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      Before the dawn of a new age can begin, the old one must die.

       An empire will crumble. And a champion will lose. 

      It’s the same every millennia when the cycle of prophecy begins anew. One by one, the kingdoms of Teitora fall to the words of a book written long ago. 

      Samara, knows nothing of her past. Orphaned among the servants of the Covenant of Morimei in their isolated city of caves, her mission is theirs. To guide the empire through the next cycle of prophecies and prevent the complete destruction of the world. 

      After a vicious attack, Samara and her best friend Zak—who is equally unaware of his own crucial role in the prophecies—flee the aftermath, embarking on a perilous journey across the ocean to the distant kingdom of Doragune. There, the recurring prophecy awaits as the new cycle begins. 

      Zak and Samara's journey is fraught with danger as rebels relentlessly pursue them for the coveted book of prophecies—a key to the fate of their world—now dismissed by many as a powerless relic of the past. 

      When they reach their destination, a familiar princess and her beguiling guard have a proposition. An alliance, of sorts. One that is likely to get them killed and jeopardize a future less certain than the book of prophecies would have them believe.
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            KAZAN

          

          ODESSA

        

      

    

    
      “Your Highness, you are truly breathtaking.” The eager tailor clasped his hands under his chin as he stared at me, eyes sparkling with adoration.

      The adoration wasn’t for me. Like always, it was for his own brilliance. He didn’t give a fig for me or what I might have wanted on this special day. If he did, I wouldn’t be wearing an insufferable shade of blue … again. This time, it was turquoise.

      “This color really brings out your eyes and complements your hair.”

      I heaved a sigh as I stepped down from the platform, impatient to have this day behind me. I was a nervous wreck, and I had to put on a brave face for everyone.

      “You don’t like it?” His expression fell, and the sparkle left his hazel eyes.

      “Just once, I wish you’d dress me in the crimson my family is known for.” I whirled around, thrusting my finger in his face. “And don’t tell me my hair is crimson enough. My family has ruled Doragune for centuries! Lava flows in my veins, yet you always dress me in blue.”

      “It’s your signature color, Princess.” The tailor shifted on nervous feet, and beads of sweat broke out across his brow. “I’ve been dressing you in blue since the day you were born.”

      “I’m tired of it.” I turned to study the dress in the mirror. It was rather simple for such an important day, but the beading on the snug bodice was a work of art. Silk fell in a long drape from my waist to the floor, with an underskirt in a paler shade of turquoise. A chain of iridescent gemstones ran from the choker at my throat to the hem of my skirt. It was lovely. As all my dresses were. Father spared no expense when it came to my wardrobe, and Geffries was tailor to the crown for a reason.

      “You hate it?” He sounded heartbroken at the very idea.

      “It’s perfectly fine.” I played with the string of gemstones threaded with silver—no gold for anyone in Doragune, not even for the crown princess, who could have anything she desired. Except, it seemed, a dress of crimson.

      “Good thing we aren’t done yet.” The twinkle returned to his eyes. “You think I would send you off to your Oath Day ceremony in anything so simple?” He pointed to the platform in front of the huge mirror at the center of my closet.

      Surrounded by a sea of dresses I’d never wear more than once, I stepped back and faced the mirror. Only Geffries could turn something as mindless as getting dressed into a singular affair.

      At the clap of his hands, his attendants marched into the room behind me in a rustle of skirts and hushed whispers of excitement.

      “Let’s just get this done already. It’s only a dress, for dragon’s sake.” I took a breath, willing myself to be patient. They enjoyed this so much, and I didn’t want to ruin it for them with one of my famous outbursts of temper.

      I will be a calm princess today. I sucked in a breath and prayed to the dragons and prophets of old for the patience I was born without.

      A sea of foamy turquoise fanned out behind me as the attendants attached an overskirt to my waist. They fussed with the fabric and spread it out around me.

      “That’s more like it.” I gave them the smile they were desperate for. Thousands of perfectly shaped petals of weightless, sheer cloth settled into place, looking exactly as I imagined shimmering dragon scales might. Each flounce was trimmed in silver and glittered in the flickering light of ornate wall sconces.

      “It’s not even heavy.” I gave a tentative whirl in the mirror, and the overskirt turned in perfect formation behind me. For once, I might not trip on the train of an over-designed gown with too much material to reasonably move in.

      “There’s one more finishing touch, your Highness.” Geffries bowed his head. “If the princess will humor me and close her eyes?”

      “Fine.” I shut my eyes, reminding myself that being a royal of Doragune meant serving the people and giving them what they needed. They adored me as the only heir to my father’s throne—to both this kingdom and the empire of Teitora. I owed them my attention and respect.

      Someone slipped a cropped jacket across my shoulders. Cool bands of metal clasped around my upper arms, elbows, and wrists. A high collar brushed the tips of my ears with a velvety soft touch.

      “Open your eyes, Princess,” Geffries said softly.

      The jacket was crimson edged in turquoise and silver. The high collar, shoulders, and back hugged my form in a rich velvet that felt like a second skin against my body. Flaming red silk fell from each of the silver armbands to cascade like a cloak of liquid fire to the floor. The effect was that of oozing lava dripping down a dragon’s back.

      “You’ve outdone yourself this time, Geffries,” I whispered. “It’s perfect.”

      The pompous tailor beamed with pride as tears gathered in his eyes. “Our girl is all grown up.” He gave a delicate sniff and stepped back, offering a hand to help me down from the platform.

      “Master Gideon is waiting to escort the princess,” one of the attendants said in a hushed whisper.

      “Good work, everyone. You may be excused.” I gathered up my voluminous skirts and headed for my suite of rooms. If I didn’t dismiss them now, they’d tag along all the way to the throne room, fussing with the dress.

      I fought with the yards of fabric through the door of my closet, cursing the architects for designing a princess’s closet with such a narrow exit. Didn’t they know princesses wore ridiculous outfits that expanded their hips by at least another door’s width?

      “Your Highness.” Gideon, the head of those chosen and raised with me to become my guard, leaped to attention as I entered my sitting room.

      “Stuff it, Gid. It’s just me.” I slipped a finger into my intricate braid to scratch my head one last time. The silver-tipped hairpins secured the thick coils of my fiery red hair, but they pricked my scalp something fierce.

      It might not be the only blood drawn this day.

      “You look the part.” He flashed a wide toothy grin at me, and some of the tension I’d felt mounting since dawn lifted from my shoulders. He always had a calming effect on me. “For once.”

      “Very funny.” I stood at the center of the room, too scared to sit for fear of damaging my dress. Geffries would have an apoplectic stroke if I were seen walking to meet my father in the throne room with even a hint of a wrinkle on my gown. That was why he created a duplicate dress for every occasion. Making sure I would appear unblemished, no matter the circumstances.

      I snorted a laugh, crossing the room with an anxious pace. Father’s court would talk of nothing but my gown all evening. At least until the crowns of Doragune made their choice. As the heir to the empire, I didn’t get many choices in this life. Even which crown I would bear was out of my hands. My heart was set on the crown of thorns. But the crown of shadows just might choose me anyway. I shuddered at the thought.

      “In the last two seconds, you’ve laughed and now you look like you might cry. What’s going on in that head of yours, Dess?”

      “Everything.” Absently, I ran the beads of my long necklace through my fingers. Another thing Geffries would faint over. I couldn’t be seen tugging on the necklace, letting my nerves get the better of me. Releasing the strand of iridescent stones, I watched as they swayed over my slippered feet, their weight pulling the choker at my throat. If I wasn’t careful, I might accidentally hang myself by my own jewelry before the night was over.

      The people would find it charming. My father wouldn’t be amused.

      The emperor was a cold man, but I was everything to him. His reason for living. Since he lost my mother at my birth, he’d been alone. He was young when Mother died. He could have remarried, but I was a daughter. And since the King of Doragune couldn’t risk the empire by having a second daughter, he was doomed to a celibate life.

      A burden that weighed heavily on my shoulders. I would wed eventually, and if I didn’t give him a grandson, he would be devastated. Royal sons were celebrated in Doragune, but daughters … daughters were risky.

      “Stop thinking about it.” Gideon shoved a goblet of wine into my hands.

      “I wasn’t.”

      “Yes, you were. I could literally see the pressures weighing you down. You shrank this much right before my eyes.” He held his thumb and forefinger together to illustrate his point.

      Gideon was the only one who could make light of my situation. At least in a way that could make me laugh.

      “Fine, what would you have me thinking about today, of all days?”

      He frowned for a moment before he spoke. “Tomorrow. I would have you think about tomorrow evening when everyone’s gone home and your life goes back to normal … for a while. At sunset, we’ll go for a ride on the hillsides of Mount Sadrue. We’ll ride up to the lower falls and enjoy the coolness of the mists.”

      “Deal.” I nodded. “At least I know I can always count on my best friend to understand what I need right now.”

      “Always. And don’t forget, Princess. Yours isn’t the only life that will change forever this evening.” He moved to hold the door open for me.

      The weight of the world settled on my shoulders again as I tipped the goblet back and drained the last of my wine. “I don’t need to be reminded that five other lives will soon be tied to mine forever.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood alone at the Obtanium doors of my ancestral throne room. After hours of smiling, celebrating, and feasting with the royal court, it was time for my oath taking. I watched the rush of bright lava work its way across the intricate design of the ancient doors. Like the blood rushing through my own veins in anticipation of the coming ceremony. As a child, I’d marveled at the feat of engineering that could create something so beautiful that wouldn’t melt the instant the molten hot substance began to flow through these doors and a hundred other adornments in the palace and the city below. I’d long since learned how it was accomplished with an alloy of Obtanium that was so strong even lava couldn’t penetrate. In a city where lava flowed freely, I could never fathom why everything wasn’t made of it.

      As the doors opened and my father’s voice called my name, I lifted my head high and stepped across the threshold of a room I’d entered only three times before.

      The kings and queens of Doragune never spent much time resting on thrones. Not when they had an empire to run. But tonight was an important night. Not just for my future, but for all the men, women, and children who fell under the banner of the Teitoran Empire.

      My footsteps drifted over a carpet of crimson flowers. The fire blossoms only grew at the peak of Mount Gadrum—far above the city—but they were considered my flower. Not that I’d ever had a choice in the matter. Their cloying scent gave me throbbing headaches, but the people of my father’s court constantly gifted me with the rare blossoms. It delighted them that the fiery petals matched my hair.

      I kept my eyes on the king as I approached the single throne where he sat, the long drape of my dress pooling in a short train behind me. Nobles whispered reverently when I passed—as though we were in the most sacred of the Covenant temples.

      I sank to my knees before my father as a fellow royal of Doragune. It was not my duty to offer courtly curtsies. I bowed, though I was not expected to press my forehead to the rough black lava stone that made up most of the throne room.

      “Rise, Odessa Chrysos, Crown Princess and heir of Teitora and the kingdom of Doragune.” Father’s voice rang out in the silence.

      I stood, struggling only a moment with the billowing fabric of my gown.

      “Happy name day, my daughter.” King Michail Chrysos—emperor over all the kingdoms of Teitora—stood before me, offering his throne.

      It was merely a symbol of what this day represented. I would not take his throne or his crown yet. I was still very young, and he had many good years left ahead of him. Though, with my seventeenth name day, I was officially his heir in full, and my duties would change over the coming years. In a few moments, it would be official.

      I moved to sit on the throne as though I sat on it every day. It offered a stiff and uncomfortable seat of rough Obtanium that would stain my dress and hands. Those black stains were a symbol of pride for any ruler of Doragune. And they would be the first of many.

      “Chosen!” My voice resonated across the chamber, and I waited for the five souls whose lives would also change forever today.

      Gideon led them as head of my chosen. They marched down the aisle in their imposing Obtanium armor, sounding like an army invading the throne room. I resisted the urge to smile, though my heart swelled with pride at their presence. All strong and young, none more than a few years older than me. Each was selected as a child on the day of my birth. They were my guard, and I had grown up with them. Not as childhood friends, though we were friends. They gave up everything to be with me—their last names and any family they might have once had. Their loyalty would be mine until the day I died.

      I trusted no one more than Gideon, the youngest of my guards and my best friend. I nodded to each as they stood before me. Dimitri, quiet and seemingly cold. Niko, ever the jokester. Maya, with her long blond hair and deadly strength. And Angel, with his clear blue eyes, lean and swift on his feet.

      One by one, they knelt before me to give their oath. Gideon was the last.

      “From birth until death, I will serve Princess Odessa.

      “I vow to protect her with my life and my will from now to the moment she rises as queen of this nation, and empress of this great empire, and until her dying breath.

      “I will serve no other.

      “I will protect no other.

      “My life is hers alone.”

      “Rise.” I choked on my emotion as Gideon looked up and our eyes met for a brief moment. My friend was rarely serious when alone with me, but with others, he showed little emotion. He was the only one I could really be myself with. But the sincerity in his eyes touched me. He was the brother I should have had. Yet, if I had a brother, I would never be queen and I wouldn’t have my royal chosen.

      Gideon might have had another life. A life I unwittingly took from him because I was my father’s first and last born.

      Having given me their oath today, their fates were sealed. They would serve me until my death or theirs. I’d given them each the opportunity to leave before their oath taking. None of them had.

      And now, it was time for my own oath.

      Each of my chosen stood below the throne and to my right. I gripped the rough arms of the throne, grounding myself in the moment and ignoring the sea of faces before me. My people believed in the prophecies and what they foretold. Whatever the prophets saw for my future, it was already written in the pages of a famed book of fate none of us would ever lay eyes on. But we were about to get our first glimpse of what my reign would entail.

      My father stood proudly to my left. Removing the crown of thorns from his head, he placed it on the pedestal beside the crown of shadows. The only golden items within the kingdom’s borders—and only because they were the oldest of the crown jewels, predating the prophecy we all lived in fear of now.

      Normally, they were under lock and key, deep within the vaults of the palace. They only came out on days like this one. Every other day, my father wore a crown of silver and Obtanium, as I would when it was my turn to rule.

      With a nod from my father, I moved to kneel before the court. Geffries and his attendants rushed to arrange my skirts just so. This time, I bowed my head to my people as a reverent hush fell across the throne room.

      “I am Odessa Chrysos, your future queen and empress of this great land. From the moment of my birth, I was yours, and I vow until my death to serve as your next ruler.

      “Whether under the crown of thorns or of shadows, I will protect each nation of Teitora with my life and my will.

      “I will be the strength and the might between my people and the prophecies.

      “I will give you princes you can be proud of.

      “I will serve Teitora.

      “I will protect Teitora.

      “My life is Teitora’s alone.”

      I rose to anxious and excited whispers. The choosing was upon me now. I glanced at the waiting crowns, wondering which held my future.

      My legs trembled as I turned to face Brother Constantine, royal representative of the Covenant of Morimei.

      “What have the prophets seen for our young Princess Odessa?” The withered old man took my hand, guiding me to a velvet-covered bench before the crowns. Dressed in the simple crimson robes of his brethren, he began to address the court, but I hardly heard him as my heart began to race.

      Would it hurt?

      I knew it would. I just wondered how much.

      Faster than I would have thought the old man could move, the brother stood before me with the crown of thorns. The one everyone expected me to bear. It was the one that had chosen my father when he was a young prince of seventeen.

      This crown represented a monarch who would rule over a time of plenty. An era where all the people of Doragune—and those of Teitora—would thrive as thorny roses who could protect their lands and bring it beauty and peace.

      My father wore it. His father wore it. And his mother wore it. The last of the Chrysos line to wear the crown of shadows was my great-great-great-grandfather. A dark blemish in our ancestry.

      That I might also wear it was a nightmare that had haunted my dreams since I was a child old enough to understand what the two crowns meant.

      Wordlessly, the brother placed the crown of thorns on my head, and I braced for the pain to come.

      Father once told me about his experience on his own Oath Day. He’d said it was as though the crown came alive on his brow, the vines twisting and whispering things to him, the long, sharp thorns piercing his skin as blood ran down his face to the cheers of the court.

      He’d told me the choosing was instant, and the surge of power, immense.

      Yet, it rested heavily on my brow. Cold and solid. Unmoving.

      The court’s concerned murmuring rushed in my ears until someone quieted them, and Brother Constantine whisked the crown from my head.

      I couldn’t look at my father. Or the court. I set my eyes on a point just over the Obtanium doors of the throne room, and I didn’t move. The best I could hope for now was that the prophets of old decided I was unworthy of neither thorns nor shadows. And that some other relative of my father’s would rise as the new heir apparent.

      It would mean my father could marry again and have another family—and potentially a son. It would be as though I had never existed.

      The alternative was unthinkable. The crown of shadows. I swallowed back a sob as Brother Constantine approached with the ugly twisted golden serpents. One head was poised above the other in a deadly strike. I shuddered to think those snakes might come alive at any moment and strike me dead where I sat.

      That would still be better than ruling under the weight of shadows.

      My hands shook as the dreadful crown settled on my brow. I couldn’t breathe when the snakes began to shift and twist around my head, squeezing like a vise. A shriek of pain escaped me as the they struck, their fangs sinking into my face and arms, scaled bodies coiling around me, hissing.

      Prophetic whispers buzzed in my ears as visions of what was to come filled my mind. Famine and drought. Fire and war. Death and destruction. And I would rule over it all.

      A rush of power consumed me in darkness, surging through my body leaving me revitalized, strong, and momentarily invincible. My gasp of surprise echoed in the silent chamber as the power left me as suddenly as it had arrived.

      Tears streaked my face, but I held my head high. I would be Queen of Doragune someday. Though my rule might be filled with terrible strife and my people might suffer and hate me for it, I would do my best to protect them from the horrors I had just witnessed.

      That is, if the crown of shadows did not consume me first.
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            JINPOLI

          

          SAMARA

        

      

    

    
      The island of Jinpoli wasn’t for the weak.

      I stretched my arm, fingertips desperately seeking purchase on the unforgiving ledge of the jagged cliff. My left foot dangled mid-air. The sea breeze, laden with the taste of salt and defiance, violently whipped my hair, and the afternoon sun left my shoulders slick with sweat.

      In that precarious moment, life surged through my veins like a bolt of lightning. The monotony of my island existence faded to the back of my mind as I clung to the raw power of Jinpoli's untamed landscape.

      The island's teachings, hammered into me by the brothers and occasionally a sister, echoed in my mind. "Jinpoli isn't for the weak," they'd proclaim, their lessons as relentless as the wind that battered these shores. Yet, amidst the challenging ascent, I reveled in the thrill, unable to imagine a life anywhere else.

      With determination, I pulled myself higher, seeking footholds that danced on the edge of danger. The thrill of defying gravity coursed through me.

      "Come on, Samara," Zak panted, struggling to keep up on the safer path below. "We’re losing daylight."

      I glanced down at him, the cliffs we’d already climbed now a distant memory. Zak’s form melded with the formidable terrain.

      "Not yet." I gave a rebellious laugh, my gaze fixed on the summit of the Barren Cliffs. The name was a stark contradiction to the breathtaking beauty that unfolded as the rocky mountain rose majestically from the sea.

      The cliffs, my sanctuary, stood on the opposite side of the island, towering over the dark caves that cradled the village we were supposed to be visiting today. The sheer magnificence of the cliffs, where mountain met sea and challenged the very heavens, became my haven from the too crowded caves along the harbor.

      Zak had long since stopped warning me against taking too many risks, and I gave no thought for my own safety. We’d been best friends for as long as I could remember. As the only children growing up under the Covenant’s watchful eye in this remote corner of the empire, one could say we’d been destined for each other.

      My heart pounded in my chest as my foot slipped, and the world blurred into a chaotic mosaic of jagged rocks beneath me. A guttural shriek escaped my lips as I swayed from the cliff face, the gaping maw of the void threatening to swallow me whole.

      “Mara!” Zak's panicked voice echoed against the jagged rock as he scrambled to reach me.

      The fear in his voice only fueled my resolve—I wasn't afraid of the treacherous climb or the dangerous descent to the unforgiving caves below. Falling meant I hadn't been good enough, strong enough, and if that was my fate, then so be it.

      I looked down to where Zak stood on a flat ledge beneath me, his eyes searching for a way up.

      “Wait there!” I shot him a grin as my hand found purchase and I pulled myself up.

      Master Cyril would have my head for this, or at least his acolytes would. The old man had a soft spot for me, one I took full advantage of.

      I reached the top of the cliff and hauled myself over the edge. It may as well have been the edge of the world for all I knew of anything beyond our island. This was peace. Serenity. I drank in the fresh air, relishing the feel of the sun on my face. I could no longer hear Zak below, only the howl of the wind as it lifted the thick red braid from my neck.

      “Mara, we have work to do,” Zak reminded me.

      With a last look at the breathtaking view, I reached down over the ledge. "Take my hand," I beckoned to Zak, who stood below, uncertainty etched across his face.

      “You’re not right,” he muttered, but trust flickered in his eyes as he accepted my hand, confident that I would never let him fall. "One of these days," he huffed, hauling himself over the precipice, "you're going to get us both killed."

      With a laugh, I helped him up. “But don’t you feel exhilarated? You’ve thwarted death again.” I swept my hand out over the expanse below us, the distant crash of waves barely reaching us. “Is there any greater foe than our own fear?”

      He bent over to catch his breath. “I don’t get what’s so grand about these rocks. Nothing grows up here.”

      “It has a stark beauty, don’t you think?” I tilted my head back, letting the sun’s rays warm my face. “There’s so much space up here.” I sucked in another lungful of the crisp sea air. “It’s a nice change.” Out in the open, I could see my world with fresh eyes and know there was so much more to this life than the network of caves I so rarely escaped.

      “Lovely.” Zak bobbed his head in feigned agreement. He never could see what I did up here. What it meant to me to look out across the water, beyond the frothing and roiling waves where the deceptive sea looked like a sheet of glass on the surface, hiding the tempest of violent currents within its depths.

      Out there, across the vast expanse of the ocean, lay kingdoms that danced in the realm of dreams—a world I couldn't fathom from this secluded island, my knowledge confined to the smallest corner of the Teitoran Empire. The mysteries of distant lands rivaled the enigma of my own parentage, mired in the fog of unanswered questions.

      “We’re losing the afternoon, Mara.” Zak called me back to reality. “The shops will be closing at sunset; we better hurry.” He scrambled to his feet on shaky legs. “And I don’t relish climbing down in the dark.” He dusted off the back of his robes and set off across the windswept plateau.

      Just ahead, the safety of the dirt path beckoned, leading us into a village that clung to existence—a shanty-town of crumbling lean-tos, fortress to those outside the Covenant of Morimei who dared to call the wild cliffs of Jinpoli their home.

      "Fine." I sighed, tearing my gaze away from the edge of the world. A whispered wish for a chance to explore past these shores lingered in the wind as I followed Zak.

      The villagers toiled under the Covenant's watchful eye, eking out sustenance from the rocky soil. The Covenant provided much, but it also confined, shaping a viewpoint that deemed the world small. Yet, as the wind carried the scent of adventure, I couldn't ignore the yearning for something more—culture, people, and a life outside the suffocating embrace of the caves.

      Was she out there?

      Had she found a better life for herself?

      Here, under the open sky, I let myself think of the woman who’d brought me to this remote place. The only mother I’d ever known. But she wasn’t mine. When I was ten, she left on a ship, and I never saw her again. Over the years, her voice faded from my mind, and her face fell into shadows. Only her name remained. "Genevieve," I whispered, a bittersweet echo in the open air.

      “Come on, Mara,” Zak yelled. “If you expect me to climb back down those cursed cliffs, then we have to hurry.”

      “No one said you had to follow me.” I quickened my pace to catch up with him, our camaraderie evident in every step. Following each other was second nature—two lost souls navigating an island that never belonged to us. The brotherhood had taken us in as children, their motives shrouded in mystery, just like our purpose on this isolated rock. This was our life, the only one we'd ever known. And it would never be enough. Not for me.

      “I must really love you.” He sighed as he waited on the path for me. “Seeing as how I let you talk me into these things.”

      I playfully bumped his shoulder. "Eien ni." Forever. Our bond surpassed the uncertainty that cloaked our pasts—it was forged in the crucible of shared experiences, a life lived together with an uncertain future. "We'll take the main road back so you won't have to scale the cliffs."

      “But we’ll have to face the watch, and we’re going to be late.” He wrinkled his freckled nose. “You sure you’re up for that? You’re the one they hate, you know.”

      “I’m aware.” I gave him a smirk and jogged ahead. “We’ll be quick in town. I promise we’ll make the gates before sunset.”

      "Sure we will," he muttered, casting a wary glance at the sun dipping lower in the sky than either of us cared to admit.

      With an unexpected yelp, I found myself sliding on loose gravel down the steep path toward the village. My footing betrayed me, and I landed unceremoniously on my backside, careening until I snagged a branch protruding from the rocks. Wincing, I caught myself.

      “You okay?” Zak yelled, picking his way carefully down the path that was more for goats than humans.

      "I'm always okay." I sighed, brushing blistered palms against my pants. It was a mantra I had embraced—a truth I had fought to make a cornerstone of my existence. Growing up in Jinpoli was a challenge, but I would survive it. I was always okay.

      I reached the edge of the village long before Zak and waited for him to make his way down as slowly as Cyril walking toward one of the many duties he abhorred. The old man would spend every moment of the day studying that book of his in silence if his other duties allowed it.

      "Took you long enough." I flashed a smirk, seizing Zak's arm and propelling him toward town. "Come on. The old man will have our heads if we don't return with everything he requested." It was a truth we both acknowledged—Cyril's preference for entrusting us with his errands was less about our efficiency and more about his recognition of our yearning for the sunshine, a respite from the oppressive caves below.

      The row of timeworn shop fronts, though barely qualifying as a village, held a special place in my heart. Anything outside the cave city was a favorite. Straw littered the street, and we found the culprit beside a broken-down cart with a bale hanging off the back. Akihiro sat trying to fix the wooden wheel, but he didn’t appear to be having much luck.

      "I'm going to help him." Zak dashed toward the cart, his sense of duty overpowering the urgency of Cyril's errand.

      "But what about Cyril's list?" I glanced nervously at the sun inching along the horizon.

      “Go to the chandler. We can’t see someone in trouble and not aid them. I’ll meet you there once we have Akihiro on his way again.”

      Zak's determination mirrored Cyril's principles. It was why he seamlessly fit into the Covenant's mold. He believed in their teachings.

      The chandler’s shop sat at the end of the street, and I let out a groan when I saw the “closed” sign hanging in the window.

      "Tanak had to close up early today," a man from the metalsmith's shop across the narrow street offered, spitting a stream of dark tobacco juice onto the ground. "You might find him at home." He gestured toward the alley between the shops.

      “Thanks.” I darted into the dark alley, familiar with the way to the chandler’s home that was hardly more than a hovel.

      I banged on the green door that merely leaned against the opening. “Mr. Tanak!” I shouted.

      “We’re closed,” he yelled, refusing to open the door.

      “Mr. Tanak, open this door right now, or I’m coming in.” His reputation for unfriendliness was well-known, and our past haggles over candle prices added an edge to our interactions.

      The door slid aside, revealing a formidable figure with scraggly dark hair in need of a wash. He blocked my view into the dimly lit room, refusing me entrance. "What is it, Mara?" His tone wavered between annoyance and frustration. "My shop is closed for the day."

      I raised my list. "I need a few sizes."

      “Come back tomorrow.” He tried to shut the door, but I stuck my foot out to block it. “They’re not for me. I come for Master Cyril. You know how he prefers your candles to the brotherhood’s vastly inferior ones.”

      Rolling his eyes, he ran a hand over his face, relenting with a begrudging, "Fine." Cyril's influence wielded a magic key in the village. Tanak snatched the list, slamming the door shut. I narrowly sidestepped it when he returned with the candles, dumping them into my arms and swiftly exchanging them for a handful of Imperial Koban coins. With a grunt, he shut the door once more.

      “Always a pleasure, Mr. Tanak,” I yelled, double checking the collection of candles that would burn for different intervals. Cyril was forever losing track of time and the candles helped remind him of his other duties. And he claimed Tanak’s candles smelled like his childhood, where the brotherhood candles smelled like rancid tallow.

      At least the next item on the list would provide a much more pleasant experience. Zak wouldn’t want to miss this one. I found him at the center of town with Akihiro, the wheel still broken.

      “Hopeless,” I muttered, examining the wheel. Two of the spokes had snapped. “You won’t be able to fix this with just a stick and hammer. That wheel needs to be taken off. I suggest you wait until morning and seek out Brother Aramus.” He was the Covenant’s best builder. “Zak, come on. I’m not missing out on Mrs. Sato’s sweetbread because of you.”

      The moment I saw cherry liquor on the list, Cyril’s favorite, I knew we’d have to visit Mrs. Sato. She was the wife of the village metalsmith. She had a house full of children, but she considered all young people on the island her responsibility.

      Zak caught up to me at her door, taking the load of candles from me.

      Mrs. Sato had the door open before we could knock. She was a thin woman, as all were on an island where food was often scarce. Her sunken eyes gave her a sallow look, and yet they held kindness.

      “Samara.” She smiled. “Zak. I was expecting you two today. I made some sweetbread, but you’re cutting it rather close, aren’t you?” She cast a look to the darkening sky, a hint of worry in her eyes.

      Zak and I exchanged a grin as the scent of freshly baked sweetbread beckoned us inside.

      The dim glow of twilight accompanied our quick departure from Mrs. Sato's house, where we had indulged in warm honey loaves and gathered every item on Cyril's list. Laden with goods, we ventured toward the main gate just as the night draped its dark shroud over the landscape.

      A yawn escaped me. "Think we could sleep in tomorrow?" I quickened my pace, the anticipation of a steaming cup of tea and a cozy bed urging me onward.

      Zak only shook his head in sympathy. There was no such thing as sleeping long hours on Jinpoli. Ritual and work were more important to the Covenant than sleep.

      Tall walls rose before us, and we reached the heavy iron gate just as night fell. The gate was already shut.

      Not this again.

      “Brother Lawrence?” I whisper-shouted into the growing darkness. I really hoped Brother Phillip wasn’t manning the watchtower tonight. He had some kind of vendetta against me that I’d never understood, but Brother Lawrence didn’t actively hate me. I bucked the Covenant’s tradition whenever I could get away with it, but I wasn’t a danger to them. Most of the brotherhood weren’t known for their whit and sense of fun, while I was a delight.

      A head popped out of the small window in the tower beside the gate. “Samara. Zak.” I couldn’t see Brother Phillip’s face in the dark, but I knew his scowl by heart.

      Next, he’d ask what our business was so late in the village.

      “What business do you have being out so late?”

      “None of yours.” I sneered up at him, knowing he probably couldn’t see the expression. If he did, I’d get an hour’s punishment on my knees on the hard stone, scrubbing floors and having to think about the prophets—beings who’d never done anything for us except sow chaos.

      The door groaned on its ancient hinges. The Covenant wasn’t great about keeping up defenses. They didn’t have to. The island was protected by the angry sea, with its raging storms, impossible currents, and winds that would rip most ships apart. Those who opposed the Covenant’s view of the prophecies stayed far away.

      Brother Phillip met us on the other side of the gate.

      “I apologize, sir,” Zak began, his voice tight with tension. “We didn't intend to remain outside after dark.” The night held sanctity for the brotherhood, a period dedicated to prayer and reflection, open solely to those sworn to the Covenant once the sun vanished from the sky. Those of us not ordained by the Covenant were supposed to avoid disturbing the sacred hours of darkness.

      Brother Phillip’s hand shot out, grasping Zak by the neck. Zak made a garbled sound in the back of his throat, his breath wheezing out.

      “What are you doing?” I yelled. “Stop it!”

      He ignored me, focusing on my friend. “Cyril’s little pet continues to break the rules.” He meant Zak, not me. Normally, I received the poor treatment.

      Zak tried to speak, but he couldn’t even breathe.

      “Let him go!”

      “This boy is not the right one.” His grip tightened. I saw it on Zak’s face. “Cyril is too blind to see this one is only a troublemaker.”

      “No,” I yelled. “That’s me. Zak only wants to protect me. I’m the troublemaker. Please, let him go.” I kicked out, attempting to sweep the brother off his feet, but he anticipated my move and stood firmly, feet planted like tree trunks.

      My anger, escalating with each ignored plea, reached a breaking point. I charged at Brother Phillip, slamming into him and forcing him away from Zak. Zak crumpled to his knees, gasping for breath.

      Brother Phillip shoved me off him, pushing me against the stone wall. Searing pain shot up my spine. He drew back his fist, but a voice stopped him.

      “What is the meaning of this?”

      Master Cyril, his robes billowing around him, rushed toward us with a speed defying his advanced age. While his true age remained a mystery, it mattered little in Jinpoli, where life revolved around the keeper of the Book of Prophecies.

      Phillip jumped to his feet. “Master Cyril, I found these two out past dark.”

      Cyril’s face showed no expression. “I sent them.” He didn’t offer any explanation, only stared at him.

      “But …”

      “I said I sent them. You may return to your post.”

      Brother Phillip wasted no time scurrying away.

      “You two,” Cyril commanded, “follow me.”

      He guided us through the gates. The luminous moonlight and starry expanse vanished overhead, replaced by the pitch-black darkness beneath the mountain.

      As we descended, the rugged stone walls glowed from torchlight nestled in tarnished silver sconces. The uneven, cold ground transformed into soft carpets of moss underfoot, intended to stave off the cave's persistent chill.

      It never did.

      I couldn't gauge how long we walked before Cyril finally spoke. “I anticipated your return hours ago.”

      “We apologize.” Zak lowered his head.

      I rolled my eyes. “You knew we would take some time when you sent us. Don't act like you didn't.”

      Cyril shot me a smirk over his shoulder. “The Barren Cliffs again?”

      I nodded. “Even got Zak to climb up.”

      “I do miss my youthful days. Next time, use the lower gate on your return. Brother Lawrence was on duty there tonight, and he would have allowed you passage in exchange for a splash of the cherry liquor you're carrying.”

      “Or a kiss from Samara.” Zak laughed.

      I shoved him. It wasn't a secret that some of the brothers had started paying more attention to me as I began to look more like a woman than a child. However, my interest lay far from their advances—my dreams were filled with adventures, a life anywhere but here. A life my own experiences were too limited to even imagine.

      “Cut it out.” Cyril guided us down the narrow path to his private chambers. Inside his study, a crackling fire warmed the hearth. “Samara aspires to grander things than settling down on this lonely island.”

      “Funny, that’s all I wish to do.” Zak crossed the room, retrieved three cups from the lone cabinet, and set the kettle on the fire.

      There was something in his words, some secret Zak kept from me, but I didn’t pry. He would tell me when he was ready.

      Cyril gave him a sympathetic look before going to his desk and shutting the age-old book that lay on it. We did not know how old the Book of Prophecies was, but it looked as though it had been written yesterday. The pages had not yellowed. There were no tears in the leather cover.

      And all the pages looked blank to me.

      The most renowned book in the world—the Covenant of Morimei deemed it of utmost importance. Even Zak believed in its words that only Cyril could see.

      As for me, I wasn't certain what to believe.

      Cyril, I trusted. Zak was my family. But beyond that, there were so many aspects I didn't comprehend. Numerous secrets lingered in these caves—rules I detested and customs that made no sense.

      One day, I vowed to find my way out.
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      I woke at the first gong, like most mornings. The chill of the night still clung to my bones, and part of me wanted to curl up under my thin blanket and go back to sleep, but there was too much to do. Already, my mind drifted to my list. And I knew from experience if I didn’t get started now, Cyril would be in a bad mood by the time I made it to his quarters. No one would thank me for that.

      When Master Cyril was ill-tempered, everyone was.

      I rolled to the edge of my cot, wiping the sleep from my eyes. Everything I needed to dress for the day was within arm’s reach, which was the exact length of the room.

      Tossing a mostly clean linen tunic over my head and grabbing a secondhand set of mustard yellow robes, I was dressed before the third gong. I had errands to run for Cyril, and if I hurried, I’d have time for breakfast.

      Except, I couldn’t find my boots.

      I crouched on the rough stone floor of my dormitory, reaching to the farthest corner for the boots I kicked off late last night. I’d let Mara talk me into trying to sneak into the village tavern. It took us an hour to get there, and we got kicked out within five minutes. Then, we had to sneak past the snoozing guards at the lower gates.

      I yawned as I left my room, cursing Mara’s name for letting her talk me into these antics that stole my precious hours of sleep.

      I took the tunnel nearest the acolyte dormitory, making my way down into the deepest part of the underground city to one of the many libraries the Covenant of Morimei had spent centuries cultivating. I had a list of scrolls Cyril wanted to study.

      Most of the brotherhood were busy with their own studies this early in the morning. Breakfast wasn’t for at least an hour, so I was one of few rushing about the corridors.

      I knew the cave system like the back of my hand. That was the only reason Cyril finally agreed to let me move into the dormitories with the acolytes.

      I didn’t have a family. No history to speak of. I’d always lived with the brotherhood. When I was younger, Genevieve took care of me and Mara. She’d made a home for us in one of the few spaces that could accommodate a family in the crowded homes of Jinpoli. When she left, Mara went to live with Cyril, and I got my freedom … er, my own room.

      “No acolytes past this point.” A gruff voice pulled me out of thoughts of my past. Thoughts I didn’t like to linger on. It wasn’t good to dwell on where I came from and how I came to live in Jinpoli. Not when there were no answers to those questions.

      “Brother Simon.” I shifted my hood back so he could see my face. “You know I’m not an acolyte.”

      “Oh, it’s Cyril’s pet.” I detected a hint of a sneer on his wrinkled face. “It’s the robes.” He hefted himself from the guard house at the mouth of the tunnel that led to the most secretive libraries in the empire.

      “Acolyte robes are brown. These old robes are yellow. You can see me coming from the other side of the mountain.”

      “Yellow.” The guard snorted. “Haven’t seen anyone in yellow in a long, long time.” He began to turn the crank, hefting the gate up a little at a time.

      “I’ll be back before you can get that thing lowered.” I ducked under the gate and took the slick stone steps spiraling down into the darkness. The torch lighter hadn’t made it down this far yet, so I let my memory guide me. The walls were covered in moss and tiny mushrooms that never saw the light of the sun, yet they let off an iridescent glow. Counting the steps, I let out a breath as I reached the last one and thrust my hand out for the door.

      Locked. I banged on it, trying not to let the oppressive darkness get to me. There was something about the deeper bowels of the city that twisted my stomach. I preferred the higher reaches of the caves and the outdoors. The thought of spending my adult life cooped up down here terrified me.

      Some of the librarians hadn’t left the caves of Jinpoli in decades. It was evident in their sallow skin and bloodshot eyes.

      “What?” One such bloodshot eye peered at me through the peephole in the door.

      “I’m here to pick up some scrolls for Master Cyril.” I shoved the list through the opening. “And be quick about it if you please. The scrolls must be on his desk by the time he breaks his fast.”

      “You should have been up at the first gong, boy.” The brother snatched the parchment from my hand.

      “I did. It’s a long walk down to the libraries, and a long walk back. I have another errand to run for the keeper.”

      His eyes raked over my robes in the dim light. “Very well. Wait here.”

      He shut the opening, casting me back into darkness once again.

      By the time he returned and I stuffed the scrolls into my pack and made my way up the winding stairs, the torches were being lit.

      My pace hastened. I didn’t want to miss the morning meal.

      I made quick work at the supplier’s shop on the upper level, gathering fresh parchment, quills, and ink to replenish Cyril’s dwindling stores. I had just enough time to grab a sausage hand pie from the dining hall before heading back up to Cyril’s apartments, where I spent most of my time.

      As the keeper of the book and Master of the Covenant, Cyril had skylights that let in the sunlight and the air was fresher there. I could breathe deeply and not suffer from the wracking coughs that plagued most of the brotherhood.

      “Tea!” I forgot his favorite tea. He was almost out, and no one would have a good day if Cyril didn’t get a rich, dark cup of sweet black tea to start his morning.

      I rushed back to the supplier, grateful when the brother handed me a thick pouch full of tea leaves and a pot of honey to go with it.

      “Thank you!” I snatched the packages and stuffed them in my bag. The guards opened the gates when they saw me sprinting along the corridor, and I headed up the last winding tunnel to Cyril’s quarters.

      He was just coming out of his bedroom when I set the kettle on to boil.

      “Running late, Zakary?” He shuffled across the room, his nose already buried in a book.

      “Just a little. Sorry, sir.” I winced at the use of my given name and gathered a pinch of black tea from the pouch to fill a linen bag I kept in the cupboard. Cyril didn’t like the dregs getting into his mug.

      “You should be up with the first gong at the very least. I was up late studying, and still, I managed to do so.”

      “Of course.” I nodded. “I’ll do better next time.”

      “See that you do.” He sat at the two-seater table under the skylight to wait for his breakfast. Sometimes he ate before I arrived; other times he wanted me to prepare it for him. I never knew which it would be ahead of time.

      “Porridge, sir?” I reached for the dried oats in the cupboard.

      “What?” He looked up from his book. “No, just a bit of toast.”

      I lifted my hand from the jar of oats and searched for the fresh bread I’d brought with me yesterday.

      There was hardly more than a slice left. Cyril must have had a late night indeed. It would have to do. I managed to cut two thin slices from the heel and slathered them with butter. Setting them on a hot brick in the fireplace, I counted to myself so they wouldn’t burn. Two minutes. Not a second more.

      When the kettle whistled, I poured hot water over the tea leaves and added a generous portion of honey. Setting the perfect toast on the table next to his tea, I slid a jar of jam near his elbow and sank into the chair opposite him.

      “None for you, Zak? There’s plenty.”

      I would have to get him another loaf of bread before the day was out so he would continue to think that was true.

      “No thank you. I had a quick breakfast earlier.” The sausage pie I’d eaten while scurrying about the caves threatened to rise up my throat in a greasy blaze of glory.

      Cyril moved to the cupboard for another mug and proceeded to make a second cup.

      “Is yours not to your liking, sir?”

      “It’s perfect.” He sat back down and slid the second mug in front of me. “But you look exhausted.” He met my gaze with a wink.

      “Thank you, sir.” I took a grateful sip, letting the warmth seep into my veins.

      “Mara had you out late again?”

      My cheeks flushed as I nodded. “She always manages to talk me into her ridiculous schemes.”

      He smiled fondly. “She’s an adventurous girl confined to an island fortress dedicated to studying prophecy. She needs your friendship.”

      “I just wish her friendship didn’t interrupt my sleep.” I took another sip of the hot, fragrant tea, letting myself relax for a brief moment. The request would come all too quickly.

      “Fetch me the book, Zak. We have much to learn today.”

      “Yes, sir.” I shoved my chair back, the legs scraping against the rough stone. It was the same every day. Fetch me the book. We have much to learn.

      The Book of Prophecies. Fabled to some. A source of reverence to others. To me, it was just a mystery that was part of my daily life.

      He kept it in an alcove, just off his bedroom behind a curtain. I pushed the curtain aside to find the sacred tome resting on a pedestal, opened to one of the first pages.

      I stuck my finger between the pages to mark his place before I closed the cover and hefted it into my arms. It was heavier than it looked. It always felt a little surreal to get to hold it—even if only for a brief moment. I quickly moved to Cyril’s study where he waited for me.

      “Were you up late reading again, Cyril?” I opened to the same page, which appeared blank to me. I couldn’t see the words of prophecy for myself, but Cyril had spoken of them and wished for me to study the histories of this book.

      “The prophecies always whisper to me at night. Makes sleeping difficult when they are particularly loud, as they were last night.” He flipped through the pages, each the same as the ones before it. Blank.

      Day after day, the master poured over the pages, as though new prophecies had appeared in the night. He approached them each morning as if he hadn’t studied every line of it his entire life.

      As keeper of the Book of Prophecies, Cyril held all the world’s secrets at his fingertips.

      I was just his pageboy. I ran errands, brewed his tea, and made sure he stopped working long enough to eat something. An orphaned boy who was lucky enough to be taken in by the keeper himself.

      Yet, every day was the same for me.

      I’d give anything to see what wisdom those pages contained.
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      “Did you know the island is actually a mountain?” Zak huffed his way up the steep slope behind me.

      “Yeah, it’s kind of obvious.” I gestured at the mountain peak rising toward the sky above us.

      “No, I mean, the whole island.” He swept his arms out to encompass everything around us. “It’s all the very tip of a huge mountain range.”

      “What do you mean, a range? It’s just one mountain.” I grabbed a root protruding from the rocky ground and pulled myself along the steep incline, pausing to give Zak a hand.

      “It’s under the sea.” His eyes sparkled like they did whenever he learned something new that forever changed his view of the world.

      “Shove off. There aren’t mountain ranges underwater.” I shook my head and wiped the sweat from my face. I loved hiking the mountain, exploring what little I hadn’t seen of the island. Though I’d never yet reached the summit that rested somewhere above the clouds, from up here, we could see everything. Even the distant islands surrounding Jinpoli.

      “It’s true. Cyril explained it to me. I can show you the maps sometime. All the volcanic activity from Doragune makes it happen. Over thousands of years, all the earthquakes crack the bottom of the sea and the mountains start to form underwater. Then, over time, all these lava tubes in Doragune spill into the ocean and start to amass. After hundreds and hundreds of years, Jinpoli, as we know it, started to rise from the sea.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” I sucked in the fresh air, letting the sun warm my face as I waited for Zak to catch up. I’d stay out here forever if Cyril would let me. The northern side of the island was far more interesting than the south side where the village was. Here, I had an unobstructed view of blue water and skies as far as the eye could see. The horizon was dotted with the green islands, where the brotherhood traded with the peoples who lived there. That was where we got most of our food and the supplies that we couldn’t make for ourselves.

      That was one thing I knew about Jinpoli without needing to attend my lessons or study a map. It was isolated from the rest of the world. We didn’t need the guard to stand watch. We didn’t need the sheer cliffs rising on all sides to protect us from invaders. We didn’t need the walled harbor wrapping its stone arms around the island to protect the vulnerable port where the waves crashed onto the lowlands.

      Even now, as I stood on the edge of the highest cliff overlooking the port, I could see the monolithic statues of some long-forgotten brothers and sisters. Their spears raised over the high gates that protected the harbor from passing ships. Not that we ever saw many.

      Jinpoli was so remote and the seas around the island so unpredictable that we didn’t need protection from the outside world. Not when the journey across the vast ocean was treacherous for those who didn’t know how to navigate the currents and weather changes.

      We were like prisoners here, stranded on an island the rest of the world had forgotten existed. The sea was our jailor. Someday, I would find a way off this island, and I’d have my own adventure.

      “We came all this way just to admire the view?” Zak dropped onto the nearest boulder and fanned his face. “It’s awfully hot.” He held a hand to shield his eyes. “And bright.”

      “You spend too much time underground. It’s not natural. People weren’t meant to live in a hole in the ground like some kind of burrowing nocturnal creature.”

      “You always complain about the city, but it’s all either of us has ever known. And all we’ll likely get to see in this life.”

      “Not me.” I tossed a pebble over the cliff, wondering how much of a splash one tiny rock might make in such a powerful ocean. “I will find a way out. And when I do, you’re coming with me.”

      “What if I want to be a brother someday?”

      “Trust me, you don’t.” He wasn’t serious, only defiant.

      “How do you know what I want?”

      I sat on the rock beside him and rummaged through my bag.

      “Because you’re old enough now—you could become an official acolyte if that’s what you really wanted.” I handed him a wedge of soft cheese, a bundle of dried figs, and a tin of crackers. “And you haven’t.” My hand grazed what I was searching for and pulled the slender tube from my bag.

      “Where did you get that?” Zak’s eyes widened as I stood and extended the metal tube.

      “Nicked it from Brother Gabe last month, and he still hasn’t realized it’s missing.” I lifted the scope to my eye to study the horizon. “Why do the brothers have telescopes when you all live underground?”

      “First, I’m not a brother,” Zak reminded me. “Second, it bothers me that you don’t know this when you’ve lived in Jinpoli all your life. The Covenant has its eye on the future, studying prophecy. So they can see what’s coming.”

      “Yeah, okay.” I counted the islands I could make out in the distance. There were more than I’d thought. I studied a cluster that seemed to surround something larger.

      “Seriously. You don’t get the metaphor?” He tugged me back down onto the rock.

      “What’s a metaphor?”

      He gave me the look that said I can’t believe my best friend is this stupid before he brushed the hair back from his face.

      “The scope is a symbol for how the Covenant of Morimei focuses on what’s coming, not what is past.”

      “They don’t actually use them? Why bother carrying them around at all?”

      “Because it’s a daily reminder of what they have pledged their lives to.”

      I snorted a laugh at that. “Daily? I found this one in the bottom of Brother Gabe’s satchel under a layer of paper and crumbs. I don’t think he gets the metaphor either.”

      “What are you looking for?”

      “Think about it, Zak.” I tore off a chunk of the soft cheese and wrapped it around a fig. “When’s the last time we’ve seen a ship other than those longboats from the closest islands? It’s been more than a year. Yet, we haven’t run out of anything.” I popped the fig into my mouth, savoring the salty sweetness.

      “We make most of what we need right here on the island, you know that. And what we can’t make here, we trade with the neighboring islanders.”

      “Something doesn’t add up.” I went back to studying the islands along the horizon. For months, I’d spent my time making a map of everything I could see from the highest points of Jinpoli. There were more than a dozen islands on the south side, but they were small and rocky, with some grassy areas. To the east and west, there was nothing between us and the open sea. But to the north, there was life. Thirty-eight islands, by my count. And beyond those, likely hundreds more. Ships could get lost in there and never lay eyes on Jinpoli.

      “There has to be another port close by. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “Why does it matter?”

      “It matters because if there’s a port city close enough to reach by boat, then there’s a way out, Zak.”

      “Why do you want out so badly all of a sudden?”

      My shoulders fell. “Near as I can tell, I’m sixteen or seventeen years old. If I’m ever going to leave this island, it has to be soon. I’ll never amount to anything here.”

      “And what makes you think there’s some kind of hidden port town out there among the islands?”

      “You don’t pay attention.” I went back to scribbling notes in my journal. I would add my findings to the map I was making when I got back to my room tonight, after Cyril made his last check on me. “When we were in the village yesterday, didn’t you notice there were more people out than usual?”

      Zak shrugged. “Maybe the fishermen didn’t go out.”

      “You didn’t notice there were at least a dozen new faces? Faces I’ve never seen before?”

      “You know as well as I that the islanders come here for trading. And many choose to stay for a time to work for the Covenant in the village.”

      “Yes, but they have beautiful tawny skin, all shades of golden brown and umber. The faces I saw yesterday were bright red and blistered. Fair skin brutally sunburned. The only time we see that is when the occasional brother leaves the network of caves to work in the village. And those new faces did not belong to brothers or sisters of Jinpoli.

      “I’m sure there’s a rational explanation for what you saw.” He shrugged it off and continued spreading cheese on crackers for both of us.

      “There is. They were sailors. From only the prophets know where. But when’s the last time you saw a real imperial ship?”

      A ship’s arrival was a cause for celebration, and they normally only came when it was time for a brother to leave for a new assignment aross the empire. No one had left all year.

      “What’s that?” Zak pointed over my shoulder. His face had paled even more than usual.

      “Speak of the prophets and they appear!” I lifted the scope to my eye and let out a whoop of joy. “It’s a ship. A big one!” I watched as it sailed around the largest island to the northeast. “I knew it!”

      “Let me see.” He tried to tug the scope from my hands, but I turned away from him. “I wonder where it hails from.” My imagination ran wild with the possibilities. Before that ship left these waters, we would be on it. I didn’t care where it took me, as long as it wasn’t here.

      “Give it to me, Samara.” Zak raised his voice and snatched the scope from my hands.

      “What’s the matter with you? I’d have given you a look in a minute.”

      “No,” Zak muttered. “It can’t be.” He pulled his gaze from the scope and blinked at the dot along the horizon that would be my salvation. “It just can’t.” He peered into the lens again.

      “What’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen the end of the world.”

      “I might have.” He grabbed my hand. “We have to go.”

      “What? No! I want to watch it come in. We’ll go down to the port when it gets closer.”

      “Samara!” he shouted into the wind, his eyes wild with fright. “That is a Satru vessel. And if there’s one, there’s a hundred behind it.”

      “A Satra-what?”

      “For heaven’s sake, don’t you ever attend your lessons?” Zak snatched up his satchel and started back down the trail at a stumbling run.

      “I attend regularly.” I stomped after him. “But paying attention is another matter entirely.”

      “It’s the Satru, Mara.” He sounded afraid. “They want to destroy everything the brotherhood stands for. For centuries, the Covenant of Morimei has guided the world through the prophecies. Gently, and with purpose. Again and again, the cycles of prophecy come and go, and it’s the brotherhood that gets us through it. They are the reason humanity survives each and every time.”

      “And these people don’t want them doing that?”

      “The Satru believe the prophecies should be stopped. By any means necessary. They destroy everything and everyone who goes against them. They believe they can lead the world into a time of peace where the prophecies no longer repeat, and they will do anything to achieve it.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad.” I shot a longing look over my shoulder, wondering if these Satru people accepted passengers.

      Zak rounded on me, pointing his finger in the air. “I might not be a brother of the Covenant, but I’ve studied the prophecies enough to know how they work. You can avoid them only for so long. Eventually, they will have their way. That is the role of the Covenant. To allow prophecy to take its toll once a new cycle has begun. It is their most sacred duty to help us put our lives back together once it has passed.”

      “But the last cycle happened in another age. Who even knows if it’s all true?”

      “It could all begin anew at any moment.” He tapped his foot as if he found me the most frustrating creature on the island.

      “So … their arrival is a bad thing?” I blinked at him, not quite believing in the prophecy nonsense I’d been fed all my life.

      “If the Satru has finally found its way to Jinpoli, they will destroy the Covenant. They will attack the moment they’re within striking distance. We have to reach the guards to sound the alarm. They probably haven’t even spotted the ship yet. If we hurry, we can get the harbor gates closed and prepare our defenses.”

      “Well, why didn’t you say that from the start?” I picked up my pace, and together we rushed down the steep slope, slipping and sliding in the gravel. I wanted to leave this rock and never look back, but at the same time, I didn’t want to see it destroyed.

      The sight of the Satru vessel lit a fire in my friend. Gone was the hesitant, clumsy oaf who rarely took a risk. He lead the way down to the north gate, screaming for all he was worth.

      Waving his arms, Zak caught the guard’s attention. “A ship! Satru!” he gasped. “Sound the alarm!”

      “We’re awaiting orders.” The armed brother shook his head. “The ship was sighted just now. Word is, Master Cyril wants to keep the sea gates open. We are waiting to confirm.”

      “What? No, that can’t be right.” Zak turned to me for help, but if he couldn’t get the guard to act, they certainly weren’t going to listen to me. “Cyril wouldn’t just invite them in.”

      “Either way, we have to await orders. You two best get inside and hunker down. We could be in for a rough night.”

      I didn’t get a chance to respond before Zak grabbed my hand and we ran into the wide cavern that led into the heart of the mountain.

      My and Cyril’s quarters were close by, and it didn’t take long to discover a line of brethren waiting outside his door.

      “Shove off, old man, I live here.” I made my way through the crowd of frightened and agitated brothers who hadn’t seen this much action in a decade.

      My room wasn’t exactly part of Cyril’s apartment, only Cyril-adjacent, right across the corridor. We made like we were heading for my room until we hit the front of the line. I shoved past Brother Lawrence, slipped the keyring from around my neck and slid it into the lock at Cyril’s door. We were inside before the others knew what was happening. Zak threw the lock closed behind us, and we leaned against the door to catch our breath as Brother Lawrence beat on the door, shouting to be let in.

      “Cyril!” Zak called, searching the small apartment for signs of the keeper.

      “Ah, there you are.” He rose from the chair behind his desk in the study, a pipe clutched between his teeth. “I thought we’d have more time. At least another six months, but the age-old lesson rises up to strike me again.” Cyril shuffled through some papers on his desk, sliding several books into a weathered old satchel. “What’s the first lesson of prophecy, Zak?”

      “It’s never what you think it is, and you should never take it literally.” Zak moved to stand between Cyril and his packing. “What are we going to do, sir?’

      “You can’t mean to leave the sea gates open,” I insisted. “They’ll just swarm the island.”

      “That’s precisely why we will leave them open. We need a distraction.” The old man moved to the pantry, shoving a loaf of bread and some dried meat into the bag. “They’ll never take a second look at two children.” He draped the satchel over Zak’s shoulder.

      “No, Cyril. What do you mean?” Zak’s voice squeaked like he was thirteen again.

      Some sort of nonverbal communication passed between them, and I wasn’t part of it.

      “But how, sir?” Zak shuffled toward the rear door of the apartment.

      “I put a map in your bag. Follow the tunnel from the upper library down to the lower gates. Once you’re through, take a right. It will lead you deeper into the mountain. You have to hurry—it’s nearly sunset, and you must make it to the other side before the tide comes in. Once you reach the cove, take a longboat and head for the largest island. Do not raise the sails until you can no longer see Jinpoli. From there, you can catch the wind and follow the map. Whatever you do, do not turn back. No matter what you see happening here, do not return. There is nothing you can do to save us.”

      “But, sir … why me?”

      “Why us?” I added. “We can help. We can fight.”

      “It has always been you, my boy,” Cyril continued, ignoring my urge to stay and fight. “There is magic within you. Both you and Samara are important. You must leave here and find passage to Doragune. Avoid the city of Kazan at all costs. You must promise me now that you will not stray anywhere from the path I’ve set out for you on the map. When you arrive in Doragune, you will travel farther north to the Kyoten stronghold. Genevieve will be waiting for you there. She will help you.”

      “Genevieve?” It was my turn for the squeaky voice. “You’ve known where she was this whole time and you didn’t tell us?”

      “The prophecies took her away for a reason.” Cyril steered us toward the back door; his strong grip on my shoulder felt ominous. “And they will bring you back together just the same. But you must go now.”
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      The girl in the mirror couldn’t have been me. A long year had passed since my Oath Day, and the marks made by the crown of shadows had faded to scars. But the marks on my heart were still open and raw.

      It was the worst day of my life.

      The day I went from beloved princess to feared future queen.

      The day I began to fear myself.

      A knock on the door jolted me from my thoughts. “What is it?”

      Gideon pushed it open, leading the rest of my chosen into the room. They were the only people who could stand to be in my presence for long, the only ones who met my eyes.

      I stood, smoothing a palm over my silk robe. “I’m not going down to supper this evening. You can all go without me.”

      “Of course you’re going.” Niko rushed forward and put an arm around me—something that wasn’t allowed, but the two of us had a habit of not playing by the rules. “The cooks made dragon bread today. I could smell it on my way here.”

      My stomach rumbled. Dragon bread. It wasn’t made from actual dragons. No one had seen them in an age, and most believed they were mere myth. But the flakey sugar on top resembled scales, inspiring the name of my favorite treat.

      I shook my head. “Really, I’m not feeling well.”

      Maya sighed. “Princess, it’s your name day. Everyone is waiting for you.”

      My name day. Exactly. Which was why I had absolutely zero desire to face the glares of my father’s court, the suspicion in their eyes. None of them would ever trust me while the crown of shadows hung like a dark cloud over my head… and their futures.

      Niko squeezed me tighter to his side. “Then, we’ll have our supper brought to us.”

      Even worse than sitting surrounded by those who hated me was the pity of the ones who didn’t.

      “Fine, I’ll come down.” I wiggled out of Niko’s grip. “But all of you out. Now.” I urged them toward the door. “I need a moment’s peace before I leave my chambers.”

      They filed out. All except Gideon. When he stayed behind, I sighed. “Don’t say it, Gid.”

      He pursed his lips. There was no more loyal man than Gideon. He once told me he resented not getting to know who his parents were, as was the custom for the chosen, but he could never resent me. The two of us were too alike. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. As I said, I’m tired.”

      He rolled his eyes. “The Odessa I know can train for a day straight, needing few breaks, and then face a horde of the kingdom’s children to distribute food. You aren’t tired. Next?”

      He was right. I’d learned from a young age how to regulate my energy so I never appeared anything less than perfectly poised. “I can’t explain it.” I moved to my closet to choose a dress.

      “Try.”

      I slipped off the robe, leaving me in only my underthings. There was no such thing as modesty between the chosen and me. I’d only kicked the others out so I could have some peace. Gideon helped me tug the dress over my head, and I turned so he could lace me up.

      His fingers brushed my skin, but there were no tingles, nothing remotely like the feelings I’d had with the man I secretly dallied with weeks ago, the one I couldn’t speak of, or the maid before that. Gideon was just Gideon, and I would always love him, but I’d never want him that way.

      When he was finished, he put a hand on my shoulder. “I know how hard this day is for you.”

      I placed my hand over his, needing to hold on to something, someone, as I kept the tears at bay. A good princess did not cry. She did not mourn a mother she never knew.

      A mother who died on this very day.

      “It’s not only her.” I turned to him. I’d never told anyone what I truly felt on this day. Not simply grief. “I can’t even explain it. Every year, it feels like my heart shatters all over again. But I don’t know if this sorrow is just about the mother I never knew.”

      “Then, what is it?”

      “I don’t know.” I rubbed a hand over my heart, felt it beating beneath the skin. What was my heart missing?

      The door opening made me turn. Effie rushed in, her cheeks flushed. “Oh, Princess. You’re dressed. I am sorry I’m so late getting you prepared for dinner.”

      All the sincerity I’d had with Gideon just moments ago disappeared. Effie had never been anything but kind to me. In truth, she had been like a mother in many ways, but ever since I learned she’d been with my mother the day she died, every time I looked at Effie, I saw the faceless woman who should be here to love me instead.

      “Do you wish me to do your hair?”

      I brushed a hand through my long hair. “And what is wrong with how it is?” It was not a style suited to my status, but I wanted to see if she’d say it.

      “Absolutely nothing. You look beautiful.” Her words were respectful but her tone indicated she didn’t appreciate my tone.

      I slipped into my shoes and hooked my arm through Gideon’s. “Let’s get this over with.”

      He led me past Effie to where the others waited in the hall.

      Angel looked back into the room. “Our girl being mean to poor old Effie again?”

      Maya sighed. “Again, Odessa?”

      Niko laughed. “Our Dessa is a tough one. No one knows that better than Effie.”

      “Please.” I rolled my eyes as we start4ed down the hall. “She gives back as good as she gets. I wouldn’t be surprised if she leaves a toad in my evening tea to teach me a lesson. Besides, I let her get away with far too much for a maid.”

      Dimitri and Angel brought up the rear in silence, as usual. Not even Gideon responded. For all any of them knew, they were the children of maids, soldiers, and farmers. They were the lucky ones to be elevated from that sort of life. Now, they suffered royal suites, imperial honor, and rich food.

      When we arrived at the great hall, I stopped outside the door. The sounds of chatter filtered out. Too many people. Too many eyes.

      They weren’t here to celebrate. Only to witness the shadow princess falter.

      “Don’t forget,” Gideon whispered, “we’re here with you.”

      He was right. I wasn’t alone.

      My own father might not be able to bring himself to even look at me on this day, but at least my truest friends were here for my celebration. They just also happened to be my chosen guard.

      I led them into the room, and all talk ceased as the nobles seated around long tables caught sight of me. It wasn’t often the court attended such a celebration. My father wasn’t one for balls and grand banquets. But upon occasion, he insisted, especially as a distraction on this particular day.

      If only he’d show up for me just this once. It would have made it much easier this year now that the shadows had claimed me.

      I lifted my chin, meeting the eyes of everyone I passed, daring any to look away. Once the crown rested on my head, they would regret shunning me, showering me with rumors and suspicion when I’d done nothing to deserve it.

      Gideon smiled at them, softening my scowl. Typical. I couldn’t be intimidating with the diplomatic one on my arm. I should have had Dimitri walk at my side. Even Angel, once he stopped laughing, had a deadly air about him.

      I looked to the high table, wondering if for once, I’d see my father there. He rarely ate with me anymore, and definitely not on the anniversary of the day I was born, the day he’d gained a disappointing daughter and lost the wife he’d adored.

      Our prophecy forbade him another.

      A castle crowned in gold under a cerulean sky will be laid to waste should the second-born daughter refuse to die.

      Now, I’d not only killed his wife and ruined his chance to have a son, but I would wear the crown of shadows.

      If I were him, I’d hate me too.

      Instead of the royal family, the high table was crowded with men in crimson robes. Brothers from the Covenant of Morimei, representatives of the brotherhood responsible for sighting signs of a new cycle of prophecy fulfillment to apprise the keeper of the book.

      It was their belief that the prophecies must be weathered, that if we were diligent and watched for the signs, adhering to the wisdom of the keeper, we would survive the cycle to begin anew in the next age.

      I seated myself beside a rather unremarkable brother I didn’t recognize and gave him a silent nod in greeting.

      “Princess.” He lifted his silver goblet to toast me as a servant filled mine with wine.

      Gideon sat on my other side, gripping my hand beneath the table. I’d never been more grateful for him.

      “Brother, I do not believe we’ve met.”

      He took a sip. “No, your Highness. I am here as an emissary from Hokara, also representing Jinpoli. Master Cyril sent word to the emperor that I was to divert my travels here for a fortnight.”

      I’d only heard of the prophecy keeper. Master Cyril had not visited the city since before I was born, but I knew the stories. He was old, older than any other living mortal. His wisdom was unmatched, as was his compassion. People spoke of him with awe. “That is a great honor.” I did not care to ask this man’s name, as I’d forget it the moment I went back to my rooms.

      “Thank you.” He dipped his head in the respect few people had shown me over the last year. The brothers did not seem to fear the crown of shadows as the people of Doragune did. They saw it as an inevitable obstacle standing between them and the next cycle, for surely the dawn of a shadow queen was an ill omen of the looming end.

      I leaned toward Gideon. “Can we leave yet?”

      A smile tipped one corner of his mouth. “You would have them all win?”

      I looked out at the sea of nobility, and quite a few of them glanced away so suddenly it would have stung had I not been used to it. “I would have a quiet evening in bed with a book.”

      “Always the books.”

      “Tell me, how else am I to escape my fate for a few peaceful hours?”

      His smile dropped, and he sighed. “I wish it was not something you needed to escape.”

      Servants appeared carrying bowls of chilled soup, and that was when I realized the worst part of it all.

      I had to sit through the entire dinner to make it to the dragon bread.
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        * * *

      

      I had barely touched any of the six courses, but I readied my handkerchief. As soon as they brought out the dragon bread, I would wrap up a few pieces and get as far away from these people as possible. I vowed to enjoy the rare treat in the comfort of my own suite and in the company of a good book.

      The doors burst open, and I expected to see servants carrying giant silver trays of warm, crusty dragon bread, but the head of the king’s guard, Leander, and a few of his men marched between the tables, stopping only once he had reached me.

      “Princess, I have orders to send you back to your rooms.”

      “What? Why?” I’d been waiting for an excuse, but not before I got my dessert. A man in crimson robes rushed past Leander to whisper in the ear of one of the brothers seated at my table. The brothers of Morimei left without a word, alarm plain on their faces.

      “What has happened?” I stood, and my chosen followed suit, closing around me quickly as a sea of crimson and brown robes fled the great hall.

      Leander ignored my question, looking to Gideon. There was always a strange softness to the hard man when he did. “Will your guard remove her from the hall? It’s a matter of safety for the empire.”

      Gideon nodded. “She’s safe with us.”

      Leander turned on his heel and marched back the way he’d come without further explanation.

      “Angel, do not leave her side,” Gideon ordered. “Maya, Dimitri, you’ll stand guard at her door. Niko, go find out what information you can.”

      “Wait,” I protested. “Where are you going?”

      Gideon squeezed my hand once more. “I have an important matter to attend to.”

      Angel was every bit the protector Gideon was, but I wanted my best friend by my side. We didn’t speak as we pushed past scrambling nobles to get to the royal residence. My suite of rooms was on the second floor, at the opposite end of the wing from my father’s.

      Voices came from the open door of my father’s study. “What about Cyril?” It was Effie, my maid.

      “I don’t know.” Leander let out an audible sigh. “We don’t know anything other than that there was a Satru attack. But if they truly wanted to damage the cause, Cyril would have been their target.”

      Effie’s sobs echoed in the hall. I hadn’t known she knew Master Cyril. But there was so much the people in this palace kept from me.

      Angel pulled me up the stairs and down the long corridor, with Maya and Dimitri following close behind. I flung open the door to my rooms and ran to my bed, collapsing onto it. Being a princess was exhausting. What I wouldn’t give for just one day in someone else’s shoes.

      Angel sat on the end of the bed. “You don’t think …” He stopped.

      “Something’s happened with the Covenant.” I finished his thought.

      Neither of us knew what to say about that. Few things meant as much to the empire as the Covenant of Morimei. They spent their lives studying the prophecies across the kingdoms, finding ways to help our people navigate them so the least number of Teitoran lives were lost. It was their job to ensure there were enough of us left to rebuild after an age of prophecy had passed.

      In Doragune, that meant outlawing gold and only having one royal daughter until the cycle began anew and could no longer be avoided.

      Niko burst in a few minutes later.

      “The Satru have seized Jinpoli,” he heaved. “It’s been completely decimated… Master Cyril is dead.”

      Angel jumped to his feet. “That’s not possible. It’s unreachable, even for the Satru.”

      We all knew of the Covenant’s island city. It was impenetrable. If one could even survive the journey to reach the fabled city that contained all the knowledge of Teitora within the network of caves beneath the island.

      Niko shook his head, his eyes wide. “It’s true. Every last soul on the island has been killed.” He scrubbed a hand across his face. “I was told the slaughter happened weeks ago.”

      All those people.

      Gone.

      The heart of the Covenant was dead.

      “What of Master Cyril?” My voice sounded weak with shock, and the room started to spin. I gripped the edge of the bed in white-knuckled fists. “What of his heir?”

      He shook his head slowly. “No one survived, Princess. And if Master Cyril had an heir, they have been lost as well. This world no longer has a keeper.”

      By the time Gideon arrived carrying a tray of dragon bread, none of us had an appetite anymore. Not even for the most delicious dessert in all the kingdoms.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      I crawled from the bed, took the tray from him, and set it on my desk. Wrapping my arms around Gideon’s waist, I buried my face in his chest. “This empire will never be the same.”

      If Jinpoli was gone and Master Cyril was dead without an heir to become the next keeper … and the weight of the shadow crown rested on my head, not a soul in all of Teitora was safe anymore.
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      It has always been you.

      Cyril’s words wouldn’t leave my mind as I stared at his map, our world erupting into chaos around us.

      What has always been me?

      Lines swam before my vision, and past interactions flashed through my head. Waiting on Cyril. Studying a book I couldn’t read, couldn’t even see the text. The way he called me ‘my boy’ like I belonged to him and no one else.

      The bag he’d given me weighed heavily on my shoulder, and I didn’t have to peek inside to know what Cyril had bestowed upon me. The book of prophecies. An ancient relic that just happened to be the most sacred artifact in the empire.

      “I can’t do this.” Clutching the edges of the map with trembling hands, I couldn’t get my mind to focus. Cyril’s directions had led us into a tunnel—one I hadn’t even known existed. I thought I knew every part of this island. Every offshoot of every cavern.

      Sounds came from farther back, a scream. The ground trembled beneath our feet. The brothers of Jinpoli weren’t soldiers. They were scholars, here to study from the great libraries. Their weapons were the minds they used to keep the empire safe, not swords. The warrior brethren were never needed here, so far in this remote corner of the empire.

      But the Satru … they were everything the Covenant of Morimei wasn’t.

      “We have to go back.” Mara turned toward the sounds of battle raging above. I knew the tone in her voice. It was the do-something-stupid tone, the put-herself-in-danger tone.

      I grabbed her arm. “We can’t help them now.” Jinpoli might have been lost already. If I lost her too…

      “We have to.” Tears flooded her eyes, but they didn’t dampen her cheeks. I took the torch she was holding so I could see the map more clearly and tried not to let her tears break my heart, as they’d always done.

      “Cyril wanted us to survive, to get out.” But with the book? How was I the right one to keep it out of the wrong hands?

      “We can’t just leave them.”

      “There’s no choice.” And also no time. I trusted Cyril more than anyone in this world. If he told me to go, I would go, and drag Samara behind me if I had to. “We have to get to the cove before high tide.”

      “Zak.” She shook her head, her eyes pleading with me. Mara hadn’t just been my companion all these years. I relied on her, was exasperated by her … loved her. There were only a few times in my life I’d ignored her wishes.

      Folding up the map, I stuck it in the bag and turned to her. “This is what you wanted. Adventure. To leave this place.” I took her hand and led her along the path, hurrying her steps.

      “No, I wanted freedom. Not the death of our family.” Another scream reached us, and a mournful sob escaped her as she halted once more.

      Our family. Most of the time, the brothers here treated us like nothing, but still, they were all we had. They took both of us in as children, raised us, and protected us. “Mara, it’s you and me now.” I had to make her see. The likes of the Covenant could not stand against the might of the Satru. And the book of prophecy could not fall into their hands. We had to keep moving. “They’re already lost to us, but we can still do this for them. One last errand. Like Cyril said, no one will notice us slipping off into the night. It’s the only chance we’ve got.”

      Get to Genevieve. That was the only thing we needed to focus on. She would know what to do with the book. How to protect it until … until the keeper could lay claim to it again. It wounded my heart to consider that might not be Cyril much longer.

      We had a map, and we had each other. Also, a book that would have every Satru sympathizer hunting us across the kingdoms. But Mara didn’t need to know that yet.

      “One last errand for him then,” she whispered, holding fast to my hand like it was some kind of lifeline. Her breath calmed, and I could almost see her mind whirring as she came to the same conclusion I already had. It was up to us now. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      The sun rested low on the horizon by the time we made it to the cove. Four longboats rested on the beach, tethered to tall poles to weather the changing tides. They bobbed in the lapping waves, waiting for villagers or brothers to go seeking fish or trade. I ran to the nearest one and threw my bag into it. “We have to go now!”

      Mara joined me, and together we managed to inch the boat out into the water before heaving ourselves over the side, wet and exhausted but alive.

      Something sailed past my head, and I ducked, pivoting to catch sight of the cliffs above the cove. “Archers! Get down.” I pushed Mara to the floor of the boat, hurling myself on top of her.

      “Get off, you fool.” She shoved at me. “We have to get away from shore before they make it down to the beach.” She dodged another arrow as she reached for an oar and dipped it into the water.

      I followed suit, but before I could take my first swipe at the water, pain seared through my arm.

      “Zak!” Mara’s voice rang in my ear as I fell back. The agony spread through my body.

      “Keep rowing,” I bit out. We couldn’t stop now. I patted myself down, looking for an arrow and finding none.

      My head pounded, and heat bloomed in my chest. Burning. Raging. I couldn’t move, could hardly breathe.

      “Are you hit?” she hollered. “Hold on, Zak. I’ll get us to one of the islands. We’ll get you some help.”

      “No,” I rasped. There was a specific port—not just any—Cyril wanted us to seek out. “Take the map. Follow it.” The arrows dropped into the waves short of the boat now, but they weren’t the greatest danger we’d face. Once we left the relative calm of the cove, the open ocean might swallow us whole.

      Mara dropped her oars and ran back to me. “Where are you hit?”

      “I…” I coughed, the sudden pain fading into a burning sensation. “I don’t think I was.”

      It was all I could do to keep my eyes open, to stare up at my best and only friend in the world. “I love you, Mara.”

      A tired smile appeared on her face. “It’s the pain making you delirious. Quick, somebody put him out of his misery.”

      She didn’t know my words had nothing to do with pain and everything to do with the fact that I was dying. If that wasn’t a time for honesty, what was? I felt life draining from my veins, my past flitting through my mind. Images of a little girl, a baby, in a big city. The boy given up by his parents in an impoverished village. Innumerable people, every single one playing a role. Lands I couldn’t have dreamed of. Cyril.

      It was only as I started sinking into unconsciousness that I realized the life fading from this world wasn’t my own.
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      I love you, Mara.

      My eyes popped open as my words came back to me. I wasn’t dead, but part of me wished I was. For as long as I could remember, Mara had been my person. The woman I saw myself beside for the rest of my life. In Jinpoli. A fortress that would now most likely be in the hands of the Satru.

      Cyril. I shot up in bed, not knowing where I was.

      Bed? I glanced around the room. Four crooked wooden walls. The straw mattress beneath me was hard but clean and fresh. A wooden table sat beside the bed, opposite a bronze chamber pot.

      The air was hot. Too hot, and dry. I’d sweated through my shirt, and it clung to my chest. Where were the cool caves when you needed them?

      “You’re awake.” Mara pushed through a partially open door, and sunlight flooded the small room. “About time, you oaf. I worried you’d die and leave me with an empty book and a map that only leads to a woman who abandoned us.”

      “How long have I been out? Where are we? What happened to Jinpoli?”

      “Whoa.” She walked to the table to pour a cup of water from a clay ewer. “Slow down there, my love.”

      I groaned as I took the water. “You heard that?”

      “How could I not? No one has ever claimed to love me before.” She sat on the edge of the bed. “Just for the record, I love you too. We’re family, Zak. If you’d died …” She looked away, unable to meet my gaze.

      I reached for her hand. “I’m right here.”

      Sniffing, she finally set her eyes on me. “You’ve been unconscious for five days now. It took me two days to follow the map and reach this port with no one to help me row or hoist the sail.”

      I tried to touch her face where there was a cut above her lip and a bruise over her right eye. She looked like she’d been in a fight. Probably with a boat not meant for a single person and a tumultuous sea.

      She leaned back to avoid my hand.

      I dropped it. “Where are we?”

      “Shin’ata, the lost island. And this is the house of a woman named Dru.”

      Dru? “I’ve heard that name.”

      “She’s a friend of Cyril’s. She recognized the Jinpoli longboat while she was at the beach collecting clams and practically forced me to come back here so others didn’t see us.”

      There was something in her eyes, a sadness. “What is it?”

      A sigh rattled out of her. “Dru received word yesterday. Cyril is dead, and Jinpoli is ravaged.”

      A phantom pain started in my chest, reminding me of what I’d felt leaving Jinpoli. Cyril was gone. “When?”

      “On the first day of the attack. They went straight for him, and when he didn’t have the book, they killed him.”

      “While we were escaping.”

      She nodded.

      I stared up at the thatched ceiling, trying to conjure up Cyril’s face. It was always you.

      But what, old man? What was always me?

      He’d kept so many secrets, yet my heart cracked at his death. It was like losing a part of myself.

      “Scoot over.” Mara pushed my side.

      “What?”

      “I’m crawling in with you.”

      “I don’t think this bed was built for two.”

      “I don’t care.” She didn’t wait for me to move, lying pressed up against my side. Her arms wound around me, and I’d never felt more uncomfortable and more at peace in my life. “You can cry, Zak.”

      I closed my eyes and didn’t respond.

      “Despite what the brothers told you, it doesn’t make you any less of a man.” Her voice filled with emotion as tears streamed down her cheeks. “Cyril was a man worthy of all our tears. We should be screaming and ripping the world apart to avenge him.”

      “Vengeance never brings the vengeful peace.” It was one of Cyril’s favorite sayings. He believed in forgiveness, in grace. That it was the prophet’s will.

      Mara pressed her face into my shoulder, her entire body shaking. “Maybe peace isn’t the goal. Don’t you ever just want the world to feel our pain?”

      Our pain … If the world felt even a fraction, it would break apart at the seams.

      “You don’t mean it,” I whispered, my tears finally coming. Cyril wouldn’t have wanted this for us. “Wouldn’t you rather it feel your strength?”

      “Maybe tomorrow. Right now, I don’t want to be strong. Please, just be weak with me.”

      “Okay.” I brushed a hand over the top of her head. We stayed that way, sobbing and holding each other, grieving the life she’d hated that we now wanted back. Jinpoli was our home, even if we’d never chosen it. We grieved for Cyril and the brothers. The villagers who may not have survived the attack.

      Would Mrs. Sato still be able to make her sweet bread?

      Would anyone climb the Barren Cliffs and marvel at their stark beauty?

      It wasn’t long before Mara’s breathing evened into sleep. I didn’t want to let her go, ever, but there was something I needed to do. I wasn’t sure why the urge suddenly came over me. Maybe it was because of the years spent watching Cyril read pages that appeared blank to me.

      Maybe it was as simple as curiosity.

      I slid out from under Mara and climbed from the bed. My bag rested against the foot, looking untouched, but I knew Mara well enough to know she’d searched through my things. It wasn’t until I reached inside and felt the rough edges of a leather cover that relief traveled all the way to my bones.

      Hefting the bag onto the bed, I underestimated the weight of the book and nearly dropped it.

      “That’s strange.” I lifted it, shocked by the intense weight of the thing that had always been merely heavy.

      “What are you doing?” Mara asked, but I ignored her as I left the dark house behind. Outside, many more houses were squashed together, all leaning against each other. At the end of the dirt road, I could see a busy port. There were shops, closed for the night, and few people milling about.

      A full moon hung overhead, lighting my way to the sea. No boats were coming or going at this hour. I sat at the end of an empty pier, book in my lap, and opened it.

      Nothing.

      A blank page taunted me in the moonlight.

      Sighing, I was about to close the book and go back to sleep when thick black lines took shape, forming rows of images that looked like one of those ancient languages Cyril liked to study.

      Could he read this?

      My mind turned with all the possibilities, all the reasons it could be revealing its pages to me now. Cyril was gone. It was always you.

      “Right now, I think you’re discovering one of Cyril’s greatest secrets,” a voice said from behind me.

      I looked over my shoulder to find a white-haired woman walking toward me, her cane creating a steady rhythm on the dock. “Dru?”

      She nodded, her dark, lined face softened in sympathy. “I loved that man more than life itself, but even I didn’t know he kept the next keeper right at his side all these years.

      Disguised as his pageboy.” She shook her head, incredulous.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “That book in your hands only reveals itself to the person meant to read it.”

      “But I can’t read it. Cyril never told me what these symbols mean. If he knew what I was meant for, why did he not prepare me?”

      Dru shook her head. “Boy, there is no preparation for your destiny. No living man or woman can read ancient Teitorian. It is from a time when the kingdoms of the empire were one, but like all parts of that unity, it has long been forgotten.”

      “Then, how am I supposed to read it?” How had he?

      She stopped at my side and put a hand on my shoulder. “Cyril used to tell me the book reveals itself when it needs to be read. No prophecy can be seen before it is time. The book must trust you. A keeper and the book are partners, not master and servant. Trust it to show you in time.”

      In time.

      But what if we were already out of that?
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      We had to leave, but I wasn’t ready. We’d stayed in Shin’ata for two more days so Zak could fully recuperate, despite claiming he was fine. If fine meant collapsing in agony and falling unconscious for days, then sure. Just as I was fine every time I thought of him in his feverish sleep, of the hours upon hours I spent alone, thinking I’d lost my favorite person.

      Each morning, I woke up expecting to hear the gongs that had dictated every moment of my life, to elbow my way through the breakfast line and face the sneers of the brothers and pity from the sisters. They hadn’t wanted me there. I wasn’t a sister, wasn’t an acolyte. Really, I hadn’t been anything.

      But now that they were gone, I wanted it all back.

      Arms tightened around me, the only things keeping me grounded. Zak and I shared the extra bed in Dru’s small home because we couldn’t bear to be away from each other. Not since everyone else in our lives was gone now.

      Nothing could separate us.

      “Morning.” Zak’s breath ruffled my hair.

      I smiled up at him, hiding my fear as I’d done since the day we arrived. “Your hair is a mess in the morning. Has anyone told you that?”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’ve never exactly had a female in my bed when I woke.”

      “Don’t call me a female.” The word was how some of the brothers described the sisters. Most sisters of the Covenant chose to take positions outside Jinpoli to avoid the judgments. Among the scholars, the word female was stiff, formal, like taking away everything that we were.

      Zak gave me a strange look, and I rolled from the bed. It was one thing to curl into him while I slept and hold on to a bit of my past, but during the waking hours, I just wanted our friendship to return to what was comfortable, to when I didn’t yearn for him to hold me, to keep me from harm.

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      I turned to face him, my hands planted on my hips. “Oh, I don’t know. How about this map we’re supposed to follow? Did Cyril even explain to you why we are to seek out Genevieve?” Or why she left, for that matter? The map said she was at one of the empire’s fortresses. If that was true, then had she ever gone on the run from the king as we’d been led to believe as children?

      Genevieve was like a character from one of Cyril’s tales. Even after she left us, she was my hero, off on an important mission to save us all. She’d taught me to protect myself with the blade, something the brothers had never approved of. But I couldn’t forget her kindness.

      Or her abandonment.

      Zak sat up. “I’m sure we’ll get an explanation. Cyril wouldn’t send us into danger.”

      “That’s exactly what he’s done by giving you the book. Can’t you see that? We won’t be safe as long as we have it.” An idea sparked in my mind. “What if we left it here? Surely the Satru wouldn’t be able to find such a hidden port.”

      “They also weren’t supposed to be able to reach Jinpoli.”

      “But Dru could keep it safe. She’d do it for Cyril.”

      Zak climbed from the bed and crossed the room to where he’d left his bag. He took out the book and held it to his chest. “It comes with us.”

      “But why? The sympathizers from here to Sheema will hunt us.”

      “We can hide. The Covenant has brothers in the cities, the villages. They’ll help us.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that. Cyril had been the keeper of the book for over a hundred years. No living person had known another. They wouldn’t just accept Zak at his word and let him have the book without searching for the new keeper. I scrubbed a hand across my eyes and sighed. Maybe he was right about something else, though. This was what Cyril wanted. What he’d asked of us in his final moments.

      “Mara.” Zak took my hand and placed it on the book. “You and I were never sworn to the Covenant, yet its mission still falls to us. Cyril had suspected for a long time that the prophecies might begin anew in our lifetime.”

      He had spoken often of the signs and his suspicions that a new cycle was upon us. That much he was clear about. I trusted every word he’d spoken. If he said it was time, then the kingdoms of Teitora would soon come crumbling down as they always had, one by one. The Covenant had to mitigate the damage and guide the prophecies in a controlled manner. Anything else would deliver our world into chaos.

      “I know, you’re right,” I relented. We couldn’t just leave this to someone else, as much as we might wish it. “Cyril trusted you to do what he no longer can.”

      Zak shook his head. “He trusted us, Mara. Don’t you see that? I might be the …” He paused, and I sensed a hesitation in him. “Person he trusted the book with, but he sent you with me.”

      A smile curved one corner of my mouth. “Only because you could never master Genevieve’s teachings.” Just like I’d struggled with book learning, Zak couldn’t fight to save his life.

      Dru pushed into the room at a frenetic pace. “You two, gather your things and come with me.” She offered no explanation, but we didn’t argue.

      She led us out onto a busy road, where the hot sun beat down on the broken cobblestones beneath our feet. Dru ushered us through the crowd, not letting our pace slow until we neared the port. But she didn’t stop at the docks. We walked along side roads and alleys by the village along the edge of the shore. We passed a thriving market, where islanders from all over came to sell their wares.

      “What is this place?” I asked, struggling to keep up, but my eyes tried to devour everything at once. While Zak had been ill, I hadn’t strayed far from his side, but had I known just how right I was about the hidden port concealed within the maze of hundreds of small islands around Jinpoli, I wouldn’t have been able to resist exploring.

      Dru looked back over her shoulder but didn’t stop walking. “Keep up. There was a man asking questions in town. We don’t have much time before he finds what he’s looking for.”

      “Us?” Zak shot me an alarmed look.

      “He could be someone from Jinpoli I just didn’t recognize. A few villagers arrived not long after you. They too had escaped. But the strange man could well be Satru. He questioned the survivors intently, and no one has seen them since.”

      The book. This man wanted the book.

      Zak hugged his bag closer. “What are we doing?”

      “Leaving.” Dru stopped at the end of a long and narrow path, shaded by mangrove trees. The sounds of the village had faded behind us. A long pier that had seen better days stretched out into a small, secluded cove, where a double-masted ship bobbed in the current. We’d so rarely seen such a grand ship on the shores of Jinpoli that all I could do was stare.

      “Close your mouth, girl. The captain was known to Cyril, but you still aren’t to tell him who you are or where you come from. He heard of the attack and chanced the rough seas to see if help was needed, though one ship against the might of the Satru warriors was woefully not enough.” She turned to Zak. “So much rests with you, keeper. Do not fail.”

      Keeper? Keeper? Holy Covenant. Zak wouldn’t look at me as a sailor greeted us in a rush and hurried us into the cargo area. Casks of ale gave the air an aroma of barley and hops, but I barely noticed anything around me. I didn’t hear Dru’s goodbye or the sailor’s instructions, though I imagined we were to stay below.

      We didn’t know where we were headed, if it would get us closer to the mountain fortress Cyril wanted us to find or take us farther away. Yet, I didn’t care. Every interaction I’d seen between Cyril and Zak since we were kids flashed through my mind. All the secrets.

      Once we were alone in the dark with only tiny streams of sunlight entering through cracks in the ceiling, I looked at him. “How long have you known?”

      “Not much longer than you,” he muttered.

      “What?”

      “Days.”

      Days. While we were holding each other together, promising it was what we’d always do, he kept part of himself hidden. Then, it hit me. “This is why you collapsed on the boat, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know for sure. Dru thinks it happened when Cyril died and the destiny passed on to me.”

      “Hmm.” I sat and leaned back against a crate of wool. “I see.”

      “You don’t see anything,” he scoffed.

      “The only person I have in this world couldn’t tell me when his entire life shifted. Seems like my eyes are clear.”

      “Yeah? Well, maybe I’d have told you if you weren’t so intent on abandoning the book.”

      “To protect you.” At his sharp look, I amended that. “Us.”

      “You wanted it to be easier on you. Ever since we were kids, you’ve wanted out of Jinpoli. You dreamed of adventure. Well, this is it. Surprise! We also might die horrible, painful deaths.”

      Neither of us spoke for a long moment before a laugh burst out of my throat. “Horrible, painful deaths? If you’re trying to make me feel better about this giant destiny of yours, you’re doing a terrible job.”

      “I never said I was a poet. If you want someone to wax lyrical, ask Brother Ga …” He froze. We couldn’t ask Brother Gabe. He was dead.

      I scooted across the floor to where he sat against the wall. “We’re still here, Zak. If this is your destiny, then it’s mine too.”

      His eyes locked with mine, so intense in the darkness I couldn’t look away.

      “Do you mean that?” he asked.

      My hand rose of its own accord, my fingertips grazing his cheek. I pulled his face forward, resting my forehead against his, reminding myself I wasn’t alone. I’d never been alone. “Zak,” I whispered, my lips inches from his. I didn’t know what I was doing or why I suddenly wanted to get closer. Maybe it was because we didn’t know if we’d make it off this ship or the fact that out of the thousands on Jinpoli, we had survived. Yet, here we were.

      His lips grazed mine, but a crash up on deck had us jerking apart. I scrambled away from him as we listened to the captain yelling at his sailors. “We …” I shook my head. We couldn’t. Not when there were so many more important things at stake. I needed Zak as I’d never needed anyone, and that terrified me.

      He sighed, scrubbing a hand over his face. “It doesn’t matter. I can’t even read the book.”

      Thank the prophets for distractions. “What do you mean? Is it still blank?”

      “No. Not for me. I just don’t happen to speak dead languages. Dru said it needs to trust me, like it’s a living thing. But how do I prove that it can?”

      “Talk to it.” I shrugged, knowing how ridiculous that sounded.

      “It’s a book, Mara. A bundle of pages with an old leather cover.”

      “You’ll never earn its trust when you speak like that.” I reached for his bag and slid the book out. “Hello, friend.”

      “You are ridiculous right now.” But the smile tugging at his lips told me he appreciated my humor.

      “Hush, I’m doing something here.” I focused on the book. “I’d like you to meet my friend Zak. He’s not nearly as annoying once you get to know him, I promise.” I patted the cover. “He’s probably the most trustworthy person I’ve ever known. You were friends with Cyril. Well, he knew Zak would be next. He raised him to treat you with respect, to listen to your words. Whatever the prophet wrote in you, we know it’s important.”

      I hoisted the book into my arms, expecting it to be a heavy tome. It came effortlessly, like it weighed no more than the average scroll. “Whoa, that’s lighter than I thought it would be.”

      “What do you mean? The thing weighs more than ten bags of silver koban.”

      “No really, lift it.” I held the book out to him in one hand.

      His arms dropped when he took it from me. “This thing is heavy.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe I’m just stronger than you.”

      He scowled but otherwise ignored the comment. I couldn’t explain why the book had almost no weight in my arms, but it was one of the many mysteries I might never have an answer for. “Try talking to it now.”

      He sighed, exasperation plain on his face. “That won’t work.”

      “Do you have any other ideas?”

      Reluctantly, he opened it. All I saw were blank pages in the dark. “Anything?”

      His brow furrowed as he leaned closer. “Still just random drawings and shapes. How did the ancient Teitorans read when there are no words?”

      “It will come.” I knew it would. If Cyril believed Zak was meant for the book, I did too. I patted the page. “I’m sorry for wanting to get rid of you. It’s just that you could very well get us killed.”

      I was sure I imagined it, but it seemed the page glowed, only for a moment. I rubbed my eyes, and it was gone.

      Up above, sailors’ voices drifted down as they set sail. Zak continued to stare at the book while I took in our surroundings. We were on a ship headed for the mainland.

      A real ship.

      The mainland of Teitora. My limited experience with the world couldn’t even fathom what that might be like.

      Zak was right. I’d always dreamed of adventure.

      Cyril would have told me to be careful what hopes I let into the atmosphere because our desires had a way of finding us. They just might not be what we’d envisioned.
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      “I’m not going.” I paced across my bedroom to snatch the dress from the housemaid’s hands and returned it to the hanger. “Put it back in the closet.” I thrust the day dress at her and turned on my heel. “And you can get these trunks out of my room now.”

      I aimed a kick at the largest and earned a bruised toe for my show of temper.

      “That’ll teach them.” Maya snorted a laugh at my foot’s demise, and I stuck my tongue out at her.

      “Real mature, Princess.” Niko lounged in my favorite chair under the window, helping himself to the cheese and fruit tray Effie left for my late morning snack.

      “You eat all the figs this time, and you’re banned from my rooms, Niko.”

      “Dessa.” Gideon dropped onto the bench at the foot of my bed, pulling me down to sit beside him. “You know this is all just protocol. At any sign of civil unrest, the heir must retreat to the stronghold for the good of the empire.”

      “That was fine when I was a child.” I stubbornly resisted. “The people need to see me playing a more active role at times like these. I should be working with Father to resolve the rise in the Satru attacks. It’s the only way I will ever earn my people’s trust again.” I grabbed an armload of dresses from the open trunk and marched across my bedroom to fling them back in my closet. If I was seen fleeing for my life, leaving my people behind to deal with the total destruction of Jinpoli and nearly the entire brotherhood—not to mention the keeper himself—it would just give my enemies something else to hold against me.

      “The people know the protocol,” Dimitri said. “As much as they’re terrified of you now, they still want their heir to be safe.”

      Leave it to Dimitri to speak plainly. In the last year, I had become obsessed with how I was perceived with every action I made. Some rumors spoke of the king’s distant cousins, and conjecture over what the crowns might choose with a different heir ran rampant throughout the city. My father’s bloodline was strongest, and to deviate from the Chrysos line would weaken Teitora, but the shadow crown was feared for a reason.

      “I’m afraid your father and the council insist. We’re going to the Kyoten stronghold and that’s final,” Gideon said. “We can do it the easy way or the hard way. It’s up to you.”

      I turned to glare at my best friend, only to find the telltale grin he could never hide when he was teasing me. “And what, pray tell, is the hard way?”

      “I throw you over my shoulder and drag you kicking and screaming all the way to Kyoten,” Angel said. “I’d rather not, of course. You’ve gotten quite heavy, and the journey into the mountains is difficult.”

      “Did Angel just say you’ve gotten fat?” Maya’s brown eyes sparkled with laughter.

      “Taller. You’re a lot taller than you were when we were ten, your Highness.” Angel smirked and sank into a courtly bow.

      “You’re not a child, Dessa,” Gideon continued, as if his fellow guards weren’t doing their best to make light of the situation. “Make the right choice and let’s be on our way. Remember how much you enjoy the journey?”

      “The journey, yes,” I muttered. The opportunity to be out in my kingdom among the people and away from the city of my birth was often a welcome change when traveling to Kyoten. “It’s the living there part I could do without.” The stronghold among the wildest mountains of the Teitoran Empire was a military camp, where life was harsh and supplies were limited. Still, my arrival was always a cause for celebration.

      “It won’t be that bad. I’m sure we’ll only be there a few weeks at most,” Niko offered.

      “You might even enjoy the solitude this time,” Dimitri added in the stark way he had of speaking the truth.

      “It would be nice not to be stared at quite so much.” I gave a nod, and the flurry of activity resumed as maids flooded back into the room and continued packing my belongings. Footmen arrived to take my trunks down to the caravan that would leave ahead of us. I couldn’t arrive at the stronghold without my usual gifts of spices, fabrics, teas, ale, and wine, and a few other luxuries to benefit those who made Kyoten their home.

      “We’ll leave in three days.” Gideon squeezed my hand. “And at some point before then, you must speak with your father.”

      “Must I?”

      “Yes. You know protocol demands it.”

      “Protocol seems to run my life these days.” I leaned against Gideon, watching as the maids made quick work of packing up my room. I would take everything that belonged to me and set up residence in the cold, heartless fortress of the Kyoten stronghold. With every visit, there was no way to know how long I would be trapped there.
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      My guards followed me along the halls to my father’s throne room. I hadn’t attended him there since the shadow crown chose me a year ago. To my knowledge, the king had not darkened the door to his throne room since then either.

      All the more reason to avoid this encounter. My steps faltered, and like always, Gideon was there to keep me moving.

      “Don’t think about last time,” he whispered. “Just because the shadow crown chose you doesn’t mean you won’t be a great queen.”

      He’d spoken those words so many times in the last year they’d lost their meaning. “I don’t give a fig about the shadow crown.” I slowed to a halt, my breath caught in my throat. “Can you imagine how it feels to be your father’s greatest joy one moment and the bane of his existence the next? He never visits me anymore.” I tried to keep the emotion from my voice, but his absence from my life over the last year had fractured my heart a little more each day.

      “I wouldn’t know, your Highness.” His voice grew frosty. “I was taken from my parents as a babe. And I’ve never regretted the honor that was bestowed upon me and my family, but parental relationships aren’t something I can fully understand.” His voice had warmed to an apologetic tone by the time he finished speaking. “Your father is merely consumed by the possibility that something he has done during his reign of peace has somehow affected the empire you will inherit. He blames himself.”

      “How can he believe that when he has been one of the greatest emperors Teitora has ever known?” The people adored my father and all he had done for them during his time on the throne. He came to it at a young age, but he was widely revered.

      “Because he cares, Odessa. He cares deeply.” A hint of a smile traced Gideon’s lips. “And no matter what, the king loves you.”

      “How can you be so sure?” I resumed my pace, grateful for his endless optimistic outlook on life.

      “Because that’s what fathers do. That much I do know. Wherever my father is, I know he still cares for me. Prays for me daily. And likely blames himself for my absence from our family. I can only hope my parents had other children to fill the void. Unfortunately, your father hasn’t had the joy of a household full of children. You are his life and his legacy. He loves you. As do we all.”

      “Thanks, Gid.” A few shards of my heart slid back into place at his words. I took a deep breath as I found myself facing the ornate doors of the throne room, once again admiring the way lava flowed through the intricate swirls and swoops of the design, like blood through veins. It was a reminder. The molten heat of Doragune flowed through me, making me as strong and resilient as the hard Obtanium the lava flowed through, yet never destroyed. That had to be me as well. A queen strong enough to bear the shadow crown. Strong enough to never lose myself to the shadows the way my predecessors had.

      I didn’t wait for the summons before I let myself into the throne room, my guards sweeping in behind me to follow.

      “She must be protected at all costs. I don’t care what conditions—” Father’s voice broke off at the sight of me. “Odessa.” He nodded, unable to meet my eyes. “We have much to discuss.” He gestured to the throne across from his. The room had been arranged for a diplomatic meeting between the king and his heir. Only his chosen and mine would attend us.

      I moved to sit across from my father, my heart in my throat at what he might say. We’d had these official meetings before. Every time I was sent to Kyoten, we discussed the details of succession should something happen to Father. Never before had it felt so dire. In times past, it was always a matter of protocol. An added measure of safety no one truly believed was necessary. This time, it felt different. Like our parting was an ill omen.

      “Jinpoli has been destroyed, and what remains of the brotherhood is scattered across the empire. Master Cyril has died, and the Book of Prophecies is lost.” He spoke the words as a list of items needing our attention and not the travesty it was.

      “And the new keeper?” My voice came out breathless at this news.

      “We do not know. If Cyril even chose a successor, they are lost to us for the moment. You must go to Kyoten, daughter. The Covenant there will keep watch over you during your stay. We must find the new keeper and the sacred book so the remaining scattered brotherhood can rally around them. Until then, Teitora is not safe. I fear these coming events are what caused the shadow crown to choose you.”

      Voice trembling, Father dropped his gaze to his lap. “I have failed Jinpoli, and I have failed you.”

      “Father, no.” I reached across the distance to take his hand, but he drew back at my gesture.

      “No. I will fix this, Odessa. Somehow.” He shook his head. “Somehow, I will fix this all before it is too late.”

      “Your Majesty.” I interrupted him and found myself saying the words Gideon had given me time and again this last year. “Just because the shadow crown chose me doesn’t mean I won’t be a great queen. Hard times lie ahead for us all, but don’t think for a moment that I cannot shoulder that burden. I will do my part to bring us through it. If that means leaving my home so you and all of our people can be assured the heir is safe, then that is what I will do.”

      Father’s eyes met mine again, and they shone with relief.

      “You are a wise young woman. No matter what your reign holds, I know you will do what is best for Teitora.”

      “While I’m away, what will you do, Father?”

      “I am sending an army to Jinpoli to find out what is happening there; though, it will be weeks before their reports arrive. For the moment, we do know the Satru have taken the island, but we will take it back. It is my hope that we will find the sacred book there, perhaps the new keeper as well. In the meantime, I will be traveling on campaign to the kingdoms of Teitora to mitigate the unrest this attack has caused. The Satru grow bold with their attacks throughout the empire, not just Jinpoli.”

      “You must be careful.” I twisted my hands in my lap, worry for him gnawing at my insides. “I worry about you traveling out in the open so publicly when it’s not safe.”

      “I will travel with an army of my own, as well as my chosen. And you will be quietly escorted to Kyoten under the protection of your chosen. You will arrive under my royal banner.”

      I let out a gasp of surprise. “You would give me such authority?” Under the king’s banner, I would be in command of the stronghold as a senior member of the royal house of Chrysos. It meant that in our absence, the palace would no longer be the seat of authority across the empire. The stronghold at Kyoten would take on that distinction.

      “Consider it an extra measure of precaution should anything happen to me. If it comes to that, with Kyoten at your back, the succession should go smoothly.”

      “Don’t speak of such things.” My hands trembled at the very thought of a world without my father in it.

      “You are an adult now, Odessa. And unfortunately for us all, you will bear the burden of the shadow crown. It is time you prepare for your eventual rise to power because you will meet with dissention from every direction. The people will always blame the head that wears the crown, though you’ve done nothing to cause the shadows to choose you. Which is why you must learn to wield the authority that is your birthright, and this will be good practice. All this unrest will blow over quickly once the new keeper is found and placed under the protection of the remaining brethren.”

      “When will you leave?”

      “At first light. As will you. We both must make haste to our duties. We shall see each other again soon, my dear, and all will be well once more.”

      But Father still couldn’t seem to meet my eyes as we rose from our thrones to embrace.

      “Safe travels, Princess.” He squeezed my arms and left me standing alone and uncertain.

      After the king exited the throne room to his private quarters, I stepped down from the dais into a whirl of activity.

      “I’ll go see about our horses.” Dimitri was the first to depart.

      Maya and Niko left to notify my household of our imminent departure. There was no use waiting any longer. I still couldn’t seem to process what was happening. It was all too fast.

      “I will check in with the armory and the stables.” Angel gave me a curt nod. “I’ll return with more information on our departure, Princess.”

      When it was just myself and Gideon, I moved to stand in front of the tapestry depicting the crown of thorns and the crown of shadows. Now that the choosing had happened, I wasn’t so frightened of the crowns themselves. The idea of actually bearing the weight of the twisted crown of serpents still gave me shivers, but those serpents would no longer awaken to mark me again with their fangs.

      Absently, I brushed my fingertips over the bite mark on my cheek, my mind drifting to the others along my arms and neck, now covered by my high-necked gown. Father proudly wore the scars of his choosing. It was time I bore mine with the same grace. My reign would be marred by difficult times, but I wasn’t in control of whatever the prophets foretold. I was only responsible for how I reacted to such difficulties.

      Gideon was right; I could still be a great queen. And if my subjects didn’t like me for it, if history didn’t speak of me kindly, then that was the lot I was dealt. I would do the best I could with it. But I would not let the choosing destroy me.

      I turned my back on the crowns as something cold and hard slid around my heart. It was time I grew a thicker skin, an armor between my true self and the empire I would one day rule. I would give them the queen they deserved. I would do my best, but I wouldn’t let their whispered thoughts and criticisms tear away at me piece by piece. I would rise above it.

      “Ready for this, Princess?” Gideon offered me his arm, and I took it with a nod.

      “I’m ready.”
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      Whispering.

      It wouldn’t stop.

      From the moment I closed my eyes, it filled my mind with images of a fortress. High walls with fortified battlements. A stark stone facing that had been built to survive. A mountain backdropped the ominous structure, dark crags jutting into the sky. The beat of wings. A shadow crossing the sun.

      My eyes snapped open to find I was in the same small space where we’d spent the last two weeks. It reeked of the waste in the bucket they provided to relieve ourselves. A sailor emptied it every other day or so, but the smell never quite dissipated.

      My back ached as I sat up, balancing myself against the sway of the ship. “Mara?”

      “Over here.”

      I dropped to my knees, inching toward the spot where she had nestled herself between two casks, basking in the sole shaft of sunlight that penetrated our confined space. This gentle beam found its way through a cannon hole, though the absence of any cannon indicated the current safety of ships in the Arasha Sea. No need for burdensome defenses when the most dangerous aspect of a voyage was the sea itself.

      "What's going on?"

      She cradled the book in her lap, its blank pages seemingly staring back at her. Well, at least, I assumed they were still blank for her. As for me, a chaotic whirl of unintelligible words danced on the parchment, as if they possessed a life of their own.

      Mara shrugged. “Whenever Cyril was scared or angry, I’d see him reach for the book. It calmed him. In a way, I wondered if it could do the same for me.”

      I didn’t ask her what she was afraid of, because I knew. We were sailing to a city we’d only ever heard of in what might as well be the opposite end of the earth. “Did it work?”

      Her shoulders dropped. “I can’t tell.” Shutting the book, she turned to me, uncertainty in her gaze. It had been there since our first night on the ship and nothing I did could take it away. “Do you remember the day Brother Constantine arrived in Jinpoli?”

      I nodded. Who could ever forget? Brother Constantine had the prestigious position of serving the emperor in his palace. Visits to Jinpoli were rare. “He asked to hold the book, to study it, and Cyril refused him.” We must have been ten years old at the time.

      Samara sighed. “I was’t important enough to meet him. It was the first time I realized I didn’t belong with the Covenant.”

      I wanted to reach out, to pull her into an embrace and tell that ten-year-old girl she always had a place with me, but her expression held me in place.

      “I’m not the one who was meant to have the book,” she continued. “Yet, leaving Jinpoli was the first decision that felt right. I might be horrible for saying it since most of those who lived there are gone now, but what if that was supposed to happen? Like a trigger for something bigger. The Covenant believes in guiding the prophecies, but maybe we’re supposed to do that.”

      Yelling from above interrupted us—directions, orders.

      Land.

      “I think we might be docking soon.” I didn’t want to dwell on her words or the thought that we might have a larger role to play than simply getting to Genevieve. Pushing to my feet, I ducked my head to avoid smacking it against a beam. “You should carry the book for a while. It’s giving you more peace than me right now.”

      All I had were questions. Like why it was so much easier for her to bear the book?

      Footsteps thundered down the stairs before two sailors entered the hold. They looked us over, and the first one stopped in front of me. “We’ve anchored off the coast of Harana.”

      I nodded. Thanks to Cyril’s teachings, I knew Harana was a large valley city at the base of the Aleshaan Mountains and a major port in the kingdom of Doragune. But I couldn’t even imagine what to expect of such a place. Surely it was a thriving majestic city.

      The second sailor, a bulky man with tattoos stretching down his neck, grunted. “You two will stay here while we go ashore and bring in our cargo. You may venture ashore on the last boat before we set sail for Mazue.”

      “No.” Mara stood, clutching the book to her chest. “We go on the first boat.”

      “You will do as ordered.” The first man crossed his arms, his eyes flicking from her face to the book and lingering there.

      She tried to speak again, but I cut her off. “Of course. You’ve taken us this far, and we are grateful for that. We will await further instructions.”

      The man tore his eyes from the book, nodded, and turned on his heel.

      When they were gone, Mara could barely control her rage. “They think they can just trap us⁠—”

      “Mara …”

      “And you! You just let them. After they keep us down in this hovel for weeks, making us relieve ourselves in a leaky bucket. Even on my worst days with the Covenant, I wasn’t treated as such⁠—”

      “Will you stop?” I grabbed her shoulders. “Listen to me for a moment. If you stop being so prophecies darned angry, you’d see something isn’t right here.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Oh.” I released her, watching the anger dissolve, only to be replaced with a stubbornness that would get us out of here. I had full faith in her.

      “He recognized the book in your hands. I’m sure of it. Think of where we are.”

      Harana. A city loyal to its king, for sure, but the Satru occupied a fortress in the area. There were too many people with too much silver koban who’d love to snare us in their grasp for the Satru leaders. Once the sailors came back from shore, who knew what kind of buyer they’d have for us? Or what that person would have in store for us.

      Mara looked down at the book, and I could practically see her mind working. Right now, we needed her daring. “The book can’t be destroyed, right?”

      “Not by the elements.” Fire, wind, earth, water.

      She wedged her lip between her front teeth. “Well, I guess it’s a good thing Genevieve taught us to swim.”

      “What do you …” Oh. So, no boat for us. “We don’t even know how close we are to shore.”

      “Would you rather wait for the men to return with new captors? Perhaps even worse?”

      I reached for my satchel and handed it to her for the book. She would have to carry it because I’d surely sink to the bottom of the sea under its weight. “Lead the way.”

      After so long of sitting in the dark, the light at the top of the stairs was blinding. I shielded my eyes, but it still took a while for them to adjust to the glaring sunlight.

      "I counted three," she whispered. Up at the ship's bow, two sailors were engaged in a card game unfamiliar to me while another dozed on a nearby bench. Our destination lay at the stern, and we pressed forward until we stood at the very back. As my eyes caught sight of the distant shoreline, a relieved exhale escaped me—daunting, yet reachable, guided by the currents.

      This was where a lifetime of following Mara up cliffs and too far out into the ocean came in handy.

      Mara didn't seek reassurance or glance back to confirm my presence; she simply knew I would follow her anywhere. As she vanished over the ship's side with hardly a splash, I wasted no time in scaling the rail. Peering into the tumultuous sea below, I whispered, "If you weren't already gone, Cyril, I'd kill you myself for this."

      The fall was brief, the impact unforgiving. Into the depths of the dark water, I was pulled, tempted for an instant to surrender to its embrace. In that descent, I yearned to forget about prophecies, an unwarranted destiny, and a book that had turned me into prey throughout the kingdom.

      As I sank, light pierced through the water, casting a silvery blue hue. Determination fueled my limbs, and I kicked—once, then again and again—until my head breached the surface, and I greedily gasped for air.

      "Zak!" Her voice echoed through the air, a lifeline in the chaos.

      I attempted to respond, but my throat rebelled, raw from the salt water I’d inhaled.

      "Zak." Samara's cry echoed, her arms slicing through the water as she swam toward me. The bag clung to her back, the precious book secured within.

      "I'm okay," I managed to wheeze, relief washing over me.

      "Good." She cast a quick glance up at the ship, where sailors exchanged urgent shouts and peered over the side. "Because we need to go."

      Every sinew in my body screamed in protest as I followed her through the water. With each stroke, the rocky shoreline seemed to stretch farther away and my waterlogged tunic weighed me down more. From this view, it felt unattainable, yet an unspoken determination fueled our relentless swim. There was no turning back, no saviors on the horizon. We had stepped into the arena, and the prize was with us—a book, decipherable only by me. Well, hopefully, in due time.

      Exhaustion threatened to overtake me as we swam, but the prospect of reaching the rocky beach urged me on. The shore materialized, and with a final surge of strength, I hauled myself up. Seawater erupted from my lungs, and I greedily sucked in a restorative breath.

      "Holy prophets." Mara dragged herself up alongside me, squinting at the city before us. It wasn't grand, not by any measure, yet it nestled snugly between two majestic mountains. Harana, dubbed the valley city, earned its name honestly, yet it wasn’t the rich, picturesque city I had hoped for. A vibrant green meadow stretched from the shoreline to rough, utilitarian structures chiseled from the very rock of the mountains. Streets sprawled out in a haphazard array of squat, square buildings in bleak, sun-bleached colors.

      Still, there was an aura of tranquility about Harana that was vastly different from that of Jinpoli. But we harbored no illusions of staying here. The city was merely a brief pause on our journey to reach Genevieve somewhere far to the north, according to Cyril’s map.

      "We can't linger here." Samara echoed my thoughts as she rose to her feet, her legs trembling with fatigue. Sparse tree cover offered little refuge, especially if the sailors decided to track us down. The docks weren’t far from the shore, and we were sitting ducks where we were now.

      A straw path meandered through the meadow, bordered by tall grasses with golden tips. I couldn't fathom how we remained standing at that moment, but an unseen force compelled us forward, urging us to persist.

      By the time we reached the first rows of shops, we were ready to drop.

      “A tavern.” If my body wasn’t so dehydrated, I would have cried upon seeing the cracked sign that read “The Oasis.”

      We stumbled through the door to find a small room with three tables, crooked floorboards, and no patrons.

      I didn’t care what the place looked like as long as we could sit down and hide out long enough to rest. Information wouldn’t hurt either.

      I practically fell into a booth, and Mara sat across from me. A willowy woman with long, blond hair came into the room and stopped, almost like she was surprised to see us.

      “Hello, dears.” She set her hands on her hips. “Something I can help you with?”

      “Water,” Mara croaked. “Please.”

      “That’ll be an Imperial Koban each.”

      “What?” For water? I couldn’t help staring at her.

      She sighed. “You must be new. What water we can’t collect from the rain has to be traded for. Ain’t nothing free here in the valley lands. I can sell yous cider for half a Koban each.”

      No drink, then. Mara and I had never needed our own money. Cyril occasionally gave us some to get sweet bread, but the Covenant took care of all our needs as long as we worked. That wasn’t how the real world operated. I ignored my parched mouth and sighed. “Maybe just information, then.”

      “Whatchu be needing to know?” She rocked back on her heels, as if to settle in for a long chat.

      Mara leaned forward, dropping her voice. The door opened, but we ignored the presence of another patron. “We need to find the road to the mountain fortress. Kyoten.”

      The woman’s face blanched. “Ain’t no fortresses around here, girl.”

      “That’s a lie. The Covenant of Morimei has a stronghold in the Aleshaan Mountains, and we must find it.”

      “Isel.” A slender hand landed on the woman’s shoulder. “I’ll take care of these folks and get them on their way.”

      She visibly relaxed with a dreamy expression softening her face. “You always know what to do.” She patted the hand fondly.

      The handsome man turned her around. “Go make some of your delicious honey butter. I’ll take some on a slab of brown bread. And bring my new friends here something cold to drink and some bread as well. They look a little worse for the wear.”

      When she left, the man stepped into the light, and I drew in a long breath. He was young, maybe our age, with pale skin, strong shoulders, hair dark as a starless sky, and deep blue eyes rimmed in charcoal.

      Mara didn’t appear similarly struck. “And who are you?” She crossed her arms. “We don’t need your help.”

      The man gestured to my side of the booth, and I slid over so he could sit. “Name is Luca.” He flashed a smile and stuck his hand toward Mara.

      She only stared at it. “That woman was going to help us.”

      “No, she wasn’t. You won’t find any help in this city.” He leaned in. “Those here do not speak of the dragon stronghold or involve themselves in the politics of the empire.”

      Dragon stronghold? “You mean Kyoten?” I asked, eager for more information about the place Cyril wanted us to find.

      He nodded. “Kyoten is there to watch for the dragons to awaken. But that is of no matter right now. I can help you, but only if you stop telling everyone who you are or why you’re here. There are already men scouring the city, looking for you.”

      The woman arrived with bottles of chilled cider and a basket of rich brown bread and sweet butter. I could tell by the look on Mara’s face that she wanted to refuse the kindness, but I was quick to avail myself of what was freely given.

      “Looking for us?” Mara scowled, shooting me an exasperated look as I stuffed bread into my mouth, barely chewing it before I washed it down with cider.

      I knew I was forgiven when she reached for her bottle of cider.

      “Whispers already speak of the survivors of Jinpoli washed ashore here not an hour ago.” Luca raised a dark brow. “I believe you made quite a spectacle swimming for the shore.”

      Every word wrapped me in his liquid smooth voice, and I leaned in closer, eager to capture whatever he might say next.

      “Why should we trust you?” Mara narrowed her eyes at Luca. “And how do you know who we are?” She slathered butter on her bread and ripped it in two before stuffing half in her mouth.

      He huffed out a laugh. “You weren’t exactly quiet in your inquires with the barmaid.” He shrugged, lifting his gaze to meet hers head on. “And I’ve been following you since you emerged from the sea looking like two bedraggled and utterly lost children.”

      Mara growled. “You don’t know what we’ve been through or what lies ahead of us. Save your judgments and tell us how to get to this dragon stronghold. Or else you’re just wasting our time and your money, pretty boy.”

      Luca stared at her for a moment before standing. “Isel, your bread and butter are unmatched, as always.” He dropped several coins on the table. “No one cooks quite like you do.” He pressed a kiss to her lined cheek when she approached, wiping her hands on her apron.

      A giggle escaped her, and Mara rolled her eyes. She hated false charm. Yet, I got the feeling Luca hadn’t lied to that woman, nor was he insincere.

      “If anyone asks, we were never here.” His tone took on an urgent note.

      “Of course.” She gazed into his dark eyes, transfixed.

      “Follow me.” His voice washed over me like a wave of calm, and with a glance at Mara, we both trailed after him without a word.

      “How do we know you aren’t being followed?” Mara hesitated at the door of the establishment.

      “You can trust me, Mara.” Luca’s eyes narrowed. “I promise, I will not lead you astray.”

      With a curt nod from Mara we stepped into the street where the city teemed with people getting off work for the day. A cart rumbled past at an alarming speed, and Luca yanked me out of the way, keeping his hand pressed to my chest.

      “Thanks.” I sucked in an anxious breath.

      He only smiled and turned to keep walking. “I have a safe place where we can speak.”

      “Do you trust him?” Mara whispered, stepping in line with me.

      I glanced at her and then at the crowded streets. “Do we have a choice?”

      “Yes, there is always a choice. But more information would be helpful.” She glanced over her shoulder as we followed Luca through the crowded street.

      “What are you thinking in that devious head of yours?” I knew that look. It was her I’m-about-to-so-something-reckless look.

      “Just hold tight for a bit. I want to know if anyone is following him.”

      “No, wait …” But I was too late. Mara took off, ducking into an alley.

      Luca cursed. “Is she trying to get herself killed?” He went after her.

      I was about to follow when something heavy slammed into my stomach, sending me back onto my rear in a wave of agony. My cry was lost to the sounds of the city.

      The late afternoon light flashed into darkness as a hood yanked down over my head and a fist collided with my temple, sending me between this world and the next.
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      It only took me a moment to determine we were being followed, despite what the oddly attractive, and stupidly-trusting man had claimed.

      “Stop!” Luca called behind me.

      I turned, ready to protect the book on my back at all costs. “I don’t trust y—” but that was all that came out of my mouth. Where was Zak? I glanced around, letting Luca catch up to me.

      “Have you taken leave of your senses?” He let out a huff of annoyance, bending over to catch his breath.

      I ignored his theatrics. “Where is Zak?” I searched the streets, but he was nowhere to be found.

      Luca turned, his eyes darting behind him. “He was just there.” He moved to the edge of the street, searching the crowd. “It seems I’ve lost him.”

      “Lost him?” I gave Luca a not-so-gentle shove. Zak was lost in a city he’d never visited? Was he scared? “How could you lose him, you … you …” I’d never been clever enough for insults. “Stupid man.”

      “How can you make that sound like the worst possible insult?” He tried to hide his amusement.

      “Because I’ve had enough men in my life looking at me like you are right now, and the only man I’d ever trust is apparently lost. I have to find him.” I set off back the way we’d come. It hadn’t escaped me how the brothers in Jinpoli watched me walk, their eyes drifting down. It started young but got worse as I aged. This Luca person was no different.

      “Are you suggesting that I’m… ogling you?” He lowered his voice, following after me. “Are you always this frustrating?”

      “Frequently. But that sounds like your problem, not mine. Now, are you going to help me find my friend or not?”

      “Oh, so you trust me to help you now?” He fell in step beside me.

      “Forget it.” I pushed ahead of him, but he grabbed my arm and pulled me back just as four men rushed past us, carrying a palanquin at a brisk pace along the narrow road.

      His face hovered inches from mine, his sweet breath warm on my face. “That man who just went by is Lord Karth, who controls this city. If someone is searching for you, he’ll be all too happy to hand you over to your enemies for a single koban.”

      Great. I was worth as much as a cup of water.

      Shoving him off me, I managed to catch my breath. “I’m not thanking you.”

      He flashed a smile. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      I turned to go in search of Zak, and Luca followed beside me once again. “Maybe your friend got tired of you and needed some space.”

      I growled in response. Zak wasn’t stupid. He knew to stay put so I would find him. He probably just got swept away in the crowd when Luca ran after me. I just needed to retrace my steps and he’d likely be waiting for me on a corner somewhere chatting with the new friends he’d managed to make in the minutes since I’d left.

      My silence didn’t stop my chatty companion. “Perhaps someone stuck a knife in his belly, hoping to rob him of the coin he obviously doesn’t have, and left him lying in an alley. Or⁠—”

      “For the sake of the prophets, will you stop talking?”

      “I quite like the prophets.” He leaned closer. “And the fates too, or the Moirai, as some like to call them. There’s something magical about the thought of three siblings deciding what happens to so many people. Life, death, fate. How horrible would it be if they hated each other?” He shivered.

      “I don’t care.” All I wanted was to find Zak, to make sure he was okay. We reached the tavern, but he was nowhere to be found. Why did I have to be so impulsive? If I hadn’t run, we wouldn’t have been separated, and I wouldn’t be stuck with this buffoon, still with no idea who had followed us from the tavern.

      Panic started to well inside me as I looked up at the narrow streets that rose higher into the mountain, switching back and forth in a winding pattern. “Where could he be?”

      “Okay, enough of this.” Luca stopped. “You have to come with me now. We need to speak in private. It’s not safe out in the open.”

      “What’s not safe?”

      “The book.” His voice lowered to a murmur.

      I stared at him, trying to comprehend how he could know what I carried. “How⁠—”

      “Not here. Your friend will be fine, but you and I need to speak.” Gone was the jovial nature of the stranger, replaced by an intensity I couldn’t look away from. The midnight blue of his eyes darkened, expanding the starkness between his dark features and his pale skin. The man was beautiful but in an eerie way.

      “How do you know he’s fine?”

      He sighed. “I just do. I’ll tell you where he is once we’re somewhere safe.”

      “You know where he is? If you’ve hurt him …”

      “I’m not the one in my family who hurts people,” he muttered. I didn’t know what he meant, but the words weren’t for me. It was almost like he was reassuring himself.

      And I didn’t like that at all.

      Luca led me to a one-story stone house farther into the city. Inside, there was little furniture, but what was there was finer than any I’d ever seen. There was a small sitting room with a marble hearth and a brocade settee that didn’t look like it was chosen for comfort.

      “Nice place.” I glanced around but didn’t see signs of other residents.

      He walked to the fireplace and stirred the glowing embers, coaxing them back to live. “You’re still wet. I may be able to find some clean clothes for you.”

      I’d forgotten the swim that had left me soaked and salt encrusted. It wasn’t until this moment I recognized the chill in my bones. I crossed my arms. “I’m fine. What I’d like to know is where Zak is.”

      He set the iron poker against the wall and turned to me. “I’m not sure exactly.”

      “What? But you said⁠—”

      “He was likely taken.”

      My jaw fell open, and I approached him swiftly, shoving him toward the stove. “And you’re just telling me this now?”

      He shrugged, looking as though he didn’t care that my best friend was abducted or that a life might be in danger. “There are more important matters.”

      “Oh my prophets.”

      “Please stop using the prophets as a curse.”

      I stared at him, unable to believe someone could have such a cold heart. “The prophets can go to hell.” I slid the bag from my back, and it dropped to the floor with a thud. The book didn’t matter to me if I didn’t have Zak.

      Luca rushed to the bag and pulled out the book with a wince. “You could damage it.”

      I laughed. “I just swam in the ocean with that stupid thing and it’s the only thing on me that’s dry. It’s fine.”

      “Have more respect.” He didn’t open it, just held it out toward me with an uncomfortable look in his eyes. “You’re the keeper. Act like it.”

      Keeper? Me? I wanted to laugh, but I couldn’t. “We need to find where Zak’s been taken.”

      “No.” He forced the book into my hands. “We need to get you to the stronghold, where you’ll be safe under the Covenant’s eye. I’m sorry, but your friend isn’t important.”

      “How could you …” I could barely contain the anger rising in me at his words. “I’ll do it without you. Zak will always be more important than a bundle of old parchment.” I tried to head for the door, but he blocked me.

      “No.”

      “No? You’d rather I leave him to die?”

      “Finally, you understand.”

      “Well, I know how you do things. Let me introduce myself. I’m Samara. I’ve never had a last name or a family or a home, really. After living on an isolated island most of my life, I made it across the sea with the most important book in the world and the one person I’d throw it into the depths of a volcano for. Would you like to see if I’m kidding?”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Samara.” Luca smiled, actually smiled. The nerve of this guy.

      We were wasting too much time. Genevieve’s instructions came back to me. Never let them know what’s coming next. Each move should be a surprise. She meant in battle, but this was a different kind of war.

      When my fist connected to his face, even I was surprised.

      He jerked away from me, his wide eyes never leaving mine. “Did you really just punch me?” He reached up to cup his injured eye. “Fates, that hurts.” He moved across the room to a mirror hung over a roughhewn table, bearing a basin of clean water by the door “Oh, I’m not going to be as pretty with a black eye.” He peered into the mirror with a scowl. “You little monster.”

      “I obviously didn’t hit you hard enough since you’re still conscious and blocking my way. Let me try it again.”

      This time, he turned lightning quick and caught my fist in his strong grip.

      “Fine. We will go after your friend, but only if you promise not to put yourself in danger. I quite like you, keeper. You’ve got spirit, and I’d like to reach the Covenant with your head intact.”

      “That’s more than I’d like for you.” I shoved his hand away.

      He chuckled as I snatched up my bag and pushed him aside. I marched out the door, ready to fight whoever I encountered if it meant saving Zak. Except, I wasn’t sure which way to go.

      “Left,” Luca said over my shoulder. “There’s a fishing village down by the docks. It’s where they’d have stopped first unless he was taken onto a ship.”

      If he was, there was no getting him back, so I went left, hoping against hope that we’d find him in time.
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        * * *

      

      The seaside village just beyond the city was crawling with men and women who didn’t look much like fishermen. It consisted of a circle of lean-tos and huts along the docks that had probably once been adequate. Now, they looked as if they’d fall over at the first sign of a storm.

      “Do we just search them all?”

      “Not we, keeper. I do. You stay here, stay safe.”

      I narrowed my eyes as he walked casually toward a group of women who were doing their laundry in large copper tubs. They smiled at him, as I was sure most women did, succumbing to his charm.

      Could they not see how annoying he was?

      And how wrong? There was no way I was staying here like a good girl when Zak was being held close by.

      I crept to the nearest home, where a window was cut into the weathered wood. When I peered inside, a woman stood at a counter kneading dough. She looked up and let out a shriek. I ducked out of sight and moved on. The next two were empty, but in the third, two little girls sat on the floor playing with handmade dolls.

      I’d never been around children, not since I was one. Cyril had once given me a doll that I named Cyrilless, after him. Very original. Genevieve took it from me, stating it was a useless way to pass the time. She replaced the toy with a sword. And she’d taught me how to be hard and unyielding. To always stay one step ahead of my foes.

      What I wouldn’t do for a blade right about now.

      Something tugged at my shirt, and I looked down to find one of the girls at my side. I wasn’t quite sure what to do. Did kids speak? What kind of words would they understand? She was as foreign of a creature to me as the dragons that were said to rise from this very mountain range at the dawn of a new cycle.

      “Stranec,” she said, her eyes lighting with curiosity.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know that word.”

      She pursed her lips, cocking her head as if I was the one speaking strangely.

      “She said stranger,” Luca said, rounding the hut. “Which is what we are here. Though, I’m known to the elders.” He bent down to meet the girl’s eyes and spoke to her in a language I didn’t understand. She said something in return before running off.

      Luca straightened. “I won’t remark on the fact that I asked you to stay out of this.”

      “Good, because you wouldn’t like what I have to say to that.” I moved past him to check the next hut. Empty.

      He rubbed his eyes with a deep sight. “Salia says there are strangers in the chief’s home. If he’s involved, that can only mean one thing.”

      “What?”

      “I know who has Zak.”

      “The Satru?” It had to be. We’d outrun them, crossing the sea, only to fall into their trap.

      Luca walked toward the chief’s home at the center of the docks. I wasn’t sure what he was doing, but I caught sight of a man sharpening a scythe. Running toward him, I picked it up before he could stop me and changed direction to reach the larger hut.

      “Samara, wait!” Luca yelled.

      I was done waiting. I burst through the door, swinging the scythe in a cumbersome arc. A blade stopped its path as three sword-wielding men stepped toward me, ready to fight.

      “Mara?” Zak’s voice came from behind the men. “Wait! That’s my friend. Let her through.”

      The men stared at me, and someone sighed at my back. Luca seemed to do that a lot. “Swords down, boys. I’ve brought her ladyship the person she’s been searching for.”

      One of the men chuckled as another grabbed the farming implement from me. “How many times does she have to tell you not to call her that, kid?”

      Luca only grinned. “Well, we sure are glad you’re the ones who abducted this lady’s friend. I wouldn’t want to see how she’d treat an actual enemy.”

      The man who’d spoken looked me up and down. “You sure it’s not him?” He cast a thumb over his shoulder toward Zak.

      “Oh, it’s her.” Luca nodded. “Just ask her what’s in that bag. Gentlemen, I bring you Samara, the keeper of the Book of Prophecies.”

      My mind churned through so many things I wanted to say, but only one line stuck. “I knew we couldn’t trust you.”
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            KYOTEN
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      "We are nearly there, Princess." Niko had ridden ahead to alert the guards at the gates of Kyoten of my impending arrival.

      "Thank you, Niko," I said absently. For the last day on the trail, I had withdrawn from all conversation. I dreaded my arrival. The fanfare and all the chaos and attention that went along with it. I'd rather spend my days riding through the mountains on an endless journey to nowhere.

      Though, I was looking forward to a hot bath and a proper meal.

      As much as I loathed spending time among the rugged mountain terrain, isolated from my father’s court, there was something … ancient and mysterious about Kyoten. The Covenant of Morimei here had served the fortress for generations, waiting for signs that the dragons stirred from their sleep and the age-old cycle of the prophecies would begin anew.

      I’d grown up under the watchful eye of Brother Constantine, learning of the ancient words that still had the power to strike fear into men’s hearts. Prophecies that foretold the demise of the empire, time and again. The same cycle of tragedies. Different players each time. Centuries and generations passing between each cycle. Sometimes, in the darkest of nights, safe and warm in my bed, I wondered if we gave these ancient words too much power. Perhaps they were just words written on a page. Worth nothing more than the ink that penned them.

      Could it all be nothing but myth and lore? A belief system we’d relied on for countless centuries to get us through the difficult times, knowing a fresh start was right around the corner.

      But at the same time, I’d spent many sleepless nights whispering prayers to the blessed prophet who came first, asking—begging—for the shadow of prophecy to pass me by. To give my people another generation of peace. And to choose some distant descendant upon whose shoulders the burden might fall.

      Then, the shadow crown chose me. I shuddered at the memory of the twisting serpents squeezing my skull before the sharp teeth⁠—

      "Things will settle down in a few days." Gideon rode up beside me, mistaking my silence for apprehension. "Let them honor your arrival, and in no time, they'll be on about their business. The good thing about the stronghold is there are no courtiers. Everyone here has a job to keep them busy."

      "Everyone but me." That was the very worst part about my time at Kyoten. The boredom was tedious, with nothing to do and no means of escape. While I was in residence, I couldn't leave the safety of the walls surrounding the fortress. And everyone inside served the brotherhood. Not to mention the way they kept me to my rooms as soon as the sun sank from the sky.

      "Come on, it won't be so bad getting to see Genevieve again." Gideon shrugged.

      "True." I brightened at the idea of seeing my mother's most trusted companion. When I was a child, no more than twelve, she spent every evening with me during my time at Kyoten telling me wonderful stories about my mother when she first came to Doragune as a young queen.

      "Genevieve is one of the few people who doesn't placate me." I glanced at my guard. "She's a lot like you in that regard." I urged my horse into a faster pace. I knew the others were eager to reach our destination.

      We stopped when we caught our first glimpse of Kyoten's massive walls. Niko and Dimitri brought out my father's banner, and we completed our journey under the king's standard. My arrival as a representative of the king during a time of civil unrest would be further cause for celebration among the people of the stronghold. Before, I was merely the young princess in need of protection. Now, I arrived as the uncontested heir of the empire and one of the most powerful arms of my father's reign. It was almost as important as a visit from the king himself.

      As we passed under the shadows of the towering walls, I prepared myself for the blast of horns and streets full of citizens come to welcome me.

      As the gates opened, I rode forward, pasting on my best princess smile. Holding my head high, I entered the stronghold of Kyoten to silence. The usual crowds were gone, and the muddy streets reeked of unpleasant odors I didn't want to identify.

      Faces peered at me from the shadows. Grim faces, haggard and hungry looking. Children stepped from the arms of their mothers to investigate the royal arrival.

      Reaching for my coin purse I'd brought just for this reason, I tossed a few silver pieces for the children to gather. I waited for the laughter and the scramble to be the one to gather the prized coins, but the children just stared at me with empty eyes.

      “Something is wrong here.” I pulled my hood back, and my guard closed around me. “Where is everyone?” It wasn’t that I wanted the fanfare, but on any given day the streets of Kyoten were filled with activity. From the brothers coming in from their travels all across Doragune and beyond, to those who lived and studied here among the ancient libraries. The Covenant of Morimei at the stronghold were the warrior brethren. The soldiers trained for battle to contain the rising of groups like the Satru who made a nuisance of themselves from time to time. The brothers of the Covenant were ruthless in their mission to see us safely through the next cycle.

      Halfway down the main street, I slid from my horse and approached a young girl huddled with her sisters at the baker's shop.

      "Here." I offered the girl a large bronze coin that was enough to feed her family for a week or more. "Get your sisters some fresh sweet buns."

      The girl shook her head and bent into an awkward curtsy. "Nothing to buy, m'lady."

      Dimitri let out a hiss of anger at the slight, but I waved him away. She was just a child who didn't know the difference between a lady of the merchant class and a noblewoman, much less a princess and heir to the empire.

      "I'm sure the baker must have some leftovers." I looked up to see the shop was closed. And it seemed to have been closed for a while.

      "Your coins are just metal." A young brother bowed as he approached. "We're in dire straits, Princess. Have you any food?" He eyed the horses and our saddlebags with interest.

      “Some, but I sent a supply train ahead of us. Has it not reached the stronghold?" Were they attacked en route to Kyoten?

      "Sorry, your Highness." A gruff voice rose above the silence of the small crowd. "Get back to work." The lieutenant of the guard barked orders, and the few people that had gathered began to scatter.

      "They mean no harm, Princess." The soldier stopped beside my horse and gave a bow. “Brother Harold will see you safely to the keep.” He nodded at the young acolyte.

      "Of course, thank you, Lieutenant. But why is the bakery closed?" I turned back to the run-down appearance of the shop, noticing that many of the shops were closed.

      "Nothing to bake. And your supply train brought us some wonderful things. Spices. Tea and the like, but without meat to cook or grain to mill, there is little food to be had in Kyoten these days."

      “It’s no concern of the princess’s.” Brother Harold tried to take charge from the lieutenant. “The prophet will provide.” He bowed his head, his gray robes hanging on his gaunt frame.

      "Surely there must be something to add to your resources from the supplies I brought."

      "What food was there has been passed out and consumed already. Fabrics and glassware, mead and ale are fine, but you can't eat ‘em." The lieutenant shrugged.

      "I see." I shared a frown with Gideon as I returned to my horse.

      "Have the hunting parties been having poor luck?" Niko asked the brother as the lieutenant returned to his duties.

      "No luck at all, sir." Brother Harold nodded, pausing to hold my reins while I mounted my horse. "There's little wildlife within a week's ride in any direction. Something spooked them off. The bears have been active, killing off anything that managed to stay behind. Even each other. Never seen the like. Though I’ve only studied at Kyoten for a few short years. I left my family in Kazan.” He suppressed a smile. Yet, I could sense his need to ask for news of his home.

      The Covenant took in young men and women from the poorest families all the way up to the highest family in the empire. My own. I had a great uncle who served the Covenant. When the brotherhood came calling, they gathered second and third sons, and young women not likely to marry above their own station.

      “We made do with what the trappers brought in, and supplemented with bread and root vegetables, but then the grain ran out, and pretty soon the trappers weren’t bringing in as much, and the crops have never yielded enough to sustain us on their own. Your supply carts sure were a sight for sore eyes.” Brother Harold walked ahead with a skip in his step. Kyoten wasn't like the other cities. It was a military fortress and a powerful seat of the Brotherhood. Those who made it their home had learned to live without luxuries.

      That was why I always brought the luxuries of the city with me when I came. My intentions were to give them a treat they wouldn’t normally get, but rumors spread that the only reason I brought such things was for my own pleasure. People liked to believe I was a spoiled princess, but I could do without my comforts when necessary.

      I turned in my saddle to Gideon. "Send word for fresh supplies to be brought up from Harana as soon as possible. Grain, dried meat, and smoked fish. Fruits and vegetables. Anything that can be had. Get it here as quickly as you can." It unnerved me to see so many people who were clearly in need of a good meal and some new clothes actually turn their blank staring eyes away from the coins I'd offered. In my world, there was nothing silver could not buy. But these people were struggling to put food in their bellies, and they couldn't eat the useless coins or the stupid tea leaves and spices I’d brought with me. How did Father not know to send food?

      “And take what we have on hand to help feed these people; make it go as far as you can. Niko, set up a community station with whatever they need to cook for everyone, and send the hunters out farther. Two weeks out if you have to."

      I picked up the pace, eager to get to the heart of the keep where I would stay. I needed to talk to Sister Evangeline. She ran Kyoten. Nothing happened within these walls she didn’t know about. And then, I had to find Genevieve. She was likely the only person outside my own chosen I could trust.
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        * * *

      

      From the moment I left my mount with the stable hands, I embraced the cold, aloof nature I’d adopted since the shadow crown had chosen me. Certainly, something odd was going on within the walls of the stronghold. People were starving and supplies were scarce, but that wasn’t the only reason the crowds hadn’t shown up for me today. I could see it in their eyes as I entered the fortress. They feared me.

      And I hated it.

      Brother Harold was warm and welcoming. But if he was from Kazan, he was likely from a noble family and saw me as a reminder of home. No one else would look me in the eye.

      “Send Genevieve to my rooms the minute she returns to the keep.” I marched across the courtyard and made my way into the great hall, issuing orders to the castellan to prepare a bath and have it sent to my room.

      “I’ll need a hot meal for myself and my guards sent to my private conference room.” I ignored the hushed whispers of the servants and played the part of the spoiled, cold-hearted princess, oblivious to the suffering of those all around me.
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            HARANA

          

          ZAK

        

      

    

    
      The men claiming to represent the Covenant refused to lower their swords. No brother I knew had such a warrior’s stance or held a sword like he knew how to use it.

      My eyes slammed into Mara’s the moment the realization hit me. They lied, and I fell for it. After I was taken, I struggled until a supposed brother dressed in black robes removed my hood and explained who they were. They sought the keeper, the one who rescued the Book of Prophecies from the Satru attack.

      Just using the word ‘rescued’ instead of ‘stole’ made me fall for their trap. How stupid was I?

      I should have seen it. The lithe grace of these brothers, so different from those of Jinpoli. The heavy weaponry strapped across strong backs.

      Satru, I mouthed.

      Mara nodded. They’d found us. All because of the man beside her, the one I’d wanted to trust.

      My eyes flicked to the sword clutched in the grasp of the man closest to Mara. She nodded again. The book couldn’t fall into their hands. We couldn’t let them destroy it.

      Distraction. Distraction. I glanced around as Luca continued to speak with one of my guards.

      “Just look in the bag she carries,” he said again.

      I’d like to see him try.

      Luca reached for the bag Mara carried, and she acted, lunging out of his reach and spinning on her heel to grab the guard’s wrist. He howled as she twisted, and his fingers loosened on the hilt of his sword. In no time at all, Mara disarmed him, claiming his blade for herself.

      Other guards moved in, but she scooted toward the door, choosing a single target. Luca.

      “Care to see if I know how to use this thing? Or maybe I’ll just give you another black eye?”

      He held up his hands. “Whoa, there, I’m not your enemy.”

      “You really think that, don’t you?” She lunged for him, ramming her elbow into his nose.

      Luca cried out as he clutched his nose. “It seems I’m going to have to start taking your threats more seriously or my beauty is going to seriously suffer for it.” He sucked in a breath. “Fates, that smarts. I think you broke my face. Does anyone have a mirror?”

      “Relax, it’s not broken or you’d be bleeding everywhere.” Samara backed up against the door, searching for the knob without taking her eyes off Luca.

      “Please, Lady.” A guard stepped away from the others and bowed his head. “He speaks truth. Allow us to explain.”

      She pointed her sword from him to Luca. “Explain what? How you lured me here to save my friend, all for a bunch of pages none of us can even read?”

      Not none of us. I didn’t correct her.

      Luca’s gaze bore into her, but he didn’t respond.

      “Zak,” she ordered. “Come here.”

      No one stopped me when I crossed the hovel to her side.

      She scowled. “We’re leaving now. If you try to stop us, I will hurt you more permanently. And no, I won’t regret it.” She clutched my arm and dragged me through the door into the late afternoon sun beating brutally down on the weathered docks of the fishing village.

      We made it only a few steps before pain exploded from my shoulder. Agony so hot my blood ran like molten lava down my arm.

      “Zak!” Mara’s screams barely registered as I dropped to my knees, the gentle waves lapping beneath the wide-spaced boardwalk were soothing.

      “Find the archer,” someone ordered.

      I fell back, landing against something firm and unyielding. It took me a moment to realize I’d collapsed into a pair of arms. Expecting to see my best friend’s face, I looked up. But it wasn’t her. Luca stared down at me, and there was a surprising amount of fear in his eyes.

      “I’m okay.” I wasn’t sure I got the words out or what they sounded like if I did.

      “Stay with me,” Luca said. “This is not how you die.”

      I coughed, the pain ricocheting through my chest. “Mara …”

      “She went to find the Satru archer, but if they take her …”

      I tried and failed to shake my head. “She’s not … keeper … book.”

      “What?”

      “He says she’s not the keeper of the book,” a new voice, a familiar voice, entered my mind.

      Luca jerked his eyes toward her. “Your ladyship.”

      She ignored him and crouched down to examine the arrow still protruding from my chest. “This is going to hurt, my boy.” She put a hand on my shoulder and another on the shaft of the arrow. Without another word, she snapped off the end of the arrow.

      And I screamed.

      The pain seared through every cell, across every nerve ending. I screamed until there was no breath in me, and I collapsed against Luca, letting him hold me with no shame.

      “We need to get him to the stronghold to take that arrowhead out.” She pushed to her feet. “The keeper is not dying today.”

      “Keeper,” Luca whispered, meeting my hazy eyes. “It’s you?”

      “Sorry to disappoint.” Blackness dotted across my vision.

      Footsteps sounded against the dirt square as Mara ran toward us, the supposed brothers behind her.

      “Did you capture the archer?” the woman asked one of men in black robes.

      Mara stepped away from them. “No. He got away.” She ran toward me and fell to the ground at my side. “You aren’t ever allowed to leave me, Zak. Do you hear me? Never.”

      This time, I succeeded in nodding. “Never.”

      Once Mara was satisfied that I was, in fact, alive, she rose to her feet and turned. “Genevieve?”

      The name rang within me. How had I not seen it? Her voice was so familiar, but there was something different, older about it. This was the woman who abandoned us all those years ago.

      “Mara.” Genevieve answered. I couldn’t see her face, but I imagined her smiling, tears in her eyes. I wanted Genevieve to tell us leaving hadn’t been her choice, that she’d dreamed of this reunion just as I had.

      “Wait,” one of the guards said. “This almost-dead boy is the keeper?”

      “He isn’t dying,” Luca growled. “I know this is a special moment for you, Gen, but he needs a healer, and I think Mara needs a moment alone so she doesn’t kill you.”

      “She’s thinking about it,” Mara said, still clutching the sword she’d acquired.

      Ignoring her, Genevieve jumped into action. “Kivan, Antony, carry Zak. Luca, you’re coming with us too.”

      “Since when have I obeyed orders from the Covenant?” Luca asked.

      “Since we look the other way when you go past the boundaries to ‘hunt.’ She gave him a knowing glance. “You know as well as I, the Satru never send just one assassin, and they want the keeper. We can’t let them figure out which one it is.”

      In my foggy mind, I could picture Mara’s scowl at Genevieve’s orders. She’d considered Gen a mother, as had I. Until the day she left. And then she’d considered her an enemy for betraying us.

      The burly guards lifted me, letting my body swing between them. I could hardly feel the pain any longer as my consciousness flickered in and out. Each time I came to, I heard more snippets of conversation.

      This band of misfits were Covenant. The brothers in black robes hadn’t lied to us. Luca wasn’t one of them, but he’d found us and brought us to Genevieve.

      “The Satru have a citadel near the city.” Genevieve’s voice brought comfort to me in my hazy state. “We have to get you both to Kyoten in the mountains where you’ll be safe.”

      Part of me wanted to let the dark overtake me, let it keep me and coddle me. Each time it tried, there was pressure in my hand. Luca.

      He didn’t let go.

      Mara looked back at me every time I opened my eyes, but she remained at Genevieve’s side, seeking the answers she’d wanted for years.

      The next time I came to, Mara was with me in the back of a wagon moving slowly through a forest. “She’ll barely speak to me,” she said. “It’s like we never knew her at all. I don’t get it. You could have died, Zak. And it’s like she doesn’t care. She hasn’t even apologized for her people abducting you. And she won’t tell me how they even knew to come looking for us. She asked to see the book, but I wouldn’t show her. The book is yours and yours alone. I only bear its burden on your behalf.”

      “Mar …” I whispered.

      “Who does she think she is? And this Luca guy … he’s not a brother. I can say that with certainty. But then, why is he here? What stake does he have in any of this? I don’t like him. At all. He’s too cocky, and he takes my punches way too well for all the complaining he does after.”

      “I’m right here, you know.” Luca still held my other hand. “And I have two very unseemly black eyes since meeting you, so I can heartily say I don’t care for you either.

      “No one asked you.” Mara didn’t slow down. “Maybe we shouldn’t have come. We should have gone to Kazan and sought out the emperor. Brothers aren’t supposed to carry weapons, let alone know how to use them. And what’s with the weird robes? It’s like they don’t even know how to be brothers.”

      “Mar.” It was all I could get out. She never remembered her lessons. There were warrior brethren, but they were rare. They wore black robes…

      This time, I let the darkness seep in faster, with Mara still talking as I drifted off.

      “He doesn’t have much time,” someone said.

      I opened my eyes to find the world rushing past. The cart that carried me rolled swiftly toward a fortified gate. The fortress of Kyoten. I couldn’t raise my head to take in my surroundings, but the pungent smells struck me with full force. Each bump sent a shockwave of pain through me, and it was harder to keep my eyes open.

      When I finally managed to open my eyes again, I found Mara helping the brothers carry me from the wagon, but someone was missing. “Luca?”

      No one answered me, and he didn’t come. It was like he’d disappeared into the distant mist of a dream.

      One I wanted to have again. My hand was suddenly cold, and the feeling spread to every limb, freezing my veins and making my body seize up.

      “He’s shaking,” one of the brothers called.

      “Zak.” Mara’s voice sounded like a faint whisper. “Stay with us.”

      “A royal representative has arrived,” Genevieve called. “Everyone stop.”

      High stone walls towered over us, and a crimson flag flew overhead, the wind whipping it into a ripple of rich fabric flecked with silver.

      “The emperor’s standard,” Kivan said, sharing a worried glance with Genevieve.

      Genevieve marched back toward us, dropping her voice. “Is he still alive?”

      The brothers both nodded. “For the moment.”

      She scrubbed a hand over her face. “Get him to the infirmary quietly. Take the back gate. I don’t want anyone to know they’re here.” She turned to Mara. “You, come with me.”

      “Why are you hiding us?” Mara asked. “Will the Satru find us here?”

      Genevieve’s intense eyes bore into me and then Mara. “You have more enemies than the Satru, and far worse fates if you fall into their hands.”
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      I wrenched my arm out of Genevieve’s grasp as she tried to drag me down a dark alley. “Where are you taking us?” My voice rose to catch the attention of the people in the street.

      “For once in your life, be quiet,” she hissed. “I’m trying to keep you alive, and I need you to trust me.”

      “Trust you?” The sarcasm dripped from my voice. I couldn’t believe she had the audacity to say those words to me. “You want me to trust you?”

      Genevieve wouldn’t meet my eyes. Without a word, she gave a nod and one of her men dropped a hood over my head and dragged me into the shadows of the alley.

      “No!” I screamed, kicking at the man holding me in a strong grip. “Where is Zak? What have you done with him? I hate you!” My voice cracked, and I was dangerously close to tears. I wasn’t a crier. Never had been. Genevieve had taught me to be tough. But she’d left me when I was just a child. The only mother I’d ever known just walked out of my life one day and never returned.

      My hands balled into fists, and I kicked back, crushing my foot down on my captor’s knee just before I threw my weight forward to knock him off balance.

      It was a move Gen had taught me herself. And I was an excellent student—when it came to anything not involving books. But before I could get the hood off my head, something heavy clubbed me at the base of my skull, and I sank to the ground like the toughest iron melting in the hottest forge.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up with a pounding headache in a strange room. It was a nice room. Larger than anything I’d ever seen outside of Cyril’s own chambers. But this bedroom was fit for a queen, with a wide bed and the most comfortable feather mattress I’d ever laid on. Warm blankets. A fireplace with a crackling fire. It even had a long settee and colorful rugs on the floor. Cheerful sunlight filtered in through the windows.

      Except, there were bars on those windows, and when I ventured across the room, the door was locked. No amount of banging or screaming yielded results.

      My efforts to resist Genevieve had gotten me nothing but a huge lump on the back of my head and no idea what she’d done with Zak. I could only hope she still harbored enough love for him that she would see to his injuries, because she surely had no love for me at all.

      I paced across the spacious room, running over everything that had happened since the moment we saw that cursed ship heading for Jinpoli.

      I let out a frustrated breath. “Well, Mara, you got what you always wanted. A grand adventure. Now what?” I moved to the window to peer through the bars. My room was high up in the keep, but it faced the mountains rising above the fortress. These were like nothing I ever imagined mountains to be. At home, we had one mountain, and then we arrived in the Harana valley dwarfed by giant hills that must have rivaled the dragons themselves.

      I let my gaze wander up and up, as far as I could see, and I still couldn’t make out the peaks of these mountains. Even after days of hiking up from the valley, the Kyoten stronghold seemed to sit among the clouds, but the mountain range just kept going, higher and higher. If I could even get to Zak, there was no way we could survive this terrain on our own. Not without supplies and a guide to take us somewhere safe—if such a place existed for us anymore.

      My stomach growled, and my mouth was dry. I didn’t know how long I was out, but judging by my thirst, it was a while.

      For the second time since I woke up, I wondered why they would put me in such a nice room with bars on the windows and no food.

      A knock came at the door, and I bolted across the room. “Let me out of here!” I reached for the doorknob, but only a compartment near the floor opened.

      “I need to speak to Genevieve. Now!” I dropped to my knees to peek through the narrow opening at a pair of dusty boots. “Where is Zak? Is he okay?”

      The only reply I got was a grunt as someone shoved a clay jug and a tray through the opening, slamming it shut in my face.

      I leaped at the bowl of porridge and jug of water, downing a cup and pouring another. The porridge smelled heavenly, and it had real butter melting on top with a sprinkle of some spice I couldn’t identify. It tasted better than it smelled, with a nutty flavor I’d never experienced before. I devoured it, licking my fingertips to make sure I got every last morsel.

      Again, why would they put me in such a beautiful room and feed me such heavenly food but treat me like a prisoner at the same time? Was Genevieve trying to confuse me? If so, it was working.

      I sat in a dazed stupor for a while, waiting for something to happen. I hadn’t even moved from my spot on the floor when another knock came at the door. Like before, the compartment opened, but this time, the acolyte spoke.

      “Tray,” he demanded.

      I kept the jug of water and returned the tray to the door, but I didn’t give it to him.

      “Tell me what she’s done with Zak?”

      Silence was his only reply, but a moment later the door opened and the boy in gray robes entered the room, a ring of keys at his hip weighing him down.

      “Is it true?” He glanced over his shoulder at the empty hall and the cart of dirty dishes behind him.

      “What?”

      “You and the boy escaped Jinpoli?” He studied my dirty face with a frown.

      I studied his, hardened and weathered like most of the Covenant. Yet, there was something different about this boy. He held himself like a warrior. His wide shoulders strained against his worn gray robes, and a sword rested at his hip, his hand poised above the pommel like it never strayed far from his grip.

      I nodded. “Where is he?”

      He ignored my questions.

      “And Jinpoli was destroyed? Brother Cyril is dead?”

      “It’s gone,” I whispered. “Cyril too.”

      “And there is a new keeper?”

      “Where is Zak?” I insisted. “I gave you information. Now, it’s your turn.”

      “He’s in the infirmary recovering.” He took the tray from my hands. “There are whispers that you have the book. That you’re the new keeper.”

      “I don’t know anything about a book. But if you can get me out of here, I’ll help you find it.”

      For whatever reasons, Genevieve had left the book with me. When I first woke, it lay clutched in my arms. I’d stuffed it under the bed in my pack, but this boy didn’t need to know that.

      “Silvanus, be on your way.” Genevieve stepped into the room. “I need to speak with the girl.” She turned her piercing gaze on the boy. “And if I find out you’ve breathed a word of our guest here, I will personally see to it you never rise to the ranks you seek. You will stay a useless acolyte until you are old and gray. Have I made my meaning clear?”

      He bowed his head without a word, giving me one last frown before he disappeared with my dishes.

      Genevieve closed the door behind him.

      “What have you done with Zak? Why are you keeping me prisoner here?”

      “Zak is recovering in the infirmary. If he continues to do well throughout the afternoon, the nurses will release him, and he will join you here this evening.”

      I let out a breath of relief at the news my only friend in the world would survive. “And when he is well, we will be on our way.”

      “You will do no such thing.” Genevieve moved across the room to the settee resting against the wall under the windows.

      “Sit.” She pointed to the settee.

      Something in her voice harkened back to my childhood, and I found myself sitting before I thought better of it.

      “What Cyril was thinking when he sent you two to find me, I’ll never know.” She paced to the fireplace across the room.

      “He said you would know what to do with the book, but clearly you don’t, so we will find our own path. We don’t need you.”

      She turned to stare at me, and for a moment, I saw something like hurt reflected in her eyes. Then, she spoke. “You and Zak will stay in this room until it is safe for you to leave. You cannot and will not be seen. Am I clear?”

      “No. You haven’t explained anything. Least of all why you’re even here. Why you left us when we were just children who needed a mother!”

      “You have no idea what I’ve given up for you, child. For that alone, you should give me your trust and your obedience. I left the book with you to show my trust in you, Samara.” She glowered at me. “You and Zak will protect it, and when I can figure out what to do with you, I will give you the answers you need.”

      “Why should I trust you? Just because you left the book locked up in here with me? Don’t think for a second that I don’t realize you’re protecting the book. Not me.”

      “Just do as you’re told.” She moved to the door. “You will have what you need, and Zak will join you soon enough. Do not engage your guards again. It is for your own protection. Silvanus broke his vow of silence to speak with you. He will not return.”

      She was gone before I could respond, and the door slammed shut behind her.

      In a rage, I threw my water pitcher at the door, feeling a moment’s satisfaction when the clay jug shattered into pieces on the floor—along with my only source of water.
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      “Princess, you need to get out of your rooms and let the people see you.” Gideon’s muffled voice stirred me from my stupor. Since the afternoon of my arrival, I’d kept to my bedroom, only venturing out for meals with my guard in my private dining room.

      Genevieve had yet to answer my summons. It was a slap in the face for someone of her station to so blatantly ignore me. I would have to deal with her soon.

      With a sigh, I left the comfort of the overstuffed lounge under the wide picturesque windows facing the mountains and crossed the plush plum-colored carpets to the door.

      “Come in, for prophet’s sake, and stop haunting my hallway with your moaning and groaning.” I returned to my seat, pulling a white fur blanket over my lap to resume my gazing from the tower window.

      When visiting the Kyoten stronghold, I was the proverbial princess in the tower. To be kept safe from any who might seek to do me harm. In its own way, the stronghold was my prison. And this tower bedroom was my cell. They might as well put bars on the windows.

      “Come for a walk with me. The fresh air will do you good.” Gideon leaned against the doorframe, the sword at his hip scraping against the stone wall.

      “I can get fresher air up here in the tower than down there on the putrid streets. Thank you, but no.” I retrieved my book from the side table and re-read the same sentence for the twentieth time.

      “You know that’s not what I meant.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Get off your royal rump and come for a walk so your people can see you aren’t hiding from some perceived slight of a woman they know precious little about.”

      “Genevieve practically runs this place.” I turned the page in my book, the lines of text nothing but a blur.

      “Sister Evangeline runs the stronghold, and everyone, including Genevieve, answers to her.” Gideon moved to my wardrobe and flipped through my things until he found a cloak that matched my dress. “You can wear the hood up. No one will know it’s you until you’re ready for them to see you.”

      I snorted an un-princess-like laugh. “It’s made of cream silk and white fur. Anyone with any sense will know it’s me under that hood.”

      “I’ll wear it, and you can wear mine if it gets you off that lounge.”

      “You will do no such thing!” I set my book aside. “I won’t have half the keep thinking I’m some wide-shouldered ogre come down from the mountains.” Reluctantly, I could see I wouldn’t win this argument. He would follow through with his threat and wear that cape whether I went with him or not. Everyone would think I’d lost my slim figure when the shadow crown chose me.

      “You better put this on.” He held the cape out for me. “You know I’ll do it. I’ll even walk with a slouch and limp.” He hunched his shoulders and took several awkward steps toward me, his booted foot dragging behind him.

      “Oh, fine.” I snatched the cape from him and tossed it around my shoulders. “One walk around the courtyard and to the marketplace and back. And then, you will leave me be for the rest of the day.”

      “Deal.” His dimpled smile flashed in triumph as he offered me his arm.
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      It wasn’t just Genevieve’s slight that made me reluctant to leave my rooms. It had been years since my last stay at Kyoten, and a lot had changed. Not for the better.

      I couldn’t fathom how my father had let it fall into such shambles, but the neglect was clear, and I didn’t know how to fix it. I’d sent for emergency supplies from both Harana and Kazan, but it could take days for anything to arrive from the former and weeks from the latter. And that was if my father’s council granted my request. I’d spent my own money to get what I could from the port city of Harana, but there was only so long that would last before we were right back here again.

      I had to come up with a plan to help the citizens of the last dragon stronghold learn a more sustainable way to live. And so far, I’d come up with nothing.

      I could feel their eyes on me as we walked across the courtyard, past the stables and down the lane to the marketplace. I could feel their judgment. The naïve young princess who’d brought them spices, perfumes, fabric, and ale when their bellies were empty.

      I was a fool. A fool completely unprepared to follow in my father’s footsteps to lead an empire I didn’t know nearly enough about. Sure, I knew the lands. The geography. I knew the demographics of the people who lived in the different kingdoms. I knew the facts. I knew diplomacy and ways to govern. But I didn’t know how to dig into a problem like this and find a solution.

      “Stop obsessing over a situation you cannot do anything about overnight.” Gideon walked beside me, setting a leisurely pace along the well-worn stone path down from the keep.

      “It’s my responsibility to fix this,” I murmured, pulling my cloak tighter around me.

      “Maybe so.” He nodded. “But you can’t do that by shutting yourself away in your tower, pretending to read a book in your room.”

      “You might have a point.” I slowed my steps as we neared the blacksmith’s shop. A group of men had gathered, and I wanted to hear what they were talking about.

      “Do my ears deceive me, or did you just agree with me?” Gideon stopped while I perused the wares on display in front of the cooper’s shop.

      “Hush.” I strained my ears to hear the men who would stop their conversation and scatter the minute they saw me.

      “The whole village?” the blacksmith asked. “Just gone?”

      “Every last building burned to ash,” another man, dressed like a vagrant, explained. “Even the keep’s trackers couldn’t find a trace of the villagers.”

      “Maybe they moved on rather than face rebuilding.” a brother wearing the black robes of the warrior class suggested.

      “No.” The trapper with a few shriveled pelts strapped to his belt shook his head. “I heard there wasn’t a footprint to be found leading away from the fires. Like they were there one moment going on about their lives and gone the next.”

      The blacksmith whistled and shook his head. “Like the prophets just wrote them out of the story?”

      “The mountains aren’t safe for anyone these days.” The trapper spit a gob of tobacco juice on the ground. “Making my way to Harana. I’ll take passage on a ship to Mazue. Figure I’ll spend the rest of the winter down there in the river country. Ain’t nothing worth trapping up in these mountains anymore. Nothing but angry bears and a few foxes and rabbits holed up in their dens, too scared to come out.”

      “There’s no decent game within a month’s ride from the keep, no matter what the princess seems to think,” the brother in black said. “No hunters willing to make the trip either.”

      “Get what you need, Princess?” Gideon elbowed me to move along before the cooper came out to sell me barrels I didn’t need.

      “Right.” We set off down the lane toward the market. I put on a brave face and lowered my hood. It was obvious from my wardrobe who I was, especially now that everyone knew I was here. Might as well face them.

      “Take me to the community shelter Niko and Maya have set up. I want to see how our efforts are faring.”

      “We’ve done all we can, and it isn’t much.” Gideon led me across the market square to a small tent where several sisters and their acolytes worked over steaming pots.

      “What have we contributed?” I asked Gideon.

      “We brought plenty of journey bread with us. Enough to last awhile the way the sisters are using it.” Journey bread was nothing but flour, water, and salt baked into thin wafers that were hard enough to break teeth.

      “How are they using it?”

      “They’re grinding it down to add to the soup to make a thick broth. And they’re also using it as a sort of flour to make soft dumplings with the ale you sent ahead. It’s actually not too bad.”

      “Surely we brought more than journey bread.” We’d eaten well as we traveled here. Most nights we had fresh game and winter berries that were plentiful in the lower lands.

      He nodded. “We hardly touched our provisions of dried beef and root vegetables. We also have the spices and dried fruit that arrived with the supply train. Everyone is happy to have the ale and wine you provided.”

      The line for the makeshift kitchen was long, and those who had taken their portions seemed grateful to have it.

      “At least it’s something to tide us over for a little while.” I thought about the food I had eaten since my arrival. It seemed the hard times had reached even the princess’s dinner tray, but there was plenty of what I’d been served. I wondered if Genevieve and Sister Evangeline had thought to open their stores to the families who served them. I would have to check with the castellan when I returned.

      A crack like thunder made me jump, and I turned to the normally busy market square to find it nearly empty except for a small gathering at the center.

      “What’s happening?” I left the sweltering tents and marched across the half-frozen clearing. “Why are they whipping that boy?” He couldn’t have been more than fifteen, though he had the strength of the warrior brethren about him. He stood between two pillars, his arms stretched over his head. The chains holding him upright clanked as he stumbled.

      I flinched as the cane crashed against his back and blood seeped from fresh wounds. A brother in black robes held the cane, pausing only briefly between lashes.

      “He’s being punished for breaking his oath of silence, Princess.” A soldier of the king’s army bowed at the waist before he returned to the scene playing out before us.

      “He’s just a boy.”

      “He’s an acolyte with a desire to wear the brethren robes,” the soldier explained. “If he takes his punishment without uttering a sound, he will not lose his standing. If he cries out, he will either be cast out, or he will have to begin his training anew.”

      “Good heavens.” I shuddered at the rattle of the cane against the poor boy’s back. “All this just for speaking?”

      “The life of a Covenant warrior is a difficult one, your Highness.” The soldier seemed impressed with the show of silence as the beating went on. The boy never uttered a sound.

      “We should leave.” Gideon took my arm and led me back up toward the keep. By the time we returned, the bottom half of my cloak and dress were wet and muddy, and I didn’t think the washerwomen would ever get the stains out.

      The exercise was good for me, but I was eager to sit in front of a warm fire and have something hot to drink.

      “Your Highness.” One of the maids bobbed a hasty curtsy in the main hall at the bottom of the stairs. “You have a guest waiting in your rooms. She says I’m to find you and send you to her.”

      “She did, did she?” My brow shot up in surprise.

      “Oh, dear.” The maid’s face flushed crimson when she realized what she’d said. “Her words, not mine, Princess. I would never presume.” She dropped into another flustered curtsy. “My apologies.” She sucked in a breath, a look of horror on her face—like she thought I might strike her down for speaking out of turn.

      “Well, then, I should make haste to greet my guest.” At another time, I might have given the maid a kind word or a smile to set her at ease, but that was before the shadow crown chose me. Before my people began looking at me with fear and uncertainty.

      Gideon followed silently beside me, holding the door to my chambers open when we arrived.

      “Princess Odessa.” The woman sitting on my lounge stood to greet me. “We are long overdue for a talk.” She moved to take my hands. “It is good to see you, my dear.”

      I couldn’t allow her to speak to me so familiarly, as though I was still a child under her care while in residence at the keep.

      “Gideon, that will be all.” My voice took on a frosty tone as I neared my lounge by the fire.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t here to greet you, Odessa.” Genevieve turned to sit on the settee across from me.

      “I don’t believe I’ve given you permission to sit yet.” I sat tall with my back straight.

      “Apologies, your Highness.” Genevieve stood and bowed her head. “I have been too familiar in my eagerness to see you.”

      “I called for you days ago.”

      “I am afraid I was attending to a matter of utmost importance. A matter I couldn’t trust to another soul.” She bowed her head again.

      “You may sit.” I gestured for her to take the settee. “How has Kyoten fallen into such a state? Sister Evangeline has assured me my father is aware of their dire straits, and she insists she has it under control, but I see starving faces everywhere I go.”

      “We have other matters of importance to discuss, Princess. You are not safe here.” Her eyes pinned me with their sincerity. “Things are happening here, under the nose of Sister Evangeline, that could spell disaster for Doragune. I cannot tell you more than that.” She moved onto her knees in front of me, taking my hands in hers. “Trust no one but your chosen and keep to yourself as you have been. You mustn’t be seen off on your own. I will keep a close eye on you, but we are entering perilous times. That the crown of shadows chose you is yet another sign that our days are dwindling. We are nearing the time of a new cycle, and we are not prepared.”
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      The flipping of pages drummed in my ears louder than was possible for simple parchment. But the rhythm wouldn’t stop. Thump. Thump. Thump. Each page collided into another, and when my eyes snapped open, I found Zak sitting on the end of his bed in our room. His arm rested in a sling, but he otherwise appeared okay.

      “You’re back!” I scrambled from my bed to his, wrapping my arms around him and breathing him in.

      “And you’re still you.” He groaned in pain, and I realized I was squeezing the injured shoulder.

      I released him. “I’m sorry, but it’s been a horrible day, and I’ve had so little word of you. An acolyte told me you were in the infirmary and not a soul has spoken to me since.” I lowered my voice. “The acolytes here are under a vow of silence.”

      He turned to me, one eyebrow raised. “It astounds me how little of our lessons you’ve managed to retain. The warrior brethren train here. Their acolytes wear gray robes. The sister acolytes wear blue robes.

      “But vows of silence,” I hissed. “It’s odd.” In Jinpoli, the brothers and sisters would take their vows of silence in the weeks leading up to embarking on a new assignment to prepare themselves for the journey. Acolytes would never even consider the vow until they’d risen in rank and earned a position serving in one kingdom or another.

      “I heard about an acolyte facing the post for breaking a vow.” Zak’s forehead creased. He’d never approved of the Covenant’s use of the whipping post for punishments. Both of us had faced the lash for youthful transgressions.

      I met his gaze. “I don’t think this is a good place.”

      “Then, why did Cyril send us here? He had to have a reason. Would Genevieve really live here if it didn’t benefit the Covenant? And why are there bars on the windows?” He cast a glance across the room.

      “I don’t know.” I sat back on my heels. It was all confusing. Especially Genevieve. “We don’t know her anymore. Maybe we never did.”

      “You’re wrong.” He dragged the book so it rested between us on the bed. “Cyril must have had his reasons. Look at this page. What do you see?”

      “Nothing.” I peered closer, but it was just blank parchment. “Same as always.”

      “Really?” He scratched his head. “Because as soon as they shoved me in here this morning, I had the urge to open the book, and it’s all there.”

      “What is?”

      “The prophecy. The one Cyril told us about. The two daughters, the golden castle.” His words struck me dumb for a moment.

      “You mean, you can read the symbols now?”

      His head bobbed excitedly. “It’s like the book translated the page for me. I even did that talking-to-it thing you recommended. Mara, I think it worked.” He ran a finger along the page.

      “A castle crowned in gold under a cerulean sky will be laid to waste should the second-born daughter refuse to die.”

      It wasn’t the first time I’d heard it, but a chill raced through me. “Cyril made us memorize those words. Are you sure you’re not just seeing what you want?”

      He shook his head. “It’s here, but that’s not all.”

      My gaze snapped to his. “There’s more?”

      “And it’s big. Do you think Cyril just didn’t tell us about the second part of the prophecy?”

      “No. You were his successor. Even if he didn’t tell you why he taught you everything he did, I don’t believe he’d have held back.” Cyril was the one person other than Zak I’d never questioned. His word may as well have been law in my heart.

      Zak pushed both hands through his dark blond hair. “That’s what I was afraid of. Why now? Why is the book showing the whole prophecy to me and not him? Cyril was supposed to lead us into the next cycle.”

      “We don’t even know the next cycle is coming.” It had been more than a thousand years since the last one. Only the most ancient of books spoke of it, yet Cyril had known. Did the book tell him what happened then?

      When Zak looked up at me, his eyes were red. I noticed the deep lines of his face, the dark grooves. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in a year. “You don’t want to know the rest of it. I can’t unsee the words.”

      He was right. I didn’t. Cyril taught us that each kingdom across the empire would suffer its own prophecy, but they could only guess what the words meant. I remembered a day when I was eight and sat atop the cliffs with Cyril before he mostly kept to the caves. We watched a three-masted ship try to reach our shores and struggle in the violent waters. When the first mast broke, Cyril told me it was only a matter of time before it sank and the brothers would have to rescue the crew.

      The first mast fell into the second, pushing that into the third.

      That was how he said the prophecies worked. Each one triggered the next.

      “Tell me.” I reached for Zak’s hand, wanting to take the fear from his eyes. This was his burden to bear, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t lift some of the weight.

      He flipped the page. Still, all I saw was parchment.

      His shoulders shook, so I scooted closer, slipping my arm under his uninjured one. “Zak, look at me.” How frightening could it be after everything we’d been through?

      His eyes met mine, and in them, I saw the burden he carried that he hadn’t truly been prepared for. “You’re too good for these prophecies. How can I put this on you?”

      “No.” I touched his cheek. “You’re too good. Me? I belong in the mud that is the tragedy we’ll all be stuck in.” I leaned in, pressing a soft kiss to the corner of his mouth. Whatever I felt or didn’t feel for my friend, he needed my assurance right now.

      He sighed, pressing his forehead against mine. “If the first and second born collide, the kingdom will divide. A shadow and a thorn, two girls fit for the role to which they were born.”

      “The crown of shadows and the crown of thorns.” I leaned back and covered my mouth. “Does this mean there are two heirs? One fit for each crown? A second-born daughter?”

      “It may not mean this generation. The prophecies do not see time as we do. Cyril spent most of his life in study and never quite understood what was coming. Which means, I have little hope of ever catching up.”

      “But—”

      “There’s another line.”

      I clamped my mouth shut, not sure quite how much more I could take.

      Zak took a deep breath. “Should either crown need allies, the dragons will arise.”

      I couldn’t speak, couldn’t find the words.

      “That’s it.” He released a breath. “That’s all there is, and it could mean anything. We know from Cyril’s training that the Dragons are a sign of prophecy to come, but most believe they’re myth, or merely a symbol of the chaos to come. I just don’t understand what it’s all supposed to mean as a whole. We can’t take its individual parts at face value.” He chewed his bottom lip, eyes roving over blank pages that meant absolutely nothing to me.

      When I finally spoke, my voice was quiet. “Dragos haven’t been seen in an age, but they did roam freely, once. That’s why this fortress is here.” It made so much sense now. “Are you sure Cyril never saw this? That maybe that’s why he sent us here?”

      “If he did, he never told me about it.”

      “I think he knew.” I crawled from the bed and paced the length of the room. “That’s why she’s here. Genevieve. She left us to keep watch over the dragon stronghold.” How could I not see it? The only way she’d have abandoned us was for a greater purpose. To save us all.

      Zak stared at the book, flipping back and forth through the pages.

      I stopped moving. “What are you doing?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “It’s like I can’t stop reading the words over and over. This force inside me needs not only to read these words but to know them, to understand them.”

      “Cyril spent over a hundred years studying those exact words. You will never fully understand them.”

      “So, I should stop trying?” Soft gray eyes stared at me for answers I would never have.

      “Zak.” I crossed my arms, not wanting to sit in this room doing nothing for another moment. “I think it’s pretty clear. If we’re still around when this prophecy happens, we’ll all suffer.”

      That was when it hit me. I probably wouldn’t be around, but Zak? Keepers of the book lived unnaturally long lives, aging slowly. What would happen to the two of us when I grew old and he did not?

      Seeming to sense my distress, he got off the bed and approached me. “I shouldn’t have told you all of this. I’m sorry. It’s just, being the only one who knows where we’re headed …”

      I cut him off by yanking him into a hug. “You never have to be alone in this. You hear me?”

      He nodded.

      “I’ll even face the dragons with you.”

      A laugh burst out of him that was laced with pain. “I think you’re more equipped to fight them than I am.”

      He stepped back and returned to the book, getting lost in those two short pages of text. I watched his eyes shift over the lines, the way his brow creased in concentration, as though there were more on the page than those few lines of prophecy. My gaze went to his shoulder. The edge of a bandage peeked up around the collar, reminding me that he would now be the most targeted man in all of Doragune, and possibly beyond.

      Maybe Genevieve was right to lock us up here. The Satru wouldn’t stop until he was in their possession. Because whoever controlled the keeper, controlled knowledge of the prophecies.
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      I was staring into the flames when the heavy iron lock on the door rattled and Genevieve walked in. She wore a sister’s robe of turquoise. It had been modified to allow her to carry multiple weapons. I counted four that I could see. A long sword on her left hip, and three knives attached to her belt.

      She looked back over her shoulder at the brother I assumed had been guarding our door. “You can go, Antony. Tell Sister Evangeline I’ll be late to supper, as I had important business.”

      “She won’t be happy with you, Genevieve,” the young brother said, casting a wary glance at us.

      Genevieve scowled. “She can see the prisoners when I deem them ready for her. Now, leave us.”

      He bowed and shut the door behind him.

      “Your master unhappy with her dog?” I asked. Even having a sort of reason for Genevieve leaving us didn’t soften my anger toward her.

      She sighed. “Come now, Samara. I taught you to be more observant than that.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Evangeline has the appearance of a master.”

      “And?”

      “You were sent here many years ago by the keeper himself. That makes you …”

      “Go on.”

      “As long as you pretend she’s in charge here, you can do the keeper’s bidding.”

      “Good girl.” Genevieve smiled. “Cyril didn’t fill your head too much with book learning, then, I see. That’s good. You were always meant for bigger things.”

      “And me?” Zak looked up from where he lay on his stomach near the fire. The book propped in front of him.

      “Your journey is just beginning.” She sighed. “If I could change either of your fates, I would.”

      “Because we aren’t worthy.” I sat back on the settee.

      “No.” She stepped forward and then stopped herself. “Not at all. Because the road ahead will be difficult.”

      “And you think the road behind us hasn’t been? Our home was destroyed. We boarded a ship to reach you and have been taken prisoner. You yourself called us prisoners.”

      “Because Evangeline can’t know who you really are.”

      “But isn’t she a sister?” Cyril taught us to trust those in the Covenant above all others.

      Genevieve sighed. “Cyril still peddling the myth that all covenant members can be trusted, is he?” She cringed. “I’m sure you both miss him very much. As do I. When we heard what happened on Jinpoli, it broke my heart. I knew if you two made it out, you’d come here. That’s why I had Luca watching for you in Harana.”

      Zak sat up. “Luca? What happened to him? Where is he?”

      “I do not know the answer to that, I’m afraid. Luca appears when he chooses and leaves just as swiftly. He brings me information that I didn’t even know to ask for and is willing to travel farther into the mountains than my own warriors. But he is a mystery to us all.”

      Zak’s shoulders dropped in disappointment. I knew my friend. He wanted to both thank Luca for bringing me back to him and also see me punch him again.

      I nudged Zak with my foot. “Forget about him.” Turning to Genevieve, I narrowed my eyes. “When do we get out of here? We didn’t travel all this way to stay trapped in this room.”

      “I apologize for the sparce accommodations,” she said. “I would give you the best if it were in my power to do so.”

      I glanced around the large room. It was the loveliest I had seen, but coming from Jinpoli, perhaps there were even grander rooms in the world. “A beautiful cage is still a cage.”

      Her eyes turned sad. “Soon. I promise. There are dangers here. I’m only trying to protect you, protect this kingdom.”

      “Want to know something ironic? The enemy wants to protect this kingdom just as much as the Covenant does. They just have different opinions of what that means. It makes it very difficult to distinguish between friend and foe.”

      Genevieve looked down to meet my gaze. “We are friends. I promise you that.”

      I shifted away from her and stared into the flames once more, imagining them licking down the tongue of a dragon. “We’ll see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          
            KYOTEN

          

          ZAK

        

      

    

    
      A knock on the door had me sitting up so swiftly my head swam.

      “That’s not Genevieve.” Mara stood from where she had been resting, staring up at the ceiling.

      I wish I could have told her she was wrong, but that woman had been a mother to us. We knew every sound she made, the way her knuckles rapped softly but deliberately on the door. This was more of a pounding. I shut the book and handed it to Mara, who crammed it under one of the blankets on her bed.

      The person knocked again, and this time there was a rattling of metal. I shared a look with Mara. She shrugged. “See what they want.”

      I approached the door cautiously. “Who’s there?” I asked. No answer. “Whoever you are, you have keys to our chamber. We are the prisoners, so come in already if you must.”

      Mara hissed out a curse and came to my side. “You’re an idiot.”

      “No, they’re the idiots knocking on a door that locks from their side.”

      The door opened slowly, revealing a brother in long crimson robes. Behind him were two sister acolytes in dark blue. None of them spoke. This vow of silence was beginning to be a real inconvenience. The brother turned and started walking as if he expected us to follow.

      Mara nudged me forward. We didn’t know where he was leading us, but this was our chance to see more of this place, to find some answers.

      I glanced behind me at the book barely hidden from sight and hoped it would remain there in our absence.

      The two sisters followed behind us, and I could see the rounded ends of hilts poking out of their robes. If we even tried to escape, there would be consequences. That was clear.

      My shoulder ached with each step, but I didn’t let the pain show. I wouldn’t allow these people to see my weakness. I learned that from Mara. When we were little, she would come in from training with Genevieve a mass of bruises and tiny cuts. I spent every day in books and learning, and yet, she would make sure I wasn’t taxing myself too much.

      Outside the elegant room that was our cell, the fortress was cold and barren. Stone walls lined with heavy wooden doors that led to a mess of rooms and corridors. Like Jinpoli, there were no trappings of the wealth one might have seen in a palace or even a home. No elaborate tapestries, no plush carpets.

      I’d never experienced a true home, but some of the brothers and sisters filled my head with grand stories of what they’d seen of the world. All I knew was rock and churning seas.

      A hand slid into mine, but I couldn’t look at Mara. The humid corridor was replaced in my vision with flipping pages and symbols I couldn’t read only days ago. Now, I knew every meaning, the secrets they held from the world. There was a fullness to the words that hadn’t been there before, as though the brief words of prophecy contained volumes, if one only knew how to read it properly. I was beginning to realize a single lifetime wouldn’t be enough to expose all its secrets.

      Dragons and war. Crowns that fit two heads. There was nothing in the prophecy that told me when any of it would come to pass, yet I couldn’t help feeling that every step forward brought us closer to what the Moirai envisioned. What they allowed time and time again.

      What was the purpose of that? A cleansing of the world? Fate wasn’t set in stone as so many said. Instead, it was written with quill and ink, parchment made of the very trees that lived alongside us. Fate was chosen, a story written.

      The brother led us into a narrow stairwell that wound down into darkness. The only light came from candles hanging in tarnished silver sconces along the wall. As the air grew thick with moisture, the sound of rushing water reached us.

      “Do you hear it?” Mara whispered.

      I nodded. It was all I could do as pain erupted behind my eyes. My jaw clenched, and I felt along the wall to steady myself on the steps. My foot caught, and I would have tumbled forward if she hadn’t caught me, wrapping an arm around my waist.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Fine.” The word released on a breath, and I drew in damp air, trying to clear my head.

      “Liar.”

      “I probably just stared at that book too long.”

      She glanced behind her, probably to make sure the acolytes weren’t listening. “It’s too much.” Fear rang in her voice, an uncommon tone from my best friend. “Do you remember the headaches? Cyril used to take to his bed for days at a time. The prophecy is doing this to you.”

      I shook my head. “I was injured recently, remember? Or have you forgotten so quickly that I almost died?” I tried to change the tone of our conversation, but Mara could always see right through me.

      “I’ll never forget that.” Her voice was so low, so fragile, I regretted my words instantly. Before I could apologize, we reached the bottom of the stairs. The rushing water grew louder, drowning out the rapid beating of my heart. Where are we?

      A cavern spread before us, ringed in a circle of candles that caused the very stones to shimmer. The air reeked of sulfur and something sweet I couldn’t place.

      At the far end of the cavern, we found the source of the sound. Crystalline water poured through a gap in the rocks, crashing into the pool below. The water rippled with the impact, catching the light from the candles.

      The brother led us into the cavern and stepped aside as the two sisters approached Mara. They reached for the back of her tunic, but she batted them away.

      “What are you doing?” She edged toward the water. One of the sisters pointed past us to the pool and gestured to our clothing.

      I coughed uncomfortably. I assumed we were supposed to bathe, but I couldn’t fathom seeing Mara⁠—.

      “Oh, thank the prophets.” She wasted no time yanking the ties of her tunic loose and pulling the garment over her head, followed by her trousers, leaving her in her underthings. It was like she had forgotten I was standing right there.

      My cheeks heated, and if anyone saw me, I’m sure they were bright red. As children, we spent many afternoons swimming naked in the groves. But we weren’t children any longer. Mara stepped out of her underthings, but I didn’t have a chance to turn away before my vision went hazy, and I couldn’t see her at all.

      The heat steaming from the pool was suffocating, and I would have taken another arrow to breathe cool fresh air at that moment.

      Distantly, I heard Mara sigh. “It’s hot. Zak, you have to get in here. The water, it’s …” Her voice faded until she said, “Something is wrong.”

      She climbed from the pool, and I couldn’t really make out her outline, but it was all I could do to remain upright. I stumbled back until I hit the heated stone wall and slid down to the floor.

      “Somebody help him,” Mara yelled. “He needs to get to the healer.” Her scream snapped me out of the haze. My vision cleared, and I saw her without a stitch on, yelling at our chaperones who appeared to be trying to look anywhere but at her.

      I met her gaze. “You’re beautiful.” I didn’t know if I said the words out loud or if they were only in my head. With wet hair hanging around flawless skin, there was so much more I wanted to say. I love you. We are going to survive whatever comes. But the more those words filtered through my mind, the louder the prophecy got. A castle crowned in gold. A second-born daughter… two crowns… awaken the dragons.

      My chest heaved, and I knew, without a doubt, this was the time of prophecy. This generation. These people would suffer a new cycle.

      And I was their keeper. Me. We were all doomed.

      “Take him to the healer, now!” Mara approached the brother and shoved him in the chest. “It won’t break your foolish vow. You don’t have to speak, but he needs help.” One of the sisters held her clothes toward her, but she swatted them away and crouched at my side.

      “Is it your shoulder?” she asked.

      I shook my head.

      She took my cold hand and held it to the bare skin over her heart. “Focus on me. I’m here. You’re going to be okay. I love you.”

      All the things I wanted to say lay trapped in my mind. She didn’t mean her words the way I wanted, but that was fine. My heart slowed, and I drew in a deep breath. “Life was so much easier when it was just us.” When my biggest challenge was following her to the top of the cliffs.

      Her lips curved into a sad smile. “I think we know now that it was never just us. You were always meant for the book.”

      “What if it kills me?” I didn’t want to fear the prophecies I was so drawn to, but not a single part of my body, my mind, felt like it belonged to me any longer.

      “I won’t let it.” She pressed her head to mine. “Every time this happens, think of me, of what I would do to anyone or anything that hurt you. This fate might be yours alone, Zak, but I will always be here to protect you.”

      “Always like this?” My eyes didn’t leave hers, but she knew what I meant.

      Her eyes widened, and she stood. Despite the embarrassment flooding her skin with a rosy hue, she walked with confidence to the sister who held her clothing. “I think bathing will have to wait. I already know you won’t let me go, but he truly needs the healer. Your vow doesn’t extend to listening, does it?”

      The acolytes shared a look before two of them approached me and helped me to my feet. “I’m okay,” I said. “I just want to go back to our room and lie down.”

      Mara yanked her tunic on over her wet body. “We both know you’re going to end up doing what I say, so please don’t pretend to argue. I won’t have your foolishness endanger my best friend.” She nodded to the acolytes, who still gripped my arms. “He’s stubborn, but he will go with you.”

      She turned to the brother as she struggled back into her trousers. “Back to my prison cell if you please.”

      I argued the entire way to the infirmary, but both the acolytes and I knew I wouldn’t make any true effort to avoid seeing the healer.

      Exhaustion. The moment the healer said the word, I knew that was the end of it. He said he had seen it in prisoners before me. All I needed was some rest free of worry.

      Rest was the least of my needs. I needed to get back to the book, to study those symbols and those words until I was prepared to guide Doragune through the first prophecy. That was what I was expected to do. The Covenant believed the prophecies could never be avoided indefinitely, but with the keeper’s help, and when the time came, they could be survived. That was my only job now. Get all of Teitora through the prophecies, beginning with Doragune’s.

      With the keeper’s guidance, humanity would see it through to the very end, when those who were left would pick up the pieces and rebuild once more. Until another new cycle would tear it all down again.

      The healer handed me a cup of tea, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had something so strong. It was wonderful, rich and sweet, until the world started to fade around me. Voices crowded in on one another.

      “… New activity in the mountains,” someone was saying.

      I tried to sit up, to focus on the conversation a few beds over where a brother lay unconscious with two others sitting by his side. What activity? Where in the mountains?

      “You don’t think …” one of them said.

      The other shook his head. “This fortress is a relic of the last cycle. It was created as the first line of defense against the dragons, but no one has seen a dragon in living memory.”

      “But …”

      “Let it drop, brother.”

      I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer, but as I succumbed to the healer’s version of rest, I pictured the empire with dragons roaming the skies. If the prophecy meant what I thought it did, how was I supposed to get us through it?

      And if they awakened, which side would the dragons choose?

      Dark blue eyes replaced the colorful scales in my mind, and my body calmed. An overwhelming peace enveloped me.

      “There’s a way,” a voice whispered. “You won’t have to do this all alone.” I didn’t know if it came from my own wishful thoughts, or if the voice belonged to someone more powerful than me.

      There’s a way.

      There’s a way.

      Prophets, I hoped so.
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      “Pay up.” Maya held her hand out to Angel, who groaned and threw his cards down on the table. The two of them had been playing cups and swords for hours while I paced the room, tried to read, fixed a thread on my gown. Anything that could take my mind off the fact that the one place my father thought was safe enough for me might not be safe at all.

      We are nearing the time of a new cycle, and we are not prepared. Genevieve’s words came back to me. Something happening here. A danger. But she refused to say what it was. I crossed and uncrossed my arms. Leaned my shoulder against the wall and then straightened. She couldn’t really mean it, right?  A new cycle? Impossible.

      Niko’s laughter bounced across the sitting room.

      I whirled toward them, my closest companions. “Will you all be quiet? Just for a single moment in your bloody lives. I can’t hear myself think with all your chatter.”

      They stared at me, but they’d long since stopped showing surprise at my outbursts. It wasn’t exactly anything new.

      Gideon was always the one to approach me when none of the others dared. His concerned gaze met mine now. “Princess …” Even he wasn’t sure what to say.

      The six of us grew up together. Since I was born, we hadn’t spent more than brief nights apart. They knew every part of me, even the ones I kept hidden from everyone else. There were no secrets between us, nothing we reserved only for ourselves.

      I sighed. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like I’m that bird Niko rescued when I was seven. The one with the broken wing. I can still fly, Gideon.”

      “I don’t doubt that for a moment, but you have to admit, none of this has gone according to plan.”

      “Does anything ever?” It wasn’t just being sent to the farthest reaches of Doragune and the Teitoran Empire. Sure, I’d come in like a savior, wanting to show the people that lived so far from the palace that the crown still cared for them. I’d expected a warm welcome, maybe even some level of excitement. I turned away from him and headed for the door. “This is ridiculous. We can’t stay in these rooms like caged animals.”

      I flung the doors open and headed out into the hall.

      Niko caught up to me first, his red hair glowing in the light of the candelabra. “Well, we can’t have that, can we?” He threw an arm over my shoulder. “I pity anyone who tries to control our shadow princess.”

      I sent him a glare, and he removed his arm. I was close with my guards, but we weren’t exactly friends. Their job was to protect me, protect my crown. The shadow crown. Just like me, they’d never had any choice. In that, we were united.

      It didn’t matter that Niko and I had our moments when we tried to forget duty, tried to forget so much more. That was in the past, and I was just his princess now, his charge.

      I marched down the dimly lit corridor and suddenly wished I’d brought my cloak to stave off the chill from the open courtyard.

      We passed a few acolytes who gave us cursory glances before continuing on their way. My chosen followed close behind me, never far. I could tell by the sound of their footsteps echoing off the walls.

      At this time of the evening, Genevieve would be eating supper. Unlike us, no one would have made her eat in her room. Even if it was for her own safety. Soon, as full darkness fell, only members of the Covenant would venture from their rooms, as the night was their domain. Some even shot me annoyed glances that I dared to be out of my rooms at such an hour.

      In trying to find the great hall, I ended up leading us into a wing that must have been for members of the Covenant only.

      The light was faint here. A group of women in dark blue robes passed us. I turned to ask for assistance, but a voice behind me said, “They can’t speak to you.”

      I turned to find Sister Evangeline walking toward me. I’d had many a meeting with the sister and head of the keep, none pleasant. She looked different now. Deadlier in her turquoise warrior’s robes.

      “I’m the princess. Of course they’ll speak to me.”

      She gave me a pitying look before bowing her head in respect. “I’m sorry, Highness, I should explain. Young novices here embark on a vow of silence.”

      “Well, that’s utterly ridiculous.” Whoever would agree to that?

      “Yes.” She smiled. “I suppose it is.”

      Most people only agreed with me to shut me up or because they thought I’d throw a royal fit if they didn’t. This woman was in charge of the fortress, but I could tell by her demeanor that wasn’t where her true power lay. She moved like a fighter, and yet she offered me platitudes. I hated the way my status turned others into weak, simpering fools.

      I lifted my chin. “I must speak with Genevieve.”

      She wasn’t quick enough to hide her scowl. “Surely I can assist you in whatever you need. Is your suite not to your liking?”

      “I don’t care about the rooms.” They were fine. Whatever else was going on here was not.

      “Perhaps we can have the seamstress come to measure you for a new gown if you’re going to be staying a while.”

      Niko and Maya snickered, but then I heard an “oof.” Gideon must have stomped on one of their feet. That was his move.

      I clenched my jaw, trying to keep my princess face in place. Most of the empire already feared me. It did me no good to prove them right. “Where can I find Genevieve?”

      “I’m here.” Genevieve walked toward us. “A sister told me you were out of your rooms, though I didn’t expect to find you here.” She turned to Sister Evangeline. “I’ll handle our princess from here.”

      The other woman looked like she was going to argue, but Genevieve already had a hold of my arm and was pulling me back toward the main corridor.

      “Handle me?” I hissed. “Have you forgotten who I am?”

      Genevieve only laughed. “I have raised much more difficult children than you, Princess. Your crown does not scare me.”

      “Ma’am.” Gideon’s voice was low. “Take your hand off Her Royal Highness.”

      Genevieve stopped walking, her entire body frozen at his words. There was something in the way she refused to look back at him, but I didn’t understand it. Still, she obeyed. “Follow me.”

      We made it through the labyrinth of halls and into a dark room. Maya and Niko took up their posts at the door, but Gideon joined us inside.

      Genevieve cursed as she searched for something. Glass rattled, and finally, a small glow emanated from an oil lamp in her hand. “Shut the door.”

      Gideon did as she asked and then took up a protective stance to my left, crossing his arms. “Tell us why it’s not safe here in Kyoten. Our only goal is to protect the princess. If there is danger here, her chosen must know about it.”

      She collapsed into a wooden chair, not offering us a seat. “Things are happening …”

      “Things?” I scoffed, taking a seat I wasn’t offered in front of her desk. “Summon the empire’s armies, Gideon, we have things here.”

      Genevieve glared at me and set the lamp on the desk in front of her. “I can’t explain it all, but these mountains aren’t safe. Even here behind the fortress walls, we have prisoners who pose a very direct threat to your life.”

      “Prisoners?” I cast a glance at my chosen to confirm we were not informed of any prisoners. “What are they accused of?”

      “I cannot tell you. I’m sorry. Information is a dangerous weapon, and it can be used against you. But listen to me, Princess. You must leave the mountains. After what happened on Jinpoli, I fear for all those connected to the Covenant.”

      “Is this about the Satru?”

      “In part, but there is so much more to it. In time, you will know. For now, I think you should return to the palace. It’s safer there.”

      She wanted us to leave, but whether I was a prisoner here or in the royal palace, it was all the same. Ensuring my safety was only a pretense to control me. I knew that now.

      I got to my feet, ignoring Gideon’s offer of help. “The Covenant of Morimei is sworn to protect the empire, to guide us through prophecies into peaceful times on the other side. Right now, in Kyoten, I represent the empire. You will remember that. I am here by order of the emperor. If there are things you cannot tell me, then perhaps you should tell him.”

      I left the crowded study in a rush of skirts and huffed breath. Gideon and the other chosen trailed after me, but I couldn’t slow my heartbeat. Something about the way she mentioned the prisoners wasn’t right. If the fortress housed criminals, it was in the dungeons deep under the mountain. Not here, in these halls, so how could I be in harm’s way here?

      My heart thundered in my chest as I moved through the keep, down hallways and up stairs, my chosen only a few paces behind me. Rounding a corner, I placed my hand on the wall and bent over to catch my breath.

      “Princess—”

      I whipped around to face Gideon, to see the worry in his eyes. I couldn’t handle it any longer. “I need a calming tonic from the healer. No one follow me.” It wasn’t protocol for them to let me go off alone, but they generally listened to my commands when they knew I’d had enough. And the keep was the safest place for me. That was why I was here.

      I wandered the halls until I found a young man who looked to be almost a child. Dressed in gray robes, he was an acolyte, a young novice at that. “Show me to the healer’s ward.”

      He nodded wordlessly and started in the opposite direction.

      I wasn’t sure how late it was when I made it to the infirmary, but the ward was quiet. The healer hummed as he ground herbs. A lone young man rested on one of the beds.

      I stepped into the room, taking in the jars of herbs and tonics lining the walls on a high shelf. A live tree spread its branches from the corner, and I wasn’t sure how it grew within this dark fortress. Warmth radiated from a blazing hearth made of obtanium.

      I cleared my throat. The healer looked up, his glasses almost falling off his nose. “Hello there.”

      I had no time for pleasantries. “I need a calming tonic, one that can help me sleep.”

      He offered me a kind smile. “I know just the thing. Please, sit. I’ll make this right up for you.”

      There were no chairs in the room other than his, so I sat on the bed next to the sleeping boy. His face was calm, relaxed, and I longed for such oblivion. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept so soundly.

      He stirred, and I looked toward the healer where he hummed and mixed ingredients. He showed no signs of returning soon. I wasn’t good with strangers, oddly enough. They typically just wanted to win my favor. It was only when I put on my princess face that I could interact well.

      One stormy gray eye fluttered open and then the other. Long lashes caressed soft cheeks. He looked young, but when the boy opened his eyes, there was a wariness that spoke of hardship. I knew because I’d seen it in my own gaze.

      He blinked a few times and attempted to sit up before falling back. “What in the prophecies did that man give me?” he mumbled to himself.

      “Probably something with black cohosh, judging by the cloudiness of your eyes,” I said. “The effects will wear off soon now that you’re awake.”

      He stared at me and blinked a few more times. “How did you get in here?”

      My brow furrowed. “Excuse me?”

      “They sent you back to the rooms. You didn’t run from the sisters, did you?”

      “I didn’t run from anyone.” How did this man know Genevieve asked me to stay in my rooms? “Trying to catch me would be their mistake.” My father wouldn’t stand for his own daughter being treated as a prisoner.

      The man scoffed. “Until they sent more after you. You can fight, sure, but you can’t fight off the entire brotherhood when you’re their prisoner.”

      Finally, someone admitted how they really saw me. “I don’t know why you’re speaking to me, but have some respect for who I am.”

      He laughed, but I wasn’t sure what was so humorous. “To them, you’re nobody. It’s me they all want. Count yourself lucky.”

      When I didn’t respond, he reached over to touch my hand. I jerked away. How dare he? Why didn’t he fear me like the rest of the kingdom? The shadow crown would one day be mine, and he acted as though I were a common sister of the Covenant.

      “Are you mad at me for some reason? Look, I’m sorry you didn’t get to bathe fully, but you really don’t smell that bad.”

      I jumped off the bed, ready to strangle this man I’d just met. Anger poured into me. “You think I smell? I bathe in rose oil you couldn’t hope to afford.”

      “Good one.” He grinned. “Stop messing with me and help me get out of here.”

      “I will do no such thing. First, you don’t acknowledge my title. Then, you accuse me of having to run from the sisters. Now, you claim I smell? And you wish me to help you? I don’t even know you!”
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      “Stupid book.” I glared at the most important book in the world lying on my bed looking like any of a thousand other tomes I’d seen the brothers and sisters reading.

      “I hate you. You’re the reason we’re stuck here.” I knew it was pointless arguing with a book, but it had brought us nothing but trouble since we fled Jinpoli. For one moment, I closed my eyes and let myself dream of home and cliff diving with Zak. If it weren't for that cursed book, we could be doing just that.

      I paced across the room, throwing dirty looks at my bed, well aware of the irony of my situation. All my life, I had dreamed of adventure, of leaving the island that was the only home I had ever known, to explore the world, never looking back.

      Now that I had my dream adventure within my grasp, all I wanted to do was go home. But home wasn't there anymore. Cyril was gone, and if I was honest with myself, Cyril had always been my home, my true north. He was the one I wanted right now.

      Zak liked to say I had a temper to match my hair, and he was probably right, but right now, I needed someone to blame, and that someone was Genevieve. She had a lot of explaining to do, starting with why she locked us in this room and refused to let us leave. The more I paced, the angrier I got, until I sat down in a huff on the edge of my bed. A fire burned in my belly, churning with the need to act. To do something to get us out of this place.

      “This is stupid.” I stared at the door. The locked door. The flames spread within my chest, burning up my throat and fueling my anger.

      Decision made, I snatched the book off the bed and dropped to my knees on the floor to grab the smelly bag of things I hadn't needed since our arrival. Stuffing the book into the bottom of the canvas under some dirty laundry I needed someone to take care of, I grabbed a set of iron needles I kept for such occasions and shoved it all farther under the bed, hoping no one would think to look there before Zak returned from the infirmary.

      Locked doors were kind of my specialty. I crept up to the heavy wooden door. I didn't want the guard on the other side to sense I was there. I peered through the keyhole and smiled at the simple pin and tumbler lock. Sliding my longest needle with a curved tip into the keyhole, I held my breath for a moment before inserting a flattened strip of iron I’d nicked from the blacksmith back in Jinpoli. Twisting the flat tool to the left and right, I carefully pushed each of the pins up with my needle as I turned the lock with the flat tool. There were only three pins, and in record time, the tumbler turned with a slight click.

      “Perfect.” I tucked my tools into my pocket and cracked open the door. The guard was half asleep, leaning against the wall. Before he knew I was there, I hit him with one of my signature moves. A quick jab to the base of his skull and he sank like a sack of potatoes to the floor.

      I checked the hall in either direction to make sure there were no witnesses before I dragged the guard into the room across from ours and closed the door behind him.

      “Thank you, Genevieve.” I dusted my hands on my pants and set off toward the end of the corridor, where I suspected her apartments were. Before leaving us when I was just ten years old, she taught me everything she knew about the art of pressure points. I hadn't always been very good at implementing her lessons, but that one move stayed with me, and I’d perfected it over the years. When I was thirteen, I promised Cyril I would stop using it on the brothers, and keep it for protection in dire circumstances. He’d rarely asked me to make such promises, and when he did, I always kept my word. “Sorry, Cyril, but I think this qualifies as dire.”

      I wasn't sure which room was Genevieve’s, but at this point, I didn't really care who I might run into. The fire in my gut wanted answers, and I wouldn’t go quietly back to my prison cell without them.

      Poking my head into every room I came to, I found there were no other locked doors on this floor, and no other guests seemed to have occupied any of the rooms in this part of the keep for quite some time.

      Shadowed footsteps caught my eye, and I crept toward a green door at the end of the hall. The shadows moved along the gap beneath the door, and I slowed my steps. Without knocking, I barged into the room, unprepared for the sight of a large desk covered in papers and journals. And Genevieve pacing along the front of her desk.

      I had expected to find her in a beautiful room filled with dainty furniture and a wardrobe bursting with fancy dresses. Instead, I found her in a cramped study with a bright fire burning in the fireplace.

      She turned to me with a look of confusion. And then seemed to find her voice. “O—Mara, what are you doing out of your rooms?” She moved to the door and glanced down the hallway before she closed it and turned back to me. “What have you done with your guard?”

      “He's resting comfortably.” I sat down on the lone chair in front of the fireplace. “He'll be fine after a nap.”

      “I thought Cyril made you promise not to do that anymore.” She returned to her pacing, and I watched her carefully. She was older, obviously, and at first glance, she hadn't changed very much from the beautiful woman I had loved as a mother. She had more gray in her long curly hair, but her dark skin still glowed, though subtle lines of stress marred her face, giving a look of wisdom about her eyes.

      “And how would you know anything about that?” I glared at her, letting the heat of my anger smolder and intensify. “You were long gone by the time I made that promise to Cyril.”

      “He kept in touch.”

      “Yeah, family usually does that.” I crossed my legs at my ankles.

      “What do you need?” Genevieve sighed. “A lot is going on. You don't understand, and I need you to trust me and stay in your room. You mustn't be seen by anyone in this fortress.”

      I rubbed at the burning sensation in my chest, as if it were something I could ease with a simple touch. I leaned forward, my eyes narrowing at Genevieve. “There is a lot you aren't telling me. Why did Cyril send us to find you if you were just going to lock us up?”

      Some strange emotion clouded Genevieve’s eyes as she looked at me with something resembling sympathy and fear. “Go back to your room, Mara. I promise I will tell you everything soon. Until then, please keep to yourself and watch over Zak. I will assign a new guard to your rooms. Do try not to maim this one.”

      I stood, willing the fire in my belly to calm for the moment. “I will give you today, Genevieve. But you owe me answers. I expect to see you tomorrow.” I moved to the door.

      “Family doesn't owe each other anything.” Her voice softened, and she sounded more like the mother I remembered.

      With my hand on the doorknob, I didn't bother looking back at her. “You left us. We haven't been family for a long time.”

      I darted through the door and ran right into a guard. “I'm going back to my room. No need to tattle on me.” I skirted around him. “You can return to your post now, good sir.”

      “Excuse me?” The tone of his voice halted me in my steps. “What are you doing dressed like that? And why are you down here? If you needed Genevieve, I would have brought her to you.”

      He spoke to me as if he knew me. But I'd never seen his face before. This was not my guard. “Are you lost?” He looked like he didn't belong in this part of the keep. Honestly, in his fine clothes, he didn’t look like he belonged at the keep at all.

      His green eyes narrowed at me, and he took three quick steps to my side. Gripping my arm, he growled, “Who are you?”

      “No one you need to worry about.” Something about the way he looked at me and the alarm in his eyes worried me. Without thinking, I went for the soft spot at the base of his skull. Maybe when he woke up, he would forget seeing me.

      The point of my fingers missed their mark and crashed into his open palm. He gripped my wrist, twisting it behind my back, and slammed me against the wall. “I will ask one more time. Who are you?”

      “No one.” I ducked and pulled out of his grasp, but he was quick, moving to block me from my retreat.

      “You're coming with me.” He grabbed my arm and marched me around the corner and down the long corridor toward the stairs spiraling up to the tower above.

      “Take your hands off me!” I squirmed, trying to break his grasp. I was certain if he got me alone somewhere, it wasn't going to end well for me.

      Before I could make my retreat, he shoved me into a room and slammed the door shut behind him. He released me but stood between me and the only means of escape.

      “Gid? What are you doing?” another male voice sounded behind me.

      “Oh no. This is not going to happen.” I shook my head and backed toward the window. It wasn't very big, but if I had to, I'd figure out a way out through it. The room was small, with a bed in one corner and a pair of chairs in front of a fireplace. A large man with smoldering dark eyes stared back at me.

      “Tell me I'm crazy, Dimitri.” My captor directed his question at the other man.

      “You're insane.” I moved away from the one he called Dimitri and crossed the room to put the wall at my back so I could keep my eyes on both of them.

      “It's not her.” The man the other had called Gid stood with his hands on his hips.

      “Of course, it's not her,” Dimitri said as he stood from his seat, staring at me like I had three heads. “Where did you find her?”

      “Outside Genevieve's study. What are we going to do with her?”

      “You're going to let me go, or one of you is going to end up stuck in that window and the other is going in that fireplace.” I tried to circle around the edge of the room toward the door, but Gid wouldn't let me past him.

      Both men ignored me, which was fine by me. I searched for a weapon, finding nothing of use in the sparsely appointed room.

      As if I hadn't spoken at all, Dimitri’s laughter bounced off the stone walls. He turned toward his friend with a smile, “That sounds like a you problem, brother.”
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      “Mara, I didn't understand half of what you just said.” I tried to sit up again, and she still didn't offer me a hand.

      “You're a strange boy.” She backed away from me.

      “Here we are, my dear.” The healer came shuffling back into the room with his awkward gait. Normally, Mara would have offered to help the older man, but she snatched the tonic from his hands.

      “Thank you, that will be all for now. Good evening to you, sir.”

      “Wait! I thought you were going to help me get out of here!” I struggled with the blankets, but the healer pushed me down on the bed. I went down easily. I had no energy to hold my own even against this kind, elderly man.

      “Young man, you need another night of good rest here in the infirmary.” He moved to fluff up my pillows and tuck the blankets around me. Part of me wanted to give in and fall into the dreamless sleep he offered with his potions, but the prophecies were already whispering to me, and I couldn’t ignore the call.

      “I'd like to rest in my room, if you wouldn't mind.”

      “I do mind.” He gave me a wry smile and another firm push back into the comfort of the bed. His grip was stronger than I would have expected from a man of his advanced years. For a moment, he reminded me of Cyril.

      “I've rested quite well and feel much better, thank you.” I tried to put a sense of conviction in my voice, but I sounded weak even to my own ears.

      “Another elixir of black cohosh infusion should make you feel even better tomorrow. And I’m certain that will be soon enough to carry on with whatever has you so concerned. My mother always said, when you’re feeling poorly, there’s nothing that can’t wait for morning.”

      I relented with a sigh and settled against the soft bed. It really was the most comfortable I'd ever slept in. Far more luxurious than the hard cot in my quarters in Jinpoli. I swallowed a lump in my throat at the sudden recollection that there was likely nothing left of Jinpoli now.

      “Maybe another night's rest wouldn't be the worst thing.”

      “That’s the spirit.” The healer shuffled into his apothecary, where he mixed his concoctions. I waited for a heartbeat before flinging the blankets aside and rolling out of the bed. My vision blurred, and I stumbled, nearly knocking over an expensive-looking glass bottle holding one stem of an exquisite red plant. Sucking in a breath, I waited for the healer to come and catch me out of bed. But he didn’t return.

      A castle crowned in gold … the prophecies whispered louder in my mind, and my hands ached for the touch of the smooth leather binding. It was my responsibility. All of it. To guard the book with my life, and to guide the empire through the coming cycle. If it was indeed starting anew.

      How I would accomplish such a feat remained to be seen. I was just one man. An orphan from the prophets knew where. In the grand scheme of things, I didn't matter. Well, the boy I used to be didn't matter. Now that I was the keeper of the book, I supposed important people from all across the empire would be looking for us. I leaned against the door for a moment to catch my bearings. The world tilted around me, and my head pounded like the beat of a drum.

      Colors danced in my vision as I crept along the hallway outside the healer’s ward. I didn't know where I was within the keep, but I had to find my way to the room where Genevieve had sequestered Mara and me. For the moment, it might be my prison cell, but it was also where the book was, and wherever the book went, I went. I needed to set my eyes on those words one more time. They were already emblazoned in my mind, but I had to read them. I suspected the urge would never leave me, as the same desperate drive had seemed to affect Cyril as well.

      A castle crowned in gold … the whispering grew louder as I walked down one corridor, only to turn into another. Something within me followed the whispering. Guiding me to the book, where it rested securely under Mara’s watchful care.

      I stumbled to a stop, turning to look behind me. I shook my head. That couldn't have been Mara sitting on my bed in the healer’s ward. Mara was locked inside the room, waiting for me.

      That girl was either a figment of my imagination, a vision of prophecy, or someone else entirely. That she wore Mara's face should have been cause for alarm, but for the past few days, my eyes had shown me many things that weren't actually there. I kept walking, following the whispers only I could hear.

      Of all the strange things the book had shown me in the short time since I’d become the keeper, none of them had ever spoken to me. None of them had ever interacted with others as that girl had with the healer.

      “She couldn't have been Mara.” My heartbeat thudded in my chest. “Mara would never wear a dress like that, at least not willingly. Nor would she have worn her hair so neat and proper.

      “But if it wasn’t Mara …”

      I picked up my pace, eager to get to my room. I stumbled down a set of stairs that servants seemed to frequent. But this floor wasn’t any more familiar than the last. Just more corridors leading on in a never-ending labyrinth of confusion.

      What little energy had returned to me after resting in the healer’s ward was beginning to wear off. I needed to sleep. But at the moment, I also needed the Book of Prophecies almost as much as I needed air to breathe.

      I had to find my way. I shuddered to think what trouble Mara might get herself into without me there to keep her temper in check. She was likely to get into a row with Genevieve. Both of them had a stubborn streak as wide as a river, and growing up under Genevieve's careful eye, I’d done my fair share of peacekeeping between the two.

      I turned a corner, my hand sliding over the stone brick to steady myself. I grew dizzy again, and my vision swam with bright colors. Just as I was about to go down, strong arms reached out to catch me and settled me on my feet.

      “Are you all right there?” A tall, lean young man with pale blue eyes stared at me over the tip of his nose. “You look ill. Can I help you to the healer’s ward?” His words were kind, but his tone was not.

      “I’m on my way back from there, and I seem to have lost my way.” I couldn't focus on his face. “Could you direct me to Genevieve’s apartments?” I wasn't sure what to call my room other than a prison cell, and that didn’t seem like a smart thing to say to a man dressed as a guard, but I knew Genevieve would help me.

      “Of course. I was just setting out to speak to her myself. I find I’m short one fellow guardsman.” He put a steady hand on my shoulder. “Are you certain you shouldn’t return to the healer?” Again, his tone sounded annoyed, but a hint of true kindness shone in his eyes.

      “It's nothing that a bit of rest in my own bed won't cure.” I gripped his arm and took a few steps, hoping he would take the hint that I wanted to make this a quick return trip.

      “Careful,” he cautioned, hurrying to catch my arm again.

      I nodded. “I'm okay now, thank you, er … sir.”

      “Not a sir. Name’s Angel.” He guided me down one corridor and up a set of winding stairs, keeping a close eye on me as if I might pass out right in front of him. I suppose I might at any moment, but the whispers were stronger now, and the closer I got to the book, the urge to study it was nearly crippling. I wouldn't rest easy until I had it in my hands again.

      “Best not to mention you’ve seen me,” Angel said.

      I eyed him warily. There was something almost deadly about his presence. “You could say the same for me.” I did my best to match his long stride. But my need to reunite with the book didn't stop me from taking in my surroundings. The odd man at my side couldn't have been more than a few years older than me, yet he wore the king's colors. And that made him far more than just a soldier or servant. This man was a royal guard. And he served someone close to the king himself.

      “Oh, I recognize this hallway. That's my room, just there.” My footsteps quickened, but the man kept his grip on my arm.

      “Which one?” He glanced down the length of the hallway.

      “The one there with the bars over the peep door and the, er … the slot opening for my meals. Didn't I mention that part?”

      “I see.” My escort shook his head and guided me to the unlocked door that was currently missing a guard. I could only suspect Mara had rendered him unconscious somewhere nearby. Just hopefully not inside our room.

      As soon as the door opened, I scanned the room, relieved to see Mara wasn’t sitting on her bed and not a single maimed guard was in sight. Perhaps she’d stuffed him under the bed.

      Her absence gave me a momentary sense of relief. Perhaps that was her playing tricks on me in the infirmary after all. The book was here, hidden just out of sight. I could feel it.

      My gallant escort followed me into the room, making a nuisance of himself as he inspected our magnificent prison cell.

      “Genevieve brought you here, you say?” Angel stared at the clothes hanging on pegs by the door.

      “Yes, but I'm afraid we had a miserable journey, and I'm still recovering. It's been a rough few weeks for us.”

      “Us?” He tilted his head at me in question.

      Darn, this one was smart. “Oh, just me and my traveling companions onboard the ship. It's just me here at the keep, er … visiting Genevieve.”

      “Just you?” His eyes lingered on Mara’s unkempt bed on the other side of the room. For once in her life, it would have been nice if she could have made the bed before she left. If she wasn't here, she was probably with Genevieve. They could return at any moment, and I had a terrible feeling it would not be good for Mara to meet this man of the emperor’s.

      “Yes, it's just me here, and I would benefit from further rest, per the healer’s orders, you understand.” My hands twisted in front of me as I waited for the man to leave. “Thank you for guiding me back.” I wiped a bead of sweat from my brow. I was jittery and on edge, and if this man didn't leave me alone soon so I could read my book, I was going to start yelling at the innocent stranger.

      Finally, he bowed his head. “I hope you recover soon. Good evening.”

      I sucked in a breath as he left and closed the door behind him. I lunged across the room to Mara's bed and dropped to my knees to fish around under the mattress. The last time I had seen the book it was under her blankets, but she wouldn't have left without securing it first. It was tucked away safely in her bag beneath the dirty, smelly clothes she arrived in.

      “You'd think she'd have had these washed by now,” I muttered to myself. But that was Mara. She didn't think about things like laundry. I'd always been around to think of such things for her. I lifted the book out of her bag and flipped open the pages.

      With my back against the side of her bed, I pulled my knees up and let my eyes wander across the ancient Teitoran symbols that were now as easy to read as any book I had ever opened.

      Immediately my heart rate dropped to a normal rhythm, and a pleasant calm swept through me. I needed answers, and I needed to trust that the book would guide me. I was the keeper of the ancient prophecies. I had trained under Cyril my entire life. If I knew anything about the man who had raised me, there was no way he would have left me unprepared.

      The words were the same.

      A castle crowned in gold under a cerulean sky will be laid to waste should the second-born daughter refuse to die.

      The whispering stopped. The dizziness and nausea vanished, along with the excruciating headache. I didn't know what else to do. The words on the page were important, but they weren't providing the answers I needed.

      I stared at the pages in front of me for a long time, willing the book to show me something new. To tell me if my suspicions were true, and what it would mean for this prophecy. What would that mean for the people of Doragune?

      Frustrated, I did the only thing that ever seemed to work. Exactly what Samara had suggested.

      I spoke to the book, asking if my suspicions were unfounded. The last time I tried it, the book revealed the rest of the prophecy to me.

      I don’t know what I expected this time, but never in my wildest dreams did I think the book would actually respond.
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      Pain seared through my chest, and I doubled over, trying to catch my breath. It was like someone held a hot coal right to my heart. I placed a hand on the wall to steady myself.

      I hadn’t wanted to come to the fortress, but I’d foolishly believed it was right for my own safety. My father may not have cared much for me since the shadow crown chose me, but if anything happened to me, his rule would be on the line. The entire lineage of the Chrysos family would be on the line.

      A heavy weight settled around the top of my head, almost like a crown. My crown. The crown of shadows. What kind of life would it allow me to have? I hadn’t realized how even my trusted guards treated me with an air of trepidation. Not until I met the man who didn’t recognize me.

      He looked me in the eye and spoke as if he wasn’t afraid of his own words. Maybe he was delirious from whatever ailment had brought him to seek treatment, or maybe that was how life could truly be without the weight of my birthright holding me back.

      Would the people in the outside villages recognize me if I wasn’t surrounded by my chosen at all times? If I dressed the same as them. Spoke the same. Would they allow me into their lives, among their people?

      I could no longer remember what it was like not to be feared.

      The burning in my chest persisted, but I forced myself to straighten. Princesses didn’t bow to pain.

      A few acolytes walked down the hall, crossing to avoid brushing past me, holding their gray robes close so as not to touch me. It wasn’t anything new, but suddenly, anger swelled within me.

      “What do you think I’m going to do to you?” I yelled. “Bring the prophecies down on your heads?”

      They didn’t look back, but their steps hurried as they scattered like fleeing mice.

      A slow clap came from nearby, and I turned to find Maya watching me. “Well done, Princess. If they weren’t scared of you before, they certainly are now.”

      “I don’t want to hear it.” I walked past her, and she caught up easily, keeping a slight distance between us. I hadn’t noticed that before. Sure, sometimes one of them would slide an arm around my shoulders, but never for long. Gideon would claim it was about respect, but sometimes, I wished they’d invade my space to give me a hug or even punch me in the shoulder when we joked.

      We grew up together, and yet, our relationship had a coldness to it. Had I put it there?

      Maya didn’t speak as we made our way down the narrow stone steps and out into the courtyard, where a handful of brothers and sisters moved slowly, completely in sync with one another. I stopped to watch them and couldn’t help but wonder what it must be like to believe in something so strongly one would give up their voice.

      “They’re beautiful,” Maya said, her eyes tracking each movement.

      I only nodded.

      Thunder rolled across the dark sky, and I looked into the blackness of the midday heavens. A storm was coming, but I couldn’t help feeling like it would be more than just a little rain. Something big was on its way.

      I rubbed a hand over my heart, trying to ease the searing pain. It did no good.

      “Is everything all right?” Maya looked sideways at me, the worry plain in her eyes.

      “Nothing a little tonic can’t fix.” I felt in the pocket I’d sewn into my dress for the small glass vial. Tonics had become my best friends over the last year. There was one to help me sleep, another to keep me alert, and yet another to balance my nerves. My father taught me at a young age that there was no problem a healer’s concoction couldn’t fix.

      Maya’s worry didn’t seem to ease. She and Gideon were constantly telling me I relied too heavily on the herbs. But I wondered if they’d say the same thing if they were the ones waking in the middle of the night with visions of shadowy, fanged snakes, thorns dripping with blood, and great winged dragons breathing fire.

      A raindrop hit my cheek and then another.

      “Princess!” Niko called from a low archway that led into the fortress. “You shouldn’t be out there. A storm’s coming.”

      I glanced at the group of acolytes, and they continued with their slow dance, taking no notice of us or the rain.

      I lifted the hem of my dress and started running. Pain shot through me, and I stumbled. My fingertips grazed the ground before I righted myself and kept going.

      Niko backed up to let us in out of the drizzling rain. A moment later, the skies opened, and a torrent crashed into the courtyard. Still, the brothers and sisters remained.

      Niko’s brow scrunched as he eyed me up and down.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Why did you change?”

      I hated to dress without a maid, a well-known fact in the palace, and we’d brought no maids with us. I dropped my hem. “What are you talking about? I’ve worn this dress since Maya helped me put it on this morning.”

      He shook his head. “No … I saw … you …”

      “Niko.” Maya reached out to him slowly. “You sound like you’ve lost your mind.”

      He shook his head. “I would swear on my life I saw Gideon take Odessa into Dimitri’s room not an hour ago. You were wearing peasant clothes, which you somehow still managed to make beautiful.”

      A laugh burst out of me, but it was quickly tempered by a new wave of pain in my chest. “I don’t …” I wheezed. “Wear peasant clothing.” The thought of their scratchy, dull fabrics. Browns and grays. How did any woman live like that?

      Maya hesitated before putting a hand on my back. “Do you need to return to the healer?”

      The pain traveled up my spine, knocking on my skull and shooting behind my eyes. Stars floated before my vision. The thought of going there again and seeing that sick man who hadn’t known who I was had an appeal, but I could handle this pain. Any pain, really.

      Fumbling for the vial in my pocket, I carefully removed the cork stopper and tilted the liquid against my lips. It tasted of clovers and an herb I couldn’t place that made it hard to choke down. Yet, it wasn’t as horrid as some of the other tonics my father introduced me to over the years.

      I plugged the now empty vial and handed it to Maya to return to the healer. Already, I could feel the effects of whatever had been ground into the tincture. My head cleared. The pain was still present, but I was able to focus on the task in front of me.

      Through the archway, the rain continued to pound, and the Covenant warriors stood still. What on earth were they doing in the storm?

      “That’s some discipline.” Niko blew out a breath. “Imagine if your father’s army had soldiers like that?”

      “Our soldiers are the best there are.” I scowled. “Now, explain why you thought you saw me enter Dimitri’s room?”

      He calmly folded his arms over his chest. “He led a woman in there. I’m sure of it.”

      Unlike some of the others, Gideon wasn’t one to actively seek out female companionship. He didn’t visit the brothel district, claiming duty was all he needed. It was really irritating how noble he was sometimes.

      But now, if he was breaking his own rules … “Are you sure she was a peasant? Not one of these acolytes?”

      “She didn’t wear the robes.” Most low-ranking members of the Covenant were originally from the peasant class, but joining the brotherhood was the only way to improve one’s status. They weren’t nobles exactly, but there was a level of respect afforded them. Many of the upper-ranking brothers and sisters were sent from noble families, those who could not inherit and therefore served the Covenant to bring honor to their families.

      If Gideon met a sister he took a liking to, that I could understand. To a degree. But a village girl?

      “Is he still with her?” Sometimes, a man needed saving from himself.

      Niko nodded, and I headed inside the keep and ascended the stairs to the second floor. The pain in my chest ebbed like a retreating tide. I didn’t understand it, but the closer I got to Gideon, the more it subsided.

      My steps hurried, and I heard Maya and Niko calling my name. I didn’t stop.

      “Let him have some fun for once,” Niko called after me, but he had probably been the best customer at the brothels in Kazan at one time or another.

      “Gideon doesn’t enjoy fun.” It was true. My serious best friend only loosened up with me. I knew him better than I knew anyone, probably even myself. He always did his duty and only his duty.

      “Don’t be such a bother.”

      I’d heard worse, much worse, but usually not from my guards, the only people I’d ever considered friends. Of a sort. It’s hard to consider someone a friend who was handpicked as a child to serve you.

      “Why is this place such a maze?” I turned to get my bearings as I realized I’d gone into the wrong hall. Before me was the Covenant’s great meeting room. It was big enough to have each person in the fortress present. Lines of stone benches spread out in a circle from the center dais where Sister Evangeline exerted her power. This place was definitely not built for comfort.

      It was cold, but my father had always told me that was the way it needed to be. Those who served the Covenant were like iron rods. Flames weakened them. Heat. Comfort. It was the hard chill, the struggles, that solidified strength.

      The pain in my chest throbbed within me, and I struggled to draw in a deep breath.

      “You took a wrong turn.” Niko didn’t chastise me as Gideon would have. Instead, he just stepped out of the way, letting me find my own way. It was a courtesy seldom allowed an heir of the realm.

      Every corridor looked the same. Bare, rough-cut stone. Rustic sconces keeping massive candles and torches upright.

      Thunder crashed outside, shaking the very walls, and it was all I could do not to flinch at the rumble of the storm. I had to display better nerves than that. Even as a child, I wasn’t allowed to show my fear of storms. No one would follow a weak empress. Or a weak queen. I would bear both titles one day.

      My nails dug into my palms as I tried to find something, anything, familiar. Something was wrong. I could feel it in my bones. Gideon didn’t keep things from me. He didn’t meet with strange common women, let alone in his fellow guard’s room.

      The scandal that would have caused at the palace was unthinkable.

      Finally, I heard his voice.

      “Who are you?” I could sense his infamous temper right below the surface. We’d had enough rows that I could easily recognize the signs.

      I stopped outside the door and put up a hand to keep Niko and Maya quiet.

      “I don’t have to answer a single one of your questions.” It was the woman, but she didn’t sound cowed by Gideon as many would.

      “I am a member of the princess’s own guard. You have no idea the power I wield in this empire.” He wasn’t wrong. My father listened to Gideon even more than he listened to me.

      “Yeah?” Footsteps sounded on the floor. “Are you going to hurt a poor, innocent girl?”

      There was sarcasm in her voice, and I realized I liked whoever was behind this door. My pain eased the longer I stood there, and breath rushed into my lungs. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d breathed so easily. Was it the tonic? Or something else?

      I edged the door open, careful not to make a sound. Leaving the other two guards in the corridor, I shut the door behind me. When I turned, the last remaining tendrils of pain vanished as if they hadn’t been there at all, and I couldn’t speak.

      “Gid.” Dimitri yanked on his sleeve, but Gideon brushed him off and continued glaring at the obstinate woman.

      She, on the other hand, had seen me. Her familiar eyes met mine and widened.

      “Gideon.” This time, Dimitri grabbed his shoulder and forced him to turn.

      Gideon’s eyes bounced from me to the girl he’d been yelling at only a second before.

      The girl who looked exactly like me.
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      I had to talk to Mara. Where in the prophecies was she?

      My steps echoed off the high ceilings as I paced in front of the hearth. The book lay open on the bed, but I couldn’t stare at those words any longer. Not when I was beginning to realize what they meant.

      Should the second-born daughter refuse to die.

      Was that why Cyril was always so protective of Mara? Was she the catalyst for the new cycle? The Covenant believed the only way to survive the prophecies was for the keeper to navigate the empire through them. Allowing them to happen when all the signs indicated a new cycle was eminent—and we weren’t there yet. But it was also the keeper’s responsibility to avoid a new cycle until it couldn’t be avoided any longer.

      Was that what I should be doing? Shutting it down before the prophecies could take root across the empire?

      But how? Was it even possible?

      If anyone learned the truth, I wouldn’t be the ultimate prize the Satru sought. Where the Covenant wanted to gently navigate the prophecies, the Satru wanted to brutally destroy them. And they would start with destroying all those connected to the prophecies. Someone like Mara if my suspicions were correct.

      My heart pounded in my chest as I imagined her on the run for her life, arrows flying at her instead of me. I could handle being in danger myself, but the thought of something happening to her …

      I approached the bed like the furs might come back to life to attack me. “This is ridiculous.” I yanked the book toward me, trying not to completely lose my mind. Only moments ago, I could have sworn this thing responded to me, but was it all in my head?

      Sure, the book had revealed the meaning behind the symbols, allowing me to read its pages, but that didn’t help me understand. “How is any of this possible?”

      We all knew the stories of Queen Nakia’s death. She was revered among the Covenant for her loyalty. Some said her friendship with Cyril ran so deep the Satru hadn’t been able to gain a foothold in Doragune while she was alive.

      She died giving birth to the princess. I sat on the edge of the bed. “Could there have been a second daughter?”

      I wanted to ask the book, but the first time, all I got was a simple ‘Maybe.’ Maybe? “You’re no help at all,” I growled. It felt like the book was playing with me.

      In Jinpoli, we did not get royal visits. I’d only ever heard the princess described, but that girl in the infirmary … it had to be her. We knew someone connected to the king was here at the fortress, and she hadn’t known me. Yet, she shared Mara’s face. The same brown eyes. The same fiery red hair. The same defiance.

      I flipped through the book, hoping for more words to appear. Something, anything, to tell me I was wrong. But beyond the first page, the parchment remained blank.

      “You’re really useless, you know that?”

      Black lines appeared on a blank page, forming into scribbled words. “Do not be so unkind.”

      I leaned toward it. “Tell me if it’s true. Is Mara the second born of the prophecy?” If it said maybe again, I was going to hurl it into the fire.

      That black scribbling was back. “I cannot make you understand before you are ready. Trust yourself.”

      “Trust myself?” I slammed the book shut. “It’s useless.”

      A heavy knock on the door interrupted my thoughts. I shoved the book under one of the furs and slid from the bed. When the new guard opened the door, I saw a burly man with shoulders twice the width of mine and a face that looked like it had been punched one too many times.

      “You Zak?”

      I nodded. “What now? Mara get caught doing something stupid again?” It was a natural response from our days in Jinpoli. Even now, when my head swam with this new information, I expected trouble.

      He crossed his arms. “She sent for you. Come with me.” He turned and walked back the way he’d come without another word.

      I ran to catch up. “What’s going on? Where is she? Who are you?” I eyed his royal guard’s uniform.

      He didn’t slow. “My name is Dimitri. I am one of the chosen. All will be answered.”

      The chosen. They were men and women selected as children to grow up with the heir, protect her and her rule. The empire revered them, but I knew what it was not to have a choice in life. I pitied them as much as I had always pitied myself.

      It took two of my strides for every one of his, and I was panting by the time we arrived at another room. He yanked open the door, shoved me in, and shut it without joining me.

      I stumbled forward before righting myself and realizing I wasn’t alone.

      Before me stood three people and at least one familiar face. “Oh.” This was it then. They knew.

      A man stared at me with hard green eyes. I wanted to shrink back from his gaze, but there was nowhere to go.

      “Oh?” the girl I now assumed was the princess said, her voice high. “Oh?” I wasn’t sure how I didn’t see it the moment I met her in the infirmary. Of course, she wasn’t Mara. Her body was too rigid, her expressions too forced. It was like she tried very hard to hide what was in her head.

      Mara had never hidden anything from me. Her open joy was one of the reasons I loved her.

      “Dessa.” The man sighed. “He may not have known.”

      The princess took a menacing step toward me. “Did you? When I left you with the healer, did you know there were two of us?” She was so close now I could feel her breath.

      “Hey, leave him alone.” Mara stepped out from the corner of the room and wedged herself between me and the princess. “Just because you have royal blood doesn’t mean you get to intimidate my friend.”

      Royal blood. Oh, prophecies. I’d already guessed it, but it truly hit me now. If what I suspected was real, Mara had that same blood running through her veins.

      “Lock the door,” I said. We all needed to talk.

      “Got it.” Mara crossed the room and slid the bolt in place. She tried to take my hand, but I pulled away.

      “That’s not good enough.” What I had to say was probably the most dangerous theory in the empire. It could very well get us all killed.

      I turned and gripped the back of a leather chair, pushing it toward the door. “Someone help me.” No one else moved as I continued to shove furniture toward the door. My hands shook every time they touched something new, but I couldn’t make myself stop. If anyone came into this room right now … “That other man … can he be trusted?”

      “Dimitri?” Gideon asked.

      I nodded.

      “He’s one of my chosen.” Princess Odessa’s icy glare cut through me. “Of course, he can be trusted.”

      “Forgive me, Princess, but I do not believe anyone else should know what we are about to speak of. Your chosen included.”

      She opened her mouth to respond, but Gideon cut her off. “Agreed. But I think the door is barricaded enough.”

      I followed his gaze to all of the furniture I’d moved. Nothing was enough. They would understand that soon.

      “Zak.” Mara’s voice was soft. How was she not terrified by this?

      I couldn’t respond, keeping my focus on the blood-red leather chair that would prevent someone from coming in. Unless it was a man as strong as Dimitri. “It’s not enough.” A chair and two small tables were wedged against the door, but they would never keep her safe. I stormed across the room and grabbed Gideon by the shoulders. “You have to sit in it.”

      He didn’t budge when I tried to move him, and a low growl emanated from deep in his throat.

      “I don’t think they like us very much,” Mara whispered.

      That almost made me laugh. Almost. I turned to her. “Can you be serious for once in your life?”

      “I am serious.” Her face twisted into a dour mask. “See? The most serious.”

      “You’re ridiculous.”

      “And you’re scaring me with all your furniture rearranging. I’m kind of terrified right now, Zak. There’s a girl here who looks exactly like me and a guard who looks like he wants to kill us both. Can we laugh about it? Please?”

      She was right. I had to be strong for her. I offered her a smile. “Better?”

      “Kind of.” She reached up and wiped my bottom lip with her thumb. “Were you eating jam before coming here?”

      “I may have eaten the leftover breakfast from our tray.”

      “Good. I think you’re going to need a full stomach to deal with these two. They aren’t very nice,” she whisper-shouted.

      “We can hear you.” The princess tapped her foot. “Stop speaking like common fools, and somebody tell me what this means.”

      “We are common.” Mara stared at the princess in defiance.

      I elbowed her. “As far as we know, we’re the only survivors from the attack on Jinpoli.”

      “You’re Covenant?” She didn’t look convinced. “Then, why does Genevieve have you locked up here?”

      I thought about that for a moment, and there was only one possible reason. “Because you’re here.” It made too much sense. Only those who’d taken a vow of silence were attending us. “Genevieve knows. She has to.”

      “Knows what?” Gideon asked.

      “That there isn’t only one princess of Doragune. There are two.”

      Silence. The three of them stared at me, a mixture of shock and disbelief on their faces.

      Then, they all spoke at once.

      “That’s impossible,” Odessa said.

      Mara shook her head. “I am not a princess. You take that back, Zakery, right this minute.”

      “What makes you think that?” Gideon asked.

      I sat in the chair I’d pressed against the door, my legs weak. “I am …” I looked at Mara, who met my gaze. I couldn’t tell if she approved of what I needed to tell them, but if there was someone we could trust with the secret, it was a person with secrets of their own.

      “When Brother Cyril died, he charged me with protecting something important.” I paused. “The Book of Prophecies.”

      Odessa leaned against the wall to steady herself as her face went slack. The only indication Gideon heard what I said was a furrowing of his brow.

      “Y-you’re … the new keeper.” The princess said it on a breath, like she was afraid to voice the words.

      “But you’re just a boy.” Gideon scowled. “A commoner.”

      “And you’re just the princess’s dog.” Mara approached him. “Show the keeper some respect or you’ll learn the kind of training I had on Jinpoli.”

      “Mara.” This wasn’t the time to fight, not when this very truth could be the beginning of the cycle. If the first and second born collide, the kingdom will divide … We might have already passed the point of no return.

      She turned to me, all defiance fading away. “It’s me, isn’t it?”

      I didn’t want to answer her.

      Tears flooded her eyes. “I’m not it. Tell me I’m not it.”

      But it was all right in front of us. She and Odessa were identical in looks, though not in mannerisms or personality. We’d always wondered why Mara was raised by the Covenant if they didn’t plan to make her a sister. Why Genevieve had given up her life to raise us, why she’d trained Mara to fight.

      It was all in preparation. For this.

      “Not what?” Gideon sounded frustrated, but I understood his impatience.

      “My sister.” Odessa covered her mouth with her hand. “That’s what you both think, isn’t it? A castle crowned in gold …”

      A tear slid down Mara’s cheek. “No. It’s not me. I won’t do it. Everyone in Doragune … they can’t be in danger because of me.”

      “Will someone tell me what’s going on?” Gideon’s voice grew louder.

      Odessa was the one who answered. “The prophecy. She is the second-born daughter. My … twin sister. She should have died the day of our birth.” Odessa seemed to vibrate with fury.

      Mara backed away. “I can’t be. Cyril would have told me. Genevieve …” All the people who’d loved her had also lied to her. They hid the origins of her birth. “I need to speak with Genevieve.”

      She started ripping furniture away from the door, and I helped her while the other two stood frozen. When she finally got the door open, she ran.

      I followed her, trying to keep up. She’d always been faster than me, but I guessed where she was going. A few acolytes tried to stop us, but we dodged around them, knocking one into the wall and sending his basket of bread to the ground.

      Mara burst into Genevieve’s study, and I slowed before following her in. Genevieve sat at her desk, rubbing her eyes as she stared down at a scroll. She looked up slowly, surprised by the interruption.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Mara asked.

      Genevieve’s face transformed from surprised to horrified. She stood. “Zak, shut the door.” She rounded the desk and reached for Mara, surprising us both when she pulled her into a hug. “Sweet girl, I’m so sorry you found out this way.”

      Genevieve once had a son. She’d told us about him when we were children, but I remembered the anguish in her eyes when she spoke of his death. That same anguish was there now. She’d let Mara down, and she knew it.

      Genevieve was the only mother either of us knew, and her disappearance still hurt, but not as much as this betrayal.

      She leaned back, looking down at Mara and brushing away her tears. “Nakia would have adored you.”

      “Nakia … my mother?” Queen Nakia.

      Genevieve nodded. “She gave up her life to save yours.”

      Because Mara’s father would have had her killed. I wasn’t sure if that thought had occurred to her yet, but it would in time.

      I backed out of the room and shut the door once again. Mara needed Genevieve right now, and what I needed was a drink.

      I returned to Gideon to find the princess gone. He was righting the furniture.

      “I hope you have something strong to drink.”

      He studied me for a moment and nodded. “I’m sure Dimitri has something suitable. He crossed the room to the armoire and pulled out a bottle of some kind of liquor I probably wasn’t familiar with. I smelled the rye as soon as he uncorked it. “Pretty sure he was saving this for a special occasion, but the situation is dire.”

      I accepted the bottle as he held it out. “I can’t imagine needing it more than on a day like today.” Taking a drink, I struggled not to spit it out as it burned my throat.

      “What do you think all of this means?” Gideon asked as he took the bottle back and tilted it against his lips.

      I sighed. What did it mean? “That one of them was difficult enough. Now, there are two.”

      He laughed darkly. “Odessa is … not easy.”

      “Samara is … well, she’s special. But she also drives me mad.”

      “You love her.”

      It was a statement, not a question. “I need a bit more of that liquor before I bare my soul to a stranger.”

      “Something tells me none of us can afford to be strangers any longer.”

      He was right. We were connected now. The girls—sisters—and those loyal to them. If the prophecy was coming for us, we now all shared the same dark fate.
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      “Save the smoked fish for winter.” I wrinkled my nose at the barrel of halibut, waving away the stench as the young, silent acolytes carried them into the storage cellar beneath the kitchens. “Let’s serve several hams, roasted venison, and use as many of the chickens and eggs as you see fit.”

      “Oh, thank you, Princess.” Mrs. Draghia bobbed her head as she sorted through the fresh fruits.

      “Make everything go as far as you can with different dishes loaded with fresh vegetables, broths, and good bread.” My mouth watered at the thought of freshly baked bread and butter. “Lots of bread.”

      I couldn’t get the image of that … girl out of my mind—I couldn’t think of her as a sister, much less a twin—and the fulfilment of a prophecy my ancestors had taken drastic measures to prevent. She should have never drawn her first breath.

      I shook my head, focusing on the task at hand. The supplies I ordered had arrived, and if it was one thing I needed now, it was a distraction.

      “These berries would make nice pies, Princess. I know how you love my pies.” Mrs. Draghia gave me a cheeky grin. I loved everything the keep’s cook made. She could go toe to toe with the palace chefs and still come out on top, but she had lived in Kyoten all her life and refused to leave for greener pastures.

      When I was a child of no more than seven, I spent a great deal of time at the keep while Father was visiting Sheema for more than a year after a disastrous storm brought the island kingdom to their knees. I winced at the reminder of my worst stay under the watchful yet resentful eye of Sister Evangeline. She didn’t fancy herself a babysitter of spoiled princesses. And that was well before Genevieve arrived.

      “I was bored.” I couldn’t help but laugh at the memory of Mrs. Draghia’s face when she found me after I stole a whole pie from her kitchen hearth.

      “Nearly made yourself sick, you did.” She chuckled. “Such a pretty blue dress ruined with berry juice stains.” She snorted a laugh and covered her mouth, unable to stop her giggles.

      “It was delicious.” I joined her laughter, and it felt strange. Everything about my whole world had just changed, and no one knew about it. Everyone was just going on about their business as usual. And that was what I had to do now.

      “Very well. We’ll have lots of Mrs. Draghia’s berry pies, with clotted cream.” I waved a few more acolytes toward the kitchen with a barrel of barley flour.

      The supplies from Harana had arrived and were enough to last the keep for several weeks, hence the banquet I’d thrown myself into planning with Mrs. Draghia.

      I popped a berry into my mouth and followed my favorite cook into her kitchen. Of all the servants I’d come in contact with in my life, Mrs. Draghia treated me like a normal person. She was respectful of my station, but she was genuine, and I loved her for it. She was just as I imagined a grandmother might be, had I one of my own.

      “Make yourself comfortable, dearie, and I’ll make us some quick bread and we’ll nick the last of the butter I’ve been saving now that we have the means to make more. Bless Harana for having some cows to spare. The last of ours died in the dead of winter last year. Haven’t had fresh milk in ages.”

      The middle-aged woman bustled around the kitchen, fetching utensils I couldn’t imagine their use, and ordering her staff around without missing a beat in our conversation.

      “The children will be delighted to join the festivities.” Mrs. Draghia sifted flour and other ingredients into a bowl and had a soft, stretchy dough made in no time at all. She was a wonder with her hands.

      “And what festivities would those be, Mrs. Draghia?” Sister Evangeline stepped into the kitchen with a sour look on her face. The maids and acolytes scattered with the supplies, tucking them away in the pantry.

      “I have decided to throw a banquet to celebrate the arrival of all the wonderful food,” I explained to the dour old sister.

      “There will be no banquet, Princess.” She clapped her hands to get the kitchen staff’s attention, though she already had it. “Return the supplies to the cellar. We will continue to ration as we have to make these supplies last us through the long winter ahead.”

      The maids and acolytes looked from Mrs. Draghia to Sister Evangeline before their eyes landed on me. She’d made an egregious error dismissing my orders so publicly. I had no other choice. Lucky for me, I was looking for someone to take out my frustrations on.

      “Excuse me.” I rose from my seat at the kitchen counter. I tilted my head in question. “But we will be having a banquet, just as I ordered.”

      She had the decency to bow her head. “Forgive me, your Highness. I did not mean to upset you. But we must conserve the supplies you were kind enough to provide. I cannot allow it.”

      “Allow it?” A shadow seemed to fall over me as the fire I’d felt only yesterday ignited within me all over again. “Whose banner flies over Kyoten right at this very moment?” I took two careful steps toward the sister, mindful of how quiet the kitchen had suddenly become.

      Sister Evangeline let out a breath, standing before me with her hands folded neatly in front of her. “Your father’s.”

      “Correct. Now, remind me whose flag has been raised over Kyoten during my previous visits?”

      “That would be yours.”

      I took another step toward her, towering over her now. “And why does my father’s flag reside over the keep on this visit?”

      “Because you are his representative, your Highness.” She dropped her head, knowing she was defeated.

      “And as the representative of your king and emperor, any orders I give are to be taken as those given directly by the king himself. Correct?”

      “Orders of a certain kind, yes, but …”

      “I will hear no buts. I ordered a banquet, and we will have a banquet. But you see it as frivolous, yes?” Flames licked at my throat, and heat radiated through my body. Something inside me wanted to devour this woman and tear her to pieces just to be rid of her.

      “It does seem wasteful when times have been hard here.” She blinked up at me with her cold gray eyes, seemingly unfazed by my anger.

      “It is precisely because times have been hard that I’ve ordered the banquet. It’s not for me. Or for the Covenant. We haven’t suffered half as much as the people who call Kyoten home. It is for them. They need good food in their bellies and the promise of something better tomorrow.”

      “Surely you don’t mean to invite the whole village?” Sister Evangeline gasped.

      “That is exactly what I intend to do. And until Kyoten can become completely sustainable on its own again, you will share half of all supplies received with the community.”

      “Half?” The sister’s mouth thinned into a straight line, as though she fought back the words she really wanted to say.

      “Half. I will see to it that regular shipments come to you from Kazan, Dusamana, and Harana. You will allow the people of Kyoten to work the land wherever the rocky terrain allows until the game returns.

      “The banquet will be held tomorrow evening in the main hall. All the citizens of Kyoten will be invited, and the focus of the celebration will be on them. Not me. Not the Covenant. We will all sit among them, and there will be no high table.”

      “But the hall? Surely the courtyard in the afternoon will do for the common folk?”

      “The hall. I will not be questioned again. Are we clear? Or need I remind you that someday, I will be your Queen and Empress of Teitora?”

      Sister Evangeline sank into a low bow worthy of my station. “Forgive me. It seems only yesterday you were a little girl haunting these halls. Perhaps I’ve been too … familiar.”

      “I am no longer the timid princess you once knew. My childhood ended the day the shadow crown chose me.”
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      Banquet preparations kept my mind busy for a few hours, but thoughts of the girl locked inside the keep haunted me. I had a twin sister. No daughter in the Chrysos line had ever had a sister. Not a living one, at least. The daughters of my family were only allowed to have brothers for fear of the prophecy.

      I rolled onto my side, pulling my furs around me on the settee in front of the fire. Staring into the flames, I thought about the twist of fate that made me the firstborn and gave Samara a life of freedom. What had her life been like in Jinpoli?

      “How did you bear it, Mother?” I whispered into the silence. I hadn’t talked to my mother this way in more than a year. “Did you know there would be two of us?”

      I used to wonder how the queen’s physicians could have let her die in childbirth. I blamed myself for so many years for taking my mother’s life. Her people adored her, and I took her from them. Not only that, but I grew up to be chosen by the shadow crown.

      What might have happened if Samara was born first? Would the crown of thorns have chosen her? My mind reeled with the possibilities Samara represented.

      “Odessa?” A pounding knock rattled at my door.

      “For the last time, go away, Gideon.”

      “Don’t make me break this door down. You know I will.”

      I rolled to sit up, my silky red curls spilling down around my shoulders in a mess of tangles and snarls. With a groan, I stood.

      I threw all my chosen out when I returned from yelling at Sister Evangeline, threatening murder if they didn’t leave me alone. “That only lasted a few hours.” I winced at the crick in my back when I stretched. “But I could use a few more hours of quiet.”

      “Odessa?” Gideon wasn’t going away.

      “I’m coming! Don’t make me shout!” I slid my feet into my slippers warming by the fire. “Princesses don’t yell.” I rolled my eyes at the words my etiquette tutor hammered into my head when I was twelve.

      “Just one day, I’d like to not be a princess.” I rubbed my eyes as I crossed the room. “What?” I snatched the door open, my tangled hair falling into my face. “Oh.” I stepped back to let Genevieve into the room, slamming the door in Gideon’s startled face.

      Genevieve bowed her head. “I am truly sorry.” She swept me into her arms, and I let my head fall on her shoulder. I was so tired of being strong. Of trying to be everything I was supposed to be and none of the things I wanted to be.

      “Did she know?” I whispered into her shoulder. Genevieve attended my mother during my birth. If anyone knew what her last moments were like, it was her. When I was young, I questioned her relentlessly about my mother. She told me so many stories about the queen. She was more forthcoming than anyone else had ever been about my mother. But she’d never shared the details of the night I was born.

      “She did.” Genevieve ran a hand over my hair in a soothing gesture. “She couldn’t bear to lose either of you. She took precautions to give your sister a chance at life far away from here.”

      “But the prophecy?” I shook my head. “She was the queen … I don’t understand. How could she not do her duty?”

      “Look at me, Dessa.” She peered into my eyes, her cool hands cupping my face. “She was a mother. Plain and simple. She loved her babies.” Tears shone in her eyes. “Both of them. She would have done anything to save her girls.”

      “And doom us all to the prophecy?” I shoved her away. “This girl cannot live.” I shook my head. “It is folly. Father will be furious.” I paced back to the settee and sought refuge under my furs. “I cannot think of her as my sister. She should have died at birth. Mother knew it, and she failed in her duty to the people of Doragune and all of Teitora. She failed me.” I wiped furiously at the tears burning my eyes.

      Genevieve sank down onto the settee beside me. “It would have happened either way, Odessa,” she said softly.

      “What?” I sniffed.

      “The crown of shadows still would have chosen you, even if your sister died when she was supposed to.”

      “How do you know?” I shuddered at the tremor of flames burning my insides. They seemed to flare up with my emotions.

      “Because we are at the dawn of a new cycle.”

      “You keep saying that, but its absurd.” I shook my head with a laugh.

      “All the signs are making themselves known.” She let out a frustrated sigh. “Sometimes, I wonder if your mother and Cyril knew it before the rest of us caught on.”

      “You can’t be serious.” I studied her face, incredulous. For most of my life, I often wondered if the old prophets were merely legends. The prophecies themselves were part of our way of life and should be studied, of course, but the threat of the cycle beginning anew? That was … preposterous. Or such a distant part of our past and future that it wasn’t something I’d ever genuinely considered.

      “I am dead serious, Princess.” Genevieve seemed to look right through me, down to the fire burning within my soul. “It’s already begun, hasn’t it?” She leaned forward, studying my eyes.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know … exactly. It’s something to do with you coming into contact with Samara. A feeling you’re⁠—”

      A knock came at the door before I could respond.

      “Go away, Gideon,” I hissed, too weary for propriety.

      “Apologies, Princess.” He stuck his head through the door. “We’ve received some dire news.”

      “Is it my father?” I leaped from my seat, my heart thudding in my ears at the thought that anything might have happened to him.

      “No. Not your father.” His eyes were full of regret for scaring me. “The hunting party we sent out upon our arrival has been found.”

      “Oh, they’ve returned?”

      “No, Princess. They never made it out of the northern pass.”

      “Well, what happened to them, Gideon?” Genevieve pressed.

      “Some of them… vanished.” His face paled in the firelight. “The others—only a few—their bodies were found a week’s ride from Kyoten.”

      “Bodies? Were they attacked?”

      He nodded. “By something, yes. They were torn apart. I’m told nothing but the bones remained.”

      “Bones?” I murmured, confused. “And the missing hunters?” I asked. “Were there signs of a struggle?”

      “No, Princess.” He shook his head. “A smaller hunting party was tracking them, hoping to join up with them. They said their trail ended abruptly. As though they came to a stop on their journey and just … disappeared, horses and all.”
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      I peered through the keyhole at the two guards now standing watch at our door. These two didn’t look like silent acolytes either. They wore the black robes of the warrior brethren.

      I listened in on their conversations because I had nothing better to do, and because Zak, my one and only friend and source of entertainment, had his nose stuck in that cursed book of his.

      When a keeper studied their book, no amount of talking would tear their focus away from the prophecies only they got to see.

      “You reckon they’ll send us some relief so we can attend the banquet the princess is throwing?”

      I watched as the smaller of the two brothers glanced down the hall.

      “We could maybe take turns.” The other one shrugged. “It’s doubtful her ladyship will be back tonight.”

      Go on, you buffoons. Get some food and leave us be. I willed them to take the risk.

      “Better not. We’ll get one of the acolytes to bring us a plate or two.”

      “Come on, mate. I’ll even let you go first. We’ll each take long enough to have an ale and maybe a dance or two before we make a plate and come back to let the other have a go.”

      “Maybe,” the other relented.

      “Besides, those two in there haven’t made a sound all evening.”

      Because I want you to abandon your post. I moved away from the keyhole and leaned against the wall beside the door.

      The princess was throwing a banquet? I tilted my head back, letting the coolness of the stones seep into my fevered skin. One day after learning she had a twin sister who shouldn’t exist, and what did the princess do? She locked us away and planned a party.

      But was it a distraction? I picked at the sliced ham and roasted vegetables left on my plate. We’d both eaten our fill when the food arrived, delirious from the joy of fresh bread and butter and more food than we’d seen since our arrival.

      Afterward, I went back to my pacing and Zak went back to studying his book.

      “It could be a distraction,” I mumbled to myself, eyeing the shadows of two sets of feet under the door.

      “If one shuffles away, I might risk it.” I chewed on my thumbnail, plotting our escape in my mind.

      I could handle one of the guards. I was sure of it. Two was too much of a risk. But it all hinged on prying Zak’s face away from that book.

      I scrambled to my feet, snatching up the last heel of bread from my tray. “Oi!” I hissed at Zak, leaping onto his bed and launching the crust of bread at him.

      He didn’t even stir from his seat on the floor.

      “Couldn’t you at least talk to me?” I rested my chin on my palm, staring at the blank pages over his shoulder. His eyes scanned them, and a vacant expression occupied his face, as if his body were here, but the rest of him was somewhere far, far away. “I have a sister,” I whispered. “A twin. One who might like to kill me once she gets through the shock of finding out I exist. What am I supposed to do with that, Zak?”

      Silence.

      I rolled onto my back, staring up at the ceiling over his bed. I’d counted the cracks in the ceiling over my own. There were thirty-four. But I was too anxious to count the ones on this side of the room. Too angry.

      Angry with Cyril for never telling me about my family.

      With Genevieve for leaving and never telling me why.

      Angry with my mother for dying. With my father for wanting to kill me. With my sister for getting the easy life of a princess who had everything she could ever want while I’d had to struggle every day of my life.

      Well, I didn’t envy her for the dresses she had to wear.

      And I was so angry with fate. With the ancient prophets themselves for thinking I could ever be the demise of the kingdom of my birth. I didn’t care enough about Doragune to wish it any harm.

      Fate left me here in this cold room with nothing. While Odessa got everything. Even Genevieve.

      Several hours ago, I’d decided to blame it all on Genevieve. She was the only one alive for me to take it out on. So, I had an earful prepared for when I next saw her. Though, if I could get us out of here tonight, we’d likely never see her again, and that was okay too.

      “It’s your job to give me answers,” Zak blurted, his voice going all squeaky.

      “Hey, that’s the first full sentence that actually made sense.” I reached over my head and patted him on the shoulder. “Good job, buddy.”

      He’d started talking to the book like I’d suggested, but most of the time when he was in his keeper fugue, I either didn’t hear him at all or it came out as gibberish.

      “What you want does garbage intentions!” His voice sounded like it had when he was thirteen.

      “You tell ‘em, Zak.” I yawned, checking the shadows under the door. Still two sets of feet.

      “I am not a child!” he shrieked. “This is tutelage abuse of keeper.”

      I snorted at his outrage, hoping he wouldn’t bring the guards down on us.

      “Stop insulting me,” Zak growled.

      I moved to sit up on the bed and nudged him with my foot. “Are you having an argument with the most important book in the world? That’s probably not a good idea, mate. You’re going to lose.”

      “You’re a loser!” He slammed the book shut and threw it into the corner.

      “You okay, there?” I watched him carefully as he came out of his fugue. He never said much about it, but I knew all this keeper stuff was scary for him.

      He nodded, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Talking to the book isn’t getting me anywhere. It’s rude and completely obnoxious.” He tried to stand up but couldn’t get his feet under him.

      I moved off the bed to pour him a cup of wine. “Here, drink this and try to shake it off.” I crouched in front of him and made him drink it all.

      “I’m okay,” he finally mumbled. “It’s just a little exhausting.”

      “Arguing with old books is probably tiring work.” I helped him get up long enough to move to the bed.

      “It really is.” His shoulders dropped.

      “Relax, Zak. You have all the time in the world to study that thing.”

      “That’s just it. I don’t think I do.” He stood on shaky legs and retrieved the book. “It doesn’t like me, and I can’t get him to answer my questions.”

      “The book’s a he?”

      “I have no idea, but it doesn’t seem to care one way or another.” He sat back down, clutching it to his chest. He didn’t seem comfortable lately unless he had his hands on the book.

      “Maybe you have to earn his respect first?”

      Zak nodded. “That would probably help, but I don’t know how to do that.”

      “I’ll help you figure it out.” I laid a hand on his shoulder, and he leaned into my side.

      “Thanks. I’m glad you’re here. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” He took my hand in his, but it wasn’t the same as before. Now that the truth was out, not even he could comfort me. We’d never talked about anything that happened between us, but it felt small in comparison to the turn our lives had taken since Jinpoli.

      “How are you doing with … everything?” he asked.

      I jumped to my feet, and the fire sparked in my belly again, insisting I keep moving. “I don’t know.” I nibbled on a jagged fingernail. “I think we need to get out of here. Sooner rather than later.”

      “I think I agree with you.” He glanced at the locked door where the shadows of only one pair of feet moved in the hall.

      “I can take care of that if you can get our stuff. And grab the rest of the food.” I retrieved my bag with my lock picking tools tucked inside. “We don’t have a lot of time before the other guard returns.”

      “How do you know he won’t be right back?”

      “Because while you’ve been arguing with that book of yours, I’ve been listening to them.”

      But before I could even get my tools out, the hall erupted with activity.

      “Crap.” I waved Zak back toward his bed. “They’re coming in,” I whispered, diving for my own bed. I just managed to kick my packed bag out of sight when Genevieve stepped into the room.

      The flames smoldering inside me roared to life when I met her eyes. A violent urge to tear her apart swept through me, leaving me weak and clammy.

      “What do you want?” I folded my arms across my chest, as much to show my indifference as to keep my hands from reaching for her neck. As angry as I was, I didn’t actually want to hurt her.

      “We need your help, Samara.” She closed the door behind her, sending the guards away.

      “I’d rather not.” I perched on the edge of my bed. “Unless you’re willing to let us leave, that is.”

      Genevieve rushed to my side, crouching down to meet my gaze. “This is important. Much bigger than you and me, and all the answers you want me to give you. I need you to set all of that aside.”

      “Why should I? You’re keeping us prisoners.”

      “Not prisoners. Though, I know it feels like it. I’ve kept you in here to protect you both, but I desperately need you. You’re the only one who can stop this now.”

      “Stop what?”

      “A war.”

      “What?” I blinked at her, trying to put her words together in a way that actually made sense.

      “Odessa is missing. She disappeared during the banquet, and Sister Evangeline thinks the Satru have abducted her.”

      “What does any of that have to do with me?”

      “She’s asking you to become Odessa,” Zak said, his tone flat and emotionless.

      I gaped at them both. “You have lost your mind if you think I’m doing that.”

      “It’s the only way.” Genevieve shook her head. “And we don’t have much time. If the Covenant believe the Satru have taken their princess, there will be war.”

      “No. I’m not doing it. No one is going to think for one second that I’m a princess.” I snorted at the very idea of me wearing one of Odessa’s frilly, fancy dresses. “It’s not happening.”

      “Mara, if you will not stand in for her, this kingdom cannot hope to survive what comes next.”
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      Was I supposed to feel some kind of loss? My sister. Gone. But were we really sisters just because we shared a mother? Odessa obviously wanted nothing to do with me. That was why I was stuck in this room.

      And yet, I was doing it. Preventing a war. For her.

      I didn’t know if she’d been abducted or just left her own banquet like the spoiled princess she was, but it didn’t matter. Not when the Covenant needed to keep up their appearances.

      “Do the chosen know?” I asked as Genevieve bustled back in, carrying what looked to be a torture device.

      “Not yet, but there is only so long we can hold them off.” She stared down at me, evaluating whatever she saw. “They’ve been told she demanded to inspect the dessert preparations in the kitchens.”

      “The fact that they believed that tells me all I needed to know about the princess. What is that?” I didn’t really need to ask, but I wanted her to say it wasn’t for me.

      “Odessa always has two identical dresses made for each event. In case there is a mishap.”

      “Is there anything she doesn’t need to control?”

      The dress had a built-in corset with laces going up the side. Never in my life had I found myself dreaming of such discomfort. Yet, here I was, about to pretend to be someone I wasn’t.

      Two acolytes came in after Genevieve, and I didn’t need to ask if they were under a vow of silence. It was the only way she’d let anyone into this room.

      Zak sat on the corner of the bed, his face slightly red as he tried to keep from laughing. I sent him a glare.

      “Zak.” Genevieve spoke sweetly. “Why don’t you go out for some air? One of our acolytes will escort you. You are not to go near the banquet, but it would be better if you were just about anywhere else right now.”

      He jumped to his feet, never one to disobey Genevieve, something I made fun of him for endlessly as a child. “Have fun, Princess.” He grabbed his bag and draped it over his shoulder.

      I tried to swat him, but he jumped out of my reach and disappeared out the door with one of the acolytes, who shut it behind them.

      Now, there were no distractions.

      “I’m not sure I actually agreed to this.” I touched the hard edges of the corset. “I definitely didn’t.”

      Genevieve fixed me with a knowing look. “Do not forget, Samara, I raised you, choosing you over my own son. The night of your birth, I left everything. My son, my husband⁠—”

      “You were married?” She’d told us so little of herself before her time in Jinpoli, but I saw the sadness in her eyes. “Wait, I thought your son died?”

      She didn’t answer. “The point is that I have never asked anything of you. There was never any need. You didn’t need to earn my love. You simply had it. Your mother was my dearest friend. But, darling girl, I am asking now. We cannot have the entire stronghold find out Odessa is missing. I have some of my best warriors searching, but if word gets back to the emperor before we know what happened, he’ll march his army here.”

      She paused. “I know what a burden I place on you. After all the secrets, the lies, I’m not sure what you’re thinking, how you’re feeling. But you grew up with the Covenant. It is your family. Please.”

      Great. I had no choice now. I once loved Genevieve more than anyone, and those feelings returned in full force. How could I remain angry with the person who gave up her life so I would have a mother?

      Tears welled in my eyes, and I lunged forward, wrapping my arms around her waist, the dress between us.

      She froze for a moment before I felt one arm come around me. “I’m so sorry, Samara,” she whispered.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d said the words to me, but she couldn’t fathom what they truly meant. The entire kingdom wanted me dead for what was written in a book thousands of years ago. My own father …

      “Your mother would have loved you.”

      I wiped a tear away as I pulled back. “I probably would have irritated her like I always irritated you.”

      She smiled softly. “You never irritated me, silly girl. I worried one of your schemes would get you killed, but it was worry, never irritation.”

      “You say schemes; I say adventures.”

      She pinned me with a look that said she wasn’t biting my lure. Her face sobered. “We need to get you to the banquet. Ejderha did the princess’s hair and face tonight. She will make you look the same.” She gestured to the acolyte, who waited patiently for my breakdown to end.

      I looked from Ejderha to Genevieve. “Do you think Odessa is okay?” I barely knew her and didn’t particularly like her, but she was my sister. Apparently.

      Genevieve sighed. “It is not unusual for her to run off while she’s here. Even as a child, she liked to evade her chosen and explore on her own. Her favorite place used to be the crypts beneath the fortress. They provide solitude for those seeking it. I have people searching there now.”

      She guided me to a chair in front of a looking glass, and I studied my face. It was paler than normal after being trapped inside for so long. My hair needed a wash desperately. “No one will ever think I’m her.”

      “People believe what they are told.” Genevieve pulled a brush through my hair, sprinkling a powder into it as she did. “If they see no other option, they will imagine none.”

      I just hoped she was right.
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      How did anyone walk in these things?

      I glared down at the heels Genevieve forced my feet into and gripped the wall for support as I made my way to the hall. Thankfully, Zak hadn’t returned to see me in this dress.

      I couldn’t breathe with the corset cinched so tightly, and my heart beat heavily in my chest. This was a colossal mistake, one I might not live to regret.

      If anyone learned the truth …

      My ankle bent sideways, and I said a silent curse as I righted myself.

      How was any of this happening?

      “Don’t speak to anyone unless you must,” Genevieve said, taking my elbow to keep me from falling. “And for dragon’s sake, try to do as little walking as possible. Remain in your seat and attempt interest while watching the dancing. That’s Odessa’s favorite part of the evening, but you can claim exhaustion.”

      “I don’t know if I can do this.”

      She kept going as if she didn’t hear me. “Act aloof, like you’re above every single person there. Odessa has a big heart, but she also plays her role very well.”

      I stumbled, and Genevieve caught me. “Why do I feel like I’m walking to my doom?”

      “You’ll do fine.” She didn’t sound so sure of that.

      “Now you’re making me nervous.”

      Near the doors to the hall, she stopped and turned me toward her. “We will find Odessa.”

      “I believe you.” I’d once believed Genevieve could do anything.

      “I need to say this.” She drew in a breath. “Your sister is a princess, yes, but that does not make her so different from you. I know you both very well, and you have each lived a hard life in your own ways. You have overcome every struggle thrown your way.” She smiled softly. “Cyril would be so proud to see you now, to know you brought the book and its keeper to safety. This task I have given you is just another one of your adventures.”

      “I thought you said they were schemes.”

      She brushed a thumb over my cheek. “The stakes are higher this time. Remember, if those here learn the truth, they will kill you.”

      “Well done, Gen. Very inspirational. You should be a spiritual guide.” I turned toward the door with those words running through my mind. They will kill you.

      The villagers, as well as any noble person or member of the Covenant.

      It was what connected all peoples of the empire. A belief in the prophecies, a fear of them, and a pathological need to avoid them at any cost. I wished Zak was at my side now, or Cyril. He’d know what to do.

      Genevieve entered before me, greeting people with smiles as she walked toward the table at the back. It was not raised as I’d expected and I said a silent thanks to my so-called sister for not having to ascend any steps.

      Rows upon rows of tables surrounded a beautiful, dark wooden dance floor. How I loved to dance. Not in the way Odessa most likely had been taught. Back on Jinpoli, Cyril let some of the brothers bring out their instruments on occasion, and the rest of us would move our bodies wildly to the rhythm. Nothing choreographed, no expectations to meet.

      My gaze immediately found each exit. Genevieve hadn’t let me hide a weapon on my body, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t be prepared.

      None of the villagers or Covenant members had weapons on them within the banquet hall, which made sense in the presence of a princess. But then, I saw them. At the long table, the five chosen were armed. Others might not notice, but I could see the bulge of sword hilts, the slight bump where a knife was strapped under clothing.

      These were dangerous people, probably the most dangerous in the realm.

      “Princess,” a villager called.

      That brought the attention to me, eyes roaming every inch of me. It felt like a violation to be examined so, but I had to remember the role I played. Odessa belonged to the kingdom and the empire both.

      Did that mean I did too? I would think not since they’d all see my head on a pike if they knew I existed. With that thought, I held my head high and sucked in a fortifying breath.

      Someone pressed a crystal goblet into my hand, but I didn’t see where it came from. I tried appearing both kind and aloof, no easy feat. Especially in heels.

      Lifting my chin, I did not meet the eyes of the common folk, did not allow my attention to fall to them. My fingers sweated where they held the goblet, and I peered down into the burgundy liquid.

      Cyril had only allowed for watered wine on Jinpoli, and something told me that Odessa would not serve anything but the best. A strong aroma reached my nose, and I noticed the plates at the high table were mostly empty.

      Just my luck. Odessa chose to disappear after dinner and not before. Sure, I’d eaten already, but the food they brought me was probably nothing compared to the richness of the banquet dishes.

      The chosen nodded as I made my way along the table, one of them outright grinning. I rounded to the seat reserved for Odessa and caught Genevieve’s eye.

      She gave me an encouraging smile.

      It wasn’t until I sat down that I realized who was to my right.

      Gideon. The grumpy, kind of intimidating chosen who knew I existed.

      But he couldn’t know Odessa was missing. At least, not yet.

      “Everything okay in the kitchens?” he asked, his voice low.

      I shrugged, not wanting to speak and have him hear my trembling voice.

      He sighed. “I’m sure they were very pleased to have you visiting.”

      I didn’t miss the sarcasm in his voice. “Of course they were. I am a joy.”

      He snorted but didn’t say anything further. Part of me wanted to tell him just what I thought of him after that show when we learned the truth. He could have been kind, but he chose differently. I didn’t do well with people who treated others with anything less than respect, no matter their station.

      A chair scraping back caught my attention. One of the chosen stood, swaying on his feet.

      “Sit down, Niko,” another hissed.

      Niko shook his head. “Princess,” he slurred. “You brought the people this wonderful feast after far too long without provisions. How about a toast?”

      A cheer rose from the crowd, and I shrank back in my chair. A toast? Surely they’d know I wasn’t Odessa the minute I opened my smart mouth. I’d never been good at speaking in front of others, preferring the solitude of my climbs to anything resembling a banquet, not like Jinpoli had many of those.

      But what would Odessa do? What would she say?

      “Come on,” Niko said. “There’s nothing you love more than giving speeches.”

      I searched for Genevieve, but I could not find her.

      “Just get it over with,” Gideon said. “The sooner you give your toast, the sooner we can get through the dancing and leave.”

      What a jerk. These people were having a good time. They were feasting on more food than they’d seen in years. It was hard times in Kyoten from what I had gathered since our arrival.

      How dare he take that attitude?

      I stood, lifting my goblet, and cleared my throat.

      Everyone’s eyes fell upon me, and they quieted.

      Bile rose in my throat, but I pushed it down. “Um …” I finally found Genevieve. She’d moved from the back of the room to get closer to the main table. An idea came to me, and I smiled down at the jerk of a guard. “Ladies, I have here next to me the best dancer in all of Doragune, but he’s shy. Please entertain him this evening.” A tittering of laughs wound through my captive audience.

      Nerves curled in my belly as Gideon’s eyes narrowed. I was still looking at him as I finished my toast. “To the prophecies!”

      The crowd echoed me, and I tipped my goblet against my lips, taking a drink. As soon as the potent sour wine hit my tongue, I couldn’t swallow it.

      Sprays of dark wine spewed past my lips, landing right on Gideon’s crisp, white tunic.

      My eyes flew wide, and my hand clapped over my mouth. “Oops.”
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      After a lifetime of being the responsible one to her daring shenanigans, Mara had finally rubbed off on me. She would be so proud. I pressed my back against the wall, disappearing into the shadows the way I’d seen Mara do countless times when giving her tutors the slip back on Jinpoli.

      The young acolyte tasked with escorting me back to my room rushed down the dark corridor, his head nearly spinning around on his shoulders as he looked for me.

      I covered my mouth to stifle my laughter at the horrified look on his face when he realized he’d lost me. Without thinking, my other hand drifted to the bag draped over my shoulder, caressing the familiar shape of the Book of Prophecies tucked safely within. The touch sent a wave of calm through me, but only for a moment.

      The anxious urge to find Odessa returned with a vengeance. I had to catch up with her if I could. My mind couldn’t focus on anything else.

      When the way was clear, I darted down the hall and up a circular stairway until I found a vacant room lined with suits of armor in various styles and states of disrepair. Some were clearly antiques. They were all proudly on display, draped in banners and the colors of their previous owners.

      They were also covered in a thick layer of dust—a good indication that no one had entered this room in quite some time.

      “Good.” I closed the door behind me, casting the room into darkness. The only light came from the moonlight streaming in through the high windows. I crept to the back of the long, wide room, reaching for the book in my bag. I dropped it on a bench against the wall, flipping it open. It didn’t matter what page. The pages were nothing more than part of the illusion of the book.

      “Where is she?” I demanded. Swirls of black ink darted across the page, but I didn’t need to read it. I was the keeper. I heard the voice of the ancient prophets. Or whatever entity bewitched the Book of Prophecies and became the bane of my existence upon Cyril’s death.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” The smooth-as-silk voice wrapped around me like a cloud of warmth in this cold, dark room.

      “I would.” I sighed. “And it would be great if you could answer my questions with a little of that straightforwardness we’ve talked about.”

      “You’re not much fun, new keeper.”

      “I need to know where the princess has gone. It’s a matter of life and death.”

      “So dramatic. Life and death, you should hear yourself.”

      “Isn’t it your job to protect humanity from the prophecies you hold?” All my life, I’d watched Cyril study the book. I always imagined he discovered the world’s greatest secrets within the depths of these pages. But now I wondered if he spent the better part of his life arguing with it to get it to help him with even the smallest requests.

      “You are no Cyril, my young keeper.”

      “Just tell me where she is, please?” I didn’t have much fight left in me, and I started to wonder if I’d get further just looking for the princess on my own.

      “She’s still in the keep.” The voice sighed, and I got the distinct impression it rolled its eyes at me. Except, that was absurd. A book didn’t have eyes. Or voices, for that matter.

      “Where in the keep?”

      “Wouldn’t you rather focus on Samara tonight? She’s the one you really like. Why bother with the sister?”

      “Because of the prophecy. I shouldn’t have to explain this to the book that literally contains all the prophecies in the world.”

      “Oh, the one about the twins? I actually remember that one.” The voice sounded bored.

      “Tell me where she went so I can stop her.”

      “Is that the right move though? What if you let the firstborn go?”

      “Mara will be stuck pretending to be her, and there’s only so long she’s going to manage that before everyone in Kyoten finds out, and then the Covenant is going to think the Satru abducted the heir and there will be a war!”

      “Fine. If you’re going to get all high-pitched and squeaky about it, the girl is currently trying to find her way out of the keep through the caverns of the catacombs beneath the fortress.”

      “Catacombs?” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Great, just great.” I leaned forward, pressing my forehead into my hands. “I’ve got to stop her.”

      “No time to waste.” The pages started to flip of their own accord. Whatever gave the book its voice had left me to fend for myself, as usual.

      I reached to close the book, but stopped, my hand hovering over the words on the page.

      Go, young keeper.

      Find the princess and retreat with her.

      Her heart is broken,

      And her shame is unspoken.

      Together you will find the token.

      “That’s it? That’s all you’ve got for me? Bad poetry?” I didn’t expect an answer, but ink swirled on the page and words began to form.

      My rhymes are sublime. Now, go.

      “I can’t leave Samara. She needs me.” But the urge to find Odessa was as strong as ever. She could not leave these mountains alone. And I was all but certain whatever choices she might make tonight would affect us all.

      After taking one look at her identical twin sister, Odessa ran, leaving Mara behind to pick up the pieces.

      I will look after your urchin if I must.

      “What? How? You’re going with me … and you’re a book!” Nothing the book said made any sense.

      The first lesson you need to learn, new keeper, is that things are not always what they are first perceived to be. Now, GO! With that, the book slammed shut.

      “Sorry, Mara,” I whispered into the darkness of the creepy arms room. I snatched the book from the bench and stuffed it into my bag. If I was going to track down the princess, I needed to move quickly. I just needed to find the entrance to the crypt without calling any attention to myself.

      “Perfect.” I blew the hair from my face and started off across the room. I was going to need a torch and a warm cloak. And a bit of bravery wouldn’t hurt either.
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      Two things I’d discovered since becoming the keeper of prophecies: the book was completely maddening and made zero sense, but along with the mantle of keeper came a new sense of direction. When I focused on a task, my uncertainty fell away, replaced with a confidence I didn’t normally feel. A sense of knowing what my next steps should be.

      I discovered an entrance to the catacombs through the old arms room. Not a coincidence. Now, with a torch to light my way—filched from the hallway—and a set of black robes I’d stolen from a warrior of the brethren when he’d left for the banquet and hadn’t thought to lock his door behind him, I made my way down the dark winding steps beneath the ancient mountain fortress.

      I wasn’t normally one to put much faith into the old myths of dragons and fables of the last cycle, but with every breath I took, I could feel the weight of the history Kyoten held deep within its core.

      My torchlight illuminated the carvings on the walls. Histories of the people who came long before me. Images of dragons and fire were carved into the walls. And symbols I couldn’t read told stories long forgotten.

      My heartbeat thrummed in my ears, and I wondered why the princess had chosen this path for her escape.

      “Seems a bit reckless if you ask me,” I murmured into the shadows. “But no one ever asks me, do they?” The steps went on and on, and the air grew frigid until I could see my breath.

      My feet hit level ground, and I left the steps behind. The crunch of gravel beneath me was a reassuring sound, and my heart began to beat regularly. “It’s just a cave. Nothing wrong with that.” I held my torch up high to illuminate the path forward.

      It wasn’t gravel.

      It was bones. A sea of them spread out all around me, filling the circular chamber.

      “Well, that just got creepy.” I winced as I took a step forward, trying not to think about where all the tiny pieces of bone came from.

      But I’d seen enough to know what they were. Finger bones. Thousands of them.

      “Princess!” I hissed into the darkness, hoping for a moment that she might be that easy to find. But Odessa Chrysos was my best friend’s twin sister. Likely every bit as cunning and determined as Mara was. And sneaky too.

      I could sense the book laughing at me. I could almost hear the disembodied voice full of arrogance and disdain.

      “I can do this.” I paused at the center of the chamber, glancing from one arched doorway to another. There were four paths. Which one had Odessa taken?

      I had to trust the knowing. I’d seen Cyril make a thousand difficult choices—and he was always right. He was the keeper. And now, that role had fallen to me. Without questioning it, I took the second path from the right and didn’t look back. I had to trust my instincts. It’s what Cyril had taught me to do.

      The crunch of bones kept me company as I entered the passage into the catacombs. The ceiling dropped, and the walls closed in on me so that there was only a narrow path forward.

      Ancient graves were carved right into the stone, like shelves, one right on top of the other. Long-decayed bodies had returned to dust, leaving only bits of bone behind. I shuddered to think what I might find farther into the tunnels.

      Soon, the crunch of bones faded and my feet sank into soft sand.

      The tunnel snaked and curved in a downward path deeper into the mountain. But I could just make out small footprints on the dirt floor. Odessa had come this way.

      My pace quickened, and I hurried to follow the path she’d left behind. I realized now what purpose the bones served. The fortress of Kyoten was a stronghold few armies could hope to penetrate, with both the mountains and the high walls protecting its people inside. But as with any fortress, the builders of Kyoten planned the inner keep to have other means of escape, should it come to that. The catacombs provided that escape route, and the bones were there to hide fleeing footprints, giving the escapees time to put distance between them and their assailants.

      The graves here were very old, but still held scattered remains carefully wrapped in linen cloth. I focused on the pathway and Odessa’s footprints. She walked with purpose, if not speed. She knew the way through the mountain.

      I imagined she must have studied the catacombs a great deal during her visits to the keep as a child. Had she known she would need to take this path someday?

      My torch began to sputter, and I quickened my steps again. I didn’t want to be caught down here without a light to guide me.

      “Where is she?” I rushed along a straight stretch of tunnel, eager to reach the other side, if only to escape the oppressive weight of the enclosed space. I didn’t mind small spaces or being underground. After living in Jinpoli my whole life, it was second nature to me. But I couldn’t shake the anxiety clutching at my chest.

      I had to find the princess. And soon.

      The pathway dipped again, and the ceiling brushed the top of my head. A dreadful stench of rotting flesh hit me like a brick wall, and I pressed a hand over my mouth and nose.

      The freshest corpses were laid to rest here, which meant I was nearing the end of the burial grounds and the end must be close.

      “Who’s there?” a frightened voice called out, and I nearly leaped out of my own skin.

      “Princess, is that you?” I called into the darkness, holding my flickering torch up high.

      “Come closer. I need your fire.” Her tone was an order. “Hold still.” She pressed something against the dying flames and a moment later, fire rushed to light the thing she held.

      “Is that a …”

      “Bone? Yes.” She held the makeshift torch up high to gather her surroundings. “I believe it was once someone’s leg.” She’d wrapped it tightly with scraps of cloth she’d gathered from the nearby graves. It would burn quickly. “My torch went out before I could get it fully lit. It shouldn’t have taken this long to reach the exit.” She marched between the graves, and I quickly followed, tossing my useless torch aside.

      “You have to come back with me, Princess.” I had to walk quickly to keep up with her. “The Covenant believes you were taken by the Satru. It could start a war.”

      “But it won’t, will it?” She glanced back at me, a frown of worry on her face. “Genevieve will have planted your friend in my place by now.”

      “But Mara won’t be able to keep up the charade for long.”

      “I have to find it,” she murmured, rubbing a spot just below her collarbone. “It’s close, I can feel it.”

      “What are you looking for?”

      “I don’t know yet, but I’m on the right path.”

      I peered over her shoulder and my heart dropped like a stone in my chest. The tunnel ended. Only a solid wall of dirt stood behind us now.
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      Gideon returned from his room with a clean shirt over his muscular frame. As much as I didn’t appreciate the general air of rudeness that seemed to follow him, I did enjoy looking at him. He appeared strong, yet agile. The build of a warrior. Arms that had held a sword for countless hours of practice. Legs that could outpace most others.

      And a butt … Well, I wouldn’t be impolite, but it was a rather fine backside.

      Gideon’s permanent scowl graced his handsome face as he approached the table. With him gone, I’d retreated into myself, only nodding along to the small talk of the other guards. He opened his mouth to speak, but before the words came out, a melody started from the trio of violinists I hadn’t noticed before.

      He sighed. “The dancing is going to begin.”

      “I’m sure you’re pleased.” I lifted my goblet, now filled with water, and took a drink to avoid having to speak further.

      Gideon lifted a brow. “It is not like you to ignore tradition, Dess.”

      Tradition.

      Niko leaned over, grinning. “And it’s not like Gid here to actually remind you of this particular rule.” He laughed.

      They all looked at me like they were waiting for me to join in on some joke. Genevieve walked up behind Gideon, her eyes lingering on him for a long moment before she shook herself and turned to me. “Come now. You know the dancing cannot begin in full until the princess has danced with the head of her chosen.”

      That was really a rule?

      Genevieve took pity on me. Or maybe she was just trying to salvage the situation. “I know it can be an irritating custom, but even the Covenant must follow the edicts of the crown.” Her eyes urged me to act, to do something, anything.

      I stood, my chair scooting back with an unseemly screech. “I am feeling ill tonight. Maybe I should retire early.”

      Genevieve fixed me with a disapproving look. “After the dance. Do not show the people weakness, Princess.”

      After a charged moment, I rounded the table to reach Gideon. He took my hand and leaned in, dropping his voice. “You can show your weakness to me, Dess. I’ll keep you strong.”

      It was possibly one of the sweetest things anyone had ever said to me, yet he hadn’t meant it for my ears. I’d heard of the connection an heir had with their chosen. It was a sacred bond, one that could not be broken.

      I drew in a deep breath and let Gideon lead me onto the dance floor. We were alone out there for the first dance, but he seemed to think that was normal. I tried to push down the embarrassment at having the crowd watching us.

      Then, I remembered the most important thing of all.

      I didn’t know how to do this kind of dancing. Formal dancing.

      My whole life, I’d been trained to fight, taught to read and do arithmetic. Structured dancing was never a skill I imagined a need for.

      “I’m sorry about the wine,” I whispered as Gideon waited for me to move, to do something. I wasn’t sure exactly what.

      For a moment, his scowl disappeared. “Are you okay this evening? Something doesn’t seem right with you. Was it the wine?”

      I shook my head. “I … I think all the activity has tired me.” I tried to sound royal, whatever that sounded like, but it just came out awkward. At least to my ears.

      Gideon pulled me closer to him, sliding one hand to my waist. “We still need to speak about what we’re going to do with certain … revelations.”

      “Revelations.” I wanted to shy away from his touch, to slap his hand away as it skimmed to my lower back. We weren’t moving yet, but did dancing really have to involve such an intimate position?

      He dipped his head so his breath brushed my ear. “About your sister.”

      A chill raced the length of my spine. “What do you think we should do?”

      Confusion flashed across his face. “You haven’t already decided?”

      Dang it. Odessa was controlling. I’d seen that much about her. She was decisive and opinionated. “Oh, I have. I just … want to hear if you agree with me or if you deserve some kind of punishment.” I cringed. Surely that just gave me away.

      To my surprise, he laughed. “Sure, punished for not agreeing with you. You know I’d never voice that disagreement in public.”

      He took a step forward, forcing me back as we moved. His fingers curled around mine, warm and dangerous all at the same time. I lifted my chin, calling on my most demanding tone. “I’m still waiting for an answer to my question. What do you think we should do?”

      “Tell your father, obviously. Is there another option?”

      Everything inside me froze, even as I moved with him, following his lead. The man holding me close wanted to reveal my existence, a truth that would get me killed.

      I stopped moving.

      “People are still watching.” He forced me into clumsy steps once again. “What’s wrong with you?” When he moved forward, I wasn’t fast enough to back away, and his chest collided with mine. “For prophet’s sake, Odessa.” Then, he stopped, and my entire world ceased spinning with him.

      Because this time, when he looked at me, he saw me. Me. Samara.

      His scowl returned, and he yanked me closer. “What do you think you’re doing?” he hissed.

      “Dancing?”

      A low growl rumbled in his chest. “If you were actually dancing, maybe I wouldn’t have seen it.” His eyes shifted between mine, boring deep, too deep. “I should have known the moment you spit out your wine. Odessa would never have acted so … common.”

      “There’s that word again.” I pressed my lips together and narrowed my eyes. “I’m only here to protect your precious kingdom. I can go right now, and you can all tell the people here that Odessa was tired of their company. You wouldn’t be wrong.”

      “Keep dancing,” he ordered.

      “I don’t know how.” I hissed through my teeth.

      A sigh pushed past his lips. “Of course, you don’t. Follow my movements. We’ll go slow. Keep your voice low so no one can guess what we speak of.”

      Pressed against him, I couldn’t say I hated it. Even if I hated him. His body radiated warmth, something my dress distinctly lacked. I tripped in my heels, and he caught me.

      “Where is the princess?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “She disappeared. Genevieve just showed up, begging for my help, so we don’t descend into war just because a spoiled girl decided to skip out on the banquet she planned.” I stumbled over his foot and didn’t miss his grimace. He held me more tightly to him.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      Couldn’t think.

      How could the princess dance with this man at every ball and not lose her mind? A princess was forbidden from romantic relations with her chosen. But it had to happen on occasion, right?

      “Look,” I started, “I know you’re mad, but my life is on the line here. Every person in this room will want me dead if they learn who I am.” I sighed. “And look at me saying this to someone who already admitted to not caring if I lived or died.”

      “I said no such thing.”

      I lifted my gaze to his. “So, planning to tell the king of my existence is what … for my own good?”

      “I didn’t know you were Samara when I said that.”

      “And that changes it how? All I want is to be out of these torture shoes, free of this device around my chest⁠—”

      “It’s called a corset, and respectable women wear them without complaint.”

      “Man who’s never had to have his breasts trapped says what, now?” I wanted to say so much worse, but I kept myself in check.

      His face reddened, and I didn’t miss his eyes darting to said breasts and then back up. “Ma’am, do not speak so crassly.”

      “Then, stop telling me what I’m supposed to do and just let me put some trousers on and go to bed.” I hadn’t realized how loud I’d gotten until I noticed others staring at me.

      “We have to finish this dance.” His hand slid the length of my back, landing above my rear end. “Pretend to be a lady for once.”

      “Your definition of a lady allows for awfully familiar hands,” I scoffed.

      Neither of us spoke after that, and I would never admit the dance was actually enjoyable. But it was. The way my body was flush against his, the gentle swaying of our hips in sync.

      Thank the prophecies it wasn’t one of the choreographed dances I was sure would come later.

      As the song wound down, others joined us. I vowed to leave as soon as I could, yet my hand wandered up the front of his jacket. Over silver buttons, the Chrysos crest embroidered above his heart.

      The corner of a folded parchment peeked out of his pocket.

      “What’s this?” I pulled it free. No one would ever claim I knew how to mind my own business.

      His brow furrowed. “I don’t know.” He tried to snatch it from me, but I got the feeling I needed to see whatever the note held and turned away from him.

      The music ended right as I unfolded it. “It’s from her.”

      He needed no explanation as to who her was. Odessa. The missing princess. I saw her name at the bottom of the page in beautiful calligraphy.

      Gideon grabbed my elbow and pulled me from the dance floor that was now flooded with pairs. “Not here.”

      We approached the rest of the chosen, the men and women I’d only heard about in stories. Here I was in front of them.

      “The princess is ill. I’m going to escort her to the healer’s ward.” Gideon didn’t wait for them to agree before leading me away. I struggled to keep up with his long strides in my heels, but he didn’t slow.

      It wasn’t until we reached the quiet corridor outside the hall that he turned to me. “Where is she?”

      “We aren’t sure. Genevieve just said they couldn’t find her, but it might not be an abduction. Her most trusted warriors are searching.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Girl, you have a letter from Odessa in your hands. Tell me what it says.”

      “Oh.” I hid a smile, surprised he didn’t just take it from me. But when my eyes fell on the words, that smile disappeared. I started to read.

      Gid,

      Please don’t be mad. I always hate it when you’re mad at me. Everyone else hides their anger, but with you, I can always tell. You’re my best friend, but I can’t take you with me. You’d have stopped me.

      “She left?”

      I shushed him and kept reading.

      I don’t want my sister to die. If we tell my father the truth, he will hunt her to prevent the prophecies. But there has to be another way. I am going to find it. I have to. It’s the right thing to do. Maybe if I continue on this path, the shadow crown does not have to mean there will be darkness in me and in the future of Teitora.

      There are clues in the second part of the prophecies, so I have an idea of where to begin. Please don’t fear for me. Give me time to do this. You know what that means.

      Your overbearing shadow princess,

      Odessa

      He snatched the note from me, read it silently, and crumpled it in his fist. “We have to burn this.”

      “What did she mean by asking you to give her time? What do you have to do?” Something told me I wouldn’t like it.

      “I need to hear that prophecy again.” He started down the corridor, and I didn’t have to ask to know where he was headed.

      We reached the room I shared with Zak, but there was no one there. A fire still burned in the hearth, and Gideon threw the note into it while I checked the washroom.

      “Zak?” I searched in each hiding place we’d kept the book, but that was gone too. It didn’t look like he’d even returned after Genevieve sent him away hours ago.

      “Where is he?” Gideon demanded.

      But I had a guess. That book … the way it now spoke to him. If Odessa went in search of clues from the prophecy, there was only one person who could help her.

      “He went with her.” I dropped onto the settee, staring at the remnants of the letter in the flames. Odessa and Zak were gone. My newfound sister and my best friend.

      I didn’t want to think about what that meant for me.

      Gideon let out a string of curses before he came to sit beside me, his back hunched and his elbows resting on his knees. As he turned his head to meet my gaze, I saw something spark within the depths of his too green eyes. Was it pity or sympathy? “We can’t stay here. It’s too dangerous. Even Genevieve said it was too dangerous for Odessa to be here. We’ll use that as an excuse. You can’t be out in the open among the people here.”

      “But what about—” I started to shake my head, but he cut me off.

      “We can keep you protected at home.” He stood with purpose, as though it was already decided.

      “Home?” I choked on the word. I didn’t have a home. Not anymore.

      “The palace in Kazan. You’ll be safer there among the chosen. We leave tomorrow.”
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      “Are you sure this is the best solution to our little problem?” I paced the length of Odessa’s room.

      “Sister Evangeline will suss out the truth faster than I did. And then she will kill you herself without batting an eye.” Gideon watched my nervous pacing as I fussed with the infernal gown I still wore. The festivities were in full swing as the people of Kyoten enjoyed the banquet Odessa had arranged for them. The sounds of revelry reached all the way up to the princess’s tower bedroom that was now mine.

      I’d thought the room Genevieve had provided for me and Zak was the nicest I’d ever seen, but clearly, I hadn’t seen much in my short life. Odessa’s suite was like nothing I could have imagined. Soft carpets covered the cold stone floors and plush furnishings filled the room with every comfort one could imagine. A fireplace warmed the space, chasing the chill of the night away, and the bed … didn’t look like any bed I’d ever seen. I wasn’t even sure I could climb up in it without a ladder to hoist myself over the side.

      Everything Odessa owned was ivory and silver with soft blush colors. It looked like the room of a fairy princess. I didn’t want to touch anything for fear of breaking it.

      “You think I couldn’t fool her? When absolutely no one has any cause to believe Odessa might have an identical twin sister?”

      “No.” His green eyes bore into my brown ones. “Sister Evangeline is a warrior of the brethren. It is her job to see and consider things that might not occur to others outside the Covenant. And she isn’t the only one we have to worry about here.” He stood from the reclining sofa he’d called a lounge and paced opposite me, as though he couldn’t sit still either. “Here, you are surrounded by the Covenant of Morimei. At home, you would only have the chosen and a few servants to worry about.”

      “I’ve lived with the Covenant my whole life.” I lifted my hands in protest, but he shook his head.

      “Not the warrior brethren. You’ve lived among the scholars of Jinpoli. Kyoten is different. The people here know Odessa well. And though you may look exactly like her, you are not Odessa Chrysos.” He let out a snort of laughter, and I recoiled, trying not to show how his words stung. It was true, but it still hurt.

      “True. I am not a spoiled princess who has lived with every privilege and luxury in all of Teitora, but is returning to the palace in Kazan any better than staying here?”

      “Yes. The princess lives among her people, but she is kept at a distance. She spends most of her days with her chosen. With the emperor away, the palace is the safest place for you until Odessa returns.”

      “If she returns.” I chewed on my thumbnail, gazing through the tower bedroom windows. “We should go after them. Find my sister and drag her back here.” And then, Zak and I could leave this place forever.

      A warm hand pulled mine away from my mouth. “A princess does not chew her fingernails.”

      I let out a growl of frustration. “I am not a princess.”

      “Unfortunately, for all concerned, you are, by definition, a princess. As the daughter of a king, it’s kind of unavoidable.” A hesitant smile tugged at his mouth.

      “You’re infuriating, aren’t you?” I pulled my hand away from his, resisting the urge to chew on my nails to spite him.

      “So I’m told.” That cautious quirk of his lips made me want to punch him in the throat.

      “I’m worried about Zak. What if something happens to them? Where will they go? How can he help her?”

      “Odessa is a trained warrior. She will protect him while he helps her find her way back to us.”

      “You have a lot of confidence in her.”

      “I do.”

      “You don’t say much either.”

      “I don’t.” There was that smile again.

      “I talk a lot.”

      “I’ve gathered that.”

      “The others will notice. The other chosen, I mean.”

      “If they do, they will be on your side.”

      “How can you be so certain they won’t kill me as quickly as Sister Evangeline would?”

      “Because they will obey Odessa’s orders.”

      “What orders?”

      “She put it in the letter. We are to protect you.”

      “I didn’t read that part.” I scowled at him. Getting answers out of this man was maddening.

      “It was implied.” He crossed his arms over his chest and let out a sigh. He was frustrated with me? The nerve of him. I wasn’t the one speaking in monosyllables.

      “How do you know if she didn’t actually say those words?”

      That soothing hand grabbed mine again and pulled it away from my face. “Don’t make me trim these nails until you have nothing to chew on. You won’t like it.” His free hand settled on the knife at his hip. I hadn’t even realized I was doing it again.

      “I’m a little edgy, Mr. Chosen. My head is on the line here. Forgive me if I display some nervous habits.”

      “I’ll remind you again. I know Odessa as well as I know my own mind. She wants you kept safe. If she didn’t want that, she’d have killed you herself. That she left a note for me at all says a lot. I will give her the time to figure out her next moves, and in the meantime, I and the other chosen will protect you as we would her. You have nothing to fear from us.”

      “Did that hurt?” I asked, my own grin betraying me.

      “What?”

      “Those full, complete sentences you just spouted. Did they leave you exhausted?”

      “You are mouthy, Princess.” He smiled in full, and it took my breath as two adorable dimples popped out.

      “Better get used to it, chosen. And don’t call me princess. I get that I have to pretend to be one, but no matter the circumstances of my birth, I will never be a royal.”

      His smile fell and he rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s almost dawn. You’d better get some sleep. We’ll be leaving in a few hours.”

      “Help me out of this get-up, will you?” I reached behind me, attempting to loosen the laces of the suffocating bodice of the gown, but my arms didn’t bend that way.

      Twin brows rose up his forehead as his eyes widened. “And here I thought I’d have to argue you out of that dress.” He moved to untie the laces. “I figured you’d be modest.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Do you know how many layers of nonsense fabric are under this thing? You’ll be lucky to get a glimpse of skin at all once I’m out of this torture device.” I shrugged out of the bodice and took a decent breath for the first time in hours.

      “That’s better.” I kicked the rest of the gown off and tossed it in a pile on top of the shoes I’d already discarded. Standing in Odessa’s underthings, I still had on more clothing than I would normally wear. “We’re going to have to do something about her wardrobe. I’m not traveling in a dress.”

      “Yes, you are.” Gideon marched across the room and disappeared into Odessa’s closet. She had a whole separate room for her clothes.

      He returned with a simple green dress that wasn’t horrible but wouldn’t be comfortable for traveling. “What is that?”

      “A riding dress. It’s what the princess travels in. It’s much more comfortable than the ball gowns.”

      “Oh? Have you worn it?” I eyed the corset and vowed he would have to fight me at sword point to get me back into one of those things.

      “No, but she prefers them for comfort. You don’t like it?”

      “I’d like it a lot more if there was less of it. And if it had trousers instead of a skirt.”

      “It will have to do.”

      “Wait.” I glared at him. “Why is it called a riding dress?”

      “For horseback riding.”

      “In a dress?” I sucked in a breath. “Do you have any idea what you’re asking of me? Riding a horse in a dress, of all the stupid… prissy nonsense.”

      Gideon let out a curse and ran a hand through his short dark curls. “You are going to be the death of me, aren’t you?”

      “Probably.” I shrugged and lifted my hand to chew on my thumbnail for good measure.
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      “Keep up, Niko,” Gideon barked over his shoulder as we left the gates of Kyoten behind, the sun just the barest glint on the horizon.

      With a great yawn, Maya shot him a dirty look. “What’s the rush, Gid? The poor fool’s not even sober yet.”

      “He isn’t a fool.” Niko grumbled, urging his mount to catch up to our small party. “He hasn’t slept is all.” He turned bleary eyes on Gideon. “Because he wasn’t expecting to be ripped from his bed at such an ungodly hour.”

      “And he wasn’t alone,” Dimitri added. “Which makes him extra cranky.”

      “What is the rush?” Angel asked, peering across Gideon’s mount to study my face, searching for answers he wouldn’t find. “Princess?”

      “My father has reached the isles of Sheema and has asked that I return to the palace to await his orders.” I stared straight ahead, speaking the words in an absent tone, just as Gideon had instructed. The other chosen didn’t know I wasn’t Odessa, and I had to keep it that way. The fewer who knew I was pretending to be my sister, the better.

      “Oh, is it about the prince?” Maya grinned. “I bet it’s about the prince.”

      I shrugged as if I couldn’t be bothered to confirm or deny her suspicions, though I didn’t have a clue what prince she meant.

      “I think our princess imbibed a bit too much last night too,” Niko said, eyeing my flushed cheeks.

      I ignored them all, setting my pace to match Gideon’s, terrified my complete lack of courtly knowledge would give me away all too soon. But Gideon had assured me he would help me successfully impersonate the princess.

      “What’s wrong, Dessa?” Maya frowned. “Did you get pulled out of a bed you didn’t want to leave either?”

      “Maybe she had some company too?” Angel teased.

      I shook my head. “I still don’t feel well.” I managed to speak, side-eyeing Gideon for help.

      “The princess has a headache.” He urged his mount ahead of the others, and my sweet gelding followed. “Try to keep it down. We have a lot of ground to cover. The king has asked for Odessa to return as quickly as possible.

      The other four chosen fell in line silently behind me.

      We rode hard all morning, stopping only long enough for short rests and a chance to water our horses in the scorching, unrelenting sun.

      I’d always wanted to see the empire and travel to far distant lands. What I had seen of Doragune was lovely, albeit hot and unforgiving, but I’d never anticipated my life would be on the line every moment of a trip such as this one. I couldn’t enjoy it as my mind reeled with thoughts of how I might die if it was discovered that I wasn’t my sister.

      “What’s this up ahead?” Gideon muttered to himself, and the other chosen closed in around me, creating a cage of protection from whatever lay ahead.

      I craned my neck to see over Gideon’s shoulder and groaned.

      “I’ve been waiting all day,” the man on the side of the road called. He sat under the canopy of a tree, strumming a small guitar and humming a familiar tune I couldn’t place. “It’s about time.” He tucked his instrument over his shoulder where it hung from a strap of cracked and worn leather.

      Luca stood, wiping the sweat off his brow as he grinned in my direction. “My ride is here.” He made to climb up behind me, but the unmistakable sound of steel being drawn stalled his movement.

      “And you are?” Gideon leaned over his mount, his sword at Luca’s throat.

      “A friend of the princess.” He gulped in a breath. “Right … Odessa?”

      I wanted to say, ‘I’ve never seen this man before in my life,’ but I didn’t think that would end well for Luca. With a sigh, I nodded. “No, it’s okay. He's a friend. Of a sort.” I reached to help him up into the saddle behind me. “He’ll be coming with us to Kazan,” I said in my most princess-y voice.

      Gideon arched a brow in my direction, but I ignored him. I needed a friend I could trust, and I wasn’t sure yet if Gideon would be that friend. I wasn’t sure Luca would be either, but I felt better with him at my back.

      “Did Zak send you?” I whispered over my shoulder.

      “In a way,” he responded. “What have you gotten yourself into, Princess?”

      “I’m not sure, but I hope you can get me out of it.”
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      “What do we do now?” The keeper turned fearful eyes on me as he stared at the wall in front of us.

      “You know, you can just go back.” I handed him the makeshift bone torch. “This should burn long enough to get you to the main chamber, and then you just have to follow the tunnel until you hear the crunch of bones under your feet.”

      “That’s not going to happen.” He shoved the torch at me. “How do we get out of here?”

      I eyed the bulk of his bag slung over his shoulder. “You have the Book of Prophecies with you, boy?”

      “My name is Zak, or you can call me keeper.” His bony chin jutted out stubbornly.

      “Fine, keeper. I won’t be returning to the stronghold. If you insist on following me, you’ll have to keep up and make you and that book of yours useful to me.”

      “What are you looking for, Princess? What do you hope to find out there?”

      The buzzing under my skin intensified. The desire to escape my life and responsibilities was like a constant storm in my mind.

      “I’ll know it when I find it.” I turned to the solid wall where shadows danced across the bricks.

      I ran a hand over the rough surface, searching for the gap between the bricks. The keeper gasped when my hand slipped into the crevice and I pulled the secret lever only I knew was hidden there. I’d found it when I was eleven years old. I’d spent nearly six months at the keep while my father was away suppressing the civil unrest in Dabue, and I was desperate to escape the walls of Kyoten.

      “Stand back.” I pulled my hand from the crevice and moved away as the wall began to shift.

      A fresh cool breeze flooded the tunnel, brushing the hair from my face as I sucked in a breath that tasted like freedom.

      “How did you know that was there?” the keeper asked in awe.

      “I know everything there is to know about the Kyoten stronghold. Now, if you’re coming, keep up.” I stepped through the narrow opening and into the cool darkness with no idea where I would go from here.

      The keeper followed me closely as I darted through the forest along an overgrown path that led deeper into the Aleshaan Mountains. By the time Genevieve realized I was gone, we would be on the other side of the ridge, and her only option would be to prop my sister up in my place.

      I should feel guilty about doing that to her. She was my twin, after all. But Gideon would keep her safe. I surged forward along the trail as I convinced myself this was the only chance I would ever get to shirk my duties as the heir to Teitora. The only chance I would have to discover a way to avoid the shadow crown. There was still a chance I could change something to get the crown of thorns to choose me in the end.

      I just had to find it. And the urgency I currently felt in my bones seemed like the act of prophecy calling me to my future. I had to find whatever it was that was speaking to me. It was close. I could almost taste it.

      “Princess, slow down.” The keeper panted, struggling to match my frenzied pace.

      “You must call me Dess while we are on the road. No one can know who I am out here.” My mind raced with thoughts of what I might find when I reached the top of the ridge. The thing I sought had to be there. And if it was what I suspected, then Genevieve was right.

      “I need her to be wrong.” I paused for a moment, letting the boy catch his breath.

      “Who?” the keeper asked as he leaned over with his hands on his knees beside me. “Wrong about what?”

      I shook my head, studying the path before us. We were nearly there, and part of me didn’t want to look. Didn’t want to see the proof of what Genevieve claimed.

      “What does that book of yours say about me?” I turned to the keeper, wondering if he could possibly understand the insurmountable job he had so recently undertaken.

      “I don’t really know … Dess.” He cringed at the use of my name, as though he thought I might punish him for it. He didn’t yet know the power he held over all of us. As the keeper of prophecy, he outranked me. Outranked my father, the emperor. He would figure it out eventually.

      “This keeper stuff is all still new to me. But I can find out. Maybe. It depends on how the book … never mind. I will consult the prophecies and study what there is to know about your reign.”

      “You do that.” I nodded. “Make it your priority.”

      A tentative hand reached out to grasp my shoulder. “Dess?” he asked in a hushed voice. “What is it you wish to accomplish? How can I help you?”

      The kindness in his eyes nearly broke me. He wanted to help? I’d given him no reason to, yet he had followed me through the catacombs, and he was still here with me when he could be returning to my sister, the one he called family.

      "I don't have all the answers yet. What I do know is that I must find a way to overcome the shadow crown and guide my people through whatever lies ahead. And I’d like to not have to kill my sister if I can help it."

      "The new cycle?" he inquired.

      "Genevieve told you?"

      "I am the keeper." His features adopted a stoic composure. "Cyril trained me my entire life, and we are on the brink of a new cycle, if it hasn't already begun."

      I nodded, redirecting my attention to the path leading up to the ridge—an ascent I normally avoided, though the fervor within me wanted to charge up the mountainside to witness it firsthand.

      "The dragons are stirring," I declared, stepping forward. A surge of heat flooded my body as I rubbed my chest. Climbing in silence, the keeper offered no response to my proclamation about the dragons, as if he too sensed what I held deep within my soul.

      The way was strenuous and the path steep, but as we approached the summit, signs of upheaval became evident. Uprooted trees lay in disordered piles, and the ground bore scars as if the earth itself had ruptured.

      "What is that?" The keeper pointed to the sloping ground below.

      "Tracks," I whispered, closing the distance to the first imprint in the soft ground. It was half the size of my entire body.

      "Are you certain about this, Princess?" The keeper's question hung in the air as he surveyed the ravaged valley.

      It lay in ruin. Splintered trees littered the landscape, colossal tracks marred the earth, and scorch marks scarred the valley floor where a village once thrived. Now, all that remained was a soot-stained scar, a haunting testament to the village's existence.

      My gaze scanning the heavens for any telltale signs of the awakened dragons, I whispered, "They have stirred from the depths of Kyoten."

      The keeper's eyes, glazed with sorrow, and tears welled in his eyes. “This devastation should be all the proof you need, Princess—the cycle truly has begun anew.”

      "Even more reason I cannot turn back until I unravel the answers I seek. Your friend will have to stand in my stead for now."
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