
"No, but—" Drago's eyes squinted in his side-mirror, and then I noticed lights in mine, weaving in and out of traffic—fast. Drago frowned. "Hang on," he said, shifting gears.
The high-pitched whine of bikes was undeniable now. They hopped up on sidewalks, blazing past pedestrians, who frantically moved out of the way. Drago maneuvered through the streets, on sidewalks and down alleyways, weaving through traffic and triple-parked cars. I braced my hands on the door and dash, certain we were going to die.
More sirens wailed in the distance.
Thaddeus yelped. "That noise! What is that noise?"
"Polizia." Drago raced down a long stretch of cobblestone. Cars and people and buildings blurred past.
"Pizza?" Thaddeus asked.
"Not pizza, you idiot," Vera hissed behind me. "Po-lee-tsee-ah."
I had no idea how Drago was navigating at these speeds, but no matter where he went, the motorcycles followed. Drago's eyes narrowed on his rearview, and a loud bang sounded behind me.
One of the motorcyclists appeared alongside my door, his front wheel level with my window. He raised a baton to strike again.
Drago swerved away but the motorcyclist swerved with us. The motorcyclist brought down the baton, and I shoved my door open. My door hit the front wheel of the motorcyclist, knocking him off balance. The bike swerved out of control, spun out from beneath its rider, and then crashed into a sidewalk vender roasting chestnuts. 
Drago nodded at me then said, "Take the wheel."
"Take the wheel?" Thaddeus emphasized each word, utterly confounded.
Drago released the steering wheel to grab something wedged between his door and seat, and I took the wheel. Drago pulled out a small crossbow.
"Where am I going?" I asked.
"Anywhere! Just don't hit anyone…" Drago rolled down his window and leaned out with his crossbow, aiming behind us. There was a series of clicks, followed by distant popping, and Drago cheered. I wanted to look back, but it took all my attention to focus on the road. Drago hadn't eased the pedal in the slightest. In fact, I was pretty sure we were going faster.
"Got 'em!" Drago leaned back in the car, dropped the crossbow in his lap, and resumed control of the steering wheel with a childlike grin on his face. "I haven't felt this good in years!"
Drago jerked us hard, away from a merchant stand full of scarves. I wasn't normally prone to motion sickness, but this was making a convert out of me. Finally, Drago slowed to a speed that made me less certain we were going to die, and the buildings began to assume a defined shape once again.
There were a few moments of relieved quiet, and then Thaddeus mumbled, "Whoa." This exclamation was followed by an, "Ow!"
Vera had whacked him with her heel.
But I saw what had caught his attention: the Colosseum.
The rows of arches were illuminated, showcasing the perfect and layered symmetry of the ancient marvel. It looked so out of place, this iconic symbol of Ancient Rome, standing right up against a street lined with parked cars. Drago drove around the Colosseum, made a very quick left, and another quick right into an alleyway. He turned down a ramp I didn't know was there until we were driving down it, and then into a tunnel of some sort. The engine roared in the tight space before we were dumped back out on a street again. I noticed the sky was beginning to lighten with the rising sun.
"So you don't know when the Morts arrived," I said, "but you knew when we came through…?"
"Yes, and that's the thing," Drago continued, easing us down another street. "I go to the basilica every week for mass to check on the entrance—old habits, you know. And I haven't felt any magic. You know the fields aren't very strong on this side, but I can still feel them when people pass through, even if my alarms fail."
"Your alarms didn't detect them, then?"
He shook his head. "And they detected the three of you. Were they waiting for you?"
I hesitated. It seemed likely, though I wasn't sure how they would've known I'd come here. I hadn't known myself until yesterday. Perhaps Eris had anticipated I'd try to use Karth's portal to get to Earth, and then that train of thought made me wonder what else Eris may have anticipated. "I don't know," I replied. "I take it you haven't heard anything from the aegises stationed at the other portals?"
"No, but I have been debriefed to implement Operation Ark by the President of the United States."
My jaw fell open. "What?"
Drago glanced sideways at me, confused. "They still train you about that at the Academia, don't they?"
"Yes, I know what it is…who initiated it?"
"I believe it was Prince Stefan."
I raked a hand through my hair. Operation Ark was a measure in the Magical Pact existing between Earth and Gaia. It had been created so that in the event of a severe catastrophe, the people of Gaia could be evacuated to Earth, and then Earth would blow up its portals. No one knew if this would effectively sever the ties between worlds, but it sounded as if we'd find out soon enough.
"Uh, that's not good," Thaddeus said from the back.
"When did he make the call?" I asked.
"Yesterday, I believe," Drago said. "We have strict orders not to close the portals until the people are through, so that'll be at least a few more weeks."
"Even though the enemy's come through?" Vera asked.
"I'll notify the president, but I don't believe we can cut off the people of Gaia because of the actions of a dozen," Drago said. "Obviously, we'll need reinforcements on this side, but right now the plan is to watch the portals for emigrants and take them to a designated sanctuary, where we can begin the process of assimilating them into our world."
My mind whirled with this new information. I was no longer just racing against Daria's wedding and Eris. Now I had the portals to contend with. I had to set things right before Earth attempted to destroy the portals, and I felt the urgency to get to Yosemite even more. Hopefully, Clara was all right.
Drago's eyes flickered over to me. "He really is back, isn't he?" Drago's voice was low—fearful, even. "Lord Eris?"
I pinched my lips together. "Yes. Did my mother tell you about Prince Alaric?"
His nod was solemn.
"And did she also mention there are ten thousand shadowguard at Castle Regius's walls?"
Drago's exhale came with a soft whistle. "No, we got cut off." He paused, shaking his head in disbelief. "Ten thousand. How are there so many?"
"We believe Eris has been using dark magic to fabricate the extra bodies. Not all of them are Morts. We encountered some of his fabrications during the games. When they're struck with a fatal blow, they shatter like glass."
Drago's brow furrowed. "But they fight?"
"Well," I said. "And their weapons are poisoned like the old shadowguard, back when it was just comprised of Morts and led by the dark rider."
"Ten. Thousand," Drago whispered. "Gaia have mercy."
"Sounds like Gaia's mercy comes with a primo evacuation plan," Thaddeus added.
I looked back at Drago. "We're here because we need to get to the States."
"To meet with the president?" he asked.
"No, to get to Yosemite."
"Ah, right." He sped around a roundabout. "Give your father a nice, hard smack for me."
"My father's still in Valdon," I said.
Drago looked confused, and then fear bloomed inside of me. "Drago, did the president say he'd spoken with my father?"
"Not technically, I guess. Just that he'd already spoken with the other aegises at the other portals, and I was the last." A pause. "Maybe he spoke to Clara, then," he said.
"Maybe," I said, though my fear intensified. Clara would've told the president my parents were still on Gaia and she'd need help. There wasn't much she could do about Operation Ark, being that her role was namely to keep my family's house—and a younger me—in order, and I doubted the president would leave Yosemite's portal unattended. Maybe the president had been in a hurry relaying his message to Drago and simply hadn't bothered Drago with the details. I hoped that was the case, because the other alternative was he'd spoken to someone pretending to be an aegis in Yosemite. And Clara would've been there, alone and vulnerable… 
"You came directly from Pendel, then?" Drago asked.
I nodded.
"You're certain you want to return through the Room of Doors?" he asked. "If there are as many shadowguard as you say, that portal won't be safe for you."
"Outside of it, no, but only a dozen shadowguard could actually fit in that room. I'll take my chances."
Drago didn't look as if he agreed with my logic, but he kept his thoughts to himself. "You need passports?"
"Yes, and we need to figure out the best way to take our weapons."
He flexed his hands over the steering wheel. "I suppose they won't let you take those on board with you, and it probably isn't the best idea to check them. You've got a lot of rare weaponry between the three of you, and you don't want to risk getting hung up in security on either end. Tell you what—there's a FedEx near the airport we can use. I've got a friend there—someone we can trust. He'll make sure they arrive before you do. I ship all my rare collectables through him. We'll have to stop by my place first to get you the passports, though. I've got my own small assimilation station set up there. Don't worry…it's not far from here."
"Great. Thanks," I said.
Drago turned down a narrow side street. The buildings were crammed together as one façade and covered in a green blanket of ivy. Flowers filled the boxes hanging from windowsills, and the rising sun set fire to the roofs of the taller buildings.
"So, uh, Prego…" Thaddeus started.
"Drago." Drago corrected.
"How long have you…" Thaddeus's voice trailed when Drago pressed a button near the center consol, and one of the graffitied garage doors tilted outward.
Thaddeus gasped. "I thought Earth didn't have magic! How is that not magic?"
Drago laughed, turning his car into the open garage. It was completely bare, save a small door in back. "It's something called electricity, which can easily be mistaken for magic."
"Electricity," Thaddeus repeated. "Wait, I think I've heard of that."
Vera snorted.
"No, really," Thaddeus continued. "It has something to do with energy being transferred through these really small particle…things…I can't remember, exactly. Electro trons, I think…?"
I sighed. "Electrons."
"Yeah, that's it. Electrons. And now that you mention it, I think I studied this when I was trying to understand how in the world the Earthlings lived without magic."
I looked back at Thaddeus and chuckled. "Earthlings?"
"It's their own form of magic, I guess," Drago said. "It was strange to me, too, the first time I came to Earth, but I'm used to it now. I've always wondered why Gaia didn't adopt some of the conveniences of electricity, but then again, I expect they're so comfortable with magic they don't really need it, so why bother?" Drago shrugged as he parked and killed the engine. The silence seemed unusually quiet after listening to the constant roar of the Ferrari. Drago pressed another button and the hardtop retracted.
"Hellfire," Thaddeus cursed, crouching lower and glaring up at the retracting roof as if it were going to eat him alive. "I definitely prefer magic."
"That's only because magic is all you know," Drago said, opening his door. "People tend to fear things that are new and foreign to them."
I opened my car door and stepped out, careful not to hit the door against the wall, and then I leaned back to look at the Ferrari. It was a gorgeous car, a modern masterpiece. Sleek body with glossy black paint and hand-stitched red leather interior. The leather dashboard was equipped with top-of-the-line technology: temperature control, Bluetooth audio, GPS, automatic parking, and three-hundred–and-sixty-degree camera views—all accessible via touchscreen control. Of course, the exterior paint had been chipped from the darts and there was a web of scrapes along the door where I'd rammed it into the cyclist. There was also a dent in the roof where the baton had struck.
"Drago…I'm so sorry about this," I said. "Is there anything I can do to—"
"Bah!" He batted a hand at the air. "Battle wounds, is all. They heal. I've got a great mechanic, besides, and those wounds were worth every moment." He winked. He looked about my father's age and was a decent-looking man, except years of inactivity had made Drago a fair bit softer. His height helped conceal this, and he still carried himself with the confidence and grace of an aegis. Despite his militant crew cut, his eyes were friendly and he had deep smile lines on his face.
The trunk clicked shut, hiding the collapsed roof from view, and Vera leaned back to stretch.
"How's your ankle?" Thaddeus asked her.
She fixed him with a glare as she lifted her legs from his lap.
"You know, admitting pain isn't a weakness," he said. "Gaia forbid should you have any of those."
"I'm fine," she snapped.
"Fine." Thaddeus smirked. "You could've had your whole foot ripped off and you'd still say you're fine."
She grunted, placing her hands on the leather to push herself up. I leaned my passenger seat forward and tried helping her out of the car, but she'd have none of it.
Thaddeus climbed out of the car. "Prego…"
Drago rolled his eyes.
"You said this is a…Ferrari?" Thaddeus asked, walking gingerly around the car as if it were some wild beast that might strike any second.
Drago smiled. "She's beautiful, isn't she? Elegant and deadly."
"Elegant and deadly," Thaddeus repeated. "Hey, V, I think we found your Earthling doppleganger."
By the look on Vera's face, I thought Thaddeus should be more concerned about Vera than the Ferrari.
"It's a car, Thaddeus," I said.
Thaddeus's face expanded with dawning realization. "Ah, that's right! I've read about these…horseless carriages."
"Yes, but as you can see, I didn't completely leave my past behind." Drago touched the black horse logo on the trunk. "They call her the prancing horse; I call it fate. So, I named her Equuleus after the horse I had when I lived on Gaia."
Thaddeus leaned over to look at the dash. "But they require some kind of potion to run, don't they?"
"You could call it that, but it's technically called gasoline."
"Gasoline," Thaddeus repeated, intrigued.
Drago nodded. "It's made from oil that naturally exists deep underground, and they refine it through the processes of distillation and—"
"Drago, I'm sorry to interrupt," I said, "but maybe you and Thaddeus can talk about this later?" I looked pointedly at Thaddeus.
Thaddeus rolled his eyes at me. "I should've nicknamed you Del Killjoy."
Drago walked to the back door, where Vera stood, waiting, and thoroughly annoyed. Drago took out a key and unlocked the door. "A lady who isn't impressed by a Ferrari?"
Vera's eyes narrowed. "I'm not a lady."
"She's right. She's not," Thaddeus agreed, and Vera glowered at him. "What? Did you want me to start calling you Lady Vera, then? I can if you want."
"What I want is for you to stop talking, but I don't think that's ever going to happen."
Drago and I exchanged a glance, and then Drago opened the door to a sidewalk and grass beyond. "My apartment is just this way…"
"—kill you to be nice, for a change," Thaddeus was saying.
I ducked outside after Drago. There was a narrow plot of grass between two apartment buildings with a single sidewalk running through the center that branched off to different doorways. Thaddeus and Vera's voices followed, and once they'd stepped outside, Drago closed and locked the door.
"You like me. Admit it." Thaddeus pointed at her scowling face.
Vera rolled her eyes with a grunt and batted his finger away, and then she stormed past me. I caught Thaddeus's gaze, and he smirked, looking triumphant. "She likes me."
I pinched my lips together and kept walking.
Drago's apartment turned out to be at the end of the sidewalk, through a door and up a flight of stairs. It took a moment to get through the door because Thaddeus was captivated with a panel of buttons on the outside wall. He pressed one, a buzzer sounded, and he jumped back, clutching his chest.
"Thaddeus."
He followed. Right after he buzzed one more button.
The inside of Drago's apartment was much more contemporary than I'd expected, judging by the building's old and wrinkled façade. Everything was neat and symmetrical, a modern blend of glass and metal and leather and artfully placed LED lighting. He hung the keys to his Ferrari on a small hook near the front door. "Please, make yourselves comfortable."
Thaddeus had already made himself comfortable. He sat upon a black leather couch that was all squares and ninety-degree angles, and he picked up a car magazine from the glass and welded metal coffee table. He started flipping through the pages, his eyes wide and enthralled. Vera stood as far from Thaddeus as possible, which ended up being against a wall to glare out the window. It did seem that her ankle was better, though. She hadn't limped up the stairs and she wasn't favoring one foot.
"Would any of you like some espresso or wine?" Drago stepped into his kitchen, fumbled with a canister, and then set a percolator on the stove. "Water, even?"
Thaddeus and Vera didn't respond, too preoccupied with their separate tasks. At least they'd stopped bickering. They'd been arguing a lot, lately—even for them.
"No, thank you," I said, glancing around at the artwork on the walls. They were all architectural sketches of various buildings and bridges around this world. There was even a sketch of the Golden Gate Bridge.
"I do not envy you," Drago said, glancing at me over his shoulder. "The life of an aegis never allows for much rest and relaxation."
"Is that why you quit and resigned yourself to border patrol?" I asked.
Drago adjusted the heat on the stove. "You never really quit being an aegis." He nodded toward a narrow door in the far corner of the room. "Open it."
I did. What had once been an enormous walk-in closet had since been transformed into a shrine of Gaian weapons. Swords, battleaxes, maces, bows, arrows, armor—all arranged with reverence and a methodical mind. I wondered if this was also where my two-handed greatsword had come from. I looked over my shoulder at him and raised a brow. "I guess not."
He smiled, then walked back into the living room and sat in the chair before his glass computer desk where two large monitors sat side by side. Instead of facing the desk, he spun the chair around to face us. He folded his hands in his lap, and the look on his face was solemn. "Please tell me…how did Prince Alaric die?"
Vera looked over from her window. Thaddeus shifted on the couch and stared down at the floor. I took my seat on the couch beside Thaddeus and crossed my ankle over my knee. "He was killed by his brother about two weeks ago, inside the castle." Had it really only been two weeks? So much had happened since, it was hard to believe. "I was…there when it happened. They tried reviving him, but…Eris's magic was too much. It killed him on impact."
Drago closed his eyes with a sigh. "Prince Alaric was such a good man. Honorable. Just what the people of Gaia needed in a king." He swallowed, giving himself a moment to collect his thoughts, then opened his eyes. They were sad. "King Darius?"
"Alive, but incapable of ruling, at present," I said. "The loss of one son and the return of the other was too much for him. Prince Stefan is acting regent, as I'm sure you've already deduced."
Drago was slow to nod while processing this. "And what of the princess?"
I studied him a long moment. "How do you know about her?"
He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "Your father told me about her a few months ago. I'll admit: I was very surprised your family kept that secret for so long, but then I'd always wondered why you spent so much time in Yosemite and not back at Aegis Quarters in Valdon. Now it makes sense."
I stared down at my hands. "Princess Daria is in Orindor, soon to be married to Lord Danton Pontefract." It had been harder saying those words than I'd expected. I felt Vera's eyes on me at once.
"That ninny?" Drago grunted. "I'd hoped she was smarter than that."
Thaddeus laughed. Vera fixed him with a glare so murderous Thaddeus choked on his laughter, glanced back down at the magazine in his lap, and cleared his throat.
"Princess Daria did it to save Valdon."
It was Vera who had said this. She stood tall by the window, and she looked proud. This surprised me a little. Not that Daria had earned Vera's trust and respect, but just how deep that trust and respect ran. Vera rarely defended anyone. In fact, I could count the number of times I'd seen her do it, and it didn't fill one hand.
"I'm guessing Lord Pontefract didn't step in to offer help, eh?" Drago didn't sound as if he was a fan of the Pontefracts. This made me like him even more.
"No…" I shook my head. "Not without a betrothal."
"I'm not surprised," Drago said. "Never liked Commodus much. He always thought too much of himself—he and his arrogant brother. But still…I'd never wish his playboy son on any respectable woman."
"I've no doubt Princess Daria can handle herself." My words came out angry, and the room fell silent. The effect Daria had on me was unnerving at times. I'd always thought I'd known myself—known how to master self-control—until Daria. Loving her had unlocked a back door to my heart and unleashed emotions I could not control.
Drago regarded me. "I didn't mean any offense, Alexander." After a short pause, he asked, "And what about your parents? Where are they in this mess? You said they're both still on Gaia?"
I was thankful he'd changed the subject. "I left my mother in Karth, but my father is with Prince Stefan in Valdon." I hesitated. "Eris has the shield of power."
The look Drago gave me was despairing, and then it changed as a thought struck him. "You're attempting to unite the territories against him."
I nodded, not wanting to say more. Not wanting to put Drago in any more danger.
Drago seemed to sense this and sighed, gazing out at the middle distance. "You've no small task ahead of you, Alexander Del Conte, though I expect I don't need to tell you that." His brow wrinkled and he shook his head. "I always wondered when this day would come. I just hoped I wouldn't see it in my lifetime."
"I know," I said. This had been my fear—my mother's fear. The shield was the only item with enough power to break down the barrier between worlds, and if Lord Commodus Pontefract handed the unity stone to Eris, there would be nothing powerful enough to stop Eris from doing so. I could only hope Daria's presence in Orindor would keep that from happening. Stefan had been right to initiate Operation Ark.
Drago held my gaze a long moment before swiveling around in his chair to face the monitors. He touched one of the screens and it sprang to life, boasting a high-definition image of Earth from outer space. The car magazine on Thaddeus's lap slid to the floor in a rustle of pages. "Whoa." Thaddeus said, making his way to the monitors.
"I'll make your passports first," Drago said, touching a few places on the screen until a very illegal blank form came into view.
Thaddeus leaned over Drago's shoulder, slack-jawed and staring. "How…?" He reached out and waved his hand at the space behind the computer screen.
I got up, walked over to them, grabbed Thaddeus's arm, and pulled his hand back.
"Is that some kind of portal?" Thaddeus was now leaning around, looking at the wires running from the back of the monitor.
"No, it's a computer," I said. It was going to be a long flight to San Francisco. I wondered if it would look suspicious going through airport security with Thaddeus blindfolded and gagged.
Drago stood abruptly—throwing Thaddeus back a few feet—and headed over to the stove. He grabbed a mug hanging from a small carousel, poured himself espresso from his Bialetti, and then resumed his seat at the desk. I'd never cared for coffee, but Daria did, and smelling it now pulled my thoughts back to her. I wondered what she was doing, and then I banished the thought as soon as it came. It was too painful thinking about her doing anything with him.
Drago took a sip then set the mug down. "First, we need to take pictures…" Drago reached into his pocket and pulled out a smartphone. Thaddeus looked even more bewildered. "Hm, why don't you stand in front of that wall…?" Drago pointed to a bare, white corner near the door to his weaponry shrine.
I went first, then Vera, but Thaddeus was still leaning over the desk, studying every surface of the computer screens. In fact, at that very moment, he was sniffing one of them.
"Thaddeus," I said.
He glanced over his shoulder.
"Come here."
Thaddeus came, and I moved him to the corner and told him to stay put as I stepped away. Vera folded her arms over her chest, watching Thaddeus with a rare display of amusement.
Drago held up his phone to look at the image displayed. "No, no, lad. Move a step to the right…there."
Drago snapped the picture before Thaddeus could say a word and walked back to his desk. Thaddeus trailed him like a puppy. Vera rolled her eyes, returning to her place near the window. Thaddeus hovered while Drago made our passports, printed them, and handed them out, and when Thaddeus opened his, he frowned. "What's this?"
"This"—I held up my passport—"is how we get out of Italy."
"No, what is this? Tell me that's not how I look." Thaddeus showed his passport to me, looking horrified.
I glanced over the photo. He looked sort of like a startled homeless person who'd just been caught relieving himself in public. "That would be a lie."
Thaddeus gasped and looked back at his photo. "Hey, Prego—can you take another one? This picture…I look terrible!"
"Let me see…?" Vera strode across the room, and Thaddeus showed her the image. "Hm…" Her gazed darted between Thaddeus and the picture. "You look…irritating…hideous…and psychotic. No, I think it's perfect."
"Hey!" Thaddeus folded his passport shut while Vera smirked and went back to her wall.
"We'll handle your weapons on the way to the airport," Drago continued. "But we'll fix your clothing now."
"What's wrong with my clothing?" Thaddeus asked.
"Nothing is wrong with it, but you'll stand out at the airport. You three look like assassins. Italian security will never let you near the gates dressed like that. Unlike Americans, Italians aren't concerned with mortally offending everyone, therefore they do believe in profiling."
Both Thaddeus and Vera looked to me for clarification. "What he means is that airports…er, where we will be going have very high security to keep out potential threats, and we look very threatening dressed like this."
"And…?" Vera didn't understand why this was a problem.
"And we need to blend in and look harmless. Otherwise, they'll never let us board."
Vera frowned.
"I've got some things that'll work for you two gents—" Drago looked between Thaddeus and me. He grinned, struck by a sudden thought. "And I might just have something for our…female. Compliments of an ex-girlfriend."
It wasn't long before Thaddeus had replaced his leathers with khakis and a black polo, and I'd replaced mine with dark jeans and a white dress shirt. When Vera emerged from the bathroom, Thaddeus looked her over and whistled.
Apparently, Drago's ex-girlfriend worked in fashion. Vera was dressed in a pair of high heels, a tight, pinstripe skirt and fitted black blouse that made her look like an executive. A very well-shaped executive. Thaddeus gawked at her with that boyish smirk on his face.
"Stop staring before I stab your eyes out with my heel," Vera snapped at him, but her cheeks colored as she shoved her leathers inside the small, carry-on bag Drago had provided. Her ankles wobbled a little in her heels. "I'm not sure how I'm supposed to fight in this"—she flung her hands down at her outfit and ground at her heel—"thing."
"You're not supposed to fight, period," I said. "Today, you're a harmless civilian, remember?"
Thaddeus snorted. "V's about as harmless as a starving gargon."
Vera looked at him as though she really were contemplating the pros and cons of stabbing him with her heel.
Soon, we were back on the road and heading for the airport. This time, Drago drove us in his Mercedes. The Mercedes, he had said, was for his side job: He was a taxi driver in Rome. It was his way of keeping an eye on the city. Since the enemy had watched us get away in the Ferrari, we needed a different vehicle to take us to the airport. Although Thaddeus still feared cars in general, he and Vera were both grateful for the extra legroom. Well, at least Vera was. Thaddeus seemed to be inching closer to her every time I glanced back. 
When Drago announced we were about ten minutes away, he handed me his cell so I could call Clara. I decided not to call the main line—the line the president would have used—in case there really were intruders, so I called her personal cell instead. Her cell went straight to voicemail. That was unusual. I didn't leave a message, and I handed him back his phone.
"No luck?" Drago asked.
I shook my head, then rested my arm on the door and stared out at the green and rolling countryside. My worry festered, but there wasn't much I could do from a few thousand miles away.
"Who's Clara?" Thaddeus asked.
"A family friend," I replied.
"And you trust her?"
"Infinitely more than I trust you."
He ignored my slight. "Where are we flying to, again?"
"San Francisco," Vera replied.
"San Francisco," Thaddeus repeated. Three times.
"Your hand is touching my leg," Vera said irritably.
"Sorry, V. I'm just…so drawn to you in that skirt I can't—okay, okay!"
I glanced back to find Thaddeus scooting back to his side of the bench with his hands in the air. Vera had taken off her heel and aimed it at him. Drago smiled at the road and I sighed out the window.
We stopped by FedEx first to meet up with Drago's contact there and send our weapons to the States. Vera looked the least thrilled about this—even despite my assurances that we would be reunited with them again soon. We climbed back in the car and I tried Clara again with no luck.
Drago handed us our airline tickets and pulled alongside the curb to drop us off. "It's been a pleasure finally meeting you in person, Alexander." He extended a hand.
I took his hand with a firm shake. "It's been a pleasure for me, too, finally putting a face with a voice, as well as meeting the patron of a very sharp greatsword to a very young man."
Drago laughed.
"Thank you for all you've done," I said in all seriousness. "I still feel bad about the Ferrari."
He waved it off. "Don't. I should be the one thanking you. I don't get to be an aegis very often." He shook hands with Thaddeus and Vera. "I'd ask you to send word and let me know you've landed, but, considering, I don't believe that's a good idea."
"If there's a way, I'll contact you," I said. "Thanks again."
"Oh, before I forget…" He pulled out a hand-stitched leather wallet and handed me a wad of Euros. Most of them had the number one hundred in the corner.
"Drago, I can't—" I started, but he placed his hand over mine.
"Take it. I insist. Your parents have been good friends to me, and just in case Clara isn't waiting for you when you land, this will get you other means of traveling to your destination. Please…be careful." He squeezed my hand, and I had the distinct impression he was talking about more than just the flight.
I nodded. "I will. Thank you." I put the money carefully away in my pocket. Drago climbed back into his car and waved as he drove off, and the wad of bills suddenly felt very, very heavy.
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Thunder cracked and I dropped my book on the bed. It had been raining like this all afternoon. Sometimes the wind ravaged my window as if it were trying to break inside, and at one point it got so bad, I performed a protective enchantment to reinforce the glass. Using magic was still a new phenomenon for me, and I was working at understanding its nuances, but I'd imagined something like invisible air mattresses on either side of the glass to cushion it against the blows. It seemed to help a little.
I felt like a prisoner in my room. Danton had escorted me back per his father's request, and Danton hadn't said much along our walk. He wasn't rude or anything like that, just quiet and withdrawn. I didn't know if his silence was a result of heavy hallway traffic or because of how I'd spoken to his father—maybe a little bit of both. When we'd arrived at my room, he'd taken my hand and looked me in the eyes—the first time he'd done so since our meeting with his father.
It was then I realized I'd been wrong about his silence. He was completely and totally embarrassed by how his father had treated him.
"I'm sorry to leave you like this, but I have to, ah, see to Lord Alistaire and his daughter."
"I know, Danton. It's fine. I understand."
He nodded once. "Dinner…?"
"Sure. If you think you'll be done by then."
"I'll make sure I am. You and I will talk then."
"Good. I'd like that. Is there a time and place I should meet you?"
"I'll come get you." He grabbed my hand and stared at it a long moment before meeting my gaze with those so-blue eyes. "Thank you, Daria." He squeezed my hand, then let go and retreated down the hall before I could say another word.
I'd been in my room ever since, waiting for Danton to come get me. Thankfully, Anna had brought a stack of books to my room to keep me preoccupied. The first stack she'd brought was a mix of steamy romance novels, knitting patterns, and a magazine filled with colorful sketches of current fashions that looked like something from the nineteenth century (no, thank you). (Also, since when did Gaia have fashion magazines?) Apparently, these were the sorts of books Lady Isla had preferred. I'd explained that Lady Isla and I had very different tastes and asked Anna if there were any books about Orindor and its history. Anna had given me a puzzled look, then gathered the romantic stack and left, returning with a new stack of what I deemed reading material.
I'd picked up a book about Orindor's commerce. If I was going to make a difference here, I needed to learn as much about it as possible. Alex would have teased me about my literary choice, even though he'd have been proud.
Alex.
Did he ache for me as I ached for him? I wanted him to hurt like I hurt, even though I knew it was selfish. I was the one who had left him in order to marry someone else. What I should have been hoping was that he'd move on and find happiness elsewhere, but it made me upset thinking about Alex happy with anyone else. No, it made me furious thinking about Alex with anyone else, period, happy or no. The truth was, if I was being completely honest, I wanted him to be as miserable as I was. Was that so wrong?
Yes. Yes, it is.
With a sigh, I reached down and picked up the book. Mining was Orindor's primary source of revenue, and by the pages and pages of minerals listed, Orindor probably generated quite a bit. No wonder all the extra rooms were named after gems—mine included. Maybe I should show some Orindor spirit and start carrying around a pickaxe. I smiled to myself, picturing Lord Pontefract's expression when I showed up to his grand hall with a pickaxe swinging from my belt. Docile indeed.
At six o'clock, Danton knocked on my door. He came into my room to find me and my books sprawled across my bed, and when I looked up and realized it was him and not Anna, I sat up.
"I hope I'm not interrupting anything important…?"
"No, uh, hey…" I scratched my head, looking at my literary mess, and then I realized I was still in my riding ensemble. "I lost track of time. How'd it go?" I swung my legs over the edge of my bed and faced him.
His smile was weary. "It went. It's done."
"That well, huh?"
He ruffled the tips of his blond hair—a surprisingly casual gesture—and glanced at my window. "Are you hungry?"
All right, so he didn't want to talk about his conversation with Isla, but I knew I'd still feel the brunt of its aftermath. "Now that you mention it…yes. Books fill minds, but they don’t fill stomachs very well."
Danton's attention returned to me and he approached, snatching up a volume resting on the end of my bed. "The Rise and Fall of the Estroian Empire…?"
"I've got nineteen years of learning to catch up on."
He set the book down and rested his palm on the cover. "Most women I know prefer books centered around romantic fantasies."
"Well, I can't help you run a territory on romance and daydreams."
His eyes moved over my face. "You are an enigma."
"How?"
"Most of those same women use beauty and coquetry to influence rather than employ the use of their mind—as you do. Yet you are still, perhaps, the most beautiful woman I've ever met."
My cheeks flared as I glanced down, suddenly uncomfortable. "That's…nice of you to say," I said, not wanting to seem ungrateful, but I didn't want his compliments, either. They made me feel as if I'd done something wrong. "So, should I change?"
"Change?" He looked confused. "I intended it as a compliment. I don't want you to change—"
"No…" I laughed. "I meant for dinner."
"Ah, yes, of course." He smiled, showing his teeth. "No, what you're wearing is perfect. I thought we might go for a ride."
"A ride? In this weather?"
"It's only drizzling now. You're not afraid of a little rain, are you?" He leveled a challenging look on me.
"No…"
"Good, because if I'm to right my wrongs, as promised, I can't have any eavesdroppers."
"You mean you don't want anyone else thinking you're really a decent man in disguise?"
His smile transformed him into something…elegantly human. "It won't be a long ride," he said, "just over a rise and to a covered rotunda where we can eat and talk in private."
"And you're not at all worried about flooding?"
"No, we get downpours like this often, and there are plenty of small bridges between here and there that were built for that very purpose. Our road will be clear. Trust me, I've done this often."
I let out something of a snort. "Have you, now."
"I…ah…" He scratched the back of his neck and his cheeks splotched pink, realizing what he'd just admitted.
I slid off my bed. "Never mind. I don’t want to know. And besides…I'm starved."
 
 
Galloping through the "drizzle" was muddy and wet. A few rivers raged along the way, but just like Danton had said, there were bridges in place to cross over them. We detoured when necessary, and within about fifteen minutes, we reached the aforementioned rotunda, hidden amidst a small forest of trees seated on top of a hill. We were wet to the bone and our boots and horses were caked in mud. Danton dismounted and headed for me, but realized I'd already dismounted too, so he went back to his horse and unstrapped the leather satchel he'd brought. We led our horses beneath the covered porch and out of the rain, and then I followed Danton inside.
The rotunda was circular, crowned with a white, marble dome, but it was intimate and small and, more importantly, private. Heavy crimson draperies hung from the ceiling, pulled back to show off the gorgeous leaded-glass cathedral windows. In the center of the white marble flooring, an octagon had been cut right out of the tiles for burning a fire, and all around the fancy fire pit were plush crimson benches and crimson cushions embroidered in black. It was a neat little building, if not a little romantic, and I felt bad leaving my muddy footprints on the pristine white marble floor.
Energy pulsed from Danton, and a small fire burst to life in the fire pit, giving the interior a soft, warm glow. He peeled off his cloak, laid it over a bench and then shook out his now-brown hair. I followed suit, and then sat across from him on a large cushion beside the fire, and I crossed my legs beneath me. He was already pulling items out of his pack and setting them between us—starting with a bottle of wine.
"I see you're also a diplomatic drinker," I said.
He grinned. "I don't consider this diplomacy, which is why I brought something sweeter for you."
I raised a brow.
"This wine is made from conscia fruit, which happens to be a favorite of my father's, though hard to come by since conscia trees rarely produce fruit anymore. The occasion warranted something special, and I think you may actually like the flavor of this."
I had a sudden memory of Tran when I'd first met him, telling me something about conscia trees and the Pontefracts.
Danton pulled out a lump of cheese. "I apologize for the informal dinner. I'm not much of a cook, but if we'd dined in the hall, we would've had an audience and then we would've been forced to censor ourselves."
"No apology needed," I said. "This is perfect—really. I love riding, and I'd take a ride in the rain any day over those silly court dinners."
He paused to grin up at me and then went back to pulling things from his pack. More cheese, some grapes, some freshly baked bread that was still steaming. "Good. Though you know you'll have your fill of those silly court dinners living here."
"Unavoidable. I know."
He poured two glasses of wine and handed one to me. "Did you attend many of them at Castle Regius?"
I took my glass from him. "Initially, yes. But when my grandfather decided he didn't like anything I had to say, he started asking I not attend."
Danton laughed as he sipped his wine. "I don’t believe that tactic will work so well with my father."
"Yes, I think I'm going to have to reevaluate my tactics altogether," I said, taking a slow sip. The wine wasn't so bad. It was a little on the fruity side and bubbled on my tongue like a spritzer.
Danton looked to me for my reaction, and I gave him an affirmative nod. He smiled, pleased but unsurprised. "Speaking of court dinners," he continued, "there's no getting out of tomorrow night."
"Tomorrow night…?" I had no idea what he was referring to, and then I remembered. The engagement party. "Right. That." And then I thought how strange it was that Danton hadn't actually asked me to marry him. Was he planning to? I wasn't sure how these things worked. But shouldn't I at least have a ring, or something? Not that I was going to ask him for one, and then I suddenly remembered I was still wearing Alex's necklace. Danton couldn't see it, of course, because it lay hidden beneath my shirt, but wearing it while talking to Danton about…this made me feel like a terrible person. Maybe I was a terrible person.
"Don't sound so thrilled about the prospect," Danton teased, then picked up a piece of bread and chewed on it.
"It's not that," I lied. "It's just…I don't like public gatherings. Particularly when I'm the subject." Which was true.
He chuckled, swallowing his bread. "I'm not sure I can help you there. You're going to be a subject for the rest of your life, you know."
"Yes…" I set my glass down. "Is there anything I need to do to prepare for tomorrow night? One day isn't much time."
He shook his head and took another sip. "My father won't need much time. We have an entire staff working to get things in proper order, and Anna will help you with your dress and other things you ladies do. About an hour before, my mother will fetch you for the rehearsal, but other than that, all you'll need to do is smile and try to be as congenial as possible."
"You sound scared," I said.
He grinned. "Perhaps I am a little."
I grinned back, and then said, "Your father mentioned someone. A Sir…?"
"Sir Dunmore," he answered. "He's our general, who is preparing Orindor's men as we speak."
That was good news. Lord Pontefract was following through with his end of the bargain. "And do you think it'll take a whole week for them to get to Castle Regius?"
Danton rubbed his chin. "Yes, I do, but Sir Dunmore is a talented general. My father wouldn't have chosen him for the position, otherwise. The men listen to him, and if he can get them there sooner, he will."
That would have to be enough. I didn't like it, but as Lord Pontefract had reminded me, if I'd wanted Orindor's help sooner, I should've come when the proposal was first made. Actually, I should've reciprocated interest when they'd first shown it six months ago. One didn't mess with Lord Pontefract's ego.
"We're doing everything we can, Daria." Danton's eyes melted into that liquid blue.
"I know you are. Thank you." I just wished I could do more. I wished I could do now. I thumbed the glass in my hands. "What's your mother like?"
Danton grabbed another piece of bread and put a slice of cheese on top of it. He chose his words carefully. "Elegant and extremely reserved. She's not unfriendly…she just chooses to keep to herself. I imagine she has to, married to someone like my father." He took a bite and chewed slowly. "But she's always been a loving mother to my brother and me."
"I didn't know you had a brother," I said, surprised. There'd been no word of a brother during the festival games.
Danton nodded, swallowing. "Carter. He lives with cousins of ours in a town called Hivarre, about a three-hour's ride from here. He's a bit…unruly, and father didn't have much patience for him, so mother sent him to live with her family. My mother's thought was that Carter might have a better chance at finding his own identity away from father and me."
This made me unexpectedly sad. "How old is Carter?"
"He turned fifteen just last month."
Danton was the oldest. No surprise there. "Do you two get along?"
"Not very," Danton admitted. "We don't have much in common. He has no interest in politics or swordplay; he'd rather be building something with his hands or digging in the fields. Servants' work, as Father calls it, and Father is always on to him for not being more like me."
I felt for Carter. Having a father like Lord Pontefract was bad enough without him despising you for not having the "correct" blend of interests. "Does your father always treat you that way?" I asked quietly.
Danton took a slow breath, and then his glass tinked as he set it down on the tile beside him. "Father is…a very complex man."
"All people are complex, Danton. That doesn't give them any right to treat others the way he treated you this morning."
Danton thumbed the rim of his glass. "He's not always so harsh. He's been under a lot of pressure lately, and his temper flares more and more."
I set my glass down. Here was my open door. I just hoped Danton would be on the other side waiting, as he'd promised. "You mentioned that earlier…this pressure. What kind of pressure?"
Danton hesitated and glanced to one of the windows as if reassuring himself no one stood there. "From his brother, mostly—my uncle, Lord Tiernan. He wants my father to swear his allegiance to Lord Eris."
Good. Maybe Danton would speak openly with me. "But your father hasn't sworn Orindor yet…?"
"Not that I'm aware of, no, and what you said to him earlier…it rattled him. He is afraid, Daria, though he denies it. He fears your uncle—yes—but I think he's more afraid for his brother. I believe he still holds out hope that my uncle Tiernan will come back to him. I'm not sure how much you know, but they all have history together, including your father. They grew up together, so despite what Lord Eris is after, there are old allegiances and nuances even I don't understand."
"Those allegiances weren't enough to keep Eris from killing my father," I said.
"I know." Danton hesitated, turning a piece of cheese over in his hand. "But I believe my father is biding his time because he wants to bring his brother back."
"He'll be biding his time until there's no world to bring Tiernan back to. We're already at war, and I met your uncle. Tiernan is Eris's man through and through. There's no bringing him back."
Danton was quiet a long moment. "I know that."
"Is that why your father hasn't handed over the unity stone, then? Because he has to know by now his hope for Tiernan is futile, but maybe…maybe he also realizes how dangerous and unstable Eris is—even without the power of the unity stone?"
Danton's eyes lifted to mine. "For not living here very long, you certainly infer a lot."
"I was thrown into this game, and I'm just trying to understand it so I can survive…like I think you are. But what I can't understand is you, Danton." I leaned toward him, staring him straight in the eyes. "You were so nice when I first met you. You were open and honest, and I truly believed you understood what I was going through and what I was up against."
"That wasn't a lie, Daria—"
I cut him off. "You left me to die during the games." He'd left me to die twice, actually. First, when I followed Cicero's compass and found Vera being attacked by Unseen. Second, on top of that snowy peak, as an avalanche came thundering down. "How am I supposed to trust you?"
"I didn't leave you to die." His voice was quiet.
"You left me in the middle of nowhere on Hell's Peak, knowing clearly that I was lost—"
"No, I knew you'd find the way," he interrupted.
"How could you possibly know that?" My voice rose with my anger. "I didn't even know that!"
"I knew…" He swallowed, wincing as if he were forcing down a bite that'd turned rotten. "I knew he was there, and that he'd find you. I knew you'd be all right."
I searched his face. "You mean Alex."
Danton's eyes narrowed a shade, and his hatred flushed through me. He hated Alex.
"Yes," he said. "I knew he was there."
"How?"
"Right before Hell's Peak, my father discovered Alexander Del Conte was on that mountain. I don't know how he found out—he has eyes and ears everywhere. But I knew if Alexander Del Conte was there, it was because of you. I'd been waiting for you, on the other side of the wall. Hoping we could find the stone together, but then you wanted to run off in the wrong direction. I couldn't risk someone else getting to the stone before I did, Daria. I had to get it," he said through clenched teeth, "and knowing he was near was my consolation you'd be all right."
"That doesn't change the fact that you abandoned me for a rock."
"Do you have any idea what my father would have done to me had I not taken that stone? I didn't have a choice!"
"We always have a choice!"
Danton turned his face from me, fuming as his jaw worked over. "No." His voice was so low it trembled. "We don't always have a choice, and I would think you of all people might understand that." He looked up at me from beneath his pale brow, those eyes a sharp, icicle blue.
He was reminding me of my "choice" to marry him.
I'd opened my mouth to retort, but then closed my lips and sat back on my cushion with a slow exhale. "What about Steerforth?"
"What about Steerforth?"
I narrowed my eyes, remembering the sight of Steerforth's dead body lying in the snow. "You murdered him—"
"I did not murder him." His voice was hard as granite. "That was done by members of the shadowguard. I didn't see it happen…I swear. Steerforth was dead when I reached him, and I wasn't about to linger knowing shadowguard were near. I didn't mean to sound so callous about it on the mountaintop, but I was angry and, perhaps, a little frightened myself. I know it's no excuse, but that's the truth. I never much cared for Steerforth, but I never would have wished that fate upon him."
I searched his face and his emotions, looking for any signs of contradiction, but he wasn't lying to me, as far as I could tell. "All right," I said, "but that still doesn't change the fact that you left me to die, in the middle of an avalanche. With the shadowguard."
I could still see those black figures on the mountaintop. I could see Alex and Vera and Ehren, all of us fighting together to hold them off while the mountain trembled and banks of snow collapsed all around us. Danton had conveniently vanished with Kenley Vega and the unity stone. If it weren't for the vox, we never would've made it out of there alive.
"You weren't going to die," he said.
"What, do you own the golden scissors to my string of fate?" I folded my arms over my chest. "Or maybe you were just scared and saving your own skin."
He scowled. "Believe it or not, I happen to be very well acquainted with the people you were with at the time, and I knew that with their combined talents, there was no way they'd let anything happen to you."
This was so frustrating. I couldn't argue his points if all of his points were founded on his intuition. So I decided to let his circumstantial cowardice slide and approach this from a different angle.
"And why is it your father wanted the unity stone so badly in the first place?"
Danton leaned back on his hands—still fuming as he stretched his legs and crossed his ankles. "Insurance."
"For?"
"Having a place in this war."
"That doesn't make any sense. He seems so keen on keeping out of it."
"I'm not talking about having a place on the battle field. Father wants to make sure he has a place in whichever regime survives, and if that means possessing an object of indeterminate value, highly coveted by both sides, he'll do anything for it. He's a practical man."
"What about you?" I asked. "Are you a practical man, Lord Danton Pontefract?"
He stared into my eyes for so long, I didn't think he was going to answer. But then he did, and his voice came out so quietly, I strained to hear it. "I'm not sure what I am. But I am not my father."
I waited for him to continue, but he abruptly sat up and sliced more cheese while my thoughts whirled in a thousand directions. He'd shared a lot with me, but at the same time he'd shared nothing at all. I guessed I could be thankful for his honesty, or at least honest as he saw it. Sometimes people told themselves a lie so often it eventually became their truth. Maybe this was the case with Danton. He really didn't see himself as guilty of any of the accusations I'd thrown at him. He saw himself only as a victim surviving in his given circumstances. Did any of this mean I could trust him? I still wasn't sure. It depended on the kind of man Danton wanted to be, and he'd just admitted he didn't know who that was.
I watched him handle the knife and cheese. His hands were much smaller than Alex's, his pale fingers delicate and refined, but his movements were sharp and quick. He didn't speak as he moved to a log of what looked like salami, cutting off bits and dividing them between us. When he handed me a few chunks, I thanked him, but he only nodded in response. He made himself a perfect bite of cheese, salami, and bread, and shoved the whole thing into his mouth, afterward washing it down with an impressive gulp of wine.
He broke the silence after he swallowed. "I thought you were hungry."
"Hm?"
He waved a hand at my untouched food. "You haven't eaten anything."
I'd been so lost in my thoughts I'd forgotten I was starving. I arranged a bite, stacking the elements as he'd done, but before I shoved it in my mouth, I paused to glance back at him. He was staring at one of the windows with a far-off look in his eyes. His anger had cooled some, and in its place something else had settled. Something cold and bitter. Something that looked very close to the Danton on Hell's Peak.
I decided I should say something to lift the mood. Danton was my only friend here, if I could even call him a friend. But I needed to keep him on my side.
"I appreciate you honoring your promise and being honest with me, Danton," I said. "I really do. And I appreciate you bringing dinner."
He glanced sideways at me, his eyes flickering over my face. The fire reflected brightly in them. "I told you I would, and despite what you may think of me, I am good to my word."
I thumbed my glass again. "I'm still trying to figure out what I think, but…I believe you—what you said. I'm not sure I agree with your reasons, but I believe you're being honest with me. I can work with that." I stared down at the flames, aware of him watching me, and I shoved a bite in my mouth. The cheese was sharp, with a slight smoky flavor, and the salami…well, I couldn't taste much beyond the pepper, and the bread was so gooey I had a hard time swallowing it all. I picked up my glass of wine to wash it all down. The combined flavors complimented one another well, and the bubbles in the wine helped quench the hot sparks on my tongue—compliments of the pepper.
"Did you…have a real choice in entering the games?" I asked.
A full breath passed before he said, "No."
"May I ask another question?"
"Yes."
I looked back at him. "Why don't you like Alex?" It was a risk asking this—I knew it. But it was one thing I couldn't figure out. Why simple mention of one man to the other elicited such hatred. Had something happened between the two of them? Or maybe Alex didn't like Danton because he was intended for me. That, I could understand, but why would Danton harbor any animosity toward Alex?
Danton hadn't expected this question. His surprise and discomfort flared before he hid it behind that inscrutable mask. If I'd blinked, I would've missed it, and now his face was stone cold. Rooftop Danton was gone. Hell's Peak Danton took his place.
"Why do you assume I don't like him?" His tone was equally chilled.
"I don't need to assume. I can feel it. I'm a Pandor, remember?"
His lips thinned, and he picked up his glass and took a long, slow draught before setting it down. He continued staring at his glass as he said, "That's a difficult question for me to answer, Daria." He glanced back at me. "Why do you ask?"
I hesitated, fingering a piece of cheese. "I'm not sure. It just seems strange you both have such strong inclinations toward one another when you're in very different political circles. He's an aegis to the crown and you're the heir of Orindor. I could see why an aegis might not like a lord, but I've known Alex all my life and he's never been one to dislike a person over petty things like titles and privilege."
"No, of course he's not," Danton said more to himself. "He is always a man of utmost integrity, isn't he." The statement was rhetorical, and his tone was definitely sour.
"I wasn't comparing, Danton, I was just—"
"I'd rather not talk about him, if that's all right with you." He took another sip then set his cup down again, looking back at me. "I will be honest with you, Daria, just as I promised. I will tell you everything I can. As I said before, I am not my father. I may inherit his territory—if there's any territory left after this bloody war—but I did not inherit his methods of leadership, just as I did not inherit his view of marriage. I want an equal by my side. I want you. You help me see another way, Daria, just as you did that night on the rooftops. You've no idea what that night meant to me, and how I think on it still. For so long I'd feared I'd lost that piece of myself. The part that's good and honest. The part that hopes. Gaia knows I've tried filling that void in other ways, but you…you gave me hope, just as you do now. That I don't need to be like my father. That I can be a better man."
He reached out and placed his hand over mine. "I promise I will be good to you—love you. I know you don't love me now, and I hope I'll earn that love someday." He stared straight into my eyes, all tenderness suddenly gone. "But I never want to hear you speak of Alexander Del Conte in my presence again. Am I clear?"
This was the piece of Lord Pontefract that had left an irretrievable mark on his son. This was where Danton would fasten his unforgiving vice. I could feel his resolve, and there was no shattering it. To try would pit him against me, which would mean certain death for me.
I held his gaze a long, silent moment, before whispering, "Yes. Very clear."
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The Leonardo da Vinci di Fiumicino airport was complete chaos. On top of that, Thaddeus tugged my sleeve every two seconds to ask the five "Ws," shaving my already-thin patience down to a hair. I thanked the spirits we weren't allowed to carry our weapons. Otherwise, I might have skewered Thaddeus and left him on the curb as a gift for the Italian Mafia.
Vera's heels clicked with power as we walked, garnering us so much attention I felt as if we were on parade. However, her high-fashion executive façade proved helpful when I had trouble finding the correct line for our flight.
"Vera, would you mind asking that gentleman over there where the Delta line is?" I handed over her ticket. "If you forget, just show him this."
She looked bemused, but took her ticket and powered over to the airport personnel. She quickly returned, escorted by no fewer than three Italian guards, and I might have been concerned by this had they not been trailing her like hopeless puppies.
"Spirits," Thaddeus said beside me. "That man in front looks like he wants to put her in his pocket and take her home."
"I hope his pockets are reinforced with steel," I said.
Thaddeus laughed and patted me on the back. "There you are, Del Can't. You're all doom and gloom these days, like you're stuck with a rain cloud over your head—I was beginning to wonder if the sun would ever come out. I've missed your snark."
I eyed him sideways. "I know what you mean. That rain cloud keeps following me everywhere, so I've taken to calling it Thaddeus."
He chuckled.
By the time we got to security, Thaddeus and I passed through without issue, but Vera set off the alarms. What I'd mistaken for hairpins were actually needle-like daggers holding her bun in place. Of course, they were confiscated.
We eventually made it through security to an escalator—Thaddeus and Vera both looked scared out of their wits, particularly at the end when the stairs folded at the top and Thaddeus thought the floor was going to eat him—and to our gate. Our plane was almost done boarding. We breezed through an almost empty security check, down another escalator, across the jetway, and onto a full plane. People glanced up and stared as we squeezed down the aisle. When I found our seats, Thaddeus sat by the window, I sat in the aisle, and Vera sat in between. I showed them how to fasten their seatbelts. Thaddeus tried helping Vera with hers, but she slapped his hand so hard the girl seated across the aisle from me leaned forward to see what was going on. I shrugged and smiled at her. She gave me a huge smile in return and her cheeks turned bright pink.
"Del Can’t…" Thaddeus leaned over Vera's lap, and Vera scowled at him as if she were being violated. "This oversized hunk of metal is supposed to fly?"
I held a finger to my lips and nodded.
"Like in the air?" he asked, dumbfounded.
"Quiet, you idiot," Vera hissed.
"If I had a quid for every time you called me an idiot, I'd be rich enough to buy Castle Regius and probably the rest of Valdon," Thaddeus said.
Vera opened her mouth to retort, but the loudspeaker came on. Thaddeus jumped in his seat and kicked the chair in front of him so hard, the man turned around and grumbled at him.
"Sorry," Thaddeus whispered. "Just, uh…thought I saw a spider."
The man grumbled something that wasn't very flattering, but turned back around.
Soon, our plane sped down the runway. The wheels lifted, gravity pulled, and Thaddeus screamed. Even Vera sat beside me sweating, white-knuckled and terrified. The passengers seated around us peeked over—including the rosy-cheeked girl from earlier.
"It's their first time flying, and he's scared of heights," I said.
The other passengers gave me knowing smiles. One even offered a Valium, which I didn't accept, tempting as it was. Once we leveled out, I introduced a star-struck Thaddeus and Vera to the televisions on the backs of the headrests before them. It took a bit of patience and constant shushing—Thaddeus kept trying to grab the people on the television screens—but eventually I had them both wearing headphones and watching The Desolation of Smaug.
They started commenting—loudly—about the movie, once again infuriating the Italian man seated in front of us. Vera remarked how all dwarves are idiots, and then she and Thaddeus started discussing which weapons and maneuvers should have been used in such and such situation. I thought the Italian man was going to rip their headphones off and strangle them with the cord. Then the dragon came on screen. Vera and Thaddeus yelped, cowering in their seats, and that's when I flicked the movie off. It took a few minutes of vicious whispering to convince them the dragon wasn't real, and then I flicked the television back on. They went back to watching it, wide-eyed and mistrusting with their heads bent toward one another.
"First time watching television, too?" the girl asked beside me. She'd turned her entire body in her chair to face me, and she was still beaming. She looked Daria's age, and she sounded American.
"They scare easily," I said, starting to turn away.
"So, where's home?" she asked.
I looked back at her. It's a sad thing when you realize an innocent question from a harmless young woman puts you on high alert. She was still smiling at me, pink-cheeked and attentive. I wasn't one for small talk, but she was starting to look embarrassed by my silence. I felt bad.
"Ah, I don't have a home, really. I'm always traveling," I said.
She brightened immediately. "Oh, that sounds awesome! Do you, like, travel for work?"
I never could figure how the word "like" had become such an abused verb. "Yes."
"What do you do?" she asked, so intrigued she was leaning in the aisle toward me, and had to move back a little when a stewardess passed.
"Hm, it's complicated. I suppose you could say I'm an attaché of sorts."
She thought about this while tucking bleached blonde hair behind her ear. I doubted she understood what the word meant, but she didn't ask. "That's cool," she said. "I live in Santa Barbara. Know where that is?"
"I do. It's beautiful there."
"Right?! Oh, my gosh, I love it!" Teenage girl was fully unleashed now. "Yeah, actually I'm a freshman in college there. I'm originally from San Diego, though. Have you been there?"
I nodded, slowly, wondering if she always spoke in exclamation points.
"My parents wanted me to live at home and go to a junior college, but like…I just needed to get out. College is the time when we're supposed to be reckless and free to experience life, you know? And my parents are really strict. Can you imagine how awful that would be?"
I wished Daria were here to enlighten her. Actually, it fascinated me that this girl was Daria's age.
"So are you working to pay for school, then?" I asked.
"Oh, no…my parents are paying for it, but I'm taking out extra loans so that I can, like, have some fun, you know?"
First world problems are, like, the worst thing ever.
"I'm Jordan, by the way," she said.
"Nice meeting you, Jordan. I'm sorry, but if you don't mind, I'm exhausted…"
"Oh…yeah. Sure. I mean, no, I totally get it," she stammered. "Yeah. I should probably try to sleep, too. This time change is a major killer."
Major killer.
Huh.
I smiled and then rested my head back against my headrest and shut my eyes. I'd reached my limit on idle chatter. Reckless Jordan was giving me a migraine.
But that short conversation took my thoughts back to Daria. I had no idea how much time I had before she married Danton. In addition to that, Stefan had put Operation Ark in motion—what if I ran out of time before I even started on this path? Where would Daria fall in all of this? Was she even safe in Orindor?
I'd never expected to fall in love with her. She was my friend, and on those rare moments when I wasn't worried about being emasculated—a large concern for a boy of thirteen—I might've even admitted she was my best friend. She had a way of pulling me out of my natural solemnity that no one else could. I'd always felt…lighter around her. As if the ground were a little more buoyant and the world a little brighter. At the time I'd thought it was because of her innocence. She didn't know the darkness on the other side, sheltered as she was by Alaric. She didn't know how cruel people could be, and she didn't know of the evils that destroyed lives. Evils I saw almost on a daily basis on Gaia. She didn't know what it was like to take another man's life.
Now, after everything that had transpired, I knew it had nothing to do with her innocence. It was who she was to the core. I was drawn to her like a moth to a flame. Over the years, my time with her became a sanctuary—a place where the pressures and politics of Gaia disappeared. With her, I could dream and hope and…be. I hadn't been concerned when my mother reminded me Daria would be intended for the son of this lord or that lord. It changed monthly, since none of them knew Daria existed yet, and these were all just whims and fancies of King Darius. Still, it had no bearing on our friendship. Then that day happened.
It was a wedding for the daughter of the London aegis. It was one of the rare times Alaric had taken Daria overseas. He wasn't worried Daria might overhear something about Gaia since half the wedding guests were ignorant locals. All talk of Gaia had been strictly forbidden.
I could still see Daria and her father exiting the taxi and crossing the street to our hotel. I'd been sitting in the lobby, waiting for them to join my parents for lunch. Daria wore a dress. I'd never seen Daria in a dress before, at least that I could remember. It was a fitted black dress, and the skirt fell just to her knees. She wore black tights with tall boots and a white wool coat that was a little too big for her. Her cheeks and lips were pink from cold, and there was a little curl to her dark hair, which was getting blown all over the place by the wind. The sight of her paralyzed me where I stood. I didn't meet them at the doors. I just stood there, mute and dumb while a wind-blown Daria and Alaric walked through the spinning doors.
I'd always known she was a girl but suddenly the sight of her in a dress made my fourteen-year-old self really understand what that meant. I couldn't stop staring at her. Daria was too flustered from wind and travel to notice, thank the spirits.
"Enjoying the view?" Alaric cleared his throat as he approached.
I realized my eyes were still locked on Daria. I glanced back at Alaric. He hadn't been referring to the streets of London.
"Alex!" Daria beamed, bolting around her father, toward me.
"Hey…" My voice cracked, and I cleared my throat. My face warmed and my palms were slick. I wiped them on my pants. Right as Daria wrapped both arms around me tight. She smelled like shampoo, and I suddenly wanted to bury my face in her hair.
I hugged her back too late, my motions stiff, my arms shaky.
She noticed. She pulled back, eyeing me. "You okay?"
I blinked down at her. Her eyes were huge and round and concerned. There were so many shades of blue and grey in her eyes. Some browns, too, right near her pupil. Beautiful. And her lips. I had the sudden urge to touch them—feel them. With mine.
"Fine. Sorry." I cleared my throat again, glancing away. Anywhere but her mouth. "I think I stood up too fast. How was your, um, flight?"
Daria reached up and touched my forehead. I felt that touch everywhere, and my body reacted to her in a way it never had before.
"Hm, you feel a little clammy." She chewed on her full, bottom lip, and then she pulled her hand away. "Did you catch something on the plane? There sure were a lot of people hacking on our flight."
"I…don't know," I said. "Maybe."
"Dad, why don't you go on with the Andersons," she said, threading her fingers through mine like she usually did. I liked how her hand fit in mine. Too much. "I'll stay here with Alex."
The idea of being alone with her right then terrified me. And beguiled me. But beguiling would get me in trouble. "I'm fine. Really," I said.
"Clearly." She gave me that look. "I ate on the plane, anyway. But I need you to feel better. We can hang out in your room until they get back. Maybe we can both take a nap."
And that wasn't helping at all. 
Alaric, sensing this, smiled at me then looked down at his daughter. "No, I think we need to let Alexander get some rest. You've got the remainder of the weekend to conspire together, but there will be no conspiring if you don't let him have a moment to gather himself."
I exchanged a look with Alaric, and Alaric nodded. Daria looked disappointed, but she didn't argue. How could she? I was "sick." She left with Alaric and my parents, and when they returned, I'd gotten myself under control. But I was forever changed.
I'd always found Daria pretty, but somehow I'd missed that she was beautiful. I realized why my mother had whispered her warnings to me all those years—why they'd happened more often as of late. My mother had seen what I'd been too proud to acknowledge: I had fallen hopelessly in love with the princess of Gaia.
Who was now on her way toward marrying the one man I hated. Just thinking of Danton's hands touching her skin made me want to kill someone. Anyone.
"Del Can't…?" Thaddeus whispered.
I opened my eyes and tilted my head a fraction. Thaddeus was leaning over Vera again, but this time she didn't notice. She'd fallen asleep with her head on Thaddeus's shoulder.
"You okay?" Thaddeus asked.
"Fine. Why?"
He nodded toward my lap. In my hand was an empty plastic cup, which I was currently crushing into a pulp. I unclenched my fist and wedged the now destroyed cup behind the mesh of the seat in front of me, and then I leaned back with an exhale.
"Bad dream?" Thaddeus teased.
"No, actually, it was a nice dream. I murdered you."
Thaddeus snickered and settled back in his chair, careful not to move Vera. "Hey, Del Can't?"
"Hm?"
"Ah, don't tell her…?" he whispered. He wasn't referring to my dream.
I grinned and shut my eyes again. "I won't say a word."
We eventually landed at LAX. On our way off the plane, Reckless Jordan handed me a small piece of paper and hurried off. Vera glared after her, and then frowned at me. I shrugged. Once we were off the plane, I unfolded the paper.
"Is that some kind of code?" Thaddeus asked, peering over my shoulder. "And it's a little weird she's asking you to call her gorgeous, but I just don't get those numbers below. There's no pattern, no sequence or repetition…"
I laughed. "It's a phone number, Thaddeus." When he still didn't understand, I said, "It's a way to contact someone. I used a series of numbers like these to contact Clara."
Vera ripped the paper from my hand, tore it in so many pieces it would've put a paper shredder to shame, and then threw the pieces in a trashcan that was rolling past, being pulled by a janitor.
She shoved my shoulder. "I can't believe you!"
"What? I didn't do anything!"
"Why did she give you her contact information, then?" Her finger was ramrod straight and centimeters from my nose.
I took a step back, laughing. "Look. She started talking to me on the plane while you two were, ah"—I remembered Thaddeus—"watching the movie. She asked me a question. I couldn't not answer her—"
"Yes, you could." Her finger hadn't moved.
I couldn't argue social etiquette with someone who had none. "Vera. I'm not going to call her. I didn't ask her for her phone number. I didn't even tell her my name. I was just being nice."
Vera glared at me a moment longer, her finger still pointed at my nose. "You're too nice." She lowered her finger.
"Now, that's something I've never been accused of before."
She shrugged. "There's a first for everything."
"Yeah, like you being mad at him for once," Thaddeus added.
She fixed her glare on him. He ducked his gaze and scratched the back of his neck.
Our layover lasted a little more than an hour. From the moment of my tongue-lashing, Vera glared at every female in the airport, as if she worried all of LAX wanted to give me their phone number. I didn't mind her reaction, and Thaddeus seemed to enjoy the fact that—for once—he wasn't the object of Vera's condemning scrutiny. Thus removed from Vera's spotlight of wrath, Thaddeus fixed his attention on the people walking by, gawking and making so many comments about the styles, I thought we'd get in a fight. Particularly with a guy with green hair spiked like Sonic the Hedgehog, ears gauged the size of silver dollars, and more piercings than a pincushion. The guy flipped off Thaddeus as he passed. Thaddeus then decided to try the gesture on for size.
I knocked his hand to the side. "It's not a nice gesture, Thaddeus."
Thaddeus frowned at his hand. "It's just a finger."
"Just don't do it."
The next young girl that walked passed, Vera flipped her off. Bewildered, the girl ducked her head and hurried on her way. 
"Vera." I gave her a pleading look.
She looked smug, but she didn't do it again.
I found an exchange booth and traded our Euros for dollars, getting spare change in the process, then found a payphone in a corner and tried Clara again. No answer.
It was ten P.M. by the time we landed at SFO. We were all exhausted, not having slept much in the past forty-eight hours, and we still had a drive before we reached Yosemite. I found another payphone, tried Clara again, and then hung up.
"Still nothing?" Vera studied me.
I shook my head. A heavy pit of fear settled in my stomach. If Eris had found a way to send Morts through the Room of Doors and into Yosemite…
"I take it this is unusual?" she asked.
"Very."
"Still don't want to try your, uh, main line?" Thaddeus asked.
"No. If someone else is there, I don't want them knowing we're coming."
"Okay, so now what?" Thaddeus yawned, placing his hands on his lower back and stretching.
I looked around for the signs to the rental cars. There. "This way," I said.
We boarded a bus to the rental cars. Thaddeus was too tired to comment, but he pinched his nose from the diesel fumes. Within the hour, the three of us were on the freeway speeding toward Yosemite in a four-wheel drive Jeep Grand Cherokee.
"You know, Gaia really is missing out on the car thing," Thaddeus said from the passenger seat. "This is so much better than sitting in the saddle all day. And they don't smell and there aren't flies and they aren't always trying to throw me off."
"Pity," Vera said in back. She'd taken off her heels and was shoving her boots back on.
Thaddeus grinned to himself as he stared out the window, as if he was secretly pleased about something. Neither of us had told Vera she'd fallen asleep on his shoulder. I couldn't tell if she knew or was pretending it hadn't happened.
Since that moment, Thaddeus had seemed…subdued, and, now that I was thinking about it, a lot more like his normal self. 
"So this is the States," he said.
"A state," I replied. "California."
"Isn't Rook from California?"
"Yes. Fresno."
"Can we drive by her house?" Thaddeus asked.
"No, it's out of the way and we don't have time."
"That's too bad," Thaddeus said. "I've always wanted to see where she grew up. But I guess she sort of grew up at your house, too."
He looked over at me. I kept my attention fixed on the road.
"How did you do it?" he asked.
"Do what?"
"Spend all those years knowing she was a princess from another world and never tell her."
I flexed my fingers over the steering wheel. "Interesting question, coming from you."
"Look. I know what I did was terrible…"
I glanced sideways at him.
"Okay, repulsive? Vile? The most appalling thing anyone has ever done in the history of both worlds, and I should be hung from a tree by my toes where crows can pluck out my eyeballs?"
I grinned at the road. "That’s…creative."
"I know you still don't trust me," Thaddeus continued, "but this isn't about me. This is about you, and you, Del Can't, are an honest man through and through. Not to mention the way you feel about her…I just don't know how you managed to be around her all those years and never once let it slip."
I didn't answer him. The truth of the matter was that it had been unbearable. Every time I'd laid eyes on her, the lies I'd told hung over me like a dark cloud. I, who prided myself on truth and integrity, hadn't even been honest with her about my real name. And when I realized how I felt about her, even looking at her had become a torment. All the affection I'd felt had been tainted with truths and half-truths that had gone untold for so many years. The older we'd grown and the closer we'd become, the harder and more painful it'd been to hide it from her. There had been so many times I'd almost broken down and told her everything, but by then I was afraid. Afraid that everything we'd built together would shatter in an afternoon with only a few words. And knowing who she truly was, I wouldn't have had the power or right to stop it.
I'd rather face ten thousand shadowguard than relive those early moments when she'd finally learned the truth. When she'd discovered I'd lied to her all those years. Me, the one person she'd always trusted—perhaps even more so than her own father—and I'd betrayed her.
"How long is this drive again?" Thaddeus asked, pulling me from my thoughts.
When I glanced back at him, I noticed he had a toothpick in his mouth, which he was chewing on. "Where did you find that?"
"This pocket over here." He pointed to the door handle.
"That's been used, you know," I said.
He beamed at me and kept chewing.
"You're disgusting."
"Thank you," he said.
I sighed. "We've got about three hours of driving, which should put us in Yosemite by"—I glanced at the dash—"two in the morning."
Thaddeus groaned.
"Lean your seat back and sleep. You've got three hours."
"I can lean my seat back?" Thaddeus examined his seat.
"There should be a button on the side…"
"Found it!" Thaddeus's seat leaned back, farther and farther and farther.
"Hey!" Vera grunted from the backseat.
Thaddeus's seat was in her lap. "Sorry, V." He raised his seat enough for her to move behind mine, and then he lowered it again. He leaned back and threw an arm over his eyes. "You sure you can handle things if I take a nap? I mean, I'd help you drive but—"
"I'm fine," I said. "I'll wake you when we get close." In my rearview, Vera propped herself in the corner, fighting to keep her eyes open. "You, too, Vera."
"If you're staying awake, then I am too."
I didn't argue with her. There was never much point in arguing with Vera.
It wasn't long before she drifted off, her head propped against the window. I was exhausted, and the constant humming of the road didn't help. The night was dark and moonless, and the drive wasn't very exciting. Music might've helped, but I didn't want to wake the others. I made a last minute decision to exit the freeway and stop at a gas station for an energy drink. When I returned to the car, they were both still sleeping. It was strange having them here, in this world—like a melding of two lives, two identities. Here, I was Alex Anderson. There, I was Aegis Alexander Del Conte. I'd always kept my aegis self from Earth, but having Thaddeus and Vera here, there was no ignoring him. Having them here made me nostalgic and sad, because it gave closure to the easy life of Alex Anderson—a person I would never be again. I got back in my seat, started the car, and drove us on our way again.
Old snow covered the ground at the edges of the national park. The roads were clear but wet and lined with hard snow banks. My pulse buzzed the closer we got. It had been almost a year since I'd been here. But that wasn't the reason for my growing sense of foreboding.
When I turned down the road that led to our drive, I said, "Hey, you two…almost there."
Vera snapped awake, but Thaddeus choked on a snort and turned over.
"Hey, idiot." Vera whacked him on the back of his head. "Wake up."
"Hellfire!" Thaddeus sat up, rubbing his head. "Enough with the abuse, already!"
The end of our long gravel drive appeared in the beam of our headlights.
"You live all the way out here?" Thaddeus asked, squinting at the darkness.
"It's not as remote as it seems," I said. Before we reached the driveway, I pulled the Jeep alongside the road into the mud and snow, turned off the headlights, and killed the engine.
The night was pitch black and quiet.
Thaddeus looked at me, wary, as if he were suddenly afraid.
"My house is just over there." I pointed at the huge shadows of pine trees. "But I'd rather not announce we're here."
"You're that worried?" Vera asked.
I raked a hand through my hair. "Yes."
Thaddeus redirected his concern to the shadowed world beyond. "I can't believe you lived here. This whole setting just screams evil overlord's lair."
"Then you should feel right at home," I said, unfastening my seatbelt. Cold seeped into the car now that the heater was off.
"So, what's the plan, Del Can't?" Thaddeus asked.
The plan. I'd had ample time to think about this during the drive.
"I need to see what we're up against first," I said. "Then we'll go from there."
"Sounds vague, obscure, and overly cautious. Typical Del Can't. I prefer Rook's strategies. I mean, they really aren't strategies as much as whims, and they usually land us in heaps of trouble, but they're way more exciting."
"Well, you two are related…" I started opening my car door and paused. "Careful not to slam your doors shut."
I opened my door all the way, and a stiff and frigid breeze zapped my warmth. Rubbing my hands together, I made my way to the trunk and pulled out our bags, then gently lowered the trunk until it latched with a soft click. Vera and Thaddeus shivered as they grabbed their carry-ons from my hands, and then they followed me down the road to my driveway. Our driveway was long and a bit of a hike, but the brisk walk helped keep us warm. Before we reached the last turn, I whispered for the others to set their packs down behind a rock. Vera wrapped her arms tight around her chest. She had to be freezing, but she didn't complain. I led them through the edge of pines until my house came into view. The porch lights were off.
The porch lights were never off.
All of the windows were dark, except for the one beside the front door. It wasn't the light from the foyer. This light came from farther down the hall.
"Looks like someone's home," Thaddeus whispered.
"It's not the right someone," I said.
"Are you sure? What if—"
"Alexander."
I followed Vera's gaze to our dumpster sitting along the edge of the driveway. Something moved in the shadows, but it wasn't human. I picked up a small rock from the ground and threw it. A handful of startled coyotes darted off into the woods. What had brought so many here? I headed toward the dumpster, keeping to the edge of the drive and in the shadows, the other two trailing behind me. I reached the dumpster and immediately saw what had brought the coyotes.
It was a body. 
It was contorted and twisted, as if it had been dumped on the ground. It was hard to say how long it had been there due to the freezing cold, which was also why there'd been no detectable scent. It was starting to decompose and there were chew marks all over it. Fingers were missing, and there were chunks of muscle and flesh gouged out of the legs. Deep, smooth cuts had been carved along the exposed arm, and the skin around the person's neck was broken and caked with dried blood. A wave of sickness washed over me. I didn't want to look at her face because I already knew who she was.
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I staggered back, braced my hand on a tree, and vomited.
I'd seen death. Too many times. I'd seen clean deaths and brutal mutilations. I'd witnessed more horrors than I cared to remember. Sometimes those deaths were my doing. It was part of being an aegis. You spent time hiding in the scourges of society, where men and women and other Gaian creatures didn't play by the rules—where life was a constant bartering piece. As an aegis, it was my duty to amend wrongs, and as much wrong as I'd righted, another wrong would fill its place. It was a vicious cycle. I'd come to realize my role as an aegis wasn't getting rid of the dark altogether, but keeping the balance of light and dark in check. Yes, after all these years, the sight of death was no stranger to me, but this…this was too close. Clara…she was family.
All my life, she'd lived with us. She'd been my nanny, but we'd loved her as though she were one of us. She treated me as her own son, taking care of me when I was young, when Gaia and diplomacy took my parents away. She nursed wounds and illnesses, comforted nightmares. She'd done everything she could to nurture and protect, and when she'd been the one in danger, none of us had been there to protect her.
I made a fist against the bark and wiped my mouth with my other hand. And then I glanced up.
Vera and Thaddeus stood there, studying me, taking in my expression. Fear registered in their eyes and they shrank back. I shoved myself off the tree and started for the house. I'd lost all care for stealth. My boots crunched loudly on the gravel drive of our roundabout.
"Del Can't!" Thaddeus hissed behind me.
I kept walking toward the front door, fists clenched at my sides. Gravel crunched behind me as the other two hurried to keep pace.
"Hey, uh, so now might be a good time to tell us what your plan is…?" Thaddeus asked.
I reached the bottom of the steps and ascended two at a time. The boards creaked beneath my weight, and when I reached the top, I pounded on the front door so hard it rattled on its hinges. A shadow appeared behind the decorative glass framing the sides of the door. The handle clicked, the door opened, and a large, gruff man with a bludgeon hooked to his belt stood on the other side.
He looked startled. "Wasn't expecting you to use the—"
I punched him in the face.
He reeled back, covering his nose, and yelled through his hands. He corrected his balance, ripped his bludgeon free, and swung, but I was already in position. I stepped aside, grabbed his arm, and broke it against the doorframe. He wailed in pain. I kicked him back and he tumbled out of the hall and into the next room, just as another man appeared. He moved fast, but I was faster. Within seconds, he was sprawled on the floor right beside the first. More footsteps echoed down the hall, and two more men appeared bearing scimitars.
I grabbed the edges of the pedestal to a marble bust and shoved it at them. It toppled into one of the men, the bust crashing onto the wood flooring, while the other man ran at me. I made a quick step. His momentum kept him pitching forward, and as he ran past I yanked the sword from his hands, spun around and slashed the back of his hamstrings. He cried out and staggered, and I kicked him down. The man who'd been hit with the bust and pedestal got back on his feet again, and in one smooth motion, I whirled around and plunged the scimitar into his gut. He dropped to the ground, and four more men appeared in the hall. These four noticed the others lying on the floor and crept slowly and timidly forward. I adjusted the scimitar's hilt in my palm and lunged. The first two were down within moments, and I snagged a sword from one of them mid-fall just in time to duck and twist and plunge both swords into the bellies of my next two attackers. I jerked the swords free and the last two men slumped to the ground, dead.
Quiet.
I crossed the hall to check the pulses of the men I'd knocked unconscious. One was dead and the other had a pulse, but it was faint. There had been enough death in the last few minutes. I decided to let him live, not that he would wake anytime soon. I grit my teeth together. I hated this—killing. It didn't matter that so much of it was necessary, because each time I killed, it stole a little bit of my soul. I was so afraid I wouldn't have any soul left when this was all over. I stood, holding both scimitars in one hand, and turned to find Thaddeus and Vera gaping at me.
"I mean, I always knew you had a kill-switch, Del Can't, but…demons and hellhounds!" Thaddeus gazed wide-eyed at the carnage.
Carnage I had caused. Carnage I didn't want to look at. I wiped the sweat off my brow and started picking weapons off the fallen.
"Was that all of them?" Vera looked at me as if she weren't quite sure what to make of me.
"Doubtful." I tugged a dagger off one of the men's boot. "There could be more downstairs."
"For their sakes, let's hope they've got a small army standing behind them. And to think your mother was actually worried about you." Thaddeus snorted, then used his foot to turn a dead man's face to the side. The tattoo on the back of his neck tagged him as a Mort.
"Here…take these…" I handed Thaddeus and Vera a few of the blades I'd pilfered.
They hesitated before taking the weapons from my hands. Not because they didn't want the weapons, but because I was holding them, and they looked a little scared of me. At last, they took them and followed me down the hall to the double doors of our library.
One of the doors had been left open, casting a prism of light on the opposite wall. I peered inside the room. The desk lamp had been left on, but the room was otherwise empty, probably because its previous occupants were currently lying dead or incapacitated near the front door. Between the two tall windows of the library stood the majestic portrait of Yosemite's Bridal Veil Falls, closed and seemingly untouched. I crossed the room to the desk, slid my hand beneath the top panel and pushed up. It gave way to the secret compartment that hid the key, but there wasn't a key in there now. I frowned at the portrait.
"Whatcha looking for?" Thaddeus whispered beside me.
I crossed the room to the portrait. There was no point in being quiet now. If there were someone down there, they would've heard us walking down the hall, assuming the fighting hadn't given us away first. I gripped the frame and pulled. It moved on its hinges. They'd discovered the lower library. What I didn't know was if anyone were down there now.
I inched the portrait open farther. The stairwell beyond was dark, but not as dark as it should've been. I climbed onto the platform and descended, holding tight to the stolen scimitar. When I reached the door at the base of the steps, I stopped. The door was cracked open, and a line of golden light glowed. I peered through.
Even in my limited view I could see the room had been ransacked. Books and documents and priceless artifacts lay everywhere, and the drawers had been pulled from their units and left hanging on hinges. Someone had obviously been searching for something. The sword, maybe? I took a deep breath, placed my hand on the door, and pushed.
There were four men seated at the table near the far wall, playing cards. Hearing the door, they glanced up. I was not who they were expecting.
Chairs screeched as they stood and drew their weapons, and one of them started forward. I knew that one. He was Lorimer Faris, Denn's father.
He recognized me in that same instant. "Well, well, well, if it isn't the illustrious—"
I didn't let him finish. Within three minutes, he and two of his men were either dead or unconscious. I was in a dance with the last, and then got him in a hold with my scimitar at his neck when a voice said, "Not another move or she dies."
I froze, the Mort squirming against the edge of my blade. The voice had been feminine, but it didn't belong to Vera. I couldn't tell where it'd come from, either. I glanced over my shoulder. Vera stood in the stairwell, grunting and struggling against a massive hand gripping her neck. A half-giant. Thaddeus stood at the base of the stairwell gazing up at Vera, his sword arm limp at his side.
"Drop your weapons," the voice continued with the same authority, coming from somewhere beside me.
I hesitated for one full breath as a bead of sweat slid down my temple. The half-giant tightened his grip on Vera's neck and brought the edge of his dagger to her cheek. The dagger looked like a small butter knife in his hand. Thaddeus released his sword, and it fell to the floor with an empty clatter.
"I will not ask you again, Aegis," continued the slippery female voice.
The half-giant lifted Vera so that her toes grazed the stone steps, and she cried out. I dropped my sword. The Mort shoved away from me and rushed to the side of the room.
"Kick it away from you," the female voice said.
I kicked the sword to the back of the room. "Are you going to show yourself, or keep hiding while I kill the rest of your men?"
A pause. "They said you were uncommonly skilled and efficient, Aegis, but I must say…I'm very impressed, and that's not something I am often."
I narrowed my eyes in the direction of the voice. "And you are…?"
A woman slipped out from behind a wardrobe that had been moved away from the wall beside me. I'd never seen her before in my life, but I had the feeling that I should know who she was. She looked timeless, defying age in a way that made me think she was far older than she appeared. Her gown was a mesh of obsidian shards clinging to her body, as though she'd raised the glass fragments of dead shadowguard from deep inside the earth and pulled them to her skin to cover all the important places. Long, dark hair coiled over one shoulder, and her face was all sharp angles and power. Her eyes were dark and missing that special quality that made a person human. I suddenly wished I'd never kicked my sword aside.
Her eyes moved past me and settled on Thaddeus, and they flashed with fire. "Thaddeus." It was as though she'd cursed his entire existence just by speaking his name.
Thaddeus flinched. "Hey, Ma."
Ah, it all made sense. She was the infamous dark sorceress, Mistress Astaire Dothrai, Eris's servant and Thaddeus's mother. I hadn't been there when Daria and Thaddeus had stumbled upon her. I reminded myself that although Mistress Astaire Dothrai was a sorceress, her power wasn't a concern here. Here, on Earth where there were only vestiges of magic to draw from, she was powerless. That's why she'd demanded I lose my weapon. She knew she wouldn't stand a chance in a physical fight against me.
Sensing the direction of my thoughts, those dark eyes slid back to me, reptilian and cold. "You don't waste time, do you, Alexander Del Conte?" Her lips curled.
I glared at her. "What do you want?"
Lithe as a cat, she stepped over to the globe of Gaia, her long, slender fingers trailing over the surface, the tip of them vanishing into a cloud. "I imagine I'm here for the same reason you are." She dropped her fingers and took another step toward me.
If only she'd come a little closer…
"Tell me, Aegis…" she continued.
One more step…
She didn't take another step closer, but instead took to circling me like a predator. "What were you hoping to achieve with the sword?"
I followed her with my eyes only. I didn't answer.
"Did you expect the people of Gaia to follow you based on the relic of a traitor?" she asked. She touched the corner of her mouth, amused. "You do, don't you? It has always fascinated me how a person with such talent and cleverness can be rendered senseless by the brittle threads of hope. Hope knows no reason. Hope doesn't give credence to evidence or logic. Even if you had the sword, and even if, somehow, you managed to unite the territories against my lord, Eris, what chance would you have?" She paused before me, just beyond arm's length. "My lord has tens of thousands of shadowguard in Valdon and a vast number of faithful servants throughout the territories. Who would even be left to stand with you? Alioth? My lord has already severed Lord Tosca's power, and even with Orindor's betrothal to your princess, Orindor will never stand against him. I expect Commodus to accept our offer any day now. Lord Vega of Campagna will not help you, either—he's fortifying his shores as we speak, in preparation of Pendel's imminent arrival. The Arborenne is weak and dying and they never interfere, which leaves you only with Gesh. That will hardly be enough for you to rally an effective defense against my lord, Eris, so tell me…what do you hope to accomplish?"
I stared into those empty black eyes. "I wonder why your lord sent you here to deal with me, when my task is—as you so clearly put it—hopeless."
She stared back, her expression impassive. Then she glanced down at her fingernails as if she were bored. "Where is the sword?"
"Why do you want it if it's just a relic of a traitor?" I asked. There had to be something within reach—something I could use as a weapon.
Her eyes narrowed. "Tell me where it is."
When I didn't answer her, she said, "Perhaps you need a little persuasion." Her lips twisted into an elegantly cruel smile, and her eyes slid over to Vera. "Yes, you'll be an even better subject than that other woman who lived here." Mistress Dothrai noticed my anger and her eyes lit up. "Ah, I see you found her on your way here. Yes, the two of us had a bit of fun. Of course, she didn't tell me what I most wanted, and I've little patience for those who prove themselves useless. I make it a…mission of mine to make use of them. A sacrifice to Mortis is one of the greatest honors bestowed, though it's a pity your friend didn't recognize the honor. I must say, for such a fragile creature, she had a strong pair of lungs. I'm not sure I've ever heard a person scream quite like—"
I lunged at her. My body froze—pitched forward, arms extended and knees bent, as if I were a snapshot of myself in action. I couldn't move. I couldn't even wiggle my pinky finger. Mistress Dothrai had complete control over my body. Somehow, in this world, she'd found a way to use magic. Dread pitted in my stomach.
Mistress Dothrai approached me, digging sharp fingernails along my extended forearm. "Fascinating, isn't it? I'll admit: your kind of magic is extremely difficult, but lucky for me, I don’t work with your kind of magic. Of course"—she reached out and dug those nails into my chin—"it's still a bit more difficult on this planet, though I don't imagine that will be the case for much longer. Now, where is the sword?"
Pressure lightened on my lungs and mouth—enough so I could speak. "I don't—"
She squeezed harder, pinching off my words. "I'm running out of patience, Aegis."
Vera cried out again behind me. The half-giant carved a bright red line down her cheek. Blood pooled and trickled in its path.
"Hellfire, Ma, I can tell you where it is." Thaddeus shoved past the Mort I'd almost killed before the sorceress appeared to stand beside his mother. Thaddeus admired my current predicament, and that cocky smirk appeared on his face.
That lying sack of kutt. I should've killed him in Pendel.
Thaddeus sighed and rolled his eyes. "Oh, come on. You didn't honestly think I'd switched sides, did you? I mean, no hard feelings, Del Can't. I appreciate the second chance and all, but you should've listened to your instincts, not Daria's. Daria is like a lamb who leads herself to the slaughter."
Hatred burned through my arms, my legs. My world turned red.
"Spirits! I must be better than I thought!" Thaddeus said, looking back at Mistress Dothrai. "To fool my own mother! And it was your idea I stay behind with the princess to find out their counter-moves, remember? If anyone should be mad here, it should be me." He folded his arms over his chest, looking offended. "You left me in Karth with a horde of kytharii. I could've died."
She frowned. "Then what's taken you so long?"
"I haven't exactly had a chance to write you a letter, you know—not without being caught. After that little stunt you and pops had me pull at the castle, wouldn't you know people aren't really that willing to trust me. I was hoping to play this game a little longer, too, but Del Can't will die before he ever tells you anything, and I know pops will be furious if you don't bring him back alive. So I'll save you the drama and out myself by telling you where the sword is."
"You…lying…" I fought for air to speak, my rage contained only by Mistress Dothrai's hold. "I knew…"
"Better save your breath, Del Can't. She'll only squeeze tighter." Thaddeus patted me on the shoulder and let out an exaggerated sigh. "The things I go through for this family."
"The sword…?" Mistress Dothrai said, impatient.
"Right. I'll go get the sword. But first we need to tie up Del Can't. You saw what he did upstairs, and I'm not taking my chances. Plus, you need to save your power if you plan on holding him on the other side, because he's pretty good with magic, too. Trust me. I lived with the guy for five years."
Mistress Dothrai looked skeptical, but she nodded.
"Finally," Thaddeus said, strutting past his mother. "Never thought I'd have to work so hard to get my own ma to believe me," he said while searching through scattered odds and ends. "After everything I've done, one might think I'd get a 'thanks,' but noooo. Not in this family. You aren't doing your part if you aren't throwing yourself to the gargons on a daily basis."
"Thaddeus," she snapped.
There was a clank and some shuffling behind me. "One sec. Gotta make sure I got something strong enough."
I was going to kill him. I didn't know how or when, but he was going to die, and I was going to be the one to do it.
"Ah! Perfect." Thaddeus appeared beside me wearing that proud smirk. I wanted to rip off his face. His hands were behind his back, so I didn't know what he'd found.
There was a whir of movement and a click, and Mistress Dothrai's wrists were bound in cuffs. Magic-binding cuffs.
Mistress Dothrai's hold on me evaporated. I collapsed on the floor, heaving. There was a thud beside me, and I lifted my head in time to see the Mort collapse. The half-giant fell seconds after, sliding face first down the stone steps and onto the floor where he lay, motionless. Vera staggered down the stairs, choking on air. A tiny, red-feathered dart protruded from the back of the half-giant's thick neck. I looked down at the fallen Mort. A dart stuck out of his neck, too. Thaddeus preened, dusting his hands.
Mistress Dothrai screamed and lunged at Thaddeus. He sidestepped and waved a finger in condescension. "Ah, ah, ah. It'll only make it worse, Ma, and you look tired enough as it is. Actually, I think this is the first time you've ever looked your age, and let me tell you—two-hundred and thirty-one does not look good."
"You miserable…how dare you!" She fisted her hands and swung back to strike him. He ducked, and I came in from behind, grabbed a fistful of her hair, and wrenched her head back.
She struggled against me, but her hands were bound, and without magic she was as brittle and light as an autumn leaf. "You'll die for this!"
Thaddeus folded his arms over his puffed up chest. "Probably. So I guess this is where I tell you thank you for everything, because I learned all my tricks from you, Ma. Couldn't have had a better teacher." He winked at her.
She spat at him but missed. "Mortis curse you. You are no son of mine. From this day until your last, may you never find what you seek, and may all those you hold dear spurn you as you have spurned me." The runes on the cuffs glittered, absorbing the magic pulsing through her body. "I cast you forth from Gaia, never to belong, not even in death—"
Her jaw fell slack and her body slumped against mine. Vera had jammed a dart in Mistress Dothrai's neck.
"Thanks, V." Thaddeus smiled at Vera.
Vera gave him a sharp, affirmative nod.
I laid Thaddeus's mother on the ground, then stood tall and looked straight at Thaddeus.
He recoiled a bit, his hands splayed in defense. "Hey, now…you better know I made all that up."
I stared at him, trying to stare the truth out.
"Seriously, Del Can't. I swear on the spirits I didn't mean any of it! I mean, it's true my ma wanted me to stay behind and see what you all were up to, and she did put on that act for Rook so the princess would think my ma and pops had abandoned me, but what my ma didn't know was that I really had made my decision to stay. For good. I couldn't have told her that before, or she would've never let me leave and find you guys in the first place. I swear!"
I drew an inordinate amount of pleasure watching him squirm beneath my scrutiny.
"I believe him," Vera said.
Thaddeus's shoulders sagged with relief.
"But don't"—she jammed a finger in his shoulder—"think for a second I won't be watching every single move you make."
Thaddeus grinned at her. "Every move…? Even when I bathe—Ow!"
She'd punched his shoulder.
"How'd you know those cuffs were here?" I asked Thaddeus, glancing down at his unconscious mother.
"I didn't. There seemed to be enough Gaian paraphernalia down here…I just hoped I could find something useful. And since this home belongs to one of the most paranoid and overprotective aegises I've ever known, ahem, I thought finding magic-binding cuffs down here wouldn't be a stretch. The darts, though—didn't see those coming. They're a little black market for your style. Been making secret trips to Thieves over the years, eh, Del Can't?" He winked at me.
"No, actually, I stole them from your private stash at AQ."
"You? Steal? I must be wearing off on you."
I raised a brow. "If that ever happens, please let me know so I can go kill myself."
"No way! Rook would never forgive me."
Mention of Daria brought me back to the task at hand. I looked at Vera. The line on her cheek had stopped bleeding and was starting to clot. "You okay?"
"Fine."
Thaddeus rolled his eyes and grunted.
"We need to get the sword and get out of here," I said.
I stepped around bodies, over books and other scattered objects, until I reached the armoire. The drawers sagged, clinging for life on the very ends of their hinges. I tugged them free, one by one, setting them carefully on the floor. Crouching low, I reached in and slid my fingers along the bottom panel. The joints were smooth—nothing at all suggesting a hidden compartment. I searched for any sort of latch or indentation, but there was nothing.
"Find anything?" Thaddeus asked.
"Nothing so far…" Again, I slid my fingers along the inner framework of the armoire's face, until my fingers grazed a raised surface of cool metal no larger than a thumbtack. I pressed it in, there was a click, and the bottom panel of the armoire disengaged. Brilliant.
Carefully, I lifted the front edge, lifting and sliding the wood at an angle through the bottommost vacant drawer frame. Sure enough, there was a hidden slot beneath. It wasn't very large, only a few inches deep with a surface area of about four square feet. Inside was a bundle of black velvet, tied with a red, satin ribbon. I set the counterfeit base on the floor behind me then reached inside the hidden compartment to remove the bundle.
It was surprisingly light, weighing in at around a pound, which meant the sword weighed even less. I pulled the ribbon free, lifted the edge of the smooth velvet and unwound the bundle, turn by turn, and there it was.
There were four fragments in total—each bone white, with marks and chips from use. It had lost its sheen over the years, and if I was being objective, it wasn't much to look at. Other than the chalky quality, it looked like any old, broken sword. The hilt was intact, with a crossguard that tapered at the ends toward its wielder. Rubbery black leather wrapped around the grip, remarkably preserved for a relic so many centuries old. The pommel was circular in shape, though flattened into a disc, and all along the fragments were small etchings in what looked like ancient Karthan. Carefully, I pressed my thumb against the edge of the blade. It was sharp, as if it had seen a grindstone only yesterday.
So this was dragonbone.
"Huh. Not much to look at, is it?" Thaddeus remarked behind me.
"Neither are you, but you're incredibly resourceful," I said.
"May I see it?" Vera asked.
Her gaze was awed—reverent, even—as she stared at the fragments. And then I remembered she was from Gesh, and the people of Gesh worshipped the dragons. She may have left her homelands, but her homelands hadn't left her.
"Sure…" I stood, handing her the cloth with the sword fragments.
Vera reached out and trailed a finger along the flat of one of the fragments, hesitant as though it were a dandelion puff and one touch might dispel all the seeds. She held the cloth back to me. I took it from her, wrapped it, and refastened the crimson tie.
"Do you think there are more of them?" Vera asked, gesturing to one of the fallen Morts.
"I have no idea, but it looks like Rome isn't the only city that'll need backup."
"Now what?" Thaddeus asked.
I exhaled, glancing at the disaster around me. I hated leaving the place like this, but there were so many other, more pressing matters to deal with. And there was a particular matter I wanted to handle right now.
"I want to put Clara somewhere safe," I said. "At least until we can give her a proper burial." No matter how tight our timeline, I couldn't leave her out there, alone and discarded by the dumpster where more animals could feast on her.
The whole thing took almost three hours. We weren't able to bury her since the ground was frozen solid, and I wasn't about to call the police. Instead, I had the others help me wrap her in blankets, and the three of us carried her down into the detached cellar on our property. It was cold and deep enough to hide the smell, and this way she'd be protected from the elements until we could formally do something about her body.
Still, I said my blessings over her, down in the cellar, and when I finished, Vera said, "I can see your family loved her very much, and I am sure she knew it. You can't…hide that kind of love." Her voice broke a little over the last word.
In the kitchen, we found the box with our weapons. The box looked as if it'd been mauled by a black bear. Whoever had opened the package had apparently never encountered packaging tape. Thankfully, all our weapons were accounted for and sprawled across the kitchen table.
Thaddeus lifted an edge of cardboard, scrutinizing the tape it was stuck to. "What kind of magic is this?"
"It's not magic. It's tape." I snatched my blade by the hilt, eyeing the smooth metal. At least whoever had brutally disrespected the package had found ample respect for our weaponry. My sword was in perfect condition.
"Tape..." Thaddeus tasted the word in his mouth.
Vera scooped up her blades, also checking for signs of abuse.
A sharp pop sounded right behind me. I jumped, spinning around, the tip of my blade landing inches from Thaddeus's nose. Thaddeus looked startled, holding a large sheet of bubble wrap in his hands. His eyes crossed as he studied the tip of my sword.
I lowered my sword, narrowing my eyes at him. "Is it too much to ask that you keep your hands to yourself?"
He looked genuinely thoughtful for a second, then smiled and said, "Yes."
I glowered at him a moment longer before setting my sword back on the table, and I walked to the pantry.
Pop. Pop. Pop.
Vera cursed, followed by a sharp, "Knock it off!"
"It's fun!" Thaddeus said. "Here. You try…" He held the bubble wrap out to her.
She rolled her eyes with an emphatic harrumph and stalked away from him.
"You know, V, it won't kill you to let loose every now and then," Thaddeus remarked.
"No, it won't kill me," she replied. "It'll kill you."
It took all of five minutes for us to change out of our things and into our aegis gear. Thaddeus made some remark about preferring Vera in a skirt, and Vera almost skewered him to the stair banister. I made my way to the upstairs closet and grabbed a few cloaks—just in case we needed them—snatched a handful of energy bars from the kitchen pantry, and soon we'd all loaded back in the Jeep with me driving into the heart of Yosemite Valley.
The other two were quiet during our short drive. They still didn't speak when I rolled the Jeep into the familiar, empty lot at the base of Yosemite Falls. The last time I'd been here, I'd been with my parents and Daria, and Clara had been driving.
I killed the engine. The three of us got out of the car and stepped out into the stiff chill. The Falls were quiet, still dehydrated from the summer heat, and the air smelled like balsam and campfire. I'd always loved Yosemite this time of year, when tourist season was over and winter nestled in. In winter, Gaia felt closest, when the snow covered the earth and trees, baptizing everything in white. It was then Yosemite became fully tranquil and magical, but it didn't feel so now. Now, I found no tranquility in the silence, only anxiety, and the remnants of white snow brought thoughts of death, not magic.
I left the keys inside the Jeep. We wouldn't be coming back here anytime soon. A breeze whispered through the trees, dusting flakes of snow from the giant branches.
"It looks like Gaia, here," Thaddeus whispered.
"I know," I said, staring up at the starlit sky. There were thousands of them, so bright and so close. Stars always reminded me of Daria. When she'd visit, we'd try finding the various constellations. It was a difficult task with so many stars visible. She was always better at finding them than I was. But that might've been because I'd been too distracted by her proximity.
I motioned for the other two to follow, and we headed for the trailhead. We walked up the dirt path in silence, winding around large boulders and pines. My mind kept wandering to Daria and the day we'd brought her here. She'd had no idea what awaited her on the other side. She hadn't cared much because she'd been too focused on her anger toward me. So much had changed in such a short amount of time.
It wasn't long before we reached the granite wall: the entrance to the Room of Doors. I hesitated, searching for any traces of residual magic. I couldn't sense any energy from manipulating the magical fields. If Mistress Dothrai and the Morts had used this portal, it had been some time ago. Still, we had no idea what awaited us on the other side.
"Stand ready," I said over my shoulder. "There could be shadowguard inside."
"In that?" Thaddeus asked. "Uh, all I see is a rock…oh!"
I'd placed my hands on the surface, spoken the words so familiar to me, and the shimmering letters had appeared.
"Once we're in, it'll take me a few minutes to secure the door to the Arborenne," I said to Thaddeus and Vera. "Ready?"
Thaddeus nodded, and Vera pulled both her daggers. With a deep breath, I stepped through the barrier.
And found myself facing a pykan and a dozen Morts.
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The Morts turned around, and the Room of Doors filled with the scrapes of swords being drawn from their sheaths. Thaddeus and Vera appeared beside me as I adjusted my sword in my hands.
One Mort, who was definitely a half-giant, flexed his arms and clenched his fists as his face contorted with a bellow. The sound was too loud in the small space, and I wondered if the Room of Doors would collapse right on top of us from the sheer volume of it.
"Oh, come on," Thaddeus whined, covering his ears. "Was that really necessary?"
The half-giant Mort charged us. It was difficult knowing his exact target since he was wider than all three of us put together. At the last second, Thaddeus and Vera dodged and I ducked. The half-giant's axe rammed into the wall behind me, emitting a faint spark with a resounding clang. Before the half-giant could turn around, I whirled, bringing my sword across the backs of his legs. He dropped with a cry, and I jammed the hilt of my sword into his skull. The half-giant crumpled to the ground and lay motionless. Thaddeus nodded at me approvingly, the pykan hissed, and then the rest of the Morts attacked.
"His majesty wants Del Conte alive!" growled the pykan, who lingered on the opposite side of the circular room.
"Only Del Can't? What about my life?" Thaddeus said nearby. "I'm pretty important"—clank—"too!"
"Maybe as a cause for insanity." Vera high-kicked, her boot finding purchase with a Mort's jaw, sending him reeling to the ground.
"You know, V…" Thaddeus rammed an elbow into a Mort's temple. "I'm beginning to think all this special care you take in throwing insults at me means you actually like me."
She groaned, and two more Morts fell beside the half-giant, compliments of Thaddeus and Vera. I didn't have a moment to thank them, because two more Morts were on me. One wrapped an arm around my neck while another approached with a black hatchet. Using the Mort behind me for support, I kicked up, planting both heels onto the chest of the approaching Mort. I pushed hard, kicking him back, using my backward momentum to shove the Mort behind me against the wall.
I rammed my head against his, and, in turn, he knocked the back of his skull against the rock wall. The pressure around my neck eased and I slid free, twisting then plunging one of my short blades through the narrow opening in his armor, right in his armpit. I withdrew the blade right as the second Mort brought down his hatchet. In one fluid motion, I spun and threw the blade at him. It sank right in his neck and he faltered, hatchet freezing over his head before he toppled to the ground. I wiped my brow, and a faint glow registered in my periphery.
This chamber was too confined to fight with magic, but one of the Morts was foolish enough to try. I dropped to the ground, barely missing the orb of blue light. It blasted over me, razing my hair before careening into the rock wall. Chunks of rock exploded, raining all around, and I covered my head with my arms.
"I said alive, you fool!" hissed the pykan.
The fighting continued. My muscles strained and ached, stiff and sore from all the travel and fighting in Yosemite, but I kept going, pouring all my energy into every punch and kick and jab, always aware of Thaddeus and Vera while also keeping one eye fixed on the pykan—who snaked slowly around the perimeter. I didn't know what it was doing, but I didn't trust it.
Vera screamed, drawing my attention away from the pykan. I glanced over my shoulder to see her slashing her knife across a Mort's throat. His own blood-stained blade clattered to the stone floor while he gripped his neck, trying in vain to cease the blood now gurgling from his carotid artery. Vera limped forward, favoring her right leg. She didn't see the Mort behind her.
I was opening my mouth to yell when Thaddeus dove on top of Vera, taking her down with him. The Mort's blades hit stone instead, and Thaddeus was on him at once. I dispatched the last few Morts, and then the chamber fell quiet. I glanced around; the pykan was gone.
Thaddeus helped Vera to her feet, and Vera didn't even try to resist. I wiped my sword on the armor of one of the fallen Morts then sheathed it. I counted thirteen dead—including one half-giant—and the pykan was still missing. So much death. Always so much death.
"Well, that was…invigorating," Thaddeus said.
"Did you see where the pykan went?" I asked.
"Nah." Thaddeus hoisted Vera's arm around his shoulders, and she sagged against him. "I was hoping you did."
I shook my head, wiping my sweaty brow with the back of my hand. "We'd better hurry before it comes back with reinforcements."
"I don't know…" Thaddeus's gaze slid over the bodies. "You sure you don't wanna just go ahead to Valdon? You might not need to fix that sword to unite the people, because you could probably take on my pop's army all by yourself. Well, with my help, of course."
I turned my attention to the doors, scanning the arched stone slabs, each one an exact replica of the other. The Room of Doors had been designed this way to keep out intruders, being that it was so close to Castle Regius. In order to use it, a person needed intimate knowledge of the doors and the various incantations, depending on one's destination. Without them, a person could enter some magical dimension and never return. Or, a person might not be able to open any doors, trapping themselves inside the Room of Doors. My father had stumbled upon dead bodies in here more than once, and part of his job as aegis over this portal had been disposing of them.
Which was also most likely why the pykan had accompanied the Morts: The pykan would've had the magical capacity to manipulate the fields around these doors and force them open in order to get Morts safely to and from this room and Valdon. I didn't have that kind of magic, but what I did have was knowledge of both the doors and incantations, thanks to my father's position.
I stepped over a body and paused before one door in particular. I'd gotten used to the doors' variations of energy. My father had made me practice as a boy. I placed my hand on the door, feeling the soft ripples of cool energy beneath it. This was the right door, but the magical field around it felt…off. Sick, almost.
I stepped away from the door, viewing it in full.
"Lemme guess. You don't know which door to use," Thaddeus offered.
I pinched my lips together. "This should be it."
Thaddeus snorted. "Yeah, because it's so obvious."
"No…something's wrong. It feels like the fields have been tampered with."
Vera moaned, and we both redirected our attention to her. She was deathly pale, even though she hadn't lost much blood.
"Hang in there, V." Thaddeus adjusted her against him, then glanced back at me, worried.
One of the portal doors behind us rumbled. The pykan had to be forcing it open. Alone, the pykan could manipulate the magical fields and simply walk through, but in order to bring others, the pykan would need to open the portal. And since it didn't know the proper incantations, the pykan had to physically open the door.
Thaddeus and I exchanged a glance, and then I spun back around and placed my hands on the door, muttering the words that would take us to Imbdell.
Nothing happened.
The portal door behind us kept rumbling.
"Uh, Del Can't?" Thaddeus's voice wavered. "You might want to hurry up."
I muttered the words again, but still…nothing. I glanced over my shoulder. Valdon's door was one-third of the way up, and boots were visible on the other side. 
"Del Can't!" Thaddeus yelled.
"I know!" I pounded my fists on the rock, muttering the incantation through clenched teeth, but something pressed back from the other side of the portal door. It was as if I were speaking into a black hole of magic that was sucking all my words out of thin air and rendering them ineffective.
Men hollered and yelled behind us. Their door rose halfway.
Sweat dripped down my temple as I focused, pouring everything I had into my words. I strained and sweated and yelled the words, and then finally—finally—they pushed through. The door vanished so suddenly I almost fell through the opening. I gripped the edges of the threshold, bracing myself. There should've been a lot more green on the other side, but I didn't have time to concern myself with that now.
"It's open!" I yelled.
"Yeah, well, so is theirs!" Thaddeus shouted.
With a holler, the reinforcements poured through their opening right as the three of us tumbled through ours. Right over a short ledge, then dropping a few yards before colliding with soft, damp earth. I coughed and rolled, then jumped to my feet to help Thaddeus lift Vera. The portal we'd just stumbled through returned to rock wall, the glittering letters already fading.
"That was too close," Thaddeus said while we propped Vera against him.
"I know, but we aren't—"
A bolt of light sailed overhead and blasted into a tree branch, sending bits of bark and wood and leaves all over the place. The pykan was forcing this door open.
I cursed. "You two get back!"
Thaddeus didn't need coaxing. He hobbled Vera toward a thick of trees while Morts crawled out of the half-open doorway. I had to close that portal. That meant I needed to somehow get past all of them—by myself. I sighed. I didn't have energy for this.
I pulled my dagger first, throwing it at the closest Mort. It sailed end over end, plunging right between the Mort's eyes. He stumbled and collapsed to the ground, while the rest bounded past him. I drew my sword and deflected a blow. My movements were slower now, my body weighed down by fatigue. Sweat dripped down my forehead, stinging my eyes, but I couldn't get a moment's pause to wipe them. A few Morts headed in the direction of Thaddeus and Vera, and Thaddeus laid Vera down to fend them off.
I saw the light from the pykan just in time.
"Thaddeus, down!"
Thaddeus glanced up then dropped, shielding Vera's body with his own. With a loud crack, the blast landed in the tree trunk, right where he'd been standing. The tree creaked and moaned, teetering as though it was suddenly too heavy to hold itself up, and then, as if in slow motion, it twisted and started falling. Thaddeus and Vera were right in its path. Thaddeus noticed. In a whirl of panic, he tried pulling Vera out of its path. Morts yelled and sprinted away from the falling tree. Branches snapped and popped, leaves rained down, and the tree crashed to the ground. Right on top of Thaddeus and Vera.
No.
Fury boiled through my body. I yelled, charging the four Morts in front of me. They were down in under a minute, but I didn't stop. I couldn't stop. I wouldn't—not until every last one of them paid for this with their lives. I hacked and beat and kicked, my body working on impulse, and then a wall of light rammed into me.
The light hit with such force I flew back a few feet before colliding with the ground. My body ached everywhere. I rolled to my side and tried to stand, but a net of light spread over me from head to toe, pinning me to the ground. I grunted and strained against the mesh of light, but it wouldn't give. Morts stepped aside as the pykan approached, its yellow, cat-like eyes focused on me as it held the spell in place. I writhed and pushed, but the pykan's magic held firm. I wasn't going anywhere, and the pykan knew it.
The pykan smiled, showing off pointed black teeth. "His majesty said to bring you alive, but there are many things worse than death, young prince." He hissed that last word and crouched at my side. His breath smelled like rot. "I suggest you come willingly or—"
There was a whoosh of sound followed by a wet snick-snick-snick. The pykan toppled backwards. Two arrows with bronze fletching protruded from its chest, and a third stuck out of its forehead. Arborennian arrows.
The pressure on top of me evaporated. More bronze arrows shot from the trees, not ceasing until every last Mort had fallen. Quick footsteps crunched and a figure crouched over me.
It was Ehren Venia, champion and prince of the Arborenne.
"I heard the commotion and came as fast as I could." He extended his hand, which I took. "Are you all right?"
He helped me up.
"Yes, but…" I bolted for the fallen tree…where Thaddeus stumbled out from under it like a drunken man. My footsteps slowed to a bewildered stop. Thaddeus and Vera had chanced upon a natural depression in the ground, and the tree had fallen over them with only a few inches to spare. Thaddeus had more lives than a cat.
"Quit gawking, would ya? I need help with V."
I hurried to his side and helped him pull Vera out. Her eyes were shut, her breathing labored, and her lips were tinged blue. I touched her forehead; it was cold as ice. Thaddeus and I exchanged a worried glance. I'd learned some things from my mother, who was a gifted healer—enough to know this was beyond my abilities.
"Poison?" Ehren asked.
I nodded grimly. "This is beyond me. Can you do anything to help her?" I stared down at Vera's still form. It didn't matter what my mother had said about Vera's choosing to follow me on this mission. If Vera died from this—under my care—I would never forgive myself. By the looks of it, Thaddeus wouldn't either.
"I will do what I can." Ehren crouched at her side. He had to ask Thaddeus to move out of the way—twice—before he began. Still, Thaddeus hovered right behind him, peering over Ehren's shoulder while Ehren touched Vera's forehead, lips, and the space behind her jaw. He frowned.
"What's wrong? Why are you frowning?" Thaddeus asked, and when Ehren didn't answer, Thaddeus looked up at me. "Why is he frowning?"
Ehren tilted his ear to her mouth.
"What are you doing?" Thaddeus asked. "Why are you just sitting there listening to her breathe? She is breathing, isn't she?"
Ehren leaned back on his heels and shifted to examine her leg wound. "Patience," he said.
"She's about to die from shadowguard poison, and you want me to be patient?" Thaddeus shouted.
Ehren's hands hovered a few inches over the gash in Vera's thigh. It wasn't very deep, but the blood there had turned black. Ehren looked up at me, his gaze marked with concern. My chest suddenly felt very, very heavy.
"She's not breathing," Thaddeus said, leaning over her. "She's not breathing!" He put his fingers into her mouth to check her airways.
"Alexander, please get him away from me," Ehren said with an edge of irritability. It was the first time Ehren had shown any real emotion since finding us. That wasn't a good sign.
Thaddeus placed his hands on Vera's chest, preparing to give her CPR.
"Stop," I said, grabbing his wrist. "He can't concentrate with you going on like this."
Thaddeus jerked his hand back. "Yeah, well, while's he's sitting there concentrating, she's dying!"
"Thaddeus, dammit, I know! Get back and let Ehren work!"
Thaddeus fell back on his rump and sat there staring at Vera with a wild look in his eyes. Ehren's eyes were closed now, his expression blank as he mumbled something in his tongue. Suddenly, Vera's back arched. She gasped, sucking air as though she'd resurfaced from being underwater too long. Thaddeus grabbed her hand and held it tight as her body relaxed. He kept holding on to it, even after her breathing settled into something normal. Her eyes remained shut.
"Why isn't she waking up?" Thaddeus asked.
Ehren cast him one sideways glance, and he stood to his feet.
"The poison has gone too far," Ehren said. "I was able to slow it down, but we need my father for this."
"What do you mean, too far?" Thaddeus asked. "She's going to make it, right?"
Ehren didn't respond.
"Right?" Thaddeus repeated.
"I don't know." Ehren looked at me. "I'm assuming you're headed to Imbdell?"
"Yes, but…" I hesitated. "Is there enough time?"
"It'll have to be enough time. There's no one between here and my father who possesses the skills necessary to heal her."
Thaddeus paled.
"I'll escort you." Ehren waved his hand, and his guards emerged from the trees. There were more of them than I'd realized. They blended in to the forest too well with their bronze and green armor. Ehren instructed a few of them to carry Vera, but Thaddeus insisted he help. Ehren obliged and soon we were on our way.
I'd been to the Arborenne with my father a few times. I'd never been to this part of the forest—and never to Imbdell. Still, the Arborenne was known for its deep layers of green. Layers so deep a person could easily lose themselves, and many had gotten lost, never to return. The vegetation was as deadly as the creatures lurking inside, but the forest wasn't green now, at least not in this part of the woods.
The ground was barren in all directions, littered only by fallen needles and dead leaves. There was no underbrush. There were no layers of ferns or flowers, no blankets of moss or hanging vines. The trees were naked and exposed—like the skeletal remains of what was once a magnificent creature—and the only sound was the crunch of our boots over the forest's rot and decay. A thin mist had settled in the empty spaces, rising from the ground like steam, as if some sentient and evil being possessed the land.
"You feel it," Ehren whispered.
I glanced sideways at him, but his gaze was fastened on the trees. "I feel…something," I said.
"The Arborenne is dying," Ehren said.
Dying. My gaze returned to the forest. "For how long?" I asked.
"We're not sure. One of our sentinels first noticed it about a year ago, though it was contained to this area until just a few weeks ago. It's halfway to Imbdell now."
I frowned. "Eris?"
"Perhaps. The boundary between Mortis and Gaia is thin—thinner than I have ever felt it—which permits many creatures of shadow that should not be here to pass through."
I thought of the barghests my family and I had encountered with Daria in this very forest six or seven months ago. If the boundary was as thin as Ehren alluded, no wonder the pykans had been able to draw barghests through the boundary. No telling what else they'd drawn through.
A soft grunt sounded behind me. Ehren and I glanced back to see Thaddeus, reluctantly, handing Vera to one of the guards. They were trading off carrying her, but no matter who carried her, Thaddeus kept by her side.
"What business do you have in Imbdell?" Ehren asked, drawing my attention back to the trail.
I tightened my lips. "I need Lord Dommelier's help."
"If this is about involving him in the war, you know you might as well never have come."
"It's not about that." I hesitated. I wasn't sure how to answer his question. It wasn't that I didn't trust Ehren—he was one of the few men in this world I did trust. My problem was that I didn't know where to start. I pulled the black cloth from my pack and held it between us. Ehren took it from my hands and gingerly unfolded the cloth as we walked. When he lifted the last corner, his step faltered.
His gaze went wide staring at the object in his hands. "Is this…?"
"Yes," I said. "My mother kept it hidden at our home on Earth. I only found out about it a few days ago."
He looked sideways at me, inquiring.
"I need Lord Dommelier to reforge it," I said.
Ehren looked back at the shattered remains, then refolded the cloth and placed the flat of his palm on top of it. "The blade wouldn't be all he'd be reforging."
"I know," I said. "But I can't see any other way, Ehren. The territories are fractured, the castle is surrounded by shadowguard. We don't stand a chance against Eris unless we unify the people. Our king is debilitated, and Prince Stefan, who's acting in his place, is a prisoner in his own home. He can't rally the people from behind the castle walls.
"The people need someone to stand with them, and this"—I gestured to the broken sword—"will at least give me the right. They won't follow an aegis to war, but maybe they'll follow someone of blood."
"Even if that blood belongs to an Estroian?" he asked.
"I'm not arrogant enough to think the people will follow me, but I am desperate enough to try." I paused. "My…fear is the people will forget the reputation I've earned as an aegis and see me only for the Estroian I'm claiming."
Ehren extended the wrapping toward me, and I took it from him.
"I would follow you anywhere, Alexander," he said. "I hope you know that. But I can't speak for the people of the Arborenne, let alone the people of this world. It's been a very long time since they've fought together under one cause, united under one man. For our part, you'll have to convince my uncle, and you know he's loathe to involve himself with Gaian politics."
"But the enemy is already invading his borders." I gestured to the dying forest.
"I know that," Ehren continued. "But my uncle has overseen the safety of his people for generations, without any help from the territories. I'm not sure the pleas of a new prince—no matter how honorable your intentions—will make him change his mind."
 
 
It took us about an hour to reach Imbdell's wall. As Ehren had said, the mist cleared halfway there, and the trees boasted life and verdant overgrowth once more. Our path ended in a wooden stair with wooden railings that curled and twisted like vines. The climb took longer because of Vera. Whatever Ehren had done had helped stave off the poison's progression, but her condition remained critical. She was bone white and gaunt, and every time I looked at her, I was overcome with guilt. She had to pull through. I wished we could walk faster. 
The stair ended in a wooden bridge that stretched through the tree canopy, and when we descended again, the great wall of Imbdell spread before us. The wall stood about twenty feet tall, blanketed in moss and ivy, and the only point of entry was a pair of broad iron doors. Guards in bronze armor patrolled the wall's heights. There had to be at least two dozen of them, though I could feel many more eyes in the forest around us. There would be no leaving this city without Lord Dommelier's permission.
The guards at the gate recognized Ehren at once. A metallic click sounded, and then the twin iron doors rotated inward, joints groaning and creaking from strain. We followed Ehren through, and the gate groaned to a close behind us.
A few guards approached. Ehren said something in their tongue, gestured to Vera, and one of the guards bounded off down a narrow path and into the forest.
"I told him to alert my father of her condition so he can ready his ingredients," Ehren said to me. "I suggest we go ahead to my uncle. He'll know you're here, and he'll want to speak with you immediately. My men can carry Vera to my father so he can get to work."
"No." Thaddeus shook his head. "I'm staying with Vera."
Ehren frowned. "It's better my father work alone while her condition is critical."
"Then I'll be quiet," Thaddeus said. "I'm not leaving her."
Ehren looked at me to intervene.
Thaddeus's expression challenged me to tell him no.
"Thaddeus can stay with her," I said. "I'd like at least one of us to be here when she wakes. He'll stay out of your father's way." I wanted to stay with her too, but Ehren was right: Lord Dommelier probably already knew we were here, and he'd want to know why. It didn't make sense for Thaddeus and me both to stay with Vera. And I'd rather not have Thaddeus with me when I spoke with Lord Dommelier.
Ehren fastened sharp eyes on Thaddeus. "Don't interfere with my father as he works. It could mean her life."
Thaddeus swallowed, eyes fixed on Vera. "I won't," he said. He was serious.
Thaddeus took Vera in his arms, and the guards escorted them down the path, in the direction the first guard had gone.
Once they were out of hearing, Ehren asked, "Are you sure about him?"
I stared after Thaddeus for a long moment, watching him walk carefully with Vera in his arms. "Yes," I said. "Yes, I am."
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DARIA
 
 
The world was darker today. The grounds were muted and blurred by an eerie blanket of thin haze. My view had changed, now that I'd been moved to the Dragonstone suite. The hedge garden was gone and in its place sat a very large and lonely pond, smooth as glass, reflecting the dismal charcoal palate of the world around. Naked trees rimmed the water's edge, black branches twisted and knobby like an old man's fingers, as though they were waiting for living souls to pass by so that they might snatch them from the face of the earth.
With a heavy sigh, I turned away from my window. This Dragonstone suite wasn't at all like my other room. According to the book I'd been reading about Orindor's mines, dragonstone had been named as such because of its resemblance to dragonbone. Of course, I'd never seen dragonbone before, but apparently both materials looked like pearl. Dragonstone was rare, too, and all known and operational mines were well within Orindor's borders and heavily guarded.
The room's opulence made me feel out of place. Everything was too glossy and opalescent and bright. All the furniture had been painted in pearlescent white, accented by dragonstone clocks and figurines, dragonstone knobs and other odd trinkets, and all the upholstery was fashioned in a rich blood red fabric, so the combined effect made me think of bone marrow. Not the intended effect, I was sure.
There was one figurine that had bothered me so much, I'd thrown a towel over it in the middle of the night. It was shaped like a dragon, and it reminded me of the white dragon I'd seen in Gesh, from the Shattered Plains. The one that had risen from the mountaintop and rescued us from the gargons. The little figurine was pure white, each scale and talon intricately carved, wings curled and body arched in the shape of a crescent moon. But it was the eyes—ruby red eyes that followed me wherever I went. Even in my bed, I felt it sitting there, watching me, as if it were expecting me to do something. So it got the towel.
I hadn't seen or heard a word from a dragon since Karth, not that I'd had the chance to search. But even if I could search, what would it accomplish? It wasn't as if I'd bring dragons to Orindor. As if I'd give Lord Pontefract access to that kind of power. In fact, their absence was making me doubt my own access to that power, whatever that power really was.
There was a light knock on my door. Lady Pontefract would be here any second. That was probably her now.
The person knocked again.
"Yes?" I pulled the towel off the dragon figurine and shoved it in a drawer.
"It's me," Danton said from the other side. "May I come in for a moment?"
I shut my eyes and gripped the edge of the dresser. I'd already spent breakfast and lunch with him, and with each social engagement we shared, my chest felt tighter and tighter. It was all too much too fast, as if he was bound and determined to pretend I already loved him.
"Daria?"
"Sorry…coming…" I hurried to the door, opened it, and smiled at him.
He'd tidied up well for the banquet, but as I stood there thinking on it, I wasn't sure I'd ever seen him un-tidied. His suit had been pressed to perfection, showing off his lean frame but lending a bit more breadth to his narrow shoulders. He wore a red sash across his torso and a red cape over one shoulder, secured with what looked like an oversized gold coin. In fact, he looked liked he'd just stepped out of one of his regal family portraits. Except he was smiling—broadly.
He was very handsome—there was no denying that—and deep down I knew my betrothal could've been so much worse, but I didn't want to think about Danton in that way. It would've been easier feeling sorry for myself if he'd been ugly.
"I was expecting your mother," I said.
He didn't respond, because he was too preoccupied letting his eyes slide over my body, as if it were time for dinner and I was the main course. The desire simmering inside of him made me so uncomfortable, I fought the urge to hide behind the door, and after much too long, his eyes settled back on my warm face.
"You wear Orindor well," he said in a tone that made me feel as if he'd started eating.
Anna had chosen a blood-red dress for me with black lace trimmings. The dress was fitted from head to toe, with little cuffs for straps that rested right on my shoulders, and in place of sleeves, I wore long, black, lace gloves. It was the neckline I'd had a particular problem with. It plunged in a low "V" in front and was completely open in back. Way too much visible skin to flaunt around his promiscuous lordship. A translucent black veil fell from my waist in back, spilling on the floor behind me in a train, beaded all over in black swirls that shimmered when they caught the light. It was a beautiful gown, and I might not have minded wearing it had the man standing across from me, looking at me like that, been someone else.
"Thank you," I managed, gripping the edge of the door. "You look nice yourself."
"Nice…" His eyes smiled. "I'll take it. May I…?" He nodded toward my room.
No. Never, ever, for as long as I live—no. "Oh. Uh, yes. Sure." I stepped aside, still gripping my door as if it were a lifeline. He strode past me and into my room. The room felt too small with him standing in it.
His eyes did a quick sweep. "How do you like your room?"
I closed the door, leaning back against it with my hands clasped behind me. "Truthfully? I liked the other room better. There's so much pearly dragonstone here, I feel like I'm sleeping inside of a clam shell."
He laughed and looked back at me. "Well, try to make the most of it. Besides, you'll be moving into my room in a few days." His eyes moved over me again, as if he were undressing me where I stood. There went one glove…the other glove…the fastening around my neck…
I cleared my throat. "It isn't nice to stare."
He looked back into my eyes. "It isn't nice looking like that when I can't do anything about it."
My cheeks burned hot.
"I'm sorry," he said. "I'm making you uncomfortable. I forget that you're a bit more unversed than what I'm…" This time, he cleared his throat, and I felt his embarrassment. "Never mind. I, ah, came because I have something for you."
I glanced up. In his hand was a red box, tied with a black, satin ribbon. It was a good-sized box—much too large for a ring, which gave me some sort of relief. Even though I knew I'd be wearing one eventually.
Danton took slow steps forward, as though he were approaching a trapped bunny, and he stopped a few feet before me, holding the box between us. His eyes searched mine, hesitant and hopeful, and, to his credit, when I took the box from his hands, he didn't move any closer. He watched me as I tugged the ribbon free and lifted the lid.
My lips parted with a soft gasp. It was quite possibly the most beautiful necklace I'd ever seen, and it had to be worth a fortune. It looked like it belonged in England with the rest of the crown jewels. A web of diamonds and onyx tapered in the shape of an upside-down triangle, and dripping from the point of that triangle was a multi-faceted ruby half the size of my palm, carved in the shape of a teardrop. The box was surprisingly light for something this size. Awed, I reached out and grazed my fingertips over the large stone.
"Do you like it?" Danton asked.
I'd almost forgotten he was standing there. "It's…beautiful," I said, and I meant it.
"Good." He sounded pleased. "It's yours."
I blinked up at him. "Danton, I can't accept this."
He looked at me as if my response was unfathomable. "Why ever not?"
I shook my head and shoved the box at him, but he stepped back, looking confused and now a little offended.
"Look," I said, "it's not that I don't appreciate it—I do. It's the most beautiful piece of jewelry I've ever seen in my life. I mean it. Truly. It's just…too much. I've never owned anything so…expensive."
Understanding softened the brow that had been hardened by offense. He then reached out and placed his hands around my other hand. "Well, now you do. You will be Orindor's pride, as you are mine, and as future Lady Pontefract, it's fitting you have something that suits you."
Yes, his pride. The very thing I'd wounded before and was supposed to be salving now. "It's very generous of you, Danton, but I really can't—"
He stepped closer, leaned forward, and kissed me. I froze—my words, my body, my breath. It was as if my spirit were suddenly in some other person's body, letting this man I didn't love kiss me. My heart screamed to run away, but my mind reminded me I couldn't. My mind also told me to kiss him back before it got awkward, but my heart wouldn't listen and my lips refused to move. I just stood there like a statue, letting Danton's lips press against mine. Thankfully, he pulled away before he noticed the battle my heart and mind were having.
He stood closer now, trailing the backs of his fingers along my jaw. I swallowed, feeling completely at his mercy and hating every moment of it.
"You'll wear it. For me." His voice was soft, but even amidst the tenderness, there was finality to his words. Just like there'd been last night, when I'd brought up the subject of Alex.
I swallowed. "Yes."
"Good." He cupped my chin, and I thought he was going to kiss me again—please, no!—but he didn't. "I'll help you put it on."
Without a word I turned around and handed him the box, lifting the large curl Anna had arranged over one of my shoulders. Metal and stone touched my skin, there was a cold pressure upon my chest, and the stones filled the empty space of gown with a shimmering "V". The ruby teardrop fell right between my breasts. Danton's hands moved light as a feather upon my skin, tickling my neck as he fastened the clasp. When he was done, he paused, his fingers still on my neck while his heat sweltered behind me. I released my hair, letting it fall back in place, and he moved his palm to my shoulder, turning me back around to face him. His eyes settled on the necklace—or ruby, rather—and then his fingertips followed. I didn't like his hand there, even if he wasn't actually touching me.
"Perfect," he whispered. By the way his eyes roamed, I wasn't sure what he'd referred to when he'd said perfect. "Waiting for you is going to be difficult."
I couldn't be sure, but it seemed as if the light in my room dimmed a little. I took a small step back. "You're a strong man, Danton. I know you can do it. Consider it a test of willpower."
He smiled at me. The lights hadn't brightened. "I didn't ask for such a profoundly difficult test."
"Profoundly difficult?" I laughed. "Do you always get what you want? Actually…" I held up a finger. "Don't answer that."
He grabbed my finger and brought it to his lips, and I could feel their warmth through my lacy glove. "I will be faithful to you," he whispered on my fingertips.
"You know, a man is only as good as his word, so be careful what you promise." I really wished he'd let go of my hand.
Instead, he turned my hand over and started kissing the underside of my wrist in a way that made me feel dirty. "I always am." He started pulling me toward him, slipping his other hand around my waist.
I leaned away, feeling flush, but he only pulled harder. "Did you forget already?" I asked, trying not to sound as frantic as I felt.
"This is hardly breaking any promises," he said along my arm. "I just want to kiss you."
But this did not feel like kissing. Not even close. I wanted to run away, but I couldn't. There was only so much pushing away that I could do, because I'd promised him I'd try to be a wife. That was the only reason he'd agreed to marry me. His mouth moved to my jaw, and I swallowed.
Just then, there was another knock on the door.
"Yes?" My voice could've passed for bewildered or panicked, and I just hoped Danton's ego persuaded him it was a result of the former.
Danton's lips moved toward my neck, and that's when I started squirming.
"Your highness, it's me: Lady Pontefract."
Oh, thank God.
I was so happy I could've screamed like a fangirl. With my welcome excuse, I twisted, escaping Danton's hungry claws and headed for the door, my skin hot and crawling all over. I twisted the handle and opened the door with so much gusto, Lady Pontefract looked startled. And then she looked past me, into my bedroom.
She was an elegant woman, just as Danton had said, but I didn't see a hint of timidity. Her presence was authoritative in a way that made everything in the background seem out of focus. Reserved? She looked about as meek and mild as a lion. And she was—without question—his mother. Danton may have inherited those cold blue Pontefract eyes, but the rest of him belonged to Lady Pontefract. Fair hair, lean build and fine, high cheekbones. Even the set of their thin lips, the way they settled in a line, tapering downward at the ends as if they were born with a cynical disposition. Lady Pontefract's hair was a bit more grey than blonde, but somehow this only added to her regality.
She frowned past me. "I hope I'm not interrupting anything?"
Translation: I had better not be interrupting anything inappropriate, or so help me (insert threat here).
The floorboards creaked as Danton moved to stand beside me. "Good evening, Mother." He reached out and grabbed Lady Pontefract's hand. "You look lovely." He kissed the gaudy gem on her finger. "And no, you haven't interrupted anything. Her Highness and I were just talking."
Lady Pontefract raised a sharp, pale brow. "I assure you that you and I share very different interpretations of the phrase 'just talking.'"
He released her hand with a light laugh. "And I assure you our dear princess is ever as prudent as you are, my darling mother."
I still didn't know where he got the idea I was so prudent, but I wasn't about to correct him.
"Thank the spirits one of you is." Lady Pontefract wasn't amused.
"Believe it or not, I'm glad too. It makes for a balanced team." Danton rested his palm on the bare small of my back and glanced sideways at me, while Lady Pontefract let out something of a dignified snort.
"I'll see you soon." Danton bent his head to brush his lips against mine, and then he bowed his head to his mother. "Where's Father?"
"In his study, with Carter," Lady Pontefract replied. "He asked that you wait with them there."
Carter was here. I was anxious to meet him, but it looked like I'd have to wait till the banquet.
Danton nodded, and with one last longing glance at me, he strode off down the hall with a cloud of satisfaction hovering all around him.
I looked back to find Lady Pontefract watching me. She was looking at my necklace.
"Did my son give that to you?" she asked. Her tone was almost friendly. Almost.
"Yes, my lady. He—"
"Cora."
"Sorry?"
"My name is Cora. I'm going to be your mother, so there's no need for us to address one another by title."
"Cora," I repeated, and she looked pleased. "Danton gave it to me just before you knocked."
"You don't like it?"
"Oh, no—it's not that at all. It's just…I've never owned anything this valuable."
Those cynical lips turned into a smile so warm it surprised me. "You'll have to get used to it, I'm afraid. Orindor is the jewel capital of the world. It would never do for a Lady Pontefract to go about dressed like a pauper. The Pontefract men's egos would never allow for it." There was a knowing glint in her eyes as she looked me over. "Come." She grabbed my arm and linked it with hers. "I'll take you to the hall."
I already liked this woman.
"That necklace belonged to the first Lady Pontefract, you know," she said as we walked.
"I didn't know that, my la—Cora."
She patted my arm. "Yes, it's an original Je Quai."
"I'm not familiar with that term," I said.
"Oh, forgive me. I forget you haven't grown up in this world. Je Quai was a world-renowned artist and jeweler from the city of Mosaque—perhaps you know where that is?"
My heart squeezed just a little. "Yes, I do."
She nodded. "Je Quai lived centuries ago—during the rise of Cristo Pontefract, the first Pontefract to rule as lord of Orindor. It was Cristo who commissioned Je Quai for that piece to give to his new bride. All of Je Quai's
pieces cost small fortunes, but the piece you wear around your neck was his pride. He spent years finding the right stones—he didn't want the necklace to be too heavy, you know. It's rumored Cristo Pontefract spent the rest of his life paying it off. That ruby was named after his wife—Estrella—and it's the largest one known. The Pontefracts have kept it in the family ever since."
"I don't doubt it." I didn't like that she was telling me all of this. I already felt like a liar, marrying a man I didn't love, and wearing his family heirloom made me feel like an imposter on top of it.
Our next steps went without conversation as servants bustled past. Once they cleared, Cora inclined her head to me. "My son is making a bold statement by giving you that gift."
The way she'd said that made me ask, "What kind of statement?"
She clicked her tongue on the roof of her mouth. "My husband's philosophies have drifted far from those of the early Pontefracts. All of this is somewhat exacerbated by the current situation. My husband chooses to barter his power rather than build from within. He proposes to gain strength through alliance rather than fortify Orindor and let it stand on its own, as the first Pontefracts had done. My son believes his father devalues our borders by doing this."
I was surprised she was telling me this. I also didn't like the fact that Danton was using my image as a counterargument. "Do your advisors fall in line with your husband's thinking, or Danton's?"
"I'm not sure. As ruler, it's sometimes difficult finding true sentimentality amidst the gentry because they're all so busy trying to gain favor. But I am all too aware the people are unhappy and fault the aristocracy for their poverty."
"About that," I said. "I hadn't realized until recently that there was such a discrepancy between the people and the aristocracy. Is it as extreme here as it is in Valdon?"
"Yes, though my husband chooses to ignore it." Her anger flared, as did her grip on my arm. "I do what I can in the community, but there's only so much I can do. They've been oppressed for so long, I fear their anger is inherited, growing stronger with each new generation. Commodus is so busy squabbling amongst the gentry, he doesn't acknowledge it as he should. Gaia help him should they find a leader. Rebellions need only a figurehead to give them the legs to run."
"If things are that bad, I'm surprised Sir Dunmore is able to assimilate troops."
Her lips tightened. "He's having a difficult time."
I looked over at her. Danton hadn't told me that—hadn't even alluded to it, not once over breakfast or lunch. Before I could voice my concern, Cora continued, "Orindor's men will be marching through Valdon to Castle Regius. There just aren't as many as we'd hoped. They are good people, and unanimously stalwart when it comes to defending their lands, but with what we're asking of them, to leave their families and homes to fight for a king many of them resent…well, it's no easy task for Sir Dunmore." 
A spark of anger flared as I stared ahead. Not as many as they'd hoped? What did that mean? "How many men have agreed to fight?" I asked.
"You'll have to speak with my son. My husband shares very little of consequence with me, and last I heard was from Danton early this morning. The count was somewhere around fifty."
I couldn't hide my shock. "Fifty?"
"Shh…not another word on the matter." Her voice hardened, and then I realized we were approaching a very grand and guarded pair of double doors.
Cora led me inside, thus beginning our short rehearsal of the events. It wasn't much—just bullet points of who would be doing this and announcing that, and how I'd need to respond and behave. I had a hard time focusing, though, because my mind kept wandering back to what she'd said. Fifty. My marriage in exchange for fifty men. Fifty men were supposed to help Stefan fight against ten thousand!
I would be talking to Danton about this later. He could count on that.
All the while, servants bustled about, arranging flowers and garlands atop tables with fancy coverings and candles, transforming a huge, hollow box of a room into a lush and exotic conservatory. Red flowers dripped from the ceiling like hanging moss, and black velvet coverings decorated tables with red petals spilled all over them. And there were jewels—so many jewels, wrapped around candelabras and dripping from the wall sconces like shimmering vines. I was certain the "ordinary" people of Orindor would just love this little display. One of those jewels could probably feed an entire family for a year. The solution to bolstering their anemic army dripped all over this room!
One square of space was left open for dancing, and a harp was wheeled in, stationed in a far corner. I had no idea how this had been arranged in one day's time, and I could only imagine the chaos in the kitchens below. I was watching two servants argue over the placement of what looked like a huge fountain of chocolate fondue when Danton found me. I was about to bring up his army of fifty when I realized he wasn't alone.
I knew at once the young man beside him had to be Carter, because he was the spitting image of Lord Commodus Pontefract. He was shorter, though, maybe a hair taller than me, but his hair was that same midnight black, glossy as satin and slicked back, his face composed of unforgiving sharp angles. Unlike his father, his eyes weren't Pontefract blue. He'd inherited his mother's eyes, rich and velvety like the fountain of chocolate fondue the servants had finally decided to set beside a vase of bright red flowers. Where Danton was all refined and lean muscle, his brother was built like an ox, and when I glanced down at his hands, I wasn't surprised to see them covered in fine little white scars.
"Daria, I'd like you to meet my brother, Carter," Danton said. His face was unreadable, but I could feel his nerves twitching.
Carter's face had as much expression as a blank canvas, but when I slid my consciousness toward him, I felt his resentment and irritation bubbling hot. I didn't think those feelings were directed at me.
I stuck out my hand and smiled at Carter. "Hi, Carter. It's a pleasure."
He accepted my hand with little warmth. Actually, standing outside right now without a cloak would probably feel warmer.
"Carter arrived a little over an hour ago," Danton continued, "and I wanted to introduce him to you before everyone arrived."
"Thanks, I'm glad you did," I said, then turned to Carter, who stared past me, his mind worlds away. He looked so bored I thought he probably wished he was worlds away. "Danton said you live about a three-hour ride from here. Hopefully the weather held for you…?"
The weather? Seriously, Daria?
Well…?
"It didn't." Carter still wasn't looking at me, and he sounded totally put out.
Danton must've thought so too, because he frowned at Carter. No wonder Lord Commodus Pontefract had shipped Carter off to live with Cora's family. He was a liability to Lord Pontefract's reputation within their social and political circles. Therefore, I immediately wanted to be his friend.
"Hm, well then let's hope that same weather keeps most of the guests away." I grinned at him.
His gaze returned to the present and settled on me with thinly veiled irritation.
"I hate large crowds," I continued, feeling Danton's wariness blossom, "and I really don't like being the subject of them, because that means I can't hide in a corner all night. Which is what I prefer."
Carter squinted at me, bewildered and skeptical, as if he suspected I was drawing him into some kind of verbal field littered with landmines.
"I think you two have that in common," Danton added. "Carter abhors every function he's forced to attend."
I smiled and was about to say something else when a voice said, "Ah, there you are."
Lord Commodus Pontefract barged into our triad, apparently to speak with his youngest son, whom he was currently frowning at. Carter seemed to be a magnet for frowns. "You're supposed to be at the gate welcoming our guests."
By the look on Carter's face, I figured this designation had been crafted as an insult.
"I asked to borrow him for a moment, Father," Danton said. "I thought he should meet his future sister-in-law before the guests arrive."
Lord Pontefract's frown deepened. "Whatever for? He'll have the rest of his inconsequential life to show her what a worthless lout he is. Go. Now."
I was appalled.
Carter's cheeks splotched pink, but before he turned to leave, I placed a hand on his arm. "Carter."
He started at my touch.
"I'm really glad to meet you," I continued, and I meant it. "And if you're at all allowed back inside for the dancing, please save one for me. I'd really like to get to know you better—especially since we're going to be family. I have a brother of my own, you know. We're really close too, but since he lives so far from here, it would mean a lot to me if you could stand in for him while I live here, and I have a feeling you'll be perfect for the job. I'm a Pandor, you know. I can sense these things." I gave him a genuine, but timid smile. 
He didn't smile back, and my words were met with a very awkward pause. It was the kind of pause when you've said something either wrong or offensive on so many levels, unbeknownst to you, and the people you've just said it to stand there in a moment of shared discomfort while trying not to be obvious about it. Which they always are.
Lord Pontefract broke the silence, and the moment. "Carter." It was as if his gaze were physically pushing Carter away.
Carter bowed his head and slipped away, and I turned back to find Lord Pontefract watching me. He opened his mouth to say something I knew would be a rebuke, but then his gaze fell to my necklace and he faltered. I felt his surprise, and then anger flashed in his cold eyes as they lifted to mine.
"Danton, a word, please."
Danton excused himself with perfect control and followed his father through a narrow archway and out of sight. I waited for them, pretending not to be watching the doorway while trying not get run over by servants. Danton and his father returned right as the guests started arriving, but Danton didn't come to my side. He cast me a furtive glance, then busied himself with greeting the guests.
The guests were an opulent bunch, just like the court in Valdon had been. Dressed and pressed and glittering like the jewels on the wall scones. Lord Pontefract announced our engagement to the crowd—there wasn't another word about the necklace—and I responded as Cora had instructed. The news was met with loud cheers, which were undoubtedly made louder by the endless supply of wine and ale. A reception like this could've lifted anyone's spirits, but I was too aware of what was happening to my brother in Valdon. Here I was, dressed in this too-rich gown wearing this too-rich necklace in the middle of a too-rich celebration, and my brother was pacing the castle walls, staving off an army of shadowguard.
As the evening progressed, Danton continued avoiding me. He led me into the first dance, all smiles and grace, but it was forced—overdone and unnatural.
"What was that about, anyway?" I asked him while he twirled me.
"What was what about?"
"Your father." I prodded. "Is he mad about the necklace?"
"Why would he be?"
All right, fine. He wanted to play dumb.
"Because the necklace is a political statement…?"
"Who told you that?" Danton snapped.
"Your mother," I said.
His eyes narrowed a shade, but he continued turning me around with grace. "She has a tendency to…overstate things."
"Did she also overstate your army of fifty?"
His eyes flashed to mine, and I knew that he knew he'd been caught.
"We will talk about this later," I said.
The dance ended and he bowed. "Of course, your highness." He didn't meet my gaze as he handed me off to another polished gentleman, who ended up being the start of an exhaustive list of dancing-partners.
During my twirling escapades, I noticed Danton had his fill of lady partners. It seemed like every young lady in Orindor adored him, and he retained a charming smile as the hours dragged on. It bothered me how he acted. Not that he danced and thoroughly enjoyed himself with so many young women, but how he so obviously kept a distance he hadn't kept with me since I'd arrived. It was as if he was hiding something from me and was afraid that if I got too close, I might catch a glimpse of it behind his back.
After what felt like forever, Danton interrupted my dance with a short, balding little man who owned a dozen mines on Orindor's southern shores. Tired of dancing, I sighed with relief when Danton cut in.
"I'm flattered you missed me." He gave me that charming smile, and as he pulled me in his arms, I wondered if his face hurt from smiling so much.
"I don't have the stamina for this much dancing," I said.
"Would you like to sit down?"
"Am I allowed to?"
"Of course." He slid his hand into mine and led me through the dancing pairs.
"That doesn't mean you have to stop," I said. "I think there are still a few ladies in line for a third dance."
"Unless you're one of them, I'm done for the evening."
He led me through the crowd, still holding my hand and keeping me close. No one approached, seeing me with Danton. Except for her.
Isla emerged in our path, smiling and batting her eyes at Danton. "Good evening, my lord." She bowed low, her cleavage in full view, and Danton didn't bother hiding the fact that he was helping himself. Actually, it looked as if he were taking seconds.
After much too long, Isla stood upright and pressed down the folds of her emerald green skirts, and she regarded me. "Princess Daria. I was hoping I might have the opportunity to speak to you this evening, because I wanted to give you my formal congratulations."
"Thanks," I clipped.
"I wondered if I might have one last dance with his lordship before he's a married man." Isla's smile was huge and flirtatious, and she acted like the idea of marriage was a death sentence. Also, it should be noted she'd already danced with him twice tonight, not that I kept track.
Before I could say a word, Danton—whose eyes finally returned to her face—said, "Thank you, my lady, but I will be attending my fiancée for the remainder of the evening."
Her smile faltered. "Of course, my lord. Enjoy your evening, then." Her gaze simmered on me, just as a sharp pain exploded in my chest.
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"Pendel isn't coming," Headmaster Ambrose said. "They landed on Campagna's shores early this morning, and Lord Vega's men were there waiting for them. As far as I know, there were no survivors."
I sat on the steps of the dais, staring at my hands while absently spinning the signet ring on my index finger. There used to be a throne on the dais—my grandfather's throne. It too had been a family heirloom, much like the discussion table. The throne had been constructed by my great-grandfather, Cassian Regius, and given to my grandfather on the day of his coronation. It was the first real throne Gaia had seen since the fall of Galahad Estroian, and I'd had it carried off to be used as firewood. It was a heavy chair, made of dense Aliothan oak with iron fastenings. It had taken five men to cart it away, but since my grandfather still hadn't exited his chambers, I felt he'd long forfeited his right to have any say on the matter.
"Sire."
I looked up from my hands. Headmaster Ambrose stood near the base of the steps, hands clasped yet mostly hidden in the long sleeves of his robes. He'd taken to wearing his large cowl, due to the frigid drafts that had taken permanent residence in these empty halls. His sharp angles and pasty white skin pierced the shadows of that hood, and the effect made him look like the harbinger of death. With this news, perhaps he was.
"The Sight showed you this?" My own voice sounded far off, distant.
"It was Master Antoni who saw it," the headmaster continued.
The Sight was Master Antoni's strong suit, which was why he'd been assigned to Fleck's care and training during the short period of time when Fleck had lived here. That seemed like so long ago, though it'd only been a few weeks. He'd left with Tran Chiton to find the other Dalorens at Indanna's Keep, where he belonged. Where he would be safe—hopefully.
"Where is Master Antoni now?" I asked.
"He's in his chambers, trying to gather more information for you. It's been difficult for him because the Sight is unstable at this time."
"Why is that?"
"We're not sure. There seems to be something happening to Gaia—some kind of interference with the magic inherent to this world."
"Could it be the shield?" I asked, and everyone in the room had their attentions locked on the headmaster.
"It is a natural assumption—yes—however the shield is not whole, sire. Lord Pontefract still possesses the unity stone."
"You're certain?"
"Yes."
"But what's to stop him from handing it over today? This moment, even?"
Headmaster Ambrose did not comment.
"If I may, your highness," Aegis Del Conte interjected. "Perhaps you should explain the urgency of the circumstances to King Darius?"
I looked over at Aegis Cicero Del Conte. He'd aged ten years in a matter of weeks. And I'd been the one to give Aegis Sonya, his wife, leave to go to Pendel. I took a deep breath. "You think I haven't tried?"
Aegis Del Conte's gaze didn't waver. "I think you need to try again. We can't wait any longer, and his power would be a great help in this war. It would also be good for the people to be reminded of what he can do. It's been a very long time since he's shown them what he's capable of, and the display might give the people hope."
He was right, of course, but I'd tried and tried to get through to my grandfather, and every failed attempt left me more discouraged than before.
"There is something else, sire," Headmaster Ambrose said.
I almost didn't want to know. "Yes?"
"The princess has accepted Lord Pontefract's offer."
I shut my eyes, feeling Aegis Cicero Del Conte's eyes on me. All my efforts to keep Daria from being a political piece, and she'd gone on her own volition. I thought of Alexander, and I felt hollow inside.
"When?" I asked, opening my eyes again.
"According to Master Antoni, it happened sometime yesterday, though he couldn't be exactly sure. Again, the Sight is—"
"Unstable. Yes, I understand. Does this mean I no longer need to worry about Lord Pontefract handing Eris the unity stone and that we're finally going to receive Orindor's aid?"
The headmaster's thin lips pinched together. "We hope; however, the Sight is ambiguous on both accounts."
I silently cursed the headmaster and his blasted Sight.
"Speaking of Lord Pontefract, sire," Aegis Rol Garrix interrupted, "Aegis Han and I haven't seen Lord Tiernan amidst the ranks today."
I looked over at Sir Armand de Basco who, apparently, hadn't heard this news either. He frowned at Aegises Garrix and Han.
"When did you notice he was missing?" I asked.
Aegis Garrix glanced at Aegis Alver Han, who stood beside him. "Aegis Han saw him leave sometime during the night watch."
"Define leave," I said.
Aegis Han scratched the stubble on his jaw, "We've been keeping an eye on Lord Tiernan's position, your highness. He's been patrolling their ranks since they arrived. Last night, I saw him on the eastern corner talking to someone. It wasn't a shadowguard. The person was in a cloak and I couldn't see their face. But then Lord Tiernan just…vanished. He was there one minute and the next…gone. I haven't seen him since."
He must have used an amulet. I frowned. Lord Tiernan was the commander of my uncle's army. It didn't make sense for him to leave. "Why didn't I know about this sooner?"
Aegis Han's gaze dropped. "I'm sorry, sire. I…I thought he would come back. I wanted to make sure he didn't before I told you. I didn't want to concern you needlessly, and at the time, his absence didn't seem important."
"I decide what's important," I said.
Aegis Han's gaze dropped. "Yes, your grace."
I looked over at Sir Armand de Basco. "Why in Gaia's name would Tiernan leave his station?"
"I have no idea, sire," Sir Armand de Basco replied, still frowning at the two Aegises.
"Any thoughts, Headmaster?" I looked to the headmaster, but the headmaster only stared straight back.
A figure in my periphery drew my attention to the doorway. There stood my grandfather.
How different he was. It had always amazed me how my grandfather's presence could fill a great hall. It was as if he were a beacon, blinding everyone with his power and strength, and when he left, the room seemed dull and lackluster with a void that was impossible to fill. But not today, not now.
Now he was the shadow of the man I knew him to be, an artistic sketch with defined edges and shapes but no substance inside, no flourishes or distinguishing characteristics. Nothing that filled him in and made him alive. Nothing that lifted him off the page. This man was weary and old, cheeks hollowed from malnourishment, eyes sunken and dulled as though someone had stolen the light right out of them. But there was something humbling about him, too—about the way he wore those simple grey robes. He looked like an ordinary man, one who had experienced so much trauma in his life that it hovered over him like a cloud. He'd come to us exactly as he was, looking precisely how he felt, and it was the most honest I'd ever seen him.
It took all of us a moment to forget our surprise and remember this weak and frail man was Gaia's king. And then it seemed no one quite knew what to do with themselves. They would have stood, but they were already standing. They would have bowed, but he was still too far away. I, however, stood up from the steps and descended, heading straight for my grandfather. "Your majesty, I'm so glad to…"
The king cut me off with his eyes. There was a spark in them now—not quite the light from before, but something else. Something very determined. I slowed to a stop. The hall was silent except for the rain that had begun smattering upon the windows.
"I am not your king," my grandfather said at last.
I opened my mouth to respond but faltered, unsure of what to say to that.
"A king doesn't run and hide in his chambers when things get difficult," he continued. "A king doesn't abandon his kingdom when he's struck by tragedy. At least not any good king." His eyes moved over my face. "The people deserve better. They've always deserved better. They deserved your father, and they deserve you. I didn't come here now to be worshipped, Stefan. I came to serve you, in any way that I can—that is, if you'll still accept my help."
His eyes were so blue, it looked as though something inside of him had melted. Perhaps something had.
"Yes," I replied. "Yes, of course."
He nodded and strode into the room. We all watched him as he walked, stunned by this new Darius who was so different than the man we all knew. That man had spared no expense in his displays of power and pomp and steely resolve, yet he'd never seemed stronger to me than he did right then.
"What happened to the table?" he asked.
Headmaster Ambrose looked accusatively at me.
"Ah, it's gone," I said, scratching the space behind my ear. "I had the servants take it away to use for firewood for the people."
My grandfather stared at the place the table had been. "Good. Though I'm sad to see it gone, it seems it's serving a much better purpose."
A few of the guards exchanged surprised glances.
My grandfather's eyes slid over the room slowly, as if he were trying to fill all the empty spaces with his memories of what should've been where. "I hate to ask this of you, since my ignorance is no one's fault but my own…but it would help me better serve you if I knew how things stood."
I exchanged a weary glance with Aegis Del Conte, and then I told my grandfather everything, starting with the night my father died. My grandfather stared at the bleary window, his gaze lost in my words. I told him about Alioth, I told him about Gesh. I told him what I'd just learned about Campagna and Pendel. I told him about Daria and her mission in Pendel, and a haunted look crossed over his face.
"Where is Daria now?" he whispered.
"In Orindor. She accepted Lord Pontefract's proposal to secure his help."
My grandfather sighed and closed his eyes. His face sagged with guilt. "I've done so much wrong by her." There was a tremor in his voice. He opened his eyes, and I noticed they were glassy. "She should never have gone. Orindor will not help us."
"Why do you say that?" I asked.
Everyone waited on my grandfather.
"I know Commodus," he said. "He might have loved your father, but he loved his brother more. Unless Tiernan turns—which is doubtful—Commodus is as good as Eris's, assuming he doesn't run away with his tail between his legs. That's possible. Commodus might have a veneer of dragonbone, but he's all cowardice inside. He will do what needs to be done in order to save his own skin, and his son, Danton, is just like him." He exhaled slowly, and then turned to face everyone standing in the room. "If Tiernan has left, as you say, we haven't much longer. We may even be too late. I propose we attack tonight."
There was a second or two of shocked silence, and then a wall of protests filled the room. Sir Armand and the Aegises and the advisors—even Headmaster Ambrose wasn't in favor of this plan, and said, "Sire, perhaps you should return to your chambers and rest. Your grief has clearly altered your reasoning."
"How can we be too late?" Aegis Garrix's voice rose above the others. "Surely Lord Eris won't attack without him."
"Eris doesn't need Tiernan." My grandfather chomped on the name Eris. "The shadowguard operate as a hive—at least Eris's creations. You know as well as I that most of the army out there is comprised of sorcery. They need only Eris's command."
"If that's true, then why has Lord Tiernan been with them up until this point?" one of the advisors, named Gregius, asked.
"To report to Eris, I imagine. Eris can't be in all places at once, powerful as he is. He still hasn't figured that out. At least not yet."
"We still don't have enough men," Sir Ambrose interjected.
"If we wait, Eris will have the unity stone—he may have it already—and then he'll have the shield at his disposal. At that point, it wouldn't matter if we had all of Gaia on our side. We must inflict what damage we can now, and I have faith that with all of us working together, we can do our fair share—perhaps even hold him off until Gesh arrives."
Grandfather looked to me, expectantly. He was leaving the ultimate decision to me. I would not let him down.
"Headmaster Ambrose…" I turned my attention to the headmaster. "The guild are all present, are they not?"
My question was met with a bloated pause. "Yes—that is, all except for Master Durus. He is currently with Aegis Sonya Del Conte, though what I don't know is if they're still in Karth or if they crossed the Black Sea with Sir Torren's men."
Aegis Del Conte's jaw worked as he stared down at the floor. The headmaster, however, looked indifferent.
"Even without Master Durus, I've no doubt the combined power of your guild can do much to help," I said.
Headmaster Ambrose did not comment.
"I'd like to speak to Master Jaren about his illusionary skills as soon as possible."
"Yes, your grace," the headmaster said.
"Perhaps we can make it seem like we're more than we really are. And Sir Armand…gather whatever men you can find and have them wait in the courtyard for further direction. Aegises will take women and children to the safety tunnels underground, and then you will all join Sir Armand de Basco's ranks in the courtyard."
A few said, "Yes, your grace."
"Each member of my personal guard will attend Sir Armand de Basco and do whatever he asks."
The men in the room nodded curtly.
"What about you?" Aegis Del Conte asked, eyes darting between my grandfather and me, still unsure as to whom he was supposed to defer to.
I glanced over at my grandfather. There was so much love and pride in his gaze, it reminded me of Father, and my chest tightened.
"If it's all right with you, I'd like to take my place on the wall above the main gate," Grandfather said.
"No," I said, knowing at once what he intended. "That's out of the question. You can work from here—"
"Stefan."
"There's no reason for you to be exposed—"
"Stefan…"
"Aegis Del Conte can stay with you—"
"Stefan, please," he said in a tone both pleading and resigned. The kind of tone that said he wasn't happy about the circumstances, but this was the way things were and I needed to let him do this.
I wouldn't let him do this. "I won't let you sacrifice yourself," I said. "Not like this."
His smile was sad as he reached out and rested his frail hand upon my shoulder. "For too long I've stood aside and watched while others died at my bidding. I will not hide any longer." He removed his hand from my shoulder and turned it over, palm up. A ball of fire suddenly appeared, hovering above his palm like a miniature sun. His power lay with fire, and I could feel its heat from where I stood. My grandfather would deplete his energy and his life creating a fire large enough to destroy the enemy beyond the walls. "It's time I use the gift Gaia has given me to make amends with a world I have wronged."
"What an endearing sentiment," said a new voice. "Unfortunately, it's come much too late."
We all turned to see my uncle, Eris, standing in the doorway. He looked like Death come to collect his due. His eyes were cold and empty—so unlike my father's blue—and his thin mouth twisted in cruelty.
"Arrest him!" I yelled.
No one moved.
Bewildered, I glanced back at my men. Aegis Garrix stood behind Sir Armand de Basco, holding a knife against his neck, and Aegis Han and Aegis Berro held crossbows armed with shadowguard bolts aimed at Aegises Cicero del Conte and Brant Jos. Only one of my men remained true, but he had his hands raised in surrender while his fellow Aegises aimed more bolts at my grandfather and me. Headmaster Ambrose stood just as he'd stood before: indifferent and unaffected. There weren't any weapons fixed upon him.
"I might consider getting rid of that." Eris looked pointedly at the ball of fire in my grandfather's hands.
My grandfather hesitated, and suddenly a ring of pressure squeezed around my throat. I gasped and choked, clawing at my throat as I struggled to breathe.
"Leave him out of this, Eris." My grandfather's voice could've melted steel. "Your quarrel is with me."
"Then you'll do as I say," Eris said.
I grunted and gasped, and my grandfather clenched his fist. The ball of fire vanished into thin air.
Eris smiled as one brow slid up so far it almost touched his hairline. "There, that wasn't so hard."
My grandfather might have extinguished the fire in his palm, but a new fire burned behind his eyes. The pressure around my throat released, and I fell forward with my hands on my knees, heaving. Aegis Del Conte started toward me, but the warning click of a crossbow moved him back in place.
Eris strode into the room as if he owned the world. "Headmaster Ambrose, good to see you." Headmaster Ambrose bowed his head in deference while Eris admired his plunder. "Your council hasn't changed much over the years, Father, though I spot a few new faces." Eris looked over Aegises Brant Jos and Phin Reid. "Armand de Basco. I thought I saw you out there among your men. I heard you inherited your father's station. Good, good. And Cicero…" Eris stood before Aegis Del Conte with a malign smile. "It is so good to see you again."
Aegis Del Conte's neck and face filled with blood, his gaze dark and lethal. I could almost see their difficult past, as if their history were some substantial thing igniting the space between them. Eris's smile widened, and then he moved to stand before me.
"You've grown, Nephew. Last time I saw you, you were drooling all over the precious Arborennian rugs in your mother's parlor."
"Get away from him," growled my grandfather before I could utter a word.
Eris glanced sideways at my grandfather. "You always were a possessive one, weren't you? Never for me, though, if I recall."
Grandfather's eyes narrowed. "What do you want, Eris?"
"Come, Father. You should know better than to ask questions you already know the answers to." Eris moved to stand before his father. "All I want—all I've ever wanted—is your throne."
It happened fast—so fast that even after it'd happened, I stood dumbfounded, trying to make sense of why my grandfather was lying on the floor with the hilt of a knife protruding from his chest. A well of despair filled my chest as the knowledge of what had just happened began taking shape. Eris had just shoved a knife through my grandfather's heart.
"No…" I watched in horror as my grandfather gasped and gurgled, blood oozing into his grey cloak, turning it black. No, no, no, no…
Eris bent over my grandfather and placed a hand on his pale cheek.
"Don't touch him!" I cried.
Eris ignored me, eyes locked on my grandfather's. "I'll never forgive you for what you did to Aurora, and I hope you burn in the fires of Mortis for all eternity."
Grandfather's pale eyes widened as he gurgled, and then his body went still. His blue eyes stared straight up at nothing, vacant as his life leaked red onto the stone floor.
"No…" My chest heaved with quick breaths as I stared at the body of a man who was no longer there. I couldn't seem to move my feet.
Eris pulled the blade and wiped it on my grandfather's cloak.
"You…" My voice trembled. "You murdered…"
"There's been a change in leadership," Eris said, coming to a stand. "And as the new king of Gaia, you'll swear service to me or die. I prefer keeping things simple." He walked over to me with a frown, and then in one swift motion, he rammed his blade into my chest.
There was a second where I stared into his cold blue eyes, startled. I glanced down at the hilt sticking out of my chest but I didn't feel it, as though my mind existed elsewhere and I was watching this from afar. And then the pain exploded.
It felt as though someone had punched a hole through my chest. The pain was so acute, so crippling I couldn't even scream. I was aware of myself falling as my vision darkened. I felt a wave of heat, followed by sudden cold as my consciousness drifted farther and farther away from me.
"It's nothing personal, Stefan," Eris said from somewhere far away. "I can't have anyone contesting my rule. Surely you understand."
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Isla stabbed me through the heart.
I staggered back into Danton, the cold metal feeling strange in my chest. My pulse beat erratic and frantic, pounding against the foreign object as if it were trying to hammer it back out of me. Fuzzy stars pocked my vision and the music and chatter blurred, distorting into dissonant crescendos accented by sharp points of laughter. I was dying, I could feel the blood leaking out of me with each pulse. I glanced down so I could see the knife with my own eyes…but there was nothing there. No hilt, no metal. No blood—not even a scratch. My chest was completely and utterly unharmed. In fact, the pain was starting to subside now, and my vision and hearing were slowly coming back to me.
"Daria…?" Danton sounded panicked as he squeezed up and down my arms. "What's the matter?"
"I don't…" I was distantly aware of people watching us, Isla included. I looked at her, wondering if this was some sort of strange magic of hers, but when I reached out with my senses, she felt just as bewildered as I did. No, I didn't think she'd done anything, but I had a sudden and overwhelming fear I couldn't explain.
Danton wrapped his arm around my shoulders and escorted me through the guests. Eyes and whispers followed us, but my mind went elsewhere. A blast of wintry air slammed into me, and within seconds the music and chatter of the ballroom muted as though someone had shoved cotton in my ears. Danton helped me sit, and then he gently pushed my head down so it rested between my knees, right in the dip of my skirt. He thought I was going to pass out. Maybe I should. Then I could go back to my room and sort this out. A horrible truth marched around proudly, right at the edges of my consciousness, but every time I reached out to get a good look, it turned its back on me and marched in the other direction.
"Deep, slow breaths," Danton said beside me.
I trembled violently, but that wasn't because of the cold. A dull ache still throbbed in my chest where I'd been so certain I'd been stabbed. After a few more moments, I lifted my head and opened my eyes. We were outside on one of the ballroom's verandas, alone. Wind nearly drowned out the faint music and chatter, making them sound like a sad and distant memory. A rectangle of light bled from the glass doors of the ballroom, stretching over us and out into the dark gardens beyond, where it gilded the crowns of the foremost hedges. Danton crouched at my feet and stared up into my face. To say he looked concerned was a massive understatement.
He placed a hand on my forehead and frowned. "You're burning up. Let me take you back to your rooms. I'm sure Father will understand."
He thought I was sick. I wasn't sure what this was, but it wasn't a sickness. I felt as if I'd just experienced someone else's death.
Danton brushed the hair from my forehead. "Was it Isla?"
I shook my head. "I don't think so. I don't know…"
Danton unclasped his cape and draped it over my shoulders, then brushed his fingertips against my cheek. "May I get you something?" he asked. "A glass of water, perhaps?"
I didn't need a glass of water, but a few moments alone would be nice. "Sure. Thanks."
"You'll be all right here by yourself for a few moments?"
I nodded.
He studied my face a moment more, and then rose. "I'll be right back."
Voices and music crescendoed then faded as the glass door shut behind him. The wind howled in the black night, and I shivered, pulling Danton's cape close. The silk lining felt slippery and cold against my bare shoulders, but at least it kept the icy wind off my skin. I bounced my knees as I sat there, unable to hold still, and when that wasn't enough, I got up and walked over to the balustrade. Light snow began falling, dusting Danton's cape with flecks of white. I didn't like wearing Danton's cape because it made me feel as if I was wrapped up in him. As if this cape were a flag claiming me as his property.
His scent clung to the fabric, some heady mixture of cologne and soap, so no matter where my mind went, the smell of him remained in the background. I sighed and leaned against the railing. Danton wouldn't leave me alone even when he wasn't here. And then I heard voices in the gardens below.
I dismissed them, thinking they belonged to a couple who'd snuck away for some privacy. It had certainly been done before. I was moving back to my seat when I heard, "…now that Darius is dead."
I stopped, feet frozen to the veranda floor.
"Wish I could've seen it," said a man's voice. I slipped into the shadows so I could listen. "He got the prince, too?"
"Yeah," replied the first man. "Surprised them right in the middle of a council meeting, and stabbed them both through the heart, far as I know."
Wait.
Waitwaitwaitwaitwait.
What?
That couldn't be right. The shadowguard hadn't attacked yet, and if they had, Danton would've told me.
Wouldn't he?
I wasn't so sure anymore, considering how he'd been acting this evening. Had he known? Is that what his father had pulled him aside to tell him? Is that why he'd been acting so distant, because he knew I'd be able to feel something was off? My heart beat faster.
"What about the rest of them?" asked the second.
"Most of them had turned already. They've just been waiting for him to give the signal. The rest have turned now too, or they're dead."
My world tilted and I placed my hand against the wall, bracing myself. It wasn't possible. It couldn't be.
But I'd felt my father's death.
I'd felt the very moment his heart had stopped in that hall. Could my Pandoran senses and relationship to Stefan allow me to feel my brother's death hundreds of miles away? I glanced down at my chest, my breath suddenly coming in quick, shallow gasps. With each passing second, I grew more and more horrified, certain it was true: I had felt Stefan's death, just as I'd felt my father's. And this was the reason for the Pontefract men's silent discomfort, because when I'd made the comment about Carter being my brother here, they'd all known I wasn't going to have my real brother anymore. My hand fisted upon the wall.
"…the princess?" the other man asked.
"Not sure," the first man replied. "They say she doesn't have any magic, so she's not really an immediate threat."
"But she's an heir. You think Lord Eris will let her live?"
"He's King Eris, now. I think he'll let her live if she turns, but everyone says she's a stubborn little bitch."
"She's Lord Danton's little bitch now."
"One of many," said the first, and they both laughed, their laughter floating farther and farther away until I couldn't hear them anymore.
My body suddenly felt too heavy, and I slid down the wall and slumped onto the veranda floor. Which was how Danton found me.
"Ah, there you are. Here, I brought you…Daria?"
I swallowed hard, staring at nothing. "Is my brother dead?" My voice cracked on that last word.
Danton stopped in his tracks.
I snapped my head up and glared straight at him. "Is. My. Brother. Dead?"
He didn't move. He just stood there, staring at me while holding the glass of water in his hand. Finally, he set the glass down on a small table and looked back at me with heavy eyes. "Yes."
I watched a little snowflake drift down to where it settled on the toe of my shoe, teetering on its edge as if it couldn't decide which way to fall.
"My father told me right before the banquet," Danton continued, and even though he crouched right in front of me, his voice sounded far away. Years away.
"Told you he…died."
Danton hesitated. "Told me he was going to—that Eris would strike tonight, though I have no idea how you found out when I only just…never mind. It doesn't matter. Father told me the news so I would know the war is over."
"Over." I stared at that little snowflake on my shoe.
"Yes. Lord Eris has proclaimed himself sovereign, and…Daria, I am truly sorry about your family."
"You're sorry," I repeated, dumbly. The snowflake teetered over the edge of my shoe and lost itself amidst the thousands of others now blanketing the veranda floor.
"I didn't tell you sooner because I…I knew this banquet would have to proceed, and I didn't think it fair to drop that sort of news on you and still expect you to endure this. But…I want you to know you are safe here, in Bristol. With me. I can protect you—"
"You're…sorry," I said again.
"Yes, I…where are you going?"
My hands were already on the handle to the door leading back into the ballroom.
"Daria…?"
I threw the glass doors open and stormed inside. Startled guests scurried out of my way as I strode to the front of the room, interrupting chatter and dancing pairs, and then I reached the steps to the dais.
Lord Pontefract's eyes fastened on me and he stood. He knew. He knew that I knew, too. I could see it in his face, feel his satisfaction and pride and triumph as he descended the steps of the dais. "Princess Daria. Is there something I can—"
"You…lying…bastard!" I swung at him, but my arms were jerked behind me by two of his guards.
The music stumbled and died, and members of the crowd gasped.
"I think you've had too much Cappor," Lord Pontefract said easily. "Someone please escort the princess back to her chambers—"
"My brother and King Darius are dead!" I screamed.
My words echoed throughout the great hall and were followed by a deafening silence. Lord Pontefract's gaze froze over.
"Tell them!" I screamed again, struggling against his guards, but they held fast. "Tell them how you knew Eris was going to—" All of a sudden I couldn't speak. Some outside force locked my jaw and tongue in place so I physically couldn't form a word.
Lord Pontefract's smile was like a dog baring its teeth. "Clearly, you aren't feeling well. Perhaps we should dilute your wine next time…?"
There were a few uncertain chuckles in the room.
"Please, excuse us a moment," he said to the crowd, then nodded fractionally at his guards.
The guests parted for us, leaving behind a river of glossy tile leading straight to the main doors. Lord Pontefract's robes billowed behind him as he stalked forward, and his guards jerked me after him. Our shuffling sounded unnaturally loud in the silent hall. More guards opened the ballroom doors, and my captors all but shoved me through and into the hall after Lord Pontefract. Lord Pontefract turned, said something to the guards—three of whom dashed off down the hall—and the doors closed.
The pressure on my jaw and tongue went slack.
Suddenly able to speak again, I said, "You are nothing but a—"
His hand moved too fast. My head reeled and my vision blurred, and I would've fallen if it weren't for the guards holding me up. A second later pain exploded in my jaw. My sinuses burned and my eyes watered, and I distinctly tasted iron on my tongue.
"Father…" Danton moved to stand between Lord Pontefract and me, but at a sharp glance from his father, he withdrew. I hadn't even realized Danton had followed us.
Lord Pontefract pinched my chin between his thumb and index fingers so hard it hurt, and he jerked my head up. His breath stunk of pepper and tobacco, and his face was so close I noticed a small freckle on the white of his eye. "If you ever address me like that again, I will make you suffer, and I will start by destroying the person you love most. Do we understand one another?"
I glared straight back at him, jaw throbbing, grunting against the strain in my neck.
"I do not give second chances, princess. Remember the only reason you're alive is because I've willed it so." His gaze bore down upon me, trying to dominate my will, but I didn't cower. I didn't relent.
He thrust my jaw aside and his wintry gaze knifed through Danton. "She's your responsibility. If I have to endure another outburst like that, the consequences will fall upon your head."
Danton clenched his jaw.
"I trust you three can manage her back to her rooms?" Lord Pontefract sneered.
Danton gave him a curt nod. Lord Pontefract's eyes moved back to mine. "I warned you not to overestimate your value, princess. I won't warn you again." He spun on his heels and stepped back into the ballroom, closing the doors after him.
Danton escorted us back to my rooms at an angry pace. I didn't fight the guards. There was no point, but I would figure out what to do once I got back to my room. As it turned out, I wouldn't be doing anything. There were ten armed men—three of whom were the ones from the ballroom who'd dashed down the hall—standing guard at my door. 
"Ten?" I said at Danton's back. "I'm flattered."
Danton leaned forward and said something to one of the guards, and then that guard motioned to his men, and all of them backed away. Danton waved his hand over the knob, there was a click, and then he pushed the door open and faced my captors and me. "You can let her go."
There was a bubble of uncertainty from one of my captors. "But your father said we were to see her inside—"
"I'll see her inside." Danton looked exactly like his father just then. He even sounded like him, too.
The guards hesitated but released my arms. Without wasting another moment, I stalked past Danton and into my room. Danton followed me inside and closed the door behind him. And I lunged.
I screamed at him as I threw a punch, but he was too fast. He leaned away, easily evading it, so I punched again with my other fist. That punch landed square in his shoulder, but then he grabbed hold of me and whirled me around, pinning me to the wall.
He panted in my ear. "Daria, stop. Please—"
I rammed my head back against his nose. I felt a burst of his pain, and his grip relented enough for me to wriggle free. He was pinching his nose when I kneed him hard in the gut, but then he grabbed my knee and brought me down with him to the ground.
We scrambled over and around each other, trying to gain the advantage, trying to secure the other. I was faster than he was, but he was stronger. Much stronger. We rolled on the floor until I slammed against one of the tables, rattling the dishware.
There was a light knock on the door. "My lord…?" called one of the guards.
"I'm fine!" he yelled as I shoved myself back, driving Danton on the floor beneath me as I clawed at his face. "Stay where you are!" he said, managing to lift me off him while gripping my arms and throwing me down beneath him.
I kicked up, arching my back, and launched him forward, and this time he was the one who slammed into a wall. I scrambled to my feet and ran at him again, but he caught me, even though I was swinging and kicking and screaming in hysterics.
"Daria, stop!" he hissed. "I just want to talk to you. Please."
"I don't care! You're nothing but a liar!" I pushed and shoved against him, but his hold was too tight and I was too tired, and the news I'd just heard was starting to suffocate me. I felt completely betrayed. A part of me had actually believed Danton had taken my side, as a friend, and knowing he'd lied about everything was a knife to the gut. I sagged against his hold, suddenly unable to hold myself up any longer.
I shut my eyes, fighting back tears. "Please…just…leave me alone," I said.
His pain pulsed through me, but he very carefully helped me sit down on one of the chairs as he said, still panting, "I won't leave you alone. Not like this. I want to talk with you first."
"There's nothing else you can say. My entire family is dead, Danton." A rock stuck in my throat.
"I know. I…" Danton crouched before me, his own emotions pained and tumultuous, and I was glad to see his perfect hair was messed all over the place. "I had no idea it would come to this."
"No idea." I laughed in mockery as I leaned forward and pressed my hands to my temples. "What did you think would happen? You knew all along that sending troops to Valdon wouldn't matter! You knew the moment I set foot in your garden you wouldn't have enough men to make a difference against my uncle. Maybe you didn't know Eris would kill the king so soon or in such an underhanded way, but you knew the war was already over. Your father knew it, too, but you both went along with the engagement just to keep me out of the way—to use me as a bartering piece in case I proved useful."
Danton shook his head. "That's not—"
"Would you stop lying to me already?"
He exhaled slowly, as if he could put out the fire of my words with his breath. "Those may have been my father's intentions, but they were not mine." His eyes were so blue. Desperate. "If I'd sent you back, Lord Eris would've killed you."
"And I'm supposed to be grateful? That you saved my life while my brother and grandfather were murdered?"
"I wasn't concerned for them. I was thinking only of you—"
"No, you were thinking only of you! That’s all you ever think of. Your desires. Your position. You think because you didn't drive the knife that killed them that you're somehow innocent, but you're not. You knew, Danton. You knew and you pretended to be my friend, but you didn't do anything to stop it. And you know what's even more pathetic? You're actually in a position to make a difference, and you allowed it to happen!"
His anger simmered. "And what could I have done with my position, Daria? I can't override my father's orders…not until I'm Lord of Orindor!"
"Oh, you're so infuriating!" I ground my teeth together. "It's that attitude that separates weak men like you from great men like Alex." Danton flinched at my mention of Alex, but I kept going. I didn't care what he thought anymore. No, that feeling had bled out of me the moment I'd felt Stefan die. "All you are is a bucket of excuses. Alex doesn't have a title, and he certainly didn't wait for one to drop from the sky in order to do any good in this world. He didn't need one to do what's right for the people, and he certainly didn't need one in order to earn their respect. He did that simply by being respectable.
"You told me you never wanted to hear me talk about Alex, and you didn't tell me why, but I think I know. It's because great men like Alex make you see everything you're not—everything you could be. Great men like Alex, who do whatever it takes to champion what's right—not because of what it gets them, but just because it's right—they make you realize how weak and self-centered you are. That is why you hate him. Because he is everything you wish you had the courage to be, and that is why you're a fool to think I could ever feel for you the way I feel for him."
At some point, Danton had released my arms and was just crouching there, staring at me, so angry he visibly shook. Once I finished talking, he stood over me and raised his hand. I didn't flinch. I stared straight up into his eyes, waiting for him to do it. Daring him to do it. His gaze slid down my face and settled on my jaw, right where his father had hit me. His eyes steeled and his hand trembled, and I waited for the blow to come. In fact, I wanted it to come, because I wanted pain on the outside to help distract me from the unbearable pain I felt on the inside.
Danton looked at his raised hand as if it belonged to someone else, and his fingers curled into a fist. His fist dropped to his side, and then he spun on his heels and crossed the room, but he paused at my door. His shoulders tensed, and he flexed his fist at his side. And then in one abrupt motion, he jerked the door open and left, slamming it shut behind him.
The wall sconce beside the door rattled. Then…quiet.
I suddenly couldn't get a full breath. I slumped out of my chair, my breath coming in shallow gasps. I gripped the necklace and gave it one hard pull, snapping the cord. Gemstones and diamonds clattered to the floor and I threw the rest of the necklace at the door. It landed on the floor halfway there, and I shut my eyes and lay on the floor, and the rock in my throat squeezed out with a sob. And I couldn't stop crying.
Stefan. My father. My grandfather. Each name fed my tears as if my sorrow were some famished beast. I curled into a ball and wrapped my arms around knees, holding them to my chest while my emotions attacked me from all sides. It hurt too much. All the pain, all the death. I couldn't bear any more of it.
I wasn't sure how long I lay there in fetal position, but at some point I must have drifted off, because when I opened my eyes again, the fat candle on the table had burned down to half its height. I unwrapped stiff fingers from my knees and slowly uncurled my aching body. There was a painful amount of pressure behind my eyes, and as I climbed to my feet, I staggered and held on to a chair to keep from swaying. I wiped my nose on my glove and stumbled into the bathroom, gripping the sides of the sink for support. My lids were swollen and dried, black rivers stained my splotchy red cheeks, and there was a smudge of blood at the corner of my mouth, compliments of Lord Pontefract. I splashed water on my face and wiped it clean with a fresh rag, and then I walked back out into my room and froze. One of my balcony doors was now open. 
I did a quick scan of my room, but there was no one else inside. Wind howled and my draperies swelled like a full mast at sea. I shuddered from the cold, and I was hurrying over to close the door when I noticed a glimmer near my feet. It wasn't one of the gemstones. This looked like some kind of brooch. I peered outside. My balcony was empty except for a few potted trees, and there weren't any prints in the fine dusting of snow. But one strong gust of wind could've taken care of that. I quickly snatched the brooch from the snow, made one last glance about the balcony, and shut the door, pushing the wintry air back outside where it belonged. And then I uncurled my fingers.
It was a brooch in the shape of a dragon, body arched and wings curled as if the dragon were poised to attack. It felt cool in my palm, and I couldn't tell what material the brooch was made of. It resembled obsidian, but when the light touched it, deep green tinged the glossy sheen.
I looked back at my now closed balcony doors. Did someone bring the brooch here for me to find? If so, why did they leave it there? Why didn't they just come inside?
Find me.
Startled, I jumped back and dropped the brooch. The voice…it had come from inside of me, echoing in my skull. It was the voice I'd heard that night in Karth: the voice of the dragon.
My heart thundered in my chest and I gazed through the doors again, this time searching the skies, but even if there was a dragon up there, I wouldn't be able to see it. Not in this weather.
I will wait for you.
I almost dropped the brooch again. "Find you?" I asked aloud. "Find you where?"
Use the brooch.
I studied the brooch, turning it over in my hand. There was a clasp in back, but nothing to show me direction. I'd had better luck using Cicero's compass. "How am I supposed to use this?" I said, not sure if I was asking myself or the voice.
The doors rattled against another gust of wind, but I didn't hear the voice again.
Frustrated, I tossed the brooch on the floor and fell flat on my bed, burying my face into the soft fabric.
Staying here was out of the question. The reasons that had brought me here were null and void now, and considering my last conversation with Danton, I had no more allies in Orindor. I couldn't go back to Valdon, either. Everything that would've drawn me there was gone. I swallowed down another sob. I'd already spent too much time crying on the floor. I needed to gather my wits and come up with a plan of action, or I would die here.
Alex.
I had to find Alex. Somehow I knew my subconscious had already decided that the moment I'd found out about my family. Alex would know what to do, and even if he didn't, at least we'd be together and then maybe, between the two of us, we could come up with something. And maybe Vera and Thaddeus and Sonya were still with him, wherever he was. This made me think of Cicero. Cicero would've been at that council meeting, and he wouldn't have betrayed my family. My chest tightened. Yes, I needed to find Alex, but first I needed to figure a way out of here.
I rolled off my bed, ripped open the doors to my armoire, and started digging, shoving through dresses and laces and silks until I found what I was looking for: riding clothes. Thankfully, Anna hadn't taken them away to be washed yet. I peeled out of my gown, tossed it across the bed, and dressed, then pulled open the nightstand drawer and dug out the necklace Alex had given me. I fastened it around my neck. It was slightly warm, as if I'd been wearing it all this time. I strapped my sheath and dagger to my leg and pulled a heavy cloak from the armoire, using the brooch to fasten the cloak at my neck. A shock of energy pulsed through me from where the brooch touched my skin, but it faded as quickly as it had come.
I didn't have time to consider what it meant. It was time to find Alex.
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ALEXANDER
 
 
Ehren stopped before a pair of tall mahogany doors. He pushed one of the doors in and I followed him into a large atrium smelling of spice and pipe tobacco. The room was covered in vines and white flowers, and water dripped through a hole in the high ceiling and into a shallow pool in the center of the room.
A young fraeling woman with long, blonde hair appeared in the arched doorframe opposite us. She was the famed Daughter of the Forest, Lord Dommelier's daughter and beloved princess of the Arborenne. I'd only seen her once, and that was at a distance. She wasn't the sort of person one forgot.
"Cousin Laena." Ehren strode toward her. They exchanged friendly kisses on both cheeks. "Is your father here?"
"He is." Her voice was deep. Laena's gaze moved past Ehren to devour me. "Who have you brought?" she asked.
I had the impression she already knew who I was.
"Aegis Alexander Del Conte," Ehren replied.
Her smile was enchanting, even for a fraeling.
"My lady." I bowed my head in respect.
"It is wonderful to finally meet you in person after all these years," she said, still smiling.
"May we speak with your father?" Ehren asked Laena.
"I believe so." Laena peeled her gaze from me to look back at her cousin. "Let me notify him that you're here. Is Aegis Del Conte alone?"
"No, there are two other Aegises with him, but they are at my father's. One of them was poisoned."
Laena seemed unconcerned by this fact. She looked me over a little too long, then left. Her heavy perfume lingered in the atrium as if her spirit remained to spy on us. She was back within minutes. "My father will see you now."
Ehren and I followed her through the narrow, arched corridor and up a spiral of wooden stairs carved from the tree's insides. The stair ended in a small antechamber and more mahogany doors, flanked by two Arborennian guards. Laena pushed the doors in, we followed, and the doors closed behind us.
It took me a moment to find Lord Dommelier, so distracted I was by his enormous hall. The tree had been hollowed out, and all along the natural curvature of the walls were arched doorways leading deeper into the tree. Each level was lined with railed pathways, interrupted occasionally by spiraled stairs connecting higher tiers—all of which were patrolled by more Arborennian guards. The floor dropped into a short, flat stair before rising to a dais situated at the back of the room. On top of that dais was a narrow, high-backed chair built of bronze. The chair was the focal point of the room, but it currently sat empty. And then I noted Lord Dommelier off to the side, standing at the foot of the dais and behind a small podium, dipping a large black quill into a vial of ink.
The Arborennian lord wore a natural frown, as though he were bored with the world and all it had to offer. He wore heavy robes of green, and his long white hair was decorated by a thin band of bronze resting confidently upon his brow. He touched the tip of the quill to paper, scratching with aggressive strokes, intent on whatever it was he wrote, even though I knew that he knew we were there. After a few more seconds of furious scratching, he set the quill back in its vial with a soft plink, sprinkled dust atop his work, then rolled the sheet into a scroll.
The three of us stopped at the foot of the dais, where two more Arborennian guards stood armed with bronze spears. Laena remained quiet.
Lord Dommelier used the small candle on the podium to melt wax onto the scroll and sealed it with his ring. It was then he dragged his gaze upward. His eyes were a dark purple, like clouds before a storm, and they brought all the chill of winter with them. "Ehren. I wasn't expecting you so soon, nor was I expecting you to bring…company."
Ehren bowed his head in deference. "Yes, my lord uncle. I have with me Aegis Alexander Del Conte."
"So I see," the Arborennian lord said, examining me from head to toe. He then snapped his fingers and one of the guards standing at the base of the dais hurried to his side. Lord Dommelier handed the scroll to the guard, murmured an order, and the guard rushed off, scroll in hand. Another guard took his place. Then Lord Dommelier swiveled on his feet, robes flaring, and ascended the dais to sit on his throne.
"Laena, my darling, you may leave us," he said.
Laena dipped into an elegant bow, and with a turn of silk, hair, and heady perfume, she left the room, but not before casting me a long glance.
Lord Dommelier threaded his hands together and placed them in his lap. "Ehren, why have you brought me an aegis of the crown?"
By his tone, I didn't think Lord Dommelier thought very highly of the crown, or its aegises.
"He was already on his way to see you, my lord, so I thought to provide him with an escort."
The Arborennian lord moved his hands to his knees, long fingers curling over the bend. "You're fortunate my nephew found you. It's almost impossible to reach my city without an escort—or an invitation, for that matter."
I kept quiet. It was better to say nothing at all than to say the wrong thing when dealing with a man like Lord Costa Dommelier.
"Did you come alone?" he asked.
"No, my lord. There are two more aegises with me."
"Where are they now?"
"They are with my father," Ehren replied.
Lord Dommelier looked curiously at Ehren, then me. "And why are they with Lif Venia?"
"Because one of them is suffering from shadowguard poison," I replied.
Lord Dommelier's expression turned flat. Eyes, lips—everything. "How did that happen?"
I hesitated. "There were Morts inside the Room of Doors, my lord."
His eyes narrowed. "And just how did Morts get inside the Room of Doors? Isn't that your family's specialty? Guarding that room?"
This would be very, very tricky. "My parents are a little preoccupied with a war, at the moment. I believe the Morts entered the Room of Doors with the help of the pykan who was with them."
Lord Dommelier leaned forward as if to get a clearer view of me, his fingers drumming on the end of his knee. "There was a pykan in the Room of Doors, and yet you continued through to my forest?"
"Yes," I said, matter-of-fact.
His fury ignited before my very eyes. "And did they follow you?"
"They did," Ehren answered before I could speak, "but they are all dead now, including the pykan, and the portal door is sealed."
Lord Dommelier stopped drumming his fingers, his expression livid. "As guardian of, perhaps, the most critical portal in both worlds, I would've expected more discretion from you, yet you opened Imbdell's front door to the enemy. You brought them with you through my gates, putting the people of Imbdell in danger…Aegis." He hissed that last word.
"My lord," I continued. "It was never my intention to put your people in danger, and I am truly sorry for that. I swear to you we waited until we'd dispatched every last Mort inside before attempting to open the portal, but the pykan brought reinforcements much faster than I'd anticipated—"
"And you let them through!" He slammed his fist on the arm of his chair. "You broke a major violation, Aegis Del Conte, and at the very least should be stripped of your position! I'd notify King Darius at once to have him deal with you, if he weren't currently incapacitated by grief."
I ground my teeth, trying to quell my anger. Vera was in critical condition, the world was at war—I didn't have time to fight over technicalities with the Fairy King of Hubris. I also knew arguing with him would get me nowhere. I took a deep breath, steeling myself.
Lord Dommelier leaned back in his chair, once again drumming his fingers over his knee. "What could have possibly propelled you—a man I know to be of sound character—to risk so much in coming here?"
I made sure my anger was in check before answering him. "I have a favor to ask of you," I said, reaching behind me.
Metal clicked and I froze with my hands behind my back, acutely aware of each guard patrolling the room. There were about a dozen I could see, a few on the lower tiers, but most were on the upper tiers bearing crossbows aimed down at me. I moved my hands out in surrender, staring only at Lord Dommelier. "I need your help in mending something that's attached to my belt—which is what I was just reaching for."
His eyes narrowed. "Ehren?"
Ehren looked at me.
"Go ahead," I said to Ehren.
Ehren unhooked the black bundle from my belt, walked up to the dais, and delivered it into the hands of the Arborennian lord. I, however, was still the target of at least a dozen arrowheads. I kept my hands raised. Lord Dommelier unfolded the fabric with swift movements, until the fragments appeared. Fragments of what was once a great dynasty that now lay vulnerable and broken in his lap. Lord Dommelier's entire body stilled as he stared at the object in his hands. He paled then lifted his gaze to me, looking as if he'd just seen a ghost. "Where did you get this?"
"It has been in my family's possession ever since the Great War."
He inclined his head. "Go on."
I told him everything, hoping he would see why we needed his help. When I finished, I said, "Lord Dommelier, the reason I'm here is because I intend to lead the people with that sword—through that sword—and I know you are the only one in this entire world with the skill necessary to reforge it."
His eyes stormed. "That is not all you're asking of me."
"You're right. I'd like for you to stand behind everything it represents as well, but I know I can't expect that."
"Where does this claim of yours place King Darius and his heir?"
"If you're thinking my goal is to displace His Majesty or Prince Stefan, you misunderstand me, my lord."
"What other aim can you have?" he asked, his tone trenchant. "You're using the weak and broken state of this world to claim that traitor's blood so you can rise to power. Clearly, being an aegis of the crown isn't enough for you."
"That is not why I'm doing this," I said through clenched teeth. "And my ancestor was not a traitor. He was betrayed by—"
"The Draconi?" He scoffed. "No doubt you learned that tasty morsel of misinformation from those meddling Draconi priests during your short stint in Gesh."
I pinched my lips together.
"The histories are contradictory for a reason, Aegis Del Conte," he continued. "They are filled with bias, and they are tainted by the corruption of those who scrambled to pick up the scepters of the fallen."
My patience wore thin. It infuriated me that I was forced to argue history while Vera was back at the Venias', suffering on my behalf. "Then, as you've just said yourself, your account is nothing more than your bias against theirs—"
"I have every right to be biased, Aegis. I was there." He stood from his chair, his voice like winter. "Yes, I am two hundred and fifty-seven years old. I was there during the battle. I watched thousands burn alive with dragon fire—entire cities incinerated in a matter of seconds. Certain members of the Draconi may have been responsible for the destruction reaped upon this land, but it was at the command of your many-greats-grandfather, Galahad Estroian. A man I supported. A man, much like yourself, who stood before me as you are now, beseeching my help in a seemingly hopeless battle against Mortis's agents, who were trying to tear down the veil and free Mortis just as they're doing now. I conceded to help him because I respected him—trusted him. Too late I realized he was using the war against Mortis as a distraction. Too late I realized his true aim was to steal power away from the lords to strengthen his own rule, and he planned to use the Draconi to do it. It was due to the sacrifices of a few brave Draconi and many of my own men that turned the tides of that war, but we suffered severely for it. I will not make the same mistake again."
I flexed my fingers at my side. "You’re already making a mistake. Do you really believe the Arborenne will be safe from Eris? He's already brought the war through your borders, and I'm not referring to the few agents who followed us through the portal. Your woods are dying, Lord Dommelier. Even you can't deny that."
By the look on his face, I knew he'd agreed and he hadn't wanted to.
My anxiety to get back to Vera pressed me on. "I can't begin to understand what you went through during the Great War or the sacrifices you made, but it doesn't excuse your complacency now. You're the lord of the Arborenne—the king of this forest. Your people expect you to protect them, but you're using an event that happened a few hundred years ago to excuse the fact that you're hiding in the trees while the world burns to the ground."
A guard on the upper tier moved in my periphery, weapon ready, and a shadow passed over the Arborenne lord's beautiful and terrifying face. "Careful."
"With all due respect, my lord," I continued, "you have your opinion of my many-greats-grandfather. I accept that. But I am my own man. I may have inherited his blood, but I did not inherit his sins and I won't take ownership of them. I will only take ownership of my actions. The only reason I'm claiming his bloodline now is because of the title it gives me—a title that allows me to have a voice in a kingdom I don't have as an aegis, no matter how hard I've tried. Surely you understand that, Lord Dommelier."
The great hollow was silent. Lord Dommelier stared at me, shoulders tensed as he drummed furious fingertips on the arm of his chair. And then his chair creaked as he leaned forward. "All right." His tone was low and even. "Say I mend the sword. You truly believe the people will follow you, just because you carry it?"
"No," I admitted. "But I intend to use it to give them hope, starting with Alioth."
"Alioth is lost," he said.
I shook my head. "The people of Alioth may be afraid and scattered, but they are not lost. They're a hardy people, and all they need is someone to lead them. Someone to help them take back their lands. Lord Tosca can't help them do that right now—I'm not even certain he's still alive. I don't hold that kind of sway as an aegis, but I might as the descendant of royal blood. But that's not…becoming king is not why I'm doing this, my lord. That's not even something I want. What I want is to save this world from Eris and his evil, and I will use whatever gifts Gaia has given me in order to do that."
Lord Dommelier regarded me a long moment. "You look like him," he said at long last. "I'd always wondered if the Estroians had truly died that day, as everyone had claimed, and perhaps if your predecessors hadn't hidden themselves away in Pendel, I might have known the truth much sooner." He stood and stepped down the stairs of the dais, halting right before me. A ring of indigo rimmed his irises. "I still remember the very first time I saw you in Valdon, during one of the festivals. You were standing with your mother and father in the great hall during the opening ceremony, and I thought I'd seen a ghost. You were the spitting image of him. That was the day I knew." He paused, glancing down at the bundle in his hands. "I will mend this sword for you. But I will not help you fight this war."
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DARIA
 
 
I crept over to my door and listened. The hall was quiet, though I could feel the guards outside my door as if I were standing at the edge of a fire, feeling the pulse of its heat. There was no way I could get past all of them without alerting the staff, and if the staff found out, they'd tell the Pontefracts, and then I'd never escape.
I glanced over my shoulder at the balcony doors, the closed draperies taunting me with what lay beyond. No doubt Lord Pontefract would've stationed more guards on the grounds near my balcony (which magnified my wonder at how the brooch got there in the first place), and then an idea clicked into place.
I walked about my room, snuffing out the candles so they wouldn't illuminate my balcony. It would've been easier using magic to snuff them out, but I didn't want to waste any of my energy. I was still getting used to the costs of using magic, and I'd need all my strength to get out of here. I left the candle in my bathroom lit, because I thought it might look suspicious if all my lights were out, and maybe they'd think I'd gone to take a bath. Besides, the window of my bathroom was small and wouldn't cast too much light on my balcony.
With one last glance around my darkened room, I wrapped my fingers around the handle of the balcony door and pressed it down. It unlatched without sound, and I eased the door open a crack to listen. Frigid air slipped into my room, making me shiver, but the night was quiet except for the occasional howling gust of wind. I shut my eyes and let my senses drift, slipping through the balustrade, farther and farther down, searching for signs of life…
There. I felt three points of warmth, faint as breath, but they were stationed beneath my balcony. I crouched low and opened the door just enough to slip through, and then I shut the door behind me. I waited and listened. There were no voices and I couldn't sense any movement below. My shoulders relaxed with a breath, and I crept to the corner of the balcony opposite my glowing bathroom window. I snuck a peek through the squat stone columns of the railing. I couldn't see the three at the base of my balcony, but when I scanned the grounds farther out, I could make out two—no, three more human figures. It was too bad Lord Pontefract had made me move from the Garnet Suite; I could've used the cover from the hedge garden. Here, most of the trees were bare skeletons—not something I could hide behind. There were a few pines and shrubs, but they were sparse and intermittent, clinging against the outer walls as if huddled there for warmth with nothing but yards of space in between.
The snow fell harder, swollen and puffy like balls of cotton, blanketing my balcony fast. It also obscured the landscape and visibility and would definitely cover my tracks, and I threw up a silent thank-you to Gaia for stepping in to cover me—literally. I was about to set my plan into action when my senses brushed against something.
It was so subtle I doubted I would have noticed it if I hadn't stopped to thank Gaia. It was a good thing I noticed it, too, because as I investigated, I realized there was some kind of energy field running the perimeter of my balcony like an invisible fence. A magical motion sensor.
I smirked. Fortunately for me, but unfortunately for my dear Lord Pontefract, I'd had plenty of experience with motion detectors over the years. It didn't matter if the sensors were wired or magical, because they all had something in common: an anchor, or magical point of origination, in this case, and I just needed to find this one's and dismantle it without alerting the good lord himself.
My senses drifted along the edge of the energy field, slow and steady, probing here and there, but careful not to press too hard so I didn't set off alarms. I felt around for anything unstable or fuzzy, like touching the edge of frayed fabric. Back and forth I trailed, focusing so hard my jaw ached from clenching my teeth. Whoever had set this here was good—too good. I couldn't find the smallest speck to suggest—wait. There was a slight ripple, like a spot of low pressure, drawing my senses into it. Satisfied this was the anchor I'd been looking for, I sat back and shut my eyes, pressing against that spot, easing it wider and wider, moving slow so I wouldn't disrupt the rest of the field, until finally I'd opened a hole large enough for me to crawl through. If Lord Pontefract had known I'd had my magic, he never would've left me unattended in my room, and he most certainly would've had the foresight to use magic-binding cuffs on my wrists.
Who's overestimating himself now? I thought.
I crouched against the balustrade, gripped the railing, and glanced down. My room was on the second story. Not too high to jump, but there'd be no silent landing from this height. The heavy snow might help muffle the sound, but I didn't want to risk it. I'd need a second or two to regain my footing after a jump like this. Plus, I had a better idea.
I took a deep breath and let my senses drift once more, farther and farther across the lawn, then let them wrap around a thin, brittle tree branch. On one end of the branch, I applied pressure in one direction while simultaneously applying opposite pressure on the other end. It was a lot harder than I'd anticipated, moving in two directions at once. Sort of like rubbing your head and stomach in opposite directions at the same time, but I eventually got it right and held it long enough, and the twig snapped with a crack. Snow fell and a crow cawed, startled, and fluttered out of the tree.
Curiosity pricked me from below. "Hear that?" a voice asked.
"Yeah, sounded like a crow," replied another. "I hate crows."
"I'm gonna check it out. Something must've startled it."
"Go right ahead. I'll wait here."
Great.
I was preparing myself to do it again when a bubble of frustration touched me from below.
"I'll come with you," said a new, irritated voice.
One figure emerged from beneath my balcony, headed in the direction of the sound, and another followed. The falling snow enveloped their shadows soon enough, leaving me with one guard. I could handle one guard.
I climbed over the railing, as quiet as possible, and then with a soft jump, I reached out and grabbed hold of one of the decorative gargoyles protruding from the wall while my feet found purchase on a cornerstone. I peered down at my solo guard, Crow Hater. His attention was still fixed in the direction of the other two, though there was no seeing them in this snow. Very carefully, I found another handhold in a rock, and then scaled the wall, maneuvering down the decorative stonework and masonry, until I was about four feet from the ground. A gust of wind ripped through and I jumped, landing, the thud of my boots lost in the howling wind. Crow Hater still had his back to me. I crept forward and at the last second I rose, and I was about to bring my palms down on the sides of his neck when I noticed the edge of a tattoo. Mortis worshippers? Here?
The guard sensed me behind me and started to turn. I slammed my hands down and his eyes went wide right before he collapsed to the ground, unconscious.
I cursed at myself. Every second counted, and that distraction could've ruined everything. Without wasting another moment, I grabbed him by his collar and dragged him back behind a tree, which was like dragging a sack of bricks. He was well over six feet tall and built like a boulder. Did people take steroids on Gaia? I didn't know, but he fit the bill. I picked two blades off his baldric, shoved them in my belt, and then I did a quick glance about me before hurrying off in the direction opposite the other two men.
Sticking close to the wall, I navigated through the shadows and shrubbery while letting my senses roam so I could keep tabs on the other guards. I knew the stables were at the back of the Pontefract estate, thanks to my evening ride with Danton. The only problem was the open land between the back wall of the estate and the doors to the stables. I thought about trying to use the wind to conceal me, as I'd done in Karth, but I was still tired from getting through the barrier on my balcony and dragging Crow Hater, the pile of bricks, to his current hiding place. The falling snow was thick enough now, so it should be able to do the job for me. I made another quick glance about the property, and then I sprinted.
My breath was too loud and the snow couldn't completely muffle the tread of my boots. I sprinted until I ran around to the back of the stables and out of immediate view, then pressed myself against the wall to catch my breath. It was dark back here, and quiet, and when I peered around the corner, it didn't look as if anyone had seen or followed me. So far, so good.
There was a small door at the rear wall of the stables, as well as a few windows, though their shutters were closed. I tugged on one of the shutters, but it was locked from the inside. I glanced behind me again to make sure no one had followed me, then crept along to the door. A solid chain had been threaded through the door handle and an iron ring bolted into the wall, and then looped back in on itself and fastened with a padlock. If only I had a pin, or something, I could pick the lock. I looked over myself, the ground, searching for anything I might be able to use…ah!
I yanked two pins from my hair, and a few coils of hair tumbled free. I had seriously underestimated the usefulness of these things. I bent the end of each pin to what I thought were the right angles, then inserted one hairpin in the lock and applied pressure while using the second to pick. One by one, I worked through the pins inside. The hairpin I used to pick snapped about halfway through, and I grabbed another hairpin from my head, unleashing another thick coil of hair. I bent the end of this hairpin and continued picking until I'd set all the pins in the padlock to their unlocked positions. I was no expert lock picker by any means, but Alex had shown me the basics years ago. He'd spent an entire afternoon showing me how, and I'd been so fascinated by learning the skill that I hadn't paid much attention to the question of how he'd learned to do it in the first place. I smiled at the memory and my understanding of him now, and I rotated my tension wrench pin and unlocked the padlock.
I shoved my gaudy lock picks into my cloak pocket, removed the padlock and chain, and pulled the door open a crack. The stables were dark inside, and the horses stood quietly in their stables, a few of them snorting. Not even the sconce near the front door burned, which surprised me. From that short trip with Danton, I knew the groomsman always left a light on for the horses because he'd said some were afraid of the dark. Normally, such a proclamation would make me roll my eyes, but this was Gaia and these were Gaian horses, and by definition that meant they had very human characteristics. They very well could be afraid of the dark.
I slipped inside and shut the door behind me. I took two steps forward when something sharp dug into my back.
"Not another move, princess," Isla said.
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The walk back to the Venias' was quiet. Even though I was glad Lord Dommelier had agreed to reforge the sword, I hadn't realized how much I'd hoped for his help in this war until he'd refused it. 
We were almost at his father's front door when Ehren said, "Alexander…I'm sorry my uncle refused to help."
"It's not your fault," I said. "You're already doing more for us than I could hope."
Ehren pushed the door in and led me inside. The front room was cozy and warm, and a fire burned off to one side, equipped with a cooking spit, where Lif Venia, Ehren's father, was setting a kettle upon a hot stone. I didn't see Vera or Thaddeus anywhere.
Hearing us, Lif looked up. "Ah, there you are. I wondered how long my brother would keep you." Lif set his hot pads on a small table.
"Father, you remember Aegis Alexander Del Conte?" Ehren asked.
Lif looked over at me. At first glance, it wasn't obvious the two were related. Where Lif was bent with humility, Ehren was as strong and sharp as a well-honed blade. I wondered if it bothered Lif that his only son had chosen the path of a warrior over being Imbdell's healer, as he was. No doubt Ehren had been influenced by his uncle, being that his uncle didn't have a son of his own.
"Of course, I remember Aegis Del Conte," Lif said, "though it's been quite a few years, and apparently quite a few inches." He extended his hand.
I accepted it. "Thank you so much for taking us into your home."
He dipped his head in a bow. "It is my pleasure, though I am sorry for the circumstances."
"How is she doing?" I asked, anxious.
His gaze slid past me and settled on a closed door near the hearth. "There was a lot of poison in her body. You're lucky Ehren found you when he did, but even so…" He looked back at me. "If she makes it through the night, she'll be all right."
My thoughts screeched to a sudden halt. If she made it through the night?
Lif's gaze intensified in solemn confirmation of my unasked question.
I raked a hand through my hair. I'd assumed Vera would be stable, now that she was in Lif's capable hands. Vera was always so strong—so indomitable—I hadn't truly believed her wound could be fatal.
"May I see her?" I asked.
"She's just through there." Lif waved a hand at the closed door. "Thaddeus is in there with her. He hasn't left her side."
"I'll wait out here," Ehren said.
I walked to the door and paused to listen, but the room beyond was silent. I placed my hand on the door, eased it open a crack, and peered inside. A waft of lemon and cedar touched my nose. Thaddeus sat in a chair beside the bed where Vera lay. He was sitting in it backwards, straddling it with his arms folded over the chair's back, chin resting on his hands, just looking at her, deep in thought. This rare display of solemnity ran in stark contrast to his usual sarcastic self. Sensing me, he glanced over his shoulder. He sat up straight, unfolded his arms, and waved me inside. I slipped into the room and closed the door behind me.
It was a small space, but not too small. Just enough for a bed, a chair, and a table covered with a few linens, a poultice jar, and some other unidentifiable medicinal items and herbs. Vera lay in the bed, sound asleep, but she didn't look like the Vera I knew.
This Vera was weak and fragile, skin whiter than the sheets she lay in and eyes sunken in dark caves. The hair around her head was wet with perspiration and her lips were still tinged blue. Her wounded leg lay wrapped on top of the sheets, and there was a dark stain of blood in the linen wrappings. She lay there like a corpse, and I had to watch her chest for a few moments to make sure she really was breathing. 
All because she'd insisted on helping me with this suicidal mission.
My guilt expanded with my next breath. "How is she?" I whispered.
"Not good," Thaddeus answered. "Lif's given her a heavy dose of analgesics and a hypnotic, so she shouldn't be uncomfortable, at least. He did some crazy hocus pocus over the wound I've never seen before. He said he removed all the poison, but it was in her body for so long that…that some of her organs started shutting down…" His voice trembled as he spoke. "He said they're all working now, but she's so weak…he's done all he can, and now its up to her."
We were both quiet. The little flame in the lantern on the table flickered. I wanted to tell him it would be okay—that she would make it because she was a fighter. I wanted to tell him because I wanted to hear it too, but the truth was I didn't know. Not by looking at her right then. Actually, looking at her made me think she would not be okay.
Vera turned her head and whimpered. It was such a sad sound, full of so much pain and misery, it made my insides knot together. Thaddeus placed a hand on her forehead, scowled, then snatched a linen from the table, dipped it in the poultice jar and lay it across her forehead. Vera whimpered again.
"Shh," Thaddeus whispered, brushing the sticky hair back from her face. "It's all right, just try to relax."
She moaned again, and then her body convulsed. It convulsed again, more strongly this time.
Thaddeus cursed. "Alex!"
I was already at his side, helping him untangle her from the sheets, while she jerked and twitched and thrashed as if possessed by some demon. A tremor moved through her wounded leg, then spread through her body. Thaddeus and I watched, helpless, while her back arched away from the mattress and she ground her teeth as if she was bent in unbearable pain. As quickly as the seizure had set, it stopped, and her body sagged back onto the mattress. Her head rolled to the side, and fresh beads of sweat glistened across her brow. Thaddeus put his cheek to her face, his brow knit together.
"Breathing?" I asked.
He glanced up at me. "Weakly."
"I'll take over from here," Lif said from behind me. I hadn't even heard him enter the room.
His face was impassive as he studied his patient. I didn't know if he was usually so inscrutable while working, or if he was doing it strictly for our benefit. I hoped it was the former.
"She just had a seizure," Thaddeus said, looking darkly at Lif.
"I saw," Lif replied. "And she'd be better served if you left the room for a while."
"Better served?" Thaddeus looked murderous. "Clearly, your potions are upsetting her balance!"
"No, you are upsetting her balance," Lif replied calmly, then glanced over at me with begging eyes.
"Thaddeus," I said.
"No." Thaddeus shook his head with the swing of a pendulum. "I'm not leaving this room. Whatever you've given her is too strong."
"Whatever I've given her is necessary for her survival," Lif said, taking a seat in the chair Thaddeus had occupied.
"She's stronger than you think!" Thaddeus said.
"On the outside, perhaps."
Thaddeus scowled. "What is that supposed to mean?"
"Thaddeus, please," I urged.
He looked at me like a rabid dog. "He's going to kill her!"
"No, he's trying to help her."
Thaddeus opened his mouth to argue when Vera whimpered again. His shoulders sagged as he looked over at her. "Fine," he relented. "But if anything happens to her, I'm holding you responsible. Got it, Hocus Pocus?" He pointed at Lif with a very straight index finger.
Lif didn't notice, nor did he look much like he cared. He was too busy mixing ingredients in the crucible on the nightstand.
I pushed Thaddeus out of the room and closed the door behind us. Ehren glanced up from the table, where he ate from a bowl, looked between Thaddeus and me, and gestured to a pair of double doors in back of the room. I nodded gratefully at Ehren and led Thaddeus through the doors and out onto an open and covered veranda equipped with a few chairs. Thaddeus walked straight to the railing and leaned against it with his back to the house, while I sat down in one of the chairs.
"Why don't you sit down," I suggested.
He didn't respond. He was coiled like a spring, glaring at the forest beyond. I'd never seen him like this before, and then I remembered he'd called me by my first name back in Vera's room. He'd never called me by my first name before. Ever.
"Do you think she's going to make it?"
He'd spoken so quietly it took me a moment to figure out what he'd said. I swallowed and said, "I don't know."
He fisted his hands on the railing, clenched his jaw, and looked away from me, and he didn't say another word. We stayed like that for a long time, him leaning against the railing while I sat there making sure he didn't do something drastic, like jump off. At some point he growled, startling me, and plopped down in the chair opposite me. He pinched the bridge of his nose as if he had a massive headache.
"Please, distract me," he moaned. "I can't take this anymore. Why don't you tell me about your conversation with Lord Frosty?"
I sighed and leaned back in the chair. "It's not good news, either."
"I don't care."
"All right." I crossed my ankle over my knee. "Well…he's fixing the sword."
"And?"
"And…that's it."
Thaddeus removed his hand from his face and looked over at me. "What do you mean, that's it?"
"That's it. He won't help us fight the shadowguard."
A pause. "You're kidding."
"Do I look like I’m kidding?"
Another pause. "That egotistical, narcissistic, smug son-of-a sprite. Who does he think he is?"
"Mm, the Lord of the Arborenne?"
"Does he actually think he's going to be safe in the trees? He's going to need a lot more than bark and fairy dust to protect him from my pops."
"He doesn't seem to think so," I said.
Thaddeus folded his arms over his chest with an exaggerated harrumph. "Then he's an idiot."
"Careful." I peeked over my shoulder. "His people are very loyal to him."
"So, what now?" he asked. "That's why you came here, isn't it? To get Lord Dommelier to follow you into battle? Because whatever that sword represents, it's not going to bring you victory just because you're holding it, and if you think it will, you're about as bright as a new moon. You need an army behind you."
"I know that," I said. "This…getting Lord Dommelier's help was only a small piece of my plan."
Thaddeus glared at me, waiting.
"Once…" I hesitated. "Once Vera recovers, I'm going to Alioth."
Thaddeus leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. "What the blazes is this 'I' crap?"
"You know how strong Vera is, Thaddeus, and look what this is doing to her."
His jaw clenched and his gaze fell to his hands.
"This is too close," I said. "I can't let either of you die for me—for this. From this point on, I go alone."
Thaddeus picked up a bronze coaster off the end table and chucked it at me.
I barely caught it before it hit me square in my temple. "Hey!"
"That's for being a bloody idiot. You're not doing this alone, Del Can't."
"Yes." I leveled my eyes on him. "I am."
"No, you're not." He leveled his right back. "Why do you always act like it's your fault when someone gets hurt?"
"I'm not acting. It is my fault."
"Right, so does this mean you also take all the credit when we win?"
"No…?"
"Then why do you always take all the blame when we lose?"
I opened my mouth and closed it again. I couldn't believe it: Thaddeus actually had a good point.
"What happened to V…she'll pull through. She has to." He hesitated, wringing his hands together. "But…it was her choice. Just as it's our choice to keep going with you."
"What about my choice to go alone?"
He grumbled. "When your choice doesn't involve certain death, then maybe I'll agree. Until then, consider this intervention, and if I hear you say the word 'I' again, I'll punch you in the face. So. Back to what we are doing once V recovers. Did I hear you say Alioth?"
I sighed and rested my elbows on my knees and folded my hands together. "Yes."
He tilted his head, puzzled. "As in the territory my pop's shadowguard just decimated?"
"The very one."
"You been smoking callaberry root, Del Can't? Which part of decimated don't you understand? It's the 'mated' part, isn't it? I know…it throws me off too."
"Thaddeus, there's no way Eris destroyed all of Alioth in the short amount of time he passed through. Those lands are broad—deceptively so—and the people are scattered. I know. I've spent a lot of time there, and I've got family there, remember?"
His eyes and mouth flat-lined.
"I need to see if they made it—if they're all right. There have to be survivors. The people of Alioth are like spores—living so far north has made them that way. They've got a nearly indestructible outer layer that helps them survive even the deadliest conditions. I'm betting your father underestimated the people of Alioth, just like he's underestimated Daria, and the people of Gesh, and…you." I leaned forward. "I'm betting on your father's arrogance."
Thaddeus chewed on his bottom lip, thoughtful. "Well, I'm not so sure about everything else you just said, but that last bit about my pop's arrogance is a safe bet. So." He leaned back in his chair, stretched his legs, and crossed his ankles. "Let me get this straight: You intend to march into Alioth under the Morts' noses, meet up with your family, round up men from the surviving villages and reconstruct a new army while simultaneously defeating the one that's there?"
I mulled over his summary. "That sounds about right."
Thaddeus stared at me a long moment. "You know, Del Can't, I've always admired your tenacity, but are you mad? Maybe I should punch you in the face. Consider it preventative maintenance that hopefully knocks some sense into you. You can't just march in there like that! Not even you, and you know I'd bet on you any day. My pops left about a thousand men in Alioth—most of them Morts. Del Can't…" His chair creaked as he leaned toward me, his gaze intent and earnest. "You should be running in the other direction."
"And which direction would that be?" I snapped. "Orindor? If Daria can't convince Lord Pontefract with a marriage, there's no way I can persuade him. Danton would probably have me arrested on sight—you know he's been looking for an excuse for years. Or maybe I should run back to Valdon, where ten thousand shadowguard are waiting. There isn't a place in this world that's safe for me, especially now that Eris knows who I really am. As an Estroian, I will always be a threat to him. I won't stick my head in the sand and wait for the war to end, either. I refuse to hide while Daria's
life is in jeopardy."
Thaddeus opened his mouth as if he were going to say something, but then he glanced in the direction of where Vera slept, and he shut it again.
"I knew the danger," I continued quietly. "Which was why I'd originally intended to go alone. There's still time for you. You can turn around now, stay here with Vera and—"
"Oh, shut up, already." Thaddeus grunted. "You know I'm not going back. Anyway, you're not the only one whose options are fatally limited. Rook's with Point of Fact, the castle's surrounded, and both of my parents would mostly likely kill me on sight. Not a real bright and shining prognosis, if you ask me. You're the only family I've got left"—he held up his palm—"yes, you're family as far as I'm concerned, and you need me. You need us. Besides, I don't want your death on my head. Rook would never forgive me, and you know as well as I do that Rook's wrath is the last thing any man should ever have to endure."
I cracked a smile despite myself. Thaddeus's expression mirrored my own, and then Ehren opened the door. I could tell by his face something was wrong. Thaddeus could, too, because he jumped to his feet.
"You'd better come quick," Ehren said.
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I raised my hands, and the sharp point dug deeper between my shoulder blades.
"I said don't move," she snarled.
I sighed. "Isla, I'll give you ten seconds to drop the knife and walk away."
"And why would I do that?"
Eight.
"Because you have no idea what to do with a weapon. Put it down. You'll cut yourself."
Her irritation flared behind me. "You have no idea what I'm capable of."
"You know what, you're right. Here I thought you were capable of counting backwards, but you're still standing there with three seconds left."
She dug the point of her blade in so deep, I was certain she'd drawn blood. "The only reason I haven't killed you yet is because—"
One.
I had her knife in my hand, pressing its edge against her delicate little neck, while my other hand gripped her wrist that was reaching for the spare knife at her waist. I was about to say something else to her when a male voice said, "With a little more pressure, you could sever that vein and never have to deal with her again, you know."
The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.
"Go ahead, princess," the voice continued in the darkness, slippery and cold like a ghost whispering into my ear. "I know you want to. No one would fault you, either. For all the poison and lies she's spread, she more than deserves it. Words are sharper than the sharpest of blades, and they cut deeper, leaving wounds that never heal."
Isla's uncertainty and fear slammed into me in a shield of feeling, and her wrist trembled in my grip. I still couldn't see him in here with us, but I could feel him, sense him, as if the world had gone darker and his presence leeched what little warmth remained.
"Do it," the voice continued from my other side. There was power in his whisper, beckoning and tempting. Pressing against my will and drawing closer as if it were wrapping cold fingers around my soul. "Purge the world of her filth. What choice do you have, besides? Even if you let her live, she'll run straight to Lord Commodus Pontefract and tell him what you've done. You'll never escape him, and he will make you suffer. Do it."
My fingers flexed over the blade, sweating as I gripped it tighter, and Isla panted against its sharp edge. Her life was right there, hanging by a thread—a thread I could cut right now. The voice was right: She deserved it. She was a manipulative and scheming little witch, always taunting and teasing with that saccharine voice I loathed so much. Yes, she deserved to die, if anything for preventative maintenance.
Isla whimpered, and it was like a beam of light from a lighthouse punching through thick fog.
Wait.
I didn't kill people to get them out of my way. Even if I thought they deserved punishment—and Isla definitely fit the bill—it wasn't like me to deploy justice with murder. I didn't kill unless it was in self-defense, and the only defense anyone needed against Isla was a pair of earplugs. Physically, she was harmless, and hurting her would be like hurting a small kitten. No, I wasn't going to kill Isla—I wasn't even going to hurt Isla. I held my position, though, because I still didn't trust her. Even the smallest kittens had sharp claws.
"What do you want?" I asked the darkness.
A pause, then the air turned ice cold and goose bumps erupted over my shoulders and down my arms. "You should've done her the favor of killing her yourself."
Isla screamed, a bone-chilling, agonizing wail, and her head wrenched back in agony. Her pain tore through my body, and I pulled the dagger away from her arched neck and caught her before she fell to the ground. Her body convulsed in a fit of spasms so violent she thrashed right from my arms.
"Isla!" I threw the dagger aside and crouched down beside her, feeling around on her body, trying to hold her still, trying to calm her down. Trying to figure out was wrong with her while her pain ripped through me. It felt as if my insides were being pulled out of me through my mouth. Her skin was freezing cold, and something thick and wet oozed from the edges of her mouth. My heart raced and I started panicking. "Isla, what's wrong? Isla…" Her life flickered like a dying flame. "What are you doing to her?" I shouted at the darkness.
Another agonizing scream pierced my ears, but this one was different. This one was final and defeated, as though her soul had been ripped from her body, and then she exhaled in a whimper and her body went slack in my arms.
"Isla…?" I bent over her, pressing my hands to her face and chest, feeling for breath and beating heart.
She was dead.
I cursed, then grabbed her shoulders and shook her. I knew she was gone, but I couldn't stop shaking her as if that might shake the life back into her.
"That won't do any good," said the voice.
I growled, and in a sudden surge of rage, every single candle inside the stables burst to life—from my magic. But I still couldn't find the source of the voice. There was no one else inside the stables except Isla and me and the horses, and when I finally glanced back down at Isla, I thought I was going to be sick.
Her skin was ashen and shriveled like a raisin, and her eyes were gone, leaving behind a pair of black and purple veined depressions. Her once lustrous red hair was now bone-white and coarse, as if she'd aged three hundred years in a matter of seconds. My stomach turned over as cold fear crawled down my spine. I'd seen death like this before, back at the castle.
I drew Nightshade from its sheath and stood, shaking on my feet—whether from fear or revulsion, I didn't know. It had to be around here somewhere, hiding in the stables. I'd faced an unseen before and gotten away, but the first time had been with Alex's help, and the second time…well, I still didn't know how I'd done it because the explosion of my magic had made me pass out right after. But then, who'd been speaking to me earlier? In my limited experience, the unseen couldn't talk. They just drifted and killed, at the command of their maker, which was usually a pykan, but that voice had sounded too human to belong to a pykan.
As if on cue, Tiernan appeared at the end of the lane, near the stable doors. The sight of him made my breath hitch, and my wrists ached with memories. His midnight black hair and those cold blue Pontefract eyes, but his were somehow colder. Soulless and empty and cruel. I remembered his slithe and how he'd used it to coerce me to tell him where the box was. At the time, I'd had no idea what box he'd been talking about, but now I knew. He'd been looking for the box of the Pandors, and he'd planned on torturing me until I told him where it was. It hadn’t come to that because I'd escaped with Fleck's help, as well as my father's and the Del Contes'. I'd been an idiot, because I'd acted without thinking and put them all in danger because of my petulance. It wasn't my proudest moment, but I very clearly remembered stabbing Tiernan through his twisted heart. He should be dead, not standing here staring at me with that frozen gaze.
The temperature dropped and the candles flickered and dimmed as he studied me. It was like standing in one of my nightmares, but this wasn't a nightmare. He was real. His cloak was darker than night, as though he were clothed in shadow, and the bones in his face sharpened to a cruel point at his chin. His resemblance to his brother was uncanny—I could see that now—but Tiernan made Lord Commodus Pontefract seem as soft and cuddly as a Care Bear.
"You…" My voice trembled. There were many ways I could have finished that statement—many ways I probably should've finished it—but what came out was, "Why aren't you dead?"
His brows were so thin they looked as though they'd been drawn on with a black pencil, and when he raised one of them at my question, the peak was so sharp it looked as if it might sever his hairline. "I wondered when I would have the opportunity to speak with you again. Your list of dancing partners was larger than my family's genealogy, which—in case you were unaware—is quite extensive. I worried the night would pass me by without a word. So much has transpired since I last saw you, you know, but then you fell ill and left, leaving me deeply disappointed. I'm glad I had Isla track you. In the end, she proved quite useful. She must have really hated you, princess. I'd never seen her more determined."
"And you killed her!"
Tiernan studied me with those cold, dead eyes. "Interesting that her death should elicit such a vehement response from you when she was more than willing to kill you on my behalf."
"But she was helping you, and you killed her!"
"Helping me? Do you honestly believe I needed her help? I was merely capitalizing on her intentions. In the end, she got what she wanted. Here you are, delivered straight to my hands. As far as Lady Isla is concerned, she's fortunate because for once the outward appearance does indeed match the soul. She died an honest woman."
"You're sick," I growled.
"Determined," he corrected, flashing a feral smile. He still stood at the end of the lane, blocking my escape. "And determination makes us do all sorts of things. It is what separates the strong from the weak, princess—just how much we're willing to do to get what we want. Speaking of, how did you manage to get past the barrier I placed around your balcony? It took me the better part of an afternoon to assemble it. I took extra care for you, because I do not forget." He tapped a long, white finger to his temple.
My eyes narrowed on him. "Sorry you wasted an afternoon, but you should've learned from last time."
Daria, careful…
He frowned. "You so effectively convinced my brother and my nephew you were without magic that I almost believed them. Commodus has always trusted too much in his own judgment, and his son seems to have inherited the same unfortunate trait. Though in your case, I suppose I can't blame my nephew for his oversight. He's a bit…smitten with you, I believe, and feelings tend to cloud a person's judgment. I, on the other hand, am always a skeptic, which is why I—against their knowledge—went ahead and made the barrier outside your room." He paced the small space around him, the hem of his cloak rippling like black water. "I consider myself an efficient man, and my power is greater than most, thanks be to Mortis, so what I would like to know is how someone of your inferior strength keeps managing to evade my barriers?" He stopped pacing to face me, his expression granite.
"It must be a Pontefract thing," I said.
His pencil-thin brow knit together. "What must be a Pontefract…thing?"
"This unfounded overestimation of your abilities."
And this is not being careful, my conscience added.
Tiernan stared at me a very long moment, those cold eyes boring through me even from so many yards away. He noticed the blade in my hands, and his head cocked like a bird of prey. "Ah, Nightshade. Myez Rader said it was in your possession. The ability to penetrate both light and dark—a rare and exquisite device, and somehow it ended up in your hands." He made it sound like my hands were something foul and unpleasant. "An artifact like that belongs with its maker."
"And you belong in the fires of Mortis, but it seems nothing is ending up where it belongs these days."
"You've got quite a mouth on you, don't you?" The question was rhetorical. "You're even more brash than when we first met, which is surprising. I would've thought spending some time in this world might teach you a few things about learning your place."
"It has taught me my place. Which is exactly why I set out forging a new one. I guess you could say I'm determined."
Before he could respond, I threw out my hand, sending a pulse of energy straight at him. He raised his arm to block, and when the blue light hit his arm, the energy rebounded. It crashed into the loft above with an explosion of hay, shovels, and pitchforks, all of which rained down in the space between us.
"Not determined enough," Tiernan said. He flicked his wrist, and a burst of light shot straight at me.
I raised my arm as he'd done, scrambling to find the strength inside of me—straining to pull together an invisible shield. I pulled and pulled, drawing heat from my gut, my chest, my arms, melding it together while pushing it outside of me.
The bolt hit in the same moment my shield materialized, but the impact sent me flying backwards, right into a stable door. My head rammed against wood and pain exploded in my skull, and I winced as my body slid to the ground. The horse behind me whinnied, and I staggered back to my feet, my vision whirling. That would leave a nasty bump on my head.
"Not bad, not bad," Tiernan said from behind the pile of debris. "But not so impressive, either. You shouldn't fight me, princess. I will get what I want. I always get what I want."
"Right, just like you did in the dungeons." I shot another pulse of energy, but this time, Tiernan reflected it back at me. I couldn't deflect it in time. I leapt to the side, rolling on the ground as the force crashed into a stable door, sending bits of wood and hay everywhere. The air burst with sudden warmth, and I glanced back to see the stable engulfed in flame. The air smelled like burning wood, and the horse inside screamed. It kicked through what remained of its stable door and bolted out and down the lane, flames curling from its body as it burst through the main doors and galloped out into the night. I was glad at least someone was getting out of here. And then I suddenly got an idea. It wasn't a very good idea, but it just might work.
"Come with me back to Valdon."
"So Eris can murder me like he murdered the king and my brother?" I coughed. The smoke grew thicker now, making it difficult to breathe.
"He desires your allegiance."
"That's never going to happen," I spat as I crawled away from the burning stable.
"I wouldn't be so quick to dismiss him, if I were you. The things you could do with his guidance…you could be great—unstoppable. No one would dare to raise a hand against you."
I coughed on smoke as I shot another bolt of light at him, but I missed. "You don’t know me at all if you think I want power."
"Oh, I know you well enough. You'll want power—all the power in the world—if it means you have the ability to protect him." He shot another ball of fire at me and I dodged just in time. This one hit a trough near the back wall. Water sizzled and droplets exploded, raining down with hot orange sparks.
"I thought he wanted me alive!" I shouted over the flames.
"His majesty does, but I am not his majesty, and I have license to act in any way I see fit should you not come willingly." Another ball of flame flew at me, and I scrambled behind a small pyramid of hay. The flame careened into a pile of tools and supplies, and parts flew everywhere. I ducked, covering my head with my arms as scraps of metal and leather bit at my skin. He was taking his time because he thought he had won. He was just toying with me now.
"You can come willingly or I will force you out. I don't care how badly you're burned in the process. It's your choice," he said.
While he spoke, I poured all of my focus into the support beam beside me. I strained, clenching my teeth while pressing my senses against the solid wood. My body was already so tired—tired from the magic I'd used escaping my room and all the magic I'd flung at Tiernan. Pulling at my well of magic now was like trying to draw an anchor from the bottom of the ocean. The weight ground against me, resisting with every tug and every pull, trying to bring me back down with it. My skull pounded with each pulse and my body trembled from strain as beads of sweat slid into my eyes. I was at the end of my strength. There was nothing left inside of me to give. I was going to burn in here and then be dragged back to Valdon, back to my uncle.
My strength gave way with a groan, and the support beam finally cracked. I didn't have much time to pat myself on the back because Tiernan threw another ball of flame at me.
It struck the tower of hay I'd been hiding behind. I gathered what little strength I had left and dove. The blast sent me flying. My shoulder slammed into a stable door so hard the impact broke the hinge, forcing the door open. Pain seared through my collarbone as I flew into the stable and collided with the horse inside. I bounced on the ground and rolled into the inside wall. I groaned, rolling onto my back while narrowly missing being stomped on. My body ached as I choked and gagged on hot, smoky air. I wiped my eyes and glanced up to see the new fire consume the hay and start climbing the wall, its orange fingers snaking toward the roof. The painted stallion in my stable reared and whinnied, wanting to escape but too scared by the fire. I pressed myself to the wall of his stable to keep from getting kicked.
"Give up yet?" Tiernan taunted.
Dark smoke filled the stables, making it harder and harder to see. My eyes burned from smoke and my entire body ached, and then the support beam groaned.
I clambered on to the stallion, gripped his mane and kicked him hard in the ribs. He brayed and reared, not wanting to run and trying to throw me off. A loud crack split through the support beam and the ceiling above swayed. I cursed and kicked my horse in the ribs again, harder this time as I pressed silent thoughts to him.
Run. You have to run or we'll both be dead. I can protect you from the fire, but you have to run!
With my next kick, the horse finally planted his front hooves on the ground and exploded through the stable with me on his back. I gripped harder and focused, drawing the wind toward us, pulling it through every crack and open space, hugging it around us like a fire blanket. My heart pounded and my palms turned slick with sweat, and I readjusted my grip on his mane to keep from sliding off as he bolted down the lane, straight at Tiernan.
Tiernan stood between the exit and us, his eyes huge and raging. He opened his palm, preparing to strike me down when another loud, splintering crack cut through the sound of the flames. It was all the distraction we needed as we galloped straight at him, fire curling all around us as if we were some demon horse and rider running right out of hell. The back wall of the stables gave out with a loud crash, the beams inside fractured and the roof collapsed.
My horse and I burst through the main door seconds before the lintel smashed down on our heads. There was another crash, much larger than the first, and I glanced over my shoulder to see the stables crumbling to the ground as though it were a great ship being swallowed by an ocean of fire. The sky was alight with flaming tentacles, reaching and stretching and yawning now that it was free. The horses still inside shrieked and squealed, filling the night with the horrible sounds of their deaths. I gripped my stallion's mane harder while fighting back tears. All those poor horses. Yells and hollers suddenly echoed from far behind me, jerking me out of my despair. I led my horse in the opposite direction, the pair of us galloping away from the estate.
The snow fell harder, swarming around us as we ran. I wasn’t accustomed to riding bareback, and my fingers already ached from clutching my horse's mane so tightly. And then there was the magic. Using so much of it and in such a short amount of time was catching up with me fast. My legs and arms had turned to lead, and I sagged forward, struggling to stay on. My eyes started closing, and I blinked and shook my head, trying to force myself awake. Now was not the time to be falling asleep.
The road veered left, and up ahead I noticed the stone bridge Danton and I had crossed just last night. But we'd turned off the road right after the bridge, and tonight I would be staying on it because he'd said it ultimately led out of Orindor. The black river roared the closer we came, drowning out my horse's gallop. We ran over the bridge and landed on the opposite bank when a shadow blurred from my right. My horse whinnied and reared, my slick fingers lost purchase, and I slid from my horse's back, landing hard on my tailbone. Snow and grit bit into my palms, and then a strong grip grabbed hold of my arms.
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DARIA
 
 
It was Danton, and he did not look very happy to see me.
There was no way he could've known what had just happened, but he was probably putting it together right then. It wouldn't take him long. One look at me would tell anyone I was a fugitive on the run.
"What are you doing out here?" I jerked my arm away from him, but he only squeezed harder.
He looked me over, taking in the mess of my charred cloak and dirty clothes, and between all the fighting and rolling through dirt and hay, there was no telling what my face looked like. "I was on my way into town and heard someone coming." He sniffed at the air. "Why do you smell like a bonfire?"
"Why don't you ask your uncle?" I snapped.
His face turned stone cold.
"He killed Isla!" I screamed at him. "I was standing right there, Danton, and I heard her screams and I watched your uncle suck the life out of her. Is that what you wanted?"
Danton looked like a ghost of himself, his certainty wavering like a reed in the wind. "Where is he now?"
"I don't know," I said through clenched teeth. "I left him in your stables that he tried burning down with me inside!"
His gaze slid past me, in the direction of his home, as if he were looking for the solution out there.
"Danton, you have to let me go! I have to stop this!"
He jerked me so close our breaths mingled. "You? What can you possibly do to hold this back? To hold anything back? This is greater than you and me, Daria. It always has been. We have to survive it. That's all we're ever able to do—survive. Come back with me." He squeezed my arm tighter. "I can protect you—"
"When are you going to get it, Danton? You can't! He came here, to your home to take me back to Eris, and your father let him! If you really meant to protect me, you'd let me get the hell away from here."
His jaw worked as he held me there, my face mere inches from his. "But where would you go?"
I wasn't headed toward a place. I was headed toward a person, and by the look in his eyes, I knew he'd just figured it out.
His features steeled. "You can't defeat them, Daria. Not even with his help."
I stared straight into those hard Pontefract eyes. "Then. Help. Us."
"You know I can't."
"Is that your answer, or your father's?"
His lips thinned.
"Danton, just yesterday you told me how I help you realize there's another way. How you feared you'd lost the piece of yourself that was good and honest, and somehow I'd given you hope that that man was still alive, deep down inside of you." I searched his eyes. His expression was unreadable, but I knew my words had penetrated. I could feel the turmoil building inside of him. "You wanted to be a better man and set yourself apart from your father. Well, here's your chance, Danton. Come with me," I pleaded. "Help us save the people of this world before it's too late."
He stood so close, paralyzed with indecision. He had me. He knew he had me, and he knew I knew it too. I couldn't fight him; I was too weak. And if he so chose, I would be escorted straight back to his home, and now that my secret was out, there was no way I'd ever escape. I'd probably be thrown in the dungeons this time, with magic-binding cuffs as a permanent accessory.
His jaw worked again as I felt flashes of emotion: anger, bitterness, resentment. But there was also something else, something softer and warmer, slowly smothering the others until at last he sighed and dropped his head as if it were suddenly too heavy to hold up. He released his grip on me and his arm fell limply to his side. "Go." He sounded so weary, so…defeated.
The wind ruffled his blond hair, but the rest of him was still. At first I thought I hadn't heard right, but when he made no move to escort me back to his father, I knew he was really letting me go. But…
"You won't…come?" I whispered.
His shoulders rose and fell with a breath, and he gazed back at me. He looked as though he'd just lost the only thing that had ever mattered to him, and it made my heart hurt a little. "It's…better if I stay here and divert them from your trail," he said.
I understood and was grateful, but I was also surprised by how much I'd hoped he'd come with me, and by how much it pained me to see him like this. Without thinking, I leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek, right near his mouth. When I pulled back, his eyes followed me, surprised and unsure.
"Thank you," I whispered, pressing my palm to his cheek. "If we come out of this war alive, I will not forget you or all you've done for me. I swear it on my life."
His chest expanded with a deep breath while his gaze remained fastened on mine. He grabbed my hand from his face and pulled it down so our hands rested in the space between us, and he didn't let go. "Don't go through town. When you reach the split, veer left. That will take you away from Bristol, and no telling who might recognize you there. A few miles after the split, you'll come upon an obelisk. It marks an old path no one remembers and no one uses anymore. Follow it north, and it will take you safely to the Olde Road and you…you can be on your way. And here…" He released my hand to grab something from his horse's saddle, and then he handed it to me. "Take this."
It was a sword and sheath, and a very nice one at that.
"It's all right," he said, noting my hesitation. "I've got plenty more, and you need this more than I do at the moment. I'd give you my saddle as well, but that may earn me a few unwanted questions." A thought struck him, and he tugged off his gloves. "Take these too."
I took the sword and gloves from his hands, and an overwhelming sense of guilt swelled inside of me. I glanced up to find him watching me. His gaze filled with tenderness as it floated down to my mouth and back up to my eyes.
"Danton…thank you," I whispered, hoping he could hear how much all of this meant to me.
He leaned forward a little, and I thought he was about to kiss me, but he didn't. Instead he stepped back, and in a whirl of wool and snow, he leapt into the saddle of his horse. He stared in the direction of his home, his expression resolved, while clouds of warm air rose from both his and his horse's nostrils. He led his horse a few paces in the direction of his home, then paused to glance back at me. "Daria…" His eyes flickered over my face with the brush of affection. "Be careful." He gave his horse a swift kick and galloped off toward his home, and he didn't look back again.
 
 
The snow fell harder, burying the road beneath it. Thankfully, there were huge pines to guide us, and our path became a river of white, twisting and turning between the trees, rising and falling with the landscape. The snow softened the punch of our gallop, pattering out muffled thump-thump-thumps. There were no other travelers on the road. No, I was the only one crazy enough to be riding in this weather, but I was also probably the only one being hunted in it.
My horse knew the road, anticipating turns and sweeps without hesitation or guidance. My hands ached from clutching his mane so tightly, but I was thankful Danton had given me gloves. The wind was so frigid my fingers definitely would've suffered from frostbite. 
Just as Danton had said, it wasn't long before the white river split in two. The trail of snow leading left was much narrower than the one leading right, but, according to Danton, the narrow trail was the one I needed to take. My painted stallion, however, pulled toward the wider path—the one I assumed led straight to Bristol—so this time I intervened. He tugged away, insistent on the main path, but I didn't relent until my horse, albeit begrudgingly, followed my lead and galloped on down the narrow path.
The shadows were darker here, and the trees pressed closer to the path, looming on either side of us like great walls of pine. The trees blocked most of the wind and snow, so our tread sounded unusually loud in the stillness of the forest. A crow cawed in the distance, startled from its quietude by our tread, and in a whip of air and sprinkling of snow, it took off deeper into the forest. Once we'd gone a few miles, I slowed the stallion to a trot and peeked over my shoulder. All I could see were the looming black shadows of the trees with a seam of white snaking through to where it was swallowed by darkness. I felt alone and a little afraid out here in the dark without any real idea where I was, but at least no one followed us—not yet, anyway. Something drew my attention back to the trail, in the direction we were headed, and a cold unease crawled up my spine. The air felt suddenly…colder, and the forest fell quiet and still. My horse's ears twitched, and then he stopped short with a snort.
"What is it, boy?" I asked, rubbing his neck. His head nodded and he started walking in reverse.
I squinted up ahead, farther down the trail, but I couldn't see anything beyond the darkness. My horse took another step back, and I squeezed his body with my legs. "Hold on…" Using my senses, I did a quick sweep of the darkness ahead, but all I felt in all directions was ice cold. I shivered and tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "There's nothing up there," I spoke to the horse, though I said it more to convince myself.
The horse whinnied in disagreement, still forcing a retreat. That's when I noticed the obelisk to my right, nestled between two huge pines.
I dismounted and landed in the snow with a soft thud, then guided my horse toward the obelisk. The symbols on the obelisk were smeared by weather and abandonment, and there were pocks and holes in places—probably from birds—making the carvings bleed together in many places. I tugged off one glove, and the wind bit at my fingers as I reached out to touch the obelisk. I ran my fingers over the strange symbols, and was surprised to find the stone warm. The obelisk pulsed with it, soft and subtle as though there were a fire inside of it, and then I realized the snow didn't touch its base. It covered the ground everywhere else but stopped a few inches away from the obelisk, leaving a ring of dark earth exposed. I didn't think anything forgotten should be warm like this, but I didn't know enough about the obelisk to know what it meant. Danton had only said it would mark a hidden path, and that information had seemed sufficient at the time. He wouldn't lead me into a trap, would he?
My horse whinnied, drawing my attention back to the narrow road behind us. The shadows seemed even darker than before, and my nose and throat burned from the cold. I made another sweep with my senses, but I still couldn't find anything. I rubbed my horse's nose, our breaths mingling in the air. "I don't like it either," I whispered, thankful I wasn't completely alone out here, even if my only companion was a horse. "Let's try to find this trail of Danton's, okay? And then I promise we can rest once I find a good spot."
The horse snorted, but he didn't resist as I led him farther into the trees and away from the road. I thought about using magic to make a light so I could see the trail, but something kept me from doing it. We could hide in the darkness, but even the smallest of lights in this forest would be like lighting a beacon, and for some reason, I didn't think the crows were the only creatures out here with me. Come to think of it, I hadn't heard one in a while.
After a few minutes of searching in the dark and snow, I was fairly confident I'd found the trail. It wasn't much wider than a walking path. Due to years of neglect, the underbrush had almost taken over, but we were able to navigate it all right, considering. I walked side by side with my horse in the dark. The snow wasn't very deep beneath the trees, and walking helped keep my blood moving. Danton hadn't mentioned how long this trail went before reaching the Olde Road, and I hadn't thought to ask. I had been too concerned with getting the heck out of there. If I remembered where Bristol was in relation to the main roads, it should be a solid day of walking for my horse and me—at least at this pace. Even so, I knew I needed to find a place to rest for a few hours, and soon, or I'd collapse in the middle of this trail. I was exhausted from everything that had happened, and if I met any enemies at this point, I was as good as dead.
It was about an hour before I found the right place. By that time, I'd taken to holding on to my horse more for support than for guidance, and more than once his soft snort in my ear startled my head from its involuntary droop. I wished I knew his name. He was risking a lot for me, and I didn't even know what to call him. Finally, we came to a small outcropping of snow-covered boulders and thick underbrush that would do the job perfectly. I didn't think I could walk another ten yards, anyway.
I led my horse off the trail and we navigated the huge boulders and shrubbery. We moved slowly, though, because neither of us could afford to make a misstep and twist an ankle right now. I came across a depression in the snow, nestled between two pines, and a little more protected from the cold. Very carefully, I led my horse down with me and under the cover of trees. He shifted on his hooves, clearly unhappy with my choice.
"Sorry, boy," I said. "But this is better than collapsing in the middle of the trail."
He made a little grunting sound deep in his throat as he dug at the ground.
"No fire. I can't risk it."
He nudged my hand with his nose.
"I'm sorry, but it's too dangerous. We still don't know if there's anyone out here or not."
He made a snort that sounded very much like a harrumph.
I rubbed his nose. "I don’t need a lot of time. I promise. Wake me if you hear anything?"
He stomped a hoof and turned away from me to nibble on snow. I hunkered down in the crevice, curled up into a ball and pulled my cloak tighter. Now that I was lying down, my body felt as though it were sinking into the ground, joint by joint. My lids were lead, and the last thing I remembered was my horse playing tug of war with a berry holding resolutely to its branch.
 
 
My eyelids snapped open. I couldn't hear…anything. Not even the wind. I glanced up to where I'd last seen my horse tugging at a berry, but he wasn't standing there any more. In fact, I couldn’t see him standing anywhere.
My heart pumped faster as I sat up, senses on high alert while I reached for the hilt of my dagger. The brooch at my throat suddenly burned hot, and the back of my neck prickled as my hair stood on end. Someone was out here with me, and it wasn't my horse. Where was that blasted animal, anyway?
I crawled forward on my forearms, searching the snow for prints—anything that could clue me in as to where my horse had wandered off to. There was a patch of ruffled snow from where he'd been tugging at that stubborn berry. Victory for him—the berry was gone, but so was he, and there were tracks leading deeper into the woods. It was too dark to see where they ended.
I cursed at his absence, for leaving me alone in the dark and in the bitter cold, because seriously…what kind of horse does that? A stupid horse—that kind. And so, of course, now I had to follow his tracks.
I stood and cursed again, my gloved hands clutching tight to my dagger as I crept from my hiding spot. My boots slipped on the snow a few times, but I crawled out with the help of a few bushes and followed the hoof prints. Stupid, stupid horse.
There was a rustling overhead. I froze, heart pounding as I watched a cloud of snow trickle down from a tree branch and onto the forest floor.
Silence.
I swallowed, my dagger trembling in my hands. So help me, that horse wasn't going to get any more berries ever.
A loud caw sawed through the darkness and I jumped. There was a percussion of wings and a huge black crow whipped over my head, flying so low my hair wisped across my eyes, and then it was gone. I clutched my free hand over my chest, heaving. Okay, so maybe I could see why that guard back there hated crows. I kept walking, and the tracks stopped. Right at the trail. They didn't go back on themselves. They were just…gone.
No matter where I looked, in every direction, the snow lay untouched. It was as if my horse had walked to this point and vanished. I flexed my fingers around the hilt of my dagger, staring at those tracks as if they would suddenly reveal where he'd gone and what had happened to him, but they kept staring back at me as irrefutable evidence. He was gone. That two-faced, berry-munching mammal had left me out here, in the middle of Gaia knew where, alone.
A great gust of wind howled through the trees, barreling from farther down the path, swirling the snow and ripping through the lower branches. The wind subsided, and I saw a shadow right in the middle of the trail, farther down, and it wasn't my horse. Something told me it wasn't human, either.
I reached out with my senses to feel it, but before I'd made it halfway, I immediately jerked them back. I'd never felt anything like it before—such pure, unadulterated…evil. Cold and malevolent and deadly. Even at a distance, it had grabbed hold of me and pulled with inhuman strength, as if it could rip my soul from my body where I stood. My body trembled with a chill that touched my bones, and terror wrapped icy fingers around my heart.
I backed away, shaking, eyes fixed on the shadow while feeling the way behind me with my other hand. I knew I had to get out of here—now. Then something rammed into the back of my head, and my entire world went dark.
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ALEXANDER
 
 
Vera took a turn for the worse. She'd succumbed to another seizure that'd left her skin pale and translucent, and the veins in her temple were an unsettling shade of blue.
"What did you do to her!" Thaddeus yelled at Lif, but Lif only shook his head.
Thaddeus shoved him aside and knelt at the side of her bed, checking her pulse. "I told you your hypnotics are too strong! There's barely a pulse!"
"If I made them any weaker, the pain would kill her." Lif's voice was too calm.
"Your hypnotics are killing her!"
Lif placed a hand on Thaddeus's shoulder. "No, the poison is. And she doesn't seem to be fighting it."
Thaddeus's jaw went slack. "What do you mean, she's not fighting it? You're saying she wants to die?"
Lif pinched his lips together.
"The blazes! V's a fighter. She would never let something stupid like poison take her out."
"Then, perhaps, you should remind her."
Thaddeus's expression set with determination, and he grabbed her hand between both of his and squeezed it.
Lif inclined his head to me and whispered, "I was wrong to send him away before."
"Don't be an idiot, V. Hellfire. Do you hear me?" Thaddeus knelt beside the bed, still holding her hand. "Don't give in. I swear on my pathetic existence that if you wake up I'll never bother you again. Spirits, I'll never talk to you again, if that's what you want…it'll be hard, but I'll do it. Just don't give up, do you hear me? We need you, V."
A tremor moved through her body, but Thaddeus held fast to her hand and placed his other hand gently on her forehead. The tremor subsided and a whimper escaped her lips again as her head lolled to the side.
"I'm not leaving," Thaddeus said to Vera. "Not unless you want me to." Thaddeus's eyes moved to their hands. "All right, I'll stay."
I noticed Vera was holding tight to his hand, and I suddenly felt as if I was intruding on something. Lif and I exchanged a glance, but Thaddeus didn't notice. He was only watching Vera.
"I'll wait outside," I whispered. "Let me know if something changes…?"
Thaddeus nodded, then Lif, Ehren, and I stepped out of the room.
The hours passed slowly, and Thaddeus didn't leave her bedside. On occasion, he'd open the door to peek his head through, asking for more linens or herbs, which Lif had ready, but for the most part the door remained closed. At some point early morning, Vera's fever broke, but the light outside was bright by the time Thaddeus finally emerged from her room, stumbling and bumbling and delirious.
"How is she?" I stood up and wiped my eyes.
"Rude, irritable, and making a lot of death threats." He smiled weakly. "So basically back to normal." 
I grinned, overcome with relief. "May I see her?"
"Su—" he yawned with a stretch. "Sure."
I followed him into the room, surprised to see Vera propped up on pillows and awake. The small window beside her bed had been opened and she stared thoughtfully out, but when she heard the door open, she turned to look at me. Her skin was still pale, but no longer translucent, and the spark of life had returned to her eyes. I took a full breath—the first one I'd taken since she'd fallen ill. She was going to be all right.
"Hey." I smiled. "Okay if I come in for a minute?"
She glanced at Thaddeus then back to me. "As long as you promise to take him back out with you." A weak smile followed.
"Oh, come on." Thaddeus said, straddling the chair backwards. "You even admitted I haven't been as irritating as usual."
Her eyes narrowed on Thaddeus. "That's only because I was sleeping most of the time you were here."
Thaddeus snorted.
Yes, she was definitely feeling better. I approached her slowly and took a seat on the end of the bed. "Vera…" I started. "I'm so sorry. About this."
"Why are you sorry?" she asked. "You didn't poison me."
"I know, but it wouldn't have happened if you hadn't come. I should've been better prepared, and maybe—"
"Would you stop with the 'everything's my fault' prattle?" Vera groaned and leaned her head back on her pillow. "No wonder you drove Daria mad. We are all going to die, Alexander. Some day, some way. It'll happen. You can't stop it. I know. Shocking. So get over yourself and let me die if I want to."
I looked at her and burst out laughing. Thaddeus chuckled too, and Vera's mouth cracked a smile, and then I thought maybe—just maybe—we really would be all right.
 
 
Vera remained in bed the rest of the day. Her health continued improving, but she was still weak, and Lif insisted she rest. In order to get her to rest, Lif infused every pain tonic with a sleeping draft, much to Thaddeus's irritation. She didn't spend much of the morning awake.
Sometimes Thaddeus tended to her, but it was mostly Lif. Lif and Ehren didn't speak much to one another, but that wasn't to say they didn't get along. Their discourse floated mostly around practical matters, and when it brushed near the edges of opinion, both were quick to retreat. I sensed these necessary evasions disappointed the healer, but he said nothing.
After lunchtime, Thaddeus traded shifts with Lif and joined Ehren and me at the kitchen table for a game of Kings. That's when Laena arrived.
At first I'd thought she'd come early with news from her father, but then she pulled up a chair and sat beside me. Right beside me.
"Ah, playing Kings, I see." She observed the cards we'd laid out and leaned a little closer to me in order to do so. Silky strands of her long hair tickled my forearm, and her perfume overwhelmed my senses.
"Would you like us to deal you in?" I asked, laying down my wizard.
"Mm, I believe I'll watch, Aegis Del Conte." Glittering swirls of silver and green curled like a masquerade mask around her large purple eyes. Her long lashes blinked, slow and hypnotizing.
I blinked too, severing the effect, and I turned my attention back to the game. Fraelings. I'd have to be careful around her.
I scooped up the cards Thaddeus had laid down on his last turn.
Thaddeus grunted. "Apparently, Del Can. I quit."
I laughed as Ehren gathered up the cards to deal another round.
"I take it Aegis Del Conte is winning…?" Laena asked.
"Destroying is more like it. For five rounds." Thaddeus folded his arms over his chest and narrowed his eyes on me. If there was one thing Thaddeus hated, it was losing at games of strategy. "You been sandbagging, Del Can't?"
I smiled innocently at him. He scowled.
"Have you two played this game together often?" Laena asked, looking between us.
"Often enough to know he's been holding out on me all these years." Thaddeus was still glaring at me.
I laughed, pulling the cards off the table Ehren had set down for me. I cleared my throat and gestured to Thaddeus. "I believe the loser goes first…?"
He grumbled as he looked through his cards, but before he made his first move, he glared over them at me one more time.
"May I?" Laena leaned closer to peer at my cards, pressing her breasts against my arm in the process.
I held my cards even closer and leaned a little away from her. Not much, but just enough to let her know I didn't want her seeing my cards, or leaning against me.
Her eyes twitched with something dangerous.
"It's nothing personal," I said. "I like to keep my cards close."
"Close." Thaddeus scoffed. "No, you don't keep them close. You keep them buried so deep not even the worms can find them."
I laughed and was glad to see Laena grin. I seized the opportunity. "My lady, I'm sure Thaddeus would be more than willing to let you see his cards. In fact, I may even suggest he needs you. For luck." I winked at Thaddeus.
Thaddeus picked up a card from the discard pile and chucked it at my head. I dodged and chuckled as it fluttered past.
"Come on over, Princess." He was still scowling at me, though he motioned to the space behind him. "And please feel free to spell my hand while you're at it."
Laena laughed softly and, thankfully, scooted over to Thaddeus. He let her watch his hand as he played, and, by the end of the next few rounds, Laena was practically in his lap. She laughed at all his jokes and pawed over him as if he were a soft kitten. Ehren and I exchanged a glance, but there wasn't much either of us could do. One didn't blatantly refuse the attentions of a fraeling, unless you wanted to reap curses upon your head.
"I think I'm done pretending to lose for the day." Thaddeus leaned back in his chair after the third round, satisfied despite his losses. Laena took the opportunity to slide into his lap. He looked a little surprised, but he didn't push her away.
"You sure?" I asked. "I'll stop pretending to win next round if you want."
He glowered, but that smirk appeared. "No, thanks, tempting as it may be."
"Then since you're done with that nonsense, why don't you come with me to the fountains?" Laena ran her fingers through Thaddeus's hair.
"The fountains?" he asked, eyeing her.
"Yes, they're natural hot springs in the heart of the city, and they look positively magical at sunset," she said.
Ehren got up to put the cards away. He knew his cousin better than anyone, and he was keeping out of this.
"I'm sure it is," Thaddeus grinned at her, "and I appreciate the offer, but I'm needed here."
"Because of the girl?" Laena's tone was velvety as she tickled the back of his neck. "I assure you my uncle can take care of her by himself. There's no need for you to stay locked up here when you are in such an exquisite city. Come, let me show you the fountains. Or maybe if you can't, then perhaps Aegis Del Conte might join me?" Her gaze slid over to me.
"Thank you, but I need to write a few letters before nightfall." Which was partially true. I did need to write a few letters, but they didn't need to be written this second.
Laena looked disappointed, but she didn't push me on the issue.
"On second thought, you're right," Thaddeus said. "And I've always wanted to see the city of Imbdell. Mind if I leave for a bit, Del Can't?"
Without being too obvious, I gave Thaddeus a look that said are you sure you know what you're doing? He returned my warning with a look that said calm down, I got this. I wondered what he had up his sleeve. I shrugged. "Go right ahead."
He winked at me, and he got up from his chair and followed Laena out the Venias' front door. I felt a presence behind me and I glanced over my shoulder to see Vera standing in the doorway to her room. I had no idea how long she'd been standing there, and her presence burned in the room like the desert sun. Her face wasn't pale any more, either. Actually, its color was heightened and she looked as if she might have a slight fever.
"You're awake," I said, standing out of my chair.
Vera's eyes whipped to me so fast and looked so murderous, I froze mid-stand, my hands on the edge of the table. And then she went back into her room and slammed the door shut. The wall sconce rattled in her wake.
"What was that about?" Ehren asked from where he stood beside the bookshelf, now frowning at Vera's door.
"I'm not sure," I said, though I had an idea.
 
 
Thaddeus didn't return until dark. The Venias had gone to bed, I'd said a quick good night to a sleeping Vera, and then I rolled out my mat—compliments of Lif—on the floor near the warm hearth. I heard Thaddeus's tread on the walkway outside their front door, and I turned over on my mat just as he opened the door.
He was alone and his hair was dry.
He looked around until he spotted me lying on the mat, and then he closed the door quietly behind him. "Where is everyone?" he whispered.
"They just went to bed," I whispered in reply.
"How is she?" He headed straight for Vera's door.
"Sleeping," I said.
He rolled his eyes with a grunt. "Figures. Hocus Pocus needs to lay off the sleeping drafts. I don't care what he says, but they're too strong."
"What are you doing?" I asked. His hand was on the doorknob, and he was about to turn it. I had the sudden notion that was a very bad idea.
"What's it look like I'm doing?" He looked down at me as if I were an idiot.
"I told you she's sleeping."
"Fine, I'll be quiet."
"Why can't you wait till morning?" I asked, but he'd already opened the door and slipped inside.
I leaned back on the mat and sighed. One…two…three…
There was a loud slam against the door, so hard it rattled on its hinges. I was surprised he'd made it that long. Also, had she thrown the crucible at him?
A bewildered Thaddeus rushed out of the room and shut the door behind him.
"The blazes is wrong with her?" he asked, eyes wild.
I certainly wasn't going to answer that question. "I don't know," I said. "Why don't you go to sleep? Lif left you a mat over there." I pointed to the roll at the foot of the couch.
Thaddeus stood before Vera's door, staring at it as if he wasn't sure what to do.
"Go to bed," I said. "Maybe it's a side effect of those sleeping drafts you keep going on about. Anyway, you can talk to her in the morning."
"Yeah," he murmured. "Okay." He ran a hand through his hair as he walked over to the mat in a stupor, casting furtive glances back at her door before unrolling his mat near me. He set a bundle on the floor beside him.
"What's that?" I asked, noting the material was of Arborennian make.
"Oh, it's for V," he said. "She lost her blades back there by the portal, so I picked up a couple of new ones for her. Thought it might entice her to stop accepting Hocus Pocus's sleeping potions and get out of bed."
A beat. "You got her…knives?"
"Yeah." Thaddeus shrugged as if to say "So?"
"I thought you went to the fountains."
"Don't be daft. You really think I'm stupid enough to go with a fraeling to a hot spring?"
"No, but I also had no idea what you were doing."
He snorted. "I just wanted to see the city…see if I could find new weapons for V and maybe find out a little information for you while I was at it. Of course, I didn't tell Princess Pixie these were for V, which was why I didn't even have to pay for them." He winked at me. "And what better escort than Lord Frosty's daughter? Everyone and their glowing nix wanted to help me. The only hard part was keeping Laena's hands off me, and let me just say that is no easy task for any young woman." He preened as he lay back on his mat.
"And…Laena didn't mind?"
Thaddeus looked at me, his fingers splayed on his chest. "I can't believe you have so little faith in me. Del Can't. I'm hurt. Don't get me wrong, Laena is quite charming—even for a fraeling—but this is me we're talking about. It's like…throwing a daisy at a carnivore. I'm not even remotely interested. Besides, if you really wanna know, I think it's you she's after. Wouldn't stop asking questions about you. Seriously, she asked so many questions it would've given a lesser man a complex. Like…is he really as talented as they say? What does he do in his spare time? How does he like his bread buttered, and should that butter be room temperature or chilled?"
I narrowed my eyes at him and he laughed.
"Well, I may have made up that last bit, but she did seem particularly interested in Rook."
For some reason that made me uncomfortable. "You didn't tell her anything, did you?"
His eyes simmered with irritation. "Do I look like an idiot? …Wait, don’t answer that."
I rolled onto my side, turning my back to him. "Good night, Thaddeus."
He snickered. "Night, Del Can't."
 
 
Vera refused to see Thaddeus the next morning. She refused to let him take one step into her room. Thaddeus was so confused and even a little hurt by this, I finally decided to intervene.
"Hey, why don't you let me try?" I asked Thaddeus, gesturing to his unaccepted gift.
He threw up his hands. "Go right ahead."
I scooped up the green wrap, walked over to Vera's door and knocked lightly. Lif hadn't given her as heavy a dose of the sleeping draft today, so I knew she was awake. She had been all morning. "Vera, it's me," I said. "May I come in a moment?"
I took her silence as a good sign, so I eased the door open and slipped inside. I noted the crucible lying on its side on the floor beside the door, and I pinched my lips together to keep from grinning. She looked much better today, just as stern and angry as always.
"Good morning," I said. "How are you feeling?"
"Ready to get the blazes out here," she barked at the window, then looked at me. "Any word from Lord Dommelier yet?" She sounded as if she wished I'd heard from Lord Dommelier yesterday.
"No." I took a seat in the chair beside her bed. "But Ehren believes the sword will be ready sometime tomorrow."
Vera nodded once and looked back at her window. "I'll be ready."
"About that…" I said, setting the small bundle beside her on the bed.
She peeled her gaze slowly from the window and set it upon the little green wrap in question.
"Open it," I urged.
She looked up at me with severe eyes.
I held up my hands in surrender. "Please," I said. "And then I'll leave."
She snatched the cloth from the bed and unrolled the fabric until two elegant daggers gleamed back. She went still, just staring at them for a few breaths. "What are these?"
"They're for you," I said. "Thaddeus got them for you since you lost your other ones near the portal."
A muscle worked in her jaw and she shoved the gift away. "Tell him to take them back."
I studied her a moment. "But you don't have any blades."
"I can get my own blades," she snapped.
"If you want him to take them back, you'll have to tell him yourself."
Vera glared up at me. "Don't play games with me, Alexander."
"I'm not playing games," I said sharply. "You lost your weapons, and Thaddeus brought you replacements. If these are unacceptable to you for some reason, you can explain it to him yourself because it makes absolutely no sense to me."
Her lips thinned, her cheeks flared, and she glared down at her comforter. I stood from my chair. "Would you like me to get him now?"
Her chest heaved with a deep breath as she stared at the little daggers on her bed. "No."
I nodded at her, then crossed the room to her door and paused with my hand on the handle. "Just so you know, he only left so he could find something to help you." Before she had a chance to respond, I opened the door and left, leaving her to her thoughts and me wondering what in the world was going on between those two.
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Early the next morning, Laena arrived to tell me my sword was ready. I left Lif, who was already up and preparing a kettle over the fire, and a half-asleep and delirious Thaddeus, and I followed Laena outside into the crisp morning air. A little nix wisped past me as we walked, its light pulsing before it vanished back into the trees.
"How is your friend?" Laena asked while we walked. She had a thick and sultry voice that stuck inside a person's head.
"She seems to be doing all right, thanks," I said. "Lif worked a miracle."
She smiled at me and her long, dark eyelashes took their time falling and rising with a blink. "Yes, my uncle is very gifted. Are you…very close with your friend?"
"Not like that," I said simply, not wanting to divulge any more information about anything at all with Lord Dommelier's daughter.
"Mm," she said as though she were tasting fine chocolate, and her arm brushed against mine. "That is rather unlucky for her, I imagine, but I am glad to hear it."
I gave her a tight smile but said nothing. Thankfully, Laena didn't comment further as she led me through the winding pathways and bridges until we reached a set of double doors embedded in the face of an enormous tree. These were a different set of double doors than the ones Ehren had taken me to a few days ago. Two guards stood on either side and, seeing Laena, one of them opened the door and motioned for us to go inside.
Through the doors was a short hall carved straight through the tree and lined with a row of impressive wrought-iron lanterns. My steps were silent along the natural wood floor as I followed after Laena. The corridor ended at the other side of the tree, opening into a courtyard. The courtyard was hemmed in by what looked like many smaller trees, growing side by side and in a circle, but then I realized they were all just part of the same tree. Here, the tree's branches grew vertical and close, and from these branches, smaller branches bent down like buttresses to where they touched the floor of the courtyard, forming a sort of natural colonnade that snaked around the courtyard's perimeter. And standing in the very center of this courtyard was Lord Dommelier.
A man stood beside him, clothed in silvery robes, and the two of them had their heads bent together. The pair exchanged a farewell and the other man hurried off, silvery robes billowing behind him like a sail in the moonlight. Lord Dommelier watched after him a moment, straightened his posture, and then turned his head in our direction. His eyes settled on his daughter, and he smiled.
"Ah." He clasped his hands before him and started toward us. "Thank you, Laena. And thank you, Aegis Alexander Del Conte, for coming at such an early hour. I hope she didn't disturb your sleep."
"I'm an aegis of the crown," I replied. "My sleep is meant to be disturbed, my lord."
He gave me the ghost of a smile, then said something to his daughter in their native tongue. Laena gave a quick reply then fixed me with a long look before sauntering off down the pathway and disappearing in the shadows of arch.
"She will take you as a mate."
Lord Dommelier's voice drew my gaze back to him, and then his words caught up a split second later.
"Excuse me?" I said.
"My daughter," he continued. "She said she would take you as a mate."
This was precisely the sort of quandary I'd wanted to avoid, and why Laena's attention had made me uncomfortable. I knew how the Arborennians worked. There were no engagements or weddings. They took a mate, and that was their mate for life, even in death. They believed it was a bond greater than our public vows, which was why I'd given Daria that stone. It was my promise that no matter what happened in this life, I would always be bound to her. Even if this world prevented her from choosing me, I would always choose her, just as I always had. Laena's offer would be considered the highest honor amidst these people, but how did I tell Lord Dommelier I wasn't interested without offending him?
I waited another breath so I could choose my next words carefully. "I am honored, my lord," I said. "I've always admired the bonds of your people, and I'm flattered your daughter would find me worthy of such a commitment, but…I am not free to love her in the way she deserves."
Lord Dommelier regarded me a long moment, his eyes dark purple. "The princess?"
I'd wanted to leave Daria out of this, but there was no use in lying to him. "Yes, my lord."
He nodded a fraction then clasped his hands together. "What do you know of Valdon's current situation?"
I didn't trust his abrupt turn of conversation, or where my answer might lead us. "Presently? I don't know," I said. "The latest information I've received was a few days ago, in a letter from Prince Stefan to the princess stating the castle walls were surrounded by Eris's shadowguard. But I fled Karth a few days after, so if there've been any developments since, I'm ignorant of them."
Lord Dommelier studied me, and then he said, "The castle has been taken."
A heavy silence followed.
Fear curled around my chest and squeezed tight. "What do you mean taken?" I asked.
"It seems Eris had many followers on the inside and managed a quiet takeover during a council meeting held by the king."
A council meeting in which—no doubt—my father had been present. My chest constricted, my hands trembled at my sides. "What of those present at this council meeting?"
A painful second passed before he answered. "They're dead." His words settled in the courtyard, slow and suffocating.
I suddenly couldn't get enough air. "All of them?"
He didn't pull his gaze from mine. "Yes."
I shut my eyes and turned away from him. This couldn't be happening. I thought I'd have more time—I was supposed to have more time, and now Stefan and my father…
"Please don't mistake my forthrightness for unfeeling," Lord Dommelier continued. "Truth is truth no matter how it's packaged, and I would not dishonor you by handing it over prettily when it is not very pretty at all."
I pushed my palms through my hair and then dragged them down my face. "When?" Even that one word shook.
"The night before last," he replied. "My source barely managed an escape to deliver the news. He arrived a few hours ago."
Two days. The king and Prince Stefan and my father had been dead for two days. My body suddenly felt too heavy. My father and Stefan were…gone.
I fisted my hand and shoved it in my mouth, biting down hard to keep from screaming. My body trembled, overwhelmed with rage, with grief. So much grief. I was not prepared for this. I'd known Eris would attack eventually, but I hadn't thought it would happen like this. And I certainly hadn't believed my own father would be taken from me so soon.
I bit down harder.
My mother. Did she know? This news…it would devastate her. And Daria…Stefan may have been one of my closest friends, but he was the last real family Daria had left.
"There's…something else you may want to know," Lord Dommelier said.
Something else? What else could possibly be worse than this? Unless it involved Daria. I pulled my fist from my mouth and swallowed hard.
"What do you know of Lord Cethin Raoul?" he asked.
"Ah…" It took me a moment to find my voice. Lord Cethin Raoul. Why did this matter? Why did he matter? My father and one of my closest friends had just been murdered, and I hadn't been there to help either of them. "I know that…he was the closest advisor of King Darius's father…but why is this relevant? He's dead."
Lord Dommelier shook his head. "Lord Cethin Raoul is not dead."
I didn't care. All I saw was my father's face. Stefan's face.
"I've felt the tremors of his power for some time," Lord Dommelier continued, "but my source confirmed seeing him amidst Eris's private council. Apparently, Lord Cethin Raoul was appointed as the pykans' overlord, and he is the one responsible for bringing them to mainland."
Images of all the ways Eris could have murdered my father and Stefan attacked my mind. I clenched and unclenched my fists at my side, my blood running hot as I stifled the urge to kill the first person in sight—in this case, Lord Costa Dommelier. I steeled myself. Eris would pay for this. I would make him pay.
"Eris has sent Lord Cethin Raoul north with Myez Rader," he continued. "According to my source, Myez Rader is in charge of gathering materials necessary for forging amalgamate weapons, and Lord Cethin Raoul has joined him on this quest."
His mention of Eris pulled my attention back to the conversation at hand. "Eris has…brought back Lord Cethin Raoul?" I asked.
"I have no way of knowing for certain Eris has done this, but it seems likely."
And he was with Myez Rader. Apparently the thief had survived.
I inhaled a deep breath, gathering myself and forcing myself to dispel my grief so I could think—act.
Lord Cethin Raoul.
In the realm of dark magic, he was more infamous than Mistress Astaire Dothrai. There were stories of his power being so great, he could turn a person inside out from a mile away with nothing more than a glance in their direction. The stories claimed Lord Cethin Raoul was Mortis in the flesh, reaper of souls, the embodiment of Death. No one knew what had happened to him. One day he vanished, never to be seen or heard from again. Some say Mortis brought him back to the shadow world to rule over his demons, but no one knew for certain.
"You won't win against Lord Cethin Raoul," Lord Dommelier said, "skilled as you may be. Not without an army behind you. If you thought Lord Eris was dangerous, I promise you Lord Cethin Raoul is infinitely worse."
I looked back at Lord Dommelier.
"Take my daughter as your mate," he urged. "Thus united, the Arborenne will honor you and stand beside you. Fight. Otherwise your promises are nothing but words. We cannot bind ourselves to you if you do not first bind yourself to us. Surely, you understand that."
This was the last thing I felt like dealing with right then, but Lord Dommelier was not letting it go. His offer was a great honor, and I was no fool. There wasn't a man in the kingdom who wouldn't hesitate to accept his proposal. Laena was beautiful and powerful, and accepting her would give me the Arborenne, and with them standing behind me, we might have a chance against Eris. And then…maybe Daria would be safe, because I would have the power to protect her. I would be able to set up a new world where she would be free, and she wouldn't be forced to marry that worthless excuse for a man. All I had to say was yes.
But I'd be saying goodbye to Daria forever. There would be no future for us—not in the way I'd wanted. I'd already lost so much, and I was tired of living in a world where I wasn't free to love her. I couldn't forfeit my chance now by letting my desperation propel me into something rash I would infallibly regret later. It also hadn't gone unnoticed that Lord Dommelier was using my dire situation to capitalize on his own power.
"I'm sorry, my lord, but my answer is no," I said at last, numb from my anger and despair. "I see now that I made a mistake in asking for your help. I'd hoped you were different. I'd hoped you wouldn't use these circumstances merely as a means to stretch your boundaries. Clearly, I was wrong."
The guards stationed around the courtyard stepped forward and aimed their gilded crossbows at me. I waited for Lord Dommelier to make the call, to raise his hand for his guards to strike or carry me away, but he did not. Instead, he waved his hand and the guards turned their crossbows away and slipped back to the shadows.
"I don't wish to quarrel with you, Aegis Del Conte." His tone was low and sharp. "But I am sorry this isn't turning out more favorably." A pause. "Laena," he called too quietly for anyone to hear, so I was surprised when she walked back through the arch and approached us, holding something across her arms. I knew it was the sword, even though it was wrapped in silver cloth.
She stopped before us, head bowed and arms extended toward me.
"I believe this belongs to you," Lord Dommelier said. His gaze was as hard as the angles of his face.
Wordlessly, I took the sword from Laena's hands. Her arms fell to her sides as she stepped back. She didn't raise her face to look at me. I wondered if she'd heard my entire conversation with her father. I hoped she had.
The men standing guard hadn't resumed attack position. I didn't sense this was a trap, so I proceeded to unwrap the sword from its silver packaging. The sword was perfect.
It wasn't perfect because it was beautiful or gaudy or anything like that. It was perfect in its imperfections, its nicks and rough edges, its tarnishes and its scratches. There were no traces of the fractures, but the sword looked as though it had been used, strengthened by battle and refined with age. I didn't hold a weapon in my hands, I held a legacy. A legacy I would embrace to set the world right. A legacy that gave me hope.
The sword was light, and as I turned it over in my hands, I noticed a series of fine hashes and lines etched into the flat of the blade.
"It says 'Flamebearer,'" Lord Dommelier said.
Flamebearer.
It was an appropriate name for a sword made of dragonbone. I made a few quick sweeping arcs with the blade. It sliced easily through the air, already attuned to each of my movements—each twitch with impressive precision. I lowered the sword. Lord Dommelier studied me, looking somewhere between impressed and angry.
"I hope you understand how grateful I am that you've mended this for me," I said.
He looked down at the sword, his gaze haunted. "It is a simple task to piece together broken things, but it is an onerous task to piece together broken people." He paused and looked back at me. Respect flickered in his gaze. "May the spirits protect you and give you strength as you pick up the pieces, because it will take a strong leader to put them back together again."
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My stomach turned. I thought I was going to be sick, and it felt as if someone were hammering a nail into the back of my skull. Right. I'd been knocked unconscious. Again.
The number of times I'd been knocked unconscious over the past year was starting to become a real problem. I didn't know if I could tally it anymore. Were there permanent side effects to being knocked out as often as this? There had to be. Maybe I should consider walking around with a helmet. My stomach turned again, and my nausea welled. This wasn't going to end well.
Think, Daria.
My thoughts were muddied and slow, and my attention was quickly drawn to the warmth on my face—no, the entire front side of my body. A fire burned nearby, and just as the thought registered, I heard the crack of splitting wood. There was a warning in my mind, telling me to put out the fire because someone might see it and…
I suddenly remembered everything. My missing horse, the shadow in the middle of the trail, the blow to my head. And then I realized my wrists and ankles were bound.
Well, wasn't this just…typical.
I heard whispers then, growing louder and stronger in my ears as the fog in my head lifted. Two men were talking, and it sounded as if they were seated near my feet. I decided not to open my eyes just yet, so they wouldn't know I was awake listening.
"—supposed to take?" asked one of the men.
"He didn't say," replied another with a much deeper voice. Something about that voice struck a chord of familiarity in me.
"Well, I hope his spirits answer him fast," continued the first. "It's bloody freezing out here."
"Have some more broth."
"Don't think it agreed with me. Stuff gave me the runs." A pause. "And it's a little hard to eat after seeing what he did to that animal, tell you the truth."
The other man was quiet.
"I mean, did you see what he did to that horse?" Runs continued. "I've never seen anything like it in my life, and I've seen a lot of things. Almost pissed myself, I did."
"Maybe you should've," the other man replied. "Would've warmed you right up."
"Maybe I will," Runs grunted. "And maybe I'll have bad aim."
"And maybe you'll live the rest of your life as a eunuch."
There was shuffling near my feet and then a shadow crouched before me, blotting out the warmth of the fire.
"What are you doing?" Runs asked.
There was a light pressure on my forehead, followed by a tingling sensation that spread like a warm breeze over my face.
"I know you're awake, princess," said the man with the deeper voice.
That voice. Where had I heard that voice before? Whoever it was moved away, and my face soaked up the fire's warm glow once again.
"What are you doing?" Runs asked.
"She needs to eat something."
"Lord Cethin said—"
"Lord Cethin" —the other man cut him off—"is of the spirit world and has long forgotten the needs of the flesh. She won't survive the journey without nourishment." A pause and a shuffle, and the man crouched before me again, blocking the glow of the fire once more.
"Open your mouth," the man said to me. The bite in his tone was at odds with the concern radiating from his body.
A wave of nausea rolled through me and I curled over and wretched.
"Bloody hell, that's ripe." Runs coughed. I felt him moving away, but the man who'd been trying to get me to eat stayed put, his concern pulsing even stronger.
I wretched again and again, and the man beside me pushed me out of my vomit since my hands were tied and I couldn't do it myself. Still, the acrid tang of vomit tasted so strong I thought I might just throw up again.
"Throw me a cloth," said the man beside me.
A few seconds later, someone sopped up the vomit from my chin, and my lids winced open despite myself. I couldn't see his face, only his silhouette.
"Here, drink this." He held a flask to my lips.
The thought crossed my mind I shouldn’t be accepting unknown beverages, or food for that matter, from a stranger, but if they'd wanted me dead, they would've killed me already. I opened my mouth a crack. I expected to taste water, but this burned a trail of fire down my throat and chest. So maybe they were going to poison me to death.
As if reading my thoughts, the man said, "It's just fire and ice. If we'd wanted you dead, we would've killed you already."
I coughed again, smacking my tongue against the roof of my mouth, but at least the taste of my own vomit was gone.
The man turned away, and then the fire blinded me. I flinched from the sudden and unfiltered brightness, head pounding from the light, and it was a few moments more before my eyes adjusted. A small campfire stood about five feet away from me, and over this campfire stood a metal cooking spit with a small kettle hanging from it. A man tossed my vomit rag into the flames, then hunkered over the pot with his back to me.
Runs sat near my feet, leaning back on thick arms with his legs spread before him. He was covered in so many layers of wool and leather that it was hard to tell just how thick he really was. The skin on his face glistened with old sweat and I couldn't tell if there were smudges of dirt along his jaw or if that was the shadow of a beard. Both, probably. He must have felt my eyes on him because his face turned to look at me. With no small amount of surprise, I realized I'd seen him before—months ago, when I'd first entered this world with the Del Contes, back at Rex Cross. He had been one of the three guards who'd recognized us in the dining hall. He'd had that dark mark tattooed on the back of his neck.
The Mortis worshipper raised a fat brow. "Ain't no one ever taught you it's not nice to stare, princess?"
The other man returned to my side, holding a bowl near my face. I caught a strong whiff of…Vicks VapoRub. Yes, that's what it smelled like. Runs and I might actually agree on this one thing, and I certainly didn't need to be losing fluids at both ends.
The man held a ladle near my mouth. "Eat."
I stared hard at him, trying to see his face through the shadows, but I couldn't. The voice still bothered me, and what had Runs said about the stew? He'd mentioned something I knew was important, but I couldn't remember what it was.
The man pressed the ladle to my mouth, and the salt burned my cracked lips. "Open your mouth," he said, his tone terse. "You can't afford to be picky, princess."
My stomach turned over again, but he was right. It had been a long time since I'd had anything to eat, and using all that magic had cost me dearly. If I were to have any chance of getting out of this—whatever this was—I needed to eat something. I parted my lips.
He tilted the ladle and warm broth flooded into my mouth.
I choked on it at first, not from the flavor but because it flooded into my mouth faster than I could swallow, and he eased the ladle a bit. I'd never eaten Vicks VapoRub before, but I thought it probably tasted like this. It rose in my throat and I waited for it to come back up but, surprisingly, the gross broth stayed down. The man brought the ladle to my lips again, and this time I gulped it down. It tasted awful, but it warmed me up deep in my belly, and I could already feel the strength returning to my limbs.
Runs was quiet, watching with a disapproval I might've been able to taste had the soup not been so pungent. After a few more bites, I'd completely regained the feeling in my fingers and toes, and when I'd emptied the entire bowl, my anonymous caretaker set it behind him and placed his hand on my forehead again. His hand didn't feel as warm as it had a moment ago.
"If that stuff hits her guts sour, you're getting no help from me," Runs commented.
A few twigs crunched nearby, and both men looked up. Figures emerged from the trees. I counted four in total: two armed men, one man so large and brutish he had to be part giant, and a fourth figure hidden in a cloak the color of wet earth.
"Took you long enough," Runs said to the men.
One of them shrugged, and then I realized they were the other two men I'd seen at Rex Cross. "Yeah, well, it took us a bit longer to find Fritz, because he was a little preoccupied." He smirked and shoved the man I assumed was Fritz on the shoulder.
"She's awake," hissed the cloaked figure.
"Only just," replied the man who'd fed me.
Fritz and the other guard joined Runs near my feet, and the scowling half-giant kept to the edge of the fire light. I wondered if half-giants were surly by nature. The hooded figure, however, moved to stand beside me, its yellow, cat-like eyes shimmering like a wolf's in the night.
A pykan.
Those slit-like pupils narrowed on me. "Why did you feed her?"
The man beside me took his time rinsing out the bowl with snow. "She was too weak. She wouldn't have survived the travel."
"That is beyond the scope of your judgment."
"Actually, I believe it's beyond the scope of yours, Keráth, since, apparently, you would leave her to starve to death when you're technically in charge of her welfare."
Keráth's eyes flashed. "You are not to speak to or touch the girl. That is my lord's will, and his will should be enough."
The other men were silent, watching to see how this would play out. Even the half-giant gazed over with interest.
My anonymous caretaker set down the bowl and ladle near the fire. "It is also his will that we don't bring His Majesty a corpse." He stood tall and faced the pykan directly. Now, the light of the fire illuminated one side of his face, and a soft gasp of surprise escaped my lips. It was Myez Rader.
Myez, the powerful man in Thieves. Myez, who owned a business of charmers so powerful they'd even been able to seduce Alex. Myez, who had betrayed us and thrown us in his dungeons, intending to deliver us right over to Lord Eris. Myez, the same man I had tricked and left to burn in a fire of my own making. And he was here—alive—and had been spoon-feeding me against his master's wishes. Not only spoon-feeding me, but he'd been concerned about me. I'd felt it.
A gust of frigid air whirled through the campsite. The fire twisted and coiled in a cyclone of flames, sparks shooting everywhere. One landed near my face, pulsing bright before it faded like a dying star. And then the temperature dropped. The air turned so cold it touched my bones, and the fire withered to glowing embers. The darkness was thick—palpable—and overwhelming with the smell of rotting flesh. My stomach turned again but fear pushed my bile back down.
"Is there a problem, Keráth?"
A new voice sounded…inhuman and terrifying, a rasp of death and darkness and destruction that turned my blood to ice. The voice stretched from another time, another dimension, and it echoed through my head with a power that shut down every other thought, as though it could enslave my mind with mere words. It also seemed this…thing's voice had the same effect on the others because the camp fell silent.
"Lord Cethin." It was the pykan who had spoken with deep reverence, cowl bowed as he clasped black-nailed claws before him. "Myez Rader has taken it upon himself to feed the girl." Lord Cethin? Who was Lord Cethin?
The dying fire crackled and hissed, and I suddenly realized I was trembling. I didn't think it was just from the cold. A black figure appeared at the edge of the light, like a hologram fading in and out of reception. The energy radiating from it was constant, though—vile and cold as though it were slowly freezing the world around it and plunging it into darkness. It was the creature I'd seen in the trail right before I'd been knocked unconscious. A new panic filled me. I was not getting out of this.
The pykan continued. "My lord, I have seen what the girl is capable of. We shouldn't be lending her any physical strength."
The shadows darkened. "You believe the girl a threat?" To me was implied, his tone sharper than a knife's edge.
The pykan hesitated. "I…I only wish compliance, my lord, and we already know she's invoked the power of the Draconi once before."
They knew about the dragons, not that this power would help me now. I hadn't caught a glimpse of a dragon since Karth, but this Lord Cethin, whoever he was, didn't need to know that.
"Lord Cethin." Myez's voice rang, unfettered. "I too have seen what the girl is capable of." Myez turned his head, illuminating the other half of his face. I thought I might throw up all the food he'd given me. On that side of his face, his skin was bubbled and raw from terrible burns, his features melted together in a rubber mask of shiny pink scar tissue. He wore a patch over that eye, but somehow I could still feel it glaring at me with the same deep loathing that filled his good eye. I had done that to him. I had ruined his aged yet handsome face the day I'd set fire to his office, and he was choosing this moment to let me see what I had done—to let me see how I would pay.
"Despite that power," Myez continued, "it was His Majesty's command that we bring her alive. I was greatly concerned she wouldn't survive the journey, considering her current state of health. Her escape from the Pontefracts and Lord Tiernan cost her a great deal and, dragons or no, I would prefer not to fall from His Majesty's favor due to a simple oversight that could've been easily avoided. I was not acting against your wishes, my lord, but if you prefer I not take such liberties with my own assessments, I swear to you it will not happen again." So smooth, so calculated and persuasive, and so just like Myez Rader.
A flame flared from the embers, lashing out like a viper.
"Keráth," Lord Cethin said.
The pykan's head was still bowed. "My lord."
"You are responsible for the princess's health."
"Yes, my lord."
A blinding blue light flashed, followed by a high, keening wail, and when the light faded, Keráth was gone. Black scorch marked the snow where he had been standing. Myez clenched his jaw, eyes fixed on the black mark, and the other men were silent and still as death.
"Myez," Lord Cethin said.
"Yes, my lord." Myez's voice was quiet.
"She is your responsibility from now on."
Myez bowed his head, but for all his solemn reverence, his fear cut like a cold knife driving through my chest. "Yes, my lord Cethin."
No one else moved—no one breathed—as Lord Cethin moved around the fire. The bottom of his veil was like a dark mist, skimming the ground without quite touching it, and he left no footprints behind. He kept moving—floating toward me—and then I saw his face.
My breath lodged in terror as I gazed up at a demon. Pieces of white flesh flaked off a face of bone and striated grey muscle, like a corpse who'd come back from the dead. In that respect, he reminded me of a kytharii, but he was infinitely worse. His eyes looked like two oily black pools, shining with the intelligence of a mind that was cunning and evil and cruel. Looking at him was like looking at the manifestation of every nightmare I'd ever had, and gazing into those dark, soulless eyes was like gazing at my own doom. I suddenly wished I were still unconscious.
The demon stood before me, those black pools unblinking and hypnotizing. And then I saw Eris unleash a bolt of light at my father's chest. I felt the moment his heart stopped all over again, and I heard my own scream as I watched him fall down to the ground, dead.
The scene changed.
I was plunged under ice-cold water, over and over again, gasping and choking for breath, and then Denn threw me on the banks of a river. His lips were twisted and cruel as he pinned me beneath him, and I was helpless, too weak to fight back.
But then it wasn't Denn anymore. It was Danton, his face hard like his father's, blue eyes cold and severe as he hit me in the face just like he'd wanted to that night.
The scene changed again, and Isla screamed and writhed and begged as pain wrenched through her body. She went still and her face rolled toward me, but it wasn't her face anymore. It was mine.
The scene changed again, and my uncle drove a knife into Stefan's chest. I screamed and screamed as hot tears spilled down my cheeks, but no matter how hard I tried to run to him, my legs wouldn't carry me. My brother slumped to the pristine floor now covered in his blood. Another person I couldn't save. Another person I had failed. Another piece of my heart ripped out of my body.
The scene changed yet again. Alex stood before me. I reached for him, but he stepped back, looking me over with disgust. Looking me over as if I were the failure I knew I was, and then I saw Vera embrace Alex. Vera, who wore that blood red gown she'd worn at the festival. Vera, who laughed and sneered at me for being a coward, for being so weak, and for being stupid enough to think I could ever deserve a man like Alex. Thaddeus stood there too, loathing in his eyes. All of them turned their backs on me and walked away, fading into the mist, and I was alone. So alone and my heart was breaking, crushed by the weight of my own agony and despair.
I was wheezing and sobbing when my world returned to the present, and I felt Lord Cethin's cold satisfaction. He'd drawn energy from my nightmares. He had fed on my pain and misery, and it made him even stronger. No doubt he would've feasted on me till he'd stolen every bit of energy I had left if my uncle hadn't asked for me alive. I was afraid, then. More afraid than I'd ever been.
"Myez, come here," the demon said in that otherworldly voice.
Myez approached slowly as Cethin pulled an object from his cloak. There was a flash of silver—my dagger. I recognized the coppery hilt. He must've stolen it from me when I'd been out cold. Come to think of it, I wasn't wearing Danton's sword anymore, either, or his gloves or my cloak with the dragon brooch. I was tied up and weaponless, prisoner to the most powerful demon I'd ever encountered. Cethin held the blade to Myez. "Three drops."
Myez's face bore no expression, and he didn't meet my gaze as he grabbed me by the elbow and pulled me up so I was sitting. My world spun, my head dizzy and pounding. Even if I weren't tied and weaponless, I'd never have the energy to escape them. My body felt sluggish, and I swayed even as Myez held on to my arm. He moved fast, pressing the edge of my dagger against my forearm, the steel ice cold. He punctured the skin and I winced. Blood pooled along the cut and a river of warmth trickled down my arm. He used the flat of the blade to collect the blood, but just as he was finishing up, he pressed something into my palm. He'd moved so fast that if I hadn't felt the cold metal in my hand, I wouldn't have seen him do it. He pulled the bloodstained blade away, and finally looked into my eyes. His own probed with warning. Before I could react, he stood and handed the blade to Cethin. I curled my fingers around the object in my hand. It was a key.
Why had he given me a key? Surely, he wasn't helping me escape. Even if I used the key to unlock my cuffs, there was no way I'd outrun them. I'd seen what Lord Cethin had done to Keráth, and I didn't think I could handle living through my nightmares again—not right now. Was this some sort of trap?
Lord Cethin turned around and approached the fire, arms spread to the sky as he chanted words in a language I'd never heard before. It was as if he spoke to the shadows, as if he were summoning every evil that had ever existed, and it sent a sharp chill through my body. The wind ripped through the forest and the fire roared, transforming into an eerie green and casting everything in a sickly hue. Lord Cethin grabbed the dagger streaked with my blood and held it to the sky as he chanted, and then he let the blade fall into the pulsing green flames. The fire swelled, twisting and morphing into warped faces. Mouths opened and jaws stretched unnaturally wide, hands clawing at the night as if they were trapped spirits trying to break free. Bone-chilling wails pierced the night, echoed by distant howls of what at first sounded like wolves, but these were much more terrifying than wolves. All went quiet and the fire collapsed back into orange and glowing embers. Lord Cethin reached into the flames and retrieved the dagger—somehow without burning himself—and gazed at the flat of the blade as if he were gazing through a window. Suddenly, Lord Cethin frowned, his eyes narrowed, and he shoved the blade into the folds of his cloak. "I shall return."
"My lord?" Myez asked.
"We will leave within the half hour." The demon's dark eyes fastened upon me. "Prepare the girl. I must speak with His Majesty." Lord Cethin vanished in a whirl of black smoke.
"What are you doing?" Myez's voice cut across our camp.
Fritz stalked toward me with something in his hands. "Getting her ready, like he said."
"You'll stay away from her." Myez's voice had gone cold.
The guard froze mid-stride and looked up at Myez, and Myez stuck out an open palm. "Give it here."
The man regarded him a moment, eyes moving between the object in his hands and Myez, and then the man curled his fingers around the object in his hand and moved it behind him. I couldn't tell what it was, but a sharp edge flickered in stray light.
"I won't ask you again, Fritz." Myez's hand remained extended, his expression a reprimand.
Fritz licked his lips. "What's it to you?"
"I'm in charge of the girl's health, that's what."
Fritz's eyes narrowed darkly. "I don't trust you."
"I suppose I'm fortunate Lord Cethin's appointment has nothing to do with your opinion," Myez replied. "Hand it over."
Fritz wasn't moved and the other men watched, their curiosity piqued. The half-giant took a small step closer as if preparing to intervene.
"What's the girl to you, eh, Myez?" Fritz asked. "I saw you with her earlier. You weren't just concerned for King Eris's orders. You're never that concerned for anyone. So, I'll ask you again: What's the girl to you?"
The men's gazes moved from Fritz to Myez, waiting. Even the forest seemed to wait for his answer.
Myez frowned, anger flashing in his one eye as he called Fritz a name I was sure wasn't nice, but had no idea what it meant. "What do you think?" He gestured to the burnt half of his face. "You think you somehow have an insight into my soul that evades Lord Cethin? How dare you insult his judgment. I suggest you hand that over now before I decide to enlighten him on the matter."
Silence. An ember popped on the fire.
Fritz's eyes narrowed, his body paralyzed with indecision. At last, he grunted and stomped begrudgingly toward Myez, and he withdrew the object from behind his back. It was a wicked-looking black scimitar, like a jagged shard of obsidian, with a hilt made of bleached bone. The sight of it made my heart beat a little faster. I had no idea what "preparing" me meant, but by the looks of that blade, I didn't want to find out. Fritz dangled the weapon in the air, pinching the blade's tip between his thumb and forefinger while he glared at Myez. Myez wrapped his hand around the hilt. The pair of them stood there staring at each other as though locked in some silent standoff, and then finally Fritz released his hand. The next thing I knew, Fritz gasped, and the bone hilt was protruding from the side of his neck.
Myez jerked the weapon from Fritz's neck, and the wide-eyed Fritz gurgled something as he dropped to the ground. And then, everything turned to chaos.
Flashes like lightning forked into the night, followed by blasts of sound. The campfire exploded and I rolled away from the shower of embers, holding tight to my key. I kept rolling, over and over, until I'd collided with the trunk of a nearby tree, and then I scrambled to find the keyhole to my cuffs. My fingers trembled with cold and fatigue, and when I found the keyhole, it took me a few tries but I finally shoved the key in and twisted. There was a click and the cuffs sprung open, and then I unlocked the cuffs at my ankles. The moment they fell, an electric current of energy surged through my body. My magic. It burned through my legs and arms like liquid fire, lending me strength. I staggered to my feet, overwhelmed by the force of it, as if it were some wild animal inside of me trying to break free. But before I had a moment to think, the half-giant's thick fingers grabbed me by the waist and started dragging me away from the commotion, deeper into the forest. I yelled and stomped and jerked, but I might as well have been attacking a rock. My skin tingled and the energy inside of me surged again, but this time, I let it go.
A wall of light pulsed from me and rammed into the half-giant. He dropped me as the force threw him back at least twenty feet. He slammed into a tree with so much force the tree cracked, and the half-giant bounced to the ground, rolled on his side, and didn't get up. My skin still tingled all over as I rolled over, exhausted and heaving, trying to climb back to my feet. The break was short-lived because someone else grabbed my arm.
This grip was strong, but not half-giant strong. I reacted without thinking, and within seconds I had my attacker pinned to a tree with his blade in my hand, pressing it against his neck. It was Myez Rader, but he wasn't fighting back. He was only struggling to breathe.
"Daria—"
"What do you want?" I growled.
He swallowed, his Adam's apple pressed against the blade's edge. "Please…I need you to listen—"
"Answer my question." I shoved the blade harder against his neck.
"I will. I swear." Even strained, his voice sounded repentant and pleading. "But we can't stay here. Lord Cethin will return any moment"—a grunt—"and when he does, you'll never get away."
"Why should I believe anything you say?"
"Because you don't have any other choice." Another grunt. "Please."
I looked past him at the campfire, at the carnage he'd left behind. Bodies were strewn around the campsite, dead or unconscious, I didn't know. Myez had done that. All on his own, Myez had taken on three Mortis worshippers in the amount of time it'd taken me to take care of one half-giant.
Wind howled again, cold and foreboding like a spirit bringing dark premonitions. Myez was right. Once Cethin returned, I'd never escape.
"There's an…amulet around my neck." Myez's voice was strained.
I glared at him, and then used the tip of the blade to dig beneath his collar and lift the chain. Sure enough, a heavy, bronze disc dangled from it.
"Your uncle gave it to me so I could bring you to him," he said.
I dropped the chain and shoved my blade harder against his neck.
"I'm not—" He grunted again. "What I mean…not to him…use the…brooch."
My eyes narrowed. He had noticed my brooch. "What are you talking about?"
"The one…your cloak…it'll take you to them. Please. It's in your pocket. You have to…trust me…"
"I'd have to be an idiot to trust you," I snapped. "I don't know what's in it for you, but—"
"Get down!" Myez yelled, and he kicked me away so hard and so fast, I fell to the ground and rolled. I stopped rolling and glanced over my shoulder to see the hilt of a dagger—my dagger—protruding from his shoulder. Myez cried out and staggered back against the tree, clutching the hilt.
"You never learn, do you?" Lord Cethin approached us like a wraith. "I gave you your power, Myez Rader, and I can take it away." He'd sneered Myez's name as he gripped Myez by the throat and lifted him so his toes dangled a few inches from the ground. Myez choked and gasped, the fabric of his cloak stained dark where the blade had penetrated.
Something burned against my hip. There was something in my pocket.
Use the amulet.
It was the voice, again. The one I'd heard in my room at the Pontefracts. The brooch pulsed hotter.
Let the brooch guide you.
I was in no position to argue with the voice, no matter how vague its directions may be. Which meant I somehow had to get to Myez and the amulet. Neither of us were any match for Lord Cethin. If only…
I stood and yelled, "I'm the one you want!"
Lord Cethin still had his back to me, holding tight to Myez. I met Myez's gaze, praying he understood while I walked steadily toward them.
"I won't run and I won't fight—I swear," I said, "as long as you let me take care of Myez. I have a debt to settle with him."
Lord Cethin didn't move.
"Or you can deal with my dragons, too," I lied. "They won't distinguish between you and Myez. The choice is up to you. But you should know they are on there way here right now."
This got his attention. His cowl tilted and he slowly—slowly—released his hold on Myez's neck. Myez collapsed to the ground, eyes closed, with Nightshade's hilt still protruding from his shoulder, and he made no signs of getting back up.
Well, shoot.
Lord Cethin turned toward me looking like a predator certain of its kill. "Call them off, or I will—"
Nightshade's tip poked through the center of his chest, cutting off the rest of his words. He shrieked, an alien wail ripping through the night as his back arched, writhing in pain against the amalgamate metal in his body. Myez collapsed and I sprinted toward him, brooch in hand. I grabbed at his neck, searching for the amulet.
Lord Cethin screamed in fury, his rage igniting the frozen pine right beside us. Waves of heat pulsed from the burning tree, and Lord Cethin pulled my dagger from his back. I jerked Myez's chain and threw it over my neck, clutching the brooch with my other hand, its metal now searing my palms. Lord Cethin held a black and blue orb of light in one of his hands. My dagger had slowed him down, but it hadn't killed him. It certainly wasn't stopping whatever horror he was about to launch at us. With an inhuman roar, Lord Cethin lobbed the orb at us. I shut my eyes, bracing for impact.
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"This is definitely not Astor," Thaddeus said from beside me.
We stood at the rim of a butte. A bitter chill ripped through me. The landscape stretched endlessly ahead, with the occasional gnarled tree rising from its crests. I'd traversed Alioth often, and it'd always given me the sensation of standing at the edge of the world. But now the sky was dark with thick clouds, and something caustic and vile rode the wind like a parasite, leeching the life from the world. My rides close to the wall had always felt this way—like some nervous tick, tick-tick-ticking away against the back of my skull.
Behind us was the jagged wall of the Dark Mountains—a treacherous range I'd expected to cross, but Lord Dommelier had decided to help us a second time when he'd allowed us to use his amulet. The amulet had just enough power stored inside of it to transport Thaddeus, Vera, and me and shaved off at least one week of travel.
After Lord Dommelier gave me Flamebearer, I'd relayed his news to the others. Thaddeus had sworn to the high heavens, and Vera's features had darkened with a cold fury I'd never seen before. At least it'd helped them forget whatever it was that sat ill between them. When I mentioned Lord Dommelier had offered his daughter to me, I thought Vera was going to unleash that fury on me.
"You didn't accept it, right?"
Even her tone was a blade at my throat.
I had glared at her. "Of course not."
She had searched my face a moment more, and then once she was satisfied, she'd asked, "What about your father, Alexander?"
"I don't know," I'd said, and no one had said another word about it.
"So where in the blazes are we?" Thaddeus asked now. His nose was bright pink from the cold.
"Somewhere outside of Ravenshelm," I said.
"Ravenshelm?" he repeated as if he couldn't fathom why I would've used the amulet to bring us here. "That's like a few days' hike from Astor."
"We're not going to Astor first."
"We're not? Del Can't, is this about your family?"
My uncle presided over Ravenshelm, which was why I'd intended to come here before moving on to Astor, Alioth's capital, where Lord Tosca resided—assuming he was still alive. I had no idea what state Ravenshelm was in, or any of Alioth for that matter, since Eris had come through with his shadowguard, so I'd decided to land us a little farther out—somewhere I didn't think shadowguard would be waiting for us.
"Yes," I replied. "Assuming your father left the village intact."
"You sure that's a good idea? Last person I met from Ravenshelm tried to gut me with a balcan horn just because he didn't like the way I 'strut about.'"
"I can see why," I said. "I don't like the way you strut about, either."
Vera snickered.
"Why didn't you say anything to us about Ravenshelm earlier?" Thaddeus folded his arms over his chest.
"Vera knew," I said. I'd told Vera while Thaddeus had been drooling on his pillow early this morning.
"Hellfire, Del Can't." Thaddeus threw his arms down. "What else do I need to do to prove to you I'm on your side?"
I had to fight back my smile. Truth be told, I knew he was on my side, but goading him was far more entertaining.
"You know, Daria was willing to give me a second chance," he said.
"I'm not Daria."
"No, you're not. She's like the salve on a wound and you're like that sticky stuff on a bandage that sticks to your skin and hurts like the blazes every time someone goes to change it."
I laughed—even Vera laughed—and then I noticed a shadow move in my periphery.
"What is it?" Vera whispered, hands at her blades.
"I'm not sure. I thought I saw movement." I scanned the horizon. Wind howled, ruffling the dead grasses as I searched the hillside for life, but there was nothing. I wished Daria were here. She'd be able to sense if there was life nearby, and I could use her sixth sense being so close to the wall. I also just wished she were here, with me.
There it was again—a splotch of black just visible through the parting waves of dried grass on the hill beside us. I flexed my fingers over the hilt of my blade. The grasses parted into a moving river, as though some invisible creature were running down the hill, toward us. Make that five invisible creatures.
"I see it," Vera said, and she and Thaddeus moved into position at my side, weapons drawn.
A gust of wind ripped across the grasses, swallowing the trails ahead in a great tidal wave of movement. When the wind died, the trails were gone. There was a snarl and a giant shadow leapt from the grasses.
It took me a split second to identify the mass of muscle as a barghest. The hellhound leapt at me, red eyes burning and claws splayed. At the last moment I ducked, wielding Flamebearer over my head. The blade hit flesh and the barghest whimpered, a high-pitched canine sound, and it landed on its side.
Flamebearer was burning.
White flames curled from the metal as though it had suddenly caught fire, but there was no heat. The runes along the flat of the blade had sprung to life, pulsing bright and shimmering white, but I didn't have another moment to admire it because another barghest leapt from the grasses.
"Bloody hellhounds!" Thaddeus yelled.
A small blue orb of light appeared in Vera's palm. I was opening my mouth to yell at Vera to put her magic away when another set of jaws barreled into my side. The force sent me flying backward. I landed in a tuck and rolled back to my feet.
Vera shot her light toward the barghest charging at her.
"Get down!" I yelled at her.
Thaddeus jumped on top of her, taking them both to the ground, as all the might and fury of her magic hit the barghest's skin. Light rolled through the creature, the creature shook, and then the light rebounded back at Thaddeus and Vera. Thaddeus rolled them away just as the light struck the ground. The air cracked so loudly it sounded as if the sky had just ripped in two. A charred black hole marked the place she'd been standing.
"You can't use magic!" I shouted.
Thaddeus helped a startled Vera to her feet, and she readied her Arborennian blades just in time to meet the monster again—this time with Thaddeus's help. I was sprinting to join them when two more barghests leapt from the grasses, right beside me.
The barghest's shoulder slammed into my side. Pain exploded in my ribs, and I dropped Flamebearer as I flew through the air and landed on the ground, hard. The impact knocked the air from my lungs and fuzzy spots floated in my eyes. Choking on air, I was rolling over when a barghest claw landed on my chest, pinning me down. Its nails pierced my leathers, digging into my skin like huge tacks, making it even harder to breathe and almost impossible to move.
I shoved my forearm against its neck, using all my strength to hold back its massive jaws. It pressed and shoved and growled, gnashing giant fangs just inches from my face. I clenched my teeth, straining against its weight, trying to hold it off. But my arm was trembling, and I knew I wouldn't be able to keep it off much longer.
I growled and ripped a smaller dagger from its sheath around my thigh. I shoved the point upward, but it didn't penetrate the steel-like skin of the barghest. It was like trying to cut muscle with a butter knife. I needed Flamebearer, but it was beyond my reach. My growl morphed into a yell as I pushed the blade harder and harder, certain it would snap in two any second. The muscles in my arm continued trembling, and I screamed as my arm gave way right as my blade pierced skin, and, to my overwhelming relief, the knife sank deep. 
The barghest yelped, and I used my legs to shove it off before it fell on top of me. It slumped to the frozen ground, black blood oozing from its wound, and I staggered to my feet, wiping my brow with the back of my hand. My arm still shook from holding off the barghest for so long, and my hand ached from gripping the dagger. But my relief was short-lived, because the barghest rose again, red eyes blazing with new fury. I caught a soft flicker on the ground, just a few yards behind me.
Flamebearer. And its runes were still shimmering.
I bolted for it, the barghest's tread pounding behind me. The barghest wheezed and snarled, and in one fluid motion I dove, snatched Flamebearer off the ground, and whirled it around. Flames ignited, the beast came down, and I sliced the sword clean through the barghest's thick neck.
Its body flew past me and collapsed, jerking and twitching as black blood spurted from its neck. The head dropped to the ground a little away from it, bounced once, then rolled a few feet away to where it rested at Thaddeus's feet with its jaws still open. Thaddeus paused just enough to gape, and then went back to fighting a barghest. I sprinted to his side and with the two of us working together, the beast was down within minutes. And then we noticed Vera, cornered against one of those gnarled trees by three barghests. We both sprinted toward her.
"I'll launch?" he yelled.
"Yes!" I yelled back, and the two of us yelled together as we charged.
It drew their attention away just enough, which was what we'd intended.
"Thaddeus, now!" I yelled.
He crouched low and I jumped, using Thaddeus's back as a springboard, and I met one of the barghests in mid-air.
I cut Flamebearer clean through its neck. Black blood spurted all over me as the barghest and I collapsed to the ground in a tangle—a tangle I couldn't get free of. The barghest was too heavy, my sword arm pinned down at my side, and I was struggling just to lift my chest enough to breathe.
Rain suddenly fell in a torrent. High-pitched whines and whimpers sounded from the other barghests. The pressure on top of me lessened until the beast had been pushed off me completely. Thaddeus and Vera stood over me, and Thaddeus extended a hand to help me to my feet. I took it and held tight, the rain making his grip slippery. When I looked back, the two remaining barghests were sprinting away.
"Where are they going?" Vera squinted after them.
"Out of the rain, I imagine. They can't bear direct sunlight or water, remember?"
As if to prove my point, smoke and steam rose from the dead barghests, which sizzled and crackled like fried electronics, and the air suddenly reeked of burnt hair and flesh.
Thaddeus pinched his nose. "Maybe I should've just spit on them instead." And then he looked at me. "I guess now we know why it's called Flamebearer."
We all gazed at my sword. The flames were gone, but the runes still glittered a brilliant white.
"So does this mean it catches flame every time evil's around? Like maybe it has amalgamate properties, like Daria's dagger?"
"Maybe," I said as the runes flickered and faded before my eyes. "Or maybe since it was forged with dragonbone it shares the properties of dragon fire."
"Because dragon fire doesn't distinguish between light and dark magic. It burns both," Vera added.
I nodded.
"Huh." Thaddeus looked at the sword, impressed. And then he said, "You know, between you and Rook, I'm gonna get a complex. She gets dragons, you get a flaming dragon sword. I wanna know what's in it for me."
"My company." I beamed at him.
Thaddeus groaned and rolled his eyes. "I never thought I'd say this, Del Can't, but I actually think you've been hanging around me too much. My comebacks are wearing off on you."
I chuckled, and I caught Vera grin before she pulled her cowl over her head. I shoved Flamebearer back in its sheath, wiped sweat and rainwater from my eyes, and pulled my cowl over my head. The rain fell so hard now my cloak and leathers were already soaked through. "They'll be back," I said. "We should keep moving while it's raining like this."
"Right. To Ravenshelm." Thaddeus wiped his blades on the sizzling barghest's jaw and then crouched down beside it. "Mind if I collect some of the hellhound's saliva first?"
I peered down at him.
"Del Can't, do you have any idea how valuable this stuff is? Their venom is one of the deadliest poisons out there—if not the most deadly. And, obviously, it's incredibly rare. Come on, it won't take long."
The pleading look in his eyes made me think telling him no would be like telling a small child they couldn't eat their Christmas cookies. Tantrums would ensue. "You have an ampoule?" I asked.
He pulled a small glass phial from somewhere in his pants and jiggled it in the air with that blasted smirk on his face.
I sighed. "Fine. But hurry."
It took Thaddeus all of three and a half minutes to collect his sample, and he was so giddy that it was another ten before his feet touched the ground again. And when they did, he still walked with a bounce to his step, as if the ground were one giant trampoline. Which was impressive, considering the ground had turned into sludge. My boots made sucking sounds with every step.
"I'll probably be able to buy my own estate with the profits of this bad boy," Thaddeus was saying. "Assuming there's an estate to buy when this bloody war is over. And then I'll finally be able to buy a full set of glassware and have the space to store it all."
"Glassware?" Vera asked.
"For my potions," Thaddeus clarified.
"I thought you already had glassware," I said.
"That pile of rubbish at your place?" Thaddeus snorted. "Nah, I want to get the real stuff. None of this piecemeal business where the gradations are all off and I have to jury-rig them together with whetstones and leather strips."
I frowned at him over my shoulder. "That was you?"
He grimaced, realizing he'd just been caught.
"Do you have any idea how much money I've spent on whetstones?" I asked.
"Considering I lived with you for three years…" He looked thoughtful. "Probably a lot."
I arched a brow. "Those aren't cheap, you know."
"Well, in my defense, it's not like I hid them from you."
"Has anyone ever noticed Thaddeus is the only one who ever comes to his defense?" Vera offered.
I chuckled, shaking my head.
"I am so unappreciated," Thaddeus said. "Anyway, you might've noticed if you walked into the shed every now and then."
"Maybe if you hadn't threatened my imagination with your talk of noxious vapors, I would have." I eyed him. "Or was that the purpose of the noxious vapor warnings?"
He beamed and shoved a piece of grass in his mouth.
I grumbled and narrowed my eyes at the soggy land ahead.
"I'm surprised, Thaddeus," Vera said. "I had no idea you loved alchemy so much."
"You'd be surprised by a lot of things you'd learn about other people if you just got over yourself and stopped being so damned rude all the time," Thaddeus said. It wasn't a joke.
Well. That escalated quickly.
Vera didn't say one word in response, and I didn't dare look behind me. I was too afraid I'd turn into a pillar of salt if I did.
The two of them didn't exchange another word with each other the rest of the way—or with me. I felt as if I'd intruded on something again, so I kept ahead of them, always scanning the blurred landscape. Occasionally, I'd peek behind me to make sure they still followed. There were always paced a few yards apart from one another, but somehow those few yards seemed like an entire gulf, and their gazes were fixed somewhere far away from each other, as if pretending they couldn't see the other person would actually make them disappear.
We didn't see any more barghests. We also didn't see any more blue sky, which was the reason for the former, and by late afternoon, I began to see the shadows of Ravenshelm. It was difficult to make out in the rain, but the symmetry was undeniable.
"That it?" Thaddeus asked. He was soggier than a drowned rat, and I knew I couldn't look any better.
"Yes," I said.
"You're sure it's safe?" Vera appeared on my other side, wiping the rain from the tip of her nose. It was all I could see of her face in the depths of her hood.
"No, I'm not," I admitted. "But it's our best chance right now."
Thaddeus shrugged. "Whatever you say, boss."
The closer we came to Ravenshelm, the more the town's shadows differentiated into shapes. Steep rooftops and gables and chimneys—the only parts visible beyond the tall palisades—but there were no ravens.
"Hey, aren't there supposed to be a bunch of ravens in Ravenshelm?" Thaddeus asked.
I set my mouth and gave an affirmative nod as I stepped up to the gate, double doors of thick oak. I raised a fist and knocked on a closed slat about eye-level. The sound drowned in the pouring rain. I waited a few moments, prepared to knock again, but right as my knuckle hit the wood, the slat slid open. A pair of dark eyes appeared on the other side. I didn't know those eyes.
"I'm here to see Eldar Halmstead," I said.
The eyes jumped accusatively around our group then slammed on top of me like a gavel. "And who are you?" The voice was raw and raspy.
Three guards appeared on the palisades, crossbows aimed down at us. Either the people of Ravenshelm were on high alert, or these weren't Ravenshelm's guards. Whatever the reason, I decided not to give this guard my real name—not until I knew what was going on here. He hadn't recognized me yet. Maybe it was a good thing we'd been trudging through mud and rain for the last few hours. "I'm a cousin." Which wasn't admitting much, since everyone knew the Halmsteads had loads of family.
"Cousin, eh?" he drawled. "What do I look like?"
"Not much, considering we can't see you," Thaddeus interjected.
The man's eyes narrowed, and a third guard joined the other two above.
"My name is Rune," I lied, though it was a nickname Eldar Halmstead had given my father long ago. Eldar would at very least think it was him.
His eyes darkened. "I ain't never heard of no Rune."
"Good, because it really only matters if Eldar has," I said. "If Eldar requires more information, I'll give it then. We'll wait here."
Those angry eyes did another round of accusations before the slat slammed shut. The three guards above stayed in place.
"Leave the talking to me, please," I hissed at Thaddeus.
"Rune…?" he whispered.
I flashed him a look that said every bit of shut the hell up.
He—predictably—ignored me. "Do they usually threaten all their guests with crossbow bolts?" He had his hand at his brow, shielding his eyes from the rain while observing the three guards above. "Hellfire! Look at all that bird poop up there! Can you imagine being a chimney sweep in this town?"
My lips thinned with irritation.
"You'd think we'd have seen at least one raven by now. Or do they keep behind the town walls? Are they ground ravens?"
"Please stop talking," I said.
If he'd intended to listen to me this time, I had no way of knowing because there was a clunk on the other side of the door, followed by a loud scraping as a bar slid from its bracings. One of the doors swung inward just enough to let us through. Those eyes reappeared, this time accompanied by a crooked nose and two puffy red cheeks. His squat shape was covered in so much armor he looked like a walking thimble. He wasn't dressed in Ravenshelm's armor, or even that of the north. There was no raven insignia on the breast or orange and yellow epaulette on the shoulder to show the colors of Alioth.
The gate closed behind us and the men atop the palisades lowered their weapons. "This way." He started down the muddy road.
The town of Ravenshelm was quiet, and a thin fog settled like an ill omen. Still, there was no sign of ravens. I hadn't been to this town often, but I knew not even the worst of blizzards could keep those bloody ravens away.
Though the rain kept the town quiet, the town itself didn't seem to have suffered from battle. The storefronts lining the main street were still intact. From here, I could see the face of the theater at the far end of the road. I'd attended it once with Lord Tosca, and we'd watched the performance of Alongrie—a satire about the evils of the aristocracy. Lord Tosca hadn't enjoyed it very much, and I couldn't say I had either.
I also wasn't so far removed from the public that I couldn't understand why it might resonate with the people. The farmers of Alioth were the hardest hit by King Darius's rule. King Darius had his hands deep in their pails of hard-earned produce, and the people had every reason to resent him for it. And being that the town of Ravenshelm was so far north, they were the last to receive any benefit from their governing lord, let alone their king.
It wasn't that Lord Tosca was a blueblood at heart. He just didn't know differently. He'd been born into privilege, much like the rest of Gaia's aristocracy, and though he was more sensitive than most to the needs of his people, he still wasn't as sensitive as they needed him to be. As the saying goes, a person can't know what they don't know, and though my job to Lord Tosca had been in serving as his aegis, I also took it upon myself to help him see and understand what was happening to his people so he might better serve them. He'd always listened to me, and I'd been honored by that, but my work had been cut short by the festival games and what had ensued.
Our escort turned a corner, where a handful of guards waited for us, swords drawn. I stopped in my tracks. Vera and Thaddeus stopped behind me, and I reached for Flamebearer.
"I'd think twice if I were you," said a new voice that seemed familiar, though I wasn't sure which of the guards had spoken.
Vera had been in the process of pulling her own knives free, but she stopped when she noticed the crossbow aimed at her face. Thaddeus noticed the crossbow too. His hand stilled at his waist and his expression darkened.
"Don't think I don't know a wolf when I see one." Our escort spat at the ground near my feet and aimed the crossbow up at my face. A drop of spittle hung from his lower lip. I had the strange urge to wipe it off. "Put up a fight, and they pay for it. Understand?"
I took quick inventory of our surroundings. There were about a dozen of them. We could take them. First, I'd need to knock the crossbow from Walking Thimble's fat fingers. I flexed my fingers around Flamebearer.
"Drop your sword." It was that voice again. Why did I know it?
A crossbow clicked—the one aimed at Vera—and more guards appeared from around the corner, including a couple of half-giants. I'd spent my entire life training in the art of fighting, and one of the basic skills I'd learned was recognizing when to fight and when to yield. I ground my teeth, let go of my sword, and raised my hands. Three guards were on me at once, pinning my arms behind my back, while four more grabbed hold of Thaddeus and Vera. One of the guards, who had been keeping to the rear, stepped forward and stopped before me. I couldn't see his face through his helmet, but then he reached up and tugged it off, leaving a cap of dirty red hair plastered to his head.
Heat from the fires of Mortis burned through my body. That was why I'd recognized his voice.
Denn Faris stared right at me with a feral smile. "Well, well, well, isn't this a surprise?"
His fist slammed into my jaw. Pain exploded as the world whirled and my eyes burned. I would've fallen if it weren't for my captors holding me upright. I spat blood on the ground, flexed my jaw and glared at Denn. I was glad to see one of his eyes was still a little purple from our last encounter.
"Eye for an eye, right, Del Conte?" he growled. "Lock them up."
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The impact didn't come. I waited another breath, but when it still didn't come, I blinked my eyes open. Lord Cethin was gone. There was no snow or forest or camp. It wasn't night anymore, but it didn't look quite like day, either. A thick layer of fog smeared the world in various hues of grey, hovering above the ground like steam rising over a cauldron. The air wasn't warm, exactly, but it felt warm compared to the winter I'd been living in, and it was humid—the kind of humid that smelled wet and usually came with a good downpour. A high-pitched thrum of cicadas went unceasing, and a crow cawed in the distance. Where in the world had I landed?
Leather creaked at my feet, drawing my attention back to the ground. Myez Rader lay before me, face pale and eyes closed, but he was breathing. He had one hand pressed to the wound at his shoulder. Blood had seeped into the wool of his cloak, staining his fingers, but it didn't look like it was spreading very fast. I reached out with my senses to get a feel for his state of health, but I couldn't feel anything. It was as though my senses dissipated into the fog the moment they left my body, as if they'd been neutralized, somehow.
I lifted the long chain from my neck, disentangling us, and for a moment I just stared at his double-sided face. I had a much better view of his scar now, and I felt equal parts revulsion and horror that I had done that to him. It was an ugly scar that spread all the way from his forehead and down his neck, warping the planes of his face and giving that side the appearance of melted pink rubber. As I sat there, staring at both faces that were in such harsh contrast to one another, I couldn't help but wonder: Which one was he? The man who had helped me escape, or the monster who had trapped me in Thieves?
Whoever he was, seeing him lying there with that hideous scar poked a sharply nailed finger at my sympathy. I tried tugging his hand from his wound, but he winced, holding it resolutely in place.
"You have to let me look at it," I said. "Or you can lie here while it turns septic, assuming you don't bleed to death first. Totally up to you."
He grimaced but did as I asked. I peeled away his cloak and started pulling at the edge of his tunic, but it was stuck to the wound. I glanced up at Myez, whose eyes were still shut and unsuspecting. Without warning, I tugged fast, yanking the fabric free. He jerked, his inhale whistling through his teeth with a curse.
I noticed the edges of a tattoo on his shoulder as I examined his wound. There was a clean slice just above his heart, no longer than the length of my thumb. The blade had sunk deep, but by some stroke of luck it hadn't hit anything vital.
"So…?" he asked, jaw clenched in pain.
"You're lucky," I said.
"I've been"—wince—"told that a time or two." A grunt and then: "Do you know much about healing?"
"I know a little." I paused. Energy swelled down my arms in a rush of heat, but when it reached my fingertips, it slipped through my fingers like fine sand. I tried again, but it was like pouring energy into a black hole. The fog just absorbed it and gave nothing back.
"What's wrong?"
I chewed on my bottom lip. "I can't do magic. Something about this place…" I glanced at the wisps of fog curling around us and looked back at Myez. "It's as if it's…neutralizing my magic. So." I wiped a clump of hair from my brow. "Looks like we'll have to take care of this the old-fashioned way."
There had to be a small stream around here somewhere, and we needed to clean out his wound because there was some grit in the cut, and the skin around it was already a little inflamed. The problem was that I had a visibility of about ten feet, and my senses weren't any help. It surprised me how quickly I'd grown dependent on my ability to sense the things around me, and now that it was gone, I felt blind. It also meant I couldn't leave Myez alone while searching for a stream, because I didn't think I'd be able to find my way back to him. "Think you can walk?" I asked.
"I can try."
It took us a few tries, while he grunted an impressive array of curses, but we eventually had him on two feet and leaning against me for support. I wasn't sure where we were going, and everything looked the same. I didn't even know which direction we were heading because too many layers of water vapor buried the sun. Which was probably a good thing, because supporting Myez in this humidity warmed me enough without the heat of the sun bearing down on us, too.
We'd been stumbling along for all of about ten minutes when the little brooch warmed my pocket. At first I ignored it, thinking maybe I was just overheated in general, but when I veered Myez in a different direction, my pocket went cold. I paused, looked around and listened. A shadow darted through the haze, and a loud caw shrieked right above our heads. The sound was so close and so loud I jumped, startled, glaring behind me to catch the winged culprit vanishing back into the fog.
I cursed at the crow, my heart drumming in my ears, and it took me a few breaths to calm myself. I realized that in my fright, I'd turned us around, and without any visible landmarks, I had no idea where we'd come from and where we'd been heading. For all I knew, we could be facing the direction we'd just left. I grit my teeth and silently prayed the stupid crow would fly straight into a tree.
Distant thunder rumbled like a bass drum. Of course a storm would be on its way.
"Princess…?" Myez had heard the warning too.
"Hold on…" Well, now what? I certainly didn't want to be standing out in the open when the storm hit.
"Are we lost?" Myez asked.
"Be quiet, I'm thinking."
To his credit, Myez didn't say another word.
Okay. Right. I needed to evaluate our situation, and the situation was that we were lost. In a cloud.
Well, then, maybe you'll find your head, since that's where it usually is.
Conscience, not now, please.
We'd landed in this cloud because of Myez's amulet, which had been guided by my brooch…or so I thought. The brooch was cold now, but it had pulsed warm earlier. Maybe if I just…
I pulled the cool brooch from my pocket, wrapped my fingers around it and started trying out different directions. Nothing, nothing, and more nothing.
"Are you trying to make me dizzy?" Myez muttered. "Because it's working."
"Shh!" There. It was faint, but I'd felt it—the smallest pulse of heat against my palm. Encouraged, I led us forward in that direction, and to my relief, the brooch grew even warmer.
Myez didn't speak again as I led us through the thick haze, letting the brooch guide me as we picked our way forward through rock and grass and the occasional brush, scanning the ground for a stream or even a puddle. We'd found neither when I noticed the shadow up ahead.
It was a wall of darkness in the fog, and I might have gone a different direction had the brooch not burned so insistently. The thought crossed my mind that maybe the brooch wasn't leading us to safety at all. Maybe it was leading us to danger, but it was a little late to be questioning the motives of a piece of metal, or whatever it was made out of. And it wasn't like we had a list of options. It would be too easy to lose ourselves in this fog, and Myez needed help.
The wall of shadow grew darker and more substantial until a huge wall of granite, like the jagged face of a cliff, finally came into view. It stretched endlessly in either direction. A narrow crack in the wall cut right through its heart like an artery. Fog rolled into it, hiding its depths, but my brooch pulsed warmer. I felt a sense of dread that was, unfortunately, becoming much too familiar.
Myez's breath shuddered against me.
"We have to go that way," I said.
"Figured."
"Think you can make it a little longer before we stop?"
"I will."
I urged him into the trench, our boots crunching on grit and gravel. It was cooler in here, and the trench was just wide enough for Myez and me to walk side by side. Thunder rumbled again, directly above us this time, and the shadows deepened. Farther and farther we walked, the walls of the trench seeming to bend over our heads as if they might trap us inside. But the brooch was resolute, growing hotter and hotter against my palm, so we kept trudging along. We rounded a corner and the fog ahead thinned enough to reveal a small lake up ahead.
The lake was black, its surface still as glass and rimmed with a black beach. Huge shapes loomed just across the water and were concealed by the fog. My heart raced in fear, but as I looked out, I realized they were just boulders, standing and leaning like broken pillars, and a sheer rock wall stood behind them. We'd reached a dead end, but at least we'd found water.
"You'll have to walk to the edge with me," I said. "I don't have a bowl or anything."
He nodded, and the two of us hobbled down to the edge. The beach wasn't made of sand but millions of black pumice stones, all shapes and sizes, and they crunched beneath our boots. Once we reached the water's edge, I wriggled out from under Myez's arm and helped him sit. I helped him out of his cloak and peeled back the edge of his tunic so the collar draped from his shoulder. Now I had a better view of his tattoo, a mixture of beautiful swirls and writing in a language I didn't know, which trailed over his shoulder and down his arm.
I dipped a corner of his cloak into the ice-cold water. Tiny ripples rolled away from me, disturbing the water's pristine surface. I would've preferred to find a running stream, but the water was clear and the temperature was cold enough to prohibit most unwanted microbial growth. Not that we had much of a choice. I squeezed the wet wool over his wound, letting the water trickle over his skin. He sucked in a sharp breath and his hands fisted beside him.
"You know…" His voice was strained. "Most healers can heal a wound without causing their patient any pain."
"And most healers use magic." I dipped the edge of his cloak back in the water. "Anyway, I'm not a healer."
"I thought you said you could heal?"
"I said I knew a little. Not that I was healer." I squeezed another fistful of water over his wound.
"Then where did you"—grunt—"learn this little?"
I studied the cut. Most of the dirt and grit was gone, at least from what I could see. "I pay attention." I wiped at it with his cloak and made sure none of the wool fibers stuck to the cut. Then I cupped my hands, filled them with water, and poured it over his wound. Fresh blood and dark clots spilled out of the cut, and I dabbed at them with his cloak. "Better."
"Thanks," he managed.
"It needs stitches."
"Well, unless you've got needle and thread, bandages will have to suffice."
I sighed and sat back on the rocks, and thunder rumbled again. "Any idea where we are?" I asked.
"I'm not certain," Myez squinted above, "but if I had to guess…I'd say we're in the Shadowvale."
Shadowvale. I'd never heard of it before. A cold raindrop landed on my forehead and I wiped it off. I wondered how far I was from Alex. "And this Shadowvale is located where?"
"It's a region that runs along the western edge of the Arborenne—a sort of natural boundary between the Arborenne and Campagna—but no one ever comes here. The mountains are treacherous, and they surround this valley on all sides. Nearly impassable even in the middle of summer."
Which meant they'd be completely impassable in the middle of winter. Like now. "You've been here before, then?"
A slight shake of his head.
"Then how do you know that's where we are?"
"I don't. It's a guess."
Thunder clapped overhead, startling us both, and larger raindrops fell.
"Over there." Myez nodded toward something behind me. I followed his gaze. "See the dead tree sticking out of the side of the wall?"
"Yes…?" I strained to find what he was seeing, and then my brain made sense of the contrasting shadows. There was a small hole in the rock, just beneath the dead tree. "I see it."
Rain fell in thick sheets just as we reached the entrance to the small cave. The cave wasn't very deep—maybe six feet—and the ceiling was too low for Myez to stand, but it was enough space for both of us to sit with our legs stretched and, most importantly, stay dry. What I would've given for a fire. But we didn't exactly have the space, or the resources, and there was also the fact Myez probably didn't trust me anywhere near an open flame.
For a while we sat there, the rain plunking loudly upon the lake, turning the pristine surface into a battlefield of exploding water mines. Thunder rumbled, and a cold breeze gusted into our small hollow. I shivered and wrapped my arms around my legs, holding them close. Of all the places I'd thought I'd be, and of all the people I'd thought I'd be with, this was furthest from. I'd left the Pontefracts in order to find Alex, and here I was—not even twenty-four hours later—stuck in some Shadowvale with an invalid. Not that I could do much in this downpour, anyway.
I peered over at Myez. "Why did you help me escape?"
His lips parted in reply, but no words followed. He looked as if he wasn't quite sure how or where to begin.
"And how did you know about my brooch?" I asked. "How did you know it would lead us here?"
He folded his hands in his lap, his forehead wrinkled. "I wasn't sure where it would lead us, but I recognized the symbol."
"You recognized a carving of a dragon."
"No." He squinted at his hands. "Your brooch is an object from another time. In all my life, I've only seen one other. It was bone white, and it wasn't in one piece, like yours. What you have in your pocket is a symbol of the bond between rider and dragon. It's made of dragon scale, and that carving is the mark of the Draconi."
My anger stirred. "Is that why you helped me escape? Because you hoped I'd bring you to the dragons?"
"No, I—"
"Don't you dare think for a second I won't hesitate to leave you here to rot."
"That's not…why."
"Then why?" I snapped.
He shut his eye and sat there, his face pained with an ache throbbing from somewhere deep inside of him. "I had a daughter once. And a son and a wife. I would've killed for them. I have killed for them." His voice cracked, and he opened his eye and sighed. "How old do you think I am?"
"I'm not sure why your age is relevant." Actually, I wasn't sure why any of his nostalgia was relevant.
"I knew your grandfather," he said. "When he was a young boy. I was just as I am now, but he was as old as you are."
I frowned. "You're saying you haven't aged in half a century?"
A nod. "I wasn't Myez Rader back then." His gaze settled back on my face. "Nevan." His voice fell like soft rain.
"Excuse me?"
"My name. It was Nevan. Nevan Aldrik."
That name. I'd heard that name before, but where? And then the memory dropped on me: Arioch Prime, at his home in Karth, talking of a blacksmith who'd forged Nightshade, my dagger. Nightshade, which had appeared to me in a stream one day. Nightshade, which could penetrate both light and dark creatures. Nightshade, which was currently in Lord Cethin's possession—his chest, actually, if I were to be specific. Arioch had never said what'd happened to this blacksmith called Nevan, so I'd assumed Nevan was dead. My eyes flickered over Myez's incongruous face. "You're the Nevan who made my dagger. Nightshade."
Myez Rader picked up a small pebble from the ground and rolled it between his knuckles. "Was." He stopped twiddling the pebble and rested his hand in his lap. "I lived in the north. My land bordered the wall on the outskirts of Alioth. People didn't much go that way, which was why I liked it up there. I had land—hundreds of acres of land. We grew what we could, and when we needed more, I would travel to the nearby villages and trade my work for supplies. The people liked me, trusted me." He let out a soft snicker, as if the idea of his being trustworthy amused him. "They'd share news of the territories, and in exchange I'd tell them if there was anything happening on the other side of the wall. We lived near one of the abandoned towers, so sometimes I would climb up and investigate. Just to be sure. It was an excellent vantage point of the Icelands on the other side. There hadn't been much activity at the wall, not since the Great War when all the dark creatures were banished there. Even then there wasn't much to see, except endless planes of snow and ice in all directions. But then there began to be trouble on my land.
"We noticed it in our crops at first. They wouldn't grow, and those that did were sickly and produced rotten fruit, and then…things started coming through." His eyes strained at the middle distance, and thunder rumbled. "It was finding the second barghest on my land that drove me straight into town. Granted, I probably wouldn't have survived the attack if it had traveled in a pack as they're prone to do. But these were just stragglers. I brought this one's head to the locals in town, and they sent word to the lord of Alioth. In those days, there was no king. Each territory had its own governing faction, much like they do now, but the mainland wasn't united under one ruler, nor had it been since the Great War and the fall of the Estroians. Understand, though, there were men posturing themselves to reinstate a monarchy, and your great-grandfather was one of them."
"I've never heard anything about either of my great-grandparents," I said. "And it was only about a year ago when I found out I had a living grandfather, and now he's dead." That last word dropped harder than I'd meant for it to.
Myez looked back at me as if he could clearly see everything I hadn't said. "I understand your relationship with your grandfather wasn't a tender one."
I wrung my hands together and looked away. Lord Cethin's nightmares were too close to the surface. I didn't want to talk about them—not now, and definitely not with Myez Rader—Nevan—whoever he really was.
"I don't blame you, Daria," Myez continued softly. "The man you knew as your grandfather was a difficult one to love. I happened to know him before. Before life and responsibility left him battered and bruised, transforming him into the bitter and resentful tyrant you know—knew. And I knew his father, Cassian Regius. Knowing Cassian helps me understand why Darius became the man he became. Hardship and devastation changes a person. We can't always predict how, but many times the youthful spark that dreams and hopes and sees the best in all things is the first part that's sacrificed."
My eyes stung without warning, and I blinked to keep the tears at bay.
"Cassian was lord of Valdon," Myez continued, "politicking to become High Lord of Valdon. He ran a platform campaigning for unity, but many of us suspected the real reason he was so keen on unifying the territories was so he might set his son Darius on a new throne. And it was for that reason a young Darius arrived on my land, investigating the activity near the wall. If there was to be a hero, Lord Cassian Regius would make sure it was Darius. Anything to help gain notoriety and support for Valdon. Your grandfather came up north with his men, but a brutal blizzard hit, forcing them to set up camp where they were trapped for three days. A few of them fell severely ill, and young Darius left his company to find help." Well, that didn't sound like my grandfather at all. Myez noticed my surprise. "Darius was a good man back then—a compassionate man—and not long after he left his men, he and his horse stumbled over a large embankment of snow and right into a half-frozen stream, near where I lived.
"It was my daughter, Quinn, who found him, and then my son, Shay, and I set out to carry him back. The minute I laid eyes upon him, I suspected who he was. He was dressed far too well to be from our parts, and the style wasn't like anything I'd seen in Alioth. It didn't take me long to piece together why he was here. I was nervous about bringing him back to our home. If Cassian found out, I knew it would draw his attention because I…I had a talent with amalgamate magic. Do you know what that is?"
I remembered a brief conversation between Alex and the traitor priest, Ven Orelious, back at the Temple of the Draconi in the heart of Mosaque. "You had the ability to create spells made of both light and dark magic," I said quietly.
He nodded. "Yes, and I could infuse the magic into my metal—just like I did with Nightshade. The use and study of amalgamate spells is looked upon unfavorably since it deals with dark magic, but even so, most people don't possess the ability to wield both simultaneously. How I came to be an expert is, perhaps, a story for another time, but I knew that if Cassian realized what I could do, he would use me, and I didn't trust him. Still, I couldn't bring myself to leave Darius. He was suffering from hypothermia and I knew he would die if we didn't help him, and his horse was lame in both front legs. So, we took him back.
"My wife, Mara, nursed Darius back to health with Quinn's help, and I used amalgamate magic to forge horseshoes for the horse's lame legs. That was my first mistake. And when it was time for Darius to go, he was reluctant. Something had developed between my daughter and him. That worried me as well, but Darius left, nonetheless, and I thought there was no longer any need for concern. He would go back to his life and forget her. And that was my second mistake.
"He and Quinn wrote letters. She never told me, of course. I caught her in the act and I warned her to stop—Darius was intended for one of the Pontefracts—but she didn't listen. And then one day Cassian Regius arrived at my door. He'd seen my abilities through the horseshoes and asked me to forge a shortcut to Gesh."
"The one in Thieves?" I asked.
"The very one. Cassian believed the leader of Gesh was planning a siege against Valdon, and he wanted to sneak into Mosaque first."
"But you were a blacksmith. That seems like it'd be very different than…portal-smithing, or whatever you call it."
"Yes, but the magical properties and manipulations are similar. When I use amalgamate magic, I'm working with boundaries. Warping them, shaping them, getting them to congeal. I penetrate both the substantial and insubstantial. That's why Nightshade can penetrate the human and spirit worlds simultaneously. The same principle is applied to portals. Cassian wanted me to find a way to join two boundaries—in that case, two particular locations. Two substantials linked by the insubstantial. I told him I'd never done it before, nor had I heard of anyone who had, but I told him I would try."
"Why in the world would you agree to something like that?" I asked. "You had to know what kind of power that would give him."
Myez pinched his lips together.
"He found out about my grandfather and Quinn…didn't he?" I asked.
"Yes, and he threatened to dispose of her if I didn't agree to help him. Still," he continued, "my progress wasn't coming along fast enough, and to make certain I felt the pressure of his demand, he sent Lord Cethin."
"As in…that demon back there?" I asked.
"Yes. At the time, Lord Cethin was a mage just like your wizard friend, Arioch Prime, but Lord Cethin was presumed to dapple in dark magic, though no one knew for certain. He was Cassian Regius's closest advisor, and the pair of them made for a rather intimidating duo. Which was also another reason the people didn't want Cassian Regius, or his heir, on a throne. Even then, no one trusted Lord Cethin. When Lord Cethin came to my home, I was very afraid. He asked to see my progress, so I let him into my home—he wasn't the sort of man one refused—but the next morning I woke to find my family had disappeared. I knew it was Lord Cethin's doing—some spell of his—and when I asked him about it, he simply told me that if I wanted to see them again, I would carry out Cassian's wish immediately.
"For months I worked day and night, traveling back and forth through a hidden entrance in the wall to the Icelands for material I'd need—material I could only find there. I wasn't afraid of the creatures that dwelt up there. Not then. I feared only for my family, and miraculously, the creatures left me alone. While I was constructing the new shortcut, I forged Nightshade in secret. It was a kind of insurance for me in case I couldn't make the portal. Since I'd forged Nightshade with the powers of both light and dark magic, Nightshade would be able to kill Lord Cethin—or so I'd believed—and if Lord Cethin were to die, the spell on my family would break.
"I made the shortcut. I didn't eat or sleep, and I still don't remember exactly how I managed it, but within a few weeks, the shortcut was completed. But when I asked Lord Cethin where my family was, he told me they'd been in my possession all along, and then he opened his palm, and in it was an old signet ring, bearing the dragon—the seal of Valdon. 'I cannot give you your wife and son,' he had said, 'for your wife was the steel you used to forge your blade, and your son was the coal you used in your smelter. That is for your treachery. Only Quinn remains, as this ring. You will write to Darius, describing the fate of your daughter, and seal the wax with this ring, putting an end to this disgrace." Myez ground his teeth together, and I realized I'd been holding my breath.
"I was so angry. I'm still not sure how I did it, but I managed to grab Nightshade and stab him through the heart," he said. "But then he was gone—vanished, into thin air with Nightshade—and the only thing left of his existence was his crimson cloak."
I tilted my head. "The same cloak you wore in Thieves?"
A nod. "I wouldn't forget what he'd done, and wearing it was a constant reminder. And then I had the markings tattooed on my body soon after. You…noticed it earlier?"
"Yes…I wondered what it meant."
He touched his shoulder gently. "It is the names of my family, in the old language. I had it done so I would never forget what I'd lost. But I never found the ring, and Nightshade disappeared too. It was about ten years before I realized I wasn't aging. At first I thought it was the cloak, but then I tried not wearing it for a few years and nothing changed. The most I could figure was that when I used Nightshade against Lord Cethin, the magic backfired, somehow. It was then I moved underground and changed my name to Myez Rader, and I have never stopped searching for Quinn."
"That's what Eris offered you, isn't it," I said. "Quinn's ring."
Myez nodded slowly. "Apparently, Lord Cethin took the ring with him to the shadow world. I thought he'd taken Nightshade as well, but then…you'd had it on you."
I suddenly remembered how surprised he'd been when he'd seen the blade back in Thieves. "I found it," I said. "In a stream when I first arrived."
"I suppose Gaia wanted you to have it, though why, I have no idea."
"But how did Lord Cethin return from…wherever you said he was?"
"The shadow world. It is one afterlife, and it is also where Mortis has been trapped ever since Gaia pulled this world away from Earth. Mortis must've found a use for him and, with your uncle's help, brought him back. You noticed he's more demon than man now."
I had noticed that. Who wouldn't? But my uncle had the power to bring someone like that back from the dead. And I'd thought his kytharii were frightening. It seemed like he'd just been stretching his fingers with the walking dead. "The ring…where is it now?" I asked.
"With Eris. He wants me to use my amalgamate capabilities to fortify his strongholds and forge weaponry for his shadowguard. I told him I'd need supplies from the north, so he sent Lord Cethin and a few others as an escort."
"He sent Lord Cethin with you because he didn't trust you completely," I said.
His nod was sharp. "Eris never trusts anyone. It's why he's survived."
I took a moment to mull this over, feeling heavy as I realized how the odds kept stacking against me—against any chance we had at defeating my uncle. My uncle, who had resurrected the shadowguard. My uncle, who had raised the kytharii. My uncle, who had helped bring Lord Cethin back from the shadow world. And here I'd thought my uncle was a nightmare, but Lord Cethin… I never wanted to see that demon again for as long as I lived. All my thoughts converged at a single question, and I looked up at Myez. "You just forfeited your chance to save your daughter…in order to help me?"
Myez held my gaze, unfaltering. "Eris has no plans to give me that ring, Daria. He'll hold it over my head, manipulating me like a puppet for the rest of my life, and I would've done anything he'd asked, but then I met you…" He winced, but it wasn't because of his wound. "You are…so like her."
"Is that why you threw me and my friends in your dungeons?"
He shook his head. "You have to understand…it was your escape that made me see it—made me realize it, at some point during that…agonizing recovery." I knew he was referring to the burns on his face. "Quinn was just as resolute and resourceful as you are, and when I thought of you, sitting there in my office…I didn't see you anymore, but my daughter. I saw her sitting there across from me, looking straight at me and seeing all the things I'd done, and then I felt her shame and disappointment. I couldn't sleep, either, for fear of my nightmares, but it didn't seem to matter because those nightmares haunted me during the day. It grew unbearable, and I knew I had to do something. I had to make it right, and maybe…maybe it wasn't too late for me. Maybe I could still be the man I once was. Maybe there was a piece of the trustworthy and honorable Nevan Aldrik still buried inside this abominable usurper." He let out a slow exhale, and I kept quiet.
"When Eris came back soliciting my help," he continued, "I hoped…I hoped, perhaps, I could make a difference from the inside. I hoped I could play a part in this war—help turn the tides. I hoped this was my second chance. And then we stumbled across you." He looked over my face as if my features fascinated him. "She was your age, you know. When I lost her. And I knew then that Quinn was giving me the opportunity to redeem myself for decades of wrong, and I would do everything in my power to help you escape."
I stared at him for a long time. The grey salting his disheveled black hair, the weary crinkle at his eye and corner of his mouth. The ugly scar warping the left side of his face and neck. I don't know why, but I believed him. All of it. Maybe Alex was right. Maybe I was too quick to forgive. I rested my forearms atop bent knees. "I'm sorry…about the fire."
"Don't be. Spirits know I deserve a thousand times worse. But finally, with this scar, there is something honest about me."
I inclined my head to him, curious. "I thought you were a businessman who didn't believe in spirits."
"I thought so too."
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I turned the brooch over in my hands and my stomach growled. Actually, to say it growled is a massive understatement. It sounded as if there were a small animal dying inside of it, and it was so loud I was surprised Myez hadn't woken.
After our talk, Myez had slumped onto the floor, not quite snoring, but not breathing silently, either, and he hadn't stirred since. I had the feeling it had been a very long time since he'd slept so soundly. A cleared conscience had that effect on a person.
Which was why I couldn't sleep—at all. Between the rain's constant pattering and Myez's deep breathing, my mind would not shut off. I kept thinking about all the things Myez Rader had said and all the things Lord Cethin had shown me, but most of all I kept thinking about Stefan. Stefan, my paranoid, legalistic brother who never did anything wrong. Stefan, who never had a hair out of place or a protocol out of mind. Stefan with his huge dimples and bright eyes. Stefan with his willingness to help me, to be a friend when the rest of this world had snubbed me. Stefan, who had loved me no matter what anyone had said, who had done everything he could for me, who hadn't used me as a pawn. Stefan, whom I'd verbally assaulted, but loved oh so fiercely, and now he was gone and the worst part of it was I didn't know if he knew how much I loved him. How much I hurt. It should have been me, not him. I was the one Eris wanted, not Stefan. I should have been the one in that room. I should have been the one Eris murdered. Maybe then Stefan would have been spared.
And Alex…
I squeezed the brooch. Where was he? Ever since we'd landed in this valley, it was as if the cord linking me to him had been severed. I reached out to him, but it was like trying to move a phantom limb. He just wasn't there. I couldn't sense him anywhere, and his absence made me feel even more alone. I hoped the fact that I couldn't sense him was a result of this place and not because something bad had happened to him. If anything happened to him…
My next breath trembled. If only I'd accepted the offer when Danton had first made it a month ago. Orindor would have been there to help Valdon and then maybe Eris wouldn't have invaded so easily. If only I'd gotten over myself sooner, maybe Stefan would still be alive. And if only I hadn't entered the games and instead followed the rules my father had set, maybe my father would be alive, too. If, if, if, if….
Ifs were going to beat me up until I died.
Considering the way things are going, that might not be a very long time.
Thanks for that, Conscience. I can always count on you to pin me down when I fall.
But what now? Myez seemed to think my brooch would lead us to dragons, but there were no dragons here. I'd escaped Lord Cethin only to be trapped in this vale, There'd be no braving the mountain passes with Myez in the condition he was in. I couldn't use magic to speed up his healing process, either. I also couldn't just leave him here—at least not until he was stable. He'd probably saved my life back there.
Frustrated, I sighed and let go of the brooch, then sat up straight and gazed out at the small lake. Rain continued pitting the surface, but it'd faded to a light sprinkle. I needed to move so I could think, and with one last glance at the sleeping Myez, I crept out of our cave. It was cooler now that it had rained, and the air felt brisk and refreshing. I walked down to the lake, my boots crunching along the rocks with each step. I crouched beside the water's edge and took a few moments to splash water over my face, and then I pushed up my sleeves and scrubbed at my arms, letting the cold water wash away the dirt and grime. The open cuts on my hands and wrists stung. I probably needed to dunk my whole body in the lake, but I'd do that once I'd given Myez clear instructions not to step out of that cave while I did so.
I touched the back of my skull where I'd been hit. There was a nice little knot there that was tender to the touch. I really should start wearing a helmet. I wiped my hands on my pants and continued walking along the perimeter to get a better idea of our surroundings. The lake was almost completely surrounded by a wide black beach and rock wall, save the narrow trench we'd used to get here. A wider spot of beach about the length of a football field stood off to one side, carved into the rock, but it, too, was surrounded by rock wall. There were strange markings all over the face of the rock there, most of them within reach, as if the wall had been tagged by trespassers. Had other Draconi trespassed here?
A few scorch marks stained the walls—large enough to be vestiges of dragon fire. If this vale had belonged to the dragons and their Draconi, where were they now? Why had the brooch led me here? I kicked at the pebbles in my path. I was supposed to be finding Alex, not wasting time chasing mysterious voices and Gaian ancient history.
After a bit more wandering and exploration, in which I uncovered some edible berries and even more scorch marks and carvings, I made my way back to the dead tree sticking out from the rock wall. Myez stood at the entrance, leaning against the wall.
"Where were you?" he asked. It sounded like a scolding.
I raised both eyebrows. "I went for a walk…?"
By the look on his face it had definitely been a scolding.
"Here." I showcased my pickings upon a small rock inside our cave. "It's not much, but it's all I could find."
He frowned. "You really shouldn't be out there alone."
"Well, our other alternative is we starve to death. So…"
He examined the berries I'd found. "How'd you know these were safe to eat?"
I shrugged. "I just ate a few and waited to see what would happen."
His eyes—er, eye—went wide.
"I'm joking," I said. "We had huckleberries near the castle in Valdon. Stefan and I…we used to snack on them the mornings we'd practice together."
Myez chastised with that one eye. "They're called purberries."
I knew that. Stefan had tried correcting me too, but I'd already grown so used to calling them huckleberries, because that's exactly what they looked like. "How are you feeling, by the way?"
He made himself comfortable beside the huckleberries. "Tired. All right, but tired." He popped a few berries in his mouth, and his lids fluttered a little as if the berries were the best things he'd ever tasted. "Thanks for gathering these. Any signs of the dragons?"
"Except for a few walls of scorched rock, no." I tossed a rock out of the cave. "I found some markings though. Think they could be from the old Draconi?"
"That would make the most sense to me," he said, popping another berry in his mouth. "What is your plan, then? Did you want to wait it out?"
"I don't see that we have a choice." I gestured to his wound. "At least for a few days. You need to rest. If the mountain passes are as bad as you say, there's no way you can attempt them now."
He looked over at me and slowly swallowed his berry. "And…if I'm not well enough in a few days?"
I chewed on the inside of my lip and peered out of the cave. I didn't want to care about leaving him, but I did care. The idea of leaving him—alone—in this strange place made me feel guilty. He'd saved my life. I couldn't just…abandon him. But I also couldn't sit here for weeks on end. My uncle had taken over yesterday. I didn't have weeks. I barely even had days. If I waited too long, there might not be a world to return to.
"You can go on, you know," he said.
I looked back at him.
"I know you're anxious to return to your friends, and I don't want to hold you back from that."
"But what about you?" I asked. "I can't just…leave you here."
He popped another berry in his mouth. "Yes, you can, Daria. Of course, I'll try my best to rest and be well enough to go with you, but if I'm not, you must go on without me. I know we're running out of time." I opened my mouth to argue, but Myez said, "Don't worry about me. I've survived this long on my own. I'll be all right. I grew up in the north, remember?" He gave me a small smile.
I gave him a small smile back. "Yes, well, this isn't the north."
He dusted his hands and leaned back against the cavern wall. "You're leaving in two days, with or without me. Anyway, I haunted Thieves long enough. I suppose it's time I found a new haunting ground, and I believe the Shadowvale will do quite nicely." 
 
 
As it turned out, Myez wasn't well enough. He was better, much to my relief, but not "trudge through the mountain passes" better. Still, he'd insisted I go on without him. His insistence helped me not feel so guilty about leaving him—wounded—in this strange place, even though I knew I had to regardless.
During those few days, I'd managed to craft a few makeshift daggers—with Myez's help—out of stone and wood, and I'd gathered as many berries as I could carry. Myez all but demanded I take his cloak, and I eventually agreed. We sawed off some of the extra fabric and made small packs out of the extra pieces, which would carry more berries and some pumice stones I'd use as trail markers. I left his amulet with him, though. I had a brooch that might be able to flare up again and guide me. He needed something to get out of here, just in case, assuming he could find a spot that would permit him to fill it with magic. Besides, I wasn't sure how in the world a person stored magic in that thing anyway.
"Which direction did you plan to go?" Myez asked as I packed.
"You said this valley lies between Campagna and the Arborenne, right?"
"Yes, though we are closest to Campagna's capital."
"Good, because I'd like to head for Campagna. Sir Torren and his troops were planning to sail there first before heading south to Valdon. They may even be there now. Maybe I'll be able to meet up with them, or at least come in behind them."
He mulled this over and said, "Just…be careful, Daria. This place…it's earned a reputation for a reason. People don't generally leave the Shadowvale—at very least not unchanged. Always be vigilant. And mistrust everything."
I looked up at him. His forehead was wrinkled, his gaze intense and full of concern. "I will, Myez. I promise."
I left early the next morning. We said our goodbyes, and I threw up a silent prayer to Gaia to keep him safe. I had the strange feeling he was doing the same for me.
I walked east, toward Campagna. At least I assumed it was east, judging by the motion of the sun. The brooch wasn't any help. It was resolute in its coldness. Actually, it seemed as if it was growing colder the farther I walked. The fog was thick today, but not so thick I couldn't see my surroundings. Still, there wasn't a whole lot to see, anyway, other than tall grass and shrubbery.
Dew clung to my pants and boots as I trudged on, my footsteps silent as they padded on damp earth. I hadn't heard any crows this morning, though the cicadas were in full force. It was almost peaceful, if I forgot the circumstances.
I'd been walking for about an hour when I stopped to adjust my boot. One of the laces had gotten loose. I crouched, tied it down, and then I popped a few berries in my mouth.
The cicadas had stopped.
I stopped chewing. My gaze slid through the fog, and I stood, remembering Myez's warnings. The fog had grown thicker, darker. So dark, I could no longer see the bushes up ahead. I bit my bottom lip and glanced behind me. It'd be too easy to get lost here, in this fog, where everything looked the same. I grabbed a few pumice stones from my bag and stacked them on top of a rock a few paces away. And then I took a deep breath and kept walking.
The fog thickened. It swelled and swirled like some living creature, and before I knew it, it'd grown so thick I couldn't see more than ten feet in front of me. I stopped walking, put my hands on my hips and glanced around, careful not to actually turn around.
Everywhere, in all directions, a blanket of thick, grey haze spread out. I couldn’t even see the sky anymore. I checked the brooch in my pocket. No, still cold.
I took another deep breath. I had to keep going.
Air whipped over my head and I jumped, startled. It was a crow—the first crow I'd seen since I'd left Myez. Stupid, stupid crow. My heart pounded, I steadied my breath, and I kept walking, leaving mini-cairns in my wake. It wasn't like I'd be able to see them from far away, but leaving the physical trail made me feel better.
A sound tick-tick-ticked off to my right—some creature I'd never heard before. I walked faster. The ticking sounded again, this time from my other side. I stole a glance at the undulating shadows but saw nothing substantial. The fog moved and coiled, rising and falling like a sea, and I had the sensation I was drowning in it.
Something grazed my hair and I screamed. My heart pounded and my chest heaved. I glanced back but saw nothing there. Just fog and shadows. Air whipped in front of me, and I jumped again, spinning to face…nothing. A scream—some cross between a human and a cat—echoed from the fog, somewhere up ahead.
I pressed my fingers to my temples, trying to calm myself. People lost themselves in this vale—I knew that. Myez had warned me sufficiently before I'd left. He'd warned me it would mess with my mind, too, and he had not been overexaggerating.
Steeling myself, I gripped my cloak closer and kept walking. The fog was quiet, and still too thick to see anything, and then I noticed a little cairn on the rock at my feet. My cairn.
I cursed and stopped beside it. I'd gotten turned around. How had I gotten turned around? I hadn't even turned around! A branch snapped to my left.
I jumped and whipped around, my heart thundering in my chest. Nothing was there. My breath sounded too loud in the stillness, in the quiet. I flexed my fingers around my makeshift daggers, my fear making my arm tremble. Something was out here with me. Something I couldn't see, but could sense—not with my Pandoran senses. No, those were still neutralized here. It was that other sense—the sixth sense all people possess: The sense that tells you you're being watched.
I swallowed, my gaze darting through the mist. Shadows swirled and twisted like ethereal beings. It seemed as if the fog were closing in around me, from all sides, curling around my boots, my hands, as if it were slowly absorbing me inside of it.
And then I heard a cackle, inhuman and terrifying, right behind me.
A squeak escaped my lips as I spun around again, my chest heaving with quick breath. A shape moved in the fog, dark and unsubstantial, but it wasn't vanishing like the other shadows had. It floated closer and closer, growing more substantial with every second. A voice in my head screamed to run. I couldn't move. My feet were frozen in terror and my entire body shook. Another shadow appeared beside the first. And another. Goose bumps ran up and down my arms, and my hair stood on end. A thread of black stretched from the foremost shadow, like a tendril, coming toward me. Closer and closer, snaking its way effortlessly through the fog. And I sprinted.
I ran in the other direction, as fast as I could, racing to get away from whatever it was. I glanced back; the three shadows were still behind me. That cackle sounded again, closer this time.
I ran and ran and ran, swinging my arms to gain speed. Trying to get away. I had no idea where I was running, but I had to get away. Far away. I did not know what was back there, but a voice deep down inside warned it was a foe far beyond my ability. I glanced back again and cursed.
The shadows were still following me, and they were closing in.
My boot caught on something. Sharp pain knifed through my ankle, and I pitched forward. I tossed my daggers aside so as not to skewer myself on impact. My palms hit the ground hard, but I didn't stop falling. I rolled and tumbled, hair pulled, cloak snagging. Over and over again, sliding and tumbling down a steep embankment. The embankment ended, I lost momentum and finally rolled to a halt.
I lay there for a moment, my head still whirling. My body ached everywhere, and my left ankle pulsed. I rolled to my stomach, trying to hoist myself back up, and I caught sight of a shadow before me. My gaze trailed up slowly, right as the face of a fanged demon bore down on me.
The brooch blazed against my hip. Blinding white light flashed, I heard a boom of sound, and then the shadows—and fog—were gone.
Heaving, I propped myself up on my elbows while glancing around frantically, not trusting my vision. The fog wasn't gone completely, but it was thin—more like it'd been when Myez and I had first arrived. And those things were nowhere in sight.
I started to stand. Searing pain shot through my left ankle, and I collapsed with a curse. I sat up and untied the lacings on my boot, wincing with every touch, every pull. Oh, this wasn't good. I tugged at my boot and cried out. Tears stung my eyes. I'd suffered from some pretty bad sprains in my life, but I'd never felt anything like this. It would've been better if I'd broken it.
It'd only been, what—two hours since I'd left Myez? And I'd managed to get lost and sprain my ankle. I staggered to my feet, putting all my weight on my right foot. It felt as if my heart were beating inside my left ankle. I took a few steadying breaths and half stumbled, half hopped forward. I bit my bottom lip, growling against the pain, and then I tripped again.
I fell back on the ground, and I yelled. At the vale. At the fog. At this world. I couldn't cross a mountain pass like this. I couldn't do anything like this. I picked up a rock and chucked it, screaming after it. And then I fell down in a heap and cried.
The little brooch pulsed in my hip.
Wiping my nose on my sleeve, I pushed myself to a seated position and wriggled the brooch out of my pocket. It pulsed again, just like before, when it'd led Myez and me to the cave.
I sniffled. "Sure, now you're awake." Stupid piece of dragonscale.
It pulsed again, a little warmer this time. It seemed as if it was telling me to get a move on. I snorted, wiping my eyes. I wouldn't be moving anywhere for a while.
Apparently, the brooch didn't agree with me. It pulsed hot and insistent.
Or maybe…maybe it was warning me something else was on its way.
Motivated by my desire to not face those demonic shadows again, I glanced about me for a stick—anything large enough I could lean on for support. There. A few yards away. That one would work. 
I crawled over to the stick, wincing and cursing as my ankle throbbed, and I used the stick to climb to a stand, grunting and hissing all the way. The stick wasn't much, but it would do. It would have to. I held on to the brooch and let it guide me through the vale.
 
 
The sun was setting by the time the brooch led me to the familiar granite wall. I hobbled along until I found the trench. By then, my foot felt like a brick of lead that might fall off any moment, and I was pretty sure my armpit would be permanently bruised from supporting my weight on it for hours.
Myez was dressing his wound as I crunched along the shore of the lake. He glanced up, dropped whatever was in his hands, and came running toward me.
"What happened?" he asked, wrapping his arm around me and helping me walk.
"My ankle…" I winced.
"Broken?"
I wished. I shook my head. I just wanted to lie down and sleep, and maybe never wake up again.
He helped me all the way back to the cave, lowering me carefully on the floor. I leaned back against the cavern wall. My mind was already starting to fade away, and then he tugged at my boot. I cried out, the pain making my eyes burn.
"I have to take it off," he said.
I chewed on my bottom lip as he completely unlaced my boot. Fuzzy spots marked my vision, and with one last tug, he had my boot off. My foot was very, very swollen. He peeled off my sock, and I swallowed. The entire outside of my ankle was black and blue.
He looked up at me from beneath his brow. "This is bad, Daria."
I grunted.
"No, I mean it. You need to keep off this for at least a week."
I wanted to argue with him, but I knew he was right. I'd known this would be the case ever since it'd happened. I sagged back against the cave wall and shut my eyes as a tear spilled down my cheek. 
"How'd this happen?"
I told him, and when I mentioned the shadows in the vale, his lips pinched together.
"Do you know what they were?" I asked.
He shook his head. "There are many things in this vale that should not be." He hesitated. "Let's just be thankful the brooch led you back here."
If it'd led me to the mountain pass, as I'd wanted, I probably wouldn't be in this predicament in the first place. But there was no point in saying that. Obviously, the brooch didn't want me taking the mountain pass. It wanted me here, in this God-forsaken vale, for some God-forsaken reason.
"What are you doing?" I asked Myez, who was dragging some larger rocks into our small cave. 
"You need to elevate that foot," he said.
I didn't even have the energy to argue. I was so tired of everything. The loss, the struggle, the pain. The constant disappointment—at myself. I was the daughter of a Regius and a Pandor, supposed descendent of the Draconi, and within twenty-four hours of leaving the Pontefracts, I was stuck in a cave, trapped in the middle of the Shadowvale, too weak to even nurse my own sprain. And Alex and Thad and Vera and Fleck were out there somewhere, fighting a war—a war I should be fighting—but I couldn't do anything about it. How would I even get to them now? And what good was I to them like this? What good was I to anyone like this? And here I'd thought I could help. Here I'd thought I had the power to stop my uncle. No, all I ever seemed to succeed at was getting the people I loved hurt or killed. Maybe it was a good thing I was stuck here with a bad ankle. 
I closed my eyes and another tear spilled over my cheek. Yes, I was tired. So tired of existing, because existing hurt too much.
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ALEXANDER
 
 
"Hey, Chains, think I could get a bucket, or something?" Thaddeus asked the guard. "My back hurts and I'd like to roll it out. I'd use my chamber pot, but seeing as how it's full…"
I couldn't actually see Thaddeus. We'd been thrown in adjacent cells, and my only view of the world beyond was through a small and thickly barred window in my door. Being that my wrists and ankles were bound, chaining me in a seated position to the back wall of my cell, all I could see through that window was a dazzling view of a wall. I'd been given a chamber pot, too, not that I could use it, chained down as I was. Of course, this was exactly why they'd set it there, right in front of my face but just beyond reach. Luckily, we hadn't been down here long enough for it to be an issue, but from the sound of it, Thaddeus and Vera hadn't been chained to the wall as I'd been.
Still, I wasn't sure how long we'd been down here. Time is elastic when you're confined in darkness. Minutes stretch to hours and hours stretch to days. A whole lifetime passes in the span of one evening. I would've used magic to free my wrists and ankles from their shackles, but the enchantments in this prison prohibited me from doing so. I'd tried breaking those enchantments, but they'd been expertly placed, and they had to be centuries old. I felt the ripples and frays along the surface, like thousands of tiny, fine hairs brushing against my skin, but the spell beneath was intact and solid as the slab of granite we were locked inside. Every spell had a weakness, but I couldn't find this one. Whoever the spellcaster had been, their skill was better than mine. 
I couldn't break us out of here, just like I hadn't been able to save my father and Stefan, and now they were gone. I should've been there for them. I should've been there to stop Eris instead of running on this fool's errand. I jerked against the chains, hard—clenching my teeth to stifle my yell. Pain shot through my wrists as metal cut skin, but I didn't care. I slumped against the wall, shut my eyes, and leaned my head back. I had failed my father and Stefan, and now I was failing Daria, too.
"Hey, you got cotton in your ears, Chains?" Thaddeus continued. Mortis had to have a special place in hell for people who were this irritating.
"I told you to—" Chains was cut off by a splash. The air suddenly reeked of urine.
"Sorry, Chains, but you left me no choice," Thaddeus said.
Chains' growl was followed by a thud and a rattle, as if he'd pounded his fist against the bars of Thaddeus's cell. "I'll kill you, you smug bastard."
"Was that supposed to be an insult?" Thaddeus continued. "You know, my parents never actually married, so the bastard part is really just a fact of life. For that matter, so is the smug part, so…"
"Why you little—"
"Smug bastard. I know. You said that. You really need to get a little more creative, here, Chains."
Before the guard could say another word, a new voice yelled "Gaff!" from farther down the hall. I hated that I was chained to the wall. I was blind in here.
"Why are you talking to the prisoners?" As the words drew nearer, I realized the voice belonged to Denn. By the scraping of boots, it sounded as if he hadn't come alone. My body flooded with heat and my fists clenched, needing to hit.
"I'm, uh…" Chains said. "Sorry, sir."
"Why are you wet?" Denn asked, then a pause. "Is that piss?"
"He threw his chamber pot on me. Sir."
"Why were you standing that close to his door?" Denn asked.
"You really need to find a new crew, Rusty," Thaddeus interjected. "Chains, here, is about as sharp as a marble."
"It's too bad you turned, Thaddeus," Denn said. "I was hoping the rumors weren't true. We could've used you in Astor."
"Eh, you know me, Rusty," Thaddeus said so easily, I could picture him leaning back against the wall with that smirk. "Always like to keep people guessing."
"His Majesty is willing to give you another chance, you know. It's the only reason he's asked for you alive. You cooperate with me here, and I'll see to it he knows you've had a change of heart."
"I already had my change of heart, when I still had a heart to give," Thaddeus answered, his voice serious. "I won't sacrifice it now—not for him. Never again. You'd stay clear of him too, if you knew what was good for you. He's a liar, Rusty. He doesn't care about you. He's using you, and once he gets what he wants, he won't hesitate to let you rot."
"I am truly sorry to hear you feel that way." Denn made it sound like a threat.
"And I'm sorry you don't."
Keys jingled, the latch on my door clicked, and Denn stood in the threshold. Despite his short and unsuccessful conversation with Thaddeus, a triumphant smile spread across his face, pressing his fat, red cheeks back, giving them the effect of two inflated red balloons.
"I'm not sure what you're smiling about," I said flatly.
He took the smallest step forward. "I finally caught you."
"And it took roughly a dozen men, four walls of stone, handcuffs, chains, and a blocking spell to hold me—a spell which, by the way, I know you didn't weave. Not exactly cause for personal triumph."
His gaze darkened. It was nice seeing I elicited the same feelings in him that he elicited in me.
He strode forward and paused a few feet before me. "I told His Majesty you're here." 
I glared at him. "Where's Eldar?"
"You know," Denn sneered, "when the guard told me three wolves arrived, I knew one of them had to be you. You're the only one arrogant enough to challenge King Eris." 
"Wolves?" I snapped. "Forget where you came from, Denn?"
"I didn't forget." He paced the small space before me. "I've just chosen to reject the aegises' objectives and beliefs." He stopped to glare down at me. "We all can't be the precious face of the Academia."
"Seems like we all can't be its rear, either."
Denn's fist came faster than I could register. Pain exploded in my jaw. My head whirled back against the cold stone, my chains rattling from the force. I tasted blood. I just managed to right myself, when Denn kicked me in the gut. Air punched from my lungs and I heaved, sucking on air. Denn kicked me again, directly in my ribs. Stars marked my vision, and I suddenly couldn't get a full breath. Pain seared where his boot had landed, and I knew he'd broken at least one of my ribs. I coughed then winced from the pain of it.
"Not so untouchable now, are you, Del Conte?" He grabbed a fistful of my hair, and I clenched my teeth as he jerked my head back, forcing me to look at him. My ribs burned with each with breath. "Watch yourself," he hissed, fury contorting his features. "This isn't the Academia. I don't have to play by the rules."
"You never—" wince "—did anyway. Preying on the…vulnerable is just…your style."
He jerked my hair harder. "All I have to do is keep you alive, but there are so many other things I can do to you. Things I've wanted to do for a very long time. Like your little princess."
I grunted against his pull on my hair and the throbbing in my ribs.
"I'll admit…I'm very disappointed she isn't with you," he continued. "I was looking forward to finishing what I started that night by the river, but then I remembered she's with the Pontefracts. I'm sure Danton's giving it to her good. But she won't be with him much longer. The Pontefracts will hand her over, and when they do, I'll give that little whore what she deserves, and I'll make you watch."
"You bast—" I started when Denn rammed his fist into my side, right where he'd kicked me. I gasped in pain, the edges of my vision going dark.
"Maybe this will teach you to think twice before interfering in my business. Your little princess was practically begging for it that night. Wandering out of the castle all alone, so late at night, to spy on my men and me. I was gonna teach her a lesson, too. Seems you both never learn."
I fisted my hands, my pulse roaring in my ears. I was going to kill him.
He frowned down at me. "But then you showed up. Always thinking the world exists for your saving, like some unrequited hero."
I spat blood in his face.
Violence flashed in his eyes, and he kicked me in the face. I spun with such force against the chains, I thought my arms might rip from their sockets. I wheezed, my ribs burning with each shallow breath, and I flexed my jaw to make sure it hadn't been dislocated.
"What's he promised you, Denn?" I coughed out, spitting more blood on the ground as I sagged against the chains. "Ravenshelm? You know you won't last one winter up here."
"That's longer than you're gonna last, Del Conte." He crouched before me and pulled a sword from his belt. It was Flamebearer. He laid the flat of the blade to his palm, looked over it, then tossed it in his grip, testing the balance. "This is different than your usual sword. Is it new? It certainly doesn't look like much."
"What do you want, Denn?" I asked, then winced at the pain in my chest and jaw.
He glared down at me. "You aren't getting out of here, Del Conte. Ravenshelm is no longer a friend to the crown—we made sure of that. They all know Darius left them to die, and when they learn that one of his wolves is here, you'll be lucky if King Eris comes before the people kill you."
"You coward!" The insult had come from Vera's cell, situated on the other side of Thaddeus's.
Denn glared in her direction, then stood, sheathed my sword, and motioned to his men. They stepped back into the hall, locking my cell door after them.
"What did you say?" I heard Denn asked.
"You heard me, you idiot," Vera hissed. I usually admired Vera's fortitude, but right then I wished she'd just shut her bloody mouth. "You make me sick, you sack of kutt," she continued, "and when I get out of this cell, I'll gut you like the pig you are."
"Gaff!" Denn barked. "Hand me the keys."
"Denn…" I groaned.
"Which key belongs to the she-wolf?" Denn asked.
Vera was still flinging curses at him. 
"Denn…wait," I said, louder this time, even though it hurt to speak.
Vera slung more curses, I heard a shuffle, followed by the click of handcuffs, and then chains rattled and jerked against bars. He must have cuffed her to her door. 
"Denn, don't," I growled through clenched teeth, straining against the pain. "Whatever you need from me…I'll cooperate. I swear on my life."
"There's nothing you have that I need."
Vera's chains rattled again. "Uncuff me, you bastard!"
"Sure. Right after I'm through." 
"Touch her, Denn, and I'll kill you."
Thaddeus sounded so much like Eris that at first I'd thought Eris had already arrived and was here in the dungeons with us. It was enough to make Denn hesitate.
"Well, isn't this interesting," Denn said. "Maybe I should have you watch."
"If you so much as bloody breathe on her I swear to Gaia and every one of her spirits that I will—" Thaddeus's oath was cut short by a burst of frantic voices farther down the tunnel.
The voices drew nearer and nearer, and then I heard a new voice say, panting, "You're needed above."
"What for?" Denn sounded irritated.
"The ravens attacked again."
"And you couldn't take care of them?" Now he sounded furious.
"There's a lot more this time."
"They're bloody birds!" Denn's words rang.
"Sorry, sir, but it's pretty bad. We tried taking care of them, but we need your help." 
A pause, then a door slammed shut. "Two dozen guards of the Night's Order, and you can't handle bloody birds," Denn spat. "I'll be back. Gaff, you stay here. And if I find you drenched in piss again, I'll make you drink it."
"Aye, sir," Gaff replied quietly.  
Denn flashed one scathing glance at me through my bars, and stormed off with his guards. I slumped against the wall, my body aching everywhere. We had to get out of here before Denn came back. And then I felt the air shift.
It wasn't much, just a kiss of cold air against my forehead. I kept my eyes fastened on my window, my ears piqued. A few moments passed, and the back of my neck prickled. Someone was using magic. Was it Thaddeus? Or Vera? Had one of them actually managed to break down the barrier? I didn't think it possible, but they'd definitely surprised me before. I would've expected this hidden talent to show itself before Denn came down and made us endure his shameless perversity.
Metal clattered softly in the hall. The torchlight flickered and dimmed, and then a cowl appeared before my window. I couldn't see the face hidden in the shadows.
"Cicero…?" It was a whisper.
I didn't move. I didn't breathe.
"Cicero, are you in there?" the person asked again.
I waited a breath. "Who are you?"
Energy buzzed over my skin like electricity, and my door unlatched and swung open. The person tugged back his cowl. Our eyes locked, he had a moment of confusion, and then we exchanged smiles. Of course he would know how to bypass the dungeon's spell. When Denn and his men had caught us, I hadn't let myself hope… But he was alive. 
"You look like hell," he said, rushing to my side.
"Thanks." I winced.
 Another swell of magic buzzed over me. My shackles clicked open, and he helped unthread the chain. Once I was completely untangled, he grabbed my hand and pulled me to a stand.
Air whistled through my clenched teeth. He heard.
"Broken rib," I grunted.
"Denn?" he asked, his eyes flashing with hatred.
I nodded fractionally. He held on to me as I hobbled out of my cell and noted the guard—Chains/Gaff—passed out on the floor.
"Spelled asleep. But we still need to hurry before the others return."
"The birds…was that you?" I asked.
He grinned.
"You know this guy, Del Can't?" Thaddeus asked, peering mistrustfully through his bars.
"He's with you?" our rescuer asked me.
"Yes, and the cell left of his."
I leaned against the wall as he moved to Thaddeus's cell. Magic pulsed from him, the door unlatched and opened, and a bewildered Thaddeus stumbled out.
Thaddeus noticed my condition, and a muscle flexed in his neck. "You okay, Del Can't?"
I nodded curtly. "Thaddeus, meet Theon Halmstead."
If Paul Bunyan had a Gaian equivalent, it would've been Theon. He'd always had a head full of hair, but as we'd grown up, he'd turned into a veritable Chia Pet. It seemed he'd also grown a bit lackadaisical with a razor, because the bottom half of his face was hidden in a bush of curly brown. Theon wasn't tall, but he was stocky, and there was a way about him that made him seem larger than he really was. His father was the same way, which is one of the main reasons why Lord Tosca had entrusted Ravenshelm to his care.
Theon moved on to Vera's cell. There was another swell of magic, and he caught her cuffs right as they sprung open and fell to the floor. He shoved the cuffs in his pocket and unlocked her door.
"You're Sir Eldar Halmstead's boy, eh?" Thaddeus said to Theon
Theon was opening his mouth to reply when Vera stormed out of her cage looking like a sabre whose cubs had been stolen. She took one look at me and swore under her breath. "I'll kill that pig."
"Theon, you remember Aegis Vera Neci of Gesh…?" He'd met her only once before, when Vera had accompanied me to this region, but a person didn't typically forget Vera.
Theon remembered, and he didn't insult her with pleasantries. He gave her a gruff nod and turned his attention elsewhere.
"How did you know we were here?" I asked Theon.
Theon stole a quick glance down the hall. "Denn's not the only one with men on the inside." His face darkened and then he turned back to me. I gave him a questioning look, and he said, "Later. Think you can walk?"
"I'll walk."
"Whoa, there, Theology," Thaddeus said, folding his arms over his chest in a very Vera-like manner. "Not until you say where you're taking us." I noticed Thaddeus had placed himself between Vera and us.
Theon raised a brow to me, as if Thaddeus's disobedience was my responsibility. Which, unfortunately, was true.
"We can trust him," I said to Thaddeus. "He's exactly who I came to see."
"What makes you so sure you can still trust him, huh? Just cause you're distantly related? Because if my…if Eris has taken this town, we can't trust anyone anymore—family or no. Del Can't. Eris put Rusty in charge. For all we know, Theology, here, could be one of Rusty's spies now."
I noticed Thaddeus wasn't too eager to share his true parentage with Theon. "He's not a spy, Thaddeus." I grimaced. Talking hurt too much. "And we're not distantly related. He's my first cousin."
Thaddeus looked between us, not mollified.
I groaned, more at Thaddeus than from my injuries. "His mother was a Del Conte—she was my father's sister—and unlike the members of your family, mine are inexorably loyal to one another, despite how infrequently we might see one another."
"Then what was the deal with Rune at the gate?"
I sighed with impatience. "Rune is the code name the Halmsteads gave my father. My father and Theon's father were fairly close."
Thaddeus narrowed his eyes at Theon. "Well, being that he's not my first cousin, I'm not required to trust him. You try anything, Theology, and…" Thaddeus made a cutting motion across his neck.
I gave Theon an apologetic look. Theon glanced perfunctorily at Vera, and then he led us deeper into the dungeons.
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DARIA
 
 
Three days.
Three days of rain. Three days of fog. Three days of berries and bark and no meat.
Three days of wallowing in self-pity because I was stuck here, as a result of my own decisions, away from everyone I loved without the remote possibility of doing anything about it. I did manage to take a bath, though. It was ice cold, and I hadn't undressed completely because Myez had to help me. It also took me a good half hour to comb my fingers through my hair, but at least I smelled better by the end of it.
But I was restless. My ankle still looked like Stefan's foot that night at the festival, when he'd gotten into a fight with a Nord over a fraeling. Thinking on Stefan made my chest ache so badly, sometimes I'd move my foot just so the pain in my ankle could distract me from his loss.
"Myez…" I said on the afternoon of the third day. "I wanted to ask you something."
He waited for me to continue.
"Since we're stuck here for the time being," I said this with no small amount of bitterness, "would it…would you be able to give me a tattoo like yours?"
He stopped chewing and eyed me a moment. "Out here?"
"Yes. I mean, assuming you're up for it."
He mulled this over while chewing slowly on a berry. "I am, I think. But I wouldn't be able to give you anything to numb the pain."
I'd expected to feel the pain. That was the whole point. Besides, I'd already surpassed my pain tolerance with my ankle; what was a little more? I picked up a berry and rolled it between my thumb and forefinger. "That's fine…I want to feel the pain."
He was quiet, and then, "I understand. I did, too."
I looked up and met his gaze, and I was surprised how much tenderness was there waiting for me.
"I'll need to find a needle. That purberry bush should have one, and I'll gather berries and sap for pigment."
"You're sure you're feeling up to it?" I asked.
"I'll let you know if I need a break," he said. "Will you be okay if I leave for a bit to gather the supplies?"
"I'll be fine. Might even go for a walk." I forced a grin.
He chuckled and ducked out of the cave.
By the time he returned to our small cave, the sun had set completely. It was too dark to work now, so instead we spoke a little about where I'd want my tattoo and what I'd want it to say before we both dozed off in the cave. At sunrise, we both feasted on berries he had picked and then started drawing.
We worked together on the design, drawing patterns on the cave floor until I was satisfied with the placement of the names of my father, mother, brother, and grandfather. Their names were beautiful in the old language, swirling and elegant and bold. Myez's left arm was still very weak, but he swore to the spirits he'd be able to give me the tattoo as long as he could use a rock beneath his elbow for support and take a few breaks. This inevitably meant the process would take a lot longer, but being that we weren't leaving this vale any time soon, I didn't see this as an issue. Myez picked a few small twigs off the dead tree outside, and then he dug the needle into the end of one twig so that it looked like a small scythe, while I mashed the berries and combined their juices with some sap he'd gathered in a small bowl-shaped rock he'd found. It felt good to have a mission again, no matter how small. And once everything was prepared, we got to work.
I peeled off my leather top so that I was sitting there in my bandeaux, while Myez set out the supplies so he could easily reach them. I lay on my stomach with my hands folded under my face, and Myez wiped my shoulder clean and got to work.
He held the makeshift scythe with his bad arm propped against a flat rock while using his right hand to hold the twig that would tap the needle through my skin, and when the first puncture hit, I swore.
"You have to hold still," Myez said. "My arm's shaky enough as it is."
I bit my bottom lip and squeezed my eyes shut. "Sorry, it just…surprised me."
"Well, now you know how it feels. Think you can keep still?"
"I will."
He kept going. Stab after stab, prick after prick. My eyes watered and I clenched my teeth to keep from crying out, but I refused to tell him to stop. I had lost all the family I had. This physical pain was nothing compared to the pain I carried around with me on the inside.
For hours it went on like this. Sometimes Myez would stop to rest his arm, but then he'd get right back to tap-tap-tap-tapping, around my shoulder and down my arm, halfway to my elbow. My skin felt as though it were on fire. He didn't speak to me, other than to make sure I was still all right, but he let me have this moment. He let me have the pain and agony, he let me feel every poke of that needle and the burning that followed, and at dusk, when Myez was finally done, I was sweating and hurting and unable to move. Myez left me for a moment and came back to pour cool water over my open wound. It felt like a thousand tiny needles poked through my dermal layer all over again.
"It needs to be bandaged," he said, "but we don't have any linens, so you'll need to keep it clean. And I suppose it goes without saying that you'll need to take it easy."
I was too weak to reply, but he didn't expect me to. And I realized that I'd just forgiven Myez for everything without meaning to.
 
 
With each day that passed, I grew more and more restless. I was sitting here, weak and helpless, in a cave with Myez—a man I barely knew—while this world was at war and Alex was who-knew-where. I still had no sense of him, and this unnerved me more than anything else.
I'd been keeping track of the days on the wall of our cave. So far, we'd been here one week. Myez seemed to think—and I agreed—that in one more week, we'd both be well enough to attempt the mountain passes. I'd since decided we were going to stick together, and, to my surprise, Myez hadn't disagreed. Still, the waiting was torture, so I tried to keep myself preoccupied with menial tasks.
The scabs on my shoulder began falling off and his artwork shone through. The ink wasn't as dark as I'd expected, but the swirls and writing were all perfect, curling around my arm and shoulder like thin vines, clean and precise and even more beautiful than I'd imagined. I liked having my family branded on my skin. It reminded me that I was a Regius and a Pandor, a sum of my parts, and no matter what Eris did to me—no matter how he threatened—he could never take that away from me.
I found Myez's company easy, and I think he enjoyed mine too. Sometimes I would catch him watching me. Not in a creepy way, or anything like that, but just watching me, quiet and thoughtful as if he were remembering something that brought him joy. Sometimes he'd ask me about my life and what it'd been like growing up on Earth. It was so strange talking about my life on Earth. So much had happened to me in the past year that the girl who'd grown up on Earth seemed like another person. A very naïve and ignorant person with whom I felt a sense of detachment. I couldn't help but realize she was the girl Alex had known. She was the girl Alex had said he'd loved, and I had no idea how someone so strong and so responsible and so…valiant, could ever find anything in that little, naïve girl to love so much.
Myez had said he'd heard about Alex well before ever meeting him, and when I'd bombarded him with question after question, Myez graciously told me everything he knew. How Alex had been in the top of his class at the Academia. How Alex had set almost every record there, and how his reputation had spread fast throughout mainland, for all his talent and all the good he'd done in such a short span of time. There hadn't been a lord who wasn't bartering to appoint Alex as their personal aegis. Even Lord Commodus Pontefract wanted Alexander Del Conte's service, despite Danton's protests, but in the end it hadn't mattered because Lord Roderik Tosca had won the bid with King Darius's permission. And I knew his winning probably had something to do with Alex's distance away from me.
This was the Alex I was only beginning to know, since I'd missed out on the last three years of his life, so I devoured everything Myez said about him—even when he said it was no secret that King Darius had sent Vera to serve in Alioth with Alex, because my grandfather thought it would make a suitable match. I remembered the dance at the festival, Vera in that voluptuous red dress, and, thanks to Lord Cethin, the memory was very clear. I didn't like remembering Vera in that way, especially after all we'd been through together. She'd become a good friend, one I trusted with my life, but hearing this from Myez struck a sour note in me. Because at the end of the day, Vera had been there for all of Alex's victories and I had not.
I asked Myez if my grandfather usually busied himself with aegis' love lives, to which Myez replied, emphatically, "no," and we both knew why my grandfather had busied himself with Alex's. Actually, according to Myez, the whole kingdom knew, though they pretended they didn't. When I asked Myez how the whole kingdom had known, when I'd been such a dolt about the whole thing, all he said was, "King Darius's beautiful granddaughter arrives, and he sends his most talented, promising aegis as far away as possible. You do the math."
I didn't need to be very good at math to solve that one.
Myez also added that when I arrived on Gaia, he didn't know if the kingdom's sudden infatuation with me was because I was a long-lost princess, or because I was the "girl who'd caught the eye of Aegis Alexander Del Conte." Apparently, the whole kingdom had been obsessed with catching Alex's eye, even though he'd never expressed interest in the kingdom. This made my heart feel a little fuller.
Myez let me stand up as long as I put most of my weight on my good ankle. He even let me walk around some, as long as I didn't walk very far or for very long. My ankle throbbed, but it wasn't nearly so bad now. All that rest had helped me heal. I still couldn't lace my boot all the way, but at least I could put it on—even with our feeble bindings. I was even able to explore some nearby sections of the valley.
I'd used more pumice stones to tag my path so I wouldn't get lost, even though I never walked very far. After that last venture, I wasn't taking any chances. There'd been a huge patch of huckleberries about a quarter-mile from the stone trench, and I'd gotten pretty good at hobbling my way from our cave and through the trench to that particular patch of berries. So good, I didn't have to look at my stone markers very much. The berries and bark helped stave off total starvation, but we were still famished. I even started dreaming about food. Strangely, those dreams revolved around hamburgers and French fries—which I hadn't eaten in forever. In fact, they were starting to feel like nightmares, since I'd wake even hungrier and more miserable than before. All those years I'd taken In-N-Out for granted. I wondered if the people of Gaia had ever had a hamburger and French fries before. If not, maybe I'd suggest a new business venture for Myez once this war was over.
We were well in to the second week, and I'd had it with the berries and decided to go hunting. Myez had suggested we do this sooner, but being that I'd never hunted before, the idea hadn't sat very well with me. I liked animals. I wasn't a vegetarian by any means, but I often thought that if I'd had to kill my own food on a regular basis, I'd probably become one. When I'd first come to this world, the Del Contes had done all the hunting along the way. I hadn't been the one to deliver that killing blow. I hadn't had to watch the life drain from that animal. I hadn't had to feel its pain or watch the glow of life die in its eyes. 
But almost two weeks on a diet of berries cured me of my hesitation, and after I helped Myez construct a makeshift spear out of sharpened pumice and a tree branch, the two of us set out through the trench and into the vale. I knew there were small animals out here aside from the crow. Along my berry-picking escapades, I'd seen a few of what looked like rabbits with short ears, something else that resembled a fox, and another creature that looked like a squirrel with a tail the size of a feather duster. Of course, at the time, their sudden presence had almost given me a heart attack, as I'd remembered those shadow demons I'd seen, but now I was thankful I might have something to eat besides a berry.
Myez and I found a little patch of shrubbery to hide behind, and both of us crept into position, and we waited.
And waited.
For hours.
I was starting to doze off when Myez nudged me in the ribs. I lifted my head to look in the direction where he was pointing, and I saw a large rabbit there, nibbling on blades of grass.
I took a deep breath. We'd gone over this. Over and over again. Though Myez was undoubtedly the expert here, I had the benefit of two good arms (well, one good arm and one mostly good, post-tattoo arm), so we'd decided I'd make the kill. I'd had years of training, and my coordination was sharp, minus the bad ankle. I'd also had the more recent misfortune of witnessing death, so how hard could this be?
I crept closer, careful to keep my steps silent. Crouching low, slow and stealthy, as I raised the spear. And then, sensing me, the rabbit went still. It turned its head in my direction, unable to see me but watching the bush I was hiding behind with that glossy black eye, that blade of grass hanging halfway out of its mouth. And then I thought of Thad, chewing on grass as he smirked and smiled without a care in the world. I thought of my father, too, the moment he died, and then I thought of Stefan. Stefan, who'd been caught like this rabbit, unaware of the blade that would end his life.
Myez's hand squeezed my good heel, urging me to move before it was too late. Urging me to strike. The rabbit blinked. I raised the spear. I took a deep breath and clenched my teeth. And then I threw the spear.
It arced low and fast and impaled the bush behind the rabbit, and the rabbit took off into the fog. I exhaled, feeling disappointed and relieved, but mostly relieved, and Myez cleared his throat behind me. I looked over my shoulder to find him frowning.
"Did you want to keep eating berries, then?" he asked.
"I…I couldn't do it."
"I can see that." He nodded toward the bush.
I pinched my lips together and hobbled over to the spear, and when I returned to him he held out his hand for the spear.
"But you said your arm—"
"Never mind what I said. You can watch me today." He made a cupping motion with his hand, and I gave him the spear. Within the next thirty minutes, and even though he'd used his off hand, we had three squirrel-like creatures impaled and swinging from our spear, and apparently, they weren't called squirrels but scuriols.
Myez asked me if I was feeling up to making a fire while he skinned and prepared the scuriols. Up until this point, we hadn't made a fire because we weren't sure what other sorts of creatures it might attract, and we hadn't really needed one anyway because the nights weren't uncomfortably cold. However, if our presence here was going to draw any predators, like those shadow demons, it would've done so by now—fire or not. So tonight, we were going to have a fire, and I was going to make it.
Since we couldn't use magic, and since no one on this cursed planet had ever heard of a match, I was forced to make one the hard way—with grit, muscle, and sheer will power. Meaning, I'd have to use a bow drill, which, luckily for me, didn't require the use of both feet. There were other ways to make a fire, but this was the only method I was familiar with, though to say I was familiar was generous. I'd done it once, with Alex, in his backyard in Yosemite.
First, I needed something to use as a spindle, so I broke the end off Myez's spear (he wasn't very happy, but his hands were covered in blood so he couldn't do anything about it). I found a small rock to use as a socket, and for the bow, I broke off another slightly curved branch from the tree outside our cave entrance, and I used one of my bootlaces for the cord. I grabbed another piece of wood from the tree to use as a fireboard. It wasn't as dry as I thought it should be, but I didn't have a lot of options out here. I used a rock to carve a small notch out of my fireboard and to shave off bark and more wood to use as tinder, and I placed some of the tinder beneath the notch in my fireboard. Then, I looped my spindle in the bowstring, used one hand to apply pressure to the end of spindle with my socket, set my boot on the fireboard to hold it down, and with my other hand I started sawing. I sawed and sawed, back and forth, faster and faster until the board started smoking. Once I was satisfied I had a hot coal, I carefully removed my fireboard, lifted my now-smoking tinder and moved it to the larger pile of tinder, and blew gently on it until small flames sparked to life. I set the flaming tinder pile on the ground.
"Good work." Myez looked pleased as he observed my little fire.
"Thanks." I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants. "Honestly, I'm a little surprised you trust me with a fire."
"That's why I waited almost two weeks before suggesting it." He grinned. His grin had taken some getting used to, since only one side of his face could do it, but now I found it charming. In a way.
I grinned back at him, and within the hour, we had three scuriols cooked and charred. It was our first meal in almost two weeks, if you could call it a meal. The meat was tough and dry and bland, like jerky without any flavoring, but having something other than berries in my belly felt like heaven, and I was so satisfied I fell asleep even before the fire died.
 
***
 
I stood in the middle of an endless desert, or what looked like one. The landscape was barren in all directions and the sun was hidden beneath a blanket of thick, black smoke. I'd seen this before, in my dreams when I'd first entered Gaia. I'd seen this very same scene when I'd stumbled into the fiori, and it had haunted me afterward, but now bodies lay everywhere, bleeding and suffering and dead after a great battle, and then I felt the pain. Sharp, overwhelming pain, as if every soul in the world were slowly being ripped from their bodies.
And then I saw Alex, just as I'd seen him before. Lying on the ground, dying, while his life seeped out of open wounds, soaking into the dry, dead earth. I fell to my knees beside him, sobbing, but it was too late. He was gone and there was nothing I could do to save him.
"There shall be much violence in your future, young daughter of Alaric and Aurora," said the same whispers from before, and they seemed to come from everywhere. But this time they went on to say, "You are the only one who truly understands the choice before you. You are the only one with the knowledge and the heart to make the right decision, and you must be prepared for it, or all you see now will come to pass."



28
 
 
ALEXANDER
 
 
I kept my breaths shallow to ward off the burning pain in my ribs. My jaw and temple throbbed, but I stumbled along after Theon, trailing my hand on the wall for support. Sometimes Thaddeus would grab hold of my arm to steady me, and this was usually followed by a quiet string of threats aimed at Denn.
Soon, the low light melted into darkness, and I had a visibility of two feet. Theon must have had the tunnels memorized. We'd been walking in the darkness for about five minutes when Theon stopped. Magic tingled on the back of my neck, and I heard a soft rumble. The rumbling stopped, and Theon whispered, "Watch your step."
A hidden passage. I tested the darkness with the toe of my boot. The floor dropped into a staircase that led deeper into the earth. I followed Theon inside, and the air turned musty and frigid, and it smelled like an old tomb. He waited for all three of us to enter before closing the door behind us.
"Hey, Theology…how 'bout a light?" Thaddeus whispered as we descended.
"Not until we're farther from the door," Theon said. "The entrance isn't completely sealed, and the light could seep through the cracks."
"So help me," Thaddeus said, "after everything we've been through, if we die from falling down a staircase…"
"How'd you end up with him?" Theon asked me.
"It's a long story," I said.
"And I'd prefer it if that story didn't end in the next two minutes," Thaddeus said.
Theon paused and let out a soft whistle.
"Oh, so they'll see a light but they won't hear a whistle?" Thaddeus smarted off.
Another whistle echoed from deeper in the darkness, and a light bloomed at the bottom of our stair, where three men waited for us. They wore the traditional Nordic garb, and when they saw Theon, they looked relieved.
"The blazes is going on? Who are they?" Thaddeus asked. He'd stopped descending the stair and held his arm out, prohibiting Vera from walking any farther. Vera scowled, but I didn't know if it was because of the Nords or Thaddeus's arm.
"The guards were still preoccupied with the ravens when I left." Theon addressed the men at the foot of the stairs. "We left Gaff sleeping in front of their cells, but it won't be long before Denn finds out."
"And no word from the others yet, so I assume it's safe to go on," said the largest of the three Nords.
Theon nodded. "Good."
"What happened to him?" asked one of the men, gesturing toward me.
Theon's gaze hardened. "Denn."
"Since you brought it up"—Thaddeus moved down the stairs to stand beside me—"think we can stand here for two minutes while I take care him?" He nodded toward me. His question had sounded more like a threat.
Theon looked to me.
"I'm fine—" I started.
"Hellfire, Del Can't, I'm about ready to give you another black eye. You're not fine. You look like you've been through a meat grinder. Let me help you. You know I can."
I did know. Vera gave me a look that dared me to argue.
Thaddeus didn't wait for my reply and placed two fingers on my jaw. Magic tingled through my skin, numbing the pain in my jaw like a salve. I had to admit: My jaw felt infinitely better.
"Anywhere else?" Thaddeus asked.
"I think he cracked a rib."
"Fine, huh?" Thaddeus gave me a look. "You're as bad as she is." He nodded back at Vera, who looked proud of this accusation. Thaddeus felt along my ribs, and when he pressed over one in particular, I flinched. He frowned. "It's cracked, all right. I don't have potions to heal it completely, but I can help speed up the process and numb the pain."
"Go right ahead," I said, resigned.
Theon and his men watched. More tingling bled into my left side, slowly numbing the sharp cramp to a dull ache.
Thaddeus pulled his hand away. "The bruises will take some time to heal, but this shouldn't slow you down too much. I mean, you won't be operating at Del Can't speed, but you might be somewhere near V speed."
Vera jammed her elbow in his side and he chuckled.
I rolled my shoulder then took a full breath. My rib still pinched a little, but I could manage with this. At least it didn't hurt like the demons every time I breathed. "Huh. That’s much better, thanks."
Thaddeus snorted. "Don't act so surprised."
"Is Thaddeus a healer?" Theon asked. The people of Alioth prized their healers. But Thaddeus was no healer. He just happened to be the son of, perhaps, two of the most powerful people on Gaia. Of course, I couldn't tell Theon that.
I eyed Thaddeus with a slight smile. "Of sorts."
Thaddeus grinned back.
Theon looked at Thaddeus with new respect, then turned to address his men. "Aegis Alexander Del Conte…Todd, Bendik, and Niko." He gestured to each in turn. The Nords grunted in greeting, sizing me up in a way that gave me the impression they'd heard of me. "The other two are Aegises Thaddeus Mendax and Vera Neci."
The men also looked at Thaddeus with respect. With Vera, the men seemed intrigued, but then her expression grew murderous, and they all quickly averted their eyes.
Theon waved for us to continue, and we followed him down a long tunnel while the little light floated overhead. I still limped a little, but at least I could take full breaths.
"We're right beneath the town," Theon said to me as we walked. "According to my father, these tunnels were constructed as a place of refuge in the event of an attack from the skies."
The only enemy that had attacked from the skies had disappeared generations ago—up until recently. "These must be centuries old, then," I said.
"Aye," Theon replied.
"I'm assuming Denn and his men don't know about these tunnels?" I asked, noting a rotted wooden crate blanketed in thick cobwebs.
"Not yet." He made a right turn down a new tunnel. "They've been keeping a closer eye on the dungeons because they keep losing prisoners." Theon winked at me, nodding at our escort.
"Ravenshelm's occupied by shadowguard, then?" I asked.
Theon nodded. "The human ones." I was about to inquire about his father when I noticed our path ended in a stone stairway, where a few more Nords were seated around a table with a burning lantern. They glanced up, and one of them stood.
The one who stood started for us. "Took you long enough."
"Denn made a visit, and I had to wait for him to leave," Theon said. "Everything okay upstairs?"
"Far as we can tell." The Nord looked me over, then stuck out a hand. "Jenvald."
I took his hand, careful not to shake too hard. "Alexander Del Conte."
"Thought you looked a little familiar." He released my hand. "Met you once a few years back. You were with Lord Tosca. During the Rhyke's Campaign, I believe."
"Ah, yes. I remember," I said.
Wood creaked as Theon climbed the stair, which ended in a wooden hatch. He rapped three quick times, waited a breath, and then knocked three more times. There was a heavy scrape, as if something was being dragged across a floor, followed by a series of clicks, and then the hatch swung inward, casting us in honeyed light. A thick paw of a hand with an equally thick forearm reached down. "We'll be back," Theon said to his men as he grabbed hold of the thick hand and climbed out, and then the arm reached back down for me.
"I don't like this," Thaddeus said.
"A little late for that," I replied, grabbing hold of the person's wrist and wincing as that person pulled me through. I climbed out onto a wooden floor and stood, dusting my hands as the Nordic man bent over to help the other two.
I stood inside a small kitchen. A table and shorthair fur rug had been moved aside in order to access the hatch. The walls were covered with shelving, which sat mostly empty save a basket of fruits, a few loaves of bread, and a couple bundles of herbs. A small fire burned in the hearth, heating a kettle and a steaming pot—the culprits producing the strong scents of cloves and broth. I didn't notice any windows. We must still be underground.
Once Vera and Thaddeus were through, Theon closed the hatch. The grooves of the hatch matched the grooves in the floor perfectly, so even without the rug and table, it was difficult to spot.
"A couple of guards just left," the Nord said to Theon, "and I doubt any more will be back till breakfast. My men are upstairs looking out, but we best keep the table here just in case you four need to make a hasty retreat."
Theon nodded, then turned to face us. "Andrus, meet Aegises Alexander Del Conte, Thaddeus Mendax, and Vera Neci."
Andrus nodded, appraising me just like the others. Theon smacked a hand on Andrus's shoulder. "Andrus runs the only kitchen in town. We usually have a good number of eateries here in Ravenshelm, but Three Ravens is the only one in business right now."
"We can stay below if it's safer," I said.
"No." Theon shook his head. "We've got about an hour before the morning stragglers start arriving. I imagine you three need to eat, anyway. Especially you. Besides, Andrus wanted to see the infamous Aegis Alexander Del Conte." He winked at me. "Have a seat?" Theon gestured to the table. "Andrus, pour some drinks and…is there enough stew?"
"Aye, I'll serve some up."
"No, no…I'll do it." Theon headed for the fire. "You get the drinks?"
Andrus started for a hutch. He walked with a teetering gait, as if it took great strength to move each leg.
"Got a good year of fire and ice I been saving. Hope that's all right with you folks."
"Perfect, thanks," I said as Thaddeus and I sat on the bench at the table. Vera remained standing, leaning against the wall beside us with her arms folded over her chest, her gaze sharp and restless.
Theon ladled broth into bowls, then paused to glance up at me. "Is it true?" Theon asked. "About King Darius? That he's…that Eris has proclaimed himself king?"
I threaded my fingers together and placed them on the table. "Yes."
Theon's shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath, and Andrus's hand froze on the hutch.
"I was hoping Denn and his men were lying to us," Theon said.
"I wasn't there," I continued quietly. "I learned of it from Lord Dommelier just yesterday. Eris had many men on the inside. He murdered King Darius during a council meeting. Lord Dommelier said there…weren't any survivors."
A log cracked in the fire, and embers sparked onto the brick flooring at the base of the hearth.
"Your father?" Theon asked, his eyes filled with despair. He knew my father, his uncle, sat on King Darius's council.
I pinched my lips together, giving the subtlest shake of my head. Theon's gaze fell to bowl in his hands. "What about your mother?" The words dropped in a whisper.
"I don't know," I said. "She was still in Karth, last I saw her. She'd intended to return to mainland with one of the guild members, but I don't believe she would've made it there in time." I hoped she hadn't made it there in time.
"You were in Karth?" Theon looked at me in question as he brought over the bowls of broth.
We all ate while I told Theon everything, leaving out the part about Thaddeus's heritage and betrayal. No need to complicate things. Thaddeus gave his silent thanks by knocking my knee beneath the table. After I finished telling Theon about Daria and the dragons, Theon placed his hand over mine, his gaze all suspicion.
"I always wondered why you never took a woman. You could've had any woman in Alioth—probably all of Gaia, too—but you never even cast a sideways glance. I never knew why, but it's because of the princess, isn't it?"
I held his gaze. "Always."
He patted my hand and grinned, then leaned back in his chair.
I continued with my story, and when I told Theon that Daria had left for Orindor to marry Danton to help bolster Valdon's defenses, he pounded his fist on the table and said, "That lying sack of kutt."
I was surprised at Theon's outburst, though that one statement completely cleared his reputation in Vera's eyes, and she regarded him with new interest. She sat down beside Thaddeus at the table and made herself comfortable—eager, even—and she took a huge swig of her drink.
"I had no idea you felt so strongly about Danton Pontefract," I said.
He took a swig of his ale and slammed it down. There was murder in his eyes. "Danton got Meira pregnant."
Time froze as his words echoed inside my head. Danton…had gotten Meira—Theon's sister and my cousin—pregnant? I didn't know her well, but she'd always been a very sweet and beautiful young girl. But…spirits of the realm!
I opened my mouth to speak, but I wasn't sure what to say—to think, even. With Danton's reputation…yes, it was definitely plausible. Gaia knew he was fortunate something like this hadn't happened sooner, but for it to happen with Meira…
I raked a hand through my hair, feeling overwhelmed with shock. And anger. Loads and loads of anger. My voice trembled with it as I said, "Theon, I…I’m sorry, I had no idea."
Theon shook his head. "He and his father passed through a few years ago on business. Danton spared no expense charming Meira, making all sorts of promises he had no intention of keeping. I warned her, but she wouldn't listen. I warned him too, but he laughed me off. Of course, he left and she discovered she was pregnant a few months later.
"She wrote Danton, but he returned every letter unopened. Meira had the baby. A little girl with his eyes. My father tried contacting Lord Pontefract, only to receive a short and nasty letter saying he'd take no responsibility for Meira's whoring." Theon's fist clenched and unclenched on the table. "And since Lord Pontefract has a much bigger pocketbook, we were left without recourse and my family was threatened into keeping the embarrassment silent."
Thaddeus let out a long whistle beside me. "Whoa, Point of Fact's been busier than I thought."
I snapped my gaze to Thaddeus right as Vera whacked him on the head. He leaned back, away from both of us, palms raised in surrender. "It was just a joke! Hellfire!"
I looked away from him. I felt…too tight. Explosive. I fisted my hands and glared at my mug, trying to calm myself. That privileged little piece of kutt. I should've knocked him off Hell's Peak when I had the chance. To do that to Meira and leave her like that with his child…
And that same little piece of kutt was going to marry Daria. My Daria. My blood boiled. I'd never liked Danton before, but now I hated him.
"I'm sorry, Alexander," Theon continued. "Maybe I shouldn't have said anything, seeing as how you"—he waved a hand at me—"feel about the princess and all. I understand why the princess went, but…you know as well as I do that the Pontefracts won't do a bloody thing."
I ground my teeth together. "I know."
Theon searched my face. "Then what are you doing here?"
I heard the implied question: Why hadn't I gone after Daria?
"Even if I did manage to get her away from the Pontefracts, then what?" I asked. "There's nowhere in this world that's safe for her…not unless I take this world back."
Theon's forehead wrinkled as he studied me, waiting for me to explain myself.
I took a swig of the fire and ice, letting it burn down my chest, trying to suppress my anger while I finished my story. I told him the truth about my mother's family. Theon didn't look surprised. He didn't react, period—he just stared, his square hand wrapped around his mug as if holding on to it for support.
It was at this point Thaddeus took a moment to look up from his broth and say, "King Can't. It's got a nice ring to it, don't you think?" Vera jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow, and he choked on his next bite. "What? It does!"
Theon looked pityingly at me.
I told Theon about our journey to mend the sword and how we had come to Alioth. Once I finished, Theon sighed so heavily his shoulders drooped.
"Alexander…my family…" He swallowed and shut his eyes. "They're dead."
The words filled the room like a dark cloud, heavy and cold with a chill that seemed to touch my bones. Theon tipped back his mug and drained it in one gulp, then wiped the residue from his mouth.
"When Tiernan came through with his bloody shadowguard," Theon continued, his voice raw, "we…we didn't stand a chance. I was…I led the first group of men to meet them. They were all butchered. Tiernan spared me and made me watch them burn the bodies later. But my family…they're hanging from crosses in the main square, and Meira's baby girl…" His voice drifted and his eyes squeezed. "I should've…" He clenched and unclenched his jaw, and a tear leaked out of the corner of his eye.
I thought of Meira—Meira before she'd ever met Danton. I thought of my little cousin who used to run through their fields with that beacon of curly blonde hair. I thought of her bright smile and bubbling laughter, so young and brimming with excitement about life and a future—a future she would never have. I reached out and placed my hand over Theon's and squeezed it. He squeezed it back.
Theon took a slow breath. "He threw me in the dungeons afterward, as well as every other surviving rabble rouser."
"Why'd he spare you?" I asked.
"Tiernan's orders, I believe. They're keeping prisoners to hold sway over the people above. Seems Eris is greedy for followers. As for me…he wanted one member of my family kept alive for questioning."
I released Theon's hand. "But he didn't realize you knew how to slip through the enchantments."
He nodded, but it was slight, as if his head were too heavy to lift. "I escaped through the tunnels, and I've been hiding out there ever since, freeing prisoners when I can. Those men down there…" He nodded toward the hatch. "They've all lost their families because they fought back."
Theon could've escaped Ravenshelm through those tunnels, but he wouldn't leave his people behind. None of his men would, either.
"Who else is left in Ravenshelm?" I asked.
"Mostly women and children, but they're prisoners in their homes, awaiting Eris's judgment on their fate I've heard they've spared some of the older folks, but I don't venture out very much, for obvious reasons. They spared Andrus, here, because he feeds them."
"Bloody well eating me out of the cellars, too." Andrus grunted, frowning at his emptied shelves.
I raised a brow. "They trust you to feed them?"
"They don't have much of a choice," he said. "The ground's froze solid, and there isn't much to choose from beyond our walls with this winter. They usually send a few guards to the kitchens to watch come mealtime, though. Just to make sure I don't put something in their food."
"Have you heard anything about Lord Tosca?" I asked. "Is he alive?"
"My men on the inside said Astor's been taken. Last I heard, Tosca was alive but imprisoned. I don't know any more than that."
I thought this over. "How many men are in your dungeons?"
Theon was already shaking his head. "I know what you're thinking, and it's impossible. I've gone over it so many times, and there are just too many guards."
I highly doubted Theon knew exactly what I was thinking. "How many men?" I repeated, more firmly this time.
Theon stared at me. "About two dozen, including all of us, but even with you in our midst, you know we'd be no match for that many. That's why I'm trying to figure out a way to sneak them out."
"We have to fight back, Theon," I said.
His shoulders tensed, his eyes angry. "You think I don't want to? You don't think I've spent every single moment since their deaths trying to find a way to kill those bastards for what they've done? And even if the spirits smiled upon us and we overtook them, what then? Someone would get away and report us, and Eris would just send someone back with more men."
"And we'll be ready when they do," I said. Theon looked as if he was about to argue, but I cut him off. "Wars are never won with one battle, Theon—you know that. They're won with countless, little ones. We take Ravenshelm. And then we take Astor. We keep chipping away at Eris's armor, battle by battle, until we've cut through to his heart."
A log popped on the fire.
"Well, that was a pretty speech, Del Can't." Thaddeus looked so proud I feared he might pat me on the back.
Theon sighed and leaned on his forearms. "Yes, but there's not much to be done when we're this outnumbered."
I drummed my fingers on the table. "Then we flip the odds."
"And how do you propose we do that…?"
I smiled. "With Thaddeus."
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"Nononononono." Thaddeus folded his arms over his chest and scooted farther away from me and closer to Vera, to Vera's dismay, as if he feared a sudden attack. "You're a bloody idiot if you think I'm gonna hand over my liquid fame and fortune so you can sedate a bunch of creepy masochists with tattoos."
"Thaddeus, you'll be famous with or without a fortune," I said. It wasn't a compliment.
He stuck his nose in the air. "No, and that's final. Find another way."
A flash of movement, a scuffle and a grunt, and Vera presented the ampoule before me. "Here you go," Vera said.
"Hey!" Thaddeus yelled, reaching for the ampoule. Vera held him off with a glare and a knife. The glare was sharper. "You always take his side," Thaddeus grumbled, shoving a piece of hay in his mouth. Where had he found a blasted piece of hay?
"Wrong," Vera snapped, plucking the hay from his mouth.
He looked more offended by this than anything. "What the—"
"I take my side." She chucked the hay to the floor, and pointed a finger so close to his face he went cross-eyed. "And right now that ampoule of barghest poison is on my side. Something you rarely ever are."
His eyes were huge as he stared back at her, some silent exchange passing between them, and then he shut his mouth.
"We won't need all of it, Thaddeus," I said. "You're the poisons expert, aren't you? Will two drops be enough to knock them unconscious?"
Thaddeus took his time answering, trying to draw out the suspense as punishment for Vera's thievery. "How many guards are there, Theology?"
Theon looked as if he was about to roll his eyes. I was impressed when he didn't. "I don't have an exact headcount. Most of them went on to Astor after they ransacked the town, so…forty, maybe?"
"Let's see…dilute enough to knock roughly forty men unconscious in a span of two hours…" Thaddeus pontificated. "Sixty-five microliters, tops. But I get to keep the rest."
"Deal." I turned my attention back to Andrus and Theon. "Will one day be enough time to warn the people?"
They exchanged a glance, then Theon said, "I think so. We'll have to be very careful, but I think we could manage to get word out within the day."
"But there's the issue of slipping it into the food to begin with," Andrus said. "I told you: There's guards who watch me."
"Barghest poison is one of the deadliest poisons for a reason," I said. "You'll just need to wipe whatever Thaddeus gives you on the inside of the kettle, and then pour whatever else you're making on top of it. The poison is colorless, tasteless, odorless—they won't be able to tell."
"And if they have me do a taste test?" he asked.
I drummed my fingers on the table again. "Well, Andrus, I hate to ask it of you, but would you be willing to be unconscious for a few hours? We'll make sure you're somewhere safe until everything blows over." I looked pointedly at Thaddeus. "It will just render him unconscious at this dilution, right?"
"Don't insult me." Thaddeus folded his arms with a grunt, feigning offense.
"I'll do it," Andrus said, accepting the challenge. "But you should know there are still a few guards who keep watch at the gate during dinner every night. They won't be affected."
"We just need to make sure most of them eat it," I said. "We can handle rest."
 
 
The storm didn't relent. It thundered all through the morning, rumbling like detonated explosives in the caverns where we slept, drowning the world above in a mess of rain and sleet. Water leaked through the walls and dripped from the ceiling, forming puddles on the cavern floor. It was impossible finding a dry place to lie, and the chill went too deep for our small fire to chase away. We huddled just out of sight of the stair, buried in wools and cloaks Andrus had had the foresight to store down here. All of us were quiet, trying to catch a few hours of sleep. I sat propped against the cavern wall, fading in and out of consciousness. My mind wandered restlessly, combing over all Theon had said. My cousin Meira had had Danton's child. I couldn't believe it. Actually, I could believe it of Danton, but not of Meira. I shifted on the rocky floor and gripped my blanket tighter. Had I known this, I would've told Alaric. Had I known this, I never would've let Daria go to Danton.
Had my father known? He and Eldar were close, but had Eldar kept this hidden from my father per the Pontefracts' demands? I sighed and swallowed hard. I'd never be able to ask my father, or Eldar. There were many things I'd never be able to say to my father ever again. My eyes burned.
Did Daria know what had happened to Stefan and her grandfather? The news would crush her. I wished I could be there for her. I wished we could be there for each other. I needed her more than she knew.
I should've been there when she left for Orindor. At the time, I hadn't been able to bring myself to watch her walk out of my life forever. It didn't matter that I'd always known the day would come. Did that make me a coward? Maybe. Should I have stopped her then? Probably. If I had to do it over again, I would stop her in a heartbeat.
Morning came and word spread. There were two men in Denn's guard whose loyalty belonged to Theon. Theon and his men couldn't wander through Ravenshelm themselves—they were wanted men just as much as we were—but between Andrus and Theon's outside contacts, the information circulated to all intended parties by early afternoon. Information that said simply: Be ready at midnight, and don't eat the soup.
Things proceeded without any hitches, but the weather concerned me. Not that a sleet storm would interfere with the people of Ravenshelm, but it might with Denn's guard, who weren't used to Nordic winter storms. I hoped the storm didn't prevent them from coming to the Three Ravens.
As the afternoon matured, Thaddeus worked with Andrus and began the preparations, while Theon, Vera, and I sat around a table with a lantern and a deck of cards. The rest of Theon's men sat nearby, watching us when they weren't sharpening the knives Andrus had also stored down here.
"What happened to the ravens, by the way?" I asked.
"They flew away the day before Eris's men arrived." Theon perused the cards splayed on the small table.
"They've never done that before, have they?"
Theon shook his head.
"Then how were you able to draw them back to free us?" I asked.
Theon squinted at the hand Vera had played. "It seems they haven't gone far. I'm able to summon a small unkindness of them every now and then, but they only stay long enough to cause trouble. Which came in handy with the task of sneaking your pretty arse out." He grinned, then slipped his Lord in between Vera's Guild and Wizard, and removed the Pixie to add to his current hand.
"I had no idea you paid so much attention to my backside," I said.
Theon guffawed. "Me and the entire female population. I swear…every time you left, it took the ladies weeks to get over it."
Vera frowned, her gaze sliding from Theon to me, full of hellfire and brimstone. I chuckled. "He's joking, Vera," I said. "I really have no idea what he's talking about."
Theon grinned. "You should've taken me to beauty school with you so that I could capitalize on all that wasted attention. Tell me the truth." He looked at Vera. "It's really beauty school he's been going to all these years, isn't it?"
Vera did not see the humor in any of this. "It's a discipline called hygiene, though I can clearly see it's a concept that's altogether lost on you."
He chuckled. "Some of us would rather spend time whetting our blades than our image."
"Maybe if you stopped drinking so much, you might find you have time for both," she added. 
A few of the men nearby laughed. Even I laughed.
Vera drew a card from the pile. "And what do you mean, you can summon birds?"
"Ravens," Theon corrected. "Our ravens."
Vera quirked a brow.
"The people of Ravenshelm believe the souls of their dead possess the bodies of the ravens, which is why the ravens don't leave," I explained. "The ravens are viewed as the town's guardians."
"Guardians who flew away the day before you were attacked." Vera placed one card down then discarded. "And you were able to speak to these…ravens?"
I took my turn as Theon answered her. "I was able to contact them, yes, but not all of them came." Theon observed my move, looked impressed, then drew a card. "I have no idea why they flew away from the city, but as I said before, they haven't gone far. It almost seems as if they're waiting for something."
Theon proceeded to play his entire hand off of Vera's, with one card remaining. Vera's brows turned into a fury of opposing slash marks.
"You might as well get used to it, Vera," I said. "Theon has only a few skills, and losing at Kings isn't one of them."
Theon winked at her, and she scowled. It was her turn, and she promptly set each of her cards down with a crisp snap-snap-snap. Theon's eyes widened, and Vera folded her arms smugly over her chest. "Perhaps he should add it to his small list, then. Right next to no hygiene."
Theon gasped, and I chuckled, and Thaddeus appeared in the halo of light. Thaddeus stopped behind Vera, then peered over her shoulder to see the damage on the table. A smile slowly spread.
"V killed you." There was no short amount of pride in his voice. He also looked weary from a day's work.
"Beginner's luck," Theon said.
"That ain't luck, Theology. That's a premeditated massacre."
Theon suddenly looked at Vera, suspicious. "I thought you'd never played this before?"
She shrugged and leaned back. "I haven't. Maybe you should've played closer attention to the game instead of flirting with Alexander."
A few of the men chuckled again.
"Del Can't's pretty irresistible, huh?" Thaddeus interjected. "I lived with him for years; I know. You know what…maybe we don't even need my poison. Maybe we should just have Del Can't saunter out there and—hey!" He rubbed his shoulder where Vera had just punched him, but he was smiling at her. There was a little something extra in his smile today. "Anyway, we're ready."
This seemed to draw everyone back to the task that lay ahead of us.
"They've all come?" Theon asked, picking up the cards.
"Last bunch is eating as we speak. Andrus put out word that he has some meat that's about to go bad and he made extra servings this evening. Word's gotten around to most, and they're having second helpings. Also, I added a pinch of dried roita to the stew to help neutralize some of the more toxic actions of the poison—just to be on the safe side. It's great being so far up north. Normally, I'd have to go all the way to Cartone for that stuff, but I found some growing right alongside Andrus's kitchen."
"You went outside?" Vera frowned.
"Just for a second," he said. "Don't worry, no one saw me. Guess it's a good thing I'm not as distracting as Del Can't, eh?" He winked at her.
Vera blushed and looked away.
If Thaddeus noticed, he didn't say anything. "Anyway, there are still a few guards stationed at the gate who haven't come, but like you said—nothing we can't handle. Assuming Del Can't is feeling up to it…?"
"Much better than yesterday," I said.
He looked skeptical. "But well enough to fight?"
"Since we're only fighting off a handful of men…yes."
Thaddeus looked me over a moment, then nodded. "Good. Oh, and you should also know that Andrus took the first bite."
I pinched my lips together. "Just unconscious, though, right…?"
Thaddeus just rolled his eyes.
My chair screeched as I stood. "Has Denn been in?"
"No." Thaddeus scowled. "Rusty's ridden himself off to Astor in search of us."
I frowned. Theon and Vera looked equally disappointed. Apparently, there was quite a line of people who wanted to kill Denn. I didn't care who got him as long as I got my bloody sword back.
As Thaddeus predicted, it took exactly two hours for the guards in the main dining area to show signs of lethargy. Five minutes later, they were out cold—including Andrus, who'd keeled over the table in the kitchens. I walked over, lifted his arm and let go. It dropped on the table with a thunk, rattling the dinnerware. I peered out into the hall. There were a handful of guards inside and they'd all slumped forward, head on the table, passed out cold. One even had his head in his plate of food.
"You're welcome, Del Can't," Thaddeus said beside me.
I eyed him. "Is there no end to your vainglory?"
"Nope." He beamed.
It was another ten minutes before Theon's men rapped on the back door, where we waited. Theon eased the door open a crack.
"All clear," whispered one of the guards. "The guards at the gate haven't noticed yet, but it won't be long. We need to hurry before they alert Astor."
"Agreed," Theon said. He looked back at me and I nodded.
The four of us checked our weapons—compliments of Andrus's hidden stores—pulled heavy cowls over our heads, and moved out into the frigid night air. Rain mixed with sleet sluiced down rooftops, pouring in beaded waterfalls over clogged gutters. We were drenched before we even stepped out onto the street. Everything was quiet, except for the rain and distant thunder. The windows and streets were dark, save a few glowing lanterns standing along the street. Hopefully, Theon's contacts had spread word as effectively as they claimed.
Theon led us through the shadows of back alleyways, slow and careful just in case. We bolted across a side street, and I caught a view of the main courtyard. Even from here, the sight of the three crosses was unmistakable. I changed direction and crept slowly along the wall, edging my way to the courtyard to see for myself what Theon had spoken of. I reached the edge of the courtyard and stopped, frozen in horror. There they were, hanging from three crosses—Sir Eldar Halmstad, his wife, Kat, and daughter, Meira, naked and filthy and dead. There was a bundle wrapped up and strapped to Meira, about the size of a baby. My stomach turned over and I ground my knuckles into the wall beside me.
I felt Theon behind me, but I was too horrified to speak. My guts twisted with revulsion. How could anyone be this cruel—this wicked? And that baby…I couldn't even…
Theon placed a hand on my shoulder. "I know." A pause. He swallowed hard. "Come. We have to hurry."
I peeled myself away, fury pumping through my veins as we snuck to the main gate. I couldn't shake the image of them on those crosses. My vision turned red.
Five very awake guards stood patrol on top of the palisades. Bloody bastards. I flexed my hand over the hilt of my weapon. Theon and I exchanged a glance, and the two of us crept quietly up the narrow stairs stationed on either side. I reached the top, waited until Theon appeared on his end, then the two of us struck. Three guards were down within seconds, and I knocked a fourth unconscious as he opened his mouth to yell. The fifth guard charged Theon, but Theon leaned away then delivered a blow. The guard stepped back, right into the point of my sword. I pulled my blade free and kicked the guard from the wall.
Theon wiped his brow and gave me a nod. "I guess you weren't lying. Beauty school doesn't teach you that."
He wasn't smiling, and I didn't laugh.
Thaddeus and Vera joined us on the wall and helped us strip the guards of their weapons and armor, and then the four of us dragged them down to the dungeons and locked them inside. Theon hurried off to free the other prisoners.
"You really planning to lock them all up in here?" Thaddeus asked, wiping his face on the sleeve of his cloak.
"Yes," I said.
"Why not just kill them?"
"Because I'm tired of killing."
"They're Morts, Del Can't," Thaddeus said. "They shouldn't be spared. They wouldn't spare you."
"He's right," Vera said. "We shouldn't let them live."
I stared at the heap of men in the cell, then looked hard between Vera and Thaddeus. "There's been enough death. They stay in the bloody dungeons and you won't lay another finger on them."
Vera and Thaddeus exchanged a look.
"For the love of spirits, Del Can't," Thaddeus said. "It was just a suggestion."
"Mine wasn't."
Thaddeus stared at me, and he didn't say another word.
It wasn't long before Theon arrived with two men, dragging an unconscious guard between the three of them. More and more men began arriving—men Theon had freed from prison—all of them dragging soggy, muddy bodies and throwing them in the dungeons. It had to be nearing three in the morning, but the men of Ravenshelm were wide-eyed and buzzing with energy.
"Is this all of them?" I asked Theon.
"Aye, and we've got roughly thirty suits of armor, four dozen swords and blades, a handful of garrotes, and two dozen flasks, which are in a pile upstairs. Of course, it's the flasks they're all fighting over."
I grinned, but my expression sobered when I thought of his family on the crosses. Theon seemed to have the same thought because his expression fell, too.
"The courtyard?" I asked.
He held my gaze a long moment. "The courtyard."
Theon and I led Thaddeus, Vera, and Theon's men who were present out of the dungeons. A few stayed below to keep an eye on things, but the rest followed, and more and more townsfolk joined our mini-procession as we walked through the streets. The sun was still a few hours away, and I had every intention of ending this horror before it rose. Today, when the sun rose, it would baptize this town in the light of hope.
Theon and I stopped in the courtyard. Lanterns flickered upon the wet cobblestones, rain drizzled in a fine mist, and the people were quiet. There were far more women and children than men, now—a result of Ravenshelm's brutal takeover.
The people gazed solemnly upon the three crosses. It was a family they'd all loved and respected, who'd been slain by barbarians to stand as an example, stationed in the pride of their town in the worst kind of mockery. Slowly, I walked forward with Theon by my side, but the rest of the people—including Thaddeus and Vera—stayed back. A raven flew from the edge of the courtyard and landed on top of Sir Eldar Halmstad's cross. It let out a gurgling croak, and the sound sawed through the silence. I looked at my uncle, my aunt…Meira.
How could they do this to them? How could anyone do this to another human being? I squeezed my eyes shut as my rage and grief swelled within. I knew my family was in a better place now, but the sight of them up there like that…it made me want to vomit.
I glanced back at Theon. He was trying to be so strong, so controlled. "How long have they been up there?" I whispered.
"Today marks the sixth day."
Six days. He'd had to see his family like this for six full days. A rush of anger heated through me. This was one more thing Eris would pay for. I would make sure of it.
I stood quiet beside Theon while the rest of the townsfolk arrived. There had to be at least fifty gathered now. I grabbed Theon's shoulder and squeezed, firmly, encouragingly.
He took a deep breath, then turned to face the people, and the people watched him in expectation. "We need to give my family a proper burial, but we need your help taking them down."
It wasn't long before we had the crosses down, and there was already a bed of pyre ready—large enough for all four bodies. We wiped down their bodies and wrapped them in wools and furs offered by members of the crowd. People brought gifts of dried flowers and herbs. One elderly lady dipped her thumb in a perfumed oil that she wiped on each of the four foreheads. As the people paid their respects, more ravens flew in, taking perch around the edges of the courtyard, watching us.
I, too, took a moment to give my respects to my uncle, aunt, and cousins. Sir Eldar Halmstad was a good man—good to his family and to his people, and the people had loved him. My Aunt Kat's resemblance to my father was uncanny, and it was hard seeing her in death, like some ill-fated premonition of my father's own end. My chest tightened. And Meira and her baby…both too young to be taken from this world. My eyes burned and anger boiled deep in my belly. How dare they.
There was a sudden gust of air, and another raven landed at the edge of the pyre, right inside Meira's palm. It touched there only a moment, then flew off, circled around our small company and back into the night, as though it had just snatched Meira's spirit from the living world.
Once the last of the townsfolk paid their respects, Theon lit the torch. He said a prayer to the spirits, asking for peace for his family and for the strength to avenge the wrongs done, and then he touched the flame to the pyre. It erupted in a swell of orange so hot, I felt it from where I stood ten yards back. Silence filled the courtyard as the flames consumed the pyre, and the air smelled strongly of camphor and woodsmoke.
Theon stood beside me, the light of the fire burning in his eyes as though it came from somewhere deep within. "Help me…help me make them pay for this."
I didn't answer him. I didn't need to.



30
 
 
ALEXANDER
 
 
We left for Astor on the third day.
It took two full days to gather all the supplies we'd need and divvy them up amidst the people, but we also needed to rest—including me. Thaddeus had worked wonders on the injuries I'd incurred from Denn, but the extra few days seemed to heal them completely.
I spent a good deal of time interviewing the handful of guards who'd served under Denn but were loyal to Theon. They didn't have much information to add, other than confirm that Lord Tosca was being held prisoner in Astor. They didn't know how many men had survived the battle at Astor, or what had been done with possible survivors. I believed that if Ravenshelm had had survivors, then Astor would, too. I told Theon my plan to take back Astor. He didn't like it, but he also couldn't come up with a safer alternative.
We had about forty prisoners in Ravenshelm's dungeons, thanks to Thaddeus's barghest poison. Those prisoners would remain in those dungeons until the war ended, and then we'd figure out what to do with them. In the meantime, some of the women volunteered to give them food and water while the men—and a few women—went off to war.
I also gave the townsfolk firm instructions to head for the portal should things get too dire. That way, they could seek refuge on Earth until things settled, and hopefully Earth would be ready for them. I told them Stefan had initiated Operation Ark and what that meant for them, and the rest I'd have to leave up to them. But I really hoped it wouldn't come to that.
Evening fell and we said our goodbyes to the townsfolk.
"You okay, Del Can't?" Thaddeus asked me as we left Ravenshelm's gate.
"Yeah, why?"
"You look like death."
I laughed. He knew I hadn't slept much the past few nights. The future had kept me awake.
"No, serious. V even agrees," he said. "Maybe you should ride one of the horses for a bit."
Thankfully, Denn and his men had left some of the horses. We'd found seven healthy enough to carry some of our load.
"I'm sure Theology won't mind carrying some extra weight if you need to rest," Thaddeus added.
I shook my head. "I'll be fine."
Thaddeus wasn't buying it. "This plan is suicidal enough even with you operating at optimum kill-mode."
I grinned and rubbed my eyes. "Adrenaline does wonders."
"Yeah, well, let's just hope you don't run out of it any time soon."
"If I do, just remind me who Daria's with."
Thaddeus laughed, then said, "I wonder if he's having her sleep in his room yet…" Thaddeus looked over at me and quickly gave me a wider berth. "Uh, I don't think I want to play this game anymore. You look like you're about to strangle me."
"I am about to strangle you."
"Who's strangling Thaddeus?" Vera appeared, sounding eager.
"Oh, come on, V. We both know this aggression is just you trying to cover up how you feel about me."
"Which is…?" Vera asked.
Thaddeus preened. "That you're madly in love with me. That you find me extremely handsome and you've always wanted a guy who can make you laugh."
Her eyes narrowed. "Really."
"Really."
"So why does that make me aggressive?"
"Because my wickedly good looks set you off balance. Aggression is how you cope." He winked. "If you didn't care about me at all, you'd just ignore me instead of finding reasons to be such a jerk all the time."
Vera punched him in the face—or tried to. Thaddeus grabbed hold of her wrist millimeters before impact, and they just stood there staring hard at each other. Thaddeus smiled, but his face was like granite. "Seems I struck a nerve," he said, and he didn't sound as if he was joking.
"Let go of my wrist." Vera's voice was low and intimidating.
Thaddeus stared at her with challenge, still holding on to her wrist. Vera's neck and ears were an angry red, and now the two of them were drawing attention from others in our party.
"Thaddeus," I said.
They were still locked in their staring contest, oblivious to the world around them.
"Thaddeus," I said a little louder this time.
He released her fist. Vera flexed her fingers and dropped her hand.
"Think you two can get along for another few weeks?" I said through clenched teeth. "Otherwise, you both can march straight back to Ravenshelm and torture the prisoners with your hostility, because I've about had enough."
I hadn't meant to sound so harsh, but I was exhausted and they'd been going at it worse than ever. I'd far surpassed my tolerance threshold.
Vera's jaw worked over and her gaze turned murderous, but I didn't relent. She dropped her gaze to the ground and gave me a curt nod. Thaddeus kicked a clump of dirt and scowled at the distance. I took that as a yes.
"Good, then I'm going to walk with Theon for a bit." I left them to each other and walked on ahead, where Theon led his men. There were roughly twenty people in our company, including Thaddeus, Vera, and me, and we were covered in so many furs and leathers I thought we must've looked like a herd of balcans. Well, armed balcans.
The rain had stopped, but the ground was still a soggy mess, and as the sun dropped behind the mountains, the clouds rolled back in. I welcomed the clouds because there would be a full moon tonight, and we needed cover. We avoided the main road leading directly from Ravenshelm to Astor and kept to the edge of the forest that ran parallel.
Still, the ravens didn't come. Theon tried drawing them toward us, but he had no luck. This worried me more and more the closer we came. I didn't want to lose a single man if we could help it, but without those ravens, I knew we'd lose some.
When we got closer to the city of Astor, I noted a few riders heading south in the direction of Orindor. The road was otherwise empty, and soon the city walls were in view.
Astor had a face only a mother could love. Ugly scars covered the great walls, but it was rock solid, just like the people of Alioth. It'd endured generations of brutal winters and attacks from evils just north of the wall—evils only Alioth seemed to suffer—and it had the battle wounds to prove it. Torches burned along the top of the thick stone wall, and shadows passed through golden halos, drifting in and out of the embrasures like ghosts. Astor's flags were nowhere to be seen, but standing directly above the gate was a single, black flag. It beat at the wind in defiance, showing off the symbol of the Morts—a red circle flanked by two red triangles, like one of Mortis's eyes.
The men stopped behind me and Theon at the edge of the wood, all of us gazing out at the city defiled with this blot of black and red. We weren't facing the main gate but the smaller, western gate.
"Do you see any on the ground?" Theon whispered.
"No, but I count five…maybe six along the wall," I said, then noted another shadow. "Make that seven."
"Huh, I only counted the four near the gate," Thaddeus said behind me. "Where are you…oh, now I see those at the towers. Any idea how many might be in them?"
"Can't be more than a handful," I said.
Vera stood on Thaddeus's other side, crossbow raised and aimed straight at a guard walking along the wall.
"Stand down, V." Thaddeus placed a hand on her arm. Apparently, they were over their…whatever that was earlier. "Remember the plan."
She didn't lower her weapon. "The plan will be easier if I kill all the guards first."
"Right, because men raining from the sky is something you see every day," Thaddeus said. "Not obvious at all."
She pursed her lips.
Thaddeus sighed. "There will be plenty of poor saps for you to kill once we get inside. But if you need a snack to hold off that hunger, I'll gladly offer Del Can't."
"What is it?" Theon asked me.
I'd been staring at a thick shadow on top of the main tower at the back of the city. Maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me, but I thought I'd seen it move. "I'm not sure," I said. Once I was satisfied the shadow was not moving, I peeled my eyes away from it and glanced past Theon at Vera and Thaddeus, who were dressed in shadowguard armor and awaiting my order. "Ready?"
"Just waiting for you." Thaddeus smirked, tossing on his helmet. Vera had already put hers on, and, thankfully, pulled back her hair before doing so. Not a strand of blonde could be seen.
"You're sure about this?" Theon asked. Even in the darkness, I could see the worry in his eyes.
I squeezed his shoulder. "Yes. We can handle ourselves. Wait for my signal."
His lips pinched together, losing themselves in his curly beard. "I envy you for your courage—always have."
I didn't tell him I was afraid. I didn't tell him about the guilt I carried with me—now, in the shapes of Thaddeus and Vera—that in every decision I made, I was putting others' lives at risk. But I'd made my decision when I'd stepped down this path, and I would see it through until the end. I would embrace my fear, because I'd long since learned fear was the enemy one always faced head-on, or it would destroy you the moment you turned your back.
I threw on my helmet. "See you inside."
"I'd better," Theon said.
Theon watched as Thaddeus, Vera, and I walked to the edge of the trees. I paused there, cast a quick glance back at Theon, and stepped out of the tree cover.
"You sure this is gonna work?" Thaddeus whispered.
"No."
Thaddeus didn't respond to that.
We were but twenty yards from the gate when the first of the guards noticed us. Three of them stopped patrolling and assembled over the main gate. Ambient light touched metal armor and the slick planes of loaded crossbows. We kept walking.
"You, there!" A small voice shouted from the wall, echoing into the vast expanse of night. "Identify yourselves!"
Thaddeus, Vera, and I stopped at the foot of the gate.
"Name's Gaff," I yelled, trying to sound as Gaff-like as possible. "We just come from Ravenshelm. Come to tell Sir Denn Faris we found his prisoners."
The guards at the tower watched us now, and a great wind stirred the red eye over the gate.
"I don’t see any prisoners," the guard said.
"That's because they're imprisoned. Back in Ravenshelm."
"Why didn't you just send a bird?"
I groaned irritably. "Because there are a few hundred possessed birds perched between here and there, and I didn't trust one of ours to get through."
The guard thought about this then bent his head to the guard beside him. That guard walked toward one of the wall towers and ducked inside. We waited while the guards at the wall held their aim on us. One minute passed until gears cranked, rattling like some metal beast come to life. The portcullis rose and the double doors of the gate parted, and a column of golden light spilled onto the dirt road that led through the gate and into the city.
"Proceed!" yelled the guard.
I approached, following the column of light, Vera and Thaddeus right behind me. I passed beneath the portcullis's deadly row of iron darts and stepped through the doors, making a quick scan of our immediate surroundings. Just as our guards had said, Astor's western gate had been left with minimal security. There weren't any guards on the street—save the three watching over the gate, two of which met us below. I walked a few paces more, holding tight to the garrote hidden in my hand. The portcullis groaned as the guards started lowering it, and I moved.
I slipped my garrote over the head of the nearest guard and yanked hard. Another guard drew his sword and charged at me. I used the guard I was choking as a shield, then stuck out my foot. The attacking guard tripped forward, and I rammed my elbow into the back of his head. Clicks sounded above, and I spun round with my guard in tow, putting him in between me and the armed guards above. His body jerked with each arrow. I let him go, pulled a small knife from my boot and threw it hard, right at one of the guards above, who held a crossbow. My blade struck his neck. He yelped and dropped the crossbow, clawing at the hilt protruding from his throat. His crossbow landed on the ground near my feet, and I scrambled to pick it up. I took one of the bolts stored along the base, shoved it in place, aimed and fired. Another guard atop the wall shrieked and fell past me as I sprinted toward the base of the tower. A guard waited along the stair, sword ready, but I fired off another bolt and he toppled over the stair, landing in a pile of crates on the ground. I bounded up the stairs two at a time, dodging and downing every guard in my path. I'd run out of bolts. I tossed the crossbow aside and drew my sword. Two guards stood at the top of the stair, and when they saw me, they pulled back, surprised. Their hesitation killed them, and soon I was sprinting toward the remaining guards.
Clearly, they hadn't expected me to get this far, and, realizing their mistake, one of the guards shouted. I cut through two more guards before clashing swords with the verbal alarm. I found my opening and shoved my sword through his abdomen. He gasped in pain and slumped as I pulled my sword free. There was a whirr of air and a sudden cry right behind me. I turned just in time to see a guard with his sword raised overhead, a crossbow bolt sticking out of his neck. He toppled over the wall and to the ground, and I looked down to see Vera holding a crossbow. She must have picked it off one of the fallen guards. She gave me a curt nod.
I jogged to the center of the wall, directly over the gate, and climbed onto the winch. I reached over the wall and pulled that red eye from its holding, waved it once so Theon could see, and jumped back down onto the walk. With one quick motion, I broke the flagpole over my quad then wedged one of the pieces into the crank of the winch. A few good kicks, and the wood jammed—not enough to make it impossible to remove, but enough to give Theon and his men time, should any of the guards come back and try to close these gates.
I rejoined the others, and the three of us dragged and piled the fallen guards behind a wagon filled with barrels.
"The flag?" Vera asked.
"Done," I said. "This way…"
We kept to the shadows as I led them through the city. Guards passed on occasion, and when they did, we melted back into shadow. Although we wore their armor, I didn't want to draw any more attention to ourselves than was absolutely necessary. The doors to the dungeons were guarded by two men, who were slouched against the wall on either side. I held my hand up, gesturing for Vera and Thaddeus to keep still. Once I was satisfied the street was clear, I stepped out of the shadows and onto the street, heading straight for the dungeons with Vera and Thaddeus right behind me. The guards saw us and straightened, trying not to look as if they'd been dozing against the wall.
"Our turn," I said as we approached.
One of the guards straightened his belt. "Huh. I didn't think shift change was for a few more—"
I jammed my palm into the nose of his helmet, knocking his head against the wall. He slumped to the ground, while Thaddeus took care of the other.
"This is going so much better than I thought," he said.
"Don't get cocky," I whispered.
The door to the dungeons opened and buttery light spilled over us. "Everything okay out…wait, you're not Raul."
The guard reached for his weapon as I delivered an uppercut to his chin then kicked him down. The other men inside rushed forward, and I threw my blade. It sank into the bicep of the closest guard. He cried out, his sword clattering to the ground, and the three of us ran inside to take care of the rest. Within a minute, the men were either dead or unconscious.
Thaddeus sheathed his sword and dusted his hands together. "All in a day's work."
I frowned, trying not to look at the carnage as I searched the bodies for keys. "Bring the guards in from outside."
Thaddeus and Vera dragged the two guards inside and shut the door just as I found the key ring, and then the three of us set off down the stairs leading to the tunnels.
"You know your way around this place?" Thaddeus whispered.
"I think. I've been down here once or twice." We ran past bars with dark cells and around the corner, startling the guard there. I knocked him out before he could even gasp in surprise.
We kept running, and I scanned the cells for prisoners. I led them down another stair that led to the lower level. There were three guards down here, seated at a table and playing a game of Kings, by the looks of it. They looked up at us, confused, but before anything else could register, I punched the foremost guard in the face, sending him reeling from his chair and onto the floor. I shoved the table back into the other two, knocking them out of their chairs. As they scrambled to their feet, I kicked one square in the jaw then elbowed the other in the gut. He bent forward and I plunged my sword through his belly. I turned back around just in time to see the first guard slumping to the ground, gripping his throat that Vera had sliced clean.
"Who's there?" whispered a voice from farther down the tunnel.
Thank the spirits. At least one prisoner was still alive. I hurried in the direction of the sound, searching the dark cells, hoping for more signs of life. "Alexander Del Conte, and I've got keys."
To my relief, hands reached out and wrapped around the bars as more and more faces appeared in the shadows.
"Have you taken back Astor?" someone asked.
"Not yet, but I'll explain later." I set to unlocking the nearest cell. It took me a few tries to find the right key. "Do any of you know where they're keeping Lord Tosca?" The latch unlocked. The barred door creaked open, and I moved on to the next cell. It used the same key.
"He's at the end of the hall in one of the special rooms," one of the freed prisoners said.
I'd seen one of those special rooms before. They were saved for the worst kinds of criminals because they were, in fact, torture chambers. I finished unlocking the doors as men staggered out into the corridor, bewildered and smeared in dirt and their own filth.
"Stay with them and explain what's going on," I said to Thaddeus. "I'll get Lord Tosca."
I left Thaddeus and Vera with the freed prisoners and jogged down the hall to where it ended in a large iron door. I picked through the keys until I found the right one, then opened the heavy door, snatched the torch from the wall beside it, and slipped inside the small tunnel. It was even colder in here and dark as pitch, and it felt and smelled like death. Slowly, I walked past each of the smaller iron doors lining the walls. Lord Tosca had to be behind one of these, but I didn't like the idea of opening each one to find out. No telling what else had been locked away down here. And then I caught a streak of blood on the ground before one of the doors. It looked fresh.
It took me a few minutes to find the right key, but when the latch clicked, I braced myself for what might lie beyond. Hopefully, Lord Tosca was still alive. The door swung inward without sound and the space beyond was even darker than the corridor. A metallic smell hit my nose, as well as the scent of something else that made my stomach turn. I thrust my torch into the room and golden light spilled over uneven surfaces, twisting the shadows. There was a small table with an assortment of barbaric-looking instruments, and then I saw Lord Tosca.
Lord Tosca had always been larger than life. He was a man the people of Alioth needed, someone strong enough to face the dangers living so close to the Icelands would bring, and he was currently naked and covered in blood, tied spread-eagle to a large wooden "X". His fiery hair was matted and brown, and his beard had been shaved…or brutally hacked, if the cuts on his face were any indication. I might not have recognized him at all if it weren't for the swirling tattoo around his bicep.
"Lord Tosca," I said but he didn't stir. "It's me—Alexander."
I set the torch down on the ground near his feet, and then I lifted his chin. His eyes didn't open, and when I let go, his head slumped back down again. I checked his pulse. It still pumped, but faintly. Up close, I could see each and every cut over his body, some superficial, some so deep the muscle showed. Two of the fingers on his left hand had been brutally hacked off. A flush of hot anger burned through me, and I trembled with fury.
"I'm going to get you out of here, okay?" I said close to his ear, which was also caked with blood. I cut at his ties, starting with his feet. The rope had cut into his skin, leaving rings of angry red and blood behind. I moved to his hands, and once I'd cut the last tie, I barely managed to catch him before he fell. Straining, I eased him to the floor and leaned him back against the "X", then wiped my brow and looked around for something to cover him with. They hadn't left his clothes in here, but there was a wool covering over the table with the instruments. I grabbed the edge of the wool and gave it a swift yank, sending those barbaric instruments clattering to the floor, and then I brought it over to Lord Tosca and wrapped it around his shoulders. He started at my touch and then trembled in fear. My hopes plummeted as I realized the great lord was in no position to help us.
I crouched before him. "We're here to take back your city, Lord Tosca. I hoped you'd be able to use your magic to help us do that, but I think it'd be better if you stay hidden down here. Can you try to walk? Just so we can get you out of this cell?"
He just trembled and trembled, and then he murmured something I couldn't hear. I pinched my lips together. I didn't think I could carry him alone. If only I could magically heal him a little, or ask Thaddeus to do it—just to ease his pain for the time being. But there would be no doing magic in these dungeons. The only person who could get past the enchantments was Lord Tosca, but he was barely conscious.
"Need some help, Del Can't?" Thaddeus stood in the doorway. He fell silent as he took in the sight of Lord Tosca.
"Yes, actually," I said. "He needs to stay hidden down here, but I'd like to at least get him out of this bloody room."
Without another word, Thaddeus came forward and helped me hoist Lord Tosca up between us. Lord Tosca fought us at first—whether it was from sheer pain or fear of being touched, I couldn't tell—but he was too weak to do very much, and after a few grunts and shoves, we had Lord Tosca sagging between us. Very carefully, we led him out of the cell, his feet dragging on the ground, and when we brought him through the doors and into the corridor where the others were gathered, a heavy silence fell. A couple of the men started forward, staring at their lord in both fury and horror.
"He's alive, but barely." I grunted. "He needs to stay down here."
"I'll stay with him," one of them volunteered.
"I'll stay, too," said another.
"But what about…" Vera hesitated. She was wondering how we were going to proceed without Lord Tosca's help.
"I think they're down here!" a voice suddenly yelled from above.
I drew my sword. "Looks like we'll have to improvise."
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STEFAN
 
 
Plunk—plunk—plunk.
Plunk—plunk.
My head wrenched. There was a sharp point in my right temple, stabbing like an ice pick with every pulse, then spreading over my skull and down my neck so that my entire head felt as though it were between the hands of a giant, squeezing it flat. I expected my skull to explode any moment and squirt my brains on the…wall? Ground? I had no idea because I had no idea where I was.
I winced my lids open, which was useless since there was nothing to see except darkness—everywhere. Not even shadows discerned themselves from one another. My skull seized with pain again and I squeezed my lids shut, waiting for the unbearable pain to subside.
There was another, duller ache in the left side of my chest, right near my heart. With no small amount of strain, I managed to lift my right arm just enough to touch my chest. I wasn't wearing a shirt. My ribcage had been wrapped in linens. Of course, I couldn't see any of this—it was all by feel, but the spot over my heart was damp and sticky. A shock of pain knifed through my chest and I dropped my arm, teeth grinding against the pain.
A knife.
I had been stabbed with a knife, by my uncle, right through my heart…right after he murdered my grandfather. I felt a new pain now, and it had nothing to do with the wound.
I heard a shuffle, a click, and the screech of metal, and then something cool touched my forehead.
"…fever is breaking." The voice sounded murky and far away.
"He needs more yerrow," said another.
"I'm afraid if I give him more, he'll turn septic. He's too weak as it is."
"Shall I get more lyca root?"
"Is there more?"
"Enough for one more dose."
A pause. "Yes, fetch it."
More shuffling and another cool pressure against my forehead. Who kept me alive, and why?
Plunk—plunk—plunk echoed the dripping water, and my mind unwillingly drifted off with it.
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I bolted up the stairs and met the guards head-on. My body surged with adrenaline, my movements automatic as I cut through them all, one after the other. Somewhere in my mind their deaths registered: one, two, three, four, five…six-seven-eight. All of the wounds fatal. Not all of them immediate. Killing came so easily to me my advantage seemed almost unfair. Before I knew it, I was in the upper room of the dungeons, dripping with sweat and blood—my blood, but mostly their blood—with bodies lying all around me.
"Demons and hellhounds." Thaddeus stood at the top of the stair, Vera right behind him, staring at the death. They looked both impressed and frightened. "No wonder my pops wants you dead," he said.
I was about to comment when a mighty screeching filled the air. Thaddeus, Vera, and I exchanged a glance.
"Was that a—" Thaddeus started.
"Yes."
Vera cursed, and I sprinted for the dungeon's main door.
"You can't go out there right now!" Thaddeus yelled after me.
I paused with my door on the handle. "And if we don't, it'll attack Theon and his men and they'll never get inside this city. I have to draw it away."
Another horrifying shriek filled the sky, and this time the ground trembled. Thaddeus cursed. "You're even more suicidal than Rook!" he shouted, but followed me out the door anyway, with Vera right behind him.
I stopped outside the dungeons. Guards stood a few yards before us, no doubt on their way to the dungeons, but were currently paralyzed and gaping at the sky. I glanced up just as the gargon unleashed a spray of fire.
"Move!" I shoved Thaddeus and Vera hard, and the three of us barely dodged the flames as they slammed into the face of the dungeons with the force of a fire hose. The air burned hot as a smelter, and I heard someone yell, "There they are!"
"Uh, Del Can't…I think they saw us."
"Noticed!" I charged at the first wave of oncoming guards.
The three of us cut through them, picking up weapons as we went, and a second wave of guards attacked to replace the first. The gargon hadn't tried hosing us again, probably because it wouldn't be able to hit us without destroying dozens of Eris's men. This made me wonder who—or what—was controlling the wild beast, but I was glad to see we'd effectively drawn the focus away from the open western gate as well as the dungeons. I thought I caught some of the citizens peeking down at us from where they were no doubt prisoners behind their own windows, wondering what in the blazes was going on. All we needed now was to stay alive until Theon realized I would not be giving the signal we'd discussed. The airborne fire hose should be all the signal he needed.
And it was, because right as the third wave of guards approached, Theon and his men ran around the corner. The battle lines collided in a clash of steel and cries. Emboldened by our presence, citizens dropped large objects from their windows, and bricks and vases landed on a few unsuspecting enemy heads. And then came a giant.
He wasn't a half-giant. This was a bloody full-sized one, hairier than a bear and easily four times my height. The plate of armor covering his shin was longer than I was tall, and he was taking out handfuls of our men with each swing of his bludgeon. Nords flew, crashing into walls, barrels, other Nords, and enemy guards. Some tried regrouping to get nearer, but the giant was too large and too strong. None of them could get close enough to inflict anything fatal.
"That's a whole lotta ugly!" Thaddeus yelled as he fought beside me. "And he's taking our men down fast." I heard the question in his voice.
"I'll go." I shoved off a guard.
"Good, because"—punch—punch—stab—"I don't wanna get hit with Ugly's stick."
I gave Thaddeus a look, to which he grinned, and I shoved my way through the fighting, set on that giant. He swung his bludgeon like a pendulum, knocking men left and right, and then he finally saw me, standing there waiting for him.
He tilted his head to the sky and yelled, some wild and barbaric sound, then looked down at me, licked his lips, and adjusted his grip on the bludgeon. I brandished my sword, flexing my fingers over the hilt while never taking my eyes off the giant. And the giant was on me in two massive steps.
He swung his bludgeon. I dropped and rolled away. The giant struck and struck again, hitting the ground like some real-life Whac-A-Mole, each time missing me by hair. He grew angrier and hit the ground faster and faster, getting sloppy with rage. And then I saw my window. I dove behind his legs, cutting hard across one of his Achilles tendons, severing through leather then tendon. He roared and spun on me, knocking my sword out of my hands. It skittered across cobblestone and came to rest somewhere behind him. His dark eyes raged with something wild and ravenous. He raised his bludgeon high, his lips twisted in cruelty.
I ripped the dagger from my boot and threw it straight at his face. It spun end over end, fast and true, and sank to the hilt right between his eyes. His arms went slack, the bludgeon tumbled out of his hands, and he collapsed to the ground in a heap, face-first. I staggered to my feet and wiped my palms on my pants, then stepped around his thick arms to retrieve my sword. And that's when I noted the gargon above suddenly change course and dive.
Men yelled as the gargon sped into the city, raking and clawing at anything in its way, wings pummeling through towers, ripping off thatch and chimneys, and dropping bricks on the fighting while leaving a path of charred rubble in its wake. It rose back in the air and I caught sight of a rider, guiding the gargon around in a wide arc, preparing to dive down again. But this time it unleashed fire.
Flames hosed Nord and enemy guard alike, setting fire to rooftops and vendors and crates. Apparently, the gargon's rider no longer cared who it burned alive. The air burned and the streets filled with smoke, making it difficult to see and breathe. Men yelled and ran away from the fire, while others screamed, trying to put out the fire consuming their bodies. I scanned the street to where I'd left Thaddeus and Vera and sighed with relief. The fire hadn't touched them.
The fighting dragged on and on, interrupted by a deadly rain of fire. My arms felt like lead, and my movements turned sluggish and sloppy. With every blow I strained, fatigue burning through the muscles in my arms. I couldn't keep going like this much longer. I stole glances at the others. Theon and his men were heavy with exhaustion. There were just too many guards. For every one we killed, five more seemed to take their place. They were everywhere, swarming the streets, as if we'd suddenly kicked over a hornet's nest. The fire only seemed to make them multiply. We needed Lord Tosca. We needed the great lord's magic. It was the reason we'd rescued him first, but Lord Tosca was too weak.
A soft cry sounded directly behind me, and I spun around to see the shaft of a crossbow bolt sticking out of the head of a guard. I caught Theon's gaze. He nodded at me and lowered his crossbow. And then the point of a sword protruded from his chest.
"No!" I screamed, punching and stabbing my way toward him. Theon slumped to the ground and Denn pulled his sword—my sword, Flamebearer—free. Fury ripped through my body. Denn looked at me, a sick smile stretched across his face. I ran at him with a yell, and the clash of our swords cut through the air. He deflected, metal scraping upon metal, and he bent forward to punch me in the gut. I twisted away, and elbowed him hard in the back. He stumbled forward but caught himself and whirled on me.
"You look much better than last time I saw you," he sneered as I deflected his blow. "Thanks for bringing Theon back to me. I couldn't have caught him without your help."
"You bastard." He deflected my next blow, but this time I moved closer and punched him in the jaw.
Denn staggered back and licked the blood from the corner of his mouth. "I'm impressed, Del Conte, really…I am. You actually thought you could take this city."
Denn rushed at me, sword to the side, but I saw the feint coming and I was ready for the kick. I sidestepped and snapped my own sword on his hand that held Flamebearer. He cursed, but moved faster than I'd expected and punched me in the rib he'd cracked. I gasped as new pain exploded.
"You've lost, Del Conte," he said, goading me. "Surrender now, and maybe I'll convince King Eris to give you a quick death."
I growled, working through the pain as I spun behind him. He shoved my strike aside and came at me in a volley of powerful blows. I barely knocked each blow aside, struggling against the throbbing in my ribs,.
"I heard your princess escaped Orindor," he said. I'd been drawing my sword around, but hearing this, I faltered. Denn used my hesitation to shove me back. "Lord Tiernan notified us a few hours ago. Wants us to be on the lookout, and let me just say that as soon as we finish up here, I'm going to find her. And you won't be there to save her this time."
He saw my anger and his lips curled as he attacked me again. "And you think what I did to Meira was bad. Just wait until you see what I do to your—"
I screamed at him, pummeling him with blows. Blow after blow after blow—it was all Denn could do to stay on his feet. I no longer felt the pain in my ribs. My sword crashed against Flamebearer, again and again, each time sending Denn back farther and farther until he'd backed against a wall. And then I struck Flamebearer so hard, it fell out of his hands and clattered to the cobblestones. I held the tip of my sword to his throat, sweat burning my eyes as I snatched up Flamebearer. I held both swords at his throat. Denn held his hands out, glaring down the flats of my blades.
"Do it," he hissed. "I dare you."
My chest heaved with each breath, so many years of fury filling the edges of my vision with blood. My arms shook as the killer screamed for his blood—his death. He'd deserved it long before now. All I had to do was press the swords a little harder. I inhaled deeply and started pushing…
I looked into his eyes. Those pale blue eyes that taunted and dared, eyes I had hated for as long as I could remember. Eyes I had known for years because I had spent so much time training with him. Watching him torment the weak, bully the frail, always beneath the noses of our instructors. And then with what he'd tried to do to Daria, and to Vera, and however he was involved with Meira's death. I wanted to kill him. I wanted to see the blood pour from his neck and watch the life drain from his body, and that was precisely why I could not do it. Killing him like this made me no better than he was. I lessened the pressure at his neck.
"Coward," he spat. "This is why you'll lose—this is why you'll always lose! You don't have what it takes. You've never had what it takes to—"
I rammed the pummel of my sword into the side of his face. He slumped to the ground. I turned and started walking away when I heard a thunk, followed by a sharp cry behind me. I looked back to see Denn sagging against the wall with a throwing knife in his hand, but he would never throw that knife because of the spear sticking out of his chest. Blood gurgled through Denn's lips as he tried to say something, and then he collapsed on the ground, dead. I turned back around to see Thaddeus glaring at Denn's body.
"Thanks," I said.
"Anytime, Del Can't." He met my gaze. Thaddeus hadn’t just killed him for me. And then he jumped back into the melee to fight alongside Vera.
I staggered over to Theon. Blood oozed out of his chest, soaking the furs of his armor, and the skin on his face was ashen.
"Theon," I said, placing my bloodied hands on his forehead. The puncture had done too much damage and he'd already lost too much blood. Even if I had the strength and time to help heal him, he was too far gone.
His chest shook with ragged breaths as his lids fluttered open. When he saw me, he gave me a weak grin. "I'm not going to make it this time, am I?" A cough. Blood trickled out of his mouth.
My chest tightened and I grabbed his hand. "No."
He sighed and closed his eyes, but squeezed my hand. "Make them pay for this." Another cough, more blood. "Please."
I gripped his hand hard. "I will. I swear to you."
A shudder moved through Theon's body, and his hand went limp in mine. They would pay. For every life they'd taken, for every life they'd ruined, for every bit of suffering they'd caused. I released Theon's hand, picked up my sword and stood.
My anger moved like liquid fire in my veins. If Eris wanted to keep this city, he was going to pay dearly for it. I bounded back into battle, ignoring the pain in my side as I cut down anyone in my path, my fury fueling my strength. The gargon shrieked overhead again, and then fire consumed the building beside me. I sprinted out of the way as thatch and brick collapsed right on top of enemy guards and Nords alike. And then I saw the gargon arc back toward the town, aimed right for where Thaddeus and Vera fought.
Horror gripped me. The gargon's flight seemed to move in slow motion. I yelled at Thaddeus, but he couldn't hear over the din of battle. When he finally looked up, his horror mirrored my own. The gargon opened its jaws. Fire bloomed in the back of its throat. I was going to lose them, right here, right now.
And then suddenly the night came alive with ravens. Thousands upon thousands of them, all dropping from the clouds, attacking the gargon and its rider. The fire died and the pair abruptly changed course, trying to evade the swarm of ravens. Thaddeus and Vera were all right—startled, but alive—and the ravens kept attacking, diving into the city, pecking at the enemy guards while the rest surrounded the gargon. They had come. Theon hadn't known if they would, but they had. Theon was helping us even now. An alien cry filled the night, and in a whip of dark wool, the gargon's pykan rider fell from the skies.
The pykan landed in a pile of crates. I bolted toward it, but as I drew nearer, I slowed to a walk in case it wasn't dead. A fall like that would've killed a person on impact, but pykans weren't exactly human.
Flamebearer suddenly sprang to life, burning with that strange white fire, and the runes glittered just as they had before. And then I noticed the rider standing before the pile of crates. It was not a pykan at all.
His skin was chalky white and translucent, his eyes black as night with no whites to frame them. The shadows seemed to coalesce around him, obscuring him as though he were drawing them nearer—as though he were the stuff the shadows were made of. He took a step toward me, and I found myself taking a reflexive step back, adjusting my grip on Flamebearer.
His eyes narrowed on my sword. "You."
The one word shuddered through me. It was a voice from another world, a much darker world, malevolent and evil, and filled with an insurmountable amount of power. I'd seen a lot of things in my lifetime, but I'd never felt anything like this before. In that moment, I knew this man was the creature Lord Dommelier had warned me about—Lord Cethin Raoul.
I didn't wait another second. I charged him with Flamebearer, but Lord Cethin vanished in a cloud of black smoke only to reappear behind me. With a flick of his hand, an invisible wall of energy rammed into me, throwing me back. I flew through the air, landing on the ground on my back. Pain burst in my rib and the impact forced the breath from my lungs.
I rolled over, heaving, as those murky black robes approached in my periphery. I staggered on all fours, but another whip of energy rammed into my side, throwing me down again. The same force wrapped around me like a giant invisible hand, flipped me over on my back and pinned me to the ground. Flamebearer slid right out of my grip and landed on the ground behind Lord Cethin. And then the world changed.
I stood in a sea of faces—so many faces—piled infinitely in all directions, and I recognized every single one. They were the faces of the men and women I had killed through the years, and now they pleaded and begged for me to bring them back to the world to finish out the life I had stolen from them. Their hands clawed at me, tugging at my clothes, my hair—anything they could grab hold of as if I were their lifeline back to this world. They smothered me, enveloped me, and I was drowning in their despair and my own sorrow for having done what I'd done. The scene changed again.
Daria slept peacefully in a bed of red silk. One of her bare, slender shoulders peeked through the edge of the sheets, and as I watched her lying there, another figure sat up behind her. Danton. He leaned over her and kissed her bare shoulder. Her eyes fluttered awake and she smiled and they were kissing…
The scene changed again. I stood in the middle of a graveyard. The world was grey and cold, and a man who seemed oddly familiar to me stood nearby. I walked toward him, and the closer I came, I realized why the man had seemed so familiar. He was me. He wore his hair a little longer than mine, and I'd never let my beard grow so uncontrolled. His eyes made me stop. They knew a sorrow I didn't, and I followed his gaze to a patch of plaques on the ground. Alaric, Stefan, Thaddeus, Vera, my parents. They were all there, their entire lives represented by nothing more than a slab of rock. The man crouched before another one I hadn't noticed, lying off to the side. It was Daria's. His despair gutted me. Everyone I'd ever loved was gone. Never had I felt so alone. I no longer belonged in this world, because all the strings that had held me to it had been severed.
I was sucking down air when I realized I was back in Astor, still lying pinned to the ground with Lord Cethin standing over me. What kind of power did this man have to make me live my fears, to make me live the horrors of my past, and…was that my future? Or the future I feared? Whatever power Lord Cethin wielded, I didn't stand a chance against it. We weren't going to win this battle, not with him fighting against us.
Fire burst from somewhere behind me, casting gilded light over Lord Cethin's dark robes. Something glinted from inside his robes, drawing my attention there. It was Nightshade, Daria's dagger.
Denn hadn't been lying. She had fled Orindor, and she'd crossed paths with this demon. But she…she'd gotten away from him somehow. This knowledge gave me a sudden burst of hope, and it snapped me out of my despair like a splash of cold water in my face.
"You won't find her," I grunted.
Lord Cethin tilted his head.
"You and your pathetic king will…never find her." I struggled to speak from the vice pinching my lungs.
He crouched beside me and the vice tightened. I strained against the pressure, my lungs feeling as if they might burst.
"Where is she?" The sound was otherworldly.
I opened my mouth to answer and acted as if I couldn't speak.
"Tell me!" he snapped.
I gasped, pretending to choke on my words, though I didn't have to pretend very hard. Fuzzy halos dotted my vision, but I forced myself to be ready. I'd only have a split second.
The pressure around my body loosened just enough. I snatched Nightshade from his waist and stabbed upward. Lord Cethin realized what I'd done too late. The pressure returned to my body, willing my arm back down, but the damage had already been done. He staggered back and wailed, the sound like a hundred dying voices. His robes morphed into thick black smoke, and the screaming died as the smoke dissipated into the night, and then he was gone. Nightshade clattered on the cobblestones, right beside Flamebearer. The few guards nearby took one look at me and ran away.
I grabbed Nightshade and shoved it in my belt, then picked up Flamebearer. Many of the enemy had been killed, thanks to the ravens. They'd preoccupied the gargon and the enemy guards, and now our odds were even. The remaining Nords picked off the rest one by one. The gargon thrashed wildly in the air, trying to rid itself of the crows. I spotted a crossbow on the ground and sprinted over to retrieve it, clicking a bolt into place. I took aim at the sky, straining to see the gargon through all the birds. And then, as if they'd understood my intent, the cloud of ravens parted and I had my opening. I held my breath and pulled the trigger. A click, a whirr, and the bolt shot straight into the sky. 
The gargon jerked and screeched in agony. I loaded another bolt and fired. Its wings beat erratically, and the gargon struggled to stay airborne. I shot a third bolt, and this time the gargon stopped fighting and dropped from the sky like a rock.
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I woke, panicked and sweaty. The fog outside our cave was just beginning to lighten with morning, but I could not clear the vision from my mind.
You are the only one who truly understands the choice before you. You are the only one with the knowledge and the heart to make the right decision, and you must be prepared for it or all you see now will come to pass.
I sat up and rubbed my temples. Choices. I hated that word. I was always choosing between a rock and a hard place, and now I didn't even know what "choice" I was going to have, let alone how I was supposed to be prepare for it. Not that I'd be making any choices any time soon. I was still stuck in this vale with a bad ankle. 
"Ah, you're awake," Myez said. He sat beside the small fire he'd built at the entrance of our cave. "Bad dream?"
I pushed myself to a seated position. "Yeah." Though I knew it was more than a dream.
"Want to talk about it?"
It wasn’t that I didn't feel comfortable telling Myez. I did. I'd grown surprisingly used to him over these past couple of weeks. I just didn't want to talk about my vision, because it didn't make any sense and talking about it would just infuriate me more. I shook my head in answer to his question. "But I would like to talk about us getting out of this vale."
I had his full attention now.
"And here I thought you were content to sit here eating berries and rodents the rest of your life, contemplating the universe like a bloody sage." He smiled at me, and I laughed. "You sure you're feeling up to it, though?" he asked, gesturing toward my ankle.
I sighed and leaned forward with my hands on my knees. "No, but…Myez, we've been here almost two weeks. I can't sit here any longer knowing they're out there somewhere." Hopefully still alive. "As long as we can take breaks, I think I can manage it now. How's your shoulder?"
He rolled his shoulder as if to test it out. "I'll be all right. Don't worry about me. I'm in much better condition to travel now than I was when we first arrived." He picked up a stick of cooked meat off the ground and took a bite. "Did you still want to head for Campagna?"
I ran my fingers through my hair and stared out of the cave. No matter what, I had to find Alex. I hadn't asked Alex what his plans had been that night on the veranda, and he hadn't exactly offered them. But Sonya had been in Karth too, and it made sense that she and Alex would cross back over the Black Sea with Sir Torren and his army—which was why I'd headed in that direction in the first place. Now, with all my time spent in this vale, it'd been a total of three weeks since I'd left them in Karth. Plenty of time for them to sail to Campagna's shores. And if they'd already come and gone, well, then, we'd come in behind them.
"Yes…" I said. "That's the only lead I have, and I think it's probably better to go off of what I know rather than speculations, which I don't really have, anyway."
"Agreed," he said, taking another bite. "And hopefully with us sticking together, this cursed vale won't get the best of us."
"I don't think this vale cares if it gets the worst of us, either. So long as it gets something," I said.
Myez chuckled, then finished off his meat and wiped his chin. "When did you want to leave?" He tossed his stick into the flames.
"As soon as possible. This afternoon, maybe?"
He mulled this over. "I think it would be in our best interest to wait until morning. That way we can spend today gathering supplies, then have a good meal and a full night's rest before we start."
I dreaded the thought of waiting another second, but he was right. We'd need every advantage necessary. "All right," I said. "Tomorrow morning it is."
"Here…" He leaned over, snatched another meat stick off the ground, and tossed it to me. It was charred vulpine—what I liked to call fox. "Eat. Then we'll get to it."
After a breakfast of fox and yesterday's berries, Myez and I set out to gather supplies for our trek. Much of the day was spent with me collecting berries and him hunting. Even though my hunting skills had improved somewhat, Myez seemed to sense I still wasn't comfortable with it, so he offered to do it.
After a few hours of berry collecting, I returned to our cave. Myez wasn't back yet. I paced the empty space for a few minutes. Now that I knew we were leaving, it was even harder for me to keep still. So I decided to take a little walk along the lake.
My boots crunched along the black rock, and a dull ache throbbed in my ankle. I wasn't sure how I'd fare over a mountain pass if an easy two-hour walk through fields was enough to wear me out. But I couldn't stay here. After that vision, I felt more resolved than ever.
The lake looked particularly black this morning. I hadn't heard the voice once since leaving Orindor, and that had been almost two weeks ago. The brooch hadn't shown any signs of activity, either, other than whatever it had done to those shadow demons during my very quick and failed solo expedition. And even though I knew I'd done all I could during these slow and trying past two weeks, I was afraid—afraid that my vision would come to pass and I'd have no idea how to stop it. Afraid that I would never be prepared for something I couldn't know. Afraid that I wouldn't be able to stop my uncle from destroying everyone I loved. Afraid that I would fail.
There shall be much violence in your future, the voices from the vision echoed in my head. My next step hit the rocks a littler harder than I'd intended, and my ankle throbbed with new pain. I grit my teeth against it. There'd already been too much violence in my future. What more could there be? What more could I endure?
You are the only one who truly understands the choice before you. What choice? I knew what happened when I decided things. People died. My father, my brother, my grandfather. If I'd just done what they'd all asked of me, then…then…
My eyes stung and my ankle throbbed again.
"Argh!" I kicked the rocks and stopped walking. I picked up a rock and threw it as far as I could, right into the water. It landed with a loud pallunk, the water rippling outward from the point of contact. Eris had taken over the castle, and meanwhile, Alex and Thad and Vera were somewhere out there doing Gaia knew what. Almost two weeks, I'd been in this fog. Two weeks! And all I had to show for it was a bad ankle and another vague and obscure vision. At least in Orindor, I'd had a way of tapping into current events, even if that way came with blond hair and grabby hands.
"Why not show me what condition the castle is in or what Eris is doing now?" I yelled at the fog. "Or maybe even the best way out of this vale. You know, something at least helpful!"
Suddenly, the brooch flared hot in my pocket.
Startled, I reached in and pulled it out, only to find it'd gone cold again. The engraved dragon stared straight back, unchanged. As if it were mocking me. As if it had been mocking me every day ever since it'd landed at my feet. I growled and was rearing back to toss it in the lake when it burned hot as an ember.
I hissed and let go, and the brooch clattered onto the black rocks. Batting my hand at the air, I hobbled to the water's edge, and plunged my hand into the ice-cold water, waiting for it to quench the fire pulsing in my palm. When I pulled my hand back, my palm was an angry pink, and a blister was starting to form in the shape of a dragon. I glared over my shoulder at the culprit lying on the rocks. It was…glowing. As if there was a light inside of the brooch, pulsing with life.
I crept back to the brooch and, carefully, brushed my fingertips against the surface. It was still hot to the touch, but not searing like before. It suddenly stopped glowing. The air stilled and everything fell quiet. 
My heart pounded. Slowly, I scooped up the brooch, stood, and reached for my…dagger that wasn't there. I cursed.
There was a whip of air behind me. I spun around, panting in fright, but all I could see in every direction was fog, and that fog was getting thicker before my eyes. So thick, I couldn't even see the lake anymore. My chest turned to lead. Not again…
"Hello?" I called out, scanning the shadows, looking for signs of those demons from before.
My breath came hard and fast. I squeezed the brooch so hard the edges carved into my palms. I started walking backward, each step shaking, my boots crunching too loudly.
A guttural growl sounded right behind me.
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A wall of teeth.
That was all I could see. Overlapping spears of bone, each easily the length of my body, equipped with an even more impressive set of canines. And I could distinctly smell rotting flesh. My nose burned with it, and I swallowed, tasting it on my tongue. Trembling, I took a step back, trying to put more distance between my body and the teeth. The guttural grumbling rolled through me with the power and force of a huge diesel, and the teeth moved closer.
My heart hammered against my ribs and adrenaline flooded my body, urging me to run, but I didn't move—I couldn't. I was petrified, and even if I could move, there wasn't a chance I'd ever outrun something this size. The creature snorted a blast of air so hot and so dry, it singed my lashes. And then the fog thinned behind it, unveiling the possessor of those teeth.
It was a dragon from Karth, the one who had rescued me from the flames. It was black and magnificent and terrifying, moving with impossible grace as it snaked its head past me to stare at me with its…eye. It was the largest eye I'd ever seen, like a wall of curved glass, flecked with layers and layers of a thousand different shades of green and red and gold, all gathering in the center along the crimson edge of a vertical black pupil. I could see my reflection in that eye, stretched over the convex lens. I could see how small I was, how terrified I was, by an eye so large it overwhelmed my periphery so that all I could see was this enormous wall of color. The black slit narrowed further as it focused on me, and I was struck by its intelligence. It wasn't cold, as reptilian eyes were, but warm and alive, its pupil a gateway to its soul. A soul older than this world, a soul that had seen generations come and go. A soul subject to no man, and a soul that feared nothing. But I was terrified.
The dragon's growl rolled through my body as it snaked its massive head up and unfurled wings that stretched so far in either direction, I couldn't appreciate their span without physically turning my head. And then I looked down at its talons—the same talons that had held me in their grip and carried me to safety. I'd often wondered how large the dragon's talons had been in order to carry me—if it'd struggled to hold me. Apparently, it hadn't struggled at all. By my estimation, it could probably carry about five people, and its only struggle would have been not skewering them. Just the spur on the back of its heel had to be at least half my height.
The dragon's growl revved, drawing my attention back to its wall of teeth.
And you're Gaia's chosen?
I jumped back, startled. The voice had exploded in my head, hollowing out my skull and filling it with his words. It was the same voice I'd heard in Karth and again in Orindor, the same voice that had asked me to come, though now it was infinitely louder. And was he…insulting me?
He snaked his head back so that my view once again consisted of his enormous eye. His pupil thinned. Where's the other?
I pressed my hands to my ears, my head aching from the intrusion.
There was a grunt of rumbling in his throat, which I interpreted as impatience. I can smell another human on you.
He could smell Myez?
A snort of hot, dry air. I can't believe you're the one Gaia has chosen.
Yes, that was definitely irritation. And my head suddenly felt as though it were being hit by a hammer—a hammer on the inside of my skull, particularly against the spot where the knot was. "Stop talking in my head!" I didn't mean to yell at the dragon, but this headache was so painful I couldn't help it.
The dragon ticked its head to the side, sliding his head around to observe me from my other side with its other massive eye.
Temper. Yes, you inherited that from your Regius side. A Pandor would never be so petulant.
Ugh. I shut my eyes as the pain throbbed. Apparently, none of my thoughts were safe.
Intuitive. Good. That's a start.
I wrenched my eyes open and rubbed my temples, trying to rub the pain away. Cian never hurt like this.
And your Lux is strong, which is surprising for someone who hasn't been trained.
"My what?" I all but groaned the question.
Your inner light. All Draconi have it. It is how we share thoughts with one another, but usually it requires years of training for a connection like this. It won't be so painful when you get used to it.
Good, because between Cian and my conscience, I didn't think I could handle any more voices in my head.
Cian wasn't the one speaking to you. It was me. It has always been me.
My skull felt as if it might just crack open.
I used Cian's power to carry my voice to you. At the time, it was the only way I could communicate with you—through him. There was too much interference before. But things have changed since you opened the box.
In a whip of wings, the dragon moved behind me. How could a creature that size move so fast?
How can a person deemed so important be this ignorant?
I grit my teeth against my headache and my frustration. "I'm learning as I go. I didn't…grow up here, you know."
Irrelevant. Eris will not spare you for your nescience. Now tell me, my little petulant one. Where is the human?
All this talking in my head had zapped my patience. Actually, a part of me wished he'd just eat me and be done with it so I didn't have to suffer this migraine any longer. "Why did you bring me here?"
The dragon was quiet, that pupil seeming to swallow me in its depths. I held out the brooch that, I suddenly realized, was the exact same color as his scales: a rich emerald so dark it looked black. "You did bring me here, right?"
A beat. Yes. There was a very snake-like emphasis on the "s".
The dragon started licking one of its taloned feet. And when it was done with that foot, it started licking the other one.
"Then what in the world has taken you so long?" I asked.
You humans have an interesting concept of time.
I winced. "Yes, two weeks is a long time when a world is at war. I should be trying to help my friends overthrow my tyrant uncle."
And that is no marginal task for one little petulant princess.
I couldn't believe it. This dragon might actually be worse than my conscience. "Did you have a reason for bringing me here, or not?"
There was a series of glottal stops, which almost sounded like a chuckle.
I see why Darius locked you away in his castle.
"And no thanks to you, King Darius is dead."
Faster than I could blink, the dragon's teeth bared inches from my face and its deep growl trembled through my body. I froze, eyes wide.
I do not follow the laws of man, and I do not serve their leaders. I owe you nothing. I owe your people nothing. I belong only to Gaia, and if you want my help, I suggest you remember that.
I swallowed, terrified. "Yes. Of course. I didn't…I'm sorry."
The dragon snarled a bit longer as if to drive his point home (which, I felt, was a little excessive, considering) and then he went back to licking his paw—er, talon.
I didn't even realize I'd been holding my breath until those breaths started coming in short, hyperventilating bursts.
I am called Nexus.
His words came with another headache, but it wasn't as intense as before.
"Nexus," I repeated, tasting the word, liking the sound of it. It seemed as if it could be the name of a luxury vehicle, which, in a twisted sort of way, wasn't so far from the truth. And then I remembered Nexus could hear my thoughts.
"I'm Daria," I hurried to add.
Nexus's pupils narrowed at me in a way that made me think he'd probably heard my thoughts, anyway. A chill rolled through his body and he stood, arcing his wings behind him, almost completely filling the football-size field he occupied. I still couldn't get over the sheer size of him, and when he had his wings unfolded like that, he was almost overwhelming.
Climb on. I need to show you something.
Climb on? Was he serious?
His eyes narrowed on me.
All right. "You want me to climb…where?"
Did you want me to carry you in my talons again?
"Um…" I admired those enormous talons again, one of which was tapping impatiently on the rocks, reminding me fleetingly of the velociraptors in Jurassic Park. I blinked. "No."
Then climb on.
I hesitated, my gaze following the smooth scales of his huge belly, up past the joint where his wing was attached. Where was I supposed to sit? Never mind the fact that his scales didn't exactly have any footholds.
A soft grunt sounded from the base of his throat, and he tipped the edge of his wing toward the ground.
I haven't got all day.
Some smart retort about my waiting two weeks started forming in my mind, but I repressed it. Immediately.
Good idea.
I approached his wing and reached out my hand to touch the rib. The skin was covered in millions of fine hairs and was soft like suede, but with hard bone underneath. "Did, ah, the other riders climb up this way?"
No, but it's how you're going to climb up right now.
I grabbed hold of the rib and, with a grunt, hoisted one leg up over it. I still had no idea where I was actually going to sit.
You'll have to hold on to the grooves of my scales, for now. There's a small patch near the base of my neck that's better fit for human hands. You may thank my previous riders for that.
My gaze slid to the base of his neck, where his black, diamond-shaped scales fit together like tiles on a rooftop.
"I’m just supposed to sit—" My words were cut off with a twitch of his wing that sent me tumbling down the taut webbing until I landed on his back, right near the curve of his neck. I sat up, rubbing my elbow that had jammed into one of the scales. They weren't nearly as pliable as they'd appeared from the ground. The texture was rubbery, as if each scale had been covered in a thick coat of varnish, but they had about as much give as a block of granite.
Straddle my neck and hold on tight.
"There's no way I can straddle…"
I didn't have a chance to finish voicing my concerns. The dragon's wings lifted, and his legs shoved off the ground. With a squeak, I shoved my hands beneath the lip of a few scales, gripping them as if they were my lifelines, and I squeezed my thighs against his neck, which didn't end up being very much at all since his neck was so wide. And then he tipped his body back and flew. Faster and faster, higher and higher, gravity pulling me back as we punched out of the thick fog. Bright blue sky was everywhere, punctuated by a blinding sun—a sun he seemed to be aiming for. Wind howled past my ears, clawing through my hair and turning my eyes to cotton balls. My fingers ached from clenching the scales so hard and my right thigh started cramping, but I didn't dare loosen my grip. The world spun and shrank away below us as pressure pushed against my eardrums. I swallowed, and swallowed and swallowed until my ears popped and popped again. With a sudden jerk, Nexus leveled, practically knocking the wind out of me.
Nexus's wings stretched wide as we soared, his shadow following us, skimming the tops of the clouds below. The world was lost, hidden in a blanket of thick clouds, and the only sign of its existence were a few mountaintops, like spearheads poking through cotton.
I'd been airborne a few times before, thanks to the vox, but we'd never flown so fast or so high. I should've been terrified, but I wasn't. This…this freedom. The hundreds of miles of freedom in all directions, the horizon bending in a barely discernable arc. The smell of the sky, so pure and so fresh—so salubrious—like sunshine and summer and the air after a good rain. I wanted to bottle it up and keep it around my neck to inhale whenever I wanted. It was energizing and revitalizing, and soaring atop the world like this with Nexus made me feel invincible. And then Nexus dropped.
Wings tucked back, he aimed straight at the swirling clouds below. My stomach leapt into my throat and I shrieked, hair ripping back as the wind screamed in my ears. I gripped the scales so tightly, I was sure they'd amputate my fingers. Nexus spun and spun, and the world blurred in a hurricane of clouds. We fell so fast I couldn't scream. I tried to, but when I opened my mouth, air rushed in and filled my cheeks, while he plummeted straight through the clouds and toward the rocks and trees below. The ground approached too fast, and Nexus showed no signs of slowing down. He was going to kill us. We were going to hit those rocks in a matter of seconds, and we would be splattered like insects on a windshield. No one would ever know what'd happened to me. Down and down, the air screamed, and now I could see moss growing on the rocks…
Nexus jerked up so hard and so fast, my forehead rammed against the scales of his neck. Gravity pulled us down, trying to claim us as its own, but Nexus pulled harder, banking until we were soaring easily over the treetops. Gravity finally gave up and let go, and I lifted my throbbing head. I really needed to invest in a helmet. I sagged forward and loosened my grip just a little, and when I glanced down at my hands, I noticed thin rivulets of red running down my fingers.
It's much easier with a saddle.
"So riders don't usually ride bareback."
Nexus snorted, and wisps of smoke streamed from his nose like the exhaust from a jet. Of course not. It's much too dangerous.
My lips thinned and I was about to comment, but then I noticed our landscape. I immediately sat upright, my eyes scanning, trying to make sense of what I was seeing.
This is Campagna.
I'd never actually been to Campagna before, but from my private studies, I knew it was the easternmost territory on mainland and was governed by Lord Sterling Vega. Lord Vega was also Kenley Vega's father—Kenley, who had been Campagna's contestant in the games, who'd also helped Danton run off with the unity stone. No one had seen Kenley since those events, and seeing Campagna, I knew why. Campagna had been preoccupied with war.
The landscape had been obliterated, or at least this part of it. The ground was scorched and still smoking in places, as if it'd been consumed by a great fire. Charred rubble lay everywhere…wait. That wasn't rubble. Those were bodies. This was what Nexus had wanted to show me.
A brick dropped in my stomach, and it had nothing to do with gravity this time. I was suddenly glad I'd been stuck in the vale with Myez. If we'd crossed the mountain passes and found ourselves in the middle of this…
"Can you fly lower?" I asked.
Nexus dipped lower, and now I could smell the ash and smoke and…burnt flesh. I spotted deep blues and golds amidst some of the fallen. Those were Campagna's colors. Had my uncle attacked them? A swath of burgundy drew my attention.
It was a flag—a frayed and burnt flag, with a stripe of bronze down the center—fluttering weakly like a dying sentinel. That was Pendel's flag.
Oh, no.
Oh, nononononono.
My eyes widened with growing horror as I scanned the ground, suddenly noticing all the burgundy and bronze that had been so hard to see before, because the burgundy blended into the burnt soil so well. And now all I could see was burgundy. Sir Torren and his men had landed, and they had been massacred.
Nexus descended, but before his talons even touched the ground, I was already sliding down his neck. My boots hit with a thud and I landed in a crouch, then stood, wiping my bloodied palms on my pants as I took in my surroundings.
So much death.
I felt weightless and faraway as I walked forward, no longer feeling the ache in my ankle, refusing to believe what my eyes were showing me. Unwilling to accept the horror evident everywhere.
The smoke was so thick I could taste it, and my eyes burned. Had a dragon caused a fire like this?
Nexus grumbled behind me. My fire wouldn't have left bodies. This was the work of gargons.
Gargons. Lord Vega had fought Sir Torren's men with the help of gargons, and he had decimated them.
I stared down at the body near my feet. The soldier was covered in armor, but it hadn't done any good against the gargons' flames. Raw and bubbly pink skin was visible through the cracks in his charred armor, and the hand holding his sword had been burnt so badly I could see bone peeking through the tissue. He'd been burnt alive. My stomach turned. I wanted to look away, but I couldn't peel my eyes from him.
"Were there any survivors?" I whispered.
I do not know, princess. I was not here when it happened, though I didn't detect any human life forms as I flew over on my way to you.
I nodded once, and I kept walking. Wanting this nightmare to end. Wishing I could unsee what I was seeing. Lord Vega had suffered losses as well, but nothing like Pendel. And then panic made my pulse soar. Was Alex here, too? Had he been here during this fight, with Thaddeus and Vera and Sonya? Was that the real reason I hadn't been able to sense him lately? Were their bodies on this field somewhere? I was afraid to look, but I also needed to look. I needed to make sure they weren't here, because if they were…
I shut my eyes and let my senses drift far, far away from me, as far as they would go.
Nothing.
"Alex…" I whispered. "Please…be alive…"
I took a deep, shaky breath and tried again, grasping for the thread I'd grown so used to feeling, the thread I knew to be him.
There.
It was faint, but it pulsed from somewhere far away, like a lighthouse in a storm, and it gave me a little bit of hope. I opened my eyes.
A large mass of black drew my attention farther, and I walked toward it, realizing quickly it was the body of a fallen gargon. At least Sir Torren's men had managed to fell one of the demons. Its body lay in a nonsensical heap, legs bent unnaturally, its neck folded back too far. Those red eyes were still wide open, though a fire didn't burn in them now. They were dull and lifeless and cloudy in that terrifying, reptilian face. How I'd ever referred to a gargon as a dragon, I had no idea. After being acquainted with both, they couldn't be any more different. It was as if someone had taken all the beauty and might and elegance of a dragon, then warped it and corrupted it until it became this monstrous shadow of its former self. Just looking at its demonic face sent a tremor up my spine, and that was when I noticed the body on the ground beside it.
Its middle was smashed and soaked in blood, as though the gargon had been clutching it in its jaws before it died, but at some point this man's helmet had fallen off, and I was staring down into Sir Torren's face.
His eyes were glassy and dead, staring straight up at nothing, and blood caked the corners of his mouth. I covered my mouth and looked away as my chest wracked with dry heaves. Sir Torren had come, just as he said he would. He'd come and brought his men because I'd asked him to, and now they were dead. They hadn't even made it through Campagna.
They would never reach Valdon, just as they would never return to Karth, back to their loved ones—their families. Families who had showered me with gifts and love after saving their city from the kytharii, and for what? So that I could persuade their men to march into a massacre? I slumped to the ground, trying to get a hold of myself. Trying to slow my panicked breath and calm my frantic heart. How could Gaia let this happen? Had she known, when I'd had that vision? The responsibility of this fell on my shoulders with the weight of a world, and I suddenly didn't have it in me to fight anymore. It wasn't worth this. Nothing was worth this.
And if you don't fight for them, then they will have died in vain, Nexus said.
I squeezed my eyes shut and a tear leaked out. "I won't sacrifice anyone else."
Sacrifice is a part of war, child, and many more will be sacrificed before it's done. It's best you accept that now.
I couldn't accept this. How could anyone accept this? So often I'd read and studied war, and I knew it was terrible, but it didn't make me feel so much. I could never understand the nightmare it was, I could never appreciate the destruction. War was a monster with an unquenchable appetite for death. War took and it took and it never gave back, and I was tired of giving—so tired of sacrificing for a hunger that would never be sated.
You may loathe war all you want, but it will not stop men like your uncle from engaging it. Men like your uncle will consume until there is nothing left.
I hated my uncle. I hated everything he was and everything he'd done. How he could so callously destroy a world and its people, and all for what? Power? Why couldn't he just live his damned life and leave everyone else alone?
You may not ever know what propels men like your uncle, but they have existed since the dawn of time. And so long as people like your uncle exist, so will war. You can turn away from it or you can try to stop him.
I didn't want to just stop him. I wanted him dead. I wanted him to suffer for each and every future he'd stolen away from these men. I wanted him to suffer for all the suffering he'd caused their families.
So you will try to stop him, then.
I exhaled through tight lips and opened my eyes.
Don't even think it. I won't fly you there alone.
I scowled. "So now you can hear my thoughts before I think them?"
Nexus snorted and hot air singed my face. I blinked rapidly then coughed.
Right now, you have an advantage. Eris does not know where you are, nor whom you're with, and you have time to formulate a plan. Do not throw that away because you're a slave to your impulses. Impulse will help no one, and will probably get you killed.
The way he said it made me think he knew impulsiveness was my style.
Nexus ruffled his wings. We need to get back. Lord Vega has a scouting party nearby.
"How do you know?"
I can smell them.
I glanced around. I didn't see anyone coming, and I didn't feel anyone, either. All I felt was cold. Still, I didn't see why we needed to leave right away. I didn't think a scouting party would stand much of a chance against a dragon.
But then Eris would know who you're with, and he would prepare to face us. It's better he not know. Not yet.
Nexus shifted, agitated and ready to get moving. I pushed myself to a stand and started back toward Nexus, but then I hesitated. "Give me a second…" I said, and I walked back to Sir Torren.
Nexus grumbled behind me.
I crouched beside Sir Torren and pushed his lids closed. He looked almost peaceful now—almost, as if he were sleeping. "I'm…sorry…" My voice cracked and another tear spilled over my cheek. "Thank you. For coming. For keeping your promise. And I will keep mine." I glanced down at the sword still in his hands, and with sudden impulse, I wrenched his fingers open and took it, then looked back at his face. "I'll take good care of this for you, and…I'll never forget all you've done. I swear it." I leaned over and kissed his forehead, then wiped my nose and climbed to my feet.
Nexus watched me. And when I got close enough, he tipped his wing for me to climb.
Our flight back to the vale was quiet, and my mind swam with guilt and despair. An entire army, gone, and from the looks of things, Lord Vega's casualties had been nominal. Now I knew I had more to worry about than just the shadowguard. Eris also had Lord Vega under his command, as well as pykans and gargons. It would only be a matter of time before Lord Pontefract joined the fold, if he hadn't already. What chance did we have? How could Gaia give me such a vague vision when she'd known full well what was already happening in this world? I was angry that I hadn't known, and I was angry at Gaia for not telling me—for not stepping in to help—and I was furious by the time Nexus landed, talons crunching upon loose gravel. But I forgot my fury when Nexus crouched on all fours, teeth bared and snarling. He wasn't snarling at me. His eyes were fastened ahead of us…on Myez.
Myez stood frozen to the spot, face slack with terror.
Nexus was still snarling.
"Waitwaitwait." I slid from Nexus's neck and jumped between them, hands splayed toward Nexus. "He's with me."
The snarling grew louder, rumbling through my body like thunder, and Myez stood, petrified.
You didn't say he was the human you were with.
"And when did I have a moment?"
You should've left him to die. Nexus stepped to the side, snaking his head around me to get closer to Myez. Myez dropped the spear he was holding.
This is the man who captured and tortured Viridux.
Viridux? "What in the world are you talking about?" I asked.
Nexus snarled, gnashing his teeth.
You saw him, did you not? When you were in the underground city?
Underground city…? Oh! Thieves. There had been a dragon there who'd helped us escape with the aid of a little fairy creature. The dragon must've been this Viridux that Nexus referred to. Nexus's eyes narrowed, and he was still snarling.
"Myez, he's angry about the dragon you were keeping in Thieves."
Myez swallowed, wide eyes fastened on the wall of teeth. "I am sorry." Myez's words trembled, and in that moment he looked and sounded like he'd apologize for just about anything, guilty or not. "Tell him…tell him I only kept the dragon by order of Eris, but I…I made a mistake and I'm sorry—" Nexus moved his jaws closer to Myez, and Myez stopped talking.
And it is a mistake you will never make again.
Nexus reared his head back like a snake about to strike. I suddenly felt very strongly about Myez's safety, and I was not about to let him get eaten by a dragon. "Stop!" I screamed, jumping in front of Myez.
Nexus growled, slit-like pupils fastened on me.
My heart pounded. I'd been afraid of Nexus when I'd first met him, but even then he hadn't looked at me with this kind of fury. And I was afraid.
Move aside. This man is a traitor.
"Was," I said, growing frantic. "Please. He's with me, now. If it weren't for him, I'd be in Eris's hands by now. Probably dead. I swear on my life."
The rumbling stopped, and the silence that followed seemed even louder than the rumbling. Nexus regarded Myez with something like disdain, but he no longer looked as if he was about to eat him. At least not all of him. My chest rose and fell with quick breaths. Myez still hadn't moved from his spot, and a bead of sweat rolled down his temple. Finally, Nexus pulled his head away from us, and I sagged with relief.
If I see even a hint of treachery, I will eat him.
"Okay. Fair enough," I said.
Myez's gaze darted between Nexus and me. "Ah, what's fair?" he asked quietly.
"If Nexus thinks you're going to betray us, he'll eat you."
"Nexus." Myez swallowed, eyes resting on the dragon who was licking his talons. "Right. Okay."
Nexus followed us back to our cave. Myez kept glancing over his shoulder, half terrified, half in complete awe. I explained everything to Myez—how I'd come across Nexus and what Nexus had shown me.
Myez's eyes filled with sadness as he looked over Sir Torren's sword. "Lord Vega never liked your grandfather much, but I didn't think…" A breath. "I suppose we know which side he's chosen now."
"But what does he think he'll achieve through Eris?" I snapped. "My uncle doesn't exactly share power, if you've noticed."
"I'm sure he's made Lord Vega many promises, and Lord Vega has always been a greedy man. No doubt he'll swear anything in order to gain favor in Eris's new world."
Right. He'd even sworn away his niece, Isla. "At this rate, he's not going to have a world."
He does not just want this world. He wants Earth.
I glanced at the entrance to our cave, but all I could see of Nexus was a large claw. I couldn't tell if he was protecting us, or imprisoning us. Maybe both.
"What does he want with Earth?" I asked.
Remember: Earth and Gaia were one, once. Gaia split off from Earth, and in the process, she banished Mortis.
My mind started working through everything I'd been told about Earth and Gaia's history, and how their split had resulted in physical manifestations of light and dark magic, in the forms of both Gaia and Mortis. "Gaia banished Mortis to the shadow world, correct?"
Correct.
"And where is this shadow world, exactly?"
The shadow world is like another dimension, similar to how Gaia exists separate from Earth, though there's no portal linking his dimension to ours, or Earth, for that matter.
"But if there's no portal linking his dimension to ours, then how do pykans bring shadow creatures through? And Lord Cethin…my uncle was able to bring him back. How is that possible?"
Nexus adjusted his crouch with a quick, irritated grumble.
Mortis is still tied to Gaia. There are vestiges of his dimension that bleed into Gaia. He said this as if I should've inferred it already. Those who practice dark magic find ways to access those threads, but only those powerful enough can actually draw creatures through the veil. There was a resurgence of shadow creatures during the Great War, and that is when the northern wall was built. The creatures that had been brought through by the dark wizards of the time were banished there, which is where they've remained. Until recently.
I let this soak in. Myez looked as if he wanted to ask a question, but I held up a finger to hold him off. I was still trying to piece Nexus's words together.
"But no one's succeeded in actually drawing Mortis through, have they?"
Nexus snorted from deep in his throat. Obviously.
My thoughts spiraled, and everything started making sense. Very perfect, very bad sense. "The unity shield is the only thing that could give someone enough power to do that, isn't it? Eris isn't just planning on harnessing the power of the shield to break down the portal system. He's going to use it to free Mortis."
A beat. I would be embarrassed if it took me this long to figure that out.
My thoughts continued whirling. If the shield could give him enough power to free Mortis, then why didn't my uncle just focus on getting the stone? Why was he so focused on destroying all his adversaries here first?
I imagine it is because he'd rather not meet resistance once on Earth. Magic is different there. Weaker. More difficult. Of course, that will change gradually if he succeeds in tearing down the veil and bringing Mortis to the other side.
Right. Magic still existed on Earth—I already knew that, thanks to the Del Contes, when they'd used their amulet to travel from their home in Yosemite to my home in Fresno. They'd emphasized how difficult it was to actually use magic on Earth, but it wasn't impossible. Gaia may have split herself off from Earth long before any of us were aware, but magical traces of her still remained, like the portals, for instance. But the people of Earth didn't know anything about magic.
"And if Eris succeeds here, in destroying all Gaians who could actually use magic to help fight alongside the people of Earth, the people of Earth would be defenseless. They have no knowledge of magic. It doesn't matter if Eris only has a little bit of dark magic on his side. A little bit of magic, plus Mortis, would overwhelm the people of Earth. Eris would easily take over both worlds."
Nexus was quiet.
I stood up and started pacing in our little cave, rubbing my temples. This was bad. This was very, very bad. And here I thought Eris taking over Gaia was bad enough, but Gaia had never been his end game.
"Why in the world didn't the Dalorens just destroy the shield when it was in their possession?" I asked.
The shield can't be destroyed. Destroying it would also destroy this world, since the shield represents a physical embodiment of Gaia's power.
"Ah, I do remember that," I said. It was something to do with the elementals being tied to that shield, and destroying the elementals would be tearing the very fabric of this world apart.
"I'll admit," Myez said. "Hearing only one side of a conversation is extremely frustrating, but I think I understand the gist of what you're saying. Doesn't Lord Pontefract still have the unity stone?"
"He did when I left Orindor," I said, "but I doubt he'll have it much longer. My uncle's been mostly focused on taking over this world and gathering followers, but it looks like he's just about done with that. He'll be wanting that stone soon, I imagine, if he doesn't have it already."
I turned back to Nexus. "We have to go. Today. We need to—"
And do what, my little petulant one?
The voice cracked through my skull, and I winced. Apparently I'd reached my daily ESP limit. "I don't know." The headache pulsed then faded. "Something. We can't stay here and wait for Lord Pontefract to hand over the stone. I'm surprised Eris hasn't just taken it already."
It's not as if he's needed it yet. He's done plenty of damage without it, and right now, I imagine he's more preoccupied with ridding of one last threat before setting his sights on Earth.
"Gesh?" I asked.
No, not Gesh. Gesh has already been headed off by shadowguard, and by the time they reach Valdon—if they reach Valdon—they won't have the strength to prove very effective.
Mercedes was coming. I needed to believe she'd come through alive. "Then who?" I asked. "Who's even left?"
Another beat. I believe you are well acquainted with him.
Nexus sounded smug, and I felt suddenly wary. "Nexus, who are you talking about?"
Nexus yawned, and all I could see through the cave entrance was his wide-open jaws and rows of pointed teeth. The young prince, the last of the Estroians and the rightful heir of Pendel: Alexander Del Conte.



35
 
 
ALEXANDER
 
 
"Spirits, it's freezing out there!" Thaddeus plopped down opposite me, raked a hand through his hair, and little flakes of snow showered all over the table.
I raised my brow. He lifted one edge of cloth from the basket of rolls, stole one, and took a huge bite.
"Help yourself," I said.
He smiled, showing his teeth and quite a few bits of bread.
I sighed and grabbed a roll.
"How's it going with the hatchet man?" Thaddeus asked, mouth full of food.
Thaddeus had nicknamed Abel, the smithy, "Hatchet Man" once Abel had kicked Thaddeus out of his shop. In Abel's defense, Thaddeus had ruined a handful of swords after pouring some concoction into the furnace to make the flames hotter.
I eyed Thaddeus as I took a bite. "Fine. Any new recruits today?"
Since we'd taken the city of Astor almost two weeks ago, we'd sent ravens to the other territories, instructing the people of Gaia to prepare should they need to flee to the portals. We'd also sent ravens to the villages throughout Alioth, informing the people as to what had happened and asking for any able-bodied men and women to assemble in Astor as soon as possible. As soon as possible ended up not being very soon at all, because a blizzard hit.
Thaddeus shoved the rest of the roll in his mouth and grabbed my scotch to wash it down. "Yep." He wiped his mouth. "Two dozen—all from Durstang. V was showing them to their temporary quarters when I left."
"I'm surprised you left her alone with that many Nordic men."
He snorted. "Come on. It's V. They'd have better luck making a pass at a gargon. Probably better chance of survival, too."
The waitress set down my plate of mutton, which Thaddeus promptly dragged to his side of the table and started eating.
"I was going to eat that, you know," I said.
The door opened and Vera stepped inside, covered in snow like Thaddeus had been. Vera saw us and walked over, and Thaddeus scooted over to let her sit beside him. She did.
She eyed the half-empty plate of mutton, then whacked Thaddeus on the back of the head.
"Hey!" he exclaimed. "What was that for?"
"Your complete absence of manners," she snapped.
"But I was going to offer you some!" He rubbed his head as if it actually hurt.
The waitress appeared. "Can I get you anything, miss?" 
Vera leaned back in her seat and marginally shook her head.
"What about you?" the waitress asked Thaddeus.
He shook his head, shoving another forkful in his mouth. The waitress looked at me, and her cheeks completely filled with blood. Thaddeus kicked me beneath the table. I didn't look at him.
"May I have another plate?" I asked.
She smiled and blinked a little more than necessary. "Of course. Anything else?"
"No, that's all. Thank you," I said. She left, and I turned back to Thaddeus and Vera. "So have we finally heard back from all the villages?"
Thaddeus washed down his bite with another swig of my scotch. "Think so. We still haven't heard back from Kurst, but being that they're on the way to Valdon, Lord Tosca doesn't seem too concerned. The only thing left is for this bloody storm to move on."
I was anxious to head for Valdon, although we'd needed every second of our time here to prepare for war while healing our injured—including Lord Tosca. We also needed to give Gesh and Pendel time to arrive at our rallying point: Rex Cross. I'd sent word to both Lady Mercedes and Sir Torren via Ravenshelm's ravens, but I worried about Sir Torren. I remembered what Mistress Astaire Dothrai had said back in Yosemite, about how Campagna would be waiting for Sir Torren and his men on their shores. I prayed to the spirits Sir Torren made it through.
But I was also anxious because of Daria. Ever since I'd taken Nightshade from Lord Cethin, I'd been anxious. It'd been hard enough knowing Daria was with Danton, but at least I'd known she was safe in Bristol, Orindor's capital. The fact that Lord Cethin had taken her blade meant Denn's words had been true: Daria had fled Orindor. I carried that knowledge with me every second of every day. Yes, she'd displayed a great deal of power in Karth, and yes, I'd completely underestimated her, but she didn't know the layout of this world, and the idea of her wandering through it, alone, terrified me.
"Hey." It was Thaddeus. His voice had gone quiet, and when I looked back at him, his face was serious. "We'll find her. I'm sure of it."
"He's right, you know," Vera said. "You need to have a little more faith in her."
I rubbed my thumbs together. "I have all the faith in the world in her. That doesn't mean I don't fear for her. That doesn't mean I don't want to be there for her."
Vera stared at me a long moment. "Actually, I think you've always needed her to be there for you."
"Which is why I'm clearly the better man, here." Thaddeus looked at Vera, all smugness. "I've always known how much I've needed you." He shoved a huge bite of mutton in his smiling mouth.
Vera whacked him on the head again, but this time she hit him so hard, he choked on his food.
He coughed, pounding a fist against his chest, and then swallowed his bite down. "Bloody hell, V, would you knock it off…?"
"When you stop being an idiot. So probably never."
The waitress brought a new plate of mutton, this one practically overflowing. And she set down a full glass of scotch beside me.
"May I get you three anything else?" Though the question was addressed to "you three," she looked only at me.
"No, thanks." I gave her a tight smile. Vera kicked me under the table. The waitress left, and I made a face at Vera. "Remind me never to sit across from you two again. For some reason, both of your legs are spring-loaded."
"Don't encourage her," Vera hissed.
"I'm not encouraging her," I said, cutting into the hot slab of mutton. "I'm being polite."
"Why?"
I looked up at Vera. "Why what?"
"Why be polite? You don’t really give a Nord's hide about her, so why pretend you do?"
"You already know you and I have very different philosophies on the subject of humanity." I took a bite.
Thaddeus yawned and stretched, then slid his arm slowly across the bench's back and behind Vera's head.
"And I still think you're ridiculous," Vera said, folding her arms and leaning back. "It's a waste of your energy. It's not like you're going to be seeing her again after we leave this frozen hell."
Thaddeus glanced sideways at her, bemused. "Frozen. Hell." A pause. "Huh."
She glared at him. She didn't say anything about his arm, though.
"Anyway," I said. "I'd like to leave for Rex Cross tomorrow."
"But what about the storm?" Thaddeus asked.
"What about the storm?" I shoved another bite in my mouth.
Thaddeus removed his arm from behind Vera's head and rested both forearms on the table as he leaned forward. "We can't possibly travel in this."
"Who says?" I asked.
"I says. We'll all freeze to death."
"You might." I swallowed my bite. "These are Nords. They're used to this weather. It might slow them down a bit, but they can handle it. They're healthy enough by now, and our supplies are ready. Besides, the storm would be excellent cover, and if we meet any shadowguard along the way, we'd clearly have the advantage of surprise."
Thaddeus opened his mouth to say something, probably argue, but closed it. The wood creaked as he leaned back in the booth.
"You said yourself we've already heard back from all of Alioth's viable resources," I reminded him.
Thaddeus drummed his fingers on the table. "Yeah. So?"
"So, it does us no good to sit here and wait. In fact, I would argue our odds grow infinitely worse the longer we do."
"But you haven't heard back from Mercedes or Sir Torren," he said.
"I heard back from Mercedes."
He looked offended. "And when were you going to tell me?"
"Mm, about now, actually."
His eyes narrowed in irritation. "And…?"
I had Vera's complete attention. "And it was a short confirmation. Gesh will meet us at Rex Cross."
"She didn't say her current position?"
"Of course not, you dolt," Vera said with a tone that made me think she might whack him on the head again.
He folded his arms. "What about Sir Torren?"
"Nothing yet."
"And this doesn't concern you?"
"A little, but at some point we have to get moving," I said. Truth was, I was very concerned by Sir Torren's silence. I'd sent word to both him and Mercedes over a week ago, and I should've heard from him by now. But we really couldn't afford to give Eris any more time. Once he got that stone, assuming he didn't have it already, our chances of overcoming him were almost impossible.
"Have you talked this over with Lord Tosca?" Thaddeus asked.
"I'm planning to, right after I finish up here."
"Think he'll agree?"
 
 
"I couldn't agree more," Lord Roderik Tosca said before I'd even finished explaining. "And who knows how long this confounded storm will last. We could be waiting until summer."
"That was my thought as well," I said, looking over at Thaddeus, who made a face and rolled his eyes. "But what I wanted to know is if you are feeling up to it," I continued. "I don't want to put you at any more risk than necessary." Which was true, but I also needed Lord Tosca to be all right—we needed him. His magic as a lord would be invaluable and essential in this fight.
"You're certain Gesh and Pendel are willing to fight?"
"Yes, my lord," I said. "Lady Mercedes Bellona was assimilating her warriors last I saw of her in Mosaque, and I received confirmation two days ago saying she'll join us in Rex Cross. I haven't heard from Sir Torren of Pendel yet, but he was readying his ships as we left. Optimally, I'd like a confirmation from him as well, but I'm afraid the longer we wait here, the stronger Eris grows. Especially since we don't know what Lord Pontefract intends to do with the unity stone."
He thought this over. "And Alioth's survivors have all responded?"
At this question, I looked pointedly at Thaddeus. Thaddeus sighed and took a step forward, entering the conversation against his will. "Yes, my lord. We have about a thousand in total, and we just received two dozen men from Durstang. All that's left is Kurst."
Lord Tosca waved his hand as if that detail was irrelevant. He wasn't wearing his jewels anymore. "We'll pass them along the way, anyhow. I'm sure Sir Mannick is waiting for us." Lord Tosca eyed Thaddeus up and down, then looked at me. "And you trust him?" He was referring to Thaddeus.
Somehow, in some way, Lord Tosca must have learned of Thaddeus's heritage. I hesitated, then looked over at Thaddeus, who looked genuinely—if not a little apprehensively—interested in my answer. "Yes." I looked back at Lord Tosca. "I do."
Lord Tosca nodded once and stared back out the window. He was the ghost of his former self. Healers had done wonders to his physical person, but he suffered from wounds that ran much deeper.
"Then we will do as you say," Lord Tosca said. "We will set out tomorrow at dusk. I may rely upon you to continue overseeing the preparations?"
"Yes, my lord," I said.
He looked at me over his shoulder. "Roderik."
I looked at him in question.
"You took great risk to yourself in coming here, Alexander, to do for my people what I could not. You've acted more their lord than I ever have, and I will never forget that. And Alexander…"
I waited.
"I won't be going."
 
 
We were frozen to the bone, sitting and huddled together at our camp for the night, when Thaddeus said, "I mean, what am I? Chopped liver?"
"Do you really want me to answer that?" Vera asked.
Thaddeus harrumphed. "It's not exactly like you came alone."
"Tell me about it," I murmured.
Thaddeus ignored my slight. "We've been with you every step of the way, but nooooooo. You're the one everyone respects and admires."
"There's a reason for that, you know," Vera said.
"I'm not asking for much," Thaddeus said. "Just a little pat on the back would be nice. Is that so much to ask?"
Vera rolled her eyes but grinned.
"In all seriousness, though, I hope you know I am thankful you came," I said, looking between them. "Both of you. I couldn't have done any of this without your help."
Thaddeus looked at me. I expected him to smart-off, so it surprised me when he nodded and said, "You're welcome." A thoughtful pause. "But I would like a statue erected in my honor—if we get through this."
Vera grumbled and I laughed.
"Yeah." Thaddeus leaned back on his gloved hands and stared at the space in front of him as if his statue were standing right there in full glory. "And the inscription along the bottom must absolutely include the words witty, genius, and handsome. All capitals on handsome."
"Wait, I'm confused," Vera said.
"About?" Thaddeus asked.
"I thought this was your statue we were talking about."
Thaddeus and I both laughed.
Once we'd picked up the last bunch of warriors in Kurst, we totaled a little over a thousand. It wasn't the thousands Eris had at his command, but these were Nords, and what they didn't have in numbers, they made up for in sheer size and grit. There was also the brutal winter storm to thank. Though we all had bits of ice and snow stuck to our hair and faces, the storm gave us excellent cover. For our first two days of traveling, we hadn't run into any trouble. We did run into a few small caravans of villagers evacuating from Alioth's fringes. They'd received my message, thank the spirits, and were headed back to the capital to be near the portal. I still hadn't heard from Sir Torren, and that worried me.
I wished Lord Tosca were with us, even though he'd made it very clear he was in no position to make the trek. He'd asked me to lead these men, though I didn't feel as if I deserved to. His men made the transition so easily, deferring to me as if they always had, and it humbled me. Still, I'd done my best persuading Lord Tosca to come, but he had been resolute that I be their leader in this war, and his men hadn't argued. It seemed to me that Lord Tosca was giving up. With the loss of his family, he simply didn't have the fire he once did, and although it saddened me, I understood it. I didn't think I'd fight for life either if that life had to be lived without Daria.
We had traveled days and nights, stopping only for a few hours to let our horses and ourselves rest, always without a fire, just as we were now. Not even my thick layers of leather and wool chased away this kind of cold.
"I'm going to walk for a bit." I pressed my hands to my knees and stood. Vera and Thaddeus both looked up at me.
"The blazes why? We've been walking for three days straight!" Thaddeus asked.
"I know. I just want to check on things," I said.
"Relax, Del Can't. You need it. You've barely slept since we left."
"I am relaxed. I just feel like moving."
His eyes flickered over my face. "Want me to come?"
I could tell he didn't really want to get up. We'd walked almost twenty miles today.
"No, you two stay here. I promise I'll be right back." I left the two of them. As I walked through our camp, Vera's laughter echoed in my ears. She rarely laughed, and it was a nice sound. I was glad Thaddeus brought it out in her, even if she looked as if she'd murder him half the time. But perhaps that was also why she looked that way.
Thaddeus was right, of course. I hadn't slept much, but I just couldn't relax. Not when so many lives were in my hands. Not when so many men looked to me for hope and direction. I felt completely responsible for them, and that sense of responsibility kept my mind active and my body restless. That kind of responsibility would never let me sleep.
Most of the men slept, though some were still awake, huddled together in quiet conversation. Our army of Nords looked like a fur blanket upon the snow. Tonight, we'd found refuge in a deep crevice between two rolling hills covered in snow. The wind couldn't quite reach us down here, which made for a nice reprieve from its icy gusts. I trudged through the snow, past the edge of our camp, and up the rise to where it crested. Wind howled, blowing more bits of snow and ice in my face as I gazed in the direction of Orindor. 
I wondered why Lord Pontefract hadn't given over the stone, or why Eris hadn't simply taken it from him when he'd passed by Orindor the first time. Not that it mattered, I supposed. Eris had done plenty of damage without it. The only reason I could come up with was that maybe Eris didn't want to exhaust his troops in a battle against an unwilling Lord Pontefract, which would've given Valdon more time to rally against Eris. Whatever his reason, I couldn't imagine much stood between Eris and the stone, other than Lord Pontefract. Lord Pontefract was extremely powerful and resourceful, and the men of Orindor were stalwart when it came to defending their territory, but would it be enough?
I turned my gaze about twenty degrees north of Orindor, in the direction we'd set out for tomorrow. We'd been traveling parallel to the Olde Road and, assuming the weather didn't worsen and we didn't hit any trouble, tomorrow we'd reach the junction of West Road and Road Centrale, which would be our path to Rex Cross. At this rate, it would still be another week before we reached Castle Regius.
"Daria, stay alive for me…" I whispered to the night. My hand rested on the hilt of her dagger, feeling the cold metal against my palm. I'd kept her dagger strapped to my belt ever since I'd found it. I inhaled a slow breath of wintry air, exhaling through my lips, my breath condensing into a cloud the wind quickly stole away. I liked being alone, because then I could almost feel her—sense her—right there on the fringes of my world, but every time I reached for her, she'd slip right through my fingers. It was my one comfort in all this: She was still alive.
A flicker of light drew my attention away from my thoughts. It had come from just around the next rise. There were no villages in these parts, and the Olde Road was about a mile east of here. None of my men had been foolish enough to light a fire, because every Nord alive knew what kinds of creatures were drawn to a fire in the night and in these parts. I squinted at the darkness but caught no signs of the light again. Maybe it was a winter wisp. They were common enough in Alioth, though they didn't usually come so far south. But then I saw the flicker again. That wasn't the light of a wisp. Someone was carrying a lantern. No Nord in their right mind would carry a lantern out here. But if it wasn't a Nord, then who, or what, was it?
I pulled my fur cowl up over my head and trudged forward, toward the source. The darkness and snow was cover enough for me, though I kept one hand on Flamebearer's hilt. Thaddeus and Vera would probably have a conniption if they knew I was walking so far away from our camp—alone—but I needed to investigate before I lost whatever it was, and we couldn't afford to be discovered. I made a wide berth of the light then found a snowy embankment to duck behind as soon as I noticed a small camp of soldiers, huddled around a struggling fire, their horses standing nearby. Idiots. What were they thinking lighting a fire in these parts?
A red and black flag stood in the center of their camp, whipping violently in the wind, and my body flushed with anger. Those were Orindor's colors.
What were Lord Pontefract's men doing out here? Had Commodus heard of the battle at Astor and sent a scouting party to investigate? Had he already joined Eris? But it was unlike Lord Pontefract to send soldiers to do aegises' work, and these definitely weren't aegises. In fact, was that…Danton? My pulse quickened as I strained to see, gazing at the man now standing and freezing his hide off by the looks of it.
He tilted his head to address someone else, and it was just enough for the fire to illuminate his face. It was Danton. What in the seven territories was he doing out here? I didn't feel cold anymore. All I felt was white-hot rage, followed by the sudden urge to pummel him with my fists. Over and over again. I inhaled a slow breath to gather my bearings, and then I realized I also recognized the person he was talking to: It was Carter Pontefract, his brother.
That fact was even more startling than the first. The two brothers couldn't be any more different if they'd tried. Carter despised his older brother. I didn't know Carter very well, but I knew him well enough to know that he would never resign himself to Danton's command of his own free will. Lord Pontefract must've demanded it, but then it wasn't like Lord Pontefract to permit both of his heirs to travel under these conditions or without at least a small squadron as escort. No, Danton and Carter must have organized this themselves, but what could possibly have pitted the Pontefract brothers on the same side?
And then I realized the answer as if someone had whispered it inside my ear: Daria. They were out here because they were both searching for her. A thousand questions muddled my brain, muting my anger. Did he know where she was or where she was headed? Was that why they were traveling this way? How long had it taken him to figure out she'd left? And why was Carter helping him, and why were they so obviously searching for her in secret?
But did I risk it? Did I risk giving away our location and plans just so I could ask if he had any information on Daria? Of course, we'd most likely give ourselves away in a few hours when we continued on our way. We'd never be able to let Danton go, and then we'd be burdened with the responsibility of a dozen prisoners, assuming the Nords didn't decide to just kill them on the spot. Nords didn't harbor much good feeling toward Orindor. No, we'd have to wait out the night until Danton and his small group passed us by.
Danton set down his sword and walked to the edge of their camp. He angled himself a little away from me as he faced the woods, apparently to relieve himself. But when he was done, he didn't walk back. He searched the shadows, like a dog catching a scent. Was it possible that he sensed me out here, somehow? He'd always had a talent for tracking, but I didn't think it possible he could sense me out here in this storm.
I decided to go back. As much as I wanted to find out what he knew about Daria, I didn't think it fair to risk the safety of our group because of it. Also, I wasn't entirely sure I could have a conversation with him without breaking his nose. I was backing away when I heard a snap at the edge of the forest, not far from where Danton stood. I froze, my fingers flexed around Flamebearer's hilt. It wasn't me Danton had sensed.
The wind died and the temperature dropped so low my nose burned. Something foul lingered in the air, like rotted flesh and nightmares. A prickling sensation crawled up my neck. Some of the horses brayed. Danton and his men had lured something here, and it stood right at the edges of the forest.
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DARIA
 
 
Alex was a prince.
Alex. My Alex. The little boy who'd chopped off my braid when we were kids, who'd convinced me a pot of mud and rock soup was safe to eat—probably good for me, too. Alex, the young man who'd fought and wrestled with me, who'd taught me how to pick locks and start a fire, who'd teased and harassed me, who at some point, through it all, had become the same young man I'd grown to love body and soul. And he was a prince. No, not just a prince…the prince. Of Gaia.
I opened my mouth and then shut it again. I blinked once. Twice. It felt like a swarm of butterflies had taken residence in my chest cavity. Was this how Alex had felt the day he'd learned who I was? Except…was I still even a princess if he was the true prince?
"Princess…?" It was Myez, and his voice reeled my thoughts back like bait on a fishhook.
I glanced over at him, feeling suddenly dizzy.
"Is everything all right?" he asked.
I blinked and opened my mouth again, but nothing came out of it.
That was why Nexus had recognized Alex standing on Karth's wall. That was why Nexus had said his destiny would be wrapped up in Alex's—because of me. Because I was a Draconi and Alex was the rightful heir to the throne, and the Draconi of old had served King Galahad Estroian, who, apparently, was Alex's many-greats-grandfather.
The world tilted on its axis, and Myez watched me with growing concern.
"It's Alex." My voice came out in a whisper.
Myez looked as if he was about to reach out and grab hold of me, as if he thought I was in danger of falling over. Maybe I was. I braced myself against the cave wall.
"Has something happened to him?" he asked.
Another thought suddenly struck me: the box. According to Arioch Prime, the box of the Draconi contained written lineages of the royal bloodline—a bloodline that would've pointed straight at Alex. Astaire Dothrai had stolen that box, which meant Eris had it and…
I shoved myself from the wall and cursed under my breath. "He knows."
"Who knows what?" Myez asked, his arm partially extended toward me.
"We have to find him…he's in danger!"
He's not in immediate danger, my little petulant one, but he will need your help.
"Who is in danger?" Myez's tone frayed with irritation.
"Alex!" I spun on Myez. "He's the last Estroian heir!"
Myez's mouth opened to reply, but then he suddenly realized what I had said, and his mouth just sort of hung there. "The reptile told you that?"
Nexus snarled beyond our cave.
"Of course!" I pressed my palms to my temples. "Why didn't I realize it sooner?"
I hope that's rhetorical, because I doubt you want my answer.
"It all makes sense. Pendel's flame lighting during the games and what Arioch said about the Estroians surviving. Sonya's from Pendel, too, and she never, ever talks about her childhood or why she and my mom were so close and, oh my gosh, I can't believe I didn't…and Alex…" He'd been increasingly distant during our trek to Pendel. He'd blamed it on his position as an aegis, a promise to my brother, and he had stuffed me full of propriety speeches, but… I suddenly remembered how oddly he'd reacted to Ven Orelius's recounting of the Estroians—Alex's ancestors. Actually, he'd seemed uncomfortable. He'd known even then. I stormed out of the cave and faced Nexus directly. "How long has Alex known?"
Nexus regarded me, looking like a bored cat.
That, you would have to ask him yourself. I only have insight into your mind.
I heard his silent "unfortunately." Still, Alex had known, and he'd definitely known it that night I'd left him in Karth. Why hadn't he said anything? If he was a prince, then my grandfather couldn't have refused him. If he was a prince, I wouldn't have had to run off to marry Danton. Why hadn't he told me?
And what could he have done? There's a reason the Estroians have been in hiding for centuries. What claim could he have made without turning himself into Gaia's most wanted fugitive? There isn't a lord alive who wouldn't have hunted him down and tried him as a traitor. But things are different now, and the young prince didn't have an army at the time.
I studied Nexus, not sure I'd heard him correctly. Also, because it was strange hearing Alex referred to as a prince. "You're saying he…has an army now?" I asked.
Yes.
Myez said something from the cave, but I ignored him. "How?"
The correct question would be "who," and the answer is Alioth.
"Alioth?" I repeated, baffled. "What's he doing in Alioth? The shadowguard already passed through there. Eris owns Alioth."
Not anymore.
"What do you mean, not anymore?"
The young prince helped the people take it back. He is currently gathering what resources remain throughout Alioth, and in another week's time, he will lead the people to fight against your uncle.
"What?!" I gasped. I was also thrilled to have confirmation he had not been in Campagna with Sir Torren and his men.
"Daria…?" Myez stood at the cave entrance, glancing between us.
"And you waited two weeks to show up?" I yelled at Nexus. "We could've been helping him, but instead I've been sitting here eating berries while…" My voice trailed as Nexus growled, his pupils narrow and angry.
I owe mankind nothing.
I fisted my hands at my side and glared back. "If you're so bent on not owing mankind anything, then why did you even come?"
A long silence followed.
Because…I believe you are not like Septimus. I needed to see what sort of man the young prince was, and I now believe he would make a fair and just king. I would live in a world under his rule, and I will do what I can to bring that to fruition. Though I regret to say my brothers and sisters do not agree with me on this point. They would rather leave you to your squabbles and petty wars. Over the centuries, we have found mankind is most effective at destroying itself.
I relaxed my fist. "How many of you are there?"
Seven, including myself.
Seven dragons.
I chewed on my bottom lip. Seven dragons would definitely tip the scales of this war. I'd already seen five of them, including Nexus, and I'd seen the destruction three dragons could wreak.
"Where are the others?" I asked.
Nexus ruffled his wings and stood tall, those huge brilliant eyes boring down on me. Do you really expect I'll answer that question?
In my silence, Myez said, "Would you please tell me what is going on? I'm completely lost."
Nexus snarled.
Silence your human before I eat him.
"Myez, I'm sorry, but I think you should wait inside. I promise I'll fill you in later."
He looked skeptical, but Nexus bared his teeth. Myez slipped right back into the cave without another word.
I turned back to face Nexus. "All right. So. Will you take me to Alex now?"
No.
I was taken aback. "No? What do you mean, no? You just said you'd do what you could to help him."
Yes, and bringing you to him as you are now would hardly be helping him at all.
I grit my teeth together and shoved down the rude thoughts threatening to show themselves. Nexus snorted and a wisp of smoke curled from his nose as if he'd heard them all anyway.
Most Draconi get years to practice with our kind before that bond strengthens and dragon and rider can function as one. However, we are charged with the insurmountable task of squeezing those years of training into only a few weeks—at most—with you injured, besides. The young prince has at least as much time before he sets his course for Valdon. Besides, if I took you to him now, you'd only be a liability.
I thought over this. He did have a point.
I usually do.
"Does this training have anything to do with that saddle you were talking about earlier?"
Nexus's lips curled back into what I thought might be a smile, but it really just gave me a slight heart attack.
There's a bit of treasure on the other side of the lake. I'll show you where it is.
"You have…treasure," I said.
But of course. I am a dragon, after all.
 
 
I hopped on his back, and he sailed over the black lake in one easy jump, talons skimming the dark surface sending ripples in either direction. Once we landed swiftly on the other side, I saw the crack in the rock wall, which had been impossible to see through the haze from the other size, and it was wide enough even for Nexus to duck inside. He urged me ahead of him into the darkness. I thought about making a light, but then I remembered this place absorbed my magic.
There's no need.
"Nexus, why can't I do magic here?"
A torch sprang to life as though it'd been triggered by our presence, illuminating the cave, and I was momentarily paralyzed in awe. Nexus hadn't been exaggerating. So much gold, everywhere—in neat piles, in mounds, mixed with gemstones and golden trinkets, pouring out of open chests. It reminded me of Aladdin's Cave of Wonders. The gold reflected so much torchlight it almost looked as if the cave walls had been gilded, too.
Gaia designed the vale this way. It prevents unwanted persons from using magic to find their way through to us, unless they're Draconi, as you are, who possess something like your brooch. But it also allows for Draconi and dragon to learn to read and trust one another without relying on magic.
A ruby the size of my head hypnotized me, and I suddenly found myself empathizing with Abu. "Where in the world did you find all this?"
I've had centuries to collect, you know.
Not even my grandfather had as much wealth. This collection could singe-handedly pull most of the world from the poverty my grandfather had plunged it into.
Don't get any ideas, my little petulant one. Philanthropy isn't in my nature.
I noticed a sword forged completely out of gold, its hilt encrusted with rubies. We'd come in for a very specific reason, but I had a difficult time remembering what that reason was. And then I remembered. "You said there was a saddle in here somewhere?"
It's inside the dragonstone strongbox.
Dragonstone. The same pearlescent stone drowning my room back at the Pontefracts. I searched and searched for a pearly white chest, but the only white chest I found was one in back, and it wasn't shiny at all. It was simply white rock, unfinished and imperfect, like some ancient sarcophagus that'd survived since the beginning of time.
That is how dragonstone is supposed to look. Mankind likes to preserve it in that abominable gloss, because you humans only seem to find value in shiny things.
"Mm, maybe humans aren't the only ones?" I gestured to his cave.
His throat rumbled behind me.
I picked my way through piles of neatly stacked coins and gemstones and stopped before the strongbox. It was shaped in a cube, its surface marred with etchings of runes and dragons. I lifted the onyx latch then strained as I pushed the heavy lid open, and once I'd pushed it all the way back, I peered inside.
The most exquisite saddle I'd ever seen in my life lay inside. It'd been made of black leather, silvery patterns swirling all over the surface, but as I studied those patterns more closely, I realized the swirls were actually thin strings of runes and words in a language I didn't know. A fat, yellow gem filled with layers of greens and reds and oranges sat in the top of the horn, looking strikingly like Nexus's eyes, and the straps of the saddle were exceptionally long—long enough to wrap around Nexus, perhaps. I trailed my fingers over the leather. It had a rubbery texture similar to Nexus's scales, but the moment my fingers made contact, the swirls glowed and slid over the saddle like moving rivers.
Those are protective charms. They ward off light and dark magic. And fire.
I grinned, reaching in to lift the saddle, bracing myself against the strongbox for leverage, expecting the saddle to be heavy, so I was surprised when it didn't weigh more than twenty pounds. What was it made out of?
Dragon skin. Mine, to be exact.
I glanced over my shoulder at Nexus, who admired his wealth.
You'd already know that if you'd been properly trained. It is what makes the charms so strong and helps bind rider to dragon when in flight. The stone in the saddle is my parietal eye.
I looked back down at the…eye. I knew some reptiles had a third eye on the backs of their skulls. They couldn't really see things with it, though. Just the direction of light.
It also helps me get a better sense of my rider.
I studied the bloodied grooves in the underside of my fingers, compliments of my first ride. "Riders don't…ever fly bareback, do they?" I asked.
Mmm….no.
I glared up at Nexus. "I could've fallen off and died, you know."
I know. I must admit I'm quite impressed you did not.
I was about to say something mean, but thought it probably wouldn't do much good arguing with a dragon.
It took me about thirty minutes of climbing and stumbling and hobbling and sliding to wrap the saddle's straps around his belly and neck, and once it was all fastened, Nexus wiggled as if he was uncomfortable.
"Too tight?" I asked.
No, but there's a strap rubbing against my wing.
I walked around and found the guilty strap, then adjusted it so it wouldn't rub. "Better?"
Much. Now. He stood up to his full height, and I suddenly felt as if a mountain were about to collapse on top of me. Climb on. We have work to do.
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ALEXANDER
 
 
Danton took a step back, reaching for the hilt of his sword as he said something to his men. Carter and another stood up, slowly approaching Danton with weapons drawn, watching the dark forest.
Whispers sounded, coming from the forest, muffled and layered like ghosts of words. At the sound, the hair on my neck stood tall. The horses took off running, despite some of the soldiers' attempts to hold them. A shadow moved in the trees. Like a spirit, it slid from the forest in inky black fingers, curling and stretching past a terrified Danton and Carter, and coalesced around one of Danton's men.
"Get if off me!" the man yelled. The oily black shadow seeped into his armor, and then he screamed. It was the sound of nightmares. The man dropped to the ground in a fit of seizures. Danton and his men held back, unsure of what to do, and then the man suddenly went still.
I cursed under my breath. I knew what they'd lured here. Without thinking, I sprinted straight toward them. Danton's man began to stir, but I knew he was no longer Danton's man.
"Danton, get away from him!" I yelled as I ran.
Danton looked in my direction, clearly startled, and that's when the demon struck. The man grabbed Danton by the throat and lifted him with unnatural strength, holding him above the ground so his boots kicked freely in the air. The possessed man's eyes were pure black and his teeth grit in an evil grimace. Carter rushed at them, trying to pull the demon off Danton, but the demon swung back with supernatural strength, sending Carter flying a dozen yards and landing in a pile of snow. Another guard ran at them with a sword. The demon grabbed the end of the sword, snapped it in two, then jammed the point of it into the guard's eye. The guard screamed and collapsed onto the ground. Danton must have been using every ounce of his magic to hold off the pressure at his neck, but he wouldn't be able to hold it off much longer.
I drew Flamebearer free and charged the demon. The demon tipped his head toward me like a bird catching a sound, and then he turned his face, those black eyes burning with hate. With a yell, I brought Flamebearer down upon the possessed man's arms.
Flamebearer burst into white flames and sliced clean through. Danton dropped to the ground, gasping and choking. The demon wailed, a sound that turned my blood colder than this winter. The demon staggered toward me, armless and furious. I raised Flamebearer again and stabbed it right through the heart.
Its screams were deafening—alien and terrifying—and the oily black mass rose from the guard's body in a swell of plasma and smoke. Its tendrils twisted in on itself, faster and faster, condensing until with a final horrific scream and a flash of white light, it was gone. Danton's guard lay ashen and armless and dead in the snow. Other than the guard the demon had stabbed in the eye, the rest of his men were all right. I turned back around to find the tip of Danton's sword at my throat.
I raised both hands, including the one holding Flamebearer, which no longer burned. Danton eyes fastened on mine, the metal of his sword cold against my skin. Carter and the rest of Danton's men encircled me. Wait, these weren't Danton's men; these men belonged to Carter. One, I recognized from the Academia. Garrett was his name. He'd dropped out my third year to return to his family after a series of raids to their farm, the same farm near where Carter had gone to live. It had been too bad, because Garrett had shown a lot of promise at the Academia.
"What are you doing here?" Danton growled, his chest heaving with quick breaths.
I glared at him but otherwise didn't move. "I could ask you the same."
His eyes narrowed, and his arm didn't waver. Wind howled and a log popped on their fire. "Why did you help us?" This time, his voice was so quiet, I could barely hear it over the wind.
It was the question he didn't ask—his real wonder: Why had I helped him? If I hadn't saved him, it would have ended our quarrel then and there. But I had. For some reason, I hadn't been able to stand there and let that demon kill Danton. I stared straight into his eyes. "I don't know."
Danton stared straight back. He could end it in one stroke. He could pluck me from this world like a weed, and then he would never have to deal with me again. I could almost see his thoughts, his emotions. The hate and the fury. The want to be rid of me once and for all. He knew I saw it, too, but he struggled with the fact that when given the choice, I'd spared him. And his pride wouldn't let him give in since I had not killed him. It was always about his pride, but in this case, his pride might save me. I saw his decision a split second before his sword wavered, and a click sounded behind me.
"Don't even think about it, Point of Fact."
I glanced over my shoulder. Thaddeus stood there, holding a crossbow with a bolt aimed straight at Danton. Vera stood beside him, as well as a small handful of Nords.
"Drop it," Thaddeus continued. "Or I've got about a thousand Nords who'd be more than happy to add some blemishes to that pretty skin of yours. And that really is in point of fact."
Danton clenched and unclenched his jaw, and then he lowered his sword. Eager Nords jumped in to bind Danton's wrists behind his back, and then they bound Carter and his men. We didn't have magic-binding cuffs, but we wouldn't need them. Danton was the strongest magically, but holding off the demon had exhausted his strength. Even if Danton somehow managed to evade a thousand Nords—which I doubted—he wouldn't make it very far in this weather.
"Ah, lookie what we have here!" Thaddeus preened, slinging his crossbow over his shoulder. "Two Point of Facts." He stopped before Carter. "Actually, I take that back. Considering your pops doesn't much like to acknowledge you, I guess that'd make you Point of Fiction."
Carter glowered at Thaddeus as Thaddeus ambled back to me.
"What about the bodies?" Vera toed one of the dead guards with her boot.
"Leave them," I said, and then I looked over at Carter. I wanted to say something to him about his losses, but now was definitely not the time.
I kicked snow on the fire. It hissed its dying laments as its spirit curled in smoke and dissipated into the night.
"Thought I told you two to stay put," I said to Thaddeus while we walked back to our camp.
"And I listened until you walked out of sight," he said. "Honest. But then V said she thought you were gone too long, and I agreed, and then we heard those god-awful screams, so we came running. You know how I hate being left out of a good fight."
"Which is why you're usually the one who starts them. Just to make sure you're not left out," I said.
"I'm so glad you finally understand." Thaddeus smacked me on the back.
I grinned and shook my head.
"What was all that screaming, by the way?" Vera asked.
I told Thaddeus and Vera what'd happened, how they'd accidentally lured the vidak, how the vidak had possessed one of Carter's men and attacked Danton, and what I'd done.
Thaddeus shuddered. "Bloody idiots," he said. "They're lucky you showed up, or that would've ended so much worse. But…I'm surprised you saved Point of Fact's hide."
"I am, too."
A pause. "So now, what?" Vera asked. "Are you planning on bringing them with us all the way to Rex Cross?"
"I'm not sure, yet. There are some things I want to talk to him about."
"Things, as in Rook?" Thaddeus offered.
"And I want to find out what he's doing out here."
"You know Point of Fact is nothing but trouble," he said.
"So are you, but things have worked out all right thus far."
Vera chuckled.
"Fair enough." I heard the smile in Thaddeus's voice. "But he'll need to be watched twenty-four seven. He and Point of Fiction."
"I know. I'll take first watch," I said.
Thaddeus eyed me. "Try not to kill him, okay?"
I gave him a tight smile. "You know I can make no such promises."
I helped the Nords get Danton, Carter, and Carter's men situated in the center of our camp. Danton and Carter each got their own special stake, while Carter's men shared two between them. After we'd secured everyone, I made my way back toward Danton. He sat hunched forward, head drooping with his arms tied behind him to the stake. None of the Nords encroached on the ring of snow around him. I stepped into this ring and stopped.
Danton tilted his head a fraction, but he didn't lift his face completely, nor his gaze.
We'd been friends, once. A long time ago, though it was hard remembering that when for so long the mere thought of him filled me with deep loathing. I'd lost respect for him with how he'd use his position to philander with women. That, I could never tolerate, and that was when our relationship began turning sour. That was when he had morphed into this cocky, sneering bastard. And when I found out King Darius intended him for Daria, the mere sight of him made me want to fight.
On Hell's Peak, I'd had my moment. It'd felt so good hitting him, albeit brief, but when I saw Meira's body, naked and mutilated and still clinging to his baby, the idea of simply hitting him wasn't enough anymore. I wanted him to suffer a slow and painful death. It surprised me, really—the fervor of my anger. Which was why I was still shocked I'd stepped in back there. All those years of animosity hadn't been able to keep my feet planted, and now seeing him, slumped in humility with his pride tied to that post, I almost felt a twinge of regret. Regret, because I had known Danton before he grew into this bloody coward who waved his title around to get what he wanted from beautiful and impressionable young women, like Meira had been.
I felt the urge to hit him again, and I flexed my hand at my side to keep myself from doing so.
"Do you need something, Del Conte, or have you just come to gloat?"
Danton lifted his head to look at me, his expression hard. I didn't know what infuriated him more: being tied to a post or being my prisoner. Danton watched as I took another step forward and sat down, legs folded before me.
I rested my elbows on my knees and threaded my hands together. "Actually, I was hoping we could talk."
"Go ahead, then. It's not like I'm going anywhere."
We stared at each other a long moment, and then Danton sighed, his head sagging again. "What do you want from me, Alexander?"
"I want to know what you're doing here."
"Does it matter?"
"I'm not sure yet."
A pause, and then he looked up at me from beneath his brow, his smile twisted. That was the Danton I'd come to know and hate. "I've always known how much you dreamed of having a title, but I'm surprised by what you're willing to do for it."
"Considering all you've done in the name of yours, I'd think you'd be a little more empathetic."
His expression turned granite. "Don't judge me for things you could never understand."
"Wrong is still wrong no matter what the circumstances. Even you must acknowledge that, my equitable lord."
Fury melted the ice in his eyes. The only thing keeping him from attacking me then was the fact that he was tied to that post.
"I didn't come here to argue with you, Danton," I said.
He snorted.
"I want to know why you're here," I said. "I know your father didn't send you. He'd never send you with so few, and you rarely put yourself in such a vulnerable position—let alone with your brother, who despises you."
"Perhaps you should tell me why I'm here then, since you seem to know so much."
I frowned and waited.
"Fine." His shoulders rose with a deep breath. "I'm looking…for her."
My eyes narrowed as my chest tightened. "For Daria?"
He glared up at me. "Who do you think?"
I studied him, suspicion tickling the corners of my mind. "Why?"
He sneered bitterly. "Isn't the answer to that a little obvious?"
"No."
"No? My prisoner escaped and I went after her. Isn't that what people usually do?"
"People, yes, but not you and certainly not in this weather. It'd be more like you to just send your men after her while finding some other poor damsel to bed."
I expected him to be furious, even though I'd spoken truth, but he just shut his eyes and leaned his head back against the pole. I'd never seen him look so weary. A long moment passed, and then he said quietly, "I let her escape."
Another pause. I leaned forward. "You…let her escape."
"Yes." A breath. "I crossed paths with her when she was riding away."
My blood burned. "How in Gaia's name could you let her go? You know Eris is hunting her down. And you know how dangerous it is out there. There are a lot worse creatures than that vidak. She doesn't know her way around this world, Danton, and you let her out in it alone!" I punched a hole in the snow.
Danton's lips pinched together. Some of the Nords nearby peered over.
I had to get a grip. I dragged my hands down my face and held my breath, one, two, three seconds. I fisted my hands in my lap, and my next exhale trembled. "And how in the seven territories did she manage to ride off, anyway? Your father's pined for her for you ever since he found out she existed. He'd never let her run away—especially not with the way things stand now."
Danton's eyelids opened a sliver. "He didn't. He had guards stationed all over the grounds. When my uncle arrived and informed my father of the situation at Castle Regius, my uncle placed magical barriers around her room himself so that she couldn't escape. But somehow your helpless princess managed to evade all of that, as well as a dozen of my father's personal guards, a handful of Morts, and my uncle, Tiernan. I intercepted her crossing Sunder Bridge."
All of that. Daria had gotten past all of that. "I never said she was helpless," I said.
"Didn't you now."
I didn't like the look on his face. "Did she find out what happened to Prince Stefan and King Darius?" I asked. "Is that why she ran away?"
Danton's thin lips pinched into a line and he swallowed. "Yes."
So she knew about Stefan and her grandfather. She carried her grief alone in this world. "And you just…let her go." I repeated.
"Yes."
"Why?"
He dropped his head as if it was suddenly too heavy to hold up. "Why, indeed."
I stared straight at him, and I knew. He cared about her. Danton, who didn't care about anyone but Danton, actually cared for Daria. I wasn't sure how I felt about this. Did she…had she cared for him back? Danton had his charms, and most women weren't immune to them. I remembered what Lord Cethin had shown me, but I forced down the thought as quickly as it'd come. I couldn’t—wouldn't—worry about that now. Her safety was too important.
"If you let her go, why are you going after her now?" I asked.
He waited another breath before answering. "Lord Cethin visited my father a few weeks ago. He reported that he, Myez Rader, and a handful of shadowguard had intercepted her in the wood, but that Myez had betrayed them and taken her away using Eris's amulet. Myez did not take her to King Eris, though. Lord Cethin wanted to know if I knew where she might've gone."
Myez Rader? How had he come into the fold? Knowing he was with Daria made my anxiety increase ten-fold. I also knew how…persuasive Lord Cethin could be. "What did you tell Lord Cethin?"
"Nothing specific, because I had nothing to tell, thank the spirits. Gaia knows he could've drawn it out of me."
"Daria never mentioned anything to you?" I asked. "Anything at all as to where she might go?"
He looked straight at me, his lips in a hard line. "To you."
And that was all Lord Cethin would've needed to know. That was why Lord Cethin had come to Astor. He'd been waiting for me because he thought Daria would be with me.
"She's not with me," I said. "I haven't seen her since she left me for you."
Danton searched my face. He looked worried.
"You're sure Myez didn't take her to Castle Regius?" I asked.
"Positive. Lord Cethin notified His Majesty of their disappearance, but last I heard, His Majesty hadn't seen them. After Lord Cethin left, I decided to go after her. I told my father I was going to search for her—"
"And then what?" I snapped. "Take her straight to Eris?"
"No, if she hadn't made it safely to you, then I…there's a place I know where she would be safe. I didn't…say this to my father, when I left. He assumed I'd be bringing her back."
"You're a bloody fool if you think she'd be safe anywhere on this cursed planet for very long. And what about you? Were you going to just stick your head in the sand until the war's over, and then pick the winning side?"
He glared at me. "Is that what you think I am doing?"
"It's not what I think, Danton. It's what you do. Every bloody time." I drew Nightshade from my waist and stabbed it into the snow so that it stood upright between us. Danton recognized Daria's dagger at once. I didn't know how I felt about that either.
"Where did you—?" he started.
"Lord Cethin had it on him," I said. "He was in Astor, waiting for me, I presume. Thanks to your unspecific information. I killed him with it. Or at least I think I did. He vanished into smoke, so I can't be sure."
Danton blinked at me in shock.
"Does your father still have the unity stone?" I asked.
He exhaled slowly. "He did when I left."
This both relieved and surprised me. "Why hasn't he handed it over?"
Danton didn't answer immediately. "I'm not sure. Daria said some things to him that…struck deep. Though I can't know if her…influence and persuasion is the sole reason he's held off."
I held his gaze, and when he didn't elaborate further, I said, "I need to know whose side you're on, Danton. I have about a thousand men, and while they may be Nords, we're still outnumbered at least ten to one. I could use your help, but I don't have time to babysit you or Carter or your friends over there, and I certainly can't spare any of my men to do it for me. So tell me: Whose side are you on?"
He stared at Daria's dagger for what felt like an eternity. At last, he whispered, "I was going to lower my sword."
"I know."
His gaze lifted to mine, and it'd lost its hostility. "I envy you. I always have. You've always been free to act in whatever manner you see fit because you have nothing to lose."
"You think I have nothing to lose?" I hissed. "I have everything to lose—everything that matters most in this world to me. You think because I'm just an aegis that I somehow have options being a lord prevents you from having. You blame your decisions on the demands of your title, but our circumstances don’t define us as people. Our actions do. Start taking responsibility for yours."
A muscle worked in his neck and he looked away. Silence stretched between us, and then I plucked Nightshade from the snow and shoved it back in my belt. I placed my hands on my knees and pushed myself to a stand.
"Meira's dead, by the way. The Halmstads were slaughtered by your uncle and his men. I saw them hanging from the square in Ravenshelm…right beside your daughter."
Danton paled and he didn't say a word.
"We're leaving in half an hour," I said. "You can let me know your decision then."
I started walking away when Danton said, "Alexander."
I angled myself toward him so that I could see him at the edge of my vision.
"Did you…did you give them a proper burial?" His words came out in a pained whisper.
"Yes. Theon helped, but…we lost him too. In Astor." I clenched my teeth to hold back my grief.
Danton stared at the space before him, his expression haunted. I turned my back on him and walked away.
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Every single day, from dawn until dusk, Nexus took me flying. Actually, flying is the wrong word. To say we went flying implies smiles and laughter and joy, but most of the time Nexus tried throwing me from the saddle while I screamed, thinking I was going to die. There were no smiles or laughter or joy—at least not from my seat. Nexus seemed to be enjoying himself plenty. Sometimes I thought he was disappointed he hadn't thrown me from the saddle during those frequent, unannounced drops. Especially when he said things like, You're too stubborn to die.
"Yeah, well, I guess it's just one of my virtues."
Nexus snorted steam. Everyone needs one, I suppose.
I learned not to be offended when Nexus said these sorts of things, because he said them often. And I didn't think he was joking.
The one good thing out of it was that my headaches weren't nearly as bad as before. They'd reduced to a dull ache now, every time Nexus spoke in my head. I could do dull ache.
Then every night, after I returned to the cave, windblown and wobbly from being airborne all day, Myez trained me with wooden swords he'd made. I still had to take it easy on my ankles, but Myez was good—really good. So good, in fact, I wanted to pit him against Alex because I really didn't know who would win. Myez reminded me he'd been a blacksmith in his former life, and considering how much longer Myez had been a student of swordsmanship, this inadvertently spoke to Alex's skills.
Myez didn't take it easy on me, despite my ankle. He fought with his off hand, and I still earned an impressive amount of bruises that first week, and by the second, I had a series of cuts to match. Nexus allowed me to take a real sword from his treasure trove so Myez and I could "stop practicing with toothpicks." But with all the new cuts I'd received, I sort of wished Nexus had just stayed out of it.
Also, during that second week, Nexus decided to enlighten me on a new definition of "fire power." He set fire to a small forest with only a burp. It quite literally sounded like a burp, and then an enormous cannonball of flames shot from his jaws and landed on a patch of trees. It coated them like molten lava, dripping over them like frosting and melting them while little flames burst like fissures, until all that was left of the forest was a pool of bright orange. I'd been admiring this lava pool when Nexus flew us straight through a cloud of his flames.
I shut my eyes just before impact, certain I was going to be burnt alive. There was a blast of hot dry air, as if someone had blown a hair dryer in my face, and then it was gone. I blinked my eyes open and looked back, watching the flames disintegrate behind me. My leathers smoked a little, but I was whole and intact, though I distinctly caught the scent of burnt hair. My hair. A piece of it had caught flame. I used one hand to pat out the fire, ignoring the burns on my palms.
Nexus snorted.
"Do that again, and I'll punch you in your third eye," I said.
Then let's see about that virtue of yours when I fly upside down.
That night, I returned to camp with hair so badly burnt that, with the help of Myez, we sawed the rest of it off with his dagger. Now my hair fell only to my chin. My hair had never been this short before, and I'd never realized how warm it kept me until now. Every time a breeze lilted through, it grazed against the back of my bare neck and I shivered. It was a lot easier to manage, though—particularly with flying.
"Is fate unchangeable?" I asked Nexus one afternoon. We'd been practicing a particularly dizzying set of moves, and he'd dropped me off at the edge of a butte so I could take a breather.
I hadn't forgotten Gaia's words, and as the days came closer and closer to our joining Alex, I thought more and more about what she'd said.
By definition, that is impossible. If fate were changeable, it would not be fate.
I sighed, tossing a rock over the edge of the butte, watching the treetops below swallow it.
Why do you ask?
I told Nexus about my dream or vision or whatever it was, and how it wasn't the first time I'd seen it.
"It's just…I don't understand what my choice is or how I'm supposed to be prepared. It seems like…if I fight this world, Alex will die. Does that mean I'm not supposed to fight? But I can't run away. Where would I go? Even if I fled to Earth, somehow, Eris plans to come there, too. I don't know what Gaia is trying to tell me, or if it's even Gaia who's telling me."
Nexus was quiet for a very, very long time. And just when I thought he wasn't going to reply, he said, Certain fates are tied to certain choices, and
Gaia gave you a choice.
I looked over my shoulder at him. He stared at the horizon.
"I know that," I said.
I cannot influence you, just as Gaia cannot influence you.
I stared at Nexus. "You know something."
I know many things, my little petulant one, but that does not mean they are yours for hearing.
"But I'm asking you to help me. If there's anything you know that could help me…help me change what Gaia has predicted…please, I'm begging you. Help me."
Nexus turned his head so that he was looking down on me with both eyes.
I cannot. Even if I wanted to, it would be impossible since I am tied to Gaia's will, and she has willed I not aid you in this. You cannot change what she has predicted, and she has left a decision to you. She has chosen you, and it is a conclusion you must reach on your own, otherwise I am perpetuating the wrong that has endured since this world's creation. And I am too close to this world to ever give you an unbiased opinion.
"But isn't that what makes you the perfect resource to give me advice?"
No, it is what makes me the worst possible one.
Nexus was saying so many things without saying anything at all, but try as I might, I couldn't make sense of any of it. And then Nexus ruffled his wings.
Climb on. We're done for the day.
I thought Nexus sounded a little sad, but I didn't ask. I didn't ask because I knew I wouldn't get an answer.
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A gust of wind ripped across the open terrain, swirling ice and snow into the air. We'd been walking for a few days. The snow had stopped falling, and a dense layer of clouds blanketed the sky, turning everything grey. A sea of white rolled endlessly in all directions, marked occasionally by spindly black trees. The air was bitterly cold, so cold it hurt to breathe, and my hair was frozen in icy clumps despite the cowl I kept fastened tight. I'd never been so cold in all my life—not even during my stints near the northern wall.
Danton had decided to stay with our company, as well as his brother Carter and Carter's men. I'll admit I was a little surprised by his decision. My feelings were somewhat vacillating on the matter, but I wasn't in any position to refuse Danton's help. In whatever esteem I did or didn't hold him, Danton's magic was strong, as well as his swordsmanship skills, and we needed his skill—especially since we lacked Lord Tosca's. And I knew that as long as Daria's welfare was at stake, I could trust Danton to keep to his word.
Of course, I hadn't heard the end of it from Thaddeus and Vera. Vera accused me of growing too soft, like Daria, and then I accused Thaddeus of growing too hard, like Vera. That comment seemed to shut them both up for at least ten minutes. Danton and I didn't speak to or walk near each other, but sometimes we'd make eye contact when our group stopped to rest. That glance communicated everything we needed to say, that we were united only under this cause, and for that cause the past could and would be overlooked. That was enough for me—at least for now.
With Carter, it was different. Nothing ill existed between Carter and me. Of course, there were the inherent differences that came with our particular titles, but what we had in common was that we both disliked his father. Still, I had a few words with Carter. I needed to know that he and his men would stay true to their word when it mattered. I couldn't afford a liability, nor could my men. I'd asked Carter why he'd decided to help his brother, and his answer was simply, "I like the princess, and I'm glad she's out of my father's grasp. I'll do anything to help her stay out of it, too." It was all I needed to hear.
Luckily, with so much snow, we never ran out of water. Every time we stopped to rest, we would melt a pile and drink our fill, but our food was a bit of a problem. The dried meats we'd brought were stiff from the cold, and eating it was like trying to eat tree bark. My jaw ached from chewing, and though it helped assuage my hunger, it couldn't get rid of it completely. I wasn't alone in this—the men looked haggard and weary and worn, and I wondered if we'd have energy to fight once we arrived. I kept praying to the spirits that Gesh and Pendel would be there to help us, because I was becoming more and more certain that we wouldn't stand a chance without them.
We turned onto the Road Centrale that ran eastward toward Valdon. The Road Centrale was a major artery that spanned the mainland and always flowed with horses and wagons and travelers—but not today. Today it was deserted, like some road from the distant past carrying only ghosts and memories of a lost civilization. The wind howled as gusts of snow flurries whipped across the empty white lane. It made me feel as if all the people in the world had departed and our small company had been left behind.
"This is creepy," Thaddeus said beside me. He was so buried in his cowl that I'd long lost sight of his face. Actually, I was surprised he could see, period. "Where is everyone? Think they all gave up and went on to Earth?"
"I have no idea." I frowned at the miles and miles of empty snowfields.
"How much longer did you say until we reach Rex Cross?" Vera asked from Thaddeus's other side. She too was so buried in her cowl, I couldn't see much of her face. A few clumps of frozen blonde hair stuck out of her hood at right angles, and they didn't move when the wind blew.
Rex Cross was located at the junction of our road and High Road, which led straight to Castle Regius. The last time I'd been there had been with Daria and my parents. Spirits, that seemed like another lifetime ago. Daria and I had shared a room, and at the time I'd been so nervous. I didn't know if I could stay with her all night without trying to get closer to her…without trying to touch her. I always wanted to be touching her. It was why I'd had to keep my distance—that, and her hatred of me had burned so strongly, I could physically taste ash in my mouth. It wasn't a very pleasant side effect, but it tempered my desire to slip in the bed beside her while she slept. She'd looked so beautiful lying there. It had been all I could do not to kiss her full lips the way I'd always wanted to. So I'd settled for her cheek instead. She'd smiled and murmured my name and something else I couldn't understand, but I caught the words "miss" and "love." Not that she remembered any of that by morning, and I wasn't about to confess the specifics. I'd still wanted to believe she loved me, too, and I didn't want her waking self to refute it.
I should've kissed her on the lips right then. I almost had. Which made me think about that night in Mosaque. There was still a large part of me that wished I hadn't stopped her—Gaia knows I almost hadn't. But…I didn't want to take anything from her that I couldn't give back completely. I couldn't give her all of myself, not like I could now. Not like I would now, and I wanted to give her everything.
"Alexander…?" Vera sounded concerned. "I asked how long until—"
"I know…sorry. I was thinking. Uh, Rex Cross should be just over the—"
A sharp snick sounded at my feet.
I glanced down. An arrow stuck out of the snow, black fletching still vibrating from impact. I glanced back up. A cloud of black arrows rose into the sky, headed for us.
I yelled at the men to take cover, but there was no cover to be had out here. I could use magic to make a light shield, but making a shield that size would require all my energy, and I'd need that energy for a battle that would inevitably follow. The volley of arrows arced in the air toward us, black specks against the sheet of grey.
"Del Can't!" Thaddeus conjured a light shield just big enough for him, Vera, and me. He was saving his energy, too.
A few of the Nords had made small shields, but not all of them had the magical capacity to make them. The arrows fell lower and lower as the men scrambled to find cover that wasn't there. I needed to cover them all, and I needed to hold that cover while we ran to meet the enemy head on. I could do it, but it would leave me with little strength. This was why I'd needed Lord Tosca.
I was out of time. The arrows rained down and with a grunt of strain, I unleashed the swell of energy inside of me. Heat scorched the ends of my fingertips as the magic left my body. An iridescent veil of light stretched over our company right as the first of the arrows hit. The moment the arrows touched the light, they vanished, the veil flickering with each impact. None of the arrows reappeared on the other side. The Nords cheered, and we all sprinted toward the source. My breath labored as we ran. A line of grey armor appeared along the rise, and more arrows rose into the sky. Those were not shadowguard, then, but men using shadowguard arrows. So who were they?
"Del Can't! Do that light thing again!" Thaddeus yelled.
"Your turn," I panted.
"You serious, Del Can't? You know I'm all talk when it comes to this stuff."
"Vera?" I asked.
"I could maybe shield the three of us, but that's it!" she yelled.
The next batch of arrows arced down as our company of Nords tore across the fields. The swell of energy burned through me again, and I grit my teeth. This time that energy burned much hotter, like a dying sun, and I knew I was about to burn out. The veil stretched over us again as the arrows descended, and I yelled, straining to hold on to my magic. Fighting to keep the veil alive, but the heat inside of me was dying too quick and too soon. I stumbled as we ran, my arms trembling from fatigue, and fuzzy dots marked my vision. My whole body tingled, my magic ran dry, and Thaddeus jerked me upright to keep me from collapsing as I sucked down ice-cold air. The veil vanished, and the arrows kept falling.
A burst of powerful magic surged from behind me.
A new veil appeared, bright and blue like liquid oozing over an invisible glass dome. A few of the arrows slipped through, but the rest hit this new wall of light and ignited, showering the ground with a miniature meteor storm. I glanced back to see Danton slowing, face set with determination and eyes locked on the wall of light up above. He was doing this. He was keeping his word. A yell from up ahead drew my attention forward again, just in time to see the wall of men now running toward us.
I recognized the blues and golds of Campagna. These were Lord Vega's men, who'd been shooting at us with shadowguard bolts. So Lord Vega had sided with Eris. But what were they doing so close to Rex Cross? Unless…
Unless they'd intercepted Sir Torren and defeated him. Which would also explain why I hadn't heard from Sir Torren. Mistress Astaire Dothrai had not been lying about Campagna waiting to overtake Sir Torren and his men. They had waited, and they had succeeded.
We crashed into Campagna in an explosion of metal.
I moved swiftly—mechanically—despite my weariness, powered once again by adrenaline. Vera and Thaddeus fought ahead of me, taking the brunt of the hits. No doubt giving me more time to catch my breath, which I appreciated. I scanned the grounds for Lord Vega as I fought, and just as I thought I spotted him, a horrible keening filled the skies.
Hellfire.
Another bloody gargon. Hopefully, Lord Cethin wasn't still alive and riding this one, because I didn't have it in me to face him again. The gargon released a plume of fire not far from where I stood. Liquid flames curled and twisted, melting snow to slush while burning everyone it touched. Men screamed and ran as the gargon released another plume of fire, this time near where Thaddeus and Vera stood. They shoved aside just in time, the fire melting the snow where they'd stood, but they were fast on their feet and back to the battle at hand. I looked back to where I'd seen Lord Vega earlier, but I didn't see him anymore. Danton was back there, though, fighting on our side, and his brother wasn't far behind him. Danton was impressive to watch, despite his fatigue from using so much magic. You wouldn't know he was tired unless you were well acquainted with his fighting style, which I was. He downed one of Vega's men, caught my gaze and gave me a curt nod, and then the both of us went back to our individual battles.
The Nords fought hard, but we'd been totally taken by surprise and we were exhausted. I could see it in their faces, the desperate way they attacked. If the circumstances were different, if we'd been ready and had all our strength, a victory here might be easy. Our numbers were fairly even, but we were tired and struggling and running out of steam fast, and they had a gargon that was cooking my men. I had to get rid of that bloody gargon.
I rammed my elbow back into a guard's nose just as someone punched me between my shoulder blades. Gasping, I stumbled forward, catching my footing at the last second. I brought Flamebearer around, barely deflecting my new attacker's sword. He feinted right and I slammed my fist down on his outstretched arm. He cried out as he staggered, cradling that arm, and then his eyes widened in fear and he suddenly shoved off into the chaos. My confusion surged right as I felt a whip of air at my back.
Slowly, I turned around, fear slithering down my spine. A second gargon had landed behind me. I held Flamebearer between us, the runes and white fire sparking to life. There was no rider on this gargon. It stood upon all fours, a deep throttle rumbling through its throat as it stared at me with those burning red eyes, its tail snaking back and forth behind it. I took an involuntary step back, my heart pumping hard and fast.
Thaddeus yelled something, but I didn't hear what. The gargon snapped its jaws and I jumped aside, narrowly missing teeth but tripping over the clumped snow. I landed hard on my shoulder. Pain shot through my collarbone, and I winced as I rolled onto my back. One of the gargon's taloned feet landed on my arm that held Flamebearer, pinning it down. My arm burned, its talons carving through leather and skin. Its demonic, reptilian head loomed over me, rearing back like a viper about to strike. I couldn't move. No one was close enough to help me, either. Flamebearer's reflection burned in the gargon's red eyes—eyes that were getting closer and closer. Its jaws opened, I smelled ash and rotted flesh…
An explosive gust of air whipped over me, followed by an agonizing wail, and the pressure on my arm lifted. The gargon rose into the air, but not because it flew. Something lifted it.
The gargon thrashed wildly, screaming as it was carried off, higher and higher, its neck caught in the jaws of a…dragon. I watched in equal parts amazement and horror, unable to move from my spot on the ground. It was the dragon from Karth. It shook the gargon like a cat would a mouse, and then flung it aside to where it landed on a group of screaming Campagnan soldiers.
Vega's men yelled and screamed, scrambling to get away from this new threat. The great black dragon rose into the air again, mighty wings beating percussively against the wind as it blared a sound like a hundred trumpets. It dove and banked, unleashing a flood of liquid fire upon a retreating band of Vega's men. The air smelled strongly of fire and ash and burnt hair. Fire hosed the land, engulfing them in flames while the Nords ran in the opposite directions, putting as much space as possible between Vega's men and themselves. The dragon made the sky seem small. I staggered to my feet, watching as the dragon chased down the last of Vega's men. Instead of hosing them with fire, it snatched them up in its talons. I heard the men screaming from where I stood, and they were still screaming as the dragon changed course and headed back in our direction.
The dragon could end us all right here and right now, and there wasn't a thing we'd be able to do to stop it. Though I didn't really believe it would do that after saving us from being massacred by Vega's men. After saving me. It dipped low, wings spread like a massive glider about to land. Men cleared out of the way and the dragon sailed straight at me.
I stood frozen to the spot as the dragon glided toward me. It landed a dozen yards away, dropping the guards on the ground seconds before doing so. The guards moaned as Nords seized them, but my attention fastened on the dragon, who slowly lowered its head to the ground to let a person slide down from its neck. A young woman. My heart almost punched through my ribcage. It was Daria.
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By the end of the second week, I was getting angry. Nexus wouldn't say another word about our conversation or all he hadn't said, and I still couldn't make sense of what he had said. Myez and I had been in the Shadowvale for a total of a month, while who knew what was happening to the world. Nexus assured us we didn't need to worry, that we would join the young prince soon, but I was still furious. Furious, because I didn't understand. Furious I still had to make some choice. Furious I couldn't see another way out of this mess, and furious I'd already lost my father and brother and grandfather in the process. So I took it out on Myez every night.
Tonight, I incurred a clean red line along my right cheek and when I spit, there was a tinge of blood. That was all right by me. I'd got him back pretty good when I'd punched him in the jaw with the hilt of Sir Torren's sword.
"Very good," Myez said, stretching his jaw. "I'm glad to see you're finally getting creative."
I charged at him. It was his first lesson to me: Be in constant motion. He stepped aside and grabbed my sword arm, twisting it around me. I stomped on his foot. His grip lessened enough for me to pull free, and then I jabbed my elbow in his stomach. He bent over, coughing and laughing with his palm outstretched and facing me.
"Excellent!" He laughed. "I do believe I'll make a swordswoman out of you yet."
I wiped my brow, heaving. My muscles ached, and I was sure I'd collected another set of bruises. At least the pain in my ankle was just about gone now.
"No pushups tonight." Myez smiled.
"Good, because I'm not—"
Nexus landed beside us, feet crunching on the pebbles. Myez and I both looked up at him. I was surprised by how used to Nexus I'd grown in just a few weeks. He no longer terrified me, even though I knew he was terrifying to look at. He still terrified Myez, though. Probably because he didn't stop with the ingestion threats.
The time has come, my little petulant one. Now if you'll put those toothpicks away, we have a prince to rescue.
I wasn't sure I'd heard him right. "Wait, you're saying we can leave now?"
Nexus snorted, ruffling his wings. Unless you'd rather stay here wallowing in self-pity all your life…which can be arranged…
I sheathed my sword. I suddenly didn't feel exhausted any more. "Where is he?" I asked Nexus.
South of here, about to engage in battle with Lord Vega's men.
My stomach twisted into knots. Alex was about to fight Lord Vega's men. I'd seen what Lord Vega's men had done to Sir Torren's army. I just hoped Lord Vega didn't have any more gargons at his disposal. "Myez, we're leaving. Now."
Myez was still catching his breath. "Alexander?"
"Yes." I jogged over to our cave, where the rest of our weapons lay. Between the items Nexus had let us "borrow" and the small daggers and other hunting items Myez and I had made with rock and wood before Nexus had literally flown into the picture, we had quite an eclectic collection. I strapped a few of our more primitive daggers to my boots, and then covered my body with blades from Nexus's cave. Once I was satisfied I didn't physically have any more places for weapons, I turned around and noticed Myez standing at the edge of the cave.
"Where is Alexander?" he asked.
"Nexus said he's south of here." I handed Myez a few blades, hilt first.
"What's he doing south of here?" Myez asked, taking the blades from my hands.
"Apparently, he's about to be at war with Campagna."
Myez was quiet. I took quick inventory of our cave, making sure I hadn't missed anything important. Oddly enough, I was a little sad we were leaving. We'd been here only a month, according to the little notches I'd etched along the walls, but it had been a month filled with long hours of pain and hard work. The girl who'd first set eyes on this cave was different from the girl leaving it, and those changes went far deeper than short hair and a tattoo. I was going to miss this place.
Myez shoved the blades into his belt, and he grabbed a few more for his boots, too.
"Do you have a plan?" he asked.
"I never have a plan." I gave our cave one last glance, then started for Nexus.
Myez grabbed hold of my arm. Nexus growled, so Myez promptly let go, but he still looked very concerned.
"It's okay," I said to Myez.
"They're going to war," he said as if he were making sure I really understood what that meant.
"I know."
He wasn't convinced. "It'll be dangerous, your highness, and you have no idea what defenses Lord Vega has. You need to consider your entry."
This time, I grabbed Myez by his shoulders and looked straight at him. "I appreciate your concern, I really do, and you're right—I don't know what Lord Vega's defenses are, but I do know that the last thing he's expecting is a full-fledged attack from a dragon. You haven't seen what Nexus is capable of. I have, and I'm more than willing to take my chances." I let go of Myez's shoulders and started for Nexus, then paused and glanced over my shoulder. "And I'm not your highness. I might have been once, but that title belongs to someone else now."
Myez didn't comment, not even as I climbed up the straps and into the saddle. He stood resolutely near the cave entrance.
"Are you coming, or not?" I asked.
"Am I allowed to?" His gaze swept to Nexus's extraordinary mandible.
"Well, I'm not leaving you here." I hadn't asked Nexus about this yet, but so far Nexus wasn't arguing. I waved Myez forward. "Come on. There's enough room."
Myez hesitated, as if he didn't trust Nexus not to eat him, but then he made up his mind and walked toward us. When he reached the straps, I leaned over and lowered my hand and he grabbed hold, using it to propel himself up and swing his leg over in the saddle behind me. It was a snug fit with two, but it would work.
"Hold on!" I said, and Myez just managed to put his arms around my waist as Nexus stood tall, flapped his wings, and took off.
Myez screamed. Wind howled and my ears popped, and Nexus burst through the layer of clouds and into the big blue. I stole a glance back. "Open your eyes!" I yelled.
"You're mad!" he yelled back.
I laughed, looking back to the sky. The sun dropped to the west, setting the horizon on fire with brilliant oranges and pinks and purples. The clouds below looked like pink puffs of cotton candy as Nexus soared over them, wings spread wide. He headed due south, and from this height, I could see a slight curvature to the horizon. We'd been flying like this for about twenty minutes when, without warning, Nexus dove…straight down.
This time Myez screamed so loudly in my ear I was sure I'd suffer permanent hearing damage. His arms cinched around my waist and I gripped the saddle as we dove, spinning and swirling into a pinwheel of pink clouds. There were a few seconds of rosy white and then we emerged through the clouds' belly, and a grey landscape spread below us.
I'd expected to see a battle, but all I could see were empty fields of snow…wait. I heard voices yelling just over…there. A dozen or so miles away, just at the crest of the next rise, was battle. Hundreds and hundreds of men, swarming the snow. Some wore furs, more wore armor. And then I saw a gargon circling over them, and I cursed.
Nexus snorted hot steam. That abomination is nothing compared to me.
Nexus banked hard, gravity pulling us downdowndown as we made a wide arc toward the battlefield. Those in the furs—those must be Nords—were completely mixed with Lord Vega's men, which meant it would be tricky using dragon fire without burning some of the Nords as well. The gargon didn't seem to care much though, hosing Nord and Campagnan alike, and it also didn't seem to have noticed us yet. But where was Alex? I could feel him down there…somewhere. The pull on my soul was much stronger now—or at least it seemed stronger. It was hard to tell since I hadn't been able to feel anything for a month.
A second gargon rose out of nowhere, whipping unseen and into the melee like a speeding bullet, and it landed on the ground behind one of the Nords. The other men ran in the opposite direction, and the Nord slowly turned around to face the gargon. No, that wasn't a Nord…
"Nexus!" I screamed, but Nexus was already heading straight for them.
Men shrieked below, suddenly noticing us flying right above them. I watched in horror as the gargon pinned Alex down. It reared its head to strike. Something burst into flames on the ground, but I couldn't tell what it was.
"Faster!" I yelled.
The gargon opened its mouth, bent its head forward, and Nexus dropped. His jaws clamped around the gargon's long neck and he rose, lifting the gargon off Alex and away from the battle. Nexus whipped his head back and forth with so much force I thought I was going to fall from the saddle. I held tight while Myez held on to me. The gargon wailed in agony, its pain shooting through my veins like thousands of tiny hot embers, and just when I didn't think I could hold on any longer, Nexus tossed the gargon aside. The gargon fell like a rock, landing in a broken heap on the ground. It didn't stir again. I whipped my head back to where Alex had been, and my chest swelled with relief. He was alive. But apparently Nexus wasn't done yet.
Nexus chased down the now retreating Campagnans, hosing them down with liquid flames. They screamed and ran like living torches, and Nexus was about to unleash that fire hose on the last small batch when I said, "Wait! We need prisoners! They might know something that could help!"
Nexus wasn't listening. Smoke curled from his nostrils and I saw the glow at his lips.
"Nexus, stop!" I screamed.
I felt Nexus's irritation, and he released his fire anyway. But instead of hosing the running guards, it hovered in a ball of flames like a miniature sun, and Nexus darted straight through it.
"Hold on!" I yelled to Myez as I shut my eyes, bracing myself for the heat and praying the saddle would protect Myez, too. My skin and lungs burned for a second, and then the air turned bitter cold again. I opened my eyes to find my leathers smoking. But the fire was gone.
"Are you okay?" I called back to Myez, who only coughed in reply.
I set my mouth in a grim line. Thanks a lot, Nexus.
Perhaps you'll think twice next time about giving me orders.
Nexus picked up a few of the retreating Campagnans in his talons, and then headed back toward the horde of cheering Nords. He dropped our prisoners unceremoniously on the ground and then landed with the grace of a swan upon water. I took a second to catch my breath and rub my dry eyes, and then I turned back to check on Myez, who looked petrified. "Wait here," I said.
He gave me a distracted nod and made no signs of moving. Carefully, so as not to kick Myez, I swung my leg over the saddle, slid down Nexus's neck, and landed on the ground, my boots crunching in the snow. And that's when I saw him.
He was dressed like them, hidden in a mass of leather and wool and fur, but he was also different, somehow. It was in the way he stood, the way he carried himself. So confident and fearless and strong, the way leaders are. No, the way kings are, and I wondered how I'd never put it together before. Looking at him now, it seemed obvious.
His dark hair was a tousled mess, and his face was covered in sweat and dirt and blood, but I thought he'd never looked more handsome. He'd become what he'd been born to do, and in becoming that, his steps were surer and stronger as he walked toward me. There wasn't any reserve in his face, either, as though he were coming to claim me before all these men, and he no longer cared what anyone else thought. This was a side of him I'd never seen before, and I suddenly felt nervous. My heart thumped fast and my body warmed even though the air was freezing. Alex was a few yards from me when he stopped, unsure, and glanced past me. Er, he glanced up.
In my distraction at seeing Alex, I'd almost forgotten.
The only thing that might be worse than an overprotective father was an overprotective man-eating dragon. The situation struck me so oddly I giggled.
Alex's eyes found mine again, and his lips cracked in an imperceptible grin. And then I ran to him. I didn't have to run very far before I was in his arms. He hugged me so tightly he picked me up off the ground, and I hugged him back, squeezing out every last piece of empty space between us. He smelled like winter and leather and sweat, but somehow through all of those scents, I still smelled him.
"And once again I see I've worried needlessly about you," he said, pulling back just enough so that he could run his hands through my short hair then hold my face between his palms. His eyes moved around my face as though checking everything was in its proper place, and then his gaze settled on my mouth. His love burned so strongly it warmed me from the inside out, and then he kissed me.
Time stopped with this kiss. An entire world and all its people and all its problems, held in suspension, giving us this moment as if we were alone, outside of it, existing together in our own dimension. My spirit soared higher than the clouds, higher than Nexus had ever flown us, so high I felt as though I could touch the stars.
A few catcalls and chuckles from the surrounding Nords pulled me down from the heavens and back to Earth. Alex slowly pulled away, but he took my breath with him. He smiled at me and traced his thumb along my bottom lip. "I love you," he whispered.
I thought I might melt right into his hands.
A throat cleared in the distance. Alex released my face, but he slid his arms around my waist and gently turned me around.
"Thad!" I slid right out of Alex's arms and bolted to Thad.
Thad laughed as I threw my arms around him. He squeezed me back. "And here I thought I was the only one who knew how to make an entrance. I'll never top that!"
"Someone's got to put you in your place every now and then."
"Well, when you hang out too much with Del Can't, 'now and then' ends up being every second of every day."
I pulled away, and then I noticed the pretty blonde standing right behind him. Vera gave me a curt nod of acknowledgement, but I stepped around Thad and hugged her, too. It was equivalent to hugging a marble statue, but when I pulled back, the hint of a grin touched her mouth. And then I remembered the crowd of Nords around us.
You've also completely forgotten about your human.
"Ah…right." I mumbled.
Alex looked curiously at me.
"One moment," I said, walking back toward the saddle. "I brought someone with me," I said over my shoulder.
Alex's gaze slid up to the saddle he couldn't see.
"He's a friend," I added, my meaning clear.
Alex nodded once, his gaze sliding between me and this elusive friend of mine, who was also a male.
I looked up to where Myez sat. "You can climb down now."
It took Myez a few seconds of fumbling and trying to decide just how to slide down, but he eventually figured it out and landed in the snow on all fours. I heard the scrape of metal as swords were drawn.
Alex's face was hard as stone.
"I said he's a friend," I said, placating, yet firm. "And he saved my life."
The others looked to Alex, waiting for his lead. Though the gesture was subtle, it spoke volumes about how the Nords viewed Alex, and it made my heart feel a little fuller.
Alex pinched his lips together, his eyes sliding from Myez to me. He cast one last glance at Myez filled with every threat imaginable, and then Alex sheathed his sword with a sharp scrape. The others relaxed, too.
I cleared my throat and gestured to the dragon. "This is Nexus."
Everyone was so quiet, I heard Thad's stomach rumble from a few feet away. He looked startled, as if he couldn't believe his stomach could make such a sound, and Vera glared sideways at him. He gave her a look that said, 'What?!'
Alex gazed up at Nexus, uncertain.
"Nexus has decided to help us," I added.
Nexus lowered his head a little, turning it so that he could observe Alex with one of his huge eyes. They stood there like that for a moment, Alex's reflection stretched over Nexus's eye, both of them appraising the other as if they were having their own silent conversation. Then Alex dropped to one knee and bowed his head. "Thank you, Nexus. For keeping her safe and for coming to our aid."
Mmm, yes, I like this young prince. Nexus sounded as if he'd pet Alex on the head if he had a hand.
I smiled. "He likes you," I said to Alex.
Alex gave me a funny look as he stood. "Did he…tell you that?"
I didn't really want to announce to all of these people that Nexus and I shared thoughts.
A wise decision, my little petulant one.
I pinched my lips together. "I can just tell," was all I said, but I gave Alex a look that said I'd explain later.
"Look what the reptile dragged in…" Thad nodded toward a dozen or so Nords who were dragging a few Campagnan soldiers between them. They were the soldiers Nexus had been forced to spare and pick up in his talons.
Please tell your harebrained cousin to watch his tongue before I eat him.
Not that it would do any good.
"Bind them up for questioning," Alex said to his men, though I thought the Campagnans looked too frightened by the dragon to try anything.
The Nords set to work tying up their prisoners, and then Alex glanced around us, at the carnage. There was so much sorrow on his face as he observed all the death, and that sorrow was followed by something else akin to disgust. "Gather our men," he said, collecting himself. "We'll send them off properly before we head for Rex Cross, assuming it still stands. It's not far from here, and we need the shelter"—he tilted his face to the blustery winter sky—"and rest." When he looked back down, his eyes landed on me.
Everyone busied themselves picking through the dead, searching for our own. Myez helped too, though everyone avoided him. Apparently, he'd even had a reputation amidst the Nords. Alex was quiet as he walked with me, but I felt his presence like a fire burning constantly beside me, bathing me in its heat and radiance, touching me all over with its warmth. He crouched down beside one man and frowned. "Niko," he whispered, and he squeezed Niko's dead fingers. I placed a hand on Alex's shoulder, and he tensed but then lifted his own hand and put it over mine.
"I hate this," he whispered, closing his eyes. "I hate that so many have to die and I can't stop it."
I didn't know what to say. I didn't think he was asking me to say anything, so I squeezed his shoulder gently to let him know I understood. He squeezed my hand back and stood. I helped him carry Niko over to where we were collecting the bodies of our dead, everyone moving in a reverent silence. I was carefully setting Niko's feet on the ground when I spotted Danton, helping gather our dead.
I was paralyzed, certain my eyes were playing tricks on me. Maybe it was an effect of the waning daylight. Just because the young man I'd seen had straight blond hair didn't mean he was also Danton. There were plenty of blond men in the world. But then I saw Carter beside him, the two of them carrying a fallen Nord between them. What in the world were they doing out here? Shouldn’t they be in Orindor, with their father? And why in the world was Danton working with Alex?
As if I'd called his name, Danton glanced up and met my gaze. His face was hard and unreadable, and I felt a swell of…relief? Pain? Was it both? And then he looked back down at the body he carried, and he didn't look back up again.
"Daria." Alex stood beside me, and I had the impression that this wasn't the first time he'd said my name in the past minute. I felt a prick of pain from Alex, but his face was a blank canvas.
"Why is he here?" I whispered.
He studied me, warm breath rising from his chapped, pink lips. "You really don't know?"
I glanced back to where Danton worked with Carter, his head down and his back to me as if he were physically trying to keep me out of his periphery. No, not just keep me out of it, but Alex, too. Yes, I did know why Danton was here, and I would be lying if I said I didn't.
Alex didn't say another word about it but went back to searching for his fallen, and I walked beside him. He kept close to me but awkwardness hovered between us now. It was subtle, but it was there.
It took a few hours for us to gather everyone. We couldn’t bury them because the ground was frozen, so they were burned. Alex led the men in giving thanks for their sacrifice, people gave their blessings of safe passage to the afterlife, and one of the Nords lit the fire. We stood around in solemn silence as we watched the flames reclaim what the world had borne. The wind howled long and low as if Gaia herself mourned their sacrifice. At one point I caught Danton watching me from across the flames, but he looked quickly back to the fire and he didn't look back.
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There were a little less than a thousand in our company, plus a dragon, which I figured counted as at least another thousand. Nexus soared above us as we marched on. He offered to give me a lift for the few miles to Rex Cross, but I didn't want to fly just then. I wanted to trudge through the snow as Alex and his men trudged through it. I wanted to be a part of them and share their loss, and I couldn't do that from up there.
We reached Rex Cross within the hour. I'd been to Rex Cross once, when I'd first come to the world with Alex and his parents. We'd gone to the inn and stayed for the night, but apparently Rex Cross consisted of more than just that inn. There was a small town of sorts, which I hadn't noticed before, nestled in the trees behind the inn. This town technically belonged to Valdon, though situated on its fringes, and as we neared the low fence, a few of the people who lived there approached us, wary. Apparently, Lord Vega's men had used Rex Cross as an outpost, and they hadn't been very friendly about it.
So it wasn't any wonder the people of Rex Cross were equally concerned about our intentions. Also, because we had a dragon. Alex explained what we'd done to Campagna, that we only intended to regroup here, and that we'd be on our way to Castle Regius as soon as possible, but if it was still a problem, we'd camp outside. After that, the people didn't seem very concerned anymore. It also helped that Nexus perched himself in the surrounding forest and out of sight. He blended in astoundingly well with the landscape. And then Otis, the innkeeper at Rex Cross whom I'd met when I'd first come to Gaia with the Del Contes, opened up every room at his inn—free of charge—and even some of the people opened their homes for whoever needed a warm and dry place to sleep.
Under a thousand Nords piled into the little village of Rex Cross and crammed into any niche they could find. Danton and his men were amidst the guards who escorted our prisoners to the stables and tied them up for later questioning, and Alex, Vera, Myez, and I gathered together our injured and followed Thad to the local apothecary, aptly named Mortar and Pestle. The owner was a frail, elderly gentleman, named Eifred, who looked quite shocked at the sight of us, all covered in filth and blood. But when he saw how many Nords were lined up at his doors, he eagerly deferred all medicinal decisions to Thad.
One would think the Eifred had handed Thad the keys to the kingdom. Thad bounced around everywhere, barking demands while sorting through Eifred's stock of herbs and poultices. Myez offered to help with sutures, and after about a five-minute stare-down from Vera, Thad finally agreed to let him help.
Men piled into the Mortar and Pestle, lying all over floors and tables, making it a challenge to even walk. Alex and I worked side by side, going quickly through the stores of analgesics, astringents, and antiseptics while Thad hurried to keep making them. Thad also kept a stick of incense smoking in one corner. It smelled like cedar and burning, and was much too strong for my taste, but he swore to the seven territories it would relax the men and keep the demons away.
For hours it went on like this, all of us with our heads down, working. There was so much I wanted to say and ask Alex, and I could tell there was so much he wanted to say and ask me, but the task at hand didn't permit that yet. These men needed to be taken care of now. Still, with every glance and every light touch, the promise of that conversation passed wordlessly between us.
It felt so good working with Alex on a task, just like we used to do…before. Before everything turned complicated and the consequences so deadly. But working together now, we fell naturally into old patterns, reading each other's movements and anticipating each other's needs. I'd hold an arm while he'd wrap it, he'd hand me a jar of salve just as I was about to reach for it myself. On these occasions, we'd smile at each other, but the moments were quick and then we'd get back to work.
The night matured and bright moonlight shone through the windows of the apothecary. The candles we'd lit had already burnt halfway, and many of our patients were either sleeping or trying to. I finished replacing a bandage around a Nord's calf when I noticed Alex discreetly standing in a corner, examining his arm. I maneuvered around the bodies and over to him, and when he saw me, he abruptly dropped his arm to his side and pushed his sleeve down.
"Let me see it." I reached for his arm.
He pulled it away. "I'm fine."
"Yeah, and you were also fine that day Jinx sent you to the hospital. Let me see it." I reached for his arm again.
A grin teased his mouth, and this time he let me grab his hand and push his sleeve up. A deep red gash ran perpendicular along his forearm, and there was another one just beneath his scrunched-up sleeve. They'd stopped bleeding, but they were deep and the skin around them was inflamed.
"Alex." I looked up at him with scorn. "Why didn't you say anything?"
"It wasn't an emergency."
"Do you remember how this happened?"
"Ah, I think it was the gargon…when he pinned me down." At my glower, he said, "I wanted to wait until we took care of things here. They need help more than I do."
"Well, now it's an emergency. It's infected. Are gargon talons poisonous?"
"I don't think so—otherwise I would've experienced side effects hours ago."
I narrowed my eyes on him. He beamed innocently.
I scowled. "Wait here."
"Why do I feel like you just put me in time-out?"
"Because I did," I said.
He chuckled softly and I left him to find Thad, whom I spotted with Vera in the opposite corner, working on a man with a huge gash on his thigh.
"—a bleeder," Thad was saying to Vera as I approached. "No, it's better if you do it like this…" He slid his arms around her and pressed his hands on top of hers, which were pressing against the linens wrapped around the man's wound. Vera stiffened at his contact and her eyes opened big and wide, but Thad didn't seem to notice or care. Not until he glanced up and caught me watching them, and then they both jumped to their feet so fast one would think I'd caught them doing something inappropriate.
"Uh…hey, Rook." Thad moved over to me, careful not to step on one of the many sleeping, injured Nords. Vera, however, turned completely away from me and busied herself with the injured man.
Huh. Well, this was interesting. "Hi." I looked down at Vera's back then pointedly at Thad.
He glanced away and fanned the tips of his hair. "Need something?"
Fine. I'd get it out of him later. "Yeah, actually…that gargon gave Alex some pretty nasty lacerations on his arm. I need supplies…and probably something to stitch him up with. Just in case."
"You gonna do some sewing, Rook?" He said sewing like it was a code word for something else.
I shoved his shoulder.
He gasped as if he'd been wrongfully accused. "I didn't even say anything!"
"You don't have to."
"I swear…" He started sifting through jars and dried herbs. "Here I am, risking my life for you and Del Can't, and all you two ever do is mouth off." He slammed a jar of salve down on a table. "Both of you."
I snatched the jar. "Thanks. Antiseptic, and a needle and string?"
"Not even an apology?"
"Maybe when you deserve one."
"Sometimes I really hate that we're related," he said.
"Why's that?"
"Because you're too much like me." He handed me a small flask, a long metal needle, and a wad of string.
"Someone's gotta show you how irritating you are." I took the supplies from him with a wink.
He grinned. "Point proven." And then he scanned the room, drumming his fingers on the counter, thinking. "There's not really any more room down here for you to work, so why don't you two go upstairs?"
"Upstairs…?" I had no idea there was an upstairs in this place.
"Yeah, there's a little loft up there. It's where the witch doctor sleeps, but, well…" He nodded to the space behind him, where Eifred had passed out in a corner, head slumped forward and snoring. "I think you two could use the privacy, anyway." Thad gave me a knowing look.
I didn't respond. Mostly because privacy with Alex sounded nice. More than nice. "And how do we get upstairs?"
"There's a staircase on the other side of this wall, right before you get to the storage closet."
I hadn't even noticed it. But then again, Thad hadn't let any of us back there. He hadn't wanted any of us messing up his system. "Thanks," I said and started walking away.
"And Rook…"
I knew I wouldn't like what he was going to say based on his smirk. He had an assortment of smirks, and this particular one translated as 'what I'm thinking is totally inappropriate, and if I said it aloud, it could possibly get me smacked.'
So, true to form, he said it aloud.
"I'll make sure no one goes upstairs tonight." He winked. He looked so proud of himself, so glorious, certain he was getting under my skin.
So I smiled. Broadly. "Thank you."
He laughed as he shook his head, and then he got back to grinding something in a mortar and pestle. I gestured for Alex to follow me, and he stepped carefully over the bodies and met me at the back of the room.
"See what I've had to put up with?" He nodded toward Thad.
I chuckled. "You heard all that, huh?"
He grinned as he held out his hands to help carry some of the supplies, and I handed him the linens and the jar of salve. "Though I have to admit: I am looking forward to a little bit of privacy," Alex said for only me to hear.
The way he looked at me made my entire body fill with butterflies, and I smiled, feeling my cheeks warm. "I am too."
Sure enough, a small wooden stair sat right between two walls, and a torch burned at the top landing. Alex followed right behind me, the planks of wood creaking and groaning as we ascended, and the top ended in a door that had been left slightly ajar. I pushed it open, and it creaked on its hinges.
To call it a loft was generous. This space was about the size of a large broom closet, with a low, angled ceiling and a twin bed and small table—equipped with an oil lamp—miraculously squeezed inside. A sash of pale moonlight streamed from a little round window on the far wall, illuminating a small washstand and mirror nestled in the only remaining corner.
I ducked through the low, oblique lintel. "Watch your head," I said.
He followed close behind, ducked through the low doorway and closed the door after him, but the loft's ceiling wasn't much better. It sloped upward, but even at its tallest point, near the washstand, it still brushed the top of his hair. He was too big for this room.
I grinned. "I guess this is a perk of being short."
"Whatever makes you feel better about it." His eyes sparked with something I hadn't seen in a very long time.
"I don't believe you're in any position to be teasing me right now." I waved the needle.
"I'm not in a position to be doing much of anything, so…" He tapped on the ceiling, which currently pressed his head down at an uncomfortable angle.
I laughed then took the supplies from Alex. "Take off your shirt."
"Only six months as a princess, and look how demanding you've become."
"You don't know the half of it."
"Oh, but I do."
I made a face and he laughed. I loved hearing him laugh, and the sound of it warmed me from the inside out. And then he moved to the edge of the room, near the washstand where the ceiling was a little higher, and he took off his shirt.
I couldn't help it. The sight of him momentarily paralyzed me. His smooth and tanned skin, the muscles working in his abs and arms and back as he pulled his shirt up and over his head. Sometimes—like now—he looked so beautiful I forgot to breathe. That had to be some sort of superpower: being so beautiful you stun your enemies and they asphyxiate to death. He tossed his leather shirt on the bed, looked back at me, and caught me staring. He smiled innocently.
I laughed and shoved a linen at him. "Wash up."
He didn't move a single perfectly toned muscle.
"Please," I said. "You smell terrible."
He laughed again then moved to the washstand, turned on the faucet, and set to scrubbing his hands, arms, chest, face, and hair. There I was staring at him again, so I plopped down on the bed, set our supplies on the table, and used a little bit of magic to light the little oil lamp.
"I'm so glad you got that fire thing under control," Alex teased.
I chuckled, and the mattress shifted as Alex sat down right beside me, his thigh touching mine. His hair was still damp and he'd flung the linen around his neck, and his arm brushed against mine as he leaned forward and picked the needle off the table. "By the way, have you even done sutures before?"
"No, but I figured you have, so if you need them you can tell me what to do."
He didn't look very convinced.
"Oh, shush, or I'll forget to give you anesthetic."
He laughed lightly as he set the needle back on the table. I turned to face him, one leg bent beneath me and the other hanging over the bed, and I examined the lacerations on his left arm. There were three of them: one across his forearm, one across the space above his elbow, and another across his shoulder. The cuts weren't very wide, but the line above his elbow ran particularly deep. "What do you think? Stitches on this one here?"
"Mm," he bent his head close to mine as he studied it. Now he smelled like winter and incense. "I think so. We'll have to see how it looks once it's clean."
I lightly pressed the skin around the cuts and he flinched.
I gave him a look. "Fine, huh?"
"That's just because you're touching me." He grinned and I grinned back. And then I unscrewed the lid of the salve Thad had given me. Alex promptly grabbed the jar from my hands to read the ingredients. Satisfied, he handed it back.
"Is it to your standards?" I asked.
He grinned. "It'll do."
"Good, may I start now?"
His grin spread, and then it changed a little as he ran his hand through my hair and cupped the back of my head. His eyes flickered over my face, and he slowly leaned forward and kissed me. He pulled back much too quickly, but it left me breathless all the same. He trailed his thumb over my bottom lip. "Now you may start."
Now I didn't want to start. Now I wanted him to kiss me like that, but not stop. By the smile on his face, I knew he sensed that.
Well, then, think about this: blood, pus, lacerations…
Thanks, Conscience. That did the trick.
First, I gave Alex the topical anesthetic, and once he sufficiently couldn't feel my fingertips around the open wounds, I started cleaning. I used a scrap of linen to squeeze fresh water over his cuts, and once I'd gotten out all the dirt and grime and old blood, I poured some of the antiseptic over them. The wounds bubbled and fizzed, and Alex hissed a word I didn't understand as he clenched his fists at his sides.
"More anesthetic?" I asked.
He grit his teeth, his face flushed. "No, that one's just really deep. I shouldn't be able to feel the needle too much."
"You're sure? I've got more."
He shook his head. "It's all right if I feel it."
I held his gaze a long moment, understanding completely. We got to stitching. The one in the middle was the only one that needed it, and Alex instructed me how to tie the knot, where to place the actual stitches, and just how deep I needed to make them. I felt his eyes on me while I sewed, but I focused, trying to keep the stitches small and even, zig-zagging my way through the skin while making sure I kept as close to the edge as possible without hemorrhaging the stitch. Alex flinched only once and when I was about to tie the knot at the end, he asked so softly, "Do you love him?"
I almost dropped the needle. Surprised, I looked up at Alex, but he was staring at my hand resting on his arm.
"I…didn't even think to ask you," he whispered. "Before."
I placed a hand on his cheek, turning his face so that he had to look at me. "No," I said, trying to communicate it with my eyes as well as my words. "I don't love Danton. He was good to me. He was kind…in his way. And he helped me escape. But it's not like that—at least not for me." I dropped my hand from his face, but he kept his gaze fastened on mine. "And just in case you were wondering, he behaved himself."
He grabbed a clump of my hair and twisted it between his fingertips. "That's exactly why I'm worried." His words fell so softly in the small space between us.
"Well, you don't need to be," I said, and then I leaned forward and kissed him. I kissed him because I wanted to, because I loved him, and I kissed him harder so he would know and understand it, but not too hard because he had a newly sewed laceration that still needed bandaging. I pulled back and he rested his forehead on mine with a sigh.
"Are you convinced now?" I asked.
"Getting there." I heard the smile in his voice.
I laughed and then said, "But…we do need to tie off this knot and finish bandaging you up before it rips open and I have to start all over again."
He gave me a heart-stopping smile before angling himself away from me so that I could finish. I tied a good knot, cut the string, and trailed my fingers over the tiny stitches. "So, what do you think?"
"I think I'm in trouble."
I glanced up to find him watching me with a look in his eyes that made me feel flush. 
"You did a great job." He turned his attention back to my handiwork. "It's almost as good as if I'd done it myself."
I laughed again, and then we wrapped clean linens around each incision, and once we finished, I got up and walked over to the washstand to scrub the blood from my hands. Dark clumps and rusty water swirled down the drain, and once my hands were sufficiently clean, I started scrubbing my face. I was dabbing it dry with a towel when Alex said so quietly, "I'm sorry about Stefan."
Stefan.
The thought of him sobered me immediately.
I set the towel down and took a slow, deep breath.
"I'm sorry I wasn't there," he continued. "For him. For you. I hate that I wasn't there."
"It's not your fault," I said, finally turning around and meeting his gaze. He looked as sad as I felt. And then I remembered his father had been there, too. "Have you…heard anything?"
He shook his head and raked a hand through his damp hair. "It's hard not hoping he somehow made it out alive. And my mother…" He sighed. "I don't know where she is, if she knows. This will kill her."
"She didn't leave with Sir Torren?" I asked, suddenly hopeful.
"She may have, but she'd also mentioned the possibility of going somewhere with Arioch Prime." He studied me curiously. "You know something, don't you?"
I hesitated. He didn't know what'd happened to Pendel.
"Daria…?" He sounded anxious now.
I slowly made my way back to the bed and sat down beside him. "Sir Torren isn't coming."
He stared at me, waiting, and I felt his anxiety surge.
"I…Nexus showed me," I said quietly.
"Nexus showed you what, exactly?"
"Sir Torren and his men arrived in Campagna, but…Lord Vega's men were waiting for them. I didn't see it happen…just the aftermath. Nexus flew me to the battlefield."
He sat quiet and still for a very long time. "Were there any survivors?"
"I don't know," I said. "None that I saw, but that doesn't mean some couldn't have snuck away. Maybe you can ask the prisoners."
His throat moved as he swallowed. "Yes, I'll do that first thing in the morning."
"I did see Sir Torren." I paused. "I have his sword strapped to Nexus."
Alex stared at the middle-distance, his expression hard as stone, and his desperation drowned out every other emotion. I reached out and grabbed his hand, threading my fingers through his. He shut his eyes and squeezed my hand.
"I worried something terrible had happened," he whispered at last. "I had a feeling deep down, but I didn't want to believe it. I sent ravens to both Mercedes and Sir Torren, asking them to join us here. I heard back from Mercedes almost immediately, but I never heard from Sir Torren, and when Campagna appeared on that rise…" He exhaled and opened his eyes. "But Gesh should be here."
"When did you send the ravens?" I asked.
"A few weeks ago, when I was in Astor. The plan is—was to combine our forces against Eris's shadowguard. We need to keep him from using that shield."
"Wait, does he have the unity stone?" I asked.
Alex shook his head. "At least, I don't believe so—not according to Danton. What I don't know for certain is why Eris hasn't just taken it from Lord Pontefract. The only thing I can think of is that he hasn't needed it yet. That maybe he didn't want to make himself vulnerable by fighting Lord Pontefract and all of Orindor for it, which would've given Valdon more time to assimilate and fight back. Instead, he went straight to Castle Regius. But what's stopping him at this point…I really don't know."
I hesitated before commenting, because I didn't want to make him too uncomfortable by mentioning Danton again. But he'd brought up Danton first, so I went ahead. "I asked Danton why his father hadn't given Eris the stone."
There was no jealousy there. Alex looked genuinely interested. "And? Danton mentioned you spoke with Lord Pontefract, but he didn't share any details."
I told him about my conversation with Lord Pontefract, and all the conclusions Danton had helped me draw afterward, in light of that conversation. When I finished, Alex folded his hands together and took a deep breath. "I guess that relieves me a little. That…maybe Lord Pontefract sees how dangerous and unstable Eris and he's reluctant to hand over that kind of power. Sometimes I forget your fathers and uncles grew up together. It seems Lord Pontefract's practicality might work in our favor." 
"Hopefully," I added. "So what's your plan now?"
"Well." He rubbed his thumbs together. "I'll speak with the prisoners first—thanks for that, by the way."
I nodded.
"And then…I'd like to wait here another day or so, as long as the people of Rex Cross don't mind. The men could use some rest, and I'd like to give Mercedes some more time."
"And if she doesn't show?"
His shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath. "We'll discuss that then. For now, I'm still holding out hope she's coming."
"Does she know you're fighting as the Estroian heir?" I asked.
"Yes," he said, and then he went on to tell me everything. How he'd found out about the sword, and his journey to get it mended. It made me so sad about Clara. She'd been innocent, like so many others who had been killed in this war, but I'd known Clara well. Her death felt like the death of my childhood, and my heart was pained at the loss of both.
And then he mentioned Operation Ark.
"Wait, what?" I stared at Alex, baffled. "Stefan notified the President? As in the President of the United States?"
"As in the President of the United States," he repeated.
"What, like…with a cell phone?"
He nodded. "With a cell phone."
"Those work here?"
"Sometimes. The signal can be pretty erratic, and you have to be standing right next to a portal, but since the veil is so thin, Stefan was able to make a phone call from inside the castle."
I just couldn't wrap my mind around the idea of Stefan, using a cell phone, in the middle of a castle in Valdon to call the White House. It was like picturing Gandalf calling Frodo on a cell phone to warn him about the Nazgul. Just…no.
"He's called me from here before, Daria. Remember?" Alex looked ruefully at me.
He was referring to the day I'd overheard him talking to my brother, only I hadn't known Stefan was my brother at the time, and I'd made the unfortunate mistake of thinking Alex hated me. I pinched my lips together. "Yeah, that was definitely not my best moment."
He squeezed my hand gently as he grinned. "Anyway, there are protocols in place on both planets in the event of any major threat. Considering the condition of King Darius and the size of Eris's army, Stefan had the foresight to realize the threat, and he warned the President to be ready should our war bleed to their side. From there, it's the President's job to notify those responsible in each corresponding country that the people of Gaia might be evacuating to Earth."
I told Alex what Nexus had told me—about Eris's endgame.
Alex's brow furrowed. "Lord Dommelier told me that too."
"Lord…who?" I asked.
Alex went on to tell me about the Arborenne and Ravenshelm and his cousin. I'd had no idea he had extended family in this world. Of course, it made sense I wouldn't know. It wasn't like he could've told me about them without also telling me about Gaia. But hearing what'd happened to them made my gut turn.
I placed my hand on his arm. "Alex…I'm so sorry." 
He chewed on his bottom lip and stared at the ground. "There's…something else."
I waited, wondering what else in the world there could possibly be.
"Meira's baby…" He hesitated then looked back at me, unsure. "She was…Danton was the father."
I blinked. Had I heard him correctly? By the look on Alex's face, I knew I had. Danton had fathered a child, and with Alex's cousin. I glanced down at my hand on Alex's arm, feeling…I wasn't sure how I felt. Surprised? Disappointed? Deceived? I wanted to think the best of Danton—he'd done nothing but help me, in his way. But hearing this…well, it made it difficult. He would've married me without ever disclosing the fact he'd had a child out there in this world—a child related to Alex. That seemed all kinds of twisted to me. And if Danton had managed to keep this from me, what else had he conveniently kept quiet about? Unless… 
"Does Danton know?" I whispered.
"Yes."
I felt Alex watching me, though I didn't glance up to meet his gaze. I didn't want him seeing my eyes just yet, because I wasn't sure what he'd find there. "Lord Pontefract hushed it up, didn't he?" I asked.
"He did."
I took a slow, steadying breath, gathered myself, then looked back up into Alex's eyes, where nothing but comfort and understanding awaited me. I loved him even more for it. "Is that why you don't like him?" I asked.
Alex's gaze moved over my face, and his fingertips followed. "No. I didn't know this about my cousin until a few weeks ago. The news sharpened my dislike, yes. But…I disliked him before because I didn't respect his more…cavalier attitude, toward women in particular, and that dislike intensified when I realized he was intended for you." He rubbed his thumb along my jaw, and we held each other's gazes another long moment.
There'd been so much loss, and in such a short amount of time. Death had surprised me in that way. It seemed to me that a person's life was this great and monumental thing, built out of experiences and relationships and achievements, and it took Death only one second to snatch it all away. It just wasn't fair.
Alex continued recounting his journey. Somewhere in the middle of it, he remembered he had Nightshade. He pulled it from his boot and handed it to me, hilt first. I looked it over for a moment, tracing my finger along the flat of the blade. Knowing what I knew now, about Myez, I felt a deeper connection it. I set it gently on the nightstand, Alex finished his story, and then I shared mine. I started back at the beginning, the moment I'd left him in Karth, and he listened intently the entire time. Still, I felt his jealousy as I spoke about Danton, and that jealousy spiked when I told him about my private dinner with Danton.
"You're upset," I said. "Alex, I swear nothing else—"
"You don't need to explain yourself." He rubbed his thumb inside my palm. "I know I have no right to be jealous. It's just that…you are all I've ever wanted, and I'm so tired of living in a world that would give you to him but never to me." 
We sat there looking at each other—just looking at each other, and yet somehow it was more intimate than any kiss we'd ever shared.
"Anyway, I interrupted you," he said, squeezing my hand. "You were saying Danton told you to bypass Bristol…?"
"Yes…" And I continued telling him my journey, about Lord Cethin and Myez—he was surprised about Myez's history—and then all my time in the Shadowvale. I told him about my dream or vision or whatever it was. He chewed on his bottom lip again, making the slight dent in his chin more pronounced.
"I don't understand what it means, Alex. I don't know how I'm supposed to be prepared or what to do. If I'd only had the vision once, I'd dismiss it, but that's not the case."
"I have no idea what it means, either," he said. "But that's what makes visions so dangerous. They're convoluted and obscure, and if you live your life chasing them, you'll go mad. I know it's hard, but you have to try to put it out of your mind."
"I know. You're right." I kept talking, and when I finished, he was quiet for a very long time, though his thumb kept making circles on the inside of my palm.
"How long have you known?" I asked. "That you were a…the prince?"
"I've suspected for quite a while, but I didn't know for certain till that night in Karth when Nexus brought you back to me. It's hard to explain…" His jaw worked. "You know how I can feel what you're feeling?"
"Yes…?"
"You were unconscious, but I could feel the dragon through you. I know it probably sounds insane."
"Not really." I grinned.
He grinned back and tucked my hair behind my ear. "I could feel his recognition and…Daria, I swear I heard him talking in my head, but it was muddled and a little convoluted, and then I got this bloody migraine."
"Yeah, that sounds about right."
"So you can hear him in your mind? That's how you're communicating?"
"Yes."
"Can he hear all of your thoughts?"
"Yes…as long as I'm nearby," I replied. "I can speak to him over distances if I really try, but I've never tried much farther than a few miles."
"That sounds…invasive."
"You have no idea. Er, maybe you do…" I laughed.
He gave me that smile I loved so much, and then he continued. "Anyway, your dragon recognized me as the Estroian heir, and I couldn't get that certainty out of my mind. Do you remember any of that night? I wondered if you did, but when you finally woke, you didn't say anything, so I thought maybe you hadn't heard or felt any of it."
I shook my head. "When I try to think back on it, it's vague. My memories are a jumble…some of them are mine, some of them are Nexus's. At least, I think they're his. I remember him seeing you standing there, but then I get confused with my own feelings of seeing you there." I hesitated. "Why didn't you tell me who you were sooner?"
"I don't know." His eyes moved distractedly around my face. "I think I was still processing it and what it might mean, because I knew that if I acknowledged the truth that I would have to do something, and I was afraid. It was losing you that made me accept it—the moment you decided to go to Danton."
"But why didn't you tell me that night on the veranda? I never would've left."
The look in his eyes was disarming. "Because I was afraid of failing and losing you forever. I needed to see that I could do this first. I needed to see that I could deserve it—deserve you, and I didn't want to give you hope and then let you down by failing. In hindsight, I probably should've told you, but at the time it seemed right to keep it to myself because I was still figuring out how to…become a prince."
I rubbed my thumb against his. "So…does this mean I need to start calling you your majesty?"
He squeezed my hand. "No."
"Your worship?" I teased.
His eyes narrowed. "How is it I didn't realize you and Thaddeus were related before?"
I laughed. "By the way, I am glad to see you two getting along."
"Tolerating," he corrected, holding up his index finger for emphasis, which I pulled to my mouth and kissed. Then he reached out and combed his hand through my hair, taming a few of the unruly wisps. "I meant to say something earlier, but I haven't seen your hair this short since I chopped off your braid."
"Yes, well, this cut has a similar story in that it was entirely unintentional, only this one involves fire and a dragon."
He chuckled and leaned a little closer, holding his smile and my hair. "You're still the most beautiful woman I've ever laid eyes on."
I smiled and leaned closer to him. "You think so?"
"Always." His hand slid to my neck, to the chain he'd given me. "You kept it."
"Of course I did. It was all I had of you."
He trailed his fingertips along my collarbone, and my skin tingled where he touched me. My entire body suddenly flushed from his attention, and then his finger stopped moving when he noticed the edge of my tattoo. He inclined his head to me. "Since when?"
"Since a month ago. I asked Myez to do it for me while I was recovering from my sprain."
A pause. "May I see it?" he asked.
"Um…sure." I felt a little awkward taking off my leather top and sitting there in my bandeaux. I'd done it for Myez so that he could draw the tattoo, but that was different. That was like sitting by your father in your bikini top. With Alex, I just felt naked, especially with the way he looked at me as I took off my shirt. I angled myself a little away, suddenly aware of every movement I made and every blink of my eye, the way my fingers fumbled with the ties. Once it was off, Alex took it from my hands and tossed it on the bed over his own shirt. His fingertips trailed slowly from my shoulder blade, tracing the swirls and patterns over the edge of my collarbone and down my arm. His touch was so intimate, as if he were burning the pattern into my skin all over again, and I felt his touch everywhere.
"These are…names?" he asked softy. "In the old language?"
"Yes," I said, losing myself in the feel of his fingertips. "They're the names of my family."
He traced a swirl that wrapped around my shoulder blade. "You said Myez did this for you?"
"Yes," I said. "He has one on his arm that represents his family, and I liked it so much I asked if he could draw one for me."
His eyes traced the patterns, and I felt as if he was touching me all over again. "So beautiful," he whispered. I didn't think he was just talking about the patterns.
He looked up at me, then, and the green in his eyes turned so dark it looked almost brown. And then we were kissing. They were soft kisses, slow and sweet and tender, tasting and delighting in the fact that we were finally together, that we were finally alone. His lips were chapped but warm, and his tongue tasted lightly of mint as it pushed against mine. I loved kissing Alex. His kisses made me feel alive. His kisses set me on fire. I slid my hands in his hair as he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me in his lap. I wrapped my legs around his waist, and then the kisses changed. They grew harder and longer and ravenous, his heart beating wildly against my fingertips. I moved my hands down his shoulder blades, feeling the muscles in his back shift and flex as he held me tight, so tight. But not tight enough. It was never tight enough.
I moved against him, and his desire flared hot. His hands squeezed down my waist, such large, strong hands that were also surprisingly gentle—hands that made me feel small and delicate and protected. His hands continued squeezing down my legs, and then I eased him down, careful not to disrupt the bandages on his arm, the mattress shifting as he lay with me down on the bed. His kisses grew even deeper and longer, and then his mouth moved to my jaw, down my neck and along my collarbone, leaving burning trails everywhere his lips touched. Our hands were everywhere, touching and memorizing and holding, but there was still too much space. No matter how tangled our legs, or how tightly we held and gripped and pulled, I could not get close enough. I wanted to be closer. I needed to be closer. I needed him, and by the fire burning inside of him, I knew he needed me, too.
His desire wrapped around me tight, intoxicating and beautiful, raw and unfiltered, and his lips teased along the edge of my bandeaux. I squeezed my legs around his waist and moved against him again, to let him know that it was okay. That I wanted this, too—that I wanted him. Needed him. He kissed his way back to my mouth, his hand sliding up my side to my bandeaux, but it stopped there. He wasn't making a move to take it off. I grabbed his hand and guided it around me to help him slide it off.
"Daria."
I bit his bottom lip and he moaned against my mouth. His desire turned blinding and I started sliding my top off.
"Daria." There was a different quality to my name this time. One that wanted my attention, and now he was holding tight to my hand, making sure I didn't slide my top any farther. "Love." He lightly kissed my jaw and the little space beneath my ear.
I pulled back just enough to look into his huge eyes. "Is it your arm?" I asked. I'd been so careful not to hurt his arm, but maybe I'd missed his pain over my own overwhelming passion for him.
"No." He smiled against my mouth and kissed me again, but this kiss was lighter. Dimmer and fading. He stroked the hair back from my face, then trailed his fingers along my jaw and cupped my chin before gazing deeply into my eyes. "I want to wait."
I stared back, my chest still heaving with impassioned breath. "Wait?"
He lightly kissed my mouth again before gazing back into my eyes. "I want to marry you first."
There were two thoughts I had then. First was that he wanted to marry me. The very idea of it made my heart swell and swell and swell until it felt as if it might explode from my chest. The second thought I had—which was more of a question—was why on Earth did he want to wait? We loved each other now. So why couldn't we…now?
His gaze slid over my face, searching and somehow touching me again. "Is that…not what you want?" he asked so quietly, his confusion bubbling through my impassioned feelings. "If marriage is too soon, I'll wait for you," he whispered. "As long as you need."
I moved my hands into his hair as I gazed back into his eyes. Such loving eyes. "I love you, Alex, and the thought of marrying you is nothing short of a dream. But I don't understand why you want to wait for this." I squeezed my legs around him.
He smiled and trailed his thumb along my jaw. "Because I want to make a covenant with you first."
"I don't need a covenant to know you're committed."
"But I want to give you one." The love in his eyes held me still. "I want to do right by you. I always want to do right by you—respect you. Gaia knows I've almost gotten carried away with you on more than one occasion, but…you mean so much more to me than right now, than this moment." His fingertips tickled along my waistline. "Yes, I want this. I want this so badly it hurts, but…I want to respect you. I always want to respect you, and that starts now, when it's hardest. I want to show you I at least have some self-control. I want to show you that you can trust me to love you and protect your honor, always. I don't want to take anything from you without giving you everything I am first, and to me that means giving you my word, through a covenant, like marriage. You have always been my reason for everything, and I won't stop fighting for you for as long as I live. And that includes fighting for your honor now."
For a long time I lay there gazing up into his eyes. Such beautiful eyes full of so much love and tenderness and respect. I was still very aware of his body against mine, the heat of it burning against my skin. I still wanted him, and by the tingling sensation in my legs, my body still wanted him, too. It disappointed me he'd said no—again—but it also flattered me, that he was this concerned about respecting me—especially when his desire burned as much as mine. And as much as I didn't want to admit it to myself, and even though I didn't have any real trust issues where he was concerned, the fact that he exhibited this sort of self-restraint—for me—made me trust and admire and love him even more.
"Do you understand?" he whispered.
"I do, but…how are you so…so good all the time?"
He smiled, twirling a clump of my hair. "You make it sound like a bad thing."
I smiled and grabbed his hand and brought it to my lips, then kissed his fingers. "It's not bad. Just frustrating at times."
He leaned forward and brushed his nose against mine. "And how do you know I'm not the one who's scared to death you'll run off right after I give you what you want? Maybe I need a commitment."
I laughed at that, and then he smiled and leaned closer, his breath mixing with mine. "Will you marry me, Daria?"
I looked over his beautiful face, taking in every line, every detail. Loving every part of him. "Yes. There's nothing in this world I want more." And then I paused, my gaze teasing. "Well, there is something else that's pretty high up there."
His laughter moved through me. "Well, I promise to make it up to you once we're married."
I smiled at him, trailing my fingers over his full bottom lip. "I love you, Alexander James Del Conte. I don't need to wait to marry you. I would've married you yesterday."
He smiled and kissed me. "You know, this is the first time in all my nineteen years of knowing you that you haven't said my full name because I was in trouble."
I chuckled against his mouth. "And it'll probably be the last."
He smiled against my mouth as his hands moved to my hair, and he kissed me again. His kisses stayed resolutely behind a line, but we kept kissing each other until I eventually fell asleep wrapped up in his arms. And for the first time since I'd come to this world, I didn't dream.
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Soft light cast long shadows upon the wall beside me. I had a dull memory of waking to pain, but I did not feel pain now. I was cold, not uncomfortably so, but the air was chill and damp and it smelled…old.
"He's awake."
The voice belonged to a woman, and I had the distinct impression I should know it.
A hand pressed against my cheek. "Stefan? Can you hear me?" Her voice was urgent—hopeful. She pressed her hand to my forehead. "He feels a little warm," she said to someone else.
A few seconds later, something cold and wet touched my forehead.
"It's all right," she continued, running fingers through my hair. "You're safe here. Rest. I won't let anything happen to you."
And then I knew.
Sonya. The voice belonged to Sonya. But what was she doing here? Wherever here was. Shouldn't she be in Karth, with Master Durus? How was she with me? And shouldn't I be…dead? A person did not survive a stab wound to the heart.
I blinked my eyes open. Lamplight flickered from somewhere to my right, where Sonya's silhouette bent over me, though I could not see her face in the shadows.
"Sonya…?" I croaked. My throat was raw from not using it in…I had no idea how long.
"I'm here." She squeezed my hand. "Everything is going to be all right, but I need you to relax." A pause, some fumbling, and then she slid her hand beneath my head. "You need to drink this. It's only water."
She helped me lift my head just enough to drink. The water tasted cool and refreshing, and I hadn't realized how dry my mouth had been until that moment, and then I couldn’t drink enough.
"Careful," she said. "Not too much. You're extremely dehydrated, and the last thing you need is to throw it all back up."
She pulled the cup away and I licked my lips. They felt dry and cracked, and they stung when my tongue touched them.
"Shall I fetch some more water?" asked a male voice from the shadows.
"No, thank you, Master Antoni," Sonya replied. "I believe this is enough for now."
Master Antoni? But wasn't Master Antoni at the guild? Did it follow that I was at the guild, too?
"What is it, Stefan?" she asked.
"Where…where am I?"
"You're in the escape tunnels beneath the castle," she said, removing the wet cloth from my head.
Ah. I recalled a distant memory of my father telling me about escape tunnels. "But…how?"
She dabbed the damp cloth around my face and neck "Well, you were brought down here after Eris…" Her hand paused on my neck, and then she went back to dabbing the wet cloth on my forehead. When she continued, her voice was softer and shaken. "You've been kept alive down here for almost a month. Master Durus and I arrived a few weeks ago, with Arioch Prime's help. We entered the tunnels from the other side, at the Aegis Quarters where they end, you know, and we've been here with you ever since. You're very lucky to be alive, Stefan. The blade missed your heart only by a few centimeters, though it did puncture your lung. Master Antoni saw to your wounds when it was most critical."
But it didn't make sense. Master Antoni had not been in the meeting hall when my uncle had stormed in and murdered my grandfather and tried to murder me. "How did Master Antoni get me out of there?"
"He didn't," she said.
"Then who did?"
"I did," said a new, deeper voice.
My eyes followed the sound to where Headmaster Ambrose stood at the edge of the lamplight. His face was hard and severe per usual, but concern marked his eyes.
To say I was shocked was a gross understatement. He had been standing in the hall when it'd all happened, and he hadn't lifted a finger to help. In fact, Eris had acted as though they worked together.
"I don't understand," I said. "You were there…and…and…you didn't…"
"Shh." Sonya placed her hand on my forehead. "Headmaster, he's too weak. This can wait."
"No, it can't wait," I said, trying to sit up, but my arms gave way. Sonya caught me and eased me back down. "He's a traitor. He was there when my uncle murdered my grandfather, but he just stood there and let it happen!"
"I did not know he would do what he did," the headmaster said quietly.
"Liar." I coughed and Sonya held my head down, trying to force me to rest.
"Headmaster, please—" Sonya's brow hardened into a line, and when she turned her face I noticed the wet streak along her cheek.
My anger dimmed to a sharp, sorrowful point: Cicero.
The headmaster started walking away, and I said, "Headmaster, wait."
He paused and turned, his profile sharp, his nose like a beak in the dim light.
"What happened to everyone else at that meeting?" I whispered.
He was quiet a long moment, and then he said, "They're dead."
Dead.
I winced as if the very word had thorns. "All of them?"
"All of them."
"And you…you didn't do anything to stop it?" My voice rose with my anger, and it made my chest ache. But this pain had nothing to do with the wound there.
"Stefan, please…" Sonya whispered.
"I could not, your grace," Headmaster Ambrose said in a tone softer than I'd ever heard him speak. "It all happened too fast, and my focus had been on getting you out of there safely. I knew the blade had missed your heart, and I placed an enchantment to slow your blood flow until I could get you out of there. That was risk enough, doing so without Eris noticing, and when he asked me to dispose of the bodies, I brought you down here with Master Antoni's help, and we've been keeping you alive in these tunnels ever since."
Sonya was still turned away from me, her head bowed. Cicero Del Conte was gone. My uncle had killed him and everyone else in that room, and Sonya was here, taking care of me, when she had just lost her husband.
Straining, I lifted my right arm and reached across myself to grab her hand. She started at my touch but then squeezed my fingers, hard.
"Sonya, I…" Guilt and grief swallowed my words. Because of me, her husband was gone. Because he was loyal and honest and good, and because he would do anything for my family to ensure our safety. And it had killed him. "Any word from Alexander?" I asked.
She wiped her eyes, leaned forward, and picked something off the ground. "Last we heard, he was on his way here from Alioth, and he's got a thousand Nords with him." Despite her sadness, her voice filled with pride when she said this.
Alexander was alive, and he had an army, apparently.
"But…Daria is missing," she whispered.
My chest squeezed again at mention of Daria. "Missing…?"
"She fled Orindor the night…the night it happened. No one has seen her since."
"Do you know where she is, Headmaster?" My tone bit.
He was unaffected, or at least if he was, he didn't let it show. He never let anything show. "I do not, your grace, but I believe her absence a good sign that she is safe."
"Safe." I sneered. "Nowhere in this bloody world is safe. Not with my uncle alive." I tried breathing in deeply, but my chest was too tight and it hurt when I tried. "Where is he now?"
"He's proclaimed himself king," the headmaster said.
"Then as his servant, what in the blazes are you doing down here with me?"
"I do not serve Eris," he replied with a calmness that made me want to scream at him. "I serve only Gaia. At first I believed what Eris was doing was for the good of this world. He brought a balance of power that hadn't been seen since this world's inception, but then…I realized how it affected him and what he was becoming. I opted to stay close to him so that I might keep an eye on his actions and help where I could, but even so, I did not see the incident at the throne room coming—or at least not so quickly. Otherwise, I would've snuck you and your grandfather out at a much earlier time, and I am sorrier than you know that I failed to do that."
Sometimes I really envied Daria and her ability to sense others' emotions. That ability would come in handy right now, because I didn't know if a single word of what he'd said was true. Sonya didn't seem to take issue with him, though, and if anyone else were to have an issue with him, it would be her.
"Where are Master Durus and…Arioch Prime, did you say?" I asked Sonya.
"I did," she replied. Her voice had gained some of its strength back. "Arioch Prime is above ground, keeping an eye on things and making sure no one finds us down here, and Master Durus is waiting just outside the room."
"But…why are you here?" I asked.
"What do you mean, why am I here?" She sounded surprised by my question, and quite possibly a little offended.
"Sonya, I only meant…as my aegis, I understand, but I also understand Alexander is your son. You absolutely have my permission to go to him. I hope you know that."
She combed her fingers through my hair. "I am not here as your aegis, Stefan. And I hope you know that." She squeezed my hand. "Alexander does not need me right now. Right now…making sure you recover is more important."
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She looked so beautiful lying there, like some fraeling from the Arborenne, and I hated to wake her. Her dark hair spilled over the pillow, and a piece of it lay across her forehead, which I brushed back and tucked behind her ear. I'd almost given in last night. I'd wanted to so badly, but if there was one thing I wanted to do right in this world, it was loving her the way she deserved.
Her long, dark lashes fluttered gently across her cheekbones as she adjusted her slender arm over the blankets, then she paused, sensing I wasn't lying beside her. Gaia knew I wanted to be, but there was still too much to be done. Her eyes blinked open and rested on me, crouched beside the bed.
I leaned forward and kissed her cheek, letting my lips linger there a moment. "Good morning, love."
I pulled back to find her studying every turn of my face, and when she smiled it was as if the sun had materialized in the room. Spirits, I loved her. This war couldn't end soon enough.
Her curiosity surged as she noticed I'd already put on my shirt. "Mm, where are you going?" she asked.
I kept my hand on her hair. I couldn't seem to stop touching her. "The sun will be up in a few minutes. I thought I'd go ahead and speak with the prisoners."
Her gaze slid back and forth between my eyes, those large grey eyes seeing and understanding everything. "Did you want me to come with you?"
I rubbed my thumb along her temple. "I always want you with me, but you don't need to come if you'd rather stay here. I can fill you in on everything later."
Her gaze moved distractedly to my hair, my brow, my mouth. "Then I'll stay here and see if Thad needs any help. And maybe I'll try to see where Nexus went."
"What do you mean? I thought he was just in the woods?"
"Um…" I felt a dim flush of her embarrassment. "He wanted to be a little farther away last night."
I'd forgotten about Nexus's ability to invade Daria's mind. "I'm sorry…I wasn't thinking," I said. "All I could think about was kissing you."
She laid her hand over mine. "Never apologize to me for that," she whispered.
Her eyes were big and bright, and they looked at me with so much love and affection and pride, I felt as though I could conquer anything. She rubbed her thumb against mine, and suddenly all I could think about was her touch, and then I found I couldn't stop staring at her mouth. My senses were still full of her—her taste, her sweet scent, her warmth. Her promise.
She smiled in a way that made me think she'd probably sensed the direction of my thoughts. "I think you should probably go."
I stroked her hair. I loved her hair, and I wanted to bury my face in it again. "That hurts my feelings."
"No, it doesn't." A mischievous glint lit her eyes. "Right now your feelings are…very warm and sensuous, and I think that if you don't leave now, neither of us will be going anywhere for a while."
I chuckled, trailing my fingers over her lips. I loved her lips, too, and really wanted to kiss them again. Now, in fact. I leaned forward and kissed her on her perfect mouth, lightly, delicately. Savoring the suppleness of her lips. I didn't want to stop kissing her. With a sigh I pulled away, trailing my fingers along her jaw. "I love you."
"I love you," she said softly, running her fingers through my hair, and her smile almost made me lose sight of my purpose again. She seemed to sense this and lightly shoved me off. "Go. Before I pull you back down here with me."
I smiled as I stood and walked to the door, but before leaving, I looked back at her, one last time. Just because I needed to look at her again, to remind myself I wasn't dreaming, that she was there in the flesh and she loved me as I'd always loved her. That she was mine. I finally closed the door between us, my heart feeling fuller than it had ever felt in all my life. And, of course, it took Thaddeus all of one second to steal the moment away.
"Up and at 'em already, Del Can't? I thought for sure you'd sleep in a little after a night of…sewing." Thaddeus winked at me from the doorway of the storage closet.
Sometimes I really wanted to hit him. I descended the stair and walked past him, into the front room. All the injured slept. Even Vera was bent over the countertop, her head on her hands, sleeping.
"Not even a smile?" Thaddeus whispered, trailing me. "I hoped you'd be in a good mood today."
"I'm in a fine mood. I just have work to do," I said, stepping carefully over sleeping bodies.
"Like?"
"Like question our prisoners."
"Getting a bit of an early start, aren't we?"
"I find that success usually happens while everyone else is asleep."
"And I find that sewing usually happens then, too."
I stopped at the door and looked at him over my shoulder.
He cowered back as if he feared I'd throw something at him. I was tempted to. "Okay, okay, I'll stop."
I stepped out into the chilled air and closed the door behind me. The little village of Rex Cross still slept, the street lanterns flickering warmly to keep the darkness at bay, though the sky had already lightened since I'd left Daria upstairs. I glanced up at the little round window of the loft. Even from here, her presence burned like a flame, warming me where I stood, and even from here it drew me to her.
Gravel crunched beneath my boots as I walked on, and when I neared the stables, two of the Nords keeping watch glanced up. One of them was Todd, and he rubbed his eyes and started toward me.
"Morning," he said, stretching. "You're up early. How are the men?"
By "men," he was referring to our injured. "Much better. They were all sleeping when I left. I hope you had a moment to rest."
"Just started my shift, actually. With Lukas, here." He nodded toward the other Nord. "Lord Danton and his brother left to catch some sleep. Hope you got some sleep, too. You haven't slept much since Ravenshelm, at least that I've seen."
"I got enough," I said, peering past him into the stables. I still smelled her on me, and I had to force my thoughts back to the task at hand. Four shadows slumped around the two support beams of the stables. "How are they? Did they give you any trouble?"
"None so far, and Lord Danton didn't report any, either."
I nodded. "I wanted to have a word with them, if you don't mind."
"Want me to stand watch?"
I looked over at the slumped shapes again. "No, no. I don’t think they'll be a problem, but…don't run off too far? Just in case?"
"Of course, my lord."
I paused and looked back at Todd. "I'm not your lord, Todd."
"Yes, you are." He stared straight back with the defiance of a Nord. "We know, you know. Theon told us. Even though you haven't said a word. Even though you haven't lorded it over us, but you've still done more for us than any of those who do."
Hearing Theon's name made my chest tighten. "I've only given you battle and death."
"No." Todd shook his head. "You've given us hope, when so many others have failed us. We'd follow you even without your birthright."
I held his gaze, feeling completely humbled. "Thank you, Todd."
He nodded. "Just holler if you need anything."
"I will."
He stepped out of the stables and Lukas followed him, and I stepped inside. Horses filled the stalls, some munching on hay, others sleeping. The prisoners had been divided in pairs, and each pair had been tied, hands behind their backs, to a support beam spanning from floor to high ceiling. They didn't look up as I approached. I couldn’t see them very well either, so I used a little of my magic to bring one of the torches to life. The horse in the stable beside it whinnied, and one of the prisoners lifted his head. I was shocked to find I knew the face.
"Kenley?" I gaped down at him. How had I missed sight of him? Of course, it'd been dark and I'd been a bit more preoccupied with Daria and her dragon and our injured to pay the prisoners much attention. But it still surprised me I hadn't realized we'd caught Lord Vega's son, and that no one had let me know. Although, it was very possible the Nords hadn't recognized him. Thaddeus and Vera would have recognized him, but they'd been with me. Danton would've known, but I'd been with Daria, so I could easily understand why he wouldn't have said a word yet.
I hadn't seen Kenley since the games, when he disappeared with Danton and the unity stone. I'd assumed they'd been fighting on Eris's side, but Danton had watched over the prisoners through the night, and Kenley was still tied up and filthy and looking furious about it. But that was nothing new. Kenley was always angry. He'd always sort of reminded me of a pit bull worried his land was being encroached upon.
"What do you want?" he growled.
I regarded him silently. "You aren't planning an escape with Danton, are you?"
His eyes narrowed, and his teeth bared. Yes, definitely pit bull. I wondered what had passed between Kenley and Danton. Maybe I'd ask Danton later.
I sat down a few feet before him, crossed my legs, and lay Flamebearer across my lap. His eyes dropped to the sword, and when they looked up again, they were raging.
"Where's your father?" I asked.
No answer.
"Ah, I see. He keeps safely in Amarinth while having you do all his dirty work. I wonder how he'll take this loss. After all, it was the complete annihilation of his entire military, save the four of you. Do you think he'll want you back? Or will we be burdened with you now? From what I know of your father, I'm not so sure he'll let you step foot in Campagna again."
His hatred seethed.
"I can see this is a touchy subject." I folded my hands in my lap. "Why don't we talk about something else. Perhaps you can enlighten me as to what Eris's plans are?" Though I had a general idea, I wondered if Kenley had any specifics to add.
No answer.
"Come, Kenley, I know you know something. Does he have the unity stone?"
Still nothing.
I frowned. "I suggest you answer me."
His eyes flashed darkly. "Why, so you can get back to that little whore princess of yours?"
A rush of adrenaline burned through my body, and I punched him square in the jaw. He reeled and would've fallen over if his hands weren't tied to the support beam. When he finally managed to sit up again, he spit blood and stretched his jaw, glowering up at me from beneath his dark brow.
"Say anything like that again and I break it."
Kenley licked the blood from his bottom lip.
"Does Eris have the unity stone?" I said through clenched teeth.
"You could just take her out back, you know. I hear she likes it in the dirt, and it'd be a lot easier than—"
I got up, grabbed him by the hair, and jerked his head back so far he grunted and strained against me. "I'm not playing games, Kenley," I hissed at his ear. "Just because you were spared, don't think I won't kill you now."
He grunted against my hold. "You don't have it in you to—" I pulled his hair harder, grinding my knee down on his arm. He cried out in pain and I released the tension, giving him a moment to breathe and change his mind about not talking.
"You murdered Sir Torren and his men, and then you murdered mine, and I want to know why," I said into his ear. "What's in it for you?"
He didn't answer and I yanked on his hair again.
"Eris…" He grunted. "He said…he'd spare us."
"For what?" I growled.
His eyes squeezed as he strained against my hold. "His…new world."
"New world?"
"He…he wants to open the portals…to rule both worlds. Mortis can…live on Earth."
"Is he using the shield to free Mortis?"
"Yes, but…he hasn't yet. He…wanted to get rid of…the loyals first."
That was what Daria and I had discussed last night. "Those loyal to King Darius or Gaia?"
A grunt. "Gaia. That's all…I know. I swear. He didn't…tell us anything else."
"How did you know about Pendel?" I asked.
"A fleet of ships approached our shores. What were we supposed to think?"
I jerked harder and pressed down on his arm, and he cried out. "You didn't attack them on your shores. You let them land and then overtook them at the Downs, and you had gargons to help you. You knew they were coming and you prepared to fight them. Who told you they were coming?"
"Eris." He grunted. "He sent…word to…my father. He had…men in Karth."
I should have known. Lorimer Faris had been there when Daria, Thaddeus and I had arrived. Of course Eris would have more guards there to keep an eye on Sir Torren's movements.
"You didn't see any guild members with Sir Torren? Any of the king's aegises?"
"No…" Another grunt. "I don't know for sure, but…no one used magic out of Sir Torren's men. I didn't see…any of the king's aegises."
I almost sighed with relief. It didn't sound as if my mother had been there. As an aegis, she could've easily blended in to battle, but Master Durus wouldn't have left her side and he definitely would've been spotted. But if they hadn't been there, then where in the blazes were they? Was it possible they'd stayed in Karth? Was Arioch Prime still there?
I released him with a shove and he slumped forward, heaving, his hair standing straight up from me gripping it for so long. Quick footsteps crunched behind me. It was Todd, and he was out of breath.
"Sorry to interrupt, my lord, but you're needed at the gate," he said. "There's something you'll wanna see."
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Where could that giant reptile be hiding?
You know how I abhor that name.
"Well, where are you, then?"
There was a whip of air and Nexus shot across the sky. He banked and soared straight up with an impressive twist, slowed to a stall, then turned and dove straight back down.
"Show off," I murmured.
Wait till you see what I do next time we're in the air together.
"Is that why you asked me to come out here? To make threats? Because I was sort of busy, you know." And I had been. Thad had promptly put me to work changing bandages, but not after throwing a surplus of inappropriate comments at me. At some point, I'd thrown a jar at him. When I'd missed, Vera had jabbed him in the ribs for me.
No, I told you to come out here because there's someone I thought you'd want to see. A few someones, actually.
My heart sputtered with hope, and I started sprinting. Could it be? Had Mercedes come? I sprinted through the open gate and, when I saw the sash of silver and brown whipping in the wind, I sprinted faster. Gesh had come with a flood of warriors, and Mercedes stood in front like some warrior queen, her long blonde hair billowing like a flag behind her. I recognized Hawk's hulking figure to her right, his hair long and dark and dreaded, and even covered in furs, he still reminded me of Tarzan. I hadn't seen either of them since they'd helped us escape Eris when Hawk had practically thrown Alex, Vera, and me through the portal. And then I spotted a tiny figure practically drowning in wool and fur, walking on Hawk's other side and scrambling to keep pace. My heart swelled. Was that Fleck? It was!
I had no idea how it was possible, but I didn't care. I ran and ran and ran, my feet unable to carry me as fast as I wanted to go. Fleck was laughing by the time I reached them, and when I scooped him up in my arms, he shrieked.
"Lady!" He laughed.
I squeezed his little body to mine.
"Lady, I can't breathe!"
I laughed, set him down and held his face between my hands, examining his features and making sure they were all in proper order. His cheeks and nose were bright pink from cold as that big toothy grin spread, and his speckled eyes glittered with joy.
"You're all right," I said, kissing his forehead, his temple, his cheeks.
You humans and your affections…
I thought Nexus might learn to like affection too, if he weren't burdened with fangs and talons. Those didn't make for very good cuddles.
Nexus snorted.
"I was so afraid and I didn't know…" I squeezed Fleck again.
"Of course he's all right," bristled an old and familiar voice. "He's been with me."
I set Fleck down and gazed up into Tran Chiton's smiling eyes, and then I hugged him, too. The wizard coughed as I squeezed, and then he slowly and awkwardly patted my back. And when I didn't stop hugging him, his patting changed, as if he were trying to pat me right off of him. "All right, I believe that is…quite enough, my dear."
I released Tran. "Where's Grool?" I asked.
Tran scratched his beard. "In bed, I imagine. He wouldn't stop drinking the mead at the Keep, and he was being a bit of a nuisance—"
"He was swinging from the chandeliers and dropping candles on people," Fleck added.
I snorted a laugh, then coughed to swallow it down.
"Yes, well," Tran continued with a wave of his hand. "During one of his swinging reveries, he slipped right off a rung and fell, breaking all the bones in one of his wrists, and quite a few in his leg. Needless to say, we were forced to leave him laid up at the Keep, where he's on a strict diet of callaberries and sleep."
"Isn't he sworn to your service?"
"Sworn to my service? Oh, spirits, no, child! He's merely a companion, and despite his, ah, coarse and barbaric manners, he's really quite loyal. But he's in a foul temper, at present. The only thing worse than a brownie is a brownie who's not allowed to drink ale." He winked at me.
I chuckled and turned to Hawk, who beamed and said, "Preen-ciss!" He whisked me in his arms and whirled me around, but promptly set me down, and when I turned to Mercedes, I decided to stop hugging people. She looked as if she approved of my decision.
"My apologies for being late," she said, extending her hand. "We were detained by shadowguard; otherwise we would've been here a week ago."
I took her hand and shook it. "I'm just so glad you're all right and that you're here." I looked past her, taking in the full number of her warriors. We might actually have a chance! I wanted to jump up and down and scream and…tell Alex. Alex needed to know right now. Actually, he may already suspect if he sensed my happiness from out here. "Shadowguard, you said?"
"About two thousand of them intercepted us along the South Road. We might not have made it if Tran hadn't arrived. We weren't prepared to deal with gargons."
Tran made a show of a humble bow toward me.
Two thousand shadowguard, and they'd survived. That also meant there were two thousand less shadowguard at Castle Regius.
"I thought you were in Bristol with Lord Danton?" she asked.
"I was…it's a long story," I said.
A percussive beat of air sounded and Nexus landed behind me. A swell of awe and terror washed through me from Mercedes' warriors. Nexus snorted steam, those large eyes fastened on the wizard.
"Well, good morning, Nexus," Tran said as if he were greeting an old friend.
Tell the wizard he still owes me the firestone.
Apparently, they were old friends.
Acquaintances, Nexus corrected, showing off his teeth.
I looked away to find Mercedes' dark eyes fastened on me. Despite her earlier withdrawal from physical affection, there was a tenderness in her gaze that embraced me tightly. And then she said, "I'm glad to see the child of the wind has finally embraced who she is." A light sparked in those dark eyes. "Your father would have been very proud."
My heart squeezed a little at the mention of my father. "I…thank you. Mercedes."
She smiled at me, glad I'd called her by her first name, as she'd asked me to do in Mosaque.
"He's coming, lady!" Fleck said suddenly, pointing back toward the village.
Sure enough, Alex passed through the gate and strode briskly toward us, his cloak billowing behind him like a black sail. His eyes met mine and I felt a rush of his affection before he drew his attention back to the entirety of Gesh. His relief flooded through me. A crowd of onlookers lingered near the gate now, and that crowd was growing fast.
Alex stopped at my side and extended a hand to Mercedes. "You made it." His voice held no small amount of relief.
Mercedes accepted the gesture. "Yes, and I'm sorry it took us this long."
"Please don't apologize," he replied. "I'm just thankful you're here." He noted those standing beside her, and his hope surged. "Hawk…Tran…" He nodded to each in turn, and when he saw Fleck standing there, he smiled and ruffled Fleck's hair.
Fleck flashed him that toothy grin. There was something in Fleck's expression that made me wonder if he'd always known Alex's true identity. Then Tran winked at me, and I knew that they both had known. I also wondered if Mercedes would show Alex the same fealty the Nords already did. Either way, she'd come, and that's all Alex and I could've hoped for.
"I was just explaining to Princess Daria that two thousand shadowguard delayed us," Mercedes continued.
Alex's lips parted in surprise. "Two thousand? How many did you lose?"
"Not many, thank the spirits," she replied. "Tran's timing was impeccable. Once he took care of the gargons, we were able to overtake them. I brought two thousand of my own."
Alex nodded once, his lips tight. "I'm sorry you already lost some of them."
"Tran informed me you've incurred losses of your own…?" she asked.
"Yes, Campagna was here waiting for us. We were very fortunate to have help." Here, Alex looked at me.
"You were." Mercedes agreed, her gaze drifting from me, to Nexus, then back to Alex again. "Is Sir Torren not here?"
"No, and he will not be coming," Alex replied solemnly.
By Mercedes' expression, I could tell she understood.
"We're holding a few of Campagna's men prisoner—including Kenley Vega," Alex said.
Kenley Vega. Why did that name seem familiar? And then I remembered he was Lord Vega's son, who had fought in the games and run off with Danton and the unity stone. I gave Alex a look of surprise, and he nodded in confirmation.
"We have much to discuss, I see," Mercedes said.
"Yes, though I'm not sure everyone will fit inside the gates." Alex gazed out over her army. "We're packed as it is with Nords."
"My men will set up camp here, then, as long as you think it safe." Her eyes trailed the length of Nexus's neck and settled on his massive jaws.
Alex deferred to me for an answer.
"Nexus is with us," I replied. "He won't bite."
So you think…
She still looked a little hesitant, even though she didn't argue. "Is Veranna still with you?"
"She is," Alex replied. "She and Thaddeus have been tending to our wounded, and I'm sure they'd be happy to help your men should any of them need it."
I noticed Alex didn't mention Myez, and then I thought this was probably a good thing. Last Mercedes had heard of Myez was that he'd betrayed her secret portal to Eris. We'd warn her when we needed to, but there was no reason to do that now.
I felt Mercedes' relief at hearing Vera was with us, though she didn't voice this. She wasn't technically related to Vera, but her emotional response told me she counted Vera as a relation anyway. "There are a few men and women I may bring to Veranna and Thaddeus for healing, thank you," she said. "Give me a moment to speak with my people…?"
"Of course." Alex stepped back and I moved to stand beside him, while Mercedes shouted orders in Saqai. I'd forgotten how beautiful their language was, and I'd also forgotten Alex could speak it. I tilted my head toward him and he grinned down at me then reached out and squeezed my hand. When I glanced up, Fleck was watching us and grinning from ear to ear. Fleck never missed a thing. Tran, however, was still glaring up at Nexus as if they were having their own private argument.
I don't argue. I speak truth. It is up to others whether or not they want to accept it.
I chuckled, earning myself a sideways glance from Alex, to which I just rolled my eyes toward Nexus.
Soon Tran, Fleck, Mercedes, Hawk, and a few of Mercedes' guards, as well as about a dozen of her wounded, followed us back to the gate. I recognized one of her guards—Catia, was it? She'd attended the dinner Mercedes had held in Mosaque, and I remembered Catia had had a particular affinity for dragon lore. Even now, her eyes sparkled with fascination on Nexus, and when she noticed me looking at her, she smiled like a child in a candy store. Alex walked behind me and fell in to step beside Mercedes, and the two of them shared the details of their respective journeys, while Fleck held tight to my hand, practically bouncing beside me.
"So, did the Dalorens ever find out your name?" I asked Fleck while we walked. Er, I walked. He bounced.
"No, we didn't have time," he said, though he didn't sound disappointed. "But they did tell me something else." My curiosity piqued as he swung our interlocked hands between us. "Remember how I was having all those bad dreams?"
"Yes. Didn't Tran say you kept having them because your powers were starting to manifest?"
"I did," Tran answered at my other side. "But the young Master Fleck, here, suffered dreams infinitely worse than what they should've been, and I was happy to see my suspicions had been confirmed." He looked a little bloated by all that self-congratulatory happiness.
"And…?"
"Dalorens usually have one gift of Sight, whether it be to See past, present, or future. Fleck, here, has the ability to See all three."
I looked down at Fleck who grinned awkwardly up at me. "Is this true?" I asked.
His nose wrinkled with his shy grin.
No wonder people—my grandfather included—had wanted access to his power. "Can you see what will happen with Eris?" I asked.
Fleck's expression fell in a way that made me feel guilty for asking. "I'm sorry," I said. "I shouldn't have asked."
"It's okay, lady. I'd tell you if I knew anything."
"Curiously," Tran interjected, "Fleck can't see the future where Gaia is concerned. He's tried."
"Do you think it has to do with the shield?" Alex asked from behind me. Mercedes still walked with him, and she was listening in too.
"It's a good thought," Tran said, "but I believe that if the shield were warping the Sight, Fleck wouldn't be able to See anything at all, yet he can still See the past and present."
"Is that how you knew Gesh needed your help?" Alex asked.
"No, though Fleck did help us determine their exact location. I knew of their circumstances because of my brother, Arioch."
Alex's curiosity spiked with my own. The last we'd seen of Arioch was in Karth, and Sonya and Master Durus had been with him. Maybe Arioch would know where Sonya was.
"You've been in touch with him?" Alex asked. I heard the eagerness in his voice.
"It's more he who's been in touch with me," Tran huffed and his grey mustache bristled. "Won't leave me alone. Part of that firstborn nonsense. Always feels as if he's the only one mature enough to understand what's really going on. Tell you what—this is the first time he's left Pendel in over a century—a century! Can you believe that? How can one understand anything when they never step foot out their front door?"
"Tran, where is Arioch now?" I asked, trying to get Tran back on track.
I felt a rush of Alex's gratitude.
"Ah, the Aegis Quarters," Tran replied.
"What in Gaia's name is he doing there?" Alex asked, surprised.
"He's"—Tran's voice dropped lower—"protecting the tunnels."
Alex's understanding moved through me, but, unsurprisingly, I was totally confused. "Tunnels…?" I asked quietly, and Mercedes' interest roused too.
"They run beneath the castle," Alex replied. "They were built for the royal family to have an escape route in case of an emergency. Very few know of their existence. They end in the hidden cellar beneath the Aegis Quarters. We hid you down there with my parents."
I remembered. And to think I hadn't known who I was at the time, and that hidden tunnel would've led me right to it. Then I thought of Stefan. He could've had a way out. My uncle had laid siege to the castle, and Stefan, my grandfather, and Cicero Del Conte could've snuck out of the castle and probably still been alive. But Stefan would never do that. He would never leave his people alone and helpless, and so he had stayed and the three of them had died.
"Does Eris know about these tunnels?" I asked.
"I thought he did, but it doesn't appear to be the case, according to my brother," Tran continued. "Perhaps Darius wasn't so naïve about his youngest son and only entrusted his oldest with that information."
"You knew," I said to Alex.
"We had to, as the personal aegises of your family," he said, "and even then, my father only told me a few years ago. But I'm surprised Arioch knows. How…why is he even there?"
"Because…he's making sure no one finds the prince," Tran replied.
My heart stopped, and so did my feet. "As in Stefan? My brother?"
Tran gazed down his large nose at me. "Why, who else would it be, my dear? Unless there's some other prince I'm unaware of. Gaia knows there could be. It seems we've got princes popping up all over the place these days." He looked directly at Alex.
Stefan was…he was…
"But…Stefan's dead…I was told…" I stuttered, unable to comprehend or believe what he was saying. "I felt him die!"
"Hm, I'm fairly certain he survived," Tran said. "Eris missed his heart, but only by a few centimeters. They've been caring for him in the tunnels because they didn't dare move him much farther until his health stabilized."
Stefan was alive. My brother…he hadn't died. He was still in Valdon, and he was being taking care of…
My mind whirled. I needed to sit down. Alex grabbed my hand firmly in his, and I leaned against him for support.
"Who are they?" Alex asked, sliding his arm around my waist and hugging me to him.
"Why…your mother and Master Durus, I believe," Tran said to Alex.
A little squeak of air escaped Alex's lips, and I wouldn't have heard it if I weren't standing so close to his mouth.
Sonya was alive, too! She hadn't been with Sir Torren's men during the fight with Campagna. I gripped Alex's arm and he squeezed my waist, but he didn't stop squeezing it.
"Master Antoni and Headmaster Ambrose are also there. According to Arioch, Aegis Sonya refuses to leave Prince Stefan's side; therefore, Master Durus is staying with her. Master Antoni and Headmaster Ambrose are the ones responsible for sneaking Prince Stefan out of the castle."
I hadn't realized the depth of my despair until it was suddenly gone. My brother was still alive, and Sonya was safe, and Gesh was here, and with them had come Tran and Fleck. Maybe things weren't so dire after all.
 
 
There were about twenty in our council, including Alex, Vera, Thad, Tran, Fleck, Mercedes, Hawk, Catia, and a few in Mercedes' escort, as well as a few Nords Alex had chosen. Myez stayed behind to care for the wounded, and also because Alex didn't think it the right time for me to explain him. I was surprised Danton or Carter weren't there. I didn't know where they were, but I wasn't about to ask.
We spent the rest of the morning arguing. At least that's what it seemed like to me. Otis had made room for us in his dining hall, so that we'd have a place to strategize. He even served hot rolls and drinks, though considering some of the rising tempers, I thought Otis should probably stop with the drinks. A few of our small council were angry about the plan Alex and I, and a few others, had come up with. And that plan was essentially to use a feint attack to draw Eris's attention to the main gate while the rest of our forces hid in the forest, waiting to come in behind. Meanwhile, another contingent, including Nexus and me, would exploit the existing cracks in the weak, eastern corner of the wall, knock it down and clear a way through for Alex and a dozen others to gain access into the castle.
We knew we couldn't use the underground tunnels. Stefan was down there, and, considering his condition, we couldn't draw attention to those tunnels. Not to mention, Tran said Arioch had sealed the tunnels behind them. Breaking that seal would give us away, anyway.
Once the wall was down, I would keep attacking from the skies with Nexus. This all sounded fine and dandy to me, but there were a good handful present who didn't think it was at all fine and dandy. That particular handful wanted me to fly ahead and douse the castle in flames while we concentrated our combined army of three thousand against the main gate.
"A direct attack will not work," Tran said—again—to a very stubborn Nord, named Falk, who'd spilled little droplets of ale all over his beard. Every time he talked, I kept waiting for those droplets to finally drop to the floor. "There are simply too many of them. We need to upset their equilibrium first."
"But what Alexander suggests will take too long," Falk said. "It'll give them time to concentrate their attack against us."
"That's exactly what we want, Falk," Alex said evenly, calmly, despite the frustration I felt bubbling inside of him. "We want to concentrate their attack at the main gate. That will give us time to tear down the eastern corner. And, as Lady Bellona mentioned earlier, the shadowguard operate as a hive—at least Eris's fabrications, and we know most of his current shadowguard are comprised of those fabrications. Getting to Eris is our main goal. Besides, the shadowguard won't be able to function without his direction, and once he is out of the picture, overtaking them will be easy. Sometimes the longest way around is really the shortest way there."
Falk folded his arms and leaned back in his chair, clearly annoyed. I also saw a drop of ale fling off his beard and onto his sleeve. "There are too many variables with this. If Lady Bellona can hold off the shadowguard arrows, and if the shadowguard come through the front gate, and if Tran can tear down the eastern corner, and if you can get to Eris in time…"
Thad leaned back in his chair and rolled his eyes so far his head rolled a little with them.
"I will hold off their arrows." Mercedes' gaze simmered on Falk.
"That's beside the point," Alex said to Falk. "There will always be ifs. If I'd listened to ifs, I never would've come to Alioth in the first place. And here we are." He threaded his fingers together, set them on the table, and leaned over them. "No one is suggesting everything will go according to plan. That is why it is called a plan. However we're forced to adjust, our objective remains getting to Eris. If our first line of attack fails, we'll draw back and give Daria time with Nexus, as we discussed earlier."
"So tell me why, again, the princess and her dragon can't just hose the castle in flames?" a Nord asked. "Seems to me like the quickest way to get Eris."
"Yes, but that fire could also damage the shield, and if the shield is damaged, it could damage our world. Remember, the two are tied."
"The other territories have been notified, yes?" Mercedes asked. "To get the people near the portals, just in case?"
Alex nodded. "I sent word while I was in Astor, though there's not much I can do about the people of Valdon. You let your people know before you left, correct?"
Mercedes nodded. "They're assembling right outside of Mosaque, just in case."
"Why not send the preen-ciss ahead to scout?" Catia asked, looking at me then Alex. "Thet way she could tell us exactly where Eris's army is stationed and what 'e 'as. I know thet Arioch 'as told thee wizard, but 'e can't see everything from thee Aegis Quarters. An arial view woot be best."
"She's right," a Nordic woman, named Egret, added. "How do we know Arioch hasn't missed something? Wouldn't it be better if Princess Daria flew over to take inventory?"
"Yeah, because Eris won't notice a two-ton dragon doing a perimeter check around the castle." Thad's voice almost rolled, too. Vera sat beside him, looking quite proud.
Egret's eyes narrowed. "Princess Daria could be careful."
"Princess Daria is always careful." Vera narrowed eyes on Egret. "She's not invisible."
Egret bristled and was about to retort, but I spoke up first.
"Egret," I said politely, though I shared in Alex's growing irritation. "Even if we could somehow evade my uncle's radar, who's to say his position wouldn't change by the time we get there? We aren't even leaving for a few days. It's much better—and safer—to have Tran speak with Arioch as they've been doing. And, as Alexander mentioned earlier, we'll be sending a few scouting parties ahead of us. Perhaps you'd like to be part of one so that you can ensure nothing gets missed."
A few sparks of amusement flickered around the room. Thaddeus beamed at me as if he'd give me a high-five if I were sitting close enough. Even Vera smiled. Alex squeezed my thigh beneath the table, an imperceptible grin at his mouth.
Egret, however, did not see the humor. Actually, she might be a worthy opponent for Vera in a contest of who had the deadliest glares.
"We can't afford to have Princess Daria and her dragon seen," Alex said in a very matter-of-fact tone. "As far as we can tell, Eris doesn't know about them yet, which makes them our largest advantage in this war."
"Pun absolutely intended," Thad remarked.
Alex frowned and looked sideways at him as if to ask, 'Really…?'
"I agree in that Nexus needs to be a surprise," Mercedes added. "Far too much hinges on the princess and her dragon, since we're using them to upset Eris's balance."
There were a few nods of agreement, none of which came from Egret. Actually, she kind of looked like she wanted to hit me.
"What about thee Daloren?" The question had come from another one of Mercedes' guards. Everyone turned toward Fleck, who currently looked as if he wanted to hide. "Can 'e See anything that could 'elp us?"
I grabbed Fleck's little hand beneath the table and looked him straight in his flecked eyes. "You don't have to answer that," I whispered.
"It's okay, lady. I want to help," he whispered back, then sat up in his chair, his face bright red as he addressed the table. "I can't…See anything. I try to, but it's like…it's like the world isn't there anymore. I get these little flickers of light and then…everything just goes dark."
The table fell quiet. Little pricks of curiosity tickled me from all sides, but there was one swell of concern that stood out from the rest. It had come from Tran, who conveniently studied the grains of wood on the table.
"Can you See if Eris has the unity stone?" Mercedes asked.
Fleck bit his bottom lip. "I don't think he does…it's hard to know, though, because…sometimes the Sight doesn't let me See what I ask it to show me."
"Maybee you neet to try again," Catia suggested. "You're new to the Keep, no?" She said Keep like Kip. "I theenk it takes some of them years to control their Sight."
"Yes, but…" Fleck started as more and more similar comments pummeled him from all sides. Everyone demanded he try again, that he must be missing something, that we needed his information. It was when Falk barked, "What a pathetic excuse for a Daloren," that I decided to say something.
"Whatever abilities Fleck may or may not have are not yours by right." I looked straight at Falk, then addressed the crowd. "His gifts don't belong to any of us. He's helping us as best he can, and whatever he's able to share, we should consider ourselves fortunate, not deserving."
"Is that what you tell yourself so that you don't have to take responsibility for being too cowardly to fight in the front lines with the rest of us?" Falk glowered at me.
The table fell silent.
Alex tensed in his chair and I knew he was about to put Falk in his place, but I squeezed Alex's leg beneath the table to let him know I'd handle this.
"Falk, is it?" I said.
Falk sat smugly, still glaring.
"I don't know you, and you don't know me. But they say it takes only one-tenth of a second to make a first impression, and so far you've spent the past few hours trying to derail every single idea we've come up with, which leads me to believe that you're just a cynical person. We don't have room for cynicism, Falk. The castle is taken and we are outnumbered. We already know our chances are slim, and we're running out of time. If and when my uncle gets that unity stone in his hands, we're all doomed.
"So what we need are ideas, and if those ideas don't work, we need more ideas, not an argument. We need you to help us figure out how this can work instead of telling us why it can't. And I am not shirking my responsibility. When you are charged with the responsibility of being the sole defense against each and every gargon in Eris's possession, and doing this while maneuvering a few thousand feet in frigid air with only saddle straps to hold you in place, then, perhaps, you can talk to me about what it means to be a coward."
At some point during my monologue, Falk's eyes hardened and his fists clenched on the table. Alex's pride burned like a bonfire beside me, and Thad leaned back in his chair with his feet crossed on the table. Vera glared daggers at Falk, daring him to do something.
I thought Falk was going to leave. I expected him to curse at me and storm out of the room, but he just sat there, glaring at me, and when he sat back in his chair, he looked a little smaller. That was the last of his outbursts, and the negativity.
By the end of it, Alex decided we'd leave in two days' time. Everyone agreed. Many of our men still needed time to heal from our battle with Campagna—Alex included—and Mercedes' men (and women) could use the rest after traveling from Gesh. And, she added, they had a few injured as well. In the meantime, we'd gather together our resources and construct more long-range weapons, like catapults, bows and arrows, slings, and javelins, and refine the weaponry and armor already in our possession. Alex directed who was to oversee the various projects, and then we all split and got to work.
The room mostly cleared out, except for Alex, Tran, Fleck and me. Fleck was still sitting in his chair, staring down at the floor. Alex met my gaze, understanding my intent.
"Meet you there in a minute?" I said so only he could hear me.
"Of course." He placed a hand on my waist, holding me before him. His eyes shone with tenderness and pride. "You know…all along you've hated being a princess, but you're so bloody good at it." He smiled, and I smiled back. He leaned forward and kissed my cheek, stroking it once, and then he left. Tran winked at me, then followed after Alex.
I walked over to Fleck, crouched before him and grabbed his little hand between both of mine. "Don't let them get you upset. You don't owe anyone any answers. This is not your war."
He kicked his feet that didn't quite touch the floor. "I just…wish I could help."
"Just because you can't predict the future doesn't mean you're not helping."
His lips pursed. "What if…what if that is the future, lady? What if…I can't See Gaia, because Gaia won't exist? And what if…I knew and I failed everyone because I didn't know how to stop it?"
I just looked at him for a long moment, and then I said, "What if?"
He glanced up at me, confused.
"No matter what the future holds, the fact remains it's the future that's still holding it. There's nothing we can do or say to change it except worry, and I don't want to live every day of my life worrying over things I can't change. I want to live in the moment. I want to live now, and be grateful for the time I have with the people I love most." I brushed the short hair back from his forehead. "Don't let their worry become your responsibility. We all do what we can in the way we think best. Sometimes that way puts unreasonable expectations on others. But don't ever let them make you feel less than you are."
The little flecks in his eyes shimmered as he looked at me. "You've learned a few things, lady."
I grinned. "I certainly hope so. Now." I squeezed his hand. "Want to help me and Alex build a catapult?"
He smiled so big I laughed, and I stood, tugging him off his chair. His gaze moved past me and settled on the door, and then that gaze went wide.
I peered over my shoulder to see Danton standing in the threshold. It was as if there were some great gulf between us, and I felt every inch of that space.
"I was…hoping to speak to you?" His tone was formal, respectful, but it still couldn't hide the ache I felt pulsing inside of him.
Before I could say one word, Fleck said, "I'll go ahead, lady." He hurried off past Danton and through the door.
Fleck was a child in appearance only.
I glanced back at Danton, who was watching me, and I took in his sheathed swords and large cloak.
I stood up and turned to face him. "You're…leaving…?" I whispered.
His pale eyes moved over my face, and he stepped into the room. A board creaked beneath his weight. "I am," he said quietly, taking another step toward me. "Carter and I are returning to Orindor."
I almost asked why, but I knew. I hated that I knew. "Danton, you can't leave now! We need you!"
We wasn't at all what he'd wanted to hear, though I was sure he hadn't expected me to say anything different.
"Orindor needs me," he replied. "My people have no one. My father hasn't at all prepared them for what could happen if Eris gets a hold of that stone, and I need to be there to help them get to safety until all of this is over."
"You need to be here helping us! You can't run away now!"
He took another step, his eyes never leaving mine. "I am not running away, Daria. Gesh is here. If they hadn't come, I'd stay, but…" He exhaled slowly. He held back so much. I knew because I could feel it all churning inside of him. "I can make a difference in Orindor, and I have time to warn them before it's too late. I have time to get them to the portal just in case." He took another step. He was only a few yards from me now. "I wrote to my mother last night, through a small bindingbook we share, and she's agreed to help Carter and me." He paused before me, his eyes bluer than the sky. "Daria…I'm going to do what I should've done a long time ago and be the man you reminded me I could be."
We stared at each other a very long moment and my heart squeezed a little. Because he was leaving. Because I didn't have the right to want him to stay. Because even despite my newest revelations about his past, I still felt guilty that I couldn't give back what he so obviously wanted to give me. I wanted to say something, but there was nothing to be said. I couldn't say what I didn't feel, and he wouldn't ask for what I couldn't give. But it still made me feel like a horrible person.
His gaze touched my hair, my nose, my mouth, and finally settled on my eyes. "You'll tell Alexander…?" he said so softly.
"Yes." It fell out in a whisper.
I felt one last swell of his disappointment, and then he swallowed and said, "Goodbye, Daria."
He started to turn away from me when I reached across the empty space, touched his cheek, and turned his face back to me. I leaned forward and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. He looked startled and grateful and sad all in the same moment. "Be careful, Danton. I said I wouldn't forget, and I stand by that promise."
He started walking away, but he hesitated. "You were right…about him. I've always despised him because he has always had what I wanted most. Respect and admiration. Unfailing integrity." He paused, and the muscles in his jaw worked. "And now he has you." His gaze flitted to me one last bitter moment, and then he stalked to the door, his cloak whirling behind him, and he was gone.
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"He's gone."
I glanced up. Daria walked toward me, and by the look on her face, I knew she was referring to Danton.
"He just left with Carter," she continued. "He…asked that I tell you."
I swung the woodcutting axe so the blade sunk into the stump before me, and I left the axe there, handle sticking out at an angle.
"Where's Fleck, by the way?" she asked timidly.
"He just left to get some rope." I wiped my brow. "Did…Danton tell you why?"
She stopped before me, those stormy grey eyes fastened on the axe in the stump. "He said he contacted his mother, and that she agreed to help Carter and him get the people of Orindor to safety. He said he wouldn't have left if Gesh hadn't arrived."
"Do you believe him?"
Her gaze lifted to mine. The grey in her eyes was so deep, so rich, they almost looked blue. They did that when she was upset.
"Yes," she whispered.
I raked a hand through my hair. She was upset over him. I had no right to feel jealous, but I did. She reached out and placed her palm on my face, forcing me to look at her. I could lose myself in her eyes. I often did. I was now.
"You know I love you," she said, her gaze sifting through me. "He knows that too, which is part of the reason he's leaving. And that is also why I feel guilty, because I know we could use his help."
I placed my hand over hers and sighed. "I know. But maybe if you could stop being so irresistible to everyone…"
She laughed and shoved my shoulder, but I pulled her toward me and held her close. "Daria, you don't have to explain yourself to me. I'm sorry if I've made you feel like you have to. I just…I think I will always be jealous for you." I ran my fingers through her soft, dark hair. "But that's no fault of yours. It's who you are and why I love you. I'm just grateful you've chosen me."
She smiled up at me. I loved it when she smiled at me like that. It made me feel on top of the world—invincible. And then she stood on her tiptoes and kissed me softly.
 
 
Two days.
Two days of preparations and rest. Two days of managing egos and language barriers and tempers. If this battle didn't kill me, managing an entire kingdom would finish the job. It had been too long since the people of Gaia had worked together—too long and too many old feuds and allegiances. I worried enough about the battle on the outside without also worrying about the battle brewing within.
Mercedes had been furious when we finally told her Myez was tending to her wounded. It took Daria a fair amount of explaining, and Mercedes still wasn't happy about it, but our options were limited, so she was forced to stand down. Still, she checked on her wounded more than necessary and fixed Myez with an array of threatening glances in the process.
On the morning of the third day, we left Rex Cross, towing our catapults and pitch and boulders, weighted down with weapons and armor, and headed south toward Castle Regius. It was remarkably cold for these parts, and the bitter wind was relentless. It howled and screamed like some evil spirit warning us to flee.
Daria walked beside me. Nexus had stayed behind, and the plan was that Daria would call Nexus to her before we crested that last rise and entered the valley where Castle Regius lay. According to Tran, through his correspondence with Arioch, the situation at the castle had not changed. Eris had burnt down the marketplace to make room for his army, and in addition to having nearly eight-thousand shadowguard at his command, he'd employed the use of barghests and giants as well. We still didn't know how many gargons he had at his disposal. Arioch had said he'd only seen a handful of them flying to and from the castle. A handful made me uncomfortable, but not knowing exactly how many made me even more so.
We'd sent a small party of scouts the night before, but they'd only confirmed Arioch's words. When we were a few hours away, we sent another party forward. They had nothing new to report, and the situation at the castle remained about the same: The shadowguard were stationed behind the walls, a few guards stood post along the wall, but they hadn't seen any gargons.
We reached the last turn before the road dipped into the valley, and Daria called to Nexus. Not ten minutes passed before Nexus landed beside us, giving the men nearby quite a scare.
"You still want us to keep to the clouds until they open the gates?" she asked, her lips bright pink from the cold. A flake of snow landed on her lashes and I resisted the urge to wipe it away. I always wanted to touch her, but right now, I needed to stay focused.
"Yes, wait until their first wave comes through. I don't want to give your position away just yet."
She nodded. "We'll keep to the clouds, then. I'll let you know if we notice anything bizarre. Actually, this whole thing is bizarre, but you know what I mean."
I grinned then slid my hand in her hair and kissed her gently. "I love you. Be careful up there."
"I love you too. Stay alive for me," she said in all seriousness, and then she jogged over to Nexus. Nexus bowed his head and she fluidly, gracefully, climbed into the saddle and shook back her short hair. She looked so strong and so beautiful—so majestic—sitting up there.
"Focus, Del Can't." Thaddeus smirked beside me.
I watched Daria and Nexus soar into the sky and disappear into the clouds. "Thaddeus, I've never been more focused in all my life."
Thaddeus coughed beside me. "Gag." Then, "Ow!"
Vera had nudged him in the ribs. "I think it's sweet." She nodded at me approvingly.
I looked at her in surprise. Vera never described anything as "sweet."
"Shall I give the order to my men, then?" Mercedes asked from behind me.
This was the point we'd divide our forces, as we'd discussed.
"Yes." I turned around to face her, then looked past her at our blanket of three thousand. We weren't Eris's eight thousand, but what we lacked in numbers, we made up for with sheer grit and determination. We also had a dragon.
Mercedes and I worked together dividing our armies. We sent a few factions on ahead and into the forest, and then Mercedes, Hawk, Thaddeus, Vera, Myez, and I, along with about five hundred of our men, continued on the road that descended into the valley. Tran and Fleck walked with our company, too, though they stayed in the rear. We'd decided to bring Fleck in case he Saw something that might help, though he had clear instructions to stay far back out of battle and out of sight. When we rounded that final rocky bend—the last barrier keeping Eris from having a clear view of us—I paused for a moment to gaze down into the beating heart of Valdon.
The lush valley was hidden like some natural treasure, protected by snow-capped mountains all around. From here, I could see the castle, nestled on top of the hill behind the great wall. It'd always been a magnificent sight, but even more than its beauty was the sense of nostalgia it brought. I'd spent so much of my life at that castle. I'd been born and raised to protect it, and here I was bringing war to its front gates. I had to remind myself that those I'd served were no longer there, that the castle I'd called my home had been defiled by Eris, who poisoned the grounds with his army of shadowguard. We had to take it back.
Everything Arioch and our scouts had reported seemed to stand true. No one stood before the castle walls, and the castle itself hadn't suffered during Eris's quick takeover. I still didn't spot any gargons, though.
"I sure in blazes hope this works," Thaddeus murmured beside me, squinting at the distance. "I don't see anyone walking along the wall, though, do you?"
"No, but that doesn't mean they aren't there. You know those embrasures are high, and those towers can hold quite a few."
"I don't see anyone," Vera said from Thaddeus's other side. She held a polished wood spyglass to her eye.
"Where in the seven territories did you get that?" Thaddeus asked, reaching for it.
Vera leaned away and whacked his hand with it, then reached around Thaddeus to hand it over to me. "Care to take a look?"
"Sure, thanks." I took it from her, and Thaddeus grunted. I ignored him, scanning the castle walls for signs of movement…and there it was. It'd been quick, but— "Someone's inside the keep." I handed the spyglass back to Vera.
"Eris?" Mercedes asked.
"I can't tell, but no doubt whoever it is will call for help as we approach." I glanced around at Vera, Thaddeus, Mercedes, and Hawk. "Ready?"
We all descended into the valley. Dark and heavy clouds filled the sky, and the temperature dropped even as we approached. Our group of five hundred walked in lines of twenty, those great pines looming on either side of us, their tops bending and swaying against the wild wind. Every so often I looked to the sky, knowing Daria was hiding up there somewhere, but I also searched for signs of gargons. Not that I could do much about those gargons from down here, but at least she'd be able to feel my warning if she needed it.
I knew someone had to have noticed us by now, and I was a little surprised no one had ridden through the gates to meet us. Eris must not mind drawing the battle right up against the castle walls. I didn't know if that should concern me, but we were too close to change our strategy. Still, having the castle always in view made the walk languorous and slow. We couldn’t go any faster; we carted boulders and catapults. We were the diversion. We'd face the brunt of the attacks while the rest of our forces waited in the trees for my signal, and then they'd join the fray. The most crucial part was the beginning, and I hoped that between Mercedes, Tran, Vera, Thaddeus, Hawk, Daria, and myself, we could hold off the first wave.
We'd made it about halfway to the castle when I noticed movement along the wall. There were only a few dark shapes at first, but the closer and closer we came, the more those shapes took position at the embrasures. Soon, archers dressed in black filled every embrasure. Someone stood on the walk of keep now, their crimson robes a jolt of color amidst the winter grey.
"I think that's Mistress Dothrai," Vera squinted at the keep.
"I think you're right." I frowned.
"I wonder how she got out of those cuffs," Vera added.
"Well, you know what they say," Thaddeus said. "If it's not one thing, it's my mother."
I leveled a look on him, but he only smiled innocently. Vera looked away to hide her grin.
Still, no one came forth; still, we kept marching. We were just under two hundred yards away when Mistress Dothrai yelled an order, and the archers along the wall fired their first round of arrows. No talks, then. I shouted at our men to hold their position. I hadn't even finished my command when a dome of translucent white light spread over our heads. The arrows soared and descended, but when they hit the dome of light, they fizzled into ash and fell upon us soft as snow. I glanced back at Mercedes, who shook her head. I looked farther back to see Tran's arms raised.
Once the last of the arrows fell, Tran released the dome and I yelled, "Move!" We made it a few more yards when another volley of arrows came.
Tran created another dome of light, and the arrows hit and dissolved just like before.
I gave the command for our archers to fire. Arrows sailed overhead, striking the embrasures along the wall, but a few hit home. Some archers toppled off the wall; others exploded into black shards. We fired another round of arrows with the same result, but, strangely, the archers along the wall didn't fire again. The wind picked up and the sky darkened, but the castle was quiet. Suddenly, I felt a twinge a fear, but it wasn't mine. It belonged to Daria, and the moment her fear registered, I saw her and Nexus drop from the clouds. I might have been impressed with the speed at which they were flying toward us had I not also been very concerned that they were flying toward us. Seeing her now meant something was wrong.
She yelled at me, but I couldn't hear what she said. Then she waved her arms. She really needed to hold on to that saddle before she fell out of it.
"Fall back!"
I heard her that time.
"Illusion!" she yelled. "The shadowguard are—" Her words were cut off as the forest erupted in yells.
Shadowguard swarmed out of the trees in a flood of black, charging at us from both sides, and yells and clashing metal echoed through the forest. Thaddeus and I both cursed, and then my heart sank with realization. Eris had known we were coming, and he had also known what, exactly, we'd planned to do.
"How did he know?" I shouted at Thaddeus.
"Don't look at me! I didn't tell him!"
The shadowguard hadn't been behind the walls. That was what Daria had been yelling. Somehow Eris had created an illusion—a bloody good illusion at that, to convince a wizard and both of my scouting parties his armies had been behind the walls, when all this time they'd really been hiding in the forest waiting for us. We were already surrounded.
"Shields! Hold the line!" I yelled at the men around me. We couldn't let the shadowguard get between us. We held our shields in a line best we could as we fought together. Archers along the wall released more arrows.
"Second row, shields overhead!" I said. Our men came up from behind and raised their shields, protecting themselves and those of us along the front line from the arrows. The arrows dropped, pecking our shields and ricocheting on the ground. We fought on, pushing forward from behind our wall of shields.
I caught sight of Mercedes wielding her spear in a pinwheel of motion while thwarting attacks with a light shield. Her magic was strong, and more than once, I saw her throw back a dozen shadowguard with the wave of her hand. Such impressive power. 
Mistress Dothrai chanted from the wall. Her arms spread wide, face tilted toward the sky as her words howled over the wind. Clouds swirled and thunder rolled, and a strange mist began seeping from the earth, not far from the main gate. The mist coiled and curled like serpents, stretching in fingers toward us.
"Del Can't!"
"I see it!"
As the mist neared, it coalesced into shapes, some hybrid of human and beast, made of oily fire and black smoke, with demonic faces that looked like the stuff of nightmares. Whatever Mistress Dothrai had summoned from the other side, I didn't think our weapons and magic would harm them. I counted at least a dozen barreling toward the battle, and they broke right through our shield wall. There was a whoosh of air followed by flames and heat, and Mistress Dothrai screamed.
Mistress Dothrai wildly tried putting out the dragon fire consuming her robes, but the shouting nearby drew my attention back to the battle at hand. Our shield wall had broken. The battle had turned into a single-combat melee. Shadowguard swarmed everywhere, swallowing us, drowning us in a sea of shimmering black, while demons ripped our men apart. Nexus blared horns above us, hosing the castle walls with fire, but we were completely overwhelmed. Daria couldn't get closer to help us, because we were too mixed with the shadowguard. This was exactly what we'd tried avoiding at all costs, because we didn't stand a chance against them like this. This war had been over before it'd even started.
No, I would not give up. I could not give up. Our plans had been upended, but we could not lose sight of our target. We had to get to Eris. It was our best and only chance.
"Launch the catapults!" I yelled to Mercedes.
She heard my call and glanced up once, pulling her spear out of the chest of a shadowguard. That guard did not shatter, and then I wondered how many humans fought against us. Mercedes nodded at me and pushed her way back, screaming orders in Saqai, and her men scrambled to load the catapults with burning rock.
Within minutes, flaming pitch-covered boulders sailed overhead, straight at the castle wall. Right where Lord Cethin now stood.
I cursed. Lord Cethin had survived. He stood before the approaching meteors, and, as each boulder neared, he shoved it aside with an invisible wall of force. Each boulder rebounded to the forest and the ground, setting both on fire.
"Well, those went over well!" Vera ducked from a punch, and then scissored her blades through her attacker's abdomen.
"Technically, they didn't go over at all, so…" Thaddeus said.
Vera was looking as if she might hit Thaddeus when Thaddeus chucked a knife right past her head. It plunged into the forehead of the shadowguard charging toward her. The shadowguard exploded into black shards and the knife fell to the ground. She looked angry, rather than relieved.
"Tran, I need you at the wall!" I yelled, then: "Mercedes, wait for Tran and give the order again!"
Mercedes readied her men at the catapults, while Tran moved along the edge of the battle, throwing shadowguard back with a mere flick of his hand. I didn't see Fleck, but I hoped he'd stayed back and out of sight. We should've left him at Rex Cross. More flaming boulders sailed overhead. Lord Cethin readied to knock them aside, but Tran countered, bolts of blue light shooting across space and straight at Lord Cethin. Lord Cethin deflected Tran's magic, but the move cost him defense of the wall.
An explosion sounded. Chunks of rock and rubble collapsed from the castle wall, and archers screamed as they tumbled over.
"Keep firing!" I yelled at Mercedes.
More and more rocks hit the wall while Lord Cethin fought Tran in a battle of light. I couldn't see Mistress Dothrai, and I still had no idea where Eris was. Come to think of it, I also hadn't caught sight of any of these supposed giants or barghests.
Tran shot a bolt of light directly at a new crack in the wall, compliments of the catapults. That part of the wall came crashing down. Men yelled and ran to get out of the way, but once the debris settled, more shadowguard poured out of the crack like water through a broken dam, and they brought giants and barghests with them.
"You know…eight thousand is a lot of people," Thaddeus panted beside me.
"We have to get to Eris!" I yelled.
"What do you think I'm doing? It's not like I'm"—Thaddeus kicked off a shadowguard—"picking callaberries!"
A Nord screamed nearby. One of the fire demons had stuck its flaming horns through his guts. With a vicious jerk of its head, it flung the Nord through the air. The Nord landed in a group of shadowguard and Geshians. I charged the demon with Flamebearer, and Flamebearer erupted in flames. The demon's eyes burned with hate and it snarled, gnashing black pointed teeth. I stabbed at it, but it slipped past Flamebearer, spun around and punched me square in the chest. I flew through the air and collided with frozen ground. My body ached everywhere, and suddenly all I felt was heat. My clothing was on fire.
Frantic, I rolled to put out the flames and jumped to my feet right as the demon charged like a bull. My sword burned brighter. The demon lunged and I stepped aside, wielding Flamebearer around me. The demon missed and I brought Flamebearer down on its hide. It wailed in fury and swung at me with its massive, burning claw. I ducked low, slicing through its torso. It shrieked, a horrible sound from another world, and then it vanished in a curl of smoke. For a moment, I stood there panting, my arms trembling from adrenaline. I wiped my brow and turned back to battle, and I found myself face to face with Lord Cethin Raoul. And Tran was nowhere to be seen.
Lord Cethin raised his hand and an invisible wall rammed into me, sending me flying back. I landed on my tailbone, hard. Pain shot up my spine and the force punched air from my lungs. I coughed and heaved, staggering to breathe, struggling to climb back to my feet when another wall hit me. This time I landed on my side—the side with my wounded arm. My arm burned with fire and I winced, each laceration throbbing. Lord Cethin noticed, and, though he stood a few yards away, somehow he squeezed harder on my arm.
I cried out in pain. It felt as if each seam were ripping open, one by one, warming with fresh blood.
"Fool," Lord Cethin hissed. "You actually thought you could destroy me."
He squeezed harder, and I bent over in pain, dropping Flamebearer.
I saw my father, cut clean across the neck, blood gurgling from his throat. I saw myself, sprawled on the floor before Eris in the main hall at the castle, bleeding from a deep wound in my chest. I was losing too much blood, and Daria watched, terrified. And then I saw…a city. A city, on Earth. San Francisco. The sight of the Golden Gate Bridge and Transamerica Pyramid was so unexpected and incongruous with the other images I almost didn't pay attention to the fact that the city itself burned and trembled with a massive earthquake. People screamed and ran, but they couldn't get away from Eris and his army. They couldn't get away from the magic, and they didn't know how to stop it.
Another squeeze on my arm brought me back to the present. I yelled through clenched teeth. It felt as though Lord Cethin were ripping my arm off. I had to move. If I didn't, his visions would kill me. I forced my lids open and caught sight of Flamebearer on the ground behind Lord Cethin. I couldn't get to it. With my good arm, I reached down to my boot to grab the dagger there, but another force wrapped tightly around that arm, too. I had nothing left to give. I was no match for Lord Cethin.
Lord Cethin screamed. The sound was so alien and terrifying, I forgot my pain and looked up. Lord Cethin bent backwards too far, and the hilt of a sword stuck out of his back. Myez stood a few yards away, his expression murderous.
Lord Cethin pulled the amalgamate sword from his back as I staggered to my feet, gasping, the pain in my arm now reduced to a dull ache.
"I should've killed you a long time ago," Lord Cethin hissed at Myez.
"No, it's your turn to die today," Myez growled. He yelled and charged Lord Cethin with a dagger.
Lord Cethin raised a hand. An invisible wall of force flew at Myez, but Myez waved it off with a similar wall. This surprised Lord Cethin, and me, but he tried again. Myez deflected this, too, still running straight at Lord Cethin. Back and forth, wall after invisible wall, the air crackling with energy and splitting electrons, and then Myez drove his dagger down on Lord Cethin. The two of them fought, metal clanging as their blades struck over and over again, Myez's fury driving him forward. Myez's fury driving Lord Cethin back.
"You can't defeat me," Lord Cethin said.
"I can and I will because I want it more." Harder and harder, Myez struck against Lord Cethin's blade, until he knocked it right out of his hands and into the air where Myez snatched it, holding both at Lord Cethin. "I've learned a few things since last time," Myez growled. There was a split second where time didn't move, and then Myez drove one blade after another into Lord Cethin's chest. "For Mara." Another stab. "For Shay." Another stab. "For Quinn." Another stab. "For me."
Lord Cethin fell to the ground on his back, his eyes no longer glowing brightly, but flickering like a light bulb about to burn out. And then Myez gasped and hunched forward, with a knife sticking out of his heart.
No…
"Myez!" I cried, rushing toward him.
His eyes widened in surprise as he toppled away from Lord Cethin, and Lord Cethin's body disintegrated into black smoke and dissipated into the air. I dropped to Myez's side, but it was too late.
Myez grabbed my hand in his as he stared straight up, wincing against the pain.
"I'm so sorry," I said. "I should've helped—"
"No…no." He grunted. "Tell Daria…tell her thank you for giving me another…chance at life. Tell her that…she saved me."
Before I could say a word, he stopped straining and his hand went slack in mine. I grit my teeth together and pressed his lids closed.
Anguish and fury twisted my insides. I had to get up and keep going. I knew it, but I didn't want to. I didn't want to just…leave him there. But the shadowguard were closing in again, now that Lord Cethin was gone. I stood and yelled as I ran to meet them, and I downed a dozen—including a giant—within two minutes.
"Del Can't!" Thaddeus yelled, and when I caught his eye, he pointed to the sky.
Gargons. They approached in a cloud from the south like a horde of enormous bats. My gaze darted to where Daria and Nexus were currently setting fire to archers along the walls.
She needed to get out of here. They could never take on so many. "Daria!" I screamed, hoping she could sense my fear for her as I fought against another shadowguard.
The gargons were getting closer—so close I could see about a handful of their pykan riders. The pykan in front wielded a ball of blue-tinged light in its hands. I felt the moment she noticed it, because her fear turned my stomach inside out. The bolt of light shot from the pykan's hands, aimed straight at Nexus and Daria. Nexus tilted at the last second, and the bolt slid beneath his wing. The pykan fired another bolt, and Nexus angled the other way. The bolt streaked over Nexus's body but caught the end of his tail. Nexus shrieked and I felt pain—through Daria. Another bolt of light streaked through the sky, but this one had come from Daria. The pykan evaded it easily, and the bolt hit the gargon behind him. The gargon shrieked and dropped from the sky, crashing through one of the castle's towers, right as the pykan fired another bolt and hit Nexus square in the chest.
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Pain wrenched through my body. At first I'd thought I'd been hit but then I realized the pain wasn't mine. It belonged to Alex. Fear drowned out every other thought and I scanned the battlefield for him, remembering Gaia's warning. I thought he'd be hard to find in the sea of black—the shadowguard were everywhere. From this perspective, they swarmed the land like ants on an anthill. I was glad the others couldn't see how hopeless it all looked. And then I caught sight of a flaming sword.
Alex.
My relief was immediate. He was alive, crouched in a small, empty ring on the ground beside someone. Myez.
Oh, no. No, no, no, no…
A group of shadowguard and one giant closed in on Alex, but he attacked them in a whirl of fury. I'd never seen him move that fast in my entire life. He destroyed over a dozen shadowguard in under a minute, and the giant took him one more. But Myez…
My throat squeezed.
Movement to the north caught my eye. I looked up and just over the next hill, coming toward us, marched a line of men. No, an army. At least two thousand of them. Bronze glinted over the snow like autumn leaves.
"Nexus, who's that?"
Nexus bent his head to look. Ah, so the Arborennian Lord has come.
My chest swelled with renewed hope, and then I noticed the cloud in the distance, due west of us. At first I thought it was a huge flock of birds, but then my perspective caught up to me and I realized they were much too large for birds. No, those were…
"Gargons." I gasped. There were so many! "Can you handle that many?"
Nexus hesitated, and I knew the answer.
Perhaps if the others were here, but on my own…
I silently cursed those self-righteous dragons.
"Then we need to take down as many as we can with us!" I yelled.
The gargons came fast, and the handful in front had pykan riders. Well, at least Alex would be getting some reinforcements soon. In the meantime, we had about a hundred gargons to hold off. Somehow…
Light swelled in the hands of the foremost pykan. I pulled Nexus's reins, he tilted right and the light soared past us. Another bolt came and we tilted left, but this bolt caught Nexus's tail. Nexus's pain burned through my body like fire.
"Remind me to kill your dragon friends when this is over!"
Nexus's fury burned hotter than his pain. Remind me to help you.
I glanced up and fired back, but the pykan swerved. My bolt missed and hit the gargon behind it. That gargon dropped from the sky and landed on top of one of the towers. The tower crumbled right on top of Mistress Astaire Dothrai, and the next bolt hit.
Nexus screamed so loudly the sound of it shook my body. Blinding pain wrenched through me, as if someone set fire to my insides. Nexus dropped, wings flapping erratically, beating and beating but failing to fly. I fought against his pain, clenching the saddle so hard my fingers ached while cinching down my legs so I wouldn't fall. The ground and sky swirled into a mess of color, and we fell and fell and fell.
Frantic, I shut my eyes, reaching out with my senses to find Cian. If I could just gather enough wind to cushion our fall, maybe we wouldn't crash. I strained, pulling as much wind to us as possible, holding tight as I shoved it beneath us. Sweat dripped down my temples and my hands slid on the saddle as I pulled more and more air. But we kept falling and the wind still screamed past my ears.
My jaw ached from clenching my teeth so hard, and my hands slipped from the saddle. I flailed, cinching my legs harder until my hands found purchase again.
Just…a little…more…
We slowed, the wind stopped howling and my stomach started moving back down from my throat, and then we crashed.
Leaves and branches slapped all over me, stinging my face, arms, and legs. I hugged the saddle close, pressing my face into the leather to protect it, and a huge branch knocked me right off.
I went airborne for what felt like forever before colliding with the ground. I flipped and tumbled and rolled, and finally—finally—my body stopped moving. It felt as if every single bone in my body had broken, and I couldn't quite fill my lungs with air. I moaned as I rolled onto my back and opened my eyes. My legs felt strangely weightless, and then I realized that was because my legs dangled over a cliff.
I pushed myself away from the ledge. Mist spread out beyond, masking the depths, but the sea was somewhere far below. We'd crashed just past the castle, through a narrow valley between mountains, and I couldn't see Nexus anywhere.
"Nexus!" I screamed and slowly, slowly climbed to my feet. I couldn't even stand straight. It felt as if someone had bent my spine like a pipe cleaner. But where was Nexus? I scanned the ground, suddenly frantic. "Nexus, where are you?"
He didn't answer.
"Nexus!" I shouted, my heart pounding as I stood at the cliff's edge.
The mist frothed and swelled like the sea, but I didn't see Nexus anywhere. My head seemed too quiet, too empty, my senses cold. I swallowed hard. He couldn't be…not after all that we'd…no. Please, no.
But I couldn't deny the void I felt, the acute absence of him. 
Nexus was…gone.
My eyes and throat burned, and I fisted my hands and screamed at the mist. I hated this war. I hated this world. I hated Gaia. Everyone and everything I loved was being sacrificed for her war, and she did nothing to stop it. She did nothing to help. Nothing, nothing, nothing! In my periphery, the cloud of gargons approached.
I had nowhere to run, and I didn't stand a chance against them. But I wasn't afraid. I was furious.
"Did I fail, then?" I raged at the sky, the clouds, the mist, hoping Gaia could hear me. Hoping she could feel how angry I was. "Are you going to sit back like you always do while we die…for you? This is your war! These are your people! If you really care about our fates, why don't you ever do anything? Why don't you ever help us fight back?"
My chest heaved with each breath, my fury threatening to explode through my pores, and I turned away from the cliff. The gargons were upon me now. The gargon in front lowered itself, its pykan rider's gaze fastened on me. I stood tall, bracing myself for the fire I knew would come next. I was too angry to be afraid. The gargon's jaws opened and flames bloomed in the back of its throat.
Suddenly, the gargon shrieked and jerked back. All of the gargons started shrieking, flapping and scattering like a bunch of frightened bats. The pykan struggled to stay seated on its gargon, and I glanced over my shoulder.
Dragons.
One…two…three…four, five, six—six enormous, magnificent dragons. They rose like phantoms from the mist, and in their midst was the white dragon, the one that had risen from the mountaintop in Gesh. It was the largest of all, shimmering like the mist that had hidden it, with spines all over its face and larger ones forming a ridge down its spine.
My breath caught. Gaia had answered, and Gaia had come.
The sky came alive with fire. Wild flames snaked everywhere, setting fire to every gargon it touched. The gargons flew in a frenzy, desperately trying to get away. Some dove and pecked at the dragons like crows on a carcass, but the dragons snapped powerful jaws, flinging gargons left and right while scorching all the rest. One flaming gargon fell right above me, and I sprinted aside as it collided to the ground in a cannon of screaming fire.
The pykan's fury burned as hot as the air, and it whirled its gargon around, aiming for the white dragon with a ball of light in his hands.
"I don't think so," I said to no one in particular, and I poured every last ounce of strength down my arms and through my fingertips. A bolt of light shot from my hands right as blue light left the pykan's. Our lights collided, both deflecting into the clouds. The magic drained me of my strength, and I fell to my knees, gasping for breath. I felt the pykan's attention at once, and it created a new ball of light—this one meant for me.
A wall of fire enveloped the pykan's light, consuming both it and its gargon. The sky filled with a terrible wail and the pykan and its gargon were gone. The white dragon dove over my head, so low the gust nearly knocked me over, and with a trumpeting scream, the dragon soared up, up, and up, dousing the gargons with a hose of liquid fire.
A great explosion rocked the world. A sonic boom pulsed through ground and sky, so forceful it blew my hair back. Bright white light shot from the heart of the castle, stretching through the sky in a steady beam and punching through the clouds above, which swirled and churned around it. The sky grew darker fast, and great bolts of lightning stretched from the beam into the clouds as though it were going to rip the very sky apart.
Oh, no.
The shield. Eris already had the unity stone. When had he taken it? Or had Lord Pontefract given in and handed it over? Not that any of these questions mattered now. Eris had activated the shield, and he was slowly tearing a hole in the sky. Eris had to be near the source of that light. I had to get inside the castle and stop him from releasing Mortis—if it wasn't already too late.
And I knew just how to sneak inside.
I spotted the white dragon above.
"Please, if you can hear me," I said. "I need your help."
The white dragon snapped its jaw around a gargon and thrashed violently.
What is it you need, young Draconi?
The voice reverberated through my skull, timeless and deep like Nexus's, but also different. This one sounded huskier around the edges. The white dragon had heard me.
"Could you drop me off near the river that runs around the castle?"
Another gargon shrieked as the white dragon knocked it from the air with the rib of one of its wings.
Yes.
The white dragon peeled away from the rest and dove, wings spread wide, straight for me. And he wasn't slowing. I took a slow step back, and then another, and the dragon kept coming. A great gust of wind nearly knocked me back as sharp pressure clamped around my body. The white dragon lifted me in the air, higher and higher, and the ground fell away beneath my feet.
Where would you like me to set you?
"Just around back, by the foot of the south tower," I yelled. "There's a hidden entrance there."
You know I can hear your thoughts, do you not?
I knew that, but I'd never gotten used to it—not even with Nexus. I'd never hear Nexus speak again. My throat tightened.
Do not mourn him, young Draconi. He is Gaia's, and she has reclaimed him. His purpose has been fulfilled. No one can hope for anything greater.
I understood the part about purposes, but Nexus was—had been my friend.
The white dragon dipped over the wall and dove down toward the water. I'd only been down here once, that night I'd followed Denn and his friends down a hidden stair. I didn't like thinking on that night, but it'd also led me to this.
Luckily, no guards patrolled the water or the grounds. They were all preoccupied with the battle above, so no one saw us coming from this side—at least none that I could tell.
"There, right by the oak tree," I said.
The white dragon raised his wings. Air filled them like a parachute, and he slowly drifted down. He opened his talons, setting me on the ground, and I stumbled forward, catching myself before I fell. I was still bruised from my earlier fall, but I couldn't worry about that now. I spun and looked up at the white dragon, who was already rising back into the air.
"Thank you," I said.
With a flap of wings, the white dragon ascended. Leaving me alone.
Clashing and yells echoed from the battlefield, and the clouds had turned an ominous black. I sprinted to the wall where I knew the door would be, and I felt around. It was impossible to see, dark as it was outside, and so many cracks lined the wall it wasn't obvious. My fingers touched upon a rough groove. I curved them around a lip of rock, and felt a notch inside. Fiddling with the notch, I pressed up, and something gave way, followed by a soft click. Rock swung open on silent hinges. I cast a quick glance behind me to make sure no one followed, and then I slipped inside, shutting the door behind me.
I bolted up the stairs two at a time, ignoring the pain shooting through my knees, and when I reached the panel at the top, I pressed my ear to the wood and stopped to listen. A painting hung just on the other side of this wall. I didn't think anyone would be patrolling these parts, but I couldn't be sure. When I was fairly certain the hall was empty, I pressed on the panel. It opened an inch and I paused, scanning the dark corridor beyond. I saw nothing but shadows, the only light coming from a small torch down the hall. Pushing on the panel, I climbed out, then closed the painting behind me. I crept to the end of the hall and peered around the corner. Two shadowguard stood at one end of the hall, their backs to me. Fine, I'd go the other way. I slipped around the corner and pressed against the wall, tiptoeing down the hall in the opposite direction. I'd made it halfway down the hall when I heard a sharp, "You there!"
I cursed and sprinted. There was a whoosh of air and I ducked right as a blade spun past my head, landing point first in the portrait at the end of the hall, impaling a painted forehead right between his painted eyes. I rounded into the next hall, grabbing the corner for balance, then stopped and pressed myself flat to the wall. The first shadowguard appeared around the corner, and I tripped him. He toppled forward, and I rammed my elbow into the back of his head—right as the next shadowguard appeared. He swung at me and I ducked, then grabbed his arm and kneed him in his gut. With a grunt he lurched forward, snaking his arm around my waist with his other, massive arm. I clapped my hands over his ears and he yelped, loosening his grip around me. I slid free, slamming my elbow against his nose. His head arched back, blood already dripping out of one nostril, but I didn't give him a moment. I brought my leg round in a kick that found purchase with his jaw. The momentum spun him around, and I rammed my elbow into the back of his head, too. He collapsed to the ground right on top of the other one. Both of these shadowguard had been completely human. Apparently, Eris didn't trust his fabrications to guard him this close. I wiped my brow and kept running.
Gauging from the beam of light I'd seen outside, Eris had to be inside the throne room. He'd probably have guards at the main entrance, but I didn't know if he'd have them in back. I turned down another hallway, my footfalls echoing along the empty corridor. Another explosion wracked the castle. The ground and walls shook violently, and I grabbed hold of a wall to steady myself as bits and pieces of ceiling broke off and crashed to the floor. The trembling stopped and I ran on. Past my old room, past Stefan's room and the hall to Fleck's old tower. Running and running past memories and pain through the dark halls of what had at first been my prison and had then become my home.
I shoved down the well of pain threatening to drown me and forced myself to focus on the task at hand. I sprinted down another hallway. The doors to the throne room were just around the next corner. And then I ran right into an invisible wall. I bounced back, landing hard on my tailbone, and a handful of shadowguard stepped out from the shadows.
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The shadowguard were on me in seconds, yanking me to my feet and wrenching my hands behind my back. I fought back, managing a jab to an eye and a jaw, but there were just too many of them.
"Take her inside," growled the one I'd jabbed in the jaw.
Another one pushed the door in to the throne room. White light spilled into the hall, bathing the men in an eerie glow as they pulled me inside. It was the light I'd seen from outside, and it was coming from the shield.
The shield itself lay flat, hovering a few feet above the floor. The four pieces had been put together—wind, earth, fire, water—and the scenes on each of those pieces had come to life, glittering with light as images slid across the surface of the shield. The beam of light rose skyward from the surface of that shield, glowing brightest near the center, where a large crystal stone joined the pieces together. There was a hole in the ceiling where the light pierced, and even from here I could see the churning black clouds up above. But now strange dark shapes swam amidst the clouds.
"It's unnerving how much you look like your mother."
My uncle stood upon the empty dais, in a completely empty room. There was no throne or council table or chairs or anything at all. The throne room had been stripped bare. And as I looked back at my uncle, knowing what I knew now, I couldn't believe I hadn't made the tie to Thad sooner. As Eris stood there in his handsome, human form, so confident and carefree, he looked just like Thad. Especially now as he stood there smirking as if he'd just played the greatest prank on the world. Perhaps he had.
"But she was never so predictable," he continued. "I knew all I had to do was wait for you, and you would deliver yourself right into my hands. It's so much simpler finishing off the rest of my feeble resistance when it's concentrated right outside my front door."
I narrowed my eyes on him. "So Lord Pontefract gave you the stone?"
"It would seem so, now wouldn't it." He gestured to the shield. Something about his tone and demeanor made me wonder about Lord Pontefract's current welfare, but before I could voice this, he continued, "Of course, once I had the stone, I knew it was best if I waited for your army to arrive before unleashing the full power of the shield. My victory is so much more…efficient this way."
He'd known when and how we were coming, and he'd prepared for us. "Who told you our plans?" I spat, jerking against the guards holding me.
"I have many spies, dear niece. But for the detailed report of your attack strategy, you may thank that little man at the inn in Rex Cross."
I gasped. "Otis…?"
"Ah, that's his name."
I couldn't believe Otis had betrayed us. He'd been there the entire time we'd been discussing battle strategy, so it made sense he would've known everything, but…I couldn't believe Otis was Eris's man. Especially considering how the Del Contes had trusted Otis with my welfare when they'd first brought me to this world.
"The man you saw wasn't really the Otis you're familiar with," Eris said. "He was one of my spies. He used a potion I believe you're quite familiar with: swapping serum. The real Otis is dead."
Swapping serum. It was what I'd used to disguise myself as Stefan and enter the games. The serum hadn't physically transformed me into Stefan; rather, everyone had just seen and heard Stefan when they'd looked at me. 
So the real Otis was dead.
I ground my teeth together. "You're nothing but a murderer, and you don't belong up there!"
He regarded me for a long, amused moment. "Oh, but I disagree, dear niece. When a man conquers another man, the victor naturally fills the space left vacant."
"You killed your own father!" I yelled, then hurried to add, "And my brother!"
Eris's eyes narrowed, his understanding sifting through me. "Stefan made it out alive, did he? Well, I shall remedy that little betrayal as soon as we're done here. You'd understand why all this is necessary if you really let yourself think about it. But you don't like to think about these things. You're too much like your father."
He didn't mean it as a compliment.
"My father was a better man than you'll ever be," I said, jerking against the arms holding me in place. "No wonder you hated him."
Eris's gaze darkened. "Careful. Unlike when we last spoke, I no longer need the knowledge of the Draconi or the Dalorens to unlock the power of the shield. I've managed that on my own, as you can see. So you're life isn't nearly as…valuable."
"Do it," I spat. "I dare you. Kill me like you killed the rest of my family, you coward. You're weak and pathetic and I hope—"
His fist slammed into my jaw. I hadn't even seen him step down the dais; he moved faster than humanly possible. Pain exploded in my jaw, and the guards held me on my feet as I staggered and blinked back tears. I tasted the sharp tang of metal in my mouth.
Eris grabbed my chin and forced me to look up into his eyes. They were Thad's eyes, and it was disconcerting seeing them in my uncle's cruel face.
"I am creating a new world." Eris's tone made my skin crawl. "A better world."
"You're creating a prison," I snapped.
He gripped my chin harder. "Mortis must be freed. For too long have men like my father used Gaia's power to beat and pillage the people into submission, forcing them to accept their ways."
"And you won't?"
He jerked my chin so hard I cried out. "There must be a balance, Daria. Gaia and Mortis were never meant to be separate. We need both to complete the circle—to reach our full potential. My father refused to see it. So did Alaric, and if he'd embraced the truth, perhaps Aurora would still be alive."
I stared into those eyes so full of hate, while his bitterness and anger and grief stormed inside of me, and I knew. He had loved my mother. He had loved her so much more than he should have, but she had loved my father instead. Eris may have always harbored anger and resentment against my father, but it was my mother who'd tipped him over the edge.
"I could've saved her!" Eris looked through me, as if he were yelling at someone else. As if he were yelling at my father. "You knew I could have saved Aurora, but you refused to let me! You refused to acknowledge Mortis's power—to let me set Mortis free—and it killed her!" He looked back at me, struggling to see me again, as if he had to remind himself that I was not my mother. His expression soured with resentment, and he thrust my chin aside. "You're just like your father…you and your pathetic sense of altruism. Gaia created this world. This beautiful, magnificent world where all the wealth is condensed into a small handful and the rest of the people live and die to serve them. This perfect and fair world where an aegis cannot marry a princess," he sneered, then fastened hard eyes on me. "This world needs Mortis. This world needs his servants, just as Earth does."
"So you can control them, too?" I said. "You aren't creating a balance; you're murdering all of Gaia's followers! And the people of Earth don't know the first thing about magic. They won't stand a chance against you, and you know it."
"No, I will build a better Earth—a stronger Earth. I've been to your planet. Yes, that day I saw you in the fields but could not touch you…your father had you so well protected. He'd spent all his life building and rebuilding the spells he placed around your home. If your father and the Del Contes really meant to save your life, they should've never brought you to this world. I found you that day, but I'd been watching your planet far longer. Earth needs this just as much as we do. The people of Earth are divided and selfish. They have lost all faith—all purpose—and their leaders take and they take and they do not give back."
"And what are you going to give them?"
He leaned so close I could see the specks of brown in his pale blue eyes. "I am going to give them a god. I am going to give them a purpose. Because of me, they will unite, and their unity will make them stronger, and that strength will help them become who they were destined to be."
"Your slaves?" I spat.
His gaze simmered. "They are already slaves, Daria. I'm just going to be a better master. And because of me, there will be a unity between worlds that hasn't been seen since their inception." He paused. "I will give you one last chance. You can follow me—you can come back to Earth with me and have a place in my new worlds, or you can die. I hate wasting such potential. I think you'll find I'm a conservationist when it benefits the progression of mankind."
I glared straight back. "And I will spend every single moment for the rest of my life fighting against you."
He frowned, his eyes stone cold. "So be it."
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Daria and Nexus dropped from the sky like a rock, without any signs of slowing. I watched in horror as I shoved off a shadowguard, and then Nexus crashed into the trees behind the castle and I could no longer see either of them. I sprinted forward, hacking down every shadowguard in my path. I cut and punched and kicked and whirled, pushing through their lines. I had to get to her.
And that's when I saw the dragons rise.
There were six of them in total, rising like spirits from the mist, flying straight at the gargons. The sky lit on fire, filling with great plumes of flame—so great, the heat warmed me where I stood. Cheering erupted behind me. At first I thought the men were cheering for the dragons, but then I heard mention of the Arborenne. I glanced over my shoulder. Lord Dommelier stood atop the crest of hill, his warriors spread in a wave of bronze, and my spirits soared higher than the dragons. He had come.
A volley of arrows sailed overhead from the Arborennians, landing at the wall, taking down shadowguard and a few pykans with them. Gargons shrieked overhead, burning and scrambling, as the great dragons flung them aside.
My chest swelled with hope. Maybe we had a chance after all.
Suddenly, the ground trembled. All the men around me staggered to regain footing, and then a great beam of light shot through the clouds.
I cursed. The shield. Eris was using the shield. He'd already acquired the unity stone. We had to get inside now. Hopefully, we weren't too late. Once Mortis came through, we were done for.
"Thaddeus!" I yelled.
"Coming!" Thaddeus replied. He and Vera cut down a barghest, and then they appeared at my side, breathless and bloody.
"Alexander!" yelled another voice.
A familiar head of white hair sprinted toward us. It was Ehren, and he fired arrows as he ran.
"Sorry we're late," he said when he reached us.
I grinned. "You’re here, and that's all I could hope for. Let's go."
The four of us bolted toward the castle, cutting our way through shadowguard as we ran. The closer we got to the wall, the thinner our adversary became. But something else changed, too. Some of our men grew sluggish at they fought, some of them even turning away from battle as if they'd suddenly lost all purpose and resolve. I noted one to my right, lowering his shield, letting a shadowguard run him through.
"What's going on?" Vera asked.
"It's Mortis," Ehren said.
"But he's not through yet," I said.
"He doesn't have to be. That shield is opening the sky for him, and already his power seeps into our world, leeching the spirit from our men. If we don't stop Eris soon, we will lose this war."
And we would lose Gaia.
We made it through the wall in no time. The marketplace had been leveled flat, as Arioch had said, and the path to the castle was clear. We sprinted up the path, and once we were within about fifty yards from the drawbridge, more shadowguard appeared at the gate. Ehren fired a bolt from his crossbow before I could react. One of the shadowguard cried out and toppled to the ground, while the other shot an orb of purple light at us. I knocked it aside with Flamebearer. In the shadowguard's moment of surprise, Ehren shot him with another bolt. He, too, collapsed to the ground, but more shadowguard emerged from the gate, and they were raising the drawbridge. Ehren released another bolt. This one cut through one of the bridge's ropes and it stalled, frozen at a forty-five-degree angle. He shot another bolt at the opposite string but missed. The bridge rose—slowly, now—but it was still rising. Vera threw one of her daggers and it whirled end over end, slicing cleanly through the rope. The bridge fell back down and landed with a crack.
"Brilliant, V!" Thaddeus cheered.
Shadowguard spilled onto the bridge and we crashed into them. These weren't as easy to fight as those on the battlefield, because these were actually human.
"Bloody hell!" Thaddeus yelled. "That was my good arm, you oversized troll!" Thaddeus punched the shadowguard in the face, Vera slit the shadowguard's throat as he whirled around, and finally we pushed through the doors.
"This way!" I yelled.
The beam of light had to be coming from the throne room. Our boots pounded on the marble floors as we sprinted, left then right then right again, down the wide hall leading to the throne room. Ehren shot another shadowguard before he could even reach for his weapon, while I pulled the blade from my waist and threw it at another. Both shadowguard sank to the floor. A few more stepped out of the shadows and ran at us. I dodged a blow and cut the guard across his thighs with Flamebearer. He yelled and rolled on the ground to put out the fire now consuming his pants as I whirled around and stabbed Flamebearer through the gut of another. I shoved open the door to the throne room and ran inside.
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The doors to the throne room burst open, and Alex ran inside, accompanied by Thad, Vera, and Ehren.
All my hopes suddenly withered and died as I saw Alex standing there. I should've been grateful he had come, but I was too scared by my vision to feel anything but fear. Alex wasn't supposed to be here. Through the obscurities of my vision, I knew that if he stayed and fought, he would not come out of it alive.
Faster than I could react, Eris clamped a hand over my mouth, and pressed a knife to my neck.
Alex saw me, and his eyes narrowed in fury as they landed on Eris's knife.
"Well, isn't this interesting," Eris said.
I struggled against my guards, but their grip only tightened.
"Let her go," Alex said, slowly walking forward, holding his flaming sword low.
"I would stay back if I were you," Eris said, pressing the knife against my neck so hard I winced.
Alex stopped.
I bit Eris's hand, and his grip loosened enough for me to yell, "Alex, get out of here! He'll—"
Eris clamped his hand over my mouth again, and the point of his knife dug into my neck. Something warm trickled over my skin.
"It's my life you want," Alex said, his features hard as stone. "She's not a threat to you anymore. I am."
"Alex, stop!" I said, but Eris's palm muffled my words.
Eris's lips curled. And then he dropped the knife at my neck and a ball of light sprang to life in his hand. Eris flung the light at Alex. Alex brandished his sword in a blur of flames. The light hit the sword, the flames swelled, and Eris's light rebounded, striking the wall behind us. Chunks of marble exploded everywhere.
Eris's eyes narrowed and he turned away from me to face Alex. "I know that sword." Eris moved in a blur of grey, much faster than humanly possible, and stood right before Alex. Alex barely had time to react, just managing to block Eris as Eris brought his own sword down upon him. Their swords crossed in an X, Alex's sword flaming brilliantly. Eris yelled, and in another blur of motion, he appeared behind Alex. Alex spun just in time to thwart Eris's blow.
A dozen more shadowguard streamed in through the main doors, engaging Thad, Vera, and Ehren in battle.
I had to do something. I had to do something before this ended as my vision had predicted, before Eris killed Alex. I could send a spell at Eris, but he and Alex were moving too fast. I might hit Alex instead.
Alex cried out and his pain shot through me. Eris had sliced Alex's thigh and Alex limped. Eris attacked again, and Alex barely fended him off, and then Eris punched Alex's arm—his bad arm. His pain torched my body as he keeled over, heaving and straining. Eris punched Alex in the face, and he reeled back, barely catching his footing. He righted himself and wiped blood from his nose.
"So this is the great Alexander Del Conte?" Eris laughed. "It's almost too easy! I must admit I'm disappointed."
Alex yelled and charged Eris, but Eris vanished and reappeared behind Alex and elbowed him in the back. Alex collapsed to the ground and Flamebearer ricocheted away from him, spinning on the ground in a pinwheel of flames. Was this the choice I was supposed to make? Was I supposed to help my uncle so those I loved wouldn't die at his hand?
"Stop!" I screamed. "I'll help you…I'll do anything you ask, I swear! Just…stop!"
"This is familiar, isn't it?" Eris walked in a slow, predatory circle around Alex, who crouched on all fours, his back sagging between his shoulder blades as he heaved, blood draining from his leg. His face was so, so pale. "I seem to remember another instance, not very long ago, when Daria swore to do anything I asked just so that I might spare you. And I believe we all remember how that turned out."
"Please!" I cried, still fighting against the shadowguard holding me. "Just…stop…"
Eris paused before Alex. "Look at you. The last of the great Estroians, brought to his knees just like the first because he is too weak. You are all too weak, and that is why you lose." He grabbed Alex's hair and jerked his head back. "Where is your precious Gaia now?" Eris sneered. "Once again standing aside and doing nothing while her most devoted servant dies for her?"
Alex spat blood in Eris's face. Eris's face flashed with that ghoulish nightmare, and he shoved Alex on the ground. He grabbed Alex's bad arm and pulled it back too hard and too far, and Alex cried out.
A greater explosion came from above, sounding as if the sky were ripping apart. And then a great black mass moved down from the clouds, swallowing the light as it descended.
Mortis.
The air crackled and hummed as the shape up above swelled, growing larger as it consumed the air and swirling dark clouds around it, as if it were stretching from its long and cramped captivity. Dark shapes moved out of it, falling, flying, dropping, catching fire and raining down on the earth. Something like thunder rumbled like a bass drum, but it did not stop. It kept rumbling and the earth trembled as though cowering in its wake.
And I felt…cold. Cold and terror, as if this giant mass above were sucking every bit of hope and warmth from my body. As if Mortis were consuming my purpose, my will—feeding on it, and in doing so, Mortis grew stronger. I noticed Thad and Vera and Ehren had slowed in their individual battles against the shadowguard. They felt it, too. Mortis smothered their desire to fight, stealing their drive to live. He was too much. We could never overcome a power like Mortis, and somehow my uncle had brought him through. He had actually freed Mortis, and now he wielded the power of a god.
"He is free," Eris said with terrible joy. "He is free and he is coming and there is no stopping us now."
Thad and Vera and Ehren were still in their own battles with shadowguard at the other end of the room. Vera was on her knees, staggering back to her feet, but her movements had no life to them. They were sluggish and sloppy, and she didn't seem to care. I could feel the warmth leaving her, too, and Thad and Ehren. They all struggled against battles on the inside which made it almost impossible for them to fight their battles on the outside. Alex wasn't immune, either, and though his strength waned from his duel with my uncle, his life force grew dimmer, colder. Helpless. He was losing his will to fight back, his need to go on. He was slowly and steadily giving himself up to the power looming above us, coming closer and closer.
We were all going to die here, and Mortis would continue consuming the resistance in this world while my uncle grew unstoppable. Gaia had warned me this would happen, and now I stood watching it come to fruition. I hadn't been prepared for it. I had failed. Those in this room I loved would die, and certain death would come to those on the battlefield, including Mercedes and Tran and Fleck and…
Fleck.
His Sight. He had been right. He hadn't been able to See Gaia's future, because Gaia wouldn't exist, which meant…
A chill trembled through my body as a million things clicked into place.
You are the only one who truly understands the choice before you, the voices in my vision had said. You are the only one with the knowledge and the heart to make the right decision, and you must be prepared for it or all you see now will come to pass.
I thought over all that had happened to me since my coming to this world. The strength of my magic, and, through the gift of the Draconi, the tie I had with this world. The intrinsic knowledge I'd been given, knowledge my uncle had been after since my birth: the knowledge of how to wield the power of the shield. I'd thought he'd been mistaken, that I knew no such thing, but now I felt that power deep in my bones, like some skill long forgotten. My nerves thrummed with the knowledge that I knew exactly how to tap into it and bend it to my will. Only I wouldn't use that knowledge to wield power and take over this world, like my uncle was doing. I would use it, as Gaia had always intended me to use it, to wield the power in order to destroy the shield forever, which would also destroy her world.
That was why Nexus had been silent. He'd realized that in order to save the people of both worlds, I would need to destroy this world—to contain Mortis. Nexus had understood, since he was tied to Gaia's will, that I would be destroying his home and what that might mean for him. Would the dragons be able to flee to Earth? Would any of the magical creatures that existed only on Gaia be able to exist on Earth? I had no way of knowing. How could I choose this? How could I choose to destroy an entire world—the home of thousands upon thousands of people and creatures? And even though I'd been at odds with this magnificent and terrifying world ever since walking through the portal to Valdon, that didn't mean I wanted it gone…forever. So much history and magic and people and cultures, built upon generation after generation—who was I to wipe that out forever? Who was I to tear it all apart?
And what about Alex and Vera and Thad? If I did this, would they make it out of here? I had no idea, and my heart ached when I thought of what this might mean for them and for everyone else I cared about in this world. But seeing the great and terrible power above grow before my very eyes, and the way he was already destroying the free will of man, no one would survive on Gaia or on Earth if I let Mortis reach any further.
I had to do it. It was the only way to contain Mortis. I had to believe the people of Gaia had had enough warning and that they'd make it to Earth in time. I had to pray Alex and Vera and Thad might have a chance to get out of here, but this had to be done. If not, Eris would use Mortis's power to destroy them anyway, because they weren't fighting back. Mortis was paralyzing them.
I reached down inside of myself, drawing every ounce of warmth into a hot ball inside of me. I strained and pushed, and the ball grew hotter and hotter—so hot I was sweating—and when I finally couldn't stand the heat anymore, I let it explode out of my body. The light threw back the guards holding on to me, and I sprinted for the shield. My legs felt like lead as I ran, my breath labored and ragged. That magic had cost me a great deal of my energy, and I needed all the energy I could muster to do this very last thing.
The ground shook again, more violently this time, followed by a sonic boom. Large chunks of ceiling broke off and crashed upon the marble floor, and the oily black mass above came closer…or larger. I couldn't tell, but it was probably both. The sky filled with terrible, keening wails and thundering vibrations. I stumbled but kept lumbering toward the shield. The earth shook again and a chunk of ceiling fell, knocking me down.
I groaned, rolling onto my stomach, when I saw Eris raise his sword over Alex in preparation for the killing blow. Alex didn't even lift his head. He'd given up.
My world slowed to a stop, Eris's sword raised high. Vera and Thad and Ehren each stumbled through debris, noting Alex with horror-stricken faces.
"I'm sorry, Alex," I said to myself, tears streaming down my face. Because I didn't know if I would survive, because I didn't know if he or any of them would survive. And then I threw a quick prayer to Gaia, "Please…if you're still there…all I ask is that you get them out of here safely." With a yell, I shoved myself up on my elbows and launched myself at the shield.
I collided with the shield. The pain was immediate and blinding, and as if my entire body had been thrown into an inferno. I yelled and screamed as I pushed, throwing all my weight against the shield, but it would not move. It just hovered there, as if it had been welded to the air. The edges of my vision darkened from both pain and weakness. The shield's power burned through me, overwhelming and terrible and beautiful, pushing me away and pulling me close, threatening to rip me apart. It was too much power for my little body to channel, and it was burning me from the inside out.
The power of the shield consumed me. I reached for it, but it slipped through my fingers, pushing me back, fighting me, refusing to bend to my will. My insides burned hotter and hotter, and when I tried pushing it away to protect myself, the power of the shield only held on to me tighter. It would kill me before I even tried wielding it.
But I had to be able to do it. I knew I could. And Fleck had Seen the end of this world, so it was possible. I couldn’t give up yet. My teeth ground and my temple wrenched as I strained to push back, as I strained to get a grip on the force before it crushed me within. The fire burned hotter, and just when I thought I had failed, just when the fire had finally grown too hot and that the power of the shield was going to burn me up, it stopped fighting me. It slid around me and through me like cool water, seeping into my pores, lending me strength instead of fire. And I felt alive.
Eris's horror shot through me.
"No!" Eris screamed.
Power moved through my veins. I felt every pulse of my blood and I heard every beat of my heart, but it didn't stop there. I felt every beat of every heart around me—Alex's and Vera's and Thad's and Ehren's. Their concern for one another—for me. Their awe and surprise and hope ignited. My senses were acutely aware of each element, not just in my periphery, but beyond. I heard the cracks splitting in the walls of the castle, the ground, the dome up above. I saw each tiny speck of ash as it fluttered so slowly from sky to ground, and I felt the fear of each man on the battlefield. Above, the spirits of the dragons burned like bonfires, and far below I sensed another life. A flickering and broken life. Nexus.
Heat and fear and awe and darkness pulsed above from the clouds up above. Mortis drew closer. I felt his hate and his rage at what I was about to do. He came faster now, faster so that he could stop me.
A thunderous boom wracked the skies, his fury unleashed, but I did not let myself focus there. My focus was only on the shield, because I had to use this power to destroy it before it was too late. I redirected the force of the magic back to the shield, sliding it over the surface, over each and every engraved scene, moving around the flames and through the cool water, over and under rock and sky, feeling every rise and fall of Gaia's craftsmanship as if I were holding her world in my hands. I poured every ounce of energy I had into those fragments, more and more and more, condensing it all there at its heart, right inside of the unity stone. The stone grew so bright I shut my eyes, and when I finally emptied myself of all my magic, I focused all my attention on pulling the fragments apart.
But the shield fought back. It held on to my magic with all its might, refusing to let go, refusing to break. Trying to break me instead. But I kept pulling. Harder and harder as sweat dripped into my eyes. My consciousness faded, and I knew I wouldn't be able to pull much longer. I'd already given too much of myself.
Don't let go, Nexus whispered in my mind.
At the sound of Nexus's voice, my will strengthened.
This is what you were made to do, my little petulant one. You have the power inside of you.
Did I? My body felt as if it were being ripped in half. I pulled and I pulled, but I couldn't pull hard enough. The power of the shield began slipping out of reach.
A new power surged through my blood, lending strength to my body, intensifying my resolve. It pumped through my heart, my veins, clamping down on the power of the shield and holding it tight. Nexus was helping me. Nexus was dying on the bottom of a cliff, and he was using the last vestiges of his life to lend me the strength to destroy this world, our home.
Don't let go…
His voice was already fading.
I pulled harder and the shield strained. Tears streamed down my face, and with one final scream, I jerked.
Another sonic burst exploded from the shield in rings of light and air, like an exploding star, throwing me and everyone else to the ground. I coughed and wheezed, too tired to move, but I had to see. I needed to know if Nexus and I had succeeded. I raised my head to look back to where the shield had been, but it no longer hovered there. Instead, thousands of golden fragments rained upon the marble floor. I had done it, with Nexus's help. We had destroyed the shield, and by the blaring inhuman cries from the dark mass up above, Mortis had realized it, too. Hopefully Alex and the others would have enough time to get out of here before this world fell apart. At least their warmth had returned—their wills—and the people of Earth would be safe, now.
I slumped to the ground, my body suddenly cold all over, and I closed my eyes.
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The blow didn't come. And then I heard Eris scream. The scream was full of so much agony, so much fury and defeat that I looked up, panting, to see Daria at war with the shield.
The beam of light enveloped her, turning her body so white, it was as if she were some ethereal being caught between two worlds. I felt the pain in her body, pain and power. So much power—too much power, it burned her up. Why was she doing this? Why was she letting it overwhelm and destroy her?
Her eyes suddenly burned white, and Eris yelled. And I…my head cleared, and I didn't feel cold anymore, or hopeless. Was she…was she harnessing the power of the shield? Yes, the pain wasn't overwhelming her now, but it was exhausting her fast. She was…manipulating it, somehow, pouring all of it back into the shield. Pouring all of herself into the shield, and if she didn't stop, it would kill her. And she…wasn't stopping. Horror wrapped around me and squeezed tight. She screamed and the shield exploded. The force hit so hard it threw me back, right into Thaddeus and the guard he'd been fighting with. A terrible wail sounded from above, as if every demon that was and ever had been howled in fury. But where was Daria?
And then I found her thrown a few yards away from the shield, lying on the floor, unmoving.
I suddenly realized what she had done: She had destroyed Gaia. She had used the shield to channel Gaia's power and rip the shield apart. It was the one thing that would keep Mortis from taking over this world and Earth, because Mortis was tied to Gaia, and if Gaia didn't exist, then neither could Mortis. Which also meant we had to get out of here. Now.
The floor shook from the force of a terrible earthquake, and the rest of the dome came crashing down.
"No!" Eris screamed with so much fury that fires spontaneously sprang to life over every fallen wooden beam. His face flickered and distorted into something horrifying and demonic, and he lifted his sword and ran at me. I tried standing, but my legs wouldn't move.
A crossbow bolt landed right in his chest. Eris staggered back, eyes widened on his son. Thaddeus kept Ehren's crossbow raised, his expression one of fierce determination and despair.
"After everything I've given you," Eris growled.
Thaddeus swallowed, clicking the trigger. Daring his father to take another step. Not wanting his father to take another step.
With a roar, Eris ran at me again. Another bolt landed in his chest. And another and another. He jerked back with each impact until at last he slumped to the ground, his sword clattering upon the marble. Thaddeus didn't lower the crossbow. He didn't move, period. He stood, transfixed on his father, whose face now reflected the monster inside. His skin was so white it was tinged blue, and where his eyes had been were two black and empty sockets. An alien scream left his body with a blast of air, and then it was gone. All that remained of the great and powerful Eris was a pile of black robes.
Vera slowly, gently reached around Thaddeus and took the crossbow from his hands, and gave it back to Ehren, who stood behind them. I scrambled over to Daria. Her skin was white and she wasn't breathing. I pressed my ear to her chest. My breath hitched. No beat. She…she was…no…
I pressed the heels of my hands to her chest, pushing against her ribs, trying to get her heart to move. Needing it to move. 
"Daria…come on…" I pushed harder. "Daria, don't do this…please…"
A great explosion rattled the world. The world was breaking apart, but I kept pushing.
"Alexander, we have to go!"
Someone pulled on my shoulders, but I didn't stop. I couldn't.
"Del Can't!" Thaddeus yelled.
Vera kicked me in the ribs. "Get up, damn it!"
"I'm not leaving her!"
The ground shook, even more violently this time, and part of the floor collapsed, taking a couple guards with it.
"V and I will carry her," Thaddeus said, then shoved a finger at Ehren. "You help Del Can't."
I felt nothing. Not even as Ehren pulled me off her and helped me stand. He held on to me, but I couldn't feel his arm. I watched as Thaddeus and Vera flung Daria's limp body over Thaddeus's shoulder. Daria's hair bounced as they ran with her out of the hall and down the corridors, which were all collapsing around us.
We burst out of the castle to witness the chaos beyond. Great fissures shot from the earth, dirt and rock flying everywhere while the people screamed. More sonic booms rippled through earth and dark sky as the power of the shield slowly tore this world apart. The shadowguard were gone except for a few dozen humans, who our army quickly took care of. The gargons still screeched above, but the dragons were finishing them off, clearing the path for us to run. Mercedes and Lord Costa Dommelier had given the orders for our forces to head for the portal, and they were fleeing fast.
We had to hurry before this world crumbled with us still in it.
Ehren helped me as I limped in a run, Vera and Thaddeus scrambling behind us with Daria between them. The ground rocked with more explosions. The sky turned brown and grey, and pieces of debris floated above and around us, as if there were no longer any gravity holding it down, yet miraculously we were still rooted to the soil. Soil that crumbled right behind us.
The last of our troops ran through a glimmer up ahead. The portal. It glowed in an arch, open and waiting for us. It was still a few dozen yards away. The earth trembled with another massive earthquake, and we stumbled as more ground and rock split off on either side of us. And then the ground shook so violently, Ehren and I tripped and tumbled forward.
I landed on my open wound. Pain seared through my leg and I cried out, rolling on my other side. My leg throbbed with each pulse. Ehren climbed back to his feet, bent over to help me up, and I heard Thaddeus yell, "Del Can’t!"
I looked back. It took me a moment to find Thaddeus. There was too much sky. Far too much sky, filled with floating debris and small islands of earth and mountains of floating rock. The ground where we lay had crumbled into a cliff—a cliff Thaddeus bent over, straining to hold on to Daria while gripping Vera's hand. Vera had slid right over the edge.
I hobbled forward but Ehren moved faster. Another quake and Ehren tripped, pitching forward, colliding with the ground. Thaddeus strained, gritting his teeth and yelling, as Vera's hand slipped and slipped. Wrist, palm, fingertips…
I dove, sliding, grit and rock digging and burning into my thigh, and Vera slipped free of Thaddeus's hand.
I caught her wrist.
Her legs swung above a cauldron of endless brown, filled with swirling chunks of debris.
"Grab hold with your other arm!" I yelled at her, holding tight, my grip aching, the old lacerations in my arm on fire.
She reached with her other arm but missed. Her wrist was too slick, and she started slipping again.
"Do it!" I yelled again.
She screamed and kicked and reached again. This time, she caught my hand. Rock dug into my armpits, my chest, and my arms pulled taut as I strained against her weight. We were both sliding over now. And then Ehren grabbed hold of my ankles and pulled. And pulled and pulled. We winced, strained, and yelled until we dragged Vera back on solid ground—solid ground that was disappearing fast.
Vera staggered back to her feet, helped a pallid Thaddeus hoist Daria back up between them, and we bolted for it. A narrow land-bridge was all that existed between Gaia's disintegrating world and her portal, as if Gaia herself was helping us escape. The bridge collapsed behind us as we ran and ran, sonic booms sending shockwaves through the air. And finally, we reached the portal, and the rest of the bridge collapsed.
"Go!" I yelled at the others, who stood paralyzed at the sight.
We pushed through the shimmering arch. There was no room of doors waiting for us, and as we ran through, a cool rush of energy slid over my skin as if I were passing through water. Sights and sounds blurred, my senses cleansed and renewed, and we all ran out onto the other side.
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I knew this room. I knew the double black bookshelves and the simple black dresser and the taupe walls with the fat white molding and baseboards. I knew the wide window with the dark wood shutters that were currently closed. I knew this room because I had spent so much of my childhood inside of it. I knew this room because it was Alex's room at his home in Yosemite, on Earth.
For some reason I couldn't quite draw together, I didn't think I should be on Earth. I couldn't remember why, though. My head ached as I lay there, in Alex's bed, and the more I tried sorting through my mental sludge, the more my head ached.
The lamp burned warmly on the nightstand beside his bed. Alex had made that lamp. He'd constructed it by welding together tubes of old bronze, and he'd fitted the lighting mechanism to hold one of those vintage filament bulbs. I'd loved it so much I'd asked him to make one for me, but that had been right before he'd vanished for three years. And then I thought about how long it'd been since I'd seen any light bulbs, and everything hit me with the fury of a storm.
Gaia…the dragons…Valdon…Eris…the shield. I couldn't remember anything after the shield—nothing except searing pain. Was I…dead? I thought I should've been. I'd experienced some traumatic wounds in my life, but nothing had compared to the pain I'd felt when trying to destroy that shield. Maybe this was heaven, and maybe heaven for me was in my memories of Alex. But…if this was heaven, then where was Alex? Or maybe I should be thankful he wasn't here, because if he were here, that would mean I'd failed and he'd died, too. Or maybe I'd screwed up so badly that this was actually hell, and I would spend the rest of eternity alone, in his room, tormented with my memories of him. I grabbed at my neck, reaching for the necklace he'd given me, but it was gone.
I glanced down at myself. I was wearing…a royal blue, long-sleeved T-shirt with the word "Pink" stamped in black across the front.
Apparently, hell came with the Victoria's Secret Pink line.
That's also when I noticed the tubing snaking out of my hand. I followed the tube to a bag of clear liquid hanging on a short stand beside my bed, equipped with an IV monitor. And then I noticed the bag of yellow hanging on a lower hook of the IV stand. Urine. My urine. Someone had stuck a catheter in me, too.
So I wasn't dead. I needed to know what was going on, but here I was, hooked up to this thing like a cyborg at a recharge station. Well, at least it had wheels. I made sure my tubing wasn't in a tangle and then I sat up.
My world whirled, and I gave myself a moment to collect my bearings before I threw up all over the bed. The nausea subsided, and I carefully peeled back the white sheets and slid my legs over the edge of the bed. My joints were stiff and my muscles felt like Jell-O, and then slowly, awkwardly, I stumbled along as I rolled my little stand to the door, and I hesitated. Partly to steady myself, but also because I had no idea what to expect once I opened this door. Was the rest of the house here? Was anyone else in this house with me? And if there were other people, how did I know those "other people" included Alex? I still didn't even know if he…if he…
I pressed my forehead to the door and took a slow, steadying breath. There was only one way to find out. I placed my hand on the doorknob and looked down at myself again to make sure I was decent—just in case. My shirt fell almost to my knees. The only thing embarrassing about me was the bag of urine. I turned the handle to the door, my heart suddenly pumping faster, and I held my breath as I eased the door open and peered through the crack.
I sighed with relief. It was only a hallway—a dark hallway—but it was the right hallway. Low murmurs drifted to me from downstairs, and with renewed hope, I stepped out onto the soft runner that covered the hardwood flooring. I held on tight to my little cart, my other hand pressed against the wood paneling along the wall for support, and I made my way down the hall toward the stairwell. The murmurs grew louder and louder, but I didn't recognize the voices. Not at all. But the house seemed to be in order, so who was here with me?
Well, I didn't trust myself to carry the cart down the stairs. The grandfather clock at the base of the stair said it was four, and considering the darkness beyond the windows, I figured that must mean A.M. The voices continued, and I had no idea who was talking or what they were talking about. And then someone screamed.
Holding tight to my cart, I crouched as low as I could so I could see into the room where the scream had come from. A commercial played on a television. The sight of a television startled me so much that I didn't notice the people on the couch beside it. It was Thad and Vera, and my heart swelled at the sight of them. Vera slept, stretched along the couch with her head resting on a pillow in Thad's lap, and Thad had one arm behind her, absently stroking her hair with his other hand while he watched the commercial. Only, it wasn't a commercial anymore—their movie had come back on, and Lindsay Lohan appeared on stage at her homecoming. Mean Girls? Seriously? And…was Thad wiping his eyes?
A door creaked farther down the hall on the first floor, and soon Alex appeared and ascended the stairs. My heart skipped a beat. He was alive. He was healthy and whole, and he was wearing sweatpants and a fitted grey, long-sleeved thermal. It was odd seeing him in normal clothes—Earthen clothing—after living in Gaia for so long. He glanced up and saw me just as I pulled myself up. A slow smile stretched across his face, and then he bounded the rest of the stairs, two at a time, and I was in his arms.
"Of course you wake the second I step away," he said at my ear. His warmth seeped through my thin cotton shirt, and he smelled deliciously of soap and aftershave. He squeezed me tightly for a long moment then pulled back, his eyes roaming all over my face, my hair, my body, drinking in the sight of me. "How are you feeling?" he whispered.
"Um, confused…?"
He smiled that smile I loved so much, and I felt dizzy all over again.
"I'm not dead?" I asked.
His smile spread as he tucked my hair behind my ear. "Not even close."
"And you're okay," I said, searching him for injuries.
"I am now," he said, kissing my hair. "Let's talk in my room? Where you can sit?"
"Sure."
Alex slid one arm around my waist and used the other to push my cart.
"How long have I been sleeping?" I asked.
"Mm, about a month."
"One month?" Another dizzy spell hit me and I wobbled a bit, but Alex held tight.
"Well, you were in a coma for two weeks—"
"A coma?" I gasped. I knew there'd be some side effect to all the concussions I'd had lately.
"Yes, well, you spent it at Community Regional, and then you were in ICU for another week and a half, which ended up working out well since there were some things I needed to have taken care of here. Anyway, Community Regional let me bring you here just a few days ago, but a nurse from Yosemite Medical has been coming every day for blood work and also to deliver more saline. You did have a feeding tube down your nose, but it clogged last night, so the nurse came back and took it out. She planned to replace it this morning, but it doesn't seem like you'll need it anymore."
"Oh." It was a strange feeling having so much life happen to you and not be conscious for any of it. At least with sleep, your subconscious still kept track of passing time. But with this I felt no such thing, and my mind reeled to catch up to the present, trying to make sense of where it had been in between.
And then I thought of something. "Um…who's been emptying my catheter bag?"
"Me."
My cheeks burned. "Thanks."
"Don't be embarrassed." He kissed the top of my head. "The nurse offered, but I wanted to take care of you. I'm practicing."
"For?"
"The worse part in 'for better or worse.'" He grinned down at me.
I laughed, and he led me inside his room and closed the door behind us.
"Here, um, why don't we sit on my bed." He led me and my IV cart back to his bed. I then noticed the pile of blankets folded on the floor before the footboard.
"Have you been sleeping on the floor?" I asked.
He grinned. "I didn't want to get tangled up in all your tubing."
"It's a California King."
He chuckled, then grabbed my elbows and held me before him, his gaze keeping me still. "Call me old fashioned, but I didn't feel comfortable sleeping with you without your consent."
"If you don't know by now that you invariably have my consent, I'm not sure what else to do."
His gaze fell to my mouth, and he brushed his fingertips against my lips. "I have a few ideas…" He grinned then gazed back into my eyes. "But right now, I believe I need to fill you in on the past month."
I grinned back. "Yes, that would be nice, too."
"I'll have the nurse remove your IV and catheter when she gets here in the morning." He held my tubes out of the way while I got comfortable on his bed.
"What time?"
"Ah, sometime between nine and ten." He sat across from me, one knee bent and the other leg stretched so that it rested against my knee. I was glad to see he needed to keep touching me as much as I needed to keep touching him.
"Where'd you find this, by the way?" I tugged at my sleeve.
"Stefan picked it out."
My hand froze and my heart lurched. "So it's true…? You've seen him? Stefan's really…alive?"
Alex smiled and nudged my side with his foot. "He's alive. He's here, too, though I imagine he's sleeping at the moment. He's staying in your old guest room."
I wanted to see Stefan immediately, but I didn't think he'd appreciate being jolted awake by me jumping on top of him. Assuming I didn't collapse on the way there. I looked down at my Victoria's Secret shirt again. "You said Stefan picked this out…?"
Alex chuckled. "Well, I'd asked Vera to grab something for you to sleep in and, well, she bought this…" He opened the drawer of his nightstand, and from its shallow depths, he pulled out a wad of black. It was very delicate, very tiny, and very see-through.
"Vera. Bought that. For me."
Alex set the black lingerie back in the drawer and closed it. "Stefan immediately went back and bought what you're wearing now."
Which was something very indelicate, very large, and very not see-through.
I laughed. "You didn't have him return the, uh, other thing, huh?"
Alex raised a brow at me with a funny look on his face, and I laughed again. And then I wondered how that conversation had gone between Alex and my brother. I was glad I hadn't been there.
"I mean…I can have her take it back…if you want," Alex hurried to add.
I smiled, but I didn't answer him. It was nice seeing him a little flustered for a change. He narrowed his eyes at me as if he'd read my mind, then shook his head with a grin.
"So." He cleared his throat, folded his fingers together, and wrapped them around his bent knee. "Back to what I wanted to talk with you about…"
"Because the topic of my sleepwear falls in the category of the 'few ideas you have that we'll discuss later'…?"
"Yes." He smiled up at me. "Definitely, yes." He raked a hand through his hair and a clump of it fell against his forehead. I desperately wanted to reach out and rub that clump of silky black hair between my fingers, but his expression turned so serious I resisted that urge.
"I'm not sure how to say this…" He hesitated. "But…Gaia is gone."
His words echoed in my mind until all I heard was his voice, saying gone gone gone. I knew I'd been the one to do it, with Nexus's help, but I hadn't really known it would work.
"As in…it no longer exists," I said.
A slow nod.
I inhaled slowly, trying to grasp what this meant. Gaia was gone. An entire world—destroyed. I didn't know how to feel about it, especially because I'd been involved.
Alex's eyes moved between mine, searching, digging. "You did it to stop Mortis from coming here, didn't you?"
"Yes…well, that was what I hoped. It did stop him, didn't it?"
"Yes."
I sighed, relieved. "Good."
"But…how did you know? That destroying the shield would destroy Mortis?"
I chewed on my bottom lip and rubbed my thumbs together. "I didn't…know for sure. But…when Eris was about to kill you, everything suddenly made sense. Remember the visions I told you about?"
He nodded.
"Well, at first I thought Gaia had been using her visions to tell me I needed to side with my uncle in order to save you. But then…then I remembered Fleck, and how he'd said he couldn't see the future. What you probably don't know—and I didn't have a chance to tell you with everything going on—was that Fleck had been concerned he couldn't see the future because there was none—at least not for Gaia. And in that throne room, I realized he'd been right. I realized that my visions had been trying to tell me I'd have to be prepared to destroy Gaia's world in order to stop Mortis. That was the only way to destroy Mortis's physical form. And I had to believe…I had to believe your warnings and Tran's warnings and…Danton's warnings got to the people in time. I had to believe the people were able to get out of Gaia—that you would be able to get out—but I also knew that if Mortis got any farther, you'd all be dead anyway."
I paused, thinking back on that moment. The pain, the despair. Alex kneeling before Eris, too weak to fight back. Nexus's dying voice in my mind. My throat clamped down. "I…saw what Mortis was doing to you and the others. He took away your will and your resolve. I knew the people of Earth wouldn't stand a chance, either. It was a terrible risk, but I also knew it was a necessary one. And…and Nexus helped me in the end. Just when I thought I had nothing left to give, just when I thought the power of the shield would burn me up, I heard his voice. He was dying, Alex. All alone. On the bottom of that cliff." I squeezed my eyes shut and a tear leaked out, leaving a cool trail along my cheek. "He was dying and he gave every last ounce of his strength to help me."
Alex grabbed my hand and squeezed it. The pain of Nexus's loss was like a vice around my chest, and my next breath shuddered against it.
"I'm so sorry," Alex whispered, rubbing his thumb over mine.
I sniffled, wiped my nose on my arm, and opened my eyes to find Alex watching me. I suddenly realized I had no idea what he thought or how he felt. His emotions were a blank to me, just as they were supposed to be—without magic. I'd expected to miss that, but it was actually kind of nice. I hadn't realized how loud and overwhelming everyone's emotions were until they were all suddenly quiet.
"I couldn't have done that," Alex said, threading his fingers through mine and staring down at our hands. "Even if I'd been able to wield the power of the shield—which I still have no idea how you managed it, even with Nexus's help—I couldn’t have destroyed Gaia."
"Yes, you could've," I said, studying his face, the strong lines and sharp angles. "By claiming your title as prince, you already sacrificed yourself to save the world. If you'd realized what needed to be done to stop Mortis, you would've done it. Even if that meant destroying a world you called home for so long."
He moved his hand to my cheek. I sighed against it and shut my eyes, feeling the pain of loss ebb and flow.
"I have a new home now," he said softly, rubbing his thumb along my cheek, "and that's with you. Here."
I opened my eyes again and found his. The past events had taken their toll on him, too. His eyes held so much love, but there was also an anguish there that ran deep into his very marrow. I didn't need my ability to sense him to see that.
I placed my hand over his. "Will you tell me what happened?"
"What's the last thing you remember?" he asked.
I dropped my hand back into my lap, thinking. "I remember…the shield disintegrating. I remember an earthquake, and then…waking up in your bed."
His gaze drifted down to my mouth as he slid his hand into my hair. "I thought you were gone, Daria. You weren't breathing and…your heart stopped." His eyes moved back to mine, and I could see how afraid he'd been. I knew that fear because I'd felt it for him when Eris was about to end his life. "I…Daria, I tried reviving you. Ehren had to pull me off of you so that Thaddeus and Vera could carry you out of the castle. Eris was gone. The shadowguard were gone, at least Eris's fabrications. The human shadowguard fled, and the dragons took care of the gargons, clearing a path for us to run, but…" He squinted, thinking back. "It was as if Gaia was helping us escape. The entire world exploded to bits, but a clear path ran straight to the portal. We ran for it…all of us—Gesh and the Arborennians and the Nords—and as far as I know, we all made it through. My mother was on the other side, waiting for us with your brother and Master Durus and Headmaster Ambrose."
I zeroed in on those names. Sonya was all right. Thank goodness. But…"So what Tran said was true? Headmaster Ambrose rescued my brother?"
"Yes. He and Master Antoni."
"Why? What's in it for Headmaster Ambrose?"
"I don't believe anything is in it for him. The headmaster…he's always been a bit elusive and complicated. But there's one thing he's always been loyal to—and even Tran will attest to this—and that is Gaia. Do I think the headmaster deceived your grandfather? Yes, many times. The headmaster did many things behind the scenes, more than any of us really know, but everything he did, he did it because he believed it was what was best for Gaia. He wasn't an initial supporter of your grandfather when your grandfather took the throne, from what I hear, which is why many people believe King Darius appointed him to his council so early on. To keep his enemies close, you know. While the headmaster may not have been loyal to King Darius, he was irrefutably loyal to Gaia, and he would do anything to make sure Gaia's will was done. From what I understand from Tran, he intended to work both angles, appearing to help Eris but working behind the scenes to make sure Eris didn't get out of control. His original plan was to take the shield away and hide it, but then Eris attacked Stefan and King Darius, and the headmaster started believing Gaia wanted something very different from what he'd originally thought."
"So did he think Gaia wanted him to save my brother? And why didn't he save my grandfather, too?"
"He didn't know if he could save Stefan. He thought they were both gone, but Eris charged him with…ah, disposing of the bodies. Headmaster Ambrose realized Stefan was still alive—though barely—and then he and Master Antoni brought Stefan to the underground tunnels. Their plan was to take him somewhere safe, once his health stabilized—somewhere he could hide until he had the strength to fight back, but then the world exploded, so they brought him to Earth, with Master Durus's help, and…that brings me to my mother."
He hesitated then squeezed my hand and stared at the comforter. "She's…having a difficult time."
"Because of your father," I whispered.
He nodded once.
My heart squeezed—for him, for Sonya. For myself. I hadn't known what had happened to Cicero—none of us really had, but it looked as though he'd been killed right after my grandfather. In my mind, Cicero smiled. In my heart, Cicero laughed, that big boom of a laugh. My father had always brought it out in him. And now they were both gone. My eyes burned as I held tight to Alex's hand, threading my fingers through his to let him know I was there. To let him know I would always be there, and that he could lean on me if he needed to.
"Did…did Headmaster Ambrose tell you?" I asked quietly.
His jaw clenched and unclenched and his eyes turned glassy. "Yes." The word barely fell out of his mouth. "None of…none of King Darius's men survived…except Stefan. If only…if only I'd been there, maybe he wouldn't…" His voice broke and he stopped talking.
I scooted closer to him and placed both of my hands on his face, lifting it so that he was forced to look at me. "Alex." I stared deep into his eyes, so close I saw the little flecks of brown around his pupils. "It is not your fault." My own voice cracked, my eyes brimming with tears. "Do you understand? There is nothing you could've done to stop Eris. Not then. Even if you'd tried, Eris would've killed you too. Your father…he is—was one of the greatest men I have ever known. He gave his life protecting the very thing he swore to give his life to protect. Don't regret that for him."
Alex's eyelids slid closed, his lashes dark against his cheeks. A tear spilled out of the corner of his eye and slid down his cheekbone to where it ran into my fingers. I leaned forward and kissed him gently on his forehead, but then I pressed my wet cheek to his forehead and wrapped my arms around him, squeezing him close to me. He slid his arms around my waist and held me there, just held me. My own tears kept falling—for Cicero, and for Alex's pain at losing him. And then my tears weren't just for Cicero, but for Nexus, and Myez, and my grandfather and father, and for a world full of beauty and magic and life that no longer existed. We didn't speak for a long time, content in grieving with one another. His shoulders shook a little with each of his breaths, and sometimes I kissed his hair, and sometimes he squeezed my waist.
"I love you," he whispered against my neck.
"I love you, too," I said against his hair.
He pulled back and looked at me. His lashes were dark and clumped together, and his gaze moved over my face. He gently wiped away a stray tear from my cheek. "Thank you," he said softly, running his hand through my hair. "I've…I'm trying to be strong for my mother, but…it's hard, sometimes."
I placed my hand over his. "I know."
His shoulders rose with a full, resolved breath, and then he grabbed my hand from his face, threaded his fingers through mine, and pulled them into his lap. He waited another breath. "So. My mother. She left Karth with Master Durus and Arioch Prime. Arioch knew what had happened and brought them to the tunnels."
"Is that when she found out about your father?" I asked.
Alex winced at our hands. "Yes. She preoccupied herself with making sure Stefan healed, so she hasn't had much time to grieve until now." He paused and then looked straight into my eyes. "I wouldn't understand that kind of grief if I didn't know you."
I bit the insides of my cheeks, but another tear leaked out despite myself. He reached out and wiped it away, too.
"What about the rest of the world?" I whispered. "The people in the other territories?" This was a question I'd been almost too afraid to ask. The guilt I felt for what I'd done, for destroying a world so many people called home—it lingered at the edge of every thought, threatening to push me over the edge.
"I think most of them got out in time," Alex said to my overwhelming relief. "At least it seems that way, considering how many Gaians are being assimilated into the corresponding nations. Anyway, it's more than would've survived if you hadn't done what you did."
"What about…the other creatures?"
He exhaled slowly and looked down at our hands. "I don't think any of them made it. The creatures of Gaia…they were magical creatures, and they, too, were tied to Gaia's world, so while they may still exist here in spirit, their bodies seem to have disappeared with Gaia's world." His gaze lifted to mine. "That isn't to say that they won't ever exist here. Tran thinks they might in the future; they just don't exist now."
I thought of Grool. "Then…it's safe to say the dragons didn't come through, either."
He shook his head, and I felt a deep sense of loss and regret, knowing that Nexus's kin were gone. They'd sacrificed themselves for us, and I would never get the chance to let them know how grateful I was.  
"Also…Myez didn't make it," he said.
"I saw," I whispered, my heart feeling even heavier.
Alex cupped my chin. "He wanted me to tell you thank you. And that you saved him."
This time, more tears spilled down my cheeks, landing on Alex's knee. He leaned forward and kissed me lightly on one of my tear-streaked cheeks. "He died a free man, Daria. Through you, he found forgiveness. He's in a better place now, and probably with his family."
I nodded as he wiped away another tear from my face. He was right. I knew he was right, but I still hurt for Myez. And Cicero. And my grandfather, and everyone else we'd lost in this terrible, terrible war. Alex and I sat quietly another long grievous moment, and then I asked, "There were…three armies by the portal in Valdon. You're saying they all made it through into Yosemite?"
"Yes, at least all who survived the actual battle, which includes Tran, Fleck, Mercedes, and Hawk. And…" His brow knit together as he looked back down at our hands, thinking something over. "Danton was able to rescue most of Orindor."
"He was?" My heart filled with hope. Danton had followed through.
Alex nodded, rubbing his thumb over mine. "He came to see you, actually. While you were in a coma."
"He…did?" I could not picture Lord Danton Pontefract in all his medieval finery storming down the halls of a hospital, past stretchers and monitors and surgical carts. But truth be told, I was glad—relieved, even—that he was alive and okay.
Alex looked up at me. Talking about Danton was still hard for him even though he tried not letting it bother him. "Yes. He needed to see that you were all right. And then he left for Paris."
"Paris?" I didn't hide my surprise.
"Yes, well, he had a very valuable necklace to sell, and apparently the Louvre was the highest bidder."
My eyes widened. I knew immediately which necklace it was. "The Je Quai."
"The…what?"
"Ah…it's a necklace—a Pontefract heirloom. Danton gave it to me as a gift but, um, I sort of broke it when I found out what Eris did to my family."
"What do you mean, you broke it?"
"As in I ripped it from my neck, right before I attacked Danton."
Alex's lips broke into a small smile. He looked a little proud, and pleased.
"He must've sold the gems separately, then," I said, thinking. "The Estrella ruby was about the size of my palm. He could probably buy a small country with the profits of that thing alone. Actually, now that I think about it, where are all the Gaians? How is the media not all over this?"
"Oh, the media is all over this. It's been on the news twenty-four seven since we came through. You can't hide an exodus of an entire world." He leaned over, snatched the leather case from the nightstand, and opened the flap. The screen of his iPad sprang to life.
I started, gaping at the innocent little screen. Almost an entire year of nothing but magic, and now I was back to a world of electricity and gadgets. Alex noticed and chuckled. "You get used to it. After a while it just feels like coming home after living in another country for a long time." He shrugged.
"Not that I'll have to get used to it now," I added.
"True."
He entered his password, and I grinned up at him. "My birthday?"
He smiled at his screen. "Of course." He touched his news app, and there it was, a headline that said:
Magical Fugitives Seek Refuge on Earth.
And right below it was a tagline that made me laugh: Harry Potter Fans' Greatest Dreams Come True: Real Wizards Live on Earth.
"Seriously?" I laughed.
"Wait, it gets better." He swiped a new screen.
Middle-earth is Real.
And a new screen.
Alderaan Happened.
Another screen.
This one was a picture of the White House with a bunch of people wearing tin hats and protesting. The sign in front said: Government's biggest hoax yet: Aliens have already landed.
I couldn't stop laughing. "Alex. This is crazy!"
He shut the cover and set his iPad back on his nightstand.
"What are all these people going to do?"
"The United Nations is discussing that, currently."
"Which means it'll be a while."
He laughed. "No, they'll have to make a decision about this soon. The public is scared to death of Gaians."
"Because of the magic? Is magic working on Earth?"
"Eh…sort of. It's still as difficult to use as it was before, so most Gaians have no access to it, and those who do—like Tran and Mercedes and Lord Dommelier—are being very careful not to use it. The people of Earth have enough to adjust to as it is. Tran suspects it will only be a matter of time before magic becomes a more natural part of the world, like it was on Gaia. It existed here before, you know. Back before Gaia split herself off from Earth. But right now, the public is just afraid of strange aliens from another world that no longer exists."
Yes, I could definitely understand that. But speaking of magic— "Where are Tran and Fleck?"
Alex grinned. "They went off to London."
"London?"
"Tran heard about a particular school of Witchcraft and Wizardry there—"
"I sincerely hope you told him it's not real." I gave him a look.
"Of course I did, but then he was fairly adamant about starting one."
Bewildered, I stared into Alex's bright eyes, suddenly unable to stop smiling. "Earth is never going to be the same again, is it?"
His smile spread slowly across his face. "No, Daria. I don't believe it will ever be the same."
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The next few days were still a little hazy. My conversation with Alex had exhausted me, and I'd taken a long nap shortly after. But when I woke, I still felt delirious—even when the nurse unhooked me from the tubes. Alex said it was because of the pain meds, so I stopped taking them, even though the pain in my body brought me to tears at times. He'd said that channeling the power of the shield should have killed me. He'd felt my magic burn out, and he'd said people die when they push themselves to that point, but somehow I hadn't. By some miracle of Gaia, my spirit had returned, and Alex thought, perhaps, it was Gaia's parting gift to me for setting things right—for destroying Mortis's physical form, even though it'd also destroyed her world. Gaia had come through for me—for us—more than I could've hoped. It made me feel a twinge of guilt for yelling at her on the edge of that cliff.
Alex never left my side, always doing everything he could to ensure my comfort and warmth. He gave me a pair of his sweatpants, which were much too big for me, but I liked wearing them because they were his and they smelled like him. And then at night he'd sleep beside me on his California King. He wouldn't kiss me very much, but he'd hold me close, keeping me warm while I fell asleep to the sound of his deep breathing. I felt so safe with him, so comfortable and so…whole, and being with him in this way made my heart feel fuller than it had ever felt.
"Well, don't you look snazzy." I grinned at Stefan one morning, as he strode into the kitchen to get himself a cup of coffee. He still didn't like coffee. Which was also why he was currently dumping half the contents of coffee creamer into his mug.
Stefan looked like a handsome executive in his tailored grey business suit. I still found it incongruous, seeing him dressed in, well, anything other than leathers and fancy robes. He'd trimmed his hair, too, and styled it with gel, and the smell of Acqua Di Gio followed him into the kitchen. Actually, the Acqua Di Gio sort of took over. Thad coughed opposite me at the kitchen table.
"How many times did you spray that stuff?" Thad made a show of lifting the edge of his sweater over his nose.
Stefan lifted the mug to his mouth and took a slow sip. He winced.
Thad laughed. "Maybe someone oughta give Goldilocks a drink instead. Caffeine only makes nerves worse."
"No." Stefan set his mug down. "You make nerves worse."
This time, I laughed.
"What, all that talk of cannibal cars and mini-dragons keep you up all night?" Thad asked, all innocence.
"You'll be fine, Stef." I stood and walked over to him, giving Thad a look on my way. Thad snorted and shook his head. "You won't even know you're in the air," I continued, leaning back against the kitchen counter.
"Except every time you look out your window…" Thad added.
I gave Thad another look, but he only preened as he chomped on his biscotti.
Stefan sighed and leaned against the counter beside me. "What if I'm not cut out for this?"
"What do you mean?"
"Daria, I'd never stepped foot on Earth until a few weeks ago, and now I'm flying to the other side of this continent to live at its capital, where I know no one. Yes, I technically know the President, but I've never actually met him in person. I've only ever spoken with him on the phone. I don't know this country's ways or its customs—I can't even figure out how to use the bloody remote to the television, and the President's asked me to be Gaia's ambassador!"
I beamed at him.
"Why in the world are you smiling?" he asked. "Daria, I'm serious."
I held my smile. "I know. It's just that…you sound like me, when I first landed in Valdon."
He blinked, his lips parted, and his expression twitched between denial and realization.
I grabbed his hand between both of mine. "You'll be fine, Stef. It's just a lot of technology. Other than that, people are still people, no matter where you live. They still eat and breathe and sleep. They still have feelings and insecurities and fears…"
"They still poop…" Thad chimed in.
"You'll adjust to the customs," I continued, giving Thad another quick look. "I did. And you're in an even better spot than I was, because the people here want to help you. They want you to succeed. All your experiences as a prince make you exactly the kind of diplomat the people of Gaia need in this world, and I can't think of a better person to represent them."
He sighed, and it was as if the world slid off his shoulders. "You really think so?"
I squeezed his hand. "You're just like dad. I know so."
He held my gaze a long moment, then squeezed my hand back.
Stefan walked one hundred pounds lighter as we saw him out the front door and to the taxi waiting at the Del Contes' roundabout. Sonya squeezed him and kissed his cheek, then stood back by Thad and Vera on the porch. Alex helped Stefan load his suitcases in the trunk, and then they said their goodbyes. Part of their goodbyes I couldn't hear, because Stefan whispered something to Alex, and Alex smiled brilliantly, his eyes finding me at once. I met Stefan by the passenger door as Alex paid the taxi driver.
"Text me when you get to the airport," I said as I hugged Stefan. "Text me when you get to the gate, too. Oh, and make sure to text me when you land in D.C. and—"
"All right!" He laughed. "And you thought our father was overprotective. I'll message you as long as I can figure out how to send messages from this thing." He patted the breast of his jacket, where his smartphone lay hidden in the inside pocket.
"Love you." I smiled.
"Love you too," he said, ducking into the taxi.
Alex slid his arm around me, pulling me close, and we stepped away from the car as Stefan shut the door. The taxi rumbled to life, tires rolled and gravel crunched, and we watched the license plate grow smaller and smaller until it turned out of sight.
Alex squeezed my waist lightly. "You'll see him again soon. Don't worry."
I took a deep, steadying breath and squeezed him back. "I know. It's just…it reminds me of my dad driving away all those years." And now Stefan was to be the face of Gaia, just like my father had always been.
The next few weeks were fairly quiet. Sonya was there, too, but she was like a ghost. Weeks passed, and she never said very much. She tried smiling for our sakes, but I wished she wouldn't. Her smiles saddened me more, because they were a hollow and anemic representation of what they used to be. The little orange flower that had always floated like a flame upon water in the bowl in their sitting room was gone. Alex had said it'd died, and I thought it'd probably died the moment Cicero had passed.
Drago Campinelli called to check on Sonya and give his condolences. He offered to fly her out to Rome, asking if she'd be interested in helping him distribute some of the Gaian artifacts that had made it through to various museums. Alex and I both knew Drago was trying to give her something to keep her busy and give her purpose, but Sonya declined his offer. She said she just needed more time. Alex encouraged her to go, but she wouldn't say another word about it.
Sonya did seem genuinely happy Alex and I were together, though, and sometimes I'd catch her staring at Alex in a way that made me think she was remembering her husband, and then she'd notice me watching her, give me that sad smile, and excuse herself from the room. I wanted to give her comfort, but there was no comforting a person when they'd lost half their person. Only time would help her learn how to function again, but I knew she would never be the same Sonya. For that matter, none of us would be the same.
The days grew longer, now that it was closer to spring, but winter still hadn't released Yosemite Valley from its frozen claws. One late evening, a month since I'd woken in Alex's bed, I was curled up in a huge chair by the fire, wearing a zip-up hoodie and leggings, buried in a blanket and holding a mug of hot cocoa while reading. This had been one of my favorite spots as a child, and I thought I could safely say it was my favorite spot as an adult.
Headlights appeared at the end of the drive, and soon Alex's Jeep pulled around the roundabout. Thad sat in the driver's seat. Somehow, he'd finagled a California Drivers' License out of Drago (don't ask), and ever since then, he and Vera left daily to do things like snowshoe or explore or go to the movies. Car doors shut as they exited the Jeep, and it wasn't long before their tread thudded up the stairs of the front porch. The front door creaked open and their soft voices sounded in the hall.
Vera came into view. She hadn't seen me, though, because she was too busy watching Thad, listening to something he said, and she was red-faced and smiling. She'd been doing that a lot lately when she was with him. Her smiles softened that hard veneer and transformed her into something beautifully vulnerable. And then Thad appeared in my view. He stepped close to Vera, slid his hands in her hair, and kissed her.
I immediately looked back down at the book in my hands and pretended to read.
"Don't think I don't see you over there, Rook," Thad said.
I slowly lifted my gaze. Vera's cheeks splotched bright pink and she grinned awkwardly at me before dashing off. Thad, however, stood confident and tall, and he looked more certain than I'd ever seen him.
"I was trying not to interrupt, genius," I said.
He grinned. "Yeah, and you fade into the background about as well as a strobe light."
I laughed. "So…? You two ready for tomorrow?"
Thad and Vera were flying to Washington D.C. in the morning to meet up with Stefan. He'd offered them jobs to help him in his role as Gaia's ambassador, and Thad and Vera were to act more as his field agents. Stefan had decided he didn't like flying all that much.
"I think so," Thad replied, glancing in the direction Vera had gone. I had a feeling his mind was there, too.
"You know," I started, "I distinctly remember a time when you told me I didn't need to worry about Alex liking her because she wasn't human."
He smirked. "Yeah, well, if I'd told you the reason she wasn't human was because I thought she was part goddess, that would've just given you a complex."
I laughed. "Go on. Get out of here."
He didn't have to be asked twice.
"Thad…"
He paused and looked back at me.
I smiled. "I'm happier than you could know." I nodded toward where Vera had disappeared.
He smiled. He didn't smirk. He smiled. And then he bolted after her. I went back to reading, and Alex appeared in the threshold of the room. I set my bookmark in place and shut my book.
"Hey." He walked toward me, his arms hanging casually at his sides. He had on a fitted forest-green thermal and a pair of stonewashed jeans, and he wore a grey wool beanie on his head. A few dark curls poked out from under it, and between the thermal and the beanie, his eyes looked exceptionally green.
"Hey," I said, moving my book and mug to the small table beside me and sitting up in the chair, giving him room to sit on the ottoman.
He lifted my legs before sitting, and then set my legs in his lap and rested his hands on my shins. The heat of his palms seeped through my leggings and into my calves. I loved how easy things had become between us—how easy he was with me. It was as comfortable and natural as it'd always been, but different, too, because there was the added element of love, and that love had so many new layers. I loved exploring those layers, and I knew there were so many more layers to explore, if only he'd let us. But he was still true to his word and kept our physical intimacy behind a certain, distinct, and very frustrating line.
"It's burning up over here." He looked from the fire to my blanket to my cup of hot cocoa.
I smiled. "Not all of us are walking space heaters, you know."
He laughed. I loved the sound of it, and I loved the way he was looking at me right then. And he kept looking at me—my face, my hair, my body—and then his eyes settled on mine again, the warmth of the fire reflecting in his.
"My mother's agreed to go to Rome," he said.
I gasped. "She has? Oh, Alex, that's great! Did she just tell you?"
He nodded. "She called Drago this afternoon. He's making travel arrangements for her tomorrow to fly out there in a few weeks."
"How long will she stay?"
"She doesn't know. But…I'm glad she's going."
I'd expected Alex to act a little more relieved about this, but he almost seemed…nervous. Before I could ask him about it, he presented an envelope.
It was addressed to me, and it was from Yale University. My heart skipped a beat. I glanced up at Alex, who grinned. My hands shook as I ripped open the envelope and pulled out the paper—er, papers, rather—and then I read over the first page. Three times.
"So…?" Alex leaned forward to read the letter's contents.
"I got in!" I all but screamed, waving the paper at him. "I get to enroll for this fall!"
He smiled, and that smile was full of all kinds of pride. "You seem surprised."
"Are you kidding? It's Yale! And I've been offered a full-ride plus living expenses! They liked my"—I glanced back at the letter—"'passion for social justice' and feel I've 'demonstrated the rare attributes of leadership.'"
"Let me see that." He reached for the letter, which I handed to him, and then he scanned over its contents.
"See!" I knew my voice was two levels too high, but I couldn't contain myself. Actually, if Alex weren't holding on to my legs, I'd probably be jumping in the chair right now.
"Hm…" he said. "Seems like they're giving scholarships to anyone, these days. Though you are passionate, I'll give them that."
I jabbed him in the ribs, and he grabbed my hand and chuckled, then handed me back my letter.
"So…International Relations it is, then," he said.
I couldn't stop staring at the letter in my hands. I had been accepted to the Jackson Institute of Global Affairs. At Yale! It was the very first time in my life I'd made a choice for my future. I smiled back at him, and he smiled right back. And then I set down my letter, grabbed his face, and kissed him. It was a very enthusiastic kiss—so enthusiastic he started laughing because I was pushing him back so far I was practically pushing him off the ottoman. He grabbed my shoulders and held me off so he could sit up straight again.
"Do you know what this means?" I said. He was still holding on to my shoulders. "I'm going to college! Alex! I've never gone to a public school in all my life, and I'll have a schedule and professors and…there will be other people in my classes!"
He chuckled, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. I thought over the reality of having other people in my classes, even as Alex started kissing along my jaw.
"Alex…"
He kissed the space beneath my ear.
"What if…what if they're all worlds smarter than me?"
He kissed my neck.
"Alex, this is a legitimate concern, here. I'm going to attend an Ivy League college and I've never even—"
He kissed my mouth so I couldn't continue, and then he pulled back and said, "I'm so proud of you." He held my face. "You'll be fine, love. More than fine. You were thrown a role as princess over a magical world, and you adjusted—well. It was impressive, really. You can handle Yale. What we don't know is if Yale can handle you." He grinned and I grinned back, and then he let go of my face. "So…it's safe to assume you're accepting it?"
I laughed. "Yes."
"Good, because there's something I'd like to talk to you about."
By the look on his face, I knew that whatever this something was, it was serious, and I leaned forward against the armrest to give him my full attention. Even though he always had my full attention. "Okay."
He reached out, and grabbed my hand, and his hand swallowed mine. "The President's asked if I'd be interested in overseeing the Gaians' assimilation into the global economies."
My heart swelled with pride, though I wasn't the least bit surprised. "Alex, that's a huge honor."
He squeezed my hand. "I know."
"And you would be great at it," I said. "Perfect for it, really, especially since you've spent so much time on both planets."
"That's exactly why he's asked I do this."
I searched his eyes. "But you…haven't accepted it yet?"
His eyes moved over my face. "I plan to. Of course, he thinks it'd be best that I relocate to the East Coast, and being that Washington D.C. isn't too far from Yale—at least closer than if you'd attended a university on this side of the States—I'm all right with it. I'll have to travel a lot initially, but at least you'll be there when I return, and, considering your chosen area of study, maybe they'll even let you come with me sometimes. Assuming you want to."
"But…?" I prompted.
"It's not really a but…at least I hope it isn't." He ran his hands through my hair. "He'd like me to move in a few weeks, which is still months away from when you start at Yale, and I can't handle being away from you that long." He brushed the backs of his fingertips along my jaw. "Which leads me to what I initially wanted to talk to you about."
I waited, lost in his gaze and the feel of his fingers against my skin, and my nerves suddenly started buzzing.
"I wanted to, you know, plan something surprising and romantic," he continued, "but considering the circumstances, I don't think that will work out very well. We're sort of pressed for time." He reached behind him and pulled out a small, black box, which he held in the small space between us.
My heart skipped a beat.
He leaned forward. "Open it," he said against my ear, filling my stomach with butterflies.
My hands trembled as I took the box from him and lifted the lid, and inside was another velvety black case. The kind that usually held a very nice and specific piece of jewelry. I took out the velvety case and lifted the lid on its hinge.
The ring inside took my breath away. It was the vitality stone—the one Alex had given me and I'd worn around my neck, but when I'd woken up without it, I'd assumed I'd lost it during the battle. He must've taken it off me during my stint in the hospital, and then had it fashioned into this gorgeous ring. The red stone sparkled, drawing in the light from the fire and splattering it upon my legs and his arms, and accented around the beautiful red stone were smaller, emerald-cut diamonds, all set in a thin gold band.
"I know it's not traditional," Alex said, brushing the hair back from my neck, tickling my skin. "But none of the diamonds were quite right, and I liked this better."
"Alex, it's…it's…" I could barely speak, too overwhelmed with feeling. I trailed my fingers over the vitality stone, which felt warm to the touch. "I've never seen anything so beautiful."
He smiled. "Here…put it on." His hands slid over mine as he pulled the ring from its sleeve, and then he held my hand as he used his other hand to slide the ring over my ring finger. It fit perfectly.
"You knew my ring size?" I asked. "I don't even know my ring size."
"Ah, well, I took a few of his sizing rings and tried them on you while you were sleeping."
I was too busy staring at the gorgeous ring on my finger to comment.
"So you like it?" he whispered. "You're not disappointed I didn't go with a diamond instead?"
"No, Alex, I love it. Really. It's perfect." I looked up into his eyes.
I didn't need my emotion-sensing ability to sense all the love in his gaze, and it warmed me from head to toe.
"Good." He smiled and then he kissed me, long and hard and deep, and when he pulled back, he rested his forehead against mine. "I'm not leaving without you, but you're marrying me first."
I played with a piece of his hair and smiled. "Don't I get a say in this?"
He chuckled, sliding his arms around my waist and pulling me in his lap. "You already said yes. I'm just capitalizing on your answer before you change your mind."
I placed my hands on his face—that perfect, handsome face—and I gazed deeply into his eyes. "Alex, I've never been more certain about anything in my entire life."
His smile brightened his entire face, his eyes slid to my lips, and his mouth followed. And I gave silent thanks to Gaia for giving me my life so that I could spend it with the man I loved more than anything else in both worlds.
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