
        
            
                
            
        

    

  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BLADE AND SOUL

    

    
      First edition. June 26, 2017.

      Copyright © 2017 C.M. Estopare.

    

    
    
      Written by C.M. Estopare.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

ONE | Reine

TWO | Marceline - One Month Later

THREE | Dimitri

FOUR | Reine

FIVE | Marceline

SIX | Marceline

SEVEN | Dimitri

EIGHT | Reine

NINE | Marceline

TEN | Marceline

ELEVEN | Dimitri

TWELVE | Marceline

THIRTEEN | Reine

FOURTEEN | Dimitri

FIFTEEN | Reine

SIXTEEN | Marceline

SEVENTEEN | Marceline

EIGHTEEN | Marceline

NINETEEN | Marceline

TWENTY | Marceline

TWENTY-ONE | Marceline

TWENTY-TWO | Marceline

TWENTY-THREE | Marceline

TWENTY-FOUR | Marceline

TWENTY-FIVE | Marceline

TWENTY-SIX | Marceline

TWENTY-SEVEN | Marceline

TWENTY-EIGHT | Severin - Several Hours Earlier

TWENTY-NINE | Marceline

THIRTY | Marceline

THIRTY-ONE | Marceline

THIRTY-TWO | Marceline

THIRTY-THREE | Marceline

THIRTY-FOUR | Marceline

THIRTY-FIVE | Ludovic

THIRTY-SIX | Marceline

THIRTY-SEVEN | Marceline

THIRTY-EIGHT | Marceline

Epilogue - Lucius

Other Books by C.M. Estopare

About the Author

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




ONE

[image: image]





Reine

This was a night devoid of stars. Tonight, there were no mechanisms by which she could slow her breathing by counting...one star, two. Three stars, four. Tonight, the black void of night assailed her. Hugging her close with its icy gossamer arms. 

Planting her sweat-drenched palms to the thin pearly balustrade before her, Reine held tight as her heart lodged itself into her throat. Choking her as red hot coal piled up behind her eyes. She couldn't breathe—she couldn't pull herself together long enough to even hold back the tears. They came—they came as easily as the tremors did. Her legs and arms shivering as if she were in the midst of a screeching blizzard. Despite her tensing them until they cried out in burning pain, they still shivered as tears rolled down her cheeks. They still shivered and she still cried.

Poor Reine, the poor Odette, Lady Valentine had tittered earlier while Reine had sat and dined with the others in the crypt's hall, as her father huffed beside her at the table, someone should bring her a tissue—a napkin. 

You haven't felt true pain yet, Reine remembered her whole body tensing as her father snapped, leave until you can control yourself!

And so she did. With tears trailing down her face and soaking her new velvet gown, she fled the dining hall and escaped into the crypt's moonlit gardens.

Yet, tonight, there was no moon. No stars. Only darkness.

Darkness befitting a funeral.

Clutching the balustrade, Reine pulled herself towards the sea of rose bushes basking in the darkness below her. They were infinite—much like the deceased woman she remembered. They were infinite, the shivering sea of verdant leaves darkened by a starless night.

Something soaked through her slipper as she tapped it upon the ground. A puddle surrounded her, soaking through her the thin silk. Warm water.

Reine glanced down. 

Crimson—a trail of it crept down the garden path. The blood snaking through the cracks in the stone-strewn pathway like bloody fingers prying through stone.

Blood.

Reine snatched her foot away and contemplated running as a voice wafted down the path. High-pitched notes swung past the hanging green hedges only to latch on to her. A man's voice coupled with a woman's throaty wail.

Picking up her skirts, Reine's legs shivered as her knees knocked together. Bunching the smooth fabric of her dress between her sweaty fingers, she swallowed at a growing lump in her throat and took a single step up the path. Another.

She followed the trail, tiptoeing upon the stones.

Whoever did this—whoever was doing this...

Reine had been warned previously that something strange had been going on at the crypt after the duchess's death. Upon bringing the woman's body to her final resting place—the Crypt of Queens—people had been systematically going missing. People who had been close to Duchess Mariett in life. Friends, those privy to her secrets. Old handmaidens.

Rounding a corner, the trail of blood grew thicker as it swung around a towering conical hedge that rose up like a fat lance high into the black sky. Dropping her skirts to the ground, Reine clutched at the vines and branches of the hedge as she peeked around the corner. Slowly, slowly, her eyes following the trail as it became a thick pool.

How much blood could one person have?

In the midst of the high hedges of the garden, she saw two people. One tall, swallowed by a black cloak and hood. Another tiny, pudgy in the waist and attempting to hide it with an overly tight scarlet bodice hardened and shaped with steel boning.

“Lady Valentine!” Reine called, stepping out from her hiding place.

The figure turned, its drooping hood following like a listless patch of loose skin.

Reine lifted a finger and jabbed it at the man swathed in black. All fear and trepidation gone as ire surged through her veins like fire. “You!” she screamed, taking a step forward as the man moved to drop Lady Valentine. Her body as limp as a used rag doll, “How dare you do this to us!”

The man tensed. Jerking the corpse from his arms, Reine sprinted forward to catch the old governess. The woman landed into Reine's outstretched arms like a large sack of rocks. Heavier in death than she would have ever been in life. “How dare you!” Reine screeched as Lady Valentine's head lolled to the side, her alabaster skin papery as a dry trail of blood stained her neck in strange circular lines. 

“Who are you?” Reine demanded, her knees coming together as her legs began to shiver. Turning on her heel, she screeched and ducked as a massive pair of bloodied hedge clippers dove for her neck. The clippers snapping overhead as Lady Valentine's lifeless body slammed into the ground.

Reine followed it, palms slapping to the bloodied stones. Slipping.

As a gush of cold air nipped at her neck—the hairs on her nape rising. Standing. On edge.

“Whoever you are—you'll—you'll pay!—,”

Reine froze as the clippers snapped. 

And fluffy blonde locks rippled past her shoulders. Floating to the ground.

Her assailant didn't talk—didn't converse. He groaned. He hissed out a heavy breath.

Reine hefted herself up—panting. Her body ignoring her once again as her arms and legs shivered—more from fear than from sadness now—as she turned on her heel and snatched a loose stone from the ground. Holding it with both hands, she flung it at her assailant. The fist-sized stone connected with his chest as she screamed.

He didn't budge. Didn't move. He simply froze.

As she turned on her heel and sprinted down the path.

Behind her, steel hit stone as the hedge clippers clattered to the ground and her assailant sprinted after her. Charging—his breath silent. His every step overtaking two of her own.

She'd have to make it back to the crypt—back to the dining hall and warn the others. Reine had found the murderer—of all people—she had found the man who had been terrorizing Safrana ever since the duchess's death!

Of all people—why me? Why not someone else?

The Crypt of Queens loomed before her like a fortress. The garden's exit called out to her, a steel arch with the crying head of an eagle urging her forward as footsteps whispered behind her. The hedge clippers were gone—but this man could surely kill her with his bare hands. He had already killed four of the duchess's friends with nothing but his fingers—leaving dark strangulation marks bruising their distended necks. He could surely catch her and kill her if he tried.

But Reine could not die—she was the court's Odette.

She was invincible.

Or, so she thought.

Racing through the archway, she entered the crypt at a breakneck pace. Skittering torches lining the dusty brown hallways met her at every turn as she sprinted for the dining hall—her assailant unforgiving as the hairs on her nape rose again. Her neck and shoulders sweaty as her chest heaved. Her breath surging out as wheezing gasps.

Reine wasn't sure how long she could keep this up—but if she valued her life...

She met the bronze doors of the dining hall—the gateway tall and overbearing as she flattened her sweaty palms against it. A high-pitched whimper escaped her as she threw her shoulder against one door—knocking with her entire body. Praying someone would hear her as her assailant's echoing footsteps slowed.

It wouldn't budge—no one was coming to her aide.

They had locked her out.

“Daddy—daddy, it's Reine! It's Odette!”

Nothing. Nothing as the echoing footsteps came to a halt and a black cloak opened before her. 

Nothing. Nothing but silence.

Reine whimpered as she slid to the floor. Tears began to cloud her eyes.

This man had to be...human—if anything—right? 

Tears began to trail down her face, breaking through the sweat that stained it.

Appeal to his humanity—no man likes a crying woman.

Did Lady Valentine cry? Cry before he gut her?! 

She had no choice—there was no other way. If she valued her life...

Reine began to sob, her shoulders racking, her lips twisting down into the ghost of a frown.

“Please...” she whimpered.

Her assailant simply stood there, face eschewed by a drooping hood. Reine watched his arm move and vanish beneath his long cloak. She watched him lower his head, his hood drooping as he produced a satchel.

Reine stood—whimpering still—as his gaze left her.

I should rush at him, she shivered at the thought of touching him, —no—if that rock couldn't hurt him... 

She quieted as she approached him, her gaze flitting to the right—to another passageway. Another hallway she could lose him in.

I could talk my way out of this—I could follow father's advice— 

The man's hood shivered. His gaze connected with hers. She saw stars—eyes bright as death.

Reine sprinted.

Zigzagging through the hallways like an erratic cat, she took a sudden right. Orange torchlight shivered as every brown hall seemed to blend together, her vision blurry as she looked for more opportunities to lose him. 

Panting, she took a left.

And froze.

Thick bronze doors stood in her way. Flowing script etched into the shiny bronze face cradling her eyes.

Echoing footsteps tore her away from the words and she shoved her shoulder against the door.

It moaned. With another shove, it belched dust as it opened.

Reine entered a dome-roofed sepulcher as the footsteps grew closer, the man's running dying to a shuffle as a painful groan echoed up the hallway.

Reine's mouth fell open.

How far had she gone? 

It didn't matter—she thought, nodding as she eyed five raised stone daises cradling iron coffins in their slate gray hands. She picked a coffin and rushed towards it as the shuffling outside the room halted—silence overcoming all. Pressing her fingers to the iron lip of the long rectangular coffin, she fell to all fours and crawled behind it as the doors at the entrance of the room moaned open once more.

He entered with a slow step, every movement careful.

He looked for her—scathing eyes bore into her like a heated brand. It was almost as if he could see her as she pressed her back up against the cold iron of the coffin. She held her breath.

As the door to the room moaned to a close and he walked. Every step a rebounding echo. Click, click, click...

There wasn't much she could do now—stuck in a sepulcher with a murderer. Angry tears burned her eyes—was this it? Was this how she'd die?

The deep echo of his steps ricocheted around the massive room, the noise bouncing off the rounded dome of the stone ceiling.

Risking a peek over the iron coffin, she watched his dark form skulk away into the yawning hallway of an attached antechamber.

Reine's heart drummed in her chest as she risked a glance at the bronze doors leading out. Could she make it? Could she sprint for the doors and make it before he heard her steps? Everything echoed loudly within the massive room—could she make it? 

Would she make it?

Reine shook her head. She couldn't risk leaving. Not now.

Crawling around the side of the coffin, she froze—listening for footsteps—before undoing the metal clasp holding the coffin's lid down and opening the iron box. 

She'd climb inside with the dead if she had to—if only to save her life.

Ignoring the stink wafting up from the coffin's iron innards, she slid inside and pushed the body away as she closed the lid. It locked automatically, clicking as metal slid against metal and the clasp's magnetic pull forced it to lock.

Reine heard his footsteps again. Her assailant skulking back into the sepulcher. Looking for her.

Reine turned her head.

And yelped before silencing herself.

The footsteps died.  
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Marceline - One Month Later

––––––––
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THE FIVE STOOD HUDDLED. Tall figures draped in black, their faces concealed beneath scarves and low hanging hoods. A heavy morning mist crept along the black leather of their boots. The white haze concealing cracks in the stones littering the chateau's wide rampart. Foreign boots clicked through the mist, alerting the group as cloaks shivered and bodies stiffened. 

A happy whistle haunting the long stretch of stone and haze made Marceline freeze.

“Remember the name—Ghyslain Savatier. Remember it.” Lucius hissed before her, the black clasp of his cloak disappearing as his arms dove into a satchel near his belt. “if you'd like to return to the Bann—this is your last chance.”

The clicking of boots continued, Ghyslain striding closer. The pitch of his whistle picked up, the notes soaring ever higher.

No one made a move to leave. The chateau's ramparts were high—high enough for Marceline to see over the steep spires of cathedrals and cloisters. The chateau sat at the heart of a massive citadel—the citadel itself a maze. Its towering pearl walls a hindrance. Marceline had barely been in this city for a day and she was already beginning to hate it. Everything was too pompous and pretty. Everyone was too prim and proper. Every building was too tall, as if everyone in this city wanted to touch the sky.

If anyone in the huddle wanted to return to the Bann—they would have to jump.

The thought made Marceline's stomach clench.

The whistling stopped. As did the click of Ghyslain's boots.

“I count four of you. Where is the fifth?” Ghyslain called, his figure a gray silhouette cast against the morning mist. 

Their reply was silence as Marceline bristled. She was the shortest of them—but they were surely five. Ghyslain simply could not see her.

She stepped aside, standing to Lucius's right.

“Ah! I see now!” Ghyslain chuckled as he approached, “You've chosen a dwarf for this mission?”

Marceline bit the inside of her cheek, the jest about her height irksome.

“A changeling as well.” Lucius quipped as he produced a thick book bound in stained leather from beneath his cloak. “This is for you.”

Ghyslain's laughing gaze strode along the face of the bound book. Opening it with a ceremonial flick of his manicured fingers, the sunburst of color smashed upon his silken doublet winked in the dull morning light. Rolling his thin shoulders, he worked through the entire book in the span of a few breaths. 

Seconds passed as he nodded. Closing the book with a snap, he held it to his chest, “Then the Bann accepts my contract?” 

“Gratefully.” Lucius replied, bowing from the waist. Marceline and the others followed suit, flourishing their arms out like ravens readying to take flight. They rose in unison, lowering their hoods in a gesture of goodwill.

Ghyslain smirked, “Death pledges its allegiance to me. A rare occurrence indeed.” the man made no effort to hide the mirth in his eyes as they twinkled and the sides of his lips rose, “May I invite you all inside? There's a morning chill in the air that this old northman is far from used to.”

“And the details of our contract?” Lucius intoned, his words mimicking the groups' thoughts. “We are men of habit,” Lucius explained as Ghyslain's smirk faded, “and our fingers grow itchy absent the tools of our trade...”

Marceline met Ghyslain's eyes. Her face remained stoic. Emotionless.

Ghyslain's gray gaze met Lucius's, “Of course, of course. What else am I paying you for? To speak with an old crow like me? Non!” he tilted his head, the smirk returning, “But wouldn't weary travelers, such as yourselves, like to sup first? Break your fast and warm your tired bones?”

Marceline stepped forward, earning Ghyslain's attention, “Agents do not tire, Monsieur Savatier.” she began, her patience as thin as the veil of mist littering the chateau ramparts, “Per the notes of the contract, and I recount, 'In order to escape her assailant, the infamous Slayer of Safrana, Reine Savatier locked herself in a casket with Safrana's recently deceased Duchess for two days. While she was absent and presumed missing, the slayer murdered again—,'” she sucked in breath as Ghyslain's wizened face darkened, his eyes narrowing into two dangerous slits, “'—taking my former wife away from this world—'”

“That's enough!” Ghyslain screeched, his fingers tightening upon the book at his chest. “Enough! That's quite—,”

“I apologize Monsieur Ghyslain, but the area of your murderer's reach seems to shorten considerably around your family.” she paused, hoping he'd realize the gravity of this situation. Ghyslain seemed entirely too happy to be a man who had lost his daughter only to find her in a coffin with the dead. Losing an ex-wife yet finding a daughter may not have been something to cry over, but it was something even the worst of men would deem worrisome. 

At the very least, of course.

“Monsieur Ghyslain, I respectfully request the details of the contract, as well as our charges,” she pointed to the rampart, “here.” Now, she wanted to add—her lips closing as Ghyslain looked her over with clenched jaw and pressed lips.

Ghyslain brought his gaze to Lucius, who stood with arms crossed. An amused smirk brightening his face. “The Bann recruits women now?” Ghyslain questioned, spittle flying from his lips. “Have the Bann's well of prospects dried up, Agent?”

Lucius clicked his tongue, “Hopefully, you do not think that the Bann has been unaffected by these...southern winds, Monsieur Ghyslain.” Lucius quipped, avoiding the question. “Barring her outburst, the mademoiselle is right. Why wait to assign us to our posts when you've already got blood on your hands and in your halls, Monsieur? Let us protect what is left.”

Marceline's breath escaped her lips in white puffs—somehow the air had gotten colder as tension charged.  

Ghyslain kept his lips pressed as he brought his eyes to the lavender horizon. The sun crested rolling blue mountains far to the right of them. The rolling blue ridges of the mist blanketed mountains far from the pearly walls of the citadel. 

“Of course.” Ghyslain whispered, his voice strained. “To ignore the inevitable is foolish,” he chuckled somewhat—a strangulated sound with a brunt of force behind it. “Come, agents.”

[image: image]

ENTERING THE CHATEAU, they removed their cloaks and marched through its gaudy halls and chambers. The blatant garishness of it all made Marceline frown. If these people were so rich—why subject themselves to living around those they deem suspicious? Or enemies? On their journey through the maze of Chateau Victoire's halls, Ghyslain grinned with a twinkle in his eye to some ornately dressed men wearing heavy chains over protruding bellies; but to others, he bowed with pressed lips and hands clenched so tightly they became pale and white. 

Everyone living in the chateau was not family—that much was obvious to Marceline. It was the duchess's domain—the deceased duchess. If the woman was dead—what was their motivation to stay? As far as Marceline knew, the Slayer of Safrana did most—if not all—of his slayings here. If Ghyslain cared enough about his family to hire protectors for them—why not move them out? Why not stay away?

The answer? Marceline sneered as they came to their final destination, doors of deep cherrywood and long latticed glass panes. Ambition—ambition and power. This place reeks of it. The stench—almost unbearable.

They entered a room doused in scarlet furnishings and intricately detailed portraits of pompous lords, their faces stoic. Frozen in time and expensive paint. A gaggle of five roamed about the room, some lounged in plush armchairs, as others gathered around long windows that gave the room a pristine view of the blue mountains below and beyond. Ghyslain called for attention with his hands and his voice. With a fleeting grin, he introduced them all.

Marceline did not care to meet the entire Savatier brood. Only her charge mattered. 

And, as Ghyslain spoke, she let her mind wander, her eyes scanning each of Ghyslain's family members. Though her face remained stoic, her gaze was questioning—after the ire Ghyslain showed at a female agent being attached to his contract, she was quite surprised to find that all of his family members were...women.

Marceline didn't care to learn their names—they were porcelain dolls, all of them. Perfect and pristine—Marceline tasted bile as she scanned each of them before setting her gaze forward. 

She hated this assignment and hated the Masters for attaching her to this contract. It was what the Bann called a “nanny” assignment. Instead of a target, an agent got a charge. Instead of a knife, an agent got paperwork.

She felt like it was purposeful—her getting attached to this contract. It certainly had to have been.

Within moments, Ghyslain assigned them to their charges—or rather, introduced them. With a tilt of his silver head and a wave of his manicured fingers, he directed Marceline towards a woman she could only describe as an angel. Or, perhaps, a graceful swan transformed into a beautiful human. 

“Reine,” Ghyslain chuckled, a hint of warning sharpening his tone, “be civil.”

Her eyes were a darker shade than her father's. Fluffy locks of sun-spun gold adorned her slender neck. The wavy ringlets danced down her high cheek bones as large dark eyes grew darker and light pink lips twisted slightly into the ghost of a scowl. “Yes, father.” she sang, her voice a breath of lavender. 

The agents and their charges filed out of the scarlet room and into the palace. All but one pair remained.

Reine Savatier refused to move as she sized Marceline up with a harrowing glare. Gracefully, she crossed her arms over the light yellow bodice of her bell-shaped gown, “I do not need you.” Reine declared as she turned away from Marceline and glared over the puffed fabric of her shoulder, “I do not want you. And because my dear father forces you onto me—I do not like you.” 

The urge to roll her eyes was tempting, like dangling a live rat before a snake. Marceline ignored it. Throwing her cloak onto her shoulder, she clasped her hands behind her back and met Reine's glare with eyes vacant of all emotion. “So,” she sighed, “you were the one who hid within a coffin, thus cheating death?” her lips stretched into a smile, “Magnifique, Mademoiselle.” Marceline nodded in approval as Reine opened her mouth only to shut it, harrumphing instead. 

“Of course you do not need me,” Marceline continued, nodding once more, “it is Ghyslain—your father—who needs me, Mademoiselle. Is this not true?”

“Perhaps.” Reine shrugged, tossing hair from her shoulder with a graceful flick of her chin, “Perhaps you are right.”

Marceline nodded, of course I am.

“You will trail after me—disrupting things and putting the other courtiers on edge. It is your job, non? The career you've saddled since birth—if what my sources tell me is correct, of course.” she looked Marceline over with a disapproving eye, “Where are your weapons, agent? How will you protect me if I happen upon the slayer once more?”

“You won't.” Marceline deadpanned.

Reine smirked, tilting her head slightly. “My life will be yours and I do not like to share.”

“I am my own person. I will be your shadow.”

Sighing, Reine turned. Giving Marceline her back. “Very well then, agent.” She brought her hands before her and began to wring them, muttering to herself in whispers. Arguing with herself before sliding a sidelong glare over her shoulder, “Whatever coin father has invested in you, agent, I will put to good use.”
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Dimitri

“Without the sun, would trees know where to grow? Would they know where to spread their leaves and stretch their branches?” 

The sun sat high in the sky, its golden rays penetrating the high glass dome of the courtroom's arching ceiling as the three men found their places in the gathered crowd. 

“Why be so cryptic, uncle?” Loris scoffed, “Is this what you've been dealing with, Dimitri? Five long years of riddles?”

Dimitri shrugged, immediately regretting the gesture as every elbow in the room seemed to stab at him, “I haven't complained.”

“You've always been good at keeping your gripes to yourself.” Loris chuckled, somehow finding the space to slap his younger brother on the back, “Has uncle made you keep a diary?”

The crowd surrounding them surged with chatter, the inside of the sun-drenched courtroom buzzing like a kicked beehive. Far before them, upon a raised dais of deep cherrywood, sat three rectangular tables arranged into a square. At the heart of the square sat a man in silk robes, his visage blurred by the hundreds of heads bobbing up and down as the crowd roared and heaved. People fleeing the sun's rays as they shoved their way away from the center of the audience box, only to return and seethe. The seats on the very edge of the courtroom, free of the sun's rays were taken or reserved. Thus, forcing many to pile in towards the center and endure the sun until the meeting was over and a decision had been made.

“If the sun no longer existed,” their uncle went on, shouting over the cacophonous din, “plants would grow as they please. A tree's branches would no longer go up—towards the sun as it ought—they would spring out in rebellion! They would do what they must to survive!”

A line of people began to pour in through the courtroom's entrance, the line flanked by chateau guards covered in glinting silver plate. The guards fanned out, shoving the crowd away as the line of people made their way towards the raised dais at the front of the room.

“Odd that they'd suit up for a meeting.” Loris murmured, grunting as a large man stomped on his boot. 

“We are like trees without the sun, men.” their uncle intoned, his eyes on the raised dais as four more men in black silken robes entered and sat before the positioned tables. “Without Duchess Mariett to lead us...”

“We never needed that woman.” Loris hissed, meeting his uncle's eye with a smirk upon his square face. 

“Watch your tongue,” Dimitri snapped, “lest I cut it out.”

Loris's eyes narrowed as he looked down at his younger brother. Of the two, he was the largest, the most athletic. Five years spent apart made no difference between the brothers, there was still a hint of malice poisoning the air surrounding them. A hint of hatred and rivalry. It made the crooked scar upon Dimitri's face burn.

Dimitri cut eye contact, crossing his arms. His brother chuckled, “Watch yourself, little brother. Unless you want another scar to match.”

“Shush. You're grown men, leave your bitterness in the past.” their uncle chided, pressing his hands to both of their shoulders, “Five years gone. This is the first time you've seen each other and already...”

The room hushed as a gavel was slammed. Dimitri shrugged off his uncle's hand, met Loris's eye and nodded.

They'd need to speak later. Arthur was right, it had been a long five years and it was time to let things go.

The corner of Loris's lips dipped into a sharp frown before he snatched his gaze away.

Or, perhaps not.

With the council seated upon the raised dais, the deliberations began. The five men robed in silk sat like vultures as the head of the council stood from his place at the heart of the square and spoke to the audience before him.

“I'll summarize for you.” Loris whispered as the councilman droned on loudly, “Duchess Mariett died—you know. But she never produced a successor. Father summoned you to the chateau because...” Loris threw their uncle a sidelong glare, “...he would have ignored a summons.”

“Fontaine is above himself.” their uncle remarked, “Which explains why he sits in the aisle of the audience box. Close enough to the council, yet far enough from the sun.”

“Our family has climbed high in my absence.” Dimitri murmured as the councilman before the audience box returned to his seat. A woman stepped forth from the line of people standing outside of the audience box.

“We were privy to the duchess,” Loris replied, “before she died.”

“And how did she...?”

Loris shot Dimitri a look. He shrugged, “Bone rot. It ran in her family.”

Beside Dimitri, their uncle spat.

“You see the courtiers standing before the dais?”

Dimitri nodded.

“They are what is left of the Duchess's close friends. Her handmaidens, all but one of her ladies-in-waiting, an ancient governess and strategist—gone. Murdered.”

“And so this 'slayer' exists?” Dimitri asked, “The 'Slayer of Safrana'?”

Loris chuckled, throwing his head back slightly. “No! You've lived with peasants for so long that you're starting to believe their stories and myths! Gods—no!” Loris choked—silencing himself before turning to Dimitri with a smile, “Wait—don't tell me. You still believe in the gods as well, don't you?”

Dimitri pressed his lips together, the long scar upon his face twisting, “Who are these people?” he pointed, “Explain their importance.”

“Well, one of them has seen this 'slayer'.” he snorted, rolling his eyes. “The waif-like one, built like a wilting flower? She's wearing white—probably to hint at her purity—though the entire court knows she's a—,”

Arthur squeezed Dimitri's shoulder, “Pressing news, son,” he whispered, leaning into Dimitri's ear, “I'll see you sometime later.”

A hunchbacked man stood behind Dimitri's uncle, a board of wood with a thin stack of papers clipped to it with a bit of tarnished metal. The hunchback kept his gaze to the ground as Uncle Arthur pressed a hand to the mutant's leather clad shoulder and turned on his heel.

“...That's the court's Odette—you do remember what that is, little brother?”

“No—,” pinching the bridge of his nose with a thumb and forefinger, Dimitri sighed, “...please...fill me in.”

“She is—was—Duchess Mariett's favorite dancer. And whatever the duchess loves, the court must love too...”

Dimitri craned his neck, “Is that her stepping forward?”

“Truly? Oh—this will be good.”

Beneath the harsh rays of the noontime sun, the courtroom became an oven. Men snatched berets from their heads and women whipped out fans as the courtroom became a sweltering hotbox. Even those protected by the shade of the courtroom's outer aisles felt the heat, as men unbuckled collars and swiped sweat from their glistening foreheads. 

Despite the heat, the entire courtroom leaned in as the Odette prepared to speak. Producing folded up parchment from her lacy white bodice, she approached the circled councilmen only to turn on her heel and address the audience.

“Mademoiselles et Messieurs! Your attention, please!” her trailing sleeve of tissue peeled back upon her arm as she raised it, “I have before you, and the entirety of Safrana, Duchess Mariett's final words before her passing!”

The crowd erupted into a storm of heated conversation, some accusatory, some sorrowful.

“Can you not let her die?!—”

“Another of the Savatier brood attempting to take the throne for themselves...”

“Ah—my lady, the duchess...oh...”

“Let us hear what she has to say!”

Beside Dimitri, Loris chuckled, “Do you remember the Savatier family, brother?”

“No.”

“Non?” Loris chuckled once more. Crossing his arms, he lowered his head and shook it, “And do you know why?”

Dimitri shrugged as a gavel was slammed, the head councilman calling for order with the shriek of a dying songbird. 

“Because they are nonexistent—because they emerged from the muck of the eastern citadel and have not a drop of noble blood in their veins...”

The roaring clamor soared above the slam of the gavel, angry chatter bubbling with acidic ire as the audience split into two.

“...but they mattered to Duchess Mariett, so much so that she raised them up before she passed away.”

“Then they aren't truly nobility.” Dimitri muttered, “Why does it matter?”

Loris snorted, “Are you blind, brother? The Odette—she is a Savatier. And look,” Loris pointed towards the outer aisle of the courtroom, “her father sits near ours.”

“I will have order!” shouted the head councilman, the gavel reaming into the table. Wood splintering. The hammer leaving a dent. “Continue, Mademoiselle.”

The Odette sucked in air hungrily, relishing the silence.

She shook the parchment folded in her hand once more before turning and facing the head councilman. “Monsieur Councilman, in this letter Duchess Mariett explained to me who she would want sitting the glass throne upon her...unfortunate...departure from our world. Monsieur, I—,”

The head councilman silenced her with a flat palm, “I see the seal upon your letter is broken, Mademoiselle. How is Safrana's council to trust an opened letter? You could have easily forged this.”

“I swear upon my mother's grave.”

The courtroom gasped. 

“Your mother has...recently died, young one.” the councilman said, “Are you sure that is...wise?”

“I swear.” she repeated, her voice faltering. “I swear!”

“Then we shall see.” the head councilman stood, the scrape of his chair reverberating around the courtroom, squelching the silence. “I request the aid of Duchess Mariett's Seneschal, Arthur Roux.”

Dimitri cringed as Loris cursed.

“Tell them the Seneschal has stepped out,” Dimitri said, “I'll go get him—he can't have gone far.”

Loris bristled, “You do not command me.”

“This is no time for—,”

“Do it yourself.”

Dimitri clenched his fists.

“Seneschal Arthur Roux! Head Councilman Acel Dubois summons you!”

Loris smirked, crossing his arms.

“Head Councilman Dubois!” Dimitri bellowed, raising a hand to identify himself in the crowd, “I am Vicar Seneschal Dimitri Couture—Seneschal Roux has stepped out. I will go fetch him!”

The head councilman walked around the assembled tables. Stepping down from the dais, he clasped his hands behind his back and picked Dimitri out of the crowd. Raising his hand, he motioned for Dimitri to come.

The crowd parted around Dimitri, the people pulling away from him as if he had the pox. His brother disappearing.

Five years. Five years away from this place and I am already sick of it. 

Dimitri exited the audience box. Approaching the dais, he came face to face with Councilman Dubois. A man who resembled a bearded vulture, feathers and all.

“If you are the vicar seneschal, then you can fulfill Seneschal Roux's duties, can you not?”

“Yes, Monsieur.” Dimitri inclined his head, “Whatever you may need.”

Councilman Dubois's thin lips broke into a wide grin, “This world relies on hope, does it not?” he said, leading Dimitri up onto the dais and behind the assembled tables. Seating himself, the councilman steepled his wrinkled fingers, “But this is not the world. This is my courtroom and it relies on absolutes, young Vicar. Tell me, do you know Duchess Mariett's script?”

“Yes, Monsieur.” he nodded, the Odette's sour eyes burning holes into his skin, “I've read many of her correspondences.”

“Very well, then. Mademoiselle,” the head councilman held out a palm, “your letter, please.”

The courtroom hushed.

“You—you want him to read it?” Reine spat, her voice exceedingly high-pitched, “There are...womanly matters in this letter, Monsieur! Only the very end speaks of who she'd seat upon the throne! Only the very end!”

Councilman Dubois pursed his lips as he bent his bony fingers, “Vicar—,”

Dimitri took hold of the letter, sliding it from between her fingers delicately. 

“Read it aloud.”

Dimitri opened it. Skimmed it

My dearest Reine...he read, his gaze jumping from sentence to sentence...I enjoyed our night...

...Silk is an intoxicating fabric...

...Coal is a bit pricey this year, and yet...

...of course. I do plan to produce an heir—but not through my own loins. As a favor to a dear friend, would you...

I would like you to carry my child, and I will christen it as my own...

Dimitri brought his gaze up. 

“Give it—give it back.” 

Reine's dark eyes teared up as her soft sun-spun hair glistened in the dying light of the evening.

The entire courtroom held its breath.

“Read it aloud, Vicar.”

Dimitri's fingers clenched.

Reine snatched at the letter. Missed. She reached out again.

“It is Duchess Mariett's script,” he began, the councilman humming his approval, “yet—,”

Reine climbed over the table, clutching her skirts in one hand while reaching with the other.

Dimitri shook his head—warning her as he prepared to back away.

But she lunged, her screech cat-like before she screamed—plummeting towards the floorboards face first.

Thump. 

Reine fainted. Limp upon the floorboards as Dimitri clutched the letter in both hands, unsure of what to do.

The courtroom erupted.

People stood—women screamed—a woman covered in a purple shawl threw herself upon the dais and cradled Reine in both arms. The woman murmuring to the girl before throwing an icy gaze upon Dimitri. Who simply glared back.

He hadn't done anything wrong, yet the people looked to him as if he had.

Strong hands clutched both of his shoulders, chateau guards emerging from nowhere to apprehend him. 

Dimitri sized up the men before throwing the letter to the ground.

He spat.

They were his uncle's men.

The Seneschal's men.

Had his uncle seen it all?
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THEY TOOK HIM TO SEE his father.

The chamber was dark. Barren. A long table stretched out before Dimitri. A single chair sat at its end, the high armchair flanked by towering windows of stained glass.

Soft white light poured from the three windows. The light creeping across the table and ending before Dimitri, who stood.

Behind him, the Seneschal's men slammed a heavy oaken door.

His father materialized from an attached corridor, a door of silky cloth billowing up as he entered.

He took a seat before Dimitri. 

“You will stand.” he growled, steepling his fingers as he rested his elbows on the table. “Do you know why you're here, Dimitri?”

Dimitri could almost see himself as a little boy again, pissing his breeches before his father as the man bellowed at him. Angry at a situation Dimitri could not control. Letting Loris get away with it. The better son. All of this—five years ago.

He hadn't seen his father in five years.

It was in this very room that his father decided to banish him.

Dimitri stared at the stained glass of the center window. He pressed his lips together.

“Give me an answer, boy.”

Dimitri sighed, “I know what it looked like—,”

“I was there—you hit the damned Savatier girl! Hit or tripped or—,” his father brought his large hands to his forehead, his sigh heavy. Strained, “—all that matters is that, to the court, boy; to the court, it looks like you did something to her when she lashed out at you. It looks like you—,” he shook his head, the gray beret upon his bald spot tipping, “—the court loves its Odette, boy. And because of what it looks like, they're calling for me to do something about it. I,” he wheezed. He snatched a handkerchief from the breast pocket upon his quilted doublet and coughed into it, “I've banished you once, Dimitri. It's your turn now. Tell me what your punishment will be.”

He'd be glad if he could quit Safrana all together. But whatever Dimitri suggested for a punishment, he knew his father would demand he do the exact opposite—Dimitri knew this game. Years ago, he begged to stay at court—to stay with his mother and sisters. Instead, Dimitri was banished to the eastern citadel to live with his uncle, while is mother and sisters were sent to a countryside estate east of the Poudurac—far from Safrana. Whatever letters Dimitri sent in those five long years—his mother never replied to. He feared the worst—that they were angry at him. That they cursed him for forcing them away from their home. 

They could also be dead.

“Today, Dimitri. Sometime today.” his father snapped.

Dimitri hung his head, “I will stay at court.” he said, his tongue twisting, “And I will aid you in your business.”

His father grinned, white teeth flashing against the dark, “Oh, you will do better.” the large man steepled his fingers. Narrowing his eyes, his grin grew brighter, “You will stay at court until after the Chartreuse Masque. During the Masque, you will apologize to the Odette and you will make damn sure the entire court knows of your sorrow and flighty hand. Until then, you will wait on your brother—the soon-to-be Duke of Safrana.” 

But we are not kin to the late Duchess.

“Are we clear, Dimitri?”

Dimitri hesitated before nodding, “Yes, father.”

“Then, begone. Find your brother.”

Dimitri turned on his heel. Reaching for the door's handle, he froze.

“Yes?” his father snapped, “Begone, I said!”

“What you've said is treason.” Dimitri muttered, “Loris is not next in line for the throne—none of us are—,”

“Ah,” his father sighed, a hint of laughter in his voice, “you've grown, haven't you? Turn around.”

Dimitri turned, his tongue tapping the inside of his cheek.

“Not a small boy to be ushered around anymore, eh? Not pissing yourself at my voice.” the old man stood—larger than Dimitri remembered. A bull.

His chair screeched against the floor.

Dimitri bit his cheek.

“But you're still a member of this family—a Couture! And by definition—my pawn.” slamming his hand upon the desk—a boom cut through the sudden silence, “Utter those words again, and I'll send you to a place infinitely worse than the eastern citadel! Have I made myself clear?!”

Dimitri's right arm twitched. He couldn't handle a sword—but he could throw a punch. 

Clenching his fists, Dimitri ignored the urge to close the gap between himself and his father. It was tempting—tempting enough to make him take a single step forward.

“What are you going to do, boy?” the man scoffed, leaning upon the table, “Piss yourself again?”
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FOUR
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Reine

Reine groaned as another knock sounded at her door.

“Thank them, but do not let them in!” she called to the handmaiden who shuffled across the room, “I have enough flowers...candies...cakes—wait, no—tell them to take some! If they wish me well, tell them to take something!”

Her door flew open with a screech.

Is that agent doing absolutely nothing out there? I told her—I no longer wish to be bothered!

Heels clacked against the floorboards as a woman approached her bedside. 

Reine refused to open her eyes, “Please, Madam...Mademoiselle...whoever you may be...”

“My, my, ever the princess, aren't we?”

Reine's eyes snapped open, “Florette?”

The mattress groaned as Florette sunk into it, seating herself at Reine's side, “I've come bearing gifts, dear Odette.”

Pulling the rose coverlet away from her chest, Reine sat up. She met her sister's wizened eyes, “I see nothing on you.” she sighed, “In fact—just this once—I'm glad you've brought me nothing.”

Florette smiled, her thin face tilting, “The court has shown its affection for you already, has it not?”

Reine frowned, her gaze roving to the end of her bed, “You tell me.” she shook her head, “Could it be possible that they love me too much?”

Piles of red roses and white hush petals littered the edge of her bed, spilling onto the floor like a waterfall of pure color.

“Non, not at all, dear sister.” Florette said, shaking her head. “Enjoy it while it lasts, most would say.”

Lying back upon the quilted headboard of her large bed, Reine rested her hands upon her lap as she brought her eyes to the white canopy above, “What have you come for, then?” 

Florette giggled, “Must we always speak of business?”

Reine rolled her eyes.

“The new handmaiden you have—the short one, Mademoiselle Brandy, I believe she called herself?” 

Reine shrugged, “What about her?”

Florette turned her gaze towards the white door, “She is very possessive of you, dear. She almost wouldn't even let me in.”

So, she was doing her job.

Reine grinned, “Ah, such is life.” she replied, chuckling as she wrung the soft rosy covers between her fingers, “What have you come to me for?”

“Matters of import.” Florette replied, her eyes slowly scanning the room.

Reine followed her gaze, her eyes falling upon two blond handmaidens who meekly kept their gazes planted to the floor. “Leave.” she commanded.

The girls scuttled away like roaches, closing the door behind them with a snap.

“As I was saying...”

“Is this about what happened in the courtroom?” Reine demanded, crossing her arms, “If so, bring me up to date, sister. I've been bedridden the entire day. Doctor Bernard is sure I have some sort of flu.”

“Truly?” Florette smirked.

Reine met her eye, “Whatever works.”

“The court is convinced that the Coutures are brutish. Instigating that young man, the vicar seneschal? Was a great move on your part, Reine—,” she giggled, “—dear Odette.”

“Should I bruise myself for good measure?”

“Oh dear,” Florette muttered, shaking her head, “I do not believe that will be necessary. The entire court loves you. Don't mar your beauty, sister, it is the only thing keeping you here.”

Reine's hand flew to her chest, “Excuse me?”

Florette pursed her lips, “I only speak the truth.”

Smoothing out the thin fabric of her blouse, Reine shook her head. Murmuring to herself as Florette grasped both ends of her lacy white shawl. 

“But I digress,” Florette spoke, attempting to fill the abrupt silence, “would you like some light?”

Before Reine could say no, her sister was up and floating towards the soft white curtains at her right.

“Please, Florette, my eyes—,”

“Oh—are you truly sick then?”

“I simply want some quiet, sister. If you've said everything you needed to, then please—leave me be—,”

Florette strangled the white curtains, her knuckles turning white, “I am not done.” she said, throwing open the curtains. Sunlight filling the room in a splash of white noontime light, “I am not.” she declared, turning on her heel, “Reine?”

“Has father put you up to this?” Reine hissed, covering her face with a hand. “You've turned traitor, haven't you?” Florette was her friend—her only friend at court and in the family. After the death of their mother, Florette was the only family member Reine could trust. Everyone else simply existed to exert the will of her father upon her, her cousins and aunts resembling puppets in gussied up expensive garments. Reine thought Florette would always belong to her.

Always.

“You are a daft child!” Florette screeched, her pointing finger accusatory. “Did you truly believe the council wouldn't require that the seneschal check your unsealed letter for forgery? Did you truly believe that the council would operate purely on your merit and goodwill, sister? Did you truly believe that because of your position at court they would simply take your word?”

Reine could call that agent—Marceline—to force Florette out, but what would that accomplish? Florette had to be put in her place.

“I assume those are fathers words?” Reine met Florette's eyes, “Because, the Florette I know cannot control her waggling tongue and simply lets information spill from her much like the sun spills through my windows now.”

“The letter you presented to the council—and all of Safrana's nobility—is lost, sister. Whatever contents you wished to keep secret—,”

Reine threw herself from the bed, “What do you mean—it is lost?”

“Exactly as I say. It. Is. Lost.”

Reine opened her mouth to speak, only to close it.

“Father sent me to warn you, and to tell you how asinine your plan was. Sure, it has stolen the love of the court—but for how long, sister? How long will it be until the contents of that letter blacken your reputation, hm? Will the new leader of Safrana take away your title? Will you no longer be the, 'Odette'?”

“You're punishing me.” Reine said, turning away, “All of you are. Father could have reprimanded the vicar and taken the letter back—it is not lost!”

“It is not my fault you acted without father's blessing.”

“But it is your fault that nothing has been done!”

Only the bed separated them, plush pink covers and an innocent white canopy acting as a barrier.

“Leave.” Reine demanded, raising a finger towards the door, “If you've only come to offer me father's words, leave.”

Lavender heels clicked against the floorboards, “You forget yourself, young one—,”

“It is not I who forgets her position—nor her station in life,” Reine snapped, standing before Florette with her chin raised. Her chest puffed out, “I am the court's Odette—the only Savatier woman to hold a high position at court. And you,” Reine scowled, lowering her voice to a hiss, “are used up. Useless to the family unless you spread your legs.” Reine took a step forward. Florette took a step back, “Leave.”

Florette took her time walking around her sister. Skulking towards the door, the clicking of her lavender heels reverberated around the constricting white room. 

Click.

Click.

Click.

“Leave!” Reine screeched, “Go—now!”

Florette paused, her hand resting upon the white door frame, “Find the letter, sister. It would be in your best interest to keep certain secrets...safe.”  
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FIVE
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Marceline

A full moon graced the sky tonight. A midnight sun.

Stepping onto the balcony with her hands clasped behind her back, Marceline's stomach dropped.

There Reine stood, the translucent tail of her white gown spilling upon the pearly balustrade she clung to. Marceline watched Reine pull herself up onto the railing, the woman's shoulders shivering as her chest heaved. 

Marceline heard her hiccup.

Reine stood tall against the black backdrop of sky. The single star of the evening. A single patch of white.

Marceline took her time approaching the balustrade. From Reine's balcony, it was a long way down. Below, Marceline knew the girl would be able to see the white spires of the city. Far beyond, dark mountains shrugged off their capes of white mist.

The girl stood still on the balustrade, the thick white railing holding strong beneath her weight. 

Marceline closed the gap between herself and Reine. With a breath, she snatched the girl's tiny wrist and yanked her back towards the ground. Reine tumbled from the balustrade and fell back, slamming into the stone of the balcony with a grunt.

Marceline clasped her hands behind her back as she let out a breath. She took a look at the sky, “You're being melodramatic, Mademoiselle.” she said matter-of-factly, “Stop.”

Reine scrambled to standing, heaving, and huffing as she pushed herself up, “And you—,” she huffed, clenching her fists at her sides, “—are not doing your job!”

“I just saved your life, did I not?”

“But not my reputation!” Reine screeched, her face burning. 

Marceline cocked her head.

“My letter.” Reine growled, “Find it.”

Or you will do this again?

Marceline nodded as Reine seethed, her breath escaping her lips in angry white puffs. Kneeling, Marceline brought her thumb and forefinger to her lips. 

Something was obviously off about her charge—she'd need someone to look after her. An agent she could trust. Lest she try jumping from the balcony again. 

Gerard took care of her charge's sister. He guarded the adjacent apartment—perhaps he could...

Marceline whistled, her song mimicking the high-pitched melody of a starling. 

For a moment, she waited. Behind her, she felt Reine's eyes boring holes into the back of her jerkin.

Above them, a window moaned open. A response came in the form of a starling's curt call.

A body fell from the window above. Swift feet touched the ground. Marceline noted that they were bare.

“Lucius.” she nodded—her lips pressed. She had expected Gerard.

Lucius's black hair was untamed. It slithered down his shoulders in a dark river as he inclined his head, “Ghyslain has enough swords...hands...knives. Whatever you may need...”

“Watch her.” Marceline said, standing. Raising her chin, she met Lucius's eyes, “I'm doing a retrieval.” Marceline leaned into him. She covered her mouth as she smelt mahogany, “Don't let her near the balcony.”

Lucius nodded.

Marceline turned on her heel and skulked towards the balcony's exit. She came shoulder to shoulder with Reine, who blocked her from re-entering the room.

“If you aren't back by sun-up, agent, I will do it. I will jump.” Reine refused to meet Marceline's eyes. The girl glared at Lucius, “And no one will be able to stop me.” 
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MARCELINE AVOIDED MEETING with anyone of import.

“The seneschal's quarters?” barked a surly scullion, her hands red and raw as she wrung them anxiously, “I'd say you're askin' the wrong woman, deary, but...” the woman stretched out a palm, “...an eye for an eye as they say...”

“I'll do you one better.” Marceline said, moving her gaze towards the deep pocket of her jerkin. She pulled at the handle of her knife, making sure a hint of steel glinted in the flickering candlelight of the long hallway.

Marceline flashed the woman a smile.

The woman's face paled.

“Ah—on second thought,” she slapped her rough hands together, “you seem to be an important young woman...ah, yes,” the woman's eyes watched as Marceline gradually slid the knife back into her pocket, “the seneschal's chambers...check the east wing of the chateau. They put him in temporary quarters...the smaller apartments...”

“Merci, Madam.”

And Marceline left. Racing up the long hallway before taking a left and entering the massive domed vestibule that acted as a meeting chamber for those new to the chateau. She searched for the east wing, obtaining directions and information from chateau guards stuck on night watch. The palace was a maze during the day, and at night it was a crypt—its hallways ever changing. Its walls dark absent the light of the moon. When the bright light blazed through the windows, paintings and decorations adorning the chateau's colossal corridors were blinding.

With the help of a heavy-eyed chambermaid, Marceline found the seneschal's chambers.

“Merci.” she told the young woman.

The young chambermaid closed her eyes and yawned. She stretched, “I'll have to clean his mess from the room come the morn, so please—don't make me work harder.”

Marceline cocked her head—what did she mean?

The girl left with a lackluster wave and floated down the hallway.

Marceline pressed her shoulder against the door, then her ear.

She listened. Heard nothing.

Absolute silence.

What did that woman mean?

Marceline clenched her jaw.

And nudged the door open slowly. It moaned and she stopped. Halting. Letting the silence weave its way into the room again.

This is good—he's asleep. I'll take the letter and leave.

She opened the door.

A lifeless chamber gaped back at her. Desks were overthrown. Papers littered the apartment and drapes hung haphazardly from towering latticed windows.

Marceline cursed.

He's gone—the seneschal's gone!

The letter—gone. Marceline's chances of finishing this assignment—gone. 

The Masters were right—I belong in the archives, not in the field. Merde—they were right!

She flew through the room, snatching papers from the ground only to fling them away. Searching for the letter through the ripped up garments and balled up parchment strewn about the moonlit chamber, Marceline cursed. She found nothing—absolutely nothing—as she flung things about the room. 

The urge to scream hit her like an elbow to the stomach. 

Marceline flung herself at the window. With white knuckles, she ripped down the velvet drapes and cursed.

They led her here—to nothing. Why didn't anyone tell her that he was gone? That the seneschal had left?!

She threw back her head.

And watched from the window as a gaggle of torches lit up the city streets below. 

Far below.

Could that be him?

It was a shot in the dark—but...

Marceline turned—quickly. She raced for the door.

She'd have to get to the stables—steal a horse and ride. If that was the seneschal down there—she could possibly catch him and apprehend him.

Alone?

She shook her head—she could steal the letter back without him ever knowing. It was probably on the vicar seneschal's person and he seemed weak. Scrawny. If she could kidnap the seneschal's vicar from their convoy and take the letter—all would be well. Her charge wouldn't kill herself and she wouldn't fail her first assignment.

The Masters would be pleased.

Marceline smiled as she tore through the east wing of the chateau. Sprinting down the curving staircase, she hit the ground floor with a thump and continued sprinting. Her chest burned as her throat tightened.

A shortcut. She knew a shortcut.

Flying down the corridor, she tore through the main vestibule and careened into an attached antechamber that served as a servant's entrance.

Through the kitchens—that's the fastest way.

She took a right—a left.

A mare will be the fastest—a slender horse. Perhaps the herald's horse.

She entered the chateau kitchens, flickering sconce light blinding her as she weaved around a long island of wooden counters.

Marceline froze.

Someone retched violently in the center of the large kitchen. Rotting meat assaulted her nose.

She held her breath.

This was the only way.

Marceline forced herself forward—the smell deafening as the retching continued. She kept her eyes focused. Her gaze straight.

Her boot squelched.

She looked down.

Scarlet and skin. An arm lay before her, its fingers outstretched. Reaching. A sleeve was still attached.

Undoing a button of her jerkin, Marceline snatched a thin stiletto from her bra band and kept going forward.

This was the only way.

The retching became louder. The smell made her eyes water.

Keep going—go around it.

Some ways away, a man bent on all fours—heaving as nothing else came. His black doublet was stained a darker shade of black as his back rose and contorted violently. Before him, lay the crumpled corpse of a man in silken black robes.

A councilman?

“Vicar Seneschal Dimitri Couture?” 

The man stopped. Silenced himself. He threw a wild eye over his shoulder before turning back to dry heave once more.

It was him—but what was he doing here? Vomiting by a corpse?

His face—it was covered in blood.

Marceline approached with her stiletto drawn. He knew she was there—but what would he do? She could see no weapon on him. Even if he concealed one—she was faster. Stronger. Smarter. 

She could gut him like a sacrificial calf. To her, he was helpless.

Marceline came close. Close enough to prod Dimitri in the back with the sharp edge of her black stiletto. The stench of feces and rancid tissue made her blanch.

With a shaking hand, Dimitri pointed towards the door to his right. Heaving, vomit spewed from his mouth as he slapped his hand back to the floor.

Marceline circled the corpse.

Twisted limbs—broken. An arm missing, strewn halfway across the room. His belly was open, cleaved with the heavy head of an ax, she guessed. Entrails snaked out. Pink snakes wreathing. Purple intestines slouching sideways, escaping onto the floor. 

The councilman's mouth laid open. Vacant gray eyes bore holes into the ceiling. 

She recognized the man.

“Head Councilman Acel Dubois?” she breathed, stiletto in hand as she stared at Dimitri in disbelief, “You didn't do this?”

Blood stained him. A marker of proof. He shook his head.

Could she trust him?

Marceline tightened her grip upon her stiletto as Dimitri shoved himself to standing. He took a wavering step backward before forcing himself forward. He took a step towards the door to his left. He looked to Marceline, his face drenched in sweat and vomit, “It was supposed to be me.” he told her, his voice a croak, “It was supposed to be...”

Marceline shook her head, “It matters not.” Nothing but the letter mattered—she did not care about death. 

Dimitri moved away. He pulled at the door and threw it open.

Marceline caught him by the bloodstained cuff of his doublet, “You have something that belongs to my mistress.” 

He snapped his gaze to her—shocked, “A man lies dead—and all you care for is...” he shook his head. Snatching away his hand, he entered the corridor. Marceline tailed him, snatching at his doublet again, “Whoever did this—they cornered me in my chambers and almost ripped me open. If it weren't for Councilman Dubois barging in—that would have been me on the floor...”

Marceline grimaced, “And so, you sleep in a kitchen?”

He looked at her with wild eyes, “I have no idea how I got here! The killer...” he held his head in his hands, “...he magicked us here...teleportation—something! I don't know...”

Marceline grabbed him by the shoulder. Throwing him off balance, she kicked him in the back of his knee and forced him to her level. Sliding the stiletto around to the front of his neck, she took his arms and forced them behind him, “You'll take me to your chambers.” she demanded, her patience running thin, “You'll produce what you've stolen, or you will die.”

“I knew you were no simple handmaiden.” Dimitri hissed as the skin of his hands began to redden—his touch burning her.

Marceline jumped back—yelping—as Dimitri avoided the sharp edge of her stiletto.

“This city is falling to ruin—a man is dead and all you care about is your mistress's forged letter?!” he turned to her, hands burning. Steam wafting from his clenched fists, “The letter is gone! Dubois possessed it and now—,” he sighed, backing away, “—whoever murdered Dubois has it. He went this way—catch me and you'll see.”

Marceline held her hands—almost dropping her stiletto. 

Had he...burned her?

Dimitri took off—sprinting away. 

Marceline sheathed her stiletto.

If what he says is true and the letter has been stolen—could the seneschal have it? Is she...wasting her time? This murderer...could he truly...?

Marceline cursed. She sped away.

She'd have to catch him before daybreak.
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HER CHASE TOOK HER out of the chateau and into the city streets. Darkness pervaded all as she wove through the moonlit cobblestone byways, chasing Dimitri as he chased a shadow. A crumpled shell of a person cloaked in black wove around a bend and he followed. Marceline cursed as she picked up her pace.

The chase led her to the Great Bridge of Safrana. A massive stretch of brick and steel that rolled over a gigantic gorge separating the two citadels of Safrana. The bridge was wide enough for an army to parade across. Sturdy enough for a griffin to perch and roost upon its hulking steel posts. Below, cold wind wafted up from the yawning abyss the bridge branched over. Marceline couldn't bring herself to look down as her heart hammered in her chest.

Far across the bridge, the shadow Dimitri chased stopped. The silhouette turned, facing them.

He lowered his hood. Opened his arms.

Marceline approached Dimitri. She slid her stiletto from her bra band.

“You see what I see,” he murmured, “right?”

She took a step next to him, but remained silent.

The stones beneath them shivered.

As a gust of wind batted at their hair, sending black tendrils flying from the both of them.

Dimitri grasped her forearm, “Wait—! Mademoiselle—,”

Marceline took a step forward, “Is this your thief? Your slayer?”

Wind whipped up dust before it howled over their heads—the air ramming into them as the ground began to shiver. As the bridge began to roll and groan.

Parchment exploded from the figure's outstretched arms. Letters.

One surged towards them—it flattened upon the ground. Marceline looked down. She recognized the script as hundreds more flew over their heads. 

My dearest Reine...it read.

Marceline roared as Dimitri pulled her back—readying to run. 

“You did this!” she screamed. Plunging the stiletto into his forearm, “You did this!”

Letters upon letters soared from the figure's outstretched arms. They charged towards Marceline and Dimitri—exploding into more fluttering pieces of parchment. The letters flying over their heads, littering the bridge as a howling wind blew them towards the citadel at their backs. Towards the city and its streets.

“You did this!”

She failed. Dammit—she failed. 

Marceline was nothing. Useless. 

She had failed.

Dimitri bled as she shoved him away. Marceline snapped her gaze towards the figure in the black cloak.

Only to see letters. Hordes and hordes of letters buzzing around the center of the bridge. A funnel of parchment. A tornado.

Wind whipped by her ears. Deafening her.

She howled.

A black cloak appeared before her. Mismatched eyes met hers. A face came close. Unbearably close.

A sleeve of black grazed her face.

Marceline held her breath.

“These things are meant to be known.”

The dead should not keep secrets.

And she gasped—her breath coming in sharp surges.

She brought her hand to her chest.

And sprung from her bed. Sweat drenching her face.

The room smelt of sulfur. Smoke.
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SIX
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Marceline

She heard footsteps, slow and sultry. Hesitant.

Rose coverlets lay tossed upon the floorboards. A trundle of books sat upside down upon her charge's cherry wood desk, and the tall windows were open. A light breeze forced the thin white curtains to dance and flutter.

The first signs of daybreak were pouring through the open windows, a soft orange light fought against the deep purple hues of night.

“Were you successful?”

Marceline spun around. She shoved her hands into the pockets of her jerkin. Her fingers crinkled around paper. Tiny leaflets of parchment.

Her heart hammered in her chest. 

Lucius touched her shoulder, a light tap, “Hm?”

Digging through her pocket, she produced one letter. 

“Good, good.” he nodded, a leather bound book slipping from beneath his arm.

She bit her lip. Produced another.

And another.

And another.

Lucius let the book beneath his arm go. It dropped to the ground with a slam before he snatched the letters from her hand, “Are these all...?”

Marceline let a cry escape from between her lips before dropping to the floor, her knees weak as she completely emptied her pockets. At his question, she nodded. Whimpered.

“Originals...” he stated in disbelief, his eyes wide with confusion, “These are all...?” Lucius let the question hang in the air as Marceline groaned upon the ground. Her hands outstretched. Emptied.

She had failed. Her first assignment and already...

Lucius kneeled, clasped her on the shoulder and met her eye. He had no questions. Only pity.

Silence passed between them. The day was coming.

“Some...creature...stole it...copied it and sent it around the entire city. The little bit I have? It's a small fraction—no—a tiny fraction of what's been sent out to all of Safrana...” she spoke to herself, her eyes burning, “The Masters...they were right...”

Lucius cursed.

Tears fell. Trailed through the dirt upon her face.

Before she slapped herself in the forehead—ramming the heels of her hands into her eyes.

This was no time for tears.

Lucius squeezed her shoulder, “I can fix this.” he said solemnly, his voice barely above a whisper, “For you, Marcy.”

She shook her head, “This is my assignment. I, alone, messed this up—,” pulling her hands away from her face, Marceline stood, “—and so, I will fix it.”

“Some things cannot be done alone.” Lucius replied matter-of-factly, standing as well, “So...if you insist...”

“Where is my charge?” Marceline snapped, her eyes scanning the disheveled room, “Where is Reine?”

“There was an earthquake some hours ago. The chateau's residences were emptied, the people evacuated to the main vestibule on the ground floor.”

“Very well.” Marceline sighed. She approached the fireplace opposite the large canopy bed in the center of the room, “Can you light a fire?”

“Do you intend to burn these?”

Marceline threw him a look. She rolled her eyes.

“There is more we can do—much more.”

“And you plan to Change to do it,” she said, kneeling before the fireplace, “don't you?”

Dashing wood and flint together, sparks flew and caught. A flame grew. Lucius approached it.

“If that child throws herself from a balcony, her father will cut our contract and send us all back to the Bann,” he told her, dropping the letters into the fire, “your career isn't the only one on the line here.”

“You can't Change, Lucius. They will burn you.”

“And, if we fail here the Masters will Silence me.” he chuckled, a forced smile twisting his lips, “Which is worse, Marceline?”

The fire cackled. Crackling and snapping as she thought of the Masters stealing his soul, throwing it into oblivion, cursing his body to walk the realms as a listless corpse—Silencing him. 

They would never...“Death is death.” she snapped, shoving herself to standing, “We're wasting time—do what you must, you know the consequences. What is your plan?”

His eyes turned dark. Serious, “Everyone living in the chateau is currently in the main vestibule, Marcy. No one here has seen it—only us.” he looked to the window. Caught glimpse of the sun, “We still have time before daybreak—we can fix this.”
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SEVEN

[image: image]





Dimitri

Was he in purgatory?

The black night swallowed him like a sea.

Have you ever felt as if something were...missing?

A figure appeared before him. A man swathed in black. The slayer.

Mismatched eyes, one blue the other green, bore into his own. The figure drew its fingers into a steeple before itself.

“You can call me, 'Dunstan Riche',” the man spoke, his tongue silver, “remember that name, young man.”

Dimitri swallowed. Choked. The air around him vanished as if sucked up by the sky above. He couldn't breathe.

There is power in repetition, young man.

Repetition, repetition, repetition.

Dunstan Riche brought his middle finger and thumb together.

He snapped.
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DIMITRI GASPED. THE doors to his brother's solar stood as a bulwark before him. Shoving his hands towards the thick oaken doors, he charged into the room.

He caught his breath.

The room was small, yet spacious. A dark wooden desk sat some ways away from him, books and letters overflowing. Falling upon the intricate rug thrown across the floor. Long latticed windows brought in the noontime light. The sun's rays trailing towards Dimitri as he heaved—scanning the room for his brother with wild eyes.

He had seen so much. In the span of an entire night—he had seen too much.

Dimitri spotted his brother in the corner. Sitting in a red satin armchair, Loris adjusted his circular reading glasses, licked his thumb and turned a yellowed page in a thick tome seated upon his lap.

“I know who the Slayer of Safrana is!” Dimitri blurted, sweat drenching his forehead, “I saw him! Last night—I saw him!”

Loris sighed. He picked at his reading glasses before pulling his attention away from the book, “Truly?” he drawled, a tired expression on his face, “Get on with it, then. Tell me his name.”

“Dunstan—,” Dimitri said, throwing up his hands, “—Dunstan Riche!”

Loris chuckled, “Shut the door, little brother.”

Dimitri did as he was told. Loris slapped his book closed. He drummed his fingertips along his thigh, “Dunstan Riche, hm? Ah!” he nodded, “The Anima Man. Remember mother's stories? 'Don't stay up too late lads—the Anima Man will come and eat your soul if you do! No skulking around the manor past midnight!'” he chuckled once more. Leaning forward, he watched Dimitri with a sour eye, “Say his name three times and he comes to you, remember? He's like a djinn. He'll grant you wishes—at a cost.”

“A djinn...?” Dimitri muttered.

“A bedtime story to scare children, brother, that's all he is—tell me,” Loris leaned further, his fingers forming a sharp steeple beneath his lower lip, “are you well? Dunstan Riche does not exist. Have the stresses of court life gotten to you already?” he teased, eying Dimitri's scar, “Perhaps you've been idle for too long.”

“I know what I saw—who I spoke to! I—,” his eyes searched feverishly—how could he get Loris to believe him? Dimitri gasped—smiled, “I have a witness! The Odette's new handmaiden—Mademoiselle...”

Damn it—he hadn't even gotten her name.

Damn it!

Dimitri stalled, “...Mademoiselle...”

Loris snorted, “Oh...that little hellcat—she's from a lesser house, I've been told. Old nobility that no one cares for anymore. So...you've been looking at her, hm? Hanging around with her after dark?” he winked.

“No!” Dimitri snapped, “She saw—she saw the Slayer of Safrana too!”

“The slayer isn't real!” Loris bellowed, slapping his hands to the armrests of his chair “You're a liar Dimitri—and so caught up in your damned lies that even you believe them! The Odette's handmaiden?” Loris cocked his head as he dug his fingers into the plush fabric, his knuckles white, “She was in the main vestibule last night—just as you were! Just as the entire chateau was! I don't know where you're getting these crazy flights of fantasy from—perhaps mother? She's just as fucking crazy as you—!”

“Councilman Acel Dubois is dead.”

Loris sat back in his seat, “Funny!” he spat, forcing a grin upon his face, “The dead often play as the latter, hm? Is he a vampire then, Dimitri? Is he a night-stalker? The undead walk among us, I suppose. They hold emergency meetings and trials based on a slip of rumor that's been circulating ever since this damned earthquake!”

Dimitri touched his forearm. He opened his arms and stared down at his clothing.

Had he changed the night before?

“I'm not lying.” he said, touching his forearm once more. Feeling a bruise. He winced, “I saw Councilman Dubois ripped from chest to naval! I saw—and she saw too!”

“You are trying my patience.”

“What I say is true—!”

Inhaling slowly, Loris exhaled. He sighed, “Councilman Dubois is holding an emergency trial to account for the...circumstantial information acquired by the chateau last night. Somehow, the entire city knows—non—believes that the Savatiers held kin to the Duchess's family. Unborn kin that our family...” Loris dropped his head into his hands, “...abducted.”

“This—this has to do with the letter the Odette attempted to present...”

Loris nodded, “Correct.”

Last night truly did happen—but that letter, “I read it myself, Loris. It said nothing about a—,”

“I've had enough of your lies!”

Dimitri stepped back.

Loris grunted, allowing his head to fall into his hands once more, “Mother has returned. As have our sisters.” he murmured, “Go bore them with your tales.”

“Loris—I swear to you...”

Loris met his eye. Pain etched them, a twinkling white stained with a fleck of gold. Of cruelty. 

The doors to Loris's solar blew open. Oak moaning. Wood splintering.

A clean-shaven young man entered, his pea green surcoat labeled him as a herald. The herald of Safrana's ruling council.

The boy's Adam's apple bobbed, “Monsieur Loris Couture, Head Councilman Acel Dubois summons you to the Victor Courtroom.”

Loris stood, “On what grounds?”

Dimitri turned. Chateau guards flanked the boy, their silver armor glinting in the noontime sunlight. Behind the gaggle of wide silver carapaces, stood their father. His face a grim mask. His hair disheveled. The large white frock serving as his collar stained beige and yellow.

Dimitri met his eye before cutting his gaze away. His father's face was swollen. His right eye blackened.

Dimitri looked to his brother—the pain in his gaze turned to fear. Bright red fear.

“You said he would come peacefully.” one of the chateau guards barked at their father.

Loris sighed, “My father is not a liar.” 

And he approached the doors. Leaving the solar with his forearms tightly bound.

The doors closed with a clap. Metal jingled as the chateau guards lead his brother away. Dimitri listened, fingers clenched.

His mother was here—after five long years...

Where were they dragging Loris away to?

Abduction...of an unborn child...? Is that even possible?

Whatever was in the letters the slayer set free on the bridge—it wasn't what Reine was trying to keep secret. Somehow—the words had changed. Something had happened.

But how?

Dimitri left. Heading for the southern wing. The Odette's chambers.

He wasn't crazy—what had happened last night happened. It altered their present—whatever the slayer had done—that Dunstan Riche. This forged letter was ripping his family apart—but he could save it. He only needed her.

He just needed a witness to prove it. 
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RUMORS. THEY BLAZED through the halls, lighting up every corridor. Scandals and falsities hissed around every corner, the entire chateau rearing like a pent up snake waiting to strike. Haughty courtiers quieted as Dimitri passed, his pace quickening, while others simply raised their voices in accusation or penance. Stomping through the high halls of the main vestibule, he shoved his way through a surging sea of courtiers forcing their way into the corridor that led to the Victor Courtroom. As he passed, some backed away, making space for a man with whom they looked on with pity or malice. 

Everyone took sides. Savatier or Couture. The kidnapping of the Duchess's unborn heir squarely on the heads of his family, or an absolute mystery. A sure lie of the Savatiers.

“It's all very vexing!” he heard a woman spout.

“Lies—all of it. Deceit to claim the throne! We've heard it before.” said a man.

“The throne sits empty. The populace churns—it was only a matter of time!”

“Until what?!”

Dimitri pursed his lips—ignored the words and pushed through.

Moving through the main vestibule proved to be an almost impossible task as arguments erupted and fists were brought out. Noticing a purple tapestry hanging high as it swung from the domed roof above, Dimitri spied a silvery archway which led outside—straight to the gardens—and he took the opportunity to save himself. Lest too many people recognize to whom he belonged to.

He wished fervently that he was back with his uncle.

According to rumor, his uncle had been called back to the western citadel. All to participate in this “trial”.

Did the people truly believe one could kidnap an unborn child?

People will believe anything that confirms their biases. 

As the constricting walls of the chateau gave way to a bright blue sky, Dimitri let himself stand still. He closed his eyes.

Was he crazy? Truly? 

Was he a liar?

Opening his eyes, he walked a cobblestone path bleached by the sun. Verdant bushes housing white hush petals contoured the stony byway, and he brought his eyes to the twisting vines slithering up the expanse of the chateau's west wall.

He heard voices.

A posse of women floated up the path, a happy song coupled with conspiratorial hushes met his ears. 

Dimitri slowed his pace, coming to a halt as the women came closer.

The Odette met his eye. She stopped her girls with a hand.

On her arm, hung the short handmaiden that had stabbed him the night before. Dimitri met her eye. She glared back, her eyes vacant. Cold and hawk-like.

Stepping aside, Dimitri let them pass. A posse of five women in flowing gowns of white, gossamer sleeves trailing behind them like lithe shadows. The color spoke of innocence.

“Your secrets,” Dimitri called after the group, his gaze on the handmaiden's back, “are they free, Mademoiselle? Is this why you wear white?” 

The group halted gracelessly. Their stop abrupt. Dimitri watched the Odette hesitate. 

Dimitri grimaced.

Tossing her disheveled sun-spun hair away from her face, the Odette slipped him a sidelong glare. Dark eyes were sharp. Deadly, “And so the rats come scuttling out of the nest.” she singsonged. Laughing, she threw back her head, “If this were the trial of my older brother, I would be there—as support if nothing else.” and with a final toss of her head, she walked on, the four others following as they giggled, “Good day, Monsieur. May the Fates bless your brother in his cell.” 

In his cell?

His brother was on trial...for kidnapping..?

One woman tripped—screaming as her red hair unraveled from its tight chignon. She stopped the group as she scratched for a hairpin amongst the cobblestones and rocks.

“We have no time for this, Sophie!” the Odette screeched, “Get it later!”

“Yes, Mademoiselle—but—,”

“I. Said. Later!”

The red head rejoined the group.

As another woman stepped out.

The Odette ignored the strange dark-haired handmaiden as she excused herself and watched the group walk on. Snapping her gaze to Dimitri, she looked at him pointedly before kneeling. She scratched at the dirt for the red head's hairpin.

Dimitri approached. He joined her.

“You stabbed me last night—you blamed me for her letter getting compromised. Do you remember—,”

She brought a finger to her lips, shushing him.

“You saw—,”

She pressed her finger to his lips, “Shut up.”

Dimitri swallowed.

“I remember everything.” A silver pin glittered in-between the cracks of the cobbles. She picked it up.

“Councilman Dubois is alive.”

Her grip around the bauble tightened. Her upper lip twitched, “C'est la vie.”

Dimitri's eyes flashed, “Such is life?” he snapped, “Are you—are you toying with me?”

The short handmaiden stood, “I apologize for stabbing you.” she inclined her head, “The exchange was brutal, Dimitri. I want you to know that it was tough for me and that I am sorry—so sorry—for your loss.” 

She cupped the pin, met his gaze with her large child-like eyes, and walked off.

“Wait—Mademoiselle! Your—your name!” it was all he could think to do—all he could think to salvage.

If he could just get her name.

She stopped.

“Mademoiselle Brandy.”

And kept walking, her pace quickening.

Before she disappeared around a bend in the path. Hush petals swirling in a cold breeze, disguising her long shadow.

Gone was his chance of finding answers—of saving his family.

Dimitri thought back to the silhouette—the man with the mismatched eyes. The slayer.

Dunstan Riche.

His mother knew something about him—perhaps, perhaps he was real.

He squared his shoulders. 

It was all he could do now.

He'd have to find his mother.
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EIGHT
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Reine

Reine couldn't keep still.

The constant clamor of hammers tapping and nails being slammed into place kept her awake. The nonstop noise stole her appetite. The construction of a massive wooden scaffold upon High Hill diligently making her nose bleed and her stomach shrivel.

For five days, she went without sleep, knowing that soon a man would hang there by the neck until dead. 

For five days, she went without food. Accepting only lemon water and bread from her handmaidens when her tremors were unbearable and she couldn't keep still.

Standing before the high archway of the chateau's eastwing chapel, this was one of those times. Her palms trembled against her gossamer overdress. Her tongue became cotton in her mouth.

“The trial for poor Duchess Mariett's child enters its fifth day,” one of Reine's handmaidens murmured. Sophie, the redhead with leafy eyes, spoke above the hallowed silence of the chapel's entryway, “The poor Odette is unable to contain her sorrow...”

Reine threw a sidelong glare over her shoulder. Fingers clenched. Trembling, “Leave me,” she commanded, “all of you.”

She looked pointedly at Marceline who held her ground, arms crossed, as the other handmaidens scurried away.

Reine huffed, stepped inside the chapel and flinched as Marceline's heels clicked behind the trail of her off-white gown.

“I said—leave me!” Reine snapped, turning to face Marceline. “I need peace. I need to pray—can I not be alone for that much?”

Marceline kept her arms crossed. Her lips pressed into a thin line. She said nothing as she looked at Reine with a tired expression. One that spoke of exhaustion. Whenever Reine was up wandering about, Marceline was too. Even if Reine couldn't see her slinking in the shadows, she could always feel the agent's presence.

It was like that of an owl staring down at her, its look of haughty intelligence forcing her to bite her tongue.

In Marceline's presence, Reine was less of a person. Less of a woman. 

And it had been a long time since Reine felt as if she were lesser in front of anybody.

She was the Odette, damn it! An important woman...

But she was beginning to believe that her importance rode on the back of the duchess's power. The deceased duchess.  

Reine found the strength to grind her teeth as Marceline stared at her expectantly.

“Leave. Me.” Reine hissed, glaring into Marceline's glacier like eyes, “I am tired—tired of your insolence!” she took a step closer—to her surprise, she was taller than Marceline. It made her grin to look down upon the woman, the woman with the haughty glare, “Ever since you and your people entered the Victoire Chateau—there has been nothing but trouble! My family stands on trial as the Coutures hawk about their innocence! A man will hang soon—hang for the kidnapping of the next leader of Safrana—did you know this? Or do you simply not care? How would the ruling council know, agent? Know that the duchess even had a child? Much less that her sickly body could carry it to term?” Reine hissed a sigh. Her vision blackened and she blinked. Slapping a hand to her chest, she forced herself to breathe slowly as her vision gradually returned.

“You need to eat.” Marceline finally said, still glaring pointedly, “Why starve yourself?”

Reine stiffened. Her heart fluttered in her chest.

As another pair of heels clicked through the high entryway of the chapel. A waif of a woman entered, flanked by two female guards in long brigandines sewn with plated leather.

The waif's haunting eyes of gray snapped to Marceline. Her turquoise sleeve sailed in the chapel's chilling air as she brought a porcelain hand to rest upon the pointed shoulder of Marceline's rose overdress, “What a talkative handmaiden you are,” the woman smiled, chuckling at her own jest, “are you from Safrana, Mademoiselle?”

Reine raised an eyebrow as Marceline brought her gaze from the waif, and to the two female guards towering behind her. 

Touching the hand upon her shoulder, Marceline brushed it away, “No, Madam.”

“Then do as your mistress says.” the woman's breathy voice sharpened as the guards behind her inched closer, “Leave. Foreigners cannot step on hallowed Safranian ground.”

Reine coughed—forcing away a giggle.

Marceline clenched her jaw.

“Go on.” the waif said, bringing a hand to her gown.

Marceline exhaled, “I will be by the archway if you need me, Mademoiselle.” 

Shoving her way past the waif and her guardswomen, Marceline left with a pinched expression darkening her face.

Reine smiled. The agent did not like to be bested.

The waif inclined her head towards Reine. Shooing her guardswomen towards the chapel entryway, she smiled before taking a seat at one of the pews.

The chapel's wooden doors moaned to a close.

Reine returned her grin.

The chapel made her feel safe. Though the chamber was small, she liked the cozy feel of it. The chilling breeze that haunted it made her feel as if the Fates were truly there, listening. Pondering her prayers. 

Oftentimes, the eastwing chapel was empty save for a large statue of the three major Fates anchored to the center of the pastel painted chamber. Sky blue paintings of celestial beings, gods and goddess—the Fates and their creations, soared high above her head in a brilliant etching of sparkling painted light. If she closed her eyes and breathed—she could see the heavens. She could smell the infinite summer of the underworld.

Other times, she could hear voices. The dear songs of Duchess Mariett.

Reine took a seat at a pew opposite the waif, across a wide aisle strewn with red satin. She took to the floor, kneeling. Closing her eyes.

The back of her neck throbbed. She couldn't keep her head up even if she wanted to.

Did she deserve this?

Dear Mariett—the Council is ignoring your decree. The scaffold upon High Hill is being rebuilt—and it is grand. Monstrous. I see it in my dreams—I see it in my waking hours. I can no longer sleep...

Reine clasped her hands together tightly, her nails dug into skin.

Why is this happening? How has the chateau found out about your heir? I promise—I swear I've said nothing. Nothing at all to anyone. I have sworn to keep him safely out of the hands of the Council—and this I have done. 

Why does the Council believe he is dead? To them—he does not even exist...!

“Mademoiselle?”

Reine caught her breath. Peeling her eyes away from the thick wood of the pew before her, Reine peeked at the waif across the aisle. Reine nodded, her voice stolen.

“Mademoiselle, excuse me for cutting your prayers short, but...” the waif brought her thin fingertips to her lips as she cocked her head. The thin white veil atop her silvery hair slid down. It covered her eyes, “...would you happen to be the courts...Odette?”

Despite the hollow of her cheeks and the fading pink of her cracked lips, Reine dared to imagine that she was still her old self—the beautiful woman she was before Duchess Mariett died. She imagined her hair hadn't been shedding like a dog's coat in winter. She imagined that the heavy bags beneath her eyes were no more.

If this woman could recognize her despite the muck and grime of a face in mourning, Reine believed that—perhaps she was still beautiful. 

Maybe she was still someone. The court's Odette.

Reine allowed herself to smile. Her cheeks became rosy, “Yes I am. Madam...?”

The woman's gray eyes narrowed, “Ah,” she breathed before closing them. Turning to face the pew before her, she lowered her head. Clasped her hands together, “So it is you who has killed my sons.”
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Marceline

Outside the chapel, Marceline did away with her heels. 

The two guardswomen ripped their swords from the sheaths at their belts.

Marceline slipped a black stiletto from her rose bodice.

“You remember us, yes?” the blue eyed blond asked, the tip of her sword tapping the ground before her.

Marceline snorted. Rolled her eyes. Flung her stiletto to the ground. The weapon dropped with a clink.

Two blades of steel clattered to the ground, interrupting the prolonged silence.

“So, you'll come peacefully, then?” the two were twins, but it was easy for Marceline to tell who spoke.

“I never said that, Kafka.” Marceline murmured, frowning as she crossed her arms.

The verdant eyed Kafka mimicked Marceline's thin frown, her scarlet-stained lips curving. She tilted her head, “Remy.”

Fiery eyes simmered as they set themselves upon Marceline. Remy crouched. Set a foot forward and charged at Marceline like a berserk bison. 

Marceline regretted throwing her stiletto to the ground.

Remy's shoulder connected with Marceline's side as she dashed to the right—narrowly avoiding the attack as Kafka looked on with cold eyes. Unperturbed. 

“Why is the Bann here?” barked Kafka.

Grunting, Marceline ignored her question as Remy charged once more—learned Marceline's pattern. And as Marceline sidestepped, Remy twirled—the two colliding with a bony slap. 

Marceline's vision exploded with stars.

As Remy scooped her up.

“Why come to Safrana? What do your solicitous masters hope to gain?”

Air escaped Marceline's lungs as she was thrown onto Remy's muscular padded shoulder. The woman moved beneath her, bobbing her up and down, as she began to jog towards the end of the white corridor. Kafka ran near, breathless as she heaved. The woman constantly spouting questions.

“Does the Bann know about us?”

Marceline struggled to suck in breath.

“Is it true that one of our own works with you?”

Remy shrugged beneath Marceline's weight. Marceline's jaw clenched.

“How? How did you get one of our own to turn tail?”

The corridor's end flew at her—making her dizzy. 

Where were they taking her?

Why did they want her? Why not her charge?

Did it matter?

With a breath, she raised her hand and clapped it to Remy's ear. Lowering her head, she screeched into it. Her voice exploding like a broken tambourine dashed to the ground.

Remy pulled her head back—screaming as her knees buckled.

The jogging stopped. The world took a breath.

As Marceline dropped to the ground, catching herself on hands and knees. Gasping, she sprung to standing and twisted. Facing Remy, Marceline rammed her thumbs into Remy's eye sockets. Drawing blood.  

A shriek erupted from Remy's face—before she lowered her head and thrust it into Marceline's chest.

Marceline gagged. Saw the whites of Remy's eyes as the woman bashed her in the jaw. 

Flinging Marceline back onto her shoulder, Remy screamed. Clutched her tighter—heaving her up high as Kafka sprinted towards the towering window of stained glass at the end of the white corridor. Latching onto an armchair sitting at the right wall, she flung it into the window. 

Glass crashed. It fell like glittering rain.

“Go on—get!” Kafka screamed.

Remy grunted—screamed—and picked up her pace. Sprinting, the white hallway becoming a blur of doors and golden sconces. 

Marceline's breath became a whirlwind in her chest as she clawed at Remy's back—the woman suddenly unable to feel pain as blood and tears intermingled on her face.

They were determined—desperate.

But Marceline could not fail.

This was her duty—her charge needed her.

An icy wind stabbed at her back as Remy bounded towards the broken window—she was close. Too close.

As Marceline reared back her head and bit at the woman's earlobe. Ripping it off.

A bloody hole remained. Remy crumpled. Marceline tumbled to the ground—the broken window at her head. The surrounding city leagues below her.

Steel kissed her throat.

As Kafka slid an arm around Marceline's midsection, “Perhaps I should clarify?” Kafka hissed. Pressing the knife to Marceline's throat, she pulled her to standing, “We have not come to kill you, agent. Come quietly.”

Marceline closed her eyes as Kafka forced her forward. Cold wind bit at her face. Whipped her hair around her head and ripped at her overdress. 

Below, a city roared. 

She opened her eyes.

Far below, a netting was spread taut in a grimy alleyway.

Kafka expected her to jump.
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Marceline

Marceline let her weight fall on the blade.

Kafka's grip slackened. The knife fell, plummeting from a dizzying height.

Both women fell forward.

The netting far below seemed thin to her, yet strong enough to hold one person.

With their weight combined, the netting would break.

From this height, she'd crack her skull. Splinter every rib in her body.

She'd die—her assignment unfinished.

“C'est la vie.” she whispered as Kafka screeched in her ear, the woman's voice breaking. Crumbling like ancient castle walls.

Such is life.

At least she'd be free.

But something pulled at her—tugged at her—wouldn't let her go and Kafka slid from her back—screaming. Screeching. Her arms rapidly clutching at nothing but air.

Marceline's scalp burned. Someone latched onto her hair—a feeble grip clutched at her mid-flight and yanked her head backward. Her back slammed into the chateau's wall and she slapped her hand behind her. Jagged glass bit through her fingers as she turned around. Slapping her other palm to the window pane, she faced the corridor completely and stared at the dirtied tail of a gown.

Sun-spun hair tumbled from slender shoulders. The gossamer gown hissed.

Reine kneeled, “Take my hand.”

Marceline blinked.

“I—,” Reine huffed, “come, now. Before the other one gets up!”

Marceline took it. Pressed her feet into the wall of the chateau and threw herself onto the floor of the corridor.

She met Reine's eye, “You're...alright?”

“Madam Couture wouldn't hurt me,” Reine shrugged. Smiled, “not publicly. She lacks the will. Now, her guardswomen...”

Those women weren't contracted to Madam Couture. 

“Merci.”

“No, no. I should apologize...”

Marceline ignored her. Brought her gaze to the woman writhing in pain on the floor.

“Would you like to follow your sister?” Marceline murmured, hovering over her. 

Remy made no move to respond. She simply whimpered. A deep and ghostly wail.

“Mademoiselle, the matter between her and I is...private.” Marceline pressed the sole of her boot into Remy's midsection. She twisted her heel. Earned a whimper, “I ask that you call your handmaidens and return to your quarters.”

Reine barked a laugh, “That's it? A simple merci for saving your life—and a command?” she laughed again, throwing back her head, “Your life is mine, agent. Whatever business you have...”

“It is not a command, Mademoiselle.” Marceline met her eyes, “It is a plea.”
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Dimitri

Her thin frame blended in with the gossamer laced canopy. She was a waif, thin and ghostly.

Or, perhaps a wraith.

Rain pelted his forehead. With a multitude of thoughts whirling in his mind like a howling hurricane, he forgot to throw a cloak over his shoulders to combat the rain. And as he waited upon the cobblestone byway of High Hill Tower, fog crept over his soaked boots as rain drenched his outer-garments. A chilling wind bit through his clothing, as a somber gray sky stared down at him.

From his right, he could see the completed scaffold. A twisted nub of rope hung from its thick base, snaking across the raised platform like a worm rushing from the rain.

His brother would hang there on the morrow.

Dimitri blamed himself.

He stood there in the rain with his hands clasped behind his back, waiting. 

Five days ago, his mother spoke of the slayer...

“Dunstan Riche,” she recalled with a callous smile, “of course I know that name, child. You'd do well not to utter it twice more.”

“And what will happen if I do?”

His mother cocked her head of silvery hair, “Curses stack up, darling. They double and triple. Djinns are naughty creatures who should only be called upon once.”

“But will you tell me more—,”

“I shan't utter his name again. Just know...” she leaned in from her large bed. Pulling apart the translucent canopy, she met Dimitri's eye, “...he is on our side...for now.”

Her words brought icy winds. 

Before the crumbling black brick of High Hill Tower, Dimitri shivered. Behind him, heels clicked over slimy cobbles. Rainwater splashed.

A gloved hand brushed his shoulder.

The door to the tower loomed. Its dark exterior challenging. The door stark before the fog. Bold and intense.

“I am ready,” his companion said, her voice a breathy whisper, “he has been kept waiting long enough.”
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THE TOWER WARDEN STOOD from his wooden seat. Black leather merged with the humid darkness of the tower as he kneeled before Dimitri's companion. 

He took her hand. Kissed it, “Madam Couture,” the man breathed, his grizzled voice a pained whisper, “Have you come...?”

“My son,” Dimitri's mother breathed, “is he allowed fresh air?”

The burly man nodded, stiff on one knee.

“Then bring him to the top of the tower. My youngest and I,” she looked to Dimitri, gray eyes dancing, “would like a private audience before he...”

The warden stood quickly, “Of course Madam, Monsieur,” tired eyes cut to Dimitri, “of course. It is...raining, Madam. You...you know this...”

“Fresh air is fresh air, Monsieur.” 

The warden inclined his head, “Yes, Madam.” the man froze. Hesitated, “I stake my career on the safety of your son, Madam Couture. My head even.”

Dimitri's mother gave him her back, “He will die tomorrow—can I not get a moment alone with my son, Monsieur?”

“The top of the tower is a dangerous place for a man with nothing left to lose.”

The mosaic brick of the tower foyer seemed to strangle Dimitri. Scanning around the humid room, Dimitri pressed his lips together.

His mother was becoming impatient.

“He has yet to be charged, Monsieur.” she sighed, raising her chin, “Or, perhaps you are judge and jury? Do you know if my son has done what the ruling council charges him with? Do you, Monsieur?” she spun on her heel, the damp tail of her blue gown swirled, “Do you call my noble son a murderer?”

The warden clamped up—unprepared for a verbal battle.

Dimitri's mother frowned, “Bring him, Monsieur. He is my son. He will not die on my watch.”
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THE WARDEN GAVE THEM half an hour.

A tumult poured from on high. A drenching shower of pelting rain.

Loris was a shrunken shell of the man he once was. He hugged himself as he climbed the steps to the tower's top. Dimitri watched as the warden's men brought the disheveled man towards their mother before leaving the way they came. White breath escaped Loris's cracked lips as he shivered, skulked past their mother as if she were a ghost, and shoved past Dimitri.

Loris stood at the tower's edge, looking down. His eyes glued to the scaffold five stories below.

“I'm to hang...” he swallowed, “...on that.”

Dimitri approached him—a hand raised. Loris shrunk into himself as he hugged his brown blanket tight.

“No—not yet,” Dimitri started, grasping his brother's shoulder, “father is working tirelessly to clear your name...” and mother has contacted a Djinn.

Dimitri pressed his lips together. 

Loris shivered, “Duke Loris Couture...that was to be my name. Duke Loris Couture—,” Loris snapped his gaze to Dimitri, “—but father lies, little brother.”

“How are you so...” Dimitri shook his head—they had no time for frivolous questions. Though Loris requested his presence, their mother came for a single purpose, “...is it true?” he whispered conspiratorially, “They've upped the charges to murder, Loris. Did you truly...?”

Loris threw his hands into the air before turning on his heel. Grinding his teeth, he paced in the rain. His threadbare slippers slapped violently in puddle after puddle, “My—my own brother does not believe in my innocence—ha!” his grin was mad—twisted, “No wonder I'm set to hang on the morrow. If you—if you of all people do not believe I never laid a hand upon that child...!”

Dimitri met his brother's eye for a moment.

Loris froze, “If you—of all people...” he couldn't find the words. A clenching pain welled up in the back of Dimitri's throat as he watched his brother fall apart. His scar burned.

Loris dropped, his limbs boneless. His spine gone.

“Of all people!” he cried out, his shoulders racking. “I'm going to die—I'm going to hang! All because...”

Closing the distance between them, Dimitri kneeled beside his brother. Placed his hand upon his back, “I believe you.” his voice wavered. He looked to their mother who stood upon the opposite edge of the tower face. She watched with vacant eyes, her long arms beneath her gray cloak.

Her eyes told him to press. To get more information.

“Because...?” Dimitri hissed into Loris's ear.

Loris's head dropped into his hands. The blanket fell away, “I—I offered her a favor, Dimitri! Help! The Odette requested help in exchange for...damn it all, Dimitri! She—she wanted...”

Dimitri met his mother's eye. She approached slowly, like water trailing upon the ground.

“She wanted what, Loris?”

“This city would have stolen his soul. You—you don't understand. You haven't lived in this damned chateau your entire life, Dimitri! You—you don't know what it's like! This city—the power—the glass throne—it would have stolen his soul!”

Their mother stood behind Dimitri, her form a shadow.

“And so, what did you do?” he pressed.

“The Odette and I—we saved him. We sent him somewhere else.”

“Duchess Mariett's son?”

Loris sighed, “Yes.”

Dimitri looked to their mother—was this what she wanted?

She simply looked on, her eyes like that of a cat.

Loris felt her eyes, brought the heels of his palms away from his forehead and stood.

“Anne.” he hissed, his eyes red and puffy as they glared into their mother's low cowl.

“Loris,” she sang, “my son.”

Dimitri stepped away.

“You're back.”

She nodded.

Loris snorted, “To change things, I suppose?” he closed the gap between them. He reached out—his hand like a viper—and clutched the leaf pendent closing her cloak, “Does it begin with me, Anne? Does it all begin with my death?”

She brought a slow hand to his shoulder.

Loris shrugged it off and dropped his hold of her pendant.

Anne stumbled backward. Caught herself. She locked eyes with Dimitri, “I believe your brother has had enough of the rain.” she didn't wait for an answer, “Call the Warden, Dimitri.”

Dimitri stiffened before approaching the cellar door to his far right. He knocked once. Immediately, two men in supple black leather came marching out.

Dimitri turned. Watched the men approach his brother as their mother clasped Loris's hand. Her grip was tight. Pulsating.

Silver changed hands. It slipped between fingers and vanished beneath a threadbare sleeve of black.

[image: image]

DIMITRI WENT TO NO one with the information he gleaned. His mother forbade it.

“But this could change the course of his trial—this could save his life!”

Anne stood before the door to her chambers, stooping as she held her wrist, “Dear boy,” she cupped Dimitri's face gently. Traced the long and jagged scar that trailed from forehead to jaw, “his life is already forfeit.”

“But—but you said if we visited we could free him...”

“Freedom can mean many things.”

He had to trust her. A Djinn was helping them—Dunstan Riche.

He had to trust her.

For he had nothing else. 
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THE DAY BID GOODBYE. The sun set. The moon rose and midnight roared with a vengeance.

The sky was starless when the slayer haunted Dimitri's dreams again.

Have you ever felt like something was...missing?

Repetition, young man. Repetition, repetition, repetition. 

Dimitri bolted upright in his bed as wrinkled hands clung to his forearms. An older man in a sweat-stained night shirt shook him. Dimitri recognized him as his father's steward.

“The Victor Courtroom, Monsieur—you've been summoned. Your entire family—,”

Dimitri sprung from the bed. Wearing only a chemise and cotton breeches, he sprinted from the room and into the long corridor outside. Passing lit sconce after sconce, he flew down a curving stairwell while avoiding other denizens of the chateau shaken awoke from their slumbers.

He heard rumors. Whispers.

“The slayer—he...exists?”

“Cold blood, I heard. Strangled. Throat slit. Coins stuffed into...”

“What a gruesome way to pass...may his soul enter the underworld...”

“The way he died—body strung up on display—”

Dimitri entered the chateau's main vestibule at a sprint that left him gasping for air. A sleepy crowd shambled before the tall doors of the Victor Courtroom, and Dimitri shoved his way through them. The babbling sea opened for him—courtiers looked down with obvious pity etching their eyes. Some apologized. Some said nothing.

He entered the Victor Courtroom and halted. Head Councilman Dubois stood at the head of the audience box, his back to the crowd of sleepy people. He ignored the surge of panic as he stepped aside and moved to a corner.

Slowly, the councilman fell to his haunches. Dropping his head into his hands, he rocked back and forth.

The people erupted into a chorus of shrieks and screams. Accusations were wielded like swords as authoritative voices called for the head of Safrana's slayer.

On the raised dais of the courtroom, before the audience box lay Loris's body. His limbs tangled, laying at odd angles. His throat bloodied. Cut with a single silver knife sticking up from the scarlet stained gouge. Unlike the first corpse Dimitri found—this one hadn't been desecrated. His entrails stayed inside of his body, though his limbs were broken. Twisted. Bones stuck out at odd places.

Dimitri's stomach rolled.

“Loris! My son—” his father's voice silenced the crowd. Made the courtroom swelter.

Ripping through the crowd, he dove for the raised dais. His large face a thunderous storm of swirling emotion as he hovered over Loris's discarded corpse and bellowed, “Did he die here, Monsieur?!”

Councilman Dubois shook his head.

“How is he here, then? Who—who found him in this state?!”

The courtroom surged with agitation.

“No one?” his father screeched, “No one will step up?!” he paced. Back and forth. His hands clasped behind him, “What was he doing out of the damned tower, Acel? How did he end up here?!” he stopped, stood before the courtroom, “Who found my boy?!”

Dimitri ground his teeth. 

The slayer could somehow...teleport bodies—people—things.

Had Dunstan Riche done this? Was this his mother's idea of...freedom?

His father spun around on the dais. Kneeled and plucked the knife from Loris's bloody throat. He snapped his gaze to the rocking councilman—his face red. Burning, “Read the initials!” he snapped.

The councilman stood. The crowd screeched with anticipation. 

Councilman Dubois stared at the knife's gilded handle. Old eyes scanned—reading an inscription upon the steel. His eyes became wide. Wild. He shook his head—he held the weapon in both hands and shook his head violently.

“Ghyslain Savatier,” Dimitri's father boomed as the courtroom erupted into an explosion of shocked voices—heated accusations and calls, “your life is mine.”

Dimitri scanned the room—he stood higher.

Where was his mother?

A hand grabbed his wrist—jerked him down. Forced him to bend his knees and stoop.

“Oh—Dimitri!”

He met his younger sister's puffy eyes. Coiled brown hair sat atop her head like a hive. She wore a disheveled nightgown of lavender. 

“Loris—Loris is—!”

Dimitri grunted—he couldn't shrug away as Lucie brought her face to his shoulder and cried.

Where was she?

“Mother—mother is deathly sick. Sick with grief! She couldn't rise from her bed because of the—,” she hiccuped, “—because of the news!”

She hiccuped once more before pulling him down further, “Loris is dead, Dimitri!”

Dimitri pulled away, “It has been five years,” he murmured, staring into her golden eyes, “how do you recognize me?”

The courtroom fell away as Lucie sucked in a breath.
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Marceline

A single candle winked, the orange light shivering as it sat upon the floor.

Bated breath hissed near it, the flame dancing with every painful blast of air.

Remy lay with her arms bound behind her, moaning. Tears intermingling with snot.

From her perch atop an empty crate, Marceline watched as Gerard kneeled near the bound woman. A thin needle slid between the agent's middle and ring finger. It glittered in the dancing light.

Near his knee, a translucent vial of silvershade sat.

Gerard looked to Marceline, then to Lucius.

Marceline interlaced her fingers as Lucius tilted his head, “Why did the two of you come to the chateau?” she tried again, “Why attempt to kidnap me? Why is it important that Bann agents are here? What do you hope to gain?”

Silence. 

“What group sent you, Remy? Answer me.”

Remy hawked. She spat.

Marceline met Gerard's stern gaze. She nodded.

Dipping the end of the long needle into the vial at his side, he raised it. Rammed it into Remy's arm once more.

Remy's eyes shot open—widened. She screeched. Bit her tongue and kept the scream within her. Her arms began to convulse as her legs twitched. Thrashing upon the floor, the candlelight moved with her—dancing as she did. Thrashing as she did.

“Ah, silvershade,” Lucius droned, picking at his fingernails as Marceline stood, “feels like a knife prying the muscle from your bone—over and over again.” he snorted, “Wasn't it at the Silvershade Trial, Marcy? When the two of them dropped out?”

Marceline nodded, “Yes.” she approached Remy with a small vial of ointment. Kneeling, she slathered some upon Remy's pinprick of a wound.

It was Marceline's way of apologizing that Remy was mixed up in all of this. Silently, she wished Kafka had never fallen. She wished the two sisters could have switched places.

Remy quieted. Sighed.

Gerard dropped the needle to the floor. Stood and took a step back, the floor creaking beneath his weight.

“Look, Remy, I'm helping you.” 

Remy stiffened, pursed her lips and glared at the black wall before her.

“Tell me why you're here. That's it. Just one question at a time.”

Remy snapped her gaze to Marceline's. She snorted, twisting up her nose. Her face. She coughed.

Spit smacked Marceline's hand. A glob of yellow phlegm.

Marceline roared as Lucius chuckled uncontrollably behind her. 

The air thickened. He cut his laughter short.

“You'd find more information on a corpse.” Gerard grunted, crossing his tree trunk like arms.

He was right.

Reaching for the collar of Remy's brigandine, Marceline began unbuttoning and unlacing the large surcoat sewn with plated leather. Remy's breath pulsed from her nostrils in short bursts as she opened her mouth to speak. She drew in air—let it go. Marceline continued undressing her, treating the larger woman like a corpse that needed to be searched.

Remy's heel sprung out—narrowly missing Marceline's belly.

Marceline ripped the brigandine from the woman's body. A badge clattered to the floor.

As Remy yelped—sprang to sitting and reared back her head. Screeched. Threw her head forward.

Stretching her arm out, Marceline searched for Gerard's discarded needle. Fingertips brushed thin metal and she grasped it. Held it in both hands before plunging it into Remy's naked shoulder.

Remy froze. Marceline twisted the needle. Plunged it in farther.

Blood bubbled forth.

“Forget the girl.” Lucius hissed from the opposite side of the room, “Come. Listen.”

Marceline heard footsteps.

Remy belted out a cry.

“Shut her up!”

Marceline dislodged the needle from her shoulder. She aimed it at her throat.

Remy bit her tongue. 

Silence hung like a dead man.

Until they heard footsteps from outside. Rushing up the corridor.

“I hear metal. Plate.” Gerard said, pressing his ear to the antechamber's rickety door.

Marceline snatched the badge from the floor. She shoved it into Remy's face, “This is your last chance.” she hissed, “This the sigil of the group that sent you?”

The badge was gold. A seven-pointed sun blazed in its center.

Remy coughed. Scarlet trailed from her lips, “Assassins—cannot go to the afterlife. The Fates will not allow you into the underworld, Marceline...” she shook her head, “...whatever...duty you have to the Bann and to the Masters...” Remy met Marceline's eye. Spat blood from her distended lips, “...is it worth your soul?”

Marceline's grip tightened around the badge. 

Knuckles battered the thick door of the main chamber outside. 

Lucius opened the antechamber’s door and entered the main chamber.

Outside, the door to the main chamber sprung open.

Six men entered.

“You've no time left.” Lucius whispered, his voice sharp, “Silence her.”

Marceline stiffened. She knew what that meant.

Remy's eyes wouldn't leave her. They stared—determined, “Take the badge,” she breathed, “Join us.”

Tossing the needle to the ground, Marceline grabbed Remy by the throat. Pressing her thumb upon Remy's largest vein, blood throbbed beneath her grip as she ventured one last look into Remy's hard eyes, “Sleep.”

Long seconds passed before she did. Her body dropping to the floor with a thump.

Marceline pocketed the badge and stood. Followed Lucius and Gerard out into the main chamber.

Gingerly, she shut the door to the antechamber behind her.

Ghyslain's massive apartments were the most apt for interrogation, so they had brought the Remy girl here. They expected peace, quiet.

Not an audience.

Five chateau guardsmen in silver plated armor stood in a detail of twos behind a tall herald in a short pea green surcoat. His eyes were consumed by heavy wrinkles, his mouth a perpetual frown soured by the dying light of the moon as it cast its glow from two towering latticed windows.

Lucius whistled for their attention.

The six men paused. 

“It's nearly past midnight, men.” Lucius took a step forward, “You're trespassing. Why are you here?”

The herald raised his chin, “Where's your master, boy?”

Marceline and Gerard flanked Lucius, glaring at the guardsmen.

The hairs upon Marceline's neck rose.

“Leave.” Lucius commanded, staring down at the herald, “Return in the morning, when the master is up.”

Metal clanked and screeched as the five guardsmen moved to fan out around the herald. 

“We have orders to take your master tonight!”

Steel hissed as swords were freed.

“Leave.” Lucius intoned, “Now.”

“Or what?”

The guardsmen gathered, their silver armor gleaming. Swords glittering.

As, opposite the three agents, a door swung open and slammed into the wall adjacent.

Ghyslain stood in the doorway, a candle glimmering before him.

“What's the meaning of this?” he barked.

The group turned.

As Marceline, Lucius and Gerard rushed to block their way. The three became a bulwark between the herald and Ghyslain. They dared the man to shove his way through.

The herald conceded.

“Monsieur Ghyslain Savatier,” he began, “you are summoned to the Victor Courtroom.”

“And the reason?”

The herald sucked in a long breath, “For the murder of Loris Couture, of which your weapon—with the inscription, 'Ghyslain Savatier'—was found lodged in the corpse of the deceased. You are summoned to the courtroom, as well as to the tower upon High Hill.” the herald leaned in. Lucius stood his ground, “You will hang for what you have done, Slayer.”

The herald hawked. Spat.

As Ghyslain stepped back and slammed the door before him.

The chamber shivered. The herald froze. Behind him, swords hissed from their scabbards as the guardsmen braced themselves.

Marceline licked her lips. Gerard tensed. Lucius uncrossed his arms.

“Wh—what are you doing?!” The herald screeched—flinging his arms up into the air, “Kill them—ream them—cut them down and apprehend the slayer!”

Knives against swords. Stilettos, really. 

Marceline slid her stiletto from her collar. Blew a piece of hair from her face.

They'd have to protect Ghyslain to fulfill the contract—if they failed...

The masters would silence Lucius—then cut the rest of them loose. Marceline would wander without a purpose—forever and ever.

The herald moved away, screaming—commanding.

Wandering without a purpose—her heart sped up, hammering against her chest. Threatening to propel itself through her throat—that was worse than death.

Would she die here?

The guardsmen charged. Swords drawn. Silvery ends pointed.

She stiffened, stiletto drawn. 

Armor glinted. 

Men heaved. 

Blades hissed.

Energy cleaved through the air. Thinning it. 

As Lucius cried. Dropped to all fours and howled as his back contorted. Spiky fur protruded through his skin. His face elongated. Bones cracked and reformed. Resurfaced. A tail sprouted.

He howled—his voice inhuman. Strangulated.

Marceline stiffened. Gerard sucked in a breath.

As the chateau guardsmen flinched mid-charge. Gasping, muscles stiffening. Some froze in place—steel plates clinking. A sword clattered loudly to the ground. 

In his corner, the herald blanched.

A monstrous fox-like beast took Lucius's place. It charged at the three men. Slapping them to the ground with its herculean black body. Its spiked fur entered through the openings in their armor. 

The fox huffed, sprinting at the fourth guardsman. Its head clashed with the guardsman's silver helmet and the man screamed. With a blood-curdling roar, he lifted his sword and plunged it through the beast's meaty hind leg.

Both went down. Slid across the floor and halted.

Marceline raced to the three men wreathing upon the floor. Like lightening, she ripped through the skin beneath their gorgets. Blood sprinkled her. Stained her face and hands.

Gerard took his stiletto to the fourth man. Ignoring Lucius's fox form, he lodged the point of his stiletto into the man's Adam's apple.

He let him bleed out.

Only the herald and a final guardsman remained. The two backed themselves into a corner. The herald pissed himself.

Marceline met Gerard's eyes. Their duty to Lucius was an unspoken one. She snatched her gaze to Lucius's fox form crumpled upon the ground. It huffed. Panted in the white light.

No one could know of Lucius's beast form. Of a changeling in the chateau, and in the Bann. The masters would silence them all if word got out.

Gerard flung himself at the final guardsman. Shoved him to the ground and cleaved the end of his stiletto through soaked skin.

Marceline closed the space between herself and the herald. She ran at him—eyes narrowed.

He produced a two sided dagger. He jabbed it upward as she approached. It pierced her right side, slicing through skin and muscle.

Marceline flinched—ignored the pain ripping through her—aimed for the herald's neck and missed. The stiletto charged through the herald's mouth. Exited through the back of his throat.

He thumped to the floor. 

Marceline dislodged her stiletto, holding her side.

There wasn't too much blood.

Lucius Changed. Human again, he flopped to the floor, chest heaving as he fought to catch his breath. Marceline snatched soiled clothing from the herald's corpse and threw it to Lucius. He slipped on a bloodied chemise and shoved himself up. Limped his way into Ghyslain's bedroom. Marceline and Gerard followed.

Silence pierced the air.

“Merde.” Lucius cursed. “Gone—just like that.”

Ghyslain's lavish bedroom was empty. A window sat open, the tall pane creaking as it was battered by the wind.

Upon a puffy bed of lavender and rose silk, Marceline found a note.

“'The decree was my own. He knew too much.'” she read aloud, the tiny slip of parchment thin between her hands, “'Payment will continue. Take my family. Leave.'”

From the doorway, Gerard moaned, “Well...fuck.”
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THIRTEEN
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Reine

The wagon rocked her like an obsessive nursemaid. Hay clung to her, poked through her outer garments and scratched at her skin as the wagon swayed and jerked. 

The way forward was drowned in a gentle rain. A dirt road churned with muck and rocky debris. Overhead, rain battered the cloth roof of the wagon. Tap, tap, tapping.

Reine rubbed her ruddy eyes. They burned. Her lids were heavy.

The tapping stole her sleep. The guilt, the worry—the looming white walls of Safrana's western citadel progressing farther down the road every time she peeked out from the wagon's interior—it riddled her soul. It pained her.

Why did they have to leave?

Under the cover of darkness, no less. With the sun barely breaching the horizon, those agents—one she had never met, and one she did not like; along with Marceline, forced herself and Florette to run. To flee like skittering vermin. Like dogs with their tails between their legs.

Did father...truly kill Loris Couture? 

Rumors buzzed that he was the slayer—but Reine...couldn't believe that.

She had seen the slayer—with her own eyes, she had seen him.

And it couldn't—it could not be Ghyslain.

Nevertheless, she was informed that he had disappeared. And, that if she valued her life, she should disappear as well.

So, here she sat. In a wagon bound for home.

The Roselet Estate—her childhood home.

Reine rubbed her eyes once more. Pulling back the black thatch at the wagon's rear, she looked up to a bleeding sky. Peering down the road, she gazed upon the fading white walls of the western citadel.

Her home.

The chateau's pearly spires shot up like a blaze of white light. It sat in the heart of the western citadel, amidst the pastel colored buildings and waving tapestries weaving through the city streets, the Victoire Chateau sat as a beacon. 

It was all she knew.

To Reine, it was a beacon of hope.

Now, she waved goodbye. Perhaps she'd never return. 

And where was her father in her hour of need? Where was her mother?

Ghyslain—left of his own accord. 

Her mother—leagues deep in the dirt. 

Though, the Roselet still stood. And she still possessed a stepmother.

Both Reine and Florette did. And it was to her that the agents were taking them. To her—back to the Roselet Estates.

And once again, Reine would be nobody to everyone. Once again, she would not matter.

I don't want to go back.

From her right, Florette curled up upon the straw. She hid her lavender skirts beneath a black cloak lined with ermine. Beneath her curled up feet, slouched the agent Reine did not like. The one sworn to her father—Lucius, she believed his name was.

She did not like the bitter taste his name left in her mouth, nor her mind.

Marceline and the agent Reine did not know rode in the front, guiding the horses who pulled them.

Pulling the black thatch open once more, Reine slipped out of the wagon.

Her slippers slapped muck. Rain pelted her head.

The rain was gentle, kind even.

Bowing grass surrounded the dirt road they traveled down. Verdant and paling yellow blades shivered, moving like a sea beneath a rainy splash of wind.

Reine ventured up to the front of the wagon. She rubbed her eyes once more.

“I want to stop.” she said, keeping pace with the slow movement of the horses. “I need to,” she wrung her hands, “...you know...”

Marceline crouched in the rider's seat. She cringed, her face parchment white as she held the horses reigns in one hand and her aching side with the other, “Wait.” she stated bluntly, “We aren't out of the woods yet.”

Reine threw up her hands, “There are no woods for miles!”

Marceline's jaw tightened as she set it. She would say no more. Shivering in the seat, she stared ahead blankly.

The silver-haired agent seated beside Marceline leaned over. Kind eyes met Reine's before they scanned Marceline's form. Gently, he slid the horses' reigns from her clenched grip, “You're bleeding through the bandages again, Marcy.”

Reine looked on. Marceline peeled her hand from her side and brought it up. Scarlet stained it.

“We can stop. I'll redress your wound and we'll be off again—,” he snapped his fingers, the brown mares guiding the wagon whinnied weakly, “just like that.”

“They'll...” she brought her hand back to her side. She hunched over, hugging herself, “...fine.” she grunted feebly, her forehead touching her lap, “Be quick, then.”

Steering the horses towards the side of the dirt road, Reine followed until the silver-haired agent brought them to a soft stop.

A heavy gray hung over them as if night had come again.

Thorny bushes hung over the roadside and Reine tore through them. Branches snagged on her gown, ripped at her cloak, and forced her cowl down over her head.

She kept going—ignoring the bushes and their callous branches. She kept going until she hit wild grass.

Green and yellow blades swallowed her. Grass pressed on her chest as if she were braving a stagnant ocean. If she ventured far enough—peeled back the grass blades low enough—she could see the white walls of the western citadel. She could see the blazing spires of the Victoire Chateau.

She could see it all—her home. The place where she mattered.

Her heart raced. It became a drumbeat in her ears. 

Reine bit her bottom lip.

From far away, she could hear the silver-haired agent's husky voice. He spoke to Marceline, whose only reply was icy silence.

They wouldn't know she was gone until she was halfway back to the chateau.

She could do it—she could run.

What did Ghyslain know? Demanding that she go back home—what did Ghyslain know of her own ability to protect herself?

Already, she had an offer of peace from Madam Couture. In the chapel, the woman had offered her allegiance—she had offered a way into their family.

But Reine had decided to think on it—and then Marceline had suddenly disappeared...along with Madam Couture's guards.

Back then—she had seen it as strange. The women aligned with Madam Couture disappearing. Marceline dangling from a window—falling only for Reine to catch hold of her hair.

It had all been very strange. Yet, enticing.

What did Madam Couture hope to gain in welcoming Reine Savatier into their family? What did she hope to do to Safrana? Who did she hope to seat upon the glass throne?

Obviously, their eldest son, Loris Couture. Who was...dead now. Apparently, by her father's hand.

Now that she was so far—so close to going home and being nobody...Reine wanted to go back and accept Madam Couture's offer—strange or not. She wanted to be somebody—to stay as the court's Odette.

She had worked so hard...given up so much to be dubbed as such.

Now, here she was—turning away from it all because her father says she must.

But—Ghyslain isn't here.

Reine listened for voices. She heard Marceline's sigh. The wind cradled it.

Who says she has to listen to him? Go back and be nobody? Go back and give everything—everything she'd worked so hard for—up?

Safrana needs an Odette as much as it needs a leader.

Safrana needs me.

Picking up her skirts, Reine dove through the wild grasses. Heaving and huffing—she kept her gaze glued to the high walls of the western citadel. Her eyes climbed the high spires of the Victoire Chateau. In her mind, she walked the eastern ramparts and looked to the gray skies above.

She loved the rain. Loved the smell of it before it fell.

I can do it—I can go back. The Roselet isn't my home—the chateau is! That is where I belong!

Sweat broke upon her brow as she continued, sprinting with her skirts in her hands. High grass bowing for her as the courtiers often did during a dance. 

Everyone wanted her affection—everyone, everyone!

She couldn't go back to being a nobody.

Reine slapped her hands to her knees. Fought to catch her breath.

As the grass around her shivered. Blades shifting.

Clutching her skirts once more, she ran.

Grass broke behind her—around her. Something growled—low and guttural. 

An animal snorted hungrily. Two...three.

A dog's head sprouted from the grass before her. Speckled gray fur was matted with reddish-brown ooze. Yellow canines were crooked. Almond eyes were black.

Reine stepped back. Tripped and shifted her weight to her other leg.

The creature was too large to be a dog. Its head came to her shoulders. The creature opened its long mouth and belched rotting air. It smelt of decay and death.

The grass surrounding her shivered.

As Reine backed away and turned—the animal on her heels as she swam through the high grass.

Another head poked through. Stopped her. Grunted as it prowled upon her, moving forward with a slow saunter.

More grunting—feverish snorting.

Within moments, four beasts surrounded her. They wove through the grass, revealing themselves to her only to prowl away and disappear. Their presences remaining—the acrid stink of them.

Reine fell to hands and knees. Slapping her hands over her head, she pressed her face into the dirt.

Tears stung her skin. She trembled. 

The Odette...dead in a field...eaten alive by rabid beasts...

Reine held her breath as something crunched through the grass before her. She heard voices—human—screaming. A male's voice.

A ravenous warcry pierced the air before her. It made the beasts stiffen and back off. A hand touched her shoulder. Something warm fluttered over her.

Reine looked up.

Marceline's tired eyes snapped to her, before moving to the beasts. In her hand, she held a burning stick of wood.

“Get!” she screamed.

The beasts prowled backward.

Blood mottled Marceline's side. She winced as she offered Reine a hand.

She took it.

They took off, sprinting for the safety of the open road.

Behind them, the beasts snarled and barked. They jumped—propelling themselves towards Reine and Marceline. They held onto pieces of their garments with crooked yellow teeth and yanked.

Marceline forced Reine to keep up as she sprinted, the dried blood on her side becoming wet.

With a harsh snarl—teeth connected with Marceline's arm. The torch slipped in her grasp—Marceline gawked. Screeched—but kept going. Three more bit at her—attempted to slow her down. The torch fell from her hand.

They smelt blood. Reine could taste it in the air.

Marceline roared as she charged for the caravan—dragging Reine along as her side bled.

They escaped the grass. The beasts.

The fallen torch stopped the rabid dogs. Lit a patch of grass on fire before growing. Becoming orange wildfire.   

Smoke swirled towards the sky.

Reine slapped her hands to her knees. Heaved a breath in. Out.

She looked to Marceline, her eyes wet, “I want to go back,” she pleaded. Dropping her face into her hands, she whimpered, “Please...take me back. I am nothing...nothing...!”

Marceline met her eye. Grimaced at the tears that fell, dropping to the dirt like rain.

Shaking her head, Marceline walked off. Trudging towards the front of the wagon.

Reine stood, shriveled. Her shoulders wracked as she sobbed. Lightly, she wailed.

Hanging her head, she climbed back into the wagon.

“Dammit, Marcy!” she heard the silver-haired agent curse, “Don't go running off like that again! In your state you could've—,” the man grunted as Marceline whispered.

Reine sobbed—drowning Marceline's voice out.

“—I know she's your charge—”

“Then, shush—,”

“—don't you understand, you leanwit?! You could've died out there!”

Silence. Reine sat near the wagon's exit, holding herself. Sobbing.

She had been close. So close.

And now, she would be nothing. Nobody. Just another Savatier girl.

The wagon jerked forward. Horses whinnied.

They continued on.
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REINE OPENED HER EYES to a sun hanging high in the sky, its blurred rays breaking through the black thatch of the wagon.

Opposite her, Lucius still slouched. Snoring silently. To her right, a collection of brown blankets shivered.

Florette was gone. Outside, Reine could hear her silvery tinkle of laughter. Happy chatter broke through the gloom and monotony as she and the agent outside spoke.

For a moment, warmth blossomed within her chest. Hope.

Until her gaze fell upon the shivering blankets once more.

She crawled through the hay and approached it. Peeled an itchy corner back and looked upon Marceline's pale face.

Somehow, her skin had become more languid. Corpse-like almost.

Her garments were stained a ruddy brown and bright red. She still bled from her side. The wound upon her arm oozed brown slime.

The agent shivered as if she were naked in a snowstorm. Hail pelting her. Ice slicing her skin.

She wouldn't open her eyes. Her mouth twitched.

Reine shrugged off her dark cloak and draped it over Marceline's small frame. She threw off her overdress of thick silk and pressed it around the agent's shoulders as well.

Placing her back against the jerky wall of the wagon, Reine brought her hands into her lap as she watched Marceline tremble.

“I have never known a woman more dutiful, more loyal, to anyone but themselves and their house...” Reine sighed, lowered her head and shook it, “...though your loyalty comes at a price—you are the most dutiful person I have ever met.” Reine pressed her hands together, flattening them. She brought her fingertips to her nose, “I am so sorry you became involved in all of this—in our family. I am sorry you ever swore your life to my own. Thank you,” she whispered, “for all that you've done...”

Beneath the blankets, Marceline gurgled her response. Twisting and twitching as if she was crawling away from something. Frightened. Feverish and drenched in sweat.

From Reine's left, Lucius chuckled, “Don't thank her.” he snapped bitterly, “Don't thank any of us.” he turned away from her, shaking his head, “If someone wanted you dead for double the price your father pays to keep you protected, you can bet we'd be on the opposite side of all this.” Lucius slipped her a sidelong glance. Smirked, “She isn't your friend and confidant. None of us are. She's only doing her duty.”

Reine kept her gaze down, “You're all only human—,”

Lucius snorted, tossing long black locks from his face.

“—and though the people say we are born cruel, I believe we die good. Surrounded by those we loved. Beloved by those we've created and those we’ve helped.” Reine pursed her lips as she took in Lucius's hunched form, “Be bitter all you like. But you're only human. Though coin may change the tides of friendships, make enemies and fair-weather kin; in the end—when everything is taken and we are simply our raw selves—,” she jabbed a thumb into her chest, “we have a desire to do good. To help each other. No matter the cost.”

“Naivety,” Lucius spat, staring at the wagon's black exit, “will not take you far in this life.”

“Neither will bitterness. Nor, hatred.”

“You are a sheltered thing.”

“And you are a snake!”

Reine jerked forward as the wagon halted abruptly.

Their conversation stopped. Outside, Florette's laughter ceased.

“Your papers?” Reine heard. The voice was authoritative. Uppity.

“Papers?” Florette repeated, laughter shadowing her voice, “I'm afraid we have none.”

Reine pressed her lips together. Who could be stopping them?

“Where are you headed?”

“Roselets.” snapped the silver-haired agent.

“Not Danae?”

“Non.”

“We'll have to check your wagon.”

“Fugitive got out of the citadels. Some murderer—,”

“Tis only protocol, sir.”

“We can't—we can't let you do that!” Florette stuttered.

“And why not?”

They're border guards.

Florette should know how to deal with this!

Reine sighed heavily. Standing, she ripped the last of her skirts away to reveal puffy white undergarments and a chemise.

She was the Odette—she could trick them. Make them pay attention to her instead of the wagon.

Merde—Florette should know how to deal with them!

Was she purposefully acting clueless?

Reine traipsed out of the back of the wagon, landing on her hands before springing to standing.

“What's the problem? Why've we stopped?” she tried to put on her best western accent as she sauntered up to the front of the wagon. Gingerly, she placed an arm near the rider's seat and looked the border guards up and down.

They wore the white flower of the Danaen Monarchy pinned to their black leather jerkins. Dusty white scarves covered their faces up to their noses.

There were three of them. One stepped forward to address her, “All we need is information—we don't mean to trouble you.”

“Just doing our jobs.” came a voice from behind him.

Reine cocked her head and smiled sweetly, “We're traveling Aimme Troupe members. And, unfortunately, during the storm we got cut off from the main caravan. We're going to meet the rest of our troupe in the countryside—the Roselets. If you'd just let us pass...”

The man pursed his lips before crossing his arms, “Then, let us inspect your wagon and you'll be on your way.”

Opening her mouth, Reine stole a look at Florette, who reddened. 

“One of our members has the pox!” Reine blurted.

“Then, you should have no problem...”

The wagon jolted as Lucius slid out. Holding his stomach with both hands, he made a show of keeling over and vomiting up his breakfast.

Above her, Florette gasped and pressed a hand to her lips. Beside her, the silver-haired agent choked down a chuckle. 

The border guard blanched. Took a step back.

Reine grimaced before sighing. She mustered a smile, “Will you please let us go on, sir?”

The three backed up, getting off the dirt road.

“Are we...there yet?” Lucius moaned from the back of the wagon.

“Just go—go!” one of the guards urged, shooing them.

“I had a nephew who died from the pox—disgusting sickness. It's in the air—they probably all have it.”

“Get—go on! We'll leave you be if you just get!”
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THE WOODEN WALLS OF the Roselet Estates rose like a strengthening tide.

Reine walked beside the wagon as they entered the province. Old wooden homes and shops popped up on either side of them as they charged through the town. They moved towards the manor at the back of the thriving village, their pace slow. Men and women lined either side of the road, throwing red rose heads and lilac petals. 

Florette waved like a detached queen as the man at her side kept his eyes on the road.

Reine's heart fluttered.

“We have no time for this! Marceline is violently ill—we need to contact a healer!”

Florette's smile cracked, “Have you forgotten how things work around here, little sister?”

Reine's jaw clenched.

“We show ourselves to our lady mother first. Until we present ourselves to her—nothing can be done!”

“That isn't—,”

Florette glared down, “It is how things work. You left the chateau, Reine. You are no longer the Odette—therefore you do not hold precedence!” her nostrils flared as she hissed. Sighing, she forced a crooked smile. It twisted her lips, “You've fallen from your perch, but you are unscathed. Others have cushioned the brunt of the blow for you, dear sister.”

“You speak of Marceline.”

“I speak of everyone. All of us.”

The manor rose silently, like a corpse from the grave. Slate gray walls bore down on them, while crawling vines and twisted oak trees showered them with shade and the stark smell of smoke. 

Gates of black iron lay open, gaping like somber butterfly wings. 

There their stepmother stood, wearing her richest scarlet velvet. Blue eyes watched them cautiously. She was alone before the manor's vast cobbled courtyard. 

Alone, a rose stem twisting between her slender fingers. Rose thorns biting her skin.

One by one, she pinched the thorns away. 

Ruby red lips slid into a viper's grin as they dropped to the cobbles at her feet.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




FOURTEEN
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Dimitri

...and the world continues on, Dimitri read, squinting his eyes against the scribbled letters upon the water soured parchment, but I say nay! 'An eye for an eye, and a life for a life...' as the saying goes. The Savatiers can disappear from sight—but they cannot escape the long arm of justice! 

A.R., was drawn in a soggy corner, The Iron Seneschal.

Dimitri shook his head. Pocketed the letter.

Three days.

His brother wasn't even buried yet—and already, his family members were turning their minds to vengeance. To outright vigilantism. His father hoped to capture Ghyslain Savatier or somehow gain control over the rest of the Savatier brood. While, his mother and sisters communed with a djinn to figure out the whereabouts of the killer, the professed Slayer of Safrana. 

Three days. 

They were still in mourning, donning black, hefting heavy veils over their faces and heads. They were still in mourning—Loris's body currently sat upon a pyre waiting to be burned. Rain bloated his corpse. Squirming worms tore at it. Mange ravaged dogs stole soggy fingers and toes. The chateau guard did what they could to stop the deterioration—but there is only so much one could do against nature.

It was time to let him go.

But his mother and father wanted to find the killer first. They wanted Ghyslain to burn alongside him.

Taking a sharp right in the sconce lit corridor of rain soaked stones and threadbare rugs, Dimitri chuckled to himself. The laughter caught in his throat. Choking him. His eyes watered.

Five years I've been away and things still have not changed.

All that mattered here was opportunity—and this was a big one. With the Savatiers out of the way, the Coutures could easily claim the duchess's cold throne. All they would have to do is walk up the aisles and sit.

He could imagine Fontaine doing just that with Ghyslain's warm blood on his hands. That is all that truly mattered—not the fact that Loris died. 

They had a reason now to get rid of the biggest contenders for the glass throne and they weren't going to let Loris's death get in the way of that.

People never change.

Dimitri clenched his fists. Stopped at a chipped wooden door and exhaled, letting his fingers dangle.

He could leave. Give up. Carry the memory of his brother with him forever as he set his pyre alight without the agreement of his father and mother. He could go back to the eastern citadel and continue work as the Vicar Seneschal. He didn't have to do this—he could leave. Never come back. Leave these opportunists behind.

The throne did not satiate him. The notoriety. The millions of eyes always upon him, following him into his room at night.

The voice. The single voice buzzing around in his head...

Have you ever felt as if something were...missing?

Dimitri bit his tongue. Raised a fist to knock.

He couldn't run. He had a debt to pay to his brother, his family.

He had to right things. 

Have you ever felt as if something were...

“...missing?”

Councilman Dubois stood before him, the old door open. Swung to the side.

“Aye, we're expecting another guest.” a low rumble replied from well inside the dimly lit room, “Come, Dimitri.”

The Councilman stepped aside, letting him pass. 

Dimitri entered. Behind him, the door creaked to a close.

The chamber he entered was tiny. Well worn. Large square stones jutted in patterns upon the studded wall. At the center of the shadowy room sat a square table, a large patchwork map covering its light brown face. Circular paperweights kept the crinkled edges of the yellowed parchment down, while a candle in a bronzed boat sat within the map's heart. Flickering light washed the tiny room in gold. Orange.

Fontaine's heavy face hovered at the table's head, while Arthur Roux's long features brightened as he moved towards the table's center. His heels clicked.

Dimitri approached them.

“Dimitri.” came his uncle's wizened voice.

From the head of the table, Dimitri's father offered a grunt.

Formalities aside, they ignored him. His father was expecting someone else.

Dimitri stood at the table's side, arm's crossed. Blood roared in his ears. His skin crawled, sizzling beneath the heavy sleeves of his overcoat. In the few hours after Loris's death, he had come down with a fever and it seemed it wasn't leaving him anytime soon.

His tongue became cotton in his mouth.

Dimitri swore it was this place—the chateau. With Loris gone, all he wanted to do was leave. Leave and forget. He hadn't been given any time to mourn, not truly. After questioning Lucie, she dragged him away and forced him to stand guard before the door of their mother's apartments. She never answered his questions—none of them did. And when he pressed, his mother immediately chalked his “probing” questions up to grief. 

Yet, being a Couture meant building walls around sorrow. It meant, ignoring it. Seeing the opportunities in awful situations.

It meant being a vulture.

The door at the front of the chamber flew open. A hooded figure entered, silver gleaming at the thick belt around his waist.

“And he comes at last.” Fontaine drawled, slapping his palms on the table, “You are only here at my wife's behest, you understand that, Mercenary?”

The mercenary flashed a smile beneath his low hanging cowl. White teeth gleamed in the firelight, “'Course, M'sieur.” 

The man's accent marked him as a northerner.

“And your name?”

The man snorted, “There's power in names.”

The firelight crept up Fontaine's jowls, climbing up his cheeks to rest in the hollows. The air became hot. Dimitri forced himself to breathe.

Silence as the entire table waited for the mercenary to introduce himself. The man clicked his teeth together. Showed a crocodile's grin.

Dimitri huffed, a nameless northerner.

Fontaine drank the hooded mercenary in. Shook his head and sighed, “Very well. You know why I've gathered you here, Monsieurs.”

The men exchanged nods. Dimitri yanked at his collar.

“Ghyslain Savatier is gone. His daughters have been spirited away—most likely to the Roselets. The Ruling Council does nothing but sit on their hands—,”

“There has been no report of the Savatiers actually arriving at the Roselets.” Councilman Dubois piped, a bony finger pressed against his lips. “Without evidence, we wait.”

“While Ghyslain Savatier gets farther and farther away from Safrana?” Fontaine spat, his voice a rough hiss, “Why let him leave?”

“My sources tell me that he attempted to enter the eastern citadel—,”

“Because he was smuggled,” the Mercenary said, throwing up his hands, “it should be obvious. He was smuggled out of the damned city.”

Silence. 

“I control the city guard. The flow and obstruction of goods. Nothing gets in or out without my seal. Are you accusing me of devaluing my post?” Arthur Roux hissed, narrowing his eyes, “He could have never...”

“And yet he has.”

Spikes grew in Dimitri's veins as his blood boiled. He shouldn't be here—he wasn't ready. Not for this—not to speak over and over about the man who murdered his brother—his only brother.  

He could throw his head back. Scream. He could be a child again and let his emotions flow forth.

The scar upon his face throbbed. Burned.

Dimitri winced.

“And how would you know this?”

Fontaine rammed both hands into the table. Took a step back and clasped his hands behind his back, “Did your kind do this? Smuggle a known murderer out of Safrana? Out of the reach of the law?”

“We won't get anywhere arguing, Fontaine. He is here to help.” Councilman Dubois whispered.

“And yet—I've begun to believe that he's here to gather information for a known murderer!”

Dimitri wrung his hands, his temperature rising. His father wasn't ready either. Ready to speak about Loris's death—ready to imagine that...perhaps his murderer was gone. Free.

And maybe Ghyslain would never be seen again.

At least, not by them.

Perhaps his father wasn't a heartless opportunist. Maybe he truly wanted to capture his eldest son's killer.

“I understand.” Fontaine sighed, pacing from one corner of the room and turning, “Excuse my paranoia, but we need Ghyslain's head as proof to the Ruling Council that he is dead and his house holds no rights to the throne.”

Councilman Dubois inclined his head, “Of course, Monsieur.”

Perhaps.

Dimitri shook his head. Silent for so long. Heat piling behind his eyes as he kept from crying out. He choked his wrist, skin sizzled beneath his grip. Pale flesh burned.

A hand touched his shoulder.

He jumped. Slammed his palm to the table. White steam burst from beneath his hand. Swirling. Orange flame coming to life beneath and around his skin.  

Arthur Roux tripped. Snatching his hand from Dimitri's shoulder, he muttered curses beneath his breath.

Fontaine threw a sidelong gaze over his shoulder, his jaw agape as he eyed the flame and brought his gaze to his son.

The Mercenary drew his sword, “Magic?” he hissed, “Impossible—Fates save us—impossible!”

Dimitri slid his hand from the table, eyes wild. Mouth salivating. He stumbled, watched more fire erupt from his palm as blood deafened him. Roaring in his ears like the flame growing before him.

Black smoke choked the tiny room. Blinded them all like a sudden sweep of wind. 

Dimitri heard wheezing. Cursing.

How could he have done this?

It isn't real—it isn't possible.

He knew he could control his body temperature—make his skin scalding hot or icy cold. But this—he didn't know he could do about this.

He spun on his heel. 

They'd die in here—the flame would consume them alive. It crackled behind him as orange became red, the fire swallowing the table as easily as a snake swallows an egg.

He'd need to leave—gather help. Water.

He needed to find the door.

Dimitri crouched, still holding his smoking hand. He stood—dove through the black fog.

A bony chest rammed into his cheek. Halted him with outstretched arms.

Councilman Dubois' ragged face appeared through the smoke. Dimitri met mismatched eyes, one green, one blue.

“You can't run.” he choked, his thin lips stretching into a taut grin, “You know what to do, Avaledd. You can't hide anymore.”

And the councilman stood, barring his way. Staring at him with those devilish eyes.

Avaledd?

Dimitri turned.

“You know what to do.”

Did he?

Did he ever know what to do?

His scar throbbed. Smoke raked at his throat. 

Loris could fix this. He was always the bright one.

Dimitri watched the room burn. Listened to the scuffling footsteps of his father and uncle as they tried to avoid the crackling fire and roaring flame. Smoke obscured everything. A roiling cloud of thick soot blanketed the room like powdered snow.

Would it be wrong to let them burn?

He had already lost a brother—would he lose an uncle and father too all because of his...

If he could create it—he could destroy it. But how? 

Sprinting towards the heart of the flame, he batted it. Scooped it with his hands and earned reddened burns. Blew at it with his mouth, his nose.

His heart raced. Soared. The roaring fire in his ears went silent.

Flame flickered as he inhaled. Reaching towards his nostrils, his mouth. Some entered him. Crawling down his throat to fester in his belly.

Councilman Dubois...laughed.

Was this a fever dream?

Dimitri inhaled again—and the flame came. Entering him like air. Ripping at his throat, it entered his belly.

He took a chance. Inhaled again and swallowed a third of the fire up.

The smoke thinned. He saw his father's face, his uncle's twisted brow. 

Dimitri held up a hand. Motioned towards the door at his back.

But they refused to move.

Fire crackled before him. Dimitri's heart leaped—soared into his throat before he inhaled again. Swallowing more of the flame. Bringing the amazing feeling back.

His father watched in horror. His uncle, awe.

The mercenary raised his sword, crossing himself. 

As Dimitri stood and spun on his heel. The fire gone. The smoke dissipating.

With his heart in his throat, he ran.
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HAVE YOU EVER FELT as if something were...missing?

He made it to the western ramparts. Slapped his palms to the stone balustrade and caught his breath.

White steam left his lips. Coiled out from his ears.

His skin was on fire.

His belly rolled.

Have you ever felt as if—

“Yes!” he called out—shaking his head violently. Closing his eyes, “My entire life—yes!”

What happened in that chamber shouldn't have been possible. Fire? Humans haven't been able to call upon the elements for decades! Decades!

No one possessed the gift of magic—not anymore. 

No human.

He was human.

Have you ever felt as if something were...missing?

The voice resounded around him. Swallowing him up in a circular torrent of wind.

It was outside of his head now. Floating on the air. Controlling the wind. That voice...!

Dunstan Riche.

A man sighed to his right and Dimitri flinched.

The vulture-like councilman stood beside him. Looked at him. Mismatched eyes met his own. A devilish smile threatened to break his face, “Dimitri.” he murmured, inclining his head, “No need to hide anymore.”

“I'm not hiding anything!” he hadn't known what happened in that room—but whatever caused the flame to erupt from his hand...

Councilman Dubois' skin sagged. Shriveled from his bony body like a snake giving up its skin.

Dimitri's stomach tumbled. Fire gored his insides, smashing spears through him. Burning his bones and muscle. His heart fell—dropping in his stomach like a heavy stone. The amazing feeling of swallowing flame sourly gone as his back elongated. Throwing back his head, he howled. Slapped his palms to the balustrade and braced himself.

As Councilman Dubois' skin slithered from his body and fell. A sack of pale, parchment-like skin slathered upon the ground like a misshapen corpse absent bones. A puddle.

Dimitri shrieked—watching the skin fall. Pain erupting from every pore as his bones blazed beneath his skin, threatening to rip him open as they grew larger.

Dunstan Riche grinned. Clasped his hands together, “It's obvious now, isn't it?” he nodded—ignored Dimitri's serrated scream, “You aren't what you pretend to be—you may have lost things up here,” he murmured, pointing a long finger at his bald head, “but the body remembers all. And knows that—,” he shrugged, opening his arms, “your time is up.”

“Are you—are you doing this to me?!”

Dunstan Riche approached him. Lowered himself to Dimitri's height and met his eyes. Locked them, “You've done what you had to fit into this world, Avaledd, now do what you will to tear it apart.”

Dimitri's eyes flashed.

As a shrieking roar shattered the ashen sky above.
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FIFTEEN
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Reine

“Excuse me, Mademoiselle, but I really must get back to my patient...”

“Don't scrimp my title! Don't—don't run from me!”

White robes vanished behind a pearly gilded door. 

“Get—move, Agent!”

Lucius stepped before the door, crossed his arms and shook his head, “Think the doctor made his point clear.”

Reine widened her eyes, “He avoided me! He hasn't answered any of my questions—move, Agent! That's an order!”

Lucius rolled his eyes. Winked.

Reine pressed her lips together as a hand squeezed her shoulder. Whirling around in a tornado of turquoise skirts, Reine flattened her lips against her teeth, “What.”

The narrow hallway was bright and clear. White sunlight poured through rectangular windows. Tiny specks of dust danced in the cradle of warm light.

“G-greetings, Mademoiselle Savatier. I am Doctor Horace's herbalist—,” 

Reine's slipper tapped against the wooden planks of the floor, earning creaks and moans from the century old manor, “Yes? And? Can you tell me what goes on? How is my friend?”

Leafy eyes fell to the floorboards. Clutching the cotton of her threadbare overdress, the herbalist bit her lip, “Mademoiselle, I...”

“Talk! Talk! Tell me, girl!”

The woman gasped, brought her gaze to Lucius. Who shrugged, “Well, I...” she lifted her gaze, “...Doctor Horace has patched up her side and cleaned the wounds on her arm. But she's succumbed to a fever that only climbs higher...and everything we give her—she either fights it or outright refuses it. The doctor is growing...” she bit her lip again. Huffed and lowered her gaze to the slippers at her feet, “...impatient.”

Reine paled. Her mouth hung open, anger frothing from her lips, “And?” she pressed, “So?”

“And...so...,” the herbalist wrung her hands, pulled tentatively at her thin sleeves, “the doctor is close to...well...letting the Fates handle it...as the people would say.”

“He's giving up?” Reine snapped, eyes wild, “He's—giving. Up?!”

The woman faltered—took a step back, “I'm so sorry, Mademoiselle—if a patient doesn't want to heal...then they do not heal. We cannot force her to...”

“I can force you.” Reine stepped forward, fingers clenched. Nails digging into her skin, “I can force you.” 

The woman danced away from Reine's glare. She positioned herself before the door, Lucius at her back.

“If the woman in there dies,” Reine began, hissing the words through her teeth, “then you—and Doctor Horace—will never work in the Roselets again. I will see to it myself that—,”

“—shush, sister.”

A hand graced the herbalist's shoulder. A hand heavy with golden rings, “I apologize.” came Florette's tender voice, “My sister is simply beside herself with worry,” Florette smiled, her grin a sharp smirk, “for a friend.”

“Yes, Mademoiselle. Of course, Mademoiselle.” the herbalist ducked her head of golden hair, blurting honorifics like blessings, “Of course, of course.”

Lucius moved aside. The herbalist grasped the door handle. Froze.

As icy fingers slithered around her tiny wrist. They tightened. Pulled.

“You do all that you can.” Reine warned, her wild eyes narrowed. Dark, “Do you understand?”

The woman swallowed.

Lucius sighed, “She can't really do much if you're here—day and night—scaring the piss out of her, now can she?” he approached Reine. Rolled his eyes and softened his voice, “Let her go, Mademoiselle. Let her go and do her job.”

Reine bit her lip. Glared into the herbalist's green eyes once more. Her grip loosened. The woman slipped away and gently closed the door behind herself.

“Really, now.” Florette murmured from Reine's right, “Without your title, you resort to intimidation to get what you want?”

At this, Lucius chuckled.

Forcing the heels of her hands into her eyes, Reine contemplated leaving, “And what do you want?” she whispered, her voice wavering, “We've been here for seven days and already it feels like fifty. Can't you tell, I have nothing left. Let me stay here—leave me be.”

Florette clicked her tongue, “Unfortunately, we are Savatiers. I cannot do this.” Taking a step forward, Florette offered Reine her arm, “Our lady mother—,”

“Stepmother.”

Florette rolled her eyes, “—has summoned us. We are to meet her in her solar.”

Reine paled, “No—no, I don't want to go.”

Taking back her arm, Florette clasped her hands together, “She is the lady of the house—you can't simply say no,” she smirked, “not anymore.”

Reine's stomach dropped. For seven days their lady stepmother had ignored them, letting them go about their own business and freshen up from the long trip here. Reine half believed that, perhaps, she'd leave them alone forever. 

But that was simply a dream. Reine had to kowtow to someone else now—someone she thoroughly disliked.

“I need to be here when Marceline wakes.” Reine moaned, holding her forehead in her hand, “Please—if I do nothing else, just let me stay here. Let me have this one thing.”

“I'm sorry,” Florette said, shaking her head, “Truly. I truly am...”

Beside her, Lucius breathed, “If—if she wakes,” he inclined his head, “you'll be the first to know.”

Reine's shoulders slumped as she met his eye, “Merci, Agent.”

Lucius snorted. Searched her eyes and cleared his throat before cutting his gaze away, “Yeah.”

As Reine approached Florette, Florette offered an arm. Reine took it, looping her arm within her older sister's, “I will have no patience with her.”

“Yes,” Florette sighed, “As always.”
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THEIR STEPMOTHER'S solar was crystalline. It was more sun room than solar. It was also empty.

“Does she expect us to wait?” Reine snapped, entering and hissing at the sudden onslaught of sunlight.

Florette took to the center of the room and opened her arms. Bathing herself in bright orange sunlight, she smiled. Sighed.

Reine's heels clicked against the dark floorboards of the room. Closing the distance between herself and their stepmother's thick cherrywood desk, she snatched up a note written on creamy white parchment.

Her eyes scanned over impeccable cursive, “I believe this is for us,” she called to Florette.

“Will you read it?”

Why not?

Reine huffed, “It says: North gate. East tower. Now.”

“And her signature?”

Reine nodded, “It's there.”

Florette grinned, “Let's go then—no need to keep her waiting!”

A stone grew in Reine's stomach. The color drained from her face, “Of course.” she whispered.

Whatever their stepmother had in store for them—Reine hoped to have no part in it.

She missed the chateau—she needed to be at Marceline's side...

After seven days of nothing...what could the woman want now?

Florette took Reine's hand. The two exchanged glances.

“Come, then.” Florette smiled.
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FLORETTE AND REINE moved through the Roselets, following the winding cobblestone trails towards the town's northernmost wall. Above the homes of stone and the stores of wood, rose a towering wall of rounded lumber. Guard towers stood boldly against all four corners of the high wall, men in boiled leather and sun sucking steel patrolling upon the ramparts like ants stalking through the dirt of their homes. 

Townspeople nodded as Florette and Reine passed. Some offered blessings. Others threw flowers. Petals.  

Reine could not enjoy it—the love. The recognition. Because, at the end of this road, stood her stepmother plucking red petals from a rose. Eying them with obvious disdain painting her icy eyes. 

She wore the grand skirts of a duchess.

Halting before the open mouth of the northernmost gate, Florette and Reine dipped into dead-eyed curtsies. 

Their stepmother let herself smile, “Rise, Starlings. Do you know why I've called you here today?”

Reine scanned the dirt at her feet. Florette held her tongue.

“It is wrong of a host to ignore her guests for so long, but I've been busy.” she said, her shadow moving through the dirt as she approached both girls, “And for that I am sorry. Will you two ever forgive me?”

“Ghyslain is gone.” Reine blurted as a hand came to rest on her shoulder, “He ordered us here—,”

A sharp elbow connected with Reine's side. Florette hushed her with a sharp hiss.

Their stepmother gave her a swift shoulder pat, “I know. I know about it all.” their stepmother murmured, pulling both the girls into her chest. Hugging them tightly, “And I believe you two have been through enough.”

Letting them go, the two backed away quickly. 

“I think it is time for a little fun, no?” she giggled, cocking her head as she grinned. Her eyes laughing, “You two are past due for a reprieve.” Turning on her heel, she raised a hand, “Come. This is how the countryside welcomes its daughters home.”
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CHARLOTTE SAVATIER took them outside of the northernmost gate, out into the rolling green countryside of sweetgrass and bowing oaks. Four horses stood absentminded, tapping at the dirt road and throwing their wind tousled manes about. 

“Choose a steed.” their stepmother sang from the front. 

Taking hold of a brown mare, Reine watched with narrowed eyes as her stepmother shoved away a dirt smeared stable boy and opted to climb onto her mare herself.

Some ways away, Florette giggled, “Oh—I've always loved her.”

“More than mother?” Reine called, her lips taut, “Our real mother.”

“Oh, yes. Leagues more!”

Reine bit her cheek.

As Charlotte ripped off her expensive skirts to reveal riding breeches and boots. Climbing into her mare's saddle, she gripped the reins like a woman born on the back of a beast. Flashed a snake's smile, “Come, then. Get up!”

Florette followed her lead, snatching off her overskirt to reveal a linen shift. Kicking off her slippers, Florette threw herself into the saddle barefoot.

Reine rolled her eyes. Stole a glance towards the high wall of the Roselet Estates at their backs, “I—,” she called towards Charlotte, eyes scanning the grass at her feet, “—I'm bleeding! I cannot ride—I can barely walk!”

Charlotte guffawed, throwing back her head of scarlet hair. 

Reine's eyelid twitched—how unladylike!

“Anything to avoid spending time with your dear old mum?” Charlotte drawled, honorifics all but forgotten.

“It pains me to ride!”

Charlotte eyed her, blue eyes dusty, “Suck it up, girl!”

I am not a girl!

Reine pressed her lips together, clenched her fists and set her feet in the dirt.

Strong hands looped around her waist and lifted her up. Reine kicked—she fought like a child. But as she was set in the saddle she straightened. Pressed her lips together so tightly that she could feel the grit on her teeth.

Glowering at the stable boy who haphazardly lifted her into the saddle, she came eye to eye with a man three times her size. Red embers flecked his bronze hair. He wore the boiled leather of the Roselet Guard.

His eyes were two colors—one green, the other blue.

She opened her mouth to cut him down, but couldn't get a word out. His eyes stole her. Entranced her.

The man winked, “Better do as your mother says.”

She cut her gaze away. Sweat prickled upon her brow. She huffed.

“I'll have you back by supper!” Charlotte shrieked before ripping at her mare's reigns, bringing the horse onto its muscular hind legs, the beast's front hooves dove into the dirt and it sprinted. Dashing off upon the dirt road. 

Florette whooped—lessons on manners and decorum completely forgotten as she sped after Charlotte.

Sticking out her bottom lip, Reine followed at a slow canter.
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CHARLOTTE RODE CIRCLES around the girls, kicking her mare into a sprint the moment the girls sped up. She rode hard, flattening her belly to the saddle as her scarlet locks trailed behind her like a curtain of shining velvet.

Florette kneed her horse into a gallop, attempting to catch up to their stepmother.

Reine pursed her lips, straightening.

Some ways behind, the guard who lifted her into the saddle watched with careful eyes. They bore into her back, like a hawk keeping watch over its prey.

Charlotte swerved into another lopsided circle. Singing to her black mare, she slowed it. Pulled up beside Reine and flashed her a wild grin, “Can't you go faster?” she spat.

“I'm on my cycle.” Reine lied, hissing the words between her teeth, “How long are we going to be out here? I want to go back—,”

“—must be the horse—c'mon girl! Get!”

Reine's horse whinnied—screamed at the sudden smack to its backside—kicked its front hooves and took off.

Reine screamed. Clung to the horse's reigns until her knuckles went white. With every galloping step, her spine bounced and jumped. Her lower jaw clanged against her teeth as her eyes watered and icy wind ripped against her skin.

Choking the horse's sides with her knees, she flung her arms around its meaty neck and prayed to the Fates she wouldn't slide off.

Behind her, she heard silvery peals of laughter peppered with deep guffaws.

Her stepmother and her guardsman were laughing.

Well, how dare they! I'll show them how a true lady rides!

Reine narrowed her eyes, I'll show them how graceful the Odette can be!
The horse moved beneath her like a churning tide, its back an undulating wave as it rose and fell. Rose and fell. She counted the steps, learned the animal's pattern, and found herself sitting straighter. Found herself smiling and willing the beast to go faster, to tear at a breakneck pace down the curving dirt road as it cut through bowing oceans of sweetgrass and thyme.
Her hands fled to the leather reigns about the mare's neck. Her grip tightened. Her eyes watered as wind tore at them. Soon, her skin became numb.

She passed Florette on the path. Threw a sidelong grin behind her as Florette watched her with wide eyes. She mouthed something—slow down.

Reine shook her head.

She was having too much fun.

Reine giggled to herself—too much fun? Is there even such a thing?

No, she decided, there is not.

Another set of hooves slammed upon the trail as Charlotte speared her horse to a breakneck gallop beside Reine's.

“Race me?” Charlotte grinned.

And like lightning flashing across the sky, she was gone. Traveling around the long bend in the path like a wraith in search of its haunt.

“Merde.” Reine hissed, watching Charlotte's slender silhouette disappear around the bend in the path. Hugging her knees to the wide sides of her horse, she willed the animal to sprint faster with two prods to its sides.

It whinnied. Sang and took off.

Reine hadn't expected this. A sudden ride through the Roselet's countryside. How far out were they now? An hour? Two? While riding out, she had been keeping track of the time. But now—she was having too much fun to obsessively watch the position of the sun. She was truly...enjoying herself.

Maybe titles and precedence do not matter...being the Odette was something—power? But it took everything from me. Everything that I enjoyed...

Duchess Mariett would never let me ride like this. Never. It's considered...unladylike.

For a moment, she had forgotten why she disliked her stepmother. Was it because of her hatred of her true mother? The mother who has been dead for over ten years? The woman who pressed her to become something at court and who forced her into the position of the court's Odette?

Was she the reason why?

Maybe I still am something...maybe here, I can be something different. Better.

Reine caught up to Charlotte. Blue eyes met her own and Reine smiled—truly smiled, dimples peppering her cheeks—before she spurred her horse faster. Further.

The wind clawed at her. Up above, the sky bloomed bright orange as the sun prepared to set and give way for the moon. Though the air had a stinging chill to it, she took it in with a hungry inhale and held it. Squinted her eyes to avoid the water flowing from them, and exhaled. Belly pressed to the saddle. Hands freely wrapped around her mare's neck.

Charlotte flew past.

“You've been out of the saddle for too long!”

Reine rolled her eyes.

As Charlotte followed the bend in the dirt road.

Up ahead, slamming hooves halted. Silence rolled upon the wind like snow.

Reine saw this as her chance.

She followed the bend, fingers pressed into the brittle hair of her mare's neck. Her knees bit into the mare's ribs as she hugged them tighter and tighter. Ravaging wind freed her hair of its tight chignon and she let her wavy hair float freely.

Charlotte stood in the saddle as Reine passed her.

Reine grinned. Sliding her gaze over her shoulder, she met Charlotte's flashing blue eyes as the older woman glowered. Stared.

“Can't take it that I've beat you?” Reine teased.

Charlotte promptly ignored her, hands moving to her hips. 

Behind Charlotte, Florette and Charlotte's guardsman pulled their horses to a skidding stop. Florette angled her horse into a turn. The guardsman snatched Charlotte's reigns, yanked them tersely and snapped his fingers. Vying for her attention.

Burning wood bit Reine's nostrils. Manure and black cookfire smoke ambled lazily upon the wind. 

Reine brought her eyes to the front.

Tents. 

Black and gold tents barricaded the dirt road. A smattering of black tents sat like fat beetles in the grassy plains on all sides. In the center of the massive formation, sat an enormous cookfire, its black smoke rising towards the sky like the desperate hand of a drowning man.

The place was empty. Barren.

From Reine's right and left, bow strings hissed. Arrows were pulled taut.

“Merde—no! I'm not leaving her—merde, merde, merde—,”

“I'm sorry, Madam, but she is lost!”

“Lady mother—come!”

A brittle wind passed beneath Reine's flared nostrils.

Hanging her head, she lifted up her hands.
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SIXTEEN
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Marceline

Marceline clenched her outstretched fingers. Unclenched them.

Pushing herself up, she shook sweat drenched blankets away and inhaled. She let her head roll back. Her lungs blossomed open.

She set her gaze forward.

The cozy room was empty. The prying doctor and soft spoken herbalist gone. Vanished like a breath of stale wind. She listened to the manor. Closed her eyes and let her mind float away.

Nothing. Silence.

The manor was dead, as was the surrounding town.

A boom ricocheted through the sky, followed by the callous crackle of brittle lightning. 

Slapping her hand to her side, she grimaced. Slithered the hand away and brought her gaze to her palm.

Puss. Brown blood and puss globbed over her palm like slime.

Closing her hand, she placed it on her side once more. She gagged, her stomach somersaulting before she hung her head. Acid bubbled inside of her, marching up through her throat. Frothing in her mouth only to come tumbling out as watery vomit. 

She heaved. Pressing both hands to the floor and arching her back. A stabbing pain speared through her diaphragm, burning through her. Forcing her stomach to dig its way into her ribs as she heaved and vomited once more.

Coughing, she wiped her mouth.

She froze. Heard voices.

“You will give this estate over as reparations—or what is left of your family will suffer!”

“Non, Monsieur—I have a duty to uphold to my husband.”

“Your husband, the murderer?”

Words drove through the town, heightened voices that boomed from the throats of gods. Every word forced the manor's old walls to tremble. Every intake of breath a gasp.

A woman speaks, as does a man.

The voices came from far away—from the town's northernmost gate.

Perhaps everyone has gathered there?

Marceline forced herself to stand. Slapped her hand to her side as her brain swam in her head, every armchair, and bookshelf in the room multiplying into two as her vision failed her. The dizzy feeling made her bow, made her heave up more vomit.

She held her stomach now. Tumbled into a wall and fixed her hand to it.

Slowly, her vision returned. Stabilized.

She needed to get down there—to see what was going on.

Sliding her hand against the wall, she made her way towards the door. Gradually, one foot in front of the other. Left, right—halt. She lurched forward. Panted. Blinked her double vision away and kept going. Kept moving.

She needed to find Reine. She still had a duty to uphold. A job to do.

She needed to find Reine.

Marceline trudged towards the door. Collapsed in a heap before it. Shoving herself to standing once more, she clapped both hands over the handle and inched the door open. It creaked. The entire hallway was silent.

Save for a few shuffling feet making their way through rooms. Entering the hallway only to vanish again.

She spied three men in black. Heavy cowls concealing their eyes.

They entered the hallway once more only for two to disappear. One stayed. Brought his gaze to her eyes and straightened from his crouch.

He smiled cruelly.

“Up there,” she heard him whisper. The man pointed.

Marceline cursed. Flung herself around the door and rammed her back up against it. Slamming it closed.

The walls shook from the impact. Outside, the voices continued to boom. Continued to argue. While, inside, shuffling feet raced up the hallway and moved towards her room.

Marceline bit her lip.

Her gaze fell to her side. The yellowed chemise she wore stuck to the wound eating into her skin. She didn't dare yank it.

The footsteps ventured closer. 

Marceline eyed the room's single window.

I can't fight, she told herself, not like this.

And she threw herself from the wall. Lurched towards the window at a run-walk, and winced as a thousand little pinpricks of pain ricocheted up and down her right side. Her leg went numb—her heart throbbed. She winced, bit her lip and dove for the long rectangular window. Fingering the latch, it opened with a groan and a hiss.

Behind her, the door opened. Wood thwacked the wall as her assailants entered the room.

Marceline threw herself over the ledge. Found a foothold on the outer wall of the manor and held to mislaid bricks poking out at odd intervals. 

Rain pelted her head. Thunder boomed with a cry and she shut her eyes.

For the first time—with fear souring her tongue and her vision going double once more—she shut her eyes and prayed.

“Don't see no one here.”

“Swear I saw someone—a girl.”

“We aren't here to steal her children—,”

“Think of the recognition we'd get for that, though...”

Three men spoke. All Safranian accents. 

Marceline held tight to the brick. Her side throbbed. Burned. Saliva flooded her mouth.

“Anything?”

“Non...seems like someone bled out, though...”

“Pity.”

They moved about the room like specters, barely making a sound. Marceline held fast—hissed at a sudden sharp stab of pain in her side. Bit her lip and opened her eyes wide.

The men stilled. Froze.

They heard her.

“You added this room to the layout?”

“Mhm. We're doing good. Whatever you saw, twas probably nothing. A ghost...”  

Marceline shut her eyes. Silently thanked the Fates.

“Don't say that...dragons live...witches—whose to say that—,”

“Enough. Go on.”

“Aye, aye.”

They left the room. Feet shuffled and a door closed. Marceline hissed again—cursed as she slapped her hand to the window's lip and attempted to pull herself up.

Steel slithered through muscle. Met wood with a thwack.

She gasped. Opened her mouth to scream only for silence to come tumbling out.

A dagger bit through bone and muscle, pinning her hand to the window pane like a spike.

A man looked over the ledge, his face concealed by a black cowl. His lips twisted and cracked.

“Vive la Coutures.” 

And he turned on his heel, the man's dagger still implanted in Marceline's hand. In a flutter of black fabric, he disappeared. Joining his comrades in the hallway.

Her head fell backward, her lips contorted. A howl raked the skin of her throat, her scream splintering her own ears as she shrieked at the pain.

She dangled like a doll hanging from a noose. Dead. Useless. A collection of soiled rags.

She couldn't stay like this.

The rain fell harder now, washing her face. Drenching her clothes. It hid her tears as they traveled down her face, singeing her cheeks. Biting at the skin of her neck and collarbone. 

With the knife in her hand, she couldn't pull herself up and swing herself inside. With the knife in her hand—she was stuck.

She bit her bottom lip and shut her eyes.

Slapping her hand to the hilt of the dagger, her fingers slipped. Danced. Gripping it, she pulled. Whimpered. Saw a flash of white light. She moved the weapon, slowly. Letting the steel bite through her muscle, the dagger coming out the way in came in; through blood and bone and white hot pain.

With a final yank, she ripped the dagger away. Threw it behind her. Heard steel hit cobbles hard.

She gasped at the pain—couldn't revel in it as she pulled herself up and swung herself into the room. Her hand bleeding like a calf split open, blood spurting forth. Dousing her skin. Staining it.

I am an Agent—I am more than this!

She lied to herself—tried to force herself forward.

I am Marceline Brandy—sworn to the Bann and sworn to Reine Savatier! I will see this contract fulfilled—

Keeling over, she vomited. Went blind and heaved once more.

I am more than this. I am more!

The room came back into view. She sighed. Surveyed her hand and slapped it to her side.

She needed to get downstairs and follow the voices outside. Whatever was going on—she was sure of one thing.

Reine would not die. 

Not while Marceline still lived.
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FEAR. IT BLANKETED the surrounding crowd of farmers, mothers, and a smattering other rain drenched townsfolk like a blanket of soul-sucking midnight. A sea of terrified eyes looked to the wooden ramparts of the Roselets' high walls. Mouths hung open. Faces were drenched in tears, rain, and blood.

Marceline lurched through the crowd, her side bloodied. The wound reopened, its black stitches plucked. 

Charlotte Savatier stood upon the walls' ramparts, her knuckles white as she grabbed the balustrade for support, “I repeat...again and again...Monsieur Couture, I beg of you...”

Armies smelt of decay. Of death and flesh borne soot. Marceline wrinkled her nose, her mind going to the collection of war-ravaged men and women surrounding the Roselets' outer wall.

An army had come, at the hail of the Coutures, seeking revenge. It left a sour taste in Marceline's mouth.

A silver haired man shoved his way through the throng of anxious people. Marceline's face remained stoic as she met Gerard's kind eye.

His eyes flashed as he looked to her wounded hand, her bloodied side. Standing an arm's distance away, he cocked his head and shook it. Shrugged his brown cloak off of his shoulders and proceeded to rip strips of cloth away from it, creating makeshift bandages.

Without a word, he snatched her hand away from her side and patched it up. Weaving cloth around the cut. Treating her hand gently.

Gerard let her hand go, “You're supposed to be abed! You're in no position to wander around—and fight?!” his gaze dove to her hand, “You're trying, aren't you? To kill yourself? You're a leanwit, Marceline—thinking death will save you from the Masters—,”

“Are we under attack?” Marceline blurted, struggling to be heard over the booming voices speaking back and forth above them, “Where—where is Reine?”

Gerard's anger vanished. He swore, the curse a whisper.

“Gerard?” Marceline demanded, her head swimming. The crowd swallowing her, the bodies pressing, “Gerard—where is Reine?”

It was a command.

“I didn't want to be the one to tell you this...” he began, shaking his head. For a moment, he lost his resolve. Meeting her eye only to cut his gaze away and look to the sky. His expression became stone when he looked to her again. His face stoic. Rigid, “Marceline, it has been decided that you are unfit to complete your portion of the contract—,”

Marceline pressed her lips together. Widened her eyes and stooped. Her vision was becoming double again—but she wouldn't let that stop her. Her rage was a silent one. 

Gerard stood tall. Raised his chin. Stared out into nothing, “You're dismissed.”

She couldn't keep quiet, “Dismissed?” she hissed—the voices overhead booming once more, “What do you—,” she shook her head, pressed her fingertips into her wound, “—you have no right.” she decided.

“It is not I who made the decision.” he sighed, shook his head, “I am only the messenger.”

Marceline cursed.

“Then who?” she demanded, “Who made the call?”

Gerard's answer was cut short.

Marceline heard a familiar voice float over those walls. One that called to her.

“Please—mother is there nothing you can give...?”

Silence. Rain fell. Mist wove through the crowd.

“...I...I'm not ready—I don't want to die...”

Callous laughter raked through the air, silencing the wind, “Do you hear that, Madam Savatier? Do you hear that?”

Marceline heard a thump. Heard a rustle of skirts as Charlotte Savatier fell to the planks of the ramparts. The woman cried. Hissed through her tears, “I am...sworn...” she couldn't finish. Couldn't bring herself to condemn the soul on the other side.

Marceline flew at Gerard, “Is that Reine over there? She's—she's in trouble and no one thought to wake me?! No one thought to give me a damn chance?!”

He held his tongue. 

“May all of you burn.” she hissed, “I'm not done. Not yet.”

Marceline tore at the wall—hobbling. Clutching her side. Biting her tongue, blood exploded in her mouth. Copper. Warmth. She let her side go, ignored the pain and eyed the short sword of a nearby Roselet Guard. 

Snatching the sword from the man's heavy belt, she shoved it into the belt of her own breeches and dashed towards the wall. Her side ripping, the wound opening wide. Fresh blood poured out, trailing down her right side.

She clutched the wooden wall. Searched for divots and pulled herself up.

It would be a far climb.

Behind her, Gerard's kind eyes bore into her back. She knew he was shaking his head. 

“You're dismissed,” she heard him call, “let it go. You no longer have a duty to them. You're free...”

She climbed. Slipped. Winced as pain tore at her, eating away at her. Her hand throbbed as she forced it to work. Bones splintered. Muscle grew red. Blood spewed, but she kept going. Kept climbing. Kept hefting herself up.

I am not done. I am not—

She reached the top with a strained grunt. Pulled herself up and stared.

No.

Reine stood on a raised platform. Fell to her knees before a bull-like man in blackened armor inlaid with gold. He stood like a statue, placing his hands on Reine's small shoulders. The girl shivered.

She met Marceline's eyes. One was blackened.

A sword hissed as it was set free. Silver glistened against a downpour of rain. The man behind Reine held the straight blade up.

It hissed through the air, the rain. 

Time seemed to stop. Heavy droplets ceased in midair.

Marceline opened her mouth—screamed—ripped the sword free from her belt and propelled herself from the wall.

Five stories. A plunge. A spiraling drop.

When the sound came—steel biting through skin, moving through bone—it bit through Marceline's heart. 

And behind her, an entire town wailed.
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Marceline

Marceline hit dirt. Collapsed, bones splintering. Snapping in her legs. 

A bright light stole her vision. Fire growing before her.

Men and women screamed. A cacophonous warcry that shook the heavens.

Adrenaline fueled her. Rage.

Fear. 

Crawling through the dirt, she grabbed the short sword that fell with her and brandished it above her head. Silver glinted in the dull light. Her chest throbbed. Ached.

From the corner of her eye, she spotted a willow of a woman. Standing, watching from the sidelines. An angel—a Fate?

It did not matter.

The pain in her legs subsided. Numbed her. Flashed her whole body with heat.

She saw an undulating sea of men and women hefting spears, pulling bowstrings taut.

They ignored her, the little pile of disheveled clothing and broken bones on the ground. They ignored her and prepared their siege engines. A monstrous battering ram roared past her head.

Marceline screamed.

Two women broke from the horde, approached her with daggers drawn and twisted scowls upon their faces.

She didn't mistake the flash of pity in their exchanged glances. They didn't want to do this.

Marceline flailed, the short sword in her hand swinging haphazardly. Swinging as if she were trying to ward off demons.

“Don't come any closer!”

One woman took a step back.

“We're doing you a favor.” hissed the other one who approached, red hair pulled back into a messy chignon. Black grime and soot caked to her sweaty face, “Hold still. You won't feel a thing.”

The soldier flew at Marceline.

Marceline shrieked, angled the short sword for the woman's dirty face and sliced off three of the woman's fingers with a swing.

The soldier shrieked. Flung her dagger into the dirt.

The second soldier came at Marceline. Flanked her.

Drove a claymore through her shoulder. Twisted it.

Metal bit through muscle with a watery squelch.

The surrounding army roared. Large wooden gates erupted, sharp wooden debris flew.

Warm copper erupted in Marceline's mouth. She coughed. Gagged.

And brought her eyes to the sky.
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Marceline

She came to with a gasp.

Checked her hand. Her side, her shoulder.

Every wound was gone. Cleaned and healed.

Marceline blinked.

Is this the Underworld?

Fire blinded her. The night sky set her vision right.

It was a night devoid of stars.

Footsteps crunched through the grass. Approached her.

Marceline trembled. Her heart hiccuped.

A hand wove around her jaw. Clutched it. Forced her to stand on shaky legs as she stared into the bright green eyes of a man who resembled a corpse.

“Katell, you...,” he cocked his head of snow white hair. Searched her pupils. Scanned them, “you've done it.” he breathed, “You've truly done it.”

On the opposite side of the fire, a throaty voice laughed.

Marceline's eyes flashed as the stranger stared, turning his head this way and that. Treating her like some sort of experiment. A travesty well done.

Rearing back her fist, she socked him in the jaw.

Only for her knuckles to plunge through white mist.

She had missed—but how?

Suddenly—everything came pouring back. Reine, the siege. Marceline being dismissed from the contract.

Her charge—her charge died.

Her career with the Bann was...forfeit.

Her eyes widened as her hands were yanked behind her. The stranger cuffing her hands with his own. The mist falling to the ground as dust, the trail curving behind her. 

A woman walked through the fire. Stepping through rollicking flames and smoke, she came to a halt before Marceline.

“Is this any way to treat your saviors?”

“You should have let me die!”
The woman's face was angular and bronze. A sharp widow’s peak lowered as she furrowed her dark brows.
Upon her wrist, a trail of dark blood trailed and dripped into the grass at her bare feet.

The woman snorted, looked past Marceline. Met the eyes of the man behind her.

“Robin,” she simply said, “bind her.”

Using rope from a nearby travel bag, Robin tied Marceline's wrists behind her. Guided her to the ground before the fire.

“We've all been here at some point.” he told her before disappearing.

We've all been here.

Marceline glared into the fire, hunched over. Cross-legged with her hands behind her back. She glared. Glowered and bit her lip.

It had been years since she felt like truly crying. Just giving herself over to tears.

Who am I? Without a charge to protect—without the Bann and my fellow Agents, who am I?

Gerard had seemed pretty keen to dismiss her. Lucius was nowhere to be found—and the others...

Who demanded that she be dismissed? Who saw her as unfit?

They had never even given her a chance!

She should have given her life once Reine lost hers.

She swore Reine's blood had been lavender...trailing off the wooden platform, pooling in the grass. Green and purple, mixing.

Who am I?

With Reine dead, not only was her portion of the contract broken, but her career with the Bann was over. If she returned, the Masters would throw her out. Permanently dismiss her. And she'd be nothing, wandering the world as a listless traveler without a purpose. Without a goal and a reason to live.

A lot like her parents.

Was she simply destined? Destined to be nothing?

She shook her head. Blinked tears away.

Her chin dropped to her chest and she clenched her jaw. Her chest rose and fell, rose and fell—heart hammering as she bit her tongue. As putrid sobs began to rack her body, her shoulders shivering. Pain-staking gasps erupting from her mouth.

She couldn't control it. 

Marceline felt like a child again—crying. Crying because she couldn't stop it. Crying because her parents were gone.

They had simply left her.

Left her and moved on.

She let the tears come now, as fire crackled and snapped in her face. The strangers—Katell and Robin—were somewhere on the outskirts. Leaving her to herself. As if they somehow knew what she was going through.

They knew she needed time. Space.

We've all been here.

Marceline had done everything in her power to not end up here—helpless and worthless. Alive, but without a purpose.

What is life without a reason? Without the Bann—what am I?

Reine was gone. Dead. Murdered on a platform—she could have saved her.

If only she hadn't been injured—if only she could have healed faster. Miraculously. If only.

She hated feeling sorry for herself. She hated feeling pity.

For a moment, she hated herself.

Pull yourself together.

But did she have a reason to?

She could stay like this—sobbing. Feeling sorry for herself. She could stay like this and nobody would be for better or worse. A person's life no longer depended on her strength, on her nature. Nothing depended on what she did anymore. So—was it worth it? To pull herself together and stand on her own two feet?

What you've been given is a gift. You should have died on that field.

Marceline wished she would have.

She wished she could exchange her life for Reine's. At least then she would have died knowing her duty had been somewhat fulfilled. She would have died knowing she had a purpose.  

But now?

Marceline fell backward, let the cool dirt and grass blades soothe her.

She brought her eyes to the sky.

Stars blinked into existence, sprinkling the black. They winked at her. 

Grass crunched from some ways away. People moving. Hushed voices whispering, speaking. Probably about her.

Marceline closed her eyes. Breathed. 

She fell asleep to the swan-song of crickets.
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GENTLE HANDS ROLLED her over. Undid the tight rope at her back.

“There,” whispered a tired voice, “c'mon now. Here's a hand.”

Marceline turned over. Reached for the Katell's waggling fingers and took the hand up. 

Katell hefted her up. Met Marceline's eyes for a moment before tilting her chin towards the high grass at their backs.

The sun was rising, night trailing away.

It was a new day. A new dawn.

Marceline followed her, rubbing sleep from her eyes as she swatted forehead high grass away from her. Swimming through the field of waving grasses, Katell led her to a clearing in the vast plains of verdant. A clearing that opened up to a rushing river of glittering turquoise and a tangerine sky. Blue mountains rolled before the backdrop of orange, sky blue mist haunting its soft face.

Marceline's jaw dropped. She clasped her hands before her chest.

It was beautiful.

Katell turned to face Marceline, full lips attempting a smile as she stretched out her arms to either side of her.

“You have a choice.” she murmured, “A new day is so much brighter when yesterday could have been your last.”

That much...is true.

The panoramic view was...breathtaking. 

Was Marceline truly alive?

Wrapping her pale arms around herself, Katell sputtered a giggle. Coyly smiled, “I don't know you—but we found you dying. You were almost there—almost to the bridge that connects our world to the afterlife. But something told me to...stop you.”

A flock of crows wove their way through the sky, disappearing behind lacy clouds of gossamer.

Katell sighed, “Do you still...want to die...?”

Marceline held her tongue. She cut her gaze away. Looked to the bright sky. Her eyes searched for the birds.

“I healed you with my life. This,” she showed Marceline her ripped forearm, “was a miracle. But now—it's your turn. How will you use it, stranger? This miracle? How will you use your second chance?”

Marceline licked her lips. Bit her bottom one.

Reine's dead.

Marceline was dismissed from the contract. And with her charge dead, she was permanently dismissed from the Bann.

She had no career now. No title, no purpose.

Without her job—

What will happen to me now? What will I become?

It was a question she'd perhaps...find the answer to. Maybe, she'd search for it.

Marceline met the woman's eye.

“I don't want to be lost.”

This was her choice. Her decision. She'd find a purpose—something to be dutiful to. 

Perhaps she owed something to herself.

A smile parted Katell's lips. Her gaze hardened. Curtly, she nodded her head.

“Then follow me.”
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Marceline

Katell and Robin mounted slender black horses as Marceline watched, arms crossed.

Steering her steed towards Marceline, Katell curved the beast's large head and swung its body to the right.

“You coming?” she asked, offering Marceline a hand up.

Marceline reached for it—hesitated and stopped. She met Katell's chilly eyes, “Why did you save me?” the words tumbled out like vomit, “Heal me? How did you do it?”

Ruffling the horse's mane, Katell cast a sidelong glance behind her. Marceline followed her eyes, finding Robin in the clearing. The man gave a somber nod, and Katell whisked her gaze back to Marceline's, “Would you believe me if I told you that I can commune with the Fates?”

Marceline fought the urge to roll her eyes.

Katell shook her head, “Your search for answers will only breed more questions...more doubts...”

“What you did was impossible.”

“Impossible with conventional methods, but not with the Blood.” throwing out her hand once more, Katell wiggled her fingers, “So, are you coming or what?”

The Blood? What did she mean by that?

Marceline sighed. Stared at nothing.

Could she trust these people?

They had saved her—didn't they? Brought her back from the brink.

She couldn't go back. Not to the Roselets, not to the Bann. She had nowhere to go back to, and nowhere to go.

These strangers were all she had now. And they had already helped her once.

Marceline took Katell's hand. Clasped it, “Sure. I suppose I have no choice.”

“My dear,” laughed Katell as she hefted her up, “that is your choice. To follow!”

Sure, Marceline huffed, clinging to the sides of the saddle as Katell kneed her horse into a canter, why not?
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THEY DOUBLED BACK AND traced the Poudurac, wild fields of high grass bowing low to dark forests with twisted black branches. As day gave way to night, the trees climbed toward the sky. Towering trunks piercing through flocks of birds and lacy clouds heavy with rain. 

Stars began to dot the sky when they came upon a sizable hovel proclaiming itself to be an inn. 

Djinn's Arms hung between two posts, the sign fluttering in the wind like a ragged tree branch.

“We're about a day's ride out.” Katell whispered, gracefully sliding from the horse like a dancer.

“From where?”

Katell shrugged, “Oh, you know...”

“The Brandys.” Robin barked from Marceline's left.

Marceline looked at Katell evenly, the name drew a blank.

They paid a stable boy to stow their horses and entered the inn at a brisk pace, eager to get out of the cold and darkness. 

The strong stench of musty pâté blew at them. Marceline's eyes watered as they entered, the dark wooden floorboards moaning as the three stepped into the inn's hearth. The place was homey, small. Warmth etched up through the floorboards as a small hearth fire burned in the small chamber's heart. Surrounding the fire, sat three oval tables. Two occupied. One empty. 

The patrons ignored them. All travelers. All exhausted. Katell and Robin took seats at the empty table, their backs to a gray stone wall. Marceline followed, sighing as she sat. Stretched out her legs.

They sat. For a long time, they just enjoyed a reprieve.

“It's been a long time since I simply just...sat.” Marceline heard Katell murmur.

Their peace was quickly broken.

“Staying the night, or simply eatin'?”

The accent was southern. It grated on Marceline's ears.

Across from her, Katell stiffened. Sat up straight.

Beside her, Robin cursed.

Marceline held up a finger.

“One night? We haven't many rooms left...” the innkeeper drawled, fingering the lute dangling across her shapely torso.

Robin nudged her, stabbing her rib with his elbow.

“One room, Ma'am. Also, whatever you've got cooking.” Katell smiled. Nodded and pressed a handful of silver coins into the woman's outstretched palm.

Without another word, the innkeeper left.

“We're staying?” Robin blurted.

“It's not safe out there. Not at night.” Katell said, leaning back into her chair.

“It's not safe here!”

“Monsters come out at night,” Marceline muttered matter-of-factly, “human and non-human.”

Across the table, Katell stifled a grin. She nodded.

“I don't like the look of these people.”

“They aren't bothering you.” Katell laughed, glancing around nervously, “We'll just take our food and go up, yeah?”

“Fine.”

The place was practically empty, save for five others. Three gathered round an oval table adjacent to them, throwing harsh glances their way; while two others drank and played cards at a table opposite.

Marceline didn't understand their urgency.

But they're different, she decided, closing her eyes, they're not human. That much is obvious.

Perhaps they needed to be extra careful.

A finger prodded Marceline's forehead. Slowly, she opened her eyes.

Before her sat a tall deck of pastel colored playing cards, a large painted portrait adorning the face of the first card. 

“While we're waiting...” Katell presented another deck, this one she sat before herself, “have you ever played Fata Morgana?”
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BOWLS OF BONE BROTH were thrown before them and they ate. Robin demanded that they be shown to their room, and the two strangers bid Marceline goodnight before disappearing up rickety wooden stairs.

The inn slowly emptied, two of the original five patrons waddling up the stairs to their rooms as Marceline sat with her head in her hands, listening to the crackle of the fire. Feeling eyes bore into her from the table adjacent.

Chair legs scratched against the floor. Wood creaked.

Something heavy clattered upon the space before her. A chill touched her cheek.

She looked up.

A man stood, frozen. His face seemed friendly, young. Riddled with pockmarks and distended scarring.

A cracked clay mug sat before her. Something audibly sloshed.

“Seems like you need this.” he murmured, his voice a graveled rumble. Taking a seat across from her, he frowned as Marceline eyed the mug warily.

She met the man's brown gaze and stood.

Agents never drink.

But did that matter anymore?

She marched past the table.

Rough fingers caught her wrist. The grasp tight.

“Sit.” he commanded, “Drink.”

From her far left, she noted that his table was now empty. The other two patrons originally sitting with him, eying Marceline's table and picking them apart, were gone.

Deft feet danced up the rickety stairs to her left. She saw silver. Knives.

Marceline cast her gaze behind her, “Those your people?”

His grip tightened. Her bones moved. Popped and snapped.

Marceline bit her tongue. Whimpered.

Dark brown eyes narrowed, “You aren't one of them,” the man breathed, choking her wrist, “are you?”

Whirling around, Marceline freed her wrist. 

As the disheveled body of a woman rolled down the wooden stairwell. Her body slamming into every step.

Across the room, the innkeeper shrieked before ducking beneath a heavy wooden counter top. She prayed—murmured a zealous whisper.

As a trail of white dust flew through the air, racing down the stairway to circle around the woman upon the floor before the silhouette of a man materialized. Robin.

Katell stood at the top of the stairs. Hunched. Needle like claws erupting from her elongated nail beds.

Footsteps raced up above, wood dust rained from the ceiling.

Marceline cursed. Narrowed her eyes—they were hetaera. Vampires.

Merde—what had she gotten herself into?!

The stranger beside her bristled—exploded from his chair.

Marceline used this to her advantage.

She snorted. Whirled around to slam her heel into the head of the man behind her.

An agile hand reached. The man ducked and caught her heel. Yanked her body and threw her towards the floorboards.

She hit the ground with an oof. Air exploding from her lungs.

“We didn't come here to fight!” Katell screamed from across the room.

Leaning over Marceline, the man grinned as he brought his lips closer, “You're not a vampire.” he hissed.

He pulled away.

Marceline screamed—reached for the bronze clasp holding his cloak to his chest and ripped at it. Bringing the man to the floor.

Quickly, she rolled over. Straddled him.

“Marceline!”

It was a screech. A sudden call. A howl that broke her concentration.

“Marceline—don't—!”

A guttural growl forced the fire to sputter.

Slamming her boot into the man's wind pipe, Marceline turned. Froze.

Remy lay on the floor, clutching her belly. Katell hovered over her as another of Remy's comrades wrestled Robin, a giant man with arms as thick as tree trunks. Both men circled, nose to nose, steam streaming from Robin's parted lips.

Remy wore a foreign uniform. A black tunic with an exploding sun.

Marceline's eyes flashed.

It reminded her of that badge. The one Remy had given her.

But it was so long ago.

Did she still have it?

White hot pain exploded from her ankle. She cried out. Rolled to the floor and clenched her jaw.

Cold steel kissed her neck. The man now straddled her, his knife at her throat.

She met dark brown eyes, didn't dare swallow as the knife pinched her skin.
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Marceline

“Ludovic!—Ludovic, stop!”

Marceline's breath stuck in her throat as cruel eyes bore into her own. The man straddling her—Ludovic—bristled at the shrill call. Pressed the blade firmly to her throat.

“It's not them—we've got the wrong people! There was never any mention of a human, or a...thrall...”

“She's not a thrall.” Ludovic spat back, flinging the knife to the ground.

Silver clattered near Marceline's right ear. She flinched. Thought of taking the blade, stabbing Ludovic.

“I know her, Ludovic! Listen to the vampire—,”

“Yes—we didn't come here to fight!” Katell called from across the room, “Robin, let up.”

Marceline heard a grunt before a heavy body fell to the floor.

Ludovic's breath hissed through flared nostrils.

With her heart pounding in her ears, Marceline slapped her splayed hand to Ludovic's face and pushed—screaming, “Get off me!”

The floorboards creaked as Remy pushed herself from the ground and raced towards Ludovic and Marceline. Grabbing Ludovic by the shoulders, she pulled at his cloak. Attempted to lift him off of Marceline, only for him to turn and shoo her hands away. 

With a grunt, he shoved himself to standing. Left Marceline alone.

She stood, fists clenched.

“You're lucky.” he told her matter-of-factly, his voice suddenly soft.

Biting the inside of her cheek, the knife flashed before her again. This time, it was just a vision. A ghost.

She had almost lost her life...again.

“Yeah.” she agreed, grumbling.

“Marceline...” Remy murmured, her calloused hand brushing Marceline's shoulder, “...it's nice to see you again under better...circumstances...”

Marceline pursed her lips. Nodded in the larger woman's direction.

From across the inn, Katell reverted back to her human self. She gripped Robin by the forearm as the larger of Remy's companions stared at Ludovic with obvious disdain.

“We ain't doing anything about these monsters?” the large man rumbled.

“They aren't our problem—Remy's right.” Ludovic said, shaking his head.

Robin narrowed his eyes, bucking against Katell's firm grip, “You're only saying that 'cause you know we'd kill you. Gut every one of you. Drink your blood and leave you for dead. How dare you attack us!”

“Watch it,” Katell murmured, pulling Robin back, “you know who patrols these woods...”

Marceline took a step forward, “So, you'll leave us alone, then?”

Ludovic slid his gaze over his shoulder. Met her eyes with a smirk, “No one hunts humans, girl. But hetaera...they'll always be hunted.” he hissed, snapping his gaze to Katell, “If you've got any wits about you, you'll be gone by the morning, demon.”

Robin growled—the sound low and guttural.

Beside Marceline, Remy jumped.

“Let them go, Robin.” Katell whispered, placating them, “We'll be gone. We don't want trouble.”

“Good to hear.” Ludovic replied, “Aldric!” he called before venturing up the stairs with Remy's large comrade at his back.

When doors slammed, Katell met Marceline's eyes before leading Robin up the stairs.

And they were alone, Remy and Marceline. Save for the innkeeper who shivered beneath the counter top of the bar.

Gripping the wide back of a chair, Remy yanked it out. Opened a hand towards the empty oval table near the hearth, “Seat?” she shrugged, still trembling from the earlier battle.

Marceline mimicked the gesture, her eyelids suddenly heavy. Gingerly, she took the seat opposite.

Fishing into the deep pockets of her bloodied breeches, Remy pulled out a deck of cards.

Marceline found herself stifling a chuckle, “You could be bleeding to death—and somehow, I knew this would be coming.”

Remy flashed a crooked smile. Tossed her flaming hair from her face, “So, you remember?” she giggled, “It's not true, then? That failed Bann recruits are forgotten? Erased from history by the Masters?”

Marceline bristled at the mention. Thumped an elbow to the table and rested her head in her hand, “No,” she sighed, “it's absolutely not.”

Remy and Kafka. Twins. Twin sisters. Twin fighters. Some time ago, when Marceline was just a simple orphan trying to find her purpose in life, the three had shared a tiny chamber at the Bann. All touting the title of, “recruit”. When a day was particularly hard, their daily exercises stifling as they worked in thick humidity of the bog that surrounded their training grounds; Remy, Kafka, and Marceline would stay up in their off time, despite being exhausted. Playing card games till the sun rose. Fata Morgana their game of choice. 

They were twins in everything they did. From their fighting styles, to the way they wore their hair. When Kafka failed training, Remy followed suit. Both girls leaving the Bann under the dark cover of night.

They were her only friends at the time. The only other girls slogging their way through recruit training. When they left...  

Desertion at the Bann wasn't unheard of, but leaving the fortress without the clearance of the Masters was.

“You remember how to play?”

Marceline cocked her head, watching the deck as Remy split it, “Played it with that vampire.”

Remy gasped lightly, “Why are you with them? If you don't mind me asking. Aren't you supposed to be taking care of the Savatiers? Where have they gone?”

Marceline's eyes flashed.

She had almost forgotten about the political importance of her charge. Almost forgot about how Remy worked with her charge's enemy. How the woman had tried to kidnap her. Question her. Fling her out of a window.

We aren't little girls anymore. 

“Those days of us staying up till the sun rose...playing Fata Morgana, Remy,” Marceline leaned in, lowering her voice, “they're over. We aren't friends anymore.”

She contemplated lying.

“I know what you're thinking.” Remy finally said, snatching a card from the top of her deck and placing it face down, “That I'm against you—that I want to kill your charge—that day when Kafka and I tried to take you...we were trying to save you Marceline. The Bann is...” 

Marceline flipped her top card. Slammed it to the table face and turned it over.

“Merde...” Remy hissed, turning over her card only to hand it over to Marceline, “...you always had the best luck at this...”

The Bann is what? Marceline wanted to ask, but decided to hold her tongue as she stole a glance at Remy's eyes.

The girl was concentrating, losing herself in the game.

Maybe Marceline should let herself get lost too.

Taking another card from the top of her deck, Remy flipped it. Cursed again as Marceline took that card as well.

“Figures you'd start with a major card! Death!” Remy grumbled, shaking her head, “Maybe you should get your own deck.”

They continued, cards flipping, both women losing cards and forking them over to the winner.

“Why are you here?” Marceline finally said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“We're Spears now, Spears of the Sun, me and Kafka. Though we aren't in the same field group.” licking her upper lip, Remy slammed another card to the table. She hissed a, “Yes!” before snatching Marceline's upturned card, “Safrana's eastern citadel is going hungry—literally starving because farmers aren't prepared for this chill. We've been in a perpetual summer for decades—and now, all of a sudden...”

Remy shrugged, handed over her card to Marceline, “...you know the stories. No more magic. No more summer. Had something to do with a contaminated crux or something—but Safrana's largest vineyard has been reporting some problems and,”

Wood boards creaked as the innkeeper stood, still muttering. Trembling.

To their left, the hearthfire crackled.

“Well, we've come to check it out. The vineyard keeper reports that monsters are not only killing his workers, but destroying the vineyard—have you ever heard of that, Marce? He swore—the monsters weren't eating his stock, but simply destroying it. Setting it on fire. He also swore that there were just two.”

“Two?” Marceline asked, sliding her weaker card over to Remy, “How would he have known that?”

“Well that's a good question...the survivors of the attacks, what's left of his workers, said the same. Two. Humanoid. Pitching flame and killing people. If the attacks aren't stopped, the entire eastern citadel will starve once winter hits with full force. So we came out to help.”

“Ah,” Marceline murmured, her collection of Remy's weaker cards growing into a teetering stack, “good luck, then.”

“Well, see, that's the thing—would you...help us? Of course, if you aren't seriously busy. We could use the extra power. If it's truly non-humans doing this—we need all of the help we can get. You saw how those hetaera hit us—if that woman hadn't called for peace, we'd all be bloody corpses on the floor right now.” 

Help them? Marceline eyed Remy carefully.

Merde...she needed something to do. Maybe this could be it, saving a vineyard from some brigands. Maybe this could be it.

She thought about it. Pursed her lips.

“Is what you're doing out here, for the Savatiers, important?”

“It's none of your damned business.” Marceline snapped.

Remy threw up her hands, “Okay, okay—I know when I've hit a wall, alright? No more questions—just a plea, will you help us?”

So deep in their card game and conversation, they hadn't noticed the innkeeper suiting up for battle. Pulling on a white cotton surcoat, the pint-sized woman placed a silver pot over her ruddy forehead. Brandishing a rolling pin in her right hand, she sighed heavily, muttered a quick prayer to the Fates and approached the women's table.

“You lot need to leave!” she sputtered, poking her rolling pin at both women, “All of you!” she screeched, “Now!”

Remy and Marceline eyed her evenly.

“Or—or I'll,” she swallowed audibly, trembling slightly, “—I'll set all your horses free! I'll call the Champions! I've seen the warrant for that man and—,”

Remy leapt from her seat, snatched the cards from the table and pocketed them, “Fine—fine. Just keep quiet—I'll pay you double what we're giving you if you just let us leave in the morning!”

Marceline stood as well, brow furrowed, “A warrant for who?”

Remy spoke over her, “Triple! I'll pay you triple!”

“No!” the innkeep screeched, the rotund little woman going red as a tomato, “Leave—now! Or I'm going out there and screaming for them!”
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THEY READIED THEIR mounts under the cover of darkness, Remy chattering on nonstop. Explaining to Ludovic about the new addition to their party. Marceline kept pace with Katell and Robin, unsure of how to say goodbye to them. When Katell offered Marceline a hand up into the saddle, Marceline took it with hesitation. 

Even the vampires opted to leave, frightened of the innkeeper sicking the Champions, fabled monster hunters of the Rose, on them. Robin muttered stories of how the Champions took down griffins and drakes. They prided themselves in their ability to hunt and skewer non-humans for the safety of all of humanity. Their prejudice made Robin sick.

Marceline stood at a crossroads. Leave to the Brandys with Katell and Robin—her saviors, the very people who brought her back from the brink. Or, leave with Remy and the Spears of the Sun. One of the men holding a sizable warrant on his head. Marceline could easily guess who.

The party moved away from the Djinn's Arms Inn together, venturing through the forest until the inn's stone smoke stack became one with the dark stygian trees.

Sliding from Katell's saddle, Marceline made her choice as the group came to a gradual stop.

Soft fingers fluttered through her hair, flicked at her cheek. Marceline looked up, “I never even got your name, little hellcat.” Katell murmured, smiling as Robin steered his sable horse around them. Cutting off Remy and the prying eyes of her group, “What may I call you?”

“Marceline.” she murmured softly, grasping Katell's outstretched hand. She clasped it firmly, shook it, “Thank you, Katell, for saving my life. You asked me how I would use my second chance, and this is it.” she said, letting Katell's hand go, “I'm going to use it to help others.”

“You're different—but I knew you were a good one,” taking the reigns of her horse in both hands, Katell softly kneed the animal into a slow trot. “See you soon, Marceline.” she called over her shoulder.

Robin gripped the reigns of his horse—but hesitated. Looking down, emerald eyes met Marceline's. He nodded curtly, snow white hair brushing over his slender shoulder.

And he left, following Katell.

Both broke into a breakneck sprint and vanished down the dark dirt path.

Marceline hoped they wouldn't get caught by the Champions. She hoped she truly would see them again.

A massive warhorse clopped to Marceline's side. Ludovic's hand reached for her, palm up. 

Marceline took it without hesitation. Grasping it with a solid grip, she hefted herself into the saddle. She sat behind him, legs tight to the horse's sides. 

Her mind was made up. She'd protect others again, with a duty to herself and her needs.

She was no longer an Agent of the Bann—no longer Reine's protector.

Lucius, Gerard, and all the others...maybe I'll see you again someday. 

Maybe.

The horses trotted. Cantered. Broke into a wind whipping gallop.
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TWENTY-ONE
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Marceline

Before them, Aldric pointed. Fingers stark against the bruised sky, “Orange on the horizon, Ludovic.” he grasped the air with his fingers. Worked his thumb against his forefinger, “Fresh soot. Smell it?”

“Smoke.” Remy breathed, slapping a hand to her nose, “Fire—,” she coughed as the horses came to a jeering halt.

Marceline swallowed. Her throat suddenly dry and rough.

“Follow the flame, then.” Ludovic whispered, his voice booming in his chest, “It's what we came here for.”
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STYGIAN TREES BROKE to reveal a massive vineyard, its twisting vines and branches covered by a blanket of night and growing fire. Orange tinted their leaves, fire crackling and hissing as scarlet flames crawled opposite of the forest. At the vineyard's very back. 

They slid from their horses. Securing them to the trees behind them, they approached the vineyard, eying the far away flame as it stabbed at the night sky. Painting it alight with orange piercing through scarlet.

Entering one of the many rows of vines and trees, they skulked up the long pathway of dirt and brush, smoke scratching at their senses the closer they came to the flame. 

Humanoid silhouettes danced against the fire, their forms tiny.

Ludovic halted the group with a hand.

“Remy,” he whispered, “bring out the bestiary.”

Unhooking a large tome from the back of her belt, Remy slapped a leather bound book to the ground, “What am I looking for?”

Her question was met with silence.

Marceline bit the inside of her cheek, were they here for these silhouettes? On the journey to the vineyard, the home of Remy and her cohorts' current employer, Remy had clued Marceline in on what they were doing at the Inn. Originally, the vineyard keep hadn't been able to supply them with rooms at his estate while they staked out the monsters sabotaging his crop. According to Ludovic, they had been unfortunate to run into Marceline and her hetaera friends, yet fortune enough to recruit an agent of the Bann onto their side.

Former agent.

Aldric huffed, his breath hissing through his nostrils as white steam.

“Blighter...sun wraith...and corpse eater.” Ludovic mused, eyes on the tiny silhouettes.

“Fire's coming from them.” Aldric remarked.

They can't be human, Marceline decided, her brow furrowing. 

“Found 'em.”

“Which can control flame? Have their own will—some sort of intelligence?”

Remy licked her lips. Flipped back and forth through worn yellow pages, “Sun wraiths and corpse-eaters, though both require some sort of motive. Wraiths like their homes warm. Corpse eaters like to...well, eat...”

“And the blighters?”

“Immune to flame. Though they require no motive to attack.”

Ludovic nodded, “Right.” he turned, “Marceline, ready to put your skills to work?”

Now was no time to hesitate. To muse and think on things. What I know is enough...

For now.

Marceline cut her gaze from the silhouettes. Met Ludovic's eyes, “Yeah.”

Aldric stepped between the two, “I'll do it, boss. I'll go see what they are.”

“Scout ahead.” Ludovic commanded, still meeting Marceline's eyes. “If you're to be one of us.”

Aldric bristled, “Really? You're going to trust her with this? She could muss up the entire operation! Let me—,”

Ludovic's eyes were cold. His gaze pierced through Aldric's words, silencing him with a look.

Aldric rolled his eyes, “Fine.”

“I'll need a weapon.” Marceline snapped.

Sliding a dagger from her belt, Remy placed cold steel into Marceline's hands, “Use it well. Come back alive.”

Marceline met her eyes. Nodded.

“You know what you're looking for?”

Turning to Ludovic, Marceline slipped the dagger's sharp edge beneath her own belt, “Melted green skin for a blighter, sheet white body for a sun wraith.”

Ludovic nodded. Slipped a smile, “Good. Don't attack. Get a good look and report back. Tell us what they are.”

Marceline almost returned the smile—but stopped herself. This wasn't Lucius she was receiving orders from—a friend and mentor. No, this was a stranger. Someone whose merit rested on Remy's broad shoulders. 

For all Marceline knew, this man could turn out to be her enemy.

But she nodded. Took off before Aldric could complain more.

Weaving her way through the long lines of green and brown, she dove closer to the flame and strange humanoid silhouettes spouting fire. 

The fire grew larger. Louder. Smoke fell heavy like a blanket of snow, threatening to choke her as she ventured closer for a good look at the vineyard burners.

Falling to the ground, she shimmied her way closer. Catching glimpses of bare feet and black cloak tails brushing against the dirt, she noted that their skin was tan. Pink.

Not the color of a blighter's, or a sun wraith's. 

She bit the inside of her cheek. Pressed her chin to the ground, and dared to slide herself closer.

“Fire's good. We can't burn the whole place down. Can't risk killing him.”

“Can't just hold the Element in, though. We've got to exhaust it all.” another voice grunted.

“Of course you're right, you always are.”

Laughter. Deep chuckles.

Could sun wraiths speak? Blighters?

Could they laugh?

Were these creatures simply men?

Marceline stiffened. Talons ripped through her breeches. Hands slid her through the tangled vines and scratched dirt. Pebbles rubbed her back raw.

Something pulled at her—forced her to spring from her hiding place with her hand clutching the hilt of her dagger.

She came face to face with a bear.

It simply stared at her—its large black eyes narrowed. The brown hair on its back spiked, the massive creature trembling. Clearly on edge.

“Trust may come easily to Ludovic and Remy, but not to me.”

It spoke. It truly spoke to her.

Behind the long line of vines and trees, the two strangers throwing fire quieted.

The beast lifted its large head. Sniffed at the air with a nose as black as coal.

“I can smell a vampire's thrall. I know what you are, Agent.”

Aldric's voice boomed from its salivating mouth as the creature pulled itself onto its meaty hind legs and opened its arms.

It's Aldric...! Aldric's a...Changeling?

Marceline freed her dagger as the bushes behind her crashed open. The men behind her cursing and screaming as the massive bear reared back its head and roared.

It fell upon her before she could defend herself. Hugging her to its chest, the bear wheeled her around and screamed as flame roared and crackled. Burnt fur and skin met Marceline's nose and she tightened her grip upon the dagger's hilt as Aldric's bear form cried out. Flame licking his back as the strange fire spewing men pelted him with crackling balls of fire.

Aldric kept her in his grip—the massive bear shivering from every pummel. Growling and roaring as flame continued to pelt him. Continued to eat through fur and skin.

Skin sizzled. Spat.

As the strangers took off—rushing away from the massive bear. Tearing through brush and vines.

Remy's scream was the second voice Marceline heard.

Prying the bear's grizzled arms away from herself, Marceline tore through the brush towards Remy's voice. Quick footsteps echoed her own, peeling away from her as she slowed. Huffing, sweat dripping from her forehead as the flame eating away at the vineyard far behind her went out.

Darkness assailed them, stealing their vision.

“Merde,” Remy cursed, dropping to the ground, “No...no...look—it's a...”

Ripping a branch from a nearby vine, Ludovic snapped flint against it. Lit a flame and took a knee near the flame thrower's body. Clenched his jaw.

“Merde...we aren't supposed to kill men. By the Fates...” Remy murmured. Crossed herself.

Ludovic shook his head. Pressed his fingers over the dead man's open eyes. Closed them.

Standing, he ran a hand through his tangled hair, “Florent better explain this.” he murmured, turning away, “He'd better explain this well.”
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DAY BROKE AS THEY RODE their horses up a curving trail littered with gray and white pebbles. It cut through the seemingly boundless green vineyard, leading them to a middling little estate inlaid with blushing brick and stone. 

Pulling their mounts to a stop before widening white stairs, they slid from their horses at the behest of a powdered horse master and watched the young man lead their horses to a tiny wooden stable at their right.

Two large white warhorses already occupied two stalls, Marceline noted. A weathered wagon sat before the tiny stable, its securing chains gold. Glittering in the morning light.

“Why aren't you supposed to kill men?” Marceline whispered to Remy as they walked the marble stairs, “Aren't you mercenaries?”

Remy's lips thinned, “It's murder, plain and simple. And, no, we aren't mercenaries!” she met Marceline's eyes with a questioning glare, “We're Spears of the Sun.”

Marceline raised an eyebrow—as if that means anything to me.

Rapping his knuckles against the estate's large oaken door, Ludovic was abruptly stopped as the doors wheezed open. A steward tumbling out.

“This way.” the man bowed, his garments jingling, “the master of the house shall see you momentarily.”

He led them to a large sun swept vestibule complete with verdant divans and a sprawling area rug which swallowed the soles of their shoes as they walked upon it. Eying them with obvious disdain, the steward bowed once more before disappearing beneath an oval side entrance.

The four were left to stand. Shifting their feet at the impoliteness of their host's servant.

“This is where the keeper of the vineyard lives?” Marceline remarked, her eyes roving over well-lit oil paintings before scanning two marble statues adorning the vestibule's main oaken entrance.

“Florent lives more lavishly than most.” Ludovic hissed.

The doors opened with a whoosh of cool wind as a tall, spindly, gentleman entered with wiry arms outstretched, “Good morning, fellows!” he chirped, the man's steward bringing the doors to a gentle close behind him, “Once again, the Spears grace me with their presence—,”

“You lied, Florent.” Ludovic spat, closing the distance between himself and the older gentleman.

The vineyard keeper took a graceful step back, his silken robes dancing as he brought a hand to his sharp chin, “I'm afraid I'm drawing a blank.”

“You know what about!”

Florent's marble green eyes widened. He snapped his fingers, “Of course—the fiends burning my crop? What have you found out?”

“They're men.” Ludovic growled, “Humans. You, and your workers lied to us. You knew we'd never harm humans!”

Florent sighed at this. Played with the sparse gray hairs upon his chin and brought a hand to his hip, “Ludovic, we simply told you what we believed we saw. It is no fault of mine that you believe in the shoddily spun tales of mere servants, boy. You see them crossing themselves—praying to the Fates. They even speak of dragons—elves and vampires. You knew not to trust their word completely—,”

“You spoke of monsters as well.”

Florent raised his sharp chin, “And you believe I walk this vineyard at night? Pft!” he shook his head, coughed out a chuckle, “I simply told you what I heard and attempted to make sense of what my servants go on and on about. Monsters...hetaera...men.” he flashed a smile. All teeth.

Ludovic let his shoulders fall, “You lied.”

“I simply told you what I know.” Florent took a step forward. Raised his hand and clasped Ludovic on the shoulder, “And I apologize for the misinformation, Ludovic. But those fiends—whomever and whatever they are—are still burning my vineyard and destroying my crop. My workers won't go near them—for fear that they are some sort of monsters—and if things continue on as they are, I will have nothing to give to Safrana. I—we—will starve if this continues.”

“I know this.”

Marceline met Florent's light eyes for a flashing moment. Deceit peppered them like tears.

“In return for this—mistake—I will offer you, and your own, rooms...food...healing...”

At this, Aldric flinched as if flame were still singeing him. His black tunic merged with red and welted skin on his back. Some of it blackened. Some of it puss painted.

“In return, you must continue with my request.”

Ludovic seemed to hesitate. Shrugging Florent's bony fingers from his shoulder, he sighed, “Granted. But on one condition—we're not killing humans. You know our rules.”

“Very well.” Florent said, taking a step back. His hand to the door behind him, “Use your imagination then, boy. Tie these fiends up. Bring them to me so that I may do what I wish.”

Ludovic sighed, “Granted.” 
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FOLLOWING THE SPEARS came with its perks, Marceline mused as she sat upon a thick white chair carved with paintings of grapes and snaking vines. She sat before a long pearly table, a strawberry stuffed pastry clenched between her hands. Crust flakes dotting her porcelain plate.

Opposite her, at the very end of the long pearly table, sat a handsome stranger in a velvet tunic. His sharp blue eyes scanning her before dropping his gaze, refusing to meet hers. 

After the ordeal with Florent, the four went their separate ways intent on putting the hospitality of their host to good use.

Marceline found the dining room. Requested food and ate.

In the Bann, they were given tasteless gruel—food that would build them up and swallow their taste buds. Thus, preventing them from tasting anything sweet for the rest of their lives.

Marceline quickly found out that this was a lie, and shut her eyes as strawberry jam spurted against her tongue. She missed the sugary sweetness of fruit. She missed candy. Chocolate.

At the opposite end of the long dining table, she listened to the handsome man chuckle. The laughter thorough and deep.

Snapping her eyes open, she met his gaze.

“And who are you?” he called, his smooth voice carried over the length of the empty table.

She could swim in those deep blue eyes.

“No one.” Marceline replied, tearing off another piece of her pastry. She ate the treat slowly.

“She speaks.” he teased, setting his white tea cup down.

Marceline huffed, the silence broken, “Who are you?” 

He puffed up his chest, “Rand Demarche. Knight of the Danaen Monarchy.” he opened a palm to her, “And you?”

Marceline narrowed her eyes, “As I said, nobody.”

He laughed in that southern way—no control. Wild, “A tigress such as yourself? A beauty without a name?” he cocked his head of wavy bronze hair, “Perhaps it is like the eastern tales—a woman, a tigress!” he nodded, “Yes! I can see it—the cat-like eyes—your scowl! Perhaps you consulted a woods witch—begged that you be turned into a human so that you could go and be with the human man you fell in love with, but alas—she took your voice and went on to marry the man which you loved! Thus, leaving you stranded. Wandering the wilds until the day comes for you to move on to the underworld—,”

Marceline shook her head, “Non—,”

“With your beauty, mademoiselle, you could not possibly be human. Not completely. Unless—unless Florent has spiked my tea with absinthe and I am merely hallucinating.” He leaned in, his hand to his chin, “Tell me, tigress, are you real?”

She found herself smiling. Shaking her head, “Surely not.” 

“Then I must be going insane.”

Marceline chuckled at that, a girlish giggle creeping its way up her throat.

The handsome knight winked. Flashed her a bright smile.

A white rose adorned his breast pocket.

Her laughter immediately ceased.

“Knight.” she began, boring into his eyes with her own, “Why would a man of the Danaen Monarchy be so far from the capital? The countryside should mean nothing to you.”

At that, his eyes became stone, “Have you not heard of the Tragedy of Safrana? The Monarchy cares for its principalities. Safrana is without a ruler, thus it is giving itself to chaos. I have been called to keep the peace by visiting Safranian businesses of import and reminding all of Safrana's tie to the Monarchy.”

Marceline smirked, “You are a bad liar, Knight.”

The look he gave her was a silent one. It made her skin crawl. Her shoulders raised.

“The rumors are true, then,” he breathed, hissing, “Safrana's women are wholly astute. Presumptuous.”

Marceline's gaze became sharp. She had no words—no cutting remark to protect herself against his assumptions.

Silence fell like soot.

Before he stood from his chair. Shot up like a snake springing from the ground.

Marceline watched him saunter through, the knight walking towards the dining room's exit.

He rushed past her. Stopped. His overbearing presence towering behind her chair.

Warm breath raked the back of her neck. An icy presence made her hair stand on end. Made her clench her fists and bring them into her lap.

Her breath hitched in her throat.

Behind her, the knight simply laughed. Chuckled lightly before turning on his heel and exiting the room.

The door closed gently. Wood knocking against wood. Floorboards creaking. 

Marceline breathed.
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THEY WERE ALL GIVEN chambers. A place to rest their heads.

Marceline entered hers with a scowl.

The place was tiny. Plain and cozy. A medium sized bed took up most of the woody room's space, its coverlet a bright sky blue. Beneath it sat a cushy rug of burgundy. Disheveled black boots were thrown haphazardly upon its plush red fibers.

On her bed sat Remy, white bandages adorning her midsection. A clean chemise resting on her shoulders. 

She sat with her legs crossed, her burning hair free. 

Remy cleared her throat. Ran her fingers through her red hair.

“It's Ludovic.” she blurted.

Marceline closed the door behind herself. Turned to face Remy and crossed her arms. Cocked her hip, “I'm sorry?”

“He's the one with the warrant on his head, okay?” she sighed, her words tumbling as she spat them out, “All I know is that he deserted the Champions of the Rose—and apparently, that is very bad. Worse than deserting the Bann!”

Marceline blinked. Inclined her head, motioning for Remy to go on.

Remy sighed, shook her head as if freeing something from her hair, “So, uh...you're—you're not on their side, right?”

Marceline cocked her head, “Why tell me now?”

“You're not on their side,” Remy repeated, leaning in, “right?!”

“Answer the question.”

Remy opened her mouth—closed it.

Sighing, Marceline approached the small square window adjacent. Her eyes scanned a darkening sky. Purple lit the sprawling vineyard.

“It...it didn't feel right...not telling you everything—you not truly knowing what you're getting into...” she nodded, the bed creaked as Remy brought her toes to the rug, “...but now, now you know.”

Marceline narrowed her eyes, “What do you mean?”

Remy sighed. Hunched over and brought her elbows to her knees, “Marce—we fight Champions as much as we slay monsters. The farther we go from the Fort, the more enemies we amass—which is why we rarely leave the vicinity of Safrana...” she sighed once more. Shook her head and cursed under her breath, “...this job was supposed to be a quick and clean one, but now...”

Fort...? What Fort?

Marceline turned to meet her eye.

“...I'm afraid things are going to get a bit more complex...and troublesome. I'm sorry—I'm so sorry I got you mixed up in all of this.”

Cutting her gaze from Remy's, Marceline pursed her lips. She decided to keep quiet and simply nodded.

“Will you stay with us then? Help us protect the vineyard?”

“We will fight Champions?”

“I...” Remy bit her tongue. Let it go, “...I don't know...”

Marceline touched Remy's shoulder. Lightly. A tap.

The knight's face flashed in her mind. Why was he here? Were there more of him?

There were two white warhorses in the stables...a wagon...

Did Remy know this?

She met Remy's down turned eyes.

“There are others staying here.”

“Florent is a bastard.” Remy cursed, bringing a hand to her forehead, “But we must help him, or the eastern citadel will starve.”

“I understand.” Marceline said, “I'll help.”

“Merci.”

Marceline nodded.

The other woman sighed, her shoulders falling. Raising her face, she smiled at Marceline. Dug her hand into her pocket and pulled out a deck of cards, “Well! Now that that's over and done with...” she crawled farther onto the bed and recrossed her legs, “...up for a round of Fata Morgana?”

Marceline pursed her lips. Squinted her eyes in disbelief.
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REMY SLEPT. SNORING lightly on the floor.

With her nails digging through plush blue coverlets, Marceline snapped her eyes open. Sprang up to sitting with dagger in hand.

Nightmares of that battlefield at the Roselets came and went. Marceline had learned to ignore the major parts of it. Gnashing pain pierced through her shoulder at times—a claymore running through her, Reine's blood decorating a scaffold like fresh paint—but with Remy's words buzzing around in her head she found that no matter what she did, she could not sleep.

All of her training from the Bann told her to run—an Agent cannot stand against a Champion. Doing so is suicidal. It is Intemperate and—above all—stupid.

But something kept her here—attached to Remy and their mission. Was it her own sense of duty? Or was she losing her mind?

For Marceline, it was hard to tell.

My charge is dead. I am no longer an Agent of the Bann—I do not need to abide by their rules and teachings.

Still, a sane part of her told her to run.

In the hallway outside, floorboards creaked.

Springing from the bed, she landed upon the rug in silence. Careful not to wake Remy, she tiptoed from bed to door in a heartbeat. Slid her back against the wall and listened.

More creaking floorboards. A quiet tiptoe. A shuffle.

Marceline knew when her life was on the minds of others.

She flung open the door. Stepped outside. Came face to face with a low hanging black cowl attached to a faceless man. One cloaked.

The cowl came off with a slither of rain treated fabric.

The knight from before winked at her. Smiled, “Have you changed your tune, tigress?”

Silver brushed against her throat. She stiffened.

Am I losing my edge?

“You don't have much of a choice, do you?” 

Marceline swallowed against the icy steel, “You're here for Ludovic, aren't you, Champion?”

The knight flashed her another smile, cruelty dripping from his lips, “He's a bad one, tigress,” he breathed, moving closer. Bringing her to him, “and I'm assuming you are as well...Agent.”

How did he...?

Marceline gasped. Raised her knee. Shoved it into his balls. 
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Marceline

The knight sneered. Keeled over. Shot up with an uppercut, clocking Marceline in the jaw.

She hit the ground with an oof, her hands to her face. Her jaw throbbing. Burning.

Remy shrieked, screaming like a banshee as she charged from Marceline's room. Sword extended, tip pointing squarely at Rand's chest.

The knight hit the ground opposite. Rolled away before a steel tip slammed into the ground.

An unfamiliar boot placed its heel upon Marceline's windpipe. It applied pressure. Dug its way into her throat. 

She looked up as Remy and Rand continued to tussle. The knight rolling into the wooden balustrade of the two-story balcony.

A face hidden by a low black cowl looked down. She saw a sneer. A scowl.

The stranger raised a hand. Showed her his palm as smoke curled from its center.

Fire spewed after. Churning from his palm like blood.

Marceline turned her cheek. Choked. Red hot heat seared her. Burnt her hair. She coughed. Shut her eyes tight.

And the man above her screamed. Doubled back. Lifted his pant leg to reveal a metal shin guard.

The fire from his palm melded the metal with his skin. Bright red welts melted into cold gray steel.

He screamed uncontrollably. Howled as the cowl fell from his face and Marceline scrambled to standing. Brought her palms up to defend her face and tumbled away as fire swirled from his palm once more. The flame licking the floorboards of the balcony—spewing aimlessly. As if the stranger had lost control.

Marceline rolled away from the wooden balustrade as wild flame caught and swirled, eating away at the balcony's floorboards as Remy danced with the other knight. Piercing her sword through the air as he kneeled. Tumbled away within an inch of her broad steel sword. Knocked his forehead against the charred balustrade.

Charred wood lit the air. Sailed on a breath of wind.

The stranger still howled. Still sent spurts of maddening fire Marceline's way.

The balustrade broke. Blackened wood falling to the ground floor below.

Remy howled—screeched like a bird of pray—and planted her foot onto Rand's chest. With a huff, she sent him careening over.

With hands outstretched, he fell. Perfect blue eyes pools of fear. Sorrow.

The knight hit the ground below with a sickening crack. Bones splintering. Failing. He wheezed a sucking breath. Died.

Remy approached the edge of the burnt balcony. Stared down at her kill. Readied to follow him.

Marceline grabbed her wrist, “He's gone. He's dead.” You've broken your rule.

Remy's eyes were glazed. Frightening. 

It was nothing new to Marceline.

“Leave him. Help me finish this one.” and she pointed at the other stranger, his hands smoking now as he attempted to pry the melted shin guard from his burnt leg.

The metal stuck. Fused with skin and bone.

“His chest is rising—look—he's not—,”

“Remember your rule.” Marceline hissed.

Remy met her eyes. Blinked. Light returned. A sense of selflessness, “Right.”

Both turned. Broke into a sprint and charged at the other man.

The other stranger ignored the running women—his hands tight to his melted shin guard. He screamed as Remy drove a muscular shoulder into his belly. Marceline rammed a knee into his chest.

He went down with a thump. Blubbered to the Fates for mercy, though knew he would get none.

Remy ripped away his cloak, “A Champion.”

“Another Champion.” Marceline corrected, “The one you sent flying? He's one too.”

“Get rid of him.” Remy hissed, the bloodlust returning to her eyes, “I hate them. I hate them all.”

“Control yourself.”

Remy sighed. Shook her head and placed both hands on the Champion's broad shoulders, “Sorry.”

Ripping her dagger from her belt, Marceline placed the cold steel against the Champions' bobbing Adam's apple. She met the man's yellowed eyes.

“Remember our rule.” Remy hissed.

Marceline snorted, “I'm not one of you yet.”

And she applied pressure. Watched the man's eyes wobble, yellowed irises ready to give up— 

“Lift the weapon, girl, or your comrade won't leave here alive.”

Remy sprung to standing. Raced to the edge of the balcony, “Ludovic!”

Marceline met the stranger's eyes again. Watched him choke beneath the weight of her steel, “...merde...” she sighed, flinging the dagger to the ground.

Downstairs, the third Champion watched them with eagle-like eyes. Salt and pepper hair was spattered with scarlet. Blood that was not his own.

Ludovic stood opposite him. Lurched forward, arm to his shoulder. Holding in his lifeblood with a hand. Disheveled. Misshapen. Thoroughly injured.

Across the vestibule, stood the vineyard keep, Florent. The elder wrung his hands. Hunched, “I'm—I apologize Ludovic! B-but if I hadn't—if I hadn't turned you in, they would have burned my entire crop! My life—my estate—everything! I—I apologize...”

“I'm not going back.” Ludovic growled, “You'll have to kill me first.”

The Champion snorted. Smirked and shook his head, “You were always a hardheaded one, Ludovic.” He stepped forward. Brought a hand to the ceiling and air began to howl around it. Began to warp and grow into a stormy funnel. A miniature hurricane, “The Monarchy wanted you back alive...or dead.”

And air shrieked. Whipped hair from Marceline's face as she stood and watched the scene below unfurl.

He won't make it. Whatever these Champions have—some sort of elemental power—Ludovic can't fight against it. Not alone...

She looked to Remy, who froze, fists clenched.

We have to help.

Snatching her dagger from the floorboards, she raced towards the staircase. Remy took the hint. Dashed after her, sword in hand.

The entire estate shook, the quake splitting the walls. Forcing the white-gold chandelier above to shiver and crash into the walls at its sides. 

A roar pierced the sudden influx of wind. The Champion reared his raised hand back, and the surging air became a translucent whip.

Ludovic braced himself. Hands balled into useless fists.

The wind slapped Florent. Forced him back.

Air surged. Batting Remy and Marceline as they made their descent to the ground floor. It forced them backward, rolling them up the stairs. Kicking them to the ground.

As the estate shook—an inhuman snarl riding the wind as a massive black figure barreled through the open doors of the vestibule and slammed into the man commanding air. The creature took the brunt of the Champion's air whip.

The creature cried. Howled as the air whip ripped through its body, sawing it in two. Blood and entrails burst from its body like a wet paper sack. Raging air spewed the sliced corpse two ways; one side flying through the estate's entrance, the other slapping into the balcony above the vestibule before it hit the marble floor. Scarlet raining. Pink intestines and bloodied bones pummeling the marble floor of the vestibule like bird droppings. 

Scarlet splashed upon the walls. The floor. It smacked their faces, bloodying them as if they had dived headfirst into a vat of sacrificial pig's blood. Entrails rolled upon the floor. Bones littering the vestibule in ghoulish patterns.

The corpse's brute force smashed the Champion into the adjacent wall. He lolled there. Broken. His body strung at odd angles. White bones ripping through his thighs and arms. Only his eyes moved. Slid back and forth.

The wind died down. Left through the estate's exit.

“...Al...Aldric...” Remy stood. Slipped. Dropped to her knees, eyes scanning the blood. Lips moving, her voice silent. Tears trailing down her bloodied face.

Ludovic froze. Uncertain. Eyes glazed as he stared out the estate's wide open doors. The vineyard danced in a midnight wind. Vines swirled.

From some ways away, Florent vomited.

Marceline swallowed. Stood. The Champion still laid in Aldric's entrails. Unable to move as his bowels emptied.

It would be Marceline's job to show mercy.

Holding her breath, she climbed down the stairs. Made her way across the blood-soaked vestibule and stood before the broken Champion.

His eyes searched hers. They were gray. Brittle.

Her hand was fluid, swift, as she cut him.

He bled out with a gasp.

Quick feet raced down the stairs. A man's voice chanted. Blubbered. Spoke to itself.

The final Champion fled. Dashing through the entrance to the estate like a specter. A creature that doesn't belong—stuck between this realm and the next. Marceline let him go. Her stomach wobbled.

She hated death.

Ludovic still stood at the heart of the vestibule. Frozen.

Flame. Smoke. It curled through the estate's entrance.

Marceline turned.

The sky was alight. The vineyard burned. The final Champion set his flame upon everything—the element still uncontrollable as it sprung haphazardly from his outstretched hands. He howled. Screamed as it left him.

Ludovic's gaze snapped to the man outside. He ran. Charged. Forced the Champion to the ground and straddled him. Raised his fists and crashed his knuckles into the man's face over and over. Again and again.

Marceline watched. Her mouth open.

Catching his breath, Ludovic brought his fists back. Prepared the smash the man's face once more.

But fire burned to life in the Champion's hands. The man grasped Ludovic's bloodied hands and set them alight. Burned him. Seared skin and bone. Burning flesh littered the night. Ludovic shrieked. Rolled backward. The Champion stood.

Before she could even think to do it—she was running. Sprinting.

Marceline caught the Champion on his back and wrapped her arms around his neck. Brought her dagger up and ripped it across his throat.

She unwrapped her arms. Let him drop to the ground.

The final Champion bled out, scarlet bubbling from his throat. He opened his mouth. Gurgled. Spat up. Gazed into her face before light left his eyes. Vanished.

Far behind them, in the destroyed estate, watching his entire vineyard burn—orange and scarlet lighting up the sky, Florent sobbed.

Florent dropped to his knees and sobbed.
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The sobbing ceased. Replaced by the callous roar of hungry flame.

Marceline set foot in the vestibule, following after Ludovic who froze in the doorway. Sliding her way past him, she coughed. Her throat raked by the acrid scent of smoke pouring in from the outside.

The entire vineyard quickly caught flame, the growing blaze's orange tongue swallowing up purple grapes and swirling vines. 

Everything, everything was lost.

Failure shriveled Marceline's tongue. She was getting used to the taste.

Trudging into the vestibule, she tried hard to ignore the dried coat of blood painting the walls. The floor. Entrails dotted her path, and she kicked slimy pink parts away. Made her way towards Florent who sat at the very back of the vestibule beneath the balcony two stories above.

From some ways away, slowly marching soles moaned against the ground. Remy walked. Stooped to pick something up and continued.

Marceline listened to Ludovic sigh.

“Keeper,” Marceline called, coming to stand over the vineyard keep's hunched body, “where are your back doors?”

The man cocked his head. Looked at her with his jaw slightly hanging. Blood peppered his face like flour. His eyes were dead. Glazed.

Marceline tapped her foot against the floorboards. Clenched her fists and watched the vineyard keep stare at her dumbly. 

“An alternative exit—show us—now.”

He simply stared. Cocked his head again and swam in her eyes. His every breath shallow. Light.

She was quick in her anger. Unrestrained as she yanked him by the sturdy collar of his garments and forced him to stand. Pulled him to herself and choked him with his own clothing, “Answer me.”

Silence. He would say nothing, do nothing, but stare.

Gritting her teeth, she thought of hitting him. Thought of pummeling the answer out of him as the smoke in the vestibule grew thicker. As the fire grew brighter and the world dimmed all around her.

Remy's moaning boots did not cease.

Quickly stomping boots came closer. Approached her at a hastily limping pace.

“You're...you're going to be okay buddy...I'll just...get every part of you...” Remy’s voice.

Grunting, Marceline flung the vineyard keep to the floor. Eyed him with a pointed gaze, raised her hands and threw them to her sides.

The stomping stopped. Ludovic approached her.

“There's probably another door in the kitchens here on the ground floor. We'll find it.”

“Before the smoke smothers us?”

Ludovic winced. His fingers splayed by his sides, blackened. Welted. Red skin shone like flame upon his blistered hands. His face blanched, the color leaving him as he turned on his heel. Ignored Marceline's question for Remy's attention, “Drop it, Rem. All of it. Let it go.”

Marceline gasped at the state of his hands. They trembled near his sides, trembling uncontrollably.

He'll never be able to use them again...

She swallowed. Scanned the room for Remy.

Remy stood like an animal hunted. A doe in the cross-hairs of a crossbow. In her bloodied arms she cradled Aldric's remains. Marceline forced herself to watch as Remy stooped to snatch up what Marceline could only describe as Aldric's lungs. Purpled and twisted. Scarred from being ripped from his body.

She had never seen entrails outside of a body—only in pictures had she seen anything like this. And now that she was face to face with it...

How could Remy touch that?

Remy's eyes were crazed. Glassy and wide. Bugging from her head as she met Ludovic's gaze, “I can't—he needs...he needs to be buried...properly. We can't...I can't...just—just leave him...”

“Drop it, Remy.”

Remy set her mouth, “No.”

“We don't have—,” Marceline brought her hand to her face—regretted it as she smeared blood over her eyelids, “we will die if we don't leave now.”

Remy met her gaze. Stole a look into her eyes and turned away. Kept walking through the vestibule. Picked up something that could have been Aldric's liver and continued her search.

Behind them, Florent began to chuckle.

Marceline huffed. Straightened her lips into a sharp line and marched towards Remy. Planted a hand onto the bigger woman's shoulder and whirled her around. With an agile flick of her wrist, she slapped the entrails from Remy's arms. 

They hit the ground with a wet slap. Scattered everywhere. Something landed on Marceline's boot.

She kicked it off. Slammed her heel into it. Blood splashed her breeches like water.

Marceline raised her chin. Got in Remy's face, “He is gone, Remy.” she hissed, words spewing from her mouth like poison, “And the Fates have taken him away from you—if they even exist.”

Marceline ventured closer, glared into Remy's softened eyes, “Get a hold of yourself.”

Tears. They welled up at the pink corners of Remy's almond shaped eyes. Trailed down her face over the grime. The blood.

She took a step back, “You—you take that back! The Fates...they exist...and if he's not buried properly...”

Florent continued to chuckle. His laughter growing into a rumbling roar.

“...he'll come back...you...you know the tales. He'll be...he'll be one of them—and I—,” her voice broke. Her eyes squinted, “—I can't let that happen.”

Regret welled up in Marceline like a knot twisting up her stomach. Remy's tears made her spiteful. Made her hate everything about the larger woman—but made her hate herself even more.

Remy was grieving—how could she hate someone for that?

Yet, she did.

“I was never given time to grieve.” Marceline spat, clenching her fists, “I pulled myself together! I never got this chance!”

Smoke clouded her lungs. Messed with her vision.

From beneath the balcony, Ludovic cleared his throat.

“Remy,” he began, struggling to be heard over the roar of the growing fire outside, “we'll pray for his soul on the road. The fire will do away with what remains—but if we do not leave, we will join him. His sacrifice will have been in vain.”

Remy cut her gaze from Marceline's. Slouched her shoulders and shook her head, “Right.”

“Then, the two of you, come on.”

Marceline's chest heaved. Sweat ran down her back as she gritted her teeth.

Remy slunk away, following Ludovic's lead as he disappeared beneath a high oval passageway.

Florent still laughed. Still slouched. Marceline made her way to the oval entrance and stopped. Locked eyes with Florent.

“I can see the failure in your eyes.” he laughed, “Everything you touch dies....” 

Reine flashed through her mind's eye. The girl's blood painting the scaffold. Her beautiful dress ruined. Her head gone from her body—rolling from the splintered wood. Dropping to the grass with a thump.

...though your loyalty comes at a price—you are the most dutiful person I have ever met.

Reine's words from so long ago. In the carriage. The girl had complimented her. Had apologized and thanked her for her service.

And what had Marceline given her in return?

Death.

“How long will it be until they die horribly because of you? How quickly shall their deaths come? Hm?”

His voice was not his own.

Marceline came to him. Towered over. 

Freeing her dagger from her belt, she squatted. Looked at him. Thought of taking his life. Thought of ending it right then and there.

But something caught her. Made her furrow her brow.

His eyes were mismatched. One blue, the other green.

And suddenly—they froze her there. Her breath swirled in her body. Her muscles tensed.

Behind them, the firelight grew brighter.

“Are you...are you one of the Masters...?” she whimpered, her heart thumping inside her chest. Cold sweat sticking to her forehead.

They've finally come to punish me for failing.

Finally.

Slowly, Florent shook his head.

Shot his hands out from the floor and grasped Marceline's dagger by its sharp steel sides. His fingers bled as steel sliced through skin and muscle. 

With a putrid smile like one possessed, he drove the dagger into his own chest. Coughed. Gurgled. Blood ran from the corners of his mouth like tears.

“I am the scourge of kings and queens. I am the destroyer of empires.”

Those eyes freed her and she fell back. Caught herself. Let the dagger stay implanted in his chest for fear of him freezing her again. 

She looked on with frightened eyes. Wide.

“And I shall be your end.”
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THEY LEFT THE ESTATE through its servants' entrance, at its very back. Wandering through a sea of untouched vineyards, they found a dirt road and followed it east. The moon rose. Fell. Deep blue clouds parted like curtains of thick velvet, revealing a lavender sky tinged with flashes of sky fire.

A weeping horizon coddled them, brought light to their path as other wanderers began to litter the road. They avoided the gazes of strangers, looking past low hanging cowls of those cloaked and staring into the eyes of travelers' mounts as big beasts attached to thumping wooden carriages sauntered past. 

When the sun came to hang low in the sky, they veered from the road and dove into the high grasses of the plains. Finding a clearing, they set up came there. In the humid chill of a midday sun, they rested. Nursed their wounds, emotional and physical.

Remy was the first to sleep.

Marceline followed her lead, finding a patch of grass far opposite Remy. Laying down, she closed her eyes and dreamed.

Fire came. Florent's strange words came.

Mismatched eyes watched her run—darkness came. A curtain of midnight drifting to swallow all—including her.

Far ahead, she ran towards Reine. The woman's arms outstretched—reaching for Marceline as she sank into bone white turf.

Marceline could not reach her. Fire shot up from the ground. It flashed in a blaze of orange and white, and when it died—disappearing into white nothingness—Reine was gone. A puddle of her blood staining the ground. Growing lavender.

With a gasp, Marceline woke up. Caught her breath. Surveyed the campsite to see Remy still sleeping. Ludovic gone.

Far beyond, she listened to the gurgle of a brook.

She stood. Dusted off her breeches and grimaced at the sickening feeling of dried blood painting her face. 

Maybe I should wash off—then I'll feel better.

She followed the sound of the brook. Delving into a patch of high grasses until twisting oaks shot through the high green blades. The closer she came to the water, the louder the brook became until she stiffened at a sharp yelp.

It was Ludovic's voice.

She pushed through her final batch of grasses and stopped. Came to a curving line of water dotted by large multicolored stones, some gray others black. The brook curved and teetered through the plains, weaving out of Marceline's eye with a steep curve.

To her right, she spotted Ludovic. He drowned his burnt hands in the water—grunted at the pain and sighed at the coolness that followed.

Marceline prepared to walk back, but stopped. Watched him injure himself further.

She glanced at his hands as he pulled them from the water with a splash.

Marceline winced, they've gotten worse.

At this rate, he'll have to have them amputated.

Ludovic ignored her eyes. Stiffened and plunged his hands in once more.

With an ear splitting yelp he slipped upon the slimy rocks he squatted upon and fell in, head first.

Marceline raced to catch him. Threw out a hand and grasped his collar as he slipped and fell. His weight took her with him and she plunged in headfirst as well.

She forced herself to keep her eyes open as she splashed in. Holding her breath, she searched for Ludovic in the clear water and found his hand. Without thinking, she grasped it.

He screamed. Threw his head above the water and snatched his hand away.

Merde.

Marceline drove her head towards the surface. Shivered at the chill of the water and moved to pull herself out.

“Wait.”

She turned her head. 

“Look.”

Ludovic stood, holding his hands above the water. He stared at his reflection.

Marceline approached. Stood near. Looked from him to herself.

She glared into her own eyes. Eyes like a cat.

What have I become?

The water had cleansed her. Forced her chemise to stick to her chest and lower body. Her breeches danced in the surge of babbling water. Stormy midnight hair curled around her face, slid down her back.

She would need to cut it soon.

Marceline slid her eyes to Ludovic's reflection. Their eyes locked. Had he been staring at her?

He smirked.

Ludovic wasn't the prettiest man—not like that knight—but he was sturdy. Scarred from head to toe, but resilient. He had a trustworthy face. The face of a plow puller. A king.  

Marceline returned the smile. Failed as the sides of her lips twisted.

She wasn't in a smiling mood.

“If it were up to Remy, we'd stay here forever.” he began, dangling his fingers a few inches above his reflection, “If it were up to me, we'd leave here immediately. Get to the fort as quickly as possible. Avoid the Champions patrolling this section of the country. Avoid their ire.” he slid his gaze to her, “And you? What would you do?”

She swallowed. She didn't have an answer for that.

For a time, she simply gazed into his eyes.

Holding her breath, she plunged her head beneath the water. Let her hair flow freely. Opened her eyes and caught floating rocks. Smooth pebbles.

She came back up.

“Reprieve is good for the soul.” she said. 

He chuckled, “Is that a joke?”

Her smile was crooked. A sneer, “It's a fact. A well known one at the Bann.”

“You...could have easily left us at the vineyard. You knew—you knew there were Champions about, didn't you?”

She wasn't one to lie. She simply shrugged.

“Even now you could leave. Be rid of us and return to whatever you were doing before—with those vampires—why stay? We're broken. Useless to you. Why continue to follow us?”

Marceline knotted her brow.

He's right. Why stay? Why do I continue?

“Remy is a...friend.” she said—uncertain. Her voice wavering, “And I don't take friendship lightly.”

“Then you could leave with her. Leave me to die.”

Marceline snapped her gaze to him, “I told her I'd help, and so here I am. Helping. This is my duty now and I do not shrug off duty, nor a promise.”

His slow smile was soft. Genuine. Gone as quickly as one could blink, “And what about duty to oneself?” he questioned softly, “What of your duty to Marceline?”

Her name coming from his mouth sounded foreign. Somehow wrong. 

She raised her chin, “Duty to oneself is secondary. Last, according to some circles. You, of all people, should understand that, Ludovic. Being a leader.” she smirked.

With an exploding breath he chuckled. Cut it short with a huff, “Ah, so you've guessed I'm the leader of the Spears? And how did you come to that conclusion?”

Marceline shrugged. Looked at his hands, “You are in immense pain, yet you put Remy before yourself. Make sure we're well rested. Make camp even though you want to keep going—knowing Remy isn't well and wouldn't survive the trek.”

“You speak as if she's mortally wounded.”

“In here,” Marceline sighed, bringing a fist to her heart, “she is mortally wounded in here.”

“Most would not care about the wounds of the heart.”

“Most, but not a leader—a good one. A leader would grieve alongside their fellows. Just as you are doing...” she eyed him, “...in your own way.”

She brought herself up to her full height, “What you are doing for her is commendable.”

“Merci, mademoiselle.” he whispered, “Aldric was a good friend.”

Pulling herself from the brook, Marceline turned and offered Ludovic a hand up.

A soft smile twisted his features, as if it pained him to do so. He thanked her again, but shook his head, “Your duty to others is also commendable. But do not forget the duty you owe to yourself, Marceline.”

He shook his head once more. Turned away.

“I'm not done yet.” he murmured, staring into the brook, “I'll stay here awhile. Heal.”

Marceline nodded. Thought of leaving, but hesitated.

“Merci.” she whispered. A crisp wind carrying her words away. 
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WITH THE NIGHT CAME rain, followed by a gentle thunderstorm that shook the brush around them. It wet their clothes, their hair. The trees protected them from the brunt of it, misting them with fresh rainfall every so often. Helping them sleep.

As night sauntered on, the moon giving way to a rising sun, they hit the road at daybreak. Amidst parting clouds and a sky as golden as phoenix feathers.

Before long, the two citadels of Safrana came into view. Tiny cities dotted the horizon. High wooden scaffolds climbed up the rounded white walls of the western citadel. Its massive bridge connected the east with the west, shined in the daylight. Smoke curled upon a high white spire like a snake squeezing the life from a rodent.

As the spires came into view, Ludovic veered sharply off the path.  

“We're two days out.” he murmured for her benefit, “We'll stop once more, but tomorrow we're double timing it. No breaks.”

Silence came as Remy's reply. Marceline simply nodded.

As the sun rose, hovering in the center of the sky, only to fall back down upon the horizon; night fell slowly. A blanket of deep lavender darkening into a vast ocean blue. 

Before long, the sky became black. 

They set up camp near a thicket. Rain still fell. The pitter-patter of drizzle.

Marceline didn't bother trying to sleep.

Across the dying campfire, she looked at Remy's form. She hadn't even tried speaking to her. Marceline had assumed that her words had truly hurt Remy. Scratched her deep down in her soul and took hold of her happiness. Killed it.

Aldric was dead, and Marceline had told her to get over it.

I wasn't given any time to grieve.

Reine...

Her death had been my fault.

But still, she looked at Remy. She didn't deserve to feel the pain that Marceline felt over failing her charge. Aldric had freely given his life for their safety. The least Marceline could do was allow Remy to grieve. But she had stolen that from her. Pummeled her into nothing with her harsh words.

What she had done wasn't right, and she wished she could apologize. But as they trekked farther east, something forced Marceline to remain tight-lipped.

She wasn't very good at apologies.

Remy sprang up to sitting, batting her eyelids. Blinking rapidly. She sat like a merperson, her legs curving toward her side. She turned her head. Met Marceline's eyes.

Marceline nodded.

Remy returned the gesture, smiling weakly.

Is this my chance?

“Remy...” Marceline called, her voice shaky, “I'm sorry...for what I said...I'm sorry...”

Remy's eyes suddenly saw through her. They became glazed as she stood up, turned, and walked off through the brush.

Marceline couldn't contain herself—she'd have to follow. And she raced off, tracking Remy through the low hanging trees and itchy bramble bushes. She followed Remy's deep footprints, eventually coming to a large blue tinted bush that shivered.

Remy plunged from it. Tied up her breeches. She raised her head.

They stared at each other for a while. Marceline sighed.

“I'm sorry for what I said, Remy. I...mean it.” 

Merde, this is painful.

Remy cocked her head slightly. Reared up her top lip and scrunched up her nose. Narrowing her eyes she lowered her head to Marceline's height, “Lets pretend it didn't happen. Lets pretend we never went to a vineyard—saw men commanding magic. Lets pretend what we shared at the Bann wasn't real.” she sighed heavily, “Kafka remembers what you did, Marceline. And once we get to the fort, I'll have to avoid you anyway so lets...lets make this easier on ourselves. Lets forget we were ever friends, okay? This way—I won't see Aldric's body every time I look at you. This way, I'll...survive.”

“But—Remy!”

She pushed past Marceline. Making her way back to camp.

Her friend...her only friend...

Marceline blinked once. Two times. Three. Opened her mouth only to close it.

She followed Remy's trail back to camp. Found her place in the wet grass and brought her body to the ground. She lay there for a while, eyes open. Gazing at nothing but the dancing fire in its pit of rocks. Remy's silhouette in the background.

Lets forget we were ever friends, okay?

She closed her eyes. Passed out.

Saw Reine again in her dreams. Mismatched eyes watched over her.

She woke with a start, kept her eyes closed.

Fire danced in the corner of her vision, lighting up her eyelids.

How long have I been asleep? That fire should have died out by now.

She opened her eyes to darkness. Fire playing from the corner of her vision. Remy's sleeping form was some ways away.

Ludovic sat cross-legged. His palms concealing something that glowed. Orange, gold and scarlet. It danced in the palm of his hands.

Marceline sneaked a closer look. Gasped.

Fire. 

Dancing flames splayed in his blackened hands. The welts gone. Skin bruised red and rubbery, but holding flame. Fire.

Suddenly—he clapped. The flame died. Darkness covered him. Smoke unfurled from his flattened palms.

Marceline gasped—rolled over. Slid a hand over her mouth.
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TWENTY-FOUR
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Marceline

They climbed the same blue mountains Marceline had seen from far away and long ago, standing on those white chateau parapets with her fellow Agents in Safrana.

Ghyslain appeared from the mist. He assumed I was a dwarf.

And she found herself chuckling. Then, gasping. Gawking at the sight of a massive fortress of bone-white stone sitting on a flattened mountaintop.

The view was panoramic. Mist fled up the rugged mountainside, collecting at the high stone walls of the stalwart fortress. Painting them a translucent white. Gossamer assailing its high parapets and thick walls of stone. 

The fortress stretched over a gaping gap in the mountain, a sturdy bridge topped with slowly moving silhouettes and tower fires connected one cylindrical side of the fortress to the other, larger, more fearsome side. 

Slipping on black leather gloves, Ludovic wiggled his fingers. Turned to Marceline and followed the panoramic view with his arm. Sliding it across the expanse.

“Fort Endure.” he simply said, chuckling at her surprised silence.

The view was breathtaking.

Sturdy stone towers stood watch over them as the three approached the fortress's towering oval entrance cut into thick stone. An iron portcullis barred their entry. From up above, two armored soldiers stared down from the high parapets of the watch towers with tall halberds in hand.

Ludovic smiled up at them. Crossed his arms. They waited.

“It's Ludovic—the Soliel is back!”

“Open the gates—call the commander!”

They saluted, their armaments clinking.

The portcullis rattled. Groaned as it began to tremble.

Slowly, the gate of iron let up.

“Welcome back, sir!” one man called down.

“Glad to be in one piece!” Ludovic called up. Waved and swept beneath the rising portcullis.

Marceline and Remy followed suit, a long silent space between the two of them.

A vast courtyard of sprawling green and gray met them. Along with an explosion of clamor; steel clashing upon steel with a thousand mighty clinks ringing at random, young men chasing clucking chickens through the green, men hollering out orders as massive horses galloped through the courtyard, wagons heavy with soil attached to their hindquarters. A massive party of men trained upon the cobbles of the courtyard, while others went about their daily lives.

Ludovic took in the scene with a large smile.

Marceline, with straight lips.

It was a lot for her. The Bann was quiet. Orderly. Even the Safranian court had its moments of silence and reprieve. She scanned the grounds, her eyes roving up high stone walls, the undulating sea of people and animals. Soldiers training. Men wearing stifling armor.

Behind her, the portcullis closed with a slam.

She thought of slipping under it.

“Remy, you're released.” Ludovic called over his shoulder, “Send Kafka my regards.”

“Right.” Remy replied, screaming to be heard above the din. She moved to stand before Ludovic, gave him a swift salute and turned on her heel. Disappeared into the constant flow of people and was gone.

She didn't even bother to look.

Marceline narrowed her eyes, I'll hold her to her word then.

She refused to feel pain over this.

“Am I free as well?”

“Mhm?—oh!” Ludovic looked over his shoulder at Marceline, “Sure—yeah. I can show you to a temporary place. Look there,” he pointed across the bridge to a tower, “my alchemist lives there, quite alone. There's a little room you can take, I'll show you to it.”

A crowd began to gather. Well-wishers. A surge of people exhilarated about the safe return of their leader.

“Merci—,”

“Ludovic—you bastard!”

A large man parted the crowd with his booming voice. He wore the burgundy brigandine of a soldier. A gaggle of armored men rushed to follow him, joining him as the crowd parted and moved away from his powerful aura.

Ludovic threw out his hands, “Severin!”

Severin laughed, showing teeth. Swirling tribal tattoos carved through the skin of his mostly bald head, a flaming double braid slicing through the very middle. The long braid slithering down his back and swinging like a tiger's tail.

Severin clasped Ludovic loosely on the back, “You've sent no raven—no word at all! We assumed you decided to desert us!”

Ludovic laughed, a throaty guffaw Marceline raised her eyebrows at, “I was in the middle of nowhere—d'you think I should've captured a bird? Taught it to carry letters?”

The bigger man burst into another fit of laughter, “Perhaps you ought've! Would've saved us the worry!”

Marceline eyed them both with disdain, the growing crowd smothering her like smoke.

Ludovic's smile faltered, “This is a friend I picked up from Baate Noir, Marceline.” turning to Marceline, Ludovic inclined his head, “Marceline, this is Severin, my commander.”

Severin hawked. Spat on his hand and stretched it out, “Fort Endure welcomes you, friend!”

Marceline grasped his forearm. Kept her face stoic as the big man grasped hers, the spit sliming to her chemise sleeve. She ignored it. Saw it as a test.

“A new troop?” Severin asked.

“She's an Agent of the Bann.” Ludovic explained, pride etching his words.

Marceline watched for a flicker of resentment in the big man's crinkled eyes.

She watched his smile capsize, saw it return but knew it was forced. 

Behind him, she watched his trainees poke their heads up over the crowd. Watched them mirror their commander's disdain.

Giving Marceline another once over, Severin's warm eyes chilled. His face became a rigid mask. Stoic.

“And what will you bring to the Spears, young miss?” 

Marceline gave him a once over of her own. She stood straighter, “I assume you do not trust agents?”

He chuckled darkly, “Spies? Who can?” he shrugged, “But to answer your question, no. I do not.”

Noted.

The air grew thicker. Cold. Severin stared her down, a playful twinkle glistening in his hard eyes.

Ludovic broke the silence, “We've been through hell and back, Severin. We'll talk another time.”

“Don't I get a say in this?” Severin snapped, crossing his arms, “I know what you're planning to do, Ludovic. I know.”

Ludovic scanned the crowd. Brought his eyes back to Severin, “We'll speak on this later.”

The big man met his eyes with a low growl. Marceline sneered. Stepping forth.

Ludovic pressed a hand to her chest. She took the hint.

“Later, then.” Severin said, smirking at Marceline. The woman half his size, but knowing a challenge when she smelt it.

“Later, Severin.”

“I'll hold you to that. You know I will.”

“I know.”

Suddenly, he stiffened. Stood at attention, and saluted crisply, “Welcome home, sir.”

Severin's men did the same, mirroring their commander like well played puppets.

“Thank you, Severin.” Ludovic replied, “All of you—at ease.”
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LUDOVIC LED HER TO a tiny room, no larger than two broom closets pressed together. Their separating walls knocked down.

A bed stuffed with hay took up most of the space. A tiny window sat at the very back, to the bed's right. Flattened against the wall sat a wooden vanity, every drawer filled with clothing. 

The alchemist's clothing, Ludovic told her, “You're free to use it...I guess, anyway. You two might be the same size. I wouldn't know.” he shrugged.

The little room was cold. A single candle in a silver bowl was the chamber's only light source. It was not lit.

“As I said before, this is the alchemist's tower. Her lab is a couple doors down.” he paced slowly, gesticulating as he spoke, “I don't believe she sleeps, so don't be surprised if you hear her pacing the halls all hours of the day and night.” he brought up a finger. Pointed, “At the very end of the hallway is a little armory. It's nothing like the main building's armory, but its got a good collection of weaponry. You're free to use it.” He scratched is forehead. Mumbled a bit before murmuring, “If you cross the bridge again—dining hall's in the main building. Courtyard is for training—all kinds. Don't mind Severin and his men, they won't bother you. Just don't take up too much space down there if you do decide to do some weapons training. We've only got so much space.”

“Why are you allowing me to stay?”

He stopped pacing. Murmured an, “Oh.”

Marceline waited, her back to the window.

“You helped us. You decided to stay with us and so I'm helping you.”

“Don't play games with me, Ludovic.” it was easy to spot when he was lying. All Marceline had to do was watch for the disappearance of his bottom lip as he swiftly bit it.

Ludovic sighed, “Nothing gets past you, does it?” and he threw open his hands, “Which is exactly why the Spears needs someone like you. I saw first hand your skills in combat and clean up. Nothing rattles you. Nothing deters you, and you are a slave to duty—,”

“And that's why you're helping me?”

He sighed once more, “In the hopes of you joining.”

“Joining the Spears? As?”

He shrugged, “As, well, our agent. Our espionage expert.”

I'm not good enough.

She took the offensive, “And what exactly does this organization do? What would I be becoming a part of?”

At that, he grinned, “That's for you to find out! Another reason why I'm giving you a place here, in the quiet of the alchemist's tower. Explore the fort. Learn from the Spears—learn what this organization is about on your terms.” he approached her, took a single step forward, “I know what your type is like. You're tired—exhausted—but you won't rest until you find answers to the very questions you're asking me. I could answer them—but would this make it easier for you?” he shook his head, “No! It wouldn't! Because you'd still snoop and search, so I'm saving you the trouble. Walk the grounds. Learn it. Meet the people and learn what the Spears of the Sun are about! You wouldn't trust me to simply tell you.”

Marceline pressed her lips into a thin line. She hated being read correctly.

“Am I your prisoner?”

He shook his head, “Not at all. You're free to leave—but first, I ask that you take advantage of this, and learn about what we are.”

Backing away towards the door, Ludovic opened it. Prepared to let himself out, “I'll call for you later, Marceline. And all I ask is that if you leave, please seek me out first.”

“No promises.”

He snorted, “Won't make promises you can't keep, huh?”

She found herself smirking at that. With a playful roll of her eyes, she shrugged.
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THE SUN SHONE HIGH, thawing the fortress and the surrounding mountains. 

Marceline stood in the courtyard, the place quiet save for a handful of soldiers and fortress staff.  

Earlier, she had found the little armory in the alchemist's tower. Right at the end of the corridor, just as Ludovic had explained. She picked up throwing knives and some foreign looking steel stars. Wove her way through the tower and across the bridge to the main buildings. Found her way back to the courtyard and sighed at the silence of the place during midday.

She assumed it must be the lunch hour. Maybe that explains why there's next to no one here.

She found a thatch dummy, its make crude but sturdy. It was in the shape of a human. No armor. Fleshy like a clean shaven man.

Placing her collection of throwing knives and steel stars onto a nearby pallet, she took a single knife and practiced. Flung it with her lead hand, then with her other. The Bann taught all of its agents to be ambidextrous, but no matter how hard she trained both of her arms one always came out stronger than the other.

I need to stop favoring this arm, she told herself. Cringing as the knife hit the dummy's right shoulder.

Jogging to the dummy, she ripped the knife from it and started again. Throwing with one arm, then the other.

Tasks like this helped her take her mind off of things. Reine...Aldric...Remy...her fellow Agents...

She missed them. She missed them all.

But they probably didn't miss her.

She flung the knife again. It caught between the dummy's coal black eyes.

Marceline wished she could have done that to the man who freed Reine's head from her body.

But what use is wishing? I'm here. Now. I need to do something. Perhaps I should go back?

But what good is backtracking?

She flung the knife again, using her weaker arm this time. It twacked the dummy in its chest.

Where are they now? Lucius and the others? Did the Roselets survive that army?

Are they even still alive?

She ignored the urge to blink. Choked the throwing knife's leather hilt.

Did they bury Reine? Merde...if she comes back as something else...

It was a rumor, a southern belief, that if the dead were left unburied they came back as monsters. Depending on the death, they could come back as night wraiths. As blighters or corpse-eaters and thousands of other nightmarish things.

Marceline hoped Reine had been buried.

Her stomach turned at the thought of encountering Reine in a different form.

Then it would be my duty to kill her.

Again.

She shook her head at that.

The knife slammed into the dummy's temple with a twang.

Behind her, a collection of women clapped.

Marceline ignored the cheers. Collected the knife and exchanged it for a throwing star.

Aren't these from Sorrel?

Who am I to know?

She flung the weapon with a wide curve. It stabbed the dummy in its chest.

The women at her back gasped. Murmured excitedly as she went to retrieve it.

Are they watching me?

She itched at the thought.

This was supposed to be her quiet time—her time to think. But slowly, the courtyard was beginning to fill up again as an entire hour passed. Another one. Minutes.

Quickly, a crowd began to gather. Began to talk and cheer as she continued throwing. As she continued checking the strength of both arms.

She contemplated dropping the weapons and running.

No, she told herself, eying the crowd with a sidelong glare, I'm tired of running. From now on, I will face things head on. She set her jaw, Beginning with this.

Turning to face the crowd, she scanned the gathered women. Here and there, young men dotted the crowd. People gossiped, murmured and pointed. Three or four times, she heard her name. Her title.

I've never been this popular before.

She almost smirked at her own joke.

Marceline met large doe eyes. 

“You.” she called out, nodding at a young woman equal in height. She wore a stained white apron atop a tattered surcoat. Blond hair was curly. Puffed like a sheep's.

The young woman pointed at herself.

Marceline gestured for the young woman to approach her, brought out two fingers and crooked them.

The girl separated herself from the crowd tentatively. The collection of people gasped. Spoke more animatedly.

She came to stand before Marceline. Though they were the same height, it seemed as if Marceline had to look up. 

“Were you...calling me?” doe-eyes asked.

Marceline nodded. Brought a finger up and stalked towards her collection of weapons. Took a throwing knife and offered the hilt to her, “You...want to try?”

Merde, I am not a people person.

The young lady nodded, her face brightening, “Will you teach me?”

Again, Marceline nodded.

“Then yes—oh—this is exciting!”

Bile swelled up in Marceline's throat as the crowd continued to grow. Cheering them on as she taught the young woman how to throw a knife. More women came forth. One young man. They hassled her, begged to be taught as well.

Marceline groaned at the attention, but she obliged. Wanting to help.

At this, the crowd only grew more. As did people who wanted to learn. And for the first time that day, Marceline truly felt the breadth of her exhaustion as a headache began to pound between her eyes.

She groaned. Swore she could feel the crowd multiply behind her. 

What have I done?
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TIME PASSED. HOURS. The sun began to fall as the horizon glowed orange. She taught the young woman, taught others that came forth. Held a competition as to which newcomer could prick their dummy in the chest the most.

Her headache waned. Exhaustion giving way to happiness.

By now, she was only running on fumes, but she was enjoying herself. Ignoring her past and delving into her present.

What could I become here?

She looked to the crowd of onlookers. Saw more eager faces, more excited students.

What could I do for them?

“And, what exactly is this?” screeched a voice.

The entire courtyard hushed.

“You aren't Commander Dechamps. Nor are you one of his captains.” sneered a tall and lanky elder shoving his way through the crowd, “Just who are you to quarter my people and steal them away from their duties?” he squinted his eyes, “I have not seen you before, have I? An uppity newcomer, I see?”

Marceline spat into the dirt.

“A northerner by chance?” he shrugged coolly. Turned towards the crowd, “Playtime is over, gentlefolk! Back to your stations—your duties! We have much to do—much to do! I'll call the guard if this doesn't break up!”

Eyes fell to Marceline. Burned holes into her.

What am I to say?

“Castellan—she's the new Agent!” came a voice from her right. Marceline turned. It was the first young woman she had offered the chance to throw knives. The young doe-eyed girl.

The Castellan snorted, looked over his shoulder with a smug expression, “Then good luck to you, girl. The Soliel's last Agent died beneath the ax of a headsman—come gentlefolk! Break this up!”

And the crowd scattered, the people separating. Some going towards the main building, others making their way towards the bridge.

What did he mean? The “last agent”?

Marceline pursed her lips.

Of course Ludovic's hiding things from me—he can't trust me. And I, him.

She huffed. Walked towards her weapons pallet. Prepared to clean up.

“Would you like help?” called a tentative voice over her shoulder.

Marceline shook her head no.

“Will you continue to teach?”

Marceline turned. Sat on the pallet and straightened her legs. Crossed them at the ankles, “Why? Would you like to learn?”

The young woman laughed. Her voice like silver bells, “Yes.”

“And?”

She swallowed, “I'd like to work in the field—out there, beyond these walls. I'd like to help.”

Marceline smirked, “Why would you want to leave the safety of this fortress? Do you know what it's like out there...?”

“My name is Adelaide.”

“I didn't ask that.”

Adelaide blinked, “My family...we lost everything when the eastern citadel was attacked. We happened upon the Spears by chance...” she swallowed once more, shook her head, “...my brother was a soldier until a night-stalker ate him up. One of the nearby farms was having trouble with those...creatures...and so they sent a detail out to help...none of them came back...”

The eastern citadel was attacked...? By whom...?

Did Ludovic know this?

Marceline listened, her face a stoic mask.

“...I know what it's like out there—it's dark and evil—but in here, it's good. I want to be strong enough to protect what's good in here. I want to be strong...” she set her eyes on Marceline, “...like you.”

“Everyone has their weaknesses, their fears.”

“Yes,” Adelaide bobbed her head up and down, “but when you're strong—you can still fear, but you can fight. You can protect those weaknesses and the ones you love. You can stand strong.”

Marceline chuckled. The girl cut her gaze away.

“Okay,” Marceline finally said, “if I'm here tomorrow, maybe—maybe— I'll teach you more.”

Adelaide's face brightened.

“Maybe.” Marceline repeated firmly. Picking up her weapons, she left without a good-bye.

Adelaide danced on gray-green cobblestones. Making her way towards the dining hall with a skip in her step.
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A DAY LATER, MARCELINE found the dining hall. The place was large, its wooden ceiling hanging high overhead, cozy with its roaring hearthfire and constant surge of guests and conversation. 

She took a biscuit from a large round table and crammed it into her mouth before leaving. She didn't like being surrounded by large groups of people, even if the place felt cozy and warm.

Though her room was cold, she liked being alone in it. Liked to think sometimes, but didn't like to sleep.

Leaving the dining hall, she wove her way through corridor after corridor. People talked. Eyes locked with her own and gossips went silent. Stared at her with wide eyes and open mouths. Stared at her with awe.

Marceline simply shook her head at the attention. 

They act as if they've never seen an Agent.

And she knew this to be false—according to the Castellan, the Spears had had one before. 

But that Agent died...

What was Ludovic not telling her?

He hadn't called for her. He was allowing her free range of the fortress for nothing. Nothing at all.

What is his game? What is he planning?

Marceline itched to find out—but she had patience.

She enjoyed practicing with the well-kept weapons in the tower's armory. Enjoyed not having tasks to do and people to save. 

Reprieve is good for the soul.

Perhaps Ludovic was taking that bit of advice to heart? She shrugged at the notion.

This time, she only took a handful of knives. No throwing stars. She didn't like how they cut into her hands.

Marceline came to the courtyard early, a couple of hours before the sun. 

She found the place bloated with people, mostly training soldiers. Severin's men. She cursed, wishing they would've come to train later. Mornings were her favorite times to train—at least, that's how it was at the Bann. 

She wouldn't get that time slot here, it seemed.

Sighing, she returned to the alchemist's tower. Placed the weapons on their holders and decided to explore a bit. Returning to her room, she found a folded pile of clean clothes on the bed. Moving closer, she caught a hint of cinnamon. Lavender wafting from them.

They were still warm.

Upon the pile sat a card. “Welcome.” was scrawled across its body. And it was signed, “Rosetta.”

Marceline assumed it was a gift from the castle staff. 

Or, the alchemist.

She shrugged. Tore off her old clothes in favor of the slit surcoat, undershirt, and breeches. She sighed, smiled. Let her eyes close.

It was nice to wear something fresh. Clean.

Leaving the room, she ventured down the hallway. Turned for the stairwell and dashed down the curving length of them to the ground floor. Leaving the tower, she raced across the bridge. Her breath leaving her in two white streams. It was cold in the mountains—freezing—especially with winter finally coming to the north.

She hoped secretly that she would see snow.

And perhaps Ludovic. We need to talk.

Walking into the courtyard, she dashed towards the main building before too many locals could notice her and wove her way through corridor after corridor. All the while, sticking her head through this door and that. At one point, she spied a sort of indoor bathhouse. She made note to use it later, proving she remembered where it was.

She found a door to the outside and opened it. Saw verdant—everything was green up to a high stone white wall. To her left, she spied three circular targets. Arrows stabbed all of them. A limber man, tallest person she had ever seen, worked a bowstring taut before letting it go fluidly. 

He moved like the wind itself.

Slowly, she backed up. Moved to close the door.

“I saw you in the courtyard.” he murmured, never once looking at her as he plucked an arrow from the grass at his feet and pulled it taut against his bowstring, “We all did.”

The arrow flew. Pierced the target with a twang.

“Ludovic has brought a strong player to us. He says you worked in the Safranian court before you joined the Spears?” Gray eyes were almost clear as they flitted towards her.

She saw his ears were pointed. Sharp like knives.

He moved too gracefully, like breathing water.

He's not human.

“Are you an elf?” she asked bluntly, “Who are you?”

His laughter was warm. Deep, but light enough to carry, “Human niceties were always a bane of mine.” he smiled, bringing his long bow to the dirt, “It's nice to know someone who avoids them outright.”

The elf had a thin face. Oval shaped. Laughing eyes had a hint of cruelty in them. He reminded her of an eagle. A wise and bitter one.

“My name is Kiran.” he told her, smile crooked, “I am Ludovic's Emissary. And you?”

She felt the need to lie to this man, “Marceline—,”

“—Agent of the Bann.” he inclined his head of long silver hair, “The entire fort knows your name. You're something of a celebrity.”

Marceline smirked, “Is it because of that little display in the courtyard?”

“Somewhat.”

He leaned on his bow, staring. Picking the weapon up, he approached her. Stood mere inches from her, “Want to know a secret?” 

Marceline took a step back, his scent was stifling. Like clipping the root of a peppermint plant.

Kiran leaned in, “Our field agents and soldiers are mostly men. The strong and able type. Humans. No elves or changelings. Only creatures Severin can trust. You being here?” he whispered conspiratorially, “It changes the tide of things. A woman able to withstand the challenges of the Bann—her existing, someone like you—it brings people hope. It makes them think—well, if she can do it. Why can't I?” 

She listened. Mind going to the collection of women and young men who watched her yesterday. Who begged to be taught.

“According to Severin, only human men can fight and die for the Spears. But you being here has opened up an entirely new avenue. My question is—will you take it? Will you teach those that Severin has turned away?”

Am I even good enough?

She had failed the Bann. Her charge had died.

It is only a matter of time until the Masters come for me.

It was a hard question. One she did not have the answer to. 

Marceline took another step back, “Are you pushing me to teach?”

Kiran mirrored her movement, backing up as well. He answered with a half-hearted shrug and a smile.
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KIRAN'S WORDS HAUNTED her, though she slept soundly. Reine avoiding her dreams for the moment.

When the morning came, she woke before the sun. Listened to the rumbling roar of thunder, rain smacking her window. Hail.

She stood. Walked to the door. Opened it and exited the room. Shut the door behind her.

Adelaide wiped her eyes. Pressed her palms into the cold stone floor and sprang up to standing. Attempted a jittery attention with clenched fists and stiff jaw.

Marceline's face was a jumble of confusion, before she fixed it. Applied her stoic mask.

What is this girl doing at the foot of my door?

“Why are you here?”

Adelaide swallowed, “I'm here to learn! I've quit my job in the kitchens to become your apprentice!”

The girl stood as stiff as she could, like a trembling statue.

“You quit your...?” Marceline shook her head, brought a palm to her forehead, “...so where have you been...did you sleep here?” she demanded, “At the foot of my door?”

“There was a rumor you were taking apprentices, so I came here straight away!”

Marceline cringed.

Kiran...

She knew a snake when she saw its tail, and Kiran had to be that snake.

Rumors about me taking on apprentices...merde...

Marceline thought of turning her away—but found that she couldn't say no. The girl looked at her expectantly. If she had quit her job, that meant she had no place to sleep. No way of paying for food—eating at the dining hall wasn't free. Not completely. 

Hope brightened the girl's eyes though her lips were pulled taut. She was a skinny thing. A bony little girl. 

“You wouldn't last a day,” Marceline blurted, “not in my training...”

Fine. I'm doing this. I might not be perfect—but I'll train people to protect themselves...at the very least.

Marceline set a foot forward. Watched the girl tremble slightly, her fists pressed against her sides, “You want to be an agent? Fine. When you're regretting this decision, remember that you came to me.” she hissed, coming closer. Staring the girl down, “Your name is Adelaide, correct?”

“Yes—,”

“Non.” Marceline snapped, “You will answer to recruit until you've proven to me that you're more.” 

Marceline could smell Kiran all over this. Before more came—begging to be trained—she'd have to talk to him—soon.
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Marceline

Marceline woke. Kicked Adelaide awake.

Days had passed. Ludovic hadn't called for her. 

She decided to simply train.

“Good morning, miss!”

“Run the bridge.”

They sprinted together. Racing toward the courtyard only to break from it, rushing into the main fortress. Searching for a training spot that had quickly become their own.

In the green of the silent yard, Marceline dropped to her knees, “Get down.” 

Marceline held her hands up, “You know how to ground fight?”

The girl was tense, her doe eyes wide. She shook her head, “No, miss. I don't—,”

“You're going to come away with some bruises then.” Marceline smirked, “They'll heal.”

The girl was frightened. Tense, yet tough. She froze up whenever Marceline came for her. 

Marceline hoped to beat that out of her.

On their first couple days of ground fighting, Adelaide came away limping. Excited to try again, or other times resentful. Many nights, she whimpered in her sleep as she snored at Marceline's doorstep.

A week passed like this. Running. Repeated beatings while ground fighting.

It wasn't long until another young woman presented herself to Marceline. 

A tall and limber woman stood at her door, fists clenched. Brown eyes stared at nothing.

“Your name?” Marceline grumbled, pissed at being woken from her sleep.

“Clara.”

“Non,” Marceline snapped, “it's recruit.”

And she began training this girl as well—a young woman from the Free Cities nabbed up by pirates. Sold as a slave. Escaped on a Chaperon to the Southern Reaches.

This girl was foolhardy. She spoke her mind, even if it earned her a rap to the forehead. A knee in the stomach.

Marceline didn't like disciplining them this way, but it was how she was taught. So it had to be effective. At least, she thought.

A week passed. Seven days like this, training, testing, disciplining. She wouldn't let them touch weapons—not yet.

Marceline counted—knew Ludovic had to be outright avoiding her at this point.

On day eight, she caught Severin's eye in the courtyard during her morning run. He wouldn't say anything as he stared. Mumbled beneath his breath. From across the way, Kiran simply laughed as he led his entourage of beautiful svelte elven women across the courtyard. 

Behind Marceline, Adelaide sighed and Marceline calmly told her to shut up.

On the ninth day, Marceline let the two fight.

Clara and Adelaide dropped to their knees. Raised their hands.

“Go on.” Marceline nodded.

Adelaide froze.

Marceline sighed—will she ever get over that?

Clara used this to her advantage and charged Adelaide. Pummeled her to the ground with her hands flat against Adelaide's skinny torso.

Adelaide wiggled and rolled away. Moved like a flash of lightning as she reared back her fist and slammed it into the center of Clara's spine.

For a moment, Clara went limp.

Marceline nodded, a faint smile playing on her lips.

She wiped the smile away.

Behind her, an oaken door wheezed open.

The three women froze. Wind looped over the white wall rising high before them. It whispered.

“Marceline Brandy?”

A herald invaded their secluded training spot. He wore a long silvery surcoat, a flaming sun sitting squat in its center. Bony fingers clutched the surcoat's crisp fabric as the herald flitted his eyes from Marceline to the women hunched on the ground.

He opened his mouth to speak, closed it like a floundering fish.

“What is it?” 

His eyes flew to Marceline's, “You are summoned to the council's chambers by the Soliel, miss. If you would...follow me...”

Marceline turned away from the man. Eyed Adelaide, “You know what to do.”

She simply nodded, her face a hard mask. Clara looked on with a gaping jaw, sliding her gaze from Adelaide to Marceline. Slowly, she nodded as well.

The herald licked his lips, “You are summoned—,”

“Finally.” Marceline stopped him, meeting his eye once more. “Show me to him.”

The herald clamped his lips shut. Nodded and turned.

Marceline followed suit.
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THE CHAMBER'S CEILING seemed high enough to brush the sky, the place spacious enough for a forest. Albeit, a small one.

A massive table took up most of the chamber's free space, sitting right at its heart. On its face was a crudely drawn map of the known world. Meandering around the table were three men Marceline well knew; Severin and Ludovic at its head. Kiran, far from the others. Tracing patterns on a foreign continent Marceline did not know. Finally, to Ludovic right, stood a scarlet haired woman brooding over a single place on the continent of Danae. 

It was an understatement to say she was simply beautiful. She was a scarlet temptress. A woman with blazing flame for hair stuck in a shapely body framed by a slender black gown with intricate lace trim.

She stood close to Ludovic, pouring over the map. Her scarlet curls sliding.

Marceline brought a hand to her own hair—boring, black. Stormy sometimes, useless most others.

Was she jealous?

Non, I am an Agent...not a child's porcelain doll.

Without invitation, Marceline walked straight ahead. Approached the table and met everyone's eyes evenly. Everyone, except for the beautiful red headed woman who refused to look up.

“Good of you to finally join us.” even her voice was beautiful, befitting a woman of her size and stature. Her voice hung over the room, demanding attention, as the woman stood tall. Delicate hands clasped behind her back, “Now, to business. I shall put this bluntly for the benefit of you, Kiran—and you, Marceline,” looking into the redhead's eyes was like staring into the sun. Marceline's eyes watered as she refused to break eye contact.

The redhead adopted a stoic expression. Brought her gaze to the map and up once more. She began to pace, walking behind Ludovic, “Safrana's eastern citadel has been attacked—,”

“This much we know.” Severin snapped.

“Not by men,” she hissed, shooting a glance at Severin, “nor by a horde of monsters; but by a creature that is normally peaceful and intelligent. A highscale.”

A dragon changeling?

Marceline couldn't hold back her gasp. 

“A dragon?” Marceline and Ludovic blurted out at once.

The redhead rolled her eyes. Kiran held back a chortle as Severin simply shook his head.

“This...ah, Marceline I apologize,” Ludovic shook the shock from his face, “this meeting was supposed to be about your stake in the Spears.”

The red head sighed heavily, still pacing, “We already know what she is to this organization, Ludovic. Why drag this out? Marceline—you're our spymaster. But I'm sure you've already guessed this—half of the fortress has already guessed this, Ludovic...merde!” she hung her head, held her forehead with her hand, “Sometimes I feel as if I am surrounded by simpletons!”

Severin slammed his hands to the table, “You don't decide things around here, Vidonia. You're junior to Ludovic and I. Lud, I don't agree with this.”

“Was your appointment this informal, Vidonia?” Kiran hissed, “Give the woman some breathing room!”

Ludovic combed his fingers through his hair, “Do you accept this appointment, Marceline?” he sighed, “However...informal...it may be?”

“You people and tradition! If she's here—take her on! Don't run circles around it! She's already taken women on as apprentices, she knows what she's getting into!”

“Vidonia, hush.”

Vidonia threw up her hands.

Marceline watched. Thinking.

A dragon attacked Safrana? Then what would they need with spies? Agents?  

Marceline looked to Severin. Then Ludovic, “Wouldn't you need more commanders? More able-bodied men and women who could fight off a dragon? What use would a spymaster be to you in this sort of situation?”

“I agree, Ludovic.” Severin murmured, “Send her home.”

“Highscales are intelligent creatures, as Vidonia mentioned earlier, and they do not attack without reason.” Ludovic began.

“The Soliel is right. I have reason to believe it is being controlled.” Vidonia nodded. Steepling her fingers, she brought them to her lips, “If you trained agents and sent them to infiltrate the western citadel, we could promptly find out who controls it.”

Kiran placed his elbows upon the table and leaned forward, “Highscales are very much like you and me. They think, they feel—they are not mindless destroyers. Which is why we classify them as changelings and not monsters. Whatever caused this highscale to change and level a city, had to do with something—or someone. We need agents to figure out who—”

“My men could kill it! Do away with it once and for all! Why waste time searching for alternatives? That thing is killing people!”

“Not currently.” Vidonia countered. “For the moment, it has vanished.”

“For the moment.” Severin spat, “How long until it comes back? Kills more innocents? I say—fuck the alternatives! We find this thing's roost and free its head from its neck!”

“Highscales are immortal.” Marceline said, jaw tight, “You cannot simply kill it.”

Vidonia blinked. Sniffed, “Marceline is right. Highscales are not easily killed, Severin. Especially not in the way you've just proposed.”

“But they can be killed.” Kiran interjected, “Kill something they are bonded to—a lover, a mother, a child—and the creature will die. Easier than severing its head from its neck, huh?”

Severin sneered, “And you'd waste time finding this thing's loved ones? You'd search while it returns—killing more innocents. Destroying Safrana while you search and coddle and plead?” he spat upon the floor, “I am done watching you two beg for this thing's life! Non-humans—Ludovic, I've told you—,”

Ludovic silenced him with a glance.

But looked at the table. Sighed, “Severin's right. No more death. We need countermeasures while we search for this thing's loved ones. Vidonia, is there a way you could detain this creature using alchemy?”

“Yes.” Vidonia nodded, bringing her fingertips away from her lips, “But I would require rare ingredients...”

“Kiran, could your people lend a hand?”

“Anything you need, Ludovic.”

“And, Marceline,” Ludovic sighed once more, his eyes pleading as he spoke, “I'll send more recruits your way...proving you accept your appointment.”

Marceline cocked her head, “And so it was you spreading rumors about me taking on apprentices.”

“Rumors?” Ludovic asked, his eyebrow rising, “I know nothing of...”

Marceline eyed him. Watched confusion twist up his features and brought her gaze to Kiran's.

“Gossiping isn't one of my strong suits.” the elf said, holding up his palms.

Could she trust him?

Then who spread the rumors?

She pursed her lips.

Did it matter, now?

Severin and Vidonia exchanged glances. Severin stood tall. Took in breath sharply.

“I haven't had a say in this!” Severin said, slamming a fist on the table, “I vote to send her home!”

Ludovic slid him an exhausted glare, “All right people. Let's have a vote.”

All three agreed against Severin's nay. Begrudgingly, he piped down. Crossed his arms and took a step away from the table.

“Then it's decided.” Ludovic said, turning to Marceline, “Will you accept?”

“You will use my people for infiltration?”

Vidonia cleared her throat, “We will use them for whatever the Spears may need.”

Marceline shook her head, “I only have two and they are not ready.”

“We will give you twenty days. We only ask for three infiltrators.”

Marceline widened her eyes.

Twenty days?

I spent years at the Bann. Three excruciating years!

There is simply no way...

“Non.” she said, calming her expression, “There is no way.”

“Yes, there is.” Ludovic said, his jaw set, “It's possible, Marceline. We need these people. Teach them what you can, then send them to work.”

“We must make a preemptive strike before that highscale returns, spymaster. If we do not, hundreds—no, thousands—will die.”
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THE MEETING DRONED on as Vidonia filled Ludovic in on everything he had missed while attempting to save the vineyard. Once the council was cut, Marceline lingered, thinking through the ultimatum that had been set before her.

Ludovic placed a reassuring hand on Marceline's shoulder, “I promise you've made the right choice, Marceline. You'll do well—I know you will.”

Vidonia ushered him out, still talking. It was a one-sided conversation that burned Marceline's ear.

Before she knew it, she was quite alone. Save for Severin.

He approached her as she stood at a towering window, looking down the mountain's side.

“Know about the last agent that took this post?” 

His voice was a rough hiss. One that made Marceline's jaw set hard.

She shook her head.

“He died, you know. Died a traitor to his own kind.” Severin came closer. Towered over her like the window. She waited for the brush of his hot breath, but felt nothing. He approached her from the side, giving her space to flee. Encouraging her to.

She wouldn't. 

One should never run from a bully.

Nor a challenge.

She waited. Muscles stiffening. Relaxing.

“Listen, agent, you do anything—anything at all—to jeopardize Ludovic's life—yours will be forfeit. And this time, I won't use an ax to cleave your head from your neck.”

She let silence prevail. Let it whirl around them like the whipping wind outside.

“It was you who murdered the Spear's last agent?”

“Justly.” he snapped. Folded his arms. Would say no more.

He took his leave. Left Marceline standing there. Wondering.

How did their last spymaster betray them?
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MARCELINE COUNTED THE days with renewed vigor. Made up lesson plans. Trained like tomorrow would be their last. 

More eager trainees came. More people ready to become recruits. Agents.

Her agents.

It inspired Marceline. Made her unable to sleep and jumpy—overly excited to get to the next activity. The next phase of training that would strengthen her agents. That would make damn sure they wouldn't die in Safrana's western citadel, the great land of intrigues. 

Five new women found her. New recruits. They took Adelaide's place, sleeping outside her door. Sleeping in three-hour intervals. Taking watch outside. Waking Marceline if more trainees came, people eager to help. People eager to lay down their lives for a cause.

And Marceline would help them too. Help them regret ever coming to her.

But they would emerge stronger for it. Ready to face their fears and protect what they love.

She made them ground fight in the middle of the week. Allowed Adelaide and Clara to pick up weapons while the junior of them went at it hand-to-hand.

Adelaide became fierce. Clara, more reserved. Watchful.

They became Agents.

And on the day that Marceline allowed them to graduate, to retake their names and take on new titles, she cried.

It was like setting a baby bird free from the nest.

“Know this,” she told them as she brought them both into a prolonged hug, “if you die out there, I will hunt you down in the afterlife and murder you again.”

The women shared a laugh. One long and high pitched. Much unlike Marceline.

She allowed Adelaide and Clara to train newcomers—at least in the basics. Combat conditioning, ground fighting—they knew what they were doing. But when it came to weapons, Marceline put her new recruits to the test herself.

Ten days passed. To Ludovic, Marceline named Adelaide and Clara as their first two infiltrators.

“We'll need them to find a way into the western citadel. You don't cross the great bridge without a pass.” Ludovic told her during a council meeting.

“It isn't hard to create a counterfeit one.” Vidonia murmured, yawned. Bored, “They'll get their passes. That will be the least of your worries, Soliel.”

“Will they need a detail?” Severin asked Marceline.

“Non.” Marceline replied, “Agents never require help.”

And she continued to train newcomers. Breaking strong wills. Spirits. Building them back up—stronger, faster, more willing to lie and manipulate.

She built them up as true agents. Men and women willing to use their charms out in the open, and stilettos in private. Quickly, she found her third infiltrator. A man with a knack for throwing stars. He seemed foreign, as if he were from somewhere across the Landbridge.

He called himself Talon, and would explain no more about himself. Later on, he told Marceline that he was an orphan and knew nothing else, “Rather, I know I don't belong. I'm not Safranian...Danaen...”

Ludovic sat in on their training some days, watching with unconcealed awe. He told the young man, “You're a Spear, son. Here, you belong.” and playfully patted his head.

“He's a recruit,” Marceline snapped, “a grateful recruit.”

And Talon stood at a crisp attention. Saluted the Soliel and went back to weapons training. Today, Kiran taught them how to use bows.

“Is he your third?” Ludovic whispered, his arms crossed over his chest, “I hope so. I like him.”

Marceline shrugged, “I plan to give him a chance.”

Several days later, when Marceline allowed him to graduate her training, she spat on her palm. The two clasped hands in the courtyard and he took her knuckles. Kissed them, “You have been a harsh taskmaster.” he told her, a bright smile on his young, tan, face.

Marceline giggled, tears freely flowing from her eyes, “Good, then.” she told him, touching his cheek, “The harsher the training, the easier the battle.”

“Right, ma'am.”

She had her team. It took seventeen days, but she had her team.

And she still had recruits to train. Men and women to mold.

But still—she had her team.

And it was a pure miracle.
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FROM HER PERCH HIGH atop the alchemist's tower, Marceline watched the bridge. Eyed the blue mountains surrounding the bone white fortress.

Marceline imagined she was a bird. An eagle, strong and free.

She watched Adelaide and Clara lead a band of ten recruits over the bridge in their morning run. They'd cross it, get to the courtyard and run the stretch of its green-gray cobbles.

Marceline could hardly believe how far those girls had come—how far she had come.

From a failed agent to a spymaster.

She had come far. Climbed high.

Don't look down, she told herself. Ignoring the urge to think about Reine and Lucius, Gerard and the others, don't look down. Continue looking up.

She eyed the fortress's entrance. Watched a trio of heavily cloaked men approach the mountain's frost strewn path. They climbed, met Fort Endure's portcullis and called up to the guards. Naming themselves.

Marceline couldn't make out a thing.

The portcullis rose. The men entering as metal sang.

A guardsman led them to the fortress's main building. They followed, heads down. Trailing cowls covering their faces.

One looked at her. Felt her eyes.

For a moment, Marceline blanched. Swore her heart stopped.

For a moment, she wanted to run.

I will not.

She stood there. Kneeled. Watched them disappear into the main building.

Her recruits piled inside of the courtyard. Adelaide's voice rang out in a punishing screech. Someone must have fallen out.

The girl had become quite bitter. Angry. Wicked.

Though Marceline had been a harsh taskmaster, and she expected her agents to be the same, Adelaide treated the recruits with obvious malice. Physically disciplining them because she wanted to harm someone weaker. 

Marceline believed that the woman’s assignment was probably getting to her head.

Adelaide was afraid of leaving the fortress, that much Marceline knew. But did Adelaide? Would the woman even admit it to herself?

A screech rang out. It froze Marceline's blood. She stood.

She needs to lay off.

Behind her, a door opened. One of Vidonia's servants presented himself, “A visitor awaits you in your study, mademoiselle.” he whispered, the man soft-spoken and gentle, “Earnest, he calls himself.” the servant sighed, “He would not give his true name.”

“Merci, Garen.” of course he wouldn't.

Earnest. 

It was code.

She followed the servant down. Jumped from the last rung of a wooden ladder onto the floorboards. Took the steps by twos to the tower's second floor and sauntered down the hallway. Passed Vidonia's lab, saw the woman hunched. Saw vials of blue liquid bubbling about. She went farther. Two doors down.

Marceline entered her study. 

“So,” she murmured, “you've come.”

The cloaked man stood with his back to her, admiring the view from her single window. His eyes on the blue mountains.

He made no move to respond, as Masters often do.

Still, it irked her.

Marceline slammed the door behind herself.

He did nothing. Continued ignoring her.

“Who told you that I failed, huh? Lucius?” she stepped forward. Clenched her shaking hands into fists, “My charge is dead—,”

“No,” the Master replied, a sidelong glare sliding over his shoulder, “she is not.”
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Marceline

Marceline bit her lip. Chewed at it. 

Lavender blood...merde...lavender blood...

How could I have been so foolish?

She stood facing the window. Standing in the Master's footprints. His shadow lingered, like the scent of burnt wood. His words clouded her vision. As did the truth of things.

The truth of Reine.

Marceline snapped her eyes shut.

Behind her, the door to her study wheezed open.

She ignored it. Worried her lip more. Blinked her eyes open and stared out at the panoramic view of blue mountains. 

Marceline had never been that close to a Master. The man stunk of death and decay. His fumes filled up the room. Threatened to choke her.

She never wanted to be so near to a creature of death ever again.

Talon breathed at her doorstep, his breath calming. Hitching.

Marceline latched onto it. 

“Sit.” she commanded.

Floorboards creaked. A chair sang, moving quickly.

He sat with a sigh.

Marceline played with her bottom lip. Listened.

“Take the etching you see on my desk.”

Talon breathed. Remained silent.

She smiled—this is exactly why I chose you.

Adelaide has grown too wild. Too wicked.

Clara is outspoken—she'd question. 

But you...

She heard parchment crumble.

“Memorize the face.”

Marceline could not turn for fear that he'd see her worry. See that, she too was only human. Instead, she concentrated on the mountains. Fought to still her pounding heart.

“This is a sub-sect of your current mission, Talon.” her fingers moved on their own. She clasped them. Forced her hands behind her back, “Find her. See her—do nothing—and report back.”

He listened. Breathed. Swallowed at the heavy silence and spoke up, “If I do not see her?”

Marceline nibbled at her lip once more.

She had no words. None.

“You will.” You must.

Or the Master will return—seeking blood money.

At that thought, she shivered.

“You're dismissed.”

And he rushed to stand, the chair scraping across the floorboards violently. 

She heard her door open. Close.

Marceline sighed heavily after Talon left. Carelessly, she let her forehead droop. It touched glass, the frost painted window. She closed her eyes and breathed. Let everything go, let it all melt away.

I will fix everything—and no one will be the wiser. It is my job—my duty.

How could she still be alive?

I should have killed him. Done away with him or let him have his way with me. Now everything—everything is at stake.

Her door opened with a slam.

Marceline's breath hitched in her throat.

“I never see you at the dining hall! It's like you don't even eat!”

The chair at her desk moaned. Porcelain plates full of food clanked to the face of her desk.

Marceline turned. Clutched her heart, “Merde...” Ludovic.

He looked at her expectantly. Grinned from ear to ear. Moved his gaze over his shoulder and stared toward the door. Listened to Talon's slow footfalls, “Oh...” he murmured, turning to face her, “...did I...interrupt something...?”

Marceline blanched. Pressed her back against the window, “N-non!” she cringed at his snort, “I've...assigned Talon as troupe leader for the infiltration group. I was giving him further...” she rolled her eyes, “...merde, are you even listening?”

“I'm hearing a poorly thought out excuse.” he joked, crossing his arms, “But I know Marceline 'holier-than-thou' would never shag her own subordinate.”

She sat heavily, glaring at him from across her desk, “Just—,” she shook her head, “—just shut up and eat.”

At that, he outright guffawed. 

But still ate. Shoveling boiled chicken and bright green peas into his mouth by the spoonful.

Marceline picked at her own plate. Ripping off chicken skin, stabbing at the browned meat beneath.

She looked up. Grimaced at the sight of Ludovic stuffing himself like a starved boy during a feast night.

“Merci.” she murmured, bowing her head slightly before digging in as well.

They ate quietly. Light drizzle knocked at her small square window. Tap, tap, tapping.

Ludovic finished up well before her.

“Don't you enjoy it? The peace I mean,” he leaned back. Pressed his foot against the lip of her desk, “the quiet before everything goes wrong.”

She brought her spoon down, “Ye of little faith.” she smiled.

“Ah, so she does have a sense of humor.”

“A small sense.”

He chuckled at that. 

Quickly, his face became dark. Stormy as he brought his mind back, “Tomorrow evening your group goes out in search of the highscale's family...”

“Has Vidonia pinpointed...?”

Ludovic shook his head of dark hair, “Whoever is its kin...she swears they must be among the high noble families...”

“The Coutures...the Savatiers...”

“There's a third one in there but I cannot pronounce it.”

Marceline cocked her head, “I know nothing of a third.”

“Victoire?”

“Victor?” the duchess's family? “Impossible. That line died out.”

“Eh...” he shrugged. Remained silent.

Marceline pushed her plate away. Listened to the rain. The wind, “There's nothing to worry about.”

“Things won't go as planned.”

“When do they ever? Trust your people, Ludovic.”

He looked at her pointedly. Scrunched up his brow, “Do you trust me?”

It was a question Marceline did not want to answer, “You haven't given me cause not to.”

“But do you?”

She pursed her lips. Nodded silently.

“Then come with me. I've got something to show you.”
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MARCELINE FOLLOWED him to the fortress's main building, up a winding path of curving staircases. All the way to the building's top floor. Trailing after him through a wide hallway, she eventually met a grandiose sleeping chamber.

The Soliel's quarters, she assumed.

But he did not stop there. Leading her to two frost glazed glass doors, he opened them to reveal a large stone balcony. The view overlooking the blue mountains. The scene spectacular. Much better than the view from her tiny window.

Here, she could feel the icy breath of the blue mountains. Could hear its voice as the wind soared over it, brushing up snow and ice. Overhead, the sky was a gray overcast. Clouds moving, pouring in from the south. 

“Kiran says, 'Watch the skies', but what good will that do? With all these damned clouds.” Ludovic said as he walked toward the balcony's balustrade. Ripping off his black leather gloves, he clenched his fingers. Looked back at Marceline, “Want to see something neat?”

“I know what you're going to do,” she found herself saying. Hand to her heart, “don't.”

He shrugged. Fire roaring to life in his open palm, “You've seen it once. I'm itching to try it again—see how far I can get the fire to go.”

She swallowed. Nodded. Magic made her skin crawl—it was so foreign. So rare.

Facing the balustrade completely, he brought his hand to the sky. Fire whirred to life around it. A ball of smoking flame. Rearing his hand back, he flung the ball of fire at the mountain face beyond.

Far beyond.

It flew. Zoomed. Marceline came to the balustrade and leaned over. Watched smoke erupt from the mountain's face with a low hiss. She smiled. Brought her fingertips to her lips.

“Amazing, isn't it?”

Silently, she nodded.

“Humans haven't been able to command magic for centuries.” she whispered, repeating her teachings from the Bann. “I am still shocked...”

“It's not magic.” he told her, “The Sybil calls this—,” and he brought it back to life once more, watched it with awe as it glowed in his palm, “'The Element.' Only certain Champions are imbued with the ability to use it. Until now, I had no idea how the alchemists of the Sybil did it—transferring the Element from Champion to Champion—but, now...” he flung another fireball. Watched it fly and sizzle.

“Manifique...” Marceline murmured, her jaw dropping, “...simply...”

“I know you saw me testing it—back there. On our way here.”

Marceline blinked. She had almost forgotten.

“You could have asked around the Spears about it. Spread rumors—something—but you kept it to yourself.” he wagged a finger at her. Nodded, “That's why I trust you, Marceline. You're dutiful and more than worthy of it.”

She kept her eyes on the mountains.

Does he know nothing of the Master who came to visit me? 

“Who else have you shown this to?” she asked, digging her fingers into the cold frost upon the balustrade, “Vidonia? Severin?”

“No one.” he told her simply, “For fear of word getting out that I've got—well, they can only describe it as magic. Though it's not. And just as you've said—humans have not controlled magic for centuries—this would frighten my people. They wouldn't be able to follow me knowing I'm...different. Changed in such a way...”

“Yet, they know of what happened at the vineyard and forgave you?”

He clenched his fists, “People can be very selfish sometimes. It does not effect them—not directly—and so they do not care. They count it up as a loss and move on.” he shook his head, “It's saddening.”

“But they've forgiven you?”

“Mhm.”

Wind blew. Icy and hard. It whipped Marceline's hair across her face. Scratching at her.

Should I tell him of the threat against the Spears? That Master's promise...

It'll only happen if I fail.

She set her jaw, then I will not.

Silence hung like a veil. Ludovic seemed to be enjoying it.

A dog's deep bark shattered it. Broke the silence as balcony's glass doors were thrown open and a giggling young boy came sprinting out, followed by a curly haired wolfhound as black as midnight.

“Young, sir! Wait!” wheezed a breathless woman.

Ludovic turned, threw back his head and laughed.

“Ludovic! Lud—I've found you!”

“Were you searching for me?”

“Lady Valentine has taught me how to use a compass!” the little boy screeched, rushing into Ludovic's arms as he kneeled and stretched them wide.

“Well where is it?” Ludovic asked, pinching the little boy's reddened nose, “Your compass?”

The wolfhound near him barked. Tilted its head and lolled out its tongue.

“Well I—I think I've lost it!”

“No, it's here little man! Get back!” called an older woman from the doors as she picked up her skirts and shuffled into the cold.

Ludovic picked the young man up. Gave him a peck on the forehead and let him go, “You know you aren't supposed to be up here.”

The little boy's face fell, “Sorry, Lud—I just...” his eyes fell on Marceline. He blushed, his face going as red as a tomato, “Madam.” he mis-titled her, bowing from the waist like a little lord.

The child looked nothing like Ludovic. While Ludovic could have easily passed as a farmer or a blacksmith, the child looked extremely feminine. Limber and keen. Like a lord's son or a child with important blood flowing through his veins. He did not have Ludovic's facial deformities. Nor his broadness of back or natural strength.

The child looked positively celestial.

Marceline returned his bow with a curtsy of her own, pulling at skirts that weren't there, “Little Monsieur.” she teased.

The little boy beamed. The wolfhound barked, sitting on its haunches.

Awkwardly, Marceline waved at the animal. She was not fond of dogs.

“Enough, enough!” the governess called, shuffling through the frost. Trembling as the cold hit her, “He got away from me, Ludovic—I'm sorry, so sorry.” she hunched over and took the young man by his ear, “And you!” she pulled him away, shuffling back toward the warmth of the inside, “I've told you time and time again—if I fall asleep during your readings you're to wake me! Not go traipsing around...!”

Ludovic sent a smile Marceline's way before kneeling to pet the wolfhound, “Go on, Paw. Find your sister.” the dog whimpered. Barked and shuffled away. Went careening into the governess's backside and earned a smack on the head from her.

The boy waved. Flashed a winning smile before disappearing into the chambers beyond with his agitated governess.

The doors shut behind the group and all was silent once more.

Marceline laughed, “What an intelligent young man.”

Ludovic shook his head, “Nothing like me.”

She refrained from asking about the boy's familial ties. It was clear to her that there were none. 

“You're a good person.” Marceline told Ludovic, “For taking an orphan in.”

Ludovic simply shrugged, going back to the balustrade. Admiring the view once more. His face told volumes. The slight shake of his head at her complement.

He didn't believe her.

“After these few hours, nothing will be quite this calm again.” he said, changing the subject, “It's good to share a laugh before everything gets so...serious.”

She agreed. Nodding her head.

“The quiet before the storm. The very eye of it.” he flashed her a smile. A wink, “Once the winds come, lets pray we don't get torn asunder by them.”

They stood watching. Listening. Enjoying each others company. Refusing to speak on anything.

Silence was their rule as the day went on. Minutes merging into hours.

He left. Returned with blankets and warm spiced wine as the sun dipped below the clouds.

With a steaming black mug in her hands, Marceline blinked. Something cold and wet kissed her nose.

Snow.

She smiled. Looked up.

They stood shoulder to shoulder, looking up at the sparkling bits of frost falling from the sky.

Ludovic's tongue sprang from his mouth as he attempted to catch the little flurries. Beside him, Marceline giggled.

And in a moment, Marceline's smile vanished.

How could she be happy knowing the fate of this place? Of these people? 

She shook the snow from her hair.

Tomorrow, this peace will die.
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TWENTY-SEVEN
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Marceline

They gathered in the courtyard beneath the cover of night, hours before the sunrise. Two torches lit their path to the fortress's portcullis. Before the iron gate sat a pearly white carriage attached to two powerful Clydesdales. Two more limber mounts pranced on either sides of the carriage, snorting and pawing at the shadow painted cobbles as the group approached.

Talon, Adelaide and Clara parted from the group. They were followed by Vidonia's entourage of two women dressed in the finest of Vidonia's massive collection of gowns. They made their way toward the carriage carrying tiny vials of electric blue liquid. Passing the vials on to Marceline's agents, the three slipped into the back of the carriage with Vidonia's droughts in hand while Vidonia's entourage climbed into the front seat of the carriage.

What was left of the group paused. Huddled close.

“One more time,” Kiran said, torch hefted up high, “go on, Rosetta.”

Vidonia's jaw clenched at the mention of her first name, “Marceline and Ludovic, you're to escort us through the countryside. Severin and Kiran, you're to keep watch over the fort until the Soliel returns.” Vidonia looked at Ludovic pointedly, “Once the citadels are within sight, I'll give you a lodestone. With it, we'll be able to communicate as long as you're within range of mine.”

Ludovic nodded. Severin cleared his throat. Clasped his hands behind his back, “I'll set up a round the clock watch of four men on every watchtower. If you're gone for more than two days...”

Kiran waved his hand, “We'll assume command until you return.”

“Vidonia,” Marceline said, “once you're in the citadel, you'll have command of my people...”

“And I will use them to discover the highscale's identity, and whomever it may be bonded to. Your agents will kidnap its bondmate and bring them back to the fortress.”

“And it will be our choice to kill them?” Kiran asked.

“There won't be a vote on this. That thing's bondmate dies,” Severin snapped, “immediately.”

Marceline pursed her lips.

“Anymore input?” Ludovic said, looking to each of his councilmen pointedly.

“Do we have an alternative?” Marceline found herself saying, “What if the droughts don't work? What if the highscale returns? How long will my agents have to find its bondmate before it destroys Safrana entirely?”

All eyes fell to Vidonia.

She simply shrugged, “I will not lie, I've never detained a dragon before. Much less, a highscale. I have no idea how long this will detain it for—or if they will even work.” she smiled, “But I do have a backup. Acid hurts every living creature and I've stocked up a good amount of it.”

“Good.” Ludovic nodded, “Anything else?”

The group returned his gaze, questions lingering. Fading out into the night's black sky.

Ludovic puffed out his chest. Crossed his arms as his face darkened, his smile vanishing. His eyes took on a flash of severity. His gaze hardening.

And then, he grinned. Broke out into a laugh. Didn't bother stopping himself.

Marceline grimaced. Positively annoyed as the rest of the group sighed or rolled their eyes.

“We're doing this, then! Wow—we've all done so much! But it was always little bit by little bit...Severin!” the big man raised his eyebrows, “Remember when you joined up? Your old captain forced you to retire because you saw things differently.”

Severin couldn't stop his smile, “Course I remember. I just wanted more patrols in the southern districts of the eastern citadel. Seemed like that was too much...”

“I especially remember Kiran,” Ludovic half-chuckled, half-snorted, “your people attacked us!”

Kiran shrugged. Laughed half-heartedly, “We were hungry. Pretty much starving to death. This old place seemed like a prime target.”

Vidonia narrowed her eyes, “Move on, Ludovic. I don't need to be reminded of how the Spears saved me. I think I've shown enough gratitude.”

Ludovic nudged Marceline in the shoulder, “We found her on the fringes of society. Half-dead.”

Beneath her breath, Vidonia grumbled.

“And then, there was you.” Ludovic smiled, turning to Marceline. Finally, he turned to face them all, “You've all been great friends to me. Though you may be loyal for personal reasons, I'm grateful for everything that each of you has done for the Spears and Safrana.” his eyebrows lowered, his expression one of determination, “Things will change in our city—and this, is only the beginning of that great change.”

Marceline's heart fluttered like a hummingbird's wings. Something warm ignited in her. Ignited in them all as they acknowledged Ludovic's heartfelt words with genuine gestures of their own; smiles and nods. A hastily murmured prayer here and there.

“Let us begin.”
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THEY RODE UNTIL THE twin citadels of Safrana came into view. White spires twinkling in the coming sunrise. The Great Bridge of Safrana standing tall against the backdrop of tangerine brightening the dark sky.

Stopping along the dirt path, Vidonia maneuvered the carriage's horses to the side of the trail. Dropped out of the driver's seat and approached Ludovic and Marceline.

The two slid from their mounts.

Digging into the deep pocket of her riding cloak, Vidonia produced an oval stone of ice blue glass. She held it in her palm. Closed her fingers around it, “This is a lodestone.” she explained, handing it over to Ludovic, “I have a similar one. It's used for seamless communication between peers. Listen, Lud,” she leaned in, attempting to cut Marceline out of their conversation, “you need to stay within view of the citadel until we're across the great bridge and I'm able to establish a beacon for it. If you move, the stone will disintegrate if it does not have a beacon. Do you understand?”

“Just sit out here in the open?” Marceline hissed.

Vidonia threw her an icy glare, “Move into the woods. Just don't lose sight of the citadels.”

“How long will we have to stay here?” Ludovic asked, rubbing his fingers on the stone, “It's cold to the touch.”

“Don't play with it.” Vidonia snapped, “These things are a pain to make.” she sighed, crossing her arms, “We should cross the great bridge around midday and I'll set a beacon immediately. This shouldn't take long at all.”

“But it's not even morning.” 

Vidonia chuckled, “Patience. All plans take time.” she held out her hand for Ludovic to clasp. He slapped her forearm. They shook.

“Marceline.” Vidonia called, holding out her hand again, “Good luck to you.”

“Stay sharp.” she replied, clasping Vidonia's forearm. Shaking it.  

“Stay safe Ludovic, Marceline.” and she bowed. Walked to the carriage and pulled herself up. With a snap of the reigns, she drove the horses hard toward the two citadels crowning on the horizon.

Dust flew in her wake. Marceline watched the carriage disappear toward the horizon, her people in the back.  

I will not worry.

For I have taught them well.
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LUDOVIC AND MARCELINE led their mounts into the surrounding forest bowing over the edge of the trail. Beneath a fat oak, they tied their mounts reigns to the overhanging branches and allowed the horses to rest. Sleep.

The sun rose. Morning came and went.

Sitting with her back against the large trunk of the tree, Marceline waited. Unable to close her eyes, her heart beating strongly. Sounding off in her ears.

For hours, Ludovic paced through the brush. Checking the lodestone, placing it back in his pocket. Checking it again.

Suddenly, it lit up.

A roaring buzz sounded from it, like millions of voices all hollering at once. Cathedral bells rang. A smattering of voices called out—challenged, sold, commanded others to move. Hoof beats resounded off of cobbles. The laughter of children rang out like the harsh peel of a flute.

“We're at the toll. Close enough. There's a delay—a long, long line of people are trying to cross the bridge today. This place...this place is a mess...”

The surrounding noise of Safranians in the background threatened to drown out her voice as she continued, “The line began at the citadel's gates—if—if you'll believe that! There's a mass exodus going on and I don't blame those shoving to leave! This place is a slum! Bodies hang from clothes lines—why...oh—oh my—,”

A blood curdling scream cut the chatter. Silencing everyone. A man called. Cried for mercy.

“They—they flung a man from the bridge...” silence hung like a thick blanket.

Tentatively, Ludovic and Marceline exchanged worried glances.

“I think—I think I'll contact you again when we're closer. I've got to watch the carriage...there are...scavengers about...”

And the line was cut. The stone darkened.

Ludovic looked as if he might throw it.

“It's that damned seneschal! He's always ran the eastern citadel like a slumlord!”

Marceline had no words. She had spent a majority of her time in the western citadel's chateau. She had never known the state of the east. She thought it was unimportant to learn about the lives of those who lived there. The western citadel was so extravagant and grandiose—she only assumed that the easterners lived the same way as well. Everything about Safrana seemed over the top to her. She almost couldn't believe...

“Have you been there?” she asked, “Lived there?”

“No questions.” he snapped, “I'm not—,” he sighed, brought his voice down, “I'm not in the mood.”
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FROST DECORATED THE branches high above her head. Beneath the light of the midday sun, frost melted. Droplets pelted Marceline's head.

“Marceline...” the lodestone lit up once more. Marceline stood from her spot. Came shoulder to shoulder with Ludovic, “...you've lived in Safrana recently...tell me, have you ever heard of an 'Ironking'? It is all the locals talk about. Seneschal Arthur Roux, the city guard call him.”

“Yes—he's a servant of the Coutures.” Marceline shook her head, “But he is unimportant—have you crossed the great bridge yet?”

“Alas, non.” she sighed. Thunderous chatter could be heard on her end. Screaming. Singing, “It is extremely slow going. I hear that the bridge guards are checking carriages, wagons, passes are being looked at with serious scrutiny...”

“Do you believe you'll make it across?” Ludovic cut her off, kneading his forehead as he spoke.

“...yes.” she finally said after some pause, “If our passes are revoked, I will find another way. Don't you worry.”

Ludovic nodded. Marceline watched him squirm.

“There is a line of people we must wade through, but I am sure—,”

The screaming turned to curses. Turned to feverish voices spouting nonsense at each other. Women cried out—begging them to stop.

And then, nothing. Silence as the lodestone darkened.

“Dammit.” Ludovic cursed. “Dammit—dammit!”

Marceline sighed, shaking her head. Clenching and unclenching her fists, “They'll make it across soon, Ludovic,” she reassured him. Speaking more for her own sanity, “I'm sure of it. Trust them.”

“It is that city I don't trust. The people—,” he hissed out a breath. Charged away.
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THIS WAS TAKING LONGER than expected.

Ludovic leaned against the old trunk of a gnarled oak, the lodestone in his hand.

It lit up.

“I apologiz-z-z-z-z-e about the c-c-c-c-cut earlie-e-e-e-r. We're g-g-g-g-getting out o-of range. B-b-b-but we're c-c-close. Close to the b-b-b-bridge now. N-n-not—not much longer—”

Marceline's hands trembled. The leaves above her head shook frost and water from their faces. The oak seemed to moan, its roots moving.

Beneath them, the ground quaked.

But only for a moment.

The horses whinnied. Stood and flung their heads around, the beasts spooked. Ready to buck and run.

Marceline came to Ludovic's side, the two hovering over the lodestone desperately.

A storm of voices could be heard on Vidonia's side. Arguments laced with poison. Rushing feet and screaming horses.

Again, the earth shivered beneath them. Blades of grasses bowed.

“Lets go to the road.” Ludovic said, standing, “Maybe we'll hear her better there.”

They undid the horses reigns. Walked them out of the wood and to the dirt road.

The sounds from the lodestone became clearer then.

“Let us across!”

“They're trying to keep us here—make us starve to death!”

“Roux is no king here! We will never—,”

“Run—go!—,”

Thousands of footfalls. Boots crushing stone. Skulls hitting cobbles. Cracking. Children crying for their mothers. Hooves galloping on. Horses screaming. Hitting the ground, knocking their skulls against the cobbles. Carriages and wagons bouncing. Wood splintering. Exhausted commands lacing through the crowd, steel melding with skin and muscle. The telltale sound of swords squelching through body parts.

A stampede?

Why are they in such a hurry to leave the eastern citadel?

“Go, go, go! Dammit, girl, get the horses moving before we're crushed!” Vidonia's voice, “We're over—we're going over...”

Smoke rose on the horizon. Black and angry. Swirling from the eastern citadel. Climbing the blue sky.

“I'll establish a beacon immediately once we're acr...”

Marceline's horse bucked. Went flying down the dirt path.

The ground quaked violently. Flinging Marceline to the dirt. Swatting the lodestone from Ludovic's hand. It broke instantly. Shattering into a thousand glass pieces.

Beneath them, the earth itself moaned. Groaned and cried out. An earsplitting explosion resounded from the citadels. Massive clouds enveloping Safrana. Billowing away like tissue paper picked up by the wind. The blast blinded Marceline, and as the earth rolled and rocked beneath her she pressed her face into the dirt. Closed her eyes. Imagined this was all a dream.

It's not—it's not, dammit! And if you don't get up—!

The quake became a slow tremor. A slow rocking that created mountains and destroyed them. That crafted knolls and flattened them, the tide of dirt rising and falling like an ocean covered in storm.

Everything stilled. Smoke rose from the citadels. Painted the sky. Took out the sun.

Marceline forced herself to stand. To look.

The bridge.

No...

The bridge!

It was gone. A plume of smoke. A shadow of itself.

Gone.

“How...” Ludovic whispered behind her, “how could this...”

How could this happen?

Their plan—literally gone up in smoke.

How?

I can see the failure in your eyes...

Florent's words. They resounded in her head. Made her think back.

Everything you touch dies.

Her agents—her people...

Talon, Adelaide, Clara...

They can't be—they can't be...

Vidonia...

She barely knew her, but she still felt sorrow all the same. Her heart clenched tightly in her chest. Tears crested her eyelids.

How could this happen?

How?

One horse remained. This one looking around with panic striking its dark eyes. It met her gaze, seemed to plead to her—get on. Ride!

Marceline looked to Ludovic. He held his head. Shook it. Over and over.

She would need to be the strong one. It was her duty. Her calling.

Marceline approached the horse. Took its reigns and came to Ludovic. Shoved the reigns into his torso. He looked at her, eyes wild. Shocked. 

“Get on.” she commanded.
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THEY RODE HARD. THEIR travel a silent one. Peppered with disappointment.

They rode for the fort.

Marceline rode pinion, hugging Ludovic's waist. Muscles clenched beneath her grip and she buried her face in his back.

This was another time she would permit herself to cry. When her agents died. When the people she trained, strengthened and disciplined, died. Just like that. 

As if they were worth...nothing.

I can see the failure in your eyes...

She shut them. Saw nothing.

...everything you touch dies.

She disguised her whimper. Choked on it.

Was this her fault? 

How could the great bridge explode? Why would someone do such a thing? How?

How would she ever see Reine now? Validate the Master's words? Keep to her promise?

The girl is alive—but barely. We are charging you with her safety, the Master had told her.

And where is she? Who keeps her?

The old man huffed beneath his cowl, A djinn.

What?

It is your task to take her back before it tires of her. You will find her in Safrana, the western citadel. She remembered looking into his eyes. They were reptilian. Unblinking. The blood price stands...Agent.

And then he left her study. The fortress.

He left her with a price hanging over her head.

If she dies...how many lives will they take...?

The blood price still stands.

They wove their way up the mountain to the fortress. Stopped at the portcullis. 

Ludovic slid from their mount. Cursed. Paced, “Open the portcullis!”

Marceline looked up. No one. Not a soul manned the guard towers.

What was going on?

Shattering earth answered her question. Threw her from the horse as an explosion within the fortress rocked the world. She hit the ground sideways. Eating dirt.   
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TWENTY-EIGHT
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Severin - Several Hours Earlier

Severin watched with a grating headache as morning quickly became midday, the sun rising. Hovering over the expanse of the sky like an all seeing eye. Quickly, clouds came. Covered the gold in gray. Brought winds with them. Fog.

“When will Lud be back, uncle?” the boy asked for the umpteenth time. Ludovic's boy.

Severin simply shrugged. Grunted his response and brought the child to Kiran.

He did not like children. Least of all little boys. Kiran had the patience of a mother, and the smile of one as well as he welcomed the young man into the council's meeting chambers and brought his attention to the handmade map stretched across the lengthy wooden table at the chamber's center.

“Can you name this part of the continent?” Severin heard Kiran whisper.

“The Landbridge?” Arthur responded tentatively. He was a smart child. Quick to pick up on things. Quick to leave bothered individuals alone.

“Correct!” Kiran laughed, “My home is somewhere in this forest.”

“What's it like there?”

And Severin sighed. Approached the table at a slow walk.

“Mildly humid,” Kiran said. Rolled his eyes and smiled, “boring. Much more boring than this place.”

“I would not like to go there.”

Kiran chuckled, “And I would not like to go back.”

The young man bristled as Severin tapped the table, muttering to himself. Murmuring an old village song he barely remembered. He hadn't been home in a while.

Kiran looked up, making eye contact. Severin shook his head, the two speaking silently with one and other. Kiran's thoughts passing through Severin's mind, becoming his own.

They should have been back by now.

Severin nodded. He knew.

The world seemed to moan, then. The ground grunting. Stones dislodging as a shower of pebbles rained down from above.

The ground beneath them trembled. Shook and rocked.

As a massive boom exploded north of them. Clapping out of existence as quickly as it had come.

Below, they heard screaming. Screeching as people ran for the fortress’s exits.

Severin snatched the boy up by his collar, dragged him to the men guarding the council chambers just as the two guards tumbled in. Alarm etched openly on their panic-stricken faces.

Severin clucked his tongue. Slammed the boy into the chest of the closest guard and hissed, “Take him to the Soliel's quarters and do not leave him. Protect him with your lives.” the men nodded. Fixed their faces and took the young man by the hand. Pulled him out of the room.

Arthur did not turn, refused to look back.

Severin smirked, admired the young man's tough demeanor.

Kiran threw him a passing glance before he too slid from the room.

With a heavy sigh, Severin followed.
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CHAOS TOOK HOLD OUTSIDE, while Severin's men attempted to calm the panicked crowd. As Severin and Kiran ran the gauntlet of rushing people, many were led to the lower levels of the fortress while others fought to pinpoint the cause of the explosion. Curious men and women followed Kiran and Severin at a distance, while others rushed past. Looking for a less congested exit.

Slowing to a walk, they searched the northern parapet for a crack in the exterior. To Severin, an explosion only meant one outcome; a breach in the outer fortress walls. 

What he truly saw shocked him. Made his skin crawl.

The familiar tick, tick, of sappers picking at the foundation of the fortress stopped him cold. He turned, eying the walls for danger. Saw none. Cursed beneath his breath.

Kiran's body went rigid. He pointed, his finger clearing the wall.

A massive hole gaped in the side of the mountain. Right beneath the wall. Stone sang, crumbled into the vast canyon surrounding their mountain, as sappers ticked away. Climbed from the hole and began to scale the wall. 

“Shit.” Kiran breathed. 

Severin held his head. Shook it, “Snakes—the lot of them!”

Kiran flattened his palms against the parapet. Kept staring down.

I've seen this before. I know what to do, Severin reassured himself. Pushing away thoughts of the possible aftermath of this. Of the fortress tipping down the mountain.

Severin turned, “Kiran—gather your best bowmen and meet me on the alchemist's tower—,”

Kiran snorted. Turned, wide-eyed, towards Severin, “They're inside a damned mountain, Severin! No one can shoot an arrow through dirt and stone!”

“Look—I've got an idea. Just...work with me, Kiran.”

The elf grimaced. Kneaded his shoulder and rolled his eyes with frustration, “You better not get my people killed, Severin. I know how much you value non-human life.” 

At that, Severin winced. Had no words to say. No promises to make.

Looking him over, Kiran nodded and darted off.

Severin marched the other way. Shoved himself through the surging crowd of panicked civilians and made his way to the courtyard. He doubled back through the fortress, pushing and pulling his way into the barracks. 

His men didn't barrage him with questions, only glances. Many went to attention. Stiffening before he released them with a word.

“Twenty of you—gather the civilians. Take them to the dining hall and fifteen of you stay with them. Five, go in search of stragglers. The rest,” he shifted his gaze, glanced around, “patrol the perimeter. You see anyone strange, kill them. No questions. No conversations. Am I clear?”

They responded with shocked glances. Agreed with stalwart voices.

“Go on, then.” and the first twenty left, the rest filing out. Some stopping as Severin picked out ten of his strongest looking men. Commanded them to follow him.

He made his chosen scatter. Sent them in search of rope.

Before long, Severin and his ten met Kiran on top of the alchemist's tower.

Kiran placed his hands upon his hips, “Now what?” he snapped.

Twelve elven women surrounded Kiran, all slender and svelte. Save for one. She seemed almost identical to Kiran in build, but not in the face. Quickly, Severin realized that she was actually a he.

Severin brought his gaze to the north wall. Grinned darkly as he watched the sappers painstakingly climb.

He picked up a rope. Threw the rest to his ten, “Tie 'em to your waists. Make sure they're tight over your hips.” his men did as instructed. Tying the ropes tight. Leaving long dangling ends. Severin turned to Kiran, “Have your people tie the ends to themselves. Same way. Just as tight.”

Kiran nodded. Changed his tone of voice as he spoke to his people. Used a strange language Severin did not understand. Sounded like song.

His people muttered, comprehending quickly, before tying the loose rope ends to themselves.

“Tell them to jump.”

Kiran's eyes widened, “And what?”

“Walk the walls.”

Kiran hesitated before grinning. Chuckled and commanded his people with a sharp gesture.

They ran to the edge of the tower. Jumped. Some whooped as they fell, Severin's men holding tight to the ropes around their waists as the rope lines were pulled taut.

Kiran came to the edge of the alchemist's tower and looked down. Placed his hands to his waist as he caught a glimpse of the sappers scuttling up the north wall. With a graceful hand, he pointed. Said a single word before arrows were pulled with a collective hiss and sprung free.

The first arrow landed, hitting its target as a sapper screamed. Broke his grip and plummeted.

They wouldn't hear him hit the bottom of the canyon, and Severin did not wait for the sound of crunching bone.

Kiran's bowmen easily picked off the sappers before they wised up and began climbing downward, back toward the hole they had created earlier.

Severin grinned. They were winning this with little effort. Whoever these people were, who chose to assault them, had chosen the wrong target.

Suddenly, one of Severin's soldiers slipped.

On the alchemist's tower, a bow sang too early as an elven woman screamed.

Kiran bared his teeth. Turned his head to glare.

“Wait—I know her! Don't—,”

Severin yanked the man by the collar. Didn't speak. Followed the soldier's eyes.

The arrows stopped. Kiran spoke to his people and they climbed up.

“That's—that's—,”

Kiran's people kneeled upon the tower. Picked off the few stragglers as they rushed towards the hole in the mountain.

The soldier choked on his words.

Severin cursed. Thought of telling Kiran to wait.

Those are our people.

How could they have turned? How could they have gotten explosives into the fortress?

This explained how they had gotten onto the north side of the mountain—but why...?

“No.” Severin growled, “No mercy,” he told the man he held, “they certainly haven't shown it to us.”

And the man quieted. Swallowed. Nodded to his commander.

The last of the sappers scurried away.

“They're in the mountain.” Kiran called, “Should we finish them off?”

“They'll blow us to hell if we don't.”

Kiran nodded. Motioned for his people to stand.

Together, they left. Raced off towards the parapets of the north wall.
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SEVERIN TIED THE ROPE tight around his waist. Winced as it bit into his hip. He looked below. Held his breath as his stomach lurched.

No fear, he told himself as Kiran and his twin began their descent down the mountain.

Severin followed. Bounding down. Flattening his boots against the mountain face before jumping away. 

He landed beside Kiran, who shot him a smile. Waggled his eyebrows before descending further. Faster.

The elf's twin was already at the hole.

Kiran and Severin met the other elf, Kiran beside him, Severin on the opposite side of the hole.

Inside, they heard scraping. Low conversation. Severin could make out a couple of the voices. Guess the names of the people talking.

Damn...he shook his head. Slid his sword from the scabbard at his hip...how could they betray us like this?

It wasn't a question he'd like to know the answer to.

Kiran's twin loaded his crossbow. Lifted the heavy instrument and jumped into the chasm. Sprung a bolt free. Loaded the instrument once more and repeated the action three more times. Screams erupted from the hole. Bodies fell into the dirt. Others swung limply in the air, spinning. Their bodies attached to the roof of the cave by tight threads of rope.

Kiran and Severin jumped in side by side. Fought their way to the cave's end.

Ten sappers remained. Kiran flung arrows through several. Severin's sword hand was slow. Aching.

He cut through a man with eyes green as a summer forest.

Abel...he thought. Looking away as his sword pierced through the man's belly. Abel screamed. Groveled as he dropped to the ground.

Severin turned on his heel. Cut through muscle and bone. Saw an arm flop to the ground. Watched wrinkles grow around an older woman's mouth as she threw her head backward and hit the ground. A cloud of dust erupted around her.

Severin approached. Brought his sword up. Flung the blade down. Ripped through her throat.

Dianne...he knew her too. He shook her image from his head. Turned.

An arrow ripped past his ear. Squelched as it hit its target. Biting through a man's blinded eye.

Another man fell to the dirt. Another man Severin knew.

He couldn't think his name. He simply clenched his hand around the hilt of his sword and walked towards the chasm's opening. Plunged his sword through the young man's throat.

I turned you away because you were blind...I remember...

Gritting his teeth, he shook the thought away.

“All clear!” Kiran's twin called in garbled commonspeak.

“Save for one.” Kiran hissed.

Severin rushed to the back of the chasm. Stood over a man they both knew. Kiran pulled an arrow between his thumb and forefinger. Angled his head as his bowstring sang.

He hissed words in his native tongue. Held the arrow still.

Severin kneeled before the man. Age wrinkled his face, making it leathery. He shivered in a ball, hugging his knees to his chest. Brown eyes bore into Severin's. Blood dripped from his temple, “Officer Fabien...” an acquisitions officer. Picked by Severin's own hand, “...this is how you repay me?”

The man trembled. Couldn't speak. Began to sob.

“Who put you up to this?”

Kiran hissed, “Does it matter? We know how it happened. Kill the head of the snake and the problem is solved.” his bow string breathed, “We cannot let him live.”

Severin kept his eyes trained on Fabien. Normally, Severin would be all for it. But being placed in a leadership position while Ludovic was gone changed things, “Ludovic needs to know about this. We need to question him. Find out who put him up to this.” the words felt strange coming out of his mouth. Though his blood boiled—Fabien had been a friend. A soldier in the old guard with Severin back at the eastern citadel. A man under his command even back then. From so long ago.

He couldn't bring himself to kill an old friend. 

There has to be a reason!

“No.” Kiran decided, “We're so close to our goal for Safrana—if Ludovic sees this it'll change him. He won't be the leader my people need—,”

“And how about the truth of things, Kiran? Someone put him up to this. Someone who wanted the Spears gone.”

“You aren't sure of that.”

“I know this man well enough.” he grunted. Looked into Fabian's eyes. Narrowed his own. Knew.

Fabien reached forward. Froze. Brought his hand into himself, “If you let me live—I'll tell you everything,” he pleaded, “please. This was not up to me. It wasn't!”

Severin glared over his shoulder, “See—” he froze. Came face to face with a bolt head.

Ignoring the bolt head aimed for his face, Severin narrowed his eyes, “The people know what happened. We need the truth, Kiran. Ludovic needs to know what happened here!”

“No. They don't.” his voice became cool, his face stone, “They'll believe whatever we tell them.”

“I will not lie to my friend!” Severin roared, going for his sword. Meeting the eyes of Kiran's twin as he set his crossbow. Prepared to shoot.

Kiran sighed heavily, “I know you won't.”

Another explosion sounded within the chasm. Black dirt rained. Stone crumbled upon stone.

Fabian laughed maniacally. Madness bubbling from him like froth.

And the bolt flew.
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TWENTY-NINE
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Marceline

The sinkhole cut through the center of the courtyard, gaping like a festering wound. Mist and gas escaping from it like puss and blood. 

Kiran swore that the men and women who had attacked the very foundation of Fort Endure were unnamed. Faceless even.

But Marceline knew better. 

She shook her head. Walked the length of the sinkhole's edge. Listened to the bustle of the courtyard as the skeleton of a rickety wooden bridge was slowly placed across the hole. It would be months until anyone could safely cross it. Months before they found the true attackers. The true heart of this demolition.

Both Kiran and Severin had survived the attack. Though, while one was wide-eyed and talkative, the other was quiet. Mute. Sleeping in a perpetual dream Ludovic's apothecaries could only describe as a coma.

Beneath his breath, Ludovic wished Vidonia were here. Wished she were still alive.

“She'd be able to fix him.” he hissed to himself.

Kiran caught on but said nothing. He knew nothing of their failure that day, but in the days to come Marceline was sure Ludovic would fill him in.

Today, Marceline pretended to know nothing. Feel nothing.

Her agents were dead. Vidonia was gone.

Who was she to train anyone else? To fill someone else with the confidence and belief that they would be able to protect themselves? Save their own life?

She shook her head. Spat into the hole.

Maybe the world would be a little different if she fell in there. If the world forgot she existed.

Marceline looked down. Watched a swirl of white mist dance.

If you die, the Masters will come after them. If you die, the blood price will fall to the Spears.

Eyes fell on her. Bored into her back as she stared into the bottomless depth of the sinkhole.

Have you forgotten the Master's words already?

Reine is still out there. You have not failed. 

Your agents have died, but you can train new people. Clara, Adelaide, and Talon can live on in them.

And Marceline turned. Eyed the mismatched gathering of her recruits as women and men bowed to her. Curtsied and inclined their heads.

Get back to your training, Marceline told herself, revert back to your roots. Make them better. Make them stronger than they have ever been before.

Forgive yourself.

Her attention flitted to a muscular woman with red eyes. Blonde hair.

Remy.

Her large eyes were soft. Apologetic even.

Everyone must know, then. Of our failure.

Marceline stiffened. Straightened her back. Hardened her eyes.

You will be better.

She picked people out of the crowd. Looked at the gathered people pointedly. Met the wavering eyes of old women and young men.

Marceline inclined her own head and watched hundreds of others return her nod. Replying with solemn glances. Silence.

They believed in her. Now, it was time she believed in herself.
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MARCELINE TRAINED. Woke up some mornings in a cold sweat with a sky darker than a wraith's stained heart. She saw Talon, Adelaide, and Clara falling. She saw them hitting the bottom of the colossal gorge that separated the eastern citadel from the west. They were weightless, like feathers. But they hit the ground hard. Like stones thrown from a window. Like birds with broken wings forced to fly. They flew.

And smacked the ground hard.

She woke up to bones crunching. Women snoring in her room. Recruits. Recruits she'd use to replace Adelaide, Clara, and Talon.

Marceline woke them too when she couldn't sleep. Sent them out into the hallways and into other recruits rooms. Forced them to wake too. Made them run the length of the courtyard and back, shivering. Always shivering beneath the dark of night as their breath pumped through aching lungs. 

Marceline braved the cold with them. Ignored her lack of sleep. Ground fought with them during the day and ran with them at night. Her new methods of training became tiresome to many. Draining. Deadly to some. Exhaustion was a silent killer. An abrupt one.

One young woman fell out of formation on a night run. Dropped to the ground and simply froze. Two final puffs of steam emerging from her nostrils as her eyes glazed over.

Marceline watched with tired eyes.

She'd rather they died in training than on the battlefield.

When the sun crested the horizon that day, she slipped away from her recruits. Left a single woman in charge, a wicked creature. A woman from the Isles of Solitude that reminded her of Adelaide during her final days in the Spears.

Could Adelaide have known her fate?

Marceline shook the question away as she walked the halls of the fortress's main building, making her way to the sick bay. 

She's dead now. Should it matter?

White doors stood before her. Towering over. They stood like gates.

With a shove and a grunt, Marceline barged her way inside. The place had a metallic scent to it. The chamber was too spacious, with too many beds and a scarcity of caretakers. People slept. Moaned and rolled over. Women wearing white tunics smeared with vomit or blood rushed from bed to bed, feeding, cleaning, crying.

Marceline despised the smell of death.

Approaching a caretaker, Marceline blocked her path.

The woman's eyes widened, “Are you looking for the commander?”

Marceline replied with a smile.

The woman simply pointed up the walkway to a wall of four red doors, “The first one.” she spat before sprinting away.

Weaving her way through the sea of cots, she came to the door. Opened it.

Severin slept in a room all his own. He looked weak. Placid. 

He's never been this quiet.

The silence made her heart slow. Her stomach drop.

The air seemed thicker here.

Slowly, she approached the bed. Stopped midway.

Ludovic sat in a chair at the edge of the bed, looking at her. Watching.

Marceline met his eye. She hadn't seen him since returning to the fortress. Part of her was glad for it. His face reminded her of the great bridge. The explosion.

Had she been avoiding him?

Marceline looked down at her hands. She had nothing to give Severin—she didn't even like him. Then, why—why was she here?

“Sorry.” she whispered. Turned on her heel.

Who was she to invade his privacy?

He had already lost one friend, and here he was. About to lose another.
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IN THE EVENING, LUDOVIC brought her dinner.

Standing from the unlit corner of her small study, Marceline watched the tall man let himself in. He wore a smile. Pasted it on his face like a mask.

“It's like you,” he looked around the room for her. Found her in the corner, “...never eat.”

He couldn't laugh. Not this time. He sat their plates down and took the same seat from before. Watched her intently as she came to her desk and sat.

His eyes lingered on the unlit corner of her room. He saw a pack. A small one.

Marceline gritted her teeth.

“You leaving?” he simply asked.

She had no choice but to lie, “I would never.”

He bit his cheek. Smiled tightly. Nodded his answer. Couldn't speak.

They ate in silence. Carefully. Marceline kept her eyes on her plate, avoiding eye contact. But following his eyes every time they moved to her pack.

I would never leave willingly.

She shook her head. Sighed lightly into her food. Found she had lost her appetite. Her will to hold anything down.

Ludovic finished abruptly. Looked squarely into her face. His eyes were soft. Bright. They spoke volumes. Broke her heart.

Carefully, he reached across the table. Cupped her chin with his rough and calloused hand. He felt her face. Her skin. Brushed his fingertips lightly across her cheek. Tenderly. 

“I don't want to lose you too.”

Marceline had no words. Clamped her lips shut. Afraid of what she might say.

Her heart hiccuped. Danced.

No one had ever cared for her like this. Everyone she knew saw her as a tool. A means to kill or protect. Never before...

“I...” she shut her mouth. 

Ludovic shot to standing. Left the room in a storm of angry blue fabric.

Marceline stood. Teetered. Almost lost her balance.

Her breath hitched painfully in her throat.
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SHE DIDN'T SLEEP THAT night. Couldn't.

When dawn came, orange light cresting the horizon in a thin golden sliver, she collected her pack and left the alchemist's tower. Held tight to her dagger as she braced herself against the onslaught of cold that bit at her.

Approaching the bridge, she stopped. Choked the hilt of her dagger and held its sharp tip up.

From high above, a figure dropped to the cobbles. Slipped from the overhanging roof of the bridge.

Marceline breathed heavily. The figure was but an inch from the point of her dagger.

Kiran towered above her in a lengthy black capote that hid his thin frame. He huffed, “You're not going alone.”

“I'm not going anywhere.” she snapped. Dropping her dagger into her belt, she attempted to shove past him. His body hit her. His bones heavy as stones, “Now, move.”

“I know your type, Marceline. You won't give up until your mission is complete.”

Marceline scoffed, hating her small stature, “Did Ludovic put you up to this?”

“Pft!” he spat, “The man's got enough weighing him down—no.”

“Then what? What do you want from me?”

He leaned in. From beneath his wide hood, she caught a glimpse of sharp eyes, “You're going to bury your people right?”

She stiffened. Nodded her lie.

“I need to take care of Vidonia. Just, allow me this.” he whispered, “Please.”

She thought on this. Bit her lip, “You want to bury her?”

“I need to burn her. She's a hetaera, Marceline. A non-human. It's only right that I be the one to put her out of her misery.”

“You're saying...” Marceline breathed. 

“She's still alive. Reliving the pain of death over and over. Yes.”

The air stilled. She shivered. Sighed and relented.

“Fine.” she hissed, “But if I tell you to turn and go back, swear to me that you'll heed my command.”

He smiled. All teeth, “You aren't Ludovic.”

“Swear to me, Kiran.”

“Elves do not swear,” he inclined his head, “but I will promise.”

“Fine.” Good enough.

Kiran moved, letting her pass. Followed her across the bridge and through the courtyard. They climbed the southernmost wall, scaling it near the portcullis, and slid over. Their labored breath coming out in white puffs.

Whoever attacked the fort—they weren't nameless.

They were agents of the Bann—sent by the Masters.

And they were losing patience.
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Marceline

They made it to the gorge separating the two citadels of Safrana by midday. 

Getting there had been easy. Climbing down the smooth sides of the wide opening proved to be more tasking, requiring intense concentration on both of their parts.

By the time they made it to the slate colored rubble filling up the massive gorge, the sun was at their backs. The great orb ready to dip below the horizon and give way to the moon.

Kiran spent hours delving into the gray slate rubble, pawing through pieces of stone there. Picking up a bit of steel here. Marceline watched the skies, awestruck. Unable to look down at her feet without thinking of her agents who died here. Without thinking of their expressions as they fell.

The hate they must have felt. They must have felt utterly betrayed...

She knew that feeling all too well. Being so close to the chateau and the western citadel conjured it up within her once more—her memory of living here. Of spiriting the Savatier girls away to safety. Of being denied the chance to save her charge.

She remembered her dismissal clearly. Gerard had seemed unrepentant.

Marceline hawked. Spat.

“You almost done here?” she asked, turning to look at Kiran as he stooped in the rubble.

She hadn't come to bury her people. She knew it would have been a waste of her time. They were somewhere here, buried beneath this mess of stone and steel. To her, there was no point in searching. 

“She must be...farther beneath,” he grunted, lifting up a massive stone before throwing it to his side, “far—far—beneath.” he sighed. Hung his head and shook it. Looked to her with those sharp eagle eyes of his, “It's pointless, I guess.”

“Are you done?”

He nodded. Standing tall.

“Then go back.”

Kiran widened his eyes. Snorted, “Without you?” he barked a sudden burst of laughter, “Ludovic would have me ousted.”

“Then he did put you up to this?”

Kiran narrowed his eyes. Approached her slowly, gliding over the rubble, “You aren't here to bury your people.”

Marceline bit back a laugh.

“That much is obvious.”

She avoided his gaze, “Go back, Kiran.”

“I can't. Not without you.”

“You promised—,”

He stood over her. Towered. Looked down with disgust, “What are you really here for, Marceline?”

“Her charge, who else?” piped a different voice. One that made Marceline do a double take, “It's our nature, elf.”

Lucius.

Hissing a sigh, Kiran turned as Marceline remained silent. Dropped her hands to her thighs, her eyes wide. Unseeing.

Lucius?

A river of dark hair was pulled back. Tight. Tied into a long, flowing, tail. A tattered black cloak hid his clothing, but she spied boots. A knife at his belt, the steel dark. Obsidian.

His fox-like features brightened beneath her gaze. His smile became wide. Almost ear to ear, as he opened his arms and shoved Kiran out of the way with a heavy shoulder.

He moved as if to hug her.

Marceline couldn't. 

She turned away. Crossed her arms and stared up at the western citadel's high white walls.  

Kiran paused. Baffled. 

But he could put two and two together, “You're both agents.” he breathed, “Though your aura is distinct...like that of a...”

Lucius's fox-like smile silenced him.

“I didn't come for him.” Marceline snapped, sensing Kiran's apprehension.

“Then what did you come for, Marceline?”

Lucius snorted his laughter quietly.

“Go back. You promised—,”

“I told you—Ludovic would have me ousted—,”

“So, you lied.”

Kiran let out an angry breath. Collected himself quickly, “He isn't blind, Marceline. He will feel our absence. I cannot go back without you.”

“Marcy,” Lucius whispered, touched her shoulder slowly, “Reine is still alive.”

Marceline spun. Shook his hand away. Stared at him with wild eyes, “I know!”

She caught her breath. Looked to Kiran, who was speechless.

Bringing a hand to her forehead, she muttered an apology. Found Lucius staring at her steadily. Reading her.

“And the rest of the Savatiers? The Roselets? How did you fair?” she met his gaze. Narrowed her own eyes, “Was it you who dismissed me?”

Marceline watched his face pale. Saw his tongue slide over his lips, before it disappeared back into his mouth.

“Don't lie to me.”

“I won't.” he sighed, bringing his gaze to the dirt before returning it to her, “I received correspondence from the Masters one day prior to the attack. Direct correspondence, Marcy. They wanted you to return because of your illness. They wanted you to go back and heal.” he stepped forward, lowered his voice. Strained it, “I sent word back to them, saying you'd heal just fine at the Roselets. I fought for you to stay on the contract. But,” he sighed, “Gerard got hold of the Masters' latest letter and decided that I was being too soft on you. He took it upon himself to dismiss you in my stead. He thought that because of our—,”

She held up a hand, “Enough.”

Marceline looked up at him. Frowned. Felt her height. Felt small and unimportant.

Her heart clenched in her chest as if a hand tightened into a fist around it, squashing it. Flattening it within its palm.

Lucius reached out. Hugged her.

They embraced for what felt like a lifetime. The heat of his chest made her burrow her face into his cloak. His heart throbbed against her cheek, long and slow. The heartbeat of a predator.

Kiran turned away, giving them privacy.

“Whatever you're here for...” he called over his shoulder.

With mounting disgust building up like bile in her throat, she realized she wanted to be held.

Marceline shoved Lucius away, “I'm here for an old friend of mine.” she replied, staring Lucius in the eye, “And you?”

“Ghyslain still lives. He is the last of them. And as his last request, he asked that I save Reine.”

“Then we are on the same page?”

Lucius nodded, “I hope we are.”

Kiran turned back to face them. Arms crossed, “How do we plan on getting into the citadel?”

Marceline looked at him, annoyed, “We?”

“Like I said...”

She nodded.

Lucius pointed to the wall of the gorge beneath the western citadel, “There was a sewage drain that opened here. But the rubble has plugged it.” he shrugged, “Best we can do now is wait until dusk and scale the walls of the citadel.”

Marceline stared up past the gorge. Groaned at the thought of climbing those high white walls. She had only scaled them once, upon first coming to Safrana, and she wasn't looking forward to climbing them again.

But it needed to be done.

“Right.”

Dusk was only a few hours away.

Marceline looked to Kiran, “This is your last chance, Kiran. Go home.”

He shook his head, a look of determination hardening his face.

Marceline threw up her hands. Smiled, “So be it.” ...merci.
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THE SUN DIPPED LOW, casting dark clouds across the sky. Signaling the oncoming night.

“If we climb the gorge here, it'll be a straight shot.” Lucius said matter-of-factly, “We can take a breather there, on the edge of the rock, and then keep going. Right onto the eastern parapets.”

“Right.” Marceline replied, her eyes following his finger.

“You're telling me you humans can make that?” Kiran asked, baffled and wide-eyed.

Marceline smiled. Brought her hands to her hips, “That's nothing.” she joked, “You should see what they make us climb at the Bann.”

Beneath his breath, Lucius chuckled.

Kiran was the first to climb. Lucius second. Marceline followed last, keeping her eyes to the sky. Never looking down. Refusing to give in to her fear of heights.

Beneath them, the gray rubble trembled. Groaned and crackled.

The three stopped. Marceline sighed. Forced herself to look as she freed a hand from the wall and retrieved her dagger.

“We should keep going!” Kiran called down, “Whatever's down there...” he quieted. Murmured a prayer.

Lucius shook his head quickly. Turned away. Refused to look.

Marceline had no choice.

Far below her, stood her agents. Adelaide, Clara, and Talon. Faces ripped asunder by the fall and the rubble stared up at her. Glazed eyes dilated. Misshapen bodies frozen like dismantled statues. 

Clara's bottom jaw was missing, the body part swimming amongst the rubble. Adelaide had been scalped. Dark red oozing from her skull where her hair should have been. Talon raised an arm, the flesh ripped from him. Red oozing from the stripes of missing skin.

They stared at her dejectedly. Clara sputtered a moan.

Marceline began to climb down.

She'd put them out of their misery. 

“Marceline!” Lucius hissed from above, stopping.

Pebbles rained upon her head, but she wouldn't stop.

This was her duty. These were her people.

More undead emerged, erupting from the rubble like grotesque flower heads. They pulled themselves free, throwing stone and steel with a loud clatter. Moans erupted from twisted throats. Screams.

Marceline froze.

More rose. Tens. Hundreds.

Marceline cursed.

She couldn't kill them all. If she dropped down there, those things would rip her apart.

“Don't be stupid.” Lucius hissed.

“Look—we'll come back with a larger force. Give them all mercy—but right now...!” Kiran's voice. More pebbles fell as he stumbled.

“These things will overrun the citadels if we don't take care of them now!” Marceline called up.

“We are only three.” Kiran replied, sighing heavily, “They outnumber us.”

Marceline looked down.

An undead horde of hundreds had sprung from the rubble. The great bridge's dead surged towards the edge of the gorge, staring. Marveling at the three as they climbed.

I have no choice.

If I die, the blood price falls to the Spears.

Merde.

“I'll come back for you.” she told her agents, searching their eyes for any hint of understanding.

There was none. Nothing floated in their eyes anymore. No light. No comprehension.

They were shells of their former selves.

Marceline shook her head. Sighed.

“I'll come back.” she swore as she began to climb, following Lucius and Kiran as they continued their ascent.

Far below them, Clara dug her fingers into the wall of the gorge. Then Talon, Adelaide.

Their climb would be a slow going one.
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NIGHT FELL AS THEY dropped into the lower districts of the western citadel. Keeping to the roofs of tall stone houses and manors, the three raced towards the glittering white spire of the chateau centered within the heart of the citadel.

On the lavish cobblestone streets, guardsmen broke into a run. Nightwatchmen barked commands. Rushed through the darkening streets with glowing torches in both hands.

Marceline ignored the fiery scene taking place on the streets, while Lucius followed running men and women with his eyes.

“They're going towards the makeshift gate on the eastern wall.” Lucius murmured, mostly for himself, “But, why?”

“Shut up and keep a look out.” Marceline snapped, “I could care less—,”

A muddled cry rang out through the city in the direction of the rushing guardsmen. They began to double time it, dashing through the streets in a blur of orange and white light.

“It's that horde,” Kiran told them, offering a hand to Marceline as they climbed down from the roof of a tiny stone cottage, “it must be. If we take the streets we'll get to the chateau faster.”

Marceline cocked her head, “How would you know that?”

Kiran simply smiled, crooked his fingers and caught her hand.

The three hit the street within seconds.

Careening through alleyways, they flattened themselves to the darkness of the walls as guardsmen rushed past with flaming torches. They screamed of an eastern invasion. Told their men that the unwashed hordes abhor fire.

“And water!” one joked as he passed them, a detail of four ignoring the joke. Their faces as white as linen bed sheets.

Making their way to the chateau, they scaled the outer wall and dropped into the outer gardens. A sea of nobles surrounded the chateau's main doors, the people surging into the main vestibule as they gathered.

“Remember last time,” Marceline murmured as they took refuge near a large, twisting, oak, “that quake happened and they moved all of the civilians into the main vestibule?”

Lucius nodded, “You think she'll be in there?”

“Most likely.”

Kiran smirked, “Good luck finding your friend in that.”

“I've got an idea.” Marceline replied, walking around the oak, “follow me and keep quiet.”

The men did as they were told. Marceline sprinted the length of the chateau, bounding into the back gardens with Kiran and Lucius on her heels. They came to a lengthy maze of sculpted hedges, the sprawling landscape of green made complete with tiny orchards of purple leafed trees and dried marble fountains. A smattering of nobles conversed here, walking the gardens as they spoke. Picking flowers. Calming their nerves.

“They say the easterners have returned.”

“Undead—blighters—by the Fates, I don't know the terms for these things...”

“Roux blew the bridge for a reason—and now...”

“The chateau guard will stop them. Worry not...”

Marceline moved among the crowd like a shadow. Shrugging off her hood, she kept her head low. Making eye contact with a stranger for half a second before moving on. She searched for Reine's eyes, her haughty aura. Her hair of fleece.

She saw nothing.

“Monsieurs et Madames!”

The conversation stopped as a man wearing gleaming silver armor strode from the main vestibule and called out to all. He opened his arms and motioned them towards the open glass doors of the vestibule.  

“For your own safety, please...”

And they rushed. Piling upon each other as they surged inside, speaking, questioning, calling to their loved ones farther out.

Marceline, Kiran, and Lucius followed suit. Merging with the crowd as they rushed in.

High ceilings met them. A gleaming chandelier the size of a small cottage hung high over their heads. Polished marble floors reflected their exhausted faces as they raced in, followed the crowd and deposited themselves near a window.

Click, click.

The noise made Marceline's skin crawl.

It resounded around the main vestibule. Hundreds froze. Threw their gazes this way and that.

Marceline couldn't help nudging her shoulder into the back of a tall elderly gentleman. The large chamber was packed with people just like him. Civilians all wanting to go to their beds—to enjoy their lives.

Not be trapped in this enormous chamber.

Non, Marceline corrected herself, prison.

For they had been locked in.

The crowd erupted into a myriad of screams at the sound of the doors locking. The people surged angrily, dashing towards the doors, at the chateau guard. Marceline found herself staring straight, her eyes not seeing.

A window stood before her. Tall. Towering. 

She blinked.

A horde of undead scaled the chateau's outer walls. The chateau guard had locked them inside for their protection.

“Merde...” Lucius cursed into Marceline's ear, his face going paper white.

“I've never seen so many.” Kiran blurted, his eyes all but bulging from their sockets.  

“They're coming!”

“They've locked us in here to die!”

Skulls crunched. Steel sang and passed through bodies. Women cried, hit the floor. Bodies piled. The dead.

Marceline twirled, her skin tingling. Came face to face with the elder she had jabbed. He flung his shoe like a weapon. Missing. The heavy black sole crashing into the window. Cracking it.

Marceline jabbed him in the throat. He went down.

Blood bathed the white marble floors in splotches. People bled out, twitching upon the floor. Dancing. While others swung at each other. Ganging up on the guardsmen, taking them to the floor. Suffocating them with hands. Thousands of blood stained hands.

Marceline's heart flew into her throat.

We need to get out.

Her eyes caught sight of a hallway. The lip of a stair.

She touched both men by the shoulder, turned, and sprinted.

They fought through the onslaught of bodies, charging. 

Marceline made it to the stairs. Climbed and was tugged down.

A woman stood over her, breathing heavily, “You're one of them—aren't you—” an iron arrowhead stabbed through her skull. Erupted out of her eye with a squelch.

She dropped to the floor before Kiran.

Go, he mouthed as he removed the arrow and dropped it back into the quiver on his back.

They raced up, the crowd wising up. Following. Screaming as undead poured through the doors. The windows.

Will we die here?

They hit the second level of the chateau. Polished floors of cedar met them.

Up ahead, the long shadow of a woman danced. 

She sang.

Her voice was hollow. Ghostly. It made Marceline do a double take.

It's Reine.

It had to be. It was her breathy voice. Her voice of silver bells.

Of course, she'd be in her room. Merde...

Lucius exchanged a glance with her. Kiran shivered. Shook his head and backed away.

Marceline sprinted ahead.

Finally—finally, she had found her.

But would she be able to get her out of the chateau alive?

Beneath them, screams rang out like distant bells. Chiming and chiming, screeching as the undead descended on them. Flesh ripping. Limbs being stripped from flailing bodies.

This was a war she could not win. A battle she could not fight.

All that mattered now was Reine.

She still sang. Danced.

Her shadow became shorter as she went deeper into her room.

Marceline stopped at the edge of the door frame. 

The singing stopped. Devolved into humming.

Marceline took a breath. Swiped her dagger from her belt.

For all she knew, this could be a trap.

The shadow brushed its hair. Dancing beneath the glow of a tapering candle.

Marceline pushed herself forward. Faced the door. Saw Reine's back.

“Reine—”

“Marceline.”

She clapped. It rang throughout the hall.

Behind Marceline, Kiran and Lucius ran for her. Kiran reached out his hand.

Froze.

Reine brought her hand up, index and thumb together. Snapped. Dropped her clothing. Her skin, her hair, everything.

Marceline tightened her grip on the dagger until the leather bit her.

Merde.

A man took her place. Large. Broad shouldered. Built like a wandering merchant. 

He continued clapping. Held the brush in one hand. Turned.

Mismatched eyes met her own. 

He looked like the man on the bridge. The man who had begun all of this. Who had terrorized her. Destroyed her chances of ever having a career with the Bann.

He looked like the Slayer of Safrana.

Marceline roared. Rushed forward.

It was like running through molasses. Her limbs slowed down. Paused. Her breathing slowed.

As everything around her froze.

The man continued clapping. Smiled viciously. Laughed.

The brush morphed. Sharp steel elongating from its handle as he approached her.
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Marceline

Footsteps rushed up the hallway. The scuffle of two feet fluidly morphing into four.

The djinn's spell paused the world, air freezing as time took a breath. Marceline's heart fell silent. Pumping blood turning to slow moving slush in her veins.

Through it all, she glared. Glared at the silver tip of the djinn's elongated brush-knife as the smiling man approached her. Dancing towards her like a drunkard. Like a man who felt the turning of the world and moved with it.

He laughed. Mismatched eyes lighting up.

“I do admire your bravery.”

He stood inches away. The tip of the knife hovering above her forehead. Marceline found the strength to move her aching neck. To follow the gleaming thing with her eyes, breath hitching in her chest. Air escaping slowly through her parted lips.

“But, I wonder,” he sang, centering the tip of the knife upon her forehead, “will they?”

And it plunged, penetrating skin, muscle. Biting through bone as seamlessly as rain cuts through the ocean. 

Red hot pain spiked through her skull, erupting from the center of her forehead, as the knife tip plunged. Deeper and deeper, slowly. The djinn ignoring the spout of blood erupting from the incision. Scarlet stained his fingers, crept along the creases of his arm and dripped from his elbow. Staining the carpet as his face scrunched up in pain. Deep lines stretching from his mouth to his collarbone.

Marceline's lips clamped closed, though a scream fought. The spell kept her mouth shut, her clenched fists at her sides. It kept her quiet and still, though her limbs trembled. 

Her eyes snapped to the ceiling as blood trickled from the incision. Painting her face. Running down her cheeks and onto her shoulders.

The knife tip kept going. Twisting slowly. Cutting through her like a needle.

Her eyes widened at the pain. Fingernails biting through her skin as she gritted her teeth, her gaze still on the ceiling. Eying the darkness in the cracks of the wooden boards above. The breath in her chest labored. Pained.

Before blackness pervaded her vision, the color dripping through the floorboards. Blotting everything else out. The knife faded away. The pain. Her skin cool and clammy as the djinn's magic left her, let her body fall to the ground and lie there. 

Wind picked up around her. A dry breeze that lifted from the black floor below, picking up dust that bit at her skin. Bits of glass and pebbles scratching at her.

With a grunt, she picked herself up. Shook on all fours.

As inky shades lifted themselves up from the black ground as well. Apparitions born from the dust and wind surrounding her in a perfect circle.

Forms surrounded her. Walked slowly. Circling her like wolves.

Who is this?

Mortal. Human. Girl.

Two voices sprung from the void. Dry and haggard. Heavy as they hit her ears. Forcing her back to the ground, positioned on hands and knees.

The Advocate has sent it.

Why?

Marceline slapped her hands to her head, eyes wide. Pained. 

Because it is a meddler.

The words pierced through her skull—worse than the knife. Worse than any other pain she had ever felt before. Marceline's forehead fell to the floor as she cried out—wishing for silence. Praying for it.

The voices surged around her. Swallowing her up. They became a murmuring sea, forever rising and crashing. Slamming into her skull.

Thoughts swirled in her throbbing head, where had the djinn sent her?

She was no longer in the chateau—she couldn't have been.

Fear crawled on her skin like ants, causing gooseflesh to rise and pimple her arms. The hairs on the back of her neck stood tall, a light wind brushing them back. A breath.

Marceline's breath hitched in her throat as her eyes shot open.

The figures still surrounded her. Still moved in a midnight haze.

Swallowing at the lump in her throat, Marceline pressed her palms to the ground.

She stood.

They surged faster now. Reacting to her sudden courage.

Mortal. Human. Girl.

An orphan. This is a creature with nothing on its soul...

...but blackness.

They spoke of her family, she knew. Whoever these creatures were, they knew she had been abandoned as a child.

Who are you to interfere with our combined Will?

Who are you?

She took in a breath, “Who are you?” she called back, fingernails digging into the skin of her palms. 

Shadow seemed to touch her. Fondle her and breathe across her shoulder. Marceline turned at the feeling, spun on her heels ready to fight but saw nothing there.

It happened again. Something pulled at her this time. Tugged and yanked. Threw her off balance.

She spun.

The spirits surrounded her. Black as night. Cold as a mountain wind.

The djinn says you oppose us.

Is this true?

“I don't know who you are!” 

They stopped swirling, dancing. Touching her and throwing her away. Six of them surrounded her. Watched her with steady black eyes. 

One stepped forward from the swarm.

It has no faith.

No faith...

Marceline's eyes widened.

Could she be in the realm of the Fates?

Could the djinn have transported her here to do away with her?

How? Why?

She didn't even believe in the Fates. Half the realm believed they were just a child's tale. Lesser gods created by the Celestial that eventually died away.

Could they truly...?

A cold hand fell to her, its palm slimy. Clammy like a creature fished from the bottom of a river.

She shrugged the hand away—turning—

Only for the fingers to dig deeper, attaching to the tendons of her shoulder.

Marceline threw the creature a sidelong gaze.

She met eyes as blue as the ocean on a cloudless day, its skin velvet ice. Inhuman.

Rapture, you are too fond of it.

You are a fool.

Marceline knew that name. Rapture. The name of the Siren. One of the six Fates.

Myrine's gods. They're real?

The blue eyes hardened, “The dead rise as beasts, mortal.” she spoke slowly. Softly. Her voice smooth as silk, yet smoldering. Burning Marceline's ears like fire.

As it has been for all time.

It is a curse. A punishment.

Rapture's grip hardened, ice growing from her blue fingertips, “The living shall change as well. What the dead have is a sickness.”

Marceline couldn't bring herself to speak. Only look. Listen.

A sickness?

A warcry sounded before her, a fierce grunt that tore her from Rapture's grip and shook her violently. Forced her to her knees as another Fate wrestled for her attention. This one shrouded in shadow and darkness, obsidian armor covering its entire body. A helmet of twisted metal covering the features of its face.

This creature's body was grotesque, armor grew from its skin like a fungus. While one arm pointed strictly at her, the other was encompassed wholly in twisted black metal shaped into a sharp pike. It made Marceline's stomach lurch as she slammed her forehead into the ground.

A glow came to life behind the slits of its helmet. Fire flashed in its eyes, “Safrana will burn.” its voice rang in her ears and she cowered. Clapping her hands to her head, she pressed her forehead harder against the ground and whimpered. Cried out at the painful ringing in her head as the voice echoed in the black.

“And you will no longer interfere.”

The feeling was immediate. Vexing. It pulled her to her knees and kept her there, her chest rising, air waning. Escaping from her lungs as if it were being pulled. As if every part of her was being ripped at. Pulled in different directions.

A ghostly white surged from the center of her chest. Danced.

Was it taking her soul?

She could only watch. The pain deafening. Blinding.

Rapture stood behind her. Brought cold fingers to her shoulders, “You can't do this!”

This one stands to interfere—

“You fear mortals, now?” Rapture shouted, her voice ebbing and flowing as if she were swallowed by the ocean, “You?”

The Advocate is not as strong as he once was.

Safrana needs to burn—and this one—this one—

Marceline?

Her eyes widened. Her lips moved, though no sound came.

The grotesque creature dropped her to the ground. Marceline sucked in breath, back arching.

Marceline—come back!

“The Pytha.” Rapture murmured.

Damn him.

And Marceline came to gasping. Sputtering. Her limbs flailing as Reine's room came into view once more. Her eyes stared up at the ceiling. She counted the floorboards, found she couldn't concentrate as she coughed. As two pairs of eyes looked down on her, concern painting the expression of one. Disgust souring the expression of another.

Reine.

Beneath her, Lucius sighed.

Marceline searched for his eyes. Found them. Opened her mouth to speak—to tell him what she saw—but couldn't. Stared up at him steadily. His gaze softened.

Something told her to keep quiet. To keep what she saw to herself.

Unable to speak, she turned. Climbed him and hugged his arm. Curled herself into a ball.

She let tears fall. Cried.

At the back of the room, thousands of screaming people raced up the hallway. Dashed. Followed by a horde of screaming undead.

Smoke burned her nostrils. Made her eyes open.

She snapped out of it.

“Quick.” she choked. Standing. Eying a thick oaken dresser, she positioned herself at its side. Readied to push it.

Kiran came to her aid. The two moved it, scratching it across the floor. The thing moaned, protesting as they forced it against the door. Barricading themselves inside.

Outside, an eruption of screams sounded. People pleaded to the Fates—to each other—as the undead surged on them. Unbending. Unyielding. Knowing nothing of mercy, every ounce of humanity gone from them. Leaving soulless eyes and a thirst for blood.

Marceline listened to them fight. Listened as hundreds were cut down. Men, women, and children.

This was not her battle.

“We can't stay here.” Kiran said, shaking his head.

“Well we can't go out there.” Lucius snapped, eyes hard. Face lined with worry.

Behind them, the door shook. Moans sounded from outside. Groans, as bodies were thrown against the door.

“They can smell us.” Marceline whispered.

The three exchanged glances.

What can we do?

Marceline found herself looking to Reine. She had seen the woman cut down—her head thrown to the other side of a scaffold drenched in lavender blood.

How has she survived?

Reine seemed colder. Quieter. Her eyes were flat. Icy.

Kiran and Lucius argued, ignoring Marceline. As more bodies smacked against the door, they added more furniture to the barricade. Their arguing evolving into outright screaming.

Without her guidance, they were lost.

For a moment, they quieted. Turned both of their gazes to Marceline.

“Marcy?” Lucius called.

Reine walked from the room. Pushing glass doors open, she glided out onto the balcony.

Marceline had no words. No plan.

They would probably die here.

With a breath, she walked away. Followed Reine out.

The night air hit her like a mallet. Outside, orange erupted from every corner of the city. The citadel was in a frenzy. The undead were everywhere. Pouring into every crack and crevice.

Safrana was a war zone. A doomed one.

Reine seemed unnaturally calm as she placed her palms to the white balustrade and looked to the crowded sky. Her lips moved silently, as if she were speaking to a moon that wasn't there.

“I'm turning to you now.” Marceline told her. Blurted, “I have nothing left.”

Reine lowered her face. Smiled, “So, you have seen them.”

The Fates? “Just as you have.”

Reine faced her, “I can save you.”

Inside the room, wood splintered. The ravenous call of the undead pierced her core as it thundered in the room beyond.

They've broken through.

Marceline forced herself to concentrate on Reine, “Then do it! Save us!”

“After this, everything will be set in motion, Marceline. Before I do this—promise me that once everything is done you will put Him out of his misery. And, above all, that you will kill me.”

Marceline's breath left her as she shook her head. Words escaping as glass cracked behind them. Breaking into a million silver pieces.

“Promise me.” Reine repeated, her voice hurried. Pleading.

Why?

She had no words.

She had no time.

Inside, Lucius Changed. Became a fox beast as Kiran released arrows from his bow. One after another. Taking down three undead as he backed himself into a wall.

You have no time.

Lie. Promise her. Promise her nothing.

Marceline nodded.

“You need to say it.”

“I promise!”

Raising her face to the sky, she sang. Chanted as the clouds pulled apart, gossamer drapes unfurling to reveal the moon. White light fell.

A colossal shadow engulfed them, then. Swallowing the pearly walls of the chateau as a monster took hold of Marceline's shoulders and forced her to turn. To spin.

She spun. Snatched a dagger from her belt and broke the monster's skin. Freeing coagulated blood from the twisted throat of an undead.

It fell immediately.

They were being overrun.

Below them, a fire ate away at the chateau's foundation. Black smoke climbing the rising white spire like a giant's hand.

Reine opened up her arms. Breathed in the night air.

And a roar sent a chill racing up Marceline's spine.

A raging screech speared through the night sky, causing even the undead to fall silent and pause.

As, high overhead, gargantuan wings beat.

And embers rained as hellfire.
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Marceline

Reine raised her chin as the highscale dove, clouds peeling away from its colossal body as it swirled in midair. Veined wings adorning it like a sprawling cape.  

It dove, head first. Swung its body around and stared from afar, looking at them steadily with glowing red eyes.

The length of its scaled throat lit up. Fire roaring in its deep gullet.

Reine's eyes snapped open, “Go.”

Marceline froze. Staring.

As the dragon snapped open its gargantuan jaw and screeched.

The hairs on Marceline's arms rose.

“Get inside!” Reine screamed. Turning on her heels before sprinting.

Marceline followed, the creature piercing through the air like an arrowhead. Veined wings stretched out fully, its shadow engulfing the entire chateau.

They tumbled into Reine's chambers. Smacked their backs to the walls and watched as undead continued to pour in through the broken barricade.

Outside, the dragon roared. The warcry deafening. Air exploding from its jowls, breaking glass, splintering the walls. Kiran blanched as he flattened himself near Reine. Smashing his fox body into Marceline's legs and hips, Lucius pressed himself against her as the world seemed to pause. Slow.

A terrifying screech ripped through their ears as the dragon reared back its massive head and spewed fire. Flame burst through the broken balcony doors, orange and yellow mixing as it blasted through the chamber and charred the surging sea of undead climbing their way in.

And within seconds, the beast was gone. The fire waning. Dying easily. A cold wind exploding through the chamber, breaking fire, in the creature's wake.

“He'll clear a path for us.” Reine said.

Charred remains littered the ground, twitching limbs and mangled heads.

Drenched in sweat, they tore themselves from the walls and followed Reine out. Sprinting.

“We can't just ride it?” Kiran snapped, pulling up the rear.

“No.” Reine sneered, “We can't.”

Bodies littered the cedar-wood floors of the chateau's second story. A smattering of undead converged on them in ones and twos. Outright ignoring the group as they ran for their lives, racing along a curve in the hallway as they made their way to the stairwell.

Smoke wafted up from below. Fire.

“Merde!” Reine cursed as they skidded to a stop before the mouth of the stairwell.

Marceline shook her head as behind her, Kiran and Lucius panted.

Hundreds of undead rallied on a single body. A bloated corpse with its belly clawed open.

They couldn't make it through a horde of this size. And if they tried—they'd end up just like the corpse.

Marceline turned to Reine, “Are you sure?” she whispered, “Sure we can't just ride him?”

They backed away slowly.

“Yes!” Reine hissed, “Merde—,” she closed her eyes, murmuring.

As an undead poked its head up. Milky eyes fixed on them.

It pointed. Groaning a strangled warcry.

They turned to sprint.

As the walls of the chateau moaned. Wood and stone collapsing around the mouth of the stairwell as a massive scaled hand crashed through, blackened talons ripping through the raging horde. It mangled them. Ripping them to nothing but meaty ribbons of flesh.

They gasped as Reine slightly inclined her head. Pulling its fist from the hole it created, the dragon sailed away. Screaming.

Marceline was the first to run. Dashing through the blood and gore, racing towards the stairwell as the acrid smell of smoke became thicker. The heat from below smoldering as sweat broke on her brow. As the smoke became heavier, she slowed her pace.

Kiran and Lucius followed Marceline's lead, taking the stairs slowly as Reine raced down into the blaze below.

On the final stair, she clasped her hands together before her chest and lifted up her face.

A massive snort came from below, followed by an explosion of air as the flame was sucked away. Smoke wafting in a haze of gray and black. Reine nodded her head.

And was off.

The three followed at a mad dash, zigzagging through the desolated vestibule and out into the chateau's outer gardens. Pushing through its broken gate, they met the citadel's main street at a breakneck pace.

The place was a warzone.

Moonlight fixated upon blood. Upon roving hordes of undead and strange blackened creatures scuttling around on all fours like monstrous spiders. They stalked the mindless hordes from the rear, sprinting through the slow moving groups at human targets.

Marceline paused as she watched the things sprint, the dragon circling overhead. Their guardian clearing the way with a burst of flame and breath.

A trio of nightwatchmen fought for their lives as the strange spider-like creatures sprinted for them like rabid dogs. They were humanoid, Marceline noted, but furry like enlarged insects. Blind with milky gray eyes.

She snatched her dagger from her belt.

She had to help them.

“Marceline!” 

Kiran's voice. Marceline hesitated.

One of the spider creatures stopped. Turned and eyed her from afar. Crept forward with human-like limbs, hands grasping broken stone. Eyes glassy. Staring up at her without recognition.

It sprinted. Bounded forward like a wolf.

Marceline stood her ground as above, the dragon roared. Calling out to the night as it belched flame and cinder.

The creature sprinted. Jumped.

Talons erupted from its fingers.

And it sailed—spittle flying from its maw as Lucius head-butted it in midair. His fox form stronger, more lithe. Deadly.

The creature rolled. Sputtered as it hit the ground and sprang back up to standing.

With a whimper, it rushed away. The creature a blur of black fur.

Lucius cocked his head at her. Staring at her quizzically.

Marceline bit her tongue and broke into a run.

With a huff, he followed her. Racing past her on all fours.

Dilapidated buildings zoomed past her, the carnage and destruction becoming a blur of black and red and pulsing scarlet.

Their group became one again as Marceline and Lucius returned, the citadel's makeshift gate squarely in sight as they ran.

Reine pointed, “Do you see that?”

Marceline squinted. Nodded. Saw a literal hole in the citadel's wall.

“That is our target.”

“Right.”

They kept at it, the dragon flying overhead. Curving through the air as it spied something. A screech erupting from its massive gullet as it burned a group of scattering undead. Snatched a writhing body from an adjacent alleyway, the highscale flung it into the air with ease.

The gate became larger. Started to loom over them as they got close.

A twang shook the world and Marceline brought her eyes to the sky.

The twisted steel of a ballista’s black arrow sailed through the sky, the weapon flung from the neighboring eastern citadel.

It pierced the dragon's underbelly, sliding between thick scales. The beast screamed. Dipped low in the sky only for it to beat its gargantuan wings and take off. Spinning towards the moon before curving towards the countryside. Disappearing.

More blackened spider-like creatures began to emerge from the woodwork as they ran.

Another twang pierced through the night sky.

Marceline narrowed her eyes—there goes our only way of making it out.

Reine threw her a look, as if reading her mind, “He'll survive.” she hissed, “He always does.”

She nodded.

But will we?

They weren't far from their exit—a mile. No more.

They sprinted. Labored breaths coming out as white puffs.

The blackened creatures howled. Raced after them with clicking nails and hungry growls.

Marceline didn't dare look back.

Lucius sprinted forward, racing past them all.

Kiran's face hardened as they pressed on. Racing faster. Spurred by Lucius.

The dragon's roar came again.

Reine looked to the sky as they skidded to a stop before the gate. She gasped, “He's not ours anymore—we need to leave!”

Marceline threw her a crazed look, “What do you mean!?”

“Just trust me!”

A rusted portcullis sat closed before them, reaching down through the hole cut into the citadel's massive wall.

Behind them, the blackened creatures amassed. Circling them. Eying them as prey.

“Merde.” Marceline hissed as she sprinted at the portcullis. Wrapped her fingers around the bars.

“Someone find a way to open it.” Kiran snapped, snatching the bow from his back and an arrow. Slowly, he aimed it at the creatures, “Quickly.” he added.

Marceline could see no way. No lever.

Merde.

Reine shook. Stared.

Another twang screeched. A blackened arrow sailing.

It missed the highscale by a long shot. 

Screeching, its eyes maddened, the highscale belched flame upon the western citadel. Hellfire rained down in an explosion of fire. Scarring buildings. People.

Screams littered the night like stars. 

Marceline turned. Flattened her back against the portcullis. Looked to the left.

The great bridge.

She looked to Reine, then met Kiran and Lucius's eyes.

Cocking her head towards the great bridge's remains, she raced away.

They followed—unsure of her plan as the dragon belched flame from above. Burning a handful of the blackened creatures while ten others scuttled after the group. Ravenous.

Zigzagging through alleyways and winding streets, they came to the remains of the great bridge. A yawning gorge filled with rubble and steel debris opened up before them as another ballista freed an arrow from its mechanical bow.

“What's your plan?” Reine screamed over the wind.

Marceline took Reine's hand, “The highscale and you are bonded, correct?”

Reine's gaze wavered. She nodded.

Marceline tugged at her hand. Looked down into the gorge.

Jumped.

They fell. Gravity yanking them down.

“Are you insane?!”

“It won't let you die!” Marceline screamed back, “If you die, it'll die!”

Reine's face fell, “I won't die!”

“...what?”

“I'm already—,”

Kiran and Lucius watched over the edge, the elf's eyes wide as the fox changeling simply stood. Unnaturally calm.

“I'm already dead!”

Hair ripped past her face. The ground was coming fast. Faster than she could fathom.

Reine is already...

A shadow engulfed them. Gargantuan wings beat. A massive arrow sailed through the air.

Marceline looked down.

A muscled tail connected with her back. Scales biting into her skin. Air escaped her lungs with an oof.

Reine's face smacked into the beast's tail and she gasped.

Marceline scrambled to turn. To raise a hand and call her people.

Immediately, Kiran jumped. Lucius took a running leap and sailed into the air.

“He—he came for me.” Reine buried her face into the dragon's massive scales, “Friend, you shouldn't have...”

Marceline threw her a pointed look. Hissed at her. Threw out her hand and caught Kiran's before he smacked into the dragon's tail.

The creature curved its massive body.

Lucius caught the bony end of the highscale's tail. Pawed at its scales and tumbled backwards.

Fell.

“Lucius!”

Reine grabbed hold of Marceline's collar. Forced her to stay put.

Silently, Reine shook her head.

Marceline closed her eyes. Felt the dragon sail away, its muscles bunching under her.

She expected to hear a crack.

But nothing came.

Curving around the gorge, the dragon soared higher—screaming. Screeching as it evaded another ballista's arrow.

It dove downward and they held tight to the creature's scales as an angry wind threatened to rip them free from its back.

Marceline looked down.

Lucius landed. Stood on all fours. Bounded to the edge of the gorge.

She gasped, what are you?

Beating its wings, the highscale fled from the yawning mouth of the gorge. Met the Safranian countryside in an instant.

“He won't let us stay on him for long,” Reine warned, eyes straight ahead, “get ready to jump.”

As the dragon's shadow widened, Reine eyed the ground. Marceline watched grass blades wave in the distance.

Clinging tight to the dragon's hide, she crept to its side. Close to the grass. The land. 

It flew close to the ground. Around five feet.

Swallowing air, Marceline jumped. Spun through the air. Hit the ground and tumbled. Rolled to a stop.

Two more bodies hit the ground. Kiran and Reine. 

Untangling her arms from her torso, Marceline pressed herself up from the grass.
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Marceline

They returned to Fort Endure without much fanfare, arriving under the cover of night.

As the portcullis rose, Kiran faced Marceline and Reine. Inclined his head slightly, “I'll report to Ludovic.”

Marceline let out an audible sigh, she had been dreading the consequences of this venture. Knowing well that Ludovic knew nothing, but greatly disproved of her shoving off on her own. Nodding, she let the elf stride into the dark courtyard first.

“So, this is where you live now.” Reine drawled as she followed Marceline beneath the portcullis, “Do you know who these people are, Marceline?”

Marceline stopped. Paused in the haze of the courtyard, “Reine,” she snapped, “shush.”

Walking the bridge to the alchemist's tower in silence, Marceline led Reine to her bed chamber and allowed the other woman to take over her bed. Finding a cool spot on the floor, Marceline curled up and passed out almost immediately.

Now, she dreamed of gods—the Fates. She saw dragons and sparkling stars hurdling towards the earth.

She woke with a start—gasping, clutching her chest.

Morning had come too soon.

Reine was already up. She sat in Marceline's bed, her head turned. Her eyes glued to the window at her left.

“Do you have a change of clothes for me?”

Marceline held her head.

Do you even sleep?

Motioning with her hand, she gestured for Reine to follow her as she stood and flung open the door to her chamber. Two women jumped up from the ground and regarded her with her title. Marceline simply grumbled. Told them to fetch a bath and call her when the water was heated.

Marceline took Reine to her old chambers, a study now. Directed her towards the late alchemist's massive dresser and told her, “Take what you like.”

Marceline took a chair and sat. Listened to Reine rummage through the dresser.

It hit her that she should be questioning the woman. That she should be learning all that she could.

But for a moment, a mere second, Marceline wanted to pretend that everything was as it should be. That she was an Agent again and Reine her charge. That the Savatiers still lived and that Lucius wasn't...whatever he was.

She imagined a dragon hadn't helped her escape the calamity in the western citadel. That the dead weren't coming back to life and that there weren't strange creatures with black fur settling in the western citadel as if they belonged there.

I haven't seen the Fates. I haven't met a djinn.

Marceline snapped her eyes open.

The time to pretend was over. This was her reality, and she refused to back down from it any longer.

“Reine,” she began, finding her voice, “back there, you said you were dead.”

It was more of a statement than a question. But it got the reaction Marceline wanted.

Reine visibly stiffened.

“What did you mean?” Marceline asked.

“You shouldn't ask questions you already know the answer to.” Reine snapped, “It's impolite.”

“Are you like those creatures in the citadel?”

“Obviously not!” Reine shook her head, “Look at me—there's no distinguishing how alive I am in contrast to you. I'm alive—in a sense of the word—but my soul...” she stomped her foot, “...that damned djinn took my soul!”

Did that mean she couldn't die? “Why ask me to kill you then?”

“No,” Reine took a step forward, approaching Marceline slowly, “I made you promise. I know how you are with promises and contracts. Marceline, you promised!”

Marceline's upper lip twitched.

“This is no way to live!” Reine said, throwing up her hands, “My heart is empty, as if there were a gaping hole in my chest. Silk feels like hay against my skin. When a man touches me, it means nothing. I am all but indistinguishable from those creature's in the citadel! In death—the only thing I retain is my beauty! And in time, even that will fade, Marceline.” she paced. Brought her hands to her face and shook her head, “I was meant to die on that scaffold! I should be dead!”

Reine sank to her knees and Marceline sank with her. Wrapped her arm around her shoulder and listened to her tear up.

“I can get it back.”

Reine twisted. Shoved Marceline away, “Don't you get it?! I don't want it back—I want to die! But without my soul—death is pointless! Besides, you can't face a djinn, Marceline.”

She set her jaw, “Don't underestimate me.”

Reine barked a laugh, “The highscale could have easily killed you—a horde of those undead would've ripped you to shreds—and here you are, believing you could take on a creature that steals souls?” she laughed again, throwing back her head before facing Marceline once more, “You haven't changed a bit, Agent. At least something is right with our world.”

Marceline stood. Fists clenched. Could this be the same djinn that has tormented her? That threw her into the realm of the Fates?

“You only need its name to summon a djinn.” Marceline said.

Reine's face blanched. She stood and crossed herself, crossing her arms over her torso.

A soft knock rapped at the door, “It's ready.” called one of the tower staff.

Marceline and Reine exchanged glances, nodded to each other.

Reine hesitated as she grasped the door handle. Slid Marceline a sidelong gaze, “When I'm ready, I'll tell you everything.”

And she left. Giving Marceline no time to respond.

Marceline simply stood there, staring at the door. Fists clenched. Thinking. Wondering how she'd kill a damned djinn. 
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MARCELINE GAVE REINE space. Leaving the alchemist's tower, she embraced the cold morning air and exercised with her recruits and agents in the courtyard. 

She let her mind wander, concentrating on throwing knives and hitting targets. The clamor of daily life died away as she concentrated, her mind solely fixated on wood and steel. Even the whispers of her people became murmurs. Died away to a cold nothingness.

She knew what was going on. That things were coming to an end.

That this was the quiet before the storm.

Kiran broke her concentration. Forced her to face the truth of matters, “I'm sure you've noticed how empty the courtyard has become. Absent Severin's forces.”

Her knife hit the center of her round target with a twang.

She went to retrieve it, but stopped as Kiran grabbed her shoulder.

“The Soliel is mustering his forces for an attack against the highscale tomorrow, Marceline.”

She shrugged her shoulder away, “That's suicide!”

“Is it?” Kiran smirked, a hint of amusement in his tone, “I'm pretty sure we have an ace.”

He meant Reine. Of course—they didn't know that she cannot be killed. Not yet.

Merde.

Marceline couldn't look at him—knowing the Spears were doomed if she didn't retrieve Reine's soul from the djinn.

“If we don't get rid of that highscale soon, it will destroy what's left of Safrana.” he stepped in closer, “We have no time left. We need to act.”

“I know.”

“Then will you do it?”

Again, the courtyard faded. The cold, the frost, the song of weapons as they struck their targets.

Can I do it?

For a moment, she met Kiran's eyes.

Is he...pleading?

She wanted to tell him the truth—that she wasn't sure she could. 

A djinn...how in the world do you kill a djinn?

“She's your friend, Marceline...” he was getting there. Becoming more blunt. Losing all decorum. Beneath his breath, she almost heard a please.

Marceline sighed.

She had no choice.

This was her duty. Her problem.

Marceline met his eyes then. Set her face, “When the time comes, you know you can count on me.”

His face grew softer, he nodded slowly. Shot his hand out to clasp hers, “You've got until sundown tomorrow.”

She breathed.

“Right.” sundown tomorrow.

“I haven't told him about her.” he said suddenly, sliding his hand away.

Marceline smiled. Shook her head and looked up at him, “Merci, Kiran. You are a good friend. I'll tell him immediately.”

He returned the gesture, prepared to leave but hesitated, “You've changed things here. You've given the people hope—it's all thanks to you that we'll actually have a chance against this highscale. And a chance at taking back our homes. On behalf of the Scyllah, Marceline, thank you.”

Two elves stood to either side of him, curtsying low as he bowed.

Marceline watched with wide eyes—unsure of what to say. Of what to do.

Have I truly brought hope to these people?

It was too soon to guess—to assume.

But now, she knew that if she failed she forfeited the lives of hundreds. Maybe thousands.

The mantle fell to her now. 

Everything fell to Marceline.

And it settled heavily upon her narrow shoulders.
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RESTING HER KNUCKLES against the door, she took a breath. Rapped once. Twice.

Nothing. Heat crept from beneath the door, warming her ankles.

She brought her fist up again. Shook her head and sighed heavily before letting herself inside.

The room was dimly lit. Small candles flickered upon a low table before a heavy oaken bed. Out of the three sconces jutting from the left wall, only one was lit.

Despite the low light, the large chamber was sweltering, the heat hitting her as hard as a mallet as she entered. Shrugging off her coat, she searched for Ludovic.

Shouldn't he be here? She couldn't find him anywhere else, searching the fortress high and low only gave her nothing. He couldn't be anywhere but here.

Taking a few steps forward, she searched. Eying the deep brown walls with suspicion as a large shadow danced from her far left.

Following the shadow, she found him bare chested. Hunched over a deep brown desk with white steam emanating from the muscular planes of his back. 

He regarded her with a nod. Nothing more.

How should she tell him?

Marceline blinked. Approached the desk he stood over. Saw wrinkled parchment with a map of the continent painted upon it. By the unsure lines, she assumed he had drawn it by hand.

She saw a plan of attack. Little figures surrounding Safrana's citadels. A large figure sitting in the brunt.

“I have her.” Marceline said, “The highscale's bonded. Kiran and I,” and Lucius, “we brought her here.”

Ludovic met her eye, “Really?”

“Yes.” she replied, her gaze down, “Though she isn't what I originally went to the citadels for...” should she tell him? Tell him that the Masters prompted her to go?

Some things are better kept as secrets.

“I went there to save a friend. She just happened to be the Bonded.”

“What a lucky woman you are!” Ludovic spat before flame erupted beneath his palms and threatened to burn up his map. He pushed away from the table as Marceline jumped back. 

He flailed his hands through the air, getting rid of the fire. The smoke. 

The two bumped into each other. He laughed, “I still have no control over it.”

Marceline found herself laughing too, giggling, “Well, that much is obvious.”

They shared a laugh, looking at each other cautiously.

Before a strange silence took over. The heat pounding Marceline's head, giving her a headache.

They were too close—she could feel the skin of his midsection brush her forearm. Quickly, she shuffled away. About an arm's distance.

“So,” she began, breaking the silence, “we attack the highscale tomorrow. Truly?”

He combed his hands through his hair. Brought his face to the ceiling, “We have no choice. The Spears of the Sun are sworn to protect Safrana for the true heir. If he returns and Safrana is nothing but a slush pile...” he cut himself off. Took in a long and heavy breath. Met her gaze steadily, “I'm...glad you made it back in one piece, Marceline. I wouldn't be able to live with myself if something happened to you.” red colored his face. He blushed, biting his tongue.

Marceline opened her mouth. Closed it.

No one had ever felt this way for her before. She was without words.

Silence descended. 

“And I'm...” what should I say? “I'm sorry.” she finally said, bringing her gaze to the floor, “For all the trouble I've caused.” I only did it to help.

“Kiran told me how things went out there.” he said, stepping closer, “You risked your life, all for one person?”

“One friend.” she corrected—the answer sudden, “Reine is my friend.”

Marceline smiled then, chuckling somewhat, “But if I had known a dragon was going to be involved, I'm not so sure I would've gone through all the trouble.” 

Ludovic snorted. They shared a laugh.

Quiet fell once more, heavy like a cotton blanket.

Marceline remembered his anger at her lying to him. How he had touched her face, his skin brushing against hers.

Ludovic concentrated steadily on her lips.

Heat rushed to her face as he closed the distance between them. From here, she could note every scar as they crisscrossed his chest in jagged patterns. Roving through his skin like the many lines of a map.

She touched one. It dug deeply into his right side. Healed with a heavy line.

“Griffin.” his voice was husky.

She pointed to another, three talon sized marks ripping across the center of his torso.

“Drakeling.” he replied, cupping her chin.

She looked up.

“Sir! He's awake—Severin's opened his eyes!”

Ludovic's hand fell.

Marceline spun on her heel.

An elderly woman dressed in white had barged in. One of Severin's caretakers.

Ludovic touched Marceline's shoulder, “Will you come with me?”

It didn't need to be asked, “Of course.”

Sliding a robe over his broad shoulders, Ludovic left with Marceline on his heels. The two followed the caretaker to the fort's infirmary. Shoved their way into Severin's private room.

The man sat up. Eyes wide. It seemed as if he had been speaking to someone, yet his room was empty. Cold.

Ludovic knelt at the foot of his friend's bed, “Sev!”

Severin wouldn't look at him.

“Lud,” he gasped, “I've seen them.”

Marceline cocked her head.

“We're marching on Safrana tomorrow, Severin. The highscale is back.”

“The Fates, Ludovic. They exist...they spoke to me.” his eyes were wild. With a shuttering breath he pointed to Marceline, “She's seen them too!”

Ludovic laughed uncomfortably as Marceline closed the distance between herself and the cot. Shoving Ludovic away, Severin pulled himself to the edge of the bed. Snatched up Marceline's hands and choked her wrists. 

Marceline winced.

“You cannot defy gods.” Severin said—his voice a splitting baritone. His eyes unyielding as they bore into hers, “You are only one woman.”

Marceline yanked at her wrists—fought to untangle herself from Severin's grip.

He clasped her wrists tighter, “If you take her life, there will be consequences.” leaning in, Severin breathed, “Grand consequences.”

Who are you to defy the Fates?

It was a voice that only she heard, as it reverberated around the room. Echoing. Repeating over and over.

Who are you to defy the Fates?

His grip loosened. She snatched her wrists away.

Bruises bloomed where his hands had caught her. Black and purple. Bits of yellow. 
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Marceline

Who am I to defy the Fates?

Marceline rubbed her throbbing wrists as she escaped from the room. Dashing out of the main building only to be slapped by the chilled air of the courtyard outside. Grimacing, she raced across cobbles. Danced through a group of sparring men and met the bridge to the alchemist's tower at a sprint.

Who are the Fates to take away everything that I care about? To destroy an entire city with a highscale's hellfire? 

Climbing the steps of the alchemist's tower, she came to the second floor and sighed. Caught her breath with a hand to her chest.

She looked down. Stared at the budding bruises on her wrists.

Without us, what are they? Without our prayers and sacrifices, what are gods?

A splash reverberated up the lonely hallway. Snapping her gaze to the door at the hallway's end, she began to trudge forward. One single thought pervaded her mind as she counted the hours till sundown tomorrow.

She only had so much time.

Useless, she told herself, without the sacrifices of mankind, they are nothing.

She flung the door open with her forearm. 

“Tell me his name.” Marceline snapped. Closing the door behind her.

Reine bathed in a large tin tub. Steam wafted from the water's murky surface. Soap bubbles foamed off of the side.

Lifting a leg, Reine ran a yellow sponge over her porcelain skin. Twirled a toe in the air. She threw Marceline a sidelong glance before bringing her eyes back to the water. 

“Please.” Marceline begged, “If you want me to keep my promise...”

No reaction. Reine continued bathing herself. Began to hum.

“Non...I won't do it. Unless you give me his name, I won't...”

Water sloshed over the side. Outside, birds sang. Chirped like there would be a tomorrow.

No reaction.

Time pressed on her skull like a headache. 

“Reine—everyone you've met here—every single one of them—will die if you don't give me that djinn's name.”

This earned Marceline a snort from the girl in the tub. A gentle flick of her waterlogged hair.

“They march on the highscale tomorrow evening, at sundown.”

Reine threw her a glance, “You aren't one to lie.”

“It's suicide. I know. But I plan to save them.”

“How?” Reine snapped.

“You're the highscale's bonded. If I fulfill your promise, I'll save them too.”

“But I'm without my soul, I cannot die.”

Marceline nodded.

“But you know this.”

Silence. Reine chewed her lower lip.

“If I gave you his name and you summoned him here...” she shook her head, “he would not come for us. He'd know something isn't right.” she turned completely. Brought her fingers to the lip of the tin tub, “Do you have a plan?”

Marceline smiled sheepishly. Nodded her head. Couldn't force any words to come out.

She had made the decision on her way to the alchemist's tower. After being mishandled by Severin, she had come up with the idea quite suddenly. As if the Fates themselves had planted it within her head.

Non—it was me. I made the decision. This is something the Fates do not want.

“He is more than a simple djinn, Marceline.” Reine warned. Shooting up from the tub. Splashing water everywhere, “Most djinn cannot pick and choose who they come to, but this one can. He is the Advocate.”

Marceline narrowed her eyes.

Reine smiled, “The title is familiar, then?”

It was. It was.

The Fates.

They spoke of an Advocate. How it had weakened.

“What does it mean? To be the Advocate?”

Reine brought a finger to her lips, “There is only so much I can explain. But I can tell you this: he is like a mother muskrat eating her young when predators invade her hole; he only does this because he must. He has no choice.”

Wrapping a towel around her dripping body, Reine cinched it into a knot. Took a step towards Marceline, “Now,” she breathed, “What is your plan?”  
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MARCELINE RUBBED AT her chin as the two waited. Reine hovering over the hand painted map stretched across the wide table crowded within the council's meeting chamber.

Before them, two doors edged open with a dusty sigh. Kiran and Ludovic glided in, the two almost in step.  

As the doors closed behind them, both stopped with a start. Eyed Marceline warily, Reine even more so.

Kiran snapped his eyes wider as if coming to a realization before striding towards the table and stopping. His hands clasped firmly behind his back.

Ludovic came to slower, his face burning. Steam drifted from the broad planes of his back as he approached. Stopped to stand an arm's distance away from the table, squarely facing Reine.

“I'm...confused.” Kiran said, breaking the silence as his face twisted into a slight grimace, “What have you summoned us here for, Marceline?”

Marceline sighed. She saw it written all over his face, etched in the dull lines: “I'm not going to beg for her life.”

Both men visibly relaxed.

“But I do need your help.” Marceline added, looking from Kiran to Ludovic.

The sky outside was already darkening. She'd have the morning and afternoon of the next day to solve this problem, but she couldn't do it alone.

She needed help.

Marceline opened her hands. Prepared for the worst, “A djinn has her soul.”

Kiran's face blanked. Ludovic's eyes widened.

She waited for the realization to hit them.

Kiran gazed at Reine slowly, “You're one step away from being...immortal!”

Beneath his breath, Ludovic cursed.

Reine remained quiet. Stiffened near Marceline's side.

Pressing her palms into the table, Marceline met Ludovic's eyes. They had grown colder.

“You have a plan?” he asked, meeting her eyes steadily.

Marceline nodded.

“Then why call us here?”

“The djinn will not come to us. I need...one of you...to summon it.”

Kiran's lips thinned, “Djinn don't get to pick and choose who they appear to! If someone summons a djinn—they come!”

“Not this one.” Reine snapped.

Marceline had no time for this. Ludovic shared her sentiments as he silenced Kiran with a glare.

“Let them speak.”

Marceline swallowed at the lump growing in her throat, “This djinn is an—,” she looked to Reine, “—the Advocate.” she corrected herself.

Kiran blanched even whiter, his face the color of snow. He kept his thoughts to himself as he pressed his lips together, a thin line replacing his mouth.

“You have a plan to deal with this Advocate?”

Again, Marceline nodded.

Here goes.

“One of you will summon him and I will exchange my soul for Reine's.”

Marceline licked her lips.

Saying it made it sound more concrete—as if she'd actually do it.

She'd do it—to save the Spears, to save her people—she'd do anything.

Marceline watched Ludovic slowly shake his head. Kiran sputtered beside him. Opened his mouth only to close it.

“You will be wiped of all emotion...you'll be the equivalent of those...things in the citadel.” Kiran whispered.

She knew.

Hanging her head, she listened to them take it in.

Beside her, Reine snorted. 

“It is the ultimate sacrifice.” she heard Kiran murmur.

She bit the inside of her cheek, brought her head back up.

“Are you sure about this?” 

Her gaze moved to Ludovic's. Held it for a moment.

His tone was soft. Gentle.

“Marceline, are you sure?”

He didn't want her to be.

Marceline swallowed. Nodded once more, “Yes.” What more could she do?

Ludovic shook his head, “I'll do it. I'm their Soliel. The plan to attack the highscale was my own—I should do it.”

“Non!” she blurted, “That is exactly why you cannot! You're their Soliel—they need you!”

She braced herself. Watched a myriad of emotions cross his face.

Kiran touched his shoulder, “She's right.”

Ludovic huffed. Snatched his shoulder away from Kiran's grasp.

He knew. He knew Kiran was right.

But it isn't fair, his expression said. 

Marceline pulled her gaze away—unable to look at him any longer. Afraid that if she did, she'd change her mind and make someone else make the sacrifice in her place.

“This is my fault.” the words tumbled from her lips, “Her soul getting entangled by a djinn.” Would the truth come out now? 

It had to.

“Sometime ago, I was hurt—severely. I failed as an Agent, and because of my weakness—she died.” Marceline swallowed. Watched hurt flit across Ludovic's face, “Reine was originally my charge.”

“So...you are no longer an Agent?”

Marceline's jaw tightened, “I was dismissed.”

Ludovic blinked.

His slow breath stung at her ears.

“You lied to me.”

Marceline bowed her head, “Yes.”

Silence. It fell like snow. Covering all.

Ludovic stepped forward, “I'll summon him.” he avoided Marceline's gaze. Looked to Reine, “Tell me his name.”

Reine sighed. Rolled her eyes as she snatched a bit of parchment from the map below her. Reaching for an ink quill, she snatched one from a nearby quill holder.

Gingerly, she scribbled the djinn's name onto the slip of paper. Looked up to meet Ludovic's gaze and passed it to him.

Reine turned away. Crossed her arms and gazed out of the towering window at Marceline's back.

Ludovic stared blindly at the name. Pressed his lips into a hard line.

It was now or never.

Kiran rolled his shoulders. Sighed and looked up.

Marceline nibbled at her bottom lip. Her heart palpitated. Her palms became damp.

“Say the name three times.” Reine instructed him.

“Everyone knows how to summon a djinn.” Kiran breathed, closing his eyes.

This choice made her uneasy. The sacrifice she'd have to make.

All for the Spears of the Sun.

No—all for the Agents that died in her care. For her brothers at the Bann. For everyone that has ever helped her.

Safrana was home to hundreds—maybe thousands. Saving them meant sacrifice. Meant defying the Fates and striking out on her own. Even if her name won't be remembered for what she's done.

This was her purpose. Her reason for living.

Sacrifice.

The ultimate sacrifice.

Marceline clenched her fists.

Ludovic opened his mouth.

Said the name once.

Candlelight flickered. Died. The room's colors faded to a dull gray.

Cold streamed in from the window behind her.

Beside her, Reine whimpered quietly as Kiran shuffled his feet.

Ludovic's Adam's apple bobbed.

The name rolled off his tongue once more.

White dust burst from the window behind her, blanketed her back. Blinded Reine as she screamed, brought her hands up to protect her face.

It spewed into the room, covering the chamber in a sudden crystalline chill as the table before them darkened. A shadow swallowing it. An inky blackness lengthening.

Ludovic shielded his face from the sudden onslaught of icy crystals. Kiran twisted, closing his eyes.

“Once more—hurry up! Once more!”

Marceline's stomach dropped.

“Dunstan Riche!”
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Ludovic

They froze. Just like that.

Ludovic's eyes scanned the room. Flitted this way and that.

They're not breathing...yet...

“Don't think too hard about it.” snapped a figure crouching on the table, “You called me, correct? Ludovic Rey. Scourge of the Champions.” the figure laughed. A man in heavy robes, the layers tiered with clashing bright colors.

His eyes were mismatched. One blue, the other green.

Ludovic took a step backward, “Are you the djinn?”

“Dunstan Riche.” the djinn tutted, stepping from the table with the fluidity of a sliding snake, “Time ticks away, even when frozen. Your friends? Every moment spent in this...immortal hibernation takes months from them. Years.” the djinn closed the gap between himself and Ludovic. Circled around him like a cunning panther, “So be quick, human. Tell me what you want.”

Ludovic couldn't help staring. Ignoring the djinn outright, he looked to Kiran. Saw that his chest did not rise and fall as it did in life. Brought his gaze to Marceline and saw that her lips froze in an imperfect “O”. Almost as if she had seen the djinn as he descended from the ceiling.

Perhaps she knew it would only talk to him?

The djinn snapped. Brought Ludovic's attention back to him.

“Have you...stopped time?”

The djinn simply smiled. Clasped his hands together and waited.

“Are you a god?”

“A lesser,” the djinn snapped, his lips thinning, “like you, I am fated to look after those lesser than myself.”

A knot tightened within Ludovic's stomach. The djinn smiled, knowing it struck a cord.

“But, what if...” the djinn slid to Ludovic's side. Paced around him in a slow circle, “...I could change that? A boy cannot rule, but a man can.”

Ludovic gritted his teeth. Never trust a djinn.

“I need you to return that one's soul.” he snapped. Pointing at the highscale's bonded.

“Ah—don't be so quick!” the djinn said, waggling a finger, “What if I told you that I could get your boy on the throne? It is his right, after all. What if I told you that you could be rid of that highscale, and fulfill your promise to the boy’s mother, all at once?”

Arthur. He spoke of Arthur. 

The deceased duchess's boy. He was the reason for the Spears existence. The reason why Ludovic had given everything up and fled from a lifetime of service with the Champions. 

When a duchess calls upon an everyman, this is cause for alarm; he remembered the words of Duchess Mariett's messenger. The man choked the hand of a small boy wrapped in a black cotton cloak that night, clinging to the little duke like a child would. Afraid of letting him go.

Why has she called upon you? Why are you so special?

The messenger had been a man of the Couture family—Ludovic remembered now. The Coutures and the Savatiers—the duchess feared that in her death, the two powerful families would tear Safrana apart.

They had almost succeeded. But on a march through the Roselet countryside, they snuffed each other out. Now, a dragon roosted atop their sprawling mansions in the citadels. Destroying what was left.

He feared he'd never fulfill his promise to the duchess—to get her last surviving heir on the throne.

Now, though...

Opportunity stared him in the face with a mismatched glare and a widening grin. 

Pressing his lips together, Ludovic's gaze fell upon Marceline. He looked at her steadily.

She had wanted to give her soul to the djinn in exchange for her friend's. But if she didn't have to make that sacrifice and could still destroy the highscale...what would she do?

He looked to the djinn, “You say, you can get rid of the highscale and put my boy on the throne?”

“Must I repeat myself?”

Never trust a djinn.

Ludovic waved the thought away, “Give me proof.”

The djinn turned, hands clasped firmly behind his back. He approached the table and stood beside Kiran's frozen form. Looked to the broken window ahead of him and breathed in the stale mountain air.

Was Ludovic truly being tempted?

Why speak to me alone? Why freeze them all?

With corporeal beings such as djinn, Ludovic knew it did more harm than good to question why they did things as they pleased—especially since he was getting what he wanted and then some. He wasn't one to look a gift horse in the mouth and ask, why?

“By dawn of the next day, the highscale's bonded will turn to ashes. By noon, the highscale shall burn and turn to dust. And by late evening,” the wind came to life in a breath of air. The dark sky above faded to a bruised shade of purple before the color died away. An inky blackness covering all as stars blinked to life. Winked in the endless void above, “your boy shall be a king.”

Ludovic watched the moon thrust itself into the sky. It cycled, the gigantic silver eye swimming in a flourish across the horizon before it dipped. The sky lightening somewhat as purple became lavender and orange became gold. The sun rose.

And beside Marceline, the highscale's bonded came to. She coughed. Sputtered and slapped a hand to her chest. As light poured in through the broken window, it pinpointed her and spread its golden wings. Steam wafted from her porcelain skin, turning it to white paper. Black veins throbbed, growing from her neck to her ankles, encompassing her doll-like face. Her eyes widened—became bulbous as her skin melted away and withered to the floor.

Before long, she dropped. Shriveled up. Her gold gown a puddle of fabric covering a mountain of crystalline dust.

Then, once more, the world paused.

The djinn threw Ludovic a sidelong glance.

Ludovic's eyes rolled in his skull—had he truly seen that?

He met the djinn's wiry gaze as it approached. A sharp sliver glinted in his right hand. From his left, he produced a bloated roll of yellowed parchment.

Ludovic stood in silence as the djinn unrolled the scroll, the parchment fell. Rolling past the djinn's feet as it crept along the floor and ended at Ludovic's toes. Something clattered to the floor and tapped Ludovic's boot.

A silver pen.

Ludovic stooped. Took it. Rolled his forearm over to cut his wrist as if he'd done this before.

For a moment, it felt as though he had. It felt as though he had met this Dunstan Riche in another life and made a deal with it.

Never trust a djinn.

Ludovic waved the thought away once more as he picked up the end of the scroll.

“What are the terms?” he found himself saying.

“As always, a soul.” 

Ludovic pursed his lips. Snapped his narrowed eyes to the djinn and brought them back to the scroll. Dipped the silver pen tip into the gash upon his bloodied wrist and signed his name with a flourish. Just as he had done before.

Just as he had done before.

The scroll rolled up with a snap. The silver pen dropped from his hand.

The djinn opened his arms. Bowed from the waist and grinned. 

Ludovic blinked.

And the world thawed in an instant.
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Marceline

Sun seeped out from the window behind her. An icy chill swept up her spine. 

She looked for Reine. Found her. Marceline's vision blurred as her hand flew to her chest.

Breathing was a laborious process. She couldn't keep from gasping.

Her friend was—gone.

She looked up. Met Kiran's wide gaze. Searched for Ludovic's face and found him.

He stood some ways away, hands clasped firmly behind his back. His gaze was cold, as chilly as the air wheezing through the broken glass of the window.

Ludovic met her gaze with a steady eye. Brought a hand from behind his back and opened it towards the pile of ash upon the floor.  

No one made a sound.

Reine is gone.

Gone.

Was her soul still there? Did Ludovic exchange her soul for Reine's and then...turn her to dust?

Nothing added up. Nothing made sense.

Before she could voice her confusion, he had already turned. Was already making his way towards the chamber's exit.

Words wouldn't roll off her tongue. Nothing but bile bubbled in the pit her throat.

Reine is gone.

The Masters will know.

Marceline shook the thought away. Secretly, she had hoped to keep Reine alive and somehow still kill the highscale. She had hoped to keep her word to the Master who had visited her. Who had warned her of what would happen should she fail.

Her eyes found the pile of dust once more. The puddle of golden skirts. A single lock of Reine's bright hair.

The girl is gone.

And it was her fault.

The floor beneath her feet trembled. Was she shaking? Had fear overtaken her body?

Her heart beat violently in her chest, throwing itself against the cage of her ribs.

Before her, Kiran was shoved into the table. He let out a breath.

Ludovic froze.

A massive moan erupted from down below, the sound filling the room as the entire chamber shook. Dust fell like rain from above, the table moved with a grunt.

The doors of the council chamber shot open. A man tumbled inside.

Severin.

“It's the fucking hole in the courtyard!”

His warning fell on deaf ears. 

“Damned thing's crumbling and taking the whole fort with it!”

Again, the floor trembled, rolled and roared. Behind Marceline, the stones of the wall began to shift as she was thrown towards the table as well. Breath escaped her lips as her ribs smashed into the wide lip of the heavy table.

“What's—what's going on?” Ludovic sputtered.

Severin caught his breath, “Everything's falling into that damned crater beneath us, Lud. The fort—,” he shook his head, “—we need to evacuate.”

Ludovic could not speak as another quake rocked them.

Marceline and Kiran exchanged furtive glances.

The fort was crumbling to nothing thanks to the instability of the mountain created by people hired by the Masters—soon, thousands of people would be without a home.

And it was her fault.

She cursed, shoved herself to standing despite the rolling and shaking.

The innocent lives littered around the fortress mattered more than her faults and failings. 

“Is the entire courtyard gone?” she called, making her way around the table.

“It's only a matter of time.”

“Evacuate the people to the parapets, then. Have them climb down—,”

“These are women and children, Marceline. Not acrobats. They can't climb down several stories!”

Marceline's brow furrowed. She opened her lips only for the floor to tilt. She caught herself with a grunt as Severin slipped towards the far wall.

“Fear of death can make people do miraculous things.” she told him matter-of-factly, “Have them move to the parapets.”

This time, he did not argue. Pushing himself to standing, he looked to Ludovic.

“Go!” Ludovic snapped, breaking from his trance. “Just—go.”
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A GOOD MANY MADE IT. Scaling the walls of the fort. Finding their way to solid ground as the courtyard within sputtered and fell with a gasp of gray smoke.

Before long, the foundation of the fort ceased to be. Stone turning to rubble as it crumbled and fell, taking the entirety of Fort Endure with it. Across the bridge, the alchemist's tower still stood. But it was a lone survivor of the carnage. One Marceline would never venture into again.

It seemed as if the mountain itself had collapsed, a gaping hole sat within its heart.

She stood alongside Ludovic as the fort fell, her thoughts turning to her first glimpse at the fort. She remembered it as a bulwark against the cold and the Champions tailing them. It was a place of cultivation—the one place her failures couldn't follow her. Or, so she thought.

Her failures had caused this. The men and women who turned against the Spears and worked to destroy the fort's foundation had been working beneath the yoke of the Masters. She knew. And the moment Reine died, the foundation imploded. That wasn't coincidence. It was a consequence. A consequence of her actions. 

Ludovic stiffened. Still staring. A gaggle of people crowded around, some crying, others angered at losing their homes once again. Others chattered, a collection of people attempting to ignore the bleak circumstances.

They had nothing. If they stayed here on the brittle cusp of the mountain, they'd die of exposure.

Ludovic sneered at the collapsed structure. Marceline imagined that anger kept him from dissolving into tears.   

Fort Endure had been his life. Everything he had worked for—it started there. Now...

Now, what did he have?

Kiran strode between them. Placed himself before Ludovic. He had no sympathy, “We need to leave.”

Ludovic made no move to answer.

Kiran looked to her, pleading silently.

Marceline sighed. Shook her head, “The elf is right.”

Ludovic threw her a look. He knew. But it took courage to leave the grave of one beloved. It took strength not to throw himself into that widening hole up above.

Ludovic turned on his heel, called the party's attention.

They'd go to the only place he knew had an abundance of flora and fauna for them to use to their advantage. 
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MARCHING DOWN THE MOUNTAIN, the sun rose slowly overhead as they hit the Safranian countryside. Ludovic lead the party into the woods, the two citadels of Safrana miles and miles away—tiny white pinpricks on a deep blue horizon.

Smoke billowed from the pinpricks. A dark form prowled.

The highscale.

It was almost as if it waited. Looking for them. Beckoning for them to come and fight it.

Perhaps it knew that its bonded was no more.

In the clearing of frost blanketed trees, the party set up a makeshift camp made out of torn clothing and hastily pitched tents. Sorrow fell like black snow as the company settled down for what felt like would be forever. Even their Soliel had given up.

Marceline found Severin in the collection of people. He sat at the heart of his men, rehashing stories. For a brief moment, they made eye contact. 

Does he remember what he told me?

He cut his gaze away, sliding his hands apart as he spoke of some monster. 

Will there be grand consequences for Reine's death?

Severin ignored her presence and she moved on. Passing the soldiers, she waded through Kiran's party of elves. Many rested in the trees, treating their long thick branches like hammocks, as others sat in the dirt and watched her passing form with expectancy. She met the eyes of many, acknowledged some with the slight incline of her head.

“Go speak to him.” Kiran appeared from behind a gnarled tree trunk. He held his bow in one hand, a carving knife in the other, “We can't sit like this. We need a place to call our own—a place we can fortify. We cannot stay like this.”

“Does Ludovic plan to stay here?”

The tall elf shrugged. Rolled his eyes, “Defeated, a man becomes a shell.” he leaned in, “A human.”

Marceline narrowed her eyes.

Kiran pointed towards a gap in the forest. A clearing, “I know what men do when they are defeated—but Ludovic is not a simple man, Marceline. He is our Soliel—the Great Unifier. You must remind him of this.”

“You know where he is. You go speak with him.”

“You don't think I haven't already tried?”

She blinked. Rolled her shoulders and huffed, “I guess it's my turn.”

Again, Kiran pointed. She followed his finger.

Marceline came into a clearing of snow frosted pines and slumbering trees devoid of their leaves. Ludovic leaned upon a pine, his gaze directed towards the citadel. 

As she neared him, he didn't bother to look. He simply blurted, “I made a deal with it.”

Marceline froze. Realization immediately dawning, “You made a what?”

“A deal!” he spat, shaking his head as his gaze fell to the ground, “It told me: 'By noon the highscale will turn to ash.' It all but promised the highscale would die!”

“And for what?” she hissed, clenching her fingers into white knuckled fists as she edged closer, “You know—you know never to make a deal with a djinn!” 

“The—,”

“The fort falling into that hole—merde! I can see the djinn now—laughing at your ineptitude! It makes sense now! It makes sense—!”

He whirled around. Caught her wrist as she attempted to slap him, “The djinn did this. To force us from the fort before midday. I know now.”

“And you're—,” she blinked, struggled against his grip, “you're nonchalant about this?! You don't care that your carelessness has cost lives—homes—happiness?!”

“How else were we going to take on a highscale, Marceline?”

“Vidonia said—if the highscale's bonded dies, so does the dragon!”

“Vidonia has been wrong before.”

She screamed—screeched like a banshee, “You are foolish!”

“I did what needed to be done.” he said, his jaw set.

“And now?” she asked, her voice cool as she wrenched her wrist from his grip, “Your life's work is gone—dropped into a crater because of your carelessness. What will you do now, Ludovic? Because it looks like to everyone here—all of the people you've saved and gathered—to them, it seems as though you've given up.”

He watched her with his eyelids lowered, his lips slowly twisting.

“See that?” Marceline pointed, “There lies our destiny. If it's true, what you and the djinn worked out, then the highscale will die no matter what!” She put her face in his, nose to nose, “Put fire in the hearts of your people and march on the highscale! Now is not the time to sulk. Give up, and they will resent you forever. At least this way, if you die, you die with honor—”

He silenced her with his lips.

Pulling her in close, he kissed her. Pressed his lips into hers with a passion she had never known—a primal passion that sparked searing heat within her core and spiked out throughout her entire body. 

She felt the wide plane of his back, exploring them as she wrapped her legs around his waist. Sliding his hands down the expanse of her lower back, she gasped between kisses. Eyes shut. Voice working without her consent.

She wanted this. Merde—she wanted this.

But her duty came first. It always did.

Lightly, she pushed him away and dropped down to the ground. Instead, he came at her more ferociously. Hungrily. Feverishly.

She shoved him away with force.

Both locked eyes for a moment. 

Marceline nibbled at her lip as her heart thundered. With a huff, she turned away.

Without a word, he turned and left the clearing, moving towards the men and women of the Spears.

She nibbled at her lip until she tasted blood.

His voice exploded through the clearing, the deep bass calling all to attention as birds fled.

Ludovic—no, the Soliel—was delivering a speech. One that would put fire in the bellies of his people. One that motivated them to take another home—to take their old homes back from the highscale.

Safrana would be theirs again. Marceline heard snippets. Little bits of his speech.

She stared towards the two citadels on the horizon. The dragon prowling. The creature setting its serpentine eyes on the grassy countryside.

Sometime today, she'd kill a dragon.

The thought numbed her.

Even with the highscale dead—her duty wouldn't die. Not yet. For, she still had to deal with the consequences of a broken promise.

She'd still have to deal with the Masters. 
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Marceline

At noon, the highscale shall turn to ash.

You have one hour to make it right.

They prowled on the tree line, crouching. Watchful as the gargantuan highscale staked out its turf before the two rising citadels of Safrana. Smoke wafted up from the western walls, as silence was cast over the east.

The ballista from a day ago, the very same ballista that almost took the highscale out of the sky as it worked as Reine's savior, were silent now. Presumed dead.

A shame, for they could have worked in the party's favor.

Oh well.

Marceline stood alongside five others, her own people. Men and women promoted to agents out of necessity. Their skills were lacking, though they practiced a calm demeanor as they stared at a breathing dragon.

Three believed it was simply a play on the mind, that a sorceress or a daemon had summoned an illusion to trick them. The other two believed that this thing—this very real monster—was a sign of things to come. To them, it was a sign of the end. 

To Marceline, it was simply a block in the road. Another obstacle she had to overcome.

She listened for Ludovic's signal. Listened to the ominous huff of the dragon as it watched the clearing, its own scales prickled as if sensing the tension in the air. Its sharp obsidian wings raised, ready to take flight if need be. Its wide mouth slightly open, embers rippling over the sides of its scaly lips.

Marceline waited, kneeled in the dirt.

A dark object flew through the wood. A spear. It pierced through low hanging branches and dead trees, meeting the sky at an angle. With the snap of its massive tail, the highscale deflected it.

And welcomed a sea of roaring men and women, riled up at the opportunity to take back their homes.

At the forefront of the charge, Marceline noticed Ludovic.

She waited.

More spears flew, their wooden staffs attached to long, thick, threads of shining nets. Four were propelled as the party advanced, a single whooping warcry erupting from hundreds of gaping mouths as more spears attached to weighted nets were thrown. Before long, the highscale was trapped.

Marceline hissed, motioning to her agents. Snapping her fingers.

Moving through the brush like foxes, Marceline and her agents left the tree line at a crouching run. Keeping their heads down, they swam through the tall grasses as the highscale wreathed and thrashed beneath the netting. Its spiked tail cut through the grass, forcing the line of Marceline's agents to snake farther towards the right as they avoided that massive, scaled, tail.

Before long, they made it to the highscale's imposing body. Its size rivaled the expanse of the entire western citadel. It was monstrous—the creature's hind leg could have easily smashed ten of her.

Slipping her dagger from her sheath, she clamped down on it with her teeth and climbed. Her agents followed, mirroring her movements as they attempted to ignore the initial shock and awe of climbing a creature said not to exist.

Digging her fingertips between glinting black scales, Marceline fought to hold on as the creature bellowed a gut-wrenching screech. The sound rocketed through her body, sending tendrils of fear snaking down her back like slimy sludge. The hairs on her neck rose as her foot slipped on the cusp of the highscale's meaty hind leg. With a pulsing breath, she regained her foothold and continued to climb. Ignoring the agents who struggled to remain calm beneath her, she clutched the creature's rolling back and pulled herself up.

She met its serpentine eye with a gasp. It threw her a sidelong look.

Throwing back its massive head, it screamed. Charged forward through Ludovic's people and leaped into the air, the shadow of its all-encompassing wingspan widening over the field of green. Its elongating shadow swallowing the entire plain as it spiraled up and up. Gaining speed. Height.

Screams erupted down below. The wind was ripping her people off the dragon’s back.

Clenching her jaw, Marceline forced herself to work against the strong pull of the wind as the highscale flew in a slow and lazy circle. Spikes climbed up its back, from its tail to its head. Things that resembled thick black pikes jutting from the staff of a soldier. With a grunt, Marceline scrambled up the sprawling expanse of the creature's rolling back. Again, it threw her a glance.

Its eyes—they were familiar.

Her hand slapped a spike. With a cry, she flung herself around one of the dragon's back spikes.

Looking down the way she came, no one climbed after her. No one followed.

All five of her agents had fallen.

She shook her head. Felt tears prickle on the rims of her eyelids.

She still had a job to do—a duty to uphold.

Looking forward, she judged the distance between this spike and the next. Guessed at how long it would take to make it to the dragon's head and plunge her dagger into its thick skull.

She looked at the sky.

And set her jaw.

“Did I not help you hours past?”

Marceline fumbled.

Had the highscale...spoken to her?

The creature's voice was deep and throaty. Raspy, like the thundering tone of a volcano.

She ignored her curiosity. Fought against the wind to grab hold of another spike.

Just seven more to go.

Finishing its initial spiral, Marceline was thousands of feet up in the air. Down below, Ludovic's people looked like an ocean of vicious black ants.

She climbed. Clutched to her current spike as her eyes watered against the racing pull of the wind.

Pulling herself further forward, she caught hold of another spike.

Six.

The creature's back rolled and she lost her footing as it suddenly spun. Holding hard, clutching as tightly as her arms would allow her, she wrapped her entire body around the massive spike as the sky suddenly swam under her.

“I know you feel guilt.”

It roared. Thrashed its head to the side as it turned and spun once more. 

Marceline's mouth watered as her stomach rolled.

“My bonded...your charge...the djinn stole her from you, just as he took her from me.”

Reaching for another spike, her fingers went numb as her eyes widened.

It knows Reine was my charge.

But how?

The ground was thousands of feet away—if she took her mind off of the task at hand...

Reaching for another spike, she sprinted for it head first. Met it with a gasp and settled there.

Five.

“I am an agent in my own right,” it told her, voice growling within its throat, “an agent of the Fates—”

It screeched.

Smoke met Marceline's nose. Fire.

Flames licked up from the highscale's chest as an undulating ball of fire died there, the ball smacking into the dragon's heart with a hiss.

Ludovic had thrown fire.

From down below, another fire blast rocketed towards the dragon as the creature screeched. The fire ball smacked it, flattening against its rib cage.

With a flutter of its eyelids, the highscale went limp.

It descended head first, helpless as a baby bird as it fell towards the ground.

Air batted Marceline, attempted to throw her from the highscale's back.

Marceline held tight—though her strength ebbed as her muscles cried out in gripping agony. Every part of her was shaking—everything was ready to give way and be free. Be at peace.

But Marceline's duty was not yet done. This was her obstacle. Her stake in life.

She would not die before it did.

With a lengthy growl, the highscale came to. Slid through the air like a kite before it touched down to the ground once more. Marceline sighed. Reached forward for another spike and barreled towards it.

Four.

Spears and arrows whistled into the sky, blanketing everything in a black rain as the dragon swiped with its massive hand. Its talons ripping men into meat ribbons.

Marceline stole a glance at the sky.

The creature did not have long.

“This is not a fair battle,” it raged, spinning in a tornado of air, “for I have been cursed.”

It knew.

Pulling back its thick neck, heat came to life beneath Marceline's boots. Smoke funneled from between its lips as it brought its head back to meet Ludovic's party. Flame churned within its gullet.

Marceline shook her head—it would burn them all alive!

With a screech, she ripped her dagger from between her lips and stabbed the highscale in its neck.

The creature simply laughed.

Rearing back its head, it took off once more. Heading towards the sun.

With a gasp, Marceline lost her hand hold as it took off. Air ripped at her grip as her muscles cried out. Cramming her feet between the cracks in the dragon's scales, Marceline held fast to the spike and brought her free arm to meet it.

Another slip up like that and...

The dragon soared towards the western citadel, heading for the dilapidated chateau.

Marceline shook the thought away and climbed. Raced for another spike and panted. Felt her strength leaving her as she got closer to the creature's thick skull.

Three.

Three more.

I can do this.

She sprinted through the final two, finding a second wind as the dragon flew farther and farther from Ludovic's people. From here, they were miles away. A sea of black birds congregating on a plain of green.

If something went wrong, they wouldn't make it in time and she would die.

She looked to the sky, noted the position of the sun.

The highscale did not have long.

Steadily, it flapped its wings. Circled the chateau in lazy strokes.

Meeting the final spike on the dragon's neck, she raced toward its head. 

“Against all odds, you have beaten them.” it breathed, setting itself down upon the ground, “But, do you know the consequences?”

With a blood stopping war cry, Marceline kneeled and plunged the dagger into the center of the dragon's skull.

Scarlet erupted from the wound like a geyser. Blue and orange flame came to life in the cracks and crevices zigzagging between the creature's scales and burned through the leather of her boots. Standing, she sprinted the length of the dragon's neck as it roared in sad acceptance of its fate. Careening off of the dragon's side, she jumped several stories and rolled to a stop once her legs hit the ground.

Something snapped. Her shin—her knee. She hissed—cursed. Cradled it after rolling to a stop and ignored the acrid scent of smoke.

Black agony sounded from between the highscale's massive lips. It opened its mouth to screech. To scream and bellow in confusion as its lengthy neck dropped into the side of the chateau and lay there. Its massive scaled body stretched out. Its wings flapping like a boat sail adrift in a storm. The god-like creature called its fears to the heavens and lay there, defeated, as its body was swallowed by flame.

Its final cry to the heavens shook the entire citadel. It filled Marceline's heart with dread as she leaned against a wooden beam some ways away.

They had done it.

My duty here, is done.

Next, came the Masters.

Within moments, ash became it. Crystalline gray dropping between massive blackened bones.

A victorious warcry rang throughout the entire citadel. Ludovic's people.

Marceline felt empty. Couldn't tear her eyes away.

Like snow falling from the sky, white forms began to erupt from the dragon's blackened bones. They flew, an amalgam of shades fidgeting and dancing. Swallowing the dragon's bones before they fled away to amass before her.

They formed together into the shape of a person. A man. Handsome and tall, with long flowing hair the color of midnight.

Marceline's jaw dropped—the Couture boy.

He looked at her expectantly.

She hadn't even remembered his name.

Inwardly, she cursed herself. Outwardly, she was transfixed.

A silken robe of white adorned him, trailing sleeves touched cobbles.

“Marceline.”

He remembered her—why couldn't she remember him?

The Couture boy—the youngest.

Her lips moved, though no sound came. Her heart skipped beats.

“You, me,” he pointed, opened his arms wide, “all of us. We were all simply pawns in a glorious scheme. One that would have wiped Safrana off of the face of this world. Thus, bringing a halt to everything that is to come.” 

Marceline froze.

He cocked his head, “But you could never be a god's pawn, could you?”

And he deteriorated. Breaking up into faded orbs of white that dissipated. Melted away like snow.

Dimitri, Marceline realized. Gawked.

His name was, Dimitri.

She stared, silent. Her thoughts picking through his words. They made no sense. Absolutely no sense.

If you kill her, there will be grand consequences.

Pawns in a glorious scheme...

The Fates...

Had the gods themselves been toying with her? Had the Fates destroyed her chances of ever being a true Agent of the Bann? Was it them who took Adelaide and the others away? Who stole Fort Endure?

Was the djinn simply an agent of the Fates? Just as the highscale had been?

What else did she not know?

A presence surrounded her. Multiple presences.

Ludovic's people.

They danced in the dilapidated streets, singing songs—falling to the cobbles in happy tears as they realized that the citadel was theirs again. They had found another home.

Marceline's job here was finally over and done with.

Now, she would have to seek out the Masters.

Marceline stiffened. The happy noises around her died away.

In the distance, she heard growls. Feverish pants.
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Marceline

Though the main street before the chateau pulsed with people, in the darkness of alleyways and dilapidated shops, milky white eyes glowed. In the darkness, things scuttled.

Ludovic's people continued cheering, unaware that the danger was not yet over.

Searching for Ludovic, Marceline found him in the center of a half crescent of people. Hobbling as fast as her broken leg would allow her to go, she forced herself through the undulating crowd. Heart throbbing in her chest as things moved in the distance. Curious things. Hungry things.

She grabbed his shoulder, “Don't celebrate here.” she hissed, voice hoarse, “We need to move.”

He shrugged her hand off. Raised his own as a boy peeled from the cheering crowd around him. Motioning with his fingers, the little boy—one Marceline knew—raced up to him. Turned and puffed out his chest.

“Here, hiding in plain sight, I present to you all: the rightful heir to the glass throne of Safrana, son of Duchess Mariett Victor—Arthur Victor!”

The crowd roared, hands flew up into the air. 

At the raucous noise, the creatures swept from the shadows. Moving like shadows themselves as they scuttled up the street on all fours, blackened limbs crawling like the many appendages of a centipede. They moaned and howled—finally grabbing the attention of the crowd.

People froze. Turned their heads and stared, mouths gaping.

The creatures stood still as well, heads cocked. Milky eyes unseeing. 

They crawled forward. The crowd stalled.

With the highscale gone, the creatures were no longer afraid. No longer forced to thrive in the shadows—sunlight burned them, steam rising from the tops of their obsidian heads—but they continued to crawl, some breaking into sprints. The creatures hissing and cawing—ignoring the pain the light brought them. Relishing in the thought that today, their hunger for live flesh would be sated.

Marceline drew her dagger. Beside her, Ludovic shoved the boy behind himself.

Marceline cursed. With her bum leg—there was only so much she could do.

The creatures descended upon the group like a wave. Crashing down with outstretched arms and talons. Mouths elongated to show their protruding yellowed fangs as they fell upon the outer portion of the crying crowd.

Screams replaced the cheering. Fear replaced the happiness.

But after taking back their homes—after fighting for the citadel—Ludovic's people would not go down so easily.

They picked up spears, swords, bows. They fought, backs to the chateau, as they became one mind. One thought—survive.

The chateau was defensible. Destroyed, but together they could maintain it.

The group moved towards it, the spider-like creatures crashing upon them over and over. Descending like an unyielding wave. 

Men and women screamed. Children were lost to the outstretched hands and black talons. Friends, family members, a gaggle of faceless people too slow to stay close to the crowd were taken. Gone. Just like that.

Before long, the survivors closed themselves within the chateau and the creatures turned away to scuttle back towards their hideouts. Back towards the slimy embrace of darkness.

Marceline knew they'd be back.
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FIVE WEEKS PASSED LIKE this. The creatures descending upon the chateau at all times of the day—morning, noon, night. At night, they came back en force. With the sun gone and the moon often safely behind the clouds, no light burned them. No light burned away their hair and melted their slick skin.

And so, Ludovic threw fire at them. Instructed the others to do the same.

They fortified the chateau, keeping watchmen posted all hours of the day and night until the constant attacks stopped.

Soon, the days shortened and the nights became longer. Harsher.

And the creatures amassed at night, giving the day over to the humans within the chateau.

As the Spears grew stronger, rebuilding the chateau and reaching their strength out towards the city, they rescued stragglers. Those who had somehow survived the invasion of the undead and these strange new beasts that scuttled around on all fours like spiders.

One straggler, in particular, knew an awful lot about these strange creatures.

Marceline could have sworn that this man was made of paper. 

With thin round spectacles alighting his nose, the elder pulled them down to the very tip. He licked his lips, called for water and shook at the taste of something clear. Something clean.

“They are all very sick. Very sick.” the elder said, shaking his head as his pointer finger trembled, “In the tomes that I once kept, this sickness was called the Scourge. It is a plague that infects the very soul—turning live things into monsters. Into—those things.”

The scourge.

Marceline took note.

“The longer the nights get, the more of them there will be. Tell me—have you not heard of the Star Scourge Prophecy?”

At that, Ludovic had had enough. He waved the old man away. Exchanged glances with Marceline and left the room.

Both of them had had enough of prophecies and gods. Even now—having finally gotten what they wanted all along—things still felt empty. Strange.

It was as if saving the citadels had been...wrong.

Marceline shook that thought from her head. Couldn't she just be happy? Couldn't she just accept the cards she's been dealt and play them?

Today, Ludovic's boy would be crowned as Duke of Safrana. Today, Safrana would no longer go on without a leader. Finally, Safrana would be built up once more—the two citadels would shine again someday.

But, to Marceline, why did this matter?

It didn't.

But still, she stood in on the coronation. 

At the very back of the room, she leaned against a wooden beam in the doorway. The room was stuffy, almost as crowded as the hearing Reine attended in the chateau's court chambers and so rudely fainted at some time ago. A long time ago. To Marceline, it had felt like ages.

Reine was gone. Her sister, Florette—vanished. Everyone that once stood watch over the chateau and the Savatiers was gone. Disappeared as quickly as a star swiped from the horizon during the day.

And for good reason.

Marceline sighed. What good was mourning them? Remembering them? 

She hoped they were all in a better place.

High above, the domed ceiling cast an alabaster glow on the gathered crowd. At the very front of the room, the glass throne shone like a star. 

Before it stood a boy.

Marceline had heard rumors of the throne and its abilities. Apparently, it allowed Safrana's ruler to see a glimpse of the future. Marceline wondered if this was true.

Crossing her arms, she waited as the crowd quieted. The boy approached the throne without much fanfare. With all of the demesne's officials dead, sick due to plague, or simply gone; protocol for calling a newly made duke to the throne seemed nonexistent.

The boy sat. Curved his little fingers over the translucent arm rests and puffed his chest out as far as it would go.

He swept his eyes over his subjects.

And arched his back. 

The crowd gasped. Beside the throne, Ludovic reached out—snapped his hands away when the throne bit at his skin.

Icy blue erupted from the boy's eyes. His mouth opened—a silent scream reverberating. Bouncing around the room, drinking in the quiet as he sat ramrod straight.

Marceline held her breath.

The air in the room vanished as everyone inhaled.

And the boy slumped backwards, eyes closed.

“What did he see?”

“Oh...it must have been bad...”

“It's just a show—don't take this seriously...”

Marceline took this very seriously.

She leaned forward as the boy opened his eyes.

Within the blink of an eye, the boy's skin withered parchment yellow. He aged thirty years in the span of a second.

Marceline gasped. The entire room bit back and breathed.

“We will fight this plague.”

His first words as duke—the crowd listened intently.

“This scourge—the lengthening of the nights—Safrana must survive!”

Silence.

“To protect ourselves and, above all, to protect the sick; we must cordon off the areas infected with plague and quarantine those showing signs of illness. We must not cower from our duties—Safrana is stronger than this!” He let out a breath.

And the entire room called his praises—cheered for the little child duke.

Marceline shook her head.

Are these the grand consequences Severin warned me about?

The crowd continued to cheer—to clap and chat amongst themselves.

Where could Lucius have disappeared to?

Unable to breathe in the pandemonium, Marceline slid from the room. Searched for a place to clear her head. 

The hallway she followed curved. Sconces lit her path, orange light faded the shadows to gray. 

Soft light poured from a rounded frame in the wall and she stepped into the light. Found a balcony.

Walking out into the night, she froze.

Severin stood to the far side, watching the horizon as the moon faded behind a curtain of gossamer.

“Any day. Any day, now.” he murmured, watching the light leave, “All we can do now is watch the skies, and pray.”

Marceline backstepped, afraid he'd heard her enter.

Severin turned, a long folded pamphlet of paper in his right hand.

She met his eyes—a feverish gaze glared back at her.

He approached her, yanked her hand from her side and forced the pamphlet into her palm.

She wouldn't take it.

“Your place isn't here.”

He pried her fingers open. Forced the paper into her palm and closed her fingers over it.

“This will tell you where to go. Open it alone.”

And he turned back. Walked back to the balcony's pearly balustrade.

“When the nights lengthen...swallowing the day...turning the sun to coal...”

The hand holding the pamphlet throbbed. Marceline turned and entered the hallway once more, leaving the madman to his ravings.

The hallway was crowded now, people weaving in and out as a celebration took place. They cheered for the return of a leader. For the return of Safrana's strength and the return of their homes. 

Marceline sneered, pushing her way past people. Making her way toward her room.

Sprinting up the first set of stairs she found, she made it to the second floor of the chateau and walked the echoing hallway with the paper in hand. Nibbling at her lip, she found her room and shoved the door open. Slammed it with her back pressed firmly against it, panting. The paper still in hand.

She flung it towards her cot. Swept to the opposite corner of her room and began packing.

Severin was right—her place wasn't here. She only stayed because of her bum leg. But now that that was healed...

She threw a furtive glance towards the folded up paper on her cot.

Just...one peek.

What could a madman want with her? Was it a letter? Some sort of curse?

She opened it.

A map.

A knock sounded at her door.

Ludovic—he must've followed me.

Throwing the map to the cot once more, she called him in.

The door flew open.

Mismatched eyes met hers.

The djinn stood, disheveled. His heavy robes frayed at the ends. Rips and tears tattered them to beggar's rags. Scratches adorned his face. Bite marks. Deep trails of talon marks.

She shot up from the bed. Slipped her dagger from her belt.

Could she kill a djinn?

He lunged for her—arms outstretched. Feet tumbling over themselves as if he couldn't keep his balance.

Marceline caught his wrists. Bent them as far back as they could go. She heard a snap.

The djinn screamed. Tumbled to the floor and hugged his knees into his chest.

Marceline smiled, “Has it really been this easy?” she teased, rolling him over onto his back, she lodged the heel of her boot into his spine, “Could I have taken you down all those other times? Is a djinn simply mortal?”

“I can cure the scourge.”

That silenced her.

“The Fates could have—but I have been banished from their presence. My duty was to protect mortalkind from the scourge—but I have failed.”

Marceline narrowed her eyes. Pressed her lips together.

“Now it will spread to all corners of Myrine—and it is no one's fault but your own, Marceline. You think these people are safe? Balled up in their castle of marble—do you think the scourge won't touch them here? Already, tens of them are ill. Already, some are changing. Metamorphosing into those—things.” 

He paused. Waited for a reaction.

He got none.

Marceline simply listened.

“You have doomed mortalkind, Marceline. You alone have defied the Fates up until the very end. Now,” he sighed, flattening his forehead against the floorboards, “I've come to suffer my fate.”

She lifted her heel, “Are you asking me to end your life?”

“No.” it replied, “I'm begging you.”

“I'm not a mercy killer.”

“I never assumed that you were—please!” and it brought its hands to its head, “Before the Fates fall—end me. The Fates are not forgiving to a creature like me.”

Marceline crossed her arms, “Disgusting. Get up.”

“Please—don't make me do this—,”

“Up!”

The djinn stood.

Was it...crying?

Marceline couldn't look. Gritting her teeth, she pointed towards the door.

It took a step towards her. Its eyes flashed, “You've brought me to this. Cowardly mortal!”

And it lunged again—reaching for her neck with its broken wrists. She caught it by the arms and shoved it away.

“I won't take your life.”

“Then, I'll take yours!”

And it crawled towards her. Wrapped its arms around her legs and yanked her towards the ground. 

She fell with an oof. Pain ricocheted from her forehead as the djinn rammed an arm into her head. Her head wobbled. Fell. Hit the ground and she shut her eyes.

It hit her again. Again and again. Scarlet blossomed. Trickled down her face in a trail of red.

She would have to kill it.

Gritting her teeth, she swiped the dagger from her belt once more. Listened for the telltale whoosh of air as the djinn's arms came windmilling back toward her—an inch away. Half an inch.

She plunged the dagger into its eye.

It screamed—the sound cut short.

As she sliced the dagger against his throat—eyes still closed. Lips still thinned.

Slowly, she opened them.

It lay on the floor, twisted. Lavender blood erupted from a gash in its throat and eye.

Within moments, an amalgam of white spirits fell away from its body as its corpse disappeared into oblivion. Fading away as seamlessly as the changing of the seasons.

Marceline waited. Watched.

Until every bit disappeared completely.

Her shoulders fell. She plopped onto the cot and hid her dagger.

Another life gone. Just like that.

Death came too easily to her.

With shaking hands, she took the map from the cot and pulled it wide. Sweat beaded upon her brow as her stomach wobbled. She tried hard to ignore the feeling of dread welling up within her.

Mortals cannot kill djinn—it's against the order of things. It isn't right!

Before her, the continent of Danae opened up. There she was, on the far east of the map. A crude drawing of the two citadels of Safrana opened wide. Farther west, sat the four Rose Forts culminating around the Capital of the White Rose. As her eyes traveled farther west, they settled upon a large black “X” drawn near a temple she knew well. It sat on a peninsula overlooking the indigo sea of the Calms. 

The Hall of the Sky Queen?

Why would Severin want her to go there?

Perhaps Lucius is there?

But why?

More questions piled. Would she ever get answers?

Grand consequences...

A glorious scheme...

The scourge is your fault! 

To her right, her bedroom door moaned.

She flinched. Threw the map to the floor.

Her shoulders sagged at the sight of Ludovic.

His smile was soft, serene. It held the most peace she had felt in the span of an entire month. It forced her to breathe.

Inhale.

Exhale.

He scanned her room, glance pausing on her leather pack sitting in a lonely corner. With a small smile, he crossed the room. Plopped down next to her.

Ludovic knew she would leave on the morrow.

His thigh pressed against hers. She felt his heat. His sorrow. Above all, she felt his pain.

Her heart ached. 

“This time,” he said, staring down at the floor, “will you be coming back?”

Quiet fell. She breathed it in.

“Non.”

He chuckled. The laughter was short, pained and steely.

Together, they sighed. Knowing their happiness would have never lasted. Knowing their feelings for one and other could never have turned into love.

Marceline's duty came first. It always did.

And now, she had a duty to mankind.

Cure the scourge. 

Perhaps he knew. Perhaps he did not. Perhaps he simply wanted to enjoy this last night with her, and over time forget that he had ever given his heart to a woman who put sacrifice above all. Who mislabeled sacrifice as duty.

He smiled.

Brushing a lock of hair from her face, he cupped her chin. He ran his thumb across the length of her cheek and bent down to kiss her.

A passionate embrace followed. One that required the tangling of souls and body parts.

“I will keep watch over Safrana.” he whispered to her as he held her, the embrace over. Their bodies naked and heaving, “Swear you will return.”

The horizon brightened. She could promise nothing. He drifted into a dreamless sleep induced by sorrow and sweat.

She rose from the bed. Dressed. Placed her pack and weapons on her back.  

She suffered another look, another furtive glance skirting the bed. Golden light rode the ridges of Ludovic's face. Her eyes traced him, memorizing every peak and valley.

With a sigh, she turned away.

Marceline would miss him.
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Epilogue - Lucius
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Freezing air washed his face, the cold gust riding the rocky cliff face beneath his dangling legs. He sat on a precipice, his eyes not on the angry waves far below—crashing against rugged rock and sharp rocky fingers—but on the rust-colored sky above. Fire spewing from its burgundy clouds. Blazing meteors the size of entire worlds rained from above. While, tiny fists of rock blazed towards the ground as rain, lightning thundering on the horizon like a song. White bands of electric threading out into millions of little white veins. 

The sky crackled. Fizzled. Red rained from above, fire falling from the sky. The Fates coming to earth by force. Spewed from the heavens as invaders.

Beside him, one such Fate stood. A god-woman.

Wrapped in the shining blue incandescence of the sea, she stood at an imposing height. With her hands clasped behind her back, she brought her eyes to the sky.

Lucius knew this did not have to happen.

“It shall be then, when day gives way to dusk and living things reform, that the Fates shall give up their place in the sky and fall away as Titans.”

He knew the prophecy by heart. Mortals called it the Star Scourge Prophecy. But, still, he had the urge to correct the Fate. He had the urge to remind her of her power—to remind all of the Fates that they weren't merely Titans—but they were gods. Omnipotent beings created to guard and guide this realm—not fall away at the first boom of thunder like weak crops. They were stronger than this.

“Prophecies aren't literal!” he snapped, digging his nails into his palms, “They're merely guidelines—you don't have to do this!”

Beside him, the Fate sighed, her breath ebbing and flowing like the waters far below him.

“We have no choice.” she said, bringing her hands to her abdomen, “As Pytha, you know this.”

Of course—of course, he knew this! “I don't mention this to show my ignorance—I mention it to remind you and your kind of what you are! Gods—,”

She silenced him with a look—all white eyes. No pupils.

He had to remember who he was talking to.

With a sigh, he lowered his head.

Above, the skies cried out. Lightning mixed with fire touched down, scorching the ground black.

Behind them sat the Hall of the Sky Queen. A remarkable temple built ages ago, the place encased in white stone and blue marble. From high above, it looked like a clear pool of aquamarine—a literal sky cut into the earth by the gods themselves. On the ground, it was simply a round veranda with thick white pillars holding up its large crescent roof. He had almost expected Marceline to meet him here. After weeks of waiting—a month and a half almost—he had heard nothing of her. Though knew she lived—somewhere.

With the skies opening up and the Fates falling to the ground as burning stars, he knew it would be too late for her to suddenly show up here as he had planned. But still, he held onto an ounce of hope.

“As the days grow shorter, the nights longer, a sickness shall overwhelm the world. And only you can heal them, Pytha.” Rapture murmured, looking down at him, “You were created for this purpose.” she said, “And another.”

He listened, though not intently. His mind was on the temple at his back. Besides, what use is a healer of souls if the world is prophesied to die away anyway? What use is he if Myrine will no longer be a realm in the coming days? 

Who will heal the world?

It was a question he knew the Fate had an answer to. For she treated prophecies as fact, glorified them as rule books every corporeal being should answer to. Even gods.

“But who will heal the world? Who will stop Myrine from dying away?” she asked anyway.

Lucius rolled his eyes.

“The Kindred.” she said, her voice a low baritone, “Only the Kindred can bring back harmony and put the Fates in their rightful places.” he felt her touch—cold and clammy—he looked up, “And it is the Pytha's calling to find such a person.”

The Kindred.

Far behind them, a bush rustled. Burst into flame.

He had thought Marceline would be the Kindred. But she wasn't here—probably dead in this firestorm—it proved she wasn't. It proved that...she had only been a girl.

A woman put the Star Scourge prophecy into motion. Marceline Brandy single-handedly defied the Fates and brought about the impending end of the world. A mortal woman.

What use were the gods if they couldn't stop mortals from destroying the world? What use were the Fates? The Pytha—himself?

What use were they?

Beneath them, the ground trembled. Earthquakes spread out from the churning waters below. The indigo seas of the Calms spun with rage, an angry tide becoming a much angrier quake that spread through all four seas.

The world was coming to an end. Their world.

And only the Kindred could stop it—pause it for a century or two.

“Find the Kindred. Unearth the fallen Fates. Cure Myrine of its illness before it is too late, Pytha.” the Fate said, looking at him squarely, “The world is depending on you now. Do not let us down.”

Those pupilless eyes burrowed into his soul, an unspoken verse of the prophecy passing through them both. The Fate afraid to say that fateful string of words that could spell the end for everyone—even beings considered immortal. Even the Fates.

If the Celestial finds that the Fates have failed and fallen, then this world will be remade anew.

And every living being within it erased as if it had never lived.

They could count on him. Lucius had a couple of years before the Celestial awoke and found Myrine in chaos. He had a couple of years.

He would find her. 
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THANK YOU FOR READING! Reviews are the lifeblood of indie authors like me! So, please consider leaving a review.

Winterskin was the first book in the Kindred Souls series. Give it a read if you haven’t already.

Firebrand is the third and final book in the Kindred Souls series. Click here to be notified when it is released in late 2018.

Would you like to join Kindred Souls Reader Group? Click here! 

Thank you again for reading!
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