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      “You can do it.”

      Her mother’s voice fluttered against the shell of her ear.

      “You were trained for this. You were born for this. I believe in you.” The hands clutching her fingers shook just a little. Exaltation, of course. Not fear.

      Gaiane squeezed her eyes shut. Staring at her mother’s face, so ageless and confident, made her doubts feel twice as big and silly.

      Mother knew best. Mother knew what to do, and if she said she was ready, Gaiane needed to be. She nodded once, and the cold metal of the collar around her neck bounced against her collarbones.

      A precaution. A constant companion in the ten short years of her life. Peeking from under her lashes, Gaiane caught the faintest glimmer from the ornament. Smooth and plain, a perfect ring of polished iron keeping her magic subdued. So different from the silver and gold of her mother’s crown or her father’s brooch-- a queen and her consort.

      She couldn’t take it off.

      She hated it. Even if it was for her own good.

      Her quarters, at the top of the highest tower in Zafiria's royal palace, were crowded. The whole Council shuffled at the edge of Gaiane’s attention. From the ridge of the arched ceiling, a large chandelier glimmered with golden light globes,  and the sloping sides descended in a blaze of lapis lazuli blue sky and silver stars. The immaculate walls, interrupted here and there by slender columns hosting more magical lights, were covered in bookshelves, and the spring sun shone through the great windows, glittering in gold on the bars.

      “I’m going to open the seal, my little dove. And after that, I only need you to trust me. Will you, Gaiane?”

      She could. She needed to--wanted to, because it was one thing to heed Queen Cibele Asares’ command, but having her mother caress her hands and call her by her name filled the ever gaping void in Gaiane’s heart. Gaiane would do anything to please her mother, in those rare moments she had to spare.

      

      Gaiane took a deep breath and tried to focus on her hands, gently held in her mother’s grip. Golden rings sparkled on her fingers, white and silver silks embroidered in a motif of stars and butterflies on her wrists.

      She shifted into place, the soft blue carpet tickling her bare feet.

      She forced herself to swallow her dread and straighten her back, she then raised her head.

      The queen was staring at her. No, her mother, with her ivory skin and shiny black hair, with her bluebell eyes and the freckles on her nose. Gaiane could see herself in those refined features, less so in the black ring flashing under her hairline. Under the black paint, it was fading. Gaiane’s was still as black as when she was born. It was never going to change.

      “Will you, my daughter?” her mother asked again, and this time Gaiane looked her in the eye.

      “Yes,” she said. Behind the queen, the whole council was standing at a respectful distance.

      Her father was there, his graying hair and the dimple on his cheek when his lips curled in a smirk. The members of the Council held their breath at Gaiane’s consent, and the sound made her little birds uncomfortable. Chirping and fluttering around in their gilded cage, the soft little creatures mirrored Gaiane’s nervousness.

      The queen dropped her hands and got to her feet, towering above Gaiane with a triumphant smile.

      “Come, then.” A slow flick of her chin, and she moved to the large window between the bookcases behind her.

      Gaiane hesitated. Her eyes went to the only person in the room not wearing silks and jewels.

      “Your majesty, she’s still very young. You’re asking a lot of her.” Alcmena’s voice rose high and clear, with no trace of fear. Gaiane envied her strength, even if such insolence was unseemly in a servant.

      “Thank you for your concern. The House of Asares greatly appreciates your loyalty,” the queen said, her face unchanged but for a spark of steel in her eyes. Gaiane shivered in the cold implications of her mother’s words, but Alcmena stood still. Her grey hair was neatly combed back in a high bun, and her aquiline nose scrunched lightly as she bowed.“And I know your daughter, your majesty. She’s of course skilled enough for the task, but the effects on her young mind…”

      “Are we really wasting our time listening to a tutor? The siege is at a crucial point, and we need to strike now.” Her father took a step forward, and for a terrible second Gaiane feared he wanted to shove Alcmena back. Diocle, though, was a smarter man than that: he simply ignored the old lady and stared at his queen with no trace of subjection. “We need Gaiane to be ready. And I know she is.”

      In the look they exchanged Gaiane could see a world of unsaid truths, all just beyond her grasp. But before she could wonder about her parents’ behavior, the queen shook her long braids.

      “I must agree with Lord Diocle. It’s not the time for doubts, and your presence here endangers the princess’ efforts, Alcmena. Please, escort her out of the tower,” she said, and from behind the elegant crowd two guards stepped forward.

      Gaiane held her breath. Panic was clawing its way up her throat again, and her vision blurred with tears when she saw Alcmena sigh in acceptance.

      Before turning her back to the room, the woman looked at her. Her eyes sparkled, and thin lines appeared at the corner of her mouth as she smiled.

      “You can do it, my darling princess. Breathe, focus and count to ten. You’re a good child,” she said in a whisper, and Gaiane sniffed. Despite her fear, her doubts relented. Alcmena knew her: she’d taught Gaiane to read and to sing, to feel the energy run under her skin and to entwine it with the world’s weave whenever the collar was removed. She was a friend, and she believed in her.

      I need to prove to you that your teachings were not in vain.

      A wink that turned into a nervous look at the guards closing in around her, and Alcmena left.

      The door closed with a small thud, and a nervous wave rippled the audience.

      “You grace, we need to hurry. According to our plan the troops are already…”

      “I know, Alcibiade. I didn’t ask for your report,” the queen snapped. The old counselor pressed his lips in a tight line and his nostrils flared. Gaiane almost felt sorry for him, but then her mother turned to her once more. “Gaiane, it’s time you fulfill your destiny.”

      And now, without her mentor to anchor her to reality, all Gaiane had left was the burning desire to please her mother. With a lump in her chest and tears still prickling in her eyes, she followed her mother’s gesture and reached the window. The shutters were open, and the golden bars were warm against her skin when she touched them.

      Her hands looked so small on the dark stones of the windowsill, pale and frail like the white finches tweeting in their cage. A deep breath, a silent iteration of the religious formulas to the Mother Goddess and the Spirits of the Ancients, and she looked at the vast landscape unfolding hundreds of feet under her prison. Her head spun at the sight of endless green fields and dark woods, faded mountains in the East and silver stream of a river - the Arrowhead Creek, tributary to the Itia river, running south to its estuary in the…

      Gaiane banned the relief of academic distractions. She filled her lungs with the crisp spring air as her mother’s fingertips descended on her collar.

      She tried not to look. Not to hope--it was just for the time being, just for this enterprise she was called to. A moment of freedom in her own cage.

      In the distance, the villages of Epidalio were miniatures no bigger than her toys. A sawmill here, a cluster of houses of white plaster and dark wooden beams there. The line dividing the land from her own Zafiria was clear in her mind, but not in the real world. The border was less than fifteen miles from the palace, an invisible barrier between the woods.

      She couldn’t see the queen’s soldiers. Their marks on the countryside, though, were everywhere: smoke was rising from a burned down barn, a scatter of black in the middle of the forest.

      The troops were already laying siege to Nikaia, the capital of Epidalio, and people were suffering for it.

      It was her duty to put an end to this war.

      “Everything I’ve done, everything you’ve been through, has been leading up to this,” her mother whispered to her ear. “Your birth. Your sacrifices. Your studies.”

      Gaiane let tears roll down her cheeks as the queen’s fingers worked their way around her collar. A part of her was drawn to the movement, to the subtle patterns of power unlocking the seals to her magic, mysterious beyond her understanding. She was an instrument her mother was playing, and the melody was too arcane for her to remember.

      She couldn’t look away from the fires punctuating the land.“Gaiane, my child, this is going to be different from your usual exercises. You’ll be the source of all our troops’ spells, and I want you to pour yourself entirely in this task.” A click rang through Gaiane’s bones, and the iron collar weighted differently around her neck. “You can turn Zafiria into an empire, ruled by those who rightfully deserve it. By virtue of our power. Of our sacrifices.”

      “Your majesty, I daresay we’re wasting precious time with all these encouragements.” Diocle's words rumbled across the room, and the Council murmured in outrage. The queen glared at him, but quickly returned to Gaiane.

      “Guide them. Spur them. And today they’ll call you conqueror, and not just princess.”

      Emotion swelled in her belly. Gaiane tried to steady her voice, but when the collar fell in her mother’s palms, a tiny sob bubbled from her lips.

      She turned her face to look at the queen.

      It was silly, but Gaiane needed to ask.

      “Will… it be back? After?” A quick glance at the collar, the urge to rub her throat barely controlled.

      Queen Cibele smiled, and her blue gaze shifted from Gaiane’s face to something behind her.

      “We’ll see. The better your performance, the higher the chances to leave your tower for good.”

      And it was true. It had to be true, because Gaiane trusted her mother, and a queen would never lie. Not to her daughter.

      Free from her collar and free from her prison. It was the last incentive Gaiane needed.

      She looked at the world spreading around her tower. Somewhere, beyond the screen of smoke, men and women were fighting. Dying.

      She could stop this and bring peace.

      Her heart drummed against her ribcage. Light and delicate like the fluttering of her birds’ little wings.

      She closed her eyes. The ring on her forehead burned like the sun, sending waves of energy through her nerves. Even in the darkness she could see it--lines of light under her colorless skin, bursting from her heart and melting with the golden glow covering the whole world.

      It only awaited her command. Everyone’s souls sparkled like pinpricks of sunshine, everywhere. Some were dimmer, some brighter, none as blinding as her own. A pattern of crossing lines and flashes of light covered everything. People and elements, and she was one with them.

      Gaiane searched for the soldiers. Here they were, fiery profiles against the walls of a faraway city. Nikaia, she knew it, with its thick towers and sturdy battlements. She gritted her teeth as her own men died one by one. Their arrows weren’t precise enough, their armors too frail. More people died whenever a Zafirian soldier found its mark. A red mist of fog shrouded the distant battle.

      Her power throbbed and pawed for release. Shaking in her bones and thumping in her skull, magic begged her to breathe and let it all out.

      Not yet. When I’m told so, not yet.

      Her nails chipped against the windowsill.

      “Gaiane. Go.”

      Queen Cibele's command broke the dam.

      Gaiane sunk her fingertips in the cold stones and bared her teeth.

      She was not built for restraint. Her power would never fade or diminish. For the first time, she could just let it go. She poured it all in that single, desperate outburst. To end a war, her mother had said.

      To conquer a kingdom.

      Magic flowed through her, beyond her. Down the tower and over the fields, through the trees and across the rivers. She pulled at the strings holding the world together, and her power reached the soldiers. It blended with theirs, and she felt their surprise as if it were her own.

      Steel was invulnerable now. Arrowheads pierced stone and flesh and never missed. A simple spell from the knight guiding the charge turned to a devastating outburst that tore a gate from its hinges.

      The blue tide of Gaiane’s spell washed over the land and made everything shine and cast deep shadows.

      Too clear. Too vivid.

      In the time of a quickened beat of her heart, it all came back to her. She wasn’t just lending her energy to the troops--she was living the battle with them. With every single soldier, and hundred, thousands of details cluttered her head. A gasp, and Gaiane staggered back. Blood pooling on the streets, painting the grey stones of a wall. The chorus of cries from the wounded, the dying, the survivors. Pain--so much pain she couldn’t breathe, broken bones, severed limbs, a little child face down in the mud, his head dented. The horses rolling their eyes at the sky, shattered legs and froth at their mouth.

      Death. It invaded her mind--a nameless horror draining her wits, sucking out her power.

      Colors dulled, shadows deepened, and Gaiane swayed.

      Her eyes shot open, and her voice rose to a wail. To a scream, beastly and high-pitched. It scorched her throat and crushed her lungs.

      Darkness swallowed the battle, the fields and woods, the golden bars at her window. Her mother’s face, concerned and triumphant.

      She screamed, and darkness reclaimed her.

      

      
        
        ...

      

      

      

      It was the pocketknife’s fault. Little more than a child’s toy, with a dull blade barely good for whittling soft pine wood. Da didn’t want her to handle anything bigger, and she had to beg Ma to let her keep that one knife. It was small enough for her hands, at least.

      Leo squinted and adjusted herself on the thick ash branch, letting one leg dangle and her bare heel bounce against the bark. With the tip of her tongue between her teeth, she studied the chunk of durmast she’d stolen from the carpenter’s pile of scratches. He wouldn’t miss it anyway, and she needed to practice.

      Maybe it depended on the wood instead? Old Barlin had tried to explain to her that for a little girl it was better to start with something softer, keeping the hardest kinds of carving wood for another time. Leo scoffed at the thought. First, she was ten, not a little girl. She was taller than most of the kids her age, too. And second, how was she supposed to learn if all they allowed her were toys and condescension?

      She snorted. The two tight braids running from the top of her head to the base of her neck tickled her.

      She stuck the tip of her knife under a particularly stubborn knot and twisted it, dropping shavings in her lap. Too hard indeed, and with a subpar tool, too.

      If only Da weren’t that anxious…

      A bee buzzed near her ear, and Leo swatted it away with her blade. This place was good, but the bugs were a nuisance. Though -this tree was tall enough to scare most of her friends out of the idea of climbing it, and no adult would ever think a ten-year-old would dare to go that high.

      It was quiet, and nobody would come looking for her.

      “Here I can do something worth learning,” she grumbled to herself. Her mood soured instantly, and she stabbed the wood with such hostility the blade slipped and almost hit her skin.

      The thought of school made her angry.

      No, not angry. Sad? Not exactly. But whenever she sat with her seventeen classmates in the dim lit room, with that sour-faced, boring Galeno writing endless streams of twitching symbols on the blackboard, an invisible weight crushed her chest. Each year, that traveling teacher pestered the village with his presence, and each year Leo hated him a little more. He called her lazy and sloppy, glared at her and frowned whenever she improvised a new reason for her missing homework. After her last ‘the billy goat ate it’ she was running out of ideas. And the goat hadn’t even liked her papers, either.

      It wasn’t her fault if the lessons made her terribly nervous. “You’re distracting your classmates!” Galeno used to say whenever some other kid blamed a failed spell on her.

      Even in the warm spring sun, shielded by the leaves that extended like a green, lacy canopy above her, she shivered. The yearly lessons she had to attend were what nightmares were made of: the boredom of learning through Galeno’s flat voice, geography and the basics of religion—the Mother who made fields, cattle and people fertile; the spirits of the ancestors that apparently were still checking on the living—were nothing compared to the books Leo couldn’t read, riddled with magic secrets and spells woven in every blot of ink.

      As if that wasn’t enough, all kids old enough to walk was already proficient in magic, showing off the black ring on their brows. Hers was still smooth and evenly brown. What other people were born with, a talent as natural as breathing, still slipped her grasp. Leo couldn’t tell why; and the grown-ups insistence on waiting, because of course magic would come to her, too, only made her feel more wrong.

      The knot was sturdier than expected. She wiped her sweaty cheeks with her forearm and stared into the distance. Colorful banners already adorned Elertha’s Mill square, and a pole wrapped in red and white ribbons emerged from the treetops.

      Soon, the Spring Festival would turn the plain simplicity of the Mill into its festive version. Which, in Leo’s opinion, was equally as boring, only in a fancy outfit. She couldn’t think of many ways to make the cluster of clean roads, white plaster and dark wooden beams houses, and even the pretentious shape of the slightly taller building for assemblies interesting. The flowers at the balconies and swallows nesting under the mill’s roof were nice, but only added to the hopelessly rural look of the place.

      And at least, the swallows got to leave…

      The chatter for the upcoming Festival covered the murmur of the river. And sure enough it covered the footsteps under her tree, because when a sharp voice called her name, Leo almost rolled down the branch in surprise.

      “Leo! Spirits’ sake, I’ve been looking for you all morning!”

      Leo rolled her eyes and stuck her knife in the branch, crossing her arms over her chest.

      Of course her mother would come to look for her. Because of course Galeno had sent word of her skipping class.

      “Come down immediately!”

      “Ma, it’s not…”

      “I’m not joking, Leo. I have no time to waste, so you better bring your sorry hide here this very moment.”

      “But I…”

      “The whole village is paying for master Galeno's lessons, and you avoiding him is both a waste of money and a shame! Honestly, why are you like this? I thought you’d learned how to behave after last year…”

      The stern tone surprised her a little. Ma wasn’t the strict one, and being scolded like that meant something was off.

      In the past three years, Leo had done her best to avoid Galeno, and most of the time Ma had found a way to excuse her. Magic was necessary, and children were supposed to learn how to master it and get to work with their families as soon as possible. Those who showed an inclination or desire to delve into magic any further could attend some of the colleges in Epidalio’s larger cities, even in the capital Nikaia, if they were particularly gifted; everyone else was expected to put their powers to use in the fields or their families’ businesses.

      Leo was hard-working enough, but in the wrong way.

      With a sigh, she picked her knife up and placed it at her belt.

      “Fine,” she grumbled. Going down was easier but way more terrifying, and she tried not to look down as she perched herself on one branch, and then another, lower and lower still.

      Eventually, when she was still six feet up the trunk, she jumped down and landed with a grunt among the grass.

      When she looked up, Ma was glaring at her. Alright, something was really off.

      Her mother was pretty. She had always been, with flawless brown skin and deep hazel eyes. And she always wore the colorful red and orange dyed dress Da made for her. But now, with her fists on her sides and her lips pressed in a tight line, she looked really this close to a scolding.

      Leo brushed her pants. Both her knees were scabby, and there was a wasp bite on her ankle, right below where her pants were rolled up to her calves“Listen, Ma, I’m sorry, alright?”

      “No, it’s not alright! I had hoped you’d take education more seriously this year, and I’m done covering you up with your father!”

      “But I…”

      “We’re going home. Now,” she snapped, taking Leo’s shoulder and pulling her along.

      “Hey! What’s up, Mom? You never…”

      “Hurry!”

      

      “No! First you tell me what’s happening!”

      Ma glanced around and bowed to look Leo in the eye.

      “It’s dangerous to be out there, and I want you home at once. Do you have any idea of how worried I was when I didn’t find you at school?”

      Leo opened her mouth and blinked.

      “Dangerous? Here? Come on, it’s festival day, there’ll be some more people around, but it’s never been anything but boring!”

      “Leo! Don’t argue with me and go home!”

      “I’m not a baby anymore, stop treating me like one!” She wiggled herself free from her mother’s grip and staggered back.

      “Then stop behaving like one! Please, Leo, it’s not a joke!”

      Leo turned her back on her and marched away down the path. Sure, go home, Ma had said. And suffer Da doing that face, the one that didn’t look angry or anything, just very worried about his messy little girl. Disappointed even, maybe.

      She couldn’t hear Ma insisting with her lecture. Her face was on fire and her head buzzed with outrage.

      What a pathetic excuse. Danger at the Mill? The most exciting thing that had ever happened was that time Tobias had fished a pike so big it had dragged him into the river and bit off a piece of his finger. The village was too small to even deserve the title of town, and its only perk was being close enough to the main road going to Nikaia. They didn’t have visitors often, but they weren’t exactly out of the way either.

      She stomped on the dirt path, leaving her mother behind. When she took a side road and turned at the corner of old Clio’s house, at the borders of the village, she snatched a pale lavender twig and twisted it in her hands.

      “Leo?” she heard from behind her, and promptly ignored it. She really, really didn’t want to get home and find a second serving of this nonsense.

      “Leo!” her mother called again, and Leo rolled her eyes.

      “If you expect me to stop here, I…”

      “Run!”

      Leo stumbled on her feet and turned around. No, that was not what she’d expected.

      A low rumble vibrated under her feet; small pebbles and sand jumped on the ground, and every hair on her body stood up in sudden fear. She took a step back when the rumbling grew louder.

      “Mom?” she called, still looking at the ground.

      A horse neighed, and the sound sent shivers down her spine. She shook her head and ran her way back.

      She emerged from the shadow of Clio’s house, and the world crumbled under her.

      A living wall of soldiers came barreling down the road. She saw pale banners, steel armors, white and silver plumes on the helmets.

      She saw her mother turning toward her. The orange shawl slid from her shoulder, and her eyes big.

      Terror, shock, confusion.

      The horses didn’t slow down.

      Didn’t stop.

      Leo’s mother crumpled and disappeared under the hooves without a sound. The knights stomped over her and galloped on.

      They didn’t even hear Leo cry.

      

      
        
        ...

      

      

      

      “The… The king is dead.” The sentinel was fifteen at most, although it was hard to tell his age, battered and bruised as he was. Evandro left his post by the throne and knelt in front of the kid, helping him stand up. Blood stained his gloves as he grabbed his face. Easier than looking at Eliodoro's eyes, burning in a pale face.

      “What?” He could barely recognize his own voice, strained and dry as it was after hours--days?--of fighting and mourning.

      The boy slumped against him, leaving a trail of blood on the steel of Evandro's armor.

      Not a knight. Not even a soldier--they’d ran out of trained troops to guard the walls, and what few remained were all stationed in the palace. Ready to die in a desperate last stand.

      Evandro dropped his sword and tried to keep the kid’s head upright, looking into his eyes.

      “Where?” Eliodoro spoke, low, his tone trembling. Evandro closed his eyes as his heart cracked some more.

      “They’ve… taken the bridge. The king… tried to hold...” A red bubble popped at the corner of the sentinel’s mouth, and his dark eyes rolled back into his skull. He slipped from Evandro's grip and stood motionless on the blue and golden tiles of the floor.

      Dead. One more.

      Evandro couldn’t stand up. He lost his grip on time and reality, his eyes traveling over the features of the corpse.

      I didn’t even know his name.

      People screamed in the courtyards. A blaze of white-blue light flashed through the shattered glass of the windows. The voices shut at once, and only more distant wails remained to testify the slaughter happening in the palace.

      “Evandro!”

      To that call, the First Knight couldn’t but obey. He shuddered, grabbed his sword and bolted to his feet, turning to face the tall figure standing in front of the throne.

      Eliodoro Laskaris, the Evening Star, heir to the throne of Epidalio, son of king Stelio.

      Now a king himself.

      “Long live the king,” Evandro muttered to himself. The room around him was a mess of broken furniture to shield doors and windows; the green and golden tapestries on the walls, the Laskaris banners hanging from the ceiling, everything was torn to pieces, useless rags that still showed the coat of arms of the royal family. The Laskaris star, stained in blood and dirt. Burned. A macabre mocking of glory.

      A guard loaded his rifle, and the smell of black powder prickled Evandro's nose. He sniffed and touched his forehead with his fist. “I pledge my honor to…”

      “Oh, shut it, it’s not time for formalities!” Eliodoro snapped. Tears glimmered in his eyes, and his face looked younger than ever in the shock of the tragedy. “This is not how I imagined my crowning…” A bang came from the window, a second one, and the stone frame crumbled under an enemy shot.

      Evandro blinked. Eliodoro's skin glistened with sweat and blood was smeared on his cheek. His hazel eyes were reddened, spirited.

      “You know what I need you to do.” Eliodoro's command shot through him and erased everything. The battlefield, their losses, the stench of blood and death all around them.

      Evandro wrapped his fingers around the grip, and the leather of his glove squeaked.

      “Your highness--your majesty,” Evandro corrected himself with a shiver, “no. I beg you, don’t ask me to…”

      “I know!” Eliodoro jumped down the steps from the throne and marched to Evandro. He faced him, his jaw set in a stubborn line. The rest of his guard, seasoned fighters now watching helpless as their beloved Epidalio fell under the invader, glanced at them from their guard posts.

      “Then don’t ask me!” Evandro shoved him back. Any other time he would’ve cursed his own name for such a show of public insubordination, and even more for forsaking his best friend in his time of need like this. Right now, he could barely control his voice. “I can’t leave you, I…”

      Words failed him when the prince’s hands cupped his face. Battle-worn, calloused, familiar. Not the hands of a nobleman. The hands of a king.

      All that time yearning for your touch, and now that you’re looking at me like that, I can’t say yes.

      “Please,” Eliodoro said under his breath. “For our friendship. For the oath you swore. For what you feel about...” The young king hesitated, and Evandro glared at him, his face on fire.

      “You’re using that against me. To… to force me to…”

      “I am!” Eliodoro yelled, tears streaming down his dirty cheekbones. “I am, and I won’t ask for your forgiveness. But my father’s dead, the palace is destroyed, and our land is lost. It will forever be so, unless you leave me now.”

      “I beg you,” Evandro growled, unashamed of his trembling lower lip, of this weakness he fed whoever of his guard was left. “Don’t ask me to leave you to die. Let me die with my honor--at your side, as a knight!”

      A decade of words left unsaid choked him.

      “Ligeia is alive, and our children with her. They’re Epidalio’s last hope, and you must take them out of here.”

      “And abandon you! If our land is really defeated…”

      The press of Eliodoro's lips on his brow burned like a mark.

      “There’s still magic in you. I can see it,” the king said, his mouth against the faded ring on Evandro's forehead. He pressed their brows together, shaking his head. “Enough to take my wife from this nightmare and to the canals. To safety.”

      “Your majesty, I…” Evandro sighed. Your majesty. My lord. My love. “Eliodoro. It’s too much.”

      “It’s the last thing you can do for me. For us.”

      Us.

      Eliodoro never missed his mark, and that last word broke the remains of Evandro's determination.

      There was no us, he thought bitterly, and hated himself for it. He still owed Eliodoro his loyalty and his unselfish friendship.

      Against all etiquette and appropriateness, Evandro lifted his free hand and grabbed Eliodoro's wrist. He turned in his palm, leaning in that last caress.

      Gunshots rang from the lower gate. A loud crackling, the shriek of someone on the battlements--magic barriers! We can’t hit them!

      “You’ve been the best companion I could’ve asked for, Evandro. I wish I could’ve made you as happy as you deserved.” Eliodoro took a step back, and Evandro was cold and alone. Behind the veil of tears, Eliodoro was smiling, a flash of white teeth and his black hair sticking to his cheeks.

      “As you command, my king,” Evandro dragged from his chest, laying the words at the feet of the man he’d loved for his whole life. In vain.

      “The southern staircase! They’re breaching in!” Yelled a woman by the window, crouching to load her rifle.

      “Go!” Eliodoro growled. “Go, with my blessing and my gratitude.”

      Evandro stumbled back toward the door. What had been the throne room was unreal. No more carpets and nobles in bright colored robes, no dogs sleeping by the vast fireplace or giddy young ladies gossiping in the corners. Furniture was piled by every entrance, benches bolted across the doors. Dead men and women lay scattered around.

      It looked like a tomb already.

      “Now!”

      Evandro took a shivering breath andE jumped to the small door behind the throne. Little more than a secret passage, a narrow corridor so low he had to crouch to get in.

      Eliodoro shouted orders to his guards and Evandro caught one last glimpse of his tall frame, the red cape twirling with every movement, the flame dancing in his raven hair.

      Then the Asares’ troops flooded the throne room, and someone closed the secret passage behind Evandro.

      Done. And there was nothing he could do but obey.

      In the darkness, his face burned, and his blade caught in the walls, raising a splash of sparks.

      He ran, breathless, his eyes filled with tears he couldn’t shed. For a lost future, a lost home.

      Through the hidden paths inside the castle, Evandro fled from the fight. Ahead of him, a woman was screaming in a different kind of agony.

      Maybe it was already too late, he thought. But this didn’t free him from his vow.

      “Go, with my blessing and my gratitude.”

      Eliodoro's last words rang hollow.

      One arm outstretched, Evandro slammed his hand on the door. The frenzied voices behind it shut at once, but above the rumbling of his heart he could still hear ragged breaths and bitten off curses.

      He kicked the door open, and out of sheer instinct he ducked behind the jamb. The bullet struck the wall in front of him, crumbling the bricks in a cascade of dust and red fragments.

      “I’m Evandro!” he shrieked before a second gunshot missed his shoulder by inches. “Don’t shoot me!”

      “Sweet Mother of the Fields! Come in, come in!”

      The explosions subsided and a gloved hand grabbed him by the arm and pulled him forward. Before he could take a step Evandro found himself hauled inside. The door slammed shut behind him, and in the dim light of a single lantern he squinted and took a panting breath. The air smelled like blood and sweat.

      “What… are you doing… here?”

      Ligeia sat up on the bed, her black skin glistening and her tight braids loose on her shoulders. She bared her teeth and threw her head back, grabbing handfuls of sheets, growling.

      “He… he sent me. To take you away,” he managed to stutter. It was too late indeed, and he’d abandoned Eliodoro for a hopeless waste of lives.

      “Eliodoro? He lives then!” There was a glimmer of desperate expectation in that second female voice. Evandro couldn’t look away from the princess, her swollen belly rippling and hardening under her torn robes. “Evandro! Tell me that my son is still alive!”

      Queen Althea. A widow, and soon a childless mother. Evandro closed his eyes as a third figure slithered from the door and by the bed--Ligeia’s personal doctor, a frail man with a sparse blond ponytail.

      The queen’s voice lowered to a plea. Evandro shook his head as her small hands clutched his arm and pulled him forward. Her eyes, as golden as her son’s, were rimmed in red, her delicate features smeared in soot and blood.

      “Tell me that he lives. Tell me that not everything is lost… Please, Evandro, I need you to…”

      Ligeia let out a low snarl and arched her back. The doctor, whose name he couldn’t recall, tried to take her hand and support her, but the princess swatted him away.

      “He’s not going to make it,” she hissed, and Evandro hung his head.

      “He sent me to… escort you out. But I fear you are not in shape for…”

      “Shut up.” Ligeia closed her eyes and tensed in a new contraction

      Queen Althea sniffed and dropped her hands. Evandro wanted her to scream, to cry for her lost family, but the lady was a statue of bones and steel.

      No time to mourn.

      “His orders, Dawn Star. What are your prince’s--your king’s orders?”

      Evandro could’ve cried. Somebody needed to, in such a dire situation. But all he managed was a flat whisper.

      “I’m to leave him. He’ll hold the inner gate, and I’ll escort you out. Somehow. From there…”

      “Shut up!” Ligeia screamed.

      “My lady, you should not… fret like this, the baby…”

      “The baby will have to wait. Evandro, help me to my feet. If that’s my king’s command, I expect us all to comply.”

      And despite her harsh breathing, her skin going pale around her lips; despite the soaked underskirt and the clash of battle all around them, Ligeia slipped from the bed.

      “But the castle’s taken, how are we going to…”

      Althea bared her teeth and shut the doctor’s sensible objection with a glare.

      “We know a way.”

      “My lady, he’s right. I can’t take you out, there’s soldiers everywhere, and…”

      “Are you even listening? There’s a way out, and--nngh!” Ligeia clenched her swollen belly and doubled over.

      “Help her,” queen Althea snapped. She picked the pistols she’d dropped and tucked them in her jeweled belt. “If we make it to the tunnels, we can leave the palace. Hopefully the battle will stay in Nikaia and we’ll make it to the countryside.”

      Tunnels? What tunnels? Evandro wanted to express his confusion, but there was no time for questions.

      Even death and life had to wait.

      Ligeia took a deep breath. It broke halfway through, but she let out no sound, only squeezed her eyes shut for a second before raising her arms.

      A faithful knight. And a good friend.

      Evandro sheathed his sword and banned his past and future from his mind. Now he needed to act, and quickly.

      He pulled Ligeia up and lifted her in his arms, ignoring the doctor’s warnings. She was heavy and couldn’t stay still, but she hooped her arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder. The ring on her forehead was barely visible--how much power had she used to survive this long during the siege?

      “The inner courtyard?” the queen asked, stuffing a bundle of clean clothes in a leather sack and slinging it across her shoulders.

      “Gone,” Evandro said. He adjusted Ligeia against his torso and looked above her head. “We can only go through the service pathway.”

      “But it’s so… narrow and dark! And unsuited for a queen and her heirs, and if I may, her conditions are…”

      The doctor’s words turned to a whine when Evandro glared at him.

      “It’s our only chance,” the queen said, and she took her daughter-in-law’s hand. Her white gloves were stained in gunpowder. “We’re leaving. Now.”

      Eliodoro's brilliant plan didn’t include a new queen in labor, a trembling old man and a woman hardened beyond the point of tears. But it was a plan nonetheless, and Evandro didn’t have anything left to lose.

      Lowering Ligeia in the trapdoor required a measure of balance and strength, and only the princess’ stern determination not to be a burden made it possible. Still, when they scuttled down the steep staircase, Evandro cursed his bad luck. Dying on the battlements would’ve been so much easier…

      But here they were, one slippery step at a time, Ligeia muffling her grunts against Evandro's shoulder and her fingers digging into the nape of his neck. The doctor held the lantern, its dim light bouncing with every jolt of the poor man’s shoulders.

      Queen Althea closed the scrawny parade.

      “It’s one of the family’s dearest secrets,” she panted under her breath. “There’s a system of tunnels under the palace, leading out of town.”

      Evandro blinked in the darkness. A jealously guarded secret indeed, for even he, the First Knight, Eliodoro's best friend since childhood, had never knew anything.

      Over the sound of their steps the battle raged on. One muffled boom, and the very walls of the staircase shook. A rainfall of dust settled on their shoulders, and Ligeia sighed in the crook of her sleeve.

      “Hold on, my lady,” he surprised himself saying. No matter what, this girl struggling in his arms had been her friend, and she too had lost the love of her life. He owed her this. “We’re almost there.”

      “There, sure. If I don’t die in childbirth or under the ruins, then we’ll get there.”

      “Hush, girl! We’ll have time for snark later, if we make it,” Althea hissed.

      Evandro bit his tongue in an untimely outburst of hysterical laughter he could hardly suppress.

      This is madness. I’m escorting the soon-to-be heir to a stolen throne to a tunnel that may or may not lead us all to a rat’s death, and I can’t even properly comfort them…

      Minutes notched up in a chain of fear and despair, punctuated by Ligeia’s spasms and muttered curses. She kept her legs tightly crossed, but Evandro could still feel something warm drip down his side.

      “Are we there yet?” the doctor squealed, and immediately gasped. He turned around with a crooked smile on his gaunt face, pointing at the archway at the bottom of the stairs. The walls glimmered with dampness, and a cold gust of air made his lamp flicker.

      The flames of his lantern splintered on the dark surface of the walls, and Evandro closed his eyes in a wordless prayer.

      “Move on, kid! Let me pass, you need someone who knows their way around the undercity.”

      Queen Althea pushed Evandro away and stormed down the stairs in a flash of dark silks. The doctor scurried in her trail, shooting Ligeia worried looks but in the end he followed the queen.

      “Evandro…”

      Ligeia’s voice was soft. How scared had she been? How hard was she trying to be brave? Evandro looked down at her. If she lived--if he succeeded--then Eliodoro's name wasn’t lost. Hope wasn’t lost.

      “He loved you,” he said, brushing his fingertips to Ligeia’s cheek. “And you made him so happy…”

      And when you got engaged, I hated you for it.,. I should ask your forgiveness...

      “We were happy, all three of us. When we were kids and there were no crowns and titles and… and wars,” she said, almost a sob. “We could’ve been something different, if only…”

      “We’re past the time for ifs. You…”

      “You loved him, too. And I’m sorry if you two…”

      Whatever other revelation she had in score, it vanished under a loud bang somewhere above their heads.

      “This way!” a voice called from upstairs, and in a matter of seconds the rumbling of feet vibrated down the staircase.

      Evandro and Ligeia shared one last look. Her black eyes were wide with fear, a drop of sweat rolled down her cheekbone.

      “No. Not like this,” Evandro snarled. He leapt forward, stopping short of slipping on the damp cobblestones. “You deserve to live, and I’ll make sure they don’t get you.”

      “Here! Quickly!” the queen called from the shadow. Her voice echoed in the depths of the network under Nikaia.

      The doctor stuck his arms out and gestured to Ligeia, and Evandro looked up the stairs. Torches were flashing on the walls.

      “Hurry, Dawn Star!” the man urged him, and Evandro nodded. Hasty, almost brutal, he unceremoniously dropped Ligeia in the man’s arms, but she barely complained. With a loud groan she leaned heavily against the doctor’s shoulder, and Althea was there ready to help her.

      Death had to wait. Life. Farewells, too.

      Evandro turned his back to the party before they could acknowledge him. Footsteps. Clattering of steel. Curses and commands.

      The Asares’ men were there.

      He unsheathed his sword and closed his eyes for a second, focusing on the burning ring at his hairline. Not much power left, but enough.

      It had to be.

      Uneven steps sounded behind him in the dark. What was left of the royal family staggered away into the shadows.

      Evandro couldn’t say goodbye. A stream of soldiers appeared under the archway.

      “He’s the First Knight!” the first in line yelled, checking Evandro's shiny armor and flaming red hair. “Take him!”

      “Not likely,” he grunted. The soldier who’d screamed for him charged on, a sword in one hand, a glowing sphere of fire in the other. It quickly swelled to a fireball ready to explode, but Evandro stopped the spell before it could burst in his face. His blade painted a silver arch in the narrow hall, and the enemy’s grin exploded in a splatter of crimson. The fireball dimmed and faded away as the man collapsed back on the stairs. His comrades charged on.

      Five--six of them, Evandro counted. They needed to die, or the secret of the tunnels would leak. Ligeia would die, and her child with her. He snarled and swiftly moved his feet to a guarding stance. Before the soldiers could come, though, a torch blazed up the stairs.

      Blades, he could parry. Spells, he could block. Firearms were beyond his abilities.

      A gunshot boomed so near Evandro squinted and turned his head away. And the next thing he knew, a warm trickle of blood was running down his side. The hole between his pauldron and chestplate burned, his arm tingled.

      One step closer to death.

      Evandro's heart fluttered. Three men were running toward him, and more were bolding down the stairs.

      Give them all you’ve got, Dawn Star. One last fight.

      He lowered his sword and called for the magic inside him. It shone in the depths of his being, throbbing for release.

      The shadow on Evandro's forehead burned as the remains of his power flashed through his veins. A beastly roar erupted from his throat, and half a dozen soldiers hesitated in their charge.

      It was enough. Not much, but enough--if shaking the foundations of the palace and making it collapse above his head was what he needed to make sure Ligeia was safe, then be it. It was a good end to a life.

      Evandro let go of the tensed string inside him. His magic, so carefully preserved for this moment, unleashed and seeped through the stones of the hallway. Plaster crumbled, rocks cracked and fell on the soldiers’ heads. On his own head.

      The floor rumbled and he laughed. A furious, ugly sound.

      The soldiers screamed. Somebody even shot again, but Evandro barely felt the bullet gnaw at his thigh. He stood there, sword in hand, the world collapsing around him.

      Around them.

      The narrow hall cracked open under his feet. The moment the archway crushed upon the troops, his foothold gave way.

      He didn’t care anymore.

      He laughed as dust filled his mouth, his skin sizzling with magic as he sunk under the chaos of ruins and debris.

      He fell to death, and he welcomed it.
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        Eight years later

      

      

      

      The pitter-patter of dozens of feet was getting on her nerves. The presence of the white-clad guards all around her was suffocating. But a queen couldn’t give in to needs and wild desires.

      Of those, Cibele Asares had many. Shuffling down the dark corridor, all polished marble and golden candelabra, she clenched her fists to stop them from shaking. Or, even better, from lashing at the man at her side, pouring her frustration and anger on him in a blaze of fire.

      Passing in front of a flickering candle, her temper unleashed some of her power, and the flame burned brighter for a second.

      Diocle brushed his hand on her elbow in a discreet warning.

      Show some restraint, he seemed to say. Cibele couldn’t bear the sight of him, but his words rang through her bones nonetheless.

      He was supposed to be there, of course. The captain of her personal guard. Her consort.

      Gaiane’s father.

      At least, she thought with bitter irony as they came in sight of the door at the end of the hallway, he wasn’t smirking as per usual. The situation was critical enough to strip him of his insufferable sarcasm.

      By the door--a sturdy slab of iron, usually bolted by more than mere locks--the Council murmured with confusion. As they approached, Cibele squinted at thelight streaming through the crack under the door.

      Sweat chilled down her spine. She stopped short of pulling at her hair and slapping Alcibiade's withered face. The old counsellor was pale, the sagging skin of his cheeks mottled in red.

      Cibele raised her fist to stop the guards in her trail; only Diocle took the liberty to follow her.

      “You… your majesty, I’m appalled. The tower was sealed, the glyphs on the door were untouched when we hurried to check. No guard noticed anything, we found no trace of break-in or…”

      “Silence,” she hissed. It took her all her determination to keep her stride slow and steady. She couldn’t just run to the door and slam it open to reveal the unbelievable, horrible truth behind it.

      Earlier that morning Gaiane had been there, polite and smiling, her wonderful daughter. Worth every sacrifice made and drop of blood spilled.

      The room was at arm’s reach, now.

      She stood motionless, clenching her jaws. Magic rumbled through her, as strong as ever. How much power was left in her? She dared not leave room for doubts now.

      Diocle acted on her behalf. He marched among the counsellors, dispersing them like a flock of hens, and splayed his hand on the door.

      Cibele was grateful for his presence of mind, and hated him some more for it. Her calves ached from the long climb up the endless steps to her daughter’s quarters, but the tension gripping at her throat and back was different.

      Terror. Denial. Unbelief making the world grey and distant, a distorted version of her reality.

      Diocle pushed the door open, and Cibele held her breath.

      Two guards stood at the center of the circular room, and a third figure was slumped at their feet.

      The queen ignored them all.

      Gaiane’s apartment was unchanged. All her books, thousands of them, were neatly stacked on the shelves running all over the walls. The canopies of her bed hanging loose from the posts, the silver velvet shining in the afternoon sun. A carved stool by the window, the chandelier with its countless shining crystals dangling from the ceiling.

      Cibele closed her eyes to banish a wave of sickness. No, it wasn’t unchanged, and the small details telling a whole different story were marked behind her eyelids.

      The room was silent. The constant chirping of Gaiane’s little birds were gone, their gilded cage open. There was blood on the carpet, running from the nose and mouth of the old woman kneeling between the guards.

      “Alcmena. Why?” All the queen could muster was a trembling whisper. She wanted to slap herself for such a show of weakness, but what was left of her scheming skills was buried under the terror of a grieving mother.

      She forced her breath to a steady rhythm until she felt her voice wouldn’t tremble that much. She stood upright and stared at Alcmena. There were bruises on her face, and her left eye was swelling already.

      Cibele searched for a hint of fear on the woman’s features, of the same terrified respect her guards and counsellors were showing.

      She found none, and Alcmena chuckled through her broken teeth.

      Her mind is broken, too. Of course, she must be terrified, shocked. She’ll beg for my forgiveness as soon as she comes back to herself.

      Before the words were fully formed in her brain, Cibele knew she was wrong. And by the Spirits, she hated being wrong.

      Alcmena’s black gaze was bright behind the tears, her smile crooked but sharp.

      “Eight years. It took her eight years. Gaiane is stronger and smarter than all of us. Than you. She did it, and I’m so proud of her.”

      The world warped.

      Cibele didn’t even recoil with rage when Diocle took her arm to steady her. All she could see was Alcmena and the scale of the plan she’d carried out behind her back. Conspiring with her innocent, loyal daughter. To take her away.

      “You knew. You knew it all along.” All the authority was gone from her voice, and she was a queen no more. Just a woman past her youth and the peak of her power. Bereft of her dearest treasure.

      Alcmena sat on her haunches and threw her head back with muffled laughter. Her twig-like arms, abandoned in her lap, trembled with every jolt of her shoulders. The thin silver circles at her wrists jingled.

      “I’ve seen her struggle to solve the riddle. Each time you let her free to exercise, she studied your movements. She practiced. And eventually she undid it.”

      “Undid it?”

      One of the guards swallowed loudly and took a step to the side. Behind him, a tangle of metal plates sparkled in the summer sun. A collar, tailored to adapt to a growing girl’s neck. The remains of the spell that bound it, blocking its wearer’s powers, was fading in the warm air.

      “She’s free, Cibele. And there’s nothing you can do about it.” Alcmena’s voice dropped to a growl. Cibele didn’t even react to the outrage of the missing proper title.

      The collar was in pieces. Gaiane couldn’t have opened it, it made no sense--it was designed to react to the queen’s touch alone, and not to that of a girl, no matter if the power she wielded was infinite and unlimited, never to run dry. She walked to the shattered collar as if in a dream and knelt to collect it. It was heavy in her palms. Unresponsive.

      “No, it can’t be,” she mumbled, shaking her head. Her hair was sticking to the nape of her neck, damp with sweat. A swarm of hypothesis crowded her head, but it was easy to ignore them when her fury rose and filled her to the brim.

      “Leave. All of you,” she heard Diocle say from a great distance.

      The last of her self-control broke when the door closed and banned the voices of the Council, the nervous shifting of the guards. She closed her fist around the broken collar, its edges sinking into her skin, and turned to stare at Alcmena.

      The wretched hag was still chuckling.

      “It was your doing,” she hissed. The room was darker, dimmed by the enormity of her anger. “You! You did all of this!”

      “No. Gaiane is infinitely more powerful than you could ever imagine, she…”

      Cibele threw the collar away. It smashed against the library, and she grabbed the old woman by the pale lapels of her grey tunic.

      “How did you do that? You filthy traitor, you liar!”

      She was screaming, her voice an undignified shriek, too high pitched for her role. She twisted the silk of Alcmena’s tunic in her fingers, closing it around the woman’s throat until a red ring appeared on her skin. Until that despicable grin turned into a choked spasm.

      “Your highness, please…”

      Diocle's words bounced against her ears. It was easy to ignore them. She half lifted Alcmena from the floor and pushed her closer.

      “I’ll see you hanged and quartered! I trusted you! And for all these years you…”

      “Cibele! Stop it!”

      Diocle grabbed her and pulled her back. His hands hurt, too harsh on her arms, a touch she wanted to erase from her skin. But he was stronger, and she was beyond the point of using her magic to throw him against the wall.

      There was no deference in the way he shook her and forced her to let go of Alcmena. As the old woman crumpled on the carpet in a coughing pile, Cibele found herself in the tight circle of Diocle's arms. She buried her face in his chest and let out a long, throat-wrenching cry. He held her until her ragged panting calmed down, and then some more.

      She was still shaking when she pulled free from his grasp. The black pigment on her forehead had left a clear circle on the silk of his uniform, and his arms were still on her shoulders.

      “Let me go and don’t touch me,” she deadpanned. To her relief, he complied.

      She couldn’t stand to look at Alcmena, so she took some time to adjust the crown on her brow and smooth her hair.

      Not quite herself yet, but enough to stand up and summon her coldest tones, she eventually turned around once more to stare at the  traitor. She clenched her hands in front of her, under the long sleeves of her gown.

      “Alcmena, you were princess Gaiane’s tutor, in charge not only of her education but of her safety, too.” Better. Almost good. “I hereby accuse you of high treason. For your insubordination, I hand you over to Lord DiocleLord Diocle.” The man shuffled behind her, and Cibele continued. “He will interrogate you in the ways he’ll see fit, and I expect you’ll give a full confession about my daughter’s fate and whereabouts. After that, you’ll be allowed to die.”

      Silence filled the room. Alcmena wasn’t laughing anymore, but wasn’t shaking with the expected amount of dread either.

      Cibele pressed her lips together and turned to Diocle, finding he was looking at her with intention.

      Are you sure? He seemed to ask, but the queen was more than sure.

      “Don’t come back to me without answers,” or else you’ll be the next to walk to the gallows. She gestured him to the door with her chin, and with a sigh Diocle bowed.

      “As you command, my lady.”

      It was done. Cibele looked out of the window, to the blue sliver of sky above her kingdom - Zafiria and Epidalio, all united under her rule. Her doing, her choice. The result of Gaiane’s power and a long strategy.

      Soon she was alone. Diocle was gone, and Alcmena’s ragged breaths with him.

      She could cry, now. She knew she needed to, but a deadly exhaustion was weighing down her limbs.

      It was wrong. The broken collar, the blood, the empty bird cage, the silence. She’d built her throne on the certainty that Gaiane was obedient and safely locked in the most impregnable tower ever conceived.

      And now Gaiane was nowhere to be found. In a jolt of tragic hope, she peeked down the window, but she saw no bodies on the grass below.

      Of course, Gaiane was not that foolish. She would never jump out of the window, falling to her death.

      She was out there. Somewhere, alive.

      They needed to find her.

      

      Hours later, Cibele was sitting in her room. A luxurious place, as one would’ve expected for a queen, with portraits of the Asares family glaring at her from their frames and a profusion of silks and cushions and jewels in every corner. Mirrors covered the walls, making the room seem bigger than it actually was.

      She’d never hated them so much. It was nearly impossible to miss her own reflection and the farce it represented.

      The pink light of the sunset danced on the crystal chandelier and the silver decorations embracing the tall, elegant windows. Everything glimmered, from the precious embroidery in the soft carpets to the countless butterflies on the wallpaper.

      Cibele sat in a brocade chair, wrapped in a pale shawl and cradling her hands in her lap.

      Empty. Her palace, despite the distant echo of people talking, of armors clattering, felt empty.

      Her heart, now that her daughter was gone, and the safety of her rule with her, twice as much.

      The door opened with a creak, snagging her from her bleary reverie. She turned sharply to the noise, and outrage filled the void in her chest.

      “I didn’t send for…”

      Diocle, of course. Who else would’ve dared to enter their queen’s quarters unannounced, without so much as a knock?

      She snarled and bore his stare. She was wearing no makeup, the ring on her brow was pale and interrupted after years of consuming her power; very few people had seen her like that. No crown either as it was abandoned on her dressing table.

      Diocle walked to her and pushed a padded footstool in front of her. He sat down, his chin on his fists, and tilted his head to the side.

      In the stretching shadows, she remembered why she’d chosen him. An accurate selection of different candidates, picked for the abundance of their power, had ended in an exhausting stream of miscarriages, failures and discreet exiles. Only Diocle, that snarky bastard with more magic than decency, had lived up to her expectations.

      Two years after he’d signed his contract, Cibele had Gaiane in her arms. A beautiful, perfect baby with her eyes and freckles, her father’s dimples, and an unlimited magic potential. Her power would never wear out like that of any other mage. She had been designed as a weapon, but when Cibele held her for the first time, Gaiane became simply her child.

      “So?” she asked, emerging from her past.

      Diocle cocked an eyebrow. In his forties, he was handsome enough to raise some whispers. ‘The queen is lucky to have him at her side and in her bed,’ the court said. Cibele couldn’t quite confirm, because she avoided his attentions with strict care, with some rare exceptions when she was bored. She couldn’t stand him, but he was a necessary evil.

      “So what?”

      “After almost twenty years one would expect you learned some manners, Diocle. Like how to properly introduce yourself to your queen’s presence.”

      “I have more pressing matters to attend, my dear. And don’t look at me like that, you know that I’m not here to enjoy your company.”

      On this at least we agree.

      She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms.

      “How did your interrogation go?” She looked at his hands and quickly averted her gaze. There was still blood under his fingernails.

      “Smooth as silk. You don’t keep me around just for my good looks, do you?”

      “If you trying to make me slap you, then you’re doing an excellent job.”

      Diocle sighed and smiled.

      “If only… but you know I’m good at making people talk, and Alcmena is no exception. But let’s start with addressing the real problem, here.”

      

      “Oh, you mean the fact that our daughter, who could burn a castle to the ground with a bat of her lashes, is missing?”

      “That, too. It’s the second princess we lose in the past eight years, it’s not a good record.”

      Cibele frowned, and then it struck her.

      “Ligeia Laskaris? Sweet Mother of the Crops, she’s dead. It’s quite common when your whole castle collapses on your head, you know?”

      Diocle shrugged.

      “If you say so. I’m pretty fond of corpses--they tend to stay dead and prove they’re gone for good. Anyway, if you…”

      “Diocle, if you came here to waste my time then I fear you caught me in a very bad spot. Tell me what information you got from Alcmena and leave me!”

      With a smirk that made his dimples even deeper, Diocle ran his fingers through his greying hair.

      “As you wish, then. Apparently, Gaiane had been planning this whole mess for years. Since the Spring Slaughter, if…”

      “Don’t call it that. I won’t tolerate to hear the most significant moment of the Asares’ history turned into a peasant saying.”

      “Still, that’s how the people of Epidalio call it. And with good reason--no, fine, I won’t insist. Eight years in the making, then, and it was all Gaiane’s thinking.”

      Cibele jumped to her feet.

      “What? She could never do it on her own!”

      “Except she could. Apparently, and I’m inclined to believe Alcmena wouldn’t lie when her own wits were at stake, Gaiane’s been studying your gestures every time you took the collar from her. She learned the steps and replicated them.”

      “Impossible. Only I could…”

      “She has your blood, Cibele. Your soul. And she’s a woman now, so her power is ripe and too much to be contained by a trinket.”

      Her knees gave way, and Cibele sat back in the chair, bouncing on the pillow.

      “No, there’s more. It can’t be that easy, I…”

      “It is. Gaiane has grown too powerful for your--our cage, and… well, if I’m to be entirely honest, I think Alcmena saw through her better than we could.” He got up and started to pace around the room. “Gaiane was shocked after the Spring Slaughter. She had nightmares, woke up crying and said that she never meant to kill anyone. Alcmena was the one to dry her tears and listen to her confessions.”

      “Preposterous! Gaiane knew she was meant for greatness, I made sure her education took care of it!”

      Diocle picked up Cibele's crown and rolled it around his fingers.

      “That you did. Still, she was a child when you unleashed her upon Epidalio, but old enough to remember.” He dropped the crown with a jingling sound. “She’s wanted to escape since then.”

      Cibele took her head in her hands.

      “There must be more. That damned old woman must have told you something else, it can’t be!”

      “Oh, she did. Alcmena loves Gaiane, and…”

      The queen jerked her head up, shooting Diocle a fiery stare.

      “I love my daughter! Nobody loves her as much as I do! I wanted her, I sacrificed my own happiness to have her, to keep her safe, to make her the greatest…”

      “... weapon that ever existed. Don’t lie to yourself, darling: Alcmena loved her like a mother. You cherished Gaiane like an insurance on your lands”. He popped open a perfume bottle and sniffed its content, then put the crystal cork back in place. “I could say the same for me, I’m not accusing you.”

      Tears swelled in her throat, and she breathed hard through her nose to fight them back.

      “But Gaiane loved us--loved me, and…”

      “Sure, sure. Anyway, Alcmena found out about Gaiane’s will to escape early on, but never mentioned it because she didn’t want her to be punished. She watched as Gaiane learned her way around breaking the spell. She is very proud of our girl.”

      The turn of phrase sent a shiver down Cibele's spine. Slowly, grabbing the armrests so hard her knuckles protruded white under her skin, she rose and stared at Diocle.

      The embers of her rage were still burning, and it took very little to ignite them again.

      “What did you say? She is very proud? I thought you…”

      “Oh, that. Right. I ignored your order and spared her. She’s in the dungeons right now.”

      “I told you I wanted her dead!”

      “I’m well aware, dear. But we need that woman alive, for now. Soon we’ll find Gaiane, I swear to you, and we could use a lever to eradicate any further fantasy of freedom.”

      “What if Alcmena manages to escape?” She knew the objection was pointless the moment she made it. Diocle narrowed his eyes and gave her the coldest of smiles.

      “She won’t, I made sure of it. You can trust me on this.”

      Pictures of broken bones and dripping blood flashed in Cibele's mind. She allowed herself to look at him in earnest, and not with her usual contempt. The mark on his forehead was darker than hers, and around him she could still sense the remaining tingle of magic.

      Diocle's fingers brushed her cheek, and she wasn’t quick enough to pull away.

      “We’ll bring her back, I promise,” he whispered.

      “If word of her disappearance should spread to the country, our peace would shatter…”

      “Peace, you say? No. if we want to find her, we need to prepare for war.”

      It was tempting to lean into his hand and let him comfort her. Just once, when nobody was looking.

      But Diocle dropped his hand, and his voice returned to the good old practical tone.

      “Keeping the secret is pointless. Let’s work with fear instead. We need to send patrols through all of Zafiria and Epidalio. Up to the borders of Saistos and the glaciers of the north. And we won’t stop until we have the answers we need.”

      “Whatever it takes,” she said to herself. Diocle heard her, though, and he nodded.

      “Whatever it takes.”

      She didn’t seize her throne by kindness or diplomacy. It was time to be ruthless again. Not for power: for love.
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      She was stone. Her flesh was not hers anymore, her power drove her spirit through the cracks in the plaster, a myriad of fragments melting with the white limestone and pink granite of the tower. Slowly, out of the stream of time, in a spell few had attempted and even fewer had carried out successfully, burning their whole potential in the effort.

      She was moist soil. Water and roots and rotting wood. Her magic shifted and changed her, and her mind was but a tiny pinprick traveling with her spell. No time to fear, to think, only the absolute focus to escape her prison.

      Just keep going. Inside and down and out again. Slow and steady, until hours turned to days, until she was sure they wouldn’t find her.

      She was leaves, brown and yellow and dead.

      Eventually, she felt air on her skin again.

      Gaiane emerged from the ground in a dark green and golden mist. First, a gust of warm wind tousled her hair. Then it caressed her arms, and her legs formed beneath her.

      She could feel her heartbeat again, loud and quick. Her whole body was back in one piece, and with it all the tension she had kept at bay during her escape.

      A surge of sickness gripped her jaw. Closing her eyes against the whirlwind of light and shadows that surrounded her helped very little, and her legs wobbled. She doubled over and collapsed on her knees, retching and coughing.

      It seemed to last forever. This was new--all of this. The soft, damp surface under her hands, the rustling of the branches above her head, her own ragged breaths dispersing in the vastity of the forest.

      There was no echo. No walls.

      Her arms gave way and she rested her cheek against the undergrowth, breathing in its scent. Dread and confusion bled slowly into consciousness.

      She was free. She did it! The dizziness was a passing thing, unsurprising after such a powerful spell; she’d endured it that horrible days so many years ago, when her magic had won her mother’s war. And taken so many lives.

      A nervous giggle bubbled on her lips. Before she knew it, it had turned to proper laughter, heartfelt and loud, jumping in her chest and breaking into hiccups.

      She flopped onto her back and kicked the air in ecstasy, throwing her hands up to the sky, wiggling her fingers.

      When she slowly opened her eyes the confusion resumed briefly, but it was just a shadow of her previous horror. Blinking against the sun, she took in the canopy of the trees and the patchwork of black and green of the summer afternoon.

      She’d never set foot in a forest before, and the richness of the smells, the variety of colors, the ubiquitous voices of endless birds were overwhelming.

      After some moments, her heart slowed down to a quieter rhythm, and her joints stopped feeling like melted wax. She sat up and sunk her fingers in the green cushion surrounding her. Moss, she reminded herself. Her books were decently accurate when it came to color and shape, but told little about how it felt under her palms.

      She ran her fingertips among the tiny stalks. Her rings, and even the elaborate pendant dangling from a thin silver chain on her chest, looked darker in the dancing shade. The sparkling of metal carried along a different kind of memory; Gaiane touched her throat, and her damp fingertips only found warm skin.

      The collar was not there anymore. It was gone for good.

      Her giddiness was veiled with tears. For the life she’d left behind, for a safety she’d willingly forsaken. But it was a brief thing, and the loud buzzing of a green beetle caught her attention again.

      This was the world. Hers to discover and make her own. She crawled to her knees and leaned to inspect the vegetation more closely. The dry leaf dangling from a stalk was the finest of lace, its veins a pale golden gently rocking in the breeze. And behind it, a tiny slug moved slowly on a rock, leaving a shiny trail that shone like rainbow.

      Gaiane sighed in bliss. She’d never seen such a creature, red with small twitching tentacles on its head. Her arms were still heavy with fatigue, but she couldn’t resist, and she extended her finger to poke the slug.

      A squawk erupted from her lips.

      “Ew!” She backed away, fumbling to her feet and frantically wiping her hand on the ivory silk of her gown in vain.  The cold and slimy stain wouldn’t leave her finger. She stepped away from the slug, still busy with whatever sluggy business it was about. “You… foul, disgusting critter!”

      Her books had failed to mention that specific inconvenience, too. She glared one last time at the slug and scratched the sticky slime away with a shiver. Somehow, she felt it under her nails, now.

      Her misadventure had served some purpose, she realized blinking in the sun. She moved her hair from her forehead and contemplated the forest. Trees like black columns, mist, green grass and bushes, the occasional bird or bug… and nothing else.

      She was alone now more than she’d ever been.

      Her lip trembled when the reality of her situation hit her. There were no servant girls to do her hair, no Alcmena to knock on her door and bring her daily list of duties and topics to study. No family, and this added some real tears to her pout.

      All those years yearning for her mother’s approval, for a smile from her father, and she’d left them.

      They must be so angry with me…

      But no, it was behind her now. Alcmena was smart and capable enough to explain what had happened, and no doubt she would be fine. Such a valuable asset for Zafiria was not so easily dismissed, and while her parents were distant at times, they were decent people. They would never hurt her old tutor.

      She wiped her cheeks with her hand and sniffed, smiling at the memory of Alcmena’s disapproving gaze. “Unsuited for a lady. You don’t want to sound like some peasant girl, do you?”

      Gaiane straightened her back and tried to tie her hair in a braid. It instantly loosened, and she sighed in resignation.

      I’ll have to keep my hair down until I find a respectable house to host me. Then I’ll ask for a handmaid and a mirror. And a warm bath, too, she thought. Her hands were stained in mud, and the hem of her skirt bore green and brown streaks.

      “So!” She said out loud, her hands at her sides. Her voice sounded weird without the usual echo of her quarters. “This is a gorgeous place indeed, and I’m honored to have witnessed nature’s marvels. Now it’s time I find a road.”

      After one springy step toward the trees, though, she stopped.

      Right. Where was she?

      A tiny fallacy in her plan. All those years to memorize her mother’s gestures around her collar, to hone her power until the ring of metal could only dampen it and not block in entirely, all those hours plotting every single step to melt with the tower’s essence and emerge to her freedom… and she hadn’t considered what to do after.

      She was somewhere, and Zafiria’s pinnacles were gone from her sight. And this was good. Now she only needed to make out a path to the nearest civilized outpost.

      “Well, it won’t be a problem. I’m overly skilled in both Zafiria's and Epidalio’s geography, and Alcmena always says I have a mind like a steel trap.” She picked up the folds of her gown and pointed with certainty straight ahead.

      By the time she realized there was no road to speak of, the sun had left its peak, and the air was so thick with moisture she panted with every step. She stopped by a fallen log and pushed her hair from her brow, sticky with sweat.

      I’ve been here already. I’m fairly sure I’ve seen that same moss formation at least twice…

      Her confidence lost some of its glamour. Was she walking in circles? Looking up to the sky, she saw that the sun was declining to the West, and this comforted her a little.

      “I just need to follow that direction and I’ll get to walk in a straight line. And then I’ll find some noble’s house, I’ll be safe and they’ll feel honored to have the royal princess under their roof.” It all made perfect sense. “Maybe there will be honey cakes, too. I’ll make sure they’ll bake some for the occasion.”

      With the prospect of food and shelter she resumed her march, a smile steadily spread on her lips.

      “And if they’re not noble, I can bear a villa for one night or two. Alcmena said there are plenty scattered all over the countryside in both Epidalio and Zafiria, it will be a wonderful new experience!”

      It was still pleasant to walk in the ancient shadows of the trees. Oaks, she considered, looking at the lobed leaves, and here and there the splash of orange of mountain-ash, and the black of elderberries. She smiled at a white butterfly flying over and followed her uneven path through the bushes.

      Too late she realized the ground was changing. One moment her foot was sinking in the soft layer of grass and leaves, and the other a gurgling sound anticipated a cold, thick splash on her calf.

      Gaiane stumbled forward and looked down in horror. Someone--no, something was grabbing her ankle and was pulling her down!

      “No! No no no!” she wailed. “It’s satin! It’s a nightmare to clean!”

      She tried to lift her foot, but the viscous muck was traitorous: half hidden among the ferns, it sucked her leg in and threatened to make her fall face first. Gaiane stood on the brink of the puddle; trying to move forward was out of the question, because she wasn’t really into risking what was left of her dignity. Stepping back was hard, with that slime holding her foot captive.

      “Alright. Alright, no panic. I’ve come this far, and I won’t let this… this… stupid error in the design of nature interfere with my plans.”

      Her skirt was beyond salvation already, so she swallowed pride and disgust and tucked it in her belt. Now not just her hem, but her waist too was stained in blackish brown.

      “A problem for another time. And now… pull!” she spurred herself. She pulled her leg upwards, and her silken shoe slipped from her foot. “Oh no! You… damned-ground-formation-with-poor-drainage-and-adverse-geology, I hate you!”

      Her voice, squealing in the buzzing silence of the woods, was covered by the angry cawing of some nearby crows.

      She was stuck. And she wanted to cry again.

      Breath, Gaiane. Calm down. It’s nothing serious, you simply met a patch of soil with such density and viscosity it impaired your walking. You read about it in the third volume of Kleishtenes The Old’s treatise on rocks and soils. Chapter sixteen, page three hundred and ninety-four. Or ninety-five. Or whatever.

      The thought of her books was oddly comforting. She bit her lower lip and clenched her fists, determined to get out of that muddy situation.

      She grabbed her knee with both hands, steadied herself on her other foot and gave a big tug.

      The first attempt almost made her fall into the puddle, but after some whirling of her arms she regained her balance. One more try, and with the help of a low branch right above her head, she wiggled her leg free.

      With a loud plop she fell back in the grass, shaking dirty water and blobs of mud from her foot.

      A very bare foot.

      “M-My shoe,” she whispered. Her lip trembled again as she stared at her toes. Tears rolled down her cheeks once more, and this time not even Alcmena’s reprimands on how to properly behave managed to stop her cry.

      She sobbed for a while, her head thrown back and her eyes squeezed shut. When she ran out of tears, she wiped her nose on her sleeve and considered her situation.

      She needed her shoe back, but the idea of sticking her hand in the puddle to retrieve it made her previous encounter with the slug seem a pleasant surprise in comparison.

      Magic rolled down her nerves, demanding to be unleashed. And it was tempting--just call it to you, Gaiane. It’s less than a snap of your fingers away.

      She extended her hand, but before her power could come to the surface, she closed her fist.

      Unwise, she thought. Not just her tutor’s warnings, but one of the maids’ voice emerged from her memories.

      A simple girl, with the anonymous face of a peasant and the simple grey robes of the servants. Gaiane heard her whisper to another serving woman right outside of her door. The girl, among small sobs, said that she missed her home, that the guards had found her after she used magic to help her granny fetch some water from the well. That simple spell had drawn the attention of one of the Queen’s patrols, and two days later the girl was taken to the palace.

      Gaiane hadn’t understood the issue. Going from the boring life of a peasant girl to the glamour of the palace, and with the honor of serving a princess to boost? That was good luck, not something to whine about. But that detail had stuck with her: Gaiane’s mother was sending around her troops to recruit mages from Epidalio, and they tracked them down following their spells.

      If she wanted to stay undetected, she needed to lay low for a while.

      Ten minutes and some more pulling herself together later, she was back on her feet, limping slightly with every step. The moss and leaves, after all, were not that soft, and every twig and sharp rock poked at her heel.

      It was already bad, but when the forest grew darker the mosquitos came, and Gaiane reconsidered her previous concept of “discomfort.” Those insignificant black dots hummed by her ears, got into her mouth and landed on every inch of exposed skin. She slapped herself so hard that the back of her neck burned, but the itch was even worse.

      Scratching to the point of bleeding was unnerving, but it helped her to keep two more pressing matters at bay.

      First, she was crossing the line to despair. She was alone, it was getting dark and there was no road to be seen. She was scared, but she’d never allow the realization that she missed home. It was a prison, and she needed to learn her way around freedom. She deserved it.

      Second, but not less important, she was thirsty. She controlled the need for as long as she could, but as the twilight closed above her, her tongue started to feel too thick to swallow, her lips cracked and dry. The forest seemed to have grown over a sponge, but no stream was to be found.

      And maybe a very small spell would go unnoticed, since apparently she was miles away from any form of human presence. A mixed blessing.

      She cast a cautious look all around her, but the shadows were quiet, and the chirping of birds indicated that they were not disturbed by any strange presence.

      All she needed to do was call for the water. She knew it by name, and it was bound to answer. So she crouched by a boulder and closed her eyes, shutting out her fears and doubts and focusing on the life around her. Sap running from roots to leaves, blood in the countless small animals crawling and flying and burrowing in the ground, flower and fruits waiting for their time.

      There.

      Groundwater, running deep a dozen feet under the surface. She buried her fingers in the soft soil and extended herself. Her spell had no sound or shape, it was a simple extension of her own being, as natural as breathing.

      The soil first turned damp, then wet. Gaiane opened her eyes and smiled at the small pond surrounding her hand, gurgling gently among the grass.

      It was enough to quench her thirst for now, and the less conspicuous her use of magic was, the better. She cut the connection and checked her surroundings--no, all was unchanged. She was still on her own, and safe.

      Kneeling by the water and dipping down her cupped hands was a small pleasure, and she savored the anticipation of the clear, refreshing taste in her mouth. She lifted her hands and took a sip, and what little was left of her fascination for the wild disappeared for good. She coughed and sputtered as the muddy water trickled down her chin and on her bodice. For a long, horrible moment she thought she would be sick again: her stomach churned, and the awful taste stuck to her tongue and palate.

      When she calmed down, her thirst was still there. One way or another, she needed to drink, and using more magic to purify the stream would mean pushing her luck. Still nauseated, she forced herself to have a second taste.

      Still awful, and she grimaced in such a way Alcmena would’ve scolded her. Those ugly faces would make her face all wrinkled very early, her old teacher used to say. Right now, it was the last of Gaiane’s concerns. She took heart and swallowed, and almost threw up when the dirty water dripped down her throat.

      With a moan she stuck her tongue out. Disgusting, but annoyingly effective. After the third sip, it didn’t even taste that bad anymore, as long as she didn’t think of her herbal teas and honeyed fruit beverages.

      At least she was not thirsty anymore, and she could extend her search before darkness came.

      To her surprise, night came too quickly, and in the darkness the forest seemed twice as scary. The mosquitoes were still plaguing her, and now she couldn’t see where she was going. Her belly rumbled--sure, all those days hiding into the essence of stone and earth had kept her physical needs at bay, but now? She could do that again, but it had been quite traumatic the first time, and she wanted to test her survival skills more.

      Still, the idea gained some charm when she put all her weight on something sharp and pointy.

      With a loud gasp, Gaiane lifted her bare foot and floundered around, almost falling when her heel caught into a protruding root.

      “Ah!” she whimpered, jumping to keep her balance and to land as gracefully as possible on a nearby stump. Whatever she’d stepped on, it burned like needles pricking her flesh. She couldn’t see, but when she ran her thumb under the arch of her foot she felt thin spikes protruding from her skin. Panting and grinding her teeth she plucked them out, or at least that was her intention. The burn was horrible and some were buried too deep to get a decent grip and pull them out.

      “It hurts... Oh, why? Why me? I’m a princess! I deserve better!” she said with a pitch of hysteria and (more) tears to her voice.

      Pain and sickness weren’t part of her life. Had never been. She might have hated her tower, but it was the safest place under the sky, and now she was falling victim to… to what?

      Sniffing, she squinted in the shadows before her and leaned forward. She groped the ground until she found the source of her mishap--a burr, half squished but still prickling.

      It didn’t help her. Oh, of course, now she could deduce that she was maybe moving to a different part of the forest, where oaks left room for chestnut trees. But it was dark, so very dark, and she was on her own, with a burning foot and a grumbling belly.

      She slid down the stump and circled her knees with her arms, burying her face in the grimy folds of her skirt.

      In her bubble of despair, a bad thought peeked from her mind. The worst. The most dangerous.

      I should have stayed in my tower. And now I can’t go back.
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      “How much longer do I have to wait?”

      The Zafirian man’s voice, nasal and smug, was even more annoying than the banging of her hammer. At least the pounding had a use. His horses, shifting lazily between the shafts, were quiet. She could ignore the constant production of piles of dung for that.

      Leo clenched her fingers around the handle and briefly closed her eyes.

      “I can do it quickly or I can do it well. Your choice,” she said.

      “If you think you’re getting extra for being that slow you’re up for a sour disappointment. I’ve been out of Zafiria for long enough, and I need to go back as soon as possible. Are you even listening, girl?”

      No, she thought.

      “Yes,” she said. Once more her hammer hit the wooden hub until it snatched into place and nearly disappeared in the surface of the cartwheel. The steel tire wrapped around the felloes had seen better days: the nails securing it were rusty, and one was gone for good. Leo gave half a thought about suggesting she fixed that, too--but when she glimpsed at her customer’s shiny black boots behind the wheel spokes, her idea evaporated. The jackass was tapping his toes on the dirt floor of the shed, and she wanted him gone more than she wanted the extra coins.

      With some luck, he’d be gone ten miles or so before the tire broke. By then, other, more Zafirian blacksmiths and carpenters would have had to listen to that man whining and complaining.

      The mental picture of that wealthy fop face down in the mud, cursing Epidalian poor craftsmanship, was pretty nice.

      “There you go,” she said, standing up and wiping her sweaty brow with her forearm. “It will hold until the next…”

      “It better will, or else you’ll hear from me,” the man said. He was in his fifties, with a fading black circle on his forehead, peeking from his dark hairline. Leo suppressed a snarl.

      “It will,” she insisted. When she dropped her arm, the stranger squinted at her.

      “You’re young. Why aren’t you serving your due under Queen Cibele's rule?”

      Now Leo did snarl.

      “I’m not an outlaw, if that’s what you’re suggesting. And I really hope that’s not your intention. Sir,” she added in an afterthought, scrunching her nose as she spat the word out.

      The rich guy--not noble, Leo had thought at first glance: he was trying too hard to look important to be anything but an upstart--caressed the goatee on his weak chin and smiled.

      “I see. Your sign is so faded I can’t even…”

      “Twelve tin talers,” she cut him short. She turned her back on him and crouched to get her tools back. Her cheeks burned, and the last thing she needed was to blush in front of a damned Zafirian clown.

      “Twelve? Nonsense! I’ll give you five, and you’ll even thank me for my…”

      Embarrassment left Leo in a flash and she spun on her heels, the hammer firmly in her fist. She was a span shorter than him, but where her customer was a plump, delicate Zafirian flower, she had the solid frame of Epidalio’s oak trees and all the stubbornness of her eighteen years.

      As tempted as she was to slam her hammer on his foot, she grinned and schooled her face to a polite smile.

      “I’m sorry, are my fares too high for your pockets? We can make it ten, if you wish. I’m always ready to accommodate the request of a…”

      “How… no! Of course I can afford it, who do you think I am, one of your countryside bums?” The man flushed a nice shade of purple and his mustache quivered in outrage.

      “As you wish, sir. I was just…”

      “I’ve never been more insulted! And by an Epidalian manual laborer nonetheless!” He rummaged through the satchel at his belt and counted the coins in his palm.

      Leo slung the hammer on her shoulder and smothered the remains of her anger.

      Manual laborer, you say? Just because I’m not the best with sparks and tricks. Typical Zafirian.

      The man slipped the coins in a small purse, tossing it to Leo.

      “Fifteen. You uncultured shrew,” he mumbled.

      “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you, my good friend. Hope the rest of your journey goes smoothly.” She bowed her head in the faintest mockery of a curtsy and marched out of the shed, blowing a dark ruddy lock from her brow.

      “And be glad you were the only available blacksmith for miles!” he called from behind her, but she was gone already.

      She bounced the small bag in her palm. The leather of the purse and of her glove dulled the clinking of coin, but its weight was comforting.

      Yeah, alright, maybe changing a hub wasn’t worth all that money. But plucking a Zafirian is a noble job, and I’m good at it.

      The coarse fabric of her sleeveless shirt was itchy against her heated skin.

      The truth was not as fun.

      She needed that money, and those talers were barely enough to keep going for another month or so. Not many people made their way to Elertha’s Mill. The place was far from the main roads, buried deep into the woods by the Arrowhead Creek. Even before the invasion it hadn’t offered much. Now, eight years after the Spring Slaughter, the mill was in pieces, the only tavern was abandoned and the farms razed to the ground. Only a handful of people remained: Leo and her father, some tired couples with their chickens and scrawny goats, old Clio and not many more.

      For the past years, Leo had been the youngest person in town. All her friends had gone to Zafiria, and not many of their own will. Silas, the chubby son of the blacksmith she was apprenticing with; Yannis and Rena, her two neighbours, only one and two years older than her. Even Iris, the fair daughter of the innkeeper, with her pink cheeks and sweet hazel eyes…

      Gone, all of them. Taken by elegant soldiers to work for the Asares family. Young people, their power still nearly intact. Spirits forbid the blasted invaders used their own magic, depleting their stocks.

      She’d heard some had been seen in the woods in the East, living like beggars or little more. As far as she was concerned, they were as good as dead, empty of magic and will to live. None of them had returned, and Leo had learned to live with her loneliness.

      She rolled the coins in her palm and frowned.

      There was enough to pay for Clio’s remedies, and if Da was in good shape she could take her chance with a trip to the nearest market. A day long journey was a risk, but Da could count on a good stock of medicines, and they needed some cheese and flour. They couldn’t live on eggs and wild rabbits alone.

      Leo sighed. She craved the diversion of a day at the market, where she could forget the Mill’s misery for a while. But it was a treat for another time, and she really didn’t feel like leaving Da alone...

      Weeds had invaded the path running through the village again. She needed to clean it, or some of the older, more short-sighted people of the Mill could get lost or stumble and fall. The last thing they needed was someone with a fractured femur.

      Most of the buildings that were still standing were of reed and clay, with straw for roofs and grass growing over them. The old buildings were empty or crumbling, abandoned after the Spring Slaughter and the recruitment of all the young folks in town, eight years ago. Only Leo and her father still lived in one of those houses, and it was a dire necessity: Da did poorly in the damp and cold of the reed huts, so she had to fix their old place with scraps of wood and broken shutters.

      Her first stop was the small hut almost drowned in an overgrowth of ferns and flowers. Leo swatted a fat bumblebee from her wrist, careful not to hit it, and bowed to pass under the jutting branch of a black locust tree. The long dark spikes brushed the shorn sides of her head, making her shiver a little.

      Clio’s roof needed some working. The last summer storms had drenched the straw, and now the ridge board had caved in. Leo took mental note to offer the old lady a hand for free.

      Before she got to the door, the smell of onions and potatoes cooking made her mouth water. She’d skipped breakfast to help the whiny Zafirian guy, and now she was hungry.

      Priorities, Leo.

      She wiped her face against her shoulder. It was hot, and she wanted to get to the river for a quick dive. Ignoring her needs was one of her best skills, so she lifted her fist and knocked on the chipped boards of Clio’s door.

      In the few moments it took Clio to reach the door, Leo listened to her friend whistle an off-key melody that reminded her of something her mother had used to sing (in a much better voice) to her. To avoid the sting of pain and longing she focused on the faded remnants of pigments on the door--a daisy here, some reeds there, but it was hard to tell.

      Eventually, Clio pushed the door open. Her round, wrinkly face peeked from the crack, and a smile tugged at her thin lips.

      “Here you are, my girl! I was waiting for you, I expected you to come yesterday!”

      Clio’s gown looked more ragged than ever, and her long grey-streaked charcoal hair dangled in two thin braids on her skinny shoulders.

      Leo nodded and picked two coins from the purse.

      “I’ve got your payment here. And a little extra, if you…”

      Well, hello to you Leo, I’m alright, thank you for asking! My hip is troubling me a bit but it’s always the same when it’s about to rain,” Clio snapped, pulling the door open. “Honestly, I’m sure your father taught you some manners!”

      “Alright, you got me.” Leo chuckled and took a step forward, stooping to kiss Clio’s cheek. “Better?”

      The old woman cackled and patted her shoulder.

      “Better, yes! Now just give me a moment, I’m fetching you the salves for your dad.” She turned around and disappeared in the semi darkness of her hut. Leo could only see bundles of drying herbs hanging from the roof, a stool by a dented basin and some quilts piled over a cot in a corner. A cauldron bubbled over the fire, and from where Leo was standing the smell was delicious. “Oh, I’m making plenty of soup. Get some, if you wish!”

      “Thank you, Clio, but I’d prefer to go home straight away. Da needs his…”

      “Yes, yes. I know. Ah, for the love of the Spirits, I thought they were--ah! Got it!” Pans and pots clattered and fell when Clio limped back from one of the countless shelves. “Are you sure you don’t want to come in? Last month I came across a book, and it’s only missing half its pages! You may want to give it a…”

      “No,” Leo said, harder than she’d wanted. “I have one already. It’s… enough.”

      And I remember when the Mill had shelves full of books for every child in town, and not just to learn magic. Now the Asares have taken it all away.

      The thought of her book, carefully hidden under her straw bed, soured her mood.

      Clio didn’t push any further, but when she returned to Leo her black eyes were too gentle.

      “As you wish, child. Here,” and she handed her a loosely wrapped bundle. “Steep it in hot water--not boiling, mind you!--for…”

      “...I know, Clio. I’ve been doing it for years.”

      “Fine, but I’ve added some more foxglove for an extra kick, so don’t overdo it.”

      Leo looked down at her hands to hide the shadow in her eyes.

      More foxglove. Da was getting worse, then.

      Clio sighed, and her smile faltered a little.

      “You know, fall’s coming. We’re past the height of summer, and thunderstorms are on their way. It’s going to be raining a lot, and…”

      “Clio, you’re drifting off.”

      “Ah. Right.” Clio plucked a thread from her sleeve and sighed. She lifted her sharp eyes on Leo and frowned. “You should go to a more stocked herbalist and fetch some of those stinky lotions they make in the North. It will be better for your father’s condition.”

      She tried to smile.

      “You’re a good friend, Clio, and you’re right. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “You’d learn my craft and carry it on yourself, of course. That’s what you always do! And you’d better consider my offer of giving you my notes, I’m not getting any younger and you might need…”

      “Don’t worry, Clio, we’ll find a way. Right now, I have too much work to do to spend my time going over your horrible writing!”

      Clio snorted. “My writing is neat!”

      I can’t tell, Clio. Every letter looks the same, and they all look like messy chicken scratch.

      “If you say so… listen, it’s always good to check on you, but I’ve got to go. Da’s waiting.”

      “And we don’t want to keep his girl from him any longer. Come visit me sooner, Leo, it can get lonely here.”

      As she traced her way back through the tangle of vegetation out of Clio’s home, Leo thought about the old woman’s words.

      The Mill was a lonely place, at times; but it was home, and all of Leo’s best (and worst) memories were there.

      She shrugged those thoughts away and focused on the practical necessities. Maybe she needed to go to the market after all. Not for her, but for her father. It would be acceptable, not a day off but an errand she couldn’t postpone much longer.

      A ruffled chicken fluttered in front of her. Her house was the farthest from the river, and only when she was in sight of it already she smelled wood smoke and herbs in the air.

      She smiled despite her nervousness. The place was small, with cracks in the walls and more patches than roof, but seeing the thin line of smoke coming from the chimney meant her father was up and about. And if he was cooking, he was in decent shape.

      She wiped her feet on the threshold and pushed the door open with a grin.

      “I’m home!” she called.

      At first she could make little of the small room, blinking the red shadows from the sun away. Piles of colorful, if threadbare, clothes were scattered on the table, a stool was placed by the window, and worn out clothes and half melted candles were on every available surface.

      A door in the left corner led to her room, if she could call it that. The floor was dirt, with the remnants of planks here and there; when she stepped inside her humor darkened a little: Da hadn’t swept that morning. No big deal for her, but she knew he hated a dirty house. Messy was fine, but dust was bad for his health.

      The room was too hot for the summer day, but she could live with that. The red flames from the hearth silhouetted a lanky man in a brown shawl.

      Leo’s father turned around with a dashing smile that almost eclipsed the feverish glimmer of his eyes, the black skin too tight and thin around his sharp cheekbones, his gaunt cheeks.

      “Already? You’ll have to wait, then, food’s not ready yet!”

      Leo ignored his panting when he strode through the room to kiss her forehead and hugged him gently. He seemed so frail in her strong arms. It hurt.

      Her concern must have shown on her face, because her father took her by her shoulders and pushed her back with a very Da-like frown.

      “What’s that long face, Leo? I’m not getting worse, if that’s your concern. You shouldn’t worry that much.”

      “Someone has to,” she said with a shrug. Folco wasn’t that old, and one would’ve expected a man in his early forties to be in better conditions. Life hadn’t been kind to him: he’d endured the death of a beloved wife, the crumbling of a comfortable, simple life, and the weight of raising a daughter on his own. A lifetime working as a dyer, breathing in the acrid smells of pigments and ammonia, had done the rest. His lungs were weak, and his heart struggled to keep going.

      Folco ruffled her hair.

      “I guess that’s what it means being a family, constantly worrying about one another… come on, wash your hands. Have I ever told you that haircut makes you look like a chicken?”

      “Like the one you’re cooking?”

      “Er… yes, let’s say it’s chicken. But it’s going to take a while more, so off with you now,” and with a grin he shooed her away.

      Leo rolled her eyes, left the bundle of herbs on the table and twirled on her heels, heading out of the small door in the left corner.

      Her room looked more like a closet, with tightly woven reeds serving as roof and floor. Her bed was a bundle of straw wrapped in rags; Da had sewn her covers with patches of different colors, and botched as it was, it looked comfy enough. Leo flopped down on her bed and fumbled on the shelf behind it to retrieve a  fire striker. A couple of clicks, and she lit up her small lamp. As the wick burned steadier, her collection of trinkets appeared from the shadows.

      Dozens of toys stared at her: a mechanical soldier, carved in wood with a full metal armor and a tiny sword it could swing if you pressed its head; a duck on wheels, painted in bright colors and ridiculously detailed, a doll made of dad’s leftover fabric, with two mismatched buttons for eyes. Even a small box of fireworks, but Da disapproved of her toying around with black powder, and she kept them for some other time. Leo was too old to play with them, and there were no kids to give them to, but building them gave her some purpose.

      She toed off her boots, kicking her toolbox in the process. Her wrenches and small saws clinked and clattered, and she caught a set of nails before it scattered on the floor.

      In doing so her knuckles brushed a smooth, leathery edge.

      It was still there.

      Da frowned upon her obsession, but her fear was pointless. He’d never throw her book away. It was all she’d managed to salvage after the soldiers had taken upon the Mill, destroying everything and everyone on their way. Including master Galeno's cart, his books and his spirit.

      Leo pulled the tome from under her bed and gently laid it in her lap. Its pages were rippled with years of dampness and misuse, the letters on its cover faded, and the leather peeling at the corners.

      But it was hers. The source of her hope and frustration.

      “The Fundamentals of Magic,” the title read in bold large letters. She’d learned it by heart in the years she spent staring at it. The book had lain forgotten after during the raid, a brick of paper and mud under the shatters of Galeno's belongings. She sometimes felt guilty, clinging so desperately to that relic, but it was her only chance to find out if she was anything more than the good daughter of a dyer and a lost mother.

      Leo opened the book on her legs and ran a fingertip over the cobweb of black letters.

      She’d tried to read it countless times, and with the same disappointing results: three sentences and one hour in, her head throbbed and the letters started to play tricks on her. They twisted and flipped in front of her, they slipped from her brain and she couldn’t catch them.

      Once more, anger flooded through her. She could read--she recognized the words, she knew they meant something, but it was like holding water in your fist. Maybe that was the reason she’d never managed to produce a single spark from her fingers, let alone discover and tame the power that must have ran through her, like everyone else.

      She slammed the book closed and scrunched her nose.

      Or maybe I’m just dumb.

      As if in reply to her dismal thinking, the door creaked open and her father peeked in.

      “Leo, are you… oh. Again?” he asked, his voice low and gentle.

      “No. I was just… you know, checking if…” She slid the book back under her bed and sprung to her feet with a stiff smile. “It’s nothing, really.”

      “It’s alright, little one. I just wish you were…”

      “I’m washing my hands, just give me a moment and I’ll come.” she interrupted him, turning her back on him and pulling her gloves out.

      Her father sighed but didn’t insist, and guilt poked at her.

      The same old song: you’re smart and capable and unique, you should love yourself more.

      Easy to say for someone who still bore the trace of the black ring on his forehead.

      Leo huffed and rinsed her hands at the basin in the corner, drying her palms on her tunic.

      By the time she went back to the main room, the table was set and the piles of clothing pushed aside. Da mended tears and rips in everyone’s clothes, and in rare occasions he sewed new ones. It was all he could do now that his health had put a stop to his dyeing business.

      The poor little creature steaming in the chipped plate was not a chicken. It was too small, dark and sinewy. Leo didn’t ask, and she gratefully accepted the bony thigh her father offered her.

      “Did you take your medication?” she asked. She almost choked on the first bite, but she swallowed it down with a gulp of cold water.

      Da nodded over the meat he’d barely touched and showed her the content of his mug. It was thick and smelled bitter, and when her father took a sip, he grimaced.

      “So bad?” she asked.

      “Worse, even. But as long as it works, I won’t complain.”

      Something snapped inside Leo. She dropped the clean bone in her plate and clenched her jaw.

      “You should! You should complain, and tell me how you feel, if you’re in pain, what I can do to help you… but no, you just keep going, you smile and… and I don’t know what to do, alright?”

      Her father’s eyebrows shot up his forehead and his eyes opened wide.

      “You’re doing everything you can, honey. It’s more than…”

      “It’s not enough!” she blurted out, hating how loud and angry she sounded. Da deserved better than to be the outlet for her frustration, but she was beyond common sense. “I should take you to a real doctor, and not just feed you Clio’s weeds and teas. I should find a better job and take us both to the countryside instead of living like frogs here in the meadows. But I can’t, because I’m just… I’m nobody, I can’t even do magic, and…”

      “Have you considered that maybe I don’t want to leave this place? This is where I lived with your mom, it’s my home!”

      It was the last straw. Leo got up, but her father stopped her with a wave of his hand.

      “No, now you must listen to me. I’m your family, and it pains me to hold you back.”

      Leo sighed and sat back at the table. Good, now she felt horrible.

      “I didn’t mean that. You’re not a burden.”

      Her father lifted his shoulder and cocked an eyebrow.

      “If you say so… still, you could use some fresh air. We’re almost out of salt and flour, and it’s still early. Why don’t you go to the market? You could sleep there and be back in the morning.”

      Leo laughed softly, even if her throat felt tight with anxiety.

      “And leave you on your own?”

      “It’s just for one night, I can take care of myself. Don’t fret!” He coughed in the crook of his elbow, and Leo tried not to stare. She didn’t want to know if there was blood in his saliva.

      She got up and circled his shoulders with her arm, gently patting his back until he’d calmed.

      She couldn’t tell him he needed more efficient medicines for his illness, but she couldn’t avoid the truth any longer.

      Eventually, her father caressed her hand and took a shivering breath.

      “You grew up so much and so fast… your mom would be very proud of you,” he wheezed. Then, as his voice steadied, he smirked. “Maybe not so much about your hair…”

      The worst had passed, and Leo chuckled and playfully swatted his hand away.

      It was a good idea, after all. She did need some time off, and since it was Da’s thinking, she was absolved of her perceived guilt.

      An hour later she was making her way on food. Toad, the village’s only horse, was lame and she didn’t want to stress him further.

      Leaving the Mill made her heart lighter. She counted four hours to get to Tarini, the nearest marketplace, and at least as many to shop for the bare necessities. With some luck, she could skip sleeping on the road and be back home a little before dawn. The thought didn’t worry her too much.

      When she reached the road, she blinked in astonishment. She’d grown unused to the sight of people, but the crowd making their way on the grey cobbles seemed too sparse even for her standards.

      She adjusted the empty bag on her shoulders and frowned. Maybe it was just a matter of time: two months ago, on her last trip to the market, it had been morning. The afternoon clearly wasn’t the best moment for shoppers and merchants.

      She shook the concern away and walked down the road. It was weird not to be surrounded by trees and vegetation; the fields were turning golden, but there were too many patches of weeds infesting them--more farm hands had left for Zafiria under the Asares’ command, and it showed. She wallowed some more on the injustice of that system while the sun burned the back of her neck and drenched her shirt in sweat.

      Eventually, Tarini appeared on the horizon. To Leo, it looked intimidating, with too many houses stacked one above the other, and its narrow streets running in the shadow of too many buildings. Half were abandoned, with shattered windows and holes in their roof, and she never felt their charm.

      She was content to just visit the stands on the outskirts of town, and the most peripheral ones, too. There, the goods were cheaper and there weren’t as many customers bumping and shrieking.

      Still, it was overwhelming.

      Leo clutched her bag as she walked through the stalls. Plump chickens cooed from their cages, and blocks of meat covered in flies buzzed as she passed by. She easily ignored the vendors of sweets and jewelry, cheap as it was, and dodged a fat man who pushed a live baby goat in her face.

      What she couldn’t resist was the cart selling mince pies near a crossroads. She bought three to take home, and one more for her supper; it was still warm, with a mouthwatering scent of cloves and roast mutton, its pastry yellow with butter. She licked her lips in anticipation and tucked it in her bag, and then added some strips of dried meat to boost. Cheap and long lasting, they were a good addition to her pantry, together with some of the earliest apples, small and pink.

      It took her long enough to spot an herbalist who didn’t look too much like a charlatan. The first one tried to sell her river monkey hands to enhance her magic; they were clearly coypu paws, and she doubted they served any purpose at all. Two more insisted on offering her raspberry leaves for period cramps (no, thank you very much, she was fine) or grappa infused with vipers. She didn’t even want to know why one would put a snake in his booze.

      Eventually, she stumbled upon a tiny, messy stall in a shadowy corner. The yellow haired seller caressed his mustache as Leo told him about Da’s illness, and without a word he nodded and handed her a bottle of dark green liquid.

      

      “Three drops twice a day. Five if it snows. Start after the equinox and go on until spring,” he said in a heavy accent. Two talers were a lot, but Leo hoped they were worth the effort.

      Nobody pushed her around, and while it was pleasant to avoid the tight-packed crowd she remembered, it was somewhat weird.

      It was late in the afternoon when she resolved to get the heavy part of her shopping list. Her purse was lighter, but there was still enough coin for a bag of salt and a sack of flour--a small one, but she would make do with some acorns from the woods.

      To her surprise, the miller’s stall was more crowded than the rest of the market. Leo stood in line, grunting with every push of her neighbors and glaring at the woman who tried to cut in front of her. Everyone was talking at once, and she tried her best to ignore the chaos around her. The sun was starting to set when she found herself pushed against the lateral pole of the stall.

      “... see, told you,” said a bald man to his friend, in front of her. “Gonna be a real mess til they found her.”

      “Hush, you. Might be some guard here, and you don’t want ’em to come question us!”

      “As if I knew anything…”

      “As if they care!”

      Leo squinted when the couple moved on. Someone had nailed a sheet of parchment to the pole; a silver wax seal with a ribbon embroidered in white butterflies hung from the footer. Black words, bold and tightly packed, filled the yellowish surface.

      “T-T-The R-Roal… no, Roayal… no, no. R-o-y-a-l. Royal H-House of…”

      She hadn’t meant to read it out loud, but it was easier that way, and she did it absentmindedly. Still, the two guys ahead of her heard it.

      “What?”

      Leo’s cheeks flushes and she looked down to her boots.

      

      “Nothing,” she mumbled.

      “Can’t read, girl?” asked the bald one, but his friend, stocky with a thick mustache, silenced him with a grunt.

      “You can’t even read your own name, don’t be rude!”

      “I can read!” Leo said, louder than she’d intended. “It’s just… I’m a little short sighted, and it gets hard to see with such little light.” A lie she’d practiced for twelve years at least.

      “Oh! Sorry, then,” the first guy said. “Here, let me… there’s plenty of those around, and I heard the seneschal read it out loud. It says that the Royal House of Zafiria and Epidalio--alright I’ll spare you the titles and such--anyway, they lost princess Gaiane, and they offer good coin to whoever comes with some info about her whereabouts, and a real treasure--they say fifty thousand talers!-- for anyone who finds her and brings her back unharmed. And to be careful when approaching her because she’s a mage and all that stuff. As if that was the only thing that mattered,” he grumbled, rubbing his forehead. His black circle was so faded that it looked like an old scar.

      “Bah!” Mustache Man snapped. “It fails to mention that if you don’t give any info at all because, you know, you don’t have any they’ll beat the shit out of you, burn your house or poison your wells?”

      Shiny Head Man stared at the parchment and shook his head.

      “No, I can’t remember it said anything…”

      “It was sarcasm, you fool. Anyway, I know of at least a couple of farmers who got their cattle beaten and barns burned because they knew nothing about any sodded princess. And just in the last three days!”

      Leo blinked.

      “I had no idea,” she said. “I came all the way from Elertha’s Mill and saw nothing.”

      “It’s ‘cause you’re on the right side of the issue,” said Mustache Man. “They’re moving this way, those patrols, and there’s many people avoiding the market already.”

      “Blame it on the fares. I swear it, the barley’s twice as expensive this year!”

      “You’re just seeing double, you drunkard…”

      “They lost their princess, by the way?” Leo interrupted them.

      “Gone, they say. Kidnapped, probably…”

      Shiny Head rolled his eyes.

      “Nobody talks ‘bout kidnapping!”

      “Of course not, you ass. It’s just that at court they have no clue what happened, and they’re panicking, and they’re sending soldiers all around the land looking for a missing girl because they don’t know where to start…”

      “And they burn down places to smoke her out like a mouse?”

      “Well, they’re panicking, as I said…”

      Leo drifted off. She stared at the manifesto and past the wall of text, until she saw the miniature of a portrait. A girl with black hair and a heart-shaped, pale face. She instantly didn’t like her.

      “Dark times ahead, my pal. Dark times,” said Mustache Man before stepping in front of the stall to place his order.

      Dark times indeed, Leo thought. The blank stare of the princess was mesmerizing to the point some other customers cut in front of her.

      This useless doll sneaks out for a walk, and us poor souls have to face the wrath of her nightmarish mother and guards. Justice is a lie.

      More people rushed in front of her, but she couldn’t move.

      Soldiers roamed the land. They burned down houses, threatened innocent people, showed no remorse to find the lost princess.

      A chill ran up her back.

      The patrols were marching to the Mill.

      “I need to go home,” she whispered.

      It was probably nothing--the Mill was too far out of the main roads to be of any interest, and not many people stumbled that way. But Da was alone, and he was frail. He needed her more than they needed salt or flour.

      Suddenly, the marketplace seemed unreal. The people pressing against her too vivid and distant at the same time, the shadows too deep and the light too bright.

      I need to go home, she repeated to herself. Her back to the pole, she slithered down the queue, stepping on some feet and causing some grumbled protest.

      She didn’t care.

      “Sorry--I’m sorry, I must… if you’ll excuse me,” she said under her breath, wiggling to snatch her bag free from the pressure of the mob. By the time she reached the back of the mass, she was drenched in sweat and shaking.

      She jumped free and staggered among the sparser people.

      Only now did she notice more manifests all around--hanging from the outer city walls, by the entrance doors, and she even glimpsed a pair of soldiers glistening in steel under the twilight sun.

      Her mouth was dry, her stomach lined in lead.

      She had to hurry. For nothing, probably, but she couldn’t stand wasting more time here, far from home.

      The way back home was a long chain of fear and self-reassurances linked together by her swift steps. She nearly ran her way back to the Mill, ignoring the burn in her calves and the darkness closing around the dancing flame of the torch she’d brought along.

      It’s fine, of course. I will scare Da the moment he sees me run through the door in the middle of the night, and he’ll scold me for doing the trip in the dark when he’d said I was to come back home in the morning. And then he’ll ask where the salt and flour are, and I’ll hug him and everything will be the same as always.

      The refrain bounced in her head with every beat of her heart. In any other situation she’d have spared a thought for the black shadows looming over her once she left the main road, and maybe even felt a hint of fear, only to banish it out of stubbornness. Now, though, she marched through the ferns and bush thorns, indifferent to the burn of scratches on her shins and the cold sweat making her hair stick to her brow.

      She was two miles from home when the wind rose. The warm caress on her heated cheeks stopped her into place.

      Smoke.

      Leo gasped in the darkness and almost dropped her torch.

      Maybe it’s something else. An accident. It’s not necessarily that bad.

      But she couldn’t stop her hands from shaking.

      She ran in the woods, vaguely aware of how the path looked wider and more trampled than ever. Her throat burned, and any time she slowed down to give her lungs and legs some rest she fought back tears.

      Thick layers of mist welcomed her to the outskirts of the Mill--only it was not mist. She wasn’t supposed to see the buildings from here, but through the bitter smell that made her eyes water and her nose prickle she glimpsed flashes of gold and red.

      And at this point, reassurance was a waste of time. As was self-care.

      Leo sprinted through the last of the bushes dividing her from her home, her bag bouncing heavy against her side and twin streams of tears running down her cheeks. The torch fell from her hand, dying in the moist ground. Still, she could see--embers painting the foundations, low flames dying against the wet reeds.

      She held her left side, stinging with fatigue, and reached the outer border of the village.

      She slowed down to a limp and sniffed. Cinder and ashes filled her throat, and she pulled her collar to her nose.

      Her shed was gone. It hadn’t been much more than four wooden walls and some straw for a roof, of course the fire had claimed it first. But it was empty, and it didn’t matter--don’t look, it’s just a building, it was empty and you must not care about it. Think of the people!

      But as she zig-zagged through the path, now muddy from the footprints of half a dozen horses, she realized the Mill’s people was nowhere to be seen.

      She pointed straight to the left, hoping against all hope she was wrong, and peeked through the smoke.

      An invisible hand clenched her chest and emptied it of all air.

      Clio’s house was an empty shell. The roof was collapsed for good, the door and shutters hung loose from the hinges. All the ferns and flowers crowding the walkway were stomped in the mud, and in the shadows the hut looked void and dead.

      Leo stopped and covered her mouth with her hand.

      No. No, this can’t be. We’re peaceful people. We’ve suffered enough. Why this?

      She took one hesitant step toward the smoking house. Under the crackling of the fire, it was too silent.

      Leo sunk her teeth in her lower lip until she tasted blood.

      Clio was dead, wasn’t she? And she couldn’t help her. But her father--maybe he still stood a chance.

      She backed away from the ruins, guilt layering her stomach and weighing down her bones.

      Da. I must find Da. He needs me.

      Before she realized it, she was running again, despite her aching throat and burning eyes.

      Her skin crawled with countless invisible bugs. Leo dropped her hands and stared at her home.  What was left of it.

      The embers glimmered indifferent through the cracks in the walls. Gone were her quick fixes, the second-hand shutters closing the hole in the roof. Gone was her room, burned to the ground to a pile of ashes. Her toys, her creations. Her book.

      “No,” she rasped.

      True.

      It was true, and yet so distant and unreal. The embers were red strokes in the night, the air thick and heavy.

      The wind rose and ruffled her hair, dispersing some of the smoke.

      Leo’s legs barely obeyed her when she took a step forward--she couldn’t fall, no matter how weak her knees felt. She needed to see.

      The gaping void of the door opened on a motionless picture of death. A toppled cauldron. A scrap of green flax. A shoe.

      Heath rippled the air, and Leo’s heart leapt at the illusion of movement it created.

      “D-Da?”

      Her voice, so small and hoarse. The voice of a young girl who’d lost what little was left of her family.

      “Da?” she called again in a sob.

      Only the sizzle of the dying flames answered her.

      The whole world wiggled and bent in front of her, it folded around her and crushed her.

      “No, no it can’t be. Not again, not…”

      The rush of blood in her ears was deafening. She swayed and held her hand out to the chaos of broken items on the threshold. Fragments of a life twice lost.

      A mournful neigh echoed under the cacophony of her pain.

      She was going mad. Of course she was, because her father was dead and her heart was breaking. Toad was gone, too, and she was losing her mind.

      But then the sound returned, and a soft buzz with it.

      Leo rubbed her eyes and turned around in the smoke.

      “Leo! Spirits’ sake, get away from there!”

      Clio’s voice was heavy with tears and hoarse with anger. But it was undoubtedly Clio, even if Leo couldn’t see anyone in the smoke.

      “No, Folco, you stay back, it’s…”

      “It’s my daughter!”

      Da. Shocked, loud as he hadn’t been in ages.

      Leo gasped and emerged from her shock.

      “I’m here!” she rasped, but a fit of cough interrupted her. She stumbled toward the source of the voices, and before the smoke could clear, her eyes veiled with tears.

      In a matter of seconds, she found herself wrapped in a shaking embrace.

      She couldn’t believe it. Stunned eyed, with tears streaming down her cheeks, she stared at her father’s skinny shoulder.

      Real. Alive. He was holding her, sobbing and shaking.

      Her nerves broke. She let out a muffled cry and crumpled in his arms, her knees giving way under her.

      “It’s alright, Leo. I’m fine. I’m fine, and you’re here--oh, sweet Mother, I was so scared you… you’d never…”

      His breath faltered and he swayed. Leo roused and managed to steady him, frantically caressing his face.

      “I’m here. And you, too. We’re going to be fine, I promise, I’ll never leave you again, I…”

      “Leo, they took everything,” Clio said from behind them. Leo looked up and saw her, her hair tousled, her cheek dark from a large bruise. In the light of her torch, the rest of the Mill’s people was snuggling up like terrified hens. Toad couldn’t put one of his hooves down, but he shook his large head and snorted.

      “What happened?” Leo asked. She knew the answer already.

      Da took her hand and guided her away from the ruins of their home.

      “Soldiers,” he whispered. In his eyes, Leo saw the echo of the old nightmare coming to life again.
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      The blood wouldn’t come off his hands. No matter how hard he scrubbed, how insensitive his fingers turned into the cold stream: he could still see the dark red lines under his fingernails, the crimson stains on his wrists.

      Crouched in the leaves, he panted as he rubbed his palms on his skin. The calluses were hard, but not enough to brush him clean. Never enough.

      He could still feel them. Bodies piled above him, a bloated eye pressing against his cheek, cold and slimy. The stench--rotting flesh and burning wood. Everywhere.

      Muttering under his breath, he inhaled deeply. Sweat beaded on his forehead, his hair was sticky, and he couldn’t get rid of the blood.

      When he dipped his hands in the cold water again, he shivered.

      He stopped, looking at his fingers under the surface. Thick, pale things, stained in dirt. Black. Not red.

      Not blood.

      Evandro blinked hard and fast, squeezing his eyes until the world around him shed the relics of his dream.

      There were no corpses. He was alone, as he’d been for the past eight years. A hermit in the woods, dressed in hides and roughspun fabric, not in the velvets and steel of his uniform. His skin was covered in scratches and insect bites, bruised by a life spent in the wilderness hunting like a beast. No sword cuts or bullet wounds. Of those, only the pale scar on his shoulder and the pink circle on his thigh remained.

      Taking a long, shivering breath, Evandro sat back on his haunches and ran his hand down his face, grimacing when he pulled at the tangles in his beard.

      Why were those nightmares back? It had been months since the last vision of failure and death. For the first weeks after the Spring Slaughter, Eliodoro had visited him every single night. His eyes judged him--I asked you to save my family, and you abandoned them. Where’s Ligeia? Where’s my child?--and he turned his back on him, walking away until all that remained was the corpse pit Evandro had woken up into.

      Not dead. Painfully alive.

      Now, though? It’d been years, and he’d reached some form of peace. The past was in the past, and he was a knight no more. Not even the memory of glory remained, only the mourn for those he’d lost. They were gone, and the Dawn Star had set, never to rise again.

      Evandro splashed some water on his face and stood up. His poor belongings took only a corner of the small clearing he called home: a bundle of thick covers, his fireplace, a small pot hanging from a tripod. His clothes and belt hung from a tree, and his thick hunting knife protruded from a crude sheath. Among the jutting roots, a makeshift bow, a length of rope and nothing more.

      This was his life now. One he’d chosen, fit for someone beyond redemption.

      And yet the dreams continued to plague him.

      His arms were covered in goosebumps despite the warm summer morning, and he frowned as he laced up his trousers.

      They were gone, nightmares and memories. As is my king. That’s for the best: he wouldn’t like this new version of me.

      Only after he’d rolled his tattered sleeves up to his elbows did he feel like himself again. And as such, he stopped to think.

      The woods were quiet. For someone as used to the wild as he was, this was not a good sign: this early in the morning the birds usually chattered loudly amongst the trees, and this silence was haunting.

      He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply--and he almost choked on thin air.

      Smoke. Distant, feeble, but unmistakable for someone who’d grown used to using his senses like any animal.

      Evandro took his head in his hands and tried to focus.

      This is just the lingering effect of my dreams.

      But his words sounded false to his ears the moment they formed in his mind.

      He tried to relax and dropped his arms, breathing in the scent of the forest.

      No, it was not in his mind only. The smoke was everywhere, faint where the wind carried it away, stronger from where he stood, upwind.

      But why? It made no sense. This part of the Epidalian forest was of little interest for the woodcutters, the ground too steep to make for a decent hunting ground, and in the lower side of the hills too damp and tricky for the proximity of the rivers and bogs. A perfect place to disappear for a dishonored fallen knight.

      A bubble of something forgotten grew in his chest. Curiosity, something he hadn’t experienced in years. He corrected himself out of habit: no, not curiosity, it was just caution. If there were people around, he’d rather avoid them. Or at least not have them discover him bundled among the bushes.

      Someone was burning his woods, and since these were his only source of food and shelter, he was well in his right to go and see what was causing such a commotion.

      He slung the bow across his chest and secured the knife in its rough scabbard. Slowly, even the last memory of Eliodoro's hurt look faded. A nightmare, that was all it had been, summoned by the smoke. Not a vision, just memories resurfacing against his will. Nothing to ruminate on.

      He packed his covers and supplies in a tight bundle and threw it over his shoulders. After he’d kicked some dirt above the cold fireplace, he looked around: it was as if nobody had ever set foot in the clearing.

      A dry smile tugged at his lips.

      A ghost leaves no traces.

      He set off without a destination in mind. This was his standard procedure: stay for some weeks in a place, then pack up and leave to find a decent place to hunt and fall asleep day after day, with no plans for the future but stubborn survival. It was easier in summer, but he’d made it through enough snow blizzards and harsh winters to think that not even death was interested in him.

      He walked uphill from the cleave and zigzagged among the chestnut trees and hornbeams that covered the slope. Twigs of hazelnut trees caught in his pants and whipped his calves; under his feet, the carpet of leaves from the past winter was soft and moist, and here and there fresh tufts of grass and moss emerged from the brown undergrowth. He splashed in a small puddle, covering his boots in a new layer of dark mud, and grabbed the trunk of a young birch to perch himself and avoid slipping too much down the way.

      It was just another day in an environment he’d learned to know by heart, but the more he moved, the more something sounded off.

      He walked over a dead tree and frowned, listening to the world around him. His footsteps made little noise on the dead leaves, and he’d expected to hear the usual rustling of birds, the startled jump of a frog or maybe even a hare caught in their morning routine. But not today. Everything was silent, and he could hear his own breath.

      The forest, today, was completely vacant: while he wasn’t trying to be entirely stealth, at this time of the day the birds should’ve been chirping and whistling all around him, and the squirrels bickering to get the best spot on the chestnut trees. Yet, not even the cawing of some quarrelsome crow could be heard in the distance.

      Weird.

      Wrong.

      He tried to focus on what felt normal—the fertile scent of the ground under his boots, the fresh hint of green from the broken twigs and crushed leaves. It didn’t help. The smell of smoke veiled everything, and he fought to keep the memories at bay.

      He made his way along the crest of the hills, and in a couple of hours the smoke became thick enough to point in a specific direction. Crouched under a rocky ledge and by a thin waterfall, Evandro looked down into the valley.

      He knew the place. He could still make out the shape of the crumbled mill by the placid stream of a river. There were ruined buildings, but those still smoking from the fire were smaller, their straw roofs devoured by the flames. Even the tiny gardens and orchards were blotches of dark grey and white, and in the shadows of the valley, a large tree was still burning low. Evandro squinted when his nerves twitched—was anyone still alive? Nobody, nothing moved in the devastation, not that he could see, at least.

      He’d never visited the village, too small even to deserve such a definition, and he’d been happy enough with its inhabitants’ lack of interest in their surroundings. But now all that remained was a blackened halo punctuated with piles of debris, a black and white picture of a once living place. Evandro closed his eyes: he’d never known any of the people living there, not even by sight. But they were dead, or left with nothing. It was unfair, but there was nothing he could do, or have done about it. He was past the point of caring.

      When he gave the burned circle one last look, though, a gust of wind perturbed the ashes. Evandro wouldn’t have spared a second thought to the whirlwind of black and grey that rolled across the plain, but something moved in the shadows.

      Something white and silver, slender as the wing of a seagull.

      Or of a butterfly.

      The taste of his nightmare was heavy on his tongue. He could’ve recognized the Asares’ coat of arms everywhere, even after years of pushing the invaders to the back of his mind.

      The echo of his past self came to life, and Evandro placed his hand to his side. Under his fingers there was only the horn of his knife’s handle, not the steel of his sword; still, he gritted his teeth.

      Not only did they killed his king and destroyed the peace of his land; now they violated what was left of Epidalio’s peace.

      Is this what you came to tell me tonight, Eliodoro? That it’s time for payback?

      He searched for an answer--no, for the determination to act. Ashes, drier than those of the unfortunate village down the hill.

      Evandro loosened the grip on his knife and stood up.

      Not like that. It was pointless, there were no heirs to claim the throne, and he was nothing but the shell of a knight that had failed his last and most important task.

      He walked away from the tragedy and tried to banish the memory from his eyes, and for some time it worked. He’d almost managed to convince himself that his real quest now was that for a decent spot to camp when the damp afternoon air stirred.

      The wind carried along the distant clicking of hoofbeats on the paved road. Evandro, still scrambling on the hill’s top, crouched behind a standing stone and counted.

      How many? Two--no, more. Three or four, but one was ahead of the others. He brushed a lock behind his ear and listened more closely. Right-hind, right-fore; pause, left-hind, left fore. Horses at walk, properly shod with thick shoes. Mounted, all of them.

      Before the party appeared after the turn at the bottom of his field of vision, Evandro knew what to expect: four horsemen, fully clad in armor and chainmail. Over it, the white tabard of the Asares, the same silk of the flying banners they were carrying.

      The hair on the back of his neck stood up.

      Little time to think: fighting them was suicide, and no matter how often Evandro had considered the idea in his earlier hermit days, it was not an option at the moment. Not with a handful of wooden arrows and a pathetic hunting knife.

      The four horsemen approached on the road.

      Evandro closed his eyes. He didn’t care, right? He could simply turn around and go back to his woods and his life. He was a ghost, and ghosts don’t change.

      But the memory of Eliodoro visiting his sleep was still too fresh. He couldn’t ignore the signs anymore, even if it was like poking at an old wound.

      The soldiers were the answer to a question he didn’t even dare to ask.

      What’s happening? To Epidalio, to me?

      He looked down the slope, and the sun glistened on the shining armor, on the mane of their steeds.

      Things happened for a reason. Soldiers, too.

      And they have answers. Quick answers, more than going around and asking commoners.

      Tailing them was his best chance. If they were to attack another village, he could warn the poor people before the disaster. Further down the road, some five miles or so, a landslide from the spring storms blocked the road--he’d seen it weeks ago, following a wounded wild boar, and clearly the Asares men had no idea. Or they wouldn’t be walking straight into it.

      Evandro rolled from his shelter and hurried through the bushes, checking the road every now and then not to lose sight of the knights.

      His heart raced, and he couldn’t tell if it was for the anger burning through him for the Asares’ past and present wrongdoings, or for the sheer excitement of being active again. A real chase, not just the ambush to get his next meal.

      Eliodoro's smile flashed through his memory. His black hair, his eyes crinkling at the corners with humor. The last wink he’d given him before disappearing behind that door and falling to an anonymous soldier’s sword.

      Evandro shook his head, and the leap in his chest made his reflexes stagger.

      Caught in a protruding root, he stumbled and cursed out loud. Whirling his arms around served no purpose but to unbalance him even further toward the slope.

      With no time to think, he surrendered to the pull of gravity. His ankle twisted the wrong way and he crashed to his back with a grunt, falling unceremoniously down the hill.

      Branches slapped him across the face, and handfuls of dirt and leaves filled his mouth; no matter how much he tried to fumble for a handhold, all he could do was slow down his fall and turn his rolling into an ungraceful slide. All made more interesting by the scatter of arrows he left on the hill and the painful poking of his bow in his side.

      He stopped with his back against a tree trunk with a loud oof that turned the last of his hopes for stealth to dust. Evandro gasped and panted, collapsing to his side with a shaky arm wrapped around his waist.

      Alright, time for a plan B, he thought. His whole face felt numb, his body throbbed with countless scratches and bruises.

      The road was just some dozen feet away, and the knights were slowing down, looking right in his direction.

      Evandro snarled and slowly pushed himself to his feet. His ankle felt wrong, but after some rolling of his foot he declared it still in one piece and tried to put some of his weight on it. Predictably enough, it hurt like hell, but it cooperated enough to allow him to limp for the rest of the slope.

      The bannerman, riding at the head of the group, stopped and raised her fist. To her signal, his three companions pulled the reins and placed their hands on their swords.

      “You there! Stop, in the name of the Queen!”

      Evandro bit the tip of his tongue to swallow a litany of furious replies and kept his eyes low. He knew he was dead to the world, and he’d neglected himself enough to look nothing more than a ragged vagabond with a scruffy beard and patched clothes.

      But I don’t trust my eyes enough for this.

      He diligently held his hands up and stood in the middle of the road.

      “Easy there, I’m un…unarmed”, he rasped. Was that his voice? It had been an age since he’d spoken with anyone, and he sounded strange to his own ears. Rough, broken--just like him.

      “What are you doing here, traveler? We were informed of no settlements in this part of the forest,” the supposed captain said. Under her plumed helmet, her square face was hard and unfriendly. “Speak now!”

      “I’ve got nothing to hide,” Evandro said without looking her in the eye. The rest of the company shuffled behind her. “I just… ah!” he gasped when his ankle gave a painful throb.

      “If you’re looking for help then you’re in the wrong place. We’re…”

      “No, no, I’m fine. I was just wondering--you’re on a mission, right? And I know these woods better than any of you. No offense,” he added in a rushed growl. The captain shrugged.

      “None taken. Were you expecting us?”

      “Not exactly, I was more like looking for you. And I’d like to assist you, if you need the help of…”

      “If you know nothing about the lost princess, then get out of our way!” one of the other soldiers barked from the rear. “We’ve met enough uncooperative subjects already.”

      You… lost a princess? Thank you for telling me, then.

      He knew little of the Asares’ spawn, only that she was said to be the force behind the demise of the Laskaris family. And for Evandro this was enough to paint her as her worst enemy.

      “Oh, I… I didn’t know,” he said. Surprise was blatant in his tone, and he did nothing to hide it. “I… er, I lived on my own for quite some time now, and news of this never reached the… the forest, let’s say.”

      “Whatever, you beggar. You sound particularly useless to our cause, so stop wasting our time.” The captain kicked her horse’s sides and trotted on, but Evandro was quick to limp in front of the beast.

      Trample me if you must, but you won’t get rid of me so easily, he thought in a blaze of white-hot rage. He hoped his beard hid his grimace and looked at his boots.

      “But you said so yourself: you don’t know this part of the forest, right?”

      “Technically no,” one other soldier said in a deep, slow voice. “We just said we didn’t know there were people in this…”

      “You need a guide,” Evandro pressed on. He was ready to seize the horse’s reins to keep the patrol in place.

      You’re going after the person who destroyed all that I held dear. You may not know it, but you’re giving me the chance to get a revenge I had never planned.

      The captain snarled and slammed the pole of her banner on the road.

      “Get out of our way, stranger, or I’ll consider you as one of those who crossed the Asares’ rule.” She squared her jaws and wrinkled her nose. “You don’t want to suffer their same fate” A flick of her heels, and the horse took a step forward.

      “But I’m here to cooperate!” Evandro said. His voice sounded louder now, and it didn’t catch in his throat anymore. He followed the horses down the road, ignoring the soldiers’ glares.

      “I said no,” the captain said. Evandro shrugged and marched steadily in the group’s trail.

      “And I say you need me,” he insisted.

      The woman stopped her horse with such strength the poor beast reared and snorted.

      “One more word, and I…”

      “The road’s blocked five miles from here. I bet you didn’t know that,” he interrupted her. He enjoyed the flick of her eyes--he was right.

      You’ll tell me everything you know. And before you know it, the forest will take you, and your princess will meet my blade.

      “But now I do,” she pressed on.

      “And how do you plan to circle it? There’s bogs in this part of Epidalio, they can swallow your horse whole. I don’t think your queen would appreciate your…”

      “Fine!” the captain snapped. “Come, but shut your trap. I don’t like your accent.”

      With a gesture of her head she called her companions, and they all took over Evandro.

      “Try not to slow us down,” the last in line said behind his back.

      Don’t worry, I’ll be right behind you, he grinned when they couldn’t see him.

      For a while they marched in silence, but not enough for Evandro's tastes. The footfalls of the horses rang too loud on the stones of the road, and keeping up with the group meant Evandro could hear little but the beasts walking and the armors clattering.

      Of course the birds didn’t chirp with such a cacophony.

      The shadows were stretching around them in the sunset when the captain turned to peek at Evandro from under her helmet.

      “How long to your supposed landslide, stranger?” she asked. The trees were thicker here, and her voice produced no echo under the green canopy.

      “I said five miles, didn’t I? We’re to cross a…”

      He never finished his sentence.

      The first stone fell from the sky, or so it seemed. It bounced on the chestplate of the soldier at his left, leaving a dent in the polished metal.

      The horses whinnied and kicked, and the four guards took their swords at once.

      Another projectile hit the muzzle of the captain’s horse; the beast reared up, a stripe of blood running between his widened eyes.

      “Spirits take you!” the captain yelled. One more stone, as big as an egg, caught the raised visor of her helmet and closed it with a clang.

      Evandro half crouched and held his breath.

      This was definitely not part of his plan. Or of his knowledge of the land, for the matter.

      The hail of stones hissed through the bushes, and Evandro instinctively covered his head with his arms. Among the trees, darker shadows moved right beyond his sight. A hand emerged behind a rock, wielding a strip of leather.

      Crude as it was, the slingshot was deadly. It swung in the air and shot its load, right in another soldier’s face. The man swayed on his saddle, and the horse fell with him, crushing his leg under its weight. The sword clanged on the road, sliding with a cloud of sparks toward Evandro.

      The next stone got him in his shoulder and he leaned back with a grunt.

      The sword was two steps from him.

      Take it. Take it!

      But when he moved his hand, a second voice whispered in the back of his head.

      Unworthy.

      Whoever their attackers were, they stormed from the woods. Enemies of the Asares, bandits, outlaws--Evandro couldn’t tell. He caught a glimpse of a man with a wiry black beard, and then his skull cracked.

      A flash of pain, red and bright. A warm flow of nausea numbed it, pouring from the top of his head down his brow and into his eyes.

      Blood? Was it blood in his mouth, salt and copper on his lips?

      The chaos of the battle was a muffled hum, the last lights of the day clouded by black blots.

      The horizon tilted, and the road rushed to his face.

      Evandro passed out in a puddle of his own blood before his face crashed against the stones.
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      Gaiane had lost track of how many times she’d cried. Tears were a constant company in her faltering rounds in that Spirit’s forsaken forest. Her cheeks were sticky with salt and dust, her eyes puffy and burning, and overall she was the most miserable version of herself ever seen.

      She dragged herself on, one painful step at a time. Her first night in the open had left her exhausted, because sleeping when everything around her creaked and whispered and slithered had been impossible. Not just fear had kept her awake: her foot was on fire, stabbed by invisible hot wires under her heel and to her toes. She had cradled it in her lap for the dreadful hours of darkness, sobbing at the thought of the gangrene. For the whole night she’s obsessed over the idea of dying alone in that damp, disgusting place, and then over the picture of someone finding her and cutting her foot off because there was nothing they could do. And then the faceless stranger would bring her back to her mother, and she’d end up locked in her tower again, forever imprisoned…

      A sob clenched her throat. It was late afternoon again, a whole day spent limping on the moist leaves. Her stomach ached from the raspberries she found that morning; they were sour, and too few to fill her belly, but they were real food. The pale pink fruit had set her teeth on edge for hours, and now she groaned for the fierce heartburn--but she needed food. Ffruits were easily available: she knew that elderberries were delicious in jams and pies, but she’d never had raw. And while she could technically tell blueberries from other, more dangerous fruits, she preferred not to take a chance and risk food poisoning.

      There were plenty of animals keeping her company, frogs and rabbits and countless birds; a plump pheasant had even approached her to peck at the ground between her feet, earlier that morning. Her stomach grumbled, but she shook the sensation away with fierce determination. Eating those innocent creatures was inconceivable, even with a snare or a trap.

      Nothing could comfort her now. Not the memory of her books and of all the knowledge she’d borrowed from them, nor Alcmena’s pride and encouragement.

      Gaiane sniffed loudly and balled the frayed hem of her skirt in her fist. It was something more than dirty, it was caked in mud and already covered in holes; silk, apparently, was not the right fabric for a long hike in the woods.

      Woods that were different from the area she’d emerged into. Tired as she was, she was still clear headed enough to notice the subtle changes around her. The ground felt like a big sponge, bouncing and sloshing with every step. The trees were different, too: oaks left room for black locusts and poplar trees, and the air, if possible, was even damp than before. A horrible change, really.

      It’s time for some positive thinking, princess. She rubbed her eyes; her sleeve smelled horrible, and she didn’t want to consider the disgusting tangle of her hair. You’re still free, after all. Your calculations were probably correct, and you’re somewhere in Epidalio. Nobody has found you yet.

      A sharp sting burned on her shoulder. She snarled and slapped hard, killing a horsefly mid-feast. A red circle of blood spread under the bug’s corpse, and Gaiane’s jaws tingled with nausea.

      She stepped over a puddle and scratched the bug bite. It ached, so different from the itch of the infinite stabbing from the clouds of mosquitoes; those she could almost ignore, at this point.

      Maybe this would kill her. Were horse flies dangerous? They hurt, that was for sure. She didn’t want to die--not like this. Not at all.

      Once more, her lips trembled. Crying wouldn’t bring her closer to a proper road and this time she managed to keep her eyes dry.

      

      If I whine some more, I’ll start to doubt my decision. Doubt is the real enemy here. Not hunger. Not darkness.

      Hope. Hope was what she needed. Despite her tired legs, her missing shoe, her own stink of sweat, she could still think of what to do once she was settled.

      A bath, first. And then she’d send for Alcmena. Oh, her tutor would be so worried about her, and so horrified about the state of her clothes! But to hear her sharp voice again, to bury herself in her arms and find comfort in her pragmatic tone… yes, that was something worth putting one step ahead of the other.

      In the dusk, the woods seemed more frightening than ever. But Gaiane didn’t fear them: bugs were a bother, but other than that no wild creature had tried to hurt her, or even approach her.

      They know I mean them no harm. Pure souls, they react to a good heart.

      The first howl surprised her as she was crossing a small creek. A long call, sweet and eerie that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere in particular.

      Gaiane froze by a fallen log and a chill ran through her bones. She’d never heard anything like that before: it was nothing like the rough voices of the hounds she sometimes heard from her quarters, or the funny impression Alcmena used to make for her. It reverberated deep, picking a mysterious chord inside her and covering her skin in goosebumps.

      It was the first beautiful thing she experienced in almost two days, and a slow smile spread on her lips. She scanned the shadows, eager to see one of those majestic creatures, but she saw nothing.

      A bit disappointed, but thankful for the diversion, she sighed and resumed her wandering. And a few minutes later, the howling rose again--one, and then another, calling from a nearby hill.

      Closer.

      When the night closed above the woods her fascination for the wolves started to blur a little. No matter how carefully she gazed into the bushes, all she could see was more shadows.

      Eventually, the shadows blinked.

      Gaiane let out a soft whoop! and looked behind her.

      Their paws were silent on the leaves, and half a dozen of speckles of cold flame in the darkness stared at her. The moon, high above the treetops, reflected in the wolves’ eyes.

      She swallowed, but her mouth felt dry and cold.

      They’re probably more frightened than you are. You’re human, and they fear you. Just keep walking.

      She wiped her palms on her skirt and grimaced when she loaded her weight on her injured foot, but kept a steady rhythm.

      After the howling came the panting. A soft growl to her right, and the snapping of a branch.

      Wolves don’t prey on people. There’s plenty of deer and venison in the forest for them… they barely approach the farmlands. Eudoxos’ essay on wild predators was very specific, Epidalian wolves are no threat to… to…

      One member of the pack emerged in plain sight, and Gaiane immediately doubted the validity of the old scholar’s research.

      This creature--this beast was huge. Each of his paws was as big as her fists, its head as large as her torso. And when it licked its nose, a set of pale fangs flashed in the moonlight. Another wolf howled behind it, and a third answered its call. A fourth.

      Gaiane pressed her lips together and tried not to pant.

      You’re in no danger. Should anything happen, you can still fight them: surely no guards would patrol this abandoned part of the forest at nightfall. Just walk away, and spare your spells for the worst.

      Her own self reassurance melted in her mind when two more wolves appeared behind her. She picked up her pace, and before she could realize it she was running.

      In a manner of speaking that is, her muscles were strained after her ordeal, her foot wouldn’t cooperate, and her stride was something less than graceful. But she was fleeing, slow as she was.

      Her hair caught in the lowest branches and her gown tore some more on her arms, but she didn’t stop.

      Maybe they didn’t want to harm her, but those creatures were persistent: whenever she checked behind her, they were there. Trotting and cantering, coming so near she could hear them breath and snarl, and then letting her loose for a while.

      A thorn wrapped around her ankle, and Gaiane yanked herself free. She instantly felt blood trickle down the scratches, but she kept going.

      She saw it before understanding what it was--in front of her, half hidden by the trees, there was a blank slate of void. A small part of her brain fumbled for some sort of understanding, but her body was moving ahead of her thoughts.

      She jumped blindly, and not very high. Enough for the jaws of the nearest wolf to close an inch from her calf with a snap.

      Gaiane’s fingertips slipped on the cold surface, and her remaining shoe glided as she kicked to find a foothold. Her whole body was too heavy and clumsy to move; she grabbed a stalk of ivy as thick as her thumb and pulled herself up. In vain: her feet lost their grip on the stone and she dangled from the vine, her toes mere inches from the ground.

      The furious thumping of her heart under her ribcage resonated in her ears, in her head, and almost covered the impatient growls of the wolves.

      With a cry that scorched her throat she bent her elbows and tried again. Her biceps screamed in pain, and something in her shoulders snapped minutely. She closed her eyes and pulled some more, and before she knew it, she was on her knees on a slick, hard surface.

      The wolves were under her, growling and barking in disappointment. There was another sound coming from all around them, a heavy whimper--Oh. It’s me. My voice.

      Gaiane opened her eyes and found she was still clutching a handful of ivy leaves. Her knees, her hands, her feet--everything burned, but she was alive.

      With a loud noise of talons on stone, one of the wolves got on its rear legs and sniffed the top of the boulder. Gaiane screeched and kicked until she was with her back to the rocky wall.

      They weren’t leaving. They wanted to wear her down and then…

      I’m just another prey for them!

      Her good intentions and cautious purposes crashed against the hard reality. A pack of wolves was just six or seven feet from her, and they had time. She was weak, an easy morsel.

      I’m not a prey, and I didn’t risk my life and sanity to escape my prison just to fall to some overgrown lap dogs.

      She ran her hand over her mouth and tasted blood.

      I’m a mage. Born for greatness, bred to be a weapon. If I’m to give my position away, let them come. I can fence off these wolves, I can face my mother’s soldiers, too.

      From her sitting position, she slowly rose to her feet on the small stone ledge. She closed her eyes, and she started to see.

      The wolves were blue shapes of life and hunger, thin threads that spread to the surrounding forest and joined every tree and blade of grass.

      I won’t cut these lives. I’ve killed enough, and I’ll never stop another heart.

      Her fingertips, black shapes behind her closed eyelids, lit up in a red glow.

      The warmth from her blood and the energy from her heart flowed and grew, thickening in spots of magic. Flames, dancing to her own music, dripping from her hands. Friendly and safe.

      Gaiane opened her eyes.

      A ring of fire exploded around the rock. Its blaze lit up the forest, and the wolves backed away in a chaos of yelping noises and widened yellow eyes. It lasted one, two heartbeats, and Gaiane, half blinded by her own spell, managed to count ten wolves running to the safety of their burrows with their tails between their legs.

      The vague dizziness from the use of her power brought tears to her eyes. Again.

      “I’m not like you,” she whispered, and she couldn’t tell whether she was speaking to the predators or to the life she’d left behind.

      She dropped her arms, and she was alone. The fire hadn’t caught in the wet bushes, and only a few embers burned among the dryer grass. She slipped on her rock, tucking her feet under her body and sniffled loudly.

      Alcmena would’ve been so proud. It was part of one of those obnoxious lessons on natural sciences: wild creatures feared fire because they couldn’t understand it.

      Somehow, Gaiane managed to make good use of that piece of information.

      A wet chuckle rumbled in her chest, and halfway through turned into a yawn.

      Gaiane lay down on the hard stone. Above her, the night sky was speckled with stars and shreds of clouds, purple-grey in the moonlight.

      She’d survived one more night. The wolves would bother her no more, for now at least.

      She deserved some rest.

      With a sigh, curiously veined with satisfaction, she closed her eyes and curled up against the night chill. Exhaustion got the best of her, and sleep came quickly. She barely had the time to evaluate the soreness in her body and to check how more painful the wound in her foot was that she slipped away into unconsciousness.

      When she woke up in the morning it was raining, and someone was strangling her.

      

      
        
        …

      

      

      

      Any other time, the light of the fires would’ve been reassuring, a flash of red against the darkness of the night.

      Right now, though, Leo tried to avoid looking at the flames at all, and only the proximity of her father made her sit close enough to the pit to smell the smoke.

      The whole Mill smelled like that. Her home hadn’t stopped burning yet, and its embers blinked in the shadows, far into the woods.

      Da trembled lightly and kept his arms outstretched, his thin hands even darker against the blaze. Clio sat at his other side, and the other three families that still lived there were huddled a few feet from them.

      “Tell me again,” Leo said. Dull, exhausted, her voice was flat and raw.

      “Stop obsessing, Leo. It’s pointless.”

      “Just once more, Da. Please.”

      With a sigh that turned into a fit of coughing, he shook his head, and Clio lifted her eyes from the herbs scattered in her lap. It was all she’d managed to salvage.

      “For the fourth time, the soldiers came, saying that we must have seen the princess. We said no, they didn’t believe us, so they searched every house and made a mess.” Clio brushed a loose strand from her wrinkled forehead and frowned. “They scattered the clothes in your place, one caught fire, and here we are.”

      “I don’t get it,” Leo insisted. It was true: a wall of dizziness stood between her and the mess that tore down the Mill, and she couldn’t see past it.

      “There… there’s little to understand,” Da said. “We lost everything.”

      The house. His tools. Her tools, and her toys. Every last memento of her mom. That damned book, now but ashes under the crumbled roof. A lump of tears swelled in her throat, and she promptly swallowed it back.

      She was never going to be a mage.

      “Oh, stop it, you,” Clio snapped. “We’re alive, and that’s what matters!”

      “Yes, alive, and for how long? With my lungs I can’t build another house, and most of my medicines are gone, if…”

      “Luckily, your daughter is brighter than you, Folco!” Clio shot him a dirty look, but her eyes softened as she turned to Leo. “You did good, child: the salves you brought will be enough to sustain your father until fall.”

      Leo opened her mouth to speak, but her father interrupted her.

      “And then what? You speak as if we could build everything back, but look at us! We’re too few, too old or sick to work, and…”

      “We have three full months of summer, Folco! We can rebuild!”

      “With what money? Because that’s what we need: money to buy tools, to pay workers, to…”

      His voice dragged on in a long list of bare necessities, and his picture blurred in Leo’s eyes.

      He was right, of course. Their current situation gave “broke” a brand new meaning. All they had were the clothes on their bodies, some stinky salve that might or might not be enough to sustain his father until the first cold, and the food she’d brought back from the market. At that moment no one was hungry enough to eat.

      They needed money. Lots of money, and her pockets were as empty as her stomach.

      If only she hadn’t squandered it all buying unnecessary mince pies…

      “... and in case you’re wondering, Clio, money don’t just fall from the sky and in your lap! Either you earn it, or you steal it, but I won’t tolerate it, or…”

      “... or you collect a bounty.”

      The words rolled off her tongue before she could think about them.

      Clio and her father stopped bickering and turned to stare at her.

      “What?”

      “Oh? Sorry, Da, I wasn’t…”

      “No, repeat what you just said. Bounty?”

      The apathy protecting her from the vastity of her loss relented for a bit, showing a glimpse of shock and, behind it, the faintest blossom of an idea.

      Leo blinked and got up, rubbing her hands on her knees.

      “I mean… what if I knew a way to find money? Lots of money?”

      “Leo, if it means getting you into trouble…”

      “Da, no, listen. I knew about the soldiers. About the princess. I knew it before you even told me…”

      She quickly briefed them on her chat at the market, mentioning the impressive amount of money on the princess’ head.

      “They want her dead?” Clio gasped, covering her mouth with her hand.

      “Of course not! They just want her back, and… well, I thought that maybe…”

      Her father slowly stood up. The shawl that Clio had wrapped around his shoulders slid down, and he loomed over Leo.

      “I don’t like where that little head of yours is going…”

      “I tell you, fifty thousand talers. Fifty thousand! There’s enough to pay for a new home, far from this damned bog, and…”

      “Girl, are you really considering helping the same soldiers who ransacked your hometown?”

      Clio objection made sense, but not enough to cover the clinking of coin in Leo’s mind.

      She jumped to her feet, exhaustion gone, and paced back and forth. Her neighbours, the elderly couple who tended to Toad, glared at her.

      “Listen, I know. The Asares stink, and it’s an understatement, they’re criminals and everything but… think of the money! We may never have to worry again!”

      Clio crossed her arms and snorted.

      “Nonsense. That princess is Spirits-know-where, and you…”

      “I know the land. Better than any soldier. I can take care of myself, I can follow a track, and they said they suspected the princess went this way, didn’t they?” She raised her eyes to her father, almost begging. “Da, you know I could do it. And it’s a good idea.”

      A long silence, interrupted here and there by the crackling of the fires. Clio eventually sighed, returning to her herbs, and Leo waited for her father’s reprimand.

      It didn’t come.

      He just sat back on the ground, shaking lightly, and took her hand.

      “I shouldn’t let you go. You know, all that dad discourse like it’s too dangerous, I won’t tolerate this madness and such.”

      Leo crouched at his side. Her heart raced, and despite the late hour and the long journey, she felt a spike of energy through her.

      “You won’t though, will you?”

      “No. I can’t, because you’re right.” He let out a shuddering breath and patted her hand. “Like your mother, she was always right, but I don’t want to lose you too.”

      “I’ll be back! I just need to… pack up? I have food already. Clio, can I borrow a blanket? And some rope.”

      She let go of her father’s hand and jumped all around.

      Excitement slurred her words, the chaotic request for a mug, maybe a pocket knife? No, she had that already. And no, Toad was better with his family, and she would be safer on foot anyway.

      It was nearly dawn when she set off, after many kisses and hugs and “be careful” “No, you be careful.”

      She didn’t turn around as she left the Mill, because she knew that all her resolve was just a bubble ready to burst.

      Still, it sustained her for the first miles. It was near midday when weariness got the best of her: her legs ached, her back was stiff, and tears pricked in her eyes.

      Sitting under the low branches of an alder tree, she let the sleepless night and the trauma of her lost home slap her in the face.

      Was it really a good idea as she’d claimed? The princess could’ve been anywhere, and who was Leo to find her before troops upon troops of trained soldiers? And what if she failed? Da needed a safer place and his medicines, he needed her by his side.

      She buried her face in her arms, hugging her legs against her chest, and stifled a sob.

      Maybe I’m not enough for this.

      But then, in the darkness of her closed, burning eyes, the heart-shaped face of the lost princess flashed at her. Leo snarled and clenched her teeth.

      It was all her fault. That snotty brat, leaving a life of luxury and comfort for a taste of adventure, was behind this tragedy. She deserved to be tossed back to her family, with nothing but cold remarks and the knowledge that she was but a means to an end. A way to get all that money.

      Anger replaced fear and frustration, and when Leo lifted her head her cheeks were dry, her jaws set.

      Stretching her legs out reminded her how tired she was, but resting some more might mean wasting precious time. She got up slowly, wiping her eyes on her shoulder, and adjusted the sling of her satchel across her chest. Her brain started to work at the reassuring, familiar rhythm of gears and projects.

      She had food. Not much, but enough to sustain her for a couple of days far from any city. All she needed for now was to map the territory and check the troops’ movements. If they insisted on investigating the area, they probably had a lead.

      Daylight seeped through the trees.

      First thing: find a high point to control her surroundings. It was something she could do, an appreciated company that kept guilt at bay.

      She ruffled her hair and looked up the hills around her.

      It made sense. Elertha’s Mill was--had been--the closest settlement to the Zafirian border. If the soldiers were so determined to turn Epidalio upside-down to find their blasted princess, the Mill was a predictable starting point.

      Leo clenched her teeth and marched uphill and mentally retraced her previous day.

      Word of the patrols and their quest had reached Tarini, but the city was still in one piece. Of course, it was a bigger place than her hometown, with a stable garrison of Zafirian guards. Using the same brutal methods in such a place would have resulted in a riot, and perhaps those beasts preferred to avoid it.

      For now.

      Words formed too quickly in her brain, overlapping and bouncing all around. The same as when she tried to read, but here she could grasp their meaning and try to put some order to the mess.

      As she made her way to the top of the hill, her satchel rubbed against her collarbones in a burning line. She snarled and went on with stubborn determination.

      Once she emerged on the crest, she blotted sweat from her forehead and looked around.

      If she squinted, she could still see the Mill, far to the north by the river. If she squinted, she could see the black halo of where her home used to be.

      Or maybe it was just her imagination.

      If they haven’t found her yet, how many more people will suffer from this madness?

      She frowned under the sun, and her eyes went back to the Mill.

      I should go back. Da needs me, and I could find a way to build us a new home from scratch.

      She pictured herself walking back to the scene of the tragedy, rummaging through the debris of her house. Salvaging what she could, forcing her family to live in a hut in the woods, unhealthy, full of draughts in the winter…

      No. They deserved better. She could provide better.

      She needed to believe that, and she repeated it in her mind until the words stopped making sense and her hands were steady again.

      She searched the horizon but found no more fires. Only there, in the distance, a pale spike poked through the mist.

      Zafirian’s royal palace. The day was clear enough to see it from here, even if in the South, over the mountains that marked the border with Hirdsland, white clouds were converging into the sky.

      That palace. It had all started from there, hadn’t it? Because of course a princess would live in a castle, pampered and coddled. And why in the name of the Mother would someone want to leave a life of comfort like that?

      A stupid girl no doubt.

      Leo couldn’t quite see herself dragging that brat back to the Queen, but if that was what she needed to save her people, then be it. Fifty thousand tallers were more than enough to erase any form of embarrassment.

      A bitter smile tilted her lips.

      I’ll have to learn how to drop a curtsy.

      By dusk, though, her good intentions had dulled a little. Fragments of hypothesis troubled her plan: what if the princess had been kidnapped? No easy task, since she doubted such a valuable asset could be an easy target, but not an impossible one either. This could’ve explained the fury of the searching squads. And if brigands were involved, how could Leo fight them?

      These doubts left room for gloomier thoughts, and she had to shut them out. It was too easy to let despair haunt her, and right now she had no time for bawling her eyes out like a little girl.

      She squeezed her eyes and pushed back tears, focusing on the sky. A nice sky, deep blue and purple, with pennants of darker clouds covering the first stars.

      The red blaze in one of the farthest valleys turned her breathing into a squawk. Her first reaction was to cover her head and run, but the tragedy of her own house paralyzed her into place. after a moment she recollected herself enough to peek through her arms, ready to see flames paint the forest again.

      But there was nothing. The twilight shrouded the land with grey, and of the flash of light was gone.

      Leo’s jaw fell open as she blinked stupor away. She could almost feel it--the prickling of magic on her skin, making the hair on her arms stand up as if after a thunderstorm.

      That was not the making of a group of soldiers demanding answers on the tip of their swords.

      The princess is a mage. Those two guys at the market said it--the manifest warned about her power. And I know what I’ve just seen.

      Something small and fierce came to life in her chest. She tightened the straps of her satchel, pulled her boots up to her knees and run down the slope.

      The princess was there, and she wouldn’t let her escape.
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      Pain cracked through his bones. It clamped his neck and spine like a vine of fire--white and red and burning deep.

      With every breath he took, his skull swelled and twitched, and behind his closed eyelids everything was blots of crimson and black. His jaws were tingling, nausea gripped his throat, his mouth full of spit and the faint aftertaste of something salty and metallic.

      Blood. His blood.

      Evandro let out a grunt and tried to open his eyes. He failed--or was he blind? Under his cheek was something rough and mouldy-smelling. Voices all around him, the low huff of a horse.

      Was he moving? Who moved him? Why was the ground wincing beneath him?

      Where am I?

      Consciousness slowly flickered back in his head. Frowning, he tried to swallow, but his tongue felt so swollen, his lips so dry they cracked and bled. A low moan escaped his throat as a new set of unexpected sores added up to the already known ones. As he weakly squirmed on the damp boards rattling under his body, his wrists hurt, his hands stung with countless needles over the numbness.

      He was alive, and right now it didn’t look like the best of deals. Something crawled its way up his beard, and he resisted the urge to slap his face. The bug took flight, and he could indulge some more in his perplexed misery.

      Not dead yet. It meant more suffering, and he already felt too sick to live; he’d experienced the sensation too often in his past life, he wasn’t really into a new round.

      It meant more fight, too.

      To this, Evandro held on with his faltering senses. There were worse ways to die, but he couldn’t think of one at the moment.

      The voices surrounding him gained definition. He knew the words, rough Epidalian dialect spoken in hisses and sharp tones, but he couldn’t make out their meaning.

      Another bump in the road, another jolt of the carriage. His grunt was louder now, and someone slammed the cart.

      “Shut up you there,” said a stranger with a deep voice.

      “Let him be,” said a different, angry voice. “Can’t you see he’s wounded?”

      A woman. The captain of the patrol, Evandro thought. She sounded clogged, but very much alive nonetheless.

      Fully awake, he gingerly tried to move. His feet and legs first, and despite being stiff and heavy they seemed to be all in one piece.

      The hushed voices around him were still chatting in nervous undertones. Someone was singing under his breath, a wordless melody that was hushed by a barking order.

      Evandro rolled onto his back and lifted his arms. His hands were swollen, and the tight rope wrapped around his wrists was digging into his skin in an angry, bruised line.

      Outlaws, for sure. He couldn’t think of any other category desperate enough to ambush a group of fully armed people.

      But why are we still alive, then? Where are they taking us?

      Scrunching his nose, he tentatively brushed his head with his fingertips. The throbbing lump was as big as an egg, and still wet with blood. When he dropped his arms, his elbow hit something equally alive and rather pissed, because his other companion muttered a very detailed curse in his direction.

      A different accent--Zafirian. Yes, the soldiers were on his same cart, and not just their captain.

      Why kidnap a whole patrol?

      Evandro blinked. After some more effort, he cracked his eyes open, and he didn’t like it one bit. The blade of golden light exaggerated his headache and doubled his nausea, but slowly that, too, relented.

      He could see, after all, even if there wasn’t much to enjoy around him. He was lying flat on the bottom of the cart, and the trees above him framed the rest of the cargo.

      The captain was sitting at his left, her face bruised and her nose crooked to the side; her mouth and chin were caked with blood, and her thin brown hair was plastered to the side of her head. A second soldier was at his right, and the remaining two were crammed behind the driver’s seat. All of them had been stripped of their armor, their wrists and ankles tied.

      Evandro kicked the boards to sit up, but the captain held him down with her boot.

      She shook her head, and he couldn’t find the energy to protest.

      Alright then. We’re currently trapped and I better behave. For now.

      Craning his neck to the side he made out some details of their captors. The driver was a balding man with freckles on his shimmering scalp and a yellow tunic; at his side, a scrawny kid in his late teens was leading the Zafirian horses, mounting the captain’s steed.

      Evandro focused on the voices. Two more horses pulling the cart, and at least ten, if not a dozen people marching in silence.

      The quiet lasted until the late afternoon. Evandro lay still for what felt like an eternity, and in the meantime his body recovered enough to make him restless.

      In the stretching shadows, the bandits were starting to chat. One of them was particularly vocal, and Evandro recognized the singing voice of earlier.

      “... so I think we should search for him, too.”

      A cough, a spat, and a second voice replied in exhausted patience. Young, too, but harsher.

      “He’s dead, kid. Otherwise he’d have done something in the last, you know, eight years of…”

      “Ah! But you’re mistaken, my good friend!” Whoever the so called kid was, his voice was too spry for Evandro's headache. When he spoke again the sound came from a different angle, as if the stranger had jumped to approach his partner from a better position. “Tell me, when can you call a man dead?”

      “Dunno. I’ve never seen anyone survive without their head. Or with a sword through his chest, too.”

      “Wrong again!”

      Spirits, why was that guy so energetic? Evandro threw his arm across his face, but apart from shutting the light out he was still plagued with those enthusiastic tones.

      “You can call a man dead when you can see their body. And they never found his corpse after the Slaughter!”

      “Yeah, the world is full of people who survived the collapse of half a castle,” grumbled the second man. “And they found his sword. His armor, too. Of course that man’s dead!”

      “Are you even listening? We’re not talking about a simple man! The Dawn Star was a legend, and legends don’t die like that!”

      Evandro's eyes shot open under his arm. He caught his breath, and his senses suddenly tensed at once.

      “Think about it. We spent years burrowed in the shadows like rabbits running from a fox, and now we’re rising again! We’re needed, and not just as foragers to a gang in such a bad shape to even peek out of their lair!”

      “Dream on, boy…”

      Evandro tried to steady his heart. Who were these people? Outlaws suddenly didn’t sound like a good definition. And the Dawn Star was dead, as was their king. He’d made sure to disappear, there was no reason to think anyone could have believed any differently.

      “The First Knight of prince Eliodoro, and of good old king Stelio before him. Flame in his hair, ice in his eyes, the sun himself bowed in awe when the Dawn Star bared his blade. Steel sang in mirth when he wielded it, and he never lost a single duel in his whole life.”

      “Sure. Except for the only one that mattered. You know, when he needed to save our king and the whole land and he didn’t?”

      True enough. He bit the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood on his tongue. A silent prayer buzzed in his head: Leave me be. Let me be dead. I’m not a knight and I’ve never been a hero. I’m a failure and a fraud.

      “The king succumbed to the siege, I’ll give you that, but lord Evandro followed his orders until the very end. It takes some real courage to go against your own heart, and thanks to him we still have hope, we still have the…”

      “Enough with this nonsense,” barked the deep voice Evandro had heard before. “She won’t thank us if all we bring back is fairytales and gossip.”

      The couple fell silent, and Evandro couldn’t suppress a surge of gratitude. The cart was slowing down, and the chatter grew louder.

      “Unload them. And Ampelio, prove me you’re not a complete waste of space and wake the stranger up,” barked the same man.

      “Me? Why me? I’m not a roughneck, I’m…”

      “... a kid who talks too much. Save your tales for the campfire and do as I ask.”

      The cart halted, and before the horses were done relieving themselves, the boards jumped. Evandro stood motionless as his unwilling companions were dragged from his side; the captain couldn’t keep quiet about it.

      “Do you realize this is worse than high treason, don't you? You’re in trouble… in more trouble, if that’s what I think it is,” she added sharply.

      Evandro peeked from his arms. The man who replied, that with the deep voice, had black hair and a scruffy beard. He pushed the captain forward with a thick arm.

      “A noose is a noose. And it’s all for you, lady knight,” he added with a tinge of mocking in his tone.

      “I thought we were going to take them to the main camp. For--I don’t know, ransom? Killing sounds like an awfully drastic solution, and I’m not sure she would approve.” The young man named Ampelio jumped on the cart, and Evandro waited for him to approach.

      “It’s gonna be alright, and we’ll rid the world of some more Asares’ pets. Is that man dead already?”

      “I don’t know--hey, my shabby friend, you’re still among the living, aren’t you?” and he poked Evandro in the side. “You’re a little too warm for a corpse, I think.” And he poked once more, harder this time.

      “Do it again, and I’ll make sure to snap your fingers one by one before I’m hanged,” Evandro snarled, sliding his arms from his face. In doing so he carefully brushed his hair in front of his eyes--if that Ampelio was looking for a ginger man with blue eyes, better not give him any hint.

      “Ah, here you are. I must say you picked a very bad day to do business with the Asares.”

      The lithe man in front of him was in his twenties, with a sharp face and smooth blond hair shadowing his dark eyes. His mouth was thin, and set in a worried line that contradicted his cheerful tone.

      “Business with the… what are you talking about?” Evandro asked as Ampelio helped him sit up, causing a new wave of aches in his muscles.

      “I think you weren’t intended as part of the bust, but here you are. I’m sorry--unless you’re their friend, then I’m not that sorry anymore.” Ampelio was very willing to help, but Evandro pushed him away.

      “Why that?”

      “What? Oh, apart from having invaded our land, enslaved every mage kid in sight--no, sorry, it’s indenture and not slavery,” Ampelio added, glaring at the Asares soldiers, “only to give those poor people back when they’re too exhausted to live? Look around, and you’ll see what’s left of those mages--angry, powerless men. Then there’s the fact that they seized every single book in Epidalio, because come on, ruling an uneducated country is so much easier, isn’t it? And now they’re sacking our villages. For sport.”

      “It’s a royal decree!” the captain snarled. Ampelio ignored her.

      “Anyway, stranger, it really looks like there’ll be no trial. I know one thing or two about how bad it can be to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, and… well. You were.”

      “Or maybe he’s just an Asares’ inside man.” The black-haired guy came forth and grabbed Evandro by the front of his shirt. “Move along. We don’t have all day.”

      “Come on, Ram. You’re not that ruthless...usually.” Ram. The man sounded like the boss of this ragged band of rebels, and Evandro looked beyond Ampelio to check on him. Ruthless indeed, but he meant business. Epidalio was still fighting under the surface.

      “They burned my brother’s farm. He has three kids to care for, and his husband died in the Slaughter. They took me when I was seventeen, and when I returned I couldn’t even make a single spark. I ran out of patience and mercy eight years ago.”

      “It’s alright,” Evandro said in a whisper. “I know what he means.”

      Ampelio cocked an eyebrow at him and shrugged. “Well, you seem peculiarly unbothered by your imminent fate, and it’s probably all because of that bump on your head. Here, let me…” The young man fumbled around Evandro's wrists, the tip of his tongue between his teeth. “You’re not going anywhere, and your hands are turning purple. If you’re to die, at least it will be a more comfortable business.”  He undid the rope, and when he looked up, Evandro closed his eyes.

      “Better?” Ampelio asked.

      “You’re very considerate. I’m going to hang from a tree before morning, kid, this was uncalled for.”

      “You’re not one of them. I can see it.”

      And something, in Ampelio's voice, touched a chord inside the ruins of Evandro's soul. His heart skipped a beat as the words carved their way inside him, deeper and warmer than they were supposed to be. A good voice, Evandro had thought at first. Now the plain whisper had a different color, layered, supernatural. The color of magic?

      But he’s young enough to fall under the Zafirian conscription law. How did he escape it? He can’t be a mage. What kind of trick is this?

      Despite his best intentions, Evandro blinked and looked Ampelio in the eye.

      His new acquaintance was smiling subtly, but his face went blank the moment their eyes locked. His mouth opened slowly, his eyebrows lowered and his pupils blew wide.

      “I’m… I’m just…” His voice was back to normal, and soon his grin returned in place. His cheeks looked a little paler, though. “Oh, don’t mind me. I just can’t help being a nice person, I’m with these guys to keep away from those other guys down there,” and he pointed at the soldiers with his thumb. “Overall, you could say I’m just looking for a good tale to tell. I’m not that special, really.”

      “I never said you were,” Evandro grumbled, moving away from him. Now that his hands were free he could think of grabbing a sword--they’d left them in a pile with the armor at the other side of the bare expanse they’d cleared in the woods.

      And then what?

      Ampelio took his arm to guide him forward. At the overly familiar touch Evandro recoiled and snarled.

      “I can walk,” he hissed, and Ampelio raised his hands.

      “That, and something more, I daresay… could you join the others, there?” he asked. He pointed to the soldiers, tied at the base of a large birch tree. “Er… I’m afraid I’ll have to tie your hands again. Ram is giving me The Look, and brawling is not my strongest suit.”

      “Whatever,” Evandro said, but he barely paid any attention to the words. He was more drawn to Ampelio's voice, and how common it sounded now. He could almost feel the sizzling touch of power crawling up his arms, and the skin where his ring used to be prickled.

      He let Ampelio wrap the rope around his wrists again, loose enough not to hurt but not so much he could wriggle himself free. A good knotting job, he thought.

      Obediently, Evandro walked to the Asares soldiers and slumped with his back against the birch. The man at his side had greying hair and sideburns, and his left eye was so swollen he couldn’t open it.

      “Stop playing nice, boy. You’re all smiles and nice words, and then guess who’ll stand by and look as they kick the stool from under our feet!”

      “Not my choice, good man. And I never said I agreed with Ram’s methods…” Ampelio flattened the shock of golden hair on his brow and gave Evandro one last look.

      “But you’ll stand idle anyway! Traitor, as all of…”

      The man groaned. Evandro peeked to his side: the captain, despite her bruises, seemed untouched by the discussion, and her heel was still on her companion’s foot.

      Ampelio, oblivious of this all, shrugged again and looked at the rest of the gang.

      “I think I’ll go. They need help to set up camp, and maybe Ram can be reasoned with. Partially, at least…”

      Evandro knew he was trying to catch his look again, but he kept his face stubbornly low, and eventually Ampelio left.

      The camp buzzed with activity. There was a fireplace to set, a cart to move under the thicker tree at the bottom of the clearing, a sturdy oak with a branch that could very well serve as the gallows. The teen boy he’d seen from the cart was gently brushing the Asares horses, feeding them fodder and small apples from his pocket.

      Another man in front of Evandro was dividing a coil of rope in five sections, grinning at the prisoners.

      Evandro clenched his jaws against a shiver. Fear? Not exactly; he didn’t fear death anymore, and not even the thought of leaving this world as a nameless bastard and not the knight he used to be caused him any pain. But there was something. The beginning of a plan, the reluctant hope to change the future.

      These people had lost everything to the Asares--their families, probably; their magic, their best years.

      He squared his shoulders and listened. In the dusk, he counted thirteen people in total; two sturdy spotted horses for the cart, and four elegant steeds taken from the soldiers. Tall black animals, with furry legs and long tails.

      “What’s happening?” the soldier behind him hissed, and Evandro turned to spy him behind the shock of his dirty hair. The man, though, was not talking to him, but to his captain.

      “Be quiet, Barnabas,” the woman said. Her voice was flat, her eyes lidded.

      Barnabas, unhappy as he was with being silenced, was apparently very used at taking orders, because he grimaced but didn’t say a word.

      Evandro held his breath when the echo of magic power rippled his skin again. Faint, even fainter than Ampelio had been. Unmistakable.

      He checked on the man tying nooses some ten feet in front of them, but the stranger was unbothered, too taken by his task to care.

      He took his chance and looked at the captain again. Angry and battered as she was, she seemed remarkably more at ease than when they’d been captured, or even taken from the cart. The rest of her team, even Barnabas, now, shared her composure.

      They’re up to something.

      Not a suspect, a calm certainty. Evandro looked at his worn out boots and tried to put his brain on a leash.

      What are we waiting for? The outlaws, the soldiers…

      But for hours nothing happened. The camp came to life with the smell of roasted meat from a sinewy beast on a spitfire, and someone asked for music. After some protest, Ampelio agreed to sing.

      Again, Evandro was drawn to the sound. A rich, in tune voice, sprinkled with enough magic to render the whole company silent. He would’ve been impressed, if only the kid weren’t so determined to sing about the Dawn Star and his heroic quests…

      “Fools,” the captain said.

      “Why?” He wasn’t really interested in making conversation, but anything was a good distraction from Ampelio's song. He’d had enough of his own legends already.

      “They all think they’ll get away with this,” and she raised her bound wrists with a chuckle. “They think dead heroes will save them in the end. I’d feel sorry for them, but I’m not over the stoning yet…”

      Her companions laughed under their breath. They were all awfully relaxed indeed, and Evandro hated how clueless he felt. He needed to take a look at the captain’s forehead, but she was staring at him. No way to tell if the ring on her skin was dark enough to indicate her power.

      A little later, the music stopped, and the camp filled with the clinking of dishes. Ampelio--again--walked to the prisoners with an armful of hard bread and a flask of water.

      “I thought you wanted something to eat,” he said shyly. Evandro almost laughed in his face, but managed to keep a straight face.

      “No luck with your boss?”

      “Er… no, not yet. But I’m working on it, I swear, and…”

      A horse neighed, and the whole group turned toward the sound. Someone was climbing on top of the cart, securing the nooses to the branch.

      Evandro couldn’t look away. Simple yet effective: a slap on the horse’s rear, a snort, a few steps forward. The cart slipping away from under his feet, the rope tensing, and then…

      “I’m sorry. I really am. You clearly have nothing to do with this all,” Ampelio whispered to Evandro's ear. “Nothing to do with them.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Ampelio got up and stared at him.

      “What do you mean?”

      Evandro kept his attention to the gallows.

      “You said you’re just tagging along these people, right?”

      “Sort of…”

      “There will be no tale to collect here. Pack your things and leave as soon as you can.”

      He couldn’t name the certainty that filled his words, but it was as real as the echo of magic radiating from the captain.

      Ampelio clearly didn’t share his feelings, because his young face was still doubtful. Ram spared him the need for further questioning.

      “It’s time,” the man said, pushing Ampelio to the side. “Justice awaits.”

      One by one they were hauled to their feet and pushed to the cart. Evandro rummaged through his memory to find anything useful from his training, but his attention was all for the captain.

      She was smiling, and not with the defiance of a convicted facing the headsman. She was a large cat lapping cream.

      Evandro was the last of the line, and as such he stood at the bottom of the cart. The noose slipped around his head, the knot heavy against the side of his neck. Ampelio was still pestering Ram, but all he got was a shove that sent him flat on his back in the dirt.

      Once the five of them were neatly stacked on the wooden platform, Ram walked in front of them with his fists on his sides.

      “You know why you’re here. We can’t stand by as you shoot up our country again, and this time why? Because you couldn’t keep an eye out for a teenage girl. You lost a princess and blamed it on Epidalio, and we won’t tolerate it.”

      Evandro swallowed, and the coarse rope scratched his throat. Timing was vital here: the moment the cart moved, he could jump and grab the rope, and then…

      “The Asares butterfly waves over the ruins of our land, and whoever stands with the invader is an enemy as well,” Ram added, staring at Evandro with no sympathy. “But we’re not beasts. We’re not like you. Your bodies will be sent back to your families…”

      “You mean dropped on the Queen’s threshold to prove a point,” Barnabas snarled. Ram grinned, showing a gap between his front teeth.

      “If that’s where your loyalty lies… but you’re in no position to sass me. Give me your names, and that of the closest family member you want informed of your death.” He snapped his fingers, and a scrawny scribe trotted out from the small crowd, with a piece of parchment and a bit of coal in his hand.

      A name. I must think quickly, act quickly, I’m not Evandro. I’m no one.

      The low chuckle at his side snatched him from his frenzied plans. The captain was laughing under her breath, her head low and her brown hair cascading around her squared face. Ampelio was the only other person to notice, and his pointy face twisted in concern.

      The sound rose louder, and Ram glared at the woman.

      “You think this is funny?”

      “Oh, I do, rebel scum. I do.” She bared her teeth in a wolfish grin and clenched her fists. “You still think this farce is going anywhere, don’t you? Fool!”

      Ram’s dark eyes narrowed in disgust, and among the humming of the mob, a sentry called out from the shadows. The cry gurgled away into silence, and the heads of every single outlaw turned at once. Evandro wiggled his hands under the ropes, eyes wide and hair standing on his arms. Stillness reigned for a moment: in the shocked quiet, every man grabbed his weapon--maces, bats, a single rusty pistol--and raised it in guard.

      Useless.

      From the thick of the bushes, a rainstorm of shining darts set the night ablaze. The magic arrows found their target: three men collapsed without a sound, the ethereal white shafts stuck in their chests, in their necks and eye sockets.

      The group exploded in a roar. Who survived the first attack retreated behind the cart, and those who weren’t screaming for their wounds did so in rage.

      A sphere of white-hot energy rolled on the ground and exploded in the middle of a small group of fugitives. The blaze and boom covered their shrieks.

      The commotion threw the poor horse in a fit of panic; it reared up and kicked, moving the cart along.

      “No! Fuck!” Evandro snarled, but the wheels were moving fast through the chaos. He tried to keep his toes on the wooden surface, but stood no chance against the pull of the noose. The rope tensed and the noose tightened around his neck, taking away his breath, his best intentions and his wits.

      For a long, horrific moment he just dangled from the tree. Branches moaning at the tug of the bodies, and what he considered the very last seconds of his life badly sucked. He needed air and help, and all he could do was let out strangled sounds as his eyes darted wildly all around. Three soldiers burst from the shadows, all in shiny armor, white banners while magical auras surrounding them.

      A gunshot rang so near it made Evandro's ears hurt--and the last thing he needed was more pain. Danger and fear finally kicked in over the roaring scream of blood in his head. It was something primal, not entirely human, howling at him with the voice of instinct and survival. Evandro lifted his tied hands and grabbed the noose; the coarse fibers burned his palms and his arms and shoulders--Spirits, all of his body tensed in a blaze of sharp pain as he pulled himself up, hooking his ankles around the rope and easing the tension on his throat. He managed to take a single, ragged breath and forced himself not to cough, failing miserably. Upside down, skin peeling from his hands, he grasped the rope in a desperate attempt to keep the balance and finally, finally the tension of the knot loosened slightly. In the moment of rest, he heard it before he could even see it.

      Two of his unlikely Asares companions were dying quickly, their tongues protruding from their mouths. Only Barnabas and the nameless captain proved smart enough to follow Evandro's example, and now they were grabbing the rope, painstakingly keeping their own weight from killing them.

      Evandro stretched his legs up. The branch was inches from his toes, and his shoulders tensed under his tunic, tearing it at the seams. His head felt light already for the awful position, but he eventually got a grip on the branch, upside down, with the bark bruising his calves and the back of his knees. His fingers were numb and clumsy, but now that the rope wasn’t stretched anymore, he could work around it. It took him ages, breathless and frantic in his movements, but eventually the knot around his neck relented, and he managed to pull it from his head. He dropped from the tree with a grunt, crashing on his shoulder and rolling away before he could stop coughing and catching his breath. When he got to his feet, his ankle was still throbbing, but he ignored it.

      He needed to act. His loyalty required him to grab the captain’s feet and pull, finishing the rebels’ job, but…

      There was a dead man at his feet. Around him, the reinforcements chased the remaining outlaws, by sheer force of steel and military discipline this time.

      Evandro knew what to do. He ran to the captain and held her by the legs, lifting her despite her kicking until she pulled free and slumped to the ground couching.

      “You’re… one of us,” her heard her say, but didn’t reply. He stood guarding her until she got to her feet and helped her only surviving companion.

      A shriek pierced the cacophony of curses and moans of the camp.

      Evandro turned to see a flash of blond hair--Ampelio, crouched behind the cart, his face streaked in blood, his hand a red pulp from the knuckles to his wrist. Someone had cut the horse free.

      Idiot of a boy!

      But before he could think twice, Evandro was running toward him, dodging a charging horse by inches. He leapt and dived behind the cart, grabbing Ampelio by his shirt and pushing it down. The boy was slender, and with a single quick pull Evandro dragged him under the cart.

      Curled behind him, Ampelio sobbed and whimpered.

      “I don’t want to die! I don’t want to die!”

      Evandro peeked up and saw one of the horsemen take out the scribe with a sweep of his sword. Blood sprayed from the man’s chest.

      “What’s happening? I’m scared, I’m…”

      “Good for you, it means you’re not entirely stupid,” Evandro snarled.

      “My hand… my…”

      “You have another, stop whining! It won’t kill you, and once you’re off…”

      “I’m dying!”

      Evandro spat and took Ampelio's chin in his tied hands, leaving reddish and brown smears on his cheeks, squeezing hard.

      “Listen up, boy. I need you to run to the woods now, and run fast. Find the nearest healer and you’ll be alright, I’m not done with the Asares but you must trust me!”

      He shook Ampelio so hard his teeth chattered, but he couldn’t tell if that nod was acknowledgement or simple physics.

      “Tell me you understand!” he growled, and this time he was pretty sure Ampelio muttered a very small ‘yes’. He let him go and looked him straight in the eyes.

      “I’m not with them. Remember this, alright? I want them dead too, but…”

      “You’re him,” Ampelio said, and his voice sounded eerie and powerful again, soft as it was. “Evandro Sideris. The Dawn Star.”

      Evandro didn’t answer, but his name marked his soul like molten iron. Ampelio, still terrified, looked at him as if he’d seen a dead man come back to life.

      “No, I’m no one,” he insisted. “Go! Hurry!”

      He pushed the boy away, watched him scramble to his feet and hesitate, unable to take his eyes off him. Eventually, when one of the soldiers blew a horn, Ampelio shivered and followed Evandro's orders. He ran and jumped among the trees, disappearing quickly from the battlefield.

      Evandro sighed in relief and emerged from under the cart.

      Battlefield? No, this was a slaughterhouse. Nearly every one of the rebels lay with their faces in the dirt, dead or dying. Those few who could still keep their feet were easy targets, and Ram was among them. He stood in front of the cart, his hair a cloud of black wires, his face grey and his lips trembling. A large slash on his stomach revealed the pale mass of his entrails, pink and red and black with mud. He was still clinging to his knife: he hadn’t realized he was doomed yet.

      Evandro saw an opportunity in the death of another man. Younger than him, but another fighter.

      The soldiers were approaching, and he acted before guilt or mercy could interfere. He took the knife from Ram’s weak fist, painfully aware the captain was staring at him.

      “Ram. The Laskaris aren’t forgotten. In the name of king Eliodoro, I’ll bring justice.” Ram’s eyes opened wide for a second, and Evandro knew the dying man saw him for who he was. Maybe he even had time to forgive him before the blade sunk under his sternum and up, going for the heart.

      A good end. Fast and painless, not the slow agony of a torn mesentery, nor the humiliation of a public execution. Ram went limp, and when Evandro removed the blade a hot gush splashed on his arms. He let the body fall to the ground and closed his eyes, praying the Mother and the Spirits would welcome the soul of that unfortunate, desperate man.

      The battle quieted down. Under the serious gaze of the captain, Evandro stepped away from Ram and counted--three knights, Barnabas and the captain. Two dead bodies hanging from the branch, and a dozen scattered all around.

      No one had seen Ampelio go, and he felt oddly relieved. He twisted the knife in his palms and held its handle between his teeth; it tasted of old leather, sweat and mud, and of the omnipresent copper of blood. He slowly cut his wrists free, and when the ropes fell in coils he spat the knife to the ground.

      “You there! Get your hands in the hair and try not to make any sudden movement!” one of the soldiers cried out. Evandro complied and stood still, his hands over his head and his eyes cast low.

      “He’s a friend!” called out a rough female voice. The captain helped Barnabass take the two bodies from the branch and turned to him. “I had my doubts, but he’s on our side. We can trust him.”

      She limped and patted him on the elbow.

      “Is that so?” the knight asked. He unmounted from his horse and took his helmet off, revealing a plain dark face and small eyes. “Commander Helena, I’m glad we came in time to save you.”

      “Not all of us, but you did good, soldier,” the woman said.

      Evandro buried the wild desire to see them all dead and wore a new armor made of deceit and stubborn hope. It didn’t quite fit like that of the knight he used to be, but it was more than he could’ve hoped for.

      “I just wanted to help, I told you…”

      “I should’ve believed you then. Ah, thank you,” she said when Barnabas handed her sword. She hesitated, and then handed it to Evandro. “What’s your name, stranger?”

      Again? He’d forgotten to come up with a fake identity. Bloodshed and hanging had that effect.

      He rubbed the burning circle around his neck and coughed.

      “I’m-er-my name’s Stelio,” he said.

      Helena cocked an eyebrow.

      “Like the old Laskaris king?”

      His blood chilled.

      You really want to die, you idiot!

      “Oh? Well, it’s a pretty common name around here. I know at least five Stelio, and none of them are noble. I’m a hunter, one other was a shepherd, then there was that guy who made the worst wine in the land, and…”

      Commander Helena grinned and patted his shoulder.

      “Well, I like you better than your more famous namesake. Accept this sword as a sign of gratitude of House Asares, Stelio.”

      Evandro's lips quivered in disgust.

      If you only knew how much I’d like to bury it in your chest, you foul creature…

      “I can’t, commander. I’m just a common man, not a knight. I’m not worthy of such a recognition.”

      It was truer than Helena could’ve thought, but she didn’t need to know it. She smiled and insisted.

      “Do it for me, then. You deserve it.”

      The Dawn Star would’ve screamed and kept his vow never to wield a sword again, but he had a façade to keep. Hating himself for it, Evandro sighed and accepted it.

      “Commander, we need to take our men back to their families,” the knight said, interrupting their exchange.

      Helena winced but nodded.

      “You’re right, soldier. Take the cart and two horses, and take those poor lads home; leave one member of your patrol with us, for we’re not fit to ride at the moment. We’ll resume our search for the princess as soon as we’re rested, and…”

      An opportunity? Seize it!

      “Speaking of which,” Evandro interrupted her with the best smile he could summon. A very bad one, he thought, but a grimace would do. “I’m not at my best, too. I could help you bury the dead, here, and… well, would you let me share your fire for the night?”

      “Bury the dead? You mean the rebels… I suppose you’re right. They don’t deserve it, but I’d rather not have the wolves invade our route.” Helena ruffled her hair and barked some more orders.

      Two hours later, the clearing was covered in mounds, and all the rebels lay at rest.

      All but one, Evandro thought, leaning on his shovel. But if they haven’t noticed Ampelio go, I won’t tell them.

      Soon, two of the fresh knights were riding off with the cart and their dead companions, and Evandro had joined Helena, Barnabas and Corrado, a young recruit, in a short trip to find a decent spot to camp.

      He was sore, heartbroken, terrified.

      He was more alive than he’d ever felt in the past eight years.
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      The silver chain was cold, its thin shining links digging into her skin. Against her wrist, the delicate wings of the butterfly pendant fluttered and clinked. Leo tightened her grip on the fistful of silk and precious metal, twisted it and gave a sharp tug.

      Slender as she was, the girl squirming on the slab of rock was fighting, arching back and kicking. On the tip of her toes, Leo grunted when a pointy elbow struck her in the cheek, but didn’t let go.

      She’d known it the moment she saw the bundle of ivory silk on top of that boulder. For a long while she’d stood in the shadows, studying her target. That was the princess, with her pretty black hair all tangled with dead leaves and her pale face relaxed in sleep.

      Not so peaceful now, she thought with angry sarcasm: the girl was beet red, and her mouth was open like that of a beached chub.

      Spitting out a mouthful of blood and saliva, Leo pulled herself up and shoved the princess away. A gasp, a choked eep!, and the princess rolled back against the rocky wall behind her..

      Leo, breathless, crawled on her feet. Her damp hair hung flat in front of her eyes, trickling with rain.

      Gaiane. The Asares princess. She didn’t look very princessly, on all four, with her pretty dress covered in mud and a constellation of mosquito bites on her neck and shoulders. Leo doubted that any royal descendant would cough to the point of retching so loudly, she thought, but the girl didn’t look about to stop it.

      That was her. The wretch that was behind all the ruin lashing upon Epidalio. Her home was a pile of smoking rubbish because of her. Her dad had nowhere to sleep. And Leo herself was on a quest to put her life back together, instead of carrying on with her routine.

      All for that slight thing whimpering at her feet.

      “You’re not worth all the fuss,” Leo said. She licked at the cut her teeth had left on the inside her cheek. Gaiane was still floundering on the stones, wheezing and crying and calling some name Leo couldn’t quite grasp. Aliena? Alcena? Well, whoever that woman was, she’d be reunited with this nuisance soon enough.

      She left the princess to her antics and took her bag. She rummaged through its content, ignoring the leather water flask and her knife, and there it was. The rope she’d found was rough and smelled heavily of manure, which seemed ironically fitting for its purpose.

      “Oh, come on. I didn’t even hit you that hard, stop making a scene!” she snapped, but Gaiane only whined more loudly. Leo closed her eyes for a second; her heart raced, and blood pulsed too fast and loud in her head.

      She’d thought that, once she’d found the princess, seeing her in the mud would’ve been a grim satisfaction. Payback, revenge, whatever. Now, though, all she felt watching the princess bawl and crawl in the grass, was annoyance.

      “Get up,” she said. Gaiane ignored her and recoiled from her some more. “Hey, let’s get this straight: you’re not leaving.” She reached out for her, grabbing her by the arm and hauling her to her feet with no courtesy.

      “N-No!” Gaiane stuttered, keeping her face low.

      “I don’t recall asking for your opinion,” Leo said. The princess started to cough again, and Leo huffed. “Listen, I have no time and zero tolerance for your tantrums, you don’t even have any bruises! Stop squirming!”

      It was like speaking to a particularly dull hen. All Gaiane did was cry, trying to wrestle her arm free, and covering Leo’s shoulder with weak slaps.

      “Would you… stop it?” Leo caught her wrists and swiftly wrapped a length of rope around them, tugging it into a tight knot.

      “You think you can hold me?” The princess threw her head back, and her puffy, red eyes glimmered with defiance. Her voice was still hoarse, her dirty cheeks streaked with tears, but to Leo’s surprise a slow grin spread on her chapped lips. Not a pleasant one, and Leo had a moment of doubt. The black ring on Gaiane’s forehead was darker than ink, and Leo wasn’t equipped to fight magic.

      A blow to the head? Maybe knocking her out was the safest route, but…

      Gaiane’s blue eyes sparkled with triumph when she snatched her hands from Leo’s grip.

      “I’m the greatest mage in existence, and you will respect me!” she screamed before lowering her arms in a swift arc.

      Leo held her breath and squinted.

      Nothing happened. For a moment none of them moved; they stood in silence under the rain in the stillness of the forest. Leo peeked from under her lids: Gaiane’s proud expression crumbled, leaving the girl pale under her freckles and in shock. Another whip of her arms, less graceful this time, same effect. Nothing.

      Leo snorted and took the extremity of the rope.

      “Color me impressed...” Just in case, she added a second knot and tugged at it.

      “What… no, it can’t be! It’s not over, they told me I’ll never run out of power! And last time I knew there were some more, the same as usual, why… why can’t I…” The girl raised her eyes on Leo, large and watery. Her whole body trembled, from her lower lip to her arms.

      Leo wrapped the rope around her fist, slung her satchel across her shoulders and headed to the stone ledge.

      “Interesting. No, wait: I don’t give a rat's ass about your ramblings. Now, your highness, would you grant me the honor of moving your royal butt and come with me?” She asked with a mocking curtsy.

      But Gaiane didn’t move. She stared at her hands in horror for a moment, but at Leo’s sarcastic tones she lifted her head and glared at her.

      “You don’t know who I am,” she hissed.

      “I do, and if you’re expecting reverence from me you’re in the wrong place. Come on, I won’t ask you again…” She sat on the boulder and slung her legs down. The rope tensed in her hand, and when she turned to check again, the princess was crying.

      Again.

      Leo rolled her eyes, loosened the leash and jumped off the boulder.

      Gaiane, all white faced and trembling pout, was still standing with her back to the vines behind her.

      “I don’t have all day.” Leo gave another small tug.

      Gaiane shook her head. Spirits, she was a mess indeed, Leo thought, but with no sympathy.

      Pathetic.

      “I can’t…”

      “Yes you can. Now jump, if you don’t want me to drag you down.”

      “I said I can’t! My hands are tied, and my foot hurts, and…” Her high-pitched voice thinned into a whimper.

      “If you only bothered to use your eyes, you could see there’s a foothold right there! Put your damned slipper there and jump! I swear a toddler could to it, but no, you’re too busy being a nuisance to even look!”

      The whimper turned into deep sobs, and Gaiane dropped to her knees. Leo ran her fingers through her hair and pulled with a groan.

      “Are you serious? Just… just slide down, it’s six feet of height top, for the Spirits’ sake!”

      “I can’t do it!”

      “Last warning: jump, or I’m pulling the rope. Your choice.”

      Gaiane sniffed and her eyes narrowed among the tears.

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Try me.”

      Straightening her back--she was taller than Leo had thought at first glance--the princess crouched with unnerving grace and sat on the edge of the rock. Her gown rolled up her shins, revealing a collection of scratches, bruises and a slender foot. Its sole was swollen, and among the dirt was an angry, red bulge.

      Leo smothered the unwanted surge of pity and focused on why she was here, with this whiner, under the rain.

      Now this plague of a kid gets off both the boulder and her high horse and we go right back to her blasted palace. Good riddance and thank you very much.

      It was hard to be empathetic with someone whose mere sight reminded her the awful feeling of smoke in her lungs, her father’s burned arm, the utter sense of loss and despair. Leo hardened her heart and pulled the rope. The princess was shaking, unsteadily perched on the rock, half on the foothold, half still uncertain how to move.

      “I’m counting to ten, then…”

      “Oh, so you can count? That’s a surprise!”

      That was it. What little kindness Leo had felt vanished.

      She yanked the rope and pulled Gaiane down. The princess screamed and then let out a soft oomph! when she landed on her back in the wet grass.

      “I warned you,” Leo said coldly. “But no, you had to make it all harder than it already is. Well guess what? You had it coming. And you’re impressing no one with your… your…”

      Gaiane was on her back, writhing around like a white, long legged bug. There was another round of tears, threats and ‘How dare you’s’, but eventually she calmed enough to get on her knees.

      Leo’s patience was wearing thin. The day was still young, the sky the palest shade of grey, but they were wasting enough time already. She grabbed Gaiane by her sleeve and pulled her up.

      “There you go. Now hurry, it’ll take us days to get there.”

      Gaiane didn’t resist. She stumbled at Leo’s side and shot her a terrified look.

      For Leo, a negligible one. She marched on, stomping her feet.

      “You have no right whatsoever to treat me this way. I’m a princess, the most powerful mage ever existed!”

      “You don’t say…”

      “And… And I won’t tolerate being dragged along like… like some heifer!”

      Leo turned with her eyebrows arched.

      “Heifer? Do you even know what that word means? Shut up and move--and anyway, you seem pretty useless for a mage.”

      Gaiane limped and wrinkled her nose. A flash of earnest concern passed on her face, but before Leo could overthink it, the girl lowered her head and followed her in silence.

      This blessing lasted for the next hour or so. Gaiane was painfully slow, but as long as she didn’t complain, Leo was determined to ignore her.

      Days to get to the Zafirian border, she counted in her mind. At this pace, how many more villages could’ve fallen under the Asares’ brutality?

      Maybe I should consider Tarini. There’s a garrison there, and…

      “Who are you?”

      Gaiane’s voice snatched her from her calculations. Leo stiffened and looked at her.

      “None of your business.”

      “It definitely is! In the first ten minutes of our meeting you tried to kill me not once, but twice, and I’ve read about mercenaries selling young maidens to the market, so…”

      

      “I’m… I’m not a mercenary! Are you serious? That’s offensive!”

      “Then answer me!”

      “How about no?”

      “Where are we going?”

      Leo stopped and spread her arms.

      “To the royal palace. Now shut that trap!”

      If possible, Gaiane’s pale skin went even whiter. Her eyes widened, and her mouth didn’t tremble. It hung open for a second, then she violently shook her head.

      “N-No… please, please no! You can’t take me there!”

      Leo pushed her away and resumed their march.

      “Watch me.”

      “I escaped the palace!”

      “I don’t care.”

      Gaiane trotted to her side.

      “Listen, I mean it. You can’t! I… I don’t think they’ll kill me, but horrible things will happen to me if…”

      Leo’s patience was officially over. She grabbed Gaiane by the frayed front of her bodice and pulled her closer until their noses were almost touching.

      “Horrible things? You know nothing of horrible things!” She yelled, shaking the princess. “Define horrible, would you? Is it ‘oh no they’ll put me in detention and lock me in the highest tower for a month’? Because for me it’s losing my mother to your damned army when I was a child, and now finding my house burned down after your… your bloody soldiers destroyed it to find you!”

      She shoved Gaiane back and gulped back tears.

      The princess opened and closed her mouth a couple of times, producing no sound. Two pink dots bloomed on her cheekbones.

      “I… I didn’t…”

      “Right. You didn’t.”

      Leo turned her back on her and cried in silence as they walked. By noon, she’d calmed enough to realize that Gaiane’s faltering steps were slowing down.

      She didn’t care if the princess was tired. For a short distance she tried to force Gaiane forward with nervous grunts and pulls, but eventually they needed to stop.

      The princess was sobbing under her breath, and in the silence, Leo could hear her pleas. Bitten off words, begging and desperate; when Leo checked on her, pity elbowed her again.

      She found no heart to yell at her again. Now that she took the time to watch her closely, she saw how thin Gaiane was, covered in small wounds, dirty and exhausted…

      While it was true that the girl was behind her mother’s death and the loss of her home, it was pointless to push her beyond her limits. Leo tied the rope to her belt and checked their surroundings.

      They’d walked West for hours, zig-zagging whenever the ground went too steep or wet to be safe for passage. Now the sky was fading to a pale blue among the clouds, and the trees dripped with water. By a patch of birches, the moss was thick enough to look soft and comfortable.

      “Sit. It’s lunchtime,” she said, pointing at the green cushion.

      Gaiane didn’t protest, thank the Spirits, the Mother and everyone in between. She moaned in gratitude and fell to her knees, curling up in a shivering bundle despite the warm air. When she dropped her hands in her lap, Leo discreetly checked on her knot work: no swelling, no redness, and the rope was still holding. Good job: nobody wanted a dead, sick or crippled princess.

      From her bag, Leo pulled a strip of dried meat and threw it to Gaiane. The princess stared at her in utter shock.

      She’s probably worse than I thought. Some food will help a little, I hope.

      She took a second one for herself and chewed it for a moment, but Gaiane’s scrutiny was unsetting.

      “Eat. You look dead.”

      “What’s this?” she asked, poking at the dark red stripe.

      “Jerky.”

      “I never heard of it.”

      “Dried meat, princess. Beef, I think, but…”

      Gaiane let out a gasp and backed away, her supposed meal falling from her lap.

      “I’m not eating that!”

      Leo cocked an eyebrow.

      “Sorry about that, your majesty. Next time I’ll make you a feast of honey cakes or glazed mutton or whatever it is your folk eat…”

      “You really don’t get it, do you?” The princess brushed her skirt to remove some invisible remains of dried meat. “This was alive. And… And I really can’t eat it, that poor creature deserved better than to become my lunch, it’s unfair!”

      Leo almost rolled her eyes again. She swallowed and took the discarded food from the ground.

      “Fine,” she said, putting Gaiane’s ration back into her bag. “Then starve.”

      Gaiane locked herself in an outraged silence, and Leo thanked her in her mind for that. At least she got to finish her meal without the constant company of her nagging.

      When she’d wiped her fingers on the wet moss, she took her flask and offered it to Gaiane.

      “Would you drink this at least? It’s no mulled wine, I warn you, so try not to spit it all around.”

      Gaiane took the flask with a snort and sniffed it, but despite her grimace she took a long sip.

      “Ugh, that’s disgusting…”

      “And here we go again. Shut up, I beg you. Shut. Up.” Leo snatched the flask from her hands and closed it with a curt gesture, standing up and walking away from that disgrace of a burden. Gaiane rose, too, and pressed her lips in a furious line.

      Leo frowned. While the girl was taller than her, the outraged glimmer in her eyes made looked like a very angry doll. Not remotely intimidating.

      “I won’t tolerate such lack of respect!”

      “You will, and be glad I haven’t gagged you yet.”

      “I was just trying to say that your water tastes foul, but I can find something better! Here, look,” and she crouched again, placing her tied hands on the ground.

      Once more, she closed her eyes in concentration, and once more, nothing happened. Gaiane lifted on Leo such a wounded, lost look that it was almost heartbreaking.

      “I really… I can’t understand, I’ve been doing this since I was a little girl, it’s easy! Anyone could do it, you only need to summon some water from the groundwater layer, and then…”

      The rest of her explanation was lost in the buzzing of Leo’s frustration. She couldn’t look at Gaiane, not while the shame of years wasted on that book to no avail weighed her down. She never even understood what was the process to find water, let alone summon a single droplet. And now that spoiled princess spoke of the spell as if it was some kind of joke, so easy it was a child’s play.

      Disappointment made her voice hard.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never been much for magic, and what little I had is gone.” She pointed at her clear forehead, practicing her old lies.

      Gaiane emerged from her academic ramblings to blink at her.

      “Oh… I see. That’s why you weren’t chosen to serve at the royal palace, isn’t it? I’m so sorry for you…”

      Leo gasped.

      “Sorry? Why would you be?”

      The girl folded her legs under her and cocked her head.

      “Well, isn’t that what every kid in Epidalio wants? They get to see the greatness of Zafiria, to be part of its magnificence, and only the best are chosen to…”

      “I can’t believe someone can be that daft…” She slapped her forehead and ran her hand down her face.

      “I’m not daft!” The princess said in disbelief. “This is how things goes, it is known!”

      “No, it’s not! Your folks take my folks when they’re as young as ten or twelve, and then they put them to work! In quarries, in the fields, anywhere their magic could prove useful. And when they’re done? When there’s not a single drop of power left in them? They send them back, but they’re too worn out to survive, or to plow their land anymore!”

      Gaiane’s eyes widened.

      “Stop lying to me, you’re horrible! Why would my people do such a thing?”

      “To preserve your precious power, that’s why!” Leo grabbed the rope and moved along. “Enough talking. We’re leaving.”

      Leo was determined not to indulge in those pointless conversations anymore. Deaf to Gaiane’s requests for more explanations first, and to her whimpers and reprimands later, she kept her pace up until the late afternoon. By then, even her trained legs started to feel the weight of the last terrible days.

      Before she could decide it, she found she’d got almost as slow as her prisoner.

      I can keep up some more. Then, maybe, this ridiculous princess will fall asleep and give me a break.

      But when she glanced at Gaiane, hunched over her hands and with her shoulders shaking lightly, she felt something was wrong.

      You had it all, everything I’d give my life for: a family, all the food you could want, a mother and I suppose a father, too. You’re a mage, you studied and practiced your craft since you were only a child. Why did you run away?

      She climbed over a fallen log, and Gaiane rolled over it unceremoniously, falling on her face with a grunt and a sputtering sound.

      … and for your escape, I lost everything. I hate you so much.

      Still, she couldn’t drag her on her belly to the palace.

      “Up,” Leo said flatly. Gaiane lifted her head, but only the bright pink tip of her nose peeked from the curtain of her hair.

      “I won’t take another step if you don’t…”

      “A-ha. I make the rules here, remember?” and she wiggled the rope. But she gave in, eventually: she helped Gaiane to her feet more gently than she’d intended; she was really tired, after all, and it was all she could do.

      Despite her contempt, she felt a grain of resentful respect for that girl: whiny and naive as she was, the princess was stubborn enough to insist on questioning.

      “And I demand you tell me your name!”

      “Try asking me nicely next time.”

      The sun was setting, and she was done with walking, talking and thinking. She spotted a shallow cave nearby and guided Gaiane there without another word. She knew the place, and if memory served her well the nearest village was half a day on foot from there.

      But exhausted as she was, and with Gaiane hanging on? No way they could get there before collapsing.

      The sky was fading to orange and purple among the dark branches of the trees. It wasn’t cold yet, but a subtle chill slithered in the air. The cave was hard to see for anyone who didn’t know it was there in the first place, with the clearing in front of it half swallowed by the bushes. Leo kicked some to make room and freed a small space by the dark rocks. Lichens grew in flat patches of pale blue and rust, and here and there a soft tuft of moss emerged.

      Leo rubbed her toes on the ground and removed some of the dead leaves, showing the dark ground beneath. Soft enough to dig a fireplace and be comfortable, not too moist as to make the night unbearable.

      “We’re camping here,” she said. She dragged Gaiane to the entrance of the cave, ignoring the princess’ protests when her gown got caught in some brambles, and dropped her there. “It’s dry enough, and I don’t fancy the idea of fishing you out of the mud, should it rain again.”

      Gaiane stumbled and gave her torn shirt one quick, desperate look. Still, she shivered and sat down with a nod, swatting away the low branch of a hazelnut tree..

      “Will you… set up a fire?” she asked in a whisper, and Leo shrugged.

      “Why are you asking?”

      “Fire… keeps the wolves away.” A tiny voice, frail as that of a child.

      Leo placed the rope at her belt again and crouched. The ground was soft when she dug a shallow hole to host their fire, and with some more effort she found a handful of rocks to circle the pit. At the entrance of the cave there was some  grass, decently dry thanks to the protection of the jutting stone. She picked a handful and placed it in the fire pit, adding some equally dry twigs picked from under the bushes.

      During the whole process, Gaiane didn’t say a word, but Leo could feel her eyes watching attentively. By the time she was done with the fuse, the woods were bathed in the deep indigo and grey of the sunset, and the spark from her flint shone bright in the long shadows. Once, twice—the spark wouldn’t catch.

      Yet, she insisted, deaf to Gaiane’s worried grumbles and bitten-off questions of concern. At last, a tiny line of smoke rose from the straw, announcing the first shy little flame. Still crouching, Leo ignited the fire with larger pieces of wood, breaking a light branch over her knee and sticking it into the pit. When the flames rose high enough to warm her hands, she sat back with a satisfied grunt, and for a while she focused on feeding the fire until she was sure it wouldn’t go off and leave them in the dark.

      By the time she’d managed to turn it into a proper bonfire it was entirely dark, and Gaiane was staring in silence at the flames. Too tired to comment? Impressed?

      Sulking, probably.

      She took some more meat, but when a low grumble and no complaints came from the princess, Leo sighed and picked an apple from her stocks, too.

      She dropped it in Gaiane’s lap, startling her. Her big eyes fluttered open; they looked black in the shadows, and the flames reflected in golden sparkles in them.

      “Eat it. You’re useless if you can’t walk,” Leo cut it short before attacking her supper.

      Hunger was not something kings, queens and princesses were familiar with, and Gaiane devoured her portion with loud enthusiasm. Her slurping noises, and the way she licked her palms and fingertips, made Leo smile. A smile that vanished the moment Gaiane looked at her.

      “Thank you,” the princess said with a bow of her head.

      Leo turned her back on her and added some more wood on the fire. Despite the dampness it was strong enough to last through the night, and she had to admit she wasn’t that anxious to meet a pack of wolves, too.

      A soft snoring came from behind her. Gaiane was sleeping with her head thrown back against the rocks and her mouth open.

      Leo grinned again, and then yawned.

      When she lay down by the fire, though, she couldn’t sleep.
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      The first night with the Asares soldiers went by without any significant news. Their makeshift camp was nothing but a fire pit at the feet of a slope, with just enough room to lay down bedrolls and let the horses rest.

      Everyone was too exhausted to speak, let alone to build a camp any more elaborate; Evandro tended to his burned palms with makeshift bandages made from rags, and soon sleep claimed him. He was the last to lay down to rest, except for a sentry sent into the thick of the woods.

      For a while he waited and listened, his stomach churning with concern about the guards surrounding him and Ampelio’s destiny. Ampelio was fit to run, at least, and one would’ve hoped the kid was smart enough to put some distance between him and the guards.

      He speaks too much and knows too much. Maybe letting him go was a mistake…

      Still, the thought of leaving him to die was even worse, and after some time Evandro sighed. Apparently the night was quiet enough, and the sentry silent. He could afford to close his eyes.

      At dawn he woke up to the rasping of horse hooves. Still curled up by the cold remains of their fire, he watched through his lashes as the commander stretched with a grimace and slowly got to her feet. Evandro kept his breathing slow and steady and waited, and soon he could hear Helena speak to the soldier from the reinforcements.

      “... saw something, you said?” she asked. The other man nodded and yawned.

      “Pardon me, commander. We saw a flash of light, but then we found traces of your capture—trampled banners, signs of fight… after that, we just followed the trail into the woods.”

      “The flash of light is more relevant. Where was it?”

      “West from here, somewhere North from Tarini. Magic, I’m sure, and…”

      “... and nobody in Epidalio has power to squander that way, I agree. How distant?” she insisted.

      Evandro bit the tip of his tongue. The princess had been seen two days from here, and with a fresh horse and his knowledge of the land he could find her in half that time.

      He made sure Helena wasn’t looking and turned on his side, squinting to check on the horses. The animals were snorting and rasping the soft ground with their large hooves. Their feathered lower legs stomped restless, and the long dark fringes on their hocks waved like banners—elegant, but covered in dirt and bits of dead leaves. They were gorgeous beasts, even if they were designed for a battlefield and not a hike in the forest. He’d make do.

      “Thank you. We’re riding off immediately, and pray the Mother will guide our steps,” the commander said. Evandro waited until she knocked on his shoulder and grumbled in an overly sleepy voice.

      “Wake up, Stelio. We’re leaving,” then she moved on to Barnabas, who was grunting for his back pain and lack of sleep.

      He made a big show of yawning and stretching, greeting his unwanted companions with the sleepiness of an early awakening. Nobody seemed too interest in his morning routine, but when he splashed some water on his face, letting it trickle down his beard, the hair on the back of his neck prickled. He turned around, and found Helena was staring at him. The moment their eyes met, she frowned, and Evandro quickly flattened his bang on his brow.

      When the commander clapped his back and resumed her round of encouragement to spur her men into action, his jolt of nervousness relented.

      I’m just being obsessive. They can’t have recognized me, or I’d be dead already.

      Later that morning Evandro accepted a horse--a skittish beast, and he suspected nobody else had wanted it because of that--and managed to calm it enough to ride it alongside the others. More proof that the party trusted him. The poor beast probably sensed his tension, because every now and then it snorted and kicked the ground, and only with profuse streams of gentle words and pats on its neck Evandro managed to keep it calm.

      Helena trotted to his side and grinned, for what her bruised face allowed her.

      “You have a way with horses…”

      “Who, me? Not really, my lady. It’s been ages since I had one of my own, but I suppose I haven’t lost my touch…”

      “Why so?”

      Evandro resisted the impulse to clench his fists around the reins and stared calmly ahead of him. The sun was high in the sky, with only a residue of clouds from that morning’s rain.

      “You can’t exactly keep a horse when you’re living in the woods, you know?”

      “You know what I meant.” she insisted, and her voice had a hint of steel. The voice of a woman who’s accustomed to asking questions and getting answers. He patched together the simplest, most nondescript excuse he could think of.

      “I was eighteen when I lost a lot of money at cards; been working as a stable boy for years at the time. I had to flee, and two years later the Spring Slaughter came, and I had nowhere to return to.” He shrugged. “No big deal, it got rid of my creditors for good, and the life of a woodsman and hunter suits me just fine.”

      “Ten years living as a hermit,” she said, shaking her head. “You seem quite skilled nonetheless, don’t you?”

      A trickle of sweat rolled down Evandro's spine.

      “You don’t survive long against wolves, bandits, and the occasional bear without damn good reflexes and muscles,” he blurted out. And this seemed to satisfy the commander’s need for details, because for the next few hours they rode in silence.

      Evandro, alone with his concerns, dwelled on the issue until his head ached: did she suspect anything? The sword she’d given him was a comforting, if undeserved, weight at his side; and to be quite honest, nobody would give a sword to someone they don’t deem trustworthy enough.

      Eventually, they had to set up camp again; they hadn’t moved that far from their previous outpost, but clearly Helena and Barnabas weren’t fit enough for a longer ride. As they approached a bend in the Arrowhead’s Creek course, he stopped and stared into the distance. One day to the point the princess had been seen last, but not with those soldiers at his heels.

      Helena approached him again.

      “Look at you, tall on horseback, and with a sword at your side. If you weren’t so scruffy and bruised, you could pass for a knight…”

      Evandro jumped, and the horse under him reared a bit, annoyed.

      “What… me? A knight? I’m no knight, I’m just… I’m just a guy who left human civilization to flee his debts! Why would you…”

      “Relax, Stelio. Of course you’re not a knight, but maybe, one day… if we find the princess--when we find her, Queen Cibele might want to reward you for your services, and…”

      “Let’s find the princess first, alright?” he laughed it off. His tunic was drenched in sweat and his hands were deadly cold.

      “I like your pragmatism. Come, we’re setting up camp for the night and then opening some mead. We’ll wait for you by the fire,” and she trotted away with a tired smile.

      Evandro waited by the river until he was sure tears wouldn’t swell in his eyes.

      All that time… all those years he’d renounced his sword, his honor, even his name. A lifetime banning his fondest memories of Eliodoro--training with him when they were nothing but children, with wooden swords and bruised knuckles. Riding together, hunting and laughing, sharing secrets and forging their friendship in steel and blood. When Ligeia became part of their group they were fifteen; Eliodoro knew she was going to be his wife someday, and Evandro knew he loved him already, beyond any hope. Still, he couldn’t hate her: she soon became one of them, reckless on horseback, never shying from a challenge, whether it was with a weapon or a drinking contest.

      Her cries still rang in his ears. Ligeia had loved Eliodoro, too, and he loved her in return, so much that their marriage had moved past the point of political interest. She was dead, too. Buried under the castle Evandro had destroyed to keep them from becoming prisoners and pawns.

      He’d lived. She and her child—Eliodoro’s child--were lost.

      There’s no justice in this world, he thought, turning his horse around.

      This time, the group had recovered enough to go for a more civil kind of arrangement for the night. Evandro helped digging the fire pit and unearthing stones to circle it, and was even granted the freedom to explore the nearest surroundings to check for fire wood. He bitterly laughed to himself as he undertook a task usually reserved for old soldiers and kids, but he went the extra mile to bring back fresh pine branches. Useless for burning, but good to make bedding. By the time he got back, a small fire was burning and when he plopped down on his blanket, the pine needles underneath let out a fresh scent. Barnabas and young Corrado were chatting and laughing, playfully teasing each other

      These were the same people who’d burned that poor village. Ruthless killers, but also common men. They knew no honor, only obedience. It was enough to soothe their guilt, if they had ever felt any.

      Suddenly, as Helena joined the rest of the team and dropped sitting on the ground, he realized he wanted them dead. They served the Asares, and they had ruined everything he’d ever held dear.

      He looked down to his crossed legs and slipped his hands under his knees to hide his clenched fists. The fire, hot against his cheeks, made his eyes burn.

      Some might have called it vengeance, but he knew better.

      He had tried to deny it. To forget it, leaving the memory under the pile of corpses he’d woken up to after the siege.

      It was still there, as true as his beating heart, carved in his bones and soul. He was a knight, and he’d lived out of his moral code for too long.

      “Stelio! Come, join us,” Barnabas called him, and Evandro blinked memories away. He kept his head low, blurring the renewed light in his eyes and recreating the same distant smile he’d used with them.

      He wanted them dead, but was he ready to taste blood again?

      For now, he just sat with the group and accepted the green bottle they were passing around. He thanked them with a nod and watched as —Corrado took a last, long gulp.

      Evandro sniffed the contents of the bottle and hardly held a sneeze back. The strong scent of alcohol and herbs prickled his nose, and it burned on his tongue as he barely tasted it.

      “Whoa!” he said with an exaggerated look of shock on his face. “This is brutal!”

      “My mother makes it,” Corrado said with pride. “It can knock a bull out, and it’s good to remove rust from pots and pans, too…”

      “I’ll ignore what it could do to my insides, then,” Helena chuckled, taking the bottle and drinking some more. After a few rounds, the level of the liquor was definitely lower, and not thanks to Evandro's intervention. His mind stayed clear and sober, and barely a hint of the drink lingered on his lips.

      Its effects appeared soon on the others, and tongues loosened.

      “I’d heard of bands of rebels in the forest, but I never gave it a second thought,” Helena said with a grim shake of her head. “They’re not well equipped, but are fierce.”

      “Indeed. Attacking a patrol of fully geared knights is--ack!” Barnabas grimaced as his voice broke. He touched the red wound around his throat and gently massaged it. Helena sighed and passed him the bottle again with an encouraging nod.

      “Have some more, it’ll help you.”

      Evandro casually tapped his fingers on his new sword, keeping his face as drunkenly distracted as possible.

      If they keep going like this, they’ll be drunk inside one hour. Am I really ready to kill a sleeping target?

      He shivered, and when Corrado looked at him he shrugged and moved closer to the fire with a grin.

      “Drink, my friend,” the boy said. “And then give it back, because…”

      “No, soldier. Enough for you, you’re taking the first sentry duty,” Helena interrupted him. Corrado pouted a little, but Evandro took the bottle and pretended to drink, letting some liquor trickle in his beard.

      “A toast! To surviving an attack, and to finding our beloved princess!” Barnabas said, taking the bottle from Evandro's hand.

      “I really want to know how it happened,” Corrado said as if to himself. “Kidnapping her from the palace sounds unlikely…”

      “Not that unlikely,” Barnabas pressed on. “Some say she simply vanished from her room, but mind you, nobody could escape that tower, highest security, magic wards and so on…”

      “We’re looking for some dangerous enemies of the crown, and not just for the princess,” Helena said, serious, apparently unaffected by the liquor.

      “Enemies? And here I thought the Asares were well respected in all of Epidalio.” Too late Evandro realized the slip of his tongue: his tone was sarcastic, but the commander misinterpreted it.

      “You clearly lived under a rock for the past years, Stelio. We’re not at war, but we’re trying to avoid an uprising, here.”

      “Besides,” Barnabas continued, “we’re talking about the heir to the throne. We need to find her safe and sound.”

      “She’ll be, I’m sure. Isn’t she the most powerful mage ever existed? They used her as a catalyst to give the soldiers the strength to break the old king’s defenses, can you believe it?” Corrado's eyes were wide with excitement, as he extended his hand to take the bottle. Helena snatched it from his grip.

      “You’re saying too much,” she hissed, but Evandro insisted.

      “How can it be? I thought the princess was a young girl, and it’s been eight years since the Slaughter already… she can’t be much older than fifteen, if I recall correctly”

      “Eighteen,” Corrado said, but at Helena’s scolding look he jumped up and murmured something about taking his post.

      Eighteen. A child of ten is behind the demise of house Laskaris.

      “Anyway, those supposed Laskaris loyalists we’re hunting are living in a dream. There’s nobody left to support: the old king’s dead, and so is his son and the princess. And their guards, too,” Barnabas said nonchalantly, wrapping a cover around his shoulders. “Nikaia is destroyed, and so is the royal palace. We’re safe.”

      “Not a palace. A tomb,” Evandro said under his breath.

      And wraiths raise from cairns. Wait and see.

      “Well, it’s not relevant. Our orders are clear: find the princess and remind Epidalio what happens to those who defy the Asares.” Helena lay down on her back, her hands under her head. Evandro had no doubt there was a dagger under her makeshift pillow. “I’ll do the second shift, and Barnabas the last one, you two try to sleep.”

      Barnabas was the first to fall asleep, and his snoring filled the small campsite. Evandro waited, once more schooling his breath to a slow and deep rhythm. Bundled up in the covers Corrado had given him, he peeked at the commander on the other side of the fireplace. After a while, her posture relaxed, and her half-closed mouth revealed she’d yielded to sleep, too.

      And again, Evandro waited. Around him, in the stillness of the night, the forest was not silent. He knew its voice well: the trill of the nightjar from the lower branches, the eerie call of the tawny owl, the ubiquitous chirping of crickets from the grass. And in the shadows, some twenty yards from the fire, Corrado was yawning and cracking his knuckles.

      Three sentry shifts, Evandro counted. It meant at least two hours per shift, and he needed to make his movements well timed and believable. The first part of the night passed at an agonizingly slow pace, and then he unfurled from his bedroll as silently as possible.

      He didn’t really need to be stealthy, he said to himself as he wiped his hands on his thighs; he was a guest in this campsite, and thus allowed to do his business. But he was something else, too: a predator stalking his prey. And for that, he needed to be silent as a shadow. He tiptoed between Barnabas and Helena.

      The sword was long and heavy, and he missed the familiar shape of his knife. Would anyone see that he moved to take a supposed pee fully armed and with his satchel? It was dark, after all, so maybe Corrado wouldn’t notice…

      The young soldier was crouched on a rock, his shadow lined in grey moonlight.

      Smart boy, Evandro thought: no torches or flames to alert any possible intruder. To him, though, he was as visible as in broad daylight. Eight years living like a wild animal--thinking like one, too--had their perks.

      He stopped and raised his face to the starry sky. A gentle breeze caressed his face, and Evandro blessed his good luck. Being downwind made his light footsteps even more silent, and Corrado didn’t hear him approach.

      Crouched by a bush, less than five feet from his target, Evandro swallowed and held his breath. Corrado was singing under his breath, carving a stick with a short knife; the nape of his neck was exposed, and a sliver of skin peeked from behind his dark curls.

      Easy. Just slash there, and he’ll be dead before touching the ground.

      Evandro took his sword, but stopped short of unsheathing it. No, he thought. It was too loud and dangerous, and he knew other ways.

      Somehow, this felt right, and his hands stopped being so clammy. He sneaked behind Corrado, but when he was at arm’s reach, a dead leaf cracked under his heel.

      Evandro cursed every mythological figure he’d ever known in his mind, and moved before Corrado could turn around.

      One hand clasped on the soldier’s mouth and nose, the other grabbing his throat.

      The grunting noise, smothered by his palm, was still enough to make Evandro nervous--what if someone from the camp heard it? But Corrado, young and strong as he was, hadn’t expected the attack. He’d dropped his knife, and his reaction was chaotic and pointless. He stood up and scratched Evandro's arms, without managing to move them one inch.

      Pressure, precise and relentless, the pulse on the sides of the soldier’s throat growing louder, then quick and fluttering. It took him less than a minute to go from struggling to floundering, to slump in Evandro's grip.

      Another minute passed, and eventually Evandro let him go. Yes, he was still breathing, albeit lightly, but his face was serene and slack.

      Tying Corrado up only required a few seconds, wrists and ankles tightly bound together and a gag of rags in his mouth--but Evandro hesitated.

      They’ll follow me. I need to slow them down.

      Once more he considered his sword, but this boy was too young to die, even if he was an enemy. He briefly thought of Ampelio, only a few years older than Corrado, and shook his head.

      Code, not obedience. The residues from his past self-hindered him, and he couldn’t shake them off.

      This will hurt, he said to the unmoving shape before taking the soldier’s calf in one hand and placing his other on his knee. Bones were hard to break, but ligaments were an easier mark. He counted to three and pulled Corrado's shin up, all the while pushing his kneecap down. A wet sound resonated under his palm, but the boy didn’t let out but a stifled grunt.

      Evandro took a step back.

      One down. The easy one.

      He didn’t even feel sorry. Corrado was still alive, and that mercy was completely unrequited. When he returned to the camp, the fire was burning low and Helena was in the same position as before. Barnabas was flat on his back, and Evandro squinted at him.

      How old was that man? Older than he was, in his late thirties or early forties at least. Enough to have fought in the Spring Slaughter.

      His hands are covered in the blood of my people. I’ll be quick and he won’t even suffer, and that’s more than he deserves…

      Barnabas's snoring was so loud it sounded almost fake, but he didn’t move when Evandro stood above him, nor when his sword silently left its sheath.

      For a moment, the metal point glimmered in the embers, red and steel against Barnabas's unshaven throat. Evandro tightened his grip on the leather hilt and took a deep breath.

      “What… are you doing?”

      Helena’s voice was groggy with sleep and shock, but sharp enough to wake Barnabas up.

      The man opened his eyes, and he stared at Evandro.

      Instinct kicked in.

      He stomped on Barnabas's face--once, twice, leaving the man in a gurgling pile of blood, motionless. The commander jumped to her feet, fully awaken, sword and knife in hand.

      “Who are you?” she growled. But she didn’t need an answer: she charged on, the dagger close to her side, her sword flashing in the shadows.

      Evandro forgot fear and doubt. The hilt became one with his fist, memories written in bones and muscles and blood guiding his hands. He saw Helena come toward him and waited for her with an unnatural calm.

      She was fast, he had to admit it. Her first attack was cleaner than he’d expected, a quick lunge that he fenced off, retreating. The clash of steel on steel exploded under the stars, and Evandro jumped back slightly to avoid the lethal point of the dagger.

      His free arm moved without a second thought, and his elbow hit Helena’s forearm, quick and vicious. The woman grunted, and her grip loosened. Evandro tried to pull her forward, but she stomped on his foot and pushed him back.

      He stumbled, vaguely aware of the numbness in his toes, and she attacked again. Her blade rose high, descending toward his right shoulder. He blocked it again, but the impact was powerful enough to move him back an inch or two.

      He resisted, pushing and staring into Helena’s eyes. She wasn’t angry, just shocked.

      She trusted me.

      It tasted so good in his mouth.

      She was the enemy, and the only thing standing between him and his revenge. He let out a growl and shoved her back.

      Helena twirled on her heel, and Evandro seized the opportunity. He crouched low and described a horizontal arch with his sword. Her blood looked almost black on the mirroring steel of his blade; Helena howled in pain and collapsed on her side, her left leg limp and useless. The fabric over the tendons behind her knee was cut open, already soaking with blood.

      Out of habit, Evandro bowed lightly, then he remembered.

      This was no jousting, and he was no knight anymore. He walked toward Helena and kicked her sword away, leaving her to pant and cry in agony.

      It was done, and he was not in a hurry anymore. He undid three horses from the tree they’d been secured to and carried them into the bushes, slapping their rears with the flat of his sword to make them neigh in shock and run away. He came back to ensure Barnabas was still out, and just for good measure he tied his hands and feet. The man was pale and breathing lightly, and didn’t look like he was going to wake up any time soon.

      Helena dragged herself on her elbows and tried to catch Evandro's ankle.

      “Who… who the fuck are you?”

      “I’m no one,” he said flatly, taking all the supplies he could from the camp and throwing whatever he couldn’t carry in the fire. He filled two saddlebags.

      “A traitor, that’s what you are! You… bastard!”

      The remains of the liquor fell into the fire, and a blaze rose high, blinding Evandro.

      In the bright light, he stared at Helena, and she opened her mouth. Fury and shock mixed on her hard features, and Evandro complimented himself for his strike: she was bleeding enough, suffering enough to be unable to summon her power. Still, better safe than sorry.

      “I’m no one,” he said again. He reached out for her tunic and lifted her to her feet, making her yell in pain again. “And this no one has a princess to find.”

      He straightened his hand and sliced it on the side of her throat, hard. Helena’s mouth, still open around her grimace, slacked at once; her eyes rolled back in her skull and she fell limp on the ground.

      Evandro looked at her for a second, dispassionately. Killing her would be so easy--her, and everyone else.

      He couldn’t do it. A tiny corner of his soul was shining again in the shadows of the past eight years, small and so frail even giving it too much thought would’ve dimmed it.

      He wasn’t the Dawn Star anymore, but Eliodoro would’ve despised him for killing three unconscious, defeated enemies.

      Evandro almost smiled in his beard.

      He saddled up the remaining horse, the nervous beast he’d come to know already, and loaded it with his supplies.

      When he slid his boot in the stirrup and pulled himself up, his eyes prickled with tears.

      Not a knight, maybe, but he was himself again.

      He spurred the horse and ran into the night.
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      The following day Gaiane reconsidered her definition of discomfort.

      She’d never been grimier in her whole life, her scalp itched for how dirty her hair was, and more importantly, her wounded foot throbbed up to her ankle. She did her best to walk on the tip of her toes, but even with all her care, the touch of a jutting stone or the gentlest brush of a grass blade made her squirm in pain. During their occasional stops, she tried to check on the wound:  she knew little of first aid, but she was fairly certain that her skin wasn’t supposed to be that red and warm.

      She wiggled her fingers to ease the dizziness from the rope, and she clenched her jaw, looking at the back of her captor.

      She’d rather be dead than beg. The girl in front of her clearly knew no manners, and she hadn’t even told her what her name was.

      Gaiane sniffed and shook her tangled hair.

      After all, what else have I got? she thought as the nameless girl unpacked their small camp and kicked some dirt on the embers of their fireplace. Pride. That’s all.

      Gaiane wrapped her arms around her knees and rocked gently back and forth. The burden of a truth she’d failed to realize in the thrill of her found freedom crushed her spine. After all, despite her strategies and all the books she had read, she was just a silly, clueless princess. How was she supposed to expect her powers could betray her right when she needed them the most? Nothing, in her academic studies, could’ve prepared for this failure. Years to plan her escape, and what for? She’d thrown it all away at the hands of a stranger who barely knew how to behave. There was no way out, not with her powers dampened.

      

      A chill crawled under her skin. Once more, she tried to summon the faintest flicker of magic, but no matter how hard she focused, the world around her was empty and flat. For her whole life, even with the dreaded collar her mother had her wear, she had seen the world as any mage could. She only needed to focus, and the energies that permeated every element, every living thing, rock or drop of water, would shine through. Like an infinite lute, she could see the strings running just beneath the surface of reality, and thanks to her magic, she could pick those chords and create her own music. Oh, of course, everybody could, but her superior powers made could’ve made her the conductor of the cosmic orchestra—if they weren’t blocked, of course. Like mother did with the collar. Like it was happening now, even if the sensation was different. She wasn’t choking, she was free—she knew she was—and yet she could see no trace of magic anywhere. No power lines connecting everything that lived, no throbbing energy in every rock and ray of light.

      Frustration added in to concern. There was no plausible explanation to this, and the weirdest theories started to crowd in her mind. Tentatively, she touched the sign on her forehead. Was it still there, or it had disappeared in the night? Was that another of her mother’s tricks? Maybe her power was infinite only while she stayed in her tower…

      A sharp voice tore her from her elucubrations.

      “Get up. You had more than your share of sleep,” the stranger girl said, knocking on Gaiane’s shoulder.

      “It’s not true!” she replied instinctively, but as she rose from her curled position she realized that the girl was right. She didn’t like to admit it, but having company--albeit not of the most refined kind--had resulted in a long, dreamless night. Very different from the broken sleep she’d had on that rock, or the brief naps she’d dared to take on her first days out of the palace. She wouldn’t call herself well rested, but her head was clearer now, and it was a nice change.

      “What part of get up you didn’t understand? If you’re expecting your breakfast, you’ll have to wait. I need to find water, first, since you’re useless on that issue, too…”

      The faint glimmer of optimism dulled and died. Gaiane narrowed her eyes and suppressed a grunt. That scornful tone was unbearable. The girl didn’t look older than her, but she couldn’t look more different. Dark skinned, with broad shoulders and muscular arms peeking from under the ripped sleeves of her simple tunic; her curly mohawk flopped down on her forehead, half covering one of her long black eyes. She looked skilled when it came to living in the wilderness, and her ability to light up a fire even under the drizzling rain was almost magical--but nothing about her had the faintest glimmer of power.

      When the stranger tugged at the rope, Gaiane sighed and stood up. As they left the safety of their cave, she realized in horror that she almost didn’t notice how bad she smelled anymore. It was worse than being dirty.

      They stopped after less than an hour, by a small spring bubbling from a crack in a rock. Their break proved to be better than Gaiane could’ve expected: she got to wash her hands and face in the stream, and the chunk of dark bread the girl shared with her was hard but tasted vaguely of honey. No meat, luckily, and no more discussion on the point.

      To her surprise, Gaiane realized she’d devoured her portion in three bites, while her companion was still nibbling at it, staring into the distance with an impenetrable look.

      That silence started to annoy her, so she cleared her throat lightly until the girl blinked and tilted her head towards her.

      “So, you’re taking me to Zafiria,” she tacked in, brushing crumbles from her stained bodice.

      “Smart girl.” It didn’t sound like a compliment at all.

      “You know that it’s not easy to cross the border, right? For an Epidalian commoner, especially…” She dipped her hands in the water and drank some more. The vague taste of leaves and wood wasn’t unpleasant.

      The short pause served its purpose: the stranger was looking at her with open interest now.

      “Are you trying to scare me? It’s not working, you know?”

      “I was just trying to warn you, that’s all. I could very well accuse you of kidnapping me, and then…”

      Unexpectedly, the girl burst out laughing. A warm, deep sound. Unnerving.

      Gaiane watched her slap her hand on the ground and sniffed, crossing her arms and looking up to the trees.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You!” The girl said, pointing at her and chuckling her hilarity away. “It’s a good plan, really! Maybe next time try not to blow it like that.”

      Gaiane’s cheeks burned, and she lifted her chin some more.

      “Well maybe it was my idea all along!” she insisted, but she would’ve slapped herself. The girl was right--she was a fool.

      “But really, thank you for telling me.” She stood up and balled the rope in her fist. “It’s better to take you to Tarini, or to the Pegea garrison, even if it’s a week of march from here. Then they’ll see you back to your blighted palace and we’ll be done with it. I get the money of the bounty, and no more innocent people will suffer because of you.”

      This stung. Gaiane skipped the outrage of the bounty part and stared at the girl with the familiar tingling of tears in her eyes.

      “I never wanted to… It’s… it’s not my fault if…”

      The girl pulled the rope and turned her back on her.

      “Nobody cares about your feelings. Hurry, I want to reach the main road before night.”  The following sharp jerk made Gaiane jump forward to keep up, but she didn’t say a word.

      It wasn’t her fault. She never asked to be used as a weapon or to be held captive by her own family. After all she was born out of greed and ambition, not of love.

      Wasn’t freedom her right?

      Maybe not, she thought grimly staring at the girl’s back as they descended a gentle slope.

      Fault and responsibility weren’t the same thing, Alcmena would say. Gaiane might have had no say in what use had been made of her in the past, but it didn’t mean she couldn’t have done anything about it. She never tried to rebel against her mother’s will, or protested for the violence she’d been pulled into. She could’ve at least tried to raise her voice.

      She banished the intrusive thought as if it was one of the countless gnats waking up in the hot morning and buzzing around her ears.

      Her only shelter was her past. If she focused on the good of it, skipping the whole captivity, trauma and manipulation part, she could ignore the discomfort of the road. Her bed, so warm and soft; the gentle singing of her birds, now free somewhere in the woods. Alcmena, most of all, and her unique brand of kindness and pragmatism. She had been the only person to care for her after the Slaughter, coming back the day after the spell to hold her hand and help her drink sweet herbal tea to help her recover from the shock. Gaiane had laid in bed for almost a week; the weariness from the spell had faded quickly, but the burden of nightmares wouldn’t let her go. And Alcmena was there, gently patting her hand and speaking no empty words of comfort, but keeping Gaiane’s mind busy with witty historical anecdotes, curiosities about the natural world, and the occasional court gossip to lighten the mood.

      The sudden sting of a twig under her foot snatched her from her daydreaming. Gaiane blinked in the bright sun, and a knot of homesickness tightened in her chest.

      No soft beds and plump quilts. No golden bars at the window, but no books to entertain her. Her captor walked stubbornly in front of her, uninterested in her uneasiness and pulling her along without sparing her a look.

      Gaiane limped on and closed her eyes. The picture of Alcmena’s subtle smile, framed by thin wrinkles and glimmering with pride, faded when she had to slap the side of her neck to get rid of something buzzing, biting and annoying.

      For the next hours, she was too busy smacking bugs away and avoiding rough spots in the grass to think much, and the painful pulse in her foot and leg was an overwhelming company enough.

      It was like walking in a horrible, vivid dream.

      And when flies replaced gnats, it became even more so.

      Gaiane noticed the first fly sometime after midday: a plump, blue and green creature landed on her wrist, its abdomen throbbing lightly and its iridescent wings frail and lively under the sun. Gaiane lifted her hand and studied the bright compound eyes with grim interest. The fly buzzed away when she tried to touch it, but soon after more came to visit them. Two or three at first, flying away from where Gaiane and the stranger put their feet. They made their way up a sunny grassland, under a blinding blue sky, with the wind pushing them up.

      Swarms, then, annoying to the point the other girl had to stop and wave them away with her hand.

      Gaiane huffed one from her nose and buried her face in the crook of her elbow. She didn’t want those things to get into her mouth.

      “Why are there so many?” she asked in a whisper. “Is it normal?”

      “I’m not sure,” the girl answered, and for the first time Gaiane heard something in her voice. Tension, doubt--she sounded human, and not just contemptuous. She slowed down and stopped at the top of the hill; Gaiane joined her and looked down.

      Down the basin was a village, tiny and adorable. The other girl’s nervous reaction at the sight suddenly felt entirely out of place.

      Gaiane smiled as her heart leapt in her chest. Maybe village was an overstatement, but the clutter of five houses was perfect: white walls, straw roofs with some mischievous poppy growing among the yellow covering. There was a round well at the center of the square the houses faced, and surely there had to be some chickens or goats somewhere. That was what villages were all about, her books said. This one in particular looked peculiarly quiet, but how could she know there wasn’t some lady churning butter behind one of the huts, or a curved cheerful man working in the patch of dark soil she could make out between the buildings?

      Somebody was obviously there, their presence clear in the line of black smoke rising from one of the chimneys.

      Gaiane smiled--people! Real food! Maybe a bath too! Her limbs melted in relief and she turned to the other girl to suggest a stop.

      The moment she looked at that dark face, though, her blood froze. The girl was pale, uninterested in the four, five flies on her shoulder.

      “What’s happening?” Gaiane said under her breath, touching the stranger’s arm. She was shaking.

      “Don’t move.”

      “What? No, I’m…”

      The girl turned sharply and dropped the rope. She looked Gaiane straight in the face, and her eyes were wide, her long lashes quivering.

      “Stay here and don’t move, promise me!”

      “But…”

      The girl didn’t wait. She didn’t even secure Gaiane to anything, or bound her feet to stop her from escaping. She ran down the slope and slid for the last few meters, rushing to the small village.

      Gaiane, confused, watched her go.

      I could leave, I think.

      She took a step back and grimaced in pain. No, bad idea: she was in no condition to run, and being alone scared her more than she wanted to admit.

      After a quick check of their surroundings, Gaiane made up her mind. She collected the rope like a dress train and threw it over her arm before slowly making her way down the slope. One step at a time, dragging her achy leg and jumping on the good one, she stubbornly approached the basin.

      I won’t be alone, and that’s my first concern, for now.

      But the lower she moved, the more insistent the flies became. She could hear them buzz from all around, as if the whole world was trembling and humming.

      Her companion was nowhere to be seen, so she limped toward the houses. Withering flowers were dangling sadly from the windowsills, and everything was deadly silent, except for that maddening buzzing.

      Gaiane gasped, and her throat clenched when a gust of sweet, rotting stench invested her. Her vision blurred as she stumbled forward--flies were everywhere, dark patches in the shadows of the roofs, drinking from the moisture around the well.

      The black whirl coming from the chimney? Not smoke either.

      Corpse eaters. Parasites.

      More flies.

      Her jaw tingled as she panted.

      No birds. No wind, here, only the suffocating sultriness of a lethal summer. And when the wind came--a quick gust that made some shutters creak and slam--the stink invaded her.

      Rotting and penetrating, it clung to her skin and her tongue, it crawled down her throat and choked her. In vain she waved her bound hands, trying to summon anything--air to clear her lungs, fire to cleanse that place, water to wash over her and purge her. This time she felt something, the distant echo of power, but it was beyond her reach.

      She took another step toward the houses, desperate for the presence of her companion. Rude as she was, that girl was alive, she was real, and Gaiane needed to anchor herself to life.

      “Where… are you?” she called softly. The other girl didn’t answer, and Gaiane shivered in the sun. She reached the well, its chain whining gently under the breeze.

      The open windows were empty eyes staring at her. That single open door a gaping mouth.

      On the threshold, it peeked at her. Pale, otherworldly.

      She didn’t recognize it at first, and she approached it cautiously, squeezing her eyes.

      Her lungs emptied of all air.

      The arm was the same color as the faded limestone of her palace. The nails were a pale blue, as were the veins under the thin skin. A plump fly landed on the curled thumb and tapped it with its small paws.

      Gaiane took in the yellow dress, crumpled on a skinny shoulder, then everything faded to black. A beastly shriek wounded her ears, thumped in her head covering the murmur of the flies.

      Dirt was hard and dusty under her knees, her mouth filling with a bitter, acrid gush. And the cry roared on, broken here and there by a gagging cough.

      A small, hard hand was on her forehead, brushing her hair back, gentle despite the frenzied movements.

      A moment later she found herself with her back against the warm plaster, her head between her knees and a voice seeping through her panting.

      “Like that. Breath in, count to three… then out. No, no, slow and nice. Here, take my hand, it’s going to be over soon. One, two, three, out…”

      Gaiane recognized that voice, young and oddly concerned. The black veil wrapped around her slid down her face, and through a cascade of tears she saw the stranger fumbling around her wrists.

      “Come on. We’re leaving,” the girl said, helping her to her feet with a practical pull. Next thing Gaiane knew, there was a strong arm around her shoulders and they were moving.

      Her hands were free.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and let the other girl guide her, and after some time--minutes? An hour? She couldn’t tell--a cool shade washed over her.

      Her eyes fluttered open and she found they had left the valley to find shelter under a patch of shrubs. Her nameless companion was ashen grey, her hands clutched into shaking fists.

      Gaiane slumped in the grass and stared at her hands.

      “What happened there?” She let her voice sound as rough and feeble as it wished. She didn’t care. “They were all…”

      “Dead.”

      “H-How? There were no flames, it can’t be my mother’s soldiers, they would never…”

      The pitiful lie died in a stifling silence. It was them, the Asares patrols sent after her. She knew it, and it tore something inside her.

      Her odd companion rummaged in her bag and threw a white rag to their feet. Gaiane looked away from the ruined silver butterfly of her own coat of arms.

      “They poisoned the well. They really want to find you.”

      Gaiane took the banner and twisted into a knot. A bird cackled loudly in the distance.

      Her mouth still tasted like vomit, her voice was still rough, but words rolled from her tongue without her control.

      “I can’t go back. They would use me again, and I fear the reckoning would be even worse than this…”

      “Use you,” the girl snarled. “As if you could be of any use for…”

      “I know I can’t use my powers since I met you, but it hasn’t always been like that. They created me as a weapon. My mother and my father. They… wanted a mage whose power would never run dry, and it took them years to have me. I was born in the royal palace of Zafiria, and I spent my whole life in the same tower. Locked away, indoctrinated, my powers stifled with a magical artifact.” Her hand went to her neck. She could still feel the warm touch of living metal on her skin. “I was allowed to use my powers only to train.”

      The girl brushed her mohawk back until it stood up and frowned.

      “Train? For what?”

      Gaiane kicked her remaining slipper away and sunk her toes in the grass. It was warm, dry despite the recent rains.

      “For the Spring Slaughter. Hadn’t it been for me, Zafiria couldn’t have invaded Epidalio. I… I thought… they told me we were taking back land that was usurped from my family centuries ago, but it was a lie. Now I can see it.” She hugged her legs and perched her chin on her knees. “They unleashed my power over the land, and our--my mother’s soldiers became unstoppable. I was ten, and I saw so many people die, I felt every gunshot, every splash of blood as if I was on the battlefield…”

      Her throat clenched again, but this time tears came quietly, streaming down her face and washing away a lifetime of secrets and loneliness.

      The silence stretched for what felt like forever.

      The stranger girl frowned, her hands clenched into fists.

      “You didn’t want to,” she said.

      “No! Of course not--I never wanted anyone to suffer because of me, I just… I just wanted mother to be proud. I…”

      “And you didn’t even know about the war.”

      ”I didn’t”. The other girl looked away, her face inscrutable.

      “I, too, tried to make Ma proud of me. Unsuccessfully, though—she always said I had to study and behave, and I hated it. But I was good with practical stuff, and when I was seven I carved a wooden squirrel for her birthday. She liked it at first, but then she asked if I’d skipped lessons to do it… and she didn’t like the answer.” She ruffled her hair with a sad smile. “And now she’s gone for good. Because of a stupid war she never knew of. I can’t make her proud anymore.”

      “Oh.” Gaiane blinked and stared at the girl. Where words were supposed to be, now there was only a gaping void. What could she say to someone who’d lost her own mother because of her? “How… how was she?”

      “Pretty, tall and slender and with the most gorgeous black hair. Funny, too—she always said Da had married her because she made him laugh so much. She was a terrible cook but had a delicate hand with paintbrushes. She loved to wear red, and she was…” A moment of silence. The girl lowered her head, and her profile strained with anger and nostalgia. “She loved me fiercely even if I was a mess. She was my mom, and I’ll always miss her.”

      Gaiane rubbed her eyes, where tears were swelling again.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t know, and… and it’s haunted me ever since. That’s why I escaped the tower, I didn’t want to… to be part of it ever again, and instead… and I swear, I wish there was something, anything I could do to make things right, or simply to atone for what was m-my responsibility, if not my fault, but how…”

      “Leo.”

      Gaiane looked at the girl at her side. She was staring into the distance, her dark eyes glimmering and the sun drawing golden flickers from her hair.

      “W-What?”

      “My name’s Leo. I mean, we’ve been through enough, and I’ve seen how you’re not just some… some annoying brat, so I think a real introduction is in order.”

      Gaiane hesitated a moment. Was there really a shift in the girl—Leo’s voice? She didn’t sound as hostile as before.

      “Oh. Nice to meet you, Leo. I suppose you know my name already,” she said in a nasal voice, holding her hand out. Leo chuckled without a sound, giving her a firm handshake, very different from the curtsey she was accustomed to.

      “That I do…”

      “At least now I know yours.”

      “How did you call me in your head?”

      “Trust me, you don’t want to know.”

      They smiled at each other, then Leo fell serious again.

      “My village was one of the first to be raided, I think. It was as small as that one,” and she pointed to the horizon with her chin. “I lived with my father. I’ve always wanted to be a mage, but I… I can’t. I just can’t, I’m a decent blacksmith, a good woodworker, I build toys and make fireworks for the Summer Solstice. I used to, at least.”

      “I like fireworks. I could see them from my tower,” Gaiane sniffed.

      “And I thought I was doing the right thing, giving you back to your family. Da is sick, and we lost everything. I needed the money. Now I’m not so sure anymore—what if your family decided to use you again against my country? I can’t risk something like that, it would make me accomplice to… to whatever atrocities your folk would carry out!”

      “I wish I could help you, but I fear we’re at a dead end. Maybe… maybe if you just escort me to the border, if I go back on my own and confess…”

      “That’s a lot of ifs and maybes to begin with, and I’m still not sure I want to be involved in any political scheme. Or, well, give the Asares the chance to use you again,” Leo grunted, patting Gaiane’s shoulder.

      To her surprise, the princess realized she’d never experienced anything like this. Sharing a secret, smiling, opening up...

      Of course, she’d had servant girls and handmaids, but this was different.

      Leo got up and took her bag. It looked plumper.

      “Anyway, wherever I’m to take you, you still look like a princess. Not the cleanest, maybe, but a princess all the same. I bet we can change it, though.” She took a crumpled pile and threw it in Gaiane’s lap.

      She took it and spread it open. The dress was a faded blue, the dye uneven and the laces frayed. The hem was ripped, and the seamwork on the neckline was clumsy.

      “I know, it’s not the best. My dad used to be a dyer. Now he’s just a tailor, but he would still despise such sloppy work. But I think it’s your size,” Leo said.

      “Well, I’ve had better, and…”

      The thought flashed in her mind. Gaiane dropped the gown as if it burned and covered her mouth with her hands.

      Leo grumbled and put her fists on her hips.

      “What’s with you now? I know, it’s not the most fashionable or elegant thing in both our lands, but it’s clean and it’ll make you look like a peasant girl, if…”

      “She’s dead, isn’t she? The woman who wore this.”

      Leo closed her eyes and nodded.

      “I’m sorry. Survival isn’t a business for the weak of heart.”

      

      Weak. She’d been weak for eighteen years, sheltered and pampered. Her hands were covered in the blood of thousands for that. She was done with weak.

      She rose and grabbed the gown. The coarse fibers were almost warm in her fingers, as if the soul of its previous owner was still lingering about.

      “You’re right,” she said. She threw the fabric on a branch and squirmed to reach the buttons on the back of her bodice.

      Leo gasped softly and her cheeks flushed.

      “I’m… I can turn around, I mean, you have every right to your privacy, if…”

      “Turn around?” she laughed. “How are you supposed to help me if you’re not looking?”

      “Oh, come on! You can’t be that clumsy!”

      “Excuse me, but I never did it on my own!”

      “I learned when I was two, so you can do it too.”

      “Fine!” Gaiane snapped. She snatched the gown from the branch and glared at Leo. “Then yes, turn around. If you, please.”

      Leo sighed and threw her hands in the air.

      “As your royal highness wishes... “

      Gaiane wiggled out of her torn dress, kicking it in a pile of silk. Her pendant got caught in her hair in the process, and she grimaced when she pulled it free.

      Her chemise was stained in mud around the hem, torn up to her knee. She gladly discarded it, and crouched to pick up her new outfit. If she didn’t stop to think it had been taken from a dead person, she could endure it. The bundle in her hands was a mess of white linen and rougher, faded blue fabric. She folded the latter at her feet and spread the chemise around her.

      The linen was blessedly clean, soft from the long use and frequent washings.  When she pulled it on her head, it unfurled down to her feet like a caress, and she complimented herself for the grace with which she’d worn it on. The dress, though, was a different matter: Gaiane twisted and turned it in her hands, and on her third attempt she found the hem of the skirt and slithered in. Soon she found herself lost in a whirlwind of blue, missing the neckline and sleeves, no matter how attentively she shook her arms about.

      “What… in the name of…”

      Leo snorted something Gaiane couldn’t understand, but in a second a capable hand grabbed the back (or front? Hard to say) of the gown and pulled down.

      Gaiane emerged to the light with a deep breath, sputtering a lock of hair that had got in her mouth.

      Leo looked at her, half amused, half exasperated. She turned the gown around Gaiane’s neck and held the empty sleeves out.

      “Can you stick your hands here now?”

      Gaiane’s neck felt unpleasantly warm, clearly because of the friction of that ungodly coarse fabric. She stuck her hands through the sleeves and let Leo tighten the laces until the bodice fit like a glove.

      The skirt was a little too short, ending a couple of inches above her ankles, but other that it was her size, after all.

      Leo patted her hands together, satisfied with the result, then offered her a pair of leather clogs, only to hesitate a second.

      “Let me see your wound,” she said, and Gaiane obediently sat down. “Ah, as I thought. Nothing serious, it’s just a spike. It’s coming out already, and… here!”

      “Ouch!” Gaiane yelped, taking her foot back. “That stung!”

      “And this will sting even more,” Leo said matter-of-factly, taking a small jar from her bag. It smelled like grease and herbs, so strong Gaiane’s nose prickled, and yes, it burned like hell on her skin. She ordered herself not to flinch, and she waited patiently as Leo covered the sticky mess with a clean wrap. “Here you go, tomorrow you’ll be alright.”

      “You took that too from the…”

      “Don’t ask, if you don’t want to know the answer.”

      “Alright, you’ve got a point,” Gaiane conceded. “So, if anyone asks what are we?”

      “I don’t know, cousins? Ugh, your hair is a mess. Sit here, I’ll braid it.”

      “We’re not very believable as cousins,” Gaiane chuckled. When Leo’s fingers carded through the knots, a lovely shiver ran through her scalp.

      “People see what they want to see. Try to be a little less stuck up and we’ll be alright.”

      “I’m not stuck up!”

      “Hush now, and stay still.”

      Leo’s hands worked swiftly in her hair, parting it into long strands and wrapping them in thick braids.

      It was relaxing. Homey, almost, and Gaiane tried to look behind her shoulders.

      “You’re good at this,” she admitted, and Leo smiled. She could hear it in her voice.

      “I did mom’s hair when I was a child. Apparently I haven’t lost my touch.”

      “You don’t do yours, though.”

      “No. I haven’t since she died. Da was good enough, but… but no, this was a thing between me and Ma. And now she’s gone, so…”

      “Thank you,” Gaiane whispered. Leo sighed and worked without a word, until Gaiane’s mane was neatly combed into a crown around her forehead.

      “One last thing,” Leo said, pulling one thick braid low on Gaiane’s brow. “This way your mark won’t be as flashy.”

      “Oh, right.” Gaiane stood up and tucked her pendant into her bodice, patting it against her chest. “Better not look too royal, am I right?”

      “Good girl.” Leo winked, and Gaiane couldn’t help but smile in earnest.

      She watched her collect some wood, busy around their few belongings. Leo was still talking about taking her to the border, considering the safest and fastest route, but Gaiane could barely hear her.

      For the first time in her life, she was free and she wasn’t alone.

      She could get used to the feeling.
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      The throne room was oppressive, with the sultry air lingering low and not a breath of breeze to move the thick tapestries. A single fly buzzed by one of the tall windows, too far to ask a servant to smack it.

      Worse even, Alcibiade was talking. A lot. In that monotonous voice of his, his balding head bowed low. Even Diocle, standing tall by her side, suppressed a yawn.

      “Thank you for your detailed introduction, Counselor,” Cibele said with a stretched smile. Enough was enough. “I think we should let the soldiers tell their tale, shouldn’t we?”

      “But of course, your majesty! I never meant to trespass, I live to serve the noble house of Asares…”

      On and on, with his typical stream of platitudes.

      Be glad I’m not asking you to die for the Asares, she thought bitterly. It was tempting: Gaiane had been gone for days, and no matter how far and wide they’d searched, she was nowhere to be found.

      The three soldiers panting in pain in front of the throne were, at least, a distraction from the usual, sorry reports of villagers punched for not knowing enough.

      She vaguely remembered the woman, a sturdy soldier with a square jaw and hard cheekbones. She looked gaunt now, with her left leg slipping from under her and her face drawn. Of her two companions, the man with graying hair blinked in confusion, and a large yellowish bruise covered half of his face. The young recruit was biting his lower lip and squeezing his eyes in pain, trying to stand despite the horrible angle his bandaged knee was bent into. His crutch helped a bit.

      “You can go,” Cibele said. Alcibiade didn’t protest, even if his faded eyes sent sparkles of disappointment. Diocle, unsurprisingly, stood by her side. She was almost glad for his insubordination.

      When the door slammed shut, the room fell silent. Except for that damned fly, of course.

      Cibele rose and slowly walked down the platform, her steps soft on the thick blue carpet. She stopped in front of the soldiers and clasped her hands in front of her, letting her long sleeves hide their trembling.

      I should tell them to get up and find them some chairs. They’re clearly in a lot of pain.

      The thought came and went almost unnoticed. She had more important matters at hand.

      “Tell me,” she said curtly. The woman was quick to answer, and her voice was unsteady and bitten off.

      “They… attacked us. And then betrayed our trust.”

      Diocle cocked his head to the side.

      “It sounds rather nondescript, do you know it, soldier?”

      Cibele briefly lifted her eyes to the ceiling coffer and took a deep breath.

      Insolent.

      “I’m well aware, sir, but it’s the truth. First my patrol was captured by a band of outlaws, West of Nikaia. I lost two men, but I managed to call for reinforcements. A stranger helped us escape, even killed the gang’s leader, but then…”

      “Explain yourself. I need more details,” Cibele pressed on. Her knuckles cracked when she clenched her fists more tightly at the long tale of how the soldiers were captured and had cheated death by hanging--she had no doubt it was true, for the red wound around the commander’s and her companion’s neck were very clear.

      The second part of the misadventure was less plausible. A man first helped them fight their captors, then ambushed them in their camp… and took just one horse and the bare necessary to survive. Not a thief, not a friend of those rogue Laskaris loyalists.

      Who, then?

      “This man. What did he look like?”

      The young soldier whimpered, but his commander answered quickly.

      “Broad shoulders and thick arms, even if he looked rather thinned out from a life in the wild--this at least sounded true, considering how he was dressed, rags and hides and very old boots.” She grimaced and tried to bend her wounded leg back in place. “Long hair, a beard, light brown or… no, well, ginger, but he was dirty enough not to…”

      “And blue eyes. Like a winter morning,” the graying soldier said in a dreamy voice. His left pupil was larger than the right one, and his nose crooked to the side. He smiled. “Like that boy said, the storyteller, the one with the gang…”

      The commander interrupted him.

      “Please, your highness, forgive Barnabas. He took a heavy blow to the head and he’s not himself. The stranger had blue eyes, but it’s not relevant. I’m sorry if…”

      “No, it’s interesting,” Diocle said. Cibele silenced him with a glare and tried to smile back at the rambling man.

      “Tell me more about this stranger and the boy, Barnabas,” she added in a sweet voice.

      “The boy. He said the Dawn Star is still alive, and the Dawn Star--I saw him back at the Spring Slaughter. He should be dead, but…”

      “With all due respect, your majesty, allow me to explain,” the commander insisted with a tired sigh. “There was a young man with the outlaws, and he talked endlessly about how the Laskaris weren’t as done as history has proven. Nobody believed him, though, and yes, our traitor had blue eyes, like many other people. He wasn’t…”

      “What was his name?” Cibele interrupted her.

      The woman grinned mirthlessly.

      “He told us his name was Stelio, and now I can see why.” She shook her head, and her greasy hair covered her face. “He took a horse and left. But he said…”

      Her angular face twisted in concentration. Diocle took a step forward and bowed lightly.

      “It’s alright, soldier. You’re in no trouble: finish your report, then I’ll send for the royal healers. You did good, and we’re grateful for your sacrifices.”

      Wise words. Cibele envied him that calm composure: she only managed to sound intimidating, and it wouldn’t work right now.

      The commander swallowed and looked past him, into Cibele's eyes.

      “He said he was no one, and that he had a princess to find.”

      “He’s after Gaiane, then. Predictable, but not clarifying,” Diocle said, caressing his chin. Cibele squinted.

      Something didn’t quite sit right in the soldier’s tale. She didn’t think they were lying--not in front of Diocle, whose talent in finding answers was almost legendary in the realm. And yet…

      She dropped her arms and walked toward the commander, placing her hand on her head.

      “You did us a great service, and we’re grateful for your loyalty. Go find Alcibiade and tell him to escort you to the medical wing. No doubt you’ll find him right out of the throne room,” she added.

      The three soldiers painfully scrambled to their feet. They bowed, and Barnabas with more enthusiasm than the other, then crawled down the long aisle. They were badly wounded, and every step looked like agony.

      “You should’ve offered them some servants to help them. A crutch, at least,” Diocle said after the trio had reached the distant door.

      “Help them yourself, next time,” she snapped, sitting on the throne and letting her head fall against the backrest. She massaged her temples and stretched her legs, and Diocle sat on the floor by the throne.

      “Something’s bugging you,” he said. “I know it.”

      “Are you using your powers on me, Diocle?”

      He laughed softly and crossed his legs.

      “I don’t need to, I can read you pretty well after all these years, my dear. Spit it out, come on.”

      She sighed.

      “A princess. He knew Gaiane was missing, he knew her name--why a princess, then?”

      “Again with this nonsense, Cibele? The Laskaris are dead, all of them. It’s been eight years, and surviving the collapse of a whole castle is pretty complicated. Especially for a heavily pregnant woman.”

      “But what if…”

      Diocle got to his feet and crouched back in front of her, taking her hands. A familiar gesture, and this time she didn’t recoil. The look on Diocle's face was open, vulnerable: there was still something of the young man she’d chosen to sire Zafiria's only hope, with those high cheekbones and lips always slightly curled in a mocking smile.

      “Cibele. My queen. It doesn’t really matter; can’t you see? Our only concern is Gaiane. Once we have her back, safe and sound, even old king Stelio, his wife and his son could pop back to life. It will make no difference.”

      “In all these years I haven’t heard anyone say that even the Dawn Star could still be alive. Why now?”

      “The heir to the Asares throne has disappeared, and this is weird enough on its own. Of course such an incredible thing would create legends.” He shook his head. “Even make the dead come back to life.”

      He let her hands go, and she stifled a jolt of disappointment.

      “What should we do?”

      “I have an idea, and you may not like it. This, Cibele, calls for my direct intervention. I’ll go search with the rest of the troops.”

      But when Diocle started to go into further detail, discussing new strategies and patterns for the patrols, her mind drifted away.

      Gaiane, where are you?

      Suddenly, the throne she was sitting on felt very, very fragile.
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      The Asares beaters weren’t subtle. In the next day, Evandro didn’t even need to resort to his hunting skills to find traces of the soldiers’ march.

      He’d found burned huts, dead cattle around their trough, and even a family, walking in shock on one of the secondary paths, who told him how their lack of information on the princess had resulted in a beating of their cows and theft of their few possessions. The donkey pulling their half empty cart kept its ears low, and they didn’t say much else, except that they were looking for a place to go, preferably far from that princess.

      It was early in the morning, after a brief stop to rest the horse, when Evandro felt the distinct sensation of being followed. At first it was just a vague suspect, and he could’ve dismissed it as mere paranoia; but later on, when the sun was peeking through the hills, he heard a soft footstep, out of sync with the hooves of his ride.

      Ahead of him was a small, empty cluster of houses, reeking of death in the warm weather. He slowed down as he approached it, mentally retracing his steps. To his left was a grassy slope, and behind him the sparser outskirts of the woods. Whoever was following him was there, somewhere. He needed to lure him in the open.

      He trotted to the empty square and unmounted; he stopped short of securing the reins to the well, because the puddle around it glimmered in the sun, oily and menacing.

      Poison, he thought. He walked the horse to the nearest house and tied the bridle to a pole by the door.

      People had died there, and it’d been a couple of days at least, considering the flies buzzing around. Good: the dead weren’t a threat. Without turning around he entered the house, glad to find nobody on the ground floor. Upstairs the buzzing was louder, and he knew he didn’t need to check.

      He closed the door behind him and squinted in the shadows; the place was empty, but showed signs of having been visited recently, and not by a careful guest. The drawers were open, a pile of clothes by the empty fireplace, and the bowl on the counter was tilted, empty but for a bruised apple on the floor. A set of cutlery was scattered on the table, and he silently took a carving knife. Safer and wieldier than his sword.

      He could’ve spent some time investigating, but all he needed to do was wait. Outside, his horse snorted quietly, slapping his rear with his tail to chase the flies away.

      Evandro crouched by the door.

      Minutes went by in the stinking silence. The horse gave no sign of disturbance, and from the window Evandro could see the large black head shaking now and then in annoyance.

      Come on. I know you’re looking for me, show some guts…

      For a long time, nothing happened.

      Then a sliver of sunlight spread on the floor, the hinges squeaked, and Evandro tightened his grip on the knife. The stranger was nothing but a black silhouette against the morning sun, tall and lanky.

      An enemy.

      Evandro jumped forward and doubled over. His shoulder sunk into a thin stomach, and with a grunt his pursuer fell back. Offering no resistance, the man slumped on his back and collapsed in the dirt, with Evandro rolling on top of him.

      Blinded by the light, Evandro let instinct move his hands. Oblivious of the scratches on his knees and of the thundering pulse in his ears, he grabbed the stranger by the front of his shirt, putting all of his weight on his torso. The blade flashed, its edge finding the soft skin of a shaved throat. It lingered there, drawing an indenture but not sinking deep.

      Not yet.

      The gurgling sound cleared Evandro mind. He blinked, and recognition dawned on him.

      “Mother’s breath… you fool of a whelp, I could’ve killed you!” he panted. He lifted some pressure from the blade but held his captive down with his weight.

      Ampelio's hair was a tangle, his eyes squeezed shut and his face pale as chalk. The young man panted quickly, his arms splayed and his hands clenched into fists.

      “Can’t… breathe,” he rasped.

      “Of course you can, or you couldn’t talk. What are you doing here? What do you want from me?”

      “Please?”

      That warm voice tingled against his skin. Evandro grunted and twisted the fabric in his fist.

      “No tricks. I don’t want to hurt you, but I won’t stop if necessary.”

      “Alright, alright--ow, my spleen!”

      No doubt it was Ampelio, slightly worse to wear than last time Evandro had seen him. His hand was roughly bandaged, but otherwise he was the same nosy kid he’d helped escape the ambush.

      He almost regretted it.

      Tentatively, he slid from him; he loomed over him and bared his blade, holding its point under Ampelio's chin.

      “Have you been followed?”

      “No, no… I’m alone. Spirits, I thought I’d lost you. Ouch.” He perched himself on his elbows and cautiously stood up, still holding his hands out. “You’re heavy for a living legend…”

      “Explain yourself.” Evandro pressed on. The sooner he stopped that Dawn Star obsession, the better.

      “Well, I did as you told me, didn’t I? I ran. But not very far, because I needed to speak to you. Maybe with no Asares soldiers eavesdropping or trying to kill us.”

      Evandro sighed and slumped his shoulders.

      “But why?”

      Ampelio patted his chest and thighs. The faded fabric of his tunic showed some traces of bright brocade inserts, and there was a trace of worn out lace on his wrists.

      Fop, Evandro thought.

      “Why? Why, he asks! Spirits of all my blessed ancestors, I think I was open enough about my point!” Ampelio wiggled the fingers of his wounded hand and scrunched his nose. “Did you really think I tagged along some Laskaris nostalgic without seeing through your mask? You’re the Dawn Star, and the rebellion needs you!”

      Evandro threw his head back and almost dropped his sword.

      “Again? I’m no one, and the Dawn Star died in the siege of Nikaia. How obtuse can you be to deny it?”

      “I have eyes to see, you know? And they’re rather pretty, too. Can you imagine how uplifting the news would be to the rebels?”

      “There’s no rebels.” Evandro snapped. “Only a bunch of deluded fools who live in the past.” He turned to his horse and undid the reins, careful not to look at Ampelio. His gestures were sharp enough to make the poor horse snort and rasp the ground.

      “You’re so very wrong, ser knight! There’s still hope for the Laskaris if…”

      Evandro dropped the bridle and turned to Ampelio. Two long strides and he was on him again, his hand wrapped around his arm, pulling him forward, their noses almost touching.

      “Stop saying that name. Dead, all of them, and if you really think I’m the Dawn Star you should know I saw them die one by one.”

      “B-But…”

      “No buts. Have I made myself clear? I won’t tolerate another word on the rebellion, on ghosts and lost wars. Don’t make me repeat myself.” He shoved him back and looked away before Ampelio's wounded expression could make him regret his harsh words.

      He returned to his horse, mindlessly brushing the dusty mantle. Here it was again, the nightmare lingering about. Clammy skin, cold flesh crushing him. Flies. Flies everywhere.

      “Where are you going?” Ampelio asked after a while in a low, uncertain voice. Evandro gasped--no, he was not in the mass grave, and the dead people nearby weren’t his responsibility. Not entirely.

      “None of your business.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “Absolutely not!” The burst of shock from the absurdity of such a statement snatched him from his past. He turned sharply to stare at the young man, still standing in the middle of the square, by the well. “I have no use for a kid.”

      The mere thought of having someone else around, after so many years of isolation, made his skin ripple with discomfort.

      Ampelio cocked a golden eyebrow and pursed his lips.

      “I was fifteen when the Slaughter happened, and I remember it all. If the fabled Evandro Sideris is still breathing…”

      “He’s not.”

      “... then I’m bound by honor to follow him.”

      “Honor? What honor? You’re no knight, and I daresay no fighter either!”

      “I’m a survivor, and I owe you my life.” Ampelio said, and again his voice sounded like warm honey. Impossible not to listen to him. Evandro hated him a bit for this. “I collect stories. I tell them. I keep the memory of what Epidalio was alive, and your part of it, whether you want it or not.”

      Maybe it was the magic soaking his tone, but Evandro couldn’t just turn around and dismiss him with a snark reply.

      “I don’t need you.” he said, sounding unsure to his own ears.

      “I won’t be a burden. I can take care of myself, you know? I wouldn’t have survived this long otherwise. Come on…”

      Evandro huffed and clicked his tongue to call the horse.

      “If you think I’ll let you ride, then forget it.”

      “Of course I can walk! Let the poor beast rest--hey!” Ampelio's attempt at patting the horse’s nose resulted in a grumbling snort and a snap of teeth. “I was just trying to be kind. You found yourself a suitable rider, haven’t you?”

      “Why didn’t I leave you to die in the woods?” Evandro mumbled as they took on walking uphill.

      “Because I’m charming and too good looking to die.”

      “Do you ever shut up?”

      “When I’m sleeping, sometimes.”

      Evandro rolled his eyes and kept them carefully low. The grass brushed against his knees, and he wasn’t surprised to see the remains of a path among it. Someone had clearly visited the village lately, and not with good intentions. Someone on foot, looking at the nature of the track.

      A glimmer of silver flashed through the bright green.

      Ampelio was chattering about his days on the run, a minstrel skilled in seeing when things would get dire and leaving before risking his life. Evandro barely listened: he squinted and stared at the sparkle.

      “Take this,” he said, throwing the rains in Ampelio’s face.

      “What… ow!”

      Evandro crouched and moved a tuft to the side. His heart skipped a beat.

      The slipper was covered in mud, its sole flapping from the heel. Still, it was silk, with a silver thread painting the slender shape of many butterflies on the toes.

      Not a peasant shoe, and still on the open enough to be a recent track. He crushed it in his fist; the gasp by his shoulder startled him.

      “What’s that?” Ampelio asked, crouching behind him.

      “A clue,” Evandro answered, taking back his horse. “One I didn’t expect to find.”

      “Oh? So we’re after someone!”

      Evandro turned and poked him in the chest.

      “I am after the cause of this mess, burned villages, dead people, and all the tragedies I’ve witnessed. You are just a busybody who happened to stand in my way.”

      “The Asares princess!” Ampelio whispered, his hazel eyes round and shining. “That’s your quest!”

      “I wouldn’t call it a quest,” he grumbled. The beaten track wound up the hill, fresh enough to be clearly visible. No horses, and no more than three people. If the princess was not among them, they surely had to know something about her.

      He tucked the shoe in his satchel and ignored Ampelio's excited buzzing, eyes on the path.

      For the whole afternoon, Evandro battled a sense of hurry that spurred him to jump on his horse and just follow the lead. Somehow, though, he kept on foot, scanning the woods for any piece of proof that suggested his prey had walked that same path.

      Not a very cautious prey, he thought, taking a broken twig from a bush.

      They might as well have left signs and arrows to point into their direction, he thought. A jay chortled from a chestnut tree deeper up the slope--a warning, and the sign nobody was near enough to alert the birds before the two of them.

      Despite everything, Evandro had to admit Ampelio had heeded his threat: not a single mention of the Laskaris during his endless tales and stories. Maybe he really thought Evandro would’ve killed him otherwise.

      It was dark when they stopped. Ampelio let out a relieved sigh and stretched his back.

      “I was about to ask for some rest, you know? We’ve been hiking for hours, and my back hurts, so…”

      Evandro slapped his hand on his mouth and pulled him behind a tree.

      “Shut up,” he hissed. He peeked from the tree and squinted. There, under a rocky ledge at the top of the hill, was the faint red glow of a dying fire.

      Ampelio groaned, and Evandro pressed his palm harder on his mouth. He shoved him against the tree and put his lips to his ear.

      “Now I’m letting you go, but you must be still, quiet and--did I mention still?”

      “Mmph!”

      “No, listen to me: I need to check on that camp, and I don’t want you in the way when I find out if I’m right. Nod if you get me.”

      Ampelio gulped and nodded once. Evandro removed his hand and pointed at the horse.

      “Keep him here. I’ll be back soon.”

      He crouched in the bushes and took a first, silent step. The sword was heavy and encumbered his movements; he kept the scabbard close to his side and slithered on.

      The campsite was just minutes from his position, but he took his time. Slow and steady, placing his boots on every patch of dry dirt and avoiding the leaves whenever it was possible.

      Halfway up the path, he stopped and kept his eyes closed for a moment. When he opened them again, he could see two shapes slumped by the fire, quiet into sleep. Another step, and then one more. The figures gained definition.

      They were small, and in the dim light of the fire they seemed very young. He caught a glimpse of scruffy reddish hair and dark skin, and knew that one wasn’t his target. A glide to the left, he ducked under a low branch and prayed his heart didn’t sound so loud outside of his head.

      Two girls. The second one, wrapped in a faded blue dress, was on her side, snoring softly. A pale, heart-shaped face, dark hair coming loose from the braid on her forehead.

      The deep black circle on her freckled skin had him hesitate--a mage, and a powerful one. He needed to be careful. But when he bowed to check again, another detailed hit him.

      From the frayed bodice, a silver pendant peeked among the blue folds. A slender chain, and what looked a lot like the wing of a butterfly.

      His heart jumped in his throat.

      He didn’t need the detailed description the Asares soldiers had exchanged, or even to trust his own sixth sense. A dark haired teen girl, with enough magic to wipe away a whole country and with the Asares’ symbol hanging from her neck. His hands were chilled, his palms sweaty.

      The princess was asleep at his feet, as harmless as a pup. How could that girl be responsible for all the devastation he’d witnessed, both when he was a fiery tempered boy of twenty trying to defend his king and now, a pathetic failure in a land set ablaze by its tyrant?

      I can end this madness, once and for all.

      He slowly bared his blade, inch by inch, as quietly as possible. The sharp edges made little sound against the well-oiled leather, and the two girls didn’t move.

      When he stood up at the princess’ side, he bit the inside of his cheek so hard he tasted blood.

      It was so all too easy. A whole platoon of trained soldiers had failed to find this little thing, peacefully at his mercy. All he had to do was lower his sword right there, burying it in the soft dimple at the base of her throat. A fast and merciful death, and she’d barely wake up to feel any fear at all.

      Do it. Blood calls for blood, and the Asares have spilled enough to drown the whole world already.

      He swallowed, but his throat was clenched.

      Why am I hesitating?

      The princess smacked her lips and opened her mouth, her breathing still slow and deep.

      Evandro bared his teeth. Her innocent look was a farce, and he knew it. Hadn’t it been for her, Eliodoro would’ve still be alive, and with him.

      The picture of his beloved prince, with his bright eyes and loud laughter, hardened his resolve. He curled his fingers around the hilt and held his breath. Eyes to the starry sky, he sent out a prayer to the Mother, for the girl’s soul and his own, and lifted his arms.

      A brutal grip on his elbow stopped his movement. He stumbled back, rustling the leaves and falling against Ampelio.

      “No! What are you doing?”

      “The right thing. Let me…”

      “You can’t kill a sleeping girl!” he hissed, trying to drag Evandro from the camp.

      “Step aside, Ampelio, or I’ll kill you too,” he snarled. He punched Ampelio in the stomach and turned around.

      Only to find his precious element of surprise was blown.

      The two girls were awake; the brown skinned one on her feet, her huge black eyes staring at Evandro as she stood in front of the princess, who was awake but still confused.

      Ampelio was on his knees, groaning, and Evandro rose his blade.

      “Move aside, and no harm will come to you. I’m here for her.” he said out loud in a flat voice.

      “Who are you?” the princess whimpered, crawling back from the fire.

      “No one,” he repeated again. Then he looked at the stranger girl again, flicking his wrist and blade. “Move. You’re in my way.”

      “Like hell,” she replied, clenching her fists. She looked fit and strong, but was clearly no warrior, just a stubborn child in the wrong place. “Don’t… hurt them, it’s not like you,” Ampelio moaned. Evandro ignored him and took one step forward. The girl didn’t back away.

      “Do as I say, little one, or…”

      A kick, an arch of sparkles and embers. It caught Evandro on his legs, inoffensive enough.

      A distraction.

      “Gaiane, run!” the girl yelled, throwing herself against Evandro.

      Her weight unbalanced him, and he opened his guard not to run his sword through her.

      The princess jumped to her feet and shoot through the night.

      Evandro cursed.

      All too easy? He’d been wrong.

      He grabbed the girl’s arm, stopping her attempts at punching him--well, one attempt was successful, and his lip split and bled. A sharp twist that made her squeal, and he shoved her away. He didn’t even stop to see where she landed and followed the princess.

      That, at least, was the plan, because Gaiane didn’t go very far. Evandro saw her leap behind the fireplace and point straight downhill, only to shriek and fall a few yards later.

      “Evandro!” Ampelio yelled from the camp. “Stop!”

      His words, hurried and terrified, didn’t pierce the veil of Evandro's fury. He reached the princess in a few long strides and prepared to kill her. Now he really had no other choice--he needed to stop her before she could cast a spell.

      Gaiane was curled up in the leaves, holding her ankle. Evandro felt a sting of regret at her disheveled state, her braids loose on her shoulders. Even in the darkness, she looked so painfully young…

      “I’m sorry, but it’s the only way,” he said, unsure if he was talking to her at all.

      Gaiane lifted her face, and her eyes were only two glimmering pools of tears.

      “I don’t want to die,” she whined.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again, lifting his sword.

      The hit in the small of his back made him snort and almost drop his sword. He had no time to turn around, because that other girl was on his back, her arms around his neck and his heels kicking him in the thighs.

      “I told you to run!” she cried out. Evandro let go of his sword and grabbed the strong forearms choking him.

      “I can’t run, Leo! I fell and twisted my ankle!” the princess sobbed.

      “Well do… something! Anything magick-y!”

      “You know I can’t!”

      Evandro grunted and abandoned his attempts at unfurling this Leo’s arms. He shot his arms backwards and grabbed her by her shoulders, pulling her hard toward him.

      In a second, the pressure on his neck shifted. He threw the girl over his back and on the ground, dropping her unceremoniously in front of the princess.

      “I… don’t want to kill you, Leo. It’s Leo, isn’t it?” he panted, reaching for his sword again.

      “And I won’t let some Asares son of a bitch take her!” Small as she was, this girl was resilient. In a second she was back on her feet and ready to charge again. Evandro pushed her away with his shoulder, but not before Leo could scratch him across the face.

      “He’s not an Asares!” said a panicked voice above them.

      Evandro got his sword, and turned toward Gaiane. She was still crying, and it made it all even worse than it was. Leo rolled somewhere in the bushes, muttering profanities and apparently stopping by a tree with a grunt.

      Ampelio cleared his throat and tried again, but his tone sounded as loud and nervous.

      “He’s Evandro, the Dawn Star! And he’s not dead… is he?” He hurried toward Evandro, his voice broken. Fear, disillusion… hope?

      Evandro panted and lowered his sword. His cheek burned, and Leo returned once more, a scruffy shape in the shadows.

      “No, he’s not! The Dawn Star was a hero, and this one is just a coward who attacks a sleeping girl!”

      “I swear he is! Please, Evandro, I beg you--don’t do it. You’re better than this, I know it!”

      “You know nothing!” he screamed. Too many voices, too many people. Like in Nikaia, during the siege--people he needed to fight or to protect, people he’d failed, his duty heavy upon his heart. He closed his eyes and let the sword fall from his hand, grabbing his head and groaning.

      Better than this. Was he? Eliodoro would’ve said the same.

      His breath shattered in heaves, his fingers tingled. When he came back to his senses enough to open his eyes again, he realized he was doubled over, shaking. Leo was at the princess’ side, helping her up and supporting her over her shoulder.

      “I won’t let you take her.” she said. So low and serious, with all the hidden fire of her youth.

      Ampelio appeared at Evandro's side, his voice still a bit wheezy.

      “I know what you want to do, but this is not the way.” he said. His hand lingered close, and Evandro swatted it from his shoulder.

      “I could’ve stopped the Asares,” he growled.

      “And damn Epidalio to a slow and painful death.” Ampelio ignored his protests and patted his back, walking toward the two girls. “My ladies, I’m devastated you needed to… what’s wrong with my voice I swear I have no idea. Anyway, my friend, here, was shocked, and…”

      “Shocked my ass!” Leo said. “Come any closer and I’ll kick your butt, too!”

      “Please, leave my butt be. Would it help if I said I’m with the rebellion, and I can…”

      “No.” Evandro stepped in, taking his sword and putting it back at his side. “Not like that.”

      “Just like that, instead,” Ampelio pressed on. “Come to Nikaia, and I know we’ll find a way.”

      “Nikaia?” Gaiane whined. Wasn’t she done crying yet? “B-But it doesn’t exist anymore!”

      “It does,” Ampelio said, but now it was Evandro he was speaking to. “You want to help your home? I can show you how. But you need to trust me.”

      Evandro stared at him without seeing him.

      Gaiane was still there, and she wasn’t going anywhere, not with a twisted ankle. But the outburst of blind violence  was gone, and in its place he found only disgust for himself. Ampelio was serious, intense even without a glimmer of magic to his tone.

      Leo broke the stasis.

      “First, I don’t trust you, so I’m not coming with you! And neither is Gaiane… right?”  She turned to the princess with a questioning stare.

      “No, I’m…” Gaiane hopped on one foot and sniffed.

      She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and looked up to Evandro. Her pale face was covered in freckles, her eyes puffy, and when she twisted her frail hands in her lap she looked even younger. A frightened child taking one tentative step forward a big, scary dog—and Evandro didn’t feel like he was anything but a snarling hound, at the moment. The girl gulped and clenched her teeth; moving forward was clearly costing her every drop of her determination, and it showed. She extended her hand, and brusquely retracted it when Evandro glared at her.

      She should’ve fled. Turn her back on him and ran in disgust.

      She didn’t.

      After that first hesitation, she breathed through her nose and squared her shoulders, reaching out for him again.

      Evandro almost recoiled at her touch, a cool hand brushing his wrist. “You are him. The Dawn Star—the hero. Even I know of him… are you?”

      “I said the Dawn Star is dead,” he muttered, but Gaiane shook her head.

      “I don’t believe you. I may be inexperienced, but you are a bad liar. I can see it in your eyes, there’s more to you than violence.” She sighed, and her long pale throat trembled. “I wish the same could be said of me…”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, girl. Anyway, what do you want from me? I tried to kill you, you should be… running? Screaming? Whatever, but stop preaching, I…”

      

      “I want to atone for what I’ve done to this land, and now, perhaps, I’m starting to see how. I… I’ve never seen the entirety of the damage I’ve caused during the Slaughter, and I need to know. To witness the tragedy.” She nodded, still pale and shaky, but with a new glimmer of determination in her blue eyes. “I want to go to Nikaia. I need to see--to atone.”

      Leo burst into a rough laughter.

      “Absolutely not! It’s a pile of rubbish, and-”

      “Leo. Please. If I really want to make up for my role in the conquest of Epidalio, awareness is the first step. Nikaia must be where this all begins.”

      Evandro pinched the bridge of his nose. Killing the princess would’ve saved him a lot of headaches, but leaving Ampelio to the Asares would have had the same effect.

      Hearing those words spoken in the princess’ shaky voice—atonement, awareness, the signs of a new hope—hurt even more than the realization that he’d been really close to hurting someone little older than a child. It had seemed to right at the time, when blood was rushing to his head and steel was heavy in his hand, but now…

      A new path, starting from Nikaia. The burying site of my past self. I should go and check if I’m still alive, after all.

      Being a beast in the wild had been easy. A comfort in the bleary years of his exile. Now, somehow, that identity was starting to feel wrong on him, like the skin of a lizard right before it molts. Something else, old and almost forgotten, but still burning with life, was starting to resurface. Evandro wished it had stood dormant: he had learned to accept that he wasn’t a knight anymore. And he hated being wrong.

      Now that Gaiane had planted the seed of Nikaia in his mind, though, he couldn’t shake it off.

      A new path, he’d said to himself. One he had to take to find himself, maybe.

      Might as well set off.

      “Ampelio,” he snapped. “Get my horse, if you were smart enough not to let him wander off. If it’s Nikaia you all want, I’m taking you there.”

      And then we’ll see.
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      “You could’ve ran,” Leo said quietly. She glared at the wide back of the man walking in front of them, his calloused hand wrapped tightly around the reins of his horse.

      Gaiane couldn’t hear her. Riding sidesaddle with her head low and her hair half undone, the princess had spent half of their two days of march complaining about how her back hurt, how she wouldn’t eat the rabbits Evandro caught for them, and how long would it take to get to Nikaia? True, it was a little better than her past whimpering, but after a while, even Ampelio had given up and stopped trying to comfort her.

      Resentment churned her stomach. She had come to accept Gaiane, and her tale of imprisonment and brainwashing cast a brand new light on her prejudices on the princess. The blooming affection for the girl clashed with the resentment for the situation she’d put Leo in. Going to Nikaia wasn’t at the top of Leo’s priority list, especially when in company of two strangers—one dangerous, the other nosy. Hadn’t Gaiane been so clumsy she could’ve escaped, and Leo with her. But no, she had wailed about her twisted ankle, and it wasn’t even swollen or bruised!

      Leo kicked a pebble and grunted, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “I would offer you a coin for your thoughts, but I’m broke. What about half a stale cookie?” Ampelio tilted his head toward her with a grin, and Leo grimaced at him.

      “I don’t like you,” she said calmly.

      “Impossible. It’s just a matter of time, and then…”

      “No, seriously. I don’t know you, and what I see isn’t my cup of tea. If you want to impress your friend, there,” and she beckoned to Evandro, “go ahead, but don’t think I’ll trust you.”

      Ampelio's bright smile blurred a little. He looked briefly at Evandro, then back at Leo.

      “Why are you saying that? I think I did my part in keeping you both safe--one could even say I saved both your lives…”

      They were falling behind, and Leo hurried so as not to lose track of Gaiane.

      “Yes, well, you basically handed us both to a dangerous savage who you claim is someone he’s clearly not…”

      “Oh, he is,” he interrupted her, serious. “He’s just forgotten many things. And I hope I can make him remember.”

      “Still not buying it. Now stop talking, your voice gives me a headache.”

      “Weren’t I so tired I could show you a trick or two, and then you’d ask me never to stop singing ever,” he grinned with a wink.

      Leo hurried on, leaving him at the rear of the group. To her relief, Ampelio didn’t insist. Begrudgingly, she had to admit he knew when to shut up, but only right before being slapped across the face. An annoying guy, but with some sense of preservation.

      On the other hand, Evandro barely had spoken a word since their unfortunate meeting. He kept his eyes low, his angular face half covered by his long red hair.

      Leo seized yet another chance to inspect him attentively from the distance. The moment she focused on him, he stopped his horse and raised his fist, signaling them all to wait. He raised one hand and gently patted the animal’s neck before crouching. When he touched the ferns at the base of a tree, his shoulder tensed. He looked through the bushes, and only then Leo noticed it, too: broken twigs and trampled grass.

      Evandro returned frowning to his horse; from the saddle, Gaiane sighed in resignation. Leo quickly looked away, and at his gesture they all set off again.

      She couldn’t believe he was the Dawn Star. Not only the legendary knight was dead--he had to be, tales of his armor and sword taken by the Asares as war spoils were widespread--but this man looked nothing like the hero he was supposed to be. He was shaggy and smelled like a goat, and there was the whole ‘trying to kill a girl in her sleep’ thing.

      A very small voice pricked her determination.

      Weren’t you the one who wanted to give Gaiane back to her family just a few days ago?

      She swatted the thought away like the annoying bug it was. She had very good reasons to be angry with the princess, whose hands were still stained with her mother’s death and the ruin of her simple life. But there was more to it, and Leo was better than Evandro on the matter.

      “Excuse me, ser knight.” Gaiane asked in her soft voice. Leo groaned under her breath.

      Couldn’t she stop being a princess for, like, ten minutes? Evandro didn’t deserve any of her politeness.

      He didn’t even raise his head, just peeked at Gaiane with those uncanny icy eyes.

      “How much longer are we going to ride? I’d like to stop to rest, this horse is a majestic beast but I’ve never been on saddleback before, and…”

      “No stops.” he snapped, and Gaiane pouted. Leo trotted to her side and poked her leg to get her attention.

      “It’s useless to appeal to his good heart. There’s none, just a clump of mud in his chest. And some horse dung, probably.” she said out loud. Evandro flared his nostrils, but didn’t reply.

      “But my back hurts! And I’m hungry!” Gaiane said in a querulous voice. Here we go again, Leo thought.

      “Ah, if I may, my ladies…” Ampelio scurried behind them and bowed to Gaiane, who seemed to appreciate the gesture. “My knowledge of the land is second only to that of our good guide, here,” and he smiled to Evandro, who didn’t even acknowledge him. “I’d say it won’t take long, in a couple of hours we will…”

      “Halt.” Evandro said, lifting his fist. The horse was the first to react, and Ampelio bumped into his wide rear with a grunt.

      Evandro glared at him but didn’t speak. He let the reins slide in his fist, moved to the side of the path and stopped under the canopy of a large oak. He looked up through the leaves and squinted—and Leo did the same, but all she could see were the dark shapes of nests perched on the branches. Empty, apparently.

      Gaiane missed the whole procedure and continued with her monologue.

      “See? I knew I could count on a noble knight’s common sense. One can’t expect a princess to forgo her needs,” Gaiane said with a smile, sitting up straight on the saddle. “After all I just…”

      “Someone’s coming.” Evandro growled, throwing the reins to Ampelio. Leo forgot her previous grudge and hurried to his side, seeking the knife at her belt.

      “Where?” she asked. No matter how little she liked the man: during their trek he had showed more than once an attention to the wilderness she could only envy, and his instinct was reliable.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Someone’s hiding in the woods. Everything’s too quiet, and I’ve seen traces of men and horses. We’re not alone.”

      It was the longest sentence he’d spoken since their departure, and Leo was inclined to believe him. She’d seen the signs, too, although she hadn’t been able to decipher them.

      “I can’t see anyone,” Ampelio said, patting the horse’s head and joining them in the front line. “Are you sure, Evandro?”

      “Don’t call me that,” the man grunted, then shook his head. “No, I’m not. But I’m not at ease.”

      “I could go and scout ahead,” Leo suggested. “I know how to move in the woods, and…”

      “No!” Gaiane uttered, her blue eyes wide and round. “Please, don’t leave me!”

      Leo frowned minutely.

      “I… well, you…”

      Suddenly the thought of leaving her burden of a princess felt wrong. Alone, with two men--one too sly for her tastes, the other outright beastly--and without the only person she’d come to reluctantly trust? It would’ve been cruel. She opened her mouth, but Evandro spoke first.

      “No way. You two would try to escape—and don’t say you wouldn’t, girls, I can’t trust you. I still have to decide what to do with you, but letting you go free isn’t among the options.  No, we’re moving on, and pray the Spirits I’m just being unreasonably suspicious.” He snatched the reins from Ampelio's hands and carried on walking, sulkier than ever.

      Comforted, Leo nodded at Gaiane and stood by her side, until a bottleneck on the path forced her to fall behind.

      “I think she likes you,” Ampelio said to her ear. “Lucky girl…”

      “And I think I’ll stuff your mouth with a handful of nettles if you don’t mind your own business,” she snapped back. “You’re insufferable.”

      “Don’t worry, I can be discreet, I promise!” and he flicked his fingers, as if pretending to lock his lips with a key. Leo stomped her feet: between the hot weather and the fatigue, the last thing she needed was a meddling brat to bother her.

      The narrow track unfurled down the hill, and after a while even Leo recognized the landscape opening in front of her.

      She’d been to Nikaia only once, when she was six or seven and Da had gone to the richest marketplace in Epidalio to buy the priced dye extracted from some rare seashell. She remembered little, but the distant skyline was nothing like the cluster of bastions and squared towers of her memories. Nikaia had been the jewel of the realm, a meeting point of cultures and trade, with a tree-lined avenue leading to the great main doors, and white statues with the faces of the old Laskaris kings and queens smiling at the passing citizens. All around it, the infinite expanse of the paddy fields, with the tender green rice sprouts above the still surface of the water.

      Leo blinked in the bright noon.

      Nothing of that past glory remained. The muddy expanse spreading where the rice fields once were didn’t surprise her too much: so few farmers were left to tend to them, all taken to Zafiria to work for the Asares. The farms that once had thrived around the city were either abandoned or burned to the ground, and of the countless buildings that had clustered around the walls in the past, only collapsed walls and broken beams remained.

      Leo scanned the desolation, barely daring to breathe. As her gaze raked through the lifeless village, she gasped. Nikaia was barely recognizable.

      The outer walls still stood, but what siege could they hold, now? Vines grew among the stones, and large gaps and cracks opened in the thick structure. What had once been a luxurious avenue was now a stripe of sparse grass and puddles; only a couple of the trees remained, one being so badly damaged by fire and fungi it was probably standing out of mere stubbornness. Behind them, the main gate had collapsed: the lintel was broken in two, and its carvings were crumbled in the mud in a pile of mossy parts of marble flowers and leaves. Through the mess of ruins that partially obstructed the doors, Leo could see the city. She could hardly believe this was once a beautiful capital, because it was like staring into the open mouth of a skull: broken, empty windows gaping from abandoned buildings, empty streets infested by weeds and thorns. Looking up wasn’t encouraging, either, because the picture of how the royal palace had looked was still bright in her mind—and not it didn’t exist anymore. Shards of towers emerged from the desolation like the broken bones of a dead animal from a pond: bare, blackened, silent.

      A gust of wind blew through the plains, and the moan it created when passing through the many gaps and openings was the mourning wail of countless lost souls.

      Leo shivered. She had expected it, and had no particular tie to the capital; still, seeing it in person made her skin prickle with horror.

      “That’s… that’s Nikaia.” Gaiane whispered so softly the wind almost carried it away.

      Ampelio took a deep breath.

      “What’s left of it. The Spring Slaughter did most of the job, but in the first years after the invasion everyone left the city. They said it’s haunted, but the truth is…”

      A small, shivering sound made them all turn to stare at Evandro. Leo gasped at the transformation: the silent, brutal man she’d quickly learned to dislike had large hand covering his brow. His lower lip, caught between his teeth, trembled; his eyes were wide, his pupil’s pinpricks of black. In his white face, every freckle was but a shadow.

      “I… think it’s the first time he’s seen the city in many years,” Ampelio murmured.

      Leo could very well believe it. Seeing such an unpleasant brute, one with nothing of a knight about him, crack and shake at the sight of what was his home changed her perspective a little.

      “Sir,” Gaiane said gently, bowing from the horse and brushing Evandro's shoulder with her fingertips. “Would it help if I said that I’m sorry, and that I never meant to be part of this? That I didn’t know I would cause such a devastation?” No tears, curiously, just a soft confession.

      “No,” Evandro grunted.

      “Not even if it was the truth?”

      How can you ignore her, you monster?

      Leo took a step forward, because Gaiane needed an ally, right now. Someone who could take her sides and remind their two companions that she was a victim, too, even if of a different nature.

      But Evandro only glared at her and pulled the reins. The horse let out a short blow and chewed on the bit, following his owner down the hill. Gaiane turned to Leo with a disarming look on her face, and she ran her fingers through her hair.

      “He’s a jackass and an idiot,” she snapped at Ampelio, by her side. “He just… he just doesn’t get it! He won’t even listen to her side of the story!”

      “He lost everything because of her, and much more than a house or his family. No, don’t look at me like that--I’m not saying it’s her fault, but maybe she was part of something bigger, and he’s not ready to acknowledge that yet…”

      She sighed and followed them.

      “You’re making sense. It’s disturbing.”

      “Have you stopped to think that maybe I know something more about the whole thing?” he said, then cleared his throat. “Holy Mother of All Things, I really need some honey for my throat. My voice is at its worst…”

      “If you shut up every now and then, perhaps… anyway, she really had no choice, you know? She didn’t even know she was being used, and what could a child of ten know of war and strategy?” Leo plucked a yellowing grass blade and held it between her teeth. “She escaped because she wanted no part in the Asares plots.”

      “I sense there’s a story waiting to be told, there,” Ampelio said cheerfully. “I may be many things, but I’m a very good listener. So if you, or your cute friend down there, want to share it with me…”

      “I’ve said enough,” Leo cut him short. It was Gaiane’s story, not hers, and Ampelio was way too eager to stick his nose in other people’s business. “Now let’s go.”

      The silence on the plain facing Nikaia’s collapsed gates was eerie. Leo wished they were in the woods still, sheltered and with the comforting sounds of nature surrounding them. Here, walking in the dry red dirt, with dusty puffs raising at every step, they were in the open. She looked in the distance--what if some Asares soldier was looking at them? They were trapped, and she regretted her decision to follow Evandro's orders.

      Not that I had much choice in the matter, she thought. She stood no chance against Evandro: while he hadn’t intended to hurt her during her failed attempt at resistance on their first meeting, all her struggles had been in vain. She still bore the bruises from their fight, and Evandro hadn’t even turned his sword on her. He was a trained warrior, way out of her league. Trying to fight him was pointless.

      “I don’t like this place,” Gaiane said, squinting at the crumbled battlements. “It’s weird, and scary, and…”

      “You did this.” Evandro said, turning to look at her for the first time in hours. His pale eyes were sharp as broken glass. “It was all your fault.”

      “I never…”

      “Leave her alone,” Leo stepped in. She faced Evandro, shoving him back. She might as well have tried to push a wall for all the good it did. But her ears were burning, her hands itching with the need to slap him. “She knew it! And we need to take her somewhere safe, not where…”

      “I hate to interrupt you, but…”

      “No,” Evandro said, ignoring Ampelio. “Let her look at her spoils of war! This, princess, is what your victory looks like!”

      “You… you ignorant twat!” Leo cried out. “You never even asked her what it was like for her… and look! Does this look like a monster to you?”

      Gaiane’s face was white, her eyes wild. The quiver in her lips, grey and half open, mirrored that in her hands, buried in the folds of her skirt.

      Evandro took Leo’s arm and shook her so hard her teeth clattered.

      “I’ve seen my prince die! I watched my guardsmen--my friends, my brothers in arms--be slaughtered and thrown from the walls! This,” and he pointed at Gaiane, “is nothing!”

      “Well, yes, but if you could listen…”

      “Shut up!” Leo shouted, and Ampelio pressed his lips together. “The last thing we need is some…”

      And then Gaiane let out a loud, high pitched scream. Different from any complaint or wail she’d ever produced since Leo had met her. Urgent, hard, enough to end the group’s quarrelling and to make Leo turn around in panic.

      The horse reared, and the princess fumbled with the saddle’s horn not to be thrown down. Evandro bared his sword, facing the walls with his jaws set and his arms bulging under the frayed sleeves.

      They hadn’t seen them. Too busy shouting at each other, or too troubled by their past to remember their previous caution, they’d missed the dozen people poking from the battlements. Their bows, the metal of their arrows glistening in the sun. A couple of rifles poked from the loopholes.

      “... as I was trying to say,” Ampelio said with a sigh. “But no, let’s ignore poor Ampelio and his sharp eyes, he’s just a nuisance, why should we…”

      Leo poked his side with her elbow, making him squirm and grunt.

      Sweat beaded on her brow and rolled down her nose. She stepped at Evandro's side, in front of the horse.

      “We’re screwed, aren’t we?” she said. A lump of tears clogged her throat.

      From the gaping archway that once was the city’s gates, a figure emerged. A gangly shadow at first; a bony man with sparse blonde hair on an equally scrawny donkey, as he walked under the sun.

      “Who’s that man?” Leo asked. Ampelio shrugged, awfully relaxed, and Evandro held his sword higher. As if it could be any use against all those archers and shooters up there…

      Nobody answered her. Behind the stranger came more people, men and women in ragged clothes, armed with clubs, rusty pitchforks, old shovels.

      “Don’t move,” Evandro said, and Leo sneered.

      “As if we could go anywhere…” She looked at Gaiane: the princess seemed about to faint, her freckles faded in her bone-white face. She wasn’t crying, too shocked to let out a single sob.

      “I wasn’t talking to you.” Evandro took a step toward the man on the donkey. “Stay where you are!”

      “Drop your weapon.” the stranger said in a strangely soft voice. The lower part of his face was wrapped in some sort of shawl, grey and frayed. “You’re outnumbered.”

      “You think you’re scaring me? I won’t surrender.”

      “I think you will.” He unmounted from his ride, and the gaze of his dark eyes moved past Evandro, ignored Leo and Gaiane, and rested behind them. “Good morning, Ampelio.”

      Leo’s mouth dropped open and she turned to stare at the young man.

      “You know them!”

      “If you only listened, I said that from the beginning! Why are you acting so shocked now?”

      “But I thought…”

      “You were expected. The queen is anxious to meet you all,” the stranger said. His companions circled them, their weapons ready.

      “Liar!” Gaiane’s voice pierced the tension. She grabbed the saddle and kicked her legs forward, but apart from making the horse squirm under her, she didn’t move. Leo almost moved to help her, but Gaiane snarled. With a furious frown she pushed herself forward again, and this time she managed to fall from her horse. Her skirt got caught into the saddle and lifted above her knee; the tension on the fabric was the only thing that kept her from falling face first into the mud. After some more grunting, and a livid pulling of the skirt until she managed to set it free, she stumbled forward and grabbed Evandro’s arm.  “There’s no queen, here! She would never...”

      “The queen… but I thought this was not their territory,” Evandro agreed, looking at Gaiane without his usual contempt. “Ampelio… you said there were rebels, and not…”

      Leo’s vision turned red. She could hear Gaiane pleading, her quick, terrified words. Evandro shock was all around her, his sword useless, low by his side.

      This all happened around her, but all she could see was Ampelio's grin.

      “You… you damned traitor!” she roared. The boy’s smug face crumbled when she lashed at him, her small knife in her hand. “You sold us all to the Asares!”

      Strong arms grabbed her, holding her back.

      “If you only let me explain,” Ampelio said, oddly serious. Leo couldn’t hear him--Gaiane was crying, and in actual fear now, no tantrum.

      “I don’t care about your lies! You’re an Asares spy, aren’t you? You…”

      “You be quiet, girl,” said one of her captors, a woman with a strange accent.

      “I’ll kill you!” she spat on. Her shoulders burned in the brutal grip, and she could do little but kick and squirm. “I swear it, I’ll kill you!”

      “Make her stop,” said the man with the donkey. A rough hand closed her mouth, and before she could bite, a jute sack descended around her head. Blind but not less furious, Leo tried to resist when they tied her hands, but no matter how much she floundered about, they were too many and too strong.

      Her voice roared muffled against the fabric, and her knife slipped from her fingers when someone picked her up. The donkey’s back was sweaty under her, and her anger flowed into tears, drenching the sack.

      “Please… please, don’t take me to the queen! I’ll be good, I’ll do whatever you ask me! I beg you! Don’t hurt Leo!”

      Gaiane’s voice, muffled as it was in Leo’s ears, was a desperate cry, equally begging and furious. She wasn’t crying, just screaming at the top of her lungs; struggling, too, because her words were often interrupted by grunts.  Leo tried to extend her hand, searching for her.

      But then the chattering of too many people surrounded them, and she couldn’t hear her anymore.
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      They’d taken his sword. His hunting knife, too.

      They’d stripped him of the illusion of being something more than a beast.

      Evandro walked among a crowd of faceless strangers. The skinny man had left his donkey at the gates, and now was leading the group. There was a shiny, bald spot on top of his sunburned head, and Evandro's stomach twitched whenever he looked at him.  Was it familiar, or was he just confused?

      He was living his worst nightmare all over again. Only, this time there were no corpses pushing against his body, only living, ragged people staring at him from the ruins of a collapsed stronghold. No smoke or cries for help or mercy, only eyes peeking from every crumbled door frame, every crack in the walls of abandoned houses.

      Nikaia survived. The empty shell of its past glory, crawling with life. The market square still stood, but instead of stalls there was rubble and weeds growing from the cracks in the marble pavement.

      Evandro clenched his jaws against the sickness kicking at his guts.  Ampelio was nowhere to be seen--the little traitor had leapt from the group and darted down the dirty streets, vanishing from their sight. The flame of hatred burned in Evandro's chest, for Ampelio but for himself, too. He’d been fooled.

      Gaiane was at his left, a frail, shivering thing, with her braids unfurled on her shoulders. She had stopped crying, but her eyes were red and wild, her mouth a tight line.

      I should have killed her when I had a chance. Not just for myself, but for her, too.

      The unexpected surge of pity for that silly girl didn’t sit well with his resentment. Was she really the powerful weapon used to destroy Epidalio? She hadn't cast a single spell, no matter how visible the ring on her hairline, and now they were giving her back to her country. He hated to know they were returning Zafiria its lost princess, and all because he’d let his guard down.

      Leo, on his other side, sputtered like an angry cat under her hood. The woman guarding her was short and stocky, with two long black braids and wide cheekbones on a dark face. Her eyes were impenetrable, but the hand she held on Leo’s shoulder wasn’t brutal. Large, yes, with faded signs of bruises and burns, but gentle. No matter how much Leo squirmed and cursed, the woman hushed her in a soft voice and kind pats on her back.

      Evandro tried to check around him some more.  The ruins were empty, with no signs of furniture or trade. Just gaunt faces, too many to be ignored, with ragged, dark clothes and untrusting looks.

      No banners. No signs of affiliation.

      Have the Asares corrupted the so called rebels? This could explain the talks of a queen and Ampelio's double dealing. First, the guy had been tagging along with Ram and his men, then he’d escaped the ambush, only to give Gaiane to his true masters.

      The plan behind Ampelio’s actions made sense. Evandro clenched his fists and cracked his knuckles with fury.

      Not like this. To be brought in front of her worst enemy, see queen Cibele’ smug face, and have his true identity thrown at the mob like some sort of grim joke--no, it was too much. He closed his eyes and tried not to throw up.

      I wish I had died hanging from that tree.

      Again, Eliodoro's smile flashed in his memory. A trusting, affectionate smile. Of a friend, the most important person in his life.

      And I’ve let you down again…

      “You’re not supposed to be here, Rea.” muttered the balding man in front of Evandro, shaking him from his bitterness.

      He opened his eyes, and his pace faltered. He blinked, but the picture wouldn’t fade.

      Or was it reality?

      A kid. A small thing of seven or eight, with a round, brown face and black curls.

      With golden hazel eyes, curious and impertinent.

      “Why not?” the little girl asked. She was barefoot, her trousers torn on her knees and her shirt too big for her.

      “You know you’re supposed to…”

      And then the kid raised her chin and scrunched her nose, the defying gesture of a brat.

      Evandro let out a strangled gasp.

      He’d seen someone else do that exact same gesture, a long time ago.

      No, it can’t be…

      They were in the circle of the late royal palace’s walls, and the day was hot. His skin was cold, his arms covered in goosebumps.

      “Ampelio said you were here, and I wanted to see,” the little girl said, before stomping her foot on the cracked paved road and darting away.

      “Rea!” The blond man called, but the kid was gone already, jumping among the burned poles and piles of rubbish.

      Evandro couldn’t move, and even when a burly man somewhere behind him shoved him forward, he could barely see where they were going.

      Even Gaiane’s words, soft but steadier than one could’ve expected from a whimpering princess, were distant.

      “Who is that child?” she asked. The woman at Leo’s side chuckled.

      “A surprise, little one,” she said. “You’ll see soon enough.”

      Evandro heard the words, but they bounced against his consciousness without piercing it.

      Nikaia, with its empty squares, with the countless blackened windows staring at him from cracked facades, its haggard people watching the parade in silence--everything flowed around him without touching him. He was vaguely aware of the crumbled archway above them, and how it used to lead to the marble square in front of the palace. Now all that was left were broken tiles and faceless, armless statues, covered in weeds and pigeon droppings.

      Evandro watched his own boots as they walked the debris down the moat. The chains of the drawbridge hung rusty from the slab of blackened stone that once was one of the gates, and at the bottom of the trench the grass grew green, tall and untouched.

      Ghosts. In his head, around him, mocking him.

      He couldn’t look up. The towers were but stumps, and the debris was the tomb of too many people. Family, friends--all there, watching him, judging him.

      Even a child with Eliodoro's eyes, a vision of his own troubled, wounded mind…

      Your boots. Look at your boots, or else you’ll go insane…

      Leo grunted out loud when the black haired woman picked her up and carried her, still kicking, across the moat.

      Evandro was out of his body. Too much information, too conflicting, too unlikely. He almost missed the feeling of wanting to punch Ampelio's face through his skull.

      He followed without a word, stepping on the grass growing through the cracks of the pavement and the moss shadowing the cobblestones. What had once been a shiny causeway meandering through the capital, now was little more than a trail among the ruins.

      The bitter contrast between Nikaia’s past and present lasted the time to realize something was shifting under his steps. The road, while derelict, was viable—until it wasn’t anymore. Chunks of wood blocked the way, and the results of the cave in of a building, stones and tiles and piles of dust, stood in the way. Someone grabbed his elbow, but Evandro grunted and pulled back without a word. He carefully walked around the obstacles, and the more he advanced further down the ruined path, the more something felt wrong.

      No more hubbub of bystanders. Gone was the sun shining through the cracked roofs and collapsed holes among the buildings. No ivy and tufts of grass in the tiles. Just quiet, echoing shadows. The sudden quiet made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. He abandoned his plan of focusing on his feet and looked up.

      Ruins, once more, and this didn’t surprise him. Pale, cracked walls framed the bright blue sky above and painted the floor in irregular patches of shadows. A part of his escort was busy in the corner between two piles of debris, and Evandro seized the opportunity to turn around and look more closely to the place. No way out, and he’d expected that, but while this corner of Nikaia was inconspicuous enough, hidden as it was behind a dam of burned poles and beams and crumbled rocks, it was clean. Freshly swept, and the planks they were standing on were consumed, yes, but immaculate.

      Something creaked behind the screen of his captors’ backs, and he craned his neck to take a closer look. The operation was apparently not a secret, because the moment the corner cleared, Evandro saw it. A trapdoor, opening on a dark pit. Somewhere behind him, Leo cursed and stumbled, and Gaiane gasped.

      When one of the strangers hopped down the hole, the light of the torch he’d lit showed a short flight of wooden stairs, rough in shape but polished by long use.

      “Larsa, close the trapdoor,” and when the stranger man spoke in a softer tone, Evandro lifted his head. That voice, too, came from a place too far away in his past to be anything but a trick of his brain.

      “Down you go, girls,” whispered the woman, Larsa, and Evandro stumbled forward when Gaiane, first, and then Leo bumped against his back.

      A few steps later, Evandro shivered in the dampness. The tunnel was carved in the hard ground, with wooden poles as a support, scratched and darkened scrap material scavenged from the ruins.

      The tunnel buried deep down, and soon the air went from stale to chill. Gaiane was panting, so near him her shivering trembled against the fabric of his shirt. Leo stopped snorting and fighting, and when Larsa removed her hood the girl gasped and blinked.

      “What is this place?” Gaiane said, squishing herself against Leo.

      “Come on, she’s waiting,” Larsa said, one hand on each girl’s shoulder and a grin across her thin lips.

      Evandro turned around, but saw nobody except their two guards. Whoever had his weapons was gone, but how far? He could still take his chances with his fists: Larsa seemed a strong woman, but the other man not so much. Still, he was so oddly familiar, Evandro found himself more inclined to scan his memory for pictures of him than to breaking his bones.

      Yes, he was definitely going insane, he said to himself as they proceeded along the tunnel.

      His back was stiff, his fists so tightly clenched his fingers hurt. When they came to a halt and the nameless man pushed open a door Evandro hadn’t even seen, every muscle in his body burned with tension.

      The room was round, with low vaulted ceilings of dusting red bricks. Empty. No windows or chandeliers cast the warm reddish glow that outlined the three people at the far end, but torches. One was Ampelio, his eyes stubbornly searching for Evandro's gaze.

      He ignored the boy, even if the urge to beat him to a pulp him was still strong. It was the other two shapes he couldn’t look away from. Faceless strangers in dark clothes--robes and worn out tunics, mismatched parts of leather armor. Hoods, covering their heads and shadowing their eyes. In the light of the torches dripping wax from the sconces by the chair one of the two figures was sitting on, they both looked slender. Motionless and cold.

      He had a faint memory of that place. A storage room down in the cellars, now stripped of the large barrels of wine it once hosted.

      Evandro bared his teeth when the door slammed shut behind him, its bang echoing under the vaults.

      “My queen,” the man said without bowing. “I bring you the… prisoners, if you want to call them that?”

      Ampelio chuckled nervously, and the standing figure nodded. The one sitting on the chair--not a throne, but simple polished wood with a tall backrest--only lifted two fingers. Covered as they were by the hem of those long sleeves, it was impossible to tell if they were slender or thick, or even their color.

      Larsa pushed the two girls forward, and Evandro found himself between the two. Leo’s posture was unchanged, her shoulders hunched, her jaw set and her eyes squinting in fury. Gaiane, on the other hand, was different. Pale, yes, and still ruffled, but she kept her head up, frowning slightly as she stared at the dark clad people in the distance.

      Evandro looked at the young princess for a moment, baffled.

      That was not the look of a daughter facing her mother. But who could say who hid under the hoods?

      Ampelio bowed by the sitting figure, then nodded.

      “The… the queen asks you to come forward,” he said. His voice cracked, and Evandro glanced back at him with cold hatred. He wouldn’t have needed the gentle poke the blond man gave him to walk slowly toward the queen, and the distance that divided them filled with roaring confusion.

      Why the rebels? Why the secrecy? Why Nikaia? Why?

      “Kneel,” Larsa said.

      Gaiane and frowned, staring at the queen with open curiosity. Leo, her hands still tied, planted her feet steadily on the floor and didn’t even bend her head.

      Evandro stood upright, grinding his teeth and breathing in the smell of dampness and mold.

      “No, really, you should kneel,” Ampelio said quickly, stepping in front of the throne and casting a cautious look at the two other people. “It’s…”

      “It’s alright,” A female voice, low and young.

      Evandro's whole body twitched in a spasm, and his vision blurred.

      Any doubt he still had about his mental stability faded. He was hallucinating, that was clear.

      The woman stood from the chair and took Ampelio's arm, her slender, black hand wrapping around his wrist, dismissing him. She nodded and grabbed the folds of her hood, pushing it back.

      “So, you are alive, Dawn Star,” Ligeia said, shaking her braids on her shoulders.

      Evandro collapsed on his knees, his forehead pressed on the stones, out of breath. The stones were hard against his bones, his eyes open wide, tears falling from his lashes.

      It was her. Her cheekbones sharper, her eyes deeper and her hands thinner.

      She was alive. And he couldn’t find the strength to lift his face and look at her.

      Sobs shook his chest, a long, mournful sound crawling up his throat.

      “Evandro… please, stand up, we’re not at court anymore!” Ligeia hissed. That, too, was unchanged--her matter-of-factly tone, lightly dusted with impatience.

      “I… can’t,” he panted, shaking his head.

      A brief silence. When Ligeia sighed, Evandro felt a shift in her demeanor. Impatience, yes, but affection too, buried under years of mourning and seclusion.

      “It’s going to be alright. You’re among friends, now, and… and I have no words to express how grateful I am to have you back. But please, would you look at me now?”

      Again, Evandro shook his head, speechless.

      “Mother, can you please help him?”

      The hands that grabbed Evandro's shoulders were small and pale, and when he straightened his back he saw another familiar face. Dizziness shrouded his mind and slurred his tone when he stared at a noble, lined face, with short blond hair going gray and a scar on her eyebrow.

      “Queen… Althea. You cut your hair,” he stuttered.

      “Not a queen anymore, I’m too old for that. Up, young man, and stop ogling me like that--Mirone, you’ll have to check him for head injuries.”

      Mirone. The name rang no bell, but fragments of his past were falling into place.

      “You!” He gasped, scrambling to his feet and turning to look at him. “The… the doctor! You were her doctor!”

      “Well indeed I was, and I still am,” Mirone said. Of course he was, but Evandro could see little of that weak healer in this man with wiry arms and a face of lined leather. “Careful, you’re a little unstable…”

      Evandro couldn’t refuse his help when he turned around and the whole room spun around him.

      Some color was back on Gaiane’s cheeks, and Leo was going from angry to perplexed.

      “I don’t get it,” she said, her mohawk ruffled on her head.

      “You survived,” Evandro said, pushing Mirone away and staggering toward Ligeia. The queen, the rallying voice that called the rebels, the Laskaris loyalists. Ligeia.

      “You saved us,” she said, her large, beautiful eyes glimmering with tears. “You saved us, Evandro.”

      “No, I don’t get it either,” Gaiane whispered.

      “Don’t worry, my ladies. It just means I’m keeping my head on my neck for a little longer, since I’m not a traitor. Isn’t it, Leo?” Ampelio winked, but Leo ignored him.

      Evandro took a deep breath.

      Tears rolled in his beard, wiping away the grime of long days of adventures. Cleansing eight years of self-inflicted wounds in his soul, regret and guilt and self-deprecation.

      I saved them.

      “Your… child?” he asked under his breath, and Ligeia smiled. The white flash of her teeth brightened her face.

      “Rea. She can’t sit still and fears nothing. Just like her father.”

      It was the last straw. Something gave way in Evandro's heart. He gulped and blinked tears away, and then stopped trying. With his nose burning hot, his cheeks wet and his voice shaking, he fell to his knees again, touching his brow with his fist.

      A lifetime ago, it was his formal salute to a prince. To his prince, the man he’d sworn to protect, his secret love.

      It still came as natural as breathing, and he slowly let air flow through his nose.

      “I’m… not worthy. I’ve lost so much, forgotten so much--but if you’ll have me, my sword is yours. I still serve the Laskaris family, and I always will.”

      For a moment the room was still, the silence complete.

      Then Ampelio clapped his hands.

      “I’ve been holding from saying it for weeks but I knew it! I knew you were the Dawn Star, and you kept saying ‘I’m no one, I’m no one’, ah! See, my queen? I was right. I love being right!”

      The tension broke, and Ligeia chuckled.

      “I think Evandro still hates you a little, but yes, you did us a great service. Rise, Dawn Star: I don’t like to have men on their knees at my feet, but you’re more than welcome.”

      She held her hand out, and Evandro looked up at her.

      A friend. A queen, a mother who had lost everything and yet was smiling at him. Proud, incredulous. Althea stood serious at her side, not the noble queen she’d used to be, but a hardened woman, scarred but keeping her head high.

      Evandro extended his hand, and a contraction ran through his muscles when he touched Ligeia’s fingers. Not a vision, then. She pulled him up and took a step back.

      “We have so much to discuss, old friend,” she said, taking a quick peek at the two girls behind him. Evandro wanted to say something that could explain why he was babysitting two young girls, but his heart was jumping in his throat, and he couldn’t speak at all. “Ampelio, take the two girls downstairs. And…”

      She stared at Evandro and patted his hands.

      “May I suggest sending for a bath, or something?” Ampelio said. “He smells like a goat.”

      Evandro didn’t react, and the boy deflated a bit. Althea, though, nodded.

      “Good idea, child. And then…”

      “... and then we’ll talk.” Ligeia finished for her. She couldn’t look away from Evandro, and he couldn’t as well.

      A princess in rags. The queen of her people.

      The Laskaris live on. Spirits, let me die in this dream, if such it is. I don’t want to wake up.

      

      “Dawn Star, wait!”

      The tunnel was crowded, and the air vibrated with the whispers of dozens of those who stepped aside to make room for Evandro. They moved to the walls, covering their mouths and commenting in hushed voices the ghost from the past that walked among them.

      Despite it, and despite the sound of steps, the creaking of carriages and the distant banging of hammers, Ampelio’s call clearly reached Evandro’s ears. He gritted his teeth and marched on.

      “No, really, can you wait, please? Pardon me, I just need to—sorry. Like that, I… Dawn Star! I’m talking to you!”

      “I wish you weren’t,” Evandro muttered. He turned past a pile of barrels by a corner and took a narrower corridor. At the bottom of it, a crude wall of debris and crumbled bricks blocked his way. On the walls surrounding him, no doors or windows to shelter him. A dead end.

      Evandro cursed under his breath and clenched his fists, staring at the entrance of the secondary tunnel and breathing slowly through his nose. Perhaps Ampelio was smart enough not to go poke him, or to take a hint and let go of whatever nonsense he needed to discuss so much.

      The blonde head appeared behind the corner, followed shortly by the rest of the young man’s gangly figure.

      Or perhaps not.

      “Leave immediately. I’m not in the mood for a chat.” Evandro snarled. His knuckles let out a creepy crackling when he clenched his fists tighter.

      “But I am, and you really need to hear what I have to say.” Ampelio was panting lightly, and he leaned against the wall with a hand on his brow. “Spirits, you’re a fast walker…”

      “Listen, if you don’t want to suffer a good round of punches and insults, you’d better… “

      “Who would want that? No, no, I come in peace. You deserve an explanation, and I hate to see you that crossed with me. I’m supposed to be a pleasant company!”

      Evandro took a step forward and pointed his finger at Ampelio. The apologetic look on that kid’s face only made his will to slap him stronger; he resisted it, although the effort made his muscles tremble.

      “I don’t want your company. Besides, you were supposed to escort the princess and Leo to their quarters, and you’re skipping your duties!”

      “You’re sorely mistaken, Dawn Star. The girls are settled already, and I really needed to talk to you.” Ampelio pushed himself from the wall and opened his arms. “I can’t stand that you’re so angry at me.”

      “Get used to it. I don’t give my trust easily, especially when it’s been betrayed once already.” Ampelio was blocking his way, but Evandro didn’t care. He walked straight to him, ready to slam his shoulders against him and physically remove him from the corridor.

      He never got to do it, because Ampelio took his arm and tugged at it, until Evandro couldn’t but look up and glare at the slender hand around his wrist. The bandages from the old wound were still in place, dirty and ragged. The sight smothered some of the ire inside him, but not enough to soften his voice. “Let me go, if you don’t want to regret a lot of things.”

      “Only if you listen to me. For real, not because I can force you to.”

      There was no spell in his voice now, only a heartfelt request. Evandro was too tired to argue, and even his body, tensed as it was, relented. He shrugged Ampelio’s touch away and crossed his arms.

      “Make it quick.”

      “I could start with saying that I’m sorry I had to lie to you. At least you believe me on this, don’t you? I never meant to trick you into anything, only to keep my word to queen Ligeia.”

      “Word!” Evandro barked in bitter laughter. “Had she sent you out to scout for dead knights and mementos of her past?”

      “No. Just for help,” Ampelio replied with simplicity and a touch of a smile. “Believe it or not, I only wanted what’s best for this group of people, and I know you’ll feel the same, once you’ve settled. Besides…”

      The moment of silence lasted too long to be casual, a pause too well studied to impress Evandro.

      “Spit it out, kid. I don’t have all day, and my patience is running thin.”

      Ampelio smiled for good now, looking up and brushing his hair from his forehead; the gesture casually made his mark visible, dark and definite.

      “Can you say, in all honesty, that you would’ve trusted someone who said that a woman you considered dead was alive, that there was still hope for the house you served, and the old battle wasn’t forgotten?”

      Evandro narrowed his eyes as a shiver of tension ran through his body. Instinct almost took over, but he stopped short of grabbing Ampelio’s collar. He still loomed over him, but the gesture caused nothing but a glimmer in the boy’s grin.

      “I’m sure you could’ve woven a nice story to make it believable.”

      “There was no need to, and you’re not answering me. I lied to you, and for this I pray you’ll forgive me some day, but I’d do it again and again if it meant helping you find a purpose again. Helping those around us.” He took a step back with his chin high. “I’m loyal to my queen, and my folk deserve a future. You could be a part of it, and I’m pretty sure that’s what you want.”

      Ampelio was still smiling, but his eyes were deadly serious. He didn’t even look that young and carefree anymore.

      What was worse, his words made sense. He was right, and the truth he spoke tasted bitter and strong.

      Evandro closed his eyes for a moment. When Ampelio patted his arm, though, he recoiled.

      “Come on, there’s no need to be so glum! Are we alright, Dawn Star? Are you still mad at me?”

      “Do you ever stop talking?”

      “So you’re not angry anymore, good!”

      “I never said that I…”

      Another pat on his arm, harder this time, and a grin that could’ve split Ampelio’s face in half.

      “Nor you said the contrary! I must go, but I’m glad we’ve cleared the air. And to keep up with this healthy habit, you should really go to your room and change yourself. You do smell like a goat. See you later, Dawn Star!” And there he was again, the bubbly storyteller Evandro had learned to tolerate. Ampelio bowed with a great waving of his hands and hopped away with the usual spring in his steps.

      A moment too late, Evandro shook his head and ran to the entrance of the alley.

      “Stop calling me that!” he cried out. A couple of people in the crowd gave him perplexed looks, but Ampelio was gone.

      With a sigh, he ruffled his hair and departed to find his place.

      It was hard to accept, but that conversation really had cleared the air.

      

      It wasn’t a room. No person should’ve lived here, in a space so narrow Evandro barely had the room to turn around and shed his filthy clothes. A storage room, probably, with empty shelves on a wall, a lump of fresh straw on the floor and a bucket by the door.

      The water inside was muddy now, and red tufts floated on the surface. They’d returned him his sword and knife, and with the help of a bit of lye soap he’d managed to shave his beard. His throat burned where he’d scraped his skin, and the fresh clothes they’d given him bore some yellowish stains here and there. He felt more human than he’d been in almost a decade.

      Sitting on his straw bed he listened to Nikaia breathe around him. The muffled sound of people talking, hammers falling, the occasional cry of a baby--this place was as lively as any town on the surface, but it was a secret.

      Ampelio had said that the town was abandoned, haunted. A good tale, that had kept the Asares far from the ruins. And below them, Ligeia lived, and the Laskaris legacy with her.

      He ran his fingers through his damp hair. His hands were still unsteady, and overall the whole situation felt like a dream. He’d seen little of the settlement on his way from the throne room, but enough to recognize the struggles of a community trying to survive. A forge, the smell of cooking bread, dozens of people in an assortment of ragged clothes shooting him perplexed looks.

      Someone still held on to Epidalio’s freedom. In silence, far from the sun.

      And still, they fought.

      A knock rang by the door, and Evandro looked up, his hand going to the sword at his side.

      He relaxed, breathing slowly until his heartbeat slowed down, then stood up.

      When he opened the door, Althea herself was waiting. Instinct and training bent his knees, but the woman shook her head.

      “We don’t mind these formalities here, child.” she said. A scar at the corner of her mouth tilted her smile, but her eyes glimmered in delight when she lifted her lantern and studied Evandro more closely. “Let me look at you--ah, here’s the Dawn Star I remember!”

      Evandro's cheeks warmed, and he bowed his head.

      “Thank you, your…”

      “Althea. I’m not a queen anymore, and I don’t want to be addressed as such. Come here,” she added, calling him out of his room with her hand.

      Evandro obeyed and stooped to pass under the lintel. Althea looked fit, her hands rough but still smooth; despite the wrinkles between her brows and at the corners of her mouth, her eyes still sparkled, and the short hair made her look younger.

      “You look good,” he said under her scrutiny.

      “I know. I’ve been very active lately, you know? My, long hair suits you, and Eliodoro would agree with me.”

      The prince’s ghost came to life between them, in the distant sadness in his mother’s voice, and in Evandro's endless pain.

      He followed her down the hall, and for a while they stood in silence.

      “We rediscovered Nikaia six years ago,” she said as they walked past a long series of doors, identical to that of Evandro's room. “It had been stripped of anything of value, and the Asares never showed interest in moving their royal palace here.”

      “Something I’m grateful for,” he muttered. Althea snickered.

      “They never shied away from adding insult to injury, but in this case I just think they didn’t like the landscape. It’s a little haunting indeed…”

      “Your ma... Althea, did Ampelio tell you who we were traveling with?”

      “Oh? The Asares girl, Gaiane. Yes, yes he mentioned something about her.”

      “And you’re… fine with this?”

      Althea averted her eyes; Evandro was sure to see anger flash on the old queen’s face, but when she shrugged he thought he’d imagined it.

      “It’s not for me to say. Ligeia will want to discuss it with you, but for now the girl is safe in the dungeons--well, in a deeper level of the dungeons, I should say. We dug miles of tunnels in the past years, and added some new chambers to the complex.”

      Evandro trotted to take over her and stared down at her.

      “I wanted to kill her and get revenge for what she did. I thought you would…”

      “I thought that too,” the woman whispered. The light of her lamp made her eyes look sunken in the shadows of her eye sockets, and the smell of burning oil shrouded her. “It was a long time ago.”

      “He was your son…”

      “And I mourned him! But I couldn’t afford the luxury of dying inside, not with Ligeia and Rea to care for.” she snapped. Her eyes softened when she lifted her hand and caressed Evandro's jaw. “But you still mourn him…”

      “I always will,” he blurted out before his throat could clench against the memories.

      Althea sighed and smiled again, sorrowful.

      “You’ve suffered enough, kid. You’ve punished youself for eight years. Now it’s time you start to live and fight again. Here, right over there--Ligeia is waiting for you.”

      Evandro stumbled and stopped in front of yet another anonymous door.

      “What--here? Already?”

      Althea cocked an eyebrow and her face brightened a little.

      “Worried now, Dawn Star? It’s just Ligeia, you’re friends.”

      “B-But I thought…”

      “Hush now, you’re more than presentable,” and she knocked.

      Too soon, and he wasn’t ready. One thing was thinking about meeting the rebel queen, but facing her door without any warning like that? He gaped and groaned softly, but then Ligeia called from her room, and Althea opened the door.

      “It’s rude to make a queen wait.” Althea chuckled, pushing him forward.

      “But I…”

      “You know where your room is. Good night!” and she slammed the door behind him.

      Evandro had no time to protest that no, he didn’t know where his room was, he hadn’t counted the doors on their way, but it was too late.

      He stood upright and turned his back to the door, stiff and sweating just a little. His face felt weird, too smooth without the beard he’d grown used to, and he was sure his cheeks were flushed.

      The room was not very different from his own, only three times larger. Still, not a very big space. The fact that it was crowded with crates, boxes and shelves covered in candle stumps didn’t help.

      Ligeia was sitting on her bed, just a little plumper than Evandro's. She looked nothing like a queen, with her cloak unfurled around her, over a simple tunic to her knees and some soft trousers tied around her calves. Like a rebel, maybe, because her black face was sharp like diamonds.

      She tied her braids in a bun on top of her head and called Evandro with a gesture of her head.

      “Come here. You look clean enough not to fill my covers in fleas.”

      “I never had fleas!” he said.

      “You did when you were sixteen, remember? Your mother had to shave your head, and you spent a week indoors because you couldn’t joke about yourself. Eliodoro even thought it suited you…”

      Evandro sulked and obeyed, standing in front of the bed.

      “The Laskaris have conflicting opinions on my hairstyles. Althea said the opposite…”

      Ligeia moved to the side and patted the mattress.

      “Sit. I promise, it won’t be unbecoming.”

      Evandro flushed so much his ears throbbed.

      “I never thought… I could never…”

      “I know! Just… sit here, would you? Please.” There was no edge to her tone. The simple, earnest request of a friend. Evandro sighed and sat down at her side.

      They weren’t touching, only sharing their time and space. In utter silence, surrounded by the pulse of the secret Nikaia.

      They’d sat like this countless times when they were younger. When she’d arrived at court, a girl of fourteen promised to the prince, stronger than both Evandro and Eliodoro had been and twice as agile. She’d wept in secret for her lost family, and Evandro had been the one to listen to her angry confession: she’d never cared about marriage, and leaving her childhood home for one she’d never seen had hurt her feelings, even if it was the custom in nobility. But Ligeia was not one to be seen shed tears or show weakness, and soon she’d rolled her sleeves up and tried to make the most out of her new life.

      

      Eliodoro couldn’t but be impressed by her resilience, and her wits and sharp tongue had soon turned her into a friend. A sister to Evandro, even. He’d been the one to hold her hand the night before her wedding, promising her that everything was going to be alright, that Eliodoro loved her. He’d poured his heart on his words, painting his beloved prince with all the love he’d never confess him. And Ligeia had understood, and wiped his tears. She’d stopping mourning for her childhood home in the end, and found a new one in the husband she’d learned to love and in the friendship of her trusted knight with a broken heart.

      Ten years had gone by, and here they were. Ruins of a fallen realm, hidden and forgotten.

      He sighed and turned his hand on his knee, and she slipped hers in his palm.

      “I’m sorry,” Evandro said under his breath. “I… I should’ve sought you out, but I was too…”

      “I thought about you a lot,” she interrupted him. Evandro hung his head and clutched the tunic on his chest.

      “And I thought I’d lost it all--you, my honor, my promise to Eliodoro…” He looked at her, and through the screen of his hair Ligeia was a statue of copper and gold, haloed by the candles. “I never had the guts to die, either. I… wanted to lay the Asares girl head on your tomb, you know?”

      Ligeia squeezed his fingers and wrapped her other hand around his.

      “Gaiane Asares, am I right? The girl in blue.” Her eyes hardened, a flicker of steel that made her face look more dangerous.

      “The lost princess. I tracked down a patrol of soldiers looking for her, and pretended to be on their side.” A mirthless laughter trembled on his tongue. “I couldn’t even kill them.”

      “Ampelio told the whole tale to our sentry men. We have a network of outposts around the land, you know?” She crossed her legs and looked at their conjoined hands. “I didn’t believe him when he said you lived.”

      Evandro brushed his thumb on the back of her hand.

      “I’m a farce. I was so ready to kill a girl in her sleep, and…”

      “What about the other girl?”

      He shrugged.

      “They’re very close. Leo and Gaiane, I mean.” He pointed at the healing scratches on his face. “She’s very determined to protect her. I don’t know why, but the princess did nothing to fight back, she never used her powers…”

      “I’ll see her tomorrow,” Ligeia said. “Is it true she escaped her palace?”

      “I think so.”

      Ligeia twisted a thin braid around her finger.

      “I don’t know what to make of this. Is she a danger or a resource? Her relationship with her family can’t be that good, if she fled them. And maybe…”

      “She was used as a weapon once. Do you think we could do that again?”

      “I wasn’t thinking about that,” Ligeia said curtly, then sighed again. “I don’t know. I don’t care, maybe, but I wish Rea could live free…”

      “Ligeia, how did you survive? I thought I had doomed you all when I made the archways collapse.”

      “Althea did it. She burned the remains of her power to keep the tunnels from collapsing on us, but when Mirone tried to look for you he found only corpses.” She pressed her lips together. “I buried you too, that day.”

      “Ligeia, I…”

      She grabbed his chin, turning his face toward her.

      “Evandro, I’ve been alone for so long. And I missed you every day since that bloody spring.”

      His throat clenched again, and his vision blurred.

      “I’m not him,” he whispered. “I wish I could comfort you, but…”

      “Neither am I,” she interrupted him. “But we have each other, and you’re a blessing I never thought I could deserve. The Dawn Star loved my husband, and I’ve always considered him the most valued of friends. I wish you were happier…”

      Tears welled in his eyes, and this time he didn’t fight them. He let them flow, sobbing loudly, shaking his head.

      “I’m sorry--I’m so sorry, Ligeia, I should have…”

      “Here,” she cut him short, pulling him in her arms.

      And here, Evandro wept. For his lost love and his past honor, for the trauma he’d buried under years of stubborn denial. For the knight he’d been and that he was called to be once more. For his past mistakes and those he’d barely avoided. For Eliodoro. A pure, noble kind of despair that shook his shoulders and made him grab Ligeia’s back. He soaked her shoulder in tears, unashamed as she caressed his hair and murmured comforting little nothings.

      Eventually, he stopped sobbing and sniffled loudly; Ligeia grabbed his shoulders and pulled him back, looking him in his eyes.

      “I’ve had eight years to mourn, and you never did it, right?”

      “Sort of,” he grumbled. He rubbed his sleeve on his eyes. “I should’ve comforted you instead, I’m sorry…”

      “Stop apologizing,” she said, tucking a long strand behind his ear. “I can’t say what’ll be of us, but the Nikaia’s rebels could use a skilled fighter.”

      Evandro chuckled and sniffed again.

      “I’m not much of a fighter anymore. A decent hunter, maybe?”

      “Bring my people food and they’ll love you no matter what. Do you want me to walk you back to your room?”

      “I should be guarding your door instead! That’s what a knight would do, or…”

      Ligeia burst out laughing, standing up and playfully shoving Evandro's shoulder.

      “I don’t need a knight; I just need a friend!”

      “That’s not very queen-like of you.” he said, walking with her to the door.

      “Well, there’s a time to be noble, and a time to be trustworthy. I care more about the latter, at the moment.” She picked a lamp from the ground, lit it up with a candle and took Evandro down the corridor.

      They didn’t speak much, but when Ligeia hooped her arm in Evandro's, he leaned closer and took the liberty to kiss the top of her head.

      His chest had never felt lighter. It was like having a family again.

      Thanks to Ligeia’s guidance, Evandro stopped by his door without any mistake.

      “Here you are. Someone should’ve brought you some food: eat, rest, and tomorrow we’ll see what to do with the princess.”

      “You think we stand a chance?”

      He didn’t say more. Even speaking of insurrection, of taking Epidalio back, seemed too much. But if Ligeia needed someone to fight at her side, Evandro was her man.

      She wrapped herself in her cloak.

      “I don’t know. But we have something we’ve lacked until yesterday. I’ll send Ampelio to fetch you tomorrow.”

      She turned around and left. Evandro watched her go, and when she disappeared in the shadows he entered his room at last.

      Yes, there was bread, and water, lukewarm but clear enough. He ate and drank, and then lay on the straw, his arms crossed under his head and the sword by his side.

      The Dawn Star lived. Faint, frail, but here he was.

      He closed his eyes.

      For the first time in eight years, he didn’t dream.
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      Gaiane limped in Ampelio's trail, her eyes captured by the labyrinth of corridors and hidden nooks around her. Nikaia was in ruins above the surface, but here, underground, people lived and thrived.

      Well, let’s stick with live, she thought with a bit of shame, passing in front of a mother breaking a small loaf of hard, flat bread among her three children. They were all very thin, their eyes too large in their small faces, and their clothes were covered in patches.

      Her face burned, and under their hostile gaze she looked away, tripping over her own feet.

      “Careful there,” Leo said, swiftly taking her arm and supporting her.

      “Thanks, I… I was…”

      “Mesmerizing, isn’t it?” Ampelio said. He turned to smile at them, but Leo glared at him, and he sighed. “Can you please be a little less antagonizing, Leo? I did nothing wrong, it’s not like I actually betrayed you!”

      “You tricked us,” she snapped, holding one arm around Gaiane’s waist and leading her on.

      “I had my reasons.”

      “What reasons? Wanting to show off with your folks doesn’t count as…”

      Ampelio stopped and held his lamp high between them. Gaiane thought he was likeable enough, but there was something too nice about him that made her distrust him a bit. Now, though, he was serious, his eyebrows furrowed and his lips stretched in a tight line. She nestled closer to Leo and immediately felt safer.

      “I didn’t want to show off,” he said curtly. “Have you seen this place? We need everything! We need capable people, we need hunters, fighters. We need hope!”

      Gaiane shook her head.

      “Let’s assume I want to help you, what use could I be? I never did chores in my life, and…”

      “Hope, my little princess,” Ampelio said, extending his hand to pat her cheek. Gaiane tilted her head back to avoid it, and the boy didn’t seem to resent her for that. “Hope to take back our land, one day…”

      “I’m not a weapon.” Gaiane shivered and instinctively touched her throat. Her mother’s collar still weighed around it, in her memory.

      “And she deserved to know the truth. Hasn't she been used enough already?” Leo said. Then, after a pause: “I would’ve liked to know the whole story, too. You know, for common good manners.”

      “I couldn’t. You wouldn’t have believed me, and Evandro twice as much.” His voice dropped an octave, and he turned around, leading them on. “Ligeia needed his (her?) knight. She needed a friend, and the moment I saw him I knew…”

      “He’s a rude man,” Gaiane interrupted him.

      “And an animal. He even smells like one,” Leo continued, and Gaiane nodded. Ahead of them, Ampelio's shoulders sagged.

      “He is, and something else. Something more. I’ve seen it, believe me… when I met him, I saw through the lies he’s told himself for all these years. He’s still a knight, he just… lost himself, I think.”

      “He tried to kill Gaiane.” Leo said.

      “And I stopped him. You’re welcome, my lady.” and he mockingly bowed to Gaiane, who blushed.

      “I am of course very grateful for your intervention. Still, you lied to us and made us think you were taking us to my mother. Why?”

      “Oh, that? Nothing personal, I just have a thing for theater.”

      Leo left Gaiane’s side--something she didn’t really appreciate--and stepped in front of Ampelio, one hand slapping his chest.

      “You little shit! You wanted to impress your crush and used us as actors in your play!”

      “My… my crush? Oh, Leo, you’re dreaming! I only brought Evandro to Ligeia, that’s all. He still wants to wring my neck, I think…”

      “And you’ll deserve it. You had them put a sack over my head, and Gaiane was terrified!”

      He stopped at the top of a short staircase. This part of the tunnels seemed newer: the walls were propped up with wooden beams, and the air still smelled like damp dirt and mortar. Gaiane shivered and tried to look behind Ampelio: were cells there? Should they consider themselves prisoners? But it was too dark to find an answer.

      “Listen, girls,” Ampelio said. His voice was low and musical, but his eyes were tired. Gaiane almost felt sorry for him. “I’m sorry you had it rough. And I’m sorry I had to see so many friends die when the Asares soldiers found us--yeah, they were after you, princess. I’m not saying it’s your fault, but…”

      “But you’re implying it,” Leo interrupted him, crossing her arms.

      “I wish it never happened, Ampelio. I escaped the royal palace because I couldn’t see any other way out of my cage, and I never thought my choice could’ve hurt someone, Gaiane said. How pathetic she sounded, teary and weak. She cleared her throat and tried to be louder. “My family would’ve used me against Epidalio again and again. They only needed an excuse!”

      “I’m starting to see how desperate you were… you’re just some kind of victim of this war, only a different kind of victim. But these people,” and he waved at the underground complex, “they deserve a better future. They don’t even care about vengeance anymore, it wouldn’t bring their families, their homes or their power back.”

      “They’d still like to see me dead. I understand that, I’d want that too in their shoes…”

      “Well, it won’t happen,” Leo said angrily. “I won’t let them. I can still take you away, unless you want to lock us up.”

      Gaiane felt her heart melt a little. Leo was fierce, protective and capable. Not a useless creature like her, who somehow couldn’t even use her magic anymore.

      Maybe it’s a blessing. Too much evil has come from my powers…

      “I don’t think you’ll want to leave. You’re hunted now, both of you, and Nikaia is your best chance to start over again. Unless you have a family to return to, then…”

      “I do, but that’s not the point,” Leo said. “Still, if I see bars or locked doors, I’ll kick your ass to your queen Ligeia’s throne and back.”

      “She’d find that funny,” he said. “This way.”

      And down they went again. Gaiane could just count the turns and steps they took, tracing a mental map of the place. She gave up at the umpteenth tunnel leading to another tunnel, and eventually they stopped by a door that looked exactly like the last ten they’d seen.

      “Leo, this is your room. I fear lunch won’t be anything fancy, if lunch is to be at all: we’re feeding two hundred people, and some of them are young children or elders, and they…”

      “I don’t want your food. I have mine.”

      “Good. So, Gaiane, if you want to…”

      “What? No, I’m staying here!” she blurted out, looking at Leo in panic.

      Ampelio sighed.

      “You two are very cute, but…”

      “If I stay, she stays,” Leo said, her chin out and her black eyes glimmering.

      “We prepared a room just like this for you, Gaiane. I’m not throwing you in some rat-infested dungeon, it’s just…”

      “I don’t want to be alone. I spent my whole life alone in a room, and now…”

      Her voice broke. She looked down at her lumpy, ugly shoes, nothing like the silk slippers she’s used to wear. This place was dismal, dark and narrow, but its walls didn’t oppress her like those of her fancy apartments did. There were no cages here, no prisoner little birds singing and fluttering against golden bars.

      “I’m staying with her or we’re not staying at all. Your choice, blondie.”

      Ampelio ruffled his hair; the dark ring on his forehead flashed for a moment in the light of his lamp, then his shoulders slumped.

      “Fine, fine… I know I’ll regret this, but Gaiane can have this room,” he said, pointing at the door next to Leo’s. “I don’t think there’s even a blanket, and my first choice would’ve been closer to Ligeia’s quarters. More suited for a princess, you know. With some comfort as well.”

      “Closer to someone who has every reason to hate me? I’ll pass.” Gaiane murmured. Ampelio rolled his eyes and continued.

      “But if you prefer to be…”

      “I do. And I can adapt. Or… try to,” Gaiane said, straightening her back. Ampelio was still taller than her, but she could look him in the eye now. It felt good.

      “As you wish. The well’s down there, you can see it from here.” He pointed to a small widening among the dimly lit corridors, where a metal cylinder with a long handle was. “If there one thing we don’t lack it’s water, thank the Spirits.”

      “I can wash myself?” Gaiane asked, more relieved than she could’ve imagined. Ampelio smiled, and he looked almost innocent for a moment.

      “You should. Mind you, you don’t look worse than most people here, but later I’m taking you to meet Ligeia, and you’ll want to neaten up.” He opened the door to Leo’s room, lighting up a small lamp, then did the same with Gaiane’s.

      Not a room, she thought, stepping in. A closet, maybe. Clean but pitch dark, except for the small flame of the lamp burning on the floor. Empty but for a wooden bucket.

      Ampelio left them, waving Leo goodbye with more emphasis than needed.

      They were alone, and Gaiane stooped to pick up the bucket. It was a rough thing, held together by rusty metal bands.

      A soft cough from the door, and she turned around.

      “You alright?” Leo asked. Gaiane smiled at her concerned tone: her friend sounded different, as if she really cared. She liked to indulge in the fantasy that it was so indeed.

      “I will be. I just… I just need to figure a couple of things out. Like, how to wash my hair if I have no soap.”

      “There’s some in my room, you can borrow it. And a towel.”

      “And you?”

      Leo chuckled and leaned against the door.

      “I’m not the one who’s to meet a queen, Gaiane. I can afford to look scruffy.”

      “You’re not scruffy! I like your hair, and you always smell good!” Her face flushed so badly she could feel her skin burn as she turned around.

      Leo fell silent for a moment, then laughed again.

      “If you say so… do you want me to help you draw water from the well?”

      A flicker of pride made Gaiane throw her hair back and tuck the bucket under her arm.

      “I can do it on my own, of course. I’m not that helpless, you know?”

      Leo rolled her eyes and threw her hands up.

      “Says the same princess who stumbled and fell three steps into her latest escape…”

      “It was dark, and I didn’t know the territory! You would’ve fallen, too!”

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever. Good luck with the well,” Leo said, waving at her and slipping into her room.

      Gaiane stomped her foot and marched to the well with one last glare at Leo’s open door. That girl was unnerving: one moment she was friendly and gentle, the next she was mocking her.

      People are a mess, she thought as she approached the well. She put the bucket down and looked at the weird structure in front of her. It was unlike anything she’d ever seen, and to be entirely fair she’d never needed to draw water herself. But how hard could that be? She crouched and inspected the cylinder, with a short pipe jutting from the upper end, and a long handle behind it. She stuck a finger in the pipe and found it wet--so the water came out from there.

      She stood up and patted the column top with her palm. Nothing happened, and some passer-by cast her perplexed looks. Gaiane put her hands on her hips and smiled at the kids, barefoot and with smears of dirt on their faces, looking at her from a window down the street. They sneered and disappeared from her sight, and her determination faltered a little.

      No, I can do it. How difficult can this be?

      She tried with the handle, a pole as long as her arm behind the cylinder, curved and fixed to the main structure with a round bolt. Wrapping her fingers tight around its middle, Gaiane leaned against the structure. Cautiously at first, then with all her weight. And eventually she straight up pushed with her shoulder, grunting in the process.

      Not a single drop of water fell into her bucket.

      “Hey, princess. I came to bring you something to clean yourself up,” Leo said from behind her. Gaiane turned around, red faced and sweating, and saw her friend with a piece of soap in one hand and a towel on her other arm.

      “I don’t need your help,” she snapped. “I can figure this out myself.”

      “I’m sure you can. If you don’t mind, though, I’m thirsty. May I?” Leo gave her one of those half smiles that made her cheek rounder and her eyes shine brighter, and pointed at the handle Gaiane was still clinging to.

      “You say that because you think I’m useless…”

      “Or you could believe me and let me have a drink. Don’t be stubborn, Gaiane.”

      “Look who’s talking!”

      “Are you going to hug the handle much longer? You look silly.”

      “I don’t…”

      I do, Gaiane said to herself, dropping her arms and taking a mortified step back. Leo briskly tucked soap and towel in her hands and grabbed the handle, lifting it with one sure movement, then slowly lowering it again. A gush of water splashed into the bucket, and Gaiane blinked.

      “Oh! So you need to pull first, then push…”

      “Something like that,” Leo said, winking at her from behind the fall of her floppy, curly mohawk. She cupped her hands and drank some water, letting it trickle down her chin and on the front of her shirt, then left the pump open until the bucket was full. “There you go. Knock if you need me.” She wiped her face clean and disappeared back into her room.

      Gaiane’s face was still warm with embarrassment long minutes later, as she tried to untangle her hair with her fingers. The soap smelled disgusting, almost rancid, with nothing of the flowers she was used to. It made no foam or bubbles, too, but somehow it was efficient enough to remove days of grime from her skin. Midway through the process she had to go out and fill the bucket again, to change the muddy water. This time she managed to use the pump, even if she had to grunt and pull with her full force. And Leo made it look so easy!

      Still, after a thorough scrubbing process, Gaiane could feel the horror of the past days leave her skin. Her foot didn’t hurt anymore, the bug bites were healing, and the scratches were but reddish lines on her legs. The dress, none the cleaner, didn’t even feel that rough anymore.

      She was alone, but not really. Aware that Leo was just a door away, she sat with her back to the wall, turning the now empty bucket in her hands.

      She’d never thought she could come this far. Under a ghost town, prisoner (or something like that) of a queen without a crown, her powers still missing.

      But I’m not alone, she repeated to herself. She closed her eyes, and let weariness roll from her.

      She could’ve slept, and almost did it, but the underground city was oddly loud for her tastes. People walked back and forth by her room.

      They talked, but Gaiane couldn’t make out their words. Her eyes started to feel heavy when a high-pitched, hushed chattering came from her doorstep. Gaiane frowned, rubbed her eyes, and got up. When she opened the door, a cluster of kids jumped back—and she did the same, with a gasp.

      There were five of them, ranging from a gangly boy with ginger curls to a girl not much taller than Gaiane’s hips, all plump cheeks and inquiring black eyes.

      “Yes?” Gaiane asked politely from her room. The little girl placed herself in front of the group, pointing a chubby finger.

      “You’re the princess.” she said, her chin up and her jaw set.

      Gaiane blinked and stared at the rest of the gang. The boy, probably the oldest of the lot, studied her with narrow eyes and his lips pressed together; the youngest members were either distrusting or, like that other freckled kid with a large gap between his front teeth, openly curious.

      “I am. How did you know I was here?”

      “Sam’s mom told my mom that they’d brought you here,” the short girl said, pointing at her ginger friend. “Is it true that you’re a mage even if you’re all grown up?”

      Gaiane frowned and her hand went to the mark on her brow. All the kids had similar ones, but she suddenly remembered how little signs of magic she’d seen on the adults living in Nikaia.

      “I… I am. And you, too, will grow up with your powers.”

      “Father says he had magic, once. Then the Asares came, and he left, and when he got back he couldn’t even light a candle.” A blond child glared at her from behind Sam. “It’s your fault, then.”

      “Shut up, Marika. If the queen let her stay, she’s not evil. Because… you’re not evil, are you?” Those black eyes scanned her deeply, uncertain. Gaiane shivered.

      “I don’t think I am. I’ve done things I regret, though, and… and I don’t expect to be welcome here.”

      “You’re not,” Sam said, squaring his skinny shoulders. “Dad says it’s your fault we’re living here, and he doesn’t understand why you’re allowed to walk free. Why are you here? What do you want from us?”

      With a sigh, Gaiane took a step forward. The kids backed away, except for the little girl.

      “I only want to help. What happened to your country it’s a tragedy I never wanted to take part in, and I’m here to do my part and make things right. But I get it, I’m not a welcome guest. I didn’t expect it to be any different. Just… just know that I’m not an enemy.”

      “See? She’s t-too pretty to be evil,” the freckled kid stuttered before turning beet red and growing deeply interested in his own feet.

      “I don’t know. We’ll keep an eye on you, and…”

      

      “You’ve talked enough, Sam. Stop behaving like you’re the boss! Anyway, we know where to find you. Do you have stories to share? It can get pretty boring here, and Ampelio always makes himself the hero of the ones he tells.”

      At this, Gaiane couldn’t but smile.

      “It sounds just like him… but yes, I have some stories to tell. Not mine, but I read a lot, and I’ll be here if you…”

      “Isa! What are you doing?”

      The little girl jumped on her feet and covered her mouth with her hand.

      “Oh no! Mom!” she hissed. The whole group flocked away, with one last perplexed look from Sam. A moment later, two women appeared. One was clearly Isa’s mom, with the same round cheeks and dark eyes; the other had freckles and a crooked nose.

      Gaiane’s smile dropped from her face when the two ladies turned to stare at her. In their eyes there was none of the kids’ curiosity. Only cold distrust, and she could very well see why. Those people had lived the aftermath of the Slaughter, had seen their beloved country turn into a barren land.

      They weren’t ready to forgive—only, perhaps, to trust their queen.

      The two strangers acknowledged her with a flick of their heads, and this was already more than Gaiane would’ve expected. When they left and she locked the door again, though, something sparkled in her mind. Not hope, not yet, but she felt as if she’d planted a seed. At least the children didn’t see her as a monster, and it was already more than she deserved.

      She wrapped herself in her blankets and stared at the darkness.

      Eventually, she dozed off, and when Leo came to knock on her door, she woke up with a start.

      

      She’d met the woman escorting them already. Larsa was ageless, maybe forty, maybe sixty, it was impossible to tell. She was kind enough with Leo, Gaiane thought: she walked in her trail, listening to them chatting and trying to find a topic she could participate in. Whenever she tried to say something, Larsa looked at her with distrust and mild annoyance, then returned to Leo.

      “So, little one. How did you end up here?” Larsa asked, her thumbs stuck in the hoops of her belt. She was short, but looked stronger than most men in Nikaia. She poked Leo with her elbow and grinned. “Her, the princess, I know. You, I don’t.”

      “I have nowhere else to go. And Gaiane is my friend, I can’t abandon her.” she said, half turning her head to look at her. Gaiane smiled.

      “Choose friends carefully. They are a rare commodity.” She led them through a different part of the underground city, where no torches burned at the walls. The tunnels weren’t dark, though, and Leo expressed Gaiane’s same question.

      “How do you get light this deep under the surface? I see no lamps or torches--magic?”

      “Magic? Ah!” Larsa barked with raucous laughter. “No magic here. Very little. Too precious to use for something as silly as light in tunnels. No. Mirrors.” She patted the wall, and Gaiane looked up. A slit in the bricks offered a bright golden glow, and Leo gasped in surprise.

      “You built a system of mirrors inside the walls to capture sunlight and bring it here? It’s… it’s brilliant!”

      Larsa’s smile grew wider.

      “I do this. Good with my hands, good for Nikaia. City is bleak, but I help.”

      Gaiane frowned at the light as they passed under it. Capturing sunlight sounded pretty much like magic to her, but she couldn’t feel the familiar tingle under her skin. She was helpless, again.

      Larsa continued talking, revealing she was the city’s blacksmith. Leo’s attention peaked.

      “Came all the way from northern Hirsland to follow pretty merchant with black curls. Lived in Epidalio, started working steel. Discovered metal was soft, pretty merchant softer. Stayed to make steel harder, left pretty merchant,” she said with a shrug.

      “It must be hard to work in these conditions.” Leo said.

      “Not difficult: fun. Turned most rifles and guns into shovels and pickaxes. Not many swords, but people need tools to work. I help.” she repeated.

      “I--er--I did the same kind of things back in my village. Some toys. Mostly shovels, though… and tell me, how do you manage the smoke? A system of smokestacks?”

      Larsa started explaining in that thick accent of hers, and Gaiane drifted off.

      Without the distraction of their conversation she paid more attention to the world around her. People, ragged shops. Voices.

      The Nikaian folks weren’t particularly subtle. They stared at her from dark corners, from open doors that slammed shut the moment she looked back at them. They whispered, loud enough for her to hear them.

      “... her fault.”

      “Asares scum.”

      “Why isn’t she in chains? Why is she walking free?”

      “What is the queen thinking? That girl shouldn’t be here. Shouldn’t be breathing.”

      Gaiane hurried to stay in Leo’s trail. Her stomach clenched, and her head suddenly emptied, her heart dropping somewhere around her belly button.

      They hated her. They looked at her as if she was a beast, the root of all evil. Leo had done the same, but she was one, and soon had changed her mind. Evandro, on the other hand, barely looked at her. Nikaia, the whole of it, whispered poison and ill intentions about her.

      Gaiane brushed the ring on her forehead, useless. She couldn’t even fight back.

      When they stopped by yet another door, she was freezing, her teeth chattering, and not from the cold.

      Larsa noticed her discomfort, and her face softened a little. She sighed and patted Gaiane’s shoulder.

      “There, there, little one! Queen Ligeia is good, nothing to fear.”

      “I’m not scared.” Gaiane snarled, and Larsa frowned.

      “Not scared? Then you are just weird. Go in now, and you, child, come see me later at the forge. Could always use some more strong hands.” she added pointing at Leo.

      She pushed them in, and Gaiane blinked.

      She’d seen Ligeia already, but this was not how a queen greeted her subjects, let alone her prisoners. The woman was younger than her own mother, dressed in men’s clothes and sitting cross-legged on the floor of a messy room. A little girl of eight was in her lap, chatting and playing with Ligeia’s long braids.

      “... and then he said I was not supposed to be there, but I thought that I needed to see the sun, you always say so, and it was not my fault if they were coming in just then, was it, mother? And then I ran back here, and Mirone said…”

      “Rea, love, Mirone was right. And you were right, too.” Ligeia chuckled, booping her daughter’s nose. Rea tilted her head like a little bird.

      “How can it be?”

      

      “Sometimes things aren’t entirely black or white. Mirone was right when he said you needed to be careful, but you were right in wanting to walk in the sun.”

      The child pouted.

      “How much longer do we have to stay trapped here? I want to see what’s beyond the river, and to stay outside as long as I please without granny or Mirone coming after me… it’s not fair!”

      “No.” Ligeia said, looking up to Gaiane with a mysterious look in her dark eyes. “It’s not. You’re too young to live a captive life.”

      “What’s a captive?”

      Ligeia gently squished her cheeks and kissed her forehead.

      “Why don’t you go ask Mirone? And while you’re at it, apologize if you think you were rude to him.”

      Rea got up and trotted away.

      “I wasn’t rude.” Gaiane heard her mutter. The little girl waved her hand to her and Leo, and then left without a second look.

      At least someone here doesn’t consider me a murderer. Not yet.

      She brushed her hair behind her ears and, as Larsa closed the door, picked up the hem of her skirt and bowed in a curtsey, so elegant not even Alcmena would’ve had anything to say in the matter. Leo, at her side, just rubbed her boot on the floor and bowed stiffly.

      Ligeia didn’t stand up or tell them to sit. She looked at the door and smiled.

      “Rea deserves better. No child, no matter how noble their blood, should be forced to live in a cage.” She looked at Gaiane, her eyes serious. “Is it true? You’re the Asares princess everyone’s looking for.”

      “I am, your majesty. But I’m just Gaiane, now.”

      “You renounced your title already?”

      “No. But I don’t want to be…” Gaiane licked her lips. “I’ve been used as a weapon. I only want to be seen as a person, for a change.”

      “You may have no choice in the matter. You caused the death of many people.”

      It was a blow. A cruel blow in her face. Gaiane was determined not to seem intimidated.

      All those deaths were heavy already on her soul.

      “Yes, and not by choice. I was but a little older than your daughter at the time, queen Ligeia, and I was misled.”

      Ligeia nodded, cold and stern. Eventually, she stood up and walked towards them. This time, she focused on Leo.

      “And you’re her friend.”

      “Leo.”

      “Even if she’s the reason behind the loss of your home? Don’t be so surprised, I have eyes and ears everywhere in Nikaia; keeping secrets from me is not easy, and you two are too young to be subtle.”

      Leo squinted in suspicion, and Gaiane shivered with restlessness. Ligeia didn’t look like a queen, maybe, but she acted like one. Worse even, she had the same aura of authority and sharp intelligence of her father Diocle.

      “Even so, I am,” Leo said. “You don’t know what she’s been through, she’s not a monster!”

      “I never said she was.” Ligeia said, and some of her collected mask faded.

      “But you thought it!”

      Gaiane wanted to both hug Leo and beg her to tone it down. Ligeia’s face was unfathomable again.

      “Do you think I’d let someone who could endanger my people walk free?” she asked, and Gaiane’s blood chilled.

      “But I don’t want to hurt anyone! Even if I could, I…”

      Ligeia interrupted Gaiane with a gesture. She was tall and slender, and the fingers she brushed on Gaiane’s forehead were thin, hardened by years of work.

      “You have power. An infinite amount of it, they say.” She brushed her thumb on the sign on her brow.

      

      “It’s true. Don’t ask me why, but I haven’t been able to evoke a single drop of water for the past week.” she said with shame.

      

      “How so? Your mark is still intact…”

      “I… I don’t really know. I still could when I left the palace, but after a few days… “

      “I’ve never heard anything like this before, but what if your power is bound to the tower you lived into? It could explain why you were able to perform such horrible spells, even escape, only to find yourself at loss later…”

      Gaiane looked at Ligeia and focused on her words. They made sense, but not really—she remembered the power flowing through her when she’d chased the wolves away, and how she’d felt herself as usual after the cast. A bit tired, of course, but not less powerful.

      The block on her abilities was something different entirely. But could she write out the possibility that her mother had put another seal on her, just to keep her from being free?

      “I’ve never considered this side of the matter, but… “

      “It’s something we should investigate I’ll ask the elders if they have some knowledge of any spell that could explain the situation. But you’re not the only one I’m interested into.”

      Ligeia gave Gaiane a dry smile and turned to Leo.

      “Ampelio escaped the conscription traveling as a bard and storyteller—and a spy--for the past eight years. You, Leo, look very young: why are you…”

      “Never been one for magic,” she replied curtly, and Ligeia didn’t investigate further. She turned her back on them and looked at the shelves on the wall. Candles, blankets, even books.

      “You’re not a rarity here, if that’s of any comfort to you.”

      “Larsa said something like that. There’s not much magic around here. Actually, it’s quite a mess.” Leo said, and Gaiane kicked her foot. “Ouch!”

      “You’re talking to a queen! Be more respectful!” she hissed, but Ligeia laughed. It made her look younger and less intimidating.

      “Don’t worry, the title is more of a honorary thing than something I revel on. Nobody is particularly reverent to me, and it’s alright. What’s a queen without a crown? A mayor, nothing more.”

      “Sorry,” Gaiane said, blushing.

      Ligeia continued.

      “‘Not much magic’ is an understatement. We have barely any to speak of--have you two guessed why?”

      A test! Gaiane gasped in excitement: the memory of Alcmena questioning her and pushing her to use her wits flashed in her mind, in a mixture of homesickness and pleasure.

      “Because… Alright, let me see,” she said, frowning in concentration. “Demographics, first: I’ve seen some children under twelve around, but not many people in their twenties. Lots of over fifty, I’d say.”

      “Yes, and…”

      “So, if we consider Del Prato’s work on the age of first display of magic powers, and the relative short time span in which Nikaia has been…”

      “Is it because Zafiria is taking the mages, isn’t it?” Leo interrupted her, and Gaiane glared at her.

      “I was getting there myself!”

      “And when their indenture ends, they’re out of power entirely.” Leo concluded.

      Gaiane forgot her brood and cocked an eyebrow. Something in the whole discussion made very little sense.

      “... they’re using Epidalian mages? In my homeland? B-But why? We have mages, too, and very powerful!”

      She knew Epidalian young people spent time in Zafiria, but her mother always told her it was for education, an honor to their family. Why use foreign mages when those in Zafiria were the finest in the land? They'd been through the topic already, when Leo was still angry with her, and it still didn't make sense.

      Ligeia leaned against the wall and nodded.

      “If what they say it’s true, and you are the only person whose power will never run out, you can see the point.”

      “No, we love magic, it’s…”

      “Magic, to you, to the Asares, and your people in Zafiria, means power. Wealth, social status, possibilities--what happens to those who have exhausted their own stack?” Ligeia twisted a braid in her fingers, and Gaiane felt once more tears choke her.

      “How would I know? I’ve never seen anything but the tower I’ve been kept for my whole life.” she whispered angrily. Leo took a step closer, and her warmth calmed her a little.

      Ligeia looked at her intently for a long moment.

      “As I said, no child should live captive,” she murmured, then she roused. “But you are ignorant of your own land’s status. Well, let me tell you the whole story, then: your people take our people and use them as labour force. To build and plow and serve.”

      “B-But… Zafiria is a lovely place, I read everything about it, and…”

      The queen cut her pathetic justification short.

      “They’re never paid for their work. And when they’re done, when no magic runs through their veins anymore, they’re discarded. Sent back to Epidalio, where they live in poverty--or join the rebellion and try to survive.”

      “Fine, I think she got it,” Leo said, stepping in. “She was too young to be part of this, and is a victim as any other Epidalian person, here. Don’t…”

      “I need her to understand.” Ligeia held her hand out. “Nikaian people will talk. They won’t be kind.”

      Gaiane bared her teeth against the ever present need to cry and dropped to her knees so hard her legs hurt.

      “Then let me help!” she blurted out.

      

      “I’ve told you already that I don’t like formalities, I…”

      “Please. I can’t use my magic, but I want to help! To make up for the plan I was unwilling part of. Let me do something!”

      “Up, girl,” Ligeia said, taking Gaiane’s arm and hauling her to her feet, gently enough. “What can you do?”

      “Not much,” Leo said. “Don’t look at me like that, it’s true! Since I’ve met you I haven’t seen you do anything remarkable!”

      “I can read! And I speak many languages, and…”

      “Then Mirone will show you to the library,” Ligeia said swiftly. “Not that books do any good when there’s no mages to train, but we salvaged some from the Asares’ raids.”

      “You’re not punishing me, then?” Gaiane asked in a soft voice. Ligeia closed her eyes and took a deep breath, as if to calm herself.

      “Either you really are an innocent victim too, and you don’t have to apologize for that; or you’re lying, but you wouldn’t behave like this. Why should I punish you? What would I accomplish?”

      “B-Because it’s my fault. All of this. You lost everything, and…”

      “Gaiane, I haven’t lost everything. I have my daughter, and a cause to fight for. You can be a part of it, and Epidalio will forgive you for being part of a war you didn’t choose. It’s up to you.”

      “We take your offer,” Leo said quickly. “I can find the way to the library, while Larsa already asked me to help her at the forge.”

      “Wait, are you…”

      “No waiting, she might change her mind,” Leo murmured, pulling Gaiane along. “Thank you for your consideration, your majesty--Ligeia.”

      The woman smiled and pointed at the door with a flick of her chin.

      “You’re free to go, but stay in town. I might need you two again.”
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      Leo couldn’t say she liked Nikaia, or what was left of it. It was dark, even with Larsa’s ingenious system of mirrors. The smell of burning torches was everywhere, and the food was scarce even for her low standards.

      But it was something. After a lifetime living in the static waters of the Mill, with the only noteworthy events being tragic, for the first time she felt alive. On the brink of something she couldn’t quite name yet, but part of a bigger world, waiting for a change.

      She was useful, too, even if right now she was sitting idle on a table in the so called library. The books were few and in bad conditions, some all rippled by water, others with their covers half burned and the pages ruined by rats. She never tried her luck with reading, but Gaiane adored them.

      At the moment, the princess was sitting at a table, with a small lamp casting its glow on the yellowed page she was reading. Leo, intent as she was in carving a small duck from a piece of wood she’d found in Larsa’s pile, glanced at her every now and then.

      Gaiane was pretty. Even now, with her hair in a loose bun and her face drawn after days of poor sleep, she looked exactly how Leo thought a princess was supposed to.

      Her knife caught in a knot, and she worked her way around it, using its bulge to shape the round chest of the duck.

      It was hard to accept and even harder to express, but she’d grown fond of the girl. Whiny and clumsy as she was, Gaiane deserved better from life. She really wanted to help, but as of now, all she could do was linger around and suffer Nikaia’s accusing gaze with a grace Leo admired to the point of envy.

      With a sigh, she lay the knife down and studied Gaiane’s shape. The dancing flame  shone on her hair, and her long lashes curved on her cheekbones.

      A mere month ago, had anyone told her she would’ve come to consider a girl like Gaiane a friend, or even care about her, Leo would’ve punched them. But now? A faint smile touched her lips as she remembered how Gaiane would nestle against her whenever she felt threatened, and her heart skipped a beat.

      And then another, when the princess looked up from her book.

      “You’re rather distracting.” she said with one of her sweet smiles. Leo gaped for a moment, her neck warming up instantly, then shrugged and retrieved her knife.

      “I can leave if you want…”

      “No! I like having you around, in case you didn’t notice.”

      “I’m good at keeping you out of trouble,” Leo said, louder than she’d intended. Gaiane giggled.

      “That you are… why don’t you come here? It’s brighter, and you wouldn’t risk cutting a finger while you work.”

      “I don’t need to… I mean, I’ve been doing this since I was a kid, I’d never hurt myself.”

      Gaiane rolled her eyes and moved down the bench.

      “Come read with me, then. I can teach you, if you wish…”

      Leo stiffened and threw her knife and duck on the table, slipping down with a grunt.

      “You think I’m ignorant, don’t you? Everyone does. I studied, in case you’re wondering, and studied hard. I’m not stupid.”

      Gaiane’s face crumpled in a wounded expression.

      “I never thought you were! You’re the smartest person I’ve ever known, you can take care of yourself, you can do so many things that are stranger than magic to me--don’t ever say that again!”

      “But everyone thinks I’m dull for not having a way with words. And who knows, maybe they’re right, maybe....”

      “Then let me read for you,” Gaiane said abruptly. “Please.”

      Leo’s anger waned at once. She blinked in the dim light and worried her lip.

      “I’m not a child anymore, Gaiane, I…”

      The princess interrupted her, placing her fingertip on the book.

      “This is interesting. I’ve read it already, but it’s always nice to go through some old tales. It’s a report on the First Zafirian War, when Hirdslandian tried to invade us. The Asares didn’t rule Zafiria yet, we’re talking about five centuries ago, and there are battles and heroes.”

      With a sigh, Leo sat at the bench with her. As expected, the letters immediately started to twitch under her eyes, and no matter how hard she squinted, they wouldn’t stay still.

      Gaiane adjusted herself at her side, their arms brushing together.

      “Here, this one is Danel Iron Hand, the Hirdslandian warlord. They called him Iron Hand because he always wore steel gauntlets. It was really uncommon among his people, you know? They preferred hide armors, even if later on they turned to blacksmithing, after their failed invasion.” Gaiane tapped her finger on the picture of a wild-looking blond man with some impressive thick mustache. “Here it says ‘At the head of two thousand horsemen, Danel Iron Hand crossed the Crimson Peaks in the East and rode to the plains, plundering the farms he came across and leaving many unwanted heirs in his trail’, and then…”

      Her voice was low, every word pronounced with care in that accurate accent of hers. After some time, Leo stopped looking at the page and let Gaiane’s tale lull her away from her thoughts.

      Pretty, she’d called her in her thoughts. Useless princess, troublemaker, pesky.

      Friend.

      Beautiful.

      For the rest of their afternoon, Leo stood silent, her chin perched on her fist and her eyes memorizing every freckle on Gaiane’s face.

      

      “And here is… careful, little one, this is dangerous,” Larsa snapped. “Are you even listening to me?”

      Leo roused and looked at her mentor. The storage room was narrow, with a low ceiling; a ray of sunlight came from a slit above her head, where a mirror conveyed it from the surface. No torches here--too risky.

      “Yes, I… sorry, I was…”

      Larsa snorted and knocked her knuckles on Leo’s head.

      “Who were you thinking of, eh? I need you with your mind all here, not running after some pair of pretty blue eyes.”

      “I wasn’t… I… alright, saltpeter. I got this.”

      “Mh. You better. We use this to make…”

      “Black powder, I know. Don’t look at me like that, I told you I know a thing or two about it--I made fireworks.”

      

      “No wasting black powder for fancy toys, here. We need it to open new tunnels,” Larsa said, covering the foul smelling barrel with a board.

      “Why not use it for firearms instead?”

      “Why use it? We have no wars to fight, and an arrow kills a deer as much as a bullet. I’m not making guns, only tunnels. And tools.” The woman opened a small jar and took a pinch of dark dust. “Good that you can make it too, old Larsa is the only one in Nikaia who can handle this without losing a finger or two.”

      “My fingers are all in the right place, thank you very much,” Leo grunted. Larsa took her hand and slapped a tiny leather pouch in her palm.

      “Here. Some for your toys, then,” she said. Leo frowned.

      “What?”

      “Black powder. You can play with it, but you will not get any more for now. You’re still a child, you deserve to have fun. But no blowing people up, eh?”

      “Oh! Thank you, I suppose?” Leo said, squishing the soft content of the pouch between her fingers. It was finely ground, probably better than the one she used to make.

      Larsa resumed her lesson--the stock of sulfur from the mines, they needed to stretch that out, and the piles of coal from her forge and the fireplaces--and Leo listened with a half ear. She wanted to be back to the forge and do something practical, and soon enough Larsa took her back to work.

      Here, in the stifling heat of the flames, Leo felt at home. She could lend a hand with creating new tools or repairing damaged ones, even beating her hammer on the hinges of a new door or the wheels of a cart. It felt good, and cleared her mind from any intrusive thought. Larsa took two shards of broken swords from a pile and threw them in a crucible, then stopped, her eyes crinkling as she stared at the door.

      “Ah, we have company,” she said. Leo unloaded a sack of coal from her shoulders and turned around.

      A small, round face was peeking from the door. Rea, she thought, recalling the child she’d seen with Ligeia. A princess, somehow. The curls on her forehead barely concealed her black ring.

      “What are you doing here, little squirrel?” Larsa asked, crouching and calling the girl in with her hand.

      “Ampelio said you make toys.” Rea pointed her finger at Leo and smiled. One of her front teeth was missing. “May I see one, please?”

      “What… oh, sure!” Leo patted her hands on her thighs and reached for her satchel. She spilled its content on the ground.

      “You did that?” Rea squealed in delight as Leo handed her the duck.

      “Yeah. You can have it, if you wish…”

      “Thank you! It’s beautiful!” The girl beamed and grabbed the duck, then proceeded to run her finger on the small head, lifting on Leo two large, shining eyes. “For real, though? It’s mine now?”

      Leo’s heart clenched. So much gratitude for such a little thing. This girl’s childhood must’ve been hard.

      “Of course it is. You’ll take good care of it, while I’d risk to lose it.”

      “Oh no, I’ll keep her safe, I promise! Do you have any other toys? May I see? What’s that?” and she pointed at the black powder pouch.

      “Er--no, that’s not…”

      “Come on, you can show her. But come here with me, squirrel,” Larsa said, calling Rea with her hand. “Leo can do magic tricks without magic!”

      “Can you? Really?”

      Leo wanted to dismiss the issue, but after all, why not? She deserved to have her fun, as Larsa had said.

      “Alright, just give me a second…”

      She looked around the forge. There was an abundance of useless iron powder, but also some copper and aluminum from the pots and pans, and even a pinch of limestone from the bottom of an old bucket. She divided her black powder into three tiny stacks and added a little of those substances to each stack, then lit the end of a stick on fire.

      It was not the best, and she didn’t expect much of a show, but even some sparkles could’ve entertained her audience.

      “Stay back.” she said in a grave tone, then touched the black powder with her makeshift match. It exploded in three pops of silver, blue and orange.

      Rea shrieked, and Larsa clapped her hands. Leo bowed, a bubble of simple happiness in her chest.

      “More! More!”

      “Enough for today, little one,” Larsa said, lifting Rea and loading her on her shoulder. “Maybe another time.”

      “Promise me, Leo!” the girl said, giggling. When Larsa put her down, Rea rubbed her eyes and cradled the duck to her chest with her other arm.

      “See? You’re tired. Now thank Leo and go rest.”

      Rea nodded reluctantly and muttered her thanks, then obediently turned around, walking away on shuffling feet and whispering to her duck.

      Larsa went serious.

      “Poor thing, this city is no place for children. And she looked happy indeed--you made her day.”

      “It was nothing,” Leo protested, but couldn’t help the smile on her face.

      “Can you say it wasn’t magic?”

      “Just science. I can’t…”

      “Used to sprinkle my swords with magic,” Larsa interrupted, her thick arms bulging as she grabbed her hammer and returned to work.

      “Cool,” Leo said, rekindling the flames with another shovel of coal. Her hands and face were smeared in black, but she didn’t care. She tried not to drift away into ruminations on magic. She felt good, and didn’t want to spoil the moment.

      “Back in the old days when I worked for the Laskaris. The best blacksmith in Nikaia--I still am, am I not?” and she laughed. “Then magic was gone, but I could still work. Good to have something more than charm, eh?”

      Leo wiped her brow with her forearm and leaned on the shovel.

      “Are you trying to lecture me, here?”

      Larsa threw her two long braids back and shrugged.

      “You have no magic. You never had, right?” and she touched Leo’s forehead with her finger. She ducked and glared at her.

      “Of course not, everyone has magic. I only had very little, and…”

      “No. You have no sign there, not even this,” and she pointed at the faded scar under her hairline. “Nobody ever noticed.”

      “Bullshit. I probably had so little I ran out of it before I could…”

      “In Hirsland, we called it einklang. Magic is balance, so whenever a very powerful mage is born, that same day somewhere else a child comes into this world with little power.”

      Leo shook her head and took some more coal. Larsa continued, undeterred.

      “Your friend, the princess. They say her magic will never run out, and so you might be a schatten. You have no magic in you, and you darken other people’s light. Power.”

      Leo cackled.

      “Nice story. I knew little of Hirslandian folklore, so…”

      “Not folklore: science,” Larsa protested. “And it… ah.”

      The sudden hard note in the woman’s tone snatched Leo from her thoughts. She turned, and Gaiane was at the door. Her face was white as bones, her eyes wide.

      “I… just wanted to see if you could come to the library, but I see you’re busy,” she said in a strained voice.

      “No, I can--I think I can…”

      “Never mind. Good day to you, Larsa, and sorry for the interruption.” She turned and left, but Leo ran after her.

      “Wait!”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude, Leo, I…”

      “I said wait,” she insisted, taking Gaiane’s wrist. “You heard that, right?”

      “I wasn’t eavesdropping! But I…”

      “You don’t believe that, do you? It’s fairytales, nothing more. You’re exhausted, and who knows what your family’s tricks have done to your power! You’ll be better, I know it!”

      Gaiane took Leo’s hand and slowly removed it from her arm, but her fingers lingered on hers a little longer.

      “Can you say it is?”

      “Of course! Come on, it’s ridiculous!”

      Gaiane took a deep breath and took a step back.

      “Don’t worry, I’m alright. I just need to… to check in the library, maybe I’ll find something interesting about this. I’ll see you later.” She smiled, but her eyes were avoiding Leo’s.

      “Gaiane, please, don’t…”

      But the princess took two steps away from her, then turned away.

      “Don’t worry.” she said again, waving at her behind her back.

      Leo stood motionless in front of Larsa’s forge, her heart cracking without her knowing why.

      Gaiane stopped by a corner. Leo gasped, hoping she’d come back, but her face was hidden by the fall of her hair.

      “I turned eighteen this past winter solstice,” she said before walking away.

      Leo froze. Larsa was calling her, reassuring her, she couldn’t hear her.

      She and Gaiane were born on the same day.

      With a start she snatched her arm from Larsa and her kind words behind her.

      Gaiane wasn’t that fast, but when she ran after her, Leo soon realized the girl simply didn’t want to be found. The sparse crowd closed between the two of them, and when Leo managed to wiggle her way among the people, Gaiane was gone.
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      The royal palace’s war room had been a majestic place, with stained glass windows painting the marbles in speckles of green and red and blue. The table with the map of the territory, a slice cut from the biggest oak Evandro had ever seen.

      This one barely qualified as a room. No windows, and the table was just some boards place upon two sawhorses. But around it were queens and knights, and Evandro enjoyed the bubbling of excitement in his stomach.

      “She could be useful.” Althea said, standing still and stiff with her hands clasped in front of her.

      

      “Or she could be dangerous. Probably both,” Mirone added. The old doctor was among the few who had escaped the siege, and he deserved his place at the table.

      Evandro stared at the table. There was no strategic map or pointers, just some candles and a graveyard of crumbles from their frugal morning breakfast.

      “She’s little more than a child…”

      “I know, Ligeia, but she was the force behind our demise. We must not forget it.” Althea started to pace, squeezing herself against the wall as she passed behind Evandro.

      “A child kept in chains and conditioned by her family. I think she deserves a chance.” Ligeia insisted.

      “Good think our Dawn Star didn’t kill her, then.” Mirone chuckled, but Evandro didn’t join him. His old title still rang wrong in his ears, and a creeping sense of guilt for his first reaction at finding Gaiane was becoming a stable company.

      “How could we put her to work, though?” He asked. “She’s unused to any kind of physical work.”

      “She’s a symbol. The Asares are mad about her disappearing, and they’d do anything to have her back.” Althea smoothed her short hair—so different from the jeweled braids she’d plaited them into as a queen--and looked at Ligeia. “I’m starting to think we should try to bargain with Zafiria.”

      “Would you trust them? Please, they started to burn villages and beat people just because their princess vanished under their nose,” Mirone snorted.

      “If I may, I think our queen would disagree, too,” Evandro said with a small bow. Ligeia clenched her fists on the table and glared at them all.

      “I do. I vehemently disagree,” she said through clenched teeth. “We’re not like them, Althea!”

      “And what would you do? Let them raid our country some more? It’s a matter of numbers, the life of one girl against that of thousands of people. It’s noble that you…”

      “It’s not just that. Are we so ready to give the Asares back what they consider their most powerful weapon?”

      Evandro's mouth twitched. Just a handful of days ago, the whole discussion would’ve made no sense to him. If the princess was a weapon, they needed to aim it against those who wielded it in the first place. Get their vengeance, set things right.

      Now, though, this simple vision felt naive. Wrong, even, as if it came from a man Evandro was but didn’t like.

      Accurate.

      “No,” Ligeia continued. “We need to find another way. She can help, and…”

      “How?” Althea snapped. “She can’t cast, you heard the stories. I’d even doubt her identity, weren’t she the exact copy of her mother.”

      “My ladies, with all due respect I think we are not in the position to argue about this issue. We must think of Nikaia’s good.” Evandro said. He would’ve added something else, but a furious banging at the door turned their full attention from the discussion.

      “Queen! Evandro! Whoever is in there--she’s gone! She left!”

      Evandro skin prickled as he bolted to the door and pulled the bolt. Leo’s fists hit him as she stumbled forward, and he caught her by her shoulders.

      “Hey, hey--calm down! What happened?”

      “Gaiane… she… she…”

      Leo sniffed and looked up at him, her black eyes round and wild. Her skin was pale and clammy, her face covered in sweat, her lips trembling. She half slumped in Evandro's arms and clenched her hands on his chest.

      “Gone! I went to check on her after I woke up, I searched the whole town, I went upstairs and… and…” She panted. “Her room is empty. Gaiane left.”

      The silence that engulfed the room was suffocating. Evandro swallowed hard, but his heart was still somewhere in his throat. He could only stare at Leo, at the unshed tears of shock dangling from her lashes.

      His pulse roared in his head, but an unnatural sense of calm descended upon him.

      Purpose. Reason.

      “It’s not your fault, Leo, and you did good in coming to tell us. You did good, you hear me? Breathe, now. We’re taking care of it. Just breathe.” he insisted, rubbing her arms until her pants slowed down to a sobbing rhythm.

      

      “It is my fault! Yesterday I… I…”

      “Come in,” he stopped her, closing the door behind her. He glanced at Ligeia, Althea and Mirone, but shocked as they were, they read through him and let him do the talking.

      “I’d been working with Larsa, and she told me some tale of her people. The… the… schatten, she called them, those like me, without magic. She said I was born like this to balance Gaiane’s infinite power, and… and Gaiane heard it!”

      “Wait--wait,” Ligeia couldn’t stop herself. “What’s this…”

      “We were born the same day! And Gaiane heard Larsa telling me this, and she was so upset, and…”

      “Leo, it’s alright. Look at me, like that. Good girl.” Evandro knelt at her feet and took her hands. “Do you know when she left?”

      Leo shook her head.

      “I checked on her for dinner, but she said she wasn’t hungry. Then I went to sleep, and…”

      “She was still here in the evening, then,” Althea said.

      “Thank you, Leo.” Evandro rose and gently escorted her to the table, where he cocked his eyebrows at Ligeia.

      “Oh? Yes, I… come here, Leo. You need something to eat, right? And maybe some water.”

      “I d-don’t want to… she can’t be out on her own, I don’t want her to be in danger!”

      “Neither do I,” Evandro whispered, but Leo heard him. Her fear burst into white-hot anger and she lashed at him.

      “Liar! You wanted her dead! You tried to kill her, and now you play the… the noble knight!”

      Althea gasped, but Evandro suffered her outburst in silence. It hurt, every word a memento of his mistakes and his stubborn short-sightedness.

      He deserved it all.

      “Leo, he was lost,” Ligeia tried to calm her. “He spent eight years mourning, while…”

      “You too, but you didn’t try to murder her!”

      “I had a family and a people that counted on me. They needed me to survive. I couldn’t allow grief to drive me to the brink of madness,” she whispered, hard. Then she stared at Evandro.

      “But he…”

      “I’m trying to become once more the man I was meant to be, Leo. I can’t change the past, but I can find Gaiane and bring her back safe.” He brought his fist to his brow. “And I will.”

      Leo sniffed and glared at him with mistrust, clenching her teeth.

      “I’m coming with you,” she said, slipping from Ligeia’s attentions.

      “No.”

      It was Althea who spoke, her face white and her eyes hard.

      Leo bared her teeth.

      “I came here with Gaiane, I took care of her, and I won’t…”

      “If Larsa is right, and at this point she might as well be, you’re useless in a fight.”

      “I’m not useless! Larsa said that those like me stop magic around them, and…”

      “It’s true. Ampelio said something like that, about his voice not being the same,” Ligeia interrupted her, then looked at Althea. “And this makes Leo even more precious.”

      “I want to go after Gaiane, and you can’t stop me!” Leo turned to storm out of the door, but Evandro gently put his hand out.

      “You can keep this whole city safe.” It was a stretch, but still worth a try. He didn’t want to endanger that girl, and Nikaia needed all the protection they could gather. “Do you trust me so little?”

      “Of course I don’t trust you, you wanted to…”

      “... kill her, yes, you said that. But now I vow to take her back safe and sound.” He bent the knee again, looking at Ligeia and clenching his fists to his chest.

      “The oath of a knight. One not so easily broken. As your queen, I hear you, Dawn Star. I vouch for you.”

      Leo pulled her own hair.

      “Should I believe you? Why?”

      “Because the last time I took such an oath I was ready to die for it, and I made the palace collapse on my head to keep it,” he said pointing his finger at the relics many yards above their heads. For the first time, the memory wasn’t that painful. He rose, and Leo sighed, defeated.

      “Bring her back,” she said, and Evandro closed his eyes.

      Did he really deserve this?

      I must prove myself.

      “Mirone, I’m heading out now. Is my horse ready?”

      “Of course not, but you can find it in the old stables. I’ll send word to bring you an armor.”

      “Good.” Evandro tied his hair back in a loose bun and bowed stiffly to the queen. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go as soon as possible.”

      “With my blessing, Dawn Star,” Ligeia said, and winked.

      Evandro tried not to grin and shot through the door.

      

      The old stables were nearly empty. Apart from his horse--Evandro took mental note to find him a name--only another nag stood in the single other intact stall, a grey beast with a straw-like mane and placid eyes.

      Mirone had kept his word, and whatever communication system Nikaia had was working like a charm: his horse was saddled, and a crooked-teeth stable boy bowed reverently handing him the reins.

      Evandro thanked him quickly and inspected the pile of leather on the ground. Bits and pieces from at least four different armors, scratched and dented. Nothing like the steel he used to wear, but an armor nonetheless. He buckled it up and patted the sword at his belt, and in a matter of seconds he was out, under a bleak morning sky.

      Gaiane couldn’t be far: she didn’t know the land, and wasn’t trained to hide her tracks. If anything went as planned, they’d be back by nightfall.

      And if not…

      He’d barely reached the outskirts of the barren plain in front of the gates when the remainders of his burnt power made his senses prickle. He slowed down his ride, but the sound of hooves didn’t quiet down.

      He turned around and rolled his eyes.

      The grey horse was trotting toward him, and there was no mistaking the shock of golden hair bouncing under the clouded sky.

      “Go back,” he said out loud.

      Ampelio stopped at his side, his cheeks red and his eyes glimmering.

      “No way,” he panted. “Phew. I almost missed you…”

      Evandro kicked his horse’s sides.

      “I don’t need you. We had this conversation already, and this time I won’t change my mind.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Ampelio insisted. He wore a dark cloak wrapped around his lithe frame, and his voice had once more that supernatural rang to it. Maybe Larsa was right, after all?

      Evandro shivered and kept his eyes on the horizon.

      “I said go back. You’re no knight, and…”

      “Dawn Star, please--let me help.”

      Evandro pulled his reins so hard the horse snorted.

      “That’s it, then.” He sharply turned to face him, clenching his fists and narrowing his eyes. “You’re looking for fodder for your stories. Sorry but no, I won’t play the part!”

      “But I--”

      “No. This is not some fairy tale, Ampelio, and I don’t need an over excitable bard on my track. I know you’re looking for some more tales to tell, but the matter is serious. You’d only impede me.”

      “Or maybe--just maybe--I really want to come with you. Could you please put your uptight attitude down for a second and accept that people may care about you?”

      A rough whisper, with no trace of magic. Just the simple truth, told by a boy in his twenties with big eyes too eager for his own good.

      Evandro opened his mouth for another snarky retort, but his anger subsided.

      Ampelio had been part of the resistance for years. He was brave, and no doubt had the skills to survive. Maybe he did deserve a chance.

      A sigh, and Evandro clicked his tongue.

      Ampelio, right behind him, punched the air in exultance and hurried to keep up with him.

      “One thing,” Evandro said, pointing his finger at him. “Hold your tongue. I don’t think I could stand your endless ramblings right now.”

      “Your wish is my command, ser knight,” he replied, but the wink he gave him didn’t bode anything good.

      Still, Ampelio kept his word. They rode in silence well past noon. As expected, Gaiane hadn’t been subtle: her footprints on the barren plain led to the unequivocal trail she’d created in the grasslands and, later on, in the woods.

      The sky was turning a leaden grey, and Evandro stopped his horse on top of a low hill.

      “We must find her quickly,” he said, breaking the silence. Ampelio came up beside him and smirked.

      “Let me guess, it was too quiet and it was starting to feel uncomfortable, wasn’t it?”

      Evandro turned slowly toward him and shot him a deadpan gaze.

      “I’d rather not bring a drenched, sickly princess back to Nikaia. The last thing we need is an outburst of fever in the ranks.”

      “And you missed my voice, too. You can say it, it’s alright, I know how good it is, and…”

      “You’re making me regret my decision of bringing you along, you know?”

      “No you don’t,” he grinned, and Evandro shrugged and returned his gaze to the hill.

      Irritating, loud, nosy. But Ampelio did have a really nice voice, even when he was not infusing it with magic.

      I don’t, do I?  he asked to himself. The realization stung deeply, and Evandro lowered his eyes on his fists, clenched on the reins. He tried to focus on the task at hand, but that unwanted sensation wouldn’t let him go. Ampelio and his oddly relaxing company were affecting him, and he didn’t want it. Didn’t deserve it. Out of habit, he tried to divert his thoughts to the familiar path of regret. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and evoked the last images of Eliodoro.

      A flash of memory. And then Ampelio spoke again.

      “You’re doing it again,” he said.

      Evandro groaned and rolled his eyes.

      “Why can’t I even be left alone with my brooding for a moment? I think I’ve earned as much!”

      “As I was about to say—you’re brooding. You do it all the time. It’s not good for your spirit, you know? Not when you have someone who could listen to your ailments and offer a sympathetic word.”

      “Odd. I don’t think I’ve ever said a word about wanting a shoulder to cry on.”

      “That you didn’t, but among my many qualities…”

      “ … which don’t include discretion,” he interrupted him. Ampelio ignored his tone.

      “… there’s empathy. I can’t help it, I’m a storyteller, I need to feel what runs under the surface of people’s attitudes. And you, good man, are literally dying to have someone you can talk to freely.” He stretched his back, and from the corner of his eye, Evandro saw him grin to the clouds. “But I’m not pushy. When you’re ready, I’ll happily listen to your stories. As confidences, I promise! Nothing I’d put into a tale or anything.”

      “Forgive me if I’m having a hard time trusting you.”

      “I’m feeling generous, so don’t worry, everything’s forgiven. But you know where to find me, and I’m confident we’ll get a moment to talk once we bring this stubborn princess home safely.”

      Evandro shook his head, glad to take the hint. Gaiane came first in his priority list at the moment, and he was confident Ampelio would stop being so nosy once they were back in Nikaia.

      By the time the idea was formed in his mind, Evandro knew he was lying to himself, and there was no chance to avoid the interrogation. What was worse, though, was that it was something he almost looked forward to, and not just in dread.

      Later. Princess first.

      He cleared his throat, extending his arm to point at the trail of tracks ahead of them--a broken fern, a blue thread caught in a branch. She couldn’t be far, and he opened his mouth, a practical explanation at the ready.

      The flash of blue light and the crackling before a loud boom just above the hill turned his words into a gasp. His horse reared up and kicked the air, and Evandro gripped the harness not to roll away. Ampelio squealed as his own ride turned around and ran away.

      It took them a couple of very chaotic minutes to calm the beasts down and reunite, and by then Ampelio's face was white with shock, his eyes wide and shiny.

      “What was that? A lightning bolt? I thought the storm was yet to…”

      “Not a storm,” Evandro said. He patted the horse’s neck, then, before taking off, looked at Ampelio. “You alright?”

      “Yeah. Sort of. My ears are buzzing.”

      “Good,” and he spurred his steed downhill.

      Too close to be a lightning bolt, to straight and bright.

      That was magic. Lots of it.

      Evandro didn’t slow down to make sure Ampelio was right behind him and drew his sword. He bent down on the horse’s mane as leaves slapped his face, his hair in his eyes. The armor was all hard edges and stiff plates, but it felt right. He was back in his own skin.

      He had a princess to save.

      Or maybe not, he thought in confusion as he emerged in a yellowing meadow.

      His horse neighed and shook his massive head, spraying froth all around when the white-blue blaze exploded again. Evandro had a second to make out a black figure in the light, and more people scattered around, then the blast wave invested him. The saddle vanished from under him, and he flew back in the air.

      The collision against the tree crushed his back and squeezed his lungs, and he lost the grip on his sword. Sliding down, his head buzzing, the faint taste of blood on his tongue where he’d bitten down, Evandro struggled to breathe. It hurt. His mind was slipping away.

      Dawn Star!

      Eliodoro was calling him. From his dreams, from his past, a voice he had almost forgotten. But it sounded so real, so warm and urgent…

      Dawn Star!

      He couldn’t move. His eyes wouldn’t stay open, and his head throbbed with wet pain, sticking to his hair. He was failing his prince--his king, his love--again.

      “Evandro! Shit, get up!”

      He blinked.

      The cut on his scalp bled and hurt, but not that much. And the more he blinked, the more reality seeped through his senses.

      Not Eliodoro: Ampelio, riding down the slope on his reluctant poor horse, with leaves in his hair and terror in his voice.

      Evandro fumbled and found the hilt of his sword, then slowly stood up, still leaning against the tree.

      Gaiane was standing in a circle of soldiers. Some were struggling to get up, others moaned weakly. And the princess herself, with her hands splayed in front of her and her hair loose and writhing like black snakes, was a vision out of a nightmare.

      This was not the girl who had cried for a twisted ankle or begged for mercy as they took her to Nikaia. The grass around her was sizzling.

      This was a woman who could single handedly turn the tide of a battle.

      He spat and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, tasting leather and sweat, and took a tentative step forward.

      The Asares banner was in the dirt, its tails smoking gently. He counted five soldiers on their backs, their hair standing up on their heads, smears of black on the reddened skin of their faces. They were still breathing, but hardly.

      Three more were getting up on wobbly knees, blood streaming from their ears.

      Evandro took a step forward.

      “Gaiane?”

      He could only see her back. Her dress was stained with dirt and grass. Her legs trembled lightly.

      “Princess, it’s Evandro. I’m here to help you, if you…”

      “Don’t touch me,” she snapped. Her voice was low, dry.

      “I won’t. But we must leave at once, or more soldiers will come for you.”

      “Let them come,” she snarled. She tilted her head, and a flaming blue eye nailed him in place. The mark on her brow shone bright like a star. “I’m sick of hiding. If they’re after me, I can stop them.”

      “Not them all, Gaiane. Or maybe yes, but at what cost? It’s your family!” He took another step toward her, and his mouth was dry.

      “I said I will stop them, not… not how. I won’t shed any more blood if I can avoid it!”

      

      “Nice sentiment, but it kind of clashes with reality…”

      “They want me alive. And they can’t hurt me,” she insisted. Electricity danced on her fingertips once more, and Evandro shook his head.

      “They could come for Nikaia. How many innocent people could…”

      “Not one more!” she cried out. “I’m sick of victims weighing on my conscience!”

      “It’s very noble, Gaiane, and you were incredibly brave to sneak out on your own.”

      And very stupid, but he didn’t say it out loud. He kept eye contact, and the burned ground under his boots crumbled with every step. “You proved you’re not your family’s pet.”

      “I will find my way to Zafiria. I will fight my family if needed, because I will never let them use me again, and then…”

      Her eyes shot open, wide and wild, and her mouth dangled without a sound. Evandro's nerves flared with anticipation and he lifted his sword.

      “Watch out!” Ampelio yelled somewhere behind him, halfway up the hill.

      The warning came too late. Gaiane slowly looked up, and the bubble of energy hit her across her chest before she could put her hands up in defense.

      The girl rolled on the ground like a rag doll, her head dangling around and bouncing against the rocks.

      Evandro let out a primal scream and charged on. The soldier was still panting, his arm outstretched in the aftermath of his spell. Evandro lowered his blade in a wide arch; its edge sunk in the metal of the armor with an explosion of sparkles, bending the man’s elbow at a wrong angle. The soldier fell back with a shriek, holding his arm. His mouth was a perfect round “O,” his eyebrows burned by Gaiane’s spell. Evandro lifted his sword, ready to finish him, but a movement at the corner of his eye caught his attention.

      Another soldier limped toward Gaiane, slumped and still in the grass.

      They were going to take her. Give her back to the Asares.

      Not on my watch.

      Evandro sunk his elbow in his enemy’s face and didn’t stop to see him fall. He turned on his heel and jumped over his first opponent, kicking his head in the process.

      “Don’t touch her!” he yelled, and the soldier, predictably enough, ignored him.

      The soldier crouched, sword in hand, blade inches from Gaiane’s throat.

      “Stop right there or I’ll kill her!”

      A bluff. Evandro was charging on already. He didn’t even bother with the sword, this time. The soldier trembled, his eyes going from Evandro to Gaiane, then to Evandro again.

      Just in time to let out a loud grunt when Evandro's shoulder got him in the stomach. The leather pauldron held the impact against the chain mail, and Evandro ignored the tingling in his arm. He slammed the man on his back and pounded his face with the pummel of his sword, until the nose cracked with a gush of blood.

      The soldier sputtered and moaned, and Evandro realized he’d been holding his breath all along. He gasped and rolled off his opponent, crouching by Gaiane’s side.

      “Mother’s buttocks, girl, what have you gotten yourself into,” he moaned. The princess was breathing, thank the Spirits, but her lips were white, and the hair on her temple sticky and wet. He shook her gently, and relief melted his knees when she groaned softly.

      Dozens of needs crowded his brain: pick her up, call Ampelio for help, finish the soldiers, bring her back, check on her wounds. He could only look at Gaiane’s ashen face, her eyes squeezing as she came back to her senses, and something inside him crumbled.

      He had wanted her dead. He’d dodged his own ruination by seconds, and only because of…

      “Evandro! No!”

      Ampelio's voice rang near and desperate.

      Evandro looked up from Gaiane’s body and saw the spell roll right in his face. A fireball, red and golden in the gloom of the stormy afternoon.

      The faded scar on his brow tingled in vain, and he closed his eyes, breathless.

      Fire came.

      Fire went.

      Evandro gasped, his body thrown across Gaiane in a last desperate attempt at protecting her. Flames parted around an invisible glass in front of him.

      Ampelio, on his knees, held his arms high to support the barrier. He was shaking, bending under the energy.

      The fireball died away in the clearing, and Ampelio collapsed on his face, his back heaving with shallow breaths.

      Evandro swept the invasion of thoughts from his head and rolled over Gaiane. The remaining soldier, exhausted after his final attempt, dropped his arms and sat on the ground, panting.

      It was easy. The sword in Evandro's hand was an extension of his will. And he wanted blood.

      He strode to the soldier. The wind caught into his hair, slapping it across his face. Red. Like the heart he wanted to stop once and for all.

      But easy, sometimes, wasn’t right. Wasn’t good.

      The Asares soldier was chuckling, his eyes hooded.

      “Come on, Dawn Star. Is it really you, then? Kill me. And then the others. Strike the unarmed.”

      The words burned, but it was a wound Evandro had come to acknowledge and accept. He grabbed the man’s helmet and snatched it off, causing the soldier to whimper when he pulled his hair. He threw the helmet away, leaving it to roll among the smoking grass.

      “You wish,” Evandro snarled. He pointed his sword under the man’s chin, and suddenly felt nothing. Easy, he’d thought, to end that life.

      Irrelevant.

      He abandoned his sword and grabbed the man by his breast plate and hauled him to his feet. He wasn’t chuckling anymore.

      “Tell queen Cibele that her daughter is free, and there’s nothing she can do about it. Not even imprison her again,” he whispered in the soldier’s face. Before the man could answer, Evandro headbutted him. Once, in his mouth, and the broken teeth bruised his brow. And then once more, in his nose. The wet cracking was both disgusting and satisfying.

      His head throbbed a little when he released the motionless shape, shoving him back in a heap of metal and bloodied flesh.

      “... here, it’s alright. Do you feel like throwing up?”

      “N-No…”

      “Good sign. Look at me, here, I’m the handsome one with a perfect smile--well done, princess. It’s nothing, you’ll be fine, I promise.”

      Ampelio was whispering to Gaiane. His voice was warm and full of concern, and Evandro swayed as he joined them.

      The girl was awake, shaking but back to herself. Evandro knelt by her side and hesitantly took her hand. Gaiane didn’t snatch hers back, only looked at him with her blue eyes, now bigger and more innocent than ever.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “Why did you run away?” he asked, rubbing her cold fingers.

      “I… I…” She turned her face and curled on her side. “I wanted it to stop. I wanted to fight, and I couldn’t do it while I was with…”

      She didn’t say Leo’s name out loud, but Evandro understood anyway. Larsa was right, after all.

      He brushed her hair back.

      “You were very brave, but now we need to go back and…” And prepare for the reckoning, because half of Epidalio must’ve seen your spell. The Asares will come for you. “And tend to that nasty cut on your head.”

      Gaiane nodded and sat up, but didn’t move.

      With a sigh, Evandro caressed her shoulder and stood up. When he met Ampelio's eyes, he called him with a tilt of his head.

      “We must get the horses,” he said matter-of-factly. Ampelio didn’t reply as they retrieved the rides from the shadow of the trees where they’d hidden.

      Only there, with Gaiane out of earing range, Evandro stopped and took Ampelio's forearm.

      “You saved me.” he said under his breath. Ampelio stared at him, oddly serious. The sign on his brow was visibly paler, his pupils blown.

      “I did my best.”

      Evandro arms twitched. He moved an inch forward, but then stopped. There was a time and place for hugs and gratitude, and this was neither. He simply nodded and patted Ampelio's arm, looking at him longer than necessary.

      “That you did. Thank you. For my life, and Gaiane’s.”

      A shadow of Ampelio's grin stretched his lips.

      “So you don’t regret me coming with you, after all. I told you, you might’ve needed me, and I was right. As usual, because…”

      Evandro snorted and punched his shoulder, making him laugh some more.

      “Now don’t push your luck, kid. We have a princess to take back home.”

      And for the whole ride back, under a sky that went from grey to green and purple, announcing a storm, Evandro held his head high. Gaiane was perched behind Ampelio, and he opened the way.

      Every now and then he stopped to check on the two kids. Ampelio managed to make Gaiane laugh, and talked endlessly about the beauty of the land around them.

      Trouble awaited. A siege, maybe, and a town to evacuate.

      He’d done that before. He had failed.

      And now life was giving him another chance.

      Through the veil of dread of his past mistakes, he set his jaw to a stubborn angle.

      He needed to try and be more than the man he’d become, no matter how much it hurt.
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      “You endangered us all! I knew it, I knew you were trouble the moment you entered the gate!”

      

      “I know very well what I did, thank you very much! If you only let me explain…”

      “There’s nothing to explain! I can’t believe your naivety, I can’t believe this nonsense came from someone who needed to earn our trust!”

      “I’m aware of how reckless I’ve been, but that’s exactly why I did it! To prove you I’m not a burden, let alone an enemy!”

      Althea pinched the bridge of her nose and paced around the cellar they called throne room.

      “You are…”

      “Althea. Enough,” Ligeia said from her throne. The way she looked at Althea spoke volumes of who was the real queen, and who was still hanging to a crown she no longer wore. Rea was peeking from behind the backrest. The child stared at Gaiane with huge eyes, twisting the end of her long sleeves. On her face was sincere pain, not the anger Gaiane could see on the old queen’s grimace. It hurt even more. She swallowed and clenched her fists.

      “Why, why in the name of the Mother did you have to run away like that, girl?”

      “I…” She opened her mouth, but words failed her. How could she explain to strong, sensible Ligeia that it had seemed like a good idea at the time? A way to impress the ragged court and show how brave she could be? She gritted her teeth and looked down to her feet—something Althea misunderstood entirely.

      “Stop crying! I’ve had enough of your scenes, and I demand an explanation!” Althea’s voice rose.

      Gaiane looked up sharply, narrowing her eyes. They were dry, but her shoulders trembled with fury.

      “I’m not crying, and you don’t even want to listen to me!”

      And in fact, Althea ignored her. She stopped in front of Gaiane with her hands on her hips. “Do you even understand what you’ve done, you foolish child?”

      Evandro, standing behind Gaiane, shuffled into place with a creaking of leather and clinking of metal.

      “She does, my q-Althea,” he grumbled.

      It was true. She’d expected this all--the scolding, the disappointed looks, the crawling feeling of being in the wrong place, the need to hide. The guilt, though, was all new.

      “Why is granny so angry?” Rea said in a perfectly audible whisper.

      Gaiane sniffed and shivered in place, rubbing her foot on the ground.

      “Because Gaiane did something very risky. She had good intentions, but she couldn’t see the consequences of her actions,” Ligeia replied softly.

      “Oh. She’s grounded, then?”

      Ligeia chuckled briefly.

      “Something like that. Why don’t you go with Mirone now? It’s going to take us a while longer, and it will be boring…”

      The little girl didn’t protest, and in a few seconds the secondary door creaked open, then closed.

      There was silence, except for Althea’s incessant pacing.

      “I’m really sorry,” Gaiane whispered for the hundredth time or more. Nobody listened.

      She felt so small and helpless here, with no one she could call a friend in sight. Ampelio had left them before entering the room, and she’d cast him a desperate look. Weird as he was, he was a good man, and he made her laugh. Leo… Leo was somewhere in Nikaia’s belly, and probably hated her. The thought made her squeeze her eyes in pain.

      I need you. And you may never want to see me again.

      Surprisingly, Evandro's was the only presence that didn’t upset her. She couldn’t trust a man who had tried to kill her, but couldn’t even hate the same man after he’d actually saved her life.

      Ligeia stood up and left the throne, walking down the two steps with a somber face and her eyes cast low. She intercepted Althea halfway through her laps and stopped her, then reached for Gaiane’s hand.

      “Gaiane, I know why you did it. You grew up captive, and now you can’t stand prisons, isn’t it?”

      “No!” she replied, louder than she’d intended. She looked to the queen’s face. “It’s not that! Not just that, at least…”

      “It would be alright. I would understand. No child should live in a cage,” and she looked beyond Gaiane. Evandro made a small sound and nodded, then resumed his upright position. Very knightly.

      But Gaiane couldn’t stop the surge of sincerity bubbling in her stomach. She clenched her teeth, and when she spoke, her voice came out louder and harsher than she’d thought.

      “I wanted to help! I told you I wanted to help, and I did the only thing I could. I went out. I searched for my mother’s army, and I could’ve fought them all!”

      “And then what?” Althea spread her arms. “Would you have killed your mother, too? The Council? You’re Zafirian, are you so ready to become a traitor?”

      “I already am! I don’t want anything to do with that life anymore--look at this place! Because of my family’s thirst for power, you live in poverty, your people is taken into slavery and your bloodline is forced into hiding.” Her lips trembled. “Because of me.”

      A heavy hand landed on her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze.

      “Because of them.”

      Gaiane shrugged Evandro's hand off and looked at him with her jaws clenched.

      “Through me. I’m sick of this all, I’ve endured it for eighteen years. It has to stop.”

      “And you thought running away and single-handedly attacking a nation was the way to do it! I can’t believe how naive you can be,” Althea snarled.

      “Gaiane, I believe you. I do. But your good intentions don’t free you from the consequences of your deeds.” Ligeia pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “We probably have to leave Nikaia, all of us.”

      “Ligeia, it’s madness. Some of us are too old or frail to survive the evacuation, like the old miller’s wife,” Althea pointed out. “We must take you and Rea away, and this disgrace of a princess, too. Evandro can see to it, and…”

      “It’s not enough. The Asares were aggressive enough already in their pursue for Gaiane, and now it’s only going to get worse. We must evacuate everyone.” Ligeia closed her eyes, and Gaiane wanted to cry again.

      It was all her fault.

      “No, I can’t accept it. I know you’re a queen to our people, but we spent years creating this safe harbor, and…”

      “Althea, it’s not a suggestion It’s our only chance”. Ligeia gave Althea a very dirty look and crossed her arms.

      A queen indeed, and the older woman seemed inclined to accept her as such, if with some more grumbling.

      “Fine. I will investigate with the sentries and outposts to see how much time we have left, and then…”

      “And then we’ll see. Gaiane, I expect you to stay in Nikaia. It’s my last warning--try to leave once more, and I’ll have you put in chain, even if it disgusts me.” Ligeia’s mouth twisted as she pronounced the words, and Gaiane shivered.

      “Let me help. Keep me in eye range, so you can be sure of my intentions. I promise I won’t do it anymore!”

      “Not for now. Just know that there’ll be someone looking at you at any time, even if you can’t see them. Evandro, take her to her room, then come back here. We need you.”

      She turned her back on Gaiane, and the princess could’ve sworn Ligeia’s shoulders jumped with a silent sob.

      I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry, she wanted to say over and over again, until Althea’s eyes weren’t so cold and scared anymore, until Ligeia didn’t look like death itself was looming over her.

      Until she could undo her deeds and be safe again.

      Evandro, at her side, sighed. The corridors seemed oddly quiet.

      “You screwed up.”

      “I know, thank you very much!”

      “And there’s no changing the past.”

      She stopped and shoved him away, with little success. Then she punched his chest until her hands hurt, but Evandro didn’t move.

      “Why are you saying this? I’m heartbroken already! You want me to feel even worse?”

      “No,” he said, gently taking her wrists and keeping her still. “But if you can’t change the past, you must find a way to make up for your mistakes.”

      Gaiane’s face contorted in an ugly grimace of tears and anger. She sobbed until her nose started to run and her throat hurt, and didn’t even realize they were moving again.

      Evandro opened the door to her room for her and gingerly patted her back.

      “Here you are. Try to calm down if you can.”

      “You should’ve killed me,” she rasped. Evandro's face paled, and his icy eyes fluttered closed.

      “Don’t say that. I’ll never forgive myself for that, and neither should you.”

      “I didn’t say I have, but it would’ve been better for all of us.”

      Emptied of all tears, she indeed felt calmer. Coldly so. She dropped a quick curtsey and closed the door in Evandro's face. She locked the bolt, only to slide on the floor with her back against the wooden planks and a big void in her chest.

      Minutes, or maybe hours later, she was still in the same position, with her eyes dry.

      Someone knocked on the door, hard and loud.

      Evandro, of course.

      “Go away, Evandro,” Gaiane said, burying her face in her arms. “Our conversation is over.”

      “I swear to the Spirits, Gaiane, open this door or I’ll disassemble the hinges and take the whole door away. You know I can do it, and I will!”

      Leo’s voice trembled a bit, but not as much as the door, when the girl grabbed the handle and gave it a shake.

      Gaiane gasped and stumbled to her feet, wincing for the pain in her back from the contracted muscles. Her hand went straight to the bolt, but her fingers fluttered over it for a moment.

      Leo hated her, granted. Facing her contempt was more than Gaiane could handle.

      “I’m counting to three, princess. I have my tools at the ready, so don’t you think I won’t do as I…”

      “Alright, alright, no need to be drastic,” Gaiane said quickly. She opened the door, and Leo bolted in, stopping only to drop the small lamp on the floor. In the flickering light, her dark eyes were pools of shadows, the muscles of her shoulders taut under her cut sleeves.

      Leo stopped a mere step from Gaiane and shook her head.

      “You, my dear pretty princess, are an idiot.”

      “If you only listened…”

      “Ampelio briefed me already, and Mother’s breath I can’t believe you left without telling me anything!”

      “I had to!” The truth she’d kept from Ligeia poured from her mouth, unstoppable. “Larsa was right--the moment I stepped out of the gates I felt my magic come back, strong as ever. I could fight!”

      “Alone. Against an army. You may be naive but you’re not stupid, Gaiane, I know it!”

      “Or maybe I am! Stupid and naive and desperate!” she cried out. “Can’t you see? I’ve chosen for myself again, and this time I had a plan. I had someone to fight for!”

      “You…”

      

      “I,” Gaiane interrupted her, taking a step closer until she was screaming in her face, “have never had a friend, let alone something more! I never had someone to protect, someone to fight for! I never kissed anyone or felt the smell of a thunderstorm, I never lived!”

      She kicked the ground and turned her back to Leo.

      “And then it turns out it’s my fault if you have no magic. I was born like this, and you were born like that because of me. I’m a miasma that affects everyone around me, and I’m good only to bring death--well, let it be, then!” She balled her hands into fists and her knuckles cracked. “If my only power is to bring death, then I’ll bring balance with it, too. Justice, to make up for…”

      “Don’t be silly, there’s more to you than being a weapon! That’s not you, not what you want to be, and it matters!”

      “It doesn’t! I can’t change who I am, and how my mother used my powers in the past. I…”

      “Come with me,” Leo said. She grabbed Gaiane’s arm and silenced her with a resolute tug.

      “What?” Gaiane blinked, her passionate speech tumbling away from her mind. Leo gave one long, hard stare and pulled her to the door.

      “Come with me and shut up,” she repeated.

      Gaiane couldn’t help but obey. Leo dragged her along the dark corridors where people were swarming around like many ants, murmuring in concern and shooting them quick looks.

      “I can’t leave, I…”

      

      “I’m with you. And we’re not really leaving,” Leo cut her short. She pushed her through a crack in a wall and to a hidden ladder. “Up.”

      Gaiane panted a little from the run. She looked up and only saw a dark chimney disappearing above her head.

      “Here? Now?”

      “No, next week, I’ll check my plans so we can schedule an appointment--yes, Gaiane, here and now!” Leo rolled her eyes and pointed at the ladder with her open hand.

      “There’s no need to be sarcastic,” Gaiane threw her hair back and cautiously grabbed one wooden step.

      She wasn’t given the luxury of further thinking, not with Leo huffing and tapping her foot. Slowly, she crawled her way up in the dark, until her head bumped against the roof.

      “It’s a trapdoor. Just push it,” Leo said from behind her.

      “I’ll fall! I can’t let go of…”

      “Push it, you have two hands and you only need one!”

      Gaiane stuck her tongue out at her, even if she couldn’t see her, and tightened her grip on the ladder with one hand. Her shoulder throbbed when she lifted her other hand and pushed the trapdoor.

      It opened with no effort, and she almost gasped in surprise.

      She emerged under a half collapsed colonnade, slightly less dark than the chimney. Before she could crawl on her feet, Leo jumped at her side and hauled her up, marching forth.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Leo pushed her from under the balcony.

      Thunder shook the skies, and a white flash of light snatched ruins and vines from the darkness for a second. Black, all of them, against the blinding blaze. Gaiane held her breath under the downpour drenching her clothes and plastering her hair to her cheeks and neck.

      She stumbled under the sky, her face turned to the swelling clouds. Lightning painted them in gold and purple, lining their shapes in light or cracking to the ground with great fragor. The rain was cold, not as scary as it had been when she’d been alone, perched on a rock with wolves stalking her. Water poured from the skies and tapped on every surface, carrying along a clean, sharp smell, and the rich ones of earth and leaves and something else entirely. Something she couldn’t name.

      Despite everything, she was smiling madly. Her arms spread wide, her palms upturned to capture every drop, to feel it all.

      A crack, a boom, and she squealed in terror and delight.

      “See? It's no big deal.” Leo said. “It’s petrichor--the smell of rain. And some ozone. It’s one of the few things I remember from school.”

      Gaiane looked at her, unsticking the hair from her nose and mouth. She couldn’t stop smiling.

      Leo shrugged, but a tiny smile played at the corner of her mouth, despite her sulky eyes.

      “You said you didn’t even know what a thunderstorm smells like, well you’re welcome. It’s here, and…”

      Time stopped. Gaiane watched the scene play slowly in front of her--Leo, with rain trickling down her face and neck, hair damp on her forehead and that secret tenderness in her eyes. Leo that had hated her at first, then protected her, then distracted her as they read together.

      Something fluttered in her chest, as many times before when looking at Leo, but now so quick and hard she feared her skin would ripple with the sensation.

      And she knew there was only one thing that could stop it.

      She strode forth and took Leo’s face in her palms, bowing over her.

      Gaiane knew little of kisses, all learned from romantic poems and the secret envy when she glimpsed someone exchanging affection during one of the few public occasions she was granted permission to see other people from afar. That, and the brief theoretical lesson Ampelio had given her on their way back to Nikaia, a giggly answer to her embarrassing question.

      She didn’t know how a kiss was supposed to feel like, but she liked what she was feeling. Leo’s lips were soft, parted ever so slightly in surprise. And among the--what did she call it--petrichor and ozone, she smelled amazing. Firewood and leather and bread.

      Gaiane pulled back with a grin.

      “Thank you,” she breathed out, and Leo blinked.

      “Oh. I… yes? You’re… welcome?”

      “Sorry, maybe I shouldn’t have…”

      But Leo wrapped her arm around her waist, and now she was smiling for real, her teeth a flash of white in the night.

      “Thunderstorm, kisses--you’re very determined to live, aren’t you?”

      Gaiane’s face went so hot she swore she could feel steam cloud around her, but Leo caressed her cheek. And the next kiss was different, warm and slow, like honey in her mouth. She threw her arms around Leo’s neck and pulled her closer, and drowned in the kiss.

      How many different kisses existed? The thought flared through her mind, exciting and new. But then she had to tilt her head to better fit against Leo’s lips, and their noses brushed, and she couldn’t keep her eyes open. It was too much, and she was happy.

      She may not deserve it, but here she was.

      Her academic preparation on the subject failed to mention that breathing was necessary even when kissing a very pretty girl she’d been slowly falling for so Gaiane had to reluctantly pull back with a pant.

      Leo smiled and gently knocked their brows together.

      “Wow,” she whispered.

      “I was about to say that.” Gaiane buried her nose in Leo’s shoulder without letting her go.

      “You did very good for a rookie…”

      “I asked Ampelio some tips and tricks on our way back,” Gaiane chuckled, and Leo tensed.

      “You kissed…”

      Gaiane stood up and her eyes widened in shock.

      “Spirits, no! That would feel very wrong!” she replied, scrunching her nose. Ampelio was nice and fun, but kissing a boy? No, really. No.

      Leo relaxed and brushed the tips of their noses together.

      “Good. I would have hated to punch him.”

      “You would never!”

      “No, I wouldn’t. But I’m happy you prefer me.”

      They stood some more under the rain, and some more kisses were involved. Then Leo sighed and took her hand.

      “We must go back. It’s going to be messy, you know?”

      The weight in Gaiane’s chest settled heavier than ever. She gulped and nodded.

      “Yes. I wish we could put a stop to this all…”

      A loud boom echoed very near, and Gaiane jumped.

      Leo, already crouching to open the trapdoor, froze. She squinted in the night, then led the way.

      “Come now, you’ll catch a cold, and I think we’ll need you at your best…”
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      The moment the blue lightning had struck the land, she’d known.

      Not an ordinary storm, even if the sky was livid enough.

      Her throne room had been dark even in the middle of the day, with the sky heavy with leaden clouds. had seen the spell explode out of the stained windows. A kaleidoscope of colors flashed on the stones and carpet, red and blue and green--a spasm that clenched her whole body in agony and made her double over.

      Gaiane was of her own blood and her own magic. The queen had felt the echo of the princess’ spell crack in her bones and brand her soul.

      “Your majesty, I beg your forgiveness,” Alcibiade said, trotting in her trail and tripping in his own feet. “It’s too dangerous!”

      “Helena, has Diocle been alerted?” she asked. The soldier at her side nodded; the woman was still limping, unsuited for field service, but had refused to leave her queen’s side.

      “Yes, ma’am. He’s sorting the searching party out.”

      Of course he was, Cibele said with a sneer. While she was tormenting her serving women to fetch her a riding gown and her boots, Gaiane’s father was already preparing their next move.

      But so was I.

      Less than one hour after the burst of light that had painted the sky white, they all were on the move already. Cibele grabbed the clasp of her cloak with one hand and lifted its folds with the other as they ran down the great white stairway that led to the main courtyard. Around her, the hall opened like the wings of a swan: perfectly white, with rows of slender columns twisting and embracing the shiny marble floor, the blue and silver carpets, the large doors opening on the outside world. Countless tall windows opened in the thick walls, so many they would’ve shocked any architect—but thanks to built-in magic of the place, the building was sturdier than it looked. So bright, too, that when Cibele stepped out of the gate, the outside world seemed dull in comparison. No azure and pale light cast on the ground through the stained windows, just the common sunlight through the clouds.

      Alcibiade was panting heavily, struggling to keep up the pace. The old man slid between Cibele and Helena, and the queen’s guard snarled but respectfully gave him room.

      “Your majesty, please! I can’t let you ride out like this--the Council can’t let you go into such a risky mission, is…”

      “Diocle!” Cibele called.

      Her voice didn’t echo in the large courtyard. It got lost in the distance, swallowed by the bushes of white roses, glimmering in silver thanks to the spells of the gardeners, and by the wind that made the dark cypresses lining the avenue at the far end of the courtyard bow and sway. Beyond the silver gate closing the space, the rest of Zafiria spread, silent, fertile, green with fields and forests. The work of so many indentured mages did show its results.

      The courtyard was crowded with the dull uniforms of a hundred of Epidalian servants that worked by the pristine white walls; around them, the steely glimmer of their guardians. One could never be too sure. The wave of subtle magic the servants were weaving through the palace stones faded the moment the queen emerged in the open.

      “Diocle, Spirits take you, where are you?” she repeated under her breath.

      At the center of the courtyard,  standing next to the tall statue with her own features, Cibele spotted him at last. He was surrounded by ten--no, fifteen soldiers, half of them already mounted.

      She pushed Alcibiade away and ignored the crowd parting around her. The murmurs, the reverent whispers, the surprise in her subjects’ tone.

      She couldn’t care less about them, with their fancy attires and jewels in their hair.

      “All hail queen Cibele, first of her name!” someone called from the crowd.

      And they cheered. The fools cheered.

      She couldn’t even plaster a smile on her face for their sake. Not now.

      “Make way, folks. Make way!” Helena snapped, holding her sword out as a barrier. Cibele suppressed a surge of gratitude for her practical sense and kept her head high as she approached the party around the statue.

      “Diocle, there you are!” she said, but the man didn’t turn around. Not at once, as it was expected from a subordinate. He kept snapping orders to his knights, waving his hand back to signal Cibele to wait.

      Anger set her cheeks on fire. Her lower lid twitched as she tried not to stare at him, moving her gaze to the statue instead. Forever young, the black ring on her brow engraved in marble and gold.

      Mother, I hate that thing so much…

      “We’re ready to go, my queen,” Diocle condescended eventually, looking at her for a second before slipping his shiny black boot in the stirrup and climbing on saddleback. “The signal is clear this time, and too powerful to be misleading. I have troops dispatched in the area already, and…”

      “Where’s my horse, Diocle?” she interrupted him.

      Diocle smiled. And for all her contempt for the man she’d needed to create Gaiane, the dimple on his cheek and the casual fall of greying hair on his forehead still distracted her a little.

      “Ah, our beloved warrior queen… you think it’s appropriate, your majesty?” he asked in a slightly mocking tone.

      Do you think I need you, Cibele? she heard.

      “See, your majesty? Even the guards captain agrees with me! It’s risky, and your men are properly equipped for the task,” Alcibiade said, dabbing the sweat from the back of his neck with his sleeve. “You can’t…”

      “Tell me again what I can or can’t do, Counsellor.” she growled. She turned around and stepped into Alcibiade's space, towering over him. A small man, wrinkly and pathetic. And he dared defy her? It was the last straw.

      “No! I’d never dare such… I could… ma’am, forgive me and my unseemly manners. I’m just worried about your wellbeing!”

      “Is it so?” she insisted, cold crawling under her skin. She wanted to slap him, to kill him for his querulous voice. She could, easily, too.

      “Of course it is! My family always served the Asares, and always will!”

      “So you too want us to find the princess, don’t you?”

      Alcibiade's faded eyes went wide with outrage.

      “Your majesty! You can’t doubt my loyalty! I’m the oldest member of the council, the…”

      “Helena, find a horse for Alcibiade. He’ll come with us, and so will the rest of the Council.” she declared, and the crowd collectively held its breath.

      The old counsellor paled to an insalubrious shade of grey and covered his thin mouth with his hands.

      “Surely you don’t mean…”

      Cibele breathed in his ear.

      “I hope you’re not presuming again, old scum. Because if that’s the case, I won’t have you in my expedition, but your head will adorn the palace walls.”

      Alcibiade trembled, and Cibele turned her back on him. Diocle was grinning with approval, and secretly she appreciated the look on his face.

      “As I was saying before someone interrupted us, where is my horse?”

      “I’ll have it ready in no time,” Diocle answered. A snap of his fingers, and a girl trotted away from the party.

      “Tell me,” she said, approaching him until she was sure only him could hear her. Alcibiade was still quivering, babbling his shock at Helena, who brusquely escorted him to prepare himself.

      “Less than a day from Nikaia. I had two patrols in the area, but they found no trace of Gaiane, until…”

      “Until today,” she finished for him. Then it struck her. “Nikaia! But the place is abandoned!”

      “Haunted, they say. According to my intel, a mere refugee camp.” He tightened the straps of his saddle and patted the horse’s neck. The two bags on the animal’s back were plump with stocks. “Old people, some useless scraps after the indenture. They’re not her allies.”

      “And yet she’s there…”

      “We’re not sure yet. She’s somewhere in the area, and…” Diocle pretended to fidget with one of the bags, only to move closer to Cibele's ear. “I didn’t think it would take us so much to find her, alive or otherwise. If she survived this far, she’s more resilient than I thought.”

      “She’s skilled.” Cibele said, and her heart bled. Her little girl, her precious daughter, alone in a hostile world. She closed her eyes for a second, and when she looked once more at Diocle she let some of her vulnerability show. “I need to come. I must find her--me, and not some faceless soldier she doesn’t even know.”

      Diocle frowned minutely, then nodded. He stopped pretending to be busy around the saddle and dropped his arm, casually brushing Cibele's hand.

      “Right. I couldn’t stop you anyway. Is it wise to carry the Council along, though?”

      “I need witnesses. And I like the idea of giving Alcibiade's skinny butt some saddle blisters,” she confessed. Diocle laughed briefly and bowed.

      “I’ve always liked your sense of humor, Cibele--your majesty, I beg your pardon.”

      She swapped back to her most somber expression and touched her head. No crown for such a quest, but she was too used to its weight to feel at ease without it.

      A small commotion among the crowd called for her attention. The stable girl was back, but Cibele couldn’t see her, only the slender neck and head of her own horse. The metallic sheen of its coat, a shiny, buttery cream color, was unmistakable.

      Cibele thanked the girl--Epidalian, she realized looking at her uniform, with a round face and wide set eyes--with a nod and climbed on saddleback. Now, tall and majestic over her subjects, she almost felt as imposing as her own statue.

      “Ready when you are, Diocle,” she said, her voice hard.

      Diocle blinked at her, and when he bowed she sensed some actual reverence in his gesture.

      “Almost ready, my queen. One member is still missing from our expedition, but I’ll make sure we’re not delayed any longer.”
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      Nikaia was not the recluse hive of people she’d thought: it buzzed with activity like a breathing, living thing lying in wait. A frenzied back and forth of people carrying bundles of clothes and supplies, push carts with old folk rolling around, their drivers hushing the occupants with quick reassurances—it all contributed to make the secret base an efficiently chaotic place.

      Leo was mesmerized by such a cluster of humanity, and not just from a practical point of view.

      In the days since their arrival, Nikaia had looked at her with friendliness, and at Gaiane with open distrust. How could she blame them? The princess carried a bad name, and Leo tried to be sympathetic. Still, she hated the sidelong glances, the sneers, the words of open hostility the rebels often muttered behind Gaiane’s back. No acts of actual aggression had ever occurred, but such an antagonistic behavior made Gaiane wary and sad, with nothing to do to change it. Sure, the girl had tried over and over again to resort to her most gracious manners, even going as far as trying to help those in need. It had worked a little, once or twice: the old woman she’d helped with the laundry had thanked her after they’d folded armfuls of threadbare blankets together, and the children were happy enough to call for her and have their hair braided.

      A good sign.

      It all crashed down after Gaiane had escaped.

      Leo sighed and massaged her temples at the thought. She had expected Gaiane to sulk after the scolding, but to her surprise, the princess had showed a core of steel under all her mannerism: she endured the glares with unfaltering steadiness, helping whoever accepted her without ever complaining, and even suppressing tears at the several angry remarks she received. She hadn’t cried once after she’d come back.

      The dirt corridor in front of Leo’s room was a mess, and for long minutes she stood on the door, looking at the traffic and listening to the angry voices above it.

      Evacuate. Now. Down the tunnels, then move East.

      Leo rubbed her eyes and yawned. The scarce three hours of sleep were by no means enough to rest her, and yet she’d spent the night rolling on her bed and listening. To the endless movements outside her room, Nikaian people planning their escape, to the soft sounds coming from the other side of the wall.

      Gaiane had kissed her goodnight, still damp from their brief escape, eyes bright and cheeks flushed. Leo had kissed her back, and then some more, because the push of her lips was the only really good thing to happen to her in the past years. Hearing her rustle around her place, moan as she yawned and stretched, and then snore softly as she fell asleep made the chaos shaking the city almost bearable. They both had a safe place to return to, even if only in their hearts.

      And now Leo ruffled her hair and blinked in the light of the torches. Gaiane’s door was open, and she caught a glimpse of blue dress before a family flocked in front of her.

      “Leo!” Gaiane called, craning her neck above the crowd. “Good morning! Did you sleep well?”

      Leo sighed, but smiled nonetheless. The princess--her princess, she thought with a funny leap of her heart--could be naive, but she’d grown fond of this side of her nonetheless. She waved, standing on the tips of her toes to see her better, but couldn’t add anything.

      Ampelio elbowed his way upstream and stood between them, saying something to Gaiane that Leo couldn’t understand. The princess nodded and followed him, but stopped to gesture a very clear “later” to Leo. And to blow her a kiss, like that, in public.

      Leo covered her face with her hand and giggled in the secret of her palm, then returned to her most pragmatic expression and ran her fingers through her hair.

      She needed a clear mind to collect the scraps of ideas she’d scattered in her head. Not a plan, just… something.

      And something is better than nothing, crazy as it may be.

      So she waited, but after a handful of minutes she realized that the corridor wouldn’t empty anytime soon. And since she needed to carry out her investigation in private, she might as well just mingle with the soon-to-be fugitives and hope for the best.

      Her belly rumbled, but there was no time for breakfast. Hell, she didn’t even know how much time they had, if any.

      Eventually she took a deep breath, slammed the door behind her and followed the stream of people. Luck assisted her, because after a few minutes zig-zagging among the corridors she spotted a sturdy figure standing on something and barking directions to a group of men. Larsa’s braids swung with every movement of her arms pointing this way or that, and Leo jumped behind a wall and ducked.

      If Larsa was here, then she might have one more chance to find her goal unnoticed. When a man passed in front of her, carrying a pile of rags and sheets, she tiptoed behind him, sheltered by his large frame. She ended up jostled, her name cursed and her boots stomped on several times, but she got to emerge in the relative silence of a narrow, dark corridor.

      Leo licked her lips, but her mouth was dry. She checked behind her and found nothing worth noting, just the reddish glow of lamps and torches down the main halls. In front of her, though, the darkness was almost complete, except for a sliver of pale light seeping out from a cracked door.

      There you are, she thought. She squared her jaw and clenched her fists, and held her breath as she pushed the door open.

      Larsa’s lightning system cast a pale golden glow on the small storage room. It had to be morning on the surface, Leo considered, and closed the door behind her. Blinking to adjust her vision to the dim light, she crouched and extended her hand.

      Her fingers sunk into the thick, dry content of the nearest barrel. The smell went up her nose, and she suppressed a sneeze. Sulfur and coal, and the acrid aftertaste of saltpeter. The black powder was smooth against her skin, deceptively warm to the touch.

      Leo let it slip from her fist and checked on the barrels. Five of them, each approximately containing twenty pounds of powder. Sturdy containers, oaken wood and iron bands.

      What if…

      The door banged open.

      “You! I knew I saw you sneaking around, and I was right! I always am,” Larsa yelled, and Leo shrieked and almost toppled over in one of the barrels.

      “I… can explain!”

      “I bet you do! What are you doing here? It is dangerous, and we have an evacuation plan to…”

      “Larsa, let me speak! I can…”

      “You should be helping! Don’t know what to do? Grab a shovel and dig a tomb for an old dead lady!” Larsa punched the wall and bared her teeth. “Or you waiting for more to die?”

      Leo jumped forward and grabbed her by the shoulders, leaving black fingerprints on her tunic.

      “We must evacuate these people.”

      “It’s what we’re trying to do, in case you…”

      “... because we can stop the Asares, and it’s gonna involve all your black powder stocks and the collapsing of several buildings!”

      Larsa closed her mouth halfway down another streak of curses. Her heavy-lidded eyes narrowed, a muscle twitched on her jaw.

      “Speak, little one.” She kicked the door and pushed Leo against the barrels. “Quickly.”

      Leo grinned, wild and light-headed. It was madness, but it was a possibility.

      “The Asares must know Gaiane is here, right? Well, good. Let them come, then! And when they’re here…”

      “Let them come, she says. Ah! And how?”

      Leo’s eyebrows descended low over her eyes and she hissed through her teeth.

      “We use her as bait,” the older woman spat out.

      “Well, yes, but…”

      “And you were kissing her yesterday’s night. Was it to trick her into this?”

      Leo’s chest ached. She shoved Larsa away and violently shook her head.

      “No! Why… why would you…”

      But Larsa insisted.

      “I saw you two sneak away, and I saw the way you look at each other. Can you swear, on the deepest truth in your heart, that you weren’t trying to lure her into this folly of yours?”

      “What the--yes! Yeah, because I hadn’t even thought about this when we k-kissed.” Her face and neck burned, and she looked away.

      A rough, gentle hand touched her chin, pulling her face up.

      Larsa was smiling.

      “I believe you, little one. But I needed to ask, even if I already knew the answer. Come on, tell me more about this.”

      The plan didn’t seem that brilliant anymore. Leo rubbed her eyes and sniffed; she wanted to bury the issue and never consider it again, but done was done. Larsa knew she had a plan at all, and wouldn’t let her go until all the details were clear.

      “I… I was thinking. How many accessible gates does Nikaia have?”

      “One. The others collapsed after the siege.”

      “Then there’s not many ways an army could come from. We have sentries down the roads, right? So we might get to know they’re coming with some advance. And…”

      “Cut to the chase, girl. Black powder, a princess, and then what?”

      Leo pointed at the barrels.

      “We have enough powder to blow the whole city up, and if we bolster the crates with more iron, and maybe add some metal scraps to the mixture, they will do a lot of damage when they go off.” She paced back and forth in the small room, her pulse racing. “Enough to strike a blow to the Asares’ heart, maybe.”

      Larsa took her wrist and stopped her in her trail. Her round face was emotionless, but her cheeks were bright. Leo tried to wrestle herself from her grip, but Larsa’s hand was too strong.

      “You really think we could make it.”

      “I don’t know. But it’s better than idly waiting for the end. You’re hurting me, let me…”

      “We go to Ligeia. You tell her this.” She yanked her out of the room and into the corridor.

      

      “No.”

      

      Here it was, the expected outcome. Leo clenched his fists and stared at Ligeia’s solemn and cold face. The queen’s stubborn denial was not a surprise.

      

      They were not in the throne room, but in Ligeia’s own quarters, now turned into a messy utility room where people came and went, carrying and taking warm clothes, tools and giving news. The queen herself was sitting on what must’ve been her bed, cross-legged and with her braids loose on her shoulders; her eyes were sunken, her lips pale.

      

      Evandro, a gray shadow at her side, lowered his head as if to say ‘here we go’. And who was Leo to blame him? Facing a queen, if dethroned, and suggesting to blow up the remains of her town required a good dose of courage and nerve. Currently, Leo was running short of them both.

      

      “Your majesty, please, let me explain. If we dig a trench across the field leading to Nikaia and…”

      

      Ligeia closed her slender fists on her knees and shot Leo a look so icy and outraged it almost (almost, because Leo had other things in mind at the moment) made her uncomfortable.

      

      “I said no,” she repeated, her jaw set to a hard angle.

      Leo groaned loudly in frustration. She was not one to think highly of kings and queens, but she kind of liked Ligeia. She was a brave woman, she loved her people, and Leo didn’t doubt she would’ve gladly died to save everyone.

      Her Epidalian stubbornness, though, was turning out to be the fiercest of enemies.

      “Yes, I heard you the first time, and your ‘no’ was rather explicit, thank you,” Leo growled between clenched teeth. “You have all the reasons to say so.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know. I don’t need someone to confirm that I’m right.”

      “Fine. Apologies, then. But… see, we just need to cripple the Asares’ army! If we’re lucky, they’ll think we’re too tough an enemy to fight, and if not we’ll buy the people some precious time to make it to safety!”

      “And you’ve said this all three times already. My answer is, and will always be, no.”

      Only dignity prevented Leo from stomping her foot on the floor in frustration. She didn’t like this game: what made her furious was not the denial in itself, but Ligeia’s refusal to listen or explain.

      “Lady Ligeia, the idea is not bad,” Larsa said. Leo wanted to hug her in gratitude. “If only…”

      Hurried footsteps trotted at the door. Ampelio entered, with Gaiane behind him.

      “Here we are, as requested!” he panted with a wide grin on his face.

      Gaiane dropped a curtsey at Ligeia, but quickly joined Leo. Their hands brushed in the movement, and she smiled.

      Leo closed her eyes.

      I didn’t even ask her first. She might say no, and hate me, and this all will be in vain. And what if she says yes and something happens to her?

      The thought made her sick, and the sight of Gaiane’s loving, trusting look twice as much.

      But she couldn’t stop now. This was their only chance.

      “Your majesty,” Gaiane blurted out, “I have a plan. Ampelio briefed me on our way to your--er--throne room? And I know how to save everyone!”

      Leo blinked. This was not what she was expecting, and according to everyone else’s look, neither did they. Ligeia massaged her temples and waved her hand, tired.

      “We shall remember this as the day of strategic madness. Go on, I guess…”

      Gaiane’s eyes brightened up and she paced around the place.

      “As you know, I’m an extremely educated person. I read, I studied, and I’m proficient in nearly every field of knowledge. This, and I’m aware it may surprise you, includes warfare. Are you familiar with Obertenghi’s review on the most prominent battles of the past five hundred years?”

      With a sigh, Leo looked away.

      Why am I so sure I won’t like where this is going?

      But Gaiane beamed at the perplexed expressions and continued.

      “The author analyzes in depth the most successful strategies behind every victory. I’m sure you know the answer…”

      Nobody mirrored her encouraging nod. Ampelio just shrugged.

      “I don’t know, magic?”

      “The fleet!”

      A deep silence, and Ampelio snorted in a failed attempt at hiding his laughter.

      “T-The fleet?” Ligeia repeated, blinking.

      “Yes! The mere bulk of a fleet of warships surrounding the city would be enough to discourage even the…”

      “Gaiane, Nikaia is in the middle of a plain,” Leo said.

      “The nearest river is dozens of miles from here,” Evandro continued, but Gaiane dismissed them both.

      “Well, it’s been done before. A skillfully designed set of canals to surround the city would ensure us a stronghold position. Just imagine: a wall of hulls shielding Nikaia from any possible attack.” She crossed her arms and grinned. “Impenetrable.”

      “You’re… asking us to dig canals around the perimeter of the city,” Ligeia murmured.

      “Exactly. They would never expect it.”

      “Of course they wouldn’t, it makes no sense! We have no time--the latest reports indicate that a small contingent of Asares riders is approaching already, they’ll be here in days!”

      Leo felt a surge of tenderness for Gaiane’s wounded pride. The princess deflated and pouted, her face on fire. Leo stepped closer and brushed her arm.

      “In a different situation it would’ve been a good idea. For real,” she said, and Gaiane sighed softly.

      “I’m sorry, I thought…”

      “Enough of this nonsense,” Ligeia resumed. “Gaiane, your mother’s guiding her troops, did you know that?”

      Gaiane’s face shot up, white.

      “No! I didn’t…”

      “We must be prepared for the worst. If they’re around here, chances are they’ll come this way. Gaiane, you know if your family will come looking for you here?”

      “Yes,” the princess whispered, lowering her gaze. Leo squeezed her hand.

      “It’s all good. Maybe you’re giving Epidalio a chance to be free, if you’re willing to cooperate.”

      Gaiane’s face lit up like a candle. She smiled, and Leo’s heart sunk some more.

      “It’s… it’s dangerous, and I should’ve asked you in advance and not in front of everyone like this, so if you don’t feel up to the task remember we can find another way, so…”

      

      “I’m a mage. Out there, the most powerful one that has ever existed. Do you think they stand a chance to hurt me?”

      “Fair point,” Evandro said. Ampelio giggled, and the knight’s somber face brightened a little.

      Leo, too, breathed more easily. She hadn’t considered this.

      “Fine. Right. Well, you… you should wait for your family’s troops out there, in the field we came from. The sentries’ system is enough to give us some advance, as we’ve seen when they ambushed us and took us in. We’re going to…”

      She hesitated. This, from Gaiane’s point of view, was treason. She was moving to destroy her family.

      What if she said no?

      “Burst the ground under the Asares. That’s her brilliant plan,” Ligeia snapped.. “It’s madness.”

      “It’s not! It’s an idea, the only one we have! Except for the fleet,” Leo pressed on. Gaiane held her hand, steady enough to suggest she was on her side. Even now.

      I don’t deserve her.

      “I have families to evacuate, Althea is preparing Rea already. I can’t spare forces to dig: it would take time.”

      “Not that much. One day tops, if I can borrow your strongest workers, and we’ll be done.”

      But the queen just covered her face with her hand.

      “We’re doomed,” Ligeia said, standing up. “It can’t work. It’s too dangerous.”

      “You don’t want it to work! Because then it would mean that you owe an Asares princess, and you can’t accept it!” Leo snapped, and immediately regretted it when Ligeia glared at her.

      “What if it is? The Asares have taken enough from me and my land, I won’t let them take anymore!”

      “Stop talking as if I weren’t here!” Gaiane stomped her foot and crossed her arms to her chest.

      Ligeia fell silent and sneered at her.

      “Let’s hear your opinion on the issue, then. From nobility to nobility.”

      “It’s not a matter of nobility, but of chances of success. I can help, and I will.”

      “Gaiane, you don’t need to, it’s…”

      “Thank you, Leo. You’re very sweet, but it’s my turn now. I’ve been used as a weapon before. I caused so many deaths without a say in the matter. Now I want to make things right.” She threw her hair back and stood upright. “I choose to fight, if you’ll have me.”

      A deep silence fell upon the room.

      “They’re both pretty badass. I should be taking notes,” Ampelio muttered. Eventually, Ligeia sighed.

      “I can appreciate that, Gaiane. I really do. But if you want to help, you can protect the refugees.”

      “I can do that!” Leo jumped up. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but the Asares rely heavily on magic, right?”

      Gaiane frowned.

      “Yes, they do. But…”

      “Now more than ever. They’ll unleash on us all the power they have to make sure they can reach us wherever we are. Unless I’m with you,” and she pointed at herself with her thumbs. Larsa grinned and nodded.

      “Schatten,” she said, and Leo pushed her chest forward.

      “I can’t do magic, but I’m not useless. I’m just different, and I can make a difference.”

      More silence. Ligeia’s eyes were coals and embers into hers, and Leo bore her stare. Her brow was damp with sweat and her hands trembled. Gaiane touched her knuckles again, and Leo searched and found her fingers.

      The queen covered her face with her sleeve and sobbed quietly.

      “I can’t believe it’s happening…”

      A muffled whisper, and Evandro placed his hand on her shoulder. Ligeia gently shrugged him away.

      “Eight years. Eight years hiding and praying nobody found us, and then you happen--all of you! Lost knights and princesses and stubborn girls. And you take all our certainties away.”

      “Your majesty,” Leo said, but Ligeia’s mouth twitched in a smile. When she dropped her arm, her eyes were dry.

      “I wasn’t ready. I’ll never be. But the future won’t wait for me to be ready.” She rose and walked to Leo, putting on hand on her shoulder and the other on Gaiane’s. “It’s dangerous.”

      “I know,” Leo said.

      “And if queen Cibele really is leading her men, she might get hurt, too. Your mother.” Her voice dropped, almost sweet.

      Gaiane swallowed and squeezed Leo’s hand harder.

      “I know,” she replied barely moving her lips.

      The queen took a step back and examined the two of them for a long moment.

      “Maybe it’s due time Epidalio and Zafiria form an alliance. Not for power, but for their people.” She turned to Evandro. “Send word to every able man in town. We need to dig.”

      Leo closed her eyes. Hadn’t Gaiane been holding her, she would’ve fallen.

      We’re doing it. For real.
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      As a kid, the walls of Nikaia were one of his favorite places. They were the best spot to gaze into the horizon, counting the villages buried in the woods and the farms peeking among the fields. Standing on the bastions made reality feel larger. It felt like standing on top of the world.

      It still felt the same way, but this world was empty and barren. Evandro puffed a strand of hair from his nose and leaned against the battlements. Below him, following Larsa’s directions, some twenty people were digging and burying, sweating in the scorching hot morning. Leo was among them, and every now and then she emerged from her trench and consulted with Larsa, only to resume her work with twice as much energy.

      Evandro smiled despite the burning weight in his chest. She was a smart girl, and he envied her stubborn enthusiasm.

      He heard the steps up the stairs and didn’t even turn around. He knew who to expect.

      “News from the outposts?”

      “Phew! You could at least let me catch my breath--I’ve just returned and no, no news yet.” Ampelio rested his back against the battlements and wiped his brow with the back of his hand. He smelled like horse’s sweat and dust. “Blackberry is a nightmare, you know? My back hurts, and he almost dropped me twice, I…”

      “Blackberry?”

      Ampelio grinned. His cheeks and the tip of his nose were pink from the sun.

      “Your horse. You never named him, so I did it.”

      “You won’t call my horse Blackberry,” Evandro grunted. Ampelio shrugged.

      “Too bad, he seems to like it and already answers to it.”

      “I hate you.”

      “No you don’t.”

      Evandro turned away and smiled. No, he didn’t. Ampelio was the closest thing he had to a friend—to say the least—and having him by his side made this moment of tension almost bearable.

      To the point that words bubbled from his throat.

      “Remember when we were on our way to find Gaiane after she left Nikaia?”

      “You mean that time I saved your life in the most heroic way?”

      Evandro snorted and almost smiled.

      “You wanted to hear my story. I didn’t want to feed you details for your works.”

      Ampelio grabbed his shoulder and shook it, his face oddly serious.

      “My promise of not using anything that personal for my tales was sincere, I thought by now you…”

      “I do. I believe you. That’s why I think you’ve earned the right to know what made the Dawn Star this… this wretched parody of a knight.”

      “On that, I disagree. But this is where I’m supposed to shut my mouth and let you do the talking, right?” He dropped his hand, and Evandro peeked at him from the corner of his eye.

      Ampelio looked nothing like Eliodoro. They were roughly the same age as when Evandro had last seen his prince, but other than that they had nothing in common: Ampelio was bright and good at pretending to be light-hearted, with nothing of the Laskaris gravitas.

      Evandro was so happy he was different. Ampelio cast no shadow but those Evandro himself couldn’t let go of. Maybe it was time to shed some light on those, too.

      “I spent the past eight years wishing I was dead. Like the king I’d sworn to serve. Like his son, the prince I’d grown up with.” A deep sigh, and he looked down to his hands. “Like Ligeia and her baby, whose survival had been my last task. One I thought I’d failed.”

      In the distance, he saw a man lean heavily to his shovel, and a second one approach quickly, offering him some water. The pair laughed together, exchanged some banter, then resumed their work.

      Ampelio didn’t say a thing, only waited, his shoulder almost touching Evandro’s.

      A smile touched his lips. For the first time, the thought of Eliodoro was bittersweet, and not just the fiery burn of salt on an open wound. Words came easily.

      “I loved him. In secret, I thought, but apparently he’d known it all along, and Ligeia, too. I was so confident in my discretion…” He drummed his fingers on the battlements.  “He told me he knew the moment he ordered me to leave him and save Ligeia. I was furious at the time, because I felt like he was using my secret against me—but I was wrong. He couldn’t love me back, because his heart belonged to his lady. It doesn’t mean I wasn’t dear to his heart. And this affection is something I’m learning to value more than I can put into words.”

      Silence followed this simple confession. No weight lifted from Evandro’s chest, because there had never been one for the past weeks, but now a new light shone on Eliodoro’s memories. Breathing was easier, even if it wasn’t over yet.

      He nodded to himself and resumed.

      “There’s more to this story, and I promise I’ll go into details of how I escaped the siege if we make it out alive. But this… I needed you to know that it’s getting better. I’m not good yet, but…”

      “But better will do, for now.”  Ampelio lay his hand on Evandro’s and gave it a brief squeeze. Not a caress, but something more than a pat. “Thank you for telling me. It means a lot.”

      Evandro looked at him, and his heart swelled with solace in the smile Ampelio gave him.

      “Thank you for walking this path with me.”

      Mischief sparkled in the depths of Ampelio’s eyes, and in a heartbeat the young man with more guts than common sense was back.

      “It’s far from over. And maybe, after this heart to heart conversation, we should focus back on what lies ahead. But I took a mental note, and if we live, you owe me a retelling of the siege. And that, my friend, will make for the most epic tale ever!”

      Evandro laughed and playfully shoved him, but in a moment their attention shifted back to the field.

      He focused again on the working people. Bundles of fabric and casks were lined around the field, and he could see flies buzz around one of them. He shivered: one body, several carefully disguised exploding barrels. Leo jumped from the trench and trotted to a large ball of twig. She gingerly lifted it and carried it to the trench, keeping it far from her face.

      Their fuse.

      “Hey, may I tell you something?” Ampelio moved to Evandro's side.

      He chuckled under his breath.

      “Would it matter if I said no?”

      “You know, I can shut up. Just tell me to get lost and I will. You don’t need to be that snarky every time…”

      Evandro hung his head and peeked at him from the fall of his hair.

      “Am I so terrible?”

      Ampelio's eyes brightened a little.

      “Even worse.”

      “Apologies, then. I’m just… not exactly used at people thinking they like me.”

      “I do like you. Er--well, I just… I…”

      “Speechless? A victory!”

      “Shut up!” Ampelio blurted out, poking his side with his fingers. Evandro dodged and laughed. After a moment, he shook his head.

      “Look at us. Laughing and joking right before the riskiest thing we could’ve come up with…”

      “That’s exactly what I wanted to tell you. Things might go south in thousands of different ways, but I’m happy I got to meet you. And be your friend, maybe?”

      “Definitely.” Evandro replied without thinking twice, and this time Ampelio found nothing else to say.

      They stood in silence for a while, almost touching but not really, until a woman with a gray bun appeared on the walls.

      “Dawn Star, the queen requests your presence,” she said, bowing lightly. Evandro exchanged a long look with Ampelio, who grinned.

      “Work, work, work!” he said, playfully pushing Evandro forth.

      On his way through the ruins, Evandro felt the old, familiar sting of guilt. How dared he feel so positive about their outcome, so excited just hours before the very possible catastrophe?

      Ligeia emerged from behind the corner and startled him.

      “Oh Spirits! Sorry, I was coming to find you.” She grabbed his arms to steady herself, and Evandro clumsily tried to kneel. A pointless show of formality, since Ligeia was holding on to him, so he just bowed his head.

      “Is everything alright, your majesty?”

      “Am I ‘your majesty’ again, now?”

      “Since you asked for the Dawn Star, it only seemed appropriate.” Then, as in an afterthought, he added: “These people need their queen and their best knight. Names are important, you know?”

      Ligeia patted his shoulder and slid her arm in the crook of his elbow.

      “And I need a friend, or I’ll go mad inside an hour.”

      “Where’s Rea? Is she safe?”

      “Althea’s with her, they’re far away already.” Her frown deepened. “Rea cried when I told her to go, she said she wanted to stay with me. Is that how you felt when Eliodoro ordered you to…”

      “More or less,” he interrupted her. He really didn’t want to think about that--failure, defeat, death. The worst kind of company right before a pitched battle.

      

      “To do what’s right, even if it tears your heart apart. I cried, too, but not in front of her. She needed to see me calm and collected.” Ligeia looked at him, and her eyes sparkled. “It is going to be alright, isn’t it?”

      “For her? No doubt. She’s with Althea, and they’re going to be safe. As for you, I wish you stayed out of trouble, but I won’t let anything happen to you. I swear it.”

      The queen took his hands and kissed his swollen knuckles.

      “I never doubted it. And if I can’t afford to think about triumph and hope, I know we’re doing the best thing. Better go out in a blaze than stay hidden like rats, right?”

      “No, Ligeia, don’t--I said I’m going to protect you, and I will!” he growled. “You made me a knight again, and I will honor my name, and that of the Laskaris. Even if I’m wielding an Asares sword.”

      Ligeia walked with him down the empty corridor. Most of the townspeople had been evacuated already, and there was silence.

      In that silence, they waited. Evandro couldn’t find anything else to tell her, and was just happy to share the company of the only family he had left.

      “He would be so proud of you,” Ligeia said after a long time.

      Evandro blinked and looked at his clenched fists.

      “I wasted so much time. Hiding like a rat, as you said. Eight years when I could’ve looked for you… but it’s over.”

      “You can move on, Evandro. You’ve suffered enough.” She caressed his arm and looked behind her shoulder, in the shadows. “I’d better go. I want to help Gaiane get ready, she deserves it.”

      Evandro gulped the lump of emotions in his throat.

      “I pray nothing happens to her,” and he was sincere.

      “She’s brave. Most importantly, she’s free. But she’s still a young girl, and she’s scared. Go back to Ampelio, he does miracles for your mood.” She winked and walked away, and Evandro almost smiled.

      Her words rang in his head as he walked back to the walls.

      You can move on.

      Eliodoro was part of him. The prince, the young, desperate king for maybe an hour, was the foundation he was built on, and nothing would change that. But now Evandro had a new battle to fight.

      For you, Eliodoro, but for myself and my people too.

      Ampelio was not on the walls when he got there, but Evandro spotted him once or twice in the collapsed courtyard. Each time, he flashed him a smile.

      It was past noon when a figure on horseback emerged from the woods in the distance. Evandro grabbed the battlements and squinted, tensing. Ragged dark clothes, a beard and an old, frothing chestnut horse: one of their sentries. He jumped down the stairs and hurried to meet him, together with half a dozen other people, Ampelio included.

      “A scout,” he heard the sentry say in broken pants.

      “Asares?” Ampelio asked. The exhausted man nodded once, and silence fell upon the small crowd.

      “Move along, I can’t see--let me pass, would you? Come on!”

      Leo ploughed through them and emerged between Evandro and Ampelio. Her mohawk was stiff with dust and sweat, her face smeared with dirt.

      “So? What’s happening?” she asked, clapping her hands on her thighs.

      “They’re coming,” Ampelio whispered. Leo, unimpressed, nodded.

      “Just as expected. When?”

      “Their scout is one hour at most from here. The rest of the army follows close,” the man rasped. “The queen’s with them”.

      Leo’s throat jumped as she swallowed. She looked up at Evandro, and some of the distrust was gone. She clearly didn’t like him, but Evandro was glad to see she was ready to ask for his opinion.

      “How much time do we need?” he asked.

      “We’re almost ready. Most of the charges are in position, I only need to unroll the last part of the fuse, but…”

      “Do it. Our time has come.”

      “I’ll go call Gaiane,” Ampelio said. He gave Evandro a completely unnecessary but very appreciated rub on the back and bolted away.

      The tired horseman received a dose of water and disappeared in the ruins with the others, and Evandro was left with Leo.

      “I should go,” she said.

      “You’re smarter than I thought,” he blurted out as she walked away.

      “I know, and I didn’t need your acknowledgement,” she grinned, but then added: “Thanks, anyway.”

      “If we make it through…”

      “Later. I have a fuse to set.” She waved him goodbye and ran through the fake graves punctuating the field.

      Evandro climbed his way back on the walls, and in less than an hour the Asares scout appeared in the distance. Impossible to miss, with a horse too good to be one of the rebels’.

      The figure trotted to the field, but after a quick glance turned around and back into the woods.

      Ligeia had listened to Evandro’s advice and kept in the safety of the underground fortress. Her face was too easy to recognize for her own good.

      A rustling came from under him by the main gate. Evandro stuck his head out of the battlements and looked down.

      The white shock of Gaiane’s dress stood out against the shadows and dirt of the ruins. He hurried to join her, and when he got to the gate he halted and took a step back.

      Leo was holding her close, whispering to her ear and kissing her brow.

      He really didn’t want to intrude, but he couldn’t ignore the words.

      “You’ll be great,” Leo said, and Gaiane took a deep breath. The fabric of her gown was plain flax, the skirt a little too long for her, but the way she held her head high, with her black hair flowing down her back, made her look regal indeed.

      “I wish you could be with me…”

      “Better not, you will need to use your magic. But I’ll be watching and cheering for you.”

      Gaiane took Leo’s face in her hands and tilted her head slowly. Evandro respectfully looked away, but couldn’t suppress a surge of tenderness.

      Those two girls truly deserved a happy ending.

      He waited a little, and when he looked up again they were still holding hands, but he didn’t feel so indiscreet anymore.

      He joined them and bowed, ignoring their blush.

      “Are you ready, princess?”

      “Ready as I can be.”

      “Remember: you must stand before the closest mound of dirt. I will ignite the fuse the moment they charge, and you will need to get up a protection barrier or whatever. And don’t move, whatever happens don’t go to them. You’ll have but a second, maybe less.”

      Gaiane stopped Leo with a nod.

      “You told me this all already. I have a good memory, you know?”

      “Yeah, but I’m terrified and going through the whole process helps a little. It will be loud, and messy, and if the smoke clears and they’re still there just… run, I guess?” Leo turned to Evandro, who pressed his lips in a line.

      “I’ll have archers ready. They won’t win,” he reassured her, but Gaiane shook her head.

      “They won’t take me alive,” she corrected him. Horrible words, coming from such a young voice; Gaiane sounded so serious and cold that nobody dared to contradict her. “I’m going.” Gaiane said. She let go of Leo’s hands and walked out of the gate. The white trail of her dress swept behind her, and the refugees took a step back to let her pass. More than one saluted her.

      Leo’s breath was uneven. Evandro tilted his head toward hers.

      “I’m going up the eastern tower to watch out for the situation. It should be distant enough for you not to interact with Gaiane’s power. Ampelio will join us, I think. Do you want to come, too?”

      “I don’t need…” A sigh, and she rubbed her eyes. “Yes. Thank you.”

      They climbed their way up the tower in silence. Ampelio arrived a little later, and his serious face made him look younger and vulnerable.

      Evandro bared his sword. For himself, mostly, to remind himself that he was a knight doing the right thing. For his companions, too. For protection.

      Gaiane was a slender, pale shadow among the dark tombs, cold and distant.

      Leo closed her eyes and muttered a silent prayer.

      “Fuck,” Ampelio gasped. Evandro shot to the grate on the battlements and stared into the distance.

      White banners. Horses--twenty. More, maybe--silk and steel lining against the edge of the woods on top of the hill.

      “That banner…” The finger Ampelio was pointing at the troops approaching trembled.

      “The queen’s,” Evandro finished for him. “Our sentry was right.”

      A horn blew somewhere down in the city.

      It began.

      

      
        
        …

      

      

      

      I won’t cry.

      Gaiane couldn’t breathe. The lip caught between her teeth throbbed, a drop of sweat rolled slowly down her spine.

      In the still summer air, dust rose in clouds where the hooves stomped down the slope.

      The ground trembled.

      I won’t cry.

      She stared at the front line. Soldiers she didn’t know, nameless people in shining armor coming for her.

      She’d never seen that many horses, a wall of muscles and manes rolling steadily toward Nikaia. She swallowed, but her mouth was parched and tasted like dust and blood.

      Her eyes, though, were dry and went to the woman at the center of the formation.

      Look at her. Don’t look at the charges. Head high, don’t let them see.

      The queen. Cibele.

      Gaiane let out her breath in short, shallow pants, but otherwise didn’t move. She let them approach, eyes locked with her mother.

      The horses stomped on the freshly dug graves, and soon they marched among them.

      Gaiane rattled off a wordless prayer in her mind. Twenty feet from her, the contingent stopped.

      “Princess Gaiane. We’ve come to rescue you,” Diocle said. The ride had ruffled his hair, and there was stubble on his tan face. He was smiling.

      She owed the man her existence, but she couldn’t call him her father.

      She didn’t move, seeking her mother again.

      Cibele wasn’t unaffected by the ordeal. Dark circles under her eyes, a new kind of pallor on her face.

      When she spoke, Gaiane almost forgot her determination.

      “Gaiane, my child--I was so worried for you!” She slid from her horse and trotted forward, but Diocle stopped her with his arm. They exchanged a long, hard stare, but the queen stopped at his side. A deep breath, and she focused on Gaiane once more. “Please. I need to hold you. Talk to me, my baby, I…”

      “Why?”

      Gaiane’s voice surprised her, too. Soft, sharp, trembling like the tears veiling her eyes.

      “What do you mean, love?” Cibele smiled and took a hesitant step forth. Diocle dismounted and blocked her way again, whispering something Gaiane couldn’t understand.

      “You used me. As a weapon, as a threat. And people died because of this!”

      “You’re obviously shocked by what you’ve been through, and I won’t hold your words against you. It’s all forgiven, just come,” she said, extending her hand and flexing her fingers.

      But Gaiane shook her head.

      “No. I made my choice, and I won’t come back to Zafiria.”

      Cibele clenched her jaws. Her voice was as sweet and emotional as before, her hand still outstretched.

      “Gaiane, you must come back. Your people need you, I need you, and out there it’s not safe for you, I…”

      “It’s not safe, you say? But those you branded as enemies welcomed me, fed me and took care of me, while you would only lock me up in that tower once more! I’m done, mother: I won’t come with you!”

      She took half a step back, and Spirits knew how much she wanted to turn around and run to Nikaia. But she followed the protocol and stood there.

      “Please, child. You must come. Your place is with your family…”

      “My place is in a cage! A gilded one, I’ll give you that, but a cage nonetheless!” she lashed out. Magic made the hairs on her arms stand up, and small flickers of blue light sparkled between her fingers. In response, a surge of power throbbed from the group of soldiers.

      They were ready to attack her.

      “No, calm down, everyone. Diocle, let me go,” Cibele said, but Diocle shook his head and stood by her side. Her eyes sent darts of anger at him, and Gaiane felt a sting of satisfaction for her frustration.

      “Is that your problem, Gaiane?” the queen said after a moment, her voice forcibly calm. “We can sort things out. You will live in the castle with us, and not in your tower anymore. I promise, but come, I beg you.”

      “I don’t believe you. You leashed me, imprisoned me and exploited me when you needed it the most, and for what?” She gestured at the barren lands around her. “For this! To conquer a land and make it your slave! Do you know how many people died here today?”

      “I didn’t…”

      “Look around! Count the graves! Hadn’t it been for your… your warmongering madness, those people could’ve had proper care and survived!”

      A small lie, ignited by the fuel of her terrified indignation. It worked, apparently, because Cibele stiffened and straightened her back.

      “They are our enemy, Gaiane. Yours, too. You shouldn’t care about them.”

      “But I do, because their misery is my fault!”

      “Who put this nonsense in your silly little head? Come on, enough of this. Come, and I’ll ignore your ramblings.”

      “How many times do I have to say no in order for you to accept it?”

      “Gaiane, don’t make me come over there. You wouldn’t like it…”

      “Are you so ready to waste the last of your power on your own daughter? Knowing I could easily deflect your spells? Be careful of what you think of, mother!”

      The rippling of magic over her arms rose in intensity. Gaiane bared her teeth and stood her ground; the tears beading in her lashes reflected her anger, now. Not her fear. Not her pain.

      Diocle grinned. He looked so awfully calm, with his dimples and his aquiline nose. He lifted his hand, and someone shuffled in the background.

      “I would never hurt you, but you must understand.”

      Cibele looked away as a horse was brought forth, and Gaiane staggered back. Whoever the person on the saddle was, she didn’t want to see them. They were too thin and haggard, and their dirty feet, so black their soles looked almost charred, left reddish marks on the horse’s white sides. Their hands were bound, and a sack was pulled over their head.

      “Princess, I think you’ll want to follow us back home,” Diocle said. One of his guards pushed the prisoner off the horse, and the faceless person flopped on the ground with a grunt.

      Gaiane’s scalp tingled.

      “Who’s that?” she asked, all the righteous fury gone from her tone. She was shaking.

      “An old acquaintance of ours.” Diocle grabbed the sack and pulled it away.

      “No!”

      She couldn’t stop her scream. Alcmena flopped on her side, chuckling through her broken teeth.

      “You want your friend back? You come to Zafiria. Or else…”

      “Diocle, shut that foul mouth of yours, that’s not going to work!” Cibele hissed. She took another step forward, and this time nobody stopped her.

      Gaiane couldn’t see her.

      Alcmena. Her dear, beloved Alcmena. The blood was the last of her concerns, as were the bruises and the angry red marks on her withered face. Her hair, shorn close to her head in patches, could’ve grown back.

      Her eyes, though, showed the real damage. Blank, even the puffed, blackened left one. There was no life in them, and Gaiane clasped her hands on her mouth.

      “What did you do to her?” she whimpered. Alcmena was staring at her, laughing and convulsing lightly on the ground. She couldn’t recognize her pupil.

      “We had to interrogate her to make sure you were alive. To find you, Gaiane. Your escape caused so much suffering, can’t you see?” Cibele said.

      Gaiane’s stomach, empty as it was, clenched. She retched and coughed, shaking wildly.

      “But you can still save her. Come with me, daughter. Come home. We can cure her, and she’ll be alright. I promise.”

      I promise.

      I promise.

      Hollow words, as hollow as Alcmena’s eyes. The real pain was inside, and there was no cure for a shattered mind.

      “Who did this?” Gaiane whispered. The soil under her boots was soft, right where Leo had buried one of the charges.

      She was so ready to give the signal.

      “Does it matter? Leave this place and we’ll be merciful. Alcmena lives, and your little friends, those you say were so helpful, will be ignored.” Cibele took another step toward her.

      “Or else?”

      “Don’t challenge me, girl. Don’t underestimate the length I’m willing to go to bring my daughter back!” Cibele's features hardened, and she pointed her finger at Gaiane. “Move. Now!”

      “I won’t!”

      “Why do you make me do this? Diocle, proceed.”

      The man picked Alcmena up like the bundle of rags she was. A knife flashed in his hand.

      Gaiane grabbed her hair and doubled over.

      “No no no! Don’t do it! Don’t!” she pleaded.

      “You know the price,” Cibele insisted. Her eyes were so cold, so big and determined…

      Gaiane watched the blade linger on Alcmena’s throat and sobbed. Her whole body tensed in the movement she was ready to make, to close the gap between her and that wretched family of hers.

      “Don’t kill her, I beg you!”

      “Come, then. I will keep my word.” Her mother’s words, honey and threat, almost broke her. Gaiane stumbled forward. It was only a matter of seconds, and she would have granted Alcmena’s safety.

      I promise.

      It was her mother. Mothers don’t lie, do they? And Cibele only wanted the best for her beloved child, her only heir.

      Tears streamed down her face and nose, and she moved. Slowly.

      Alcmena looked at the sky with those void, dark eyes. Beyond salvation--broken by more than mere pain.

      Magic.

      “Here, my little dove. You’re good, we’re going to be good, you’ll see. Just another step.” Cibele approached very slowly with her hands upturned.

      Gaiane tripped in her skirt. She staggered and snatched the trail, and in doing so she caught a glimpse of the ruins behind her.

      Ligeia was there. A queen in her own right, without a throne and without the man she’d loved. And Evandro, uptight and rude as he was. On his path to redemption. Ampelio, too.

      And Leo.

      They would all die if she gave in.

      A long, hard sob clenched her ribcage, and she covered her face with her hands.

      “I… I said no,” she muttered.

      “What?”

      “No!”

      A scream, full and loud and ringing in her bones. She planted her feet on the ground and stood still.

      “Your choice, princess,” Diocle said, unconcerned.

      Alcmena stopped laughing when the blade slashed across her throat. She slumped forward without a sound, the blood pooling around her, seeping into the ground.

      Gaiane couldn’t move.

      Red. So red, so much, too much. She knew Alcmena was dead before the blood had stopped squirting from her severed throat, and she stared at her through her fingers.

      On her. Another death on her.

      Horror froze her body into place. She looked at Alcmena’s lifeless shape and it hurt, but it kept her still. Staring at her mother? Hatred boiled under her skin.

      Tears ran dry, and anger blinded her again. The wail that came from her mouth roughened into a snarl.

      “You’re a monster.”

      “I’m your mother. Now enough with this madness.”

      Cibele approached some more, and Gaiane let power blaze trough her nerves. The blue lines painting the world flashed in her eyes, and she recalled their force in her fists. The static surrounding her made her hair dance wildly in a halo around her head, and Cibele hesitated.

      “You want me?” she hissed. “Come get me, then!”

      “Get her,” Diocle snapped, and the horsemen charged on.

      Just as expected.

      Gaiane watched her mother as several beasts galloped across the field. The moment she unleashed her power, not into an explosion of lightning, but into a barrier surrounding her like a cocoon, the queen understood.

      It was a second, something less. The queen was maybe six feet from Gaiane, and their eyes met. The same eyes, bluebells in a freckled face.

      Forgive me, Gaiane thought. Her power bloomed around her like a cocoon.

      Then the ground burst into chaos, and the wild explosion of dirt and metal and flesh erased the whole world.

      A boom.

      Night came, and Gaiane closed her eyes.
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      The explosion shook the foundations of the city. The blast wave hit Leo before she could catch her breath after igniting the fuse, and she found herself pushed back in Evandro's arms. Ampelio cursed out loud, but his voice disappeared under the thunderous boom, and soon the three of them collapsed in a pile against the battlements.

      Leo couldn’t move. Evandro was splayed on her and on Ampelio, his arms wrapped tightly over their shoulders, keeping their heads tucked under his body. The world buzzed, and her ears throbbed in tandem with her head.

      It had worked. For all the certainty she had needed to show before, she wasn’t entirely sure of her plan. But it had worked.

      “Move!” she grunted. Her voice echoed in her skull, over the humming that vibrated through the field. Nobody heard her. She pushed Evandro's thick frame and wiggled until the knight shifted his weight from her. She slipped from under him, and when she stumbled to her feet the sky tilted and crumbled upon her.

      Ampelio said something she couldn’t hear when she fell on top of him. His words vibrated against her skin, but that ubiquitous noise took their meaning away.

      Leo shoved him off and crawled back, sitting against the battlements. She blinked and coughed, and eventually she managed to see again.

      They were brown, all three of them, covered in a thin layer of dust from the explosion. Evandro's icy eyes looked ghostly in such a dirty face, but he managed to get up first.

      Leo tried to do the same, but it took her several minutes to get a grip on her consciousness. Dizziness ebbed and flowed, Ampelio kept on talking, as per his usual, and after a while his voice started to breach through the murmur filling her ears.

      “... done… dead? Look, the… what…”

      Frowning, with her throbbing hear in her hands, Leo kicked and scrambled to her feet. Her back was still against the stones, and she wasn’t sure she could stand up unsupported.

      The hands that grabbed her were rough enough to make their owner unmistakable.

      “Leo!”

      Evandro was screaming. A trickle of blood ran down the side of his neck, and when he shook Leo, her teeth chattered.

      “Answer me! Leo!”

      “What?” she yelled back. This time, she realized her voice was too loud.

      “Are you alright?”

      She didn’t reply. She turned and looked at the field, where the dust was starting to settle. She couldn’t see anything.

      “I must go.” Evandro couldn’t hear her, because he was still manhandling her. She swatted his hands away and leaned against the walls. The vertigo was fading, but her heart still raced wildly. “Let me go! I need to find her!”

      “Leo, wait! It’s too dangerous, what if not every charge has gone off?” Ampelio's voice cracked and too loud, was not his own.

      “They have,” Leo insisted. They had to be, and she needed to believe it. She slipped from Evandro's grip and swayed down the narrow staircase. She was halfway down it when her legs started to properly cooperate again, supporting her as she jumped two steps at a time.

      The sunlit door welcomed her, but the light went out at once, covered by the mass of dozens of people running to Nikaia’s main gates.

      Leo rubbed her face, lowered her head, and ran through the crowd. Pushing, shoving, stomping on strangers’ feet and sticking her elbows out, she made her way among a loud, angry chattering.

      Everyone stopped just out of the gates. Deprived of the resistance of all those bodies, Leo shot forth and staggered, falling on her knees in the dirt.

      She got up and looked behind her. The people of Nikaia were armed, with their old swords and bats and whatever they could grab.

      A gust of wind rose. The smell that invested her almost made her sick--smoke and filth and the sweet, thick metal of blood. Everywhere.

      The breeze cleared the field, and Leo saw them.

      The horses had taken the worst of the blow. They were dead, dozens of them, their massive bodies broken and twisted in heaps of muscles and stumps of white and pink bones. Their knights were everywhere. Body parts were scattered far beyond the perimeter of the charges, and some of them were wailing weakly. The ground itself was a muddy expanse of black grime, up to the bottom of the hill. There, a handful of Asares dignitaries stood paralyzed in horror.

      Leo took a deep breath.

      “Keep away from the field,” she told the people at the gates. “And seize them.”

      To her surprise, the makeshift army obeyed. She waited, watching them circle the area and converge around the few horsemen left. None were armed, and many were old. They didn’t resist, shaking and keeping their hands up.

      Leo’s attention drifted away. Her eyes scanned the carnage, and her chest squeezed in anticipation.

      She walked toward the center of the scene, and a small part of her mind counted the craters--enough. All of the charges were gone. They were safe.

      But she didn’t care much. It only meant she could run, now, and so she did, slipping on bloody puddles and spraying filthy mud on her legs.

      White. She was looking for white, alive and safe.

      “Gaiane?” she called. Her voice still sounded raw, but her hearing was coming back to her properly.

      Nobody answered. She heard the cries of the wounded, the pleas of the dying. A beastly sound, primordial, shapeless.

      Her lips twitched, her eyes widened madly.

      No. No, it can’t be. We had it all planned out, you said you could do it. I trusted you!

      A small whimper escaped her mouth.

      Where are you?

      And then a new sound joined the cacophony of the dead. Different, high pitched.

      A sob.

      Leo lost it all. She stomped on a torn banner and jumped over a dead horse, but all she could see was the bright red figure slowly rising from the ground. Some of the white from her gown still shone among the drenched spots.

      She caught Gaiane in her arms before she could fall, and together they crumbled to the ground.

      “You’re alive. Spirits, you’re alive. You… you reckless, brave, whiny, perfect princess you’re alive,” she whispered in frenzy, touching Gaiane’s face, searching for her eyes.

      She was. The princess was alive and unharmed, and the blood covering her was from the body at her feet.

      “Don’t let me go! Please, Leo, don’t… leave me, it’s too much, I can’t… I can’t…”

      “Hush, I’m here, you hear me? You’re safe. You’re with me,” and she wrapped her arms tight around her thin frame, letting her sob on her chest and crying in return.

      She didn’t want to let her go, not ever. But it was Gaiane who pulled back, still clutching the front of Leo’s tunic.

      “They’re dead. All of them?”

      “I don’t know. Many of them. They’re not fighting back.” She really didn’t care. Gaiane was in her arms again and Nikaia was safe for now, what else might she want?

      “My father. I saw him. Gone.”

      Leo couldn’t speak. She just brushed Gaiane’s hair again and again, smearing dirt and blood everywhere. Yes, he was dead, probably, but she had no words to comfort her. Not now.

      Gaiane closed her eyes, shimmering but tearless.

      “I saw him. I know he’s dead.”

      “I’m sorry, I think. He…”

      A bubbling sound came from near them, right where Gaiane had been laying just minutes ago. Leo peeked behind Gaiane’s shoulder and gasped.

      The queen. Cibele Asares, who had the same hair, the same eyes as her daughter, but a faded circle on her brow. And a gruesome wound tearing her stomach and torso open.

      Deadly, and yet she still lived.

      The woman grinned, her teeth pink, her lips crimson.

      Gaiane shook Leo, forcing her to look back at her face.

      “My mother still lives. I beg you, let me… let me take her back! I can’t leave her here like this, it’s not fair! Please!”

      “I…”

      “It’s my fault, I tried to envelope her in my barrier but… it was too sudden, and…”

      The queen was dying. The sneer on her pale face twisted and morphed, and in Leo’s mind the picture of her own mother flashed again. The surprise, the shock as she saw the horses rolling down the path, the shape of her mouth when she warned Leo to run. The red rags covering her body after the stampede.

      Not fair, Gaiane had said.

      Vengeance tempted her briefly, but the princess’ voice wove through her mind.

      She roused and looked Gaiane in the eye.

      “Yes. They’ll bring her in, let’s go ask Mirone. Can you stand? Walk?”

      Gaiane nodded, and turned to her mother.

      “We must hurry, she…”

      Leo waved her arm, and called two men from the rearguards.

      “Wounded here! Take her to Mirone, now!”

      They limped away from the field, and Gaiane’s fingers crushed her hand. When they reached the shadows of the city, everyone was too busy to mind them.

      Except for Ampelio, who ran to them, jumping through the rubble.

      “Our heroes return! You two, girls, are miracle workers! What a story to tell, what a…”

      Leo wanted to dismiss him with a snarky retort, but she was way too tired for that. And luckily, Ampelio was smarter than it seemed.

      He had the decency to be quiet and just pat them on the shoulders, jerking his head and pointing behind him.

      “There’s silence downstairs. Wind down a little, and then know that lots of people will want to talk to you.”

      “Thank you,” Leo said. Gaiane’s face was that of pure shock, her eyes wide and her mouth pale.

      It was going to get better, and the cool shadows under the trapdoor welcomed them in the safety of the undercity.

      It was empty. Those who had stayed to guard the old capital were outside, taking prisoners and checking on the dead. All the others, Rea and Althea above all, had gone further down the tunnels, to hidden and secret places.

      Leo kicked the first door she found open and took Gaiane with her. It was someone’s place, but all that was left of the previous owner were some pressed straw on the floor, a frayed rag and a bucket.

      She sat Gaiane down and kissed her cheek.

      “Wait here. It’ll only be a moment, alright?”

      No reaction. Gaiane stared into nothing. Leo took her hands and crouched at her feet.

      “Gaiane, I’m going to get water. You can drink some, or wash your face if you prefer. I’ll come back in no time, but I need you to give me a sign. If you don’t, I’ll stay here until you’re ready.”

      Nothing, at first. Then Gaiane’s lashes quivered, and she closed her eyes once. A nod, and she returned Leo’s squeeze.

      “Great. Stay here, please.”

      She didn’t want to leave her, but a wave of restless energy was taking the place of all the terror and nervousness she’d been feeling just an hour before. Leo grabbed the bucket and shot through the door and to the well. It wasn’t far, and she herself drank some cold water before bringing the rest back to the room.

      Gaiane hadn’t moved. Leo sat by her side and dipped the rag into the bucket, gently wiping the princess’ face. Then her arms, her hands, her neck, until only a faint halo remained where the gross bloody stains were.

      She proceeded to damped her hair, and pink droplets trickled down Gaiane’s shoulders.

      “It’s not very accurate, and we’ll have to find you another dress. This one is beyond salvation, I fear. Hell of a nightmare to take blood off fabric. Da says you needed cold water and salt, lots of salt. He is good at this, you know, dyeing fabric and stuff, and…”

      “I can’t cry for him,” Gaiane said in a flat voice. “For the man who was my father.”

      Leo stopped, then dipped the rag again.

      “You don’t have to.”

      “He made me. He was never a father, and he killed Alcmena. She… she was…”

      Her voice cracked and she closed her eyes. Leo dropped the rag and hugged her again, and this time Gaiane cried. In silence, shaking all over and drenching her shirt.

      “It’s alright, I saw it. I’m so sorry you had to go through all this, I swear, I wish… well, you deserved better.” She brushed the hair from Gaiane’s forehead. The black ring was as marked as ever. “Alcmena, too. She was a friend of yours, wasn’t she?”

      “My tutor.”

      “Do you want to tell me more about her? You’re making her sound special…”

      “She was,” Gaiane said, rubbing her nose on her fist. “She was meant to teach me all the things a princess was supposed to know, but she went further than that. She sneaked picture books in my room when I was a child, sang lullabies where only hymns were envisaged in my mother’s program.” She laughed and shook her head. “Mother never knew. Of course, there was no way to hide the birds Alcmena brought to my room when I said I felt lonely, and I was allowed to keep them because they were harmless. Poor things.”

      “A fun teacher. It’s not something you come across every day.”

      “Alcmena was, though. Fun and kind and smart. Sometimes she even came to tuck me in at night, when lightning storms scared me. I wish you had a tutor, too.”

      “I never had one. Some teachers, though, even though I was the worst pupil ever. Always running around, skipping classes, building stuff. I didn’t like to study, couldn’t sit still, sucked at reading, but you…”

      Gaiane shivered and peeked up at her, her eyes red and puffy. A very tiny smile trembled on her lips.

      “You sound like Ampelio. Too many words, too fast.”

      Leo cocked an eyebrow.

      “You take that back.” Her voice trembled a little.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “What? Comforting you?”

      “Talking. A lot.”

      She sighed and caressed Gaiane’s damp hair.

      “Better than keeping quiet and thinking.”

      “Oh.”

      It was Gaiane’s doing. Leo wouldn’t ever dare so much with someone that shocked, but Gaiane grabbed the back of her head and pulled her close, crushing their mouths together.

      Angry. Desperate. A mark, and Leo melted in the sudden heat.

      A kiss different from any she’d ever had, tasting like tears, blood.

      Freedom.

      A knock on the door, and they parted with a pop.

      They were both shaking, and none dared to turn and face whoever was staring at them.

      The giggle and cough made Leo flush even more and jump on her feet.

      “Ampelio told me you were here.” Larsa winked at Leo, then craned her neck to peek behind her. “Princess, Mirone would like to see you.”

      “I’m fine,” Gaiane said, a little too high-pitched. Larsa held the door open and pointed at the corridor with her thumb.

      “You might want to come to the infirmary anyway. At once.” Her voice was more serious now. Leo and Gaiane exchanged a long look, and eventually the princess sighed and rose.

      “But I’m coming too.” Leo said. She took Gaiane’s hand and followed her down the tunnels.
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      The room Larsa had called the infirmary was merely a stretch of tunnel where a few people lay on the straw, guarded by other figures. Their shapes were shadows behind the screen of a white linen curtain pulled across the corridor.

      Gaiane stopped and looked at Leo. She was still dirty from the explosion, and what little skin Gaiane could make out under the dust was clammy.

      “You want me to come with you?” she asked, and Gaiane wanted to scream a heartfelt yes. She needed grounding, the reassurance of Leo’s steady presence, her hand in her own.

      She sighed, though, and shook her head.

      “I can do it. I know what awaits me. But could you wait for me when I’m done?”

      Leo pursed her lips and nodded.

      “Alright. I’ll be over there. Somewhere,” and she pointed her thumb behind her. Larsa smiled and took her under her arm, guiding her away from the infirmary.

      Gaiane closed her eyes and counted to three. Then to ten. Then she realized her heartbeat wouldn’t relent any time soon, and her breath wouldn’t come out slower and calmer, so she twisted a lock of hair on her finger and moved the curtain away.

      She didn’t recognize the two soldiers on the straw; she tried not to stareat the emptiness under the bandages where the first man’s right leg was supposed to be. She forced herself to look at the second one. Someone had placed a thin cloth over the face, their chest was wrapped in a thick layer of bandages. It was impossible even to tell their gender.

      The third cot sported a small audience gathered all around it.

      Ligeia, surrounded by a small escort of guards, Evandro included, turned around. Her eyes met Gaiane’s, and she gasped visibly.

      The young queen called Evandro with her hand and muttered something in his ear. The knight nodded and whispered an order; the group followed him down the other side of the corridor.

      

      Before they disappeared, Gaiane saw a flash of dirty white silk among them, and a shiny bald head.

      Alcibiade was still alive, then. Prisoner?

      Her hands prickled and she rubbed her on her sides. Fearful thoughts crowded her mind, the shadow of a future she’d never imagined before now looming over her, but Ligeia joined her in a few strides and opened her arms.

      “Gaiane, I… I have no words to thank you. And to ask your forgiveness for not having believed in you,” she said. Instead of hugging her, Ligeia bowed with a smile. Gaiane was oddly grateful for that.

      “I did want to help,” she managed to stutter out. Her knees were weak again, and small white lights danced at the corner of her eyes. She needed to look behind Ligeia, to the last wounded on the cot, and yet she didn’t want to.

      Ligeia took a deep breath and clenched her hands in front of her. For a while she didn’t speak, but when she eventually did, her voice was low and kind. Too kind.

      “She asked of you.”

      She. Her mother. Suddenly Gaiane regretted not having Leo with her.

      “How is she?” she asked, closing her eyes. The answer, whatever it was, was a blade swinging upon her head.

      Silence. Gaiane bit the tip of her tongue and looked at Ligeia, frowning.

      “Tell me.”

      “She refused any form of treatment, magical or otherwise. Mirone said there’s little he could do anyway.” Ligeia lowered her head. “It must be so hard for you, Gaiane…”

      “May I speak to her?”

      I won’t cry.

      “You should. I don’t know how much time she has left, but try at least to convince her to take some of the laudanum Mirone saved for her. It will ease the pain.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      It took Gaiane every last drop of her determination to take a step toward the cot. Ligeia rubbed her back as she passed at her side and murmured an encouragement.

      Cibele Asares was dying, it was true. Nobody could survive such a gruesome wound, and even under the linen covering her from her chin to her knees, Gaiane could see the blood seeping through the bandages. Still, she smiled at her daughter, and the long, pale hand on the covers moved slightly to call her.

      “My little dove,” she murmured.

      Gaiane sniffed and crumpled on her knees at her side.

      “Mother,” she said. In her soul, where hatred or resentment were supposed to be, she only found exhaustion and pity. Eventually, her fingers moved on their own and took the dying queen’s hand. Cold and weak, it folded around hers.

      “Your father is dead,” Cibele said, and Gaiane acknowledged her with a bow of her head. “You won’t mourn him, will you?”

      “How could I? I never knew him, and he never cared. He killed Alcmena,” she added, and blinked back tears.

      Cibele caressed the back of her hand and looked at her. They had cleaned her face and brushed her hair. The symbol on her brow was faded.

      “I should’ve been there, not that woman. When you learned to walk and when you said your first word. I should’ve let you bruise your knees and climb every tree in the gardens. I missed so much…”

      “It’s too late for that, mother. I just…”

      Gaiane choked on her words.

      Anger was still somewhere behind the trauma. A small part of her wanted to lash out and hold every day of imprisonment against her mother.

      She knew it was too late for that, too. She swallowed her bitterness and bowed her head.

      “I just want you to know that I forgive you.”

      The queen laughed, or she tried to. Her face twisted into a grimace, her breath became quick and shallow, and Gaiane held her hand more tightly.

      “You… you shouldn’t…”

      “I choose to. Not for you, mother. For me.”

      A dry sob, and Cibele looked at her again. Her eyes, already fading in the shadows of her eye sockets, sparkled.

      “You’re so much more than I could’ve thought, daughter mine. Strong, brave and headstrong. What a queen you’ll be…”

      Gaiane almost jumped up from the cot.

      “Queen? Me? You must be joking!”

      “You’re my heir, and Zafiria is yours. I only regret not being there to see what you’ll make of it.” A rattle shook the body, and Cibele spat out some blood.

      Without thinking it twice, Gaiane wiped it from her mother’s chin with her sleeve.

      “I’m not a queen. I don’t know what to do!”

      “But I do. You’ll free the laborers and forge an alliance with Epidalio. Reinstate the Laskaris, too.” Sarcasm veined Cibele's tone. “Undoing all I’ve worked for my whole life.”

      “It’s too early for that, mother. You need to rest.”

      “I’ll have more than my share of rest soon enough, child. I’ve signed the official investiture already, at the presence of the Council.”

      “Mother, why?” Gaiane sighed, and tears dropped from her lashes.

      Cibele rose her hand with a sneer and a groan, and Gaiane leaned into her caress.

      “It’s all I can give to you, love. It won’t make up for my past mistakes, but it’s your birthright. You’ll make good things, and I’ll be proud…”

      A spasm seized her, and Cibele arched her back, kicking the sheets. Gaiane panted, looking around for help. She only saw a dented mug on the ground behind the cot.

      “Mother, you must let Mirone help you. He can treat any wound, he was the Laskaris royal doctor, he will…”

      “Damn them all!” Cibele panted. Her muscles relaxed, and she gasped for air.

      Gaiane sniffed and clutched her hand. So cold.

      “Please. As a last favor to me, drink this,” she said, stretching to take the medicine.

      Cibele convulsed again, and the smell of blood filled the air.

      “Why? I’m dying anyway,” she spat out.

      “Mother, I implore you…”

      Had she blinked, she would have missed it. The look on Cibele's face was as sweet and motherly as it was swift, and it immediately twisted into a suffering grimace.

      Gaiane didn’t ask twice. She held her mother’s head up and pressed the mug to her lips.

      Half of the liquid, dark and pungent, trickled from the corners of her mouth and stained the covers, but she still managed to swallow some.

      She coughed, retched and spasmed again, and Gaiane feared the potion could’ve caused her even more agony.

      Eventually, though, Cibele panted and lay on her back, and closed her eyes.

      “Diocle wasn’t a good man,” she whispered with a smile. “I despised him for so many years, but I could never really hate him. He gave me you, Gaiane. I made mistakes, but I loved you.”

      Gaiane stifled a sob against her palm.

      “I know, mother,” she said under her breath, not knowing, not caring whether it was a lie or not. “Goodbye.”

      And after a few minutes, the queen’s labored breath slowed down. Light as the beating of a butterfly’s wing, like those on their banner, the heart of Cibele Asares started to falter. To jump, and then to race to keep up.

      It stopped, and the hand Gaiane was holding went limp.

      Tears spilled on her cheeks, and she fell on her mother’s body. She cried until she couldn’t anymore, her whole body sore, her limbs weak.

      Nobody disturbed her for a very long time. When a gentle hand stroked her hair, she was almost drifting away into unconsciousness.

      She rose and blinked.

      Leo was there, clean and serious.

      “You don’t need to be alone, unless you want to,” she whispered.

      Gaiane looked at her mother’s corpse. It was a weird thing, so alien from what the living woman had used to be. A wax replica of Cibele Asares.

      She sniffed and caressed her mother’s cold cheek one last time, then stood up.

      “I know I’m not,” she said. She took Leo’s hand, and together they left the infirmary.

      

      
        
        …

      

      

      

      Nikaia buzzed with activity.

      They had buried the victims and signed letters. They had cried and laughed, and everyone was at least a little bit terrified by what was to come. A kingdom to rebuild from scratch, a new, young queen eager to give everything she had for peace.

      Evandro sighed and leaned back against the stable’s wall. Blackberry--Ampelio, damn him, was right: the horse only answered to that name, now--snorted softly and peeked from over his stall, trying to nibble at his ear.

      “Stop it, you,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Why?”

      The small voice startled him so much he jumped and knocked his head under the horse’s jaw. With a grunt and massaging the blooming bump, Evandro checked in the horse’s stall.

      “Hey, little rascal! You’re not supposed to…”

      “I’m never supposed to be anywhere! And mother says it’s safe now, so don’t tell me what to do,” Rea said, pouting. She had straw in her black hair, and a smear of grass on her pants. She wasn’t alone, and a small group of other kids ran away chuckling from the stable.

      “Well, your mother, the queen, is technically right,” Evandro said. He joined the little girl, casually sitting with her back against Blackberry’s huge shin, and offered her his hand. “Still, this is no place for a princess.”

      “What, the stables?”

      “Under a war horse’s hooves.”

      Rea scrunched her nose and rolled her eyes. She complained some more under her breath, but then she took Evandro's hand and let him carry her out in the sun. The way she squinted in the light, shielding her eyes with her fingers, made Evandro smile in earnest.

      “You know, you look exactly like your father when you do that,” he said. Rea cocked an eyebrow at him.

      “Really? I never met him. Mother said he died before I was born. Did you know him well?”

      “I… yes, my lady. You can say that.”

      “I don’t want to be a princess. It’s boring,” she said, leaving his hand and kicking a pebble.

      “Boring? The last princess you met saved this country and walked away from an explosion, so…”

      Rea dismissed him with a wave of her hand.

      “That’s because Leo is very smart. Did you know she can make blue and white and red flames? I want to make fireworks too!”

      Evandro laughed and led her under the archway where two men were discussing about what kind of stone they should use for rebuilding. One was very bald, and the other had an impressive mustache. They both greeted Evandro and Rea with a grin.

      “Fireworks, you say? Are you sure your mother would approve?”

      The two workers bowed at once, and Evandro turned to see Ligeia come their way, with Leo and Gaiane in her trail.

      “I don’t think it really matters. Yesterday she wanted to be a knight, and at breakfast Ampelio sang for her, so she decided she wanted to be a bard instead.” Ligeia smiled, and Rea trotted to her, jumping in her arms with a chuckle. “I’m sure Leo won’t have anything against teaching you some of her tricks once you’re all grown up, right?”

      Leo shrugged and winked at the girl.

      “If your granny and your mom will let you come visit me, I’ll show you everything I know. First, though, I need to go home for a while. Da needs medicines.”

      “Mirone is good with medicine! Did you ask him? Once I was covered in red dots and he made them go away!”

      Leo winked.

      “Don’t worry, Rea, I’m well stocked up. And who knows, maybe I’ll move closer to Nikaia with my family. Or to Zafiria,” she added, smiling at Gaiane.

      All of them looked better. They were cleaner, and walking freely under the sun made Ligeia’s black skin glisten like the gems at her throat. She wasn’t dressed like a queen yet, but her dark blue tunic was spotless, her boots new, and Evandro didn’t doubt it was all because of the many people coming to Nikaia after the news had started to spread.

      Gaiane, arm in arm with Leo, still had dark circles under her eyes, but smiled more often now.

      “I don’t really want to go back to Zafiria,” she said, rubbing Leo’s forearm. “Even if Leo will come with me…”

      “I have a reward to collect. Also, I can’t leave her on her own, with all those mages plotting in every corner.”

      “I know, but I’ll miss everyone. And it’s going to be lonely.”

      “For that, you shouldn’t worry too much,” Ligeia said. She patted her daughter’s head and looked at Evandro. “I may have a quest for our brave Dawn Star.”

      

      A week later, they left Nikaia.

      Not a goodbye, Ligeia had promised them, but many tears were shed nonetheless. Again.

      A small parade escorted Gaiane back to her homeland: what was left of the Council, sulking and jumpy and very unhappy about the accommodations, and twenty loyal Laskaris rebels, wielding ragged old banners of gold and green.

      Leo rode at the head of the group, of course.

      Evandro closed the line, and he pinched the bridge of his nose between his fingers.

      “... and think how far we’ve come! When I met you, you were dead! And you stank like a goat. A goat that’d been dead for a week of two, I might add…”

      “Ampelio…”

      “But now? You’re the Dawn Star again, and let me tell you, I knew it. Did I say this already? I probably did. Very glad you washed yourself, too. Kind of miss the beard, you looked good in it, you know?”

      Evandro snorted and dropped his hand.

      Ampelio rode at his side, his blond hair golden under the sun.

      A quest, Ligeia had said.

      A punishment, Evandro thought, but couldn’t stop smiling when Ampelio poked his calf with his boot.

      “Come on, you can say it. You’re happy you met me, saved me and kept me around!”

      “Don’t push your luck, kid…”

      “Not luck, just common sense. Hadn’t it been for me, nothing of this would’ve happened. And I found a story to tell, to booth!”

      That was it, their not-so-secret mission: word of the rebellion in Nikaia needed to reach every corner of Epidalio, and who better for the task than a gossipy, silver-tongued bard?

      Ampelio shone like a lit candle, flushed cheeks and that glimmer in his eyes that he reserved for Evandro alone whenever they exchanged a look.

      It happened quite often.

      Evandro looked behind them, at the road swallowed by the trees over yet another hill. Nikaia was there, somewhere in the distance.

      Ampelio, out the blue, started to sing. A wordless melody came to life in his deep tenor voice. No magic this time, even if Leo was distant enough not to stop him.

      Their knees bumped together when Blackberry took a step to the side. They both smiled like loons, then Ampelio trotted forth, turning his tune into a saucy tavern song. A good chunk of the party joined in, and Evandro grinned.

      “You’re right, I’m happy I met you,” he whispered to himself.

      He knew Eliodoro's spirit was smiling back at him, somewhere in the ethereal world the spirits lived in.

      Peace needed effort.

      They were ready for it.

      

      
        
        …

      

      

      

      “Folco, please, rest. You’re overworking yourself, and it’s bad for your health.”

      “If I’m doing it, it means I feel like…”

      A fit of cough interrupted his reply. He covered his mouth with his fist and inhaled some of the dirt that stained his hand, while the bunch of mint and lemongrass he squeezed let out a cloud of scent.

      Clio trotted to his side, her skirt tucked into her belt, and took his arm.

      “I appreciate you helping me, but now behave and sit down. I can go on with this small harvest of ours on my own.”

      “But—I…”

      “Hush, boy. Find some shade and have some water. Come on!”

      Folco’s lungs quieted down after a while; he wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and smiled at his old friend. When he spoke, his voice was little more than a whisper.

      “I’m too old to be called a boy…”

      “I’ll do it until you stop acting like one. Shoo!” Clio grinned and waved her thin hand at him.

      There was no disobeying Clio’s authority, especially because she was right. It stung, but Folco had to admit his health had been declining during the summer. He was always out of breath, slept poorly in the sultry heat, and ate less than he was supposed to. Not that food was abundant at the Mill in the first place, anyway…

      And now summer was coming to an end. The sky above his head was still blue, but with that greyish undertones that heralded the arrival of rains. He walked to the log at the base of one of the few trees still standing and sat down, panting lightly. By the Mother, he despised autumn and its rains, now more than ever—how was he going to survive the cold without a proper roof above his head? How would Clio, who was in her sixties and not a little girl anymore?

      How will my Leo, wherever she is?

      He picked the half empty water skin from the ground and drank. His parched throat felt better for a moment, but this only meant his thoughts could roam free.

      Leo. How long had she been missing? Weeks—no, months, now. The Mill had been unusually crowded in the past days: travelers had appeared on the borders of the burned village in small groups, and while the Mill had little to offer, there were enough clothes to mend and horses to feed to grant the few villagers left some essential goods, such as dried meat and even a tiny flask of red wine. Poor merchants, those strangers, but merchants nonetheless, all going to Nikaia. They said people were gathering there, but nobody knew much about the former capital, only that it wasn’t as dead as they said.

      And nobody knew anything at all about a girl with a mohawk and no marks on her brow.

      Leo was gone, and Folco once more swallowed the lump of anguish and fear in his chest.

      He leaned back against the tree and tormented the water skin in his lap, his eyes on Clio and her struggle to collect the few herbs left after the fire.

      Leo left her home to give me a better life. It’s what a father should do, not a girl of eighteen. She deserved so much better—my stubborn, brave little girl. Please, come back.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose, and under his fingertips he felt the prickle of tears. With his eyes squeezed shut, Folco tried to focus on the bright side of the issue. True, Leo was missing, but it didn’t mean she was in danger. Perhaps she’d seen reason at last and abandoned her quest to find the princess and the bounty; she was probably working and earning a living in one of the larger cities, and soon she’d be back with a nice little nest egg to face the winter. She was so capable, after all, there was no reason to believe she was in danger…

      His thoughts sounded pathetic, but he couldn’t let go of them.

      Clio was singing softly, grunting every now and then as she had to stand up and move to a new patch. Even without seeing her, Folco knew how she frowned at the crackling of her knees. She, too, wasn’t looking forward to winter.

      The neighing of a horse came from behind the river’s bend. Folco huffed and rubbed his face, but when he emerged from his own palms, a shiver ran down his spine.

      Not one horse.

      Many. Snorting and trotting slowly in the distance.

      His head spun when he slowly got up, his heart fluttering in his chest as memories of loss strangled his wits. His wife trampled to death. His life torn to pieces. And years later, when he’d settled into a new, dismal routine, a second round of violence, always announced by the sound of running beasts.

      In the blink of an eye, Clio was at his side, a rake in her hands the only weapon she could think of.

      Terror froze them both into place. It was a matter of moments before the horses appeared in plain sight; sweat broke on his brow.

      Please, we have nothing left to lose. Not again. I beg you, sweet Mother, not again. Not before I’ve seen my daughter one last time.

      “Folco, stay behind me,” Clio said. She was a full head shorter than him, but her voice was steady as the rough hands wrapped around the rake. “They won’t get us again.”

      Around them, the sparse other villagers jumped into hiding, weeping and covering their heads. Behind the ruins and the burned trees, though, there weren’t may safe places.

      “They will, but…”

      A spark of curiosity flashed in the mass of fear that was his mind.

      Neighing, yes. And snorting. Hooves approaching, but slowly.

      There were voices, too. Chatting, singing a beautiful melody. A girl giggling.

      A second girl laughing back with her.

      Folco took Clio’s shoulder and slowly moved her to the side. The old woman was shocked enough to let him do it.

      The Mill, or what was left of it, was silent and motionless. Then slowly, one by one, the villagers peeked from behind their covers.

      “Those are not soldiers,” Folco whispered. His lungs hitched, but he breathed so lightly he couldn’t even cough.

      And then they appeared. The banners, first—not the pale silver and blue of the Asares, but a symbol Folco hadn’t seen in eight years. Faded green banners, patched-up golden stars. A coat of arms from a different time, so unlikely he blinked in astonishment.

      No, it can’t be. The Laskaris are all dead…

      When he looked up again, though, the matter lost all relevance. He caught a glimpse of the procession marching on the weed-infested path, with mismatched armors and worn out cloaks, then a voice shattered his reality.

      “Da!”

      Folco couldn’t see her properly. His eyes veiled with tears and he covered his mouth with his hands, shaking and not even daring to breathe. Even like this, though, he would’ve recognized his Leo everywhere. The way she didn’t just dismount—she jumped off her black horse, how she spread her arms and ran toward him, stomping her feet in the grass, with her hair bouncing on her brow…

      His child. His family.

      The impact against his chest almost knocked him off his feet. He fell to his knees, carrying Leo with him.

      “I’m home,” she whispered, her head tucked in the crook of his shoulder.

      Incredulous, Folco wrapped his trembling arms around her. She was real. Solid, leaner but stronger than ever, smelling vaguely of flowers and wooden smoke. Tears rolled down his gaunt cheeks, and he held her closer.

      “Leo. My little warrior, you… you’re back! I… I never thought…”

      She pulled back, touching their brows together. Now he could see her clearly—she was smiling, and her eyes glimmered.

      “I am, Da. I am. I’m with you, and everything’s going to be alright! You have no idea…”

      “Who, in the holy name of the Mother, the spirits and anyone who might be witnessing this moment, are those people?” Clio, still wielding her rake, pointed at the crowd. She was pale, shaking, and her eyes jumped wildly from the procession to Leo.

      “Ah—er, yeah. Da, can you stand up? No, even better, you should sit down, maybe. I…”

      Folco took Leo’s arms and pulled himself up, even if dizziness made his knees weak.

      He wiped his face and stared at the strangers.

      In the front line, three people stood out from the crowd. A young man in his mid-twenties, blonde and grinning like a loon; a slightly older knight, with uncanny pale eyes, hair like fire and the regal bearing of a noble. The same as the slender girl whose blue eyes rested with shimmering tenderness on Leo.

      “Leo?” Folco asked. He tried to push his daughter behind him to protect her, but Leo took his hand and pointed at the group.

      “Remember when I set off to find the princess and earn us the money to get a better life? Well, I found her, and… I fear things didn’t go as planned, and now the Asares don’t rule Epidalio anymore.”

      Clio dropped the rake and stared at her wide-eyed.

      “Did they cast some spell on you? It doesn’t make any sense! I…”

      

      “I know, it’s crazy, but… it’s a long story, alright? And Ampelio—the one who can’t stop smiling and please, Ampelio, don’t talk for a moment—is a better storyteller than me.” The blond stranger snorted and mumbled in disappointment.

      “Leo, I’m overwhelmed with happiness for your return, but…”

      “Da, may I introduce you to Gaiane Asares, new queen of Zafiria and responsible for the freeing of Epidalio, and Evandro, the Dawn Star, formerly the First Knight of Eliodoro Laskaris and now bound by loyalty to his queen Ligeia and princess Rea Laskaris?”

      Leo was beaming, panting with excitement. Her words were clear in sound, but made no sense in meaning.

      Folco stared at the strangers. An Asares and the Dawn Star riding side by side under the Laskaris banner? He pinched his arm, but the pain was very real.

      “I’ve got the best medicines from the queen’s personal doctor, Da, and he said that they’ll be enough to keep you in shape through the winter. Then, in spring, we’ll move to somewhere not as damp, and you’ll be good, and…”

      “You are right,” Folco whispered, squeezing his daughter’s hand. “It’s a long story to tell. I think we all need to hear it.”
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THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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