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   For Andrea, who reminds me, “No guts, no glory,” in life and in writing.
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   Foreword: Butterfly Effect
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   There was a time in my life when I didn’t believe in change. In Haven, you could set your pocket watch by any one of a thousand patterns that would repeat day in and day out. Shops opened and closed, trains came and went, newspapers were delivered– even the weather was predictable as clockwork.  But it wasn’t natural. A code of control held my society firmly into place. 
 
   When I left Haven I discovered that change was the most powerful force I’d ever encountered. It was more consistent than breakfast. If circumstances in life were always changing, shouldn’t that mean that people could too? Every moment should be a platform for positive growth and new possibilities. 
 
   The thing about personal change is that you can’t predict its direction. There’s no promise that we’ll choose right over wrong, good over bad. Not even for me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 1: Crashing Waves
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “There's nothing to be afraid of.”
 
   Night had fallen, and Breakwater was draped in cobalt and black. Glowing orbs bobbed out on the water: lanterns marking the positions of a dozen fishing boats. The sea was striped with blue, green and yellow where the city's lights spilled their shimmering reflections. The faint sound of a sweet melody drifted from the shoreline across the ebbing bay to the keep on the water. It was cold out on the second story balcony where we sat, but I was warm.
 
   “I never said I was afraid,” Rune answered. Our chairs faced the view more than each other, and there was a table separating us. He wouldn't look me in the eye.
 
   “I promise,” I said, offering the gentlest of encouraging smiles.
 
   “You clearly don't have the best judgment,” he said. “You still tolerate having me around.”
 
   That got a single laugh from me. I turned directly to him, resting my elbows on the table. “I happen to like having you around.” No sooner than I'd said the words, a memory overtook my thoughts. Rune was standing over me, his sword brandished and glinting with morning sunlight as he brought it down to slice through my leg. I blinked to clear my head. It hadn't been his fault. 
 
   “I knew there had to be something wrong with you.” He flicked a brief glance at me, and humor was infused with his apprehension. 
 
   I grinned, despite myself. “Add it to the list. Now, give me your arm.”
 
   “Maybe tomorrow.”
 
   “That's what you said yesterday. You can't wear that forever.”
 
   Rune was still clad in his Cormorant Dragoon armor. It was an impressive composition of layers of hard leather stained in the Prince's colors: black with deep red embellishments. I'd be lying if I didn't admit that the getup was as alluring as it was intimidating. But Rune wasn't a Cormorant, or a Dragoon, or even a soldier in the Prince's army anymore. He was a defector. The armor had to come off sometime. Even I had to admit there was good cause for his avoidance.
 
   “Maybe I can,” was his belligerent answer.
 
   “Yeah? And how will you bathe?”
 
   “I'll wash around that arm.”
 
   “That's disgusting,” I said, crossing my arms on the tabletop. “I might actually like you significantly less if you were to stop washing under one arm.”
 
   “And if I'm right?” His jaw went tight. “If I'm changed... how much will you like having me around then?”
 
   I'd hoped it wouldn't come to this. I didn't want to think about that day, let alone talk about it. “You're not changed.”
 
   “How do you know that?” Rune clutched his arm and glared out at the pleasant night. “Hest stabbed me in the arm with the same needle that she'd used to drain Sterling.”
 
   I chose my words carefully, and used them quietly, afraid that volume alone could coax back more than I wanted to remember. “It was only for a second. The... energy... or whatever it is, may not have even transferred to you.”
 
   “Look what it did to her,” he frowned. “The smallest amount could still have an effect.”
 
   The music in the distance faded away, leaving only the song of the surf below us.
 
   “If she made me a Commander,” he said the word like it burned him. “How could I live with myself? My Ability would intensify, I could create a blaze that would lick the sky and not tire. I could Command people to my order with ease. I wouldn't want to misuse those things, but how long could I win out over the temptation? It would be so easy to do what I wanted. Could I fight an addiction to power? How long before I thirsted to be stronger still?”
 
   I hadn't thought about that. I hadn't wanted to think about it. “Is that what it’s like for Dylan?”
 
   “I don't know. Maybe. What I’m certain of is the zeal behind the eyes of the Commanders and Margraves I've served under. I wasn't supposed to survive all of this, but I did. My mother and father are dead because of this war. My sister too. All I have left of them is myself, and what will that be worth if I become a Commander, corrupt in mind, body and spirit?”
 
   “You're nothing like the Commanders. Not now and not ever.” For a split second, I saw us out of context. A hunted girl sitting across the table from an enemy soldier with short black hair, warm brown skin, and sharp blue eyes. He was a trained killer, stolen from his family and used as a weapon of war. But I knew what lived beneath the years of scars: an artist who had loved his family more than anything.
 
   Rune looked at me and I could see the fear plain on his face.
 
   “If it took hold, if you are a Commander now, I promise that I won't treat you any differently... unless you give me a reason to. As long as you're you, I'll be right here.” I felt cold coils of dread constrict in my middle. If he was a Commander, could I really look at him the same way? Would he terrify me the way they always did when they used their power to Command me? I wanted to believe he'd never do that, but I'd been wrong before. He tilted his head down, and I could see the scar that ran from his temple to his cheek. My doubts washed away like they'd been cleansed by the tide. I found myself smiling at him, and I held my hands out across the table. I trusted Rune.
 
   His brows knitted together and he nodded. He finally released the grip he kept on his bicep and placed his right arm down on the table. I unsnapped the cuff of his glove and pulled it carefully off, finger by finger. When his hand was free, he flexed it, clenching and reopening his fist.
 
   “Do you feel any different?” I asked him working the clasp of his vambrace at his wrist. “Physically?”
 
   He shrugged. A lot had happened in the past few days, I could hardly classify how I was feeling, so I couldn't blame him for not giving me an answer. 
 
   The vambrace slipped off and he curled his wrist, apparently grateful for the extra circulation. Something marking his flesh grabbed my attention. I couldn't see it clearly in the dimness of the electric lantern built into the keep wall. I stood and bent down to better study his forearm. The lantern light surged, glowing brighter as I strained for a better look. Lately, the Spark, my Ability to control electricity, had begun to aid me without any conscious thought or concentration on my part. Brightening the light was my doing, and I didn't even realize it at the time.
 
   “What is this?” I asked, running my fingers over a symbol branded into the soft underside of his forearm. It was a squiggled line, like a tipsy lightning bolt, with a semicircle curving around one end of it. 
 
   I felt him flinch. He caught my wrist with his free hand and gently moved it away. “Mark of a Dragoon. Tracing that shape will call my warhorse. I don't think this balcony is an appropriate place.”
 
   “Oh,” I formed the word with my lips and didn't try to touch it again. “The symbol sort of looks like a horse. It's like the shadow chasers right? Draw the symbol and it shows up?”
 
   “Similar,” he said. “But not the same.”
 
   “You can trace it over your armor?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “You'll have to explain it all to me some day,” I said, moving closer to him, conscious of our nearness. “You know, when we're not in a life-altering situation.”
 
   “Don't wait around for that.”
 
   I smiled, putting my fingers back to work on the pauldron that covered his bicep and shoulder. Every day, he improved, relaxing a little more into a human state of normalcy, one where humor and self-expression was acceptable.
 
   My hair spilled over my shoulder and brushed his bare forearm and he flushed. “It won't– you can't– it doesn't come undone only from there,” he stammered, pulling back and sitting up straighter. His left hand swept up, deftly unhitching the final clasp beneath his arm, and the belt that crossed over his chest. 
 
   His eyes locked with mine. “What you said before... you mean it?”
 
   “I mean it.”
 
   He took a deep breath and shrugged out of the piece of armor, placing it on the table. All that was left between us and the answer to Rune's questions was a thin black shirt, rolled to the elbow. “Cut it. It's the quickest way. I won't need it after this.”
 
   I didn’t know where the slim, leaf-shaped knife came from, but he offered it to me. Holding a weapon to him was not something I felt comfortable with and I stared overly long at the blade. I winced, an unwilling victim of that relentless memory. 
 
   It was an accident. You forgive people for accidents.
 
   “If you'd like to stab me, we'll be even,” he said. “But we'd better wake up Kyle so I don't bleed out.”
 
   “You're turning out to be quite the joker,” I said, hardly enjoying the subject matter. “With my luck, a shadow monster will jump out at us, I'll scream, stab you in the shoulder, and we'll need Kyle after all.”
 
   Huffing, I smothered my reservations and plucked the small knife from his hand. Pinching and pulling the black fabric of his shirt away from his arm, I steadied myself and made the incision. I cut about three and a half inches before the fabric became stubborn and the knife quit slicing. You'd think I'd be all flush and flustered, cutting the clothes off of the guy I could never stop thinking about, but I wasn't. It would have been selfish to make the moment about me. The outcome of this situation would shape the rest of Rune's life, and possibly mine as well. 
 
   “Have you looked for the metal growths anywhere else?” I wondered.
 
   “This is the only place I haven't checked.”
 
   I clapped the blade down on the table as soon as I was finished using it, glad to have it out of my hand. Mechanically, Rune reached for the knife, inspected the blade with his fingers, and returned it to a hidden sheath on his thigh. He sat straight, his shoulder exposed, waiting. It was like he was cut from stone, for all of the emotion he showed. I'd seen him like this countless times before. He was a Dragoon once again. 
 
   His lips were pressed to a hard line, his eyes fixed, his breathing steady. “Tell me what you see.”
 
   I parted the gap in the garment, pulling it wide so I could get a good look. Margrave Hest had cracked and punctured part of his shoulder-guard with the savagery of the blow she'd dealt him. His skin was bruised and gouged, crusted with dried blood. There was a singular point that was especially aggravated and red: The point where he'd been stabbed. The needle was thick, and if the swelling was any indication, it must have driven deep.
 
   I searched two, three, four times, for a point of metal. 
 
   I found none.
 
   “Well, patient,” I said, straightening up to stand before him. “You're going to need some ointment– or Kyle– whichever. Most importantly, I can't find a single abnormality. Congratulations, you're human.”
 
   His eyes widened and he jolted forward. “I am? I'm human? I mean, I'm normal? No metal? Are you sure?”
 
   “Yup. No soul crushing thirst for power for you,” I said, like he'd be disappointed.
 
   He let out a ragged breath and slumped in his chair like his limbs had melted straight off his body. His head rolled back.
 
   Worried that he died, I tiptoed to crane over him. “Um.”
 
   Rune snapped back up and fired a flaming ball of suspicion at me. “You're sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Relief tugged his shoulders down and he threatened to smile, but then his brows narrowed again. “You're sure.”
 
   “Yes!” I said emphatically, waving my arms out at my sides.
 
   He stared past me and tentatively touched the scabs on his shoulder.
 
   “Why, Rune Thayer!”
 
   “What?”
 
   A grin crept to my face. “I've just learned something about you.”
 
   “Is that so?”
 
   “You're a worrier!” I accused, pointing at him.
 
   His eyes widened. 
 
   “You take that back!” he snapped as though he was furious. He wasn't.
 
   I gave him my best smug smile. “Nope. Not happening.”
 
   A wild expression crossed his face. He smirked and dove from the chair, pitching his frame downward so that he could easily scoop me up over the top of his shoulder. I shrieked as he slung me over his back like a sack of produce. The night sea, luminescent boats, and Breakwater's city lights whirled far below me.
 
   “Take it back, Kestrel!” he roared in the kind of exaggerated tone that implied he was grinning. “Or I'll send you down for a swim!”
 
   The thrill of the view had me laughing hysterically but I managed to shout a resounding, “Never!”
 
   “Then you've forced my hand,” he said, spinning me closer to the railing. We weren't anywhere near the edge, but at such a great height, even normal movement raised my pulse to a daring degree. It was dizzying. I loved it.
 
   As usual, I had an impressively mature response prepared. “Do it, you coward!”
 
   “Um. Cough,” someone said from the balcony doorway behind us. “Cough, cough.”
 
   Rune pivoted, tipping quickly to place me back on the ground. We both whipped around to stand at attention, as though we hadn't just been romping around on the second story balcony of a raised keep like a pair of idiots.
 
   Rune had an excellent gambling face, while I, on the other hand, stood there smirking, radiant with guilt. 
 
   It was Kyle. The pile of brown curls hanging from his head was tousled, and his lean frame was stooped like gravity was far too heavy a thing for him. His thin-lipped mouth drooped, and he squinted through his eyelashes. By the look of him, I was shocked he wasn't sleepwalking. 
 
   He paused at the sight of Rune's torn shirtsleeve, blinked like it didn't make the slightest bit of sense and shook his head, yawning. 
 
   “Canyou keepit down?” he said so groggily that his words fused together. “Someofus are trying to have nightmares here. Okaythanks. You're the best—no you are.” We hadn't said anything.
 
   With that, he pushed off of the doorframe to gain enough momentum to shuffle back inside to the quarters we were given during our stay in Breakwater. The balcony lobby adjoined our two rooms. Ruby, Carmine and I shared one, and Kyle, Rune and Professor Block were given the other.
 
   “Good to see you, Kyle,” Rune called after him. His voice was so deep and formal that I snorted, trying to hold back a laugh. Finding out that Rune wasn't a Commander was worth enjoying a moment of laughter, despite everything that had so recently happened to us. We needed it. Like a person lost in the stony mountains without water, I needed it.
 
   “Go to bed!” Kyle barked back at us, as grumpy as a ninety-year-old man.
 
   I should have listened to him. 
 
   The smallest diversion– a slight change in plans, a single choice for something as simple as looking for a glass of water before bed– can change everything. But that's looking back, isn't it? It's easy to beat yourself up and say, “I should have done something differently.” How could I have known? 
 
   I should have listened to him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 2: Just a Glass of Water
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The depth of the night chased the final blue from the sky and sent Breakwater to sleep. For every light extinguished in the city, a hundred stars seemed to fade into existence. It was a gradual thing, and the last detail I noticed before Rune bid me goodnight and retreated to the male quarters. 
 
   Lately, agonizing memories lay in wait for me like predators in the grass. Losing Sterling was a pain I'd never felt before. It was stronger, sharper and more resounding than any physical wound I'd ever suffered. I'd thought it'd been hard losing Leila March, a Dragoon who had become my friend, but I'd barely known her. No one this close to me had ever died, until him. I'd gone to school with Sterling for my entire life. His mom held bake sales in front of the library once a month. I never spoke to her, but her chocolate éclairs were to die for. I knew his father. Constable Mason had been so proud of his only son.
 
   I didn't have a single idea how I should try to cope. I found myself swinging between the extremes of sobbing like my chest might break open and going all numb, like nothing was or had ever been wrong… like he was still here with us. We'd only been back in Breakwater for two nights, and I hadn't been able to sleep through the last one. 
 
   Tonight, though, tonight would be different. Happiness saturated my spirits, chasing away even the most malevolent of my thoughts. I was beyond relieved to know that Rune hadn't been forcibly made a Commander. That was good on its own. But seeing the look on his face when I told him he was okay... well. That was another memory I would never forget. A good one, for a change. I wanted to hold on to it as long as I could.
 
   The constant white noise of the surf below the keep was a lullaby that would have had the power to coax me into a fitful slumber if I hadn't been so thirsty.
 
   Stretching, I stepped into the relative darkness of the guest wing hall and spotted the long refreshment bench beneath a gold-framed painting. There were cups, a pitcher and a bowl of apples.
 
   Ignoring the tightness in my healing calf, I made for the bench. As I poured myself a cup of water, I looked up at the painting. It was a lovely work of oil: flaxen fields, spiky palms and gently rolling hills beneath a stormy sky. Afternoon light brightened the grass, laying contrast to the darkness on the horizon with incredible precision. It was clearly a depiction of the lands surrounding Breakwater. I searched for Rune's initials, but found an unfamiliar pair instead.
 
   After experiencing the divine sensation of drinking water and quenching my significant thirst, I noticed someone at the other end of the hall. 
 
   As rational as a person can be, it's difficult to not be afraid when someone startles you in a dark, sleeping building. Now I, on the other hand, had always been equipped with a very irrational imagination. It didn't take much to scare the pants off me, as long as a few key elements were present. Dark, check. Empty, check. Hallway, check. 
 
   Random stranger, check.
 
   There I go again. Welcome back to being five, Kat.
 
   I put the cup down nervously, ready to dismiss my fear and hurry shamelessly back to the girls’ guest quarters. 
 
   A chill turned my spine to ice.
 
   The figure moving up the hall was mimicking my every move. 
 
   “Thank you for being creepy,” I told the person. “You've terrified me, congratulations.”
 
   Every single nuance of movement, from my hands to the tilt of my head and the rigidness growing in my posture, was mirrored with flawless precision.
 
   I froze the way a child would, frustrated by a sibling copying them, and equally like an animal startled out of good sense by imminent danger. 
 
   The figure drew closer, and I could see shadows peeling free of it like sticky tar. A pair of white eyes.
 
   No!
 
   It was too late. I looked into them and couldn't turn away. I skittered backward, too slow. The shadow ripped free of its bindings, sprinting for me, unraveling the closer it came, expanding, smoking and burning with black gauze. 
 
   The figure lost its human shape entirely, tumbling and twisting all around, closing me off from escape. A scream was stolen from my lungs before it could touch the air. Tripping on my own feet, I fell backwards.
 
   I hit the shadows in the floor like a pool, and sank to the bottom of darkness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 3: Silhouettes
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I expected it to be like it had been before. Staring into those perfectly round, white eyes should have been a direct link to Prince Raserion. He used shadowy humanoid figures to see, speak, and Command his subjects from afar. Linking eyes with a “Voice of the Prince,” as they were called, would force a person into an unwilling audience with the Prince himself. When I spoke with him, I'd seen his silhouette through a wind torn vortex of black, blue and gray smoke. 
 
   This was different. 
 
   The wind ripped at me, screaming into my ears. I felt pressure all around me, like I was being smothered. I gritted my teeth, steeling myself against the suffocating embrace. Determined not to be caught, I sent out a violent pulse of electricity.
 
   My back hit the ground, punching the air from my lungs. I curled up reflexively, cradled my head, and groaned. How far had I fallen?
 
   When I breathed, the air was close, like I'd stepped into a closet that had been closed for fifty years. It was stagnant, but clean. Scrambling to stand, I exploded with another burst of electricity, freeing it from every inch of my skin. The white flash blinded me and illuminated nothing of my surroundings... at first. 
 
   It was after the bolts died away that I saw the shadow chasers. They were all around my feet, swarming to me. A thousand pairs of tiny white eyes blinked up at me. Their salamander-like bodies were flickered with wings and horns and spines of electricity. After hoarding my power for themselves, they burst into flight, soaring away in all directions. 
 
   I shielded my face and shuffled back a few steps. Two zipped past my ear, and I could feel the static pouring off of them. I marveled at them and then lost my breath entirely. 
 
   Eyes finally adjusting to the darkness, I found myself submerged in another world. The sky was all wrong. It was slashed and moving, like layers of sheer fabric floating in a slow current. The horizon blushed with soft cyan light, and blended with midnight azure. Only the crown of the sky was true black. 
 
   The shadow chasers grew distant overhead, darting and twinkling like swimming stars. 
 
   I was in a glen of shadowy tall grass. Black outlines of great leafy trees undulated in a nonexistent breeze. Stoic silhouettes of boulders, ridges and mountaintops thrust up from behind the woods. Fog curled through the place in varying shades of gray, lending depth to the pitch-dark world. The shape of a mighty palace stood proud in the distance, the focal point of the entire scene. It must have been enormous, because though it seemed quite far off, its many spires still managed to brush the upper quarter of the sky.
 
   Everything was blue and black, white and gray, almost like Breakwater had been that night. But this place couldn't be real. It was beautiful and heavy and twisted. It was like the stage of a play with a thousand shifting parts had tumbled into the real world, as if it was cut from the cloth of dreams… or nightmares.
 
   A silky white stream flowed beside me. I leaned down to touch the strange water, and my hand drifted right through it, disrupting the flow pattern like I'd brushed a ghost.
 
   I pulled my hand back at once, afraid of what it might do to me. 
 
   Wind began to whistle again. There was a tearing sound, and four horses leapt into existence before me. Sixteen hooves clattered on the stones of the ghost stream as they landed, diaphanous water splashing up around their ankles. The way a cat's eyes will shine in the dark at night, the way an opal will seem to be a certain color and then another, these horses appeared solid and then semi-transparent. As their positions shifted, their muscular black masses would gray out like they were made of smoky quartz crystal, showing me glimpses of their ivory skeletons within. 
 
   Four sets of white eyes found me. Ears flicking flat, heads pulling back, they spooked as though they didn't expect to see me there. Neighing, the group bolted off down the meadow, only looking back at me when they were a safe distance away.
 
   Like they were the only ones who'd been startled. I found my hand clamped down like a claw over my heart. I was still gasping for the thick, still air, when I saw the three-headed warhorse, picking its way through the field toward me. 
 
   “Oh no,” I said, backing up. “No. No. No!” My last word came as a shout. I screwed up my face, squeezing my eyes shut, and emitted a third blast of electric energy. When I opened my eyes again, I could still feel the sharp buzzing of the Spark just beneath my skin. I was certain I'd used my Ability, but nothing had changed. In Cape Hill, when I'd been locked into the gaze of the Voice of the Prince, using the Spark had freed me from his grasp. Why wouldn't it work now? Maybe I really was dreaming.
 
   The ground at my feet was glowing. Shadow chasers surrounded me again. Just like before, they beamed with my light and soared away on electric wings. 
 
   The three-headed warhorse stopped to stare at me from across the stream. Everything about the creature was slightly too long, from leg, to neck, to snout. A rider sat astride his back.
 
   “They won't let you leave.”
 
   That voice.
 
   I'd heard it before. 
 
   It belonged to Prince Raserion.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 4: The Prince and Me
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “You'll not depart this place until I allow it,” said Raserion, the Prince of Shadows, leader of the Western armies. “My shadow chasers are seeing to that. I wish to speak with you, Lodestone.”
 
   The Prince swung down from his seat astride the three-headed warhorse, and walked to the water’s edge. His molten silver eyes lacked pupils, and were the only clear feature on his face. There were insinuations of a nose, a mouth, but no matter how hard I looked at him, I couldn't see any of it clearly.
 
   He wasn't a real person. He was a shadow, like everything else in this three-dimensional diorama. He was nothing more than the shape of a man; a silhouette among silhouettes. There were no points of a crown atop his head, no insinuations of fantastical armor. He wasn't even overly tall or burly. He was plain in every respect, but for that voice. His rich baritone had all the depth of individuality that his body lacked. He spoke with elegance, but without weakness. Though he sounded neither young nor old, a resounding maturity flavored his every word. When he stopped speaking, the world, whether real or imagined, was a little emptier for the absence of that audible perfection.
 
   I wanted to tell him that we had nothing to talk about, but when I opened my mouth, the wrong words flowed out from me. “You killed Sterling!”
 
   And Lina Thayer, and her parents, and my countrymen.
 
   He cocked his head ever so slightly to the side. “I know no one by that name.”
 
   Rage boiled up in me at the slight. My arms burned with lightning and I threw a bolt at him before I could stop myself. I gasped, blinking. The electricity never had the chance to leave the palm of my hand. It was being siphoned away by the shadow chasers teeming at my ankles. I looked at my palm as the last tendrils of energy slipped down my arm, over my waist, my legs and down to the shadow chasers. Dozens of them took flight, lighting up the sky.
 
   “There are billions of them you know. I had no idea how easily they could reproduce when I created them, but I was just a boy.” The Prince stood for a moment, watching them soar. “This friend of yours, Sterling. Shall I presume he was the Lodestone that caused my Margrave Hest's death?”
 
   He dismissed my attack like I hadn't done anything at all. I may not have been able to strike him, but my anger remained strong. “She murdered him, and you probably ordered her to do it!”
 
   “I did no such thing,” he said, subtly chastising me. “It was a bold attempt but a foolish one on her part. Their deaths were regrettable.”
 
   “Let me guess, you're sad to see a waste of resources,” I spat. My whole body was rigid with tension, every muscle tight and ready for action. I wasn't anything close to a trained physical fighter, but I'd bite and claw if I had to. I would never surrender.
 
   I expected him to do something, to come at me, or attack. He made no violent move, but that didn't set me at ease. I trusted him even less.
 
   “If I am to blame, then so is time,” he said, pacing the stream. “In the face of time, belief is both fickle and fleeting. Imagine that a people know a blue horse. They have seen it, it exists, and it is real as the sun. The blue horse disappears, but people remember it for exactly three generations. A hundred years pass. People are educated that the blue horse once existed. Another hundred years pass, and history begins to blend with fiction. People believe wrong things about the blue horse. Again, I educate them. Again, they forget. Five hundred years pass with this dance. I teach them, they forget. I teach them, they forget. Tales grow taller, fact all but disintegrates, and people begin to disbelieve in their own historical documentation of the blue horse. 
 
   “You see, every civilization of every age in time thinks itself to be brighter, smarter, better than the last. They are not. Humanity has always been the same. The facts about Lodestones went out of fashion long ago, and I will not spend eternity wrestling truth into a people who do not care to have it. One man alone cannot defend against a plague of ignorance that can only be treated and never cured. I have learned this.
 
   “In part, I am guilty for your friend Sterling's death. I was unprepared to find Lodestones here, now, after so many hundreds of years. My people were uneducated. Until some few months ago, all but the most studious Historians believed Lodestones to be little more than minerals, mined from some foreign mountain. Lauren Hest should have known that draining a Lodestone was far beyond her capacity. Only one living being is strong enough to consume a Lodestone.”
 
   “The Monarch,” I said for him, openly glaring at his shadowy figure. For all I knew, the war machine was as alive as the mecha-organic Lurchers that lived in the hills surrounding the Haven Mountains.
 
   “Living being,” he corrected me like I was utterly stupid. What other living being could drain a Lodestone?
 
   I blanched. “You?” I'd figured draining one of us and surviving was impossible. I was wrong. So far, during our strange discourse, I'd been seething; letting everything he said drift through one ear and out the other. All I wanted was to be free of this place. Or to make him pay for what he'd done. My skin prickled at being so close to one of the two most dangerous men in the world. But when it dawned on me that he, the Prince of Shadows, could drain Lodestones and survive, everything he was saying became very real. Every detail was important. I scrambled inwardly, trying to recall every word he'd spoken and adhere it to my memory.
 
   This being, this Prince, could destroy me and live long enough to celebrate it. I should have been afraid, but I was just too angry. “You really are immortal,” I thought aloud.
 
   I could see his teeth flash as he smiled. “It has never been proven otherwise.”
 
   “Let me go.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you going to kill me?” I asked him. Was I strong enough to fight? Not with these shadow chasers leeching off my every strike.
 
   Raserion's tone changed. “No.” He said it as though I'd asked him if he wanted to share a biscotti.
 
   “What do you want from me?”
 
   “Yes,” he said like he was greatly pleased. “Yes. Everyone wants something. It is the sole source for all interaction. I do want something from you, and you want something from me.”
 
   “No I don't,” I snapped. If only there was another way I could escape. I attempted to use the Pull, my Ability to find whatever I sought. I focused on finding the hall of Breakwater keep where I'd fallen. The result was chaotic, and painful. If the Pull were a compass, the needle would have been spinning out of control. I felt the need to walk in every direction. I couldn’t understand it.
 
   “On the contrary, you want many things from me, Lodestone.” He waved a hand and a shape began to grow and twist from the ground at his feet. It stretched and contorted, reaching over the stream until it planted down beside me to form a narrow bridge. Mist swirled around it, hissing like water hitting a fire.
 
   Raserion stepped up onto the bridge and began to cross, moving toward me.
 
   “Don't come any closer!” I warned him. If only I weren't helpless. I cast about, searching for a weapon or a way to defend myself, but I found nothing but shadows. This was his place. What chance could I possibly have?
 
   He ignored me, resting his palms on the railing of the new bridge. Tendrils of white steam licked up from the rail, between his fingers. “You want to leave this place, the Shadows within Shadows, and you want me not to invade your home and kill your people. Am I mistaken?”
 
   I ground my teeth together and admitted the truth. “No.”
 
   “Ah! Good,” he said leaving the railing to disembark from the bridge. His boots, or whatever he wore on his feet, crunched into the gravel on the bank. “There's nothing I love more than honesty.”
 
   I tried to back away from him, and nearly tripped over the shadow chasers at my feet. “What do you want?” I asked again.
 
   He tipped his head, looking down at me. There were no whites to those eyes, no pupils, just an impossibly pure surface of silver. “I want you to help me find and kill my brother.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 5: An Impossible Position
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “You want me to what? You're asking me to kill your brother? The other prince?”
 
   Why don't you ask me to sprout tentacles and ride a flying elephant while you're at it?
 
   “Well, I'd prefer to do the killing, if it's all the same to you.”
 
   “Why me?” My life depended on keeping my face perfectly still. If he didn't know I had the Pull, I could not implicate myself. A long time ago, when I was a prisoner in Breakwater, I was told that Raserion loved using people who were gifted with it. I was also told that the last person with my unique Ability had killed himself while in the prince's employ.
 
   The tearing sound returned, and a herd of thirty warhorses charged down into the grass on the far side of the stream. Prince Raserion didn't so much as turn to look at them. He paced beside me and I spun to follow his movement. I didn't trust having him at my back. 
 
   “You are Katelyn Kestrel, the Lodestone who posed as a Historian in the capital city of the Reedy Coast. It's a pity we hadn't met in Cape Hill. I've been told I departed upon your arrival. Shame. Shadows within Shadows is a fine place for a discussion, but it's no place for action. I would have insisted that you show me your other Abilities.”
 
   Something told me that “insisting” was a kind word for what he'd do. He'd probably Command me to use my Abilities the way Stakes had at Breakwater's Installment.
 
   The dark prince rounded on me. “If you could fool my own Margrave then you already possess the appropriate skills to walk among my brother's men in the North.”
 
   “That was different,” I stammered. So far as I knew, Raserion was death incarnate. Why would I ever dream of helping him? “You're a monster. If you think I'd help you, you're out of your mind.”
 
   No filter. Just say whatever you're thinking. Good job, self.
 
   His voice was so soothing, so diplomatic. “We already share a potentially symbiotic relationship. I can offer you much, and more. You know of my Monarch weapon, but are you aware that I've built one in every major Installment across the West? I have.”
 
   I tensed at that.
 
   He swept a hand through the air between us, and a wispy map appeared. I'd seen this very image posted on the back wall at the helm of the Flying Fish. Four major sections were blocked off and labeled the Northern Kingdom, the Eastern Kingdom, the Western Kingdom, and the Southern Kingdom. The area where I knew Haven to exist was depicted as a solid mountain range like many others bordering the kingdom. I was careful to only look at the area as long as I looked at everything else.
 
   Prince Raserion pointed to his cities on the map, indicating those that housed a Monarch. When he pulled his hand away, each mark glowed. Thirteen. There were thirteen war machines. “Experimentation is complete, each Monarch is functional. All they need now are Lodestones to arm them. I know where the Lodestones have gone to hide. I have everything I'd need to permanently cripple the North and see my brother take his final breath at last.”
 
   I felt the Spark prickling in my chest. “So you'll use my people as hostages for bargain?”
 
   “Hostages? No. You misinterpret my intention. I do not desire to harm your Lodestones. I never have.”
 
   “I find that hard to believe,” I cut in. “One of my countrymen was strapped to your Monarch, drained of all life, all color– withered as a raisin. You killed him, I know you did, so you can save your pacifistic monologue for someone stupid enough to believe you.”
 
   If I was testing his patience, he didn't show it. Yet. 
 
   “I am at war. I have resources to manage, lives to preserve. More confrontation means more death. I wish to leave your Lodestones to their own lives. I even wish to spare those fools who follow my brother. They are my people by rights as much as his. I do not wish to see them to a violent death by Monarch. I've brought you here to offer you this chance at peace. Helping me will benefit us both and save countless lives.”
 
   I didn't believe a word of it. I couldn't. There was something about the way he said things that was a little too perfect. He was manipulating me. I knew he was. “Actions speak louder than words, Prince.”
 
   “My, but you're a bold one.” He sounded amused. “Everything that I've done, using Lodestones to power the Monarch included, has been out of necessity. I do not take pleasure from repurposing lives.”
 
   The three-headed warhorse began to graze on shadowy grass, and a pair of shadow chasers wriggled into the stream. This place, the Shadows within Shadows, was a thriving ecosystem as tranquil as the Prince's voice. But it wasn't natural, and neither was he.
 
   A dark laugh slipped from me. “Did you really just use the word ‘repurposing’? You kill people!”
 
   “If you wish to speak in crude terms. My brother must be brought to justice, no matter the cost. It is my responsibility to see that it is done and I will use any measure necessary. This war will not end until he is cleansed from the face of Lastland.” His hand cut through the map and it vanished.
 
   “Does that justify your being a murderer?”
 
   He looked sharply down at me and I could feel anger pour off of him even if I couldn't see it on his face. The strange sky churned behind him. His voice took on a gritty tone, and he made his statement slowly, so I could feel the weight of each word. “I am only what I must be.”
 
   Way to go, Kat, you've successfully poked an immortal bear with a stick. Genius move.
 
   I knew I was in for it, I just didn't expect the particular consequences that followed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 6: What We Want
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Everything went black. Not just the silhouettes, or the stream, or the mist. The entire sky. The glowing shadow chasers. Every point of light was extinguished. Reflexively, I pulled my arms close to my body and held my breath.
 
   Prince Raserion's voice was all that seemed to exist. 
 
   “Once, the entire world had been rich with life, teeming with culture and industry, and technology that far surpassed even my own imaginings.”
 
   The hazy blue light of the horizon returned like watercolor paint seeping over paper. I could see again. The world of shadow chasers and warhorses had vanished. All that remained was a flat, dark expanse and the wispy black shadows that curled around my ankles. All at once, the shadows leapt around me, shooting up into the empty sky. They took the shape of pillars with the girth of twenty houses, and they stretched, and stretched, and stretched. So tall. 
 
   They were all around me. Some seemed to have a thousand windows. Some were crowned with flags or rooftop gardens. As structures grew to their varying heights, puffs of darkness trumpeted from the ground to shape the visages of people. Crowds of them. 
 
   I stumbled, nearly tripping over myself as they burst to life, bustling past me, trailing black smoke behind them.
 
   “Much like my subjects, some were born with a single Ability, others were mere carriers of the recessive gene that granted Abilities, but had no actual power. They thrived for ages immeasurable.” His voice deepened. “That was before my time. Those cities are long dead.”
 
   And so they were. I gasped as the colossal buildings bubbled and burned, crumbling in on themselves like corroding metal. The people cowered and withered to the ground. I couldn't hear the destruction, I didn't hear any screams, but watching all of it happen around me with life-sized realism, I was horrified and shaken to my core. This nightmare was too real, too powerful. I needed to wake up. I needed to escape this place.
 
   “When I was a boy, we were all survivors of a plague that had nearly brought humanity to its extinction. Ragged, starving, desperate, the living suffered without direction. Slowly, even the strongest fell to exhaustion, starvation, violence.”
 
   Just like that, I was standing in a crowd of silhouettes again. They shambled past me, bent-backed and limp-limbed, like they barely had the strength to move one foot in front of the other. There were shapes of men, women and children alike, and all were equally weak.
 
   “My father saved a broken remnant of humanity three times,” Prince Raserion said, stepping out of the darkness to stand beside me. 
 
   “He was a nobleman, a scientist, a physician. Following the deaths of his mother, father and beloved sister, he vowed to never allow the plague to take the lives of his wife and children. He searched for a cure but found none. It was a dark time. Lost, lawless, and frantic, people were as dangerous to each other as the plague itself.”
 
   A fight between shadow men broke out before my eyes. To my left, two women fought over a bundle. At my right, three people overwhelmed another, piling atop him. Brawling coursed through the crowd like a wave.
 
   “When other leaders failed or died, my father took up the burden of their responsibility. He gathered the survivors and established order with a balance of hope and discipline.”
 
   The crowd parted ahead of us, and the shape of a man strode forward. He was tall, broad shouldered, and strong. The fighting around us stopped, and the people all turned to face him.
 
   “That was the first time my father saved us. He spent long nights researching a cure to no avail, so he studied countless maps and reports. Eventually, he found a nearby section of land untouched by plague. A final safe haven.”
 
   Hearing the name of my own home nearly stopped my heart. 
 
   “He led the survivors here, to what would become this very kingdom. That was the second time he saved them.”
 
   The crowd of people turned and began walking without moving. Insinuations of scenery brushed past us. When the refugees stopped walking, the scenery stopped moving. The detail Prince Raserion could conjure using his shadows was incredible. We stood at the crest of a ridge, and there was a whole landscape around us, with mountains, fields and rivers. 
 
   “How did he save them the third time?” I asked before I could stop myself. 
 
   “They settled in the East, the heart of the greater region. Towns were built, farmlands were grown. Word traveled. Soon, refugees beyond the initial group began to pour into our new home. My father had a place for all of them.”
 
   The landscape blurred and twisted into the image of a freshly built city. A palace was being constructed. It looked very much like the first one I'd seen beyond the herd of warhorses. 
 
   “But our safe haven wasn't enough. The plague was still being carried and passed from victim to victim. When it claimed my little sister's life, my father threw all of his efforts into finding a cure to protect us. He did. That was the third and final time my father saved a piece of humanity. My father wasn't just a man. He was a great man.”
 
   Raserion didn't speak of his father with respect, but with reverence.
 
   I shook my head, confused about his purpose. If what he was telling me was true, this was how all of our ancestors arrived here in the first place. Such a rich retelling of a lost history wasn't only fascinating, it was invaluable. I believed his story, against my better judgment. Still, I couldn't grasp the relevance. “Why are you showing me all of this?”
 
   “When my father created a cure, he first tested it on himself and my mother. The combination was unstable. It overwhelmed my mother. She died within hours. Heartbreak and his own cure very nearly killed him too. His formula was too potent and there were side effects. Nearly blinded, he recovered his sight to discover that his green eyes had gone quicksilver. His single Ability to heal had mutated and multiplied. His body had the capability to regenerate. A deep cut could vanish in a matter of minutes. More importantly, his capacity for healing others had improved to a near god-like potency. He found that he could resurrect the dead.
 
   “The moment he was well enough, he saved countless victims of the plague, prolonging their lives until he could find a cure for them too. It was too late for my mother; she was already gone and buried. Though he left her at rest, he learned that he could bring any creation that he could devise to life. Other Abilities surfaced in him too; Abilities that hadn't appeared in our family line for generations, and my father had them all. Light, stone, metal, wax, bone, sound projection, to name but a few. Each one was just as unnaturally powerful as the last. It may have seemed like a gift, but he knew that if he administered the vaccine in such a state, countless people would share my mother’s fate. So, he diluted it, altered it.
 
   “A cleaner, safer cure was offered. My brother and I were given it once he was as certain as he could be that it wouldn’t cause any harm. Eighty-five percent of the population was healed seamlessly. Five percent died. My father never forgave himself for that. Ten percent changed. Not to the same overwhelming degree as my father, but entire families obtained multiple hereditary Abilities and silvery-gray eyes. My brother and I were included in that minority.”
 
   “You're Lodestones.”
 
   “At one time, perhaps,” he admitted.
 
   His comment was alarming at best. If he wasn't a Lodestone anymore, what was he?
 
   The scene changed, raising us up onto another ridge until we could see the lands below. Cities were built, farmlands were squared from the land, towers stretched from keeps, and roads snaked between settled areas, right before our eyes. A false sun and a hollow moon rose and fell over us like they were being juggled by some unseen entity.
 
   “Our people rejoiced. They called my father Deverend the Argent, for the silver in his eyes, and they named him king. The Kingdom of Lastland was born, giving us a second chance at life. Drawn to the cultivation of the land, other plague survivors trickled in, filling our towns until they were cities, growing our borders until we had regions and provinces within regions. By the fifth year, they ceased to come and it was said that all others must be dead. The Plagueland boundaries were placed. My father insisted that the plague could mutate to circumvent his cure, so here is where we have remained.”
 
   Looking down at the image of a landscape illustrated by an Ability powerful enough to form its own space, standing beside a Prince who had nearly witnessed the destruction of all human life in his childhood, was more than I could cope with. I didn't know what to say.
 
   “As a boy of ten, I had a newfound aptitude for my added Abilities. Shaping shadows was my specialty. My brother Varion, two years my elder and heir to my father's earned throne, didn't excel as I did.”
 
   The world melted and we were in a room with vaulted ceilings and comfortable chairs. Mist licked the floor where a boy sat, legs tucked beneath him. He looked like he was playing with something. A toy?
 
   “A prodigy myself, I made the very first shadow chaser. Varion loved all crawling things. It was a gift for him. A creature that enjoyed feeding on displays of energy. With the shadow chaser's help, and mine, he learned to make the chaser sing.”
 
   I saw the boys together, playing among several shadow chasers. The smaller of the boys touched them, and the chasers grew wings and spines of shadowy smoke. It seemed a happy memory.
 
   “It sounds like you were close, why would you want to kill your own brother?” It just wasn't connecting.
 
   “Patience. By sixteen, I had learned to wield shadows with a complexity that rivaled the most skilled adults. Creating lightning is a challenge, controlling preexisting lightning is more difficult, but most would say that giving life to a creature made entirely of the energy is impossible. But it wasn't, not for me. When my horse, Mimic, broke his leg and the veterinarian put a bullet in his brain, I remade him with shadows.”
 
   “The warhorses,” I said, understanding.
 
   The boys disappeared, replaced by the mighty warhorses. They climbed out of the ground like they'd pulled themselves up atop the crest of a hill. Hundreds of them circled us, snorting and tossing their heads, white eyes gleaming.
 
   “The perfect animal. A horse I could call from anywhere. It wasn't a simple thing. I had to create the skeleton first, so that the body could hold weight. Sloppy, amateur work, now that I look back at it. I've learned so much, but I'll not bore you with the details.”
 
   He was way off the mark on that one. I was deeply fascinated by the concept of creating a living creature entirely from lightning.
 
   “I made a horse for Varion too, and for my father. At a point, I could barely keep up with the demand for Mimics. When I was twenty, I created Shadows within Shadows, a world for my chasers and horses to inhabit. They are living creatures and need their own environment when they're out of use. The complexity was beyond the comprehension of most people, but not my father, or my brother. They called me a genius. I was proud of myself, like a fool. I thought I'd done right, like a child.
 
   “I may have been the good son, studying, working to impress my father for the wellbeing of the kingdom, but Varion, my own brother, was the antithesis of my kind nature. All along he'd been seething with jealousy. It ate away at him, killing the boy that was my true brother. The more I succeeded, the more devious he became.
 
   “By my thirty-first year, a storm the likes of which none had seen before or since, cut across the Whispering Sea, and cleaved through the heart of the kingdom. My brother aligned his foul plans with the catastrophe, and when my father was three days without sleep from healing the injured, he drove the needle of a hand-sized syringe into his back, and drained him dead.”
 
   The scene played out before me just as Raserion had described it. I didn't know this King, but seeing him fall dead beside one of his own patients was heart wrenching. His hand grasped the bed sheets like he was trying to stand, and then he was still. He lay there as the rest of the vision blurred away, leaving us to look upon nothing but the corpse of an extraordinary hero.
 
   “Good gravity.” A son killed his own father. I was shocked and disgusted. I couldn't help but imagine my own father lying there, and at once I was awash with denial and rage at the concept.
 
   “The device my brother used had been stolen from my father's own design for healing the dying.” The scene around us grew dimmer with each word. “Varion may have been depraved, but he had his own intelligence, his own cunning. Not only did he kill our father, not only did he drain him for his power, but his device transferred all of my father's Abilities directly to Varion. Seamlessly.” Raserion's voice became as dark as his shadows, and every word dripped with emotion. “All that was left of my father, the savior of humanity, the healer, benefactor and king, was a lifeless gray husk, and my brother,” he spat the word. “My brother consumed his very soul and walked away to take the throne. Well, I will never allow it. Never! I vowed not to allow him to ascend to kingship that very day. I vowed that I would not stop until I saw him dead, and my father's essence freed of him. I vowed that I would take any action necessary to see it done.”
 
   The world went black again. I caught myself trembling in the void. If I couldn't see anything, could he? Did he know how afraid he'd made me? I dug my nails into my arm to remind myself that I wasn't dead, or dreaming. The pain helped me focus.
 
   “My brother still lives. After seven-hundred-and-thirty-four years, he lives. If not for his treachery, I'd have died of age long ago. Varion would surely too, but my father would still be here today, protecting us, guiding us, seeing our people to a future of peace. 
 
   “But that's not what happened, is it? That's not what we are, is it? Nothing is more important than history. The truth is we're here, now, and there is no good left in humanity. Honor and virtue, compassion and sympathy– all tactics to selfish ends. I have proven that much to myself. I've done things I never imagined I could. There is no good in this life, there is only desire for ourselves, what we desire from others. There is only what we want.”
 
   Raserion's voice wasn't soothing anymore. It wasn't tranquil or reassuring. It was terrifying.
 
   “And I want my brother dead.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7: Open
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   We returned to Shadows Within Shadows. Gauzy, layered strips of sky wafted in their rotations like a sleepy ocean current. Delicate turquoise light belted the horizon, blending up into deep shades of cobalt and ebony. Low-lying mists separated the silhouettes of silently rustling trees, fields of fine tall grasses, and herds of proud warhorses. An equine skeleton occasionally gleamed when the creature moved at one particular angle or another. Shadow chasers swam in the ghostly white stream, and I spied a pair of shadowy dogs loping through a shrouded glen. 
 
   I didn't think I could be glad to return to this place. The air was so close and thick, even sounds refused to travel far distances. When I spoke it was like I was talking into a pillow. It may have been unsettling, but at least it was consistent. The world didn't grow or melt or twist with the dying. It was alive. It was peaceful. Raserion was proud of this place. He wanted to protect it. I didn't believe that he'd harm me here, but that was barely enough to calm me down.
 
   “Now that you know the truth, perhaps you will rally to my cause for more reason than sparing your own people.”
 
   In the center of the field, Prince Raserion sat elevated upon a peculiar throne. His seat was an array of black wings from a dozen different species of birds. If not for the smoky gray fog that caressed his back, I would not have been able to differentiate the prince's silhouette from the shadow throne itself. 
 
   Beyond him, stretching magnificently against the sky was the King's palace.
 
   Prince Raserion looked down at me with true silver eyes. “My brother has not shown his face to me in battle for a decade. He hides in his cities like an animal, resurrecting my own dead soldiers to fight against me. I've done what I have because I must. My father is dead, and killing my brother won’t bring him back to life– but it will bring me the only kind of peace I will accept. Become my ally, and you will have what you want. I'll even let you keep the Cormorant Dragoon that you've stolen from my army. Has not this war gone on long enough? Have we not all suffered? Help me find him. Help me end it.”
 
   Alarms were ringing in my mind and body. I was caught in a web, trapped in a dream. After everything I'd seen, I couldn't bring myself to trust this prince. Does tragedy justify tragedy? I'd seen how he ruled, how ruthless he was, the way he affected his people and subjected them to a tortuous half-life. It was terrible, what happened to that King. He sounded like an excellent leader. Would he have wanted his sons locked in battle to the ruin of his own kingdom? I doubted that. No good person would. 
 
   If Raserion had told the truth, if he was forced to become a cruel tyrant simply in order to survive against an even more devious brother, was he at fault? If Varion had the chance to take the throne, what would happen to the kingdom? Were there worse things than Commanders and Margraves? Would Raserion free his people once his brother was dead and gone? My brain began to throb with the effort of speculation. I couldn't know. I was in way over my head.
 
   Before I had the chance to give myself a splitting headache, I realized that he was all too right about two very important things. I wanted to be free of this place, and I wanted him to stay out of Haven.
 
   I forced myself not to wring my hands out of nervous habit. “What do you want me to do?”
 
   “Investigate. Search for him at Caraway, the capital of the North. Use any and all Abilities necessary. Get close, as close as you can. When you see him with your own eyes, simply trace the engraving of this medallion in the shadows and cast it at his feet.” He pointed down at my shoes. Settled there in the inky grass was a round, flat object, half the size of the palm of my hand. With a single chain and clip, it looked like a pocket watch, only there was no face. No clock. Instead, there were markings carved into the brassy surface. I picked it up, studying the carved etching on its center. The lines were crescent upon crescent, like the shell of a snail, with two points jutting out from the bottom. 
 
   “What will happen?”
 
   He leaned back in the throne. “An unstoppable force will bring him here to me, and your task will be complete.”
 
   I didn't enjoy speaking with the prince, but there was something I needed to know. “If they find out what I am, will they kill me?”
 
   “Varion's people do not search for Lodestones. The Monarch technology is mine alone. His people may not even remember the existence of your kind. My brother does not prize history as I do. No, this viper has fangs of its own. I have tried every avenue to bring him to justice, but I have never employed one such as yourself. Perhaps this will be the end at last. Tell me now, do we have an accord?”
 
   His question hung in the air. I needed to give him an answer before he’d change his mind on what to do with me. 
 
   “Yes,” I said, not recognizing my own voice. I'd done it, I agreed to serve Prince Raserion, but I hadn't made the deal out of innocence or a sense of safety. I did it to get free, to buy time. I said it knowing that I may have just told a lie to the most powerful killer in the known world. “I will.”
 
   “The other side of that medallion, trace it, and you will call a warhorse to you. I cannot equip you with anything more.”
 
   From all around, the shadow creatures gathered behind Prince Raserion. Not only the horses and shadow chasers, but shadow dogs, three headed warhorses, and humanoids stretched tall. I counted six Voices of the Prince, but with all of the onyx shapes crowded so near one another, all of them with round white eyes, it was difficult to discern one from another. I thought I saw something different move behind them all. Something big.
 
   The prince raised a single palm up. He didn't wave it, or move his fingers, he just held it there. My hair stood on end and my skin prickled with goose bumps. I fought back a violent shudder. All of this, everything that Prince Raserion was and had created, was not enough to stop his brother.
 
   I squeezed the medallion into my palm. “Wait! The King, your father– he sounded like he had the most powerful Abilities ever. If Prince Varion could drain him and survive, what will he do to me if he catches me spying?”
 
   “Do not allow him to catch you, and we'll never need know.”
 
   Fantastic.
 
   “Lodestone,” he called out to me as my vision grew dark again. “Long ago, a kestrel was a bird of prey. Small, light– a delicate creature, but a falcon nonetheless, and all falcons are fierce. A man could train this bird to make a kill and return loyally to his leather-guarded arm. True kestrels have been dead for hundreds of years, killed by the plague and reduced to myth, like so much else. You have my word that they existed, as surely as you do now. So fly, Kestrel. Fly, and show me our prey.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 8: A Poor Attempt At Denial
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I can't say that I noticed the change in scenery when I opened my eyes because, well, my eyes had been open the entire time. The most accurate description would be that the darkness poured off of me, pooled in the shadow of the bench to my left, and sank into the floor.
 
   Lying there, beside the refreshments in the guest wing hallway, I was at a complete loss. Part of me wanted to shriek my head off for an hour at the very least. Another part urged me to run around telling every single person I knew what had just happened to me… and maybe run home to my dad. Mostly, I was desperately trying to deny that anything had happened at all. I fell. Concussion. Bad dream. The back of my head did hurt where it'd struck the hard tile floor. My elbows and back did too. 
 
   Sadly, it was a pitifully weak internal argument to have whilst watching the crooked shape of a shadow-being dip away into the darkness right before my eyes. 
 
   As soon as it was no longer in view, I made a stronger push for denial.
 
   Nothing's there. You imagined it. Five seconds ago. 
 
   I lay perfectly still a while longer, hoping that if I stayed where I was, I could convince myself that I'd simply suffered a mind-altering accident. With each passing minute, the concept seemed more and more likely. 
 
   “Kat?” Carmine's pretty face peered down at me, hedged by her dangling shoulder-length brown hair. “What are you doing on the floor?”
 
   I was so happy to see her, I wanted to fling myself at her for a death-grip hug. Instead, I blushed. I must have looked like such an idiot lying there. 
 
   She blinked. “Are you alright?”
 
   “Fell down,” I told her triumphantly.
 
   She eyed me speculatively, and offered me a hand.
 
   I nearly reached up with my right, but noticed I was holding something. A pocket watch without a face. A medallion with two inscriptions, one on either side. 
 
   Crap.
 
   While I stared at it with dismay, the chain slipped out of my loose grip, swung down, and hit me in the eye. 
 
   “Ow,” I whined and recoiled. 
 
   “Are you injured?” Carmine asked, justifiably worried about my health... and sanity. 
 
   “I am now,” I groaned, extending my other hand, and accepted her help. My head swam with the kind of dizziness caused by standing up too quickly. I reeled, catching onto Carmine's shoulder for support. “I'm fine. I'm fine. Just bumped my head, that's all.”
 
   She didn't look at all convinced. “I hope it's not serious. We're to meet with Common-Lord Axton within the hour.”
 
   “But that was supposed to be at sunrise!”
 
   Carmine was dressed in brown suede breeches with a white pressed shirt and a slim tailored coat. She was already prepared for our meeting. “Yes, and it's nearly time. Go wash up, love, and clear your head,” she said, detaching my hand from her shoulder, and striding away down the hall. 
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Returning to our empty rooms, I changed into a set of clean clothes: a buttoned white shirt, a gray cloth vest with corset stitching, black stockings for warmth, and a charcoal and black pin-stripe skirt with a coat to match. The skirt was calf-length, clipped and bunched so that it was slightly shorter in the front. It may have seemed a bit on the frilly side of outerwear, but the clothes were durable, comfortable, and when paired with my sturdy flat boots and ragged orange scarf, the ensemble was quite warm. The only discomfort I felt was the constriction of buttoning my blouse all the way to the collar. It was a little too tight, but it hid the circle of scars that Stakes had branded me with when he attempted to drain and murder me.
 
   Following Carmine's suggestion, I took a few minutes to wash my face. The water was cool, soothing, and helped me concentrate on my mantra that all I'd experienced was a bad dream. Even so, the faceless watch was clipped to my vest and rested snug in the pocket at my waist. I hoped that someone had lost it, or given it to me after I'd fallen, but I knew the truth all along. I just wasn't sure I could face it.
 
   I looked at my reflection. My mother's freckles were a stain across my cheeks. She was everything that my father wasn't: power hungry, cold. Most of all she was a liar. I could never forgive her for attempting to use me and my rare Ability to get to the Outside World.
 
   If I'd gone with her team, would she have explained herself and justified her actions to me? I doubted that I'd get an apology. I was nothing more than a means to an end to her, a resource to be used. Nothing is wasted. 
 
   Suddenly, I saw myself in parallel to the late Margrave Hest, and it was her black hair that flowed down my back. All she wanted was to be special, appreciated, and useful. I wanted to be those things too. How different was I from the woman who'd killed Sterling?
 
   If I'd gone with my mother instead of out on my own, Sterling would still... Sterling... would... 
 
   Something in my mind skipped before the heartache began to burn too deeply. I splashed ice-cold water over my eyes and used my wet hands to pull my wavy hair tightly back into a ponytail. Lifting my fingers to my chest, I ran them over the circle of scars that lay hidden beneath my clothes. My memory of the crushing pain that had nearly killed me came howling back. I remembered how it felt to nearly be drained, and my heart began to beat harder and faster. Gasping for breath, I struggled not to hyperventilate. 
 
   I gripped the sink with both hands, and stared up into my own silver eyes. After everything that had happened, I was still alive. 
 
   “You are not your mother, and you are not Lauren Hest,” I growled at the mirror. Holding up the palm of my left hand, I searched inward, summoning that extension of myself that lay in rest. I felt the strength bubbling up through my core, tingling within my limbs. The electricity climbed from my hand and twined into the shape of a ball. I felt the lightning as though it was simply a part of me, bright, prickly, quick. Focusing, I straightened up and smiled. The ball peeled from the center, layers falling down in the shape of a blooming flower. “You're Katelyn Kestrel, and you're not afraid of the Prince of Shadows.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Soft yellow light trickled into the tall windows of Breakwater Keep. Far below the third story corridor, the surf played tug of war with the current against the stone, brick and mortar foundation. After spending so much time at the keep, I was beginning not to hear it anymore. As I walked down the broad, vaulted passage toward Lord Brendon's meeting rooms, my mind filled with twisting threads of thought centralized around Prince Raserion. I'd forgotten about the ocean entirely. 
 
   I stepped into a pool of sunlight beside one elegant narrow window, and my stride fell short. The sea spread out below me, and with a flash of clarity, I appreciated its vast expanse and restless beauty. Until my first trek out of Haven, I'd only read about such large bodies of water. Despite everything that I had just been through, looking out at a seascape that stretched beyond the visible horizon, I wondered if there were other lands away from wars and princes. 
 
   Raserion had suggested that much. A world had existed beyond Haven all along, and now I knew that at one time or another, a world had existed beyond the Outside as well. According to the prince, it was dead, destroyed by the plague. But just imagining the scope and limitless possibilities of other faraway lands made me feel small, humble. I liked that. It made my future momentarily less intimidating. 
 
   When I opened the double doors that led to the antechamber of Lord Brendon's meeting room, I found Ruby and Rune fighting with a pair of yardsticks. She was swinging at him as though wielding a sword, her artificial candy-apple red hair splaying out around her with every twist of her body. Rune sidestepped her clumsy assault, and Ruby lost her balance, nearly tumbling to the ground. 
 
   Rune was all in black and brown. He wore a trim, high-collar coat adorned with enough buttons, belts and buckles to appear as cavalier as it did militant. Just seeing him sent a breathless thrill through me and set some of my worries at ease.
 
   Love can be like that.
 
   “Mind your feet,” he told her. “You’re overemphasizing every motion with your body before you strike. Continue this way, and your opponent will anticipate your every move and you’ll be exhausted. You need to keep your stance wide, shoulders relaxed.”
 
   Ruby sighed. She had always been passive, bookish, and unless I dragged her along, she tended to avoid physical activities in general. Watching her engaged in combat training, with Rune of all people, was the last thing I expected to see.
 
   “I'm no good at this,” she sighed. 
 
   “Do you want to stop?”
 
   Her eyes narrowed behind her glasses. “No.”
 
   Carmine was lounging on a day bed beside a bay window, flipping through a newspaper. “You're wasting your time, soldier. She isn't the fighting kind.”
 
   Ruby dropped her sword arm.
 
   “As much as I hate to disagree with you,” Kyle said, perusing a bookshelf, “You've never tried to steal her journal. It's all in the nails.”
 
   “I didn't hurt you,” Ruby said defensively. “And I might not be good at this stuff, but I'm not going to get any better at it if I don't try at all.”
 
   “And who is it you desire to fight?” Carmine persisted. 
 
   I slipped through the door, trying to close it quietly behind me.
 
   “Prince Raserion,” Ruby said. 
 
   Uh oh.
 
   My hand slipped from the handle and suctioned by the morning breeze, the door slammed behind me. Everyone turned to stare. Rune's expression softened upon seeing me.
 
   “Oh. Morning,” Kyle said.
 
   “Good, you're here.” Carmine folded her newspaper closed. “Feeling better?”
 
   “What happened?” Ruby asked, instantly concerned. 
 
   I nearly panicked.
 
   Oh, nothing. I've only agreed to ally myself with the bloodthirsty tyrant that is ultimately responsible for the murder of your boyfriend. Yeah, and I might have dreamed the entire thing, except that I didn't. 
 
   The color washed out of my face as the internal monologue played through my head, and I fumbled for an explanation. “Nothing, nothing. I fell… by the refreshment table. Slipped. Hit my head really, really hard, but I'm fine.”
 
   It wasn't the right time to tell them. 
 
   Carmine was watching me closely. She had the most cause to be worried or suspicious of my strange behavior. I waited for more questions, but our pilot only smiled. “You should probably put some ice on it. There'll be no mission north without you.”
 
   “I'm okay,” I said under my breath.
 
   Kyle smirked, casually resting an elbow on the bookshelf. “Kat knocks her head all the time. She's immune to blunt force trauma.”
 
   I scowled at him. “I might be, but you aren't, and you're lucky you're standing way over there.”
 
   “I've asked Rune to teach me to fight,” Ruby said with more zeal than I'd ever seen alive in her. Cheeks shiny, and eyelids puffy, she looked as though she'd spent the night crying again, but now there was fire behind her eyes. “I've decided that I'm never going to be anyone's victim. I want to know how to defend myself and how to protect us.”
 
   Ruby's pain was evident. I wanted to give her a hug and tell her again how sorry I was, but I wouldn't undermine her moment of bravery. Instead, I marveled at her strength. 
 
   “I want to be like you,” she said to Rune with reverence.
 
   “No,” Rune said, stopping that thought dead in its tracks. He put the long ruler down, resting it against an end table. “You don't.”
 
   Ruby plowed past his comment. “I never want anyone to be hurt by this Prince ever again, and whether I'm good at it or not, I want to learn to fight.”
 
   “And everyone has that capacity,” Rune told her and Carmine both. “Some might have more natural talent than others, but that doesn't make training impossible. I've seen aggressive students turn to cowards in their first real battle. I've seen passive and uncoordinated students become brave and even heroic when life and death was on the line.”
 
   “Agree to disagree,” Carmine said flippantly. “You see, the difference is that as a Dragoon, weak trainees are killed long before they can be tested on any battlefield. The weakest of you is already stronger than most normal people.” 
 
   Rune's silence was somber. She must have struck him with some truth.
 
   “How do you know that?” Kyle asked her.
 
   Carmine delivered him a beautiful smile. “I read, love. On long voyages, what else is there to do but skim through those long volumes that the Historians insist on dumping upon all of us?” She swung her long legs down from the day bed, and stretched, standing. “I'm not intending to be contrary, mind, just cautious. Better to leave fighting to the fighters, lest the sweet find themselves in an early grave.”
 
   As fate would have it, she'd won the final word.
 
   Professor Block ambled into the antechamber. His brown suit and burgundy vest made him look every bit the part of the history teacher I'd known for most of my life. Thanks to Kyle's impressive Ability, the wounds that had been inflicted on him during Prince Raserion's interrogations were seamlessly healed. He didn't so much as limp. 
 
   But the mind scars more easily than the body, and Block was interrogated and tortured for months… on Prince Raserion's order.
 
   I was keenly aware of the weight in my pocket, the faceless timepiece resting snug inside. Standing beside Professor Block, I felt guilty for possessing it. Guilty for entertaining the thought of helping the self-proclaimed misunderstood Prince Raserion. Gravity, I was in trouble.
 
   “Miss Rush, return the yard stick to its proper place. There's been a change of plans.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 9: Calculating Maneuvers
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   We crossed the sprawling expanse of Breakwater's Black Harbor, tugging our coats close against the chill morning air. To my astonishment, the dark docks were mostly empty. The tall ebony posts that had once moored in dozens of behemoth ships were like the stumps of a charred forest and insinuated the same vacant desolation. Perhaps the other boats were out on their trade routes. A ship couldn't remain at port forever. I only counted three open ocean vessels, and one of them was clearly in disrepair. Only the Flying Fish mattered to me. She was smaller than the other boats by a hundred feet, but she glistened like an amber gemstone amid her few rusted iron neighbors.
 
   Carmine stopped short of the gangway that connected our ship to the dock and we all clustered behind her. “What is this?” she demanded. 
 
   A dozen dockworkers, their ranks peppered with a handful of brown-uniformed militia soldiers, were streaming out of the forward cabins and aft cargo hold. 
 
   Carmine stomped aboard first. “Where is Lord Axton?”
 
   “Just here.” But it wasn't Brendon who swaggered from the cabins with the last of the men. It was Dylan. 
 
   Clad in raiment of immaculate fashion, he looked more like the dashing young noble I'd met a year ago than the haggard and disgruntled one I'd traveled with so recently. He wore a formfitting trench coat with a folded collar and elegantly patterned cuffs. The front was fastened three inches apart with buttons and chains, displaying a blue-gray brocade waistcoat. Long blond hair brushed his shoulders, and his hazel eyes shone with confidence. 
 
   Fine clothes couldn't change the nature of a person. I was prepared for the worst.
 
   “Thank you for your fine work, good fellows,” Dylan said to the soldiers and dockworkers. “You are dismissed.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” many of the men said, and followed his orders with respectful compliance.
 
   Carmine’s tone hardened. “I was referring to the Common-Lord, not his baby brother.”
 
   We filed onto the ship, passing the disembarking workers shoulder-to-shoulder. “Not a good way to start,” I warned her, but it was too late. 
 
   “Baby, is it?” Dylan asked, smiling in a way that could stop a girl's heart from beating. “Why pilot, I didn't know we'd come to pet names so soon. Very well, Darling. I'm the only Axton aboard.”
 
   “Don't talk to her like that,” Kyle bristled. 
 
   “Your arrogance knows no bounds.” Carmine put her hands on her waist. “What were they doing on my ship?”
 
   “Outfitting your toy boat with supplies.” Dylan was not at all ruffled by our pilot's irritation. “Darling, you really shouldn't frown that way. You'll destroy that pretty face of yours.”
 
   “Oh, I'll destroy a pretty face.” Carmine's words dripped venom. “But it won't be mine.”
 
   That only made Dylan laugh. I related all too well to Carmine's fury.
 
   “Enough of this,” Professor Block said, moving to stand between them. He held up the letter in his hand, signed and sealed by Lord Brendon. “We were told to come here.”
 
   A voice came from behind us. “Yes. Indeed, you were.”
 
   All of the militia soldiers and dockworkers had dispersed. One man strode up the ramp to our ship. A heavy hood draped over his head, wrapped about his shoulders, and trailed two long strips of cloth that brushed the ground. He wore practical, nondescript clothes that would easily pass him off as fisher or farmer. His shoulders were broad, and his footfalls heavy. 
 
   Once aboard, he pulled his thick wool shroud back far enough that we could see his face. It was the Common-Lord of Breakwater, himself.
 
   Rune straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin, standing at attention in the Common-Lord's presence.
 
   “Forgive my tardiness, I was regrettably detained,” Brendon Axton said. “Brother, thank you for arranging the labor. Were there any problems in supplying the ship?”
 
   Dylan made eye contact with Carmine. “None that I couldn't handle.”
 
   Her fists clenched and I could tell that she wanted to hit him. I put a hand on her arm, and she looked at me sharply. I shook my head slowly and watched her breathe out some of her anger. 
 
   Lord Brendon looked between the six of us, his square jaw set. “I know that this is not standard custom and it may seem in poor taste, but we have no time for pleasantries and even less for precautions at the keep. Trust cannot be guarded by friendship alone and I'm not fool enough to believe that all of my subjects are beyond selling information to our Prince.”
 
   Or making promises in order to save their own skins.
 
   My stomach rolled, and not from the gently bobbing ship. It wasn't supposed to be like this. We were the good guys, and I felt like a villain by association, like a wolf lurking in the brush. This wasn't me.
 
   Rune nodded once. “Understood.”
 
   Beside me, Ruby was nodding, but I could tell by her expression that she didn't understand why he couldn't trust his own people. She had a lot to learn about this place. We were raised to believe that loyalty was standard. I'd found out the hard way that it wasn't the case. Not here... not even in Haven. 
 
   “You already know what I require of you,” Brendon continued. The wind blew his hood back from his face, and I could see his short, wheat hair and the stubble on his cheeks. Though simple in their design, his clothes were unstained, and he himself smelled faintly of soap. Even fresh and clean, I could see that the man was exhausted. Early wrinkles creased his sun-weathered forehead, lines of sleeplessness looped below his eyes. Despite his physical appearance, he didn't show a single moment of weakness. He was alert, attentive and focused. “I have received word that Cape Hill is rioting. If not for such destructive turmoil in our region’s capital, the Prince’s ships would likely be upon us this very instant. We cannot rely on distractions and luck forever. Nothing is more important than the speed with which you accomplish your task.”
 
   “All of our lives depend on it,” Dylan chimed in, moving to stand beside his brother. Their choices in attire were as starkly different as their demeanors.
 
   Dylan was prettier than most girls and that won him excessive attention, but I knew better. He still harbored a bitterness toward life and a hatred for me. He'd drained the Dragoon, Leila March, and became an unwilling Commander. Even after everything we'd been through, I was sure he'd always blame me for his year of imprisonment.
 
   Brendon, on the other hand, had proven himself to be fair, loyal, and grounded by earnest responsibility. He wasn't especially handsome and his moods leaned towards taciturn, but his quality of character outweighed any single flaw. Without his help, I would have never rescued Professor Block, I wouldn't have found Rune again, and I wouldn't have even made it home to Haven in the first place. 
 
   I owed him, even if I did help him keep Dylan on track.
 
   In the gentle morning light, the mast grew a shadow, and I found myself staring at it distrustfully. 
 
   If I help Prince Raserion, what will happen to Lord Brendon and Breakwater? If I don't, what will happen to me?
 
   My skin crawled.
 
   “As you know, this ship has been outfitted with supplies. Pilot Rousseau will ferry you to Caraway, the capital in the North. You are an envoy of peace. Remember that as you travel through the Northern Kingdom. Avoid interaction with citizens there. Confrontations are likely if they discover you've come from the West.”
 
   Carmine nodded, resting her thumbs in her pockets. “That won't be a problem.”
 
   “When you arrive at the Caraway harbor, fetch a courier from the marina and have them deliver this letter to Prince Varion.” Brendon produced a wide envelope with a wax seal and handed it to me. “If he accepts an audience, his men will send for you. Miss Kestrel, you and your countrymen may go and plead our case. We are looking for protection only, and we can bargain for it with trade, information and strategic posts on our borders. I'll not send my own men away from their homes to fight for the North. Further action can be negotiated if basic terms are accepted.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, holding the piece of paper in a death-grip. It fluttered against the breeze, but the wind had no chance of stealing it from me. Not today.
 
   Don't look so suspicious.
 
   I folded my lips together.
 
   Lord Brendon cracked his gloved knuckles, one after another, in a habitual way. “If the prince agrees to the first phase, send for Dylan.”
 
   Dylan took this as a joke and laughed airily. “Right. Prepare to wait a week or three. Maybe four, if I'm busy.”
 
   Brendon eyed his younger brother with the severity of a falling hammer. 
 
   “Oh, come on!” Dylan cried out. “You have to be joking! I've been good. I've done everything you've asked of me!”
 
   The Common-Lord rounded on his younger brother. “Enough! Do you think I want to send you there? Do you think I wanted any of this? Life isn't fair. Now, use your brain! Think!”
 
   Dylan's tantrum was refreshingly short-lived. He waved off Brendon and paced in a circle. “I'm part of the bargain. You're sending me as collateral, a ward, essentially a hostage of good will. By giving them your own brother, you're showing them that this is no trick. You really mean for peace.” He sighed. “Bloody hell. I understand. I understand it perfectly. And if all goes well, I stay there indefinitely. Congratulations, you'll have finally found a way to be rid of me without killing me.”
 
   “Don't be childish,” Brendon snapped. “We all have rolls to fulfill, and none of us are in it for pleasure. When Prince Varion has built sufficient outposts around Breakwater, you'll be returned.”
 
   “Overjoyed,” Dylan snorted, then backpedaled. “Fine, fine. I'll do it. I'm doing it.”
 
   “Of course you will. Your things have already been stowed aboard with the rest.” Brendon pivoted to face us again. “Thayer. It wasn't an easy conclusion, but I think you'd better travel with the Flying Fish. As much as I'd be glad to have your skills available to me in Breakwater, I'm afraid you'd attract too much unwanted attention to yourself. No one has ever heard of a Dragoon defector who lived longer than an hour. Best that you go with Kestrel.”
 
   I wondered if Rune was relieved that we'd be sticking together for once. You couldn't see it by looking at him. “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Whatever happens, remember, the two of you stay on the boat until you're sent for. You may be a defector, Thayer, but you were still a Dragoon and that will make you twice the enemy. The same goes for you, Dylan. Behave, and they'll have no reason to learn of your secret. And brother, if you use the Command in the North, they will kill you. Without hesitation. Your life is in your own hands.”
 
   Dylan swallowed, and I could see the apple bob in his throat. 
 
   “One thing,” I said, fidgeting with the paper in my hands. When I'd met him, Prince Raserion didn't say anything about Breakwater stealing their children back. He'd known that Rune had survived and escaped. That Hest and Sterling were dead. Wouldn't he have mentioned Breakwater? Added it to the mix if he'd known? No, I figured Lord Brendon still had time. But what about my home? What if he lied about not wanting to invade? What if I failed to help him find Varion? 
 
   “Raserion... the prince, he knows how to get to us.” The double meaning in my statement was accidental. He certainly knew how to get to me. “Haven needs to be warned.”
 
   Brendon's brown eyes were honest, but they were shrewd too. “Tell me the way, and I will send a messenger.”
 
   “No,” I said reflexively.
 
   The Common-Lord frowned. “I'm sorry, Katelyn, you are essential for this voyage. You have two powerful Abilities to aid you in proving that you are a Lodestone. If the North hears you out, they'll find that you truly are neutral. They're unlikely to risk war with your people.”
 
   “I wouldn't take long. Just let me tell them what's happening here. I'd come back right away.”
 
   “I know that you would, but we simply don't have the time. Raserion...”
 
   To my shame, I interrupted him. “Doesn't know that the children of Penalty were returned.”
 
   Vexation rolled off of him. “How do you know that? Conjecture? Hope?”
 
   What could I say? Don't worry, I spoke with him last night and he didn't mention you?
 
   I faltered.
 
   “Really, Miss Kestrel, I thought you'd overcome your naiveté by now.” His disappointment wounded me. Brendon was a good man and a better leader. I'd come to respect him a great deal. And I couldn't tell him the truth.
 
   “I'll go,” Professor Block said, breaking his long silence. “I work with the Historical Society. Sandra Loring, sent you looking for me. They want to know what I've learned. As unfair as it is, they'd be more likely to listen to an adult than a teenager with a penchant for troublemaking. No offense.”
 
   I was only a little offended. Professor Berry Block had once been a troublemaking teenager like me. “None taken. Professor, I'm sorry, but you're not exactly in the position to take the high-road here.”
 
   Kyle backed me up. “You're the one who sent Eddie Elm back to Haven with a death wish. How do we know you won't just do what he did?”
 
   “What they…” Professor Block looked down at his feet and began to blink rapidly. “What they did to me. I said things I didn't think I was capable of saying. I thought things–” There were tears in his eyes. “I thought I was alone in this fight. I was wrong. All of this is my responsibility. Please, let me make it right.”
 
   Kyle was uneasy. “Look, Professor, I believe you, but an apology just isn't enough after what you did. You can't go back to Haven alone. You don't even know the way.”
 
   “I'll go,” Ruby said meekly at first. When our eyes met, she nodded definitively. “I'll go with him.”
 
   “But–” I tried to speak, but she wouldn't let me.
 
   “Kyle's Abilities could save your life, Kat, he should stay with you. I don't even know if I have any. What if my parents had the color of my eyes changed to match everyone’s when I was born? I might just be normal, and we all know I'm not any kind of fighter.” Her laugh was shallow and it pained me. “I need to see Sterling's family, and tell them what happened. They deserve to know. And... the Lurchers will follow our commands, right? If I can get a litter, I can make them pull him most of the way. Then it's just a winch and some rope... we could get him home.”
 
   I frowned. It was a noble notion to return our friend's body to Haven. I'm sure it would help his family with closure, but hefting your dead boyfriend over rough terrain. The emotional scars would last a lifetime. “Ruby, I don't think–”
 
   “Now isn't the time to... to wilt aside or hide from what frightens us. I'm not a coward,” she told me firmly, her voice cracking. “Sterling is dead, and if we don't do something, we'll all be dead too! If we can get his body back home, we won't just have Professor Block's word as a warning. We'll have physical proof of what Prince Raserion is capable of. We need to do this.”
 
   “Ru...” Kyle said, smiling sadly. He pulled her in by the shoulder, hugged her from the side, and planted a platonic kiss on the top of her head. She was rigid and wouldn't look any of us in the eye. 
 
   Block cleared his throat and pulled a hand down over his mustache and goatee. “We can do it, if we have the supplies.”
 
   Lord Brendon's tone was sober and respectful. “That shouldn't be a problem. I'll give you what materials you require. Make sure to represent Breakwater's offering of peace when you speak to your people. I'm not here to multiply our enemies.”
 
   “We’ll tell them, Lord Axton,” Ruby promised.
 
   “You can count on us, I swear it,” Professor Block said.
 
   My best friend had transformed before my eyes. She wasn't the shy girl who cowered in the face of change. The worst kind of tragedy had made her a better person. Like Brendon said, it wasn't fair, but it was life, and I was proud of her. I felt lucky to have known her all this time.
 
   I noticed Dylan watching Ruby. There wasn't any flirtation in his body language, no pomp or attitude. A true rarity, he actually seemed sympathetic. Whether he was sincere or not, my protectiveness flared. This was yet another reason that it was better she didn't come with us. I didn't want to have to kill Dylan. 
 
   “It's settled then. The two of you can return with me to the keep and I'll see that you’re well equipped to return your friend home. Pilot, you may set course now.”
 
   “Aye. Humbly yours, so long as I get paid,” Carmine said smoothly.
 
   “Your compensation will go unchanged for this final journey,” Brendon promised.
 
   Carmine smiled and trotted off to the forward cabins that led to the helm of the ship.
 
   “Watch over them, Thayer,” Brendon said.
 
   Rune bowed his head. “I will, sir.”
 
   Dylan broke from our loose circle to intercept Brendon. “No one has ever done this,” he said in low tones. 
 
   Lord Brendon clapped Dylan roughly on the shoulder. “But you will.” Such words of encouragement coming from the Lord of Breakwater were worth more than gold.
 
   Brendon gestured Block and Ruby to disembark before him. 
 
   At first, Ruby followed Block, but before she stepped off the ship, she turned. She pushed up her glasses, higher on the bridge of her nose, and then ran to me. My best friend threw her arms around me and squeezed. “You be careful,” she sniffled. “Don't do anything you'd normally do.”
 
   A laugh hiccupped out of me. She had tears in her eyes, and they were infectious. I fought off the onslaught of emotion, and pried her off of me. “Don't count on it.”
 
   Ruby smiled at me, and apologized politely to Lord Brendon for making him wait. In the blink of an eye, she and Block were off of the Fish and standing on the ebony wooden planks of the Black Harbor. 
 
   As he stood with one foot upon the gangway, rough and regal even cloaked in drab shades, the Common-Lord offered us one last look. “Good luck, all of you. Be swift. You carry the weight of our future.”
 
   Then he was off. They all were. Me and Rune, Kyle and Dylan were left in silence, setting off on a journey that had begun far too quickly.
 
   The robust engines of the Flying Fish whirled to action beneath us, sending a rumbling vibration through the hull of the ship.
 
   With Prince Raserion's promise hanging over my head, I knew that I was closer than ever to an untimely end. Then again, we were all targets of his wrath. I remembered seeing the thirteen Monarchs on his wraith-like map. Armed with Lodestones, they'd tear apart anyone with the smallest Ability in seconds. The populations of entire cities would be obliterated. Hundreds of thousands of lives would be lost, leaving only those who could not defend themselves against Raserion's waves of emotionless Dragoons. If one of those things went off in Haven, would it kill everyone? How many would survive? A handful? 
 
   I ran to the ship railing as the gate mechanism closed us off from the Black Harbor dock. 
 
   “Hey, Ru,” I called out to her, knowing that these might be the last words I shared with her. “Do me a favor?”
 
   “What's that?”
 
   “Tell my dad what happened here. Make sure he knows that I love him.” I grinned and felt the longing of nostalgia tighten around me. “And have a hot apple turnover for me?”
 
   She looked back at me, her red hair shining, and pushed up her glasses over her almond eyes. “Anything for you, Katie-bug.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 10: The Fish that Flew
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    “Good afternoon, sunshine,” Kyle said to me, standing at the pointed bow atop the upper deck of the Flying Fish. 
 
   I blinked my eyes and stretched. Curled up against a railing, I must have fallen asleep. The sun had kept me warm enough, and offered safety from encroaching shadows. Yawning and crawling stiffly up to my feet, I realized just how exhausted I must have been from missing another night of sleep. “Where'd everyone go?”
 
   Kyle shrugged, and inhaled with exhilaration at the view. “Have you ever seen anything more beautiful?” he asked me, not for the first time. He was talking about the ship again. He'd only start talking about Carmine that way after some of the excitement of being on a flying ship burned off. Well-designed machinery always held a distinct advantage over feminine attention for my wiry friend. To him, the Flying Fish was a two-hundred-foot dream come true. 
 
   Eye-shaped, both the nose and tail were sharp and aerodynamic. An open upper deck topped the helm, mess hall and forward cabins. The main deck at ground level supplied a single mast with mechanically stowed horizontal sails and a floor hatch that led to the engine room below. At the rear, the Fish hosted a second raised deck that crowned the broad cargo hold and horse stalls. Vents, pipes and smokestacks curled off of the aft deck, billowing steam from the hot engine room. The most spectacular element of the brass and copper ship were the turbines fitted to its flat bottom. They spun with such force and pressure, the entire ship was able to hover six feet above sea level. 
 
   Water gave way beneath the blast of its engines, but hard ground was a different story. I'd seen it fly at over ten feet once, flipping carriages and bursting shop front windows as it stormed over Cape Hill's city streets. The Flying Fish, and Carmine had saved my life that day. 
 
   I loved this ship. It may as well have been a living being in my eyes.
 
   Flight had been nothing but a very illegal theory back in Haven, but here, it was more than possible, it was almost common. The Flying Fish was the smallest hover ship I'd seen. Prince Raserion's navy was full of iron behemoths that made ours look like a skipping stone.
 
   I leaned on the rail and looked down at the view of the main deck. A high-pitched hum came from the mast as two sets of twin yardarms extended outward, stretching a pair of sails taut between them. The extension made the Fish look like it had wings at its sides. It really was an amazing sight. 
 
   “I’ve seen something more beautiful,” I answered him. “It was a chocolate and raspberry éclair, and it broke my heart. None will ever compare. I'll never love again.”
 
   He groaned and gave me a sidelong glance. “I really wish I didn't believe you.”
 
   We glided easily out of Breakwater Bay, past the encircling arms of the coast and into the open ocean. All I could see out there was water and sky. Long, lacy streaks of high cirrus clouds striped the blue, and cumulous crept along the far horizon. Black cormorant birds swooped overhead, diving into the water in search of prey.
 
   The sun felt good on my cheeks, but the air was cutting cold. I pulled my fingerless gloves higher up my wrists, tucked my hands into my pockets, and nestled into my mangled orange scarf. It was a little shorter than it should have been, after Rune had cut it to tie off my bleeding leg. I refused to discard it. I'd washed it over and over, but the rusty bloodstains that speckled the frayed edges just wouldn't come out. It didn't matter to me. My scarf and I were in this mess together.
 
   So were me and Rune, it seemed. When I'd come up to the upper deck, I thought the ex-Dragoon was right behind me, but he'd vanished. I had sat down to wait for him and fell asleep in the warmth of the sun. There was no sign of Dylan either. I hoped they weren't killing each other. 
 
   “Desserts and flying ships aside,” Kyle said, not seeming all that affected by the chill. “Do you think Ru is going to be okay?”
 
   “She seems to have things under control,” I admitted. “In a way, I'm glad she's going back. Safer.”
 
   His chuckle was short and dry. “Is it?”
 
   I didn't want to answer that.
 
   “Do you think we'll be okay?”
 
   “That's the question of the year, isn't it?” I didn't have the will to fake a laugh. “Why'd you stick around, Kyle? After everything that's happened, I thought you'd go back home for sure.”
 
   He tensed up and kicked gently at the base of the rail with the toe of his boot.
 
   The lack of an answer got my attention. “What aren't you telling me?”
 
   Kyle winced and gripped the rail with both hands. The wind pushed his brown curls away from his face and made the collar of his coat flap against his neck. “You know how I've been having nightmares?”
 
   “Yeah,” I drew the word out. 
 
   I'd suffered my own nightmare recently enough. It had left me wanting to spend as much time out in the light as I could.
 
   “They've been getting worse. I have them every night now. I wake up screaming. For a long time, I didn't even know why. I couldn't remember a thing, except that I was afraid. Really terrified. Aside from the dreams, I've never felt that way in my life. The fear, it's always so real.” He shook his head like he was frustrated or embarrassed. “Back when we were waiting for the Cape Hill channel to clear up, when you and Dylan left with Hest, Sterling told me that he could use his Ability to get me to remember my nightmares.”
 
   “Did you do it?”
 
   “Yeah, and Kat, it worked. Maybe too well. It turned out that they were all the same story. I was here, in the Outside. My vision was cloudy. A city was burning. Then there was an explosion. It threw me against a rock wall. There was broken metal on me. I was on fire, burning. I couldn't roll to put it out, my arms and legs wouldn't work.”
 
   I grimaced.
 
   “I could feel it, all of it.”
 
   I swallowed, feeling my heart flutter with anxiety at the mere thought of burning. “That's terrible, but it's just a nightmare. I'm sure it'll get better.”
 
   “No, it won't. It hasn't. You need to understand, I saw Dragoons in my dream.”
 
   I was trying to be positive, supportive. What did he want me to say? “We've been through a lot.”
 
   “It's not that! Kat, I've had these dreams my whole life,” he said, gesturing emphatically. “I didn't start having the dreams here, I've always had them, Dragoons and all! They're only getting worse, more frequent.”
 
   Kyle was a cold-hard-facts kind of guy. It wasn't like him to put any weight on something as flimsy as a nightmare. Whatever was going on with him, I didn't like it. “What do you think it means? Could Sterling figure it out?”
 
   “You know how he can– I mean could, sense other Abilities? He said there was something different about mine. He didn't understand it. I think this nightmare is a premonition. I think that seeing the future, my future, is one of my other Abilities and he didn't know what to make of it 'cause he's never come into contact with it before.”
 
   “A premonition?” I didn't like this. One. Bit.
 
   He nodded, serious as the grave. “I don't even want to say it out loud, but I need to tell someone.” He inhaled through his nose, closed his eyes, and exhaled. His lids reopened slowly. “I think I'm going to die. Here. I think I'm seeing my death.”
 
   “Kyle,” I said threateningly. After setting himself up to take the fall for the Cape Hill rebellion, Rune thought he'd die, too. I refused to accept that line of thinking, especially now, after losing Sterling. “This isn't the time or the place to joke.”
 
   “I'm not joking!”
 
   “Look, I understand. We're all under a lot of pressure. With everything that's happened, I've thought I wouldn't make it. More than a few times.”
 
   To say the least.
 
   “Gravity, I thought Stakes had killed me,” breathlessly, I touched the ring of scars on my chest. “But that kind of negativity will eat away at you. It's not healthy.”
 
   “You don't get it! I feel it! It's not just a dream. I know it’s not. This is me, Kat, I'm no pessimist. I'm not superstitious. The dreams are more frequent every day because I'm getting closer. I don't know when or where, but it's going to happen. How am I supposed to cope with that?” He sighed, looking down at the water that sprayed out beneath our whirling turbines. “That's why I was afraid to go with you to the Installment Fortress in Cape Hill. It's why me and Sterling were fighting. He didn't believe the dreams meant anything either. He thought I'd lost my nerve, and he was right. When I got close to that place, I got a terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach, like I'd seen it before. I thought it was going to happen then, that I'd be killed for sure. I was lucky that time.”
 
   And Sterling wasn't.
 
   “If you think your dreams are showing you the future, why didn't you go back to Haven? Avoid the whole thing?”
 
   Kyle rubbed his eyes. “Because of Sterling. He was scared too, but helping you was more important to him than hanging back to hide on the ship. If fate exists and this is it, well, there's nothing I can do about it anyway. You're my best friend, Kat, and I'm not going to leave you alone out here.”
 
   I wasn't alone. I had Rune, and Carmine... even Dylan. But Kyle and I were from Haven and we saw things differently. That kind of kinship is impossible to imagine until you've experienced it. I didn't take his confession for granted.
 
   I pulled my shoulders up to shelter my bare ears from the sea breeze. Looking over at Kyle, I wondered if he'd made the right choice. “Half of me wishes you'd gone with Ru. Especially after...”
 
   Sterling.
 
   “It isn't only your duty to defend Haven,” he pointed out.
 
   “The other half of me is glad you're here,” I continued. “You saved Professor Block's life, saved my leg. You've made a difference to all of us. Dreams are dreams. They don't mean anything.”
 
   Gravity, I have my share of interesting ones.
 
   “Knew it.” He leaned his back against the rail and tossed his hair out of his face. “I knew that if I told you, you'd say the same things I would, if I was in your place.”
 
   A sigh gusted from my lungs. Ruby would have believed him. Maybe it was time I learned from her example. I didn't want to accept the possibility that he was actually right. But what kind of friend would I be if I didn't trust him? “In the nightmare, did you actually see yourself die?”
 
   He thought about it. “No. I didn't.”
 
   “Well, there's that.”
 
   “No one could survive that much fire, and I have to be focused to heal, but, it's something to hope for.” I could tell that he was trying to sound like he felt better. “Thanks, Kat.”
 
   I looked down at the water and saw a huge blue fish with a tall dorsal crest and a pointed nose. It broke from the surface, leaping skyward as though it would glide forever. But gravity won, plunging it back into the depths. It was gone before I could say a word. Was that a poignant metaphor for life? One moment, you're free of the current, soaring through the air, glistening in the light, and the next, you're gone. Poof. Just like that, it’s over. Your story has ended, and you didn't even have time to react. 
 
   No. Not me. 
 
   No matter the odds, I would survive. I'd make sure my friends and family were safe, and happy. Maybe I couldn't wield a sword any better than Ruby, but I was a fighter. I still wasn't sure what I would do about the princes, but I knew that I'd make the right choice for Haven, at any cost.
 
   “I'll never let anything hurt you, Kyle,” I said, dropping my hands from my pockets. I didn't care about the discomfort of the cold any longer. “I swear.”
 
   Despite himself, Kyle managed to pull off his signature lopsided grin. “That's the most ridiculous promise I've ever heard.”
 
   As if on cue, a blood-curdling scream ripped from the aft of the ship, glass shattered, and a plume of blue fire shot from one of the cargo hold's many side windows.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 11: All Smoke, No Mirrors
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A second blast of fire jetted from the cargo hold window, licking all the way up to the copper and brass railing of the rear second-floor deck.
 
   I tore down the curving stairs, lost my footing, skidded over three steps, and leapt, landing on the main deck at a dead run. Kyle was a split second behind me only because I'd partially fallen down the stairs. We reached the wide doors of the aft cargo hold together. 
 
   A thick cloud drifted overhead, impeding the daylight and feeding the shadows that pressed against the only entrance to the hold. The wicked darkness crept outward from the doorway, seeping over the golden ship, outstretching to reach me. I froze in place. Any moment a shadow creature would claw up from oblivion and lash me down into that dark place between places. Or worse.
 
   Kyle stopped short, right beside me. 
 
   It's the Prince. It's Raserion. I agreed to help him, didn't I? What does he want from me now? 
 
   Kyle and I exchanged glances, each of us wide-eyed with dread.
 
   “The fire,” he said helplessly.
 
   Sunlight spilled over us in the cloud's wake, chasing the expanding shade away to a hasty retreat. There was nothing unnatural going on here. No monsters. No prince. This was just me, jumping at shadows. 
 
   I growled, frustrated by my paranoia, and charged the doors. 
 
   Shouldering one of them open, I turned back to Kyle. “It's okay, its only Rune.” I wondered if anyone had ever made such a statement before.
 
   Facing the cargo hold, my lungs seized and I began to cough. A thick cloud of smoke beat against me, rolling out of the entryway. I pulled my scarf around my mouth and nose and took an easier breath. My entire body buzzed with alarm and I waved Kyle to stay back. 
 
   It was dark inside, and dry. I smelled ash and wood and burning hair. 
 
   Closing my eyes, I concentrated, funneling the electricity that lived within me up to my head and out of my skin. A circle of fine electric strands swirled at my forehead, giving me light without blinding me. When I reopened my eyes, a flickering luminescence brightened my surroundings. The smoke was thick, but instead of rising as it should, it lay heavily along the ground.
 
   I reached the horse stalls first. The beasts were grunting and kicking at the walls that enclosed them, no doubt spooked by the scent of smoke. Vents built into the walls gave them life-saving fresh air. 
 
   Reflexively, I went for Florian first, swinging open the big dapple-gray gelding's gate. His ears were pinned flat atop his head when he launched free, storming out of the hold into the daylight. I set loose the two bays and single chestnut mare, hoping dearly that Kyle would be able to catch and hold the four of them before we had any tragic accidents.
 
   Setting horses loose aboard the deck of a flying ship was probably not a very good idea. The way I saw it, my alternatives were few to none. The horses had a better chance out there than in here, drowning in smoke. 
 
   “Rune!” My voice was muffled in my scarf. I pulled it away. “Rune!” Smoke piped down my lungs and I began to cough again. 
 
   The main cargo hold was a single room. Crates and cases filled with foodstuffs and travel provisions made a pair of aisles that faded from view in the hazy air. The spacious cargo hold swirled with smoke. Recently, this very room had been packed with rescued children. Their cheer had been overwhelming and the cargo hold had seemed like a celebratory playground for a short time.
 
   Now it was choked by a heavy darkness. With all the smoke, my light couldn't reach far. My eyes stung.
 
   Gravity, what happened here?
 
   “Ru–” I bit back his name. Something ahead of me was moving. I could hear it. There was a tapping sound on the hard floor, as if claws scraped the ground with each footfall. 
 
   Something shuffled at my left. 
 
   The scraping sound clattered swiftly past my right ear and quieted. 
 
   My heart pounded and I clenched my jaw. “Fine.” I wasn't here to play games, or be stalked like a frightened rabbit. 
 
   I held my arms out at the ready. Lightning bolted out from my shoulders, snaking down to ignite my biceps, forearms, and then my hands. Now I had claws of my own, but mine were made of compressed electricity. 
 
   “Beat that,” I hissed through my teeth, challenging the smothering quiet.
 
   Ignoring the sensation of someone watching me from behind, I used the Pull to find Rune. Five steps in, I saw Dylan. He was crumpled on the floor, face down. His arm lay limp and outstretched, as though he was reaching for the far away door with the last of his strength. 
 
   “Damn,” I cursed under my breath.
 
   I rushed to his side and found myself at an impasse. He was mired in the thickest part of the smoke. If I didn't drag him away, he could die. Assuming he wasn't dead already.
 
   No, no, no. He can't be. 
 
   Helping Dylan would leave us both defenseless. And what about Rune? What if he was in more trouble than Dylan?
 
   I cast about in the darkness, coughing into my scarf, searching in the muddy light, seeing nothing but smoke and shadows. 
 
   Scrape.
 
   Scrape.
 
   Scrape.
 
   The air whooshed past my face, curling the smoke as it went. 
 
   Dylan was helpless. Rune was anything but. I pulled the lightning out of my arms and back into my body, suffering a chill when the darkness closed around us. The light on my forehead was dim in comparison, but it was enough. 
 
   I chose to trust in Rune. 
 
   Dropping down to my knees, I brushed Dylan's long hair away from his neck and pressed my cold fingers down to find a pulse. A beat thumped softly below the surface. He was still alive. 
 
   Gripping his right shoulder, I heaved him onto his back. He was pale as a ghost. Attempting to grab onto him below the arms, I pulled. My hold wasn't strong enough. He weighed more than me, and he was taller too. I held onto his wrists and tugged with all of my strength and dragged him a couple of feet. 
 
   Breathing heavily aggravated my lungs and I buckled over in a fit of coughing. 
 
   I couldn't carry him out. Both the Pull and the Spark were useless to me. I just wasn't physically strong enough to get him out the door. Kneeling again beside him, I began to prod his chest. “Dylan! Dylan wake up!” A cough ripped from my throat and I began to feel dizzy. 
 
   Scrape. Scrape.
 
   “Dylan!” I shouted, furiously shaking him. 
 
   His eyes rolled behind the lids. 
 
   The tapping sound returned, and then I heard it. Sobbing. 
 
   It sounded like the cry of a child, or a woman, but the pitch was off enough to insinuate an inhuman origin. The weeping became agonized, and then the sound changed, curling high and breathy. The quiet rushed in behind it far too quickly, leaving the unnatural cries echoing in my mind. 
 
   I slammed my hands into Dylan's chest. “Dylan, use the Lift! Use the Lift!”
 
   His lids fluttered open, revealing unfocused hazel eyes. He dragged his outstretched hand to rest on his chest, and slowly he used his Ability to carry himself into the air. He rose by his chest, with his arms, legs and head drooping down toward the ground. He was barely conscious, but at least he was above the smoke.
 
   “Hey!” I hissed. “Don't leave me down–”
 
   There was a scuffle in the darkness. A thumping sound. Another scream. Sobbing. 
 
   All of the tension fled my body, and I stood there blankly, the way you do when you know you're overwhelmed. “Oh, gravity.”
 
   A dark form swooped down on me, pushing me back against a row of crates. 
 
   I lost my breath, but my reaction time was improving. I was ready to fight my assailant within seconds. 
 
   “Don't strike,” Rune pleaded. “Don't strike! It's me!”
 
   “Good gravity, Rune!” I barked through my scarf. “You scared the life out of me! What's going on?”
 
   He pinned me protectively behind him, a dark cloth rag tied around his mouth and nose. His free hand was aflame with the Sear, the Ability that allowed him to control fire. The type of flame he created was the intense jetting blue variety. Bluer than his eyes. 
 
   “Get out of here! Run!”
 
   I trembled beneath the weight of his order. “No! I won't leave–”
 
   “You have to, it's–”
 
   Like everything else, it came from the shadows. Its eyes gleamed like moonlight. Its jaws gaped to display rows of teeth that were sharp as glass. Pearly and pale, it flashed like a wraith from the darkness. Cutting down through the smoky air, the monster dove from its perch on the aisle of provision cases. White steam shot from its shoulders, unfurling a pair of skeletal wings that fanned out wide enough to make me feel tiny and helpless. In seconds, the wings vanished, steam mingling with smoke.
 
   The monster came down on its clawed front paws, and when its hind legs met ground, its shoulders tensed to pounce upon us. Its mouth gasped widely for breath, and those eyes, they weren't white. They were silver!
 
   “Stop fighting!” I cried out, throwing myself between Rune and the beast.
 
   The huge animal collided with me, taking me with it to the ground. It turned its body midair, landing on its side instead of atop me. I hit the floor without being crushed.
 
   Rune dove to an open container and brandished a long metal pipe with bolts along one end. He hefted it with both hands, ready to use it as a weapon.
 
   “Don't hurt it!” I begged Rune as the beast fought to disentangle itself from me and clamber to all four feet. 
 
   “It's a Lurcher!” he warned me like I was insane. 
 
   I pulled myself up, gathered my courage, and put my back to the creature. “I know what it is and I'm telling you it’s not dangerous!”
 
   Rune snorted through his nose and looked at me like he didn't know me.
 
   “Rune, trust me, please,” I begged him. 
 
   This was a true test for him. I could see him struggling with his training, his experience, and his belief in me. He lowered the pipe, looked at the Lurcher again, and lifted it back up. 
 
   The dog-bodied beast stood behind me, it's long, furry black tail swishing.
 
   “I never got to tell you. There was never time. The Lurchers, they're part living creature, part machine.”
 
   “I know that,” he growled, eyes never leaving his enemy. When I'd met Rune, the very first time, he'd nearly been killed by Lurcher venom. I couldn't blame him for his caution.
 
   “They're Haven's guardians. They listen to our commands!”
 
   “They what?”
 
   “Look.” I turned around to face the Lurcher. It was large for one of its kind, but slender, taller than most. Breath hissing through its wide mouth, it turned its eel-head up to look at me, and waited patiently for another command. “Move away. Back. Stop there. Lay down, please.”
 
   The Lurcher followed my instructions with perfect precision.
 
   “Don't harm anyone on this vessel. Don't attack anything unless I tell you to.”
 
   The Lurcher closed its mouth, resting its jaw on its front paws.
 
   “You can stand again,” I told it. The Lurcher rose to its feet, and swung its head around to survey the compartment. 
 
   Aired by the open doors, the smoke in the cargo hold began to disperse. It became much easier to breathe. I pulled my scarf down from my face. Rune did the same.
 
   The anger that had tightened his features slipped away. He was left as slack-jawed and bewildered as someone who had seen the impossible. 
 
   “See,” I said, smiling. After so many encounters with the creatures, after seeing them hunt, chase and play, I had lost all fear of them long ago. I walked up to the Lurcher, placing a hand on the short, tight fur of its shoulder, and turned back to Rune. “I just needed to tell him what to do.”
 
   The flames that covered one of Rune's hands disappeared and his fingers loosened their grip on the makeshift weapon. 
 
   The metal pipe crashed heavily down to the floor in front of him.
 
   And so did Dylan.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12: A Lurcher's Name
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Would someone kindly mind telling me,” Carmine said, her tone too soft, too quiet to be anything but menacing. She was going to snap… any minute now. “What in five bloody hells happened to my ship?”
 
   It was like we'd been lined up for an execution. Kyle, Rune, me, and Dylan stood in that order on the main deck, our backs to the cargo hold. The last delicate tendrils of smoke curled up from the doorway and the recently opened hatch windows. 
 
   I planted my feet wide apart to brace against the rocking. Carmine had set the Flying Fish down, retracted the sails, and anchored us in the relatively flat open ocean. After growing accustomed to the cushioned motion of hovering, bobbing on the surface of the sea was a much bumpier ride. 
 
   Carmine didn't seem to notice the rocking at all. She was livid. “There were horses on deck!”
 
   “It–” Kyle began to say. 
 
   “Horses!” she shouted. “Running free! On my deck!”
 
   “I caught them,” he muttered under his breath.
 
   Carmine stomped a heeled boot, pointing behind us. “A window has been burst and my cargo hold was filled with smoke! No doubt a portion of our perishables are ruined! We're on a sea voyage! We've only just departed. If we run out of food, we die! Does that mean something to any of you?”
 
   “Threat of death always matters,” Rune said, taking her statement literally. 
 
   I elbowed him and he looked at me like he didn't understand why I'd done it. 
 
   “We're sorry,” I told her. “Everything is okay now.”
 
   “Implying what?” she fumed.
 
   Dylan crossed his arms. His body language suggested that this conversation was tedious. “Enough with the lecture, Pilot. There was a Lurcher onboard.”
 
   Carmine cocked her head to the side, looking at us differently. “You're... you're not joking.” Her face drained of color. 
 
   Dylan shook his head. He plucked at the sleeve of his jacket, brushing dust free of the cuff. “I was simply taking a stroll through the hold when I came upon it.”
 
   Rune cut in. “I heard him scream, so I went in to investigate.”
 
   Dylan was indignant. “I didn't scream. That was the Lurcher. They make strange noises to confuse and frighten their prey. Besides, things got out of hand because someone couldn't listen.”
 
   Rune was unfazed. “I went in to help you, Axton. It's more than you deserve after shooting me.”
 
   “Help me? You nearly singed my eyebrows off!”
 
   “It kept the Lurcher back, didn't it?”
 
   “It only added to the problem! The Lurcher started spitting smoke out of its body to conceal its movements. Blasting flames in my face only tainted the air further! I couldn't breathe!”
 
   “Lurchers kill Commanders as easily as they do Dragoons. If you don't take the offensive, you die.”
 
   “I told you to call Katelyn!”
 
   “And endanger her too?”
 
   “Idiot! She could have saved us all!”
 
   “I know that now,” Rune admitted.
 
   Kyle sighed. “I could have called her off too you know.”
 
   My brows lifted. “Her?”
 
   “Yup, she's a female.”
 
   “Huh,” I said. I'd seen baby Lurchers, but I never really stopped to guess about which were male or female. They all looked creepy in a way that didn't associate with gender. “Me and Kyle heard Dylan scream too, so we went in and found the place up in smoke.”
 
   “It wasn't me! I told you!” Dylan argued. “I don't scream like that!”
 
   “Sure, man, whatever you say,” Kyle smirked.
 
   Dylan's eyes narrowed and he crossed his arms over his chest. “Maybe Rune was the one who screamed. He was in with the horses, knitting like an old woman.”
 
   Rune's face was a cold hard mask. “Displaying fear is one of the three ultimate forms of weakness. I would not sacrifice my strength facing an enemy, not even if I were fighting death itself. And I was stitching. Without stitching, clothing and armor will fall apart, and wounds will bleed.”
 
   Rune was knitting? I mean, stitching? 
 
   Kyle chuckled at Dylan's expense, “You just said the Lurcher did it.”
 
   “It did!” Dylan growled.
 
   “Then why are you blaming Rune?” Kyle bantered.
 
   Dylan was too flustered to form a proper sentence. “Because– you– he– Damn all of you!” He began to march away from us, toward the forward cabins, but Carmine stopped him with a single deadly look.
 
   I held my hands up to her peaceably. “I let the horses out. They could have suffocated.”
 
   “No.” Rune shook his head. “Lurcher smoke is different. It sinks to the ground to promote inhalation. If enough is breathed it can render you unconscious. The body goes numb, but there is no danger of suffocation.”
 
   I'd spent all that time trying to rescue Dylan. “That would have been nice to know.”
 
   “An understatement,” the young Lord of Breakwater frowned at me and rubbed the back of his head like it still hurt from the fall. “This entire mess would have been resolved if everyone had known that you can control the creatures.”
 
   Rune looked at me strangely. I wondered if he was angry that I hadn't told him sooner. 
 
   “Well, we can. Now you know. No permanent harm done,” Kyle said with optimism. “She won't gas anyone again. I promise.”
 
   “Wait,” Carmine growled. “That thing is still on board?”
 
   “Her name is Sadie,” Kyle told us as though she deserved a little respect.
 
   Of course he named the Lurcher.
 
   “She’s still on the Fish,” he admitted. “But she's here to help us.”
 
   Revelation struck me. “You're the one who brought her on the boat!”
 
   “Well,” he squirmed. “Yeah. I told her not to hurt anyone in the city or at the harbor. I may have forgotten to give her instructions once she was on the ship.”
 
   Carmine's voice was strangled. She repeated herself like she didn't quite believe what he was saying. “There's a live Lurcher on the Flying Fish? Now?”
 
   “Sadie.” Kyle was positively cheerful. “Don't worry. I told her not to eat the horses.”
 
   Our pilot's eyes narrowed, sliding across each of us until they settled on Rune. “Kill it.”
 
   The decisive violence in her tone came as a shock to me. Lurchers had been considered deadly monsters for hundreds of years, but that wasn't how I saw them.
 
   Dylan laughed darkly and rubbed his face with both hands. He tilted his head in Rune's direction, like the two of them shared a joke that we wouldn't understand.
 
   Rune wasn't laughing. “I can't.”
 
   Carmine began to pace, digging her nails into her palms. “You can control it, Katelyn? Is that true?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “I know it sounds unbelievable, but they listen to us.”
 
   “I've seen it with my own eyes,” Dylan said, lending my story a bit of credibility. 
 
   “Okay,” Carmine exhaled. “Order it overboard.”
 
   “She'd drown!” Kyle protested.
 
   “That's the idea.”
 
   Kyle looked at me, pleading with his eyes. He didn't need to.
 
   “Kyle is right. You're all afraid of Lurchers because you know what they can do. Well, this one is on our side. Think about it. From what I've been told, they're extremely difficult to kill, and where we're going, we can use all the help we can get. Sadie is staying.”
 
   Dylan smirked, stepping back to lean on the mast. “We should have brought more of them.”
 
   Neither Carmine nor Rune seemed happy about our decision.
 
   “Fine,” our pilot said. “But keep the damn thing away from me.”
 
   No sooner than she'd said it, the Lurcher in question emerged from the cargo hold. 
 
   Like a dog, her body was sturdy and solid. Her short, flat coat was dirty white and marbled with dull, moss green markings. A shock of inky black fur ran down the length of her spine, covering her long, swishing tail. There were eight tiny vents in her back, four on either side, hidden by the markings along her shoulders. I watched a faint tendril of smoke escape from one such opening. 
 
   Long, black nails tapped the floor as she padded across the deck. When she moved, I could see every muscle flexing beneath her thick skin. Her round, silver-colored eyes were canine enough, but the way her jaw gaped with every drawn breath was enough to give me the shivers. I could see each and every one of her needle-sharp teeth. 
 
   And she was big. Her shoulder reached the full height of the largest dog we'd had in Haven. A thick, strong neck supported her eel-like head. 
 
   The truth was, she was scary. In the peripheral, Lurchers looked and acted enough like dogs do be disarming, but staring directly at that face was sobering. This was a predator, designed for hunting the strongest of us. 
 
   And she was ours. 
 
   “Bloody hell,” Carmine whimpered. “I don't feel good about this.”
 
   My heart fluttered in my chest, momentarily affected by the emotions of my companions. She was a formidable ally, but we wouldn't get anywhere if everyone was afraid of her. I needed to set an example.
 
   “Come,” I said in a firm voice.
 
   The Lurcher swung her head to look at me. There was no predatory intensity in her eyes. She padded obligingly to my side. Carmine, Dylan and Rune all took a few steps away, giving her a wide berth. I placed my hand on her back, the way I'd done in the cargo hold. 
 
   “See?” Kyle said, smiling. “Perfectly safe.”
 
   Her tail snapped to the side, and I could hear it cut through the air. Every one of us flinched like a bunch of spooked deer. She sat on her haunches and yawned, digging her claws into the deck. The sound grated in my ears.
 
   Carmine's voice was shaking. “Sadie is far too sweet a name for a Lurcher.”
 
   There was a sound like clapping out on the water. At first I didn't think much of it. There were many sounds at sea that I wasn't accustomed to. 
 
   But it came again. 
 
   Sadie suddenly stood alert, and I knew something was wrong.
 
   I heard the whistling before it struck. A sharp sound sliced through the air beside my ear. The right shoulder of Carmine's coat split open like it'd been torn. Something long and thin collided with the metal mast, spraying out in a sunburst on impact. 
 
   Dylan cursed, ducking and grabbing his neck. “Aughh! Something hit me!”
 
   Rune walked up to the mast where Dylan had been standing. He ran a hand down the smooth surface. “There's a small dent here. You're lucky it didn't get you between the eyes, Axton.”
 
   “Small comfort,” the young lord growled.
 
   Rune sniffed his fingers. “Water.”
 
   I was rattled. Did the ship malfunction and shoot us? The engines were off. It was impossible. “What was that?”
 
   Carmine's shoulder began to bleed. She should have clasped a hand over the wound, or acknowledged the injury, but her attention was elsewhere. 
 
   The deep blue ocean waters were calm and vast, but imperfect. A dark shape obscured a small portion of the horizon. Whatever it was, it was getting closer. Fast.
 
   “Salvagemen,” Carmine hissed. “We need to get out of here. Now!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 13: Sharp Water
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    “What in the world is a salvageman?” The wind kicked up, tugging on the salty strands of my long ponytail. My bunched skirt fluttered against my legs, but the thick black stockings I wore protected me from the chill. 
 
   In the mere minutes that we'd spotted the other vessel, it had already drawn near enough for me to clearly see its shape and structure. It was a blocky, triple-deck ship, made of wood and rusted metal. Unlike our vessel, and the others in the Prince's navy, this boat didn't hover. Water sprayed behind it like a fan. Even with its two square sails filled with wind, the vessel was cutting through the water much quicker than it should have been.
 
   “Raiders for the illegal markets. They probably saw the smoke and think we're stranded. They'll strip us for parts if we don't get off the water.” Carmine didn't wait another second, and took off for the bridge at a dead run. 
 
   “Wait, you're bleeding!” Kyle called after her.
 
   “I know,” she said over her shoulder. “Don't let them board!” The cabin door slammed behind her. 
 
   “Kyle, go with her,” I told him. “I don't want you getting hit. Sadie, stay with me.”
 
   The Lurcher remained at my side, bobbing her head to sniff the wind. 
 
   I guess she knows her name.
 
   “Okay,” Kyle said reluctantly. For all I knew, he believed that every situation brought him closer to his frightening vision. To me, it was simple logic: protect the person who can heal your wounds.
 
   “How'd they shoot us from so far away?” I asked, ready for anything. 
 
   “Precision instruments,” Rune explained, walking to the railing of the ship. He sure didn't seem worried. “There are salvagemen on both sides of this war, preying on injured ships. Prince Raserion has tried to rid us of them, but it's impossible. Like fleas on a dog, the greedy always come back in search of easy profit.”
 
   “Isn't this just grand?” Dylan complained, ducking behind the curving staircase that led to the upper deck. “Only a few hours away from home, we've already been attacked by a renegade Lurcher and a ship full of salvagemen.”
 
   The salvagemen were close enough for me to see movement on their top deck. “They're gaining on us!”
 
   “Surprised?” Dylan asked in droll humor. “Shouldn't be too difficult, considering we aren't moving.”
 
   “Cover!” Rune shouted, dropping to his knees. The lower, solid half of the railing protected him. 
 
   Dylan tucked behind the staircase. I clattered clumsily to the ground, half crawling, half scrambling to follow Rune's example. 
 
   When the barrage of liquid needles struck the mid-deck, Sadie shifted a fraction to avoid the attack. She swung her head over her shoulder as the ammunition hit hard enough to sound like metal hitting metal. 
 
   “Does anyone have goggles?” Rune asked.
 
   “Ugh,” I groaned, silently berating myself. Goggles were equipped with night-vision and binocular zooming. I always tried to keep a pair on me, but this time I'd forgotten. I wouldn't make the same mistake again. “Dylan?”
 
   “Yeah,” he answered with triumph. “Right breast pocket, as always. Goggles: the best tactical companion for soldiers and voyeuristic lechers alike.”
 
   With my back to the covered rail, I was facing Dylan. “And we all know you’re not a soldier…”
 
   “Very funny,” he said dryly. I heard him grumble to himself, and finally his blond head popped up from where he was hiding. Neon orange lights decorated the outer edges of the goggles, bright enough to see even in daylight. “These are killers. They have scopes on every level. Their helm is on the top deck. Not enclosed. One is steering the ship. There are five more below. Two are on the lowest deck. All are armed with swords, but I don't see rifles. One of them... uh oh. He has a scope on his arm. He's holding his hand out over the railing. A waterspout is forming beneath him. He has the Stream! Duck!”
 
   Clack-clack-clack! The Flying Fish was sprayed with another set of projectiles. Sadie, trotted out of the way, staring at the ship as though it were a plump hen, ready for eating.
 
   “The Stream?”
 
   Rune pressed himself against his cover. “A water Ability, like Commander Fallux possessed. He's using the scope to aim at distance and firing water needles. Make no mistake; they are as deadly as bullets. The Streams, there are two of them onboard.”
 
   “How do you know that?” I asked him. 
 
   “Because there's no way that ship should be able to move so quickly. One of them is using their Ability to control water to push the ship faster. They won't be a threat. That kind of effort is exhausting.”
 
   I bristled, feeling the Spark tumbling within my chest. It was becoming easier and easier to summon. I pressed a hand to the scars below my neck, remembering the helplessness I'd first felt in the Outside World. Strangely, knowing our adversaries had Abilities didn't frighten me. In my nightmares, I'd met a prince that made all others seem as weak as children. “Are they Dragoons?”
 
   “Northerners,” Dylan spat. “Prince Raserion would never let anyone with any skill escape being enlisted, and defectors are rare creatures with the same lifespan as a buzzing gnat. If they survive twenty-four hours without being swatted, they'll still die in a pair of days. No amount of hiding protects them from our Prince's wrath.” The barb was meant for Rune. “These here are Varion's people.”
 
   “But we're not even close to the North!” The roar of the Flying Fish’s awakened engines smothered my words. I understood the logic though. If these raiders, or “salvagemen” as they were called, sold their goods to the North, it stood to reason that they would only attack Western vessels. 
 
   Knowing who and what they were fueled my curiosity. An unfamiliar feeling settled in my gut. My skin tingled, blood buzzing with mounting adrenalin. I didn't feel the need to run or hide. What was this sensation? I wasn't sure I liked it. My vision was sharpened. I inhaled and exhaled long, slow breaths through my nose. My hands did not shake. I wasn't afraid, but I wasn't exactly calm. 
 
   It was... a challenge. It felt good, and worried me. Silently, I dared these salvagemen to attack us. Electricity roiled within me, flowing in pulsing waves from my heart to my fingertips. These were no Commanders, no Margraves. These people were not the Shadow Prince of the West. They were only people. A few of them were armed with a single Ability, but it would do them no good. 
 
   Plowing through the glistening blue, the greedy criminals had no idea what they'd gotten themselves into. They were about to attack a Dragoon, a Commander, a Lurcher, and a Lodestone.
 
        Come and get us. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 14: Everything in its Place
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Smoke puffed out of the Flying Fish's curling exhaust pipes, adding the warm, robust smell of burning coals to the sharp brine of the sea. A sheet of fast moving clouds curtained the sun, shedding a fine veil of mist upon us. A ghostly rainbow hovered above the rust and rot of the attacking vessel.
 
   The steady hum of our engines coughed and quieted. The Fish had stalled. A horn blared and I covered my ears. It was a warning from Carmine. The enemy ship was bearing down upon us on a collision course. We floated at the mercy of the tide.
 
   The wind blasted and hair whipped at my eyes. I crouched against the covered, lower half of the ship's railing. “Why don't we sail?”
 
   “Flat-bottomed ships like this,” Dylan called from his position behind the forward staircase. “They don't move quickly in the water. She'd overtake us for certain.”
 
   “She's already going to overtake us,” I pointed out.
 
   “The salvagemen with the Stream, they'll tear our sails with those water needles,” Rune said. He was five feet away from me, behind the same railing. 
 
   “Like Carmine's shirt,” I said.
 
   “And arm,” Rune added. 
 
   The cabin door flew open, slamming back on its hinges, nearly hitting Dylan.
 
   Kyle came soaring out. “They're going to hit us!” he shouted, skidding across the slick deck on his knees. The way he easily dropped down, gliding straight to the engine room hatch, I wondered if he'd slipped by accident or slid on purpose. “Brace yourselves!”
 
   Water needles spattered across the mid-deck, seconds too late to hit Kyle. He disappeared below as quickly as he'd arrived.
 
   “Like hell they will,” Dylan growled. 
 
   I looked at him like he was nuts. “You can't Lift that entire ship.”
 
   “Can't I?” he grinned out from behind the stairs. 
 
   The enemy ship was long, narrow, and taller than the flying fish. Three open decks were stacked one atop the other, supported by ramshackle beams, posts and ladders. Nets hung down in place of walls, flapping in the open air, and cargo containers crowded the levels. Spyglasses sat upon welded tripods, facing each direction. There was something else, an object I didn't recognize. 
 
   “Harpoon turrets!” Rune warned us.
 
   It was too late. The turrets fired and two barbed spears drove into the Flying Fish. One trailed rope, and the other, chain. A hook impaled the metal railing between me and Rune and I gasped at the sudden impact. 
 
   Just as I was certain that their ship was going to strike us, it came to a stop sudden enough to leave me questioning the laws of physics. How does one halt a vessel moving on the water with such momentum and drag? Seawater sprayed out from beneath us. I got the distinct impression that something had changed. 
 
   An unnatural ocean current sucked the salvageman ship backwards. For a moment, the rope and chain tethers became taut, and we were pulled along with it. I knew the displaced water had been released when we began to rock and bob furiously on the surface. Whoever used their water Ability to speed the ship along must have been exhausted by now. 
 
   Good.
 
   “Surrender or drown!” shouted the man with the scope attached to his arm. I could see him standing on the prow of their ship. He was weatherworn and burly, with half of a white beard. “The choice is yours.”
 
   That one could kill with a touch. Fallux, the former Commander of Breakwater, could choke his victims using the fluid in their own bodies against them.
 
   “I'd like a third option, thank you!” Dylan called out to him.
 
   “I've got a third option right here,” I grinned, letting electricity snap over my fingers.
 
   The Flying Fish's engines revved to life, but it would take some time before we could achieve lift. 
 
   Rune rapped his fist against the solid rail. “Kat, the chain.”
 
   I got his meaning and crawled to where the harpoon impaled our railing. The resistance between the two ships was already threatening to tear the rail out of its bolting. It was beginning to bend. 
 
   Nearby, Rune had grabbed hold of the rope that was tied to the other harpoon. His hands ignited with blue fire and he burned us free of the tether. The smoldering rope fell back against the side of the salvagemen's ship, dripping flames into the water. 
 
   Following his lead, I jumped up, reached over the rail, and grabbed onto the metal chain with both hands. Rising and falling with the aggravated tide, I imagined losing my balance and pitching over the side. “Whoa.” The dipping motion was dizzying, but I stood firm. 
 
   I made eye contact with the salvageman that stood at the turret. He was wrenching a spinning lever, reeling in the slack of the chain, but he wasn't too busy to notice me.
 
   I smiled, “Goodnight.”
 
   Heat charged through my arms, past my elbows and out of my palms. Electricity flowed into the metal chain. I gave it one hard push and it raced up the length of the conductor, overtaking the metal turret and biting into its operator. The man barked out a single shout, seized up at his station, and fell down like a cut tree. He'd be alright in a few hours, and we'd be long gone by then. 
 
   “Hard to starboard!” the captain bellowed, and the predatory ship began to swing parallel to us. “Fire!”
 
   Two more harpoons shot into the Fish, both chain. One of them fed into the body of the attacking vessel. The gap between us was closing. Steam poured from the Flying Fish's bellows but the turbines that allowed us to hover remained off. 
 
   “Axton! Are you going to keep letting them hit us?” Rune shouted at him.
 
   “I can't Command what I can't see, and if I stand, that maniac will shoot me!” Dylan shouted with exasperation. 
 
   “I'll handle him,” Rune promised. He rose to his full height and turned to face our attackers. Their ship was so much taller than ours that soon, our hiding places would have made little difference. 
 
   “Is it surrender?” the white-bearded man called out over the wind and surf. Our two ships were alarmingly close, with little more than ten feet between us.
 
   Rune simply stood there.
 
   Still tucked down, I scurried against the shelter of the rail to the next chain. The turret was unmanned, but I electrified it anyway. 
 
   A pair of salvagemen linked their legs around the chain nearest to Dylan and used their arms to pull themselves across the length of the tether. They were attempting to board.
 
   “No?” the man with the Stream asked. “Good. I like a bit of sport.”
 
   Raising his fist, he opened his fingers, shooting an array of water needles at Rune. 
 
   My former Cormorant Dragoon stood his ground, held his arms up in an X to protect his face, and set them ablaze. The water needles had no effect on him. Thin as they were, they evaporated against the flames before reaching him.
 
   The bearded man looked as though he was a child caught by an adult while playing with knives. “The Sear!” he cried out, suddenly alarmed. “They have the Sear!”
 
   Dylan used the distraction to rise from the shelter of the stairs. “Hello friends,” he said to the salvagemen climbing across the chain to our ship. “My that looks slippery.” He Commanded the nearest salvageman to remove his fingers from their hold one by one. The man’s eyes bulged in shock as his body disobeyed him. His hands released and he whipped downward, held only by his linked legs. “No no no!” the man cried out. His crewmate outstretched an arm to help him, but it was too late. Dylan dropped him into the roiling water between the two ships. 
 
   The second salvageman stared at Dylan with apparent alarm and began shimmying back up the chain as quickly as he could. Dylan made a disinterested flicking gesture with his fingers, and the second man plummeted into the sea.
 
   “Who else wants to come over?” Dylan invited. 
 
   Rune strode to the chain that fed into their hull and gripped it with both hands. An eruption of heat poured from his palms, turning the iron links red hot. Blue fire burst free, racing up the chain to disappear within the enemy hold. Releasing, Rune let the melted chain fall against the other ship. 
 
   He exhaled a deep breath, bright eyes shining sharply beneath his dark brows. “Carmine said not to let them aboard. Let's finish this.”
 
   “Where’s the fun in that?” Dylan asked, disappointed. He needed to be nearer to use the Command.
 
   I noticed Sadie staring at me expectantly, head half-cocked as though she was waiting for something. 
 
   “Protect our ship.” I wasn't sure that she'd understand but my concern was unfounded. 
 
   The Lurcher dove on one of the harpoon-heads that punched through our railing, clawing and gnawing on it as though it were a toy. She thrashed like she’d gone rabid, and I worried she'd cut herself on the spear point. Again, she impressed me. Like all other Lurchers, Sadie's bones were made of metal. She used her entire body like a wrench, bending and warping the harpoon until, too small for the hole it had created, it rattled loose and fell free. 
 
   The salvageman captain shouted, and another volley of three rope-and-chain harpoons fired. The metal spears shot straight up into the air as if drawn toward an invisible magnet hovering somewhere above us. 
 
   I heard Dylan cackling behind me. As gravity prevailed and the harpoons fell back down, the tides shifted us and one of them drove into the deck of the salvagemen's own ship. 
 
   Still one chain linking us together. Sadie can get us free in no time. If–
 
   A shadow settled over me, and I got the impression that someone was standing behind me. Turning slowly, my eyes rose to see a wave towering fifteen feet above us. A ray of sunlight struck through it, turning the crest turquoise and gold. The wave curled, frothing with white water, and pounded down on us.
 
   I accidentally used my last breath to whimper. 
 
   It hit me like an icy hammer. My knees buckled and I felt myself sliding. Salt stung my eyes. I could hardly see. Something hit the back of my hand, but I couldn't grab hold of it. A very real comprehension settled on me: I might be washed overboard. 
 
   I tumbled to a sliding halt, feeling the water release me. Ocean burned in my lungs and I coughed it up. Sniffling, I dragged myself to my feet. Dylan was standing above me with a cone of water spraying all around him. He'd used the Lift to block the attack.
 
   “You're welcome again,” was his trite remark.
 
   “Not the time,” I hissed at him.
 
   Dylan looked appalled, as usual. “There's always time for manners and common decency. Your crudeness continues to astound me.”
 
   Sadie had been washed down the deck with me, and–
 
   “Rune!” I shouted.
 
   He was hanging on to the outside of our ship's railing beside the last harpoon-chain, likely the main target of the elemental attack. The ships bobbed at staggered intervals. If we collided now, Rune would be smashed between us. 
 
   The white-bearded man began to laugh. “The Sear and the Lift. Still, it will not be enough to save you.”
 
   Rune's face screwed up and he grunted, using his upper body strength to pull himself up and over the railing. My shoes sliding across the drenched deck, I hurried to his side. He didn't need my help. Just as soon as both feet were firmly planted on the Flying Fish, he reached a hand out.
 
   Blue flames exploded from the salvagemen's hull. The shockwave burst outward, tearing bits of wood and metal and blasting them out of the belly of the ship. Hot wind hit my face and I blinked furiously, clapping my hands onto the rail for stability. Tendrils of fire whipped up onto the main deck, racing to burn crate and net alike. I could hear screaming and saw one figure, swathed in blue fire, leap into the ocean. 
 
   The captain was furiously shouting orders, but I wondered whether he really was the man in charge. Whitebeard barely spared a glance behind him at the damage dealt to them. His exact copy, a twin, emerged from the rear of the ship to join him. This one was tired. I could see it by the way he moved. He looked like he might buckle over at any moment. He must have been the one pushing the ship through the water. 
 
   Whitebeard began to laugh. Like Rune, he held his own hand out, summoning arms of water to rise up from the sea around their ship. With impressive control, he let the water stream over their deck without flooding it. Rune's flames were easily doused.
 
   “You see? Your cause is lost,” he said. “No Ability beats the Stream on the sea.” He held his arms out in triumph, raining water over his ship. “We are gods here! This entire vessel is covered in a coating of water, your flashy fires won't catch again.”
 
   Now it was Rune's turn to smile. “I was hoping you'd say that.”
 
   My heart skipped a beat. He'd planned the entire thing. I knew exactly what to do. 
 
   Pouncing, I reached my torso over the railing, grabbing onto the final chain. “Gotcha!” I cheered, and funneled the Spark down my arms. My excitement fed the power of my attack. As the electricity pooled in my hands, I felt the keen awareness that I could reshape my creation the way I worked clay. The thousands of tiny strands of lightning that burst forth pressed closely together to form a cormorant bird, with a long tail that connected to my hands. It flew in tight circles around the chain in a corkscrew motion, threads of electricity connecting it to the metal links. When it reached the turret, I made the lightning bird tuck its wings the way cormorants do, and dive into the water-coated deck. 
 
   It was over in four seconds. 
 
   Hurried by the conducting elements of metal and water, the Spark attacked, and none were safe from it. Light flashed, a puff of thunder followed the impact, and everyone onboard fell to ground or sea. My pulse should have been enough to stun, but not kill them. 
 
   I made certain that no electricity returned to the chain, or slipped aboard our own ship, and when I was sure it was safe, I released the chain. Though a little lightheaded from the effort of molding the Spark, I was ready to throw my hands up and cheer. We freed ourselves, but most impressively, we'd worked as a team. And somehow I managed to consciously mold my lightning into a complex form. That was something that I'd only seen Prince Raserion do. 
 
   Before I could celebrate, I frowned. As though merely thinking about him could summon him, I thought I saw a shadow figure climbing along the chain. Stretching, it reached out from below me and peeled the links apart. The final chain snapped free, I blinked, and the shadow was gone. 
 
   The strong sound of our hover engines roaring into action should have been a comfort to me. The way the ship vibrated as we lifted off away from the water's surface should have made me smile. It didn't.
 
   A freezing chill, colder than open water, stabbed through my flesh. 
 
   It's onboard. It protected us, and it's onboard.
 
   Spinning around to face the others, I was met with relief and surprisingly high spirits. They hadn't seen it at all.
 
   “Thank you, Katelyn,” Dylan said in a sour tone. “There. See how easy that was?”
 
   The hatch below deck whipped open and Kyle popped out. “Finally! We couldn't risk flight until that connection had been cut.”
 
   “I wished we had,” Dylan said, propping his elbow on the rail. “I would have loved to see the look on that captain's face when we'd begun to drag him skyward.”
 
   “Oh, yeah.” Kyle's response was dry. “That would have been hilarious, right up until we ripped apart, stalled, and landed right on top of them!”
 
   “Well done,” Rune said to us all. “I mean that.”
 
   “Do you?” Dylan chimed. “Does this make us brothers-in-arms?”
 
   Rune looked as though he almost might laugh. “Not quite.”
 
   Only Sadie noticed my perturbation and sat beside my leg. She looked up at me with round, silver eyes. Her sharply pointed teeth shone as she breathed in and out of her mouth. I hoped I could rely on her loyalty. The last thing I needed were two powerful enemies lurking aboard our ship.
 
   He's following me. He knows what we're doing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 15: Chasing Shadows
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Over the next two days, I didn't see much of anyone. I know that may seem kind of strange, considering we were all on the same boat with nowhere in particular to go. Carmine had been furious about the attack, blaming us for all of it. If we hadn't been playing hide-and-seek with our Lurcher, spitting fire and smoke into the sky, we might not have been discovered. I just chalked it up to bad luck. 
 
   She began drinking after that– said it was to soothe her nerves. We didn't set the Flying Fish down again, and Carmine quit sleeping altogether. 
 
   As for the rest of us, we'd been divided and given a schedule. Kyle was busy keeping things moving in the engine room, while Rune and Dylan were split up to help with repairs and stand watch. We wouldn't fall victim to salvagemen again, or anything else, if Carmine had her way.
 
   Part of me was glad that we'd all been separated. After I saw the shadow figure break the chain that held our ship to the salvageman’s vessel, I was a nervous wreck, starting at the slightest sound. I knew that I was probably being paranoid, that it could have just been a play of the light through the clouds. But if it wasn't a trick of the eye, it meant that Raserion had sent something to watch me, to make sure that I followed through with our agreement. Much as I wished a concussion was to blame, our meeting had been as real as the medallion in my pocket. I'd made a pact with him and wagered the lives of all of my friends and family. If Rune or Kyle asked me why I wasn't sleeping, what would I tell them? I didn't want to lie. I didn't want to worry them with a simple nightmare either. Kyle was having enough of those for the both of us. Shadows within Shadows... would anyone believe me if I told them that such a place existed? No, it was better if I didn't say anything. I'd calm down, eventually, and then all I'd need to worry about would be our potentially one-way trip to beg for protection from Raserion's psychotic brother. 
 
   My waking hours were divvied between helping our pilot navigate and keeping a lookout on the aft deck. How I wound up with the night shift, I'd never know. The upside of my backward hours was that I could only manage to sleep if I was on the mid or upper decks in blindingly bright sunlight. The downside was that I was awake… all night. 
 
   The dark was endless. I couldn't see moon or star or any lights but our own, and they seemed a feeble ally. The sky must have been thick with clouds, but I couldn't see them. It was quiet and cold. I barely noticed the sound of our engines anymore. I couldn't even hear the sea. I didn't spot any other ships. From my perch on the aft deck, buried in coats and cloaks and scarves, my only worries were the shadows. 
 
   I'd catch movement in the corner of my eye and find nothing but darkness, again and again. If it weren't for Sadie sitting with me, I might have lost my mind. Her responses tended to be accurate, and most of the time, I was the one to jump without cause. 
 
   Occasionally, though, her head would swing to follow my own, and she'd stare into the void with predatory focus. It had only happened twice. 
 
   At the very end of my shift on that second night, it happened again. I was walking carefully down the steps, heading for the cabins and the helm when I saw something flash ahead of me. Sadie was after it in an instant, and I trailed after her with less enthusiasm. 
 
   I need to know if it’s really here, that I'm not imagining it.
 
   The shadow retreated into the corner of the outer cabin. Putting a little electricity in my hand, I flooded the area with light. Sadie stood face to face with the wall, my white light illuminating the dull green marbling of her coat. Her paw scraped at the corner. There was no shadow to be seen. Was it enough proof to stop blaming my overly active imagination?
 
   “Come out,” I said, quietly at first. “Come out! You coward. If you're here, show yourself.” I squeezed my hands into fists. 
 
   I felt a breeze of movement behind me. My heartbeat raced in my ears. Sadie whipped around to chase after it, and I turned. She stood, splay-legged, head twitching in all directions as she searched for it. 
 
   Icy rain began to trickle down from the sky, pattering onto my head.
 
   It was gone.
 
   Of course it was. How many times would I let myself get carried away? A lack of sleep could easily cause hallucinations, and I sure didn't need any help in the creative delusions department. Maybe Sadie was playing. Chasing a bug.
 
   Fed up, I tightened my coats around me and turned to march toward the cabin door.
 
   A lumbering black shape, vaguely humanoid, stood in the doorframe, and its empty white eyes stared out at me. 
 
   I screamed, stumbling backwards. The light on my swinging hand cast eerie, fractured patterns on the ship. Instead of using its eyes to connect me to the Prince, or wrapping around me to bring me to Shadows within Shadows, it melted half into the wall, half into the floor, and vanished. 
 
   Sadie screeched and attacked the place where it had stood, scratching the floor with her claws. 
 
   The rainstorm announced its intentions by pelting mercilessly down on us, and I fled through the place it had stood and into the cabin, with hands that were shaking in an all too familiar way. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 16: One Enemy Too Many
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I'd seen it. Sadie saw it. It was real and it was with us on the Flying Fish. I stormed down the hall, letting the Pull take me. Sadie was at my heels, and I didn't care in the least that I was breaking one of Carmine's rules by letting her in. One by one, I shrugged off my layered coats, letting them each fall to the floor like a trail of breadcrumbs. I wasn't concerned about tidiness either. I needed my arms free. When I was down to my white linen shirt, I pushed up the sleeves and formed a pair of electrical rings around each of my forearms. If it followed me, I wouldn't be helpless.
 
   I passed Kyle's bunkroom first. Pushing the door, I let my light in. He was asleep, his eyes moving behind closed lids. His arms twitched, and his brows were low on his face. He wasn't screaming. That was an improvement. I decided to let him rest. We were a boat full of insomniacs and if anyone was getting sleep, I should let them. 
 
   Light seeped from beneath the doors to the galley. Upon entering, I was greeted by warmth and enticing savory scents. Sadie snaked in with me before the doors could close. The room was nothing but four small square tables with two chairs each, and a bar with stools that separated the counters, burners and pantries. It was all warm wood and copper, brightened by a wagon-wheel chandelier. There were no other decorations, but Carmine was clean-and-simple like that. 
 
   It was a comforting place that didn't welcome dark thoughts like mine. 
 
   Rune was behind the counter, surrounded by wafting tendrils of steam. The aroma was exquisite. He looked up, and seeing me, delivered a boyish grin. “Good timing! I just made–” Blue eyes training on the electric rings on my arms, his rare cheer broke away, replaced by severity. The former Dragoon flashed around the counter with a cleaver in his hand. “What's wrong? What happened?” He looked untrustingly down at Sadie, squeezing his fingers around the handle.
 
   I held a hand out to block her. It was still shaking, so I retracted it. “It's not her.”
 
   My words caught in my throat. I was so moved that he could read me well enough to know I wasn't playing around. Something really was wrong, and he trusted me, knew me well enough to take me seriously. He probably had his own instincts too. The kind that come with surviving near-death experiences in battle.
 
   I looked around us into each and every corner of the brightly lit room. Could it be lurking here with us? There was no evidence to support that fear. Sadie prowled toward the bar and sniffed at the rolling scent of freshly cooked food.
 
   “Tell me,” he implored. 
 
   I was afraid to give him the truth. I could keep it to myself and spare my friends the worry of knowing what I did. Ignorance is bliss, right? I could handle it on my own. 
 
   Squeezing my eyes closed, I blurted, “One of the Prince's shadows is here, on the Flying Fish.”
 
   Rune blinked. “What?”
 
   “I just saw it again. I-I mean I think I've been seeing it. It's sort of like the Voice of the Prince, but... different. It has long claws and pointy ears sometimes, its body shape changes.”
 
   “That's impossible.” He looked like the wind had been knocked from his lungs.
 
   His reaction made me quake even more than I had been. I gripped my hands together the way I usually did to stop them from shaking. Taking a deep breath, I steeled myself for the worst. “No, it's not. The night before we left Breakwater, it attacked me.”
 
   “But how? You were with me.”
 
   “After that. I went to get some water and it jumped on me. It changed shape and covered me up until I couldn't see. It was so dark. When I got up, I was somewhere else. Somewhere wrong. The sky was moving. The trees, grass, mountains, everything was a silhouette. I tried to use the Spark, but there were Shadow Chasers everywhere and they stole my energy.” I dug my nails into my wrists. “I was helpless, and I hated it.”
 
   Rune's eyes grew wider and wider as I described the place. 
 
   “There were warhorses, and at certain angles, I could see through them to their bones. The three-headed ones were there too, and other things I've never seen before.”
 
   He interrupted me with a whisper. “Shadows within Shadows. You were there.” His eyes narrowed at the edges. “You met him. You met Prince Raserion in the heart of his realm.”
 
   Damn. So Shadows within Shadows was a real place, after all.
 
   “I met him,” I admitted.
 
   Rune cursed, hacking his knife down into the table. More than an inch of the blade sunk into the wooden surface, and the handle wobbled where he left it.
 
   I was not the target of his rage. “What did he do?”
 
   “Nothing, I mean– he didn't hurt me or anything. He used the shadows to show me his life. Prince Varion murdered their father to steal his Abilities and take the kingdom. Raserion has been set on revenge ever since. He knew who I was and he asked for my help. If I help him find and kill Prince Varion, he'll leave Haven alone and the war will finally be over.”
 
   “So that's it.” Rune sank into a chair. “First the Gateling appears in Breakwater and now here, on this very ship. He already knows what we’re doing. He knows about Lord Axton and the freed children.”
 
   “No,” I shook my head, taking the seat across from him. “He never once mentioned Breakwater or the kids. He would have used them as leverage too. He– he even told me that he'd leave you alone if I helped him.”
 
   Rune snorted, staring darkly down at the table. “I won't be free of him until he takes his final breath. No, Kat. We go north and he commands you to find Prince Varion? He knows exactly what we're doing. He didn't bring up Breakwater because he wants to lure you into a false sense of security. Haven’s safety is leverage enough.”
 
   And yours.
 
   My chest tightened at the thought of losing him after everything that we'd survived together. I was rattled. “Do you think he knows that I have the Pull?”
 
   His look was apologetic. “It's safe to assume he knows everything at this point. He's probably given his navy the order to occupy Breakwater. It's just a matter of priority and timing, two of his strengths. By sending you out, he gains another soldier to work for him, and loses nothing. From this distance, and especially once in enemy territory, we can't hope to know what has befallen Breakwater.”
 
   I rested my arms on the table, letting the Spark filter away. A crushing weight settled on me, and heat, the precursor to tears, burned my face. “I didn't trust him, you know. I thought I was being careful. When I agreed to help him, I knew it might be a lie. I thought I'd changed, but I'm still a naive girl from Rivermarch.”
 
   “Don't do that.” He had the same rich accent as every Outside Worlder, but the way it was infused with strength and calm comforted me. “Being different doesn't make you weak. You see the world from an angle that we cannot. It just might be that difference that saves us all.”
 
   I allowed myself to smile. “Thanks for the confidence.”
 
   He smiled back as though the gesture was becoming easier. “I'll be here five days a week, tips are appreciated.”
 
   A breathy chuckle slipped free and I felt myself relax, ever so slightly. “Do you remember when the last chain that tethered us to the salvagemen snapped? It was the shadow-thing–”
 
   “Gateling.”
 
   “It was the Gateling that broke the link. It helped us.”
 
   “As it should. Raserion gains nothing from our deaths at sea.” He tapped the table pensively. “What bothers me is that the Gateling has been wandering free all this time.”
 
   “Is that not normal?”
 
   “No, it isn't. All of Raserion's creations live in Shadows within Shadows. It's the realm he created for them. We learned about it in training, since the same rule applies to the Mimics, our warhorses.”
 
   I hummed. “That was the name of his first horse. When it died, he created shadow versions of Mimic, and they became the shadow-warhorses we see today.”
 
   “That is an impressive piece of lore,” Rune said appraisingly. “I doubt that more than three people alive even know such a thing. Raserion might be manipulative, but the tale of his life was likely true. Our prince is obsessed with history. You should write down what he told you. Information from an immortal is priceless.”
 
   Even if he is a murderous psychopath?
 
   “Then I will,” I promised. “But, you were saying? About the shadow creatures?”
 
   “Well, warhorses, chasers, even Gatelings, must return to Shadows within Shadows when their work here is done. As I understand it, it's where they rest and regenerate. Also, all of them must be summoned by tracing a unique symbol.” He rolled up one dark sleeve to expose the brand on the inside of his forearm. “Like this one, and like the mark of the Shadow Chasers. They cannot leave Shadows within Shadows without it.”
 
   I remembered the towering humanoid shadow that had forced me to speak with Raserion in Cape Hill. I knew there was more than one of them, and it was a terrifying concept, considering Raserion could use them like a pair of binoculars. “What about the Voices of the Prince?”
 
   “They are probably one of the most complex of his creations, and thankfully, they're the only creatures whose eyes he can see through. If the Shadow Chasers were designed the same way, this war would have been over centuries ago. The Margraves summon the Voices of the Prince at designated intervals, and most Margraves have access to a Gateling. You saw the difference in how they operate.”
 
   “And you're sure he can't see through them?”
 
   He nodded. “They're just entities with orders. Their only real ability is in being a courier to Shadows within Shadows. I saw the old Margrave step out of one once. Commanders all compete with one another at the chance to be Margrave, not only for the power, but the closeness to the Prince.”
 
   “So that means someone summoned this Gateling.”
 
   “Exactly.” Rune steepled his fingers. “And its orders have been to follow you.”
 
   “Hest,” I said, the revelation illuminating my mind. “She probably summoned it and gave it the order before she died. It's been on the ship with us ever since. That's how Raserion knows about you, me, the children, Breakwater, even our mission.”
 
   He nodded. “My thoughts exactly. He can't see through a Gateling, or Command through them, but it must be able to report to him somehow.”
 
   “And since its task has been to follow me–”
 
   Rune leaned back in his chair. “It probably only returns partially to the shadow realm, just long enough to feed him information.”
 
   “How do we stop it?”
 
   “I don't know. We can't exactly force a shadow to do anything. If I observed accurately, it has to be visible to function. So, it can't watch us all the time. Then, there's always the chance that I have no idea what I'm talking about. What are the experiences of one Dragoon beside a force like the Prince? There are things I might not know.”
 
   I sighed. “No, it makes perfect sense.”
 
   Rune watched me from the corner of his eye. “All of this– is it why you've been avoiding me?”
 
   The question caught me off guard and I looked up at him like a startled deer. Eventually, I nodded in shame. “I never meant to. It's just I–”
 
   “You don't need to explain yourself. I'm just glad you told me.”
 
   The hum of the Flying Fish's engines and Sadie's delicate snoring were the only sounds in the kitchen for a short while. 
 
   I wondered where his thoughts rested. Would he succumb to his Dragoon training and retreat to that cold, unfeeling place? Or did his natural sense of loyalty and family prevail? “Are you worried about Breakwater?”
 
   The white noise of the ship swallowed my question.
 
   “Of course,” he said lowly. “But it changes nothing. We must hurry north and seek Varion's aid, or we must serve him to Raserion, but either way, time is of the essence just as it was before.”
 
   “I guess you're right.” Looking at it that way just might have saved me from a nervous breakdown. “I guess now we only wait.”
 
   “Not only,” he said, standing. “We eat too.”
 
   “Can you really think about food at a time like this?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You're that used to being in life-threatening situations?”
 
   He shrugged. “Strength cannot be maintained on an empty stomach.”
 
   “If you say so. I guess I could use a bite. Were you cooking something?” I said, sniffing appreciatively at the air the way Sadie had before she fell asleep beneath a table. 
 
   “I was,” he said, leading me into the kitchen interior. “You came at the right time. It should be ready.”
 
   “What'd you make?” I asked, feeling my stomach rumble in anticipation.
 
   He turned and produced a bowl brimming with a hearty soup that smelled so good my mouth began to water. “Fish stew with potatoes and vegetables. Some garlic, onions, pepper and lemon for seasoning.”
 
   “That sounds perfect for a rainy night,” I said, excited for the first time that evening.
 
   Rune straightened his back with pride and presented me with a spoon. “Even insurgents on deadly missions need to eat.”
 
   I accepted it, and scooped up a nice big bite of white fish, carrot, tomato, potato, and a broth swirling with onion. The smell was incredible, and I slurped the whole spoon-full down.
 
   The stew caught in my mouth. I fought back the urge to gag up the concoction. The garlic had been raw, the potatoes were nearly uncooked, and there was so much salt and lemon, it made my jaw hurt. I faced the battle of a lifetime, getting myself to swallow the stuff. 
 
   Easy, Kat, you can do this. For Rune!
 
   I sniffled and gulped, feeling it travel down my throat like a heavy stone. I had a harder time keeping the tears from my eyes now than I did when I thought I'd be guilty for the neglectful destruction of Breakwater.
 
   I rasped, “You've never cooked a thing in your life, have you.” It wasn't really a question.
 
   His blue eyes were twinkling. “Not bad for a first time, huh?”
 
   Not bad– despairingly awful.
 
   Seeing him so happy, I just couldn't let him down. “Yeah. It's really something,” I nearly choked. “Aren't you going to have some?”
 
   He shrugged with casual finesse. “No thanks, I already ate.” A smirk crept to his lips.
 
   “You!” I held a finger up and accused him. “You knew how bad it was!”
 
   Rune tried to hold back his guilty grin and failed. “I can't believe you ate that. It looked awful.”
 
   “You jerk!” I flew at him, swatting at him with the spoon. “Are you trying to kill me?”
 
   He dodged my assault, laughing. “Don't be so dramatic. I'd never kill you. Poison you maybe...”
 
   I spun around and dove at the soup, spoon held high. “It's your turn! Eat it!” I cried. “For the sake of balance and justice!”
 
   “Oh no,” he caught me before I could get to the bowl. “Not this time, Kestrel.”
 
   Before I knew it, I was tangled in his arms with the warmth of him at my back. I could feel his every breath and the rumble of his laughter in his chest. The strangest thing was, I was smiling. Not the ready grin I presented the world with even on my darkest days, but a true smile. I felt like the girl I'd been in Rivermarch, before the punishment of my curiosity changed me into something else. It seemed wrong, even knowing the things I did about the Princes and what we faced, I was happy. 
 
   Time slowed and my heartbeat quickened. 
 
   He let me break free to turn and face him, and I saw in his eyes what I felt in mine. 
 
   “I will have my revenge, Thayer,” I told him ever so sweetly.
 
   Leaning against the counter, he stooped and lowered his cheek to mine. “You'll never get the chance,” he whispered, and his gentle breath sent a tingle down my spine. 
 
   “We'll see about–”
 
   With only a simple tilt of his head, he brought his lips to hover over my own. So close. The scent of him, the nearness, the way his muscular body felt against mine, it was enough to send me into a haze. I felt myself drift into the timeless intoxication of passionate affection. Love, there's no feeling like it. 
 
   Gravity prevailed over the knife wedged in the table. Light reflected off of the blade, catching my eye as it fell. 
 
   SNAP!
 
   It struck the ground, and memories plunged into my mind, immobilizing me as easily as the Gateling had. 
 
   Cape Hill. I saw Rune's face, twisted with horror. I saw the sword in his hands. I saw it cut through the air and slice into my leg. Skin and muscle parted. Blood poured free. I heard my own scream.
 
   Gasping, I went rigid, and he let me go.
 
   Rune followed my gaze down to the cleaver on the floor and I could see the understanding settle in on his features. He broke away from me to kick the thing across the floor, out of my line of sight. “Katelyn–”
 
   Consciously, I'd forgiven him for what he'd been Commanded to do. My subconscious was proving to be far more difficult to convince. Rune meant everything to me, but the memory was relentless. I couldn't control the timing in which it would assail me, just as I couldn't control my reaction to it. 
 
   I wanted to recover, but my mind was blank, save for the pain stinging in my memory. Humiliation reddened my cheeks. 
 
   “I'm so sorry. I have to go,” I whispered, and not knowing what else to do, I fled. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 17: Dylan's Advice
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    “Idiot, idiot, idiot!” I barricaded myself in the nearest bunkroom and slammed my back against the door. How was it that I could face a Commander, a Margrave, and even a Prince with more courage than I could muster for the one person I liked best in the world? Rune was finally free to express himself like a normal person and this was how I treated him?
 
   I slid down the door like a bird that'd flown into a glass window. Sitting, I touched my calf, knowing exactly where the long silvery scar slashed across my skin. Two scars: one on my leg and one on my chest. It seemed I couldn't endure a journey in the Outside World without getting another. How many would I bear before this was over?
 
   “You could have knocked,” Dylan said from where he lounged on the top bunk. He was fully clothed, excluding his bare feet, and held an open hardcover book in his hands.
 
   “Oh!” Startled, I pushed myself up to stand. “Gravity, I didn't know you were there. Sorry, I'll just go.” I began to leave, but doubled back. “Wait a minute, are you wearing glasses?”
 
   He swiped the thin silver-framed spectacles off his face. “No.”
 
   “You were,” I insisted. I'd never seen him wear any before, but maybe I'd never caught him. 
 
   “What a ridiculous accusation,” he said defensively. “Do you barge into everyone's rooms to harass them at this time of night?”
 
   I hung my head, deflated. “Yeah, I really think I do.”
 
   He studied me for a moment. “Well, go do it to someone else.”
 
   Nodding, I turned to go. My hand touched the door handle and I felt a tiny static charge zap me. I stopped where I was and contemplated a question. “Dylan, do you have memories that haunt you?”
 
   He laughed dryly and groaned. I heard the book clap shut. “My entire life is a memory that haunts me.”
 
   “How do you get past it?” It was a shot in the dark. I knew that he wasn't the ideal person to ask for advice, but he was there.
 
   He sat up straighter and looked at me sharply. “Does it look like I've gotten past anything? And what gives you the right, of all people, to stand there and ask me this?”
 
   I sure wasn't the only person aboard this ship with unresolved problems. Dylan could be a self-centered jerk but I doubted that anybody really bothered to try and sympathize with him. He had been turned into a Commander against his will, after all. I couldn't even imagine what that must be like. A part of me wanted to ask, but I had a feeling that I'd regret it. “Sorry... for what happened to you,” I said feeling uncharacteristically vulnerable.
 
   “I'm wealthy enough without your charity. Now, what part of 'get out' don't you understand?”
 
   That's what I get for trying to be nice.
 
   He'd pushed me just a little too far and I snapped. “I was just trying to talk to you, Dylan. I should have known better.”
 
   “Last I remember, you made a point of noting that we are not friends, so don't play the wounded martyr with me.”
 
   I wanted to shout at him about how awful he'd been. It'd be easy to make a case against his recent attitudes, but I just didn't have the energy. “I didn't come here for an argument. I'm tired of fighting. For once, I'd like a little peace. That's why I asked. I can see that it was a mistake.”
 
   I was ready to walk out this time. I'd have been happy to leave and never speak to Dylan Axton again, but there was a change in his tone. “There is no peace, and there is no freedom from memory,” Dylan rested his head on the wall behind him. He looked up at the ceiling as he spoke. “They're mental scars, and I have them in plenty.” 
 
   “I’m sure yours are worse than anyone else’s,” I said with bitter sarcasm.
 
   He let out a breath and didn’t look at me. “We had another brother, you know. Steffen.”
 
   I didn't know. 
 
   Dylan smiled briefly. “He was the middle one– good at math and better at joking. Same age as that Dragoon of yours out there. Those two, they were friends when we were small children. When Steffen was ten, he began to show his Ability. Our father always said it'd come early or not at all in our family. Parents couldn't have been happier. When the Commanders took him away, they were so proud. Didn't shed a single tear– how's that for patriotism? It was more difficult for Bren and me. Thayer too. Brendon became his friend to help him get over losing our brother.” He snorted. “Worked out for both of them. Rune became Brendon's replacement for Steffen, but not for me. No one can replace a brother. I promised myself that someday, I'd see Steffen again. Even if we couldn't be brothers or friends, I'd become a Dragoon and fight beside him. I'd be as strong as he was and my parents would be proud of my memory too.
 
   “By the time I was ten, everyone expected me to follow in Steffen's footsteps, but my control of the Lift was pitiful weak. The Axton family didn't need two heirs, and I would never become a coveted Dragoon. So, beloved Mum and Dad shipped me off to a boarding school in Cape Hill. I'll never forget the look in their eyes when they sent me away. Shame. Embarrassment. They said that shipping me off would build my character, make me worldly. Every year, they sent me more money than I'd need and transferred me to a different city. I never stayed long enough to make any real friends. And while I was toiling away in the greatest schools of the West, a spy from the North had infiltrated Breakwater.” Slowly, rhythmically, he tapped his fist on the book that sat beside him. “She poisoned my mother and half the keep, and led a raid on our militia. Father took a bayonet to the chest. Not even Dragoon medics, with all of their Abilities for healing, could save him. First thing Bren did as Common-Lord was bring me home. And if you must know everything, yes, I occasionally wear spectacles when I read. Dim light, and all that.”
 
   Stunned into silence, I took it all in. I never imagined that his early life had been so difficult, or that he'd tell me so much about it now. 
 
   When I'd first arrived in Breakwater, Brendon had taken me for a Northern spy. No wonder he was so determined to keep me locked up. “It must have been hard for Brendon to decide to ask Prince Varion for help, after one of his spies...”
 
   “When is anything easy?” he asked, turning his hazel eyes down on me. I still saw contempt, but I wondered if it was meant for me or for the world. 
 
   “What happened to Steffen?”
 
   He shrugged one shoulder. “Dragoons are dead to us, remember? He was taken to Cape Hill for training, like all recruits. He was never stationed in Breakwater. I haven't seen him since he was ten. I wouldn't likely recognize him now. If he's alive.”
 
   I bit the knuckle of my pointer finger in thought. “So he and Rune are the same age? Steffen was enlisted at ten, and Rune at thirteen. They may have trained together in Cape Hill.”
 
   “Good for them,” Dylan said spitefully.
 
   “Rune might know what happened to Steffen. Have you ever thought about asking him?”
 
   The idea gave Dylan pause. A glint of youthful innocence crossed his features. For a moment, I could see hope in him. But the gloom returned, pouring doubt upon him like the rains outside. “Steffen doesn't exist to me. He is a Dragoon who fights for Prince Raserion, dies in battle, drains beneath his superiors, or turns into a contemptible creature... like me.” He looked down at his collarbone, where his smooth white shirt concealed the metal growth. “Thayer's stand in Cape Hill will be smothered as easily as a cripple beneath a pillow. They are not strong enough to fight our Prince, and you won't find my brother among the foolhardy. He's not stupid enough to make an ill-conceived dash for freedom.”
 
   “No one is quite as stupid as we are,” I mused.
 
   Dylan smirked. “Speak for yourself, Miss Kestrel.”
 
   I leaned back against the door. “You know, your parents may not have had the chance to show it, but Brendon cares about you a great deal.”
 
   “Right,” he said, exhaling. It was late and he was tired. I could tell by his drooping eyelids. “So says the girl who would abandon me to Commander Stakes.”
 
   “Don't start with that again!”
 
   He laughed sleepily. “Why not? Want to hear a joke? I'm a disappointment to Brendon, just like I am to everyone else. The punch line is that in order to prove myself and make him proud, I have to go on suicide mission upon suicide mission. Makes me feel downright loved.”
 
   “He's sending you with us because he believes in you.”
 
   He believes in all of us.
 
   “My, my, but you know him so well. Perhaps we should exchange places. You can be the sacrificial Axton, and I'll be the ever-perfect Dragoon-chasing Lodestone.”
 
   That was it. I'd had it with him. “Goodnight, Dylan,” I snapped, and swung the door open.
 
   Before I could close the door, he finally answered my question. “People say face your fears. That must be the place to start with memories too. If you figure it all out, be sure to let me know.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The following morning, I didn't sleep on the sunbaked deck of the Flying Fish the way I usually would. I had a purpose. Crossing the main level of the ship and climbing the stairs to the aft deck, I ignored the chill on my bare arms. I needed them free of the constriction of clothing. I wore a sleeveless white top with a pair of dusty brown pants and boots that laced up to my calves. My hair flowed freely down my back, and my orange scarf was the only thing to hide the scars on my chest. 
 
   Bright of sky and smooth of water, the world that surrounded our brassy ship was sapphire blue. The barest brush of land lay ahead in the distance with no more detail than a smudge of charcoal on colored paper. 
 
   Rune stood near the rail, making peculiar motions with a weapon in hand. Curious, I raised an eyebrow. When I got closer, I realized that he wasn't holding a weapon at all. He was fishing off the back of the ship. 
 
   His dark clothes were formfitting, and as usual, they were equipped with pockets, buckles, straps and sheathes. I had no doubt in my mind that he was hiding a great many weapons in those folds of cloth and leather.
 
   Hefting the straps of two long cases over my back, I approached him. My heart hammered harder with each step I took. He heard me coming, and glanced over his shoulder. Without even saying hello, he turned back to the water. 
 
   I withered on the inside. “Aren't we going a little too fast for you to catch anything?”
 
   The fishing pole whizzed as he reeled up the line. “Watch out,” he said. “I'm terrible at this.”
 
   I scooted away from him as he cast the line. He swung the pole like it was a broadsword. The hook hit the deck behind us, swung around to skim the top of the railing, and then lashed out over the water. Lifting his thumb from the reel, he gave enough slack for the sinker to hit the surface.
 
   I winced. His was by far the worst form in fishing that I'd ever seen. “What's your bait?”
 
   “Ham sandwich.” The rest of it was sitting discarded on the railing. 
 
   Fishing was a common sport in Haven, and even I'd caught one or two in Rivermarch. I didn't know where to begin correcting him, or whether I should at all. His father had been a fisherman by trade. “Um,” was all that I managed to say. 
 
   His face was as stoic as any Dragoon's while he eyed the water for signs of a catch. Getting the cold shoulder from him was a familiar sensation that I didn't particularly enjoy. 
 
   What was I supposed to do, stand here all day and feel awkward while he fished in the most ridiculous conceivable manner? No, I was following Dylan's advice. I was going to face my fears and confront them head-on. 
 
   I bolstered my determination and said it. “I want to fight you.”
 
   Rune's blue eyes widened. To my everlasting shock, his line suddenly pulled taut, the reel spun out, and unprepared, he let the entire rod fly out of his hands. 
 
   We both stood by, watching it soar through the air before slapping down on the water’s surface, far below. The fins of a large fish thrashed near the surface before dipping back into the depths. Unhooked, the fishing pole floated off on its own. Frozen with surprise, we stared until it was out of sight. I was impressed. 
 
   Rune blinked, turning to look at me, and belatedly asked, “What?”
 
   Distracted by the stolen fishing pole, I had to remind myself why I'd come to find him. I pressed my lips together, lowered my black brows, and swung the two canvas cases down from my shoulder. 
 
   “Teach me to fight,” I told him. “Like you did with Ruby.”
 
   He looked at me with apprehension. “If that's what you want.”
 
   “It is.” I scooped up the strap from one of the long cases and handed it to him. “And I want to use these.”
 
   Rune unsnapped the top of the case, reached in, and pulled out a silver bastard sword. The hilt was simple, with a slim, curving knuckle-guard. I produced its twin from the other case. 
 
   “They're combat-ready,” he protested.
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed.
 
   “They're metal.”
 
   “That was the idea.”
 
   He was emphatic in his warning. “They're not for training.”
 
   “I know.” A hard smile formed on my lips. “Teach me.”
 
   “But,” he stammered. “That day...”
 
   I remembered all too well. Even now the memory clawed savagely at the back of my mind. Fear. Steel. Flesh. Bone. Blood. 
 
   “I don't care about what happened,” I said with more grit in my voice than I'd intended.
 
   Emotion overruled the soldier's training. Rune's brows were pinched at the middle like he was tormented by sadness or regret. “I– I can't...” he said, flexing his grip on the sword's handle.
 
   I knew this would be hard for both of us, but if we didn't face our fears, they would poison us. He might not have realized it, but in denying the lesson, he'd force us farther apart. I didn't want him to protect me. I wanted to bring that vision back to life so that I could destroy it, and if he couldn't initiate combat, I would. 
 
   “Do it, Thayer!” I gripped the handle of my sword with both hands. It was heavier than I thought it'd be. Grunting, I swung it at him with all of my might, aiming for his chest.
 
   Horrified, he took a single step back, smoothly raising his sword arm to block my attack. 
 
   CLANG!
 
   The blades met with painful resonance and sent impact vibrations through my fingers and down my arms. Powered by my force and his defense, my blade skidded down the length of his own, guided harmlessly out of the way. I lurched, nearly losing my balance. 
 
   When I'd seen Rune fight with swords in the past, it had looked like a dance to me. Alluring, despite its violent purpose, it was graceful– beautiful. I never imagined how jarring it actually felt. 
 
   “Katelyn...”
 
   I put my back into the motion and launched at him again. Rune's left hand joined his right on the hilt. He stepped forward, turning his body to the side, and parried effortlessly. The collision rattled my teeth.
 
   “Stop this,” he pleaded. 
 
   The grin I gave him was wicked. “Not going to happen.” Heaving my arms over my shoulder, I slammed my blade at a downward angle. 
 
   He caught the swipe and used the tip of his sword to flick mine away. 
 
   “You're a soldier,” I panted. “Act like one.”
 
   Rune's posture straightened, his nostrils flared slightly, and a look of dark amusement flashed across his face. 
 
   Be careful what you wish for.
 
   All at once, he transformed. Gone was the conflicted twenty-year-old who struggled to regain his humanity. Rune Thayer's jaw flexed and set, lips pressed together, brows angled down over those cold, cold blue eyes– he zeroed in on me. He may as well have grown another foot in height for the enormity of his presence. Taking a wide stance, he slid his left arm behind his back and aligned his sword vertically with his body. Watching the blade, studying it, he swung the sword in circles around himself, and tossed it from one hand into the other. Letting the flat part of the weapon fall onto the fingertips of his other hand, he raised it up for inspection. I didn't get the sense that he was showing off. He was studying its quality. When he was satisfied, he turned his gaze back on me.
 
   I wanted to shrink away from him in fear, but stubborn as ever, I just kept on grinning. 
 
   “Left foot forward, right foot back, knees slightly bent,” he ordered, showing me with his own positioning. “You must stop throwing the sword. You're using your entire body, wasting precious energy and leaving yourself open to attack. Keep the proper stance, and make the sword work with your body instead of against it.”
 
   I nodded and followed his guidance. Despite the frigid air, my palms were slippery with sweat. I squeezed the hilt of my sword. The last thing I needed to do was drop it and make a fool out of myself. 
 
   “Hold your sword up, like this. Keep that left elbow up– imagine that it's blocking your neck. Right shoulder back, elbow down, step in and swing across. That's your position of power with this type of sword. Slow at first, now try it like this.” He preformed the move with fluid perfection. 
 
   I attempted to copy his movements.
 
   He moved his sword into a defensive position. “Left elbow needs to be higher. Good, now step and swing.”
 
   I stopped myself, inches from reaching his sword. 
 
   “Let me try that again,” I said. My arms were beginning to ache but I let them burn. Returning to my original stance, I snapped into action, completing the move with my best combination of strength and speed. 
 
   Even then, I couldn't surprise him. He was ready for me in an instant, lifting his sword hilt high, tip tilted downward to block my sweep.
 
   I improvised a rebound attack, but he was ready for that too. He cut around me and his blade pounded down on mine. The impact slammed my sword right out of my slippery hands, but not before my own hilt twisted my wrist painfully. My sword hit the ground and slid away, and I fell down to one knee. I let the fingertips of my left hand brush the deck to steady me. Rune loomed over me, dark as one of the Prince's shadows. 
 
   His sword shined just as it had on that day. My calf ached with a memory all its own. Breathing heavily, I waited to be crippled by the flashing visions, but they didn't come. 
 
   My own heartbeat filled my ears.
 
   To my surprise, after recreating the moment as best I could, I didn't find myself reliving Rune's uncontrollable attack on me. No blood or bone or breaking skin. It was Sterling that I remembered, laying gray and empty on the cobbles, rainwater trickling through the cracks beneath him. 
 
   My avoidance of Rune was a line of defense to keep me from reliving the moment I'd lost Sterling. It all clicked together in such a profound way, I actually began to understand myself a little better. It had been difficult to face a memory of physical pain, but near impossible for me to confront the emotional scars of losing a friend. 
 
   An invisible sword pierced my heart and a single tear traveled from my eye, down my cheek. 
 
   Rune still held the sword tip-down in his left hand, but his right reached out to me.
 
   I looked up at him, slid my hand into his and smiled. “Thank you.”
 
   He smiled back at me and seemed to understand. “You crossed your wrists.”
 
   Rising easily to my feet, I tilted my head to the side. “Is that bad?”
 
   “Very,” he said. “Cross your wrists and you weaken your control over your sword.”
 
   “Wasn't very good, was I?”
 
   “Better than most.”
 
   I laughed, not believing him for a minute.
 
   He slid his blade back into the travel case. “So are you going to tell Carmine, or am I?”
 
   “Tell her what?” I asked, confused.
 
   “If she wants her fishing rod back, we're going to have to turn around.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 18: Ghost Stories and Gray Soldiers
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   In my dreams, the ocean around us was endless and the world was pale. The Flying Fish was nothing more than a dragonfly, skimming the surface of a lake. 
 
   When I climbed from my bunk, my limbs were heavy and I moved too slowly. On some level, I knew that I wasn't awake, but that's never quite enough, is it? The cabin was dark, but a sliver of light broke through the cracked door. Someone thrashed wildly in the bed beside mine. Limbs flying and back bucking, the person screamed. 
 
   “Kyle!” I called to him. “Kyle, you have to wake up!”
 
   He couldn't hear me. The mess of his curly brown hair splayed out around him, his hands clawed at the air, and his legs kicked furiously. All at once, he fell silent and burst into flames. 
 
   “No!” I screamed. 
 
   The blaze lit the room red, but not for long. Rain poured down through the cabin ceiling– black rain. Darkness reclaimed the bunkroom, smothered the flames and swallowed Kyle whole. A pair of round, white eyes appeared over his bed. Stretching and growing, it towered over me. Long fingers reached out. 
 
   “Kill my brother Varion,” the shadow said in Prince Raserion's voice.
 
   Other pairs of eyes blinked open in all corners of the room. There were dozens of them staring at me. Their fingers tugged at my clothes and scraped like rough carbon on my skin. I twisted and pulled away from them, moving as slowly as I had in the dry water pool. 
 
   “This way,” Rune said from the doorway. “Into the light! Prince Varion will help us.”
 
   I reached out to him, but my hands passed through his visage and he vanished.
 
   “Don't go,” I begged, but he was already gone. 
 
   Light poured into the cabin hall like a trail, and I followed it. White shadowy eyes opened in the darkness all around me by the hundreds. Their arms dripped down from the ceiling. Claustrophobia pulled tight around me and I panicked. Throwing wide the cabin doors, I fled to the open main deck of the ship.
 
   Sunlight greeted me. It was warm, and bright enough to turn the deck of the ship nearly white. I turned back to see a mass of roiling shapes in the shadows. They couldn't reach me here. I was free. I was safe. 
 
   The warmth of the sun became a burning, searing heat, and a shape emerged from the brightest pool of light. It was like the Gateling, but it was made of a burning radiance. Chills spread through my body. This thing was the opposite of a shadow, and that frightened me even more. It stood twelve feet tall, and stared down at me with bottomless black eyes. 
 
   “Kill my brother Raserion,” the anti-shadow said in a voice that was all gravel and bass. 
 
   I wanted to scream, but I couldn't. Caught between the two greatest powers in the known world, I was helpless. And I was burning.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The moment my eyes opened, I was grateful to be awake. I pinched myself to be sure, and, lightning in hand, searched the bunkroom for any white-eyed shadows. 
 
   Nothing. 
 
   Stripping my sleeping clothes, I quickly dressed in an olive long-sleeved shirt, my orange scarf, a pair of ivory pants and my sturdy boots. Opening the door to the hall, I crept out. Golden luminance filtered in beneath the doors to the main deck. I took a look outside, knowing that I wouldn't find a black-eyed monster made of light waiting for me. I was greeted with a red and gold sunset. 
 
   The Flying Fish coasted over a calm sea with a definite end. The mountains that had been so far away were much closer. The range was a foggy shelf that stretched out ahead of us. My friends weren't in immediate danger. Kyle wasn't on fire. Rune wasn't a ghost. I wasn't sandwiched between two brother princes that were ruthlessly embroiled in ending one another. Sure, there was a Gateling onboard, but it wouldn't hurt me. I had a firm enough handle on everything that was happening to me.
 
   We were all together in this; even Ruby, who was so far away. I wondered how she was fairing in her task. She must be home by now. Did she get Sterling's body back? Would our officials listen to her and the Professor? I wished that there were some way that I could know. She was safe, though, and that was all that mattered. 
 
   Even with all of that, the feeling of the dream persisted, and I feared for us. I knew nothing about this Prince Varion, aside from his guilt as a murderer.
 
   I made my way to the helm of the ship and it was a good thing. Everyone else was already there. Chairs and a small card table had been brought in and placed along the map wall behind Carmine's post. The view out of the pointed glass nose was unobstructed, and we raced over dusky red water that mirrored the sky. The flat-headed mountains stretched out before us. 
 
   Carmine slumped over the dials, gauges, switches and levers of the control console, her arms wrapped over the wheel, eyes peering out ahead. When had she gotten so thin? Her dark brown hair was a ragged mess, her skin was sallow, and dark circles crowded her eyes. Kyle sat in a chair at her side with a glass of water. He rubbed her back familiarly with one hand. When had that happened? 
 
   Possibly more surprising than Carmine's state and Kyle's closeness to her was the activity going on at the small table behind them. Rune and Dylan were playing cards! Together!
 
   I pinched myself a second time to make certain I wasn't dreaming. “Did I miss something?” I half expected to see Sadie sitting in Carmine's lap. 
 
   The only aspect of normalcy that I could find was that neither Dragoon nor Commander seemed to be enjoying each other's presence. There was not even a hint of friendship wafting in the air. I was actually afraid they might knife one another at any given minute.
 
   Rune's expression was sober, and his posture stiff. Dylan, on the other hand, reclined in his chair with a cruel smile tugging at his lips. “I win,” he said. “Again.”
 
   Rune dropped his cards onto the table and stared at them like they were the enemy. 
 
   “I could get used to this,” Dylan said, collecting the cards gingerly. “I can't ever remember winning so frequently.”
 
   “You used the hammer card,” Rune said. “I thought you said that you couldn't use that unless it was paired with a sword.”
 
   “Unless it was preceded by two tongs and a poppet. Which it was. Sorry, Defector. Better luck next time.”
 
   “Again.” Rune put his hands down on the table. “I want to see what you look like defeated.”
 
   Dylan's fierce grin broadened. “A lofty aspiration. You have my apologies in advance. I'd simply hate to disappoint you.”
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked, completely bewildered. 
 
   “Learning to play cards,” Rune answered, focused on the hand Dylan was dealing.
 
   “Learning to lose at cards,” Dylan said, correcting him.
 
   “No, I mean, why is everyone up here?” I asked, walking to Carmine's other side.
 
   She blinked slowly, tilting her head to look at me. “I blacked out. At the wheel.” Her voice came out all scratchy. 
 
   “She hasn't slept in days!” Kyle complained. “Or even eaten much.”
 
   “Why not?” I asked. Our pilot was beautiful, strong, and always presented herself with practical yet immaculate standards. I'd never seen her like this. Had I been so preoccupied the last several days that I hadn't noticed her decline?
 
   “If we stop,” she rasped. “We'll be vulnerable to attack. We're nearly at the coast now. We can put in at Sheer Town and get some repairs. Refuel. I won't stop until we're out of open water. We can't risk any delay.”
 
   For an outsider, she was really taking Breakwater's plight to heart. I had to remind myself that I was an outsider with equal concern, myself. We were heading to her home country. Perhaps she believed in her prince's ability to help us.
 
   “So give me the helm,” Dylan said emphatically. “I'm a better pilot. It's the least I can do.”
 
   “Is anyone more arrogant than you, little one? Or have you beaten all of your competition?” Carmine might not have much energy, but she sure wouldn't let Dylan slide. 
 
   “There never is any competition. Don't confuse skill with arrogance, Darling.”
 
   “Don't call her that,” Kyle snapped.
 
   Dylan shrugged, flipped through his cards and put two on the table. 
 
   Rune followed by placing one down. The former Dragoon never involved himself in Dylan's squabbles. Looking up, he seemed suddenly inspired. “Rousseau, will you teach me to pilot the ship?”
 
   “What?” she said as though he'd asked the most absurd question. “No. I'm not teaching or allowing anyone else to fly the Fish. If I need to repeat myself again, I'll drop all of you off right here in the ocean.”
 
   “Your loss.” Dylan drew two cards from the pile on the table.
 
   “You think pretty highly of yourself.” Kyle snorted. “I bet you'd say you know how to patch a burst compression system.”
 
   “I do,” Dylan beamed.
 
   I groaned. Rune might be able to take his boasting, but I couldn't, and Kyle's patience was even thinner than mine.
 
   “And I could do it better than you,” the young Lord quipped.
 
   Oh no.
 
   Kyle slammed the glass of water down on the flat portion of the console and shot to his feet. Red hot anger flashed in his eyes. He was going to punch Dylan! I scrambled forward, grabbing my friend by the shirt to stop him. Rune got to his feet, and looked slowly between the two. Though he said nothing, his body language warned the two of them that they'd be in worse trouble if they crossed him. 
 
   “Hey, hey, hey,” I cooed, hoping to control the damage that was about to unleash. “Not a good idea. He's a Commander, remember?”
 
   Dylan laughed like Kyle had made a fool of himself. He didn't even bother getting out of his chair. 
 
   Kyle stared him down, breathing heavily. He looked nearly as tired as Carmine. Everyone seemed to be unraveling lately. Rune was the only exception, and I wondered if I should be relieved or concerned.
 
   “Easy,” I said quietly to Kyle. “Don't let him get to you.”
 
   I could feel my old friend relax a little. “Fine,” he said, patting me on the shoulder to assure me he was finished. “Fine.” His eyes slid icily away from Dylan and back onto the mountains ahead of us.
 
   Rune sat slowly down, looked over his hand, and made his play.
 
   Dylan flipped a card onto the table. “I win again.” He was far too pleased with himself. 
 
   Rune rolled his shoulders and leaned back in his chair. “At cards, perhaps.”
 
   “Oh? And what have I lost, Defector?”
 
   “Only your chances of survival.” Rune stacked his cards neatly in the center of the table. His eyes caught Dylan's and he smiled, but barely. “Never anger your field medic.”
 
   That shut Dylan up quickly enough. I knew that Kyle would never let anyone die, it just wasn't in his personality, but it was good, sound advice. 
 
   “While we're at it,” Carmine said so quietly that I almost couldn't hear her. “Defector isn't a very clever nickname for Thayer. You, your brother, and all of Breakwater will be defectors soon enough. Once you pass into the care of Prince Varion, there will be no turning back.”
 
   Dylan crossed his arms, sullen. “Is that supposed to frighten me? What happens to us happens to you, Pilot.”
 
   Carmine didn't look convinced of that. “As you say.” She smiled, and strummed her fingers over the wheel. “As soon as this is over I’m going to spend as much time as I can with my little cousins. I can hardly wait to have an entire day with their shining faces. Especially little Aubrey, she’s the sweetest thing.”
 
   “Maybe someday we can all go to meet them,” I suggested.
 
   “I’d like that,” Carmine said, seeming contented with the notion. “The truth is, I haven’t been any kind of guardian. I’ve told myself that it’s all about the wage. The harder I work, the better off they’ll be. It’s all for them, you know. But I never see them anymore. I hope that it’s worth it.”
 
   “I’m sure they miss you,” Kyle said.
 
   “I know they do,” she responded. “Someday I’ll return to my home town with enough money in my pocket to buy them anything they need. I’ll finally have the time to live the life I’ve always wanted.”
 
   “You’ll get there,” Kyle said, and she smiled affectionately at him.
 
   I slid my fingers into my pockets, and my right hand fidgeted with the chain of the brassy medallion hidden within the soft folds of cloth. I didn't dare touch the inscriptions.
 
   “What's it like?” I asked, gazing off at the land. Night was gathering, and I could see the tiniest glimmer of lights at the foot of the mountains. “The North? Is Varion a good leader?”
 
   Rune exhaled and shook his head. 
 
   “If by good you mean ruthless, then yes,” Carmine answered me. “He is.” Of all people, I thought she would defend the Prince. 
 
   “Most Northerners are zealots,” Rune explained. “They thirst for our blood. Varion doesn't need to draft his soldiers. They go willingly. Every soldier that kills makes a mark upon his skin for that number, and every soldier that dies is immortalized. Their names are etched into the walls of their home city. I've seen it.”
 
   “You were in the battle of Terrandig?” Carmine asked.
 
   “Yes,” Rune admitted solemnly. “Beside the name carved is the number of us they've killed. No count is too small or too large to satisfy their pride.”
 
   I frowned, not wanting to imagine Rune fighting in such a place. Is this why Dragoons were allowed no friends? So they wouldn't mourn the loss of an ally whose life amounted to nothing more than a strike on an enemy's gate? No, it was more than that. Dragoons were isolated, and that made them easier to control. I was beginning to understand Raserion, and the thought of it made me sick to my stomach. 
 
   “When we were at Rocktree Camp, during the battle, I saw the other soldiers. Some of them had Abilities too. Are they considered Dragoons?” I asked.
 
   “No,” Rune shook his head. “Those were Hussars. Heavy cavalry on flesh-and-blood horses, armed with Abilities, swords and mechanical spears that can fire a three-foot extension. If the Hussar has an elemental Ability, the spear is made of conducive material. Wood for wood. Stone for stone. Metal for metal or electricity. I once fought a Hussar with a flame-throwing spear. The fire did no damage, but I can't say the same for the point of the spearhead.” He rubbed his left arm, reliving the memory. “Anyone with a strong Ability becomes a Hussar, but they're not like us. They're loud and rowdy, disorganized by comparison. But they're strong and clever too.”
 
   “Pillagers, the lot of them,” Dylan said sourly. “If they take a village, they rob every home barren. Food, drink, coin, and cloth, everything goes. They even steal a daughter or two.”
 
   “Drunkards and thieves,” Rune confirmed with evident disdain. “With a talent for killing.”
 
   “So let me get this straight,” Kyle said. “You hate these guys because they're obnoxious robbers, murderers, and kidnappers? If I'm not mistaken, Raserion's cold and organized military kills and drains the life force out of their victims. How is it any different?”
 
   “It isn't,” Rune said quietly. “And it is. It may seem clear to someone who isn't involved, but when you're in it fighting for your life, things change. How do you not learn to hate the soldier that charges in to kill you? There is no pause, no calling it off, no backing away. All that exists is you, them, and a length of steel swinging down to empty your ribcage. When death stares you in the face, you do what you must. I have seen some skill that I'll admit respect for, but little else.”
 
   Carmine looked back at us. “You haven't told them about the Empty yet.”
 
   Rune grimaced. “I hoped to avoid that.”
 
   “Draining in the West, the Empty in the North. Which Kingdom should be more ashamed of their actions, I wonder,” Dylan mused.
 
   “Okay, I almost don't want to know. What is the Empty?”
 
   The look I got from Rune nearly warned me away from the subject, but it was too late. I'd already asked. 
 
   “Now you have to tell us,” Kyle said.
 
   “Usually when Prince Raserion has won a battle, his Commanders gather the enemy survivors, and if it's authorized, the prisoners are drained,” Dylan began to explain.
 
   Rune interjected. “If our troops have carts or wagons, the bodies are taken with us back to the nearest Installment Fortress.”
 
   “And if what I saw in Cape Hill was any indication, they're dropped into those vats that make the glowing blue water,” Dylan finished.
 
   Victims of draining were still technically alive. Their skin and hair would go all gray. They wouldn't move or blink, eat or sleep. It was like all of their instinct and individualism was stripped away. They were limp and vacant, devoid of color and the essence of who they were. But they would still breathe, and their heart would continue to beat for a few days, maybe even a week, until the body simply ceased to function. In Cape Hill we'd discovered massive tubes compressing such bodies into liquid. This gruesome process seemed to create the dry water of the aquamarine pool that allowed me to cross the vast mountain range between Haven and Breakwater in minutes. I cringed.
 
   “Likely. But in the case where bodies cannot be loaded and taken away, they're left where they lie.” His voice grew dark, heavy, and he looked at the floor. “It's known that they can't feel anymore– what matters of them is long gone– but some put them to the knife as a kindness. Most Commanders won't allow us to waste that kind of time. 
 
   “Years ago, before I was taken for Dragoon training, the gray bodies of the drained soldiers would go missing. Prince Varion's army would return to the battle sites, searching specifically for those drained. I've never seen it happen during my time with the military, so they must have ended the practice.”
 
   “The Empty still exist,” Carmine said in an ominous way. 
 
   “Of course they do,” Rune said. 
 
   Our pilot tilted her head. “You've fought them?”
 
   “Yes,” was all that Rune would say.
 
   “How?” I asked, not understanding. 
 
   He seemed less than enthusiastic with giving me an answer. “It is said that when the drained soldiers were brought back to the North, Prince Varion would give them a half-life.”
 
   “They're reanimated,” Dylan added. 
 
   “He brings them back to life?” Kyle asked, wide-eyed.
 
   Was that the all-powerful Ability he'd stolen from his father, the King?
 
   “Life? No. Not the way you'd think. The only difference between the Empty and the drained is that they can move their bodies and follow orders. There is no presence of personality, no instinct for survival. They cannot talk or think for themselves, but they can march, and fight, and kill. They don't feel pain, and they don't age, but they need to be told to eat and when to rest.”
 
   “You seem familiar with them,” Dylan said.
 
   “Know your enemy,” Rune recited. “Three of them have been locked up in Cape Hill for three decades.”
 
   “Oh gravity,” I said, feeling a cold wave slip down my back. 
 
   “Don't pity them,” Carmine told me. “They're Empty. They must be hell to fight.”
 
   Rune nodded slowly. “They injure the same as anyone, but they don't stop until they're struck down with a mortal blow. They never retreat. If they weren't so predictable, we might be losing this war.”
 
   “We aren't part of we anymore,” Dylan pointed out, and Rune didn't argue with him. 
 
   I shuddered and wrapped my arms around my middle. So this is what we were visiting? “Half-dead soldiers. I don't want to imagine that.”
 
   “You won't have to imagine for long,” Dylan warned. 
 
   “What if the North Prince is trying to help the drained by giving them another chance?” Kyle mused and even I felt a twinge of sorrow for his innocence. 
 
   “Varion doesn't operate out of charity.” Carmine's lips drew downward to a frown. “The Empty are resources for war. Nothing more than that.”
 
   I'd hoped that the North would be different, but it was only a different flavor of depravity. Was the whole world insane? Couldn't there be one force for good? A people who sought peace instead of blood? I knew the answer the moment I thought about it. Haven. My country was good, and so were Breakwater and the people on this boat. It wasn't much, but the thought was heartening. I remembered Cape Hill and realized that the citizens there were hardly different from those in Breakwater. It wasn't the populace that was the problem. It was the princes.
 
   “What is he like?” I asked them. I should be prepared, like Rune. Know your enemy. “Prince Varion.”
 
   My allies exchanged glances and by their expressions I knew that none of them had ever seen him. 
 
   “He's immortal, like Raserion,” Carmine said. “Hideous and tall. Inhuman, twisted from hundreds of years of war and the corruption of power. I did catch a glimpse of him once, years ago, in Caraway. He addresses his people from within the palace. I was quite far away, but I could still see the immensity of his armor. They say he's so scarred and disfigured, he never takes his helm off in the company of his subjects.”
 
   Kyle's face drained of color. He must have been battling away the fears of his premonition. After my dream, I could sympathize. These descriptions of the North didn't make me feel altogether welcome. My promise to Kyle still held, though. I wouldn't let him get hurt. 
 
   “You should all get some rest,” Carmine told us. “We'll be in Sheer Town by the morning.”
 
   Dylan settled into his chair and shuffled his cards. “And place the fate of our lives with a narcoleptic pilot? I'm fine here, thank you. Fresh deal. Who'd like to learn cards?”
 
   “Sign me up,” I said, dragging a spare chair nearer. “I don't think I'll ever sleep again.”
 
   Maybe helping Raserion triumph over his brother was the right thing to do. Varion certainly didn't have a sympathetic reputation. I felt the weight of the trinket in my pocket, and considered keeping my promise to the Prince of Shadows.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 19: The Port Between Cliffsides
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The pale blue dawn illuminated shelves of slate gray cliffsides. Four hundred feet at their highest points, they dripped with brackish moss and silvery shrubs. Swarms of black and white seabirds crowded the ledges, calling and tattling as they swooped in to land on their lofty nests. 
 
   I could see where Sheer Town got its name. Little more than a village, the stone and wood cottages were pinned between cliffs on either side. A zigzagging road cut up the sloping green gulch that backed the town, disappearing over the summit. I could see the specks of white goats, picking their way up the hill. The few trees here were gnarled and rough, and short palm plants spiked from the ground at the town's edges. 
 
   As Carmine swung the Flying Fish around to the small harbor, I noticed that holes were bored into the ankles of the stone cliffs. I picked up a pair of goggles that hung on hooks beside the helm door and put them on. Running my finger up the dial, I zoomed the goggles in to study the dark shapes that plunged into the rock. There was a dim hint of brass, tucked away. 
 
   “Cannons!” I announced, alarmed. I'd seen the damage that such robust weapons could do. “They've carved tunnels in the cliffs beside the town and they have cannons in each one!”
 
   “Don't fear, dear one,” Carmine said. “They won't fire at us. The Flying Fish is in their registry. They've seen us coming. They know who we are.”
 
   “They know our ship, you mean,” Kyle said, sounding worried. “They don't really know who we are.”
 
   “Obviously, Pet,” Carmine smiled. She was positively worn down. I was amazed she could keep her eyes open at all. Over the night, she'd nearly fallen from her seat another three times. “Just keep your head down and you're mouth closed. We'll do just fine.”
 
   A metallic wheezing sound came from behind me and I suffered such a jolt I thought my heart might stop. 
 
   Rune was holding something small in his hands. He brought it close to his lips and blew. It was such a strange sound, I wondered if it was meant to be musical. 
 
   “What is that?” I asked. It truly sounded terrible.
 
   He blew into it again, moving its position against his lips to make different but equally grating sounds.
 
   “A harmonica.” He held the little metal object up for me to see. Raising it to his lips, he breathed into it and the tone changed as he inhaled and exhaled. 
 
   “If you don't stop that,” Carmine said. “I'll take up arms and send you straight back to Raserion.”
 
   Rune's harmonica whined pitifully into silence. It was so out of character to see him trying to play an instrument, I caught myself staring at him in bewilderment.
 
   “Can I see it?” I asked. He handed it over to me and I flipped it in my hands.
 
   “What are you doing with that anyway?” Carmine asked. “Do you even know how to play it?”
 
   “Not even a little,” Rune admitted. 
 
   “My turn,” Kyle said. I handed it to him, and before he could blast into it, Carmine snatched it away. 
 
   “Honestly, your lack of respect for music is shameful. Honing a harmonica's sound takes years, and it's not something you inflict on others during your first attempt to play. Now if you don't mind, I'd like to concentrate on not crashing us into that fish-house.”
 
   “Do you have a guitar?” Rune asked Carmine.
 
   “Yes, it's– no! I'm not giving you another instrument to butcher. I'm landing, refueling and sleeping,” Carmine said, flipping several switches to bring us into our descent.
 
   The town was charming. The harbor crosshatched the small bay from end to end, and stone fish houses jutted up from the water, linked by wooden rope bridges. Moss grew on the posts and shingles of the structures, and the pier legs were crusted with salt and seaweed. 
 
   Sheer Town was tiny. At least three quarters smaller than Rivermarch, it seemed like the kind of place that hosted a single inn and one general store. I was sure by the look of it that the place was a fishing town. But there were no boats on the water. What few remained were tied up and rotting from weather. 
 
   We touched down, rocking gently on the water's surface. Carmine powered down the hover turbines and the ship became quieter. I almost felt naked without the ever-present vibrations buzzing through the Flying Fish.
 
   “I'll just be off to speak with the harbormaster and we’ll be on our way by tomorrow,” our pilot told us.
 
   As Carmine eased us into a vacant slip, I noticed something peculiar. No one roamed the town pier. No fishermen cast their lines to the water. No one paced the balconies of the cottages to hang their laundry. In fact, I didn't see anyone at all. 
 
   “Is it always this quiet?” I asked, feeling warning signals spike through my blood. 
 
   “Perhaps they're in a town meeting,” Carmine offered. I could tell she was being overly trusting because of her weakened state.
 
   “I doubt that,” Rune said, striding to the front window. “No one is manning the watchtowers.”
 
   “Was it like this the last time you were here?” Kyle asked Carmine.
 
   “I'd say not,” she answered. “The locals are as friendly as they are distrustful. Once they know you, there's no going back. Traders that put in here tend to flee from endless droll chatter as soon as their ships are ready.”
 
   “Sounds like a nice place,” I mused, worrying about its people.
 
   “You say that now,” Carmine said dryly.
 
   “Something happened here,” Rune said. 
 
   “It wasn't you?” Kyle asked. I knew that he meant Prince Raserion's army. 
 
   Rune crossed his arms and shook his head. He didn't seem offended. “Not that I'm aware of.”
 
   “Come along,” Carmine said, powering down the ship's primary engines. “Let's see just what we're up against.”
 
   The three of us followed her out onto the main deck. Dylan was already out there, standing beside the mast, with a hand up to shield his eyes from the sunlight.
 
   “Notice anything odd?” he asked us over the cries of the black and white sea birds.
 
   Carmine groaned with frustration. “The harbormaster would be here by now. This mission's been cursed from the start. First a Lurcher, then salvagemen and now a missing town?”
 
   I considered mentioning our shadowy stowaway, but I didn't want to cause a panic. Carmine was struggling enough without my adding a spy from Prince Raserion to the mix. 
 
   Rune went into the cargo hold and returned with a sword at his hip and a rifle on his back. “Wait here,” was all he said. Without giving Carmine the time to open the boarding gate, he vaulted over the railing onto the docks and stalked off into the barren town.
 
   “Hang on a second,” I said, rushing to the closed railing gate. Kyle caught me by the wrist, stopping me from chasing after him.
 
   “I think he knows what he's doing.” 
 
   Dylan rested his palms on the railing and looked off at the towering cliffsides. “It'll be interesting to find out, won't it?”
 
   We waited and waited for Rune to return. An hour passed us by and the sun slipped behind fluffy cumulus clouds in intervals. With the coastal shelf blocking the wind, the day was turning out to be surprisingly warm. All four of us, even Dylan, obeyed Rune and remained onboard, but I was restless and couldn't stop myself from pacing. The stillness of the town was nearly unbearable. I knew how he felt about the Lurcher, but I should have sent Sadie with him!
 
   A thin breeze whistled through the rocky pass and a wooden shutter creaked on its hinges. I looked from the two-story stone and mortar fish house to the hollow windows of clustered cottages. A bucket clattered and rolled from a narrow alley, and a tawny cat fled the scene. I would have been relieved if I heard a single voice, saw someone– anyone stirring among the narrow buildings and byways. There were no automobiles, no carriages, no horses. 
 
   I couldn't keep from thinking about ghost stories and gray soldiers. 
 
   I paced.
 
   “Will you quit that? You're making me nervous,” Dylan complained. He'd gone for a sword himself, and I wondered whether a Commander ever really needed to be armed.
 
   Even Carmine produced a rib-holster with a pair of pistols. 
 
   “You're already nervous,” Kyle said. “Don't blame Kat for it.”
 
   “And you're always defending someone, aren't you, Mechanic?” Dylan said as though he was dreadfully tired of our company. 
 
   “Everyone but you,” Kyle smirked through closed teeth.
 
   “I feel ever so neglected,” Dylan said with blatant sarcasm.
 
   “Quiet!” Carmine barked at them. “I see something!”
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   That startled Dylan. “Where?”
 
   “It's in the water,” Carmine said, pressing up against the rail. “It's a body.”
 
   I spotted it as soon as she'd said the worst. She was right. A body was floating lifelessly in the harbor water. Slick, wet black clothes puffed up where air had caught in them, bunching around a pair of curved shoulders. A head of short black hair bobbed with the gentle dip of the mild water. An arm floated to the surface. The black shirt was rolled to the elbows, exposing a complexion of warm brown skin.
 
   My heart slammed to a stop. 
 
   “Rune!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 20: Sheer Town
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I climbed over the rail before anyone could stop me. “It's Rune!”
 
   Please no. Please no. Please no.
 
   My boots skidded on the damp wooden planks of the dock, and I dropped to my knees as near as I could be to his floating body. What happened to him? He couldn't be dead. I wouldn't let him be. We'd survived so much together. My chest ached at the thought of how distant I'd been from him. I was such an idiot. All this time on the ship, avoiding him because of my own weakness. Even after confronting my fears and going sword-to-sword, I hadn't been brave enough to tell him the way I felt. 
 
   Not caring about the danger of exposing myself to whatever had overtaken him, I reached out. I'd haul him up myself if I had to. He couldn't be dead!
 
   Before I knew what was happening, water splashed around his body, he flipped over and smiling, grabbed onto my wrist to pull me into the harbor. I hit the surface with a shock and found it cool but not freezing. Bubbles floated up around me as I pushed myself upward for air. Did that really happen?
 
   I broke from the water, sputtering, and saw Rune treading in place, chuckling. 
 
   “Gravity!” I roared at him, water dripping down my nose. “I thought you were dead!”
 
   “Not this time,” he grinned.
 
   I attacked him with a flurry of splashes. “I'm going to kill you!”
 
   “You'll have to try harder than that.” 
 
   Everyone on the ship was groaning and complaining, but I could hear Kyle laughing too. “Good one.”
 
   If I wasn’t so furious, I might have cried.      
 
   The planks of the dock weren't very high over the surface, so he put his palms flat upon it and hoisted himself out of the water. I followed his lead, albeit less gracefully. 
 
   No sooner than we were on our feet, he stripped off his layered shirts to ring them out. It was the first time I'd ever seen him partially undressed, and the experience nearly caused me to black out on the docks, slump into the water and drown. Luckily, none of those things happened. 
 
   His body was the perfect balance of natural muscle earned from hours of training, battle experience and hard labor. Pale scars crisscrossed over a forearm and bicep where the Lurcher had bitten him, and a long slash ran from his left pectoral to his waist. I had no idea where he'd gotten the latter. 
 
   Rune caught me scowling at him. I suppose it was better that irritation had frozen on my face instead of the dumb shock I was feeling on the inside. He smiled, showing off his dimple and the combination nearly killed me. “It was a joke.” When he saw that he wasn't getting the reaction he intended, that smile faltered. “People joke. That's normal, right? Did I do it wrong?”
 
   “No way, man, that was great,” Kyle said, encouraging him.
 
   I pursed my lips and gave him a rueful smile. “Where are your weapons? At the bottom of the harbor?” Taking in a deep breath, I had to try especially hard to peel my eyes off of him.
 
   “They're nearby,” Rune assured me. “And dry.”
 
   He straightened up to face Carmine and I desperately wished he'd put his shirt back on. “I did a sweep of the whole town. It's completely empty. Not a single person anywhere.”
 
   “But what about the lights we saw last night?” I asked.
 
   “Sun-charged,” Rune said. “All Northern coastal towns keep systems for that. It’s a safety precaution for ships, and a defensive trick. Whole cities have retracted their populations to high ground. Our troops see the lights, follow tactical invasion procedures, and find an empty city, only to be flanked by our enemy.”
 
   “So that's happened, and you thought it'd be best to explore this town by yourself?” I fumed.
 
   Rune shrugged. “It's no tactic this time. I found fliers on a bulletin board at the grocer's. Looks like our new Prince called everyone in this town away for a draft. Elderly and child alike.”
 
   That shook me out of my stupor. “I thought you said they didn't need to force their people to fight.”
 
   Rune shrugged.
 
   “It's never happened before,” Carmine said. To my relief, she seemed unaffected by Rune's lack of upper garments.
 
   Jealousy, Kat? Who are you and what have you done with me?
 
   Carmine crossed her arms and rested each hand on her holstered pistols. “He's planning something different.”
 
   “Desperate times,” Dylan murmured. 
 
   I squeezed my eyes closed and shook the errant thoughts from my mind. “If he won't drain them, what will he do with so many people of different ages?”
 
   No one supplied an answer. 
 
   Rune shook a hand through his short black hair, flinging the water from it. “Whatever the case, I don't think anyone will mind if we borrow a few things. There isn't much of value, but I found some parts and scrap metal in the shipyard and there were pickled foods on the market shelves.”
 
   “I'll check out that metal and see what I can use,” Kyle said and then whistled. “Sadie! Come.”
 
   The Lurcher bounded from the open door of the cargo hold and came to stand at Kyle's side. She was quick to say the least, and her mouth was easily the size of Rune's scar.
 
   He tensed slightly at her presence, but it was Carmine who shrunk away in disgust. 
 
   “Are you sure it's safe?” I asked, twisting my drenched hair over my shoulder.
 
   Rune gave me a measured look. “The livestock has all gone wild. I'd say they've been away for more than a year.”
 
   “Creepy,” I whispered.
 
   Kyle patted Sadie's side, seeming very at home with the flesh-and-metal hybrid. “That's something to see.”
 
   Carmine backed slowly away from our Lurcher. “I'd appreciate it if you all would head out and gather whatever you can find. Even small supplies can be useful. If you don't mind, I'll be in my bunk. A pilot must stay with her ship, etcetera.”
 
   “Yes,” Dylan said. “Get some rest, you’re beginning to look like someone’s grandmother.” 
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   After changing into a set of dry clothes, we all left the Flying Fish together. I insisted that we remain a group, but Dylan vanished at the first cross street, and Kyle took Sadie to the shipyard. Soon, it was just me and Rune wandering the cobble streets of a ghost town. He picked up his sword belt and rifle from a tree stump beside a short canal that led to the little bay.
 
   Sheer Town was so quaint, it reminded me a little of Haven. Hand-painted signs hung over shop doors and large panes of showcase glass were dusty with disuse. Even with Rune armed and at my side, there was something unsettling about walking through an empty town. I felt as though a horde of depraved barbarians would come pouring from the buildings at any moment, swinging spears over their heads and shouting at us to get out. 
 
   Maybe my imagination was to blame for that, but the walls certainly didn't help. We stepped up to an old butcher shop. There wasn't any meat hanging from the hooks in the window. No flies or decay. It may have only been a dusty old store, but the walls told a story of their own. Names were scrawled over every inch of space, chiseled into wood and stone from frame to foundation. 
 
   Names, and numbers too. 
 
    
 
   Sherry Macaren, 1. Paul Tempen, 7. Theodoor Acker, 1. 
 
   Marwin Beaumont, 19. Valentin Reyer, 33. Alena Tempen, 3.
 
    
 
   Once I noticed the words, I began to see them everywhere, stretching out over every surface but the cobbled street. They flowed over doors and window frames too. From weedy garden gates to the grocery; homes, shops and sheds; from wooden eaves to chimney bricks, the names and their numbers were everywhere. 
 
    
 
   Celio Waterstilt, 5. Leila Junden, 2. Vidar Halloran, 21. 
 
   Emera Filore, 52. Rich Desmond, 1. Lamia Shepherd, 2. 
 
    
 
   Each number represented a life taken, and some of them were so high. Could they really take pride in killing so many Western soldiers? I wondered whether they realized that many people in Prince Raserion's army, Dragoon and infantry alike, were decent and only trying to survive the life they were born into. 
 
   Then again, when you hold a sword and rifle, does it matter what your reasons are? Does it make a difference? In the end, both sides kill one another and perpetuate the ongoing cycle of violence and destruction. It's like Rune had said, there’s no time to contemplate alternatives when an enemy has a knife blade pointed at your heart. Is that all that this war amounted to? A tradition of reflexive bloodshed?
 
   I'd defended myself from Commander Stakes. There were more small tally numbers here than large ones. Was I any better than these people? I could imagine my name right there, beside the rest.
 
    
 
   Katelyn Kestrel, 1.
 
    
 
   We climbed the steps to a storeroom with a pointed roof, and I reached out to the wall. My fingers ran over the names and I could feel the dips and indentations of each carved letter. All of these people had died too. This entire town was a memorial. It reminded me of the secret room we'd found in Cape Hill's Gold Palace. Lists and lists of Dragoons, their names written in secret by family members who were forbidden by law to mourn them. I looked up at my dark companion. He worked at the storeroom door, jiggling the handle and attempting to push it in with his shoulder. 
 
   Have you killed anyone, Rune?
 
   I nearly asked him. The answer would be yes. I would feel conflicted, put off by the knowledge of it, but drawn in by my own sympathy for the course of his life. We would talk about it, and he'd become serious, then thoughtful, then silent. He'd be a conflicted Dragoon again, after being liberated so recently. No, I needed to support his freedom. The past was the past.
 
   My curiosity, though, was relentless, rearing up at the challenge of my dismissal. Might Rune have fought and killed any of Sheer Town's soldiers? My stomach turned, and feeling haunted, I pulled my hand away. I couldn't know and it was probably better that way. 
 
   Rune began to blow air out of his mouth like he was blowing out a candle. Over and over, he spouted wind in the strangest way.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked him.
 
   One more push with his shoulder, and the jammed door creaked open. Dusting himself off with satisfaction, he peered inside. “Whistling.”
 
   It was such a disarmingly simple thing. My expression lightened and I felt myself smile. Deadly Rune Thayer didn't know how to whistle. 
 
   He hadn't chosen the life of a Dragoon. If he was the reason there was a name on one of these walls, it wasn't his fault. It was war. The princes should be held accountable for the way they've led their people. 
 
   Not thinking anything of my question, he stooped into the entryway, puffing again in his attempt to whistle. Unlatching the sword belt and swinging his rifle down from his shoulder, he propped them up beside the door, and made his way inside. 
 
   Listening to the sound of my own footsteps, I walked into the abandoned storehouse, following after Rune. A counter separated the entryway from the broad room beyond. Rows of shelves filled one half of the space, while crates and boxes packed the other. Some of the containers were broken, but most seemed intact. A second-story balcony wrapped around the inner walls, and presented even more shelves. A loft sat perched over the entry where we'd come in, but was too small to disrupt the open height of the pointed ceiling. The great windows of the far wall invited beams of sunlight within. Long sheets of airy cloth hung from the balcony catwalks, stirring at the whim of the lazy breeze. They seemed like over-long tapestries of blue, green and yellow, lacking any artful print upon them the way this place was missing people. Beautiful and lonely, like Sheer Town. 
 
   In this violent world, there was good trapped within the trenches. Rune had proven that the oppression of a prince could be overcome. Cape Hill had been liberated. Despite the likely odds that he would have died in battle along with all those names outside, or the ones scratched in ink and paper within the Gold Palace, Rune was alive beside me, and learning to whistle.
 
   He dug into one of the shelves, pulling out scraps of cloth, thread and fiber. “Textiles.”
 
   I milled through the aisles and found the same. “Want to see what's upstairs?”
 
   “I probably should have let you lead the way in the first place.”
 
   “What are we looking for?” I asked as we headed up a flight of blond wood steps. 
 
   “Anything useful.”
 
   “Then I wouldn't be much of a guide. You'd need to be more specific than that for me to use the Pull.”
 
   “Maybe it's better this way. We can explore on even footing for a change.”
 
   “For a change,” I smirked. I was fairly certain he hadn't done any actual exploring since he was a boy. This was probably his first trip, and he was already talking about us like we'd gone dozens of times before.
 
   The loft was lovely. The pointed A-frame roof was supported by six natural beams, and made for a low ceiling at the edges of the room. A small table and chairs sat atop swirling blue rugs. There were latched chests, end tables with empty vases, and a wicker sofa with pillowy cushions. Everything was made of a natural pale wood that brightened the stone structure. The entire front wall, from floor to ceiling, was an open window without glass. Curling vines of ivy had crawled partly inside, and a pair of sparrows fled to the sky at our intrusion. Gauzy linen curtains draped the frame, leaving the magnificent view of the docks and the glittering harbor unobstructed. A crescent of small town buildings hugged the pure blue waters. 
 
   This was someone's favorite place. I could tell. At the end of the day, the storehouse owner would come up here to relax and watch the sunset. It was nice, but I couldn't shake the feeling that I was invading someone else's life.
 
   Opening a short cupboard, Rune pulled out an old copper tin with a painted label that was too scratched to read. Popping the top open, he examined and then sniffed at the contents. “Coffee,” he said appreciatively. “It was sealed up pretty good. Carmine will weep with joy if it makes a decent pot.”
 
   I nodded absently.
 
   “You've been quieter than usual.” He put the tin down atop the cupboard to save it for later, and then moved on to the drawers of an end table. “If it's about dunking you in the harbor, I don't feel guilty and I'd do it again if I had the chance.”
 
   “I'll keep that in mind for future retaliation, but it's not about that.” Don't bring it up, Kat. “It's all those names outside.”
 
   Great.
 
   My heart thrummed. The floodgates had already opened and I couldn't stop myself. “I thought you guys were exaggerating about this place, but it was true, names and numbers on every wall. It got me thinking... maybe a little too much. I'm sorry to bring it up. It must be hard for you.”
 
   Pulling a pair of screwdrivers from a drawer he asked, “Why?”
 
   Oh no. Stop talking, Kat. Just stop talking.
 
   “Well,” I cleared my throat, panicking. I scrambled for something else to say. Maybe, that it must be difficult to learn how to whistle at twenty years of age. “Those are the number of your people that they've killed. A lot of them must be Dragoons, even people you've known.”
 
   And there it is. The train wreck has blown up the station.
 
   Rune looked up at me and gave up on his search. “The walls aren't newly built. The carvings could be ten, fifty, a hundred years old, for all we know. One of those numbers could represent someone I've fought alongside, that's true,” he shrugged. “But it doesn't bother me.”
 
   I shouldn't have said anything. What's wrong with me?
 
   I swallowed the lump in my throat. When had my mouth gotten so dry? “Because of your training as a Dragoon?”
 
   It happened like I thought it would. His face may as well have been made of clay for how little expression he had. Strolling away, he ducked beneath a low beam, and ran a hand along another short cabinet, rubbing the dust from his fingers.
 
   “We're not meant to look at one another as friends. We do not mourn for each other. You're right that I cannot feel sorry for them. I don't know how. All of us have been trained to fight to our last breath. They've been my enemies in training as often as they were my allies in battle. I identify with them because I am one of them. I'm not sad to see the number of dead because at least here we're represented. Back home, there would be no recognition that we'd ever lived at all.”
 
   I hadn't anticipated that perspective. If things hadn't changed, Rune would have been happy to be a tally on an enemy's death count. He still saw himself as a Dragoon, and he probably always would. Turning against the military and his prince didn't change who he was and would always be.
 
   Even if he's not a Dragoon by occupation, he's still a Dragoon.
 
   Maybe it was this empty town, or the written monument pressed onto every outer wall of the city, but I became anxious. I didn't want us to spend the rest of our lives chasing and running from the way we felt about each other. There was precious little time in life. Hadn't we wasted enough of it? 
 
   He glanced back at me. “You seem surprised.”
 
   Rune had already become distant, I could tell by the tone of his voice. He was barely clinging to the conversation, and at any minute I knew he'd slip away. I messed things up again. I figured that I should apologize, or better yet, leave it alone. Naive girl, Kat, was back for an encore performance. 
 
   Of course I was horrified by the thought that a person could be happy to be chalked up to a number under the name of the person who'd killed them! I didn't want to imagine it happening to him. I cared about Rune more than warmth or hunger or breath, more than my comfort or safety.
 
   Hunched there beneath the low ceiling, he awaited my response. The longer I didn't speak, the colder and more neutral his expression became. It was like he was sinking in a quicksand that devoured all emotion. 
 
   In keeping with the day's tradition of saying whatever thought ran through my head, seven words spilled from me before I could stop them. “I'm in love with you, you idiot.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 21: My Finest Afternoon
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rune's jaw went slack and he straightened up to his full height, forgetting his surroundings. His head hit the low ceiling beam, with a painful thunk.
 
   The cold came first. A chill swept from my head down, draining my face of color. Then came the heat. My cheeks burned with a fiery blush. Was I hot or cold? Pale or red? I had no idea. I wanted to take to that incredible view and jump right out the window. It was so close. I could do it. And if I didn't die of embarrassment or impact, I'd use my lightning to blast a burrow deep into the ground where I could hide for all eternity. 
 
   Gravity! He hit his head too.
 
   I felt terrible. My nerves prickled and my vision whitened. The only way things could get any worse would have been to heave an I love you at someone and follow up the proclamation by passing out on the floor. I grabbed onto the nearby chair for support. I could smell the slightest hint of smoke on the air. 
 
   Oh, good. I'm having a stroke. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I managed to ask.
 
   Wincing, he rubbed his head where he'd hit it, and froze mid-motion. “Uh... Kat. You're um.”
 
   “Stupid! I know I am. I shouldn't have said anything,” I said, backpedaling. Before I could apologize, my anger flared up. “But you're not nothing, you know. How many times do I have to say that before you'll listen? You matter to me! I don't care where you've come from, or what they trained you with. You're not a damned number, you're not an expendable pawn to be used and discarded. Now that you're free, you're not a defector or a rare statistic for Raserion's history books. You're Rune Thayer, and damn it, I love you!”
 
   Damn! I said it again! And it was easier that time. And why am I saying 'damn' so much? I'm completely losing it. 
 
   He blinked like I'd slapped him, and to be honest, in the heat of the moment, I almost wished I had. How dare he talk about himself like he was still an isolated soldier to be consumed by his own loneliness? He had me! Wasn't that worth anything? Perhaps, I realized, it would matter more if I hadn't been dodging, avoiding, and fighting him with swords. I'd made a colossal wreck of things. 
 
   “Sorry,” I said, feeling the word stick to my throat. Humiliation poured over me. I just wanted to get away from this stupid beautiful room, Rune's stupid handsome face, and most of all, my own stupid self. I turned to go. 
 
   “Kat,” he said darting toward me and stopping short. “Wait!”
 
   “I know. I mess everything up, don't I?” I pushed away from the chair and stalked off toward the stairs, trying to ignore the blinding whiteness encroaching on my vision. Any minute now, I'd fall flat on my face. “I'm sorry about your head. I hope it feels better soon.”
 
   Some tough final words, Kat.
 
   “Katelyn Kestrel, stop!” he practically shouted at me. 
 
   I did, despite my strong desire hide somewhere and eat my way into the center of a cheesecake. Turning slowly around, I faced him. My heart was racing. When I took a step forward, he took a step back. He didn't want to be near me. With my gift for inciting awkward situations, I couldn't blame him.
 
   The merciless hammer of rejection slammed into my chest. So this is what it'd been like for him that night in the kitchens of the Flying Fish. “You don't feel the same way. It's okay.”
 
   “It's not that!” he said, seeming incredibly frustrated. “Kat, you're burning the room.”
 
   What?
 
   I looked down at myself and saw pulses of electricity webbing over me. It was beginning to burn my clothes in small areas, and I'd left a scorched black and brown handprint on the chair I'd been holding onto. “Oh gravity!” I cried out, batting at myself to put out the bolts. That was why my vision was going white and I smelled something burning! By the time I'd smothered the last remnant of lightning, closing up the Spark within myself, I was whimpering and muttering to myself with shame. Could I never get a break?
 
   Rune slowly strolled his way over to me. “Is it safe?”
 
   “Yes,” I grumbled, pinching at the singed fabric of my coat. 
 
   “If you're certain,” he said.
 
   I looked up and my heart wanted to crack in half at the sight of him. His blue eyes were soft with fondness and his warm brown skin made them seem all the brighter. He smiled, reached a hand out, and using his Ability, puffed out a tiny flame that had developed from the electricity on my shoulder. I hadn't even known it was there. “You're quite mad, you know that?”
 
   I sighed, having exhausted myself. “For all of the usual reasons, I assume.”
 
   He moved closer to me. “Everything I've– for as long as– never in my life did I imagine that I'd hear those words spoken.”
 
   “Was that before or after we kissed in front of the Margrave and an entire brigade of Dragoons?”
 
   “That wasn't a brigade.”
 
   I found myself unable to avoid smiling. “Whatever.”
 
   “I seem to recall you being the one to initiate that.”
 
   “I seem to recall you liking it.”
 
   He laughed, and the sound was pleasant and unburdened. “This,” he said, turning partially away to look out the window. “I like this too.”
 
   His easy manner soothed me. The way he curved the conversation, I didn't feel on the spot for what I'd said and done. The way he moved and spoke assured me that I had no reason to feel any shame for my actions. Still, my heart tugged. He hadn't said anything back. “You don't find the emptiness eerie?”
 
   “It's the opposite.” He took in a deep breath and seemed to be reveling in our surroundings. “This place was something once, but it's all changed. The field has been cleared. It's open now, free to be redefined.”
 
   I didn't miss the connection he was making between Sheer Town and himself. What I saw was a poor husk of a town that had suffered losing its heart and soul. The streets had memories, and there was written proof on the walls of every home. The Northerners sounded cruel and wild by their description, but I just couldn't imagine heartless villains creating a room like this one. 
 
   Rune, he saw Sheer Town as fresh and clean, brilliantly available for reinvention. He saw the possibilities for change. I wondered if my sentimentality was holding back my optimism. Considering the differences in our two lives, I never thought that I'd learn how to be positive from him. It was humbling. 
 
   “It's always been this way, with me and you,” he said, and I didn't get the feeling that he'd meant it in a bad way. He sounded wistful, which was a strange thing for a young man of his experience. “Ever since we met in that cave.”
 
   “How many people can say something like that?”
 
   A smile curled onto his lips. “Not many, and certainly no other Dragoons. That day changed everything. Knowing that someone cared whether I lived or died made life clearer. I'd rather be struck down in pursuit or protection of that single feeling than I would for anything else in this damnable war. When you escaped and returned home, I was certain I'd never see you again. I imagined what it must be like to live in a place like Haven, where people are free to be themselves and never experience a blood-soaked battlefield. Could a place like that truly exist? You were gone. I'd never see Haven with my own eyes, but the idea had crept up and soaked into my bones. I thought about it after the death of my parents, and when I was shipped off to the front lines again, and when... when they invited me to drain Lina, my own sister, for a promotion. After she... after she was killed, I knew my purpose. I would create a Haven in the West. I'd think like you, and turn against this war. I had purpose and I was content with dying for such an ambition. 
 
   “But you returned. You saved my life a second time, and now I'm here, with you.” He turned back to look at me with fire in his eyes. “I want a new life. I want to be a new person. I don't know how to do that, but there must be a way. My family is gone, I'm all that's left, and I have a responsibility to live for them. I don't know what I'll be able to accomplish, or where I'll be able to go, but I know one thing: I want–” His words broke off, but he found them again. “I need you to be in my life. I'd burn the world down with my own hands to protect you. If that isn't love, then I don't know what it is.”
 
   Rune's words ended there. He appeared to be concentrating, struggling to find more ways to explain himself.
 
   I was shaken by the power of his words. He'd meant it.
 
   We were separated by two small steps. This breach between us was one of my own creation, no thanks to my rejecting him so recently. But I’d faced my fears and acknowledged that my true pain had come from losing Sterling that day. No matter what happened to us, I would always be pulled to Rune, just as I had been from the beginning. As he'd said, it wasn't a desire. It was a necessity, and the only thing that felt right.
 
   I closed the distance between us and wrapped my arms around him. His moment of shock didn't last long, and soon, he pulled me nearer. 
 
   “I can't ever go back,” he whispered, and I understood what he'd meant. The confirmation made me happy enough to celebrate. Not only did he love me, he confessed that his days of burying his emotions were over. This was an effort to restructure his entire psychological outlook. It wouldn't be an overnight process, but he was trying.
 
   I pulled back so that I could see his face. The sliver scar he'd gotten from Commander Stakes remained there, from temple to cheek. There was a vulnerable honesty to what he was saying, and I appreciated his openness. “You don't have to.”
 
   My hands slid up his arms, and I thrilled inwardly at the dip and curve of muscle beneath his clothes. Reaching up, I traced that very scar that he'd earned from saving my life, and he closed his eyes. I pushed myself up onto my toes, adding an inch to my height, and leaned in to kiss him. 
 
   His eyes opened to focus on me, and he pulled back before any contact was made. “Kat... in Cape Hill...”
 
   “It's okay. It's behind us, I promise.”
 
   “No. It isn't okay. I swear to you, on my life, on my blood as a Thayer, on my honor as a Cormorant Dragoon, for whatever that's worth, I will never harm you again. There is no force strong enough, not Commander, Margrave, or Prince, who can make me break this oath.”
 
   Rune searched my face, seeking acknowledgment. Knees weak, head light, heart fluttering in my chest like a sparrow in a cage, the response I gave him was a wordless one. My eyes caught on the shape of his mouth, and I found myself biting my bottom lip with anticipation. I looked up at him and our gazes met. Seeing the same wounded soldier I'd met in the cave more than a year ago and finding the same rare, boyish innocence as I had that very day, I melted. Before I could slip into an incoherent puddle on the floor, I lifted my chin and kissed him. It was soft, sweet, and pure. The kind of kiss that says more than words do. A familiar feeling of euphoria bloomed in my chest. He was the only one who had ever invoked this kind of bliss and I yearned for more. 
 
   Taking the lead, I pushed him gently backwards, and together we sunk into the cushions of the sofa and lost the entire afternoon.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 22: Into the North
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sheer Town. I didn't think I'd miss it, but it turned out to be an oasis that I'd never forget. That day was perfect and we became nearly inseparable in the time that followed. It'd been difficult to leave our secret place, but once we did, I'd never seen Rune more talkative. He was still a little rough around the edges, but the difference was night and day. 
 
   “So in Haven, people use their Abilities in secret to support the community?” he asked me as we walked back to the Flying Fish with tin coffee cans in hand. 
 
   “Basically, yeah. I hate that they lie to us until we're of age.”
 
   “Yes, but it seems to function for the greater good. Fewer accidents, no envy or judgment. You know, I really think we could do something like that here. If Abilities were used to help our kingdoms instead of being weapons of war, imagine what we could achieve. The possibilities are boundless.”
 
   I cracked a smile. “I'm surprised you think so. Everyone else around here seems to believe that ending this war is a futile effort.”
 
   “No effort is futile. Inaction is the only sure path to failure.”
 
   “You weren't always such a bright-eyed optimist,” I said with affection.
 
   He grinned down at me. “I didn't always have you.”
 
   We chattered like that all the way back to the little round harbor, saturated in a golden sunset that turned Rune's blue eyes green. When we were a mere fifty feet from the ship, movement caught my eye and I stopped walking. Rune paused beside me.
 
   “That was...” I began to say.
 
   “I know,” he whispered back. 
 
   An oblong black shadow stood on the dock. Instead of moving up the loading ramp to the ship's open rail gate, it reached upward, clawing and wriggling its way over the side of the ship and onto the main deck. Slipping behind the mast, it vanished.
 
   “The Gateling,” I finished belatedly. “So it's still with us.”
 
   “Nothing has changed. Don't be afraid.”
 
   “I'm not,” I told him, and I wasn't lying.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Coastal cliffsides tapered down into rocky shores and pebbled beaches. Blankets of mist dampened an increasingly marshy landscape. We passed harbors, wharves and fish towns, and none of them were empty. The distance was too great to discern the shapes of people, but movement was everywhere. Long narrow ships speared through the water like floating needles, spouting trails of steam behind them. Heavy barges hauled nearly enough cargo to compromise their buoyancy. The Northern naval ships were easy to spot. Whether they hovered in the air or sat in the water, each and every one was splashed in black and bronze paint, the colors of the North, and crested by sets of garishly colored flags that whipped and lashed in the wind. Every boat had a name, and every name had a tally. These ships had more visual personality than I did. 
 
   At first I was afraid they’d stop us, but Carmine hoisted a flag of her own and none troubled us. It was a four-foot-long ribbon of teal, spangled in gold. As soon as I studied it, I spotted matching flags trailing from the masts of other trade ships. 
 
   We turned up the mouth of a canal that was wide enough to be its own sea, and pressed inland. A bulbous naval hover ship matched our speed and direction for four hours, and nearly succeeded in giving Carmine a heart attack before it finally turned off into port. 
 
   The military installations were impressive. They cropped up from land and sea in the form of stocky brownstone towers riddled with cannon mouths. Spikes made from whole tree trunks jutted out from their bases, ensuring that no enemy ship could get close enough for mooring. Each length of timber was carved like braided wood. Patches of drooping vegetation and peat filled the cracks and upper layers of the construction. As we passed especially close to one such compound, I could hear bawdy music and the roaring of chanting voices emanating from within. This was no carefree party. The sounds were far too intense to be innocent. I found myself shrinking deeper into the cabins of the Flying Fish until we’d safely passed. 
 
   I didn’t need to look over my shoulder to know that Rune was with me, and when I felt his hands settle around my waist, I smiled. 
 
   “Carmine wishes to know if we should keep the same heading,” Rune said, letting me lean against his chest. 
 
   I reached up, caressing the side of his neck with one hand. The cabin doors were open wide enough for me to see that we’d moved well beyond the spiky garrison on the water. “Unless the capital has moved, that’s the direction we should take.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “Let’s see, Prince Varion is that way,” I said, using the Pull to point me in his direction. I faced the head of the ship and pointed slightly to the left.
 
   “And so is the city. I believe you.”
 
   Looking at a pair of sharply pointed boats, I said, “I never thought I’d see a place more different than Breakwater or Cape Hill, but here we are. In the North.”
 
   “Division can do that to a kingdom.”
 
   “Does being here worry you?” I asked him. “Be honest.”
 
   “I was thinking about it. I can’t be truly free unless I let go of who I was. I cannot allow myself to be bound to old rivalries and prejudices or I’ll be of no use to you, myself, or this mission. Anyway, I do not fear the North.” I could feel his voice rumbling through his chest. “The only thing that worries me is the thought of losing you again. That could happen in the West as easily as the North.”
 
   I supposed he was right. “No one wants to drain me here, that’s one advantage.” A sigh gusted from my lungs and I went limp in Rune’s arms, trusting him to hold me up. “What am I supposed to do? Ask your lifelong enemy, Prince Varion, for help? Or feed him to Prince Raserion in hopes that he’ll keep his word and end the war?”
 
   Rune tipped me forward so that I was no longer leaning on him and stood beside me. He was silent for a time, considering an answer. “We should meet with Varion and ask for aid as Lord Axton intended. If he betrays us, we should consider Raserion as an option. My concern is how Raserion should hope to aid us against his brother at so great a distance.”
 
   Fishing around in my pocket, my fingers closed around the flat, cold ornament. “There’s this. Raserion gave it to me.” I held up the brass medallion, letting the two sides spin from the chain. “He told me to trace one of the symbols when I meet Varion.”
 
   Carefully, Rune grabbed hold of the base of the chain to stop it from spinning and get a better look. “One side is for summoning a warhorse.” He rolled his left sleeve up to his elbow and compared the brand in his skin to the detail work on the trinket. It was a perfect match. Turning the piece over, he studied the second symbol with narrowed eyes. “The other… you should put this away. Whatever you do, don’t touch the surface.”
 
   “Why? Do you know what it is?”
 
   “No,” he said, giving it back to me. “I’ve never seen it before. And that’s cause enough for concern.”
 
   I looked at the seemingly harmless inscription, a snail shell spiral that ended in two downward points, and slipped it away into my pocket.
 
   “He said that it would transport Prince Varion to him, but how? What does it actually do?”
 
   “Whatever it is, it can’t be good. Prince Raserion would not waste an opportunity to throw his fiercest attack at Varion if given the opportunity. It’s likely a weapon of extraordinary power.”
 
   “He seemed adamant about being the one to kill Varion, for revenge.”
 
    Rune looked warily at the pocket where I’d stowed the threatening item. “Then nothing will stop him. There is no greater weapon in this world than Prince Raserion, himself.”
 
   I rubbed my palms together, suddenly aware of how many times I’d nearly touched the engraving’s brass surface. The thought was terrifying, but I couldn’t find it in myself to be afraid. I’d been pushed beyond my limits long ago, and though my stomach clenched with tension, I found myself laughing. “Well, why not? It’s about time he’s shown up.”
 
   Rune’s eyebrows lifted at my reaction, but instead of becoming silent and severe, he grinned back at me. “You know that he comes to fight in many of the battles?”
 
   “Unlike his brother?”
 
   “Very much unlike Varion.”
 
   “This should be an interesting few days,” I said, curling an arm around him.
 
   “To say the least,” he agreed amiably. “Soon, we’ll be standing among immortals, and the choices we make will have the power to change history.”
 
   The concept barely had time to sink in before Kyle came swaggering across the hall from the forward cabin. “What are you guys doing lurking back here? It’s a nice day for sightseeing!”
 
   “You’re inside too,” I pointed out.
 
   “Only for a little while. I was bringing Carmine some food. Pickled fish is not as awful as I thought it would be.”
 
   Leave it to Kyle to be carefree now, of all times. Still, it was a great improvement from his nightmare-induced bouts of terror. “Where’s Sadie?” I asked him, hoping he at least had the good sense to keep her out of plain sight.
 
   “She’s in the cargo hold, relax,” he said, tossing me a lopsided grin. “Hey, I’m free to give you that lesson on engine decompression maintenance that you wanted.”
 
   I almost asked, “Me?” before realizing that he was speaking to Rune. 
 
   “Yes,” Rune said with more enthusiasm than I was used to seeing. “Show me.” He gave my hand a squeeze before heading out with Kyle.
 
   “Do you have any other experience with engineering?” Kyle asked.
 
   Rune shook his head. “None.”
 
   “Good! I’d hate to have to list all of the reasons why my methods are better than someone else’s. Did that sound vain? I’m really not. I’ve just had that conversation so many times.”
 
   They strode across the deck seeming unconcerned about our passage through enemy territory. Rune and Kyle, what a strange pair. As they walked away, an echo of nostalgia tugged at my heart. Beyond them, out on the water, a hover ship, topped with rippling orange flags soared past. I wasn’t afraid of the Princes, but if either of them dared harm another of my friends, I’d give them a reason to be afraid of me.
 
   In that very moment, a shadow peeled away from the wall and stood behind me with gaping white eyes. I saw the Gateling in my peripheral vision, and turned to face it slowly. I could have called for Rune or Kyle. I could have alerted the whole damn ship, but I didn’t want to. 
 
   The shadow took a halting step forward, reaching out with long pointed fingers. 
 
   Taking in a steady breath, I tipped my head down and smiled. The Spark roared within me, and I let loose a controlled pulse. A bubble of lightning poured out around me, flashing white, and the Gateling slipped backwards and disappeared into a wall.
 
   Sucking the electricity back into myself before I could damage the ship, I pounded a fist on the very surface that concealed the Gateling. 
 
   “We’ll only speak on my terms now, Prince.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 23: To Meet a Prince
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    “We're nearly there,” Carmine announced to Dylan and I. Rune and Kyle had been toiling around in the engine room for hours, and while it was a fair bit of sport to harass the Gateling, Carmine and even Dylan made for better company. 
 
   The thought of touching down on land again thrilled me. Being cooped up on the Flying Fish, charming as it might be, was beginning to make me feel like I'd been trapped in a tin lunchbox. If not for the view I would have gone insane days ago. Even the horses were showing signs of irritation, and I'd spent the better part of the morning attempting to calm them down. Florian had begun to damage his stall from all the kicking he was doing. He desperately needed to run, and I could relate to that.
 
   “Jemmie, Walton, Sonny, Pauline, Aubrey,” Carmine said wistfully, with a smile playing upon her curved lips. “We'll be celebrating soon enough.”
 
   “And who are those? Your collection of porcelain lovers?” Dylan asked drolly from his seat at the card table. His jacket collar stood on end, framing his perfectly tousled blond hair. 
 
   Carmine let out a single, musical laugh. “If only I were so popular. I’ve told you, they’re the cousins who eagerly await my success.”
 
   “They may find themselves waiting a lifetime.”
 
   I sat across from Dylan at the little table, casually examining his playing cards while he flipped through a book. A smirk formed against my will. I was beginning to find some distinct humor in his negative banter.
 
   He noticed my reaction and winked at me. 
 
   I let out an airy laugh and shook my head slowly.
 
   “Afraid not.” Carmine's cheer was not dampened in the least. “Your brother is paying me well enough. After all of this plays out, I may even consider retirement. Oh, I'd never be able to hold still for long... but it's a pleasant thought.”
 
   “You're a con artist,” Dylan said to her. “If I were Brendon, I'd have you tossed into the brig for demanding such an unwholesome price.”
 
   “So sorry to disappoint, little Axton, but a select few see my value for what it is. You appreciate me, don't you Katelyn?”
 
   “Very much,” I grinned. “Who else would commit daring rescues and pilot the ship for days on end without sleep?”
 
   “I would,” Dylan grumbled. “And at the very least it would rescue me from this boredom. I scoured Sheer Town for anything interesting and all I got for my efforts were a few of Raserion's history books. Here's a recent one: The Battle At Rocktree Camp.” He leaned back in his chair and cracked the thin book open. 
 
   I placed a scythe card down on the table. The artwork on that particular card was quite detailed. “Why would Raserion's books be in Sheer Town?”
 
   “Raserion pays couriers with quick ships to drop them throughout every coastal city. Pays them well too. With your taste for coin, you might look into that line of work, Darling.”
 
   Carmine spun the wheel to turn the ship away from an outcropping of rocks that jutted up from the water. “I won't deny that the money is right, but a caught courier is a killed one. I've heard the Hussars make sport of them. Give them a head start and hunt them down like dogs.”
 
   He eyed her with distaste. “Dogs do the hunting, fair lady. For all its cunning, it's the fox that is caught in the end.”
 
   Carmine rolled her eyes. “Do you ever stop speaking?”
 
   He turned a few of the book's pages, searching for something. “Sadly, no. I do have other talents if you'd care to explore them.”
 
   Rune and Kyle chose that exact moment to join us, and wisely, Dylan changed the subject.
 
   “Regardless, this volume is a pile of rubbish. Missing commas, adjectives repeating in the same sentence.” Dylan cleared his throat in preparation of reading. “Listen to this, 'Out of the frolicking mist that gushed with gun smoke,' no comma, 'Varion's horde huddled in a gushing heap of fear, too afraid to raise their guns and do battle.'”
 
   I couldn't believe what I was hearing. “What?”
 
   “What is that?” Kyle asked.
 
   Rune had a piece of wood in his hand, and was carving it with an especially small blade. Whatever he was attempting to whittle was indistinguishable. “The written work of a Historian.”
 
   “There's more, it gets better,” Dylan said. “'One shaking fool stood up in the quivering ranks, a true spectacle of Northern bravery. He loaded his cannon lit his spitting fuse and aimed low to the ground. The blast rained red with his blood upon the wailing cheeks of his companions.' Wailing cheeks? Do these cheeks have their own mouths? 'But each crimson cheek turned up with awe to behold the beautiful Margrave Hest. At mere sight of her awesome presence, each man wept and each woman sobbed with envy, and with a brilliant black shadow of Dragoons at her back,' I don't think it's possible for a shadow to be brilliant, 'the Margrave conquered the invaders of the field with one word. Goodbye.'”
 
   It was completely absurd and about as far from the truth as it could be. The bold idiocy of it made me gasp. “But that's not what happened at all! We were locked down in those trenches. The cannons killed so many people! And Varion's soldiers weren't huddling and afraid! They nearly won!”
 
   “Easy, Miss Kestrel, I was there, remember?” Dylan sighed. “But you're right. This is hardly worthy entertainment. Cards, Thayer?”
 
   Rune glanced over and shook his head.
 
   “I can't believe they'd write that!” I couldn't deny that Hest had been impressive in the battle, but she didn't stop to talk or make threats. She was far too busy laying waste to her enemies. 
 
   Rune went to stand beside Carmine, and simply by looking at him, a rush of recent memories flowed over me. “There are many ways to infect the minds of your opponents,” he said. “Raserion uses these books to demoralize the Northerners. Even if the people don't believe the content is true, the concept of failure has already crept into their thoughts. In combat, doubt is death. In our own cities, Raserion's history books are more accurate, and underscore the importance of learning from our losses.”
 
   On a normal day, I would have shouted about the hypocrisy of loving history and spouting propaganda at one's enemies, but I was far too busy going to pieces. Flushing, I remembered the sensation of running my hands over Rune's bare back, the feeling of his feather-light kisses on my neck. The rise and fall of his chest, and the way his face emanated with love for me when we lay side by side.
 
   I felt a rush of blood to my cheeks and refocused on the cards. 
 
   “Seems wrong though, doesn't it?” Kyle said for me. “Telling white lies to confuse your opponent is a cheap tactic.”
 
   “Cheap tactics can still earn victories,” Dylan put in.
 
   “You're right about that, Axton.” Rune pushed down on the blade and cut the top of his wooden figure clean off. He watched the severed piece drop to the floor and roll away with a twinge of disappointment on his face.
 
   Dylan watched him, plainly annoyed. “Why do you keep attempting ridiculous hobbies?” he asked Rune in a tone that suggested he'd been bottling the question. “You've picked up a new habit every day, and you're dreadful at all of them.”
 
   Rune's face was a mask that concealed any emotion he may have felt about the remark. He turned to Dylan, free of rage or sorrow or amusement. His blue eyes stared down at the pale lord. “For eight years I haven't existed outside of my duties as a Dragoon. I have been invisible, forgotten by all the world save my superiors and enemies. It is my duty as a free man to live every moment of life to its absolute potential, and how should I accomplish that without first experiencing it?” He approached us and placed the knife and mangled piece of wood on the table. Upon closer inspection, I could see that he'd carved the body of an animal into the surface. It wasn't half bad for a first attempt. 
 
   My heart ached with his confession. He was fighting for his individualism, and even the act of answering Dylan had proved that much. I wanted to hold him close and tell him he was doing the right thing, but I couldn't coddle him. He needed to learn to defend his new ideals. I smiled, and mist gathered in the recesses of my eyelids, but I didn't let my emotion show. Did anyone else realize how difficult this was for him?
 
   Dylan reached out, grabbing the carving knife by its hilt, and stabbed it down into the wooden animal. An antagonistic grin curled onto his lips. “Good for you, Thayer. Just don't be too disappointed if you wake up one cold morning and find that killing is your only true skill.”
 
   How dare he! I opened my mouth to shout at him, but he was ready for me.
 
   “Don't reprimand me.” Dylan dropped the book flat on the table. “I'm giving our friend here some real-world advice. We cannot deny our nature any more than we can sprout wings and fly.”
 
   “I don't want to shock anyone,” Kyle said, leaning against the map wall. “But I disagree. A person can be whoever they choose. It's all a matter of action versus intention. Limitations are reserved for the simple-minded.”
 
   “Maybe I will awaken some day and realize I'm the same Dragoon that I was in Raserion's keeping. If that moment comes, I will revel in the memories of being a free man, even for a short time, and that will be enough.” Rune faced the forward windows, slipped his hands into his pockets, and began to whistle airily. One out of every five exhalations was musical. 
 
   Drawn to him as I was, I found myself following his gaze out of the windows. The clouds had peeled back, allowing sunlight to brighten our surroundings. There were so many ships here, and verdant landmasses stretched out on either side of the Flying Fish. Shelves of rock made the coastline craggy, but waterfalls poured down from many of them. The channel had grown green and was laced with foam. I could smell brine and mist and rotting fish seeping into our ventilation. A swell of froth charged ahead of us– or so I first thought. It was a flock of tiny, dirty-white sea birds. They clouded the nose of our ship and peeled off to swarm into the sky.
 
   Pressing a lever forward and turning the wheel of the Flying Fish about, Carmine whistled too. She'd spun us about to face set upon set of spiraling stone arches. Over two hundred feet tall, they stretched far above our limited field of vision and partially enclosed the canal passage that we turned down. To me, it looked like a gigantic ribcage was lying over the broad green waterway. Rusted iron spires stabbed up beside the pillars, connecting one to the next like a growth of thorny brambles– a harsh counterpart to the gently curving stonework. All along the twisting metal supports were staircases and mechanical lift systems that led to the throat of the archways. Balconies wrapped the pillars there, and soldiers patrolled the parapets. Long tapestries of bronze and black whipped down from the heights, torn and tattered by the gusting coastal winds. The standard displayed three gears that linked together in an infinite circle.
 
   A pair of steep cliffsides, each topped with its own fortress, connected to the edges of the skeletal tunnel. Ships of all shapes and sizes traveled up or down the waterway alongside a sizable complement of Northern navy vessels. The scene was immense enough to make me feel tiny and frail. 
 
   Excitement, not to be confused with happiness, rushed up my spine and sent my pulse racing. What was it that we'd find here? Who would we meet?
 
   Carmine coughed politely. “If we're finished discussing the philosophy behind human limitations, you may want to have a look outside. We've reached Caraway, the capital of the Northern Kingdom.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 24: Caraway
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I hope you're ready to be an emissary, Katelyn,” Carmine said, leaning over the wheel to get a better look at the ribcage-tunnel over the wide canal. 
 
   I wasn't in the slightest bit prepared. In fact, I had no idea what I'd say to them, besides proving myself as a Lodestone. The thought in itself was unnerving, and a bit like undressing in front of an audience. 
 
   Afternoon sunlight splashed over us as we glided out from beneath each stone arch. “What is this thing for?” I wondered aloud.
 
   Rune faced the glass and craned up to get a better view. “Security.”
 
   I found myself imagining all of the ways the people stationed above could damage a ship that passed beneath them. It was an excellent vantage point, and the ideal location to fling boiling oil, sharp objects, and cannon balls. “I hope they like us.”
 
   “The famed Seagate,” Carmine snorted. “Oh it looks menacing enough, but ships can still escape if they're quick.”
 
   “Like the Flying Fish?” Kyle asked gaping shamelessly with both hands pressed upon the wide floor-to-ceiling window. 
 
   Carmine seemed self-assured. “She'd make it.”
 
   It didn't feel right that we could come from the West and slip into the North without being fired upon or interrogated. “Why aren't they stopping us?”
 
   Our pilot tapped the toe of one splendid leather boot. “It's like I told you in Sheer Town. My ship is registered in their books. You can bet your life they were watching us as we came in, but someone reported us and looked us up. The flag is like categorical clearance, but they'll still check us when we come in.”
 
   The sixth set of pillars was the last, and the blue sky opened up above us, unobstructed. At our sides, the cliffs drooped downward until the ground was a mere thirty feet above the waterline. Short walls blocked the surrounding city from the canal, and brownstone buildings rose higher around us the deeper we traveled. At last, the canal opened up to an oval harbor, three times the size of the one at Cape Hill. The docks were much too broad and far too occupied for me to discern one region from the next, but Carmine seemed to know just where to go.
 
   She steered us far to the left, until we were in the shadow of the raised city walls. When we passed through a pair of weatherworn posts, she lowered us to the water, and powered down the hover turbines. Even with the engines off, my skin felt as though it was buzzing. Without the accompanying sound of the hefty secondary engines, I could again hear music and shouting. Were these people ever quiet?
 
   Wooden pole houses rose up along the edges of the harbor. Painted ladies hung languidly over the railings and fanned at themselves with dried leaves and feathers. Drunken men slumped beside them, shouting obscenities. I even saw one throw what appeared to be a metal tankard into the harbor. 
 
   All of the moored ships ahead of us were topped with flags identical to our own, and Carmine eased us into a vacant slip, sidling up to the dock with flawless precision. Furiously flipping switches and pulling all of the levers down, she put the Flying Fish to rest and flung the tiny door of her console compartment open. 
 
   I watched the gauge needles on the control console spin to zero. “What are you looking for?”
 
   Reaching within, she pulled out her small leather bound book, and shook it in her hand for me to see. “Flying the proper colors doesn't mean that we avoid inspection. All ships are checked upon landing. Come with me, all of you. And for pity's sake, someone keep that Lurcher out of sight.”
 
   “Her name is Sadie,” Kyle said, not bothering to hide his irritation. He liked Carmine, a lot, but he didn't tend to have a tolerance for anyone who disrespected machinery, and Sadie was the most impressive kind. “She's down in the engine room, sleeping.”
 
   Remembering how easily Sadie had used her own mouth as a giant wrench to free us of the harpoons that had punched through our metal rail panels, I wondered if the engine room was the best place for a mechanical animal to relax. What if she got bored and decided to chew something? Still, I wouldn't bring it up. If Carmine was too concerned with the city's officials to worry about Sadie, then so much the better.
 
   Carmine charged out the door and we fell into motion behind her. “Heads down, mouths shut. They just want to see my papers, and they'll leave. Don't give them any reason to explore.”
 
   As the shortest one, I needed to work twice as hard to keep up with our pilot's long strides through the cabin hall. Out of loyalty, Rune slowed his pace to match mine. “Carmine, after they leave, I think you should be the one to go find a messenger to the palace.”
 
   She shook her head. “I'm staying with the ship.”
 
   “But you're a Northerner.”
 
   “Excuse me?” Dylan said, from the middle of the pack. “Did my ears deceive me, or did you just suggest that our wicked temptress of a Northern pilot represent us upon our arrival at the enemy capital?” He chuckled dangerously. “Of all the stupid ideas. She isn’t remotely trustworthy!”
 
   Excellent timing for one of Dylan's fits. I groaned. “You don't trust anyone.”
 
   Dylan clicked his tongue. “That's not true.” It continued to baffle me how many times Dylan's pride could be stung, even while he acted the way that he did. 
 
   “Oh yeah?” I drawled, wondering how he'd explain this one.
 
   “Yes, actually. I trust the skinny one. Karl.”
 
   “Kyle,” I corrected him.
 
   “Whichever it is.” He pointed out my friend as though I didn't know who he was. “I trust you.”
 
   Kyle looked back at Dylan, utterly perplexed. “Why?”
 
   “You're not the kind to knife a fellow in the back. I can tell.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Don't mention it.”
 
   “You're all going to drive me steadily mad,” Carmine complained, and pushed open the cabin doors. Piercing light flooded our eyes, but our pilot barely blinked, and walked with dignity to meet her true countrymen. 
 
   There were already men on our deck roping the Fish to the dock, and three officials had already come up the boarding ramp to our open gate. The eldest of the three, notable by his short silver beard, held a ring of papers, while the other two wore pistols on their hips and broadswords on their backs. 
 
   We'd been through this before, and the last time, a Margrave had thought to greet us personally. My nerves prickled, ready for danger. Before I could follow Carmine, Kyle, and Dylan out into the clamor, Rune caught me lightly by the arm. 
 
   “Remember, Kat,” he said softly. “No matter how far you are from your home, no matter what we might have to face here, you're not alone.”
 
   I looked up at him. A vein stood out upon his neck, his breathing was measured, and his jaw tight. He was concerned. Smiling, I placed a hand on his chest, sliding it up to squeeze his shoulder. “Neither are you.”
 
   The words were profound to him, and his face opened up. He smiled back at me with his eyes, and we left the shelter of the cabin together.
 
   Outside, the port was a clutter of unfamiliar sights and sounds. Carpenters and beggars and bands. Fishers and hawkers and dirty-faced children. I winced, deciding I'd need to shout if I'd ever like to be heard again. Dark, shaggy palms shot up from the shoreline in clusters. Wood and brick structures sat one atop the next to such a degree that singular buildings were indiscernible. Presiding above the sprawl was a monstrous castle. Even from this distance, I could make out many of the details: gaping multi-story windows, steep flying buttresses, pointed rooftops as jagged as broken glass. Was it a trick of the eye, or did it swallow half of the city?
 
   “The Keep of Caraway,” Rune said from beside me. “I never thought I'd see it from its own harbor.”
 
   Dylan leaned against the stair railing and wrinkled his nose. “Smells like three-day-old spilled beer and three-year-old clam chowder.”
 
   While Carmine showed the officers her papers, Kyle inched close to me. He peered over at them to make certain they were out of earshot. “Uh... you remember that bad feeling that I was getting before?”
 
   I didn't want to acknowledge his uncharacteristic notions of prophetic warnings, so I didn't say anything.
 
   “Well, it's happening here. A lot. I don't like it.”
 
   “Everything's fine.” But looking up at the Keep of Caraway, negativity snaked into my mind. My confidence nearly wavered, and I recoiled, smashing my doubts the moment I felt them. I refused to regress into the person I once was. I would not be afraid. “Look, Carmine has signed their papers, they've spoken and they're leaving. No overbearing military presence this time.”
 
   “Present company excluded,” Dylan muttered.
 
   Rune turned around at intervals, taking in every angle of our surroundings with measured precision. If he didn't relax, he might give himself away. I tapped his elbow, and managed to break him from his focus. 
 
   Carmine strode across the deck of the ship and earned more than a few appreciative looks from the dockworkers. No doubt the combined effect of her flatteringly low cut jacket, skin-tight trousers and thigh high boots. Her elegant features certainly didn't hurt either. Our pilot didn't bat her eyelashes or flirt; she didn't need to. She wore the attention like a cloak and used it to her advantage. “The kind gentleman with the whiskers has saved us some trouble. He keeps a pair of runners with him to alert the city guard to any troublemakers he might find. Today, he's lending us one. If you please, Dylan, I'll send your brother's sealed request for an audience along with his man.”
 
   Dylan pushed off of the staircase and unfolded his arms. “Because I must,” he said, frowning. Reaching into the inner breast pocket of his blue-gray coat, he revealed the envelope. Before handing it over, he ran a thumb over his family's wax seal, and exhaled. “And so we set free those tawny ships: our wishes, hopes and dreams... upon the tide of circumstance that all is as it seems.”
 
   “Lambert?” Carmine asked, extending a hand.
 
   “Bennette.” Dylan passed her the letter. “Much as I hate poetry, it seemed appropriate. We're just as likely to dash upon the rocks as his forlorn characters did.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 25: The Butterfly and the Machine
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Electricity flowed from my hands, pouring from each fingertip and gushing from my palms. Swirling, churning, and tumbling together, each fine spark connected and joined with another. The bolts grew thicker and stronger. I could feel the static in the air instigating my hair to stand wild and free. The static belonged to me as much as the lightning did. 
 
   I sat, cross-legged on the floor of the cargo hold with Rune. We'd been waiting to hear something from the Keep of Caraway for two nights. So focused on the act of trespassing in the North, and hurried as we were to find help for Breakwater, none of us had stopped to think that Varion's administrators might be too busy to see us. We could be waiting until our food stores ran out, for all I knew. All they needed to do was read the letter, that was it, and surely the unusual contents would be worthy of swift investigation. 
 
   Focusing, I pushed the electricity in my hands together. Snapping and flashing with white light, the two streams fused.
 
   Sadie lay nearby, her sides rising and falling with the heavy breaths of a deep slumber; a machine that could eat, sleep and play like any other living creature. She was a marvel. Did she dream? 
 
   “More than seven hundred years ago, Prince Raserion learned to use his Ability to shape actual life forms,” I said to Rune. “He was only a child. How did he do it? The Shadow Chasers and Mimics and the others, they live independently. I've seen it with my own eyes. They procreate and socialize, eat and sleep, like Sadie. How did they craft living beings? It's difficult enough to compound the energy needed to form an image.”
 
   Rune dabbed his brush into a well of blue paint. He'd found the art supplies, like so many other things, tucked away and forgotten in the back of the hold, and he'd been coated in charcoal and pencil shavings ever since. “You've been able to create complex forms. The tree, your arms and legs, the bird you sent into the salvageman ship. That's a great deal more than others can accomplish.”
 
   “The bird was the only one I had time to think about. I tried to imagine that I was working clay like I used to back home. Can you make anything?”
 
   “Isn't it enough that I bend fire to my will?” he smiled. A paintbrush looked out of place in such strong hands, but the way he wielded it, bending near and tilting his head as he went, I could imagine him with no other purpose. The duality within him was enticing. “No, only simple shapes. I'd be interested to learn more, but I'm no Lodestone. I'm afraid I don't have the same energy reserves that you do.”
 
   That made me smile. It was strange to think of myself as being stronger than someone like Rune. When we'd met, I had no idea that I could wield lightning.
 
   “The princes are Lodestones,” I mused. Narrowing my eyes, I pushed the lightning in my hands, forcing it to form half of a bird. My concentration faltered, and it flashed back into its original form. “Or, at least, they were.”
 
   “Don't even think about it.”
 
   “What?” I asked innocently.
 
   The mood may have been light, but his voice was thick with warning. “Lodestones might be powerful, but not more so than a prince.”
 
   “Humph. What do you know about us? A year-and-a-half ago, you all thought we were rocks in the mountains.”
 
   It was his turn to grin. “I'm glad you're not.”
 
   A laugh escaped. “Yeah, I bet you are.”
 
   “You're beautiful for a piece of rubble.” When I groaned, his crooked smile broadened. “And remarkably intelligent, all things considered.”
 
   “And you're quite handsome for a dead man!” I smirked, threatening to throw my lightning covered fist at him. Unable to even bluff, the element retracted before my arm did. 
 
   “Katelyn,” he said, suddenly serious. His face had gone straight and the light vanished from his eyes. “Come here. Slowly.”
 
   I stopped smiling and held my breath. “Okay.” Scooting closer, I looked around the room, scanning for danger.
 
   “No, hold still,” he said. “There's a great, big...”
 
   “Spider?”
 
   “Mustache on your face,” he finished saying, and slashed my upper lip with curling tendrils of blue. 
 
   “Ah!” I growled. Once again, he managed to use the tension of our situation to his advantage. “How did I fall for such obvious trickery?”
 
   “You are a Lodestone. There's only so much we can expect,” he laughed, leaning back reflexively to dodge any potential retaliation.
 
   “Oh, is that how it is?” I said menacingly. “Well– hold still– my, my, don't you have some fine whiskers?” Reaching for one of his thin brushes, I dipped the bristles in black and dragged them over his face three times on each cheek. “And a button nose. Unusual for a Dragoon.” I plopped a glob of black paint on the end of his nose.
 
   “Have you seen a dentist recently?” he asked, swirling his brush in a jar of water and then dipping it in white paint. “Because you have a severe case of rabbit-teeth.” He painted two long rectangles down my bottom lip to my chin.
 
   I pursed my lips, dropping my brush into the jar, and he flashed me with a wide grin. “They look natural on you.”
 
   Pouncing, I crashed into his chest, nearly knocking him over. He wrapped an arm around my waist and all the fight left me. I was far too comfortable to move. This feeling, it was like being in Haven again. It was like being home. I closed my eyes and pictured us far away, over the sea and the frosty mountains, sitting in the soft grass and wild flowers that grew along the Wendy River. There would be birds singing, dragonflies zipping over the babbling water, and the far away chatter of kind people with warm hearts. I'd almost forgotten that I was one of them. Haven lived within me, cloaked by my experiences and shielded by the scars on my chest. I was still who I'd always been.
 
   Rune whistled tunelessly and dabbed his brush on the small board canvas he'd found. I looked down at the sketches scattered around him. I saw the profile of my own face, and Kyle's, Carmine's, even Dylan's, scratched onto papers with pencil. There was even one of Sadie, sitting like a dog at attention. He may have been terrible at the new skills he attempted, but he was a brilliant artist. 
 
   “These are amazing,” I told him, pushing the scattered papers with a finger. 
 
   “I have one for you,” he said without looking up from his small rectangular canvas. “But it's incomplete.”
 
   A painting for me? What would it be of?
 
   “I want to see it,” I smiled with excitement and curiosity.
 
   “Not until it's finished.”
 
   “What are you doing now?”
 
   “Nothing,” he said in a terrible attempt to lie. I poked him in the chest, and he sighed with resignation. “I just keep seeing this image in my head. The Monarch. One word, three meanings. Insect, ruler, war machine. They used to paint this symbol upside down on the hull of the Monarch war machine so that none would forget the name. I've seen it in storybooks, history books too. The devastation that a single one of these machines created has lived in infamy for hundreds of years. If Raserion reaches Haven with thirteen Monarchs at his disposal, this symbol will represent the greatest massacre in recorded history. I've been fighting in this war for years, and I never once imagined that it would end in my lifetime. What happens if Raserion wins?”
 
   My frown was deep. I knew what it would mean for my people. “What happens if Varion does?”
 
   Rune dipped his brush and wiped it on a piece of scrap paper. “He'd hunt and kill every last soldier. Every Dragoon. Northerners show no mercy.”
 
   “There must be another way.”
 
   “There will be.” He nudged me with his shoulder. “We'll make another way.”
 
   Somehow, even though I knew that it seemed impossible, I believed him. 
 
   On the floor, Sadie began to growl in her sleep. 
 
   “Is something bothering you?” he asked, looking at me differently.
 
   I blinked, unsure what he meant. I may have been bothered for all of the usual reasons, but I believed in us. I couldn't concede to living in a world where there was no hope. “No.”
 
   “Then why are you pinching me so hard?” he asked, his eyebrows lowering sharply. 
 
   Sadie's head rolled up from the ground, and she snarled, baring her fine pointed teeth. She hadn't been sleeping after all. 
 
   I held my hands up where he could see them. “I didn't pinch you.”
 
   Very clever, Rune, what are you planning on tricking me with this time?
 
   As he looked from my hands to my eyes, I could see the danger dawning upon him and it was real enough to stop my beating heart. Sadie growled, flipping from her side onto her feet, and Florian kicked at his stall. This was no prank. Something was very wrong. 
 
   There was only time for wordless mutual understanding, and then Rune was ripped away from me and dragged across the floor. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 26: Spilled Paint
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rune kicked and thrashed, tipping the open bottles of paint as he was pulled violently across the floor by an unseen enemy. Red, yellow, and blue bled together, soaking the knees of my pants before I had time to react. 
 
   “Rune!” I cried, scrambling on hands and feet, slipping in the slick blend of colors. “Help him, Sadie! Go!”
 
   The Lurcher launched past me, charging toward the darkest corner of the cargo hold as I half crawled, half ran after them. My boots were covered in paint and it made sprinting extremely difficult, but after a few steps, most of the stuff had smudged off on the floor. 
 
   The Spark was with me in an instant, coating both of my arms with gauntlets and pointed elbow blades made of ferocious light. Illumination touched the farthest reaches of the cargo hold, and I could see Rune there, pinned against the wall, feet scraping helplessly against the floor, in the grip of the Gateling. 
 
   Holding him up by the throat and shoulder, Raserion's underling was stretching and warping, spreading out its very mass to cover him. Already his hands had been consumed.
 
   Rune roared and burst into flames. Blue fire began to burn through his clothes, lapping up over his face. When he pushed the fire to the Gateling, it didn't flinch or recoil. It accepted the flames, and as they rolled over its dark form, they changed shape. Spines of fire stretched from the Gateling's back, and horns burst from its head. It had taken away Rune's fire as a Shadow Chaser would.
 
   Sadie reached them first, and her terrible baying was almost human. She dove at the Gateling, gnashing her fangs, and opening her jaws wide to maul the shadow creature. She caught hold of it, but it didn't show pain, and the fire lapped at her eyes. Screaming, she bit again. 
 
   Why wasn't his fire hurting it the way my lightning had stunned the Voice of the Prince? Why wasn't the Gateling afraid of him the way it had been afraid of me in the halls?
 
   Lodestone.
 
   It was a battle of energy versus energy. I was more powerful than Rune. My electricity was more potent, more compounded than his blue fire. 
 
   Rune gasped for breath. The Gateling poured over him, swallowing everything beneath his neck. 
 
   Not caring about the fire or my safety, I lunged in. “Let go of him!” I screamed at it. 
 
   Like a deformed owl, its head swiveled around to look at me. Those empty white eyes shone through the orange-tipped blaze. This creature was of Raserion's making. Did it remember me? Could it really feel fear? I'd give it reason to. 
 
   Sadie hissed and rolled away from the fire just as I stormed in. Thunder boomed somewhere in the distance, my arms crackled, and I slammed a fist into the Gateling's back. Rune's eyes grew wide as the Gateling covered his mouth. My lightning blended with the fire on the creature's back. If I wasn't careful, the shock would spread through the Gateling and into Rune. Like grasping the strings of floating balloons, I caught on to the lightning before it could drift away. With an effective leash on my Ability, I intensified the power. 
 
   The Gateling didn't make a sound but cringed, and dropped Rune heavily to the floor. The flames that had covered them both died away, and the Gateling scrambled for the nearest shadow. I let it go, but Sadie was on its heels, snapping at its misshapen legs as it poured itself into the darkness and returned to Shadows within Shadows. 
 
   Arms still burning with light, I walked over to where it had disappeared. Kicking my boot against the corner where the wall met the floor, I didn't see a single trace of the creature. 
 
   Rune was coughing and gasping, but he was already on his feet and searching for the Gateling with me. “If I'm not mistaken, I'd guess that Prince Raserion would like very much to speak with me.” His voice was raw and heavy.
 
   The understatement struck a chord. Was the Gateling trying all this time to smother Rune? Had there never been an opportunity? Was it so desperate that it would attack him in front of me to get the job done? “Are you alright?” I asked, breathing hard and feeling the adrenalin trickle out of my blood. 
 
   “I'm fine,” he said, glaring down at the ground. “Not a trace. It can't come back without its symbol being drawn. It's gone for good this time.”
 
   “Raserion isn't making me feel very sympathetic to his cause right now,” I growled.
 
   “He doesn't need your sympathy. First he gave us the carrot, now he's giving the whip. I wonder what he would have said to me.” Rune exhaled slowly through his nose and rubbed his throat and shoulder.
 
   What would he have said to the Dragoon who caused a rebellion and escaped? “It doesn't matter. We might be forced to play his game, but that doesn't mean we need to follow the rules.”
 
   Rune put a hand on my shoulder. “Katelyn.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   He grinned. “You've got a little something on your face.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 27: Then and Now
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   At the head of the two-hundred-foot-long Flying Fish, Carmine, Kyle and Dylan hadn't heard our battle. The drunken music that poured out of a nearby pole-house and the raucous shouts and laughter that accompanied it successfully drowned out any sounds that might have carried.
 
   We wouldn't have the time or opportunity to tell them either. A ten-man escort had arrived aboard our ship that very evening. We'd barely had the time to wipe the paint from our faces before we were called to meet them. 
 
   The leader of the guards was a tall brawny man with a cleft chin and a glass eye. Like the other guards, he wore a uniform of green stained leather and bronze trappings. “High Steward Winton Headly has received your case and wishes to grant you audience on behalf of His Excellency the true King of Lastland, Prince Varion. Ready yourself. Gather your effects. You have fifteen minutes and we will depart.”
 
   Heavily armed as they all were, four of them looked different. These others wore bronze and black armor and carried a single weapon: a metal spear. Each spear and set of armor was inlaid with a unique set of carvings. Individualism was embedded in every uniform, every weapon. These four were Hussars, and they stared at us through brave and cunning eyes.
 
   I couldn't get away from them fast enough. In the close confines of the bunkrooms, I felt claustrophobic, but safer than I did outside. If only I could have stayed there forever. I didn't have time to pity myself or make any delays. This was our chance to save Brendon. It might even be our chance to end the war. 
 
   What I chose to wear mattered a great deal. I was going to meet an immortal prince in a foreign land. First impressions were important, and mine would be honest. I wouldn't wear a shining ball gown, or pin my hair in some elaborate fashion. I would be myself– a girl from Haven. Digging into my things, I found a set of clothes that I'd brought from Rivermarch and stowed away when I masqueraded as a Historian. 
 
   My dull olive green pants had traveled with me as I'd hitched on wagon carts and stowed away on trains from Rivermarch all the way to Pinebrook. The brown leather woven belt that I slid around my waist had been a gift from my father for earning honors in geography. How quaint those classes seemed now, when I faced a world larger than my imaginings. The light gray fitted shirt I wore was of soft, thin material. The sleeves were long, reaching all the way to the knuckles of each hand. Pale strips of lace accented the insides of the cuffs and the hem at my waist. It reminded me of Ruby, which shouldn't be surprising, considering I'd stolen it from her closet two years back. She was the nearest thing to a sister I'd ever had.
 
   “I'll give it back,” I promised her, staring at my reflection. They were the same words we always said to each other when we'd borrow clothes. “And I won't stain it.” The oath was so ridiculous, a single laugh slipped free.
 
   Looking at myself in the long mirror, I realized that the deep scooping neckline of the shirt did nothing to hide the circle of scars on my chest. In my final year of school, the ring of smooth markings had earned me pity, disgust, and uncomfortable glances. I'd been ashamed of them, then. 
 
   Let them show. This is who I am now. I will survive this too.
 
   I slipped on a dark gray hooded jacket, its design too smooth and clean to have been made here in the Outside World, and slung my battered orange scarf over my neck. I wouldn't tie or wrap it around me to hide my scars this time, but I wouldn't leave it behind either. 
 
   My long black hair, wild and unbound, flowed down my back. I hadn't the time to brush it, and after the Gateling's attack, I hardly cared about such details. Once I'd strapped a pair of goggles to my belt and dropped Raserion's silver amulet in my pocket, I took in a deep breath, straightened my shoulders, and met with the others in the hall. 
 
   “I'm going now.” They were all there, staring at me. “Wait here for me. I'll be back.” Did my voice sound tight? I tried to keep it neutral.
 
   Kyle was the first one to intercept me. “We– Hold on! Is that my jacket?”
 
   I grinned at him sheepishly. “I promise not to stain it.”
 
   He blinked and shook the errant thoughts out of his head. “We're in this together. I'm going with you.”
 
   I looked at him, surprised. He'd been so afraid in Cape Hill, so terrified on the Fish the whole way here. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yeah, I am. Haven is my home too. I wasn’t with you when Sterling...” A lump caught in his throat. 
 
   Carmine reached out to run a hand down Kyle’s arm. “You should stay, Kyle. If things go poorly for Katelyn...”
 
   Thanks for the support. 
 
   “No,” he told her. I knew that face. Though Kyle's outward features hadn't changed much, I could read his subtle body language, the slight hardening of his expression. No one, not even Carmine could persuade him now. “I'm going. But we'll be back, safe and sound.”
 
   “I'll make sure of that much,” Rune said, stepping forward. Before I could say a word, he took the lead. “The three of us will leave now. Lord Axton and Pilot Rousseau will remain here. When negotiations succeed, we'll send for you both. Be sure to keep the ship fueled and ready to depart at a moment's notice. Even if the proceedings go well, we might be taken with a fleet to Breakwater. I don't need to tell you why to be ready if our request is badly received.”
 
   Rune, that unreasonable idiot. He was the last person who should be accompanying us. Of course, I felt more comfortable having him there with me, especially after the Gateling's attack. But if they found out who he was...
 
   Carmine blinked, staring at Rune. Was that respect I saw in her eyes? “Sounds reasonable.”
 
   There wasn't time for me to argue with him. He knew it, and he knew that I knew it. Garbled as that might sound, it was the truth. I could tell by the way he avoided meeting my eyes.
 
   Rune turned to the young lord. “Prepare yourself, Axton. You could be called upon at any time.”
 
   Dylan was fidgeting. He couldn't seem to hold still. Tugging at the ends of his immaculate navy coat, he took three slow steps backwards and began to shake his head. “I... I can't do this,” he muttered.
 
   Gravity, he was scared. The whites of his eyes flashed, and he didn't stop moving until his back hit the wall behind him.
 
   “You can,” I said gently.
 
   “I can't do this!” he said louder. “They're going to kill me. They're going to kill all of you! Why did Brendan think this would work? Varion's soldiers make flags of human skin– human skin! No one told the two of you that did they?” he cried out at me and Kyle. “They flay their enemies! The Princes are monsters, the both of them, and we're just people! We have no right to walk among them and expect to live. You're going to leave me here, with this wanton wretch, while you lead us to an execution. I do not wish to spend my last hour with her. I don't want to die.”
 
   “Axton.” Rune took a deep breath, and a measured step forward. “Breathe. Just breathe, in and out. There's nothing to fear. You're a Commander.”
 
   Redness rimmed Dylan's eyes. “Well I didn't ask to be!” Lungs heaving, hands rattling, he was falling apart. “If we fail, we die. If we don't fail, you leave me here. If they find out what I am, I die. How many of them could I fight off? How many?”
 
   As much as I'd hated Dylan at times, I pitied him too. He could be a cruel, self-absorbed coward, but hadn't he gotten me out of that trench at Rocktree Camp? In the end, hadn't he come back for us, smashing Hest and her Dragoons in a single massive display of Ability? I knew he resented us, it was an infectious feeling, but didn't I owe him something for that? 
 
   His parents had sent him away, and now Brendon was doing the same. I didn't doubt he had reason to be this afraid of the North. I knew that I should take his reaction as a warning, but I was finished with fear. 
 
   “It's going to be okay,” I said gently. “We won't leave without you.”
 
   As soon as the words came out, I knew I'd made another promise I had to keep. I wouldn't give Dylan another reason to hate me.
 
   His hazel eyes found mine, and I could tell that he was scrutinizing me, attempting to tell if I was lying. He ran a trembling hand over his face and raked his hair away from his brow. 
 
   Rune leaned against the wall beside him. “Dylan,” he said, “Do you remember the time Terrin Bilke came after you for kissing his sister? Brought all of his friends and pummeled you into the dirt?”
 
   Dylan flinched, looking at his feet. His breathing began to slow and his head reluctantly bobbed. “I was seven years old. Steffen showed up and punched him in the jaw so hard, he broke his finger.”
 
   Rune nodded and a crack of a smile pulled up the corner of his mouth. “And me and Bren got matching black eyes.”
 
   The memory nearly softened Dylan, but there was a grating awkwardness to the conversation. Rune's childhood was supposed to have been forgotten along with his hopes, dreams, and desires. Dylan sniffed. “What's your point? We lost that fight. Rich Chandler broke your nose and I could barely walk for a week. Even Brendon had his arm in a splint for a month.”
 
   Kyle said exactly what I'd been thinking. “You guys fought like that when you were kids?”
 
   Rune pushed off of the wall and gave Dylan a hard look. “We didn't leave you behind then. We won't do it now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 28: The Keep That Swallowed a City
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   We rode through Caraway City on horseback, and I had to fight to keep Florian from barreling down the narrow street. Clenching my teeth, I kept a tight rein, and wished he'd behave long enough for me to focus on being mad at Rune. 
 
   Dylan had made a valid point back on the Flying Fish. If these people found either of them out, they'd be as good as dead. I couldn't imagine Prince Varion would be excited to entertain a Dragoon and a Commander in his capital. All it'd take would be to roll up one of Rune's sleeves. Dylan may have been terrified out of his mind, but at least he'd had the sense to stay back on the ship. 
 
   I glared at Rune, riding beside me on a bay mare. He whistled airily, not seeming to mind that we were surrounded by a small group of soldiers and four Hussars. Even their horses wore armor, and the trappings matched the patterns carved on the gear of their riders. They protected their mounts as well as they protected themselves. With Dragoons on the backs of shadowy warhorses, I couldn't exactly blame them for taking such precautions. 
 
   Even in the early night, the city was alive with a bustling chaos. Tinted lights of every color shone from lampposts, suggesting that the Northerners even painted their bulbs. The electricity buzzed and flickered weakly, and I longed to charge it just to keep the darkened streets from flashing. 
 
   Despite the care taken to decorate ships and soldiers, the brownstone houses were bare. We rode up a worn brick road, and I could easily see into the well-lit homes. There were no bright colors within, no flags, banners, knickknacks or decorations. No automobiles or fine horses awaited their owners outside. Even the clothes of the citizens were rough-spun and drab. 
 
   In Cape Hill, people had not seemed happy, but there had at least been some gradient between the wealthy and the poor. Here, everything looked the same. Just like Sheer Town, names and numbers wrapped over every outer surface. Only one unfinished wall was new enough to be mostly clear, and there were still three sets of words on it. 
 
   As soon as we passed the pubs and barracks, it was different. Wherever there were soldiers, there was color and life. It was clear that they were celebrated and idolized. We'd only been riding a little over fifteen minutes, and I could see the change. No wonder people begged to join the military here. The civilians were impoverished while the soldiers seemed as wealthy as any noble I'd seen in Cape Hill. They rode in automobiles that puffed with steam, in painted carriages, and atop the backs of spotted steeds. Trinkets trailed from their belongings, and passersby bowed to them and thanked them for their service. 
 
   I saw an old woman, teetering on her feet, reach a bench at the same time as a young infantry soldier. Mumbling an apology, she offered him the seat, and stood to eat while he settled in shamelessly to read a newspaper.
 
   Backwards. 
 
   It was as though someone had taken all of the West and flipped it upside-down. In Raserion's kingdom, his soldiers were slaves, robbed of their lives. Here it seemed to be the common people who had their freedoms taken. Raserion used his laws as a means of control. He'd created a cold, unfeeling soldier without attachments. Somehow, Varion had done the opposite. Considering the alternative squalor, who wouldn't voluntarily become a soldier in the North?
 
   Was this the natural progression of two sides fighting ceaselessly for seven hundred years? They'd all been the same people once– the survivors of a great catastrophe. Back home in Haven, when schools came together to play sports, each team was proud of its differences from its opponent. Was the Outside World an extreme example of that very notion? In fighting this long, were their differences defined and solidified until their cultures became perfect opposites?
 
   I thought of Haven and peace. In my home country, none were especially wealthy, and none were especially poor. There were variants, to be sure, but nothing so dramatic as this. The imbalance in both kingdoms was criminal. 
 
   Who was the worse prince? I didn't know the answer. 
 
   Kyle's eyes were wide as he took the place in. I wondered if he even saw what I did. The children of soldiers played with tiny steam-powered robots on the street corners. There were mechanical pulley systems that hauled crates between buildings. Lifts replaced stairs, carrying passengers to high balconies and multi-story entrances. Small steam engines chugged over us on rails that sat upon the very rooftops. Lofty pole bridges connected the tracks and swooped down to elevated station platforms. Hawkers called out, selling tool kits, wrenches and spare parts from carts.
 
   Trees clustered in the corners beside structures, and the farther we traveled away from the harbor, the fewer of them were palms. Some had leaves of red and gold and brown. Others were entirely barren with long wispy branches. Caraway had no shortage of lumber. 
 
   A mist had begun to roll in, but no civilian seemed concerned and no steam-powered machine was affected by the damp. There were plenty of covered walkways and umbrella shops to keep people dry. 
 
   Any hope of peeling Kyle's rapt attention away from the many constructs in the city was foiled forever when I laid eyes on another creature of myth. There, walking down the byway as though it had just leapt from the pages of a storybook, was a great metal cat. The dull brass feline was nearly as large as a horse, and between its outer panels, I could see spinning cogs, screws, springs, and wheels. Green lights glowed behind its eyes, its bony tail clinked and curled, and steam spiraled up from its nostrils. 
 
   I was as stunned as I'd been the very first time I'd seen an elephant. Was every bit of fiction told to children late at night based on reality? Looking at the brass cat, I doubted that it could grant wishes that always turned sour, or lead children to candy that would make them feel sick, but it was real, and moving along the street as though it knew where it was going. Kyle had been able to make robotic beetles, but nothing so large. He looked about ready to fall from his horse and chase after the mechanical animal. 
 
   A walking legend may have been enough to distract Kyle, but I was already transfixed by the Keep of Caraway above us. If the ground view hadn't been so busy, I would have stared at it for the whole ride. Now, the colossal structure was nearly upon us. It sprawled like an ornate casing over the very rooftops of the busy city below. 
 
   I gaped upward as we passed beneath the first supports, and the bulk overhead blocked out the starry sky. I wouldn't allow myself to look up at the stone support beams more than once. Just thinking of an entire castle keep sitting over us made me squirm in discomfort. What if the whole thing fell to pieces on our heads?
 
   Logic insisted that it was sturdy enough. Each building beneath the keep acted as a column to hold up the greater structure above. The streets here were tighter, narrower than those outside. These buildings seemed older than the rest of the city too. Water seeped through cracks in the brick, and moss rambled up the walls. Only ferns, mushrooms and swampy shrubs grew in the pockets between stonework. I saw a cat or two prowling the shadows, but they were the regular kind. Though military stations outnumbered homes two to one, the houses here were richly decorated, and surprisingly silent. I soaked up the quiet, savoring every moment of it. 
 
   We reached a central point of some kind, and the lower city, along with the upper keep, opened up into a huge grassy courtyard. The square was perfectly symmetrical, with roads coming to meet at every point. Grand balconies overlooked the gardens, and even in the night, people strolled along cobble and veranda. Mechanized lifts carried passengers up and down from the height of the keep. 
 
   The stars shone like so many beads of light between the rolling clouds, and a crescent moon rose behind one of the keep's collection of towers. I was forced to admit, the place was incredible. We had nothing like this back home.
 
   The soldier with the glass eye halted us as soon as we reached the green. “We dismount here and proceed on foot.”
 
   Following his direction, I swung down from Florian's back, gave my gray gelding a reassuring pat on the neck and watched a stable hand lead him away. I noted that the horses were kept along the edge of the courtyard boundary. 
 
   We were guided to the nearest lift, and the gated platform carried us up to the first level of the keep. The view of the courtyard and the dimly glowing edges of the column city was enchanting. I could have stared at it for hours, but we didn't have the luxury. 
 
   Inside, the vaulted ceiling stretched so very high, it may as well have been its own sky. The patterned brown walls were elaborately decorated in curving molds and embedded sconces. Ivory chandeliers trickled down from the height of the ceiling, and black and gold rugs softened the stone floor. No other art was present, and no bright and gaudy colors infiltrated the palace. The halls at least were more somber than celebratory. 
 
   Other people moved about the populated keep on their business, but all who caught sight of me stared. Each and every one of their faces would stiffen in discomfort or freeze in horror. From plain citizen to strutting soldier, they gawked and whispered among themselves when I passed. Was I so strange? Even our own procession of guards took notice and watched me overly long. 
 
   I looked up at Rune to see if he was aware of their behavior, but he was too busy watching a Hussar and a civilian lean against a pillar, arm in arm. It would seem that these soldiers were allowed to keep their social lives. To me it was one of the least unusual aspects of Caraway, but Rune must have seen it through completely different eyes. 
 
   Kyle nudged me with an elbow, nodding to our right. Two long rows of pale soldiers stood as still as death, guarding a gaping entrance to a deeper hall.
 
   The soldiers were colorless. Gray from head to toe, skin to armor, they stared blankly ahead. Some were men, some women, and all wore masks. Fitted to their helms, each was individually cast in the likeness of its wearer. No details were spared, no two looked alike. The faces of the masks were as peaceful as statues in a graveyard. It was unsettling, to say the least. I was reminded of the faces in the tombs beneath the Mausoleum in Haven.
 
   I felt pity for them, yes, but there was no mistaking that these men and women were fashioned into killers. They held eight-foot-tall polearms with viciously sharp axe heads. The column on the right was right handed, the column on the left, left handed. They were ambidextrous then? Though none of them were armed with pistols or rifles, each carried a set of knives on their belt, ranging in size from short sword to kitchen knife. 
 
   Many soldiers were bolted through their pallid gray flesh with steel pins, bars, pistons and tubes that ran over joint or limb or ribcage. These ticked faintly, and their fittings supported bones that appeared to have been broken repeatedly. Beyond the cages of mechanical enhancements, there were lumps, dents, and neatly stitched scars. If their bodies were so badly damaged, what was it that their masks covered? Was it a wreck that they hid beneath the likeness of their own faces? Did such masks make them walking monuments to their own deaths?
 
   Sterling flashed painfully into my memory, and I relived the moment when the last hint of color had drained from his flesh. My skin prickled and I rolled my shoulders to chase away the chill that had snaked down my spine. Our escort brought us nearer still, and I held my breath as we walked past. The pale soldiers paid us no notice, maintaining their vigil, stiff as stone. There was one other thing that caught my eye. Something I couldn't ignore. Their armor was designed to leave the center of the chest exposed, openly displaying a mark in their skin that unified them as the most feared soldiers in the North.
 
   As we walked beneath the guarded arch into a throng of people and a booming voice echoed from the walls, I couldn't help but look back. I knew why everyone stared at me the way they had. 
 
   Those were the Empty, and I wore a matching scar.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 29: The Prince from Afar
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Now more than ever, I wanted to meet Prince Varion. I wanted to see what a real monster looked like. What kind of a person was capable of reanimating the dead? Who could be comfortable piecing their hollow forms back together to use them as weapons? Their eyes were as vacant as porcelain figurines– their bodies as monotone as newsprint. Hadn't those soldiers given enough? I'd seen Sterling drained right in front of me. After his color faded, there was nothing of him left inside. His body breathed for a few days and then stopped. What were the Empty? Did they think or feel? Rune had seen them as we went by. It would have been impossible not to. I wondered what he thought about being a soldier in life, only to fight again in death. But if their individualism was stolen when they were drained, did that mean these were mere husks, empty and fighting like puppets? 
 
   I pulled Kyle's coat closer around me. 
 
   Our glass-eyed guide stopped us from going any further. We were in an oval hall overlooked by a mezzanine deeply set with shadowy alcoves. Soldiers and civilians alike filled the room to capacity, and all buckled down on bended knee. The silence was reverent. 
 
   Our escort stooped to the exquisitely intricate rugs, and not being fools, Rune, Kyle and I quickly followed suit. Again the voice boomed, and this time I listened. 
 
   “His Excellency, ruler of the divine North, lawful heir to the one throne of Lastland, Prince Varion Argent,” the voice announced. 
 
   Tilting my head, I peered up. A hulking form strode out on the mezzanine. He was massive enough to see from the back of the crowd, forty feet down, and one hundred feet away. I had no direct point of reference, but two metal cats stood at his side, and he was significantly larger than them both. Plated in heavy bronze armor, his resounding footfalls had a voice of their own. I doubted very much that any average human could hold the weight of so much shielding. The pauldrons on each shoulder were larger than his head. His helm pointed at the front of his face, and only cracked open wide enough for his eyes. 
 
   He stopped at the center of the balcony and gripped the rail with his hands. “Rise.” His voice was like thunder, and he wasn’t shouting. 
 
   There was a choir of stomping feet as the entire crowd lifted up from the floor in unison. Standing allowed me to look at him more freely, but I was still too far away for details. Aside from his enormity, he was shaped like a human, so far as I could tell. But what face hid beneath that helm? 
 
   “Remain vigilant.” The words echoed through the hall, trembling the crystal chandeliers, and reverberating through my core. I sucked in a breath in an involuntary reaction to the power of his voice. I waited for more, but those two words were all he intended to give. He left us, the metal cats at his heels. It was all too brief. I wanted to get a closer look. I needed some hint that he was better than his reputation implied. If not, there could still be time for us to flee now if we needed to. But the giant had given me nothing. I had no choice but to press on.
 
   “This way,” our guide said. The crowd began to pour out of the large chamber, but our escort led us down a less used passage to a quiet taupe and black antechamber. “Are you carrying any weapons?”
 
   I blinked, remembering the inscribed piece that Prince Raserion had gifted me with. It was a weapon, I was sure.
 
   “No,” Rune answered for me.
 
   The glass-eyed soldier gestured, and three of his men stepped forward to pat us down. When my guard felt the heavy silver trinket in my pocket, I held my breath. He reached into my pocket, pulling up on the chain, and dropped the medallion into his hand. It landed on the side with the strange inscription, but if he merely flipped it over, he'd find the mark of the shadow warhorse, and we'd be as good as dead.
 
   “Just a trinket,” I said, steadying my voice. 
 
   The soldier looked from the item in his hand to the scars on my chest and swallowed. He returned the amulet to me and I didn't dare to sigh in relief. The longer I looked at him, the less comfortable he seemed. Good. 
 
   “Do you have a problem with the way I look?” I asked him under my breath, the words stabbing between my teeth. I didn't need to force myself to sound menacing, I was irritated enough by the way everyone stared at me.
 
   Forget about the medallion. Come on. Just walk away.
 
   I stared at him unblinkingly.
 
   He couldn't look at me longer than a second without his eyes flitting back to my scars. He cleared his throat and stepped away.
 
   “She's unarmed,” he told his superior.
 
   I closed my hand protectively over the heavy silver trinket. Could the presence of my skin set it off, without tracing the symbol? No. It wouldn't. It was better that I conceal it as quickly as possible. There was a rush of heat that reached my neck as I slipped it back into my pocket. Time had slowed for me, but no one else. My guard didn't look at me again.
 
   Rune seemed unfazed as his guard patted him down, like it was as normal as drinking tea in the park on a sunny day. He was incredible. Why couldn't I be as relaxed as him in the heart of an enemy's kingdom? I wanted to smile and whack him on the arm for being so convincing. I wanted to see him smile deviously back at me. And then I wanted to take that dimpled face of his and kiss him until he wasn't smiling anymore.
 
   Gravity! Where did that come from? 
 
   I flushed, staring wide-eyed at the carpet. My reasons for being nervous changed very suddenly. 
 
   Not the time or the place.
 
   When the glass-eyed soldier was satisfied that we weren't a threat, he gave us one more order. “Wait here.” He, his men and the Hussars fanned out to the edges of the room and stood at attention. I wished they'd given us some privacy, but at least they weren't looking directly over our shoulders now. Several of them stared at me, frowning at my scars. 
 
   I lifted my chin high and ignored the rate at which my heart fluttered in my chest. “You guys okay?” I asked quietly. 
 
   Rune flexed his jaw, studying the room. “Yes.”
 
   Kyle, on the other hand, was ashen. For all of his earlier bravado, he didn't look like he was holding up very well. My lean friend didn't answer me at all, but shifted from foot to foot. His shoulders were pulled in, his hands were in his pockets, and his eyes flashed from point to point. His nervousness was as contagious as Rune's calm. My chest tightened and I knew that if I didn't show bravery, we'd both fall to pieces.
 
   “Kyle? Are you okay?” I whispered.
 
   “Those things out there… all of these soldiers. I-I don't think I can say anything. My h-head keeps going blank. I can't even think straight.”
 
   “Don't worry. I'll handle the talking.” I caught him by the elbow and forced myself to smile. “We're doing okay.”
 
   When he finally looked me in the eyes, he let out a shaky breath and nodded. One of the corners of his mouth tugged up in what was nearly a crooked smile. He didn't make it believable, and it quickly faded away. At least he stopped fidgeting so much. 
 
   Just a couple of kids from Haven. We weren't meant for this.
 
   Doors opposite the ones we entered swung open and a pair of Hussars stepped out. One of them, a woman with long, braided cinnamon hair, spoke. “Lord Winton Headly, High Steward of Caraway, Prime Representative of Prince Varion Argent, will hear your case. Enter.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 30: Saving Breakwater
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The moment that would determine our fates was upon us. A pang of regret filled me up. I wished Ruby had been with me. No one was more honest than she was. Though shy, people trusted her quickly for her kind heart and earnest nature. There was something about it that you could sense. An openness. If only I were more like her. Would my words be enough? Did I have the strength to save Brendon and his good city? 
 
   Time seemed to slow. I felt my body move, and my chest rise with breath. A strand of hair brushed back over my shoulder. My boots tapped upon the floor as I strode into the throne room. Rune was at my left. In my peripheral vision, I could see the shape of his biceps through his shirt and a vein that ran up the smooth brown skin of his neck. Kyle was on my right. His thin lips were pressed together and his hands were balled into fists. The three of us walked forward together, unified. Would it be enough? The Hussar with the cinnamon braid pushed the doors closed behind us. All that I could hear was the sound of my own heartbeat drumming in my ears, until those oaken doors slammed shut. 
 
   A gust of wind shot through, a final connection to the freedom of the passages outside. It touched my back like a sentient watcher, warning me that my chance to turn around had passed. 
 
   We walked down a long isle carpeted in gold, silver and black. Isles of empty pews lined up one after the other across the stretch of the room. Polished and clean, the rows of honey wood seating broke away in a semicircle, leaving a wide opening between them and the focal point of the broad chamber. A wooden throne, large enough to sit three people, rose up against the far wall. Pointed metal studs stabbed out from the joints in the carved wood, and the high chair back was cut and carved in the shape of a sun. A complement of Hussars stood on either side of the throne.
 
   Massive chains rotated overhead, pulling heavy hanging lanterns along a track, allowing light and shadow to play games throughout the hall. A great window, filled with far too much ironwork to provide a view, stretched from floor to ceiling. It was backlit in glowing gold light. 
 
   The throne room was magnificent. Black iron statues of soldiers stood sentry in alcoves along the walls. Each held a weapon that dripped with crystals. Canvas portraits of finely dressed dancers and sprawling landscapes of Caraway hung in gold frames on the walls. Brightly colored sparrows perched within finely crafted birdcages sending their songs to echo in the arching rafters above.
 
   More beautiful than the birds or portraits were the ladies. They were gathered in clusters at the edges of the room like living ornaments. Their ball gowns were silk and lace with flowing skirts, and bodices that left little to the imagination. Black, silver and gold. Red, orange and yellow. Brown, bronze and copper. The ladies wore only the colors of the throne room itself. They murmured discreetly at the sight of us, and covered their mouths with gloved hands as they spoke. 
 
   Beside them, I felt despairingly underdressed, but at least I had a coat. For all of the warmth represented by its colors, the throne room was cold. I had no idea how they weren't shivering. My eyes slipped from one decoration to the next, nearly to the point of distraction. 
 
   I reined in my curiosity and allowed my purpose to drive me forward. I didn't look at painting, or birdcage, or lady again. 
 
   “What a strange day indeed,” a man's voice rang out down the hall. He sat stiffly atop the wooden throne with a hand propped up on his leg. In such a grand chair, he looked like a doll at a dinner table. “When the children of my enemies come to my very doorstep to break bread.”
 
   I could easily assume by the formal introduction that this was Lord Winton Headly. The man wore a tapered doublet of crimson, and his boots reached over his gold trousers to the knee. As the lights swung over him on their track, I could see that gold rings flashed on every finger, and white had invaded his shortly trimmed brown beard. He seemed sharp and fit for his age, and perfectly at ease controlling our situation. “Noble ladies, I do thank you again for your company, but my newly arrived guests require a private audience.”
 
   The women curtseyed gracefully to the man upon the throne and strolled into the aisle to depart. They looked us over as they passed, some of them gazing a little longer at Rune than I appreciated. Kyle stepped into line behind me to make room for their flowing skirts, but Rune held his place beside me, forcing a few of them to step around him. A tangy trail of perfume lingered in their wake.
 
   I didn't like it. It wasn't that I was jealous– I wasn't that sort of girl– but their presence bothered me. We were here on dire and delicate business– we were escorted to this throne room at this specific time– and Headly didn't think to clear the room of courtiers before we arrived?
 
   “Hold, guests. That is close enough.”
 
   We were halfway across the room. How was this close enough? He was toying with us, reminding us who was in charge. It was frustrating, nearly humiliating, to have come this far and be forced to wait longer. There was a platter of food and wine on a tray at his left. He waved a hand, and one of the Hussars stepped out of the row to pour him a glass of wine. I wondered if that soldier felt as frustrated as I did. He could have poured the drink himself. 
 
   “No, not that one– the other. Yes. Now this is a fine vintage. Hmm. I detect... I detect blackberries. Well done. I shall have to fund them for another two seasons.” I wished that his muttering had been drowned out by the singing birds. Then at least I could pretend to believe that he cared that we were here at all. 
 
   The door boomed closed, and I was grateful that, at the very least, this pompous Lord had waited for the ladies to depart before giving away any more information about us. If he'd said any more about where we'd come from, Caraway's citizens might overwhelm us before we could make it back to the Flying Fish. With my luck, our killer's name would be etched forever over the door of a bakery with the number three beside it. 
 
   My fingertips itched and I wanted to send a bolt of lightning over the man's head, just to get his attention.
 
   No Abilities. I have to control myself. 
 
   He set the glass down to study the bottle it had come from. “You've brought a request from Breakwater, have you?” He spoke to us without looking up. “Amnesty and shelter beneath our great and mighty wings. It could be an opportunity to turn the war, or it could be a plot to drive a knife down our throats. What do you think, Deadheart?”
 
   Beside him stood an ebony-skinned man with long, thick strands of braided white hair. He looked the part of an executioner with a craggy, scarred face that was devoid of charm or humor. His brass and black armor had an elaborate, imperial design that set it apart from the others. The breastplate cut away on his left side to reveal a black iron plate embedded directly into his skin over one entire pectoral. Whoever this man was, he stared at us with the predatory body language of a killer. The only other person I'd seen with such obvious malice had been Commander Stakes. 
 
   I shuddered and wished that he wasn't looking at me so closely. Even half across the room I could feel the weight of his attention upon me.
 
   “They should be separated and interrogated,” he said in a voice filled with grit and gravel. 
 
   There it was. The ghost of a knife stabbed into my heart and I wished we'd never come. We were in trouble. Hussars were lined up beside the two men, holding their spears out at their sides. Thirteen on either side, there were far too many of them for us to face. Outside, there were Empty. One order from Lord Headly would be all that it would take to end us.
 
   “Have them pulled by the limbs? Pluck out their teeth?” Lord Headly chuckled and slapped his knee. “Oh my General, you truly are heartless.”
 
   Deadheart's fearsome gaze slid to his Lord and held fast. Was he hoping that Lord Headly would let him torture us? 
 
   Headly waved a hand dismissively. “I must remind you, if they do speak the truth, what kind of diplomacy would we be showing them? The burning end of a hot poker is not how you form bonds of lasting friendship. And yet, this has never happened. There is no clear protocol to follow.”
 
   Lord Headly hadn't invited me to speak, we were still halfway across the room waiting, but I couldn't give this General Deadheart another chance to paint us in a negative light. 
 
   You've faced Commanders. You've lied to Margraves. You've even spoken to Prince Raserion, himself. Talking to average people in an elaborately decorated throne room should be a simple thing. 
 
   I inhaled and tightened my diaphragm to project my voice. “My name is Katelyn Kestrel. I'm not a citizen of the West, and aside from being fortunate enough to call Common-Lord Brendon Axton my friend, I have nothing to do with your war. I'm here as a neutral party to plead for Breakwater's protection.”
 
   “What a strange accent you have,” Headly mused. He glanced up at me and spun the bottle in his hands. “I've heard rumor that Cape Hill has fallen to rebellion. They were not the drunken mutterings of fishwives and salvagemen, mind. The Reedy Coast is weakened and you come to tell me that the region is now open for occupation? A man can only receive so many unexpected gifts before raising an eyebrow. Speak plainly. Tell me what it is that you want, and we'll seek out the truth of your words. I promise not to let the good General harm you unless you give us reason.”
 
   General Deadheart lifted his chin and scowled. 
 
   “I'm sorry Lord Headly.” My heart began to pound in my chest. “I will not shout matters of life and death across a hall and hope to be understood.”
 
   Rune tapped my arm, warning me to curb my tone.
 
   Headly returned the bottle to the tray without breaking his focus on me. “This distance bothers you, does it? Well, I find I quite like it. Do you see our revered prince in this room? You're lucky I've agreed to meet with you at all. Most of my countrymen would sooner use you as a pincushion to hold their swords than let you walk through our noble keep. Make your case from where you stand, or make none at all.”
 
   Anger flashed hot through my veins. I shouldn't have expected anything less than hostility. He probably thought I was lying about not being involved in the war. It must have sounded flimsy at best. I needed to try harder. He needed to understand. 
 
   I took a steadying breath and used my frustration to reinforce my volume. “Breakwater has broken a cardinal law. They have taken their children away from the Dragoons and the military. When Prince Raserion learns about what they've done, he'll destroy the city to make an example of them. Breakwater has a small militia but no other protection. Lord Axton has sent me here in hopes that you'd hear us out. Breakwater offers its territory as ground for Northern outposts if your prince agrees to protect its citizens. They're good people. They just want to live out their lives with their families. Please, help us.”
 
   Headly returned his wine glass to his lips. He sipped at it without draining its contents, and then ran his fingers along the rim. “All these years I've thought that Westerners must surely hate their children to feed them so willingly into Prince Raserion's army. Dragoons,” Lord Headly stroked his beard and snorted. “They're little more than flesh and bone machines, and half as intelligent. If the people of Breakwater see the error in their allegiance, there may be some hope for this war.”
 
   At the edge of my vision, Rune's body tensed. Could he withstand insults from the people he'd spent his entire life fighting? I shouldn't have let him come with us– not that I could have stopped him. 
 
   “You have won my interest,” Headly decided. “Approach, and let us discuss this information in more detail.”
 
   I cheered and celebrated on the inside, but made certain my face wasn't showing my relief. He was listening to us. We had a chance! All I needed to do was put one foot in front of the other, and not ruin everything. 
 
   General Deadheart unfolded his muscular arms. One of his hands rested upon the pommel of his sheathed sword as he turned sharply to face the lord seated beside him. “This is lunacy. How can these trespassers possibly be outsiders of the war? What do they gain from all of this?”
 
   “Manners, Deadheart,” Headly clucked his tongue. “But please, honored guests, we speak for the prince. Answer my gruff friend.”
 
   Finally reaching the head of the room, I could see Headly and Deadheart much more closely. Headly's clothes were stitched in gold, and watch chains looped over his breast pocket. Though his clothes were resplendent, his narrow brown eyes and pointed smile made him appear more clever than wise. Deadheart was worse. The scarred general would not smile or offer us a single comfort. At such a short distance, I could see that his armor was battered with dents and scratches. He must have worn it for a long, long time, and he was not a young man. Had the years of war made him so cruel? He stared at us with unyielding black eyes.
 
   We came to a halt, and the Hussar with the cinnamon braid strode past us and went to stand on Headly's other side. She must have been behind us all along. 
 
   Finally removing himself from my shadow, Kyle cleared his throat and stepped around me. “We're from a place called Haven.” Lamplight rolled over him, making the ringlets of his brown hair shine. His silver-gray eyes were strong and unwavering. “If this war reaches us, we'll lose everything, and so will you.”
 
   Headly stiffened visibly. “Haven?” he breathed. The lights cycled overhead, and he sank away in his chair as though he'd just seen something hideous. “Your eyes– that scar. And you... and you...” he trailed off. 
 
   Deadheart’s eyes bulged and his jaw worked as he looked between us. “Sir–”
 
   “Impostors!” Headly bellowed. “Get them out of my throne room! Arrest them, General! Arrest them!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 31: Diplomacy at its Finest
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   My brain caught up too slowly. His throne room? What about the Prince? Why did Headly look so afraid? “Arrest us? Why?” I cried out with alarm. 
 
   “We didn't do anything!” Kyle protested. 
 
   Rune held his hands up in a show of pacifism. “Sir, if you'd only listen to our case I'm sure you'd find that–”
 
   Deadheart glowered at us as he marched down from the platform beside the throne. “Take them,” he ordered his soldiers. 
 
   The Hussars lined at the head of the room were on us in an instant. Rough hands grabbed at my clothes, pulling me away from Rune and Kyle. My mind raced, reliving every step, every word. Things had been going so well, what had changed? A shout escaped me as the cinnamon-haired woman wrenched me painfully aside, and I stumbled when they forced my hands behind my back. Someone kicked me, and I sank down to my knees.
 
   “Hey!” Kyle shouted, but he was jostled away.
 
   My back hurt. Was that where they'd hit me? I met Rune's gaze. First I saw his love and fear for me. Then I saw his rage.
 
   “No.” My voice came out a whisper. It was too late. He'd already snapped. 
 
   “Get your hands off of her!” Rune twisted out of the grip of one Hussar, and shouldered another out of the way to get to me. “Let her go!”
 
   Another Hussar stepped in, slamming him in the gut with the butt of his spear. Rune buckled over, coughing, and then lashed out. Gripping the spear with both hands, he kicked the Hussar's legs out from under him. Before the soldier could recover, Rune jammed his weight against the weapon, slamming the end of the spear into the Hussar's jaw. 
 
   My ears rang and my heart rose into my throat. “Don't fight!” I shouted, struggling to stand straight. “There's been a misunderstanding. We don't want any trouble!”
 
   Could they not hear me? 
 
   Two more soldiers flew at him, gripping him by the arms in effort to restrain him. Tucking his broad shoulders down, he bowled through them, flinging them off. He broke the next arm that made contact with him, gripping the soldier by the forearm, and twisting the joint out of socket. The sound was disgusting, and the soldier staggered away, howling. A black-haired Hussar put his weapons aside and punched Rune in the face. An unmatched brawl erupted before my eyes.
 
   I winced, feeling each strike like it had hit me. 
 
   “Don't hurt him,” I begged, tears gathering in the corners of my eyes. “He was only protecting me.”
 
   Someone beat Kyle over the back of the head with a spear, and my friend fell face-first to the ground. I twitched with a combination of confusion and fury. The Spark stabbed at my insides, demanding release. I could fight back. I could blast this room into splinters. And then Brendon, the children, and all of those people in Breakwater would die because of our failure. It wasn't over. It couldn't be.
 
   Someone managed to pull up one of Rune's sleeves and an alarm rang out. “Dragoon! He's a Dragoon!”
 
   The Hussars had been holding back in the fight, but at mention of their mortal enemy, they exchanged murderous glances and attacked Rune in a dizzying flurry of blows with their spears. Rune staggered down to his hands and knees, and blood poured from his nose, soaking into the royal carpet. 
 
   I snapped. The Spark pulsed through my muscles, my skin charged, and I shocked the Hussar holding me. The hands that gripped me fell away, and I encouraged my power to grow. In three seconds I'd have the entire room on their backs. I'd get Kyle and Rune, and we'd run. Somehow we'd run. But I didn't have three seconds. The moment one Hussar fell off of me, another was ready to strike. I didn't see it coming. Something hard hit me in the head, probably a spear. My entire body went weak and I buckled. There was a shout. I may have electrocuted the person holding the spear. My vision doubled.
 
   “Don't kill him,” General Deadheart ordered above the chaos. “Not here.”
 
   “We only wanted to talk to your prince,” I babbled. “We needed your help.”
 
   “I'm afraid it's much too late for that, young lady,” Lord Headly said. 
 
   The general's face was set in a deep frown, and his ropey strands of white hair hung over his shoulder. “Take them away.”
 
   I tried to get up. I wanted to fight.
 
   Pain exploded in my head, sending sunbursts of white light across my vision. This time it wasn't lightning that clawed out to dampen my senses. The world around me became dim and blurry, and my body was suddenly too heavy for me to hold up. I fought for consciousness, I tried to reach the Spark, but I was already slipping. 
 
   The last thing I saw was a pile of seven Hussars descending on Rune and beating him to unconsciousness. They dragged us away, and my ears were filled with the sound of my own boots scraping uselessly across the carpet. As I descended into blackness, two words repeated in my mind over and over again. What happened?
 
   What happened?
 
   What happened?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 32: Blood and Aquamarine
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   High branches and bushy leaves cast mottled shadows over us, and the sun brightened our skin where it shown through. The tree beside Dragonfly Lake was enormous and filled with singing birds. Frogs chirped from the cattails, water lapped gently at the shore, and the Clockwork Ferris Wheel turned lazily on its axis. Away down the road, I could see the charming buildings of Rivermarch poking up from the gentle hills and stone bridges. A steam train sounded its horn and chugged in the distance. Farther still, Haven Valley's white-capped mountains looked down on us like adoring parents gazing into a cradle. 
 
   I loved the way it felt when the breeze brushed the skirts of my purple cotton dress against my legs. I loved that it was warm enough not to need a jacket. “Lemonade weather,” my dad used to say. 
 
   I stared at the edge of Rune's strong jaw as he looked up at the canopy of green and blue. “Is this what happiness feels like?”
 
   Lacing his fingers into my own, I couldn't help but smile. “Yes.” I wanted to say the word, but it wouldn't come out. Pain scratched at the back of my mind and I shook it off. 
 
   No. This is what life is supposed to be like. This is real.
 
   The surface of the lake began to ripple and the Ferris wheel ground to a halt. The sky went black, and Rune faded away from me. 
 
   No!
 
   The ache in the back of my head bloomed, sending cold tendrils of pain down my neck and shoulders. Someone was shouting at me over and over. It was Kyle, and he was burning in the darkness. Flames leapt up around him, twining about his limbs.
 
   My skull pounded and the mind numbing hurt brought me back to reality. I peeled my lids open, but my eyes wouldn't focus. A groan pressed from my lungs. 
 
   “Katelyn!” Kyle's voice was hoarse and thick with pain. “Katelyn!”
 
   I hung from my shoulders. Two sets of hands were linked beneath my arms, dragging me ahead. Sluggish and disoriented, I tried to put a foot down, hoping that I could stand. My captors yanked me along, and my ankle rolled. I couldn't make any ground. The distinct scent of raw oxygen filled my nose. So familiar.
 
   The hands heaved me back and flung me. I didn't fall far. My vision returned just in time to see the stagnant surface of a glowing aquamarine pool rushing up to strike me. I hit the water flat, and the impact shocked me awake.
 
   With my hands still tied behind my back, I sank helplessly to the bottom. Ribbons of pink liquid twined up through my floating hair, leaving a trail overhead. Had I been bleeding? Kyle plunged down beside me, kicking and struggling to free his arms. I twisted in the dry water, feeling it numb my pain. Above us, I could see several rippling figures, and then darkness as they sealed and locked the entrance. There was no going back the way we'd come. 
 
   Glowing pools like this one had acted like gateways linking two far away destinations. They were how we'd passed beyond our impenetrable mountain border and left Haven. But where was it they were sending us now? Home? 
 
   Touching down on the pool floor, I let the strange water numb my pain and tried not to think about how such an unusual substance was made. 
 
   Entire human bodies were drained to make this– from spirit to skin. They were compressed, somehow, to make this liquid. Why doesn't it feel disgusting? Why is it so beautiful? 
 
   I cursed myself inwardly. It was just like me to avoid a subject, and then gravitate to it. Floating gently along the bottom of the dry water pool, I enjoyed the sensation of not needing to breathe. Down here, I could let go of everything that hurt. Maybe I wouldn't need to remember what had just happened to us either.
 
   Rune! They took him!
 
   Alarm quaked through me, breaking the still water's soothing trance. How could I let myself be lulled into lethargy like that? I may have only lost a collection of seconds, but with Rune beaten and stolen away from me, seconds were as precious as hours. I bobbed up to my feet and pulled at the ties on my wrist, but they held fast. 
 
   Kyle drifted down beside me. The aquamarine glow painted us like wraiths. His curly hair straightened as it floated around his head. In the near weightlessness of the water, he looked tall, ageless, and his pointed features made him seem ethereal. Nothing like the sloppy kid with accidental charm.
 
     Kyle pointed up with his chin, motioning away to the right. There was another opening on the opposite end of the pool. I showed him my wrists behind my back. We'd need our hands to climb out.
 
   My heart quickened with the panic of being tied and contained, but I forced myself to calm down. I needed to think clearly. Stretching my fingers, I felt my bonds. They were rope. If I could electrify my wrists, the rope might burn off. Concentrating on the power within me, I called up the Spark. Power surged just beneath the skin, buzzing, but it didn't extend any farther. The water must have dampened my Abilities to external nonexistence. 
 
   Experimenting, I attempted to use the Pull to find Haven. Again, there was no response. Perhaps something closer would work. I thought of finding Kyle, who was right before me. Nothing. 
 
   No Abilities in the dry water pool.
 
   Kyle had a plan of his own. His face hardened with determination as he buckled down, folding his chest over his knees. Slowly, he stretched his arms, nimbly threading his backside, then his legs, and finally his feet, through the opening. He pushed up off of the pool floor, with his hands tied in front of him. 
 
   If I'd have tried the maneuver, it would have been laughable, and probably humiliating, but I was certainly glad he was so flexible. 
 
   It didn't take him too long to untie the knot and free my wrists from their bindings. As soon as the ties floated away, I set myself to work on Kyle's hands. Using my short nails and thin fingers, I was able to loosen the ties and slip the rope off of him. 
 
   As soon as we're out, the pain is going to come back.
 
   I wanted to warn him, but the water didn't allow for speech any more than it did Abilities. 
 
   Steeling myself for the inevitable, I launched from the bottom and swam up to the surface. In a moment, my skull would ache and burn, and I would find out where they'd sent us. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 33: A Writhing Floor
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I broke from the glowing aquamarine water, and paid for every inch of freedom with a currency of pain. Fire spilled from where I'd been struck in the head, down my body. I'd been through much worse, but these pools could convince a person that hurt was a figment of the imagination. Hooking onto the surface with my arms, I dragged my body up and out of the water. Gravity pressed down on me, and I wished that I could have kept the weightlessness too. As expected, I came out as dry as a sunny day. Why, then, was my hair twined and slick with moisture? I touched the back of my head, and my fingers shimmered with red blood in the blue light. 
 
   Kyle came up after me, and I helped to pull him up from the water. 
 
   The pain must have struck him too, because he crawled out on hands and knees, grunting. “Are you okay?” he asked me. 
 
   “Yeah, but Rune–”
 
   “Your head is bleeding.”
 
   “I'm fine,” I insisted. “We have to go find him!”
 
   Kyle pushed himself up onto his knees and inspected the wound on the back of my head. “Hold still.”
 
   I hissed through my teeth. The cut on my scalp stung as he pressed his palm down on it. Kyle's Ability was swift to action, and in moments, the gash sealed and my bleeding stopped. The throbbing in my head receded, and I couldn't help but sigh through rounded lips. 
 
   “We can't waste any more time,” I said, as soon as I'd gotten another breath into my lungs. “They could kill him.”
 
   We helped each other stand up, lit only by the glow of the pool at our feet. “There's nothing we can do for him right now.” Kyle was the kind of person who didn't pad the truth for anyone, but he didn't look happy about what he was saying either.
 
   I knew he was right, and that upset me all the more. I couldn't bear to admit helplessness. That General had condemned him. What were they going to do? Beat him? Break him? Kill him? All he'd ever wanted was a normal life. He learned to fight for that seemingly impossible ideal, and this is how life would repay him? Fury seared through my middle. “Don't say that! I'm not going to leave him like this!”
 
   Kyle let the silence around us sink in for a moment. I'd yelled at him. It was an unfair thing to do, and I awaited the repercussions. “You really like this guy, don't you?”
 
   I would have fought for any of our friends, but with Rune it was different. We'd been through so much together. Memories of Sheer Town washed up against me and I held them close. Why did he have to fight for me? If he would have just let them hit me... My heart swelled and I choked back the urge to cry. I nodded to Kyle, the only response that wouldn't lead to tears. 
 
   He grabbed onto me by the arms, and tilted his head to ensure eye contact. “Kat, look at me. We'll find him. But we need to find ourselves first. When they threw us into the dry water, I tried to swim back up. They closed the way with a stone hatch. There's no way we can go back through.”
 
   He was right. Of course he was right. “Yeah.” If Rune had learned about freedom from me, then I would learn about being a soldier from him. The way forward was all that mattered. 
 
   I analyzed our surroundings. The room was little more than a simple chamber with a rounded ceiling. Great slabs of stone made up a narrow walkway around the pool and broke away, leading into a darkening tunnel. There was only one direction we could take.
 
   The passage was tight enough to inspire a cold sweat on my forehead. 
 
   “Close quarters,” Kyle said, reading my mind. He, at least, didn't look like he'd throw up from the effect of the tunnel, but that was more than I could say for myself. 
 
   I grumbled. “I don't have anything good to say about it, so I'm going to keep my mouth shut.”
 
   “Probably for the best,” Kyle quipped. “We're running out of light here. A little help?”
 
   I held up a hand, and it flashed brightly. 
 
   He recoiled. “Not so much!”
 
   “Well, make up your mind,” I griped back at him, and cut the energy down by half. Purpose replaced fear and my heartache drew away with the retreating darkness.
 
   He's going to make it. I'll find him. I will. 
 
   The tunnel led up a stairway to a pair of gold-leafed hatches with vine-shaped handles. Kyle reached them first, but skittered back down the steps. “I don't want to do it,” he winced. 
 
   “Do you think I want to?” I asked, stooping beside him. The unknown lurked outside those doors. “There could be a hoard of bloodthirsty cannibals on the other side.”
 
   “I don't want you to go first either,” he complained. 
 
   I could have agreed with him on that, but I refused to be weak. The sooner we found a way out of wherever we were, the sooner I could find Rune and see how ticklish electricity could make the iron plate in General Deadheart's chest. I didn't want to kill him, or anyone, but I'd happily settle for incapacitating him. When I saw Lord Headly again, I planned to have a nice, long chat with him. 
 
   “Well too bad,” I said to Kyle, and hefted the hatch over my head. It slammed back on its hinges, and the sound echoed long enough to make me worry. I climbed out before I could change my mind, and defensively, my arms bristled with electricity. 
 
   Light bounded up around me, but it was hardly a match for the cavernous darkness. Kyle climbed up after me, shielding his eyes from my glow. 
 
   “Are you trying to blind me?”
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   The floor underfoot was swirling blue-gray marble. Around us, it was smooth, polished, and reflective, but five steps in either direction, the fine surface was padded in thick layers of white dust. We were at the back of a hall twice the width of those in Caraway Keep. The ceiling was so high that it made me gasp. I wondered if I couldn't see the top, or whether my light simply couldn't penetrate such a formidable gathering of darkness. At our left, three-story windows stretched out along the length of the hall, too crowded with dust and webbing and the blackness of night to provide us with a view. Our right was a maze of stairwells and doors, bridging and crossing one another to lead off along what must have been a multitude of passages. All of the doors wore heavy black chains, and locks that looked wicked and stubborn. 
 
   Twelve-foot-tall statues rose up on either side of the hall in intervals. Each one was a man or a woman, and some held staves, books, or food. The light of my electricity bounced off of their faces, creating the illusion that their straight expressions were changing in subtle ways. There were chairs, benches and long display tables, all draped in webbing.
 
   “Whoa,” Kyle said spinning in a circle to look around us. 
 
   “Where did they send us?” Our voices sounded lonely in the vast silence of the open hall. 
 
   “Not to Haven, that's for sure.”
 
   “It looks like a palace. Maybe this is where Prince Varion really lives.”
 
   “You think we'd be that lucky?” Kyle asked, stepping cautiously into the field of dust. It puffed up around his shoes, and I wrinkled my nose. 
 
   “If that's what you call lucky. Do you have any better ideas?”
 
   “Not one,” he admitted. “Where does the Pull want to take you?”
 
   I concentrated on Rune, Carmine, Dylan, and even Sadie, and each of them brought me toward the same point: the hatch with the aquamarine pool. When I thought about Haven, I felt myself wanting to walk away toward the windows. In Breakwater, Cape Hill, and our journey across the open sea, I could always figure out the direction I faced, but here, I hadn't the slightest idea. It was too unfamiliar. 
 
   I flexed my fingers for warmth. Had it always been this cold, or did I only notice just now? “It's just... ugh. It's just pointing us back. The dust is cleared off this way. We should follow it.”
 
   “Yeah, that sounds like a horrible idea.” Kyle puffed a breath into his own palms and rubbed them together. “If something unfriendly is in here, we'll be heading right for it.”
 
   “And it's the fastest way to find out where they've put us.” I wouldn't let any more time slip away when Rune needed me. Stalking ahead, I let Kyle follow me. “Don't worry, Kylie, I'll protect you.”
 
   He gave me a sour smile. “I should have never told you about that.”
 
   “What are parents for, if not giving us ridiculous nicknames?” A grin slipped past my chattering teeth.
 
   Gravity, it was still. The air was as trapped as we were, stuffy and stagnant, despite the size of the chamber. If I were blind, I'd think that we were treading through the tomb passages of the mausoleum beneath Rivermarch. Strange to think, I might have taken comfort in that. Once, it had been the most frightening place I'd ever walked, and now, I'd thrill to see the rows of candles I'd lined up on those curving stone steps. Aside from the closeness of the air we breathed, there was still nothing familiar about our surroundings. At least it wasn't as suffocating as Shadows within Shadows. 
 
   Kyle rubbed his arms and walked close behind me. “Figures that you'd have the butt-kicking Ability, and I'd be stuck with healing. If we could trade, I'm pretty sure you wouldn't want to walk in front either.”
 
   I laughed, and the jubilant sound seemed unnatural in such a somber place. “Oh, don't give me that excuse. We didn't always know that we had Abilities, and that never stopped me from doing anything stupid. Who was the first one to box-sled down mud hill?”
 
   “That was almost a sheer drop!”
 
   “So? I lived, didn't I?”
 
   Kyle snorted. “You're right, I shouldn't bother comparing myself to a proven crazy person.”
 
   “No, you shouldn't.” When my eyes slid over the face of a particularly severe statue, I didn't look away.
 
   “The dreams have been getting to me. I hardly feel like myself anymore. I mean, me? Freak out because of a dream? It sounds pathetic just saying it. If I were you, I'd tell me that I'm being stupid.”
 
   “You're being stupid.”
 
   “Funny, it doesn't sound as good on this side of the conversation. But, you know, it could be worse.”
 
   “I've been saying that to myself a lot lately.”
 
   He let out a dry chuckle. “At least I'm not that guy.” Kyle pointed up at a looming statue with a scowl that was even worse than the last. “Look at him. Immortalized in stone while he was clearly constipated.”
 
   I grinned despite our circumstance. “You know, I think these were real people. They all look unique.”
 
   “Well, they might have wanted to stand in front of the sculptor on a different day. Fiber. It's an important part of anyone's diet.”
 
   Only Kyle could make a place like this feel less grim. “Good job. You've officially insulted the dead in what could quite possibly be their place of rest.”
 
   “Hah. This isn't a gravesite! And don't start with your ghost stories. There's no such thing.”
 
   “Says the guy with the spooky dreams.”
 
   “That's different.”
 
   Our irreverent conversation came to a halt when my searching light touched the room's boundary and raced up the substantial height of the wall. A pair of hundred-foot-long tapestries drooped from their hangings before us. Though large sections were moth-eaten and threadbare, I still found evidence of their exquisite origins in the delicate crests of blue and gold weaving. Between the two decaying panels of cloth stood a set of dark wood doors. At two stories in height, I doubted we had the combined strength to push one open.
 
   “Looks like this is where we turn around,” Kyle said with bright enthusiasm.
 
   “No, look,” I held an electrified hand out and let a sheaf of lightning extend a little farther from my fingertips. The doorway brightened, and the gathered shadows retreated into a deep crack at the middle of the entryway. “It's open.”
 
   He submitted with slumped shoulders. “Fine.”
 
   We made for the opening in nearly complete silence. Only the sounds of our shoes tapping on the marble floor accompanied us into the forbidden interior. I was glad to leave the unseeing eyes of the statues behind us, but I wondered if we'd traded our eerie surroundings for something more sinister. 
 
   I passed the wilted tapestries, and slipped between the two doors that were thicker than my entire body. My heart rate doubled as we trespassed within. Keenly aware of Kyle's feeling of defenselessness, I ignited both of my arms for protection as much as light. 
 
   Please, no ghosts.
 
   The pure brightness of my electricity was as much an intruder as we were, and as it lanced over the hill of marble stairs in the room before us, the very steps began to writhe like snakes. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 34: The Old Throne
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Gravity!” Kyle cried out, jumping back against the door. 
 
   My breath abandoned me as my light poured into an octagonal room, smaller in length, but no shorter in height than the grand hall outside. Dozens of shallow steps swept upward in a crescent formation, leading to a flattened dais, twenty feet high. A spired marble throne burst upward, crowning the polished stone hill. I could see the vague shape of a person seated upon the throne, but little other detail.
 
   The stair began to twist and move, recoiling from my light. It seemed impossible, until my eyes adjusted. The scene before us painted a macabre picture worthy of legend. Bodies, emaciated and withered, cowered from us where they lay prostrate along the floor. Their flowing gray robes were a perfect match to the monochrome marbling. Shrouds hung down from their heads, covering their eyes, but their mouths were left exposed, and I could see them open and close in moaning. They were frightened of us.
 
   In reaction to our sudden entrance, the decrepit dwellers peeled themselves up from where they'd lain on the stairs, and gathered protectively around the throne. Soon, a cluster of thirty gray-robed bodies blocked it from view entirely.
 
   Gathering my courage, I spoke. “We've come from the dry water pool. Don't harm us and we won't harm you.”
 
   “Kat,” Kyle whispered. “I don't know that we should be talking to them.”
 
   “What else are we going to do?” I hissed back at him.
 
   “Please,” an old woman begged, crawling down the stairs as all others fled from us. “The light. Please.”
 
   I pulled back the Spark, confining it to a small, dim ball in the palm of my right hand. If I'd put it out completely, we'd be in total darkness. I was reluctant to relent so much ground to the shadows. At this point, I might distrust them for a lifetime.
 
   “Oh, thank you,” she rasped, rattling her frail, vein-knotted hands. Her voice was as thin as her liver-spotted skin. Unlike the others, she wore a belt of keys that jangled upon her shapeless waist. I wished that I could see her eyes and attempt to judge her character by them, but her cotton veil concealed them effectively. “It has been twelve years since we've last been given candle or lantern, and the daylight comes in through the stained glass so softly. Thank you, thank you.”
 
   I looked up, squinting past the burn of the light in my hand. The high dome ceiling above and the multitude of tall, needle windows were all mottled in stained glass, just as she'd said. My gaze drifted back down to the woman hobbling to meet us, and I prickled with uncertainty. These people may have been thin and weak, and most of them appeared to be very old, but a strong Ability could swing the odds against us, and we were greatly outnumbered.
 
   Hobbling down the last of the steps, she rocked to a halt midway between us and the dais. Her head was tipped down, and the sides of her veil hung like a pair of pale curtains. She held her shaking hands up, palms out toward us, at level with her bowed head. “Peace, strangers. Peace.”
 
   “Peace,” I repeated, ill at ease.
 
   “Yes,” the woman said, bobbing. She let her arms rest at her sides, but her head remained bowed. 
 
   I frowned, reminding myself that these people were flesh and blood, and not the gathered spirits of the worst haunting in history.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked. It seemed the most logical question, at the time.
 
   “We shed our names long ago,” the woman replied. “Now we are simply the exalted servants of the first throne.”
 
   “Is there a way to get out of this place?”
 
   “No,” her voice lilted, sadly. “If you have been brought here, then surely the world wishes to forget you. But do not lament. If one of us should die, we may have the food and cloth to initiate you. Many of our number are so very old, so very tired. Even I anticipate the great sleep shall be upon me soon.”
 
   Kyle crept out from the doorway to stand beside me. “And if one of you doesn't die?”
 
   “Why, you will starve, my child.” She said it so fairly, as though it was an answer that we could understand and be content with.
 
   Alarm screamed through me. She was filled with such certainty, such honesty, like there were no other possibilities.
 
   “If you are healthy, your body will first consume its fat, then it will consume your muscle, and finally, it will consume itself. Make yourself comfortable here upon our noble floor. We have no beds or blankets. Come to peace with your life's passing. Twenty or forty days will be your lease. Twenty or forty days, until you fade into the great beyond. Modest rations are delivered us once every fifty days. If one of us dies, you may have some. We are not unkind.”
 
   We stood, stunned into silence. 
 
   “Water, we have in plenty,” she added like it was an amenity at a well-established inn. “Would you like to learn the rights of our service? We could begin now, before your minds become weak from the hunger.”
 
   “Thanks, but no thanks,” I said, feeling wildly crowded. The sky... I needed to see the sky. 
 
   “Why don't you show your faces?” Kyle asked.
 
   The woman swayed gently from side to side as she spoke. “Since the day of our choosing, we have looked upon the face of our King, the savior of all humanity, and none other.”
 
   Was she immortal too then? The king had been dead for seven hundred years at the very least. She looked at his face, and then draped a veil over her eyes? No, that would be ridiculous.
 
   But someone is sitting on that throne.
 
   “The... King?” I choked. “That's the king up there? The father of Varion and Raserion?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But... I thought the King was dead.”
 
   She stared mutely at the floor. My stomach turned in revulsion.
 
   “Can we see him?” Kyle blurted.
 
   I shot him a wide-eyed stare. “Kyle, no! The man was killed more than seven hundred years ago. Can you imagine what he looks like, sitting up there?” Even as I said it, I knew I'd have to see it for myself. This king may have been the source of all our histories and if Raserion hadn't lied, he'd been the one responsible for keeping humanity alive. I'd never seen a human skeleton before, and I never wanted to, but it might be foolish to pass up the chance to see the remains of the most important person in history. Had his bones been polished and preserved? Had they been dipped in gold or set with jewels, or swathed in fine silks? Did his spirit remain near enough to haunt his elevated throne? Once the questions populated in my mind, there was no end to them. I wouldn't be able to sleep with such rampant curiosity alive within me. 
 
   “You have twenty or forty days to initiate as one of us. You may look upon him now, if that is your desire, for you will see him before long. If you plan to deceive we trusting folk with malicious intent, know that we defend his body with our lives.”
 
   “We promise,” Kyle said before I could get a word in. It was just as well. I wasn't sure I could talk myself out of it now. 
 
   “You may ascend,” the old woman swept back her arm and stepped aside. 
 
   Fear of the unknown had a very particular flavor. Hesitation would couple with caution, and avoidance would wrestle them both for supremacy. Then would come the nudge of curiosity, alongside tickling trills of excitement. Most people allied their choices with the safest course of action. I was not one of them. 
 
   I caught my breath in my throat, holding it back as though it would betray me and display the swift percussion of my heartbeat. I passed the old woman and climbed the center of the stairs. Again, Kyle was behind, not beside me. I didn't blame him. As we climbed the gentle hill of stairs, I looked to the summit. The protectors of the king's body still formed a human wall between us and the throne. Like the old woman, un-dyed cotton veils hung straight to their noses, and longer on the sides. Their heads were bent down or away from us so that our eyes could never meet. Each one of them, despite their age or gender, was tragically thin. They may as well have been a collection of leafless branches, draped in mottled gray cloth. 
 
   “I can't believe this is happening,” I whispered to Kyle. He didn't respond and I bit my bottom lip. I shouldn't have said anything either. This was a sacred place to these people. Every word the old woman used had been rich with reverence, like it was an honor to be condemned to a slow, cold death here. The hairs on my arms prickled, and goose bumps covered my skin. I'd rather die than be trapped here, shining the skull of a dead king for the rest of my life. 
 
   We stepped upon the platform, and despite knowing that these people were peaceful, I tensed. Little over an hour ago we'd been overwhelmed by Northerners who we'd hoped to trust. What was to stop these people from descending upon us like a pack of starving dogs? 
 
   Okay, that's enough. Not going there.
 
   Were they hungry enough to eat us?
 
   And it happened anyway.
 
   Not for the first time, I found myself silently cursing my imagination. Pursing my lips, I aimed for the center of the group and strode purposefully ahead. If anyone tried to eat me, they'd get a mouthful of electrocution. Gray robes, as marbled as the floor, brushed over the feet of the king's protectors. Perhaps they were forbidden to look at us, but that wouldn't stop me from looking at them. Whether their skin was pale or dark, smooth or wrinkled, all were pallid and sallow. As we drew near to them, they began to chant quietly, and though it was a song of our shared language, the heavy pull of their accented voices made their words indiscernible to me. One after the other, they moved in their ranks, folding away from us to create a perfectly symmetrical path to the throne. 
 
   The final robed figure was a woman, neither young nor old, and her high voice soared above the others in an eerie tune. Drooping like a bride of a forgotten time, she wrapped her flowing robes into her arms, and stepped slowly into the ranks of her fellows. All went silent as we beheld...
 
   “What is this?” I demanded. Lightning flashing brightly in my right hand and I blocked Kyle from any potential danger with my left. The protectors flinched, ducking away from the bright burst I'd created. They had lied to us. Like everyone else, they had lied. 
 
   What we saw before us was not the withered corpse of the king.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 35: King Argent
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Lightning cracked from my hand, and silver bolts swirled up in an arc, illuminating the marble throne as brightly as day. I ignored the wailing complaints of the liars around us. A single masterful carving swept seamlessly up from the stone tiles. Veins of gray and silver swirled through the curving tumble of smooth, white rock. Near enough to see it clearly, the throne was carved in the oversized likeness of bird's wings. A dozen pairs of them folded to make up the seat, and even more unfurled skyward, forming a high-reaching backrest that looked as though it could burst into flight.
 
   My birth mother, Kendra, had shaped the likenesses of birds in clay as a hobby. When she'd left her creations behind, along with my dad and me, I eventually took up the craft. Though most of my small sculptures were characterizations of the actual animals, I'd still learned that wing shape could differ dramatically from one species to the next. From that little experience, I knew that the marble throne boasted masterful craftsmanship that illustrated more than thirty different types of wings. Long and sharp, broad and smooth, short and round, they were chiseled in such detail that the insinuation of every feather was accurate. I'd seen this throne before. It had been a silhouette, the very seat that Prince Raserion had taken in Shadows within Shadows.
 
   More important than the throne itself was who, or what, sat upon it. 
 
   He was tall. Even seated on the throne amidst wings that would dwarf my slight stature, I could tell that he would be formidable in height. His wide forearms were wrapped in white doeskin, layers of snowy cloth looped down over his chest and arms. Beneath it, he wore white-stained leather armor, etched from end to end in twisting filigree. The same decorated leather covered his legs, and again, the gentle suede doeskin was wrapped around his ankles. He wore no shoes on his feet, no gloves on his hands, and no veil over his eyes. 
 
   If the lines on his face were any indication, I would have guessed he had lived through sixty years of troubles. His ashen hair was trimmed short, and his long face was clean-shaven. His nose was narrow and hooked, but not unsightly. Gray eyes stared past me, unseeing. His thin lips were parted, and his chest moved with the ebb and flow of breath. I didn't need to see the scar on his chest to know what he was. All of his skin was colorless.
 
   “He's Empty!” I warned Kyle. 
 
   Recovering from the piercing brightness of my light, the protectors swarmed around the drained man on the throne. 
 
   “You gave us your oath!” the old woman's voice rang out. “You swore peace.”
 
   “And I still do,” I called back to her. “You lied to us! You said he was dead!”
 
   “I did not say anything,” she answered, meeting us on the platform.
 
   “He is an Empty soldier, he could be dangerous!”
 
   “No,” the old woman called to us. “No. This is King Deverend Argent. Creator of the Kingdom of Lastland, father to humanity's second chance. He is no soldier. He cannot take orders from any General. He can scarcely stand when we clean and dress him. You will find no danger here. Not in our King.”
 
   My arm lowered, and I let my light dim again. I believed her. King Argent stared through me and I stared back. It was wrong to look into the eyes of a vacant shell. “How long has he been like this?”
 
   “Since the day he died,” she answered, her keys rattling as she shuffled closer.
 
   “Seven hundred years ago?” My words came out as shallow as my breath. Not in my wildest dreams did I think that this was possible. “His body has been like this, all this time?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, bobbing her bowed head. 
 
   There were laugh wrinkles around his eyes. A stark line creased his brow. The pattern of worry was set around his lips. Though he was here, breathing, I knew that it was the mechanical workings of an empty body. But on his face, I could still see the shape of his life. He wasn't a simple abomination– an ancient living corpse forced to plod on in a cruel state of half-existence. Long ago, he'd been someone great.
 
   My view of the protectors changed too. When I relaxed and lowered my defenses, they loosened their ring around him. One stopped to take the time to remove a single speck of dust from his shoulder. Another ran a comb through his gray hair. Someone patted at his feet with a rag. The king's body was not withered from hunger. These people were not flesh-hungry zombies. They fed him and cared for him better than they cared for themselves. 
 
   I felt a surge of pity for them all: the protectors and the king. Unsettling as it was, I found myself more sad for them than afraid. 
 
   It began to sink in.
 
   This is the King. It really is him.
 
   King Argent was a man, not a monster like his sons. What had they turned themselves into during the course of this war? I wondered if Prince Raserion knew about this place. How would he feel if he saw his beloved father this way, so many years after his death? Was this yet another reason for his desire for vengeance? And Varion... it was his general who threw us in here, presumably locking us away forever. It must have been on his order. 
 
   “I'm sorry for frightening you,” I told the protectors. “I didn't expect to see this.”
 
   “None do,” the old woman said, her head wobbling beneath her veil.
 
   Standing at the foot of the throne, facing the king of the divided kingdoms, my head spun with more questions than I could bear. “Why send us here?” I asked, turning to Kyle.
 
   A vacant space, cold and empty, replaced him. I paced the rim of the throne platform, but he was gone. Away in the bluish darkness, down at the foot of the stairs, I could see him walking away. 
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   I followed Kyle's trail through the downy dust of the great hall to the foot of the statue with the grimacing face. He was sitting on the shelf of the stone base with his lean shoulders hunched in, and his curly hair bowed over his lap.
 
   “Why did you wander off into the dark?”
 
   “What does it matter?” He crossed his arms and rested them atop a knee. “Light, no light, we're stuck in here with those people and that... I couldn't even look at him. You were right about this place. It is a tomb. Ours.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Stubborn was like him, but defeatist wasn't.
 
   His frown deepened. “I'm just being realistic.”
 
   “You're not acting like yourself,” I told him, feeling my frustration build. 
 
   “Well, maybe I've never been this scared before!” he snapped at me. An echo of his words bounced through the high ceiling.
 
   I closed my mouth. It wasn't easy for Kyle to admit such a crippling weakness. He'd always been bright, fun, and strong-willed. When he'd been caught following me to Breakwater, he'd been smiling. That was Kyle. But lately, his virtues had begun slipping.
 
   “I'm afraid.” Emotion tightened his throat, and a dry, bitter laugh slipped through. “And you know what? It's not irrational. Look around us. Two kids from Haven, here, in this.”
 
   “We're not kids anymore,” I said quietly.
 
   “And there you go, belittling my perspective. Okay, fine, maybe I'm the kid. Ever since that day, it's been gnawing at the back of my mind. Sterling was right about me. I'm a coward.”
 
   “I didn't mean to belittle... or... Kyle, this is dumb. You aren't a coward. You're the smartest person I know. If you think that we should be scared, and I don't, I'm the one who needs to get my head checked.”
 
   “Maybe not.” He cleared his throat and looked into the palms of his empty hands.
 
   “Kyle,” I leaned against the statue beside him. “Empty king and crazy cultish servants or not, we're going to get out of here, we're going to find Rune, and we're going to get back to Breakwater.”
 
   “How?”
 
   I thought for a moment, drumming my hands on my knees. “That woman had keys on her belt. I'm sure they unlock these doors.”
 
   “If any of those doors led out of here, do you really think these people would stay here and starve to death? They've been here for a long, long time. If there was a way out, they would have found it.”
 
   “You have your tools, don't you? You could pick the locks and we could see for ourselves.”
 
   “Those people are staying in here for a reason. We could be walking into an even worse situation out there.”
 
   I sighed through my nose. “You don't know that.”
 
   Kyle didn't say anything.
 
   If our positions were reversed, he wouldn't enable my attitude, so I wouldn't enable his. “You can sit here and sulk if you want, but I'm going to find a way out of here.”
 
   It was a good thing that I got up when I did. I'd wanted to grab him by the collar and cuff him. When we'd climbed out of the pool, he'd been the one to calm me down, and now he was going to pieces. The swing between emotions was more than I could handle. I stalked off down the hall and took my light with me. Didn't he bother to think that maybe I was struggling to hold it all together for the both of us? Hadn't I just lost Rune? 
 
   I had to move forward, only forward. I couldn't let my emotions get the better of me. 
 
   What had happened? The question repeated again and again. Why had Lord Headly spoken as though he would consider our plea, then change his mind so suddenly? What had he seen in us that made him so afraid? Was it because we were Lodestones? Was it because of my scar? He certainly wasn't the first to look at me strangely since I allowed the mark to show. 
 
   Please, Rune. Please be okay.
 
   I concentrated on finding him, and my steps led me back to the aquamarine pool. Blue light poured over me as I stared at the smooth, still surface. He was still alive. The Pull wouldn't have guided me anywhere at all if he were dead. That gave me hope. 
 
   Hours passed, but I didn't waste them. I attempted to open the sealed hatch of the aquamarine pool. I paced the length of the hall several times, and even returned to the throne room. A single stump of a candle had been lit upon the dais, granting a soft bit of yellow light. The king's protectors fawned over his hollow body, wiping his skin with sponges, and ladling broth into his mouth like they would an invalid. I was sad for him and wondered what he'd been like in life. 
 
   When I returned to the statue where Kyle had been sitting, he was gone. I scarcely needed to use the Pull to find him. There were long footprints smudged in the dust, leading away to the maze of stairs and doors. I shouldn't have left him alone in the dark. The Gateling was gone, but I didn't trust the shadows with any of my friends. It was too perfect a camouflage for Raserion's creations. 
 
   I should have been more patient with him. It pained me to picture him alone, groping blindly across the hall. 
 
   Raising my hand, I pooled my electricity into the shape of a swirling, pear-sized oval, and made it hover just behind my right shoulder. Taking in a deep breath, I could feel the extension of myself moving independently of my body. So far, creating shapes had only been a matter of practice. Allowing one to float without touching me required a little more focus, but I could do it. My breath quickened with the exertion at first, but in a few minutes I became accustomed to the strain. 
 
   Kyle's footprints took me up a flight of stairs that led directly to one of the chained doors. It was open and the loose chains were pooled on the floor beside the discarded lock. Kyle's ghostly face hovered a few paces within. He must have used his tools to open it after all.
 
   “Kat,” he said urgently, seeming unsurprised that I'd found him. “There's something you need to see.”
 
   “What is it?” I asked, wondering if I should be concerned.
 
   “We're not in the North.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 36: A Warm Welcome
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It hadn't been an exaggeration. Kyle was right. We couldn't possibly be in the North. The gaping door led to a curving stair. I could hear the sound of rushing water nearby and it intensified with every step we took. The passage led to a landing with broad, clear paneled windows. Crystalline mosaic bordered the frame of the arching portal. 
 
   A great, old, golden clock with an open casing was embedded in the left wall. All of its inner workings were exposed, and though the short hand was stuck, twitching at twenty minutes, the sliver-thin seconds arm was still rotating steadily. The hour pointed to five, and I wondered if it was at least partly accurate. All around were golden chairs with the same fine and delicate design as the clock. Like everything else, they were cushioned with dust and laced with spider webs, but the mark of their fine craftsmanship had not deteriorated over the ages.
 
   All of the chairs were turned to face the window, like an audience of spirits had gathered to attend the view. I let the light that I'd created fade to a dim glow. We wouldn't need it much longer. Away, out the window, dawn was beginning to gather, and what it showed us was more breathtaking than I could have imagined. The sound of the water roared here, and it was immediately apparent why. 
 
   Just outside the window, two waterfalls cascaded down like sheets, as though their source was this very palace. Droplets spattered on the edges of the window and made it seem as though it was only raining at the edges of the sky. The view swept away before us, running first over the sloping attachments of the palace, then the many-colored rooftops of other grand structures, and finally, the sands of a great desert in the distance. We must have been hundreds of feet up, because I could see an entire city below us, and none of it looked to be slight. Spiny palm trees rose in clusters from the far away ground, and green foliage gathered around reflective waterways that snaked between buildings. 
 
   It was different from any place I'd ever seen. There were no rambling golden hills like the Reedy Coast, no rocky green cliff sides like Sheer Town, no marshy fields like Caraway. I couldn't even see the ocean. 
 
   The upper sky sighed with soft shades of pink and blue, and the first rays of sunlight broke free of the desert horizon, flowing over the sands. The lower sky burned with gold, throwing shadows back from their resting places, and raced for the edges of the city. Light tumbled over the buildings, brightening the colored rooftops, shining on waterways, and deepening the green of the palms. We stood still, transfixed by the transformation below us. 
 
   In the light, I could see that many of the roofs below had collapsed inward, and some of the buildings were crumbling to the core of their foundations. One edge of the city was buried up to its doorways by encroaching sand. The city was the most magnificent feat of humanity that I'd ever seen, and it lay in ruins. I opened my mouth to say as much.
 
   The dawn light reached the foot of the palace, and the old clock fixed to the wall began to chime loudly. The sound of the bells resounded through my core and I jumped. Old and half broken, the clock sang at the touch of dawn, and I had a feeling this room had been designed for the very event we'd just witnessed. 
 
   Staring out at the fallen city, I was utterly and completely lost. “Where are we?”
 
   “Whiterock City,” General Deadheart said from the stairway behind us. “The first city, the resurrection, the forgotten pride of the fallen East, capital of the unified Kingdom of Lastland.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 37: Deadheart
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I was on him before I could restrain myself. General Deadheart's predatory eyes flashed wide, and a hand reached for the swords at his hip, but I was faster than him– lightning was faster than him. It cracked out from my hand, and I used the extension to slam him against the wall. The clock chimed again. 
 
   The thick strands of his ropey white hair tumbled over his face as he slumped to the ground. The man was all muscle and armor, and if it weren't for the Spark, I wouldn't have stood a chance against him. I'd been careful in my attack, making certain that my lightning gripped his armor without penetrating his body too deeply. We needed him alive and I wouldn't risk injuring him greatly.
 
   Kyle jumped out of the way, after the fact. “Gravity! Where did he come from?”
 
   I couldn't hear Kyle. My ears were ringing with rage and purpose. Lashing my arms out at my sides, I summoned a burst of electricity, coating my torso in electric armor. “Too slow, General Deadheart. Now, I'm going to give you one chance to tell me where my other friend is, or by gravity, I will send you out that window.” I came in to stand close above him, my hot lightning snapping over me. “One chance. Now what will it be?”
 
   Kyle skirted around me and ran a nervous hand through his curls. The scarred general coughed into his fist, rattled his head, and blinked his eyes. “M–my n–name... ungh... is General Deasun. Vance D–Deasun.”
 
   “I don't care what your name is,” I said, through clenched teeth. Flashes of Rune suffering bore into my mind, and I dug my nails into my palms until the hurt distracted me. “You're going to get us out of here, now, and you're going to get Rune back.”
 
   “I–I'm not here to fight you,” the man said, struggling to his feet. Silvery scars rent his dark skin, cutting over the edges of his mouth. “I need you both to come with me, we don't have much time.”
 
   “Where?” Kyle asked, suspiciously.
 
   “Away from here. Somewhere safe.” His back slid up the wall and he braced himself as he regained balance. I'd hit him hard. He deserved worse. “I know how this must look, but I am not your enemy.”
 
   “We came to you for help. The survival of an entire city depends on us, and you had us beaten and thrown away! You took Rune! Forgive me if I don't bat my lashes and curtsey.”
 
   “It wasn't my doing, girl! If you'd only listen!” the General barked. “That murdering bastard, Lord Headly, controls everything. A thousand hells, I knew things were bad, but this? You must come with me now, before my men are discovered.”
 
   Kyle stepped up beside me. “Bring us our friend, and we'll go with you.”
 
   “As soon as we leave this place, I will send for the Dragoon. The young lord as well. I swear it.” He raised a hand to the metal plate embedded in his chest. It was lucky I hadn't struck him there, or we might be locked in here with a corpse. 
 
   This was bad. “You took Dylan?”
 
   “You travel with a Dragoon and an enemy lord. Did you really expect me to trust them?” he snarled.
 
   “It's not that simple. They aren't spies, they wouldn't have hurt you if you didn't attack us first,” I told him fiercely. 
 
   “Ah. Now you understand my perspective in this. If you'd like to kill me, make your attempt now, but allow me to warn you: I will not die.”
 
   “What?” Kyle asked sharply.
 
   The General stared my friend dead in the face. “Prince Varion resurrected me from death. My life force is linked to his own. As of yet, I am immortal.”
 
   I laughed, but there was no humor behind it. “You're not kidding.”
 
   He looked at me, stone-faced. 
 
   “What–?” I began to ask, but the general cut me off. 
 
   “There will be time for answers and many more questions once we're free. Please, follow me and be quick about it.” Deasun shoved off of the wall, wrapping a thick arm around his middle, and made his way down the stairs. 
 
   I looked at Kyle, hoping for advice.
 
   “I think we should trust him,” he said. “What other choice do we have?”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   General Vance Deasun escorted us personally from the cavernous confines of Whiterock palace through the aquamarine pool and out the other side. Burly as he was, the man wasn't especially tall. That didn't stop him from taking quick, long strides through the dark-wood side passages. We were in the Keep of Caraway again, far away in the North. The properties of the dry water were remarkable. Was there any limitation to the distances that they could link? 
 
   I was glad to be back in a region that I had physically traversed. It'd been unsettling to be separated from Carmine, the Flying Fish, and any hope of returning to the West. 
 
   A squadron of Hussars and infantry soldiers marched on either side of me and Kyle, and I wondered whether they were meant to protect us, or keep us hostage. The Hussar with the long, braided cinnamon hair smiled over her shoulder at me. I glared back. She'd been the one to hit me. Walking behind her, I got a close enough look at her to see that she wasn't particularly young. Late thirties, early forties, and strong. Good. I wouldn't feel guilty for shocking her in the face. Not that I had the opportunity.
 
   Deasun quickly brought us to a hall without windows or doors. Electric lamps buzzed in their metal cages as though they'd been agitated. Knocking five times in different regions of the wood-paneled walls, a door swung silently open before the General. 
 
   “In.” He motioned us forward, and stood watch. “Hurry. Hussar Prie, go make certain the prisoners are nearly here.” The cinnamon-haired Hussar nodded in response. “Roster and Dahl, you go too. The rest of you return to your posts. Signal me the moment Headly makes a move.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” they repeated and moved swiftly out of the passage. 
 
   We ducked into the secret room, and even with all we'd been through, Kyle stopped to study the door's mechanisms. When Deasun closed the passage behind us, lights flickered on above. The room was round, with scratched copper paneling and old red wallpaper. The wooden floor was inlaid with spangles of copper, brass, and iron. There were wooden tables, chairs and cabinets, studded with metal, but none were nearly as beautiful as what we'd seen in Whiterock City. This was a meeting room. It had to be. 
 
   There was scarcely enough time to scan our surroundings for danger when the lamps flickered and went out. The door swept open again, and backlit by the hall, I could see a group of people stumble into the room with us. The door swung closed, and the lights groaned and burned back to life. 
 
   A group of Hussars had joined us, with Prie in the lead, and two bodies were crumpled on the floor with their hands tied, and black cloth bags over their heads. 
 
   “Rune!” I shot across the room faster than I thought possible, and skidded down on my knees beside him, unconcerned about the pain it might have caused me. Even with his head covered, I knew the shape of his body through his clothes, the curve of his back, the slope of his shoulders, everything. I wedged myself against him, trying to prop him up. His dead weight was too heavy for me to hold on my own. The body beside him groaned and twitched. A slick strand of blonde hair hung from beneath the bag. “Dylan! Hold on. It's going to be okay.”
 
   I fumbled at the bag, unlacing the fastenings that held it in place, and pulled it from Rune's head. He was alive. Dried blood coated half of his upper lip where it had run from his broken nose. The flesh around one of his eyes was purple and swollen. Battered as he was, I ran a hand across his cheek and wondered if I'd ever seen someone so beautiful in my life. He was alive.
 
   Thank you.
 
   Dylan was moving, trying to sit up. I crawled carefully around Rune and removed Dylan's hood with shaking fingers. “It's okay, it's me,” I whispered to him.
 
   “Katelyn?” he said my name in a thick, bleary voice. “What happened?”
 
   “We were separated, but we're here now,” I said softly. 
 
   Dylan blinked hard and I could see some clarity returning to him. He looked up, searching for someone. “W–Where is the bloody bastard? There! You! Chest-plate! Are you satisfied? Katelyn, let go of me!” He pulled away from me and staggered to his feet. Both arms were still fastened behind his back. His fine clothes were smeared with dirt and grime. “I thought they'd come for me as part of our bargain. I thought I must submit for Breakwater and offer myself as a hostage of noble intent. When they came to the Flying Fish, I left willingly.” He spat onto the floor and glared at General Deasun. “They brought me to a dungeon and stabbed me with needles before I could react. Is that your idea of a diplomatic greeting? My brother could die because of you!”
 
   Dylan faced the cinnamon-haired Hussar who'd hit me. She brandished her blade and turned it upon her own stomach. The woman yelped as the knife point pressed against the middle of her leather armor. Dylan had Commanded her to do it with a simple thought.
 
   “Commander!” she cried out in panic. 
 
   The few other Hussars in the room leveled their spears at Dylan. 
 
   “Stop!” Deasun's eyes flashed wide. He stared at Dylan in a new light. “Lord Axton, please. Release her.”
 
   “You... you mean that you didn't know?” Dylan stammered.
 
   Deasun ground his teeth. “No, we did not. I have never heard of a Westerner being a Lord and a Commander both and I removed you from Headly's power before you could be searched.” The general held out his hand in placation. “Release my soldier, Lord-Commander. I will not make excuses for my shortcomings, but do not punish my men. It was not my order that placed you under arrest, but Headly's. You are among you a Dragoon and a Lord of Breakwater. I ordered you to be sedated for your own safety. Headly's men could not question you if you were not conscious, and neither would they kill you. It was for your own protection. You have my most sincere apologies,” the general said. “The Dragoon's injuries are the same that he suffered in defense of the girl. I would not allow any harm to come to any of your company until we had the chance to speak.”
 
   Rune was only sedated then. He was going to be okay. I pressed my hands into his shoulder, attempting to awaken him. He didn't so much as twitch in response. “Come on,” I whispered. “Open your eyes!” Nothing.
 
   Kyle cocked his head. The corners of his mouth and the thickest part of his brows angled downward. I could feel the anger radiating off of him. “Do you really think an apology will make up for what you've done to our friends? We came here in peace, and look what you've done to him!” After all of his fear, he'd hit some sort of a breaking point. Kyle stalked up to face the General. “Where is Carmine Rousseau? Where's our pilot?” Kyle shoved the general with both hands, and Deasun, a perfectly honed and seasoned warrior, let him do it. All of the Hussars in the room stood by. No one defended the general. 
 
   General Deasun looked ashamed. He turned his eyes to the ground, but held his strong chin high. “The ship was empty. There was no sign of the pilot who signed in with the harbormaster. Deadly smoke was coming up from the engine room. It was the only place we couldn't search.”
 
   “Sadie,” Kyle said, taking a step back from Deasun. I was relieved to know that Carmine at least hadn't been caught, and the next time I saw that Lurcher, I vowed I'd give her the biggest bear hug that I could. She'd been ordered not to harm Carmine and to protect the ship. We were lucky to have brought her. A bit of the edge faded from Kyle's rare fury.
 
   “I understand your anger, but believe me, I am not your enemy.” Deasun shifted between looking at Kyle and the Hussar who held herself at knifepoint. “Why would I bring you all together if I wanted to harm you?”
 
   Dylan released his hold on the woman and she let her sword fall to the floor. She did not pick it up again. Her smug and self-righteous expressions were replaced with wild fear.
 
   “Kyle,” I called to him, hoping that now he'd be calm enough to help Rune.
 
   He blinked, breathing heavily, and looked back at us like he was seeing us again for the first time. “Sorry,” he said in a tone that was far more natural to him. 
 
   “Why isn't he waking up?” I demanded. It wasn't easy to believe that Deasun was an ally, and I couldn't hide the edge in my voice. Everything he'd said and done was a contradiction since the very moment we'd met him with Headly in the throne room. I would not be taken in by apologetic words.
 
   “It's not as bad as it looks,” Deasun told us. “The sedative dulls the pain of injury. He may be sensitive to it.”
 
   Deasun motioned to Hussar Prie, and she swept to the floor to remove Rune's bonds. She was not gentle when she removed Dylan's. The young lord cried out when the metal wire was unraveled.
 
   “It was the least we could do,” General Deasun said.
 
   Dylan grimaced. “If I could throw lilies at your feet, I would. Pain medicine after a beating! What hospitality.”
 
   Kyle stepped around Dylan to get to Rune, and when they locked eyes, I wondered if Dylan would demand that his wrists be healed first. He didn't. The quiet was unlike him. 
 
   Kneeling, Kyle placed a hand on Rune's back, and closed his eyes. I marveled, watching the noticeable change as the swelling in Rune's face went down. The tips of Rune's fingers twitched, he breathed deeply, and his blue eyes flashed open. In a burst of movement, he pushed away from Kyle and me, and launched to his feet, patting at his waist for his weapons. 
 
   Rune's attention was intensely focused on the Hussars and their General. None of them seemed particularly happy to see him awake. “Hey.” I stood and reached out a hand to him. “It's okay. We're all okay.” When his gaze settled on me, it softened, but only a little. He didn't fawn or fret over me, but stared intently at our perceived enemy.
 
   Kyle moved on to heal Dylan's arm, and the lord flexed his hands appreciatively. I could see the relief on Dylan's face, but it was short lived. He didn't seem to trust our situation any more than I did. All four of us edged nearer to one another, grouping up defensively. The Spark begged to be released, and I tapped my fingers against my leg. If we were lucky, I could at least cause a diversion and we could escape.
 
   Rune moved to stand protectively between General Deasun and me. The gesture wasn't made because I needed to be guarded like a porcelain doll. I knew with every fiber of my being that Rune valued my life more than his own. “What is the situation?” he asked the formidable general directly. 
 
   Their connection was tense, unique. It was as though they shared in some sparse and secret language. “Treason... in some variety or another,” Deasun said tightly. 
 
   Rune didn't ask any other questions, one answer seemed to be all that he needed.
 
   “I have risked all to bring you here for a purpose that is of greater importance than any other,” the general said, looking past me, into the heart of our group. “There's something that you must see.”
 
   A leaden fist hammered against the hidden door, following the perfect sequence and rhythm of the mechanism's code. The lights flashed out, and when they returned, the enormous bulk of Prince Varion filled the entrance to the meeting room.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 38: Prince Varion
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The ample round room became significantly smaller. Prince Varion towered above us all, the crest of his helm nearly brushing the ceiling. Each of his gauntlets were as wide as two of my legs and his fists were larger than my head. His father, the king, had been a tall but otherwise normal man– if his Empty body was any indication of what he'd been in life. What had Varion done to himself in seven hundred years that would result in this?
 
   One prince was a shadow, the other a giant. It was no wonder neither of them had conquered the other. 
 
   “I arrived as soon as I could, General,” the Prince said in a voice that was as thick and full as the ocean. “I was not followed.”
 
   “Good,” Deasun breathed out, suddenly seeming tired with worry. “You have my eternal gratitude for your prompt response.”
 
   The prince nodded once and approached us with broad steps. He moved as normally as any person, with average gestures that were too casual for the resplendence of his gilded armor. His shoulders rolled back as he straightened his posture, his gauntlet-covered fingers twitched, and his head tipped to the side as he looked us over. Rune pushed us back, establishing a safe distance between us and the towering prince. 
 
   “Come closer,” the prince commanded. “Those from Haven, approach.”
 
   Barely recovered from his wounds, Rune blocked us protectively. I ran a hand up his shoulder, and stepped around him. “We are from Haven. Sir, please hear our request. We've come from Breakwater in the West. If the city doesn't receive your protection, your brother will destroy it. Please, will you help us?” I asked, and turned to look at Kyle beside me. Only, he wasn't. My friend was embroiled in a pushing contest with Dylan, as each attempted to hide behind the other. “Kyle!” I couldn't have been more embarrassed. 
 
   He winced, and slumped his way to the front of the group to take his place beside me. I could see that his breath was shallow by the rabbit-fast movement of his chest. His eyes rose slowly up to meet Prince Varion's shadowed gaze. 
 
   The prince stared a long while at Kyle, and then turned to look over his shoulder at General Deasun. “You were correct.”
 
   Deasun came to the prince's side, as at ease as a trainer beside a tamed bear. “I stand before you to humbly request your help– your service.”
 
   I blinked. Was he talking to us? “Is this about Breakwater?”
 
   Deasun did not say yes or no. He looked at us so intently that I feared we had done something wrong. “Prince Varion was killed twelve years ago.”
 
   The power and simplicity of his statement slammed into my chest, rocking me back. “What?”
 
   “Impossible,” Rune said.
 
   “Yes, Dragoon. It is impossible. Varion is an immortal. My very life is linked to his. If he ceased to exist, I could not be standing here speaking with you. Unfortunately, there is no other way to describe what happened to him. Varion was killed, but he is not dead.”
 
   I thought of King Argent, seated upon a throne of marble wings, gray and Empty. Killed, but not dead. It didn't make sense. Overloaded, my brain began to throb under the pressure of trying to understand Deasun's meaning. If King Argent possessed the Abilities of life and creation, and Varion drained him, taking his father's Abilities for himself, he alone would have the power to resurrect the still-breathing husks of the drained. If Varion used his father's stolen power to revive the Empty, then who could possibly resurrect him if he were the one who was killed?
 
   Kyle was fixated on notions that were far simpler than mine. “B-but,” he stammered, pointing at the giant that stood before us. “You're the prince.”
 
   General Deasun's onyx eyes became sad.
 
   Prince Varion stood tall. “No.” His voice resounded throughout the room.
 
   All warring thoughts fled my mind, leaving it completely empty. My jaw fell open.
 
   A long quiet followed.
 
   “You are,” Rune said. “You must be. You look exactly like him. Your likeness has been replicated in history books for hundreds of years.”
 
   Dylan cleared his throat, with a fist over his mouth. “Forgive me if I'm out of line, it has been a long day, but, will someone kindly explain what in three spiraling hells you're talking about?”
 
   “See it, if you must,” said the man who denied being Prince Varion. Reaching up as if to show us that he was unarmed, he held his behemoth arms out wide.
 
   Rune's muscles twitched defensively.
 
   The giant man's armor made a series of clicking sounds as golden, coin-sized coverings popped open on his chest, back and arms. It wasn't weapons that were hidden beneath the disguised surface, but a series of lenses. They reflected in the electric light like shiny buttons, and soon, they began to glow. Moving pictures projected all around us on the curving red walls. 
 
   I hadn't watched an actual film since I was in Haven, and images pouring from a prince's armor was the last place I thought I would see one. The footage was scratched and flickering, and struggled to show us its message. I could see shuddering movement all around us, but the lights overhead were too strong for the picture to be clear. 
 
   Reaching a hand up, I felt the electric energy above me. Touching the wall or a wire would have made it easier, but I extended my consciousness upward and slowed the electric current that fed into the light bulbs. The room dimmed, and Varion's pictures became brighter. I pulled my hand in close to my chest.
 
   The film shook as though the person who had taken it was running. Recorded from so many angles at once, the display was immersive and dizzying. The footage was red, and not only from the wallpaper it was projected upon. A city was burning. Flames clawed up along the left wall, frightened people poured from their crumbling homes, and Northern soldiers pushed past them, running into the danger. Enemies in black coursed up through the lower streets in the distance, and a series of explosions decimated nearby buildings, showering the city's people with shrapnel and rubble. The filmmaker was nearly driven to the ground by the quake, and narrowly avoided a toppling chimney. 
 
   Instead of stopping to rest, the person pulled several civilians from the wreck, and waved them to safety.
 
   The chaos of the scene was horrific. There was no sound to accompany the film, but it was so real, I could almost hear the screams.
 
   “Twelve years ago,” Deasun began again, allowing the footage to give life to his words, “Prince Raserion's spies discovered that Prince Varion had taken up residence in Northdale. Raserion let slip that his armies would attack here, in Caraway, but it was a feint. He struck Northdale with all of his force, cleaving the city apart in a single night. Dragoons poured through the streets like the tendrils of a black cloud, funneling into our barracks, killing our sleeping soldiers. Where Raserion found the material to create so many cannons, we will not know, but the city was heavily bombarded. Our great prince fought to save his people, but a cannonball struck beside him. Half of his armor was torn from his skin, his skin was pulled from his flesh, and flesh from broken bone.”
 
   “Oh no,” I whispered, realizing what was to come next. 
 
   A cannon ball shot across the right side of the round room, colliding with the edge of a building. The filmmaker, Prince Varion, turned in time to see the cannon burst through the brick and mortar. There was no time to react. It soared down and plunged into the ground beside him.
 
   All four of us flinched and I covered my eyes with my hands. I didn't want to see someone be killed in gruesome detail from their very own perspective, but I peeked through my fingers anyway. 
 
   There was a blast of light and a spray of dirt. All of the right-side lenses went black. The cloud of smoke and dust retracted and I could see the edges of the prince's left-side armor moving as though it was disconnected from gravity. Just as I realized that the bomb had thrown him into the air, he slammed into the wall of a burning building and crumpled to the ground. Flames covered the remaining cameras, and the film flickered out. 
 
   When it was clear the footage had ended, I released my hold on the lights, and the room brightened. 
 
   The man who claimed not to be the prince rotated the shielding over the lenses in his armor and looked down at us. “In truth, I could be called a double, a shield, or a bodyguard, but I am not Prince Varion.”
 
   “Our prince is an immortal with Abilities that surpass all in the world. Though the blast reduced him to bone and sinew, he did not die. After the attack, he needed to recover.”
 
   There was a reason they'd brought us here– a reason that General Deasun had protected us. He said it himself. They needed our help. “You lost him.”
 
   “One way or another,” General Deasun said. “We did.”
 
   How did they find out about me? It didn't matter. They knew about the Pull. Like everyone else, they wanted me to use it to find someone they were looking for. Twice now, I'd be contracted to find the very same individual. 
 
   My stomach tumbled. Why must things be so complicated? Again I craved normalcy, tranquility, boredom– even knowing that it hadn't worked out for me before. If I could have taken all of my friends away to safety in that moment, I would have. If only safety existed. Haven was a farce of a name now. There was no haven for us.
 
   Help Breakwater. Help Haven. Help the entire Northern Kingdom. It was unending. I sighed in resignation, not knowing how I could possibly balance each task peaceably. “You're asking us to find him for you.”
 
   “No,” Deasun said, stepping ahead of the prince's bodyguard. His dark eyes were hard and fierce. “We have already found Prince Varion. Here.” Deasun raised up a muscular ebony arm and pointed into the heart of our group, directly at Kyle.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 39: Kyle Kiteman
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Under the scrutiny of General Deasun and Prince Varion's bodyguard, Kyle began to chuckle. When no one else so much as smiled, his face dropped and he stopped laughing. “What?”
 
   Deasun was resolute. “You are Varion Argent, Prince of the North, and rightful heir to the throne of Lastland.”
 
   Rune turned to stare at Kyle as though he believed what they'd said. “Is this true?”
 
   “No!” Kyle scoffed. 
 
   “Yes,” Deasun said. “It is you.”
 
   “You have me confused with someone else.”
 
   The bodyguard lowered his massive bulk to one knee. “We do not.”
 
   General Deasun, Hussar Prie, and the other soldiers in the room did the same. Only the four of us remained standing, and I fidgeted in discomfort. 
 
   Dylan stood by, gaping. “This is embarrassing. Tell them to rise.”
 
   “Rise?” Kyle said. Everyone followed his order but the bodyguard who balanced diligently on one knee. “Thanks, but I'm really not your prince.”
 
   “You are,” Deasun countered.
 
   “Okay,” Kyle said pertly under his breath. “My opinion against yours.”
 
   He was floundering and I needed to help him lend some reason to the misdirected conversation. Telling them the reality of the situation might be awkward, but if we didn't do it now, monumental problems would surely arise. It would have been a boon to nudge Kyle, telling him to agree, just so we could use the resources of the Northern army, but I wouldn't stoop to that. If we were caught in pretending that Kyle was the prince, they would have us executed without a second thought.
 
   I tried to keep my tone light and unthreatening. “I'm really sorry to say this, but you're wrong. Kyle and I are from Haven. We grew up together.”
 
   Kyle shrugged uncomfortably. “Believe me, I'm no one special.”
 
   “Destiny would disagree with you,” General Deasun said. “There is no single person in this world so valuable. Your body can regenerate most any wound, but you had never sustained so much damage as you did during the Northdale attack. You were burnt and rent and broken, and required devolution to heal.”
 
   “This is ridiculous,” Dylan laughed. “What do you really want? What's your angle?”
 
   “There is no angle,” General Deasun said sharply.
 
   Dylan was tense, “This is a waste of our time!”
 
   Rune took the General more seriously. “You said devolution. What does that mean?”
 
   Deasun spoke only to Kyle. “In the weeks following the attack, you continued to breathe but your body regressed in a form of reverse aging. Returning to childhood, you were able to rebuild your damaged cells more thoroughly. You would not bear a single scar. If I hadn't seen the start of the process with my own eyes I might not have believed it possible. From a grown man, you became a child again, and slipped into a coma. Of all people, you insisted that immortal was only a word. You told me that you had recuperative Abilities, that you would never grow old, but– you could still be killed. We needed to be certain you'd have the chance to recover before your brother struck again. We sought a safe place to hide you.”
 
   “Haven.” I cupped my hands over my mouth. It had slipped out. I didn't mean to say anything. 
 
   For as many hundred years as we'd been separated from the Outside World, there had always been texts transported by some unknown power through an aquamarine pool. The texts had linked our technology and lore and culture loosely with the outside. Our language remained the same. Was it possible that a prince had passed through the dry waters of the Still Well and come to Haven? Maybe... but it couldn't be Kyle.
 
   “Yes,” Deasun agreed, nodding once to me. “The place to which all Lodestones fled many hundreds of years ago. Haven.”
 
   “You know of it.” Rune turned slowly around to observe Kyle as though he was considering the general's words. 
 
   “Don't look at me like that!” he snapped. “It's not possible!”
 
   “Do you not recall awakening from the coma?” Deasun asked. “What did you think happened to you?”
 
   “There was a train accident... I was in the hospital for months.” Kyle said it as though it were the reason there could be no connection. To me, the parallel was evident.
 
   I felt cold, haunted. There was no way a thing like this could be rooted so deeply in my childhood. Kyle was a regular person. He was my friend. I'd known him forever. 
 
   “And you do not remember anything previous?” Deasun pressed.
 
   “What does it matter?” Kyle breathed. A sheen of sweat had begun to develop on his forehead. 
 
   That was as much an admission as Deasun needed. He looked at my friend knowingly.
 
   “I have parents! I have a family!” Kyle protested.
 
   “You were sent to Haven with a set of guardians. They were supposed to keep you safe, to teach you the truth and return you to us when you were strong enough. I discovered too late that Headly had poisoned them upon their departure. They surely died. Did your family not tell you that you were adopted?”
 
   Kyle's face paled. Lines of anger pressed across his features. “You don't know anything about us!”
 
   My nerves prickled in warning and I flinched when he snapped. Kyle was adopted? If he knew, he'd never told me. 
 
   “Don't I? Whether they told you themselves, or I tell you now, it hurts no less. I'm sorry if this is difficult for you, but it is the truth.”
 
   “Why should we believe you? You took us hostage! We're here to help Breakwater, not play your sick games. Take us back to our ship.”
 
   Even Dylan was looking at Kyle differently now. “I'm all for that. But Skinny– I mean, Kyle,” he exhaled through his nose. “What if he's right? If you were–”
 
   “I'm not a prince!” Kyle wheeled around to face me. “Kat, tell them!”
 
   What if he is right? What if all this time, Kyle...
 
   There was one way to know for certain. He was watching me, waiting for a response. I ironed out my own nerves, cleared my mind, and called upon the Pull to guide me to the answer. 
 
   Prince Varion Argent.
 
   I took one hesitant step forward. Then another. Kyle was directly ahead of me, one stride away from delivering me a definite answer. I restrained myself from following the invisible tug to see if I'd be Pulled past him. I couldn't continue without arousing suspicion. The strong indication of direction was enough to startle the thoughts clear out of my mind. Suspicion be damned, I needed to know!
 
   Drawn to the truth like a moth to fire, I closed the distance between us. The Pull led me to him, and not beyond. I had my answer. In my pocket, the silver medallion awaited the brush of my fingertips, and my heart went cold. My lovable childhood friend Kyle was Prince Varion Argent... and I'd been sent out to be his executioner.
 
   “Kat,” Kyle said. “Tell them who I am.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 40: Anything for a Friend
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Kyle stood before me as unassuming and accidentally charming as he'd been the moment we had first met. I remembered him then, just a boy of six, or so I'd thought. How could anyone be so smart? How could a person make life look so easy? He never cared about being popular, but people liked him. He rarely studied, but soared through school. My breath was stolen away from me as the revelation struck and I saw him for who he really was. Even then, that boy was proud, stubborn– unwavering in his values, unyielding in his opinions. 
 
   Looking at him now, all of my memories melted and overlapped atop him. The Pull was never wrong, but this time it had to be. Kyle couldn't be Varion. I clung to denial, knowing that I held enough evidence to elevate him and condemn him in the very same moment.
 
   Good gravity, Kyle. I can't do this.
 
   My heart slammed in my chest. I rested a hand on Kyle's shoulder and turned to face Deasun. “It's not– it's not him.”
 
   Rune didn't believe me. His expression gave nothing away, but when he looked at me, I knew.
 
   Deasun didn't seem to care what I said. “You are mistaken, girl, but I do not fault you. Such news cannot come easily.”
 
   Dylan let out a dry chuckle and tipped his head to Kyle mockingly. “Prince Varion. Do I laugh, kneel, or run?”
 
   “You wouldn't get far,” Hussar Prie said under her breath with a subtle smile and twinkling eyes.
 
   “Any show of violence Lord-Commander, Dragoon, Lodestone,” Deasun pointed to each of us in turn. “And you'll have this entire city at your throats. Despite our differences, Headly would be more than willing to facilitate in hanging your heads over the Seagate, make no mistake.”
 
   I swallowed. “We're friends, General. I'd sooner die than let anything happen to Kyle.”
 
   And that might be a strong possibility.
 
   “So long as the other two in your troupe share the same sentiments,” he said dangerously, and his eyes were settled on Dylan. “Men of these occupations are rarely known for their mercy.”
 
   Dylan glared pointedly at the man. “Do not presume to understand the circumstances that led up to my becoming a Commander, General. I am no lackey for my fair Prince Raserion. Our very presence here should illustrate the same conclusion, or have you forgotten why we've come? This Dragoon beside me single-handedly incited the rebellion in Cape Hill. We wouldn't dream of making a scratch on our boy's scrawny neck– prince or not.”
 
   “Axton, show some respect,” Rune chided.
 
   Dylan pulled at his cuffs. “I'll match respect for respect. I am a Lord of Breakwater, not some jumped up soldier with notions of superiority. He stands here, ready to accuse us of an absurd betrayal that has not and will not come to pass. Tell us that our companion is one of the princes. Fine. Ignore our very real plea for assistance. Arrest us, if that's what you're going to do, but do not presume to threaten me unless you intend to follow it through.”
 
   If arrogance was the nearest cousin to courage that Dylan could muster, it was still worthwhile. Much as his wild reactions tended to concern me, I was glad that he wasn't cowering. He'd been so afraid on the Flying Fish, I couldn't have guessed he would recover so quickly. Maybe it was because the worst had already happened, he'd been apprehended and he survived long enough to be indignant about it.
 
   General Deasun's nostrils flared. “I am too old to be a fool, Lord-Commander. I would rather test you with words than with steel.”
 
   Dylan snorted and took his statement into consideration. “I never thought I'd see the day when a leader of armies preferred words to violence.”
 
   “When you've experienced two hundred years of war, you learn of the futility of bloodshed,” Deasun said. He turned to Rune. “Are you truly the Dragoon who overthrew Cape Hill?”
 
   “No,” Rune said, shocking me. Was he going to lie about what he'd done? “I liberated innocent children from my sister's murderers. If a revolt occurred because of my actions, I cannot be credited for it.”
 
   “Yes, well,” Deasun almost smiled. If I wasn't mistaken, his respect for Rune had just increased. “You may not have a choice in the matter.”
 
   “I traveled north with peaceful intentions as well, General. All of us came here for the sake of Breakwater. We will not harm your prince.”
 
   “You're talking like you believe him,” Kyle said to all of us. “I'm not an immortal. I'm not a prince!” His eyes locked onto mine like I was his only anchor in a storm of colossal waves. 
 
   “I'm sorry, General Deasun.” In Shadows within Shadows, I saw silhouettes of creatures I'd never believed could possibly exist. Not the shadow chasers that glowed in the eternal-night sky, or the warhorses that glinted opalescent in the dim– the others, the ones that crept and crawled through the inky trees just out of view, those were the ones that worried me. With the trace of a finger, the medallion could call any or all of them forward. I envisioned him pinned and swallowed whole the way Rune had nearly been taken by the Gateling. What would the shadows do to Kyle? Since we took to the sea, he'd been afraid, and I swore to protect him. “You're wrong.”
 
   Deasun stepped ahead of the prince's goliath double. “We would not offer you a throne if we did not know without a doubt that you were our prince. You do not remember me. I understand that my word may not be sufficient. There is an undeniable method of proof that we have not attempted.”
 
   Kyle swallowed hard. “What is it?”
 
   The general looked between his Hussars and back at us. “During your long rule, you kept secret a phrase. A code that you would speak to your bodyguard, alone. The key to your kingdom. In the event of disaster, it was entrusted to only your closest aides: Myself and Headly. Speak those words now. You know them.”
 
   “This is stupid,” Kyle complained, crossing his arms.
 
   “It is not.”
 
   “I don't know any phrase!”
 
   “Try it.”
 
   “There's nothing to try! I don't know what you're talking about!” Kyle seemed surprised by the heat of his own voice, and quieted. “If you're not going to help us, just let us go.”
 
   Deasun sighed and rested his hand on the pommel of his sword. The profound disappointment on his face managed to make me feel irrationally guilty. “I cannot release you as long as Lord Headly controls this kingdom. Our fates were irretrievably interlocked the moment I released you from Whiterock Palace and freed your friends. Doubt your history if you wish, but if you do not help me deal with Headly, the might of this kingdom will crash down upon us all.”
 
   Kyle looked up at the Prince's bodyguard, and then back to General Deasun. “What do you want me to do?”
 
   “We cannot risk leaving the Keep, but the nearer you are to the public, the safer you'll be. Show your face as Varion, and Headly cannot harm you. You must remember the phrase.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 41: To Measure Friendship
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I kept my arms crossed over my middle, not daring to venture anywhere near that pocket again. Cold sweat formed at my temples and shivers raked down my back despite the warmth of the room. Deasun had brought us to a private chamber under heavy guard. He'd set out to rally several historians and a carefully chosen selection of Caraway's noble citizens to bear witness to Varion's likeness in Kyle. The trick would be returning them to our meeting room without attracting Headly's attention– a feat that could prove to be impossible. Even with the risks he was taking, the general had planned for the worst. The waiting room in which we sat opened up to a lofty balcony overlooking an exquisite green and gold ballroom. If something were to happen to Deasun, we'd be in the right place to make a public display announcing Kyle as the prince. All we needed was an audience, and I was certain he'd deliver one.
 
   The chamber itself was lavish, with swirling blue and gold wallpaper, puffy cushioned chairs, piles of throw rugs, and polished wood tables. Stodgy paintings of humorless noblemen hung from the walls, each with a more ridiculous mustache than the last. Delicately leafed vases housed mechanical flowers that simulated blooming and folding in five-minute intervals. The creation was so unique, it would have merited a closer look... perhaps from someone who wasn't losing her mind.
 
   Rune reached out a hand, catching onto my elbow to stop me from pacing. He gave me a long, steady look that calmed me down ever so slightly. He knew what I did. I'd told him about my agreement with Prince Raserion. Why wasn't he having a panic attack along with me? Did his experience during the war foreshadow his short friendship with Kyle? Maybe he wouldn't care if he lived or died. Anything to end the war. I frowned down at my feet and regretted the thought. I wished I could talk to him– ask him what we should do– but we weren't alone.
 
   The silence in the room was tense, and the gaping ballroom didn't provide any distraction. Dylan poked at the cracking flames in the fireplace, and Kyle sat on a cushioned bench, glaring at the oversized chair in the room that faced the balcony. It was large enough to hold Prince Varion’s bodyguard, and that was a considerable feat.
 
   Rune broke the silence. “We should consider escape.”
 
   “Do you think we'd have a chance?” I pushed my thick hair back from my face and considered whether I could run from my problems. My conclusion was not optimistic.
 
   “With your Abilities and considerable luck,” Rune trailed off.
 
   Dylan turned sharply to Rune, his beautiful face contorted with anger. “And abandon Breakwater to the fate you damned us with? Maybe quitting is the only concept you're familiar with now, but I refuse to leave until we have reinforcements for my city.”
 
   Rune's jaw flexed with irritation. “I don't believe our situation has improved since we arrived. Kiteman has denied these claims, Katelyn supported him, and General Deasun's compromise was to bring us here to display him to the public. It could save us from Headly, but at what cost? When these people see Kiteman and believe him to be their prince, their grip on us will tighten. There will be no way out of the city. We should attempt to escape now.”
 
   I paced to the painting of a lady with a high, white collar. Her eyebrows were like crescent moons, and her lips were thin and firm. She did not look like a kind person. Written in the deep oils of the canvas on a painted ribbon was her name, followed by a phrase. 
 
    
 
   Lady Temara Dalson - Honesty is the greatest of virtues.
 
    
 
   I couldn't avoid the feeling that the painting was judging me. What would an escape mean if Kyle were truly Prince Varion? I needed to tell them about the Pull and I didn't know how.
 
   “You're forgetting something. Deasun sent his men to search for Carmine again. We can't leave without her.” Kyle picked at the fabric of the bench. “Why is this happening to me?”
 
   “I don't see what you're so glum about,” Dylan said, stabbing at the coals. “We came here wondering if we'd survive long enough to ask for help, and now they've mistaken you for their bloody prince. Agree with them, pass the order to send help to Breakwater, demand to go yourself to see it through, and never show your face again. Everyone wins.”
 
   Rune crossed his arms. “You don't think there would be repercussions for that?”
 
   Dylan groaned. “Oh, I know there would be. But it'd buy us some time, wouldn't it, Prince Varion?” The young lord grinned wolfishly. 
 
   Kyle slumped against the wall and rubbed his face with his hands. “I don't even want to joke about that. I'm not Prince Varion.” He said the last sentence slowly.
 
   I bit my thumbnail, fighting to keep my thoughts to myself. Sure, there were some thirty-odd guards posted outside the door, but they wouldn't disagree with what I had to say, even if they could hear through walls so thickly buffered by decorative carpeting. 
 
   I glanced at the painting again and felt guilt scratch at me like nails on glass. “Yes, you are.” All three of them stared at me.
 
   “Not funny, Kat,” Kyle said as dismissively as he could manage. 
 
   What was I supposed to say to him? I didn't make it up. I tested him and discovered that Deasun was right. “I'm not joking.”
 
   That irritated him. He frowned at me like I had joined in on some kind of cruel prank. “Thanks.”
 
   “Kyle, I used the Pull. It led to you. I can't believe it either, but that doesn't make it any less true.”
 
   The color drained from his face. “No you didn't.”
 
   Dylan stowed the fire poker and stared with astonishment. “Are you certain?”
 
   Kyle's face pleaded without words that I not say it. “Yes,” I answered.
 
   He almost laughed, but it was the negative, uneasy kind. “That's impossible. I'm me.”
 
   I looked down at my hands and back up into my friend's honest, silver eyes. “Twelve.”
 
   “What?” he asked, blinking. His hands were trembling. He looked terrified.
 
   “Deasun– he said twelve years,” I muttered. “Ever since Haven was founded, information was passed through the Still Well in Rivermarch and taken by the Historical Research Society. The information stopped twelve years ago. The impenetrable lock on the inside of the Still Well began to break twelve years ago. My mother left me and my father to work on a secret project to break that lock with Professor Barry Block, twelve years ago.” My voice became stronger with every statement. “Kyle...”
 
   “No.” He shot to his feet and paced, shaking his head. 
 
   “It feels like we've known each other forever...”
 
   “No.” His eyes became glossy and red.
 
   It was so hard to see him like that, and to keep forming the words that I needed to say. “We met, twelve years ago.”
 
   Kyle's eyes burned with red and a tear slipped down his cheek. “He's a monster!” Frantically, he looked to Dylan. “You've told us as much! I'm not him!”
 
   “You've been acting strangely ever since we reached Cape Hill. In your dreams, you were burning. The Prince burned. We all saw the film. His Ability made him a child again so he could heal the damage to his body, and he was sent to Haven. As crazy as it sounds, it all lines up.”
 
   “Don't say that.” Kyle's voice wavered. His eyes were bloodshot and he raked a shaky hand through his curly hair, pulling on the tangled ends. “It doesn't make sense. It can't.”
 
   “I'm sorry.” My knees felt weak from the absurdity of it all. It should have been a dream, but it wasn't. “Kyle, you really are Prince Varion Argent.”
 
    “Don't ever say that to me ever again!” Kyle shouted, charging halfway across the room at me. 
 
   I flinched like he'd struck me. Never in my life had I seen him so angry. I wasn't prepared for such a roaring temper. Either I'd struck a nerve, he'd known all along, or he was innocent and simply tormented by the idea. Regardless of the reason for his final outburst, I was offended by his treatment of me. If I didn't tell him the truth before a kingdom crowned or killed him for who he was, what kind of a friend would I be? It was bad enough to carry the weight of my agreement with Raserion. 
 
   He must have read my expression and seen the betrayal I felt by the lash of his emotions. He stopped short, and a tear slipped down his cheek.
 
   “I'm sorry, Kat,” he said, with a trembling chin.
 
   Rune stepped slowly to my side, a tall and silent reminder that I was not to be mistreated under any circumstances. 
 
   Kyle looked up at him and some of the wind went out of his chest. “I'm sorry,” he insisted. 
 
   Dylan didn't move from the fireside. “Easy now. We're all friends here.” There was an emphasis on the word, “friends” that made it sound suspiciously contrary to its meaning.
 
   Half back peddling, half walking, Kyle collapsed into his seat on the bench. He took in several deep breaths and rubbed his eyes. “I'm still me. I'd never hurt anyone, least of all my friends. I can't even kill a bug without feeling guilty.” He was quiet now, rambling, letting his emotions dissipate. “This is like a nightmare, you know? Worse than the fire. It's like everyone has turned against me. I didn't mean to yell at you.”
 
   “It's okay,” I said, but I wasn't sure.
 
   “There may be more going on here than we realize.” I didn't expect Dylan to be the one to come forward with a point, but he did. “A handful of weeks ago, Miss Kestrel thought we were tracking her mother, but it had been a Haven Professor all along. I believe you're telling the truth, Katelyn, but this could be a trick.”
 
   “A trick how?” I didn't enjoy being reminded of how easily my real mother had strung me along. 
 
   “We can't be sure. I'm just pointing out that there's a possibility we're being fooled somehow. A detail we're unfamiliar with, history, an Ability.” Dylan shrugged. “So you met Kiteman twelve years ago. He couldn't have been the only child to move to your home city from a different town. What else did that general have to say about it? That he was adopted? It's a nice way to rattle a prisoner at knife-point, but there's no evidence.”
 
   Kyle's eyes brightened, and some of the tension in the room lifted.
 
   My head spun. No matter how hard I thought about it, I couldn't understand how the Pull could be manipulated to make me find Prince Varion when I looked at Kyle. The alternative was even more unbelievable. All I knew was that if Kyle wasn't Varion, I wouldn't have to worry about my agreement with Raserion.
 
   Raserion would know.
 
   But that would take turning Kyle in and hoping for the best. I wasn't convinced that Raserion would just let us go once he'd gotten what he wanted. And if he mistook Kyle for Varion too? I didn't want to think about what would happen then.
 
   I felt sick, but I held my emotions in a death-grip. I wouldn't be stupid and cry or complain or run. 
 
   “The likelihood that our friend here is Prince Varion Argent is one in a million at the least. Not to mention, you're a little slight-of-frame to be the giant of the North. Varion's height and girth have been depicted for centuries. They say he's not even human. At the very least you should be a mirror image of the prince's bodyguard, and I just don't see it.”
 
   Rune scratched at his bottom lip as he thought. “If Varion could control his Ability to age, he may be able to alter his size and physique.”
 
   Dylan seemed amused by Rune's statement. With his flawlessly tailored clothing, noble features, and cavalier attitude, he looked like he belonged in one of the paintings on the walls. “Well. Go ahead, Dragoon, clip the only two threads of sanity he has left.”
 
   “What?” Rune asked, blundering straight through Dylan's efforts at tempering Kyle's stress levels. “It doesn't make a difference in the case of Kiteman being the prince or not. The real Varion could still be in Haven. His Abilities were said to be the most powerful in existence– anything is possible. If he is still at large, we should learn as much as we can about what he's capable of.”
 
   “I've never met anyone who could change their shape,” Dylan said skeptically.
 
   “And have you ever met a prince?” Rune asked.
 
   Dylan retrieved the poker and smothered several coals with it. 
 
   “I thought as much.”
 
   Kyle sat on the bench, looking off the edge of the balcony. His legs were bouncing like he had too much energy pent up within him. “I can't do this anymore.”
 
   I'd just begun to return to a state of normalcy. Dylan's points about Varion were more than noteworthy. I wanted them to be true, and I didn't like Kyle's tone.
 
   “This is all wrong.” Pushing himself back onto his feet, he turned to me. “Kat, there's something I need to tell you and I won't feel right until I do. It's about Sterling.”
 
   I didn't get the chance to hear him out.
 
   A crackling sound came from the wall of paintings and vases. The pinstriped wallpaper began to curl and peel away. Pieces sloughed free and glided to the floor as the barren wood panels began to pucker. A dark hole bloomed in the wall, and before Rune could get ahead of me, a spear launched through the opening– its point splitting into the three prongs of a trident– and sliced on either side of my throat, pinning me to the wall. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 42: To Watch Wallpaper Peel
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I gasped, feeling the sharp pain at two points of my neck. My vision darkened, my ears rang, and my hand shot up to the weapon, groping at it to discover if it had struck a killing blow. Shock padded my senses, but my fingers told me that I hadn't been impaled. Two of the three prongs had narrowly missed killing me, and had embedded themselves in the wall behind me. I forced my breathing to remain as slow as I could as the room around me came back into focus. 
 
   We were under attack. There was fighting. It happened so fast. A square-jawed Hussar stalked through the opening toward me. My hands curled around the trident, and the left branch that trapped my neck. It was made of wood. Hussars often used spears that were made of the element they could manipulate. Wood. I'd faced that Ability before. I was stronger now. 
 
   How dare these Hussars tear through the wall to attack us? Wasn't there enough going wrong? I barely had time to let my mind wrap around Kyle being the Prince of the North. I didn't have a spare second to consider how I'd deal with Raserion's very real threat of invasion against Haven, and I sure as hell didn't have a chance to eat in the past two days. All I wanted was to talk to my friends in private, eat something with a lot of gravy on it, and take a three-day nap. These idiots had no idea who they were messing with.
 
   The Hussar was close now. I could see his great, meaty hand reaching out to take hold of his spear and finish me off. The moron was smirking. I smiled right back at him, squeezing my grip on the spear. Electricity flashed from my core, tumbling up my arms and I pressed it close through my palms, focusing the energy. Without letting a single bolt show, I burned the pole, and squeezed until the charcoal crumbled in my hands. I stepped out of the broken trap, still grinning.
 
   The look on his face was worth the encounter. His eyes grew as wide as a pair of moons, and I could see that he was grappling with what to do next. 
 
   A long time ago, Dragoon March had told me that one of the first rules of combat was to hide your Ability from your opponent and use it when they least expected it. I knew my enemy could control wood, and having fought Commanders and Margraves, I bypassed the advice with theatrical flair. I held out my arms, allowing them to burst with electricity, and shaping it into formidable patterns of gauntlet armor. 
 
   He crouched, placing his palms on a bare spot of floor. The wooden floorboards leaped to life underfoot, growing like stumps around my ankles. I tugged to get away but the effort nearly toppled me over. All at once, the Hussar was sucked straight up into the air and slammed with crushing force against the ceiling. Without his connection to the floorboards or his consciousness, his grip on me slipped. I looked to my left and saw Dylan release him. The Hussar fell like a stone to the floor. 
 
   The ruined patch of ground beneath me cracked and splintered, thinned by my attacker's use of it. What was left of the floorboard snapped, and I jumped away before it could collapse completely. I didn't move fast enough, and landed painfully on one knee. Long slivers drove into my shin and I hissed and clenched my teeth.
 
   I pulled myself onto my feet, ignoring the wound, and saw the extent of the battle that had just taken shape. Three other Hussars had flooded into the room, surging toward Kyle. The fire from the hearth roared free of its resting place, washing against the nearest Hussar like a wave. Dylan tossed Rune the fire poker, and in seconds, the metal blazed red-hot. He parried the flaming Hussar's spear, sending a shower of sparks to their feet, and placed himself between Kyle and the onslaught. 
 
   The flaming Hussar roared, and the both of them were suddenly engulfed in wind. At first, Rune's flames burned stronger, melting skin and armor, but the gale won in the end, blowing out the flames entirely.
 
   Rune's makeshift weapon glowed hotter than ever. He used his enemy's exertion, taking the split second of recovery to strike at him. The Hussar reacted fast enough to stop Rune from cutting down on him, but the hot end of the poker sizzled against his shoulder. He put his full weight against his spear, slamming Rune backwards into Kyle. With his palm out, the Hussar hit Rune full in the face with a cutting wind. 
 
   Kyle shouted and Rune's eyes squinted closed against the powerful blast. I reached out, forming a bolt of lightning in my hand and was grabbed by the shoulder from behind. 
 
   The last thing I saw before being wrenched away was Dylan grinning wickedly at the burned Hussar. “Isn't there something you'd rather be doing?”
 
   The man looked horrified as he peeled away from Rune and Kyle, took a running start, and flung himself off the ballroom balcony. 
 
   The Hussar who grabbed me was laughing. His breath was horrible and he was missing his front teeth. When he saw what Dylan had done to his comrade, he stopped smiling. “Commande–” I interrupted his warning with a blossom of lightning to the chest and pushed him off of me. 
 
   Dylan stalked up to meet the third Hussar. The soldier swung his spear around him and launched it at Dylan's neck. The Lord of Breakwater didn't even attempt to dodge the attack. The spear soared straight up into the air, hanging overhead. “Oh, you'll have to do better than that.”
 
   The Hussar walked to the broken section of the floor against his will, and, predictably, crashed through the damaged wood. I had nearly met the same fate moments ago.
 
   “Too easy.” Dylan turned back to look at Rune and Kyle. The hovering spear clattered to the ground behind him.
 
   “What?” Rune said, the corner of his mouth curving up. The poker was still in his hand, and he stepped around the wreckage, seeming unconvinced that the fighting was over. “I could have taken them.”
 
   Dylan laughed. “You'll have to be quicker about it next time.”
 
   “You can't turn it into a competition, you're a Commander!” I objected. The banter helped me keep my mind off the pain in my leg. 
 
   Dylan grinned and flicked the long strands of blond hair from his eyes. “I can do whatever I want.”
 
   Kyle groaned. “They were here to kill me and you've made my survival into a game. Thanks guys.”
 
   My leg throbbed and thin streams of blood trickled from my splinters. I drew air in through my teeth, glaring down at the inconvenient injury. 
 
   “A little rivalry never hurt anyone,” Dylan said.
 
   “You threw one person off the balcony and another through the floor,” I pointed out.
 
   “I don't see where the problem is.”
 
   Through the dark and gaping hole in the side of the wall, came the marching sound of many feet. 
 
   “You might want to pay attention, Axton,” Rune said, posturing for another fight. “Those weren't our only visitors.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 43: The Lord of Caraway
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A voice came through the opening in the wall. “Did you really think that by swatting away a few of my Hussars, you'd win?”
 
   “Yes,” Rune answered the voice. He crept forward and held a hand out behind him, ordering Kyle to stay where he was. 
 
   I skirted around the unconscious body at my feet and headed for Kyle. Supposed likeness to Prince Varion or not, he didn't have an Ability that he could fight with, and I wouldn't lose him the way I lost Sterling. 
 
   “They were young, weak, unblooded. I'll not miss them.” It was Lord Headly's voice that spoke through the darkness. Clever as he was, he didn't dare show himself. “So, there's a Commander in your midst. I have some seasoned fellows at my side who have faced a Commander before.”
 
   “Some protection we have here.” Dylan complained, sliding out of his slightly scuffed coat. Even for the rough handling he'd taken, the garment was no worse for wear. He folded it and laid it down on an end table. Midway through a fight with the Lord of the Northern capital, he was worried about a jacket. “What happened to our guards?”
 
   Dylan ducked as a body flew through the break in the wall. Nearly colliding with him, it smashed into the fireplace mantle and nearly rolled to the hole in the floor. The body was Hussar Prie. Blood had turned her long cinnamon braid pink. She'd been battered badly, but still struggled up on all fours.
 
   “What guards?” Headly asked musically. 
 
   Hussar Prie spat blood on the ground, glaring up at the sound of Headly's voice. 
 
   Unaware or unfazed by her display of hatred for him, he continued speaking. “I'm not sure how you conduct your business in the West, but here in the North a handful of treasonous traitors hardly constitutes a guard. Caraway is my city. She obeys my every wish, folds to my most trivial whim and obeys my every order with violent accuracy, and you– you are but trespassers in my home.”
 
   Prie crumpled back down on the floor, overcome by her injuries. “He's bluffing,” came her ragged whisper. “He couldn't bring a large complement without exposing them to the truth. If we told them, they might listen. You are Prince Varion.”
 
   I stole a glance back at Kyle. He was backing up, pressing himself closer to the corner that met the balcony. He looked like he was searching for an escape route. There was none. 
 
   “This does not need to end in a fight.” Headly sounded trustworthy and diplomatic, but I remembered his pointed smile. “I'm sure it's all been a misunderstanding. Simply kill your Commander, and we'll have a nice, peaceable talk.”
 
   Rune sniffed, glancing back at Dylan. Slowly, he stooped to retrieve the discarded Hussar spear, and weighed it in his right hand. Dylan's perfect lips were turned down in a frown of resignation. For a heartbeat I was afraid of what Rune might do. Dylan hadn't exactly given him reasons for loyalty.
 
   Rune stepped forward, away from Dylan, and his body turned in flawless alignment. His arm drew back, his torso tilted, and he fired the spear with deadly force into the mouth of the torn wall. It cut through the air with a low whistle and disappeared into the darkness.
 
   The hit landed, striking with the sickly wet sound of metal sinking into flesh. 
 
   “We don't have a Commander.” Rune's blue eyes shined, and he smiled as though he was nothing more than Headly's friendly neighbor. “Come on in.”
 
   Dylan sighed audibly and grinned at Rune. “Might have been wrong about you, puppet.”
 
   “Very good, Dragoon,” Headly's voice said, rich with amusement. “A perfect shot.”
 
   A body lumbered in through the opening, but it wasn't Headly. Instantly recognizable by his iconic armor and monotone skin, the Empty approached us. Like the others we'd seen in the hall, this one wore a mask of his own face. As serene as the dead, the mask was devoid of expression, but displayed the craggy forehead and cleft chin of the man who had once lived in that body. On his fists, he wore knuckle-guards, crested in pointed blades. He'd taken the spear directly through his stomach. The point skewered him through to the other side, and dark gray sludge dripped thickly from the tip.
 
   Rune cursed under his breath. 
 
   “What have you done with General Deasun?” Dylan demanded. 
 
   “Deadheart? I'm afraid we've had a falling out and he's been... detained. It's a pity he was so archaic in the end. We might have changed history together.”
 
   “You pathetic rat! You aren't half the man he is!” Hussar Prie shouted, climbing painfully up onto her feet. 
 
   “That's because I'm not a mere man, sweet little soldier-girl. I'm a Lord, born and bred from the purest blood. That is something that Deadheart will never be.” Shuffling movement sounded from the darkness of the opening. 
 
   Rune kept his eyes trained on the slow-moving Empty. “I wonder what Prince Raserion would think if he knew there was treason in the North.”
 
   Good, Rune. Keep him talking.
 
   Headly laughed at that. “Son, there is no upheaval in this kingdom, and there are no points of weakness. I have been the ruler here for the past decade, chosen for this position by Prince Varion himself. Unlike his highness, I am mortal. Why shouldn't I keep this gift? Why shouldn't I have the chance to alter the course of history? What is one lifetime beside eternity? I was born to rule.”
 
   “Axton,” Rune hissed to the side. “We're going to have to fight.”
 
   “Really? I hadn't considered that,” Dylan sniped back sarcastically.
 
   “No. You don't understand, the–” Rune was cut off when the Empty charged forward at startling speed. Its dull eyes were locked onto him, unwavering, like its only purpose in life was to stop him from moving.
 
   “Out you go, Empty!” Dylan called to it. I figure he meant for it to sprint off the balcony, but the thing didn't alter course. In seconds it crashed into Rune. 
 
   Rune spun to the side, narrowly avoiding the length of the spear that jutted from the Empty's stomach. Sweeping away, he grabbed the iron stand for the fire pokers and used it to block a series of cutting blows. He moved quickly, as though he'd foreseen every attack, ducking and battering the Empty with his makeshift weapon. It would have been enough against just about any other person, but the Empty felt no pain, and didn't tire.
 
   “The Command didn't work!” Dylan cried out, alarmed.
 
   “That's what I was trying to tell you!” Rune huffed, darting out of the brute's reach.
 
   The Spark roared within me, and I took a single step forward. 
 
   “Kat, no–” Kyle said from behind me. “Your Ability won't be enough. Stay away from them.”
 
   Rune and the Empty were embroiled in close combat. Even if I struck out with lightning, I might hit both of them. Kyle was right. I was no physical fighter.
 
   The Empty caught on to the fireplace stand, twisting it from Rune's grip. Before he let go, Rune poured flames into the wrought iron, heating it until the Empty's flesh sizzled. Still, the gray soldier did not let go, finally wrestling it from his grasp and flinging the searing hot rack over our heads. I crouched as it tumbled to the ground and burned into the wooden floor. 
 
   Rune grabbed the spear in the Empty's gut and called out to Dylan. “Lift!”
 
   Dylan raised his hands and the Empty launched into the air. Rune held tightly onto the spear, and when it pulled free, dark gray bile poured onto the floor. “Move!” Dylan shouted back at him.
 
   Spear in hand, Rune got out of the way with barely seconds to spare before Dylan smashed the Empty against the ceiling and down on the floor. Rune gripped the spear with two hands and delivered the finishing blow, stabbing the Empty through the back. When it was done, he extended his arm, slashing the spear downwards, and flicking gray blood free from the weapon. 
 
   A shot fired from the darkness and the bullet whistled past my head and embedded in the wall beside Kyle. I froze where I stood, and all thoughts fled my mind but one. If I'd been standing one pace to the left, I'd be dead. If that was Headly shooting, he'd been aiming for Kyle. Knowing quite keenly what I was doing and what I could lose, I held my arms out and blocked him with my body. 
 
   Kyle called out to me. He was close, but to me, he sounded far away. “Kat, get down! What are you doing?”
 
   I wasn't so sure of what I was doing, but it didn't stop me. “I made a promise.”
 
   I won't let anything hurt you.
 
   “Dragoon! The opening!” Hussar Prie shouted. 
 
   Rune realized his mistake and dropped to one knee, placing the palm of his free hand flat on the cracked wood panels. A tiny blue flame sprouted to life, trailing swiftly away from its creator. When it reached the opening, Rune took a deep breath, and the little fire burst into a wall large enough to block the gap in the structure. 
 
   No sooner than controlled blue flames lapped at the ceiling, baking us in warmth and throwing cool white light across the room, a second Empty charged through the elemental blockade. His body was so thoroughly engulfed in fire, it would have been impossible to differentiate him from an average soldier... except that he kept coming. Flames lapped around the quiet, cherub-like face of the Empty's mask. Fire or not, he charged in, an unstoppable force, aimed right for Dylan.
 
   The young lord yelped as the human fireball barreled at him. Rune threw himself in the Empty's path, but didn't have enough time to raise his spear for a hit. The Empty slammed its shoulder into Rune's chest, but my Dragoon had counted on the close proximity. He dropped his spear and grabbed onto his assailant with both hands, retracting the flames before the Empty could light the room, or Dylan, on fire. 
 
   Free of the flames, the Empty was as craggy as charcoal, with armor and flesh and hair that had melted together. It wasn't a gory sight, but it wasn't natural either. No living creature would continue fighting. Before Rune could let go, Dylan Lifted the charred monster, carrying Rune along with him. It had all happened in such fast succession, no one had been prepared for the mistake. The Empty thrashed, punching Rune in the side with his metal-clawed fist, even as Dylan stopped short and dropped them both to the ground. 
 
   I cried out in alarm, and another shot whizzed past my ear. Behind me, Kyle had narrowly escaped another bullet. 
 
   Rune rolled on the ruined floorboards, clutching his side, but the charred Empty was up in seconds. It grabbed Dylan by the chest with both hands, lifted him in the air, and slammed him repeatedly against the wall. Glass frames shattered against his back, wallpaper tore, and the wall itself was indented where Dylan was used as a battering ram. His hands struggled against the barbs of the Empty's gauntlets until the final moment when he was dropped, limp, to the ground. 
 
   Then the Empty came for us.
 
   “Kyle!” I shouted, not knowing what to do. 
 
   Hussar Prie pulled a knife from her belt, and staggered forward. She was badly wounded and wouldn't stand a chance. Even now, the first Empty was stirring and beginning to rise. How could anyone fight an entire army of these things? 
 
   Steadying myself, I strode forward and stepped around Prie, making myself the nearest target to the gray creature.
 
   I couldn't remain at Kyle's side any longer. At this point, there was a chance none of us would make it out of the room. I had to do something. Lightning roped from my arms like crackling vines, twining together to form wicked armor from shoulder to fingertip. Now, flourishing filigrees accented the design. I hadn't put thought into them, I just let the forming armor represent me and they'd taken shape. My connection with the Spark was strengthening. It was as solid as my resolve. 
 
   I wasn't a fighter. I wasn't tall or burly. I wasn't any kind of a match for the gray berserker that raced toward me. But I would be more than I was, if it meant protecting the people I loved. 
 
   All of the noise in the room vanished, replaced by the heavy thrumming of my heart. My vision was sharp, focused. The charred Empty descended upon me like a violent storm. His burned hands caught me partly by the collar, shoulder and neck, and like Dylan, he lifted me from the ground. I didn't feel the pain that raced through my body where he lifted me.
 
   Bad move.
 
   I grabbed onto his arms, pouring the electricity from my armor into his blackened body. The Empty shook from the charge, and his grip on me tightened. My head swam, I lost oxygen, my grasp of the Spark weakened. Twitching as he was, he pushed through my attack, barely missing a single stride. Using his momentum, he pulled me back and threw me by the neck off of the high ballroom balcony. 
 
   I fell.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 44: In the Ballroom and Falling
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Emptiness surrounded me. I was utterly alone. There was no one to reach for. Nothing to hold. That's what it feels like to fall. The world around me moved like a series of still frames. I existed for an eternity in each moment. Some part of my consciousness read the weight of the trouble I was in, gauged the distance from the balcony to the tawny, marbled ballroom floor, and knew that I was going to die. 
 
   My eyes saw the Empty who threw me take another step, grounding himself from following after me. His burned torso twisted and he turned back to face the ruined blue room. I saw the few paintings that remained hanging, the space where Dylan's body dented the wall, and the giant chair that Kyle had been staring at. The railing that I'd been flung over was low, and made of twisting, silvery gold metal. The gilded green ballroom swallowed me, stealing my view of the blue room. I'd been plunged into a royal hall inspired by the most regal of forests. Insinuations of trees struck up the walls, tumbles of foliage inspired the decor, crystal chandeliers were like clouds of dewdrops, and the ceiling was painted like the night sky.
 
   My eyes saw all of those things in remarkable detail, but my mind saw other events entirely. My dad sat in the old chair where our kitchen met the living room–the one that was ripped and worn, but too comfortable to throw away. He held me and sang to me, and told me that he would always be with me. That was the night my mother had left us. The rare storm had thundered over us, but I felt safe.
 
   There was the day I'd gone to school and found out that the new boy with the cast on his arm would be sitting beside me. He'd made a lot of jokes and told me that his name was Kyle Kiteman. I saw my step-mom Kassey holding my little brother Kevin for the first time. I saw the day I'd met Ruby. Her hair was black before her parents began letting her color it red. I thought she might have been the only girl I'd ever known who wouldn't wrinkle her nose at me if I jumped in the mud. 
 
   Countless memories of my life in Haven poured like a waterfall through my mind and through my heart, with one resounding plea: Not yet. When my flashbacks caught up with Rune, they held still. He'd lost everyone who mattered to him. I wouldn't leave him alone in this world. My friends needed me, Rune needed me, Haven needed me, but most of all, I needed me. There was too much I wanted to see, too much I wanted to do. I would not allow half of my life's canvas to be blank. I would not haunt the world in search of lost dreams. I would live!
 
   Air gusted around me, too thin to hold me up. The bottom of my stomach dropped. My lungs squeezed. My heart battered my ribcage. When my body reflexively sent pangs of warning through my nerves, telling me instinctively that I was not long before the pain, I used the Pull to reach for the Spark within me. The result was a clarity that I had never experienced before. I had literally found a part of me by tapping into the core of my own connection with myself. 
 
   I am Katelyn Kestrel and I–will–not–die!
 
   Summoned by my silent call, thunder boomed outside, rattling the foundations of the ballroom. Branches of lightning exploded from my arms, my legs, and my back, burying their points in the immaculate floor. Ropes of electricity scraped down the nearest wall like cat claws through tree bark, leaving dark scorch marks in their wake. 
 
   Each bolt of lightning bred smaller, thinner tendrils, until my back was bristling with angular quills. Electricity cracked and deafeningly, I answered the sky with thunder of my own making. The power of a thousand bolts of lightning cushioned my fall, a mere seven feet from impact. 
 
   I lost my breath, staring up at the falsely starry sky, the green and gold, and the chandeliers. Everything sparkled in the luminescence of my light. Was that really me?
 
   I hung there for the shortest of moments, and felt a tingling sense of fatigue: something Rune had warned me about. Abilities are like any other physical activity. If you overdo it, you get tired. That was the idea, more or less. Aside from the day I'd defended myself from Commander Stakes, and lit up the night with an electric white tree, I'd never felt truly exhausted. I'd never met my limit. As the breath quickened through my lungs, I wondered if I'd found the edge of it.
 
   Blue light glowed from the room beyond the balcony and my eyes narrowed. It was so high up. Too far. But when the blue light flashed, I didn't care. Pride filled me, as rich and strong as my own Spark. Headly, the Empty, Prince Raserion, none of them could stop me. I could not be beaten. 
 
   My lightning stretched, pushing me up with the strength of its energy until I was standing on the beams that bristled from my legs, waist and torso. A cloak of lightning draped long from my back, like a pair of downcast butterfly wings. Striking out in all directions, my electricity clawed up the walls, pushing, pulling, and elevating me to the foot of the balcony. It was strange, standing on nothing, but feeling the security of an energetic force holding me up. The ground pressed away from me at a dizzying rate, but I didn't distract myself with the threat of heights. When I reached the balcony, Hussar Prie was fighting for her life with the unburned Empty. Dylan was still lying where he'd fallen. 
 
   Headly, himself, stood over Rune with a rifle in his hands. His guards, Hussars and infantry soldiers stood behind him, readily awaiting orders. Rune's wall of fire had retracted.
 
   I didn't arrive in silence. I couldn't exactly pull off a sneak attack, but that didn't mean that no one was surprised to see me. My lightning cracked and burned, starting fires where it touched cloth or candle, or dry wood. Everything was hot and bright. I floated just outside the balcony. When the soldiers caught sight of me, their faces went slack and their jaws dropped open. Some of them armed themselves with sword or pistol, and many shielded their eyes from my piercing light. The charred Empty was face down, only a few steps from where he'd thrown me. Enough electricity could stop a heart whether a person could feel pain or not. 
 
   “Put the rifle down, Headly,” I told him. 
 
   Not even Headly was prepared to see me. “What the hell are you?”
 
   My nerves prickled at the insult and a vine of electricity ran up my back, snapping out to sever a chandelier from its hangings. Sparks flew, and the many glass and crystal petals struck together like the music of a wind chime in a storm, before shattering upon the ground. “I'm Katelyn Kestrel. I'm a Lodestone from Haven. And I accept your surrender.”
 
   “Surrender?” Headly chuckled, squinting up at me. “To you? You are no Lodestone, you're not even human,” he said, moving the wide barrel of his flintlock rifle to face me. 
 
   “Katelyn,” Rune said, pushing himself up onto one knee.
 
   I reached out a hand to look at it. My skin and clothes were glowing white, cross-hatched with tendrils of lightning. My orange scarf and clothes snapped away from and against my body as though affected by a jagged wind. I touched my face and found it cushioned by the same electric padding. Only my eyes were free, electricity curling away like the absence of a mask. When had it covered me? My lungs sank, and I felt a moment of exhaustion sweep over me. 
 
   “Let's not make this about me.” My lightning lashed onto the railing, twining and squeezing it. I floated over the rail, and pulled the Spark away from my feet before I touched the ground. I wasn't about to charge the floor and kill everyone in the room. Coaxing the element back into hibernation proved to be more difficult than I'd ever imagined. Where I took the lightning away, more of the branches sprouted like barren wings from my back. I took in a deep breath and forced myself to subdue the power. My brightness dimmed, but only a little. 
 
   The Empty with the gaping wound in his stomach had battered Hussar Prie into the wall and hefted his barbed fist, ready to deliver her a killing blow. With my arrival in the corner of the room, the light even stole his attention for a moment. Prie leaped to her feet like a cat, snatching up one of the metal, robotic flowers that lay on the ground. She spun, holding it like a sword. As she moved, a sheet of ice grew over the flower until it formed a thick and brutal blade of its own. Vaguely visible beneath the rippling blue and white surface, the flower remained like a bone beneath flesh. 
 
   Prie ducked his swinging blows and sent her blade straight into the Empty's heart, easily breaking the excess ice from her own arm, and leaving the weapon embedded in its mark. The weakened Empty buckled over and fell to the ground. 
 
   Rune shot to his feet, jamming his shoulder into Headly's stomach. The Lord of Caraway buckled over and Rune quickly disarmed him. Favoring his side, he held the rifle in one arm, his finger resting on the trigger. Rune gripped Headly's shoulder with his free hand and kicked the man's legs out from under him. “Drop your weapons or I fire.”
 
   “Shoot him!” Headly snapped at his soldiers. 
 
   “I wouldn't listen to him,” I said in a singsong voice. I let the electricity drip free from my face, and my hair tumbled down my back, moving in the static as though tousled by the slightest draft. 
 
   Some of the soldiers clearly wanted to attack me. They were afraid and struggling to decide who the greater threat was: the Dragoon holding their leader hostage, or the lightning-charged she-beast. 
 
   “This is your final warning,” Rune said. 
 
   “Fire, damn you!” Headly spat. 
 
   I curled my hands together, pressing my lightning into a series of compact forms. When I opened my palms, a sea bird made of electricity burst free. Nearly as fast as light, I guided the bird to meet the weapons of the Hussars. Pushing a creation of the Spark through the air, unattached to myself wasn't only difficult– it hurt. Just below the surface, my skin prickled and burned, but the bird struck true. Like a wave hitting the rocks, it collided with the line of guns and swords, steel and silver, one after the other, in a burst of sparks and light. 
 
   It would have been easy to let the energy disperse into the metal targets. I could have let the electricity drive wholly into the steel, reaching its searing fingers up the length of the metalwork and into the soft, grounded flesh of their hands. That's what wild lightning would do. I could clear the room of enemies.
 
   I could give all of them reason to fear me. I could blast them all, Headly too, and save my friends.
 
   My own ruthlessness horrified me. I wouldn’t kill anyone. It wasn’t me. 
 
   Biting down hard, I focused on withholding the bird's energy. Each soldier was shocked and dropped their weapon. One gun misfired, its bullet striking the floor before the Hussar could let the electrically charged weapon go. Some grabbed their wrists or pulled their hands back, but all remained standing. 
 
   I staggered backward, relenting control of my electric bird. It slammed like a cannon into the far wall, burning through wallpaper and wood, and surged the electric lamps until they went out cold. Rune and Headly both jumped in reaction to the explosion. 
 
   The room dimmed only a little, and I cast eerie, jumping white light on the soldiers as they prepared to retaliate. One of them set their hands ablaze with orange flames in defense. Others used their Abilities to manifest weapons of gold, or bone, or ice. The pain beneath my skin receded, but not completely.
 
   Any moment now, the Hussars would obey their leader and overwhelm us. 
 
   A deep and booming voice consumed all other sounds in the room. “Lower the rifle.” It was Prince Varion... or his bodyguard at the very least. He filled the gap in the wall with his impressive bulk and stared at us through the slats of his helm. 
 
   Rune didn't remove the weapon from his target, but I saw him flinch against the power of the bodyguard’s words. He tucked his arm against his side where he'd been struck with the Empty's barbed fist, stopping the blood from trickling down his waist.
 
   “What are you doing?” Kyle stepped out from the corner of the room. His hands were shaking, and though he hadn't fought, he appeared haggard. The thick black blood of an Empty was splashed across his shirt. “I thought you were on our side.”
 
   The bodyguard looked down at him with a posture that suggested regret. “I cannot take sides.”
 
   “You see?” Headly's voice was shrill and sharp as a knife. “Even the prince does not support you traitors!”
 
   Wounded as she was, Prie limped forward and pointed at Headly as though she wielded a weapon. “He obeys your command because he cannot do otherwise. Your rank is all that keeps him from standing with us at this very moment!”
 
   “How dare you speak such words before your prince!” Headly spat. “This is treason!”
 
   “Stay down!” Rune shouted at him.
 
   My skin burned, and the heat pouring over me was unbearable. Half of the soldiers watched me, waiting to see what I would do. I took a slow step toward Rune, but was stopped short. Anything could set off the fighting, and I needed to be careful that it wasn't me.
 
   The prince's bodyguard, who Headly insisted was the prince himself, strode forward. The ranks of Hussars parted, allowing him a generous berth as he joined us in the room. “Put down the weapon. I will not say it again.”
 
   “Don't do it, Dragoon,” Hussar Prie said, swaying on her feet. “The minute you do, they'll kill all of us.”
 
   Rune adjusted his grip on the gun, his finger moving from the trigger for only a fraction of an instant. He blinked hard and his angular jaw tightened. When I looked at those blue eyes, they were cold and distant, and trained on Headly with intense focus. He would not be distracted.
 
   “Very well,” said the giant that had posed as Prince Varion. “Kill him.”
 
   Rune's eyes flicked up as the Hussars hefted their weapons. His body tensed, and he squeezed the butt of the rifle into his shoulder, ready to fire.
 
   A Hussar dove to the floor to retrieve the spear I'd forced him to drop. Another three lunged forward toward Rune, weapons held in attack positions. Headly screamed as Rune jammed the barrel of the flintlock rifle into the back of his neck. 
 
   As my temper rose, my body flashed with pulses of stronger lightning, my head swam, the burst lights flickered back to life, and thunder bellowed above us. 
 
   Still, Kyle's voice managed to carry through the chaos. “To gerten ins to die slewen. Everything for the forgiven.”
 
   The first series of his words didn’t make any sense. It was like he was making something up on the spot. The second series were actual words, at least, but I still had no idea what he was talking about. 
 
   The bodyguard's metal helm jerked backward with a sudden twitch. He stooped jarringly, and landed heavily on one knee. All of the Hussars stopped their charge to watch him. Even Rune and Headly looked up to stare. The bodyguard's shoulders rolled, his huge armored biceps pulled away from his sides, and his chest split in two. 
 
   I gasped and recoiled, but much as I tried, I couldn't look away from the gruesome sight. It was like his body was cracking in half. He didn't scream. There was no blood. Amber light poured from the fissure as the bodyguard opened vertically down the middle. Dozens of pieces of human-shaped machinery pulled back on joints and hinges. Sprockets rotated against one another, belts and chains cycled. The bodyguard's entire form was a shell, exposing a vacant cavity large enough to encapsulate an entire person. 
 
   Many of the Hussars cried out in shock as their prince exposed the inner workings of a machine.
 
   “A thousand bloody hells,” Headly swore under his breath. 
 
   “You're a...” Kyle stammered. 
 
   Even the helm itself split apart, glowing in its emptiness. “You created me to protect you, Prince Varion.”
 
   Like the rest of us, Rune's mouth dropped open in shock. 
 
   Kyle's face went slack. Cautiously, he inched forward, holding a hand out to the mechanically exploded bodyguard. Golden light coated Kyle as he reached up to the construct with one hand. The moment his fingers brushed the surface, the bodyguard's voice echoed out of the shell. “Sentience relinquished.” After that, he didn't move.
 
   All eyes fastened to his every move, Kyle was oblivious to the rest of us. He looked like a sleepwalker, locked in a dreaming trance, as he grabbed onto an inner handle and climbed into the vacant seat. Stepping carefully in, he placed a leg within each bent armored leg, and rested an arm in the cushioned padding of each armored arm. Though his limbs were shorter than the giant's, they seemed suited for the position. Kyle's hands closed around metal grips within the two encasing limbs, the open armor hissed with steam, and each mechanism, plate and clasp rotated shut. 
 
   Kyle squirmed as he was locked into place within the giant armor. He raised his chin, looking panicked as the helm slid closed over his head. The machine shut around him with a resounding click, and all went deafeningly silent. 
 
        Smoothly, the armored Prince stood on his feet, moving no differently than any human would. He did not look or sound like a robotic creation. But he had been just that, and now Kyle controlled him.
 
   “Hussars, put your weapons down and do not ever attack these people again,” he said, commanding the attention of all in the room. His voice was as deep and heavy as it had ever been. “Obey this order and your alignment with this traitor will be forgiven.”
 
   Headly struggled still. “You cannot threaten my men. They are loyal to me– the true monarch in this kingdom– not an empty vessel with clever words! Not a treacherous boy with false claims of Princehood!”
 
   As he spoke, more soldiers poured through the opening, training their weapons on us. Their faces tightened as they took in the state of the room, the position of their leader, the presence of Prince Varion, and me, glittering in blinding static. In they came, until the open spaces in the room were choked from wall to wall with tense bodies. 
 
   “I'm neither of those things. I am Varion Argent and you have made me your enemy.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 45: Golden Light
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The challenge hung in the air. Would the soldiers believe that Kyle really was Prince Varion? He'd done what General Deasun said he could. He'd spoken the words that were the key to the kingdom and exposed the image of Prince Varion as a machine. Even knowing what I did, I didn't want to believe it. 
 
   My skin buzzed with hot energy and though I wasn't moving, my heart took on a rabbit's pace. Thirsty for direction, my Spark wrapped around me, and I had to focus on not letting it strike out in all directions. I took a steadying breath.
 
   Outside, I could hear the gasps and murmurings of a gathering crowd entering the scarred ballroom and wondering at the damage that had been done to it. By the sound of it, General Deasun had come through with his promise to give us an audience.
 
   “Your Highness,” Hussar Prie said first. Though bruises padded her face and blood crusted her clothes, she lowered herself to kneel with reverence.
 
   Hers was not the only gesture of respect. One by one, the shaken Hussars, infantry, and riflemen took to a knee, bowing low. When the last weapon was lowered, Rune gave Headly a push, releasing him. 
 
   Headly's eyes were wide and his mouth was contorted in a grimace. He turned about, casting from one face to another like a man who'd found himself naked in front of a crowd of his peers. When no one soldier rose, and none met his gaze, the shoulders of his velveteen doublet sank. The edges of his mouth quivered, his hands came together, and he turned back to face Kyle.
 
   “Your highness,” he said in a sweet and sour tone. “This was a misunderstanding. I mistook you for an impostor. I was under a great deal of pressure in your absence, surely you can understand that.”
 
   “You should be executed for what you've done.” The crowd of kneeling soldiers parted for General Deasun. Many of them looked ashamed in his presence. One of Deasun's arms was bloody, but he walked without showing any sign of discomfort. His pair of swords tinked together at his hip, and his ropy white braids hung heavily over his shoulder. Deasun's expression was grim and unyielding. 
 
   “Deadheart, my old friend,” Headly simpered. 
 
   “Do not call me either of those things,” Deasun snapped over him. “I have tolerated that name long enough. No sum of bribery, no collection of threats are enough to blind our people to the face of our true leader. The North belongs to Varion Argent and none other. You have failed, Headly, it's over.”
 
   “I could fix it! I could fix all of it. What have any of you done? What do you know about responsibility? It was there, in my hands! Do you know what it’s like to taste true power? Any of you would have done the same! All of you would have taken the chance to rule if it was given to you! It won't stop here! You'll be hunted all your life by your friends, if not your enemies! Do you think I'll be the only one, Varion?”
 
   Kyle, wearing the prince's mighty armor, looked down at the Lord of Caraway. “What makes you think you were the only one?”
 
   That silenced Headly.
 
   Deasun stepped forward. “Highness, what would you like us to do with him?”
 
   Even without seeing him, I knew that Kyle must have been thinking carefully. “He should be arrested and stripped of his title.”
 
   Headly threw himself at Varion's armor, but was caught by a group of the nearest soldiers. “You can't. You can't! I'm a Lord! I carry the blood of the first survivors in my veins!”
 
   “We're all survivors of something,” Kyle said, with Varion's deep voice. “Take him away.”
 
   “If I had the Ability, I would strike you down, Varion! Do you hear me? I will ruin you as you've ruined me!” Headly screamed as he was dragged away. 
 
   “Should we schedule an execution, sir?” Deasun asked as though it was a commonplace occurrence. 
 
   “No.” Even with the illusion of Varion's voice, I could hear that he was aghast.
 
   “What will his sentence be?”
 
   “I don't know.” Kyle caught himself before he could make himself sound any weaker. “I need time to think of the appropriate punishment.”
 
   “Very well,” Deasun said, bowing his head. 
 
   I watched the scene like I was attending a play. There was nothing for me to say or do. Kyle had accepted the role presented to him and I was nothing more than a bystander. I wanted to ask him if he believed it... if he'd known that phrase or if it was whispered to him when we'd arrived in Caraway. Even Varion’s own mechanical bodyguard had called him the true prince. 
 
   A wave of dizziness nearly took me off my feet, but I remained standing. Looking down at my hands, I saw that the Spark had vanished. When had that happened? I blinked and looked across the ruined room at all of the kneeling soldiers and Kyle, all covered up in gigantic armor. Only myself, Rune, and Deasun were standing. Was that wrong? Should we have bowed? Rune stood near Kyle, clutching his side and looking pale. Dylan was crumpled against the smashed wall and showed no signs of life. 
 
   When Kyle didn't say anything more, General Deasun took command. “Rise, soldiers. Raise your chins in pride. You are loyal Northerners. Do not blame yourselves for the events of today– I will not. You were following the orders of a misguided superior and you will not be condemned for that. Not so very long ago, I was guilty of the very same action. The prince's face has not been shown in many years to protect his identity from the enemy, and now that very precaution was used against us. The traitor has been caught and will be sentenced to justice.”
 
   Like pieces of a single entity, the soldiers rose to stand at attention. 
 
   Moving as naturally within his armor as he would with his own body, Kyle stooped to one knee, and his lower torso panels rotated open, gouting steam. His slender form exposed, he climbed nimbly out of the robotic suit and stood again on his own two feet. Turning, he took a moment to marvel at the robotic construction. 
 
   “He's so young,” one of the soldiers whispered.
 
   “Immortal,” someone else said.
 
   “I've seen renderings of the royal family, but I'd thought the princes had become something larger.”
 
   Kyle ignored the hushed murmurings and rolled up his sleeves. “Bring me the wounded.”
 
   Dylan remained where he'd fallen. Bits of broken wall dusted his clothes and hair. I looked to Rune who stood crooked, holding his bleeding side. He nodded to me, and I assumed it meant that I should help Dylan first. I hurried to the young lord's side, and Rune was right behind me. As we stooped over Dylan, I gave him an angry look. 
 
   “I'm okay,” he assured me.
 
   He didn't look okay. I could see the pinch of pain in his face and the shallow way his chest moved when he breathed, but Dylan was far worse. There was a deep gash on the crown of his skull, and it was black with drying blood. I put my hand on Dylan's shoulder, ready to roll him over, but Rune stopped me. 
 
   I hadn't even considered that he might be dead until Rune placed two fingers against his neck. A twisted kind of hurt spiraled through my chest. He hadn't been a good friend, I wasn't even sure that he was a good person, but he was Dylan Axton, the one and only, and I didn't want him to die. 
 
   “He's alive, but we shouldn't move him. He has broken bones.”
 
   That was all I needed to hear. I was up and on my feet in seconds, ignoring the buzzing dizziness in my head. 
 
   Deasun was still speaking to Kyle. “What of the citizens below? Should you not first address them?”
 
   Already, guards had taken post in a circle around them. I tried to move past the human barricade, but they held me back. 
 
   “Do not interrupt,” one of them said, holding a spear out. 
 
   A hand pressed gently on my shoulder. It was Hussar Prie. “Just give them a moment. Your friend will live if our prince heals him.”
 
   I wasn't satisfied, but there was nothing else I could do without causing a scene. 
 
   Prie unstopped a copper bottle and took a long swig.
 
   “Are you drinking?”
 
   The thick scent of liqueur trailed from her breath and she smiled with cracked lips. “I know, I should have offered sooner. Care for a swig?”
 
   I looked at her like she'd gone utterly mental. She only shrugged and took another gulp. 
 
   Kyle pointed out beyond the balcony. “A single ballroom is too small a venue for this event. I want all of Caraway gathered in the courtyard for the celebration in three day's time. Do not mention the reason for the occasion. If the space is still too small, invite the soldiers and their families to stand at the balcony rails of the keep.”
 
   General Deasun looked confused. “What celebration?”
 
   “Your ceremony as Lord of Caraway,” Kyle smiled, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “You can thank Headly for giving me the idea.”
 
   What is he doing? 
 
   Deasun's eyes looked like they might bulge from their sockets. “I cannot be a Lord. I do not have the noble birth.”
 
   “And Headly's successors?”
 
   “The man was a rake and no father. He has no legitimate heirs.”
 
   “All the more reason for you to take his place.”
 
   “There are other noble families.”
 
   “Do you honestly believe that I'm your prince?”
 
   “Without a doubt, your Highness.”
 
   Kyle's lip tugged upward. He'd won the argument and he knew it. “Then I have the power to name you Lord. Deasun is now a noble family.”
 
   The general leaned in with a rasping whisper. “Highness, I do not want to be Lord.”
 
   Kyle's smile was too sage for an eighteen-year-old. “And that's exactly why you should be.”
 
   Deasun clasped his hands behind him, looking resigned. “As you will, your highness. I will do this. One cannot argue with the most stubborn man in the known world and hope to win.” He bowed stiffly, and returned to his soldiers. “Find the wounded and bring them here. Quickly.”
 
   With his orders delivered, Deasun went to the balcony edge that I had so recently been flung from, positioned his body so that his wounded arm would go unseen, and addressed the gathered crowd.
 
   “Citizens of Caraway, I apologize for the state of the Evergreen Ballroom in which you stand. We recently suffered an electrical surge that caused the damage that you see here. In light of this issue, Prince Varion has declared his announcement to be postponed for a short time. You are all cordially invited to Caraway Keep's courtyard in three days. Specifications will be printed in the city paper. Have a pleasant day, and as always, remain vigilant.”
 
   Deasun's words wafted past me, unheard. The soldiers let me into their protective circle. Kyle looked at me like he felt guilty about something. What was he thinking by playing along with Deasun's claims? Did he believe what they were saying about him? There were so many things that I wanted to ask him, but only two words left my lips. “It's Dylan.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 46: Change, For Better or Worse
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Icy rain fell in sheets over the steepled rooftops of Caraway. The touch of the air was colder than a mountain lake. They called it ‘winter,’ like it was an old foe who returned every year to do battle with them. Even in the keep, citizen and soldier alike wore heavy woolen coats, and scarves of a thousand different shades looped around every neck. While the civilians were drab and rough spun, the Hussars were color. Swaths of fabric looped over their armor in the brightest of hues, and off-duty soldiers were easily as well dressed as nobles.
 
   Droplets pattered against the window where I sat with my head propped against the frame. From my lofty perch high among the towers of the keep, I could see much of the city below. Figures leaned against balcony railings. Automobiles plowed through the puddled streets, carriage horses shook off their coats in their rigging, and streams of people bobbed down the byways, covered by dirty parasols and umbrellas. Fog crowded the corners of the glass, summoned by the warmth of the small, iron fireplace in the corner of the room. I used my finger to streak curling shapes across the damp surface, and stared off at Caraway.
 
   “What are you looking for?” Rune's hands were linked behind his back. 
 
   We were in the medical wing at Dylan's bedside. He'd been healed by Kyle, along with the Hussars we'd fought. The one casualty of the encounter was the Hussar that Dylan had flung off of the balcony. I wasn’t certain I could count the two Empty that had perished, because they had died long ago. Kyle had ordered that all of their remains be buried with honor. As of yet, Dylan had not awakened, and considering how badly he was injured, I wondered if he ever would. 
 
   “You,” I smiled and rose from the windowsill seat to put my arms around him. 
 
   Our hosts had supplied us with fine, fresh clothes, but because we were not soldiers of their kingdom, the garments were mute of any vivid color. I was in beige and cream, a combination that made my hair look like the dark adversary of a sweet day. A long-sleeved shirt beneath a corset coat kept me warm, as did the stockings beneath my draping skirt. I would have preferred pants, but I picked my battles. There was nothing they could say to separate me from my orange scarf. After what they'd seen me do in the ballroom, no one was willing to press the matter. My scarf and boots remained.
 
   Rune's clothes were black and shades of brown that were nearly as dark. Maybe they dressed him in black to remind them of his nature as a Dragoon, or maybe it was a simple coincidence. Either way, his double-breasted vest, with its many buttons, was incredibly flattering on his physique. 
 
   He leaned down to kiss me, and warmth tumbled down my body. I wondered how I could have ever let the Spark take control of me when I had such a bright future to look forward to. After using the Pull to connect me more directly to my control over the Spark, and using raw energy to cushion my fall and send me soaring up to the height of the balcony, I couldn't relinquish my command of it. My Ability fought against me when I tried to send it back to hibernation. It was unsettling. Losing control like that could prove to be a deadly error. It had only recessed sometime after Kyle had accepted his role as Prince Varion. 
 
   Once he'd healed Dylan, Rune, and the other soldiers, Kyle had been taken away in a great procession. That was a day and a half ago, and I hadn't seen him since.
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   I slid back down into my seat. “I'm fine. I think.”
 
   “What you did back there, I've never seen anything like it.”
 
   “I scared myself.” It was difficult to admit. “I don’t know what’s come over me. Ever since we left Breakwater, I’ve wanted to fight. It’s like something is taking me over. I’ve changed, and I don’t like what I’m seeing.”
 
   Rune nodded patiently. “It’s revenge.”
 
   “Revenge? What do mean?”
 
   “We were taught all about it in training. Because Dragoons have no bonds with one another, it is an emotion I had never felt… until Lina.” He grew quiet for a moment. “Hussars, on the other hand, are extremely vengeful. We needed to learn about such responses to foresee retaliatory attacks on the battlefield.
 
   “Hest killed Sterling, and herself along with him. You had no one to fight but a prince you couldn’t touch. Your anger needed to go somewhere.”
 
   “So it’s gone everywhere,” I sighed.
 
   “Whether it is a temporary reaction or a permanent change is up to you.”
 
   What he said was impressively insightful. I took his message to heart, relieved that I might not be turning into a raging monster. 
 
   “That wasn’t the only thing that frightened me.” I leaned my head against the windowsill and looked up at him. “Have you ever lost control?”
 
   “Of the Sear?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “When I was very young. Nearly burned down a building, remember?”
 
   “How did you stop it?”
 
   He cleared his throat and thought about it. “How does a person stop themselves from doing any wrong? Willpower and understanding. Your Abilities are a part of you, control yourself, and you control that power.”
 
   “I lost it the other day,” I admitted, glancing back out the window. I didn't want to see any disappointment in his eyes.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Why didn't you say anything?”
 
   “What could I have done to help? Controlling your Abilities is something that no one else can do for you. I knew you'd bring yourself back. You always do. If the Spark could truly take you over, you would have burned yourself out and died with Stakes.”
 
   His calm mention of my brush with death echoed familiarly in the tone of his Dragoon training. I didn't care. He didn't need to pad his words with me. “Burned out? That can happen?”
 
   “Abilities are like any physical action, exert yourself long enough and you'll exhaust your body. Most people will become too tired to form their Ability at that point, but few have learned to push through the fatigue. It should never be done. Ever. If you use an Ability beyond the limits of your energy, it will begin to feed on your life force. Suicide fighters have done this in battle, but both kingdoms discourage the action. No one should take their own life when they can still fight, and no one should ever die of their own Ability.”
 
   “That's horrible!” I blanched, remembering too well the burning sensation just beneath my skin. “Is that what was going to happen to me?”
 
   “I don't know. You're a Lodestone. I can only guess the limit of your energy. It's vastly higher than my own, I can tell you that much.”
 
   I looked at him through the corner of my eye. “And you're okay with that?”
 
   “Why wouldn't I be?”
 
   “Some guys don't like being with a girl who can beat them up.”
 
   “Their loss,” he grinned and squeezed my waist. “Besides, Abilities are the least important aspect to any battle.”
 
   I gave him a fox's smile. “Says the weakling.”
 
   That made him laugh. “Exactly.”
 
   “How's your side?”
 
   “Like nothing happened at all. The Empty didn't hit anything vital, so the healing went quickly. I don't think it will even scar. We owe Kiteman a great deal. It must be taxing, healing us so frequently.”
 
   “He's a Lodestone.” My smile was thin and nostalgic.
 
   Rune folded his arms and looked out the window. “Or a prince.” The way he said it was cool and contemplative.
 
   “I just can't bring myself to believe it. Even knowing what I do.” I picked at the torn end of my orange scarf. The edges were beginning to fray all the way around. We weren't so different, the scarf and me. “Maybe Kyle is related to him somehow. If Varion really did die, it could explain why the Pull led to Kyle instead.”
 
   “Trust your instincts, Kat. What do they say?”
 
   I didn't want to trust them. It was true that I'd found Block instead of my mother. It proved that I could be manipulated or tricked into finding the wrong person, but whenever I thought about my mother instead of the specific code name I was given, I'd turned back to Haven. At times I’d wondered if I was losing control of my Ability, but it turned out that I’d been right all along. Professor Block was Paperglass-To-Be and my mother sat in Haven, no doubt furious that she'd lost me as a resource when I'd gone out on my own. What did my instincts say? 
 
   Kyle is Prince Varion.
 
   Still, it called forward too many impossible questions. It insinuated betrayal. What if he'd always known? What was he?
 
   My discomfort burgeoned until it began to affect me physically. I didn't feel comfortable at the window seat anymore, no matter how many pillows I sat upon. I was freezing cold, even wearing my trim coat. I couldn't answer him, so I asked a question instead.
 
   “How are you handling all of this? You've been forced to fight in this war for most of your life and now we're having tea with your enemies and debating whether Kyle is Prince Varion.”
 
   Rune stiffened at the reminder of his origins and relationship with the North. He rubbed a hand against his forehead and exhaled. Had I pushed him too far?
 
   “I'm not the same person that I was.” His eyes searched the world outside the cold window. “I can't allow myself to feel fear or anxiety or anger. If I do, I'm afraid that I'll lose myself. Being free, trying to learn to live normally again, it hasn't been easy. I want to be who I was before I was recruited for training, but I'm also a Dragoon. Dylan was right– that is an inescapable fact. But the choices I make in life, I want them to be mine– the real me, not the person who took orders without question and marched against cannon-fire.
 
   “I won't allow myself to hate these people because of what was done on a battlefield. I won't allow myself to hate Kyle if he is Varion, because... maybe he's like me. He could be struggling to reconcile two lives.”
 
   I could tell it wasn't easy for him to say the things he did. “I hadn't thought about it like that.”
 
   “The Hussars, many of them know what I am now.” His eyes drifted back to mine. “They haven't killed me. They are great in number and proud to represent their capital. It wouldn't take much to ambush me in the night, or poison my food. But they haven't done it. I would have never thought them capable of mercy. It seems we may not have been as different as I first thought. Everyone is worthy of a second chance. If all of the people of the North and West had the same patience and restraint, there might be hope for a united future.”
 
   “Rune, when we arrived they beat you unconscious.”
 
   He brushed it off like it'd been nothing serious. “They were under orders.”
 
   Under orders by Headly... and Deasun. “When the General came to us, I sort of... shocked him across the room.”
 
   Rune's eyebrows lifted. “You're aggressive for a diplomat.”
 
   I almost laughed, but not quite. I was the punch line of that joke. Lord Brendon should have never made me ambassador or emissary. “I thought he was going to kill you.”
 
   “You shouldn't worry about me.”
 
   I gave him a flat look. “With what had happened, how was I supposed to do that?”
 
   “I don't worry about you, I believe in you.” He ran a hand through my hair, and let it drift to my shoulder and down my arm. I lifted my hand to clasp his, and his smile was faint and serene. “And you should believe that I will never let anything keep us apart.”
 
   Inside I melted like a block of ice left out in the sun. I felt myself smile. “And if I was suddenly struck by lightning?”
 
   “Nothing would happen.”
 
   “It's a figure of speech. If the world came crashing down around us...”
 
   “It wouldn't change anything.”
 
   “If it did, I'd haunt you.”
 
   A grin flashed by, exposing his single dimple. “Promise?”
 
   Outside, the unfamiliar city pressed on in its routines without regard for us. None of them had even known there had so recently been a battle for the throne in the keep of their capital city. None of them could know that somewhere above, despite the worst circumstances, a girl named Katelyn Kestrel had been made blissfully happy by the words of an ex-soldier.
 
   “Would someone mind explaining to me,” Dylan’s voice creaked like worn floorboards. “Why I'm naked without intimate company?”
 
   I peeked around Rune to see a bare-chested Dylan scooting to sit upright in his bed. Warped metal twisted from one of his collarbones, the only ugly feature of his physique. I rubbed my eyes and leaned against the window seat in relief. We hadn't lost him. My joy was so focused that I nearly cried. It was Dylan, and sometimes I really hated him– but sometimes I didn't. I was glad he was okay. 
 
   Rune strode to his bedside and gave him a hearty smack on the back. “You survived a battle!” He was genuinely proud.
 
   Dylan coughed and peered up at him with a bleary mixture of amusement and irritation. “Your face is not the first thing I'd like to see upon waking. Practically a near-death experience in and of itself.”
 
   “I'd be offended, but it’s obvious that your broken skull has dimmed your already compromised intelligence,” Rune slung back. 
 
   “Big words for a toy soldier. Did Katelyn read them to you from a book without pictures?”
 
   “No, I learned them myself– reading to you while you urinated in the bed-pan built into your cot.”
 
   “You son of a–” Dylan's face went red and he thrashed in his sheets, weakly struggling to fling himself out of the bed and at Rune. 
 
   Well, that deteriorated quickly.
 
   I slipped between them before Dylan could fall out of his cot. He was barely well enough to sit up straight, let alone get into a fistfight with Rune. “Fight's over, guys! Leave it on the battlefield.” I never thought I'd be saying that as a figure of speech.
 
   “Ah,” Dylan said letting himself sink back into his tower of propped pillows. “Our trusty mediator.”
 
   “They didn't know how long you'd be unconscious,” I told him. “It was simpler to leave you... well... naked, until you awakened. Your clothes were ruined.”
 
   “A true shame,” Dylan said mournfully.
 
   “There's a fresh set on your bedside table.”
 
   Dylan turned to look at the aforementioned garb and scowled at the fabric. “Pitiable. Saved my coat though, didn't I?”
 
   “I'm amazed there wasn't any blood on it. It's right over there, draped over the chair.”
 
   The thin wooden door to the recovery room opened and Hussar Prie entered. Her side and one of her wrists were bandaged, and the scrapes and swelling on the side of her face had begun to mend. As always, her hair was tied in a neat plait that reached past her waist. “Ah. You're alive,” she said sounding chipper.
 
   “Why does everyone seem so surprised by that?” Dylan complained.
 
   Rune smirked and crossed his arms. “What can we do for you, Hussar?”
 
   “Little enough, Dragoon. General Deasun, however, has requested your presence at once.”
 
   I nodded to her amicably. “Lead the way.”
 
   “Wait– wait,” Dylan said, swinging his legs over the bed. I spun quickly around before his sheet fell completely away. “I'm coming with you.”
 
   “An Empty just used you to break a wall half open,” Rune chided him. “You should rest.”
 
   Dylan let out a slow, breathy laugh. “I'm no withering daisy. I'm a Commander and a Lord. I'll be fine.”
 
   He didn't look like it.
 
   Prie arched an eyebrow at Dylan as he changed into his clothes behind us. She didn't seem at all abashed by his nudity. “As you will.”
 
   With Dylan dressed in garb that was far too common for his nature, we followed Hussar Prie through the long, windowed passages out of the medical wing. This time, when I walked down the halls, the Northerners didn’t stare. Not only was I dressed in their own fashion, my scarf covered the scars on my chest. I wasn't hiding them. It was a cold day, but still, I didn't mind being ignored for a change.
 
   Barely through recovery, Dylan struggled to match our pace. I stopped at several points to give him time to catch up to us, and while I waited for him, Rune waited for me, and Prie was forced to wait for all of us. Our guide was frustrated, to say the least.
 
   “This way,” Hussar Prie said, leading us down to a set of heavily guarded oaken double doors. 
 
   Pressing them back on their hinges, I could see hints of Prie's back and shoulder muscles beneath her armor. The doors creaked open. Inside sat General Deasun, Varion's bodyguard, and the reinstated Prince of the North... Kyle Kiteman.
 
   A shapely form stepped into view.
 
   “It's about time you arrived,” Carmine said with the kind of smile that could crush the hearts of a thousand men. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 47: On the Word of a Prince
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I bounced up on my toes and practically leaped upon Carmine, squeezing her into a hug. “I was worried about you! Is everything okay?”
 
   She pried me off of her by my upper arms, but smiled happily back. “Of course. I'd gone out on a stroll and returned to a troop of Hussars on the deck of the Flying Fish. Using the common sense I was born with, I simply slipped away until the chaos had passed. Took the time to visit with some old friends. Sent word to family. That sort of dreary stuff. I've been told your experience was far more eventful. Thayer. Axton.” She nodded a hello to each of them in turn. 
 
   The linen dress she wore was decidedly simple. She'd taken on the civilian's plain fashion, and somehow still transformed it into something purposely sweet and feminine. 
 
   Dylan looked her over with a curl of the lip. “Rousseau. No one's put you in manacles yet? I see wishes don’t come true after all.”
 
   Another familiar face appeared to greet us. A long, lean body stretched, all muscle and stripes. The Lurcher yawned her eel's jaws open wide and trotted up to see us. 
 
   “Sadie!” I beamed, likely the only one of the three of us happy to see the fearsome beast. I gave her a good long scratch on the neck before Rune nudged me to keep moving. 
 
   Prie closed the doors behind us, shutting out the white noise of the keep. A huge, oval table on brass legs separated us from the leaders of the North. The room was double as tall as it was wide, and though it had no windows, a metal sculpture of four disembodied wings took up the rear wall. Each wing was at least ten feet long, and all were underlit. I'm sure it was meant to be an awe inspiring piece of artwork, but I couldn't stop imagining what a person with the Steel, like Stakes, would have done with such a resource. Curtains that bled from burgundy to tangerine burst outward from the focal point of the room, suspended like ribbons caught in a breeze. A skylight lent the room natural light, though it was dimmed by the weight of the storm above us. Rain tapped on the glass like a visitor, eager to come in.
 
   Kyle sat with Deasun at his left, and the bodyguard on his right side. The robotic construction looked as human as he ever had, with mannerisms and micro-movements that made him seem unfailingly natural. His panels of armor were all sealed, and his helm was down. As he turned his head to regard us, I found it eerie to think that he was actually hollow on the inside.
 
   “Oh, good! You're here,” Kyle said, standing at once from his seat. Sadie padded her way back to his feet, her nails tapping all the way along the hard floor. In moments she was curled up behind his chair as though it had been her only duty in life.
 
   Kyle's trim, high-collar coat was clasped at the throat. The immaculate tailoring enhanced his lean frame, and the brilliant gold thread-work made him look the part of a prince. All of that did nothing for his posture or his casual manner. His hair remained the same too, a curly tumble, too wild to submit to any comb. I half expected him to look like a different person entirely. In some ways he did, and in many others he didn't. Judging by his expression, he wasn't comfortable here.
 
   There were charts and scrolls and loose papers scattered across the table before him. Pens lay in neat rows at his right, along with stamps, ink-soaked sponges, and wax seals. On the left, across from Deasun, was a polished typewriter with swaths of paper curling out behind it. 
 
   “Come, sit down,” he said, waving us nearer. “I'm so glad to see you guys. Thank you, Hussar.”
 
   “Highness,” Prie bowed and remained beside the doors. 
 
   As we walked to the chairs available to us across the table, I felt a quiet anxiety rising up through my chest. Moments ago, I was happy enough to dance through Caraway's halls, singing about the joys of survival. I'd been glad that we'd lived through yet another trial, and this time, we hadn't lost a single person. But I'd lost Kyle, hadn’t I? 
 
   I pulled the chair aside, sat, and found I didn't know what to say. I couldn't bring myself to smile. I didn't know what to do with my hands. Carmine took her seat beside me and gave me an encouraging smile. 
 
   “Thank you for the audience, your highness,” Dylan said, propping a hand on one knee and leaning forward, his back straight as a board. “We are truly honored that you've taken the time to see us.”
 
   The so-called prince sat sideways upon his chair in a truly Kyle-like fashion. “Drop the formalities, Dylan, we're not strangers.”
 
   “Apologies, sir, but as a Lord of Breakwater, I'll not bypass courtesy with familiarity.” Dylan cleared his throat and did not so much as shift a glance my way. Those of us who'd walked with him here understood how exhausted he was, but looking at him now you'd never know it. I had to hand it to him, he was a fantastic actor. “You have been declared the prince, and I humbly request your consideration on the matter of my city. When Prince Raserion discovers what's been done, he'll send an army to obliterate us.”
 
   Kyle rubbed his eyes and dropped his hand onto the tabletop. “I know what happened, I was there.”
 
   Dylan didn't seem to care about Kyle's comfort level. He may not have even believed Kyle was truly Varion at all– he may have believed that Kyle was simply acting the part. It didn't matter either way. Dylan had a singular goal. “Pardon my impertinence, but it may have already happened, for all I know. If we don't receive aid now, people will die.”
 
   I studied the young lord. He was passionate, angry, and took his brother's plight very seriously. Perhaps there was hope for him after all. 
 
   “Mind your tone, Lord-Commander,” General Deasun warned. 
 
   “It's alright,” Kyle said, flicking his hand up. “Of course we'll help Breakwater. It's our fault they're in the position that they are.”
 
   Our fault. So he still considers himself one of us.
 
   “The fault is mine, your highness,” Rune said, rising from his seat to stand at attention. “And no one else's. I would take punishment from Raserion himself if it meant no others would be harmed. I am indebted to you and if there is a way I can pay for it, simply give me the order.”
 
   Kyle rolled his eyes and dropped his head in his hands. “Rune, please sit down.”
 
   Rune followed the order, and now it was Kyle's turn to stand. 
 
   “I'm the same person I was.” He leaned on the table, palms down. “You don't need to treat me differently because of what's happened here. All this standing and bowing and tiptoeing is going to drive me off the balcony. Dylan, I plan on sending a fleet of ships to Breakwater this very moment. Rune, you've only just won your freedom, don't leap into servitude so quickly.”
 
   Deasun spread the wrinkles free of a map that lay on the table before him. “Highness. I know you feel a kinship to the people of Breakwater, but you haven't recovered your memory. You must keep in mind that leadership is like a weighing scale with a thousand platforms. When one burden is lifted, another forms. If we send part of our fleet out of Caraway, we'll be relying entirely on our defensive force to protect the city and our ability to flank and pursue will be eliminated.”
 
   Kyle looked as overburdened as any responsible teenager would. “I understand that.”
 
   “No one has ever attempted something like this before. We don't know how our soldiers will be received by the people of Breakwater. If fighting broke out, it would be a disaster.”
 
   “It won't,” Dylan assured him. “Breakwater has just regained its children. We're on Prince Raserion's black list. We have too much to lose to risk fighting with your soldiers. I'm certain that even a child would understand that much. Our militia is strong, but no match for trained Hussars or Dragoons. If my brother believed your involvement would create a bloodbath, he wouldn't have sent me.”
 
   Deasun's warning sounded as though it had come from personal experience. “Accidents happen. All it takes is one pint too many and the wrong word in misplaced company. I'm not saying it's a cause we shouldn't take up. A foothold in the far West could be the asset we've been waiting for. It may even be enough to turn the war. What I am saying is... consider your steps carefully.”
 
   “Vance,” Kyle said, plopping back into his chair. “We're doing it. Just pick the right leaders, and it'll be fine.”
 
   A line drew over the General's forehead. Somehow, I expected that picking the right leaders wouldn't be the simplest of tasks. “So you'll have me be Lord and General, both? I'm not sure any single man is equal to such a task.”
 
   “You're right. It's almost like being prince. Relax. It's only temporary. I just need some time to figure out which members of cabinet I can trust. Who knows how Headly swayed them in twelve years. I also want the people of Sheer Town pulled out of that fake city he was building. They need to be returned to their homes before Raserion takes the bait and kills them all.”
 
   Kyle always was the smart one. He was thinking on his toes and considering as much as he could. After a day and a half of being crowned as royalty, I was sure I wouldn't do half as well. 
 
   “You've mentioned this before, and it will be done, sir,” Deasun answered. 
 
   Kyle sighed. “This has been the longest forty-eight hours of my life.”
 
   “If I may,” Carmine said, leaning forward in her seat. “I don't know much about ruling a kingdom, but I think you can trust your cabinet. If what you told me is true, most of them thought that this bodyguard of yours was you all along. They didn't know Headly was driving the boat. They should still have your best interests in mind.”
 
   Kyle’s expression lightened when she spoke, and I could see that his affection for Carmine hadn't changed.
 
   Dylan's shoulders shook with quiet laughter. “My, my.” He leaned forward in his seat to look past Rune and I. His hazel eyes locked onto her with disdain. “Advice without expertise is about as useful as ink without a pen. All mess and no matter.” He turned forward to look at Kyle. “Highness, I have studied tactics in leadership across the West. Do away with your entire cabinet. Release them from their duties, or at least return them to a more basic position. Choose anyone else that you please, but announce the position as temporary. You will not have to worry about Headly's influence. These people will be loyal to you without question. If they must compete to obtain their new positions, they will work twice as hard to please you. Issue resolved.”
 
   Kyle looked between them.
 
   “What we say doesn't matter,” Carmine said, unfazed by Dylan's insult. “We're only your friends.”
 
   “That matters to me more than you know,” he said to Carmine. There was a moment of peace on his face, and I was happy to see it. “Kat, you've been quieter than usual.”
 
   I didn't expect him to bring me into it at all and I jerked at the sound of my name. “I doubt my perspective is useful.”
 
   “Don't be so hard on yourself. You are Haven's ambassador.” Was he poking fun at our strangely elevated positions?
 
   I laughed. “Pointless, isn't it? You know everything about Haven. You don't need an ambassador.”
 
   “You're right, in a way,” he said, sadly. “But if I continue to sit in this chair I can't exactly be impartial.”
 
   “I mean no disrespect, but is it wise to discuss official matters with these people?” Deasun's onyx eyes glided over each of us in turn. His question had come off as sincere and not at all biting. “I cannot thank you enough for returning our leader to us. We can devise rewards for you. Amnesty in the North is a given, but there could be more.”
 
   “More is always better,” Carmine purred.
 
   “Do as you see fit, General,” Rune said, shooting our pilot a sideward glance. “But returning you one prince was easily worth an exchange for Breakwater's protection.”
 
   I nearly choked. Was Rune being serious or playing along? I couldn't tell. Were we going to leave Kyle here on his own? 
 
   “I'm right here, guys.” Kyle waved. 
 
   “Apologies.” Deasun bowed his head, and thick strands of his ropey white hair spilled over one shoulder. 
 
   “This is a discussion, not a lecture. You're all here to speak your minds.” Kyle shifted in his seat, straightening his back.
 
   “Even the Axton?” Carmine asked coyly.
 
   Kyle studied Dylan and was quiet for a moment. “I know what you did. A year ago, Katelyn almost died because of you. In the time we've known one another, I've witnessed you acting spoiled, demanding, arrogant, even cruel. But in that time, you have not abandoned us. I never thought I'd hear myself say it but, yes... I even trust the Axton.”
 
   Dylan's nostrils flared against the criticism, and his chest rose slowly with gathering breath, but when Kyle admitted his trust, the young lord's mouth pressed together in a line. He actually appeared to be moved to the point of emotion. Posture as straight as a ruler, back as flat as a board, Dylan said nothing. 
 
   Days ago on the Flying Fish, Dylan had said Kyle was the only person he trusted among us. Now he sat in the prince's chair. 
 
   “Well, I think that covers it for now. Unless you have anything to add.” Kyle turned to his bodyguard.
 
   The construct turned his head to look at Kyle and then back at us. “I've heard all of the points you've made. Know that your ruler will deliberate a course of action that will benefit each of you and inspire the Northern Kingdom to greater success. You are relieved from this audience, and, as always, remain vigilant.”
 
   Kyle laughed. “This guy. The greatest invention I've ever met. You know, I think it's about time you were given a name. We can't all call you Prince Varion or the bodyguard forever. Let’s see... how about Trevor? No. Let's make it... Wick. That sounds like it'd fit you.”
 
   Kyle always named machines. I was surprised it had taken him this long to name a sentient one.
 
   General Deasun rocked back in his chair. “He already has a name your Highness.”
 
   “Oh. What is it?”
 
   The construct responded for himself. “My name is Wick.”
 
   Kyle's eyes widened. “Yeah, I just told you it was.”
 
   “My name has always been Wick.” Using one arm, he reached to his shoulder plate and slid a panel down. Emblazoned in gold were four capital letters:
 
    
 
   WICK
 
    
 
   Tired as he seemed, Kyle had been holding up well until now. It was like someone had dropped him into a vat of ice water. His mouth worked without words and he stared. “I–I...” He looked back at us like he was horribly confused, and embarrassed about it. Instead of addressing the matter, he rushed past it. “Well, General. You know what to do. Send someone to gather the people of the displaced towns. Organize the force that will go west and report to me. Dylan, we'll need to go over our outpost's construction with you. Choose the best defensive location that won't upset the locals.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Dylan nodded. He was on surprisingly good behavior. Was this the potential Brendon had seen in him? 
 
   “Rune, I'd like you to join us. As a former soldier of Raserion's your input is vital. We need to be ready for him.”
 
   “Sir,” Rune echoed, returning to his feet. As an afterthought, two words followed. “Thank you.”
 
   Kyle looked at him curiously. 
 
   “Thank you for giving us a second chance.”
 
   “That's exactly what the children we rescued said to you,” Kyle mused. “As much as I'd like to return to the Flying Fish and crawl into the engine room for a short eternity, I have a million things I need to familiarize myself with. Someday–someday, I'll get some sleep. You may all go. I'll call upon you soon. Vance, your ceremony is tomorrow. I'd like you all to be there. Don't forget.”
 
   “How could I?” Deasun grumbled, but I could see that he wasn't entirely upset by the prospect. 
 
   We all got up to leave, and Hussar Prie reopened the doors for us. All I wanted to do was have a nice hot bath and settle into a quiet corner with Rune. 
 
   I wanted to forget about wars and princes, if only for a moment. 
 
   “Not you, Kat,” Kyle said, stopping me before I could escape. “We need to talk. In private.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 48: The Honest Truth
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   All of our company, even Deasun and Prie, abandoned the room at Kyle's request. The only two who remained beside Kyle and myself were Wick and Sadie. Being as both were at least partially machine, neither of them seemed to mind witnessing a private conversation. Sadie trailed after Kyle when he left his post at the head of the table, and Wick remained in his chair, unmoving. 
 
   Kyle walked around the edge of the table, shortening most of the distance between us. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Why wouldn't I be?” I didn't mean to sound so short. 
 
   “You're acting strange,” he said, slowly letting his hands fall into his pockets. So, even his royal regalia sewed them in. It didn't seem like a habit that befitted a Prince.
 
   “I'm acting strange?” I could almost laugh. “I'm adapting.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   “You speak to General Deasun on a first name basis...”
 
   He interrupted me to explain. “The guy's been leading me around since he showed up. I can't keep calling him General.”
 
   “And Wick?”
 
   The robotic construct looked up at the mention of his name. 
 
   “I–I didn't know that was his name. Honestly, I thought I made it up on the spot. It was the first thing that popped into my head. This isn't easy for me. I'm so sorry.”
 
   “You don't owe me an apology.”
 
   “Actually, I do.” He paced in a circle wringing his hands and Sadie trotted along. “This is hard for me to admit.”
 
   “You're Varion and you knew. Is that it?” Anger sprouted within me. I didn't want to think about it or consider that it might be true. A betrayal that deep would ruin me. Kyle had been one of my two closest friends for most of my life. I wasn't sure I could survive such a cruel deception. The hurt crushed my lungs, but that didn't stop me from speaking. “Is that why we're friends? If you knew I had the Pull when we were children, you could use me to get out. Is that what happened?”
 
   “No, no. It's not like that. I swear. I'm not like Dylan. I would never use you.” He looked at me and took a deep breath. “I think some part of me understood that I needed to be here. Subconsciously. The day you woke up all bandaged and told me and Ruby where you'd gone, I didn't believe what you said could be true. But I would have done anything to get you to show me. Why? I had everything I wanted there. But I was hooked. The idea poked at the back of my mind every day. 
 
   “I knew that eventually you'd go back out. People don't make discoveries like that and walk away clean. The day the radio tower came down, Eddie Elm said things that alarmed me. None of it made sense, but I knew I had to follow you. If I'd known what I was getting Ruby and Sterling into, I wouldn't have gone. Gravity, if I'd known what would happen, I wouldn't have risked myself. If I could do anything, I'd go back in time and erase that day.”
 
   His words left me with conflicting sentiments. If the day the tower fell never happened, I wouldn't have reunited with Rune, but Sterling would be alive. 
 
   And if you hadn't returned to the Outside, Rune would have died in Cape Hill.
 
   “You've always told me that there's no sense in regret,” I said.
 
   “I'd still like to believe that, but I'm not so sure anymore.”
 
   Invisible walls had shot up between us. I could almost feel them. “So you're him then?” I wanted to hear him say it. Prince Varion was known as a monster, guilty of killing his father and driving his kingdom to war with merciless conviction. 
 
   “I–I don't know. I'm me. I'm the same person, Kat. I just don't know how to deny all of the things that have happened.” His eyes grew blurry and red. “When I left Haven, I thought it'd be fun. I felt like we could handle anything. Then the dreams began, and the longer we stayed Outside, the more real they felt. On the Flying Fish, when you and Dylan went to Cape Hill with the Margrave, I asked Sterling to help me remember. He saw what we all did when Wick played back that recording, but he felt it too. The same way I feel it every time I dream. It was real. Sterling's oath to protect his family honor kept him from telling anyone what he experienced.” His voice wavered and he frowned as a tear slipped from his eyelash. “Neither of us quite believed it, but we couldn't deny it either. Sterling knew that I might be Prince Varion: the murderous warlord who killed that Empty man who is still sitting on the Old Throne– his own father! Gravity, Kat, Sterling knew what I didn't have the courage to tell anyone! It didn't matter that people said Varion was immortal. I believed I was going to die the way I did in those dreams. And do you know what? When I was too terrified to set foot in Cape Hill, Sterling called me a coward. He said it more than once. 'Life is empty without the people who matter.' That's what he told me. He was right.”
 
   “A real man finishes what he starts,” I said, quoting Sterling. “And that's why you were acting so strangely when we set off from the Gold Palace to free Paperglass.”
 
   He nodded and sniffed, blinking his eyes as clear as he could. “Yeah. I thought I'd die that morning– but it was Sterling instead. I should have been the one that... I was a coward. All I could think about was the pain I'd feel if they thought I was Varion and killed me. I almost let you go off on your own. Sterling was a better person than me... he should have been the prince.”
 
   I stood by watching him ward off genuine tears, trembling in his finery, not knowing how to feel.
 
   Lifting his head and steadying his shoulders, he looked at me like he was facing his own firing squad. “I'll understand if you hate me. I hate myself for the both of us.”
 
   “Gravity, Kyle, shut up,” I whined. If ever there was proof that my friend was the same person at his core, it was this. “You're acting stupid again.”
 
   He laughed and snorted despite himself. “Now you're speaking my language.”
 
   “Sterling was a good guy. But so are you. Comparing yourself to others is...”
 
   “It's what dumb people do. I know, I've said that enough, haven't I?”
 
   Breaking through the walls between us, I planted my hands on his shoulders and looked at him directly. “We've known each other a long time and you've never been a coward. Aloof, stubborn, infuriatingly logical– those are more the types of words I'd associate with you. The nightmare is over.”
 
   “That's debatable,” he said, looking down at his feet. “They want me to be their prince.”
 
   I let my arms drop back to my sides and we both collapsed into the nearest chairs. My other questions about Varion and the war evaporated. This was only Kyle, tangled in a web of impossibility, struggling with his fate. I couldn't conduct an interrogation as long as I sympathized with him. “Is that what you're going to do?”
 
   “What other choice do we have?”
 
   My fingers grazed the cool metal chain that looped from my belt to the pocket of my corset coat. I couldn't risk leaving it anywhere, so I continued to wear it. Somewhere, away in the West, Raserion waited for me to trace that symbol and cast the medallion down at his brother's feet. He'd have to wait a whole lot longer. I made a vow with myself at that moment to destroy the trinket. I would never betray Kyle Kiteman. 
 
   “No matter what happens, Kat, no matter what I need to say or do, I'm always on your side. Remember that.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 49: The Ceremony
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The rain had let up in time for General Deasun's ceremony, and Caraway was shining. The keep huddled directly atop an entire district, held up by multi-story buildings that acted as pillars of support. The wood, brownstone and brick of every structure were slick with moisture. Rainwater piped from the rooftop gutters and trailed down buttresses like threads of spider silk. Dusk was young, and a soft blush crept up the western edge of the cold, clear sky. 
 
   We were at the heart of Caraway: the vast ground-level courtyard at the center of the keep. And so was everyone else. The square was coursing with citizens and soldiers, all easily differentiated by the shade of their clothes. Mechanical lifts raised nobles and soldiers up to the keep's long wrap-around balconies. High above, they leaned over thick bronze-and-stone rails and watched through binocular goggles. The entire city had come to witness the ceremony. A curtain of shadows had fallen over the square lawn, cast by the towering bulk of the keep and the retreating sun, but light was everywhere. Colored lanterns bobbed across the field on rotating tracks, held up by flag posts that rippled with vivid strips of cloth. 
 
   Mid-courtyard, a wooden stage shaped like a layered cake served as a platform for a skilled orchestra. I could only hear the music faintly beneath the murmur of thousands of people. 
 
   We stood with the prince's entourage atop a two-story stone balcony that attached to the keep by tunneling stairways and mechanical lifts, and to the ground by curving ramps. On the right end of the balcony were Carmine and Rune, with me in the middle, and a whole slew of soldiers behind us. General Deasun's extended family took up the left side, looking a little more ecstatic than proud. I doubted that class elevations like this were a common occurrence. When Deasun was elevated to Lord, his entire family was granted nobility. Hussar Prie was among them, smiling and sneaking sips from her flask.
 
   I wore a bronze gown with skirts that were layered enough to keep me warm. At least the surrounding keep and lower city blocked out most of the coastal wind. Down below, there were enough bodies packed into the large space to generate a little heat, despite the winter. My hair was pulled half back, and my ears were becoming too cold for comfort. I had to stop myself from covering them with my gloved hands. The tip of my nose was beginning to feel numb. 
 
   Being propped up on a pedestal before so many people was overwhelming, frightening, and exciting to me, in that precise order. It was a new experience, and if I'd learned anything about myself in the past two years, it was that I thrived on new experiences. Seeing the crowd was a lot like seeing the ocean for the first time. It was a moving medley of skin tones, hair color, and clothes of every shade. Children sat atop their parents’ shoulders, grandparents stood with their arms linked. In such an aggressive world, it was refreshing to see an absence of violence for a change. It almost reminded me of Haven, but not quite. There was an edge, a readiness that Haven had never known. Perhaps the peace in the courtyard was due in part to the heavy presence of the army.
 
   Between Deasun's family and us, was the General-turned-Lord, and Prince Kyle, suited up in Varion's sentient armor. I wondered how Kyle was doing beneath that closed helm. He was expected to speak after Deasun. Sadie remained just behind him, patiently awaiting her next command. She wasn't the only monster at the ceremony. A pair of huge mechanical cats sat at the top of each ramp, facing the crowd. Their bronze bodies glowed from within, and churned with rotating parts. I doubted anyone would attempt to ascend our platform with them standing by. 
 
   “I am an honest man.” Deasun's voice rang out, projected by radio speakers throughout the courtyard and the city. “It is true that I was born with common blood running through my veins. Unlike our fair nobles of this great city and many others, my ancestors were not among the soldiers of our Prince's first army centuries ago.”
 
   A murmur moved through the sea of people watching us. 
 
   “But I, Vance Deasun, enlisted at sixteen years of age. I studied, struggled, fought, climbed and earned my place in Prince Varion Argent's army... two hundred years ago. Many of you know me. Your families have known me, and so have your very ancestors. When I was struck down in battle at the age of forty-eight, my name was not written on the wall of my family's home. The number of my many conquests was not writ beside it. It is no secret that I died that day. Prince Varion saw fit to use his mighty Abilities to revive me. I have lived, worked, and served this kingdom then and now. I might have been born a common man, but our prince has given me the opportunity to be something greater. I thank him for that, and I thank you for accepting me as the new Lord of Caraway.”
 
   For one tense moment, I wondered whether anyone would support him, but soon enough, the crowd roared with applause. Kyle stepped forward holding a bound scroll in one hand and a regal blue cloak in the other. He handed Deasun the scroll first, and when the general knelt, Kyle placed the cloak over his shoulders. The orchestra struck up an inspired tune and onlookers cast handfuls of streamers down on the courtyard. 
 
   And not one mention of Headly. Do these people have no curiosity at all? 
 
   “Rune,” I whispered, leaning toward him as Deasun resumed speaking. “Where's Dylan? I thought he was going to be here.”
 
   Rune stiffened and would not turn to look at me.
 
   “Did he leave with the ships to Breakwater last night? I haven't seen him.”
 
   Still no response. 
 
   Irritated, I elbowed him in the side. That got his attention, and he looked sharply down at me. 
 
   “We're not supposed to be speaking. This is an official ceremony!” he whispered back. 
 
   “But don't you think it's a little strange? If he left, I would have thought he'd say goodbye.”
 
   By his expression, I could tell that Rune was not at all pleased with me for continuing to talk to him. “Axton does as he pleases. You know that.”
 
   I clasped my hands together, tapping my fingers lightly. Using the Pull wouldn't do me any good. I'd find myself tugged in a certain direction, but my handy Ability didn't describe an end location. I'd be pointed in the direction of the clearest path with no idea how long it would take to get there. Dylan could be in the keep, or hundreds of miles away, for all I knew. 
 
   Carmine looked over at me. “Were you talking about Dylan?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   Rune looked up at the citrus sky like it was taking all of his willpower not to pretend he didn't know us.
 
   Our pilot was dressed in a gown the same color as mine, but with slight alterations. Though we were nearly matching, I felt underdressed beside her. “I know it may not seem out of the ordinary,” she said in hushed tones. “But he was acting strangely when I saw him last. Maybe it's nothing.”
 
   “He might be resting,” I thought aloud. “He wasn't completely recovered.”
 
   When Kyle stepped forward to speak, all other thoughts left my mind. If he trembled within his armor, it didn't show. All I saw was a giant, larger than life, convincingly lifelike and yet not quite human. I saw a prince. 
 
   “I...” Wick's deep voice coated Kyle's words. “I stand before you, people of Caraway...” He trailed off, and the resounding silence of so many people was impressive. “To offer you a better era. A brighter future.” He stopped again, looking slowly from one end of the population to the other. “I don't need to tell you how ruthless our enemy is. I don't need to explain the daily atrocities they commit or the extent of their determination to strike us down.” He cast his eyes down as though he was reading from a script. It was probably fastened to some part of Wick's inner armor. “In an effort to confuse the West, I have shielded my identity behind a mask. It is a tradition that I intend to bring to an end... today.”
 
   Is he really going to do it?
 
   “I almost can't believe it,” Carmine said with mist in the corners of her eyes.
 
   I couldn't believe it either. We might have been able to steal away and flee before now. Sure, the odds would have been against us with so many guards patrolling the keep, but we could have tried. Kyle was about to lock himself into a role that he knew nothing about. It was a mystery that had not been solved, and here he was, committing to it. 
 
   Wick's helm split and rotated backwards, and his chest panels lifted and swung open to reveal Kyle's head and torso. He wore a white pressed shirt, a brilliant vest of blue and gold-thread brocade, and a heavy, navy coat with a thick, folded collar that swirled with embroidered embellishments. In such fine regalia, he didn't only look like a prince– he looked like a king.
 
   I marveled at him, impressed by his resurgence of courage. His speech could have been delivered more smoothly, but all things considered, he'd presented it fantastically. Upon showing himself, the sea of Caraway's citizens, cheered. Three syllables spread like a ripple through the crowd until all voices carried the chant.
 
   “Va-ri-on!”
 
   “Va-ri-on!”
 
   “Va-ri-on!”
 
   It was a genderless roar, inspired, powerful, like the rhythmic sound of the tide crashing against Breakwater Keep.
 
   With Wick's helm removed, Kyle's own tenor fed into the microphone through the many speakers and across outreaching radio waves. He raised his great mechanical arms, holding his palms up to quiet the crowd. “You've seen my face, and I've seen yours. Lord Deasun, myself, and all of you are not just brothers-and-sisters-in-arms. We are not strangers who ignore one another in our city's streets. People of Caraway, we are family and our ties run deeper than blood. Tonight, we not only celebrate General Deasun's lordhood– we unite in the common goal to end this war and to give our family the future that it deserves.” Cheering swelled and Kyle allowed a lengthy pause before adding, “I will see to it that you know peace. Thank you.”
 
   Kyle didn't know these people. They really were strangers to him. Still, what he said sounded genuine. He turned to look at me from his seat in the bulk of Wick's armor. His smile was hopeful, vulnerable, and meant for me. I nodded to him, knowing without spoken words that he wondered if I'd thought he'd done okay. 
 
   You did better than I would have.
 
   The sunset was the color of rosy water lilies on a darkening pond. Flocks of birds soared overhead, returning to their nighttime sanctuaries. Just as I'd taken in a deep breath, savoring the relative success of our task, the booming sound of cannon-fire nearly stopped my heart. I jumped visibly, and in the corner of my vision, I saw that Kyle did too. Rune reached out to touch my wrist. He didn't seem at all concerned. 
 
   “It's only the fireworks.” He was clearly amused with my reaction. 
 
   “Fire works?” I was confused but I didn't need to wait long for an explanation. There was an explosion of light overhead, and before me or Kyle could flee from the perceived attack, a bloom of sparkling red light showered down from the sky and disappeared. Another set of cannon-fire shots deafened my ears, and bursts of glittering blue and gold light rained down. I'd never seen anything like it. 
 
   Carmine took one look at Kyle's wide-eyed wonder and began to chuckle under her breath. I almost laughed, myself. It sounded scary but it was perfectly safe. No one else seemed rattled by the display. 
 
   Another pop, and I winced at the sound. A web of green light crackled over us, and it was so large I thought it would land on our heads for certain. It dissolved in a flurry of golden fireflies. 
 
   The orchestra played an uplifting song, and people in the crowd had begun to dance. 
 
   “Gravity, it's beautiful!” I said, barely able to pry my eyes away from the lights in the sky. “And so loud!”
 
   Rune's grin showed his white teeth, and his eyes creased at the corners. He was laughing at me! I pushed myself up onto my toes, tugging him down low enough so that I could kiss that infuriatingly perfect dimple of his. 
 
   “What?” I said, struggling to compete with the volume of the celebration. “Don't tell me I can't kiss you after the ceremony. This is the North. They do that sort of thing here!”
 
   “I'm not complaining.” He waited for another burst to pass before speaking. “If you like these now, you should see them in the dead of night.”
 
   “I'd like to,” I said dreamily, staring up at the fireworks. Boom, pop, shower. Boom, pop, shower. Boom, boom, boom, pop, shower. Boom. Boom. Boom, pop, shower.
 
   While I studied the show, I noticed that the pattern had changed, and became less predictable. With so many booms, there should have been more to see. “I think some of them are defective.”
 
   Rune's smile faded away as he noted the rhythm. I could see dim flashes of light beyond one end of the Keep. The cannons were firing, but some of the fireworks were missing. I saw the wind escape his lungs as he reached some kind of conclusion in his mind. He suddenly plunged past me, dodged Carmine and rushed for Kyle and Deasun. 
 
   The royal guards stopped his progress, telling him to slow down. 
 
   “General!” Rune shouted over the noise, craning to see past the guards that blocked him. “Lord Deasun! The fireworks are masking cannon-fire! The city is under attack!”
 
   Kyle turned sharply to face Rune. “What?”
 
   Deasun had barely heard him, but seemed to catch onto the last portion of his statement. “I don't think that–”
 
   All at once, a siren began to wail through the city, and even the crowd quieted to listen. There was one more boom, no fireworks followed. A bullet ricocheted off of Wick's shoulder guard and struck a soldier behind us. Kyle staggered backward, unharmed but afraid. His armor closed up around him, hiding his body and protecting him on all sides. Deasun had begun to bellow orders. There were screams. I searched for the bullet's origin and found the orchestra, standing atop their multi-tiered stage. They'd thrown their instruments down and taken up rifles. Even as I watched them, they stomped onto the wooden platforms, and leaped into the crowd. Altered by some mechanism, the platforms buckled, folded and fell from their hinges. The panels fell away to reveal the last thing I'd ever wanted to see again. 
 
   I don't know if I said the words aloud, if I'd thought them, or if they'd simply escaped, abandoning me to my fate. It didn't matter if no one heard me because everyone saw what I did, and we only had moments to live.
 
   “It's a Monarch.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 50: Warmachine
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The weapon was the size of a small cottage, and glossy black, like oil had been spilled all over it. Pipes fanned out from its sides, belching steam. Tubes and cords belted across its midsection, severing the chains and bearings and wheels from the closed upper deck. It looked like a bloated tick, with low, brassy pipe wings that were far too small for its girth. I didn't doubt the pipes were purposely cut in the shape of butterfly wings. It was like a cruel joke. Painted on the nose of the machine was a copper monarch butterfly. It was upside down and bleeding oil and rust. 
 
   Most disturbing was the foggy glass tube that plunged out of the vehicle like a single horn. The silhouette of a person was thrashing within. It was her. The final member of Paperglass. Barry Block's only living companion. A Lodestone, ready to be used as fuel in the one creation that all of history had feared most. 
 
   Chaos spread like wildfire. Kyle's guards closed around him like they were magnetized. Deasun was shouting and pointing. Our platform was crowded, and the soldiers couldn't move aside fast enough to open an escape route into the keep. Below, the panicked crowd fled in all directions. When one person fell, they'd topple another, and another, until entire sections of people flattened. Then the crowd would surge again, trampling those who had fallen. From our raised balcony, I could see it all. I even spotted a few members of the “orchestra” shooting their weapons into the crowd. 
 
   All the while, cannons were firing on the city, and the Monarch was purring. At first, the sound was barely audible, but it rose with smooth intensity. 
 
   Why are they running? The Monarch is already firing, and if it's anything like the draining device, after three pulses, it will strike out a mile in every direction. Do they really think they can get away fast enough? 
 
   This war machine was the reason my people fled into Haven, sealing themselves off from their war-torn cousins, locking themselves away so that they might forget the atrocities that they had been victim to. One Lodestone, drained to gray mummification could provide that device the energy it would need to emit a shockwave so large, it would cause everyone with the slightest hint of Ability to combust. How badly would it hurt to explode? 
 
   Rune looked as resigned as I felt. Though we were being jostled on all sides, he reached down to touch my hair and cup my cheek. His smile was gentle and fond. “I couldn't have asked for anything more.”
 
   Captivated by the look in his eyes, I felt my own surrender. I'd been so safe in Haven, so blissfully sheltered, I wasn't at all prepared for the harsh reality of the Outside World, but for all the fear that had spurred my survival, I felt strangely at peace now. I hadn't expected that.
 
   Deasun and his soldiers took Kyle and burrowed their way into the keep tunnel. Carmine and Sadie hastily followed. 
 
   I wrapped my arm around his and let my palm soak up the warmth of his hand. “If there was one chance in a million that you could save us all, would you take it and risk dying alone in failure? Or would you spend your last living breaths with the person most special to you?”
 
   He chuckled. “Every moment I've spent with you has been worth a thousand more. I would fight.”
 
   Throwing myself against him, I poured my heart into that embrace and spoke into his shoulder, “Follow Kyle and Carmine, keep them safe. If this works, I'll find you. I promise I will. If it doesn't...” We'd be dead. “I'll see you soon.”
 
   There wasn't time for more than that. When I released him, he stood like a soldier, with his shoulders squared and his chin held high, but he wasn't emotionless or cold. He seemed proud. 
 
   “I'll see you soon,” he echoed. Without looking back, he turned into the flow of soldiers and pushed his way through. 
 
   I watched him go and felt a pang of loneliness. My eyebrows narrowed. I would not feel sorry for myself. I wouldn't pity either of us. If we died, we died doing our best. It was simple. 
 
   What are you doing, Kat? This is insane. It won't work. 
 
   I forced myself to turn around to face the Monarch. There was an empty ring of matted grass around it. Thirty feet of clear space, while everyone else stampeded to the narrow streets beneath the keep. How was I going to move through so many people running in the opposite direction? My horse, Florian, was in the stables on the opposite side of the field. To make matters worse, the members of the false orchestra surrounded the machine, protecting it until it fired. I wondered if they were Dragoons who were willing to die for their orders, or if they were infantry– those soldiers without Abilities. The latter seemed more logical. Margrave Hest always said, “Nothing is wasted.” Why send in a Dragoon to die if you can drain them first? 
 
   The Monarch's first pulse hit me full in the face, blasting my hair back and plastering my dress against my body. The sudden wind was so strong that I couldn't breathe. With it came a vibration so deep, it rattled my teeth and shook my bones. I should have been afraid. It was an excellent time for it. I wasn't. 
 
   The blast passed by and I pushed myself into action. Tugging at the chain attached to my waist pocket, I produced the engraved medallion. 
 
   Thunder rumbled in the distance and I let it comfort me.
 
   “I hear you.”
 
   I had to get through that crowd before the third pulse. Cupping the palm of my hand, I made certain that no direct light intruded. I flipped the medallion over so that the symbol that matched the one branded in Rune's arm showed face-up. Touching my finger to the metallic surface, I traced the semi-circle and curving line.
 
   I wasn't left waiting. The skeleton of a horse leaped out of the shadowy balcony ground, its hooves clattering and scraping as it hauled itself out of the void. Darkness coated it, lashing on and snapping over its body until it appeared as solid as any living animal. I used the railing to hoist myself up onto its bare back, wrapped my fingers into its mane, and kicked my heels into its sides before the remaining soldiers could react. 
 
   I heard angry shouts behind me as my warhorse hauled us down the curving ramp to the courtyard. I hoped desperately that the Northern soldiers wouldn't fire at me with so many of their own people nearby. 
 
   Despite my not having reins, the warhorse obeyed the guiding pressure of my every touch. When we struck grass, plunging into the throng, we were forced to slow down to a trot. The warhorse snorted and bit at the people blocking our way, hurrying our course. 
 
   At ground level, the sunset-drenched keep was enchanting. If only those flashing lights beyond the outer walls weren't the harbingers of cannonade. The courtyard's multi-colored decorations remained brightly lit, flags still flapped, and lanterns still beamed, but instead of cheering, there were screams. 
 
   Folding my legs up against my mount as high as I could, I buckled over the warhorse's neck in effort to protect myself. Hands clawed at me as they went by, tearing my dress. Nails scratched my ankles. Someone had the idea that they should take my place atop the shadow-horse and wrenched at my leg. I shrieked, clinging on to the horse's neck as tightly as I could, but I was sliding. 
 
   The Monarch's second pulse pushed the crowd out as if it dared them to run. My warhorse arched its neck and strode on through the wind, but my attacker still dragged at me. Others noticed what he was doing and joined in trying to pull me down from my seat. They yanked roughly on both of my legs, ripping the top layer of my skirt to ribbons. 
 
   I don't have time for this.
 
   “No!” I shouted at them, electrifying my body. They held on harder for an instant, locked in their grasp by mild electrocution, and then I let them go. Again, I charged my body, making sure that my Ability was visible to ward off other would-be horse thieves, but my charge was leached away. 
 
   My warhorse neighed in a voice too low to be natural, and then it did something very peculiar. It ignited.
 
   Plumes of lightning sprouted from its shoulders, spines of light burst from its back, stripes mottled its sides, and threads wove over its face, giving it a sharp beak. The warhorse used my physical connection and the intense charge of my power to change its appearance, like a Shadow Chaser. It snorted, tossing its head, and I could see that its eyes had gone solid white. 
 
   Now the crowd moved out of our way. Our pace picked up to a loping canter, and the Monarch rose up above us, looking larger with every yard that we crossed. The woman's body in the foggy tube thrashed against the glass, pounding at the container. Steam blasted out from the war machine's sides, flooding the grounds with a suffocating heat. The noise of the thing hurt my ears, and its roar rose in pitch and volume, nearing the final note that would spell death for tens of thousands of people. 
 
   Just as the orchestra soldiers caught sight of me, I half swung, half fell from the warhorse's back. I'd rode in on one of their own mounts. If I were paying attention to them, I probably would have found that they didn't know whose side I was on. All that matters is they didn't shoot me as my knees buckled beneath me. The sound was too loud. I could feel it grinding through me, already resonating with my innate Abilities. It hurt between my skin and my muscles, between my bones and my tendons, between my eyes and my brain... but most of all, it hurt within the core of my chest, just beneath my circle of scars. It hurt like a memory. 
 
   I couldn't breathe, I could barely see, but I forced myself to get up. I stood facing the Monarch, watching the way its tubes twitched like a body filled with parasites and knowing I had only seconds to spare. My life didn't flash before my eyes. There wasn't time. I reached into my pocket, pulled the medallion free, and thought only of Rune.
 
   The shadows were deep where I sheltered the trinket from the light of the warhorse, and remembering what Prince Raserion had told me, I traced the cluster of curling lines that made up the mysterious symbol.
 
   “Simply draw this symbol in the shadows and cast the medallion at his feet. An unstoppable force will come, bringing him here to me, and your task will be complete.”
 
   As the Monarch screamed in my ears, I pulled my arm back and threw the medallion as far as I could. It flew, chain trailing behind it like a tail, and landed at the base of the war machine. The moment it touched ground, the woman in the glass tube shook violently, the Monarch wailed, my heart nearly tore in half, and a gigantic beast launched from the wide pool of shadow that the medallion had landed in. 
 
   It came up from the darkness, like all of the other creatures had, but this one was larger than anything I'd ever seen. Its head was huge and round, with spiraling horns and a short snout. Long thin fangs protruded from its wide mouth. Its neck was wide and muscular and its eyes were white slits like crescent moons at midnight. Six arms reached out, all with heavily clawed paws. Its long body stretched as it threw itself at the Monarch, constricted around it in seconds, and dragged the entire machine with it into the shadows. 
 
   Just as the last lump of monster and machine dipped into Shadows Within Shadows, a dull explosion vibrated beneath my feet. It was the sound of a thousand books being dropped into a foot of dust. All of the shadows on the ground writhed as countless shadow creatures bubbled to the surface with wide white eyes, frantically struggling to break free and flee their world. There and gone, they sank away and all went disturbingly quiet. 
 
   My warhorse began to scream. My lightning was gone from its body and again it looked like a regular black horse. The creature was terrified. It reared and bucked and kicked before bolting across the field into the crowd. 
 
   There were only two orchestra soldiers left. The others had been dragged down with the Monarch. Before they could train their flintlock rifles on me, I reached out with both my hands and lashed them each with a whip of electric energy. My Spark raced along the barrel of their guns, quickened by the conducting element and struck into the flesh of their hands. Calling off the Spark before it could kill them required as much speed and precision as attacking them had. Yanking my arms behind me, I stumbled back. My whips of lightning wrapped around my wrists and disappeared. The enemy soldiers collapsed, dropping their guns. They were still breathing, weren’t they? I could feel them when I’d struck their hands. It was like the Spark had joined in my sense of touch. Was I quick enough to stop it from killing them?
 
   Their chests moved slowly with inhalation. 
 
   Thank gravity, they’re still alive.
 
   Blinking, I spun in a half-circle to the sound of cheering. The nearest sections of the crowd had seen what I'd done and called out in support of my heroics. Northern soldiers clapped me on the back as they trotted in to retrieve the bodies I’d incapacitated, but no one relaxed just yet. Caraway was still under attack. 
 
   I walked ten paces away and rested my palms on my knees, giving myself a moment to catch my breath. Adrenalin crashed into me belatedly and my heart slammed in my chest. I'd just sent the Monarch, active and armed, to fire in Prince Raserion's own sanctuary. I didn't feel good about what I'd done. I'd come to appreciate Raserion's Shadow Chasers and warhorses. If the Monarch would make anyone with Abilities explode, what would it do to creatures made from Abilities? What would it do to that hidden world? And then there was the woman Lodestone. She was one of my own, an innocent from Haven, and there had been nothing I could do to save her. 
 
   Had I done the right thing? Kneeling in the grass, I drew the symbol of the Shadow Chasers in a small patch of dirt. They spouted out of the ground by the dozens, skittering over one another to escape. Many of them were missing limbs and tails. All appeared scuffed and scraped. There were so many of them, they pooled around my knees, crawling onto me like rats drowning in a stream. I jumped to my feet, shaking them free. I was repulsed by the number that had curled up and died, but most wriggled away into the grass to hide. 
 
   My concerns were confirmed. At the very least, I hoped I'd struck down Prince Raserion. I should have known he wouldn't hold to his bargain. He didn't care about being fair, and he didn't care about being honest with me. All he wanted was to kill his brother, and right now, the closest person to Prince Varion was Kyle.
 
   Sirens sang out, and the ground shivered beneath my feet. I set off into the blazing city to find Rune and the others, and as I crossed the blood-spattered field, my dress tattered, and my nerves raw, I didn't feel very much like a hero. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 51: Can't Outrun Your Shadow
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Across the courtyard filled with the trampled and wounded, up the raised balcony lift to the keep, past the nobility huddling in their finery, down the stairs that fed into the keep's corner column, and through an empty barracks, I followed Rune. 
 
   The thick walls of the barracks muted most of the sounds of outside. It was very recently evacuated. Bed sheets were rumpled and creased. Food still steamed on plates. I passed a broken window and saw flames leaping through the city, lighting up the night sky. It looked just like Wick's recording of Prince Varion's death. 
 
   Kyle.
 
   Below, out on the street, I saw a troop of Hussars on horseback, charging into battle. The armor on mount and rider alike was magnificent, with colored streamers and banners lapping at the wind of their attack. They held their spears at the ready, and forked Dragoons off of their mounts as they collided. General... Lord Deasun was among them. His thick, ropey white hair was unmistakable. Beyond a picket line of Northern infantry soldiers, I saw Wick. He appeared to be issuing battle commands. Kyle shouldn't be out there. It was too dangerous. I used the Pull to find him, and my instincts led me away from Wick. The same direction that I'd been sent to find Rune. So, Kyle and Wick had separated. 
 
   Good. 
 
   I resumed my chase, following the Pull down into the basement of the barracks into what I assumed had been a secret tunnel for escaping the keep. A stone slab door rose up from the dusty basement floor, left ajar by my friends. 
 
   My lungs ached and my legs wobbled with exhaustion. Torn as my dress was, it was still heavy, and my torso was still locked into place by a corset. I was glad I hadn't laced it as tightly as Carmine. My ivory underskirt was ripped, exposing the stocking of one of my legs and the boots that I had continued to refuse to exchange for lady's shoes. Sweat dampened my brow, and my hair clung together in thick strands. 
 
   By the time I caught up to my friends, I was ready to have a coronary attack. The tunnel had come up in the back rooms of a closed tavern. We weren't far from the harbor. I could smell the sea and gunpowder. The intermittent cannon-fire sounded nearer. 
 
   I whimpered at the last few steps that led me into the tavern's great room. Although the windows were boarded up and signs read, “closed,” the place was finely decorated in billowing curtains, cushioned chairs, and smooth carpets, all in red. An ebony bar with tall matching stools filled the right side of the room. Starry lights hung from the ceiling, the only gold in a world of red and brown. It took my eyes a moment to adjust to so much of one color. 
 
   Rune, Kyle, Carmine, and Sadie were there, making their way through the middle of the room, heading for the front doors. “We should stay here a while. Find out. This place is as safe as anywhere else in the city,” Rune was saying. 
 
   Carmine was shaking her head. I could barely hear what they were saying.
 
   Flattened against the wall for support, I called out weakly. “Wait... wait...”
 
   Rune turned around first and a grin spread across his face. He was holding his forearm, covering the Dragoon brand as though it were painful. I wondered if something had happened to him when the Monarch had gone off. “Kat, you did it!” he said, elated. 
 
   Carmine and Kyle were on his heels as we all came together. I found a last reserve of energy, and it was enough to make me run to them. I half leaped on Rune, throwing my arms out farther to hug Carmine and tousle Kyle's hair. Sadie paced the room around us sniffing and looking beneath tables.
 
   “You don't know how much it means to see you guys,” I told them, my voice shaking. 
 
   “Are you alright?” Kyle asked. “You're wheezing like a potbelly pig.”
 
   “I don't think I've ever slapped a prince before.” As I released them, I couldn't keep from smiling. “I– uh– just need to catch my breath. Chased you– all the way here. You guys move fast.”
 
   “Had to,” Rune said. “Deasun sent us here. The place may look wooden, but the outer walls are all solid stone. Our reinforcements are securing the barracks and this area as we speak. They should be here soon.”
 
   “Vance took Wick with him as a diversion,” Kyle said, patting Sadie on the shoulder. “He's the most impressive machine I've ever seen. I hope nothing happens to him.”
 
   “How are you holding up?” I asked him.
 
   His crooked smile was wary. “We're all here, so I'm fine.”
 
   Carmine's hand glided over his back and he looked about ready to fall flat on his face with contentment. 
 
   “We're not all here though, are we?” Rune said, growing more serious.
 
   “We knew you would catch up, Kat,” Kyle said optimistically. 
 
   The absence of one beautiful and nasty blond boy was a gaping hole in our group. No one could irritate me the way he did. “Dylan.”
 
   “Still missing,” Kyle said.
 
   “And don't you think it strange?” Carmine asked.
 
   “We're not leaving without him. I made a promise,” Rune said to Carmine.
 
   “Wait– what do you mean leaving?” I asked.
 
   Carmine huffed and rolled her eyes at Rune. “Well, our good deed is done, isn't it? Kyle went along with their little charade. I was paid handsomely by the good general for ferrying you all here. The ships have long since heaved off to Breakwater for aid, and there is a battle that could nearly lop all of our heads clean from our shoulders. One could ask for no better diversion. We gave them a prince, we got what we wanted, and now we go.”
 
   “I see your point,” I admitted. We could still make a run for it after all.
 
   Kyle looked uncomfortable. “She's right. I did what I had to. We can still go back to Breakwater. We can go home to Haven.”
 
   I'd have been happier than anyone to get back on the Flying Fish and see this city behind us. “But what about Dylan?”
 
   “He probably left for Breakwater on those ships. And if he didn't, there's no way he can find us now. It's not like we left a trail of breadcrumbs.” Carmine crossed her arms and tapped her fingers against them. “The longer we wait, the closer those reinforcements will come. This is our only chance to escape.”
 
   “I swore that we wouldn't leave him here,” Rune said stubbornly. 
 
   My sense of urgency conflicted with my feelings for Dylan. I'd always wanted to believe there was some good in him. The evidence in our past didn't quite support that ideal. “Why would he leave without saying anything? Unless... unless he had something to hide. Why would he disappear conveniently the night before a Monarch shows up in the middle of Deasun's ceremony? Do you think... do you think he had something to do with it?”
 
   Kyle frowned and turned to Carmine. “Didn't you say you saw him speaking to strangers last night?” Sadie sat beside him and curled her tail around his feet. 
 
   Carmine nodded. “They were whispering and handing papers to one another. After their conversation, they parted ways. Dylan saw me in the hall and I pretended I didn't see anything. We agreed to rejoin the rest of you for supper, and as we passed a hearth, I saw him throw the papers into the fire.”
 
   Rune clutched his arm and his eyes darted across the floor as he thought.
 
   I went cold with disappointment. 
 
   Why do you have to do things like this, Dylan?
 
   “So, he's been working for Raserion all along?” Kyle asked. “What happens if we find him in Breakwater? What do we do?”
 
   Carmine shrugged, at a loss for suggestions.
 
   “Whispers and paper mean nothing,” Rune declared, striding out to rest his arms on the surface of the bar. “If you'd obtained the note, that would be evidence. Our choice now could determine whether Axton lives or dies. If he still is in the city, if he is innocent of this and we leave him, can you live with that error? I can. Easily. But I don't want to be that person anymore.”
 
   “We don't have time for this!” Carmine protested. “I don’t want my life to end here, do you?” 
 
   I'd caught my breath, but I felt like I was running again. We had to make a decision, and quickly. I'd never truly recovered my trust for Dylan. He'd given me little reason to, and this was too much. But if there were a slight chance he wasn't working with the prince, it would be wrong not to find him. Besides, if he had anything to do with the Monarch's attack on Caraway, I'd want to deal with him myself. 
 
   “I know what to do,” I said, pushing a lock of damp hair behind my ear. “I'll use the Pull to point me to the harbor.” I turned in a semi circle and stopped, facing the wall of beverages and bar table. “There. We know the keep is that way.” I pointed to the back room where we'd entered. “The tunnel was a straight line. So now, all I need to do is focus on Dylan. If he's still in the keep, it's safe to assume he was resting and had nothing to do with the Monarch. The pulse would have killed him too. If I know one thing about Dylan, it's that he'd do anything to save his own skin. If he's at sea, it’s safe to say he's our enemy, and we leave this instant. All I need to do is...”
 
   Focus. On. Dylan.
 
   I was exhausted, and my Abilities depended in part on my physical energy. After running across an entire district of the city, this was going to be more difficult than usual.
 
   A sharp pain, like a pinprick, stabbed at my arm, breaking my concentration. “Ow!”
 
   Carmine smiled sheepishly. “Sorry dear, you had a splinter. And what in all of Lastland happened to your dress?”
 
   “It's a long... story.” My head felt heavy. My shoulders felt like they weighed a ton. 
 
   Dylan.
 
   “Oh,” I exhaled. “I don't know if I can do this right now. I think I need a break.”
 
   “Just take a minute.” Kyle held a hand up to Carmine before she could protest. He was crazy about her, but he'd never compromise his judgment or a friend's well-being. Stubborn as a bull. That's what I loved about him. “You can't keep pushing yourself so hard.”
 
   “Yeah.” My voice came out wispy. The red tavern with its starry lights and many cushions and curtains looked like it would be a pleasant place to rest. “I will. It was just so far.”
 
   “Do you need something to drink? Anyone?” Rune offered from beside the bar.
 
   “No... I... don't... think... so.” Was I speaking slowly? Or was the room turning?
 
   “Is something wrong?” Rune asked. I could hear his concern. What was he concerned about? I was so foggy.
 
   I felt like I might collapse into a fitful slumber. There was something I needed to do. It was so important. Determined, I pressed my lips together, narrowed my eyes and forced what was left of my energy to find Dylan. As the Pull guided me, I felt like I was thigh-high in mud. I looked up and saw the door to the tunnel that led straight back to the keep. He was still there! He wasn't working for Raserion! 
 
   Sluggish, I turned back around to tell my friends. 
 
   We have to go get him! We have to hurry!
 
   Rune had his back turned to the bar and the wall of spirits when the Gateling showed itself. Its shoulders were crooked, its head was twitching to the side and its wide white eyes were locked onto Rune. I shouted to warn him, but it was too late. The Gateling latched onto his injured forearm, squeezing until he screamed in pain and his legs buckled. Like the giant shadow beast in the courtyard, the Gateling's form expanded to overwhelm him. Rune fought back in futility. It covered him, driving him to the floor, coated in a dark mass of shadow. 
 
   “Gravity, no!” Kyle gasped. 
 
   Sadie was on her feet in an instant, hissing and lashing her tail, ready to attack the creature.
 
   When it happened, Carmine had her long, shapely leg up on top of a chair. Her skirts were pulled back as she adjusted a stocking. Calmly, daintily, her hands reached her thigh. Past the lacy black garter was another with leather straps. She unholstered a small pistol, already packed and loaded. Like she was picking flowers on a light, sunny day, she hummed to herself, smiled, and shot Sadie in the head. 
 
   Kyle turned to her in horror, and she flicked her skirts to the side, produced a second pistol from her other thigh, and shot him square in the chest. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 52: Nothing Personal
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   My scream was guttural. Kyle staggered backwards. The look on his face was of the deepest sadness– it was heartbreak. “Carmine,” he whispered like he didn't understand. Chin to chest, he looked down at his wound as an afterthought. Blood gushed through his white shirt, the crimson climbing his collar as it seeped into the fabric. It soaked his blue and gold brocade vest, turning it a cruel shade of purple. He didn't touch the wound or clamp his hands over it to stop the bleeding. He just fell. When he hit the ground, he squirmed and let his pain manifest in a weak sound. “Uh.” His chest heaved one last exhale. His head rolled to one side. He stopped moving. 
 
   I tried to run to him, but my knees weakened with every step until I lost the strength to move. I collapsed against a chair, banging my head on the corner. The pain didn't mean anything. I struggled to get up but my muscles wouldn't obey. I blinked hard to clear my foggy vision, and salt water ran down my cheeks. I didn't sniffle or sob, the tears ran on their own. “No,” I said, trying and failing to raise a single leaden arm. “No, Kyle, no! Not you... not him... please.”
 
   Shaking, I turned my attention to the person responsible. Carmine was slipping her pistols back into their holsters, and brushing the dust from her skirts. Her smooth, short brown hair was perfect, not a lock out of place. She stepped over poor Sadie to have a look at Kyle. She folded her bottom lip and nodded as though what she saw was satisfactory. 
 
   Turning back to where Rune lay at the foot of the bar, covered in a lump of darkness, she clapped her hands twice. “Come now! We don't have all night.”
 
   The lump moved, tightening around Rune's body until it was a second skin over his own. The shadows smoldered like black smoke, curling off him. His head was barely distinguishable in the haze, but for a pair of narrow white eyes. 
 
   Rune...
 
   The Gateling had taken him over. I'd never seen or even heard of such a thing. In combination with Rune, the Gateling looked more muscular now, its neck muscles fed into its shoulders, supporting a sloping head with a pointed snout. It was like he was wearing the mask of a storybook monster, but this was not fable or fiction. I had to believe that he was okay under there. Did he see Carmine shoot Kyle and Sadie? Did he see me weak and withered and propped against the legs of a chair, unable to stand? Or was he in the ruin of Shadows within Shadows, a prisoner of Prince Raserion? 
 
   “Get that door open and be quick about it!” Carmine ordered the Gateling that possessed Rune. 
 
   He bowed his head slowly and walked to the front set of doors.
 
   If I had the energy, I might have been sick. Tears dribbled down my cheeks and I pawed helplessly at the red carpet.
 
   She killed Kyle... she killed Kyle! 
 
        Fatigue smothered me, making it difficult to speak, but a cold rage was building in my chest. “You.” A spark cracked over my fingertips, but I didn't have the strength to direct it. I tried again, but the power of my shock wouldn't do any worse than the static from a doorknob. This was what Rune had told me about. Physical exhaustion, whether natural or induced, could extinguish an Ability. 
 
   She looked at me and raised an eyebrow like she was surprised that I was talking to her. “I have to hand it to you, Kat, you are resilient. I pricked you with enough sedative to down a grown man.” Taking off a glove, she revealed a ring that covered one finger like armor. The tip came together in a needle-sharp point. She waggled her fingers at me and smiled charmingly. “Don't tell me you've never seen one of these before. Not as handy as that Ability-dissolving bullet of yours, but it can still do the trick. Not so easy to call the thunder down on someone when you can barely open your eyes, is it?” She walked behind the bar, produced a bottle with amber liquid and poured the beverage into a tiny glass.
 
   I glanced at the scratch in my arm. She'd drugged me. 
 
   My eyelids dragged downward and I had to fight to keep them open. “The Gateling... following us... it was you all along.”
 
   She gulped down the drink in one smooth shot, and wriggled her shoulders as it went down. “Yes. It was my doing. The Gateling, the Monarch, and all of this.” She looked down at me casually and clicked her tongue. “Come now, don't be that way. I thought you'd learned by now.”
 
   “Learned what?” I wanted to blast her through the wall and send that stupid glass with her.
 
   “It's just business, love.” She poured herself another drink. “Nothing personal.”
 
   “H-how can you say that, after what you've done?” There was nothing more personal than murder. Kyle wasn't a fighter. He wasn't a trained soldier. It wasn't just another ugly part of war. There was no warning. 
 
   “Lamb, I'm a spy– it's all part of the job. Leaving my Northern citizenship papers in a compartment on the Fish where I knew you'd find them, making myself appear vulnerable, as endangered as the rest of you, that was all part of it. Tell someone what you want them to believe and they'll doubt you forever. Lead them to a conclusion indirectly, let them believe they were the one to figure things out, and they'll eat from the palm of your hand.”
 
   “You...” How long had she been doing this? What else had she subtly orchestrated?
 
   “Yes, I chose you at the docks. No, I won't divulge my sources. Yes, I know I'm good. Brilliant, you might even say.” She found another bottle, this one with blue liquid, and swished the contents around. Unstopping the cork, she sniffed at it.
 
   “You had a family, you were helping the children.”
 
   “Oh, I'm always helping them,” she said to me like we were two conspiring girls at a sleepover. “Allow me to introduce Jemmie and Walton.” She swished her skirts aside again to show me two pistols strapped to her outer left thigh. “Sonny and Pauline.” She showed me the two fastened to her other thigh. “And little Aubrey.” She reached down tapping at yet another holster on her ankle beneath her boot. They all had pretty handles with unique engravings. “Everything I do is for them,” she sighed. “And the Flying Fish too, of course. I love that ship.”
 
   I didn't understand it. We'd met by chance. “How did you know about us?”
 
   She shrugged and took a sip of the strange blue liquid, then put it away with a look of distaste. “What does it matter? Job's done. I'd been ordered to watch the city, Breakwater, mind. Look for anyone with strange behavior. Rumor was, a Commander... Fallux I believe his name was. Well, this Commander had found a Lodestone. Silver-eyed. Black-haired. I worked the place for a good nine months. Finally, I caught a tip that three, maybe four silver-eyed youths were wandering the marketplace screaming every time they took sight of an elephant. All I needed to do was investigate, see if I'd found some real life Lodestones. Turns out, I had!”
 
   I didn't let myself look back at Kyle. I didn't move my eyes to Rune, who had opened the doors and strode out into the violent night. I held on to her story in shock and outrage, using my emotion to keep me from slipping into unconsciousness. 
 
   Oh gravity, what have I done? Why didn't I know? Why couldn't I have seen through her? Kyle, I'm so sorry. 
 
   Maybe the sedative she'd given me would wear off. I could still help Rune. All I needed to do was stay awake and not crumble into pieces. I wanted to sob and scream, but I didn't. All of my attention was on Carmine.
 
   “You...” I swallowed. My throat was dry and my cheeks were wet. “You rescued us. In Cape Hill. Why?”
 
   Carmine yawned into a cupped hand. “What is taking them so long? At this rate, I'll be drunk as a Hussar before our men arrive. Let's see, Cape Hill... oh, yes. Well, I knew that you were Lodestones. I certainly could have left you there to be captured or killed, but I had a bigger catch in mind. I began to notice certain physical similarities between this one,” she pointed at Kyle. “And young renderings of Prince Varion. Word from my contacts here in Caraway suggested he was missing. Have you ever gambled? No, I don't suppose you have. It's like that. You win a small amount, and sure, you could simply gather your earnings and go home. But sometimes you have this sense, this feeling that if you just hold out a little longer, you'll win big. I always win, and would you like to know the secret? Patience.” She winked at me.
 
   I wanted to slap her. Or worse.
 
   “I followed through. We were sent north. It was risky, but that's how you know you're in for something big. And here we stand, wealthier than ever before! Thank you, Mister Kiteman!”
 
   “He loved you.”
 
   “I know.” She said it in a quiet, genuine way. “And I know what I am to men. It turns out your little Prince was no different than the rest. He was kinder than most, I'll give him that.”
 
   “You make me sick.”
 
   That made her laugh, but it wasn't happy or mocking, it was defensive. “Yes, I suppose you would say that. For what it’s worth, I'm sorry. This is really your fault you know. If you hadn't insisted on looking for that cocksure, idiot lord of yours, we could have had another journey before all of this. Could have spent a little more time with him,” she nodded down at Kyle. “And him,” she nodded at the door that Rune had walked through. 
 
   I wouldn't let her make me feel responsible for what she'd done. Static popped at my fingertips as I attempted again to form a burst. “What did you do to Dylan?”
 
   “He won't be rescuing you, if that's what you're after.”
 
   Oh gravity, oh gravity he's dead too. She's killed Dylan too. 
 
   I'd fallen for her lies in this very room. Just like she said, she'd dropped leading pieces of information that would make Dylan look untrustworthy. She let me decide that he'd betrayed us again. If Rune hadn't been so intent on determining his innocence, we all may have followed Carmine's plan to its very end. I was so stupid. I needed to be smarter. I needed to be more careful. 
 
   Nothing is wasted.
 
   I didn't know what Raserion was going to do with Kyle's body. If he was a blood relative of the real Varion, would that be enough for the vengeful prince? Sadie would be dropped into a tube, drained and compressed to aid in the making of the glowing aquamarine dry water. I'd be drained by Raserion or used like the poor woman in the Monarch. I couldn't save her. What had Block said her name was? I'd forgotten and I couldn't save her. Just like I couldn't save Kyle, or Dylan, or Sterling. 
 
   Rune. You're still alive aren't you? You must be.
 
   Rune had said that I could use an Ability while physically exhausted, but that it could burn me up and kill me. It was worth it. I'd do it for him. I had to keep Carmine distracted so that I could try. I just needed a few moments to concentrate.
 
   “It's too bad you've gone to all this trouble over us,” I said carefully. “Since I killed Prince Raserion with the Monarch.”
 
   “Ah, nice try. We only just spoke about this. I'm not going to fall for it. You are a fast learner, Katelyn. What have we here? A battalion of belated buffoons,” she said drolly as shadowy Rune returned with a troop of infantry and Dragoons. “Pleasure doing business with you!”
 
   “W-where are you going?”
 
   “Didn't I already say it? Job's done. It's time for me to disappear.”
 
   What? No! 
 
   She did this. She couldn't just walk out the door and leave. She killed Kyle and Sadie! She ruined Rune! She'd damned me to a fate worse than death, and she was just going to stroll away like it was last call on a slow night! 
 
   “I'll find you,” I growled.
 
   She laughed, this time with humor in her tone. “No, you won't.”
 
   Her bronze skirts swished as she walked, elegant as ever, past the line of black armored soldiers to the door. 
 
   “If I live, I'll find you.”
 
   That gave her pause. She stopped and looked at me over her shoulder like she was contemplating the weight of what I’d said. 
 
   My words were low and full of meaning. “You know that I can... so you'd better get used to running.”
 
   This time she didn't argue, and walked a little faster out the door. 
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Usually, I enjoyed the scent of burning wood. Campfires were particularly enjoyable, but here the smoky scent meant that homes were burning. Lives were being ruined. The districts of Caraway would look like those in Breakwater, ashen and crumbling. 
 
   Rune had lost his parents in a fire like this one. Life could be unforgivably wicked like that. He could control fire. He could have saved them if they were together. 
 
   Kyle was afraid of the flames. It didn't matter anymore. His entire life amounted to one bullet, fired by a friend. 
 
   I had to help Rune. If only I could open my eyes.
 
   The tears on my cheeks soaked into my skin, and the salt began to dry on my face. My heart beat so slowly I feared it would stop. 
 
   Raserion's soldiers filled the red room and began to encircle the bodies on the floor. I could hear their boots shuffling on the soft crimson carpet. I needed to get up and fight. My eyelids were closed like they'd been glued together. I was still conscious, and that was something. 
 
   Come on, Kat. Get up. Pull yourself together and move! On three! One... two... three!
 
   I was determined. My mind was clear. I believed I had the energy, and I willed myself to open my eyes and stand and command the Spark to shower the room with electricity. I pushed myself hard, and all of my effort amounted to the twitch of my little finger and a crack in my eyelids. 
 
   Despair overtook me. I'd done my best, and this was all I could accomplish? 
 
   Two pairs of hands grabbed me roughly by the arms and began to drag me across the floor. Another two had already hefted Sadie and were carrying her out the door. They dragged me through something warm and wet. I watched my own feet trailing Sadie's blood. 
 
   My voice was less than a whisper. “R–Rune...”
 
   The starry lights twinkled down on the elaborately decorated red tavern. My head lolled against my chest and I watched two other soldiers dragging Kyle's body by the arms in a similar fashion. That armor had been so familiar. In my delirium, I thought of how frightening it had first looked to me, and then about how well Rune had worn it. A Cormorant Dragoon who cared. I wasn't the only one who needed him. The world did too. Who better to teach others the value of life than someone who had lost everything and come back? I couldn't let the prince take him away. Not now, after everything he'd achieved. 
 
   I felt myself pass over a lump of wood and then bits of gravel dug into my back and the hue of my surroundings changed. They'd dragged us out into the night. I could still hear the cries of fighting nearby, the crackle of timber burning, and the boom of occasional cannon fire. They pulled me along like I was a corpse.
 
   “I–I'm not dead!” I rasped. “I'm not dead.”
 
   Gravity, I hated being so helpless! I counted seven soldiers within my limited view. Two dragged Kyle and five brought up the rear. With two more pulling me and carrying Sadie, there were a total of eleven. There may have been more at the front of the group. I could tell by slight differences in the black leather armor with their red embellishments that about half of the soldiers were Dragoons. None of them said a single word as they carried out their orders. They didn't seem concerned about the battle in the city, or about each other's well being. It was efficient work and utter silence. 
 
   A dark shape walked into my field of vision. It was Rune, white-eyed and covered in shadowy smoke. If I hadn't seen what happened, I would have doubted there was a person within the monster. He turned his head to stare at me as he walked past. He didn't blink or pause his stride or pay me any excessive attention. 
 
   “Rune. Rune, I know you're in there.” But he was already gone. 
 
   “Load them into the crate and get them on the ship,” said an unfamiliar voice, probably a Cormorant Dragoon. 
 
   They were going to drop me between Sadie and Kyle's bodies and seal me in. My claustrophobia bucked within me, sending warning signals to flee throughout my body. There would be nothing worse than that. No one could do me any more harm than such a vile action. 
 
   “No!” My voice cracked as I shouted, feeding my life energy into the Spark. Tendrils of electricity snapped off of my arms and up my back, greedily sapping vital reserves that kept me alive. I could feel the difference. My burning nerves prickled in warning. I was endangering my life. But the Spark caught hold of the Dragoons who held me, and went farther than I intended. They wrapped around each of their arms like wild vines, coiled around their knuckles. Their bodies were clenched with electrocution, but my lightning peeled their grip back, finger by finger and shot them away from me. One of them hit the side of the tavern, and the other rolled across the brick street. 
 
   My heart thudded in my chest. It should have been racing, but it was too slow. I nearly sagged to my knees, but buckled over, I held myself up. My hair hung limp around me, my wavy curls weighed down by sweat and blood. The white slip of my torn dress was stained red. 
 
   I looked out from behind my hair at the other Dragoons. They'd come at me at any moment, and I would fight them off. I would find Rune, and somehow, I'd break him free. The slightest movement was a chore. He wasn't among the soldiers I could see, and I couldn't risk turning around to look for him. Lightning popped off of me in bursts, like a hot electrical wire. 
 
   I was ready.
 
   I was dying. 
 
   A chorus of thunder drowned out the sounds of battle. Four, no, five cloud systems bellowed all across the sky, like they were singing for me. It was loud enough to be frightening, but the sound comforted me. 
 
   The Dragoons that I could see drew their weapons and one of them spoke up. “Remember our orders. If she's too much trouble, kill her.”
 
   “Give me just a moment and you won't need to,” I told them in dark humor. 
 
   Six of them moved in where I could see them. They all held blades in their hands, unwilling to waste an expensive bullet on me. Most of them had a secret Ability that they would wait to use at the most opportune moment. I needed to be ready. 
 
   Seconds before they could attack, they looked at me with something akin to fear in their eyes. Dragoons never showed strong emotion, but the infantry soldiers did. The blood left their cheeks, their mouths dropped open, and some of them even took a step back. The Dragoons halted their advance. I knew that it wasn't me they were staring at.
 
   I blinked, nearly losing the ability to reopen my eyes, and swallowed. Rocking with every breath, I pulled in the Spark and used the boost in energy to slowly turn myself around. 
 
   My reaction was no different than the others. How could I not be afraid?
 
   We were looking at Kyle's body. It was standing upright in the street with a black sunburst of blood drying in the middle of his chest. It was staring at all of us in turn. 
 
   “Kyle!” I whimpered and my knees buckled. Palms on the dirty street, I forced myself to sit on my feet. I wanted to cry with joy and relief, but I didn't have anything left. He was alive! 
 
   Kyle looked down again at his chest, and stabbed a finger at the bullet hole. It didn't sink into a deep cavity, but stopped as though the wound had closed. He looked at us again, scanning our faces, and took a single step forward. The air shook. 
 
   He balled his hands to fists, holding his forearms out, and I could have sworn they doubled in size. He took another step, the air reacted again, and his legs became longer. With every step, the air trembled, and his chest thickened, his shoulders broadened, and his jaw strengthened. Every pace was a fraction quicker, and he aged with his movement, right before our eyes.
 
   His clothes ripped in places, a seam ran straight up the back of his coat, and he pulled it free, flinging it into the street. He was a full-grown man, somewhere in his mid-thirties. He looked like himself, but he didn't. He was still lean, but he was very tall; at least six and a half feet tall. Only his hair remained the same curly brown mess that it had been. His eyes were a pure silver, nearly gunmetal black. There were no whites to them. He was Prince Varion.
 
   The air around him glistened as though he was emitting a strong heat, but I felt no difference in temperature. He continued striding forward, and wherever he passed, insects and rodents fled from their nests and nooks and burrows. Holding a hand out, and spreading his fingers, the buildings around us began to rattle. When he closed his fingers, bits of metal, wire, and wood tore free and shot toward him. 
 
   A sharp piece of a drainpipe cut through the air beside my cheek, and I didn't have the energy to dodge it. I was lucky it didn't strike me. Bits of street trash, nails, automobile parts, roofing, shop signs and even a few swords and guns from the belts and hands of the Dragoons, shot at the man who was Kyle, and with each of his final steps, they stacked and curled and reformed into perfect machine components. They piled up around him, turning, shaping, and locking into place with one another until an entire suit of armor nearly identical to Wick's had been built around him. This machine was a reflection of the battle: dull, dirty, deadly. When the last piece was in place, the armor hissed with steam, and he stopped walking. The helm remained down, keeping his stern face visible. 
 
   Now the Dragoons and infantry pulled their rifles from their backs, aiming it at his head. “Fire!” One of them shouted. 
 
   The prince was faster. He held his palm down and a disc of light flashed outward, narrowly missing the top of my head. It struck the soldiers in their torsos, and the effect wasn't immediately apparent. The Dragoons and infantrymen began to crystallize as though a honeycomb of glass was forming over their bodies. The layer wasn't clear, it was foggy and yellowed, and when it became too heavy, they fell to the ground and began sinking into the brick. The mottled honeycomb glass forced them into strange positions, and the few whose faces had not been covered gasped in panic for air as mortar and brick swallowed them whole. 
 
   I watched in horror. It was too strange to feel like justice anymore. All I could see were average people, some taken to be Dragoons against their will when they were children. Whether or not they felt sympathy, or emotion, or compassion, they wanted to live. I could see it in their faces. I couldn't stand it anymore.
 
   “Stop! Stop!” I shouted at him. 
 
   Varion looked down at me as an afterthought, the air quivering around him. I thought I'd taught myself not to be afraid. I didn't know anything. 
 
   The honeycombs cracked and shattered, and I could hear the soldiers sucking air into their lungs. He left them half buried in the street, and stepped carelessly over them in his mechanical metal armor. 
 
   When he reached Sadie, he knelt, and touched her with a bare palm. The dead Lurcher's lungs pumped, and like the soldiers, she heaved in gulps of air. Sadie climbed to her feet, looked up at Varion, and took up her position at his heel. 
 
   They both turned to face me. They seemed like otherworldly beings and I was so mortally human. “Your turn, Kat.” His voice was like Kyle's, but deeper. His words were like Kyle's, but drenched in the curving accent of the Outside World. 
 
   He took one step toward me, driving hairline fissures into the brick beneath his scrap metal boot, the air rippled around him like a gossamer curtain, and I blacked out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 53: Prince Varion Argent
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I didn't want to wake up. 
 
   My subconscious was a swarming tumble of distorted memories, none connected properly to the others. There was no order, and a part of me wanted it to stay that way. As consciousness drew me nearer to reality, emotions and events that were a jumble moments ago began to organize themselves. Against my will, I remembered what happened outside of the red tavern.
 
   My eyes snapped open. I was draped facedown atop a soft chaise lounge, with one arm dangling off the end and a small tin bucket beside it. An indigo cashmere blanket lay rumpled over my legs. 
 
   I pried myself up from the cushions and brushed away a lock of hair that had been plastered to my lower lip. My stomach felt like I'd been tossed into a basket and thrown off the top of a mountain. It turned over and over, growling as I sat up. So that's what the bucket was for. I'd been dressed in something akin to bedclothes, but they were finer than any I'd ever worn. It was a short scoop neck dress with quarter-length sleeves, and a pair of dark pants that ended mid-calf. The purple fabric of the dress was smooth, feather light, and decorated with a leafy silver filigree; the same color as my eyes. 
 
   Squinting up from my attire, and doing my best to keep from heaving all over such beautiful pajamas, I took in my surroundings. Two-story paneled windows welcomed piercing white sunlight from the overcast sky outside. Books lined two walls from the marbled floor to the vaulted ceiling. A smaller version of the mechanical lifts in the courtyard was present here. This one was portable, with four wheels, an engine, a steam stack, and an arm that could extend the platform to the highest books. 
 
   At ground level, there were many puffy chairs and round desks amidst potted ferns. My couch sat between two large metal sculptures– or so I thought until one of them turned its large feline head to stare at me. Mechanisms whirled in its glowing green eyes. 
 
   I sprang to my feet and skittered away from them. In Haven, mechanical cats were creatures of legend, monsters to be feared and respected. Seeing them up close inspired both of those reactions. 
 
   “You sleep like a troll, you know that?”
 
   The words were spoken in a deadpan voice. At the head of the room was a horseshoe-shaped desk, elevated from the floor by two shallow steps. Half of the desk was covered in platters of food: croissants, cream puffs, ripe fruits, baked cheeses, cured olives, flat breads, and half a dozen different kinds of sweet and savory sauces. A kettle of tea piped ribbons of steam. The other half of the desk was stacked with towers of books, papers, pens, and wax seals. 
 
   It wasn't Kyle. It was Prince Varion, and though it was nothing so obvious as the night before, the air still flickered subtly around him. He didn't look older anymore, but appeared identical to the boy I'd known most of my life. 
 
   I crossed my arms protectively around myself and stared at him with distrust. 
 
   “Hungry?” he asked me in the accent of the Outside World. “Perhaps not. You were sick all night. I helped to purge the sedative Carmine gave you, but you still had to expel it. Nasty drug, that. Bentrotol, also known as Hangman's Candy. Created from a root grown on Mount Yumin in the Western Kingdom. Very expensive.”
 
   Beside the desk was the suit of mechanical armor he'd created before my eyes last night. Its torso and leg pieces were open wide, exposing raw machinery. It wasn't pretty or smooth. The armor was the street in front of the red tavern, made up of bits and pieces of nearly everything that had been around us. He could have easily killed me by mistake during its construction, and I wasn't sure he would have cared either way. 
 
   “You can continue to rest, if you need to,” he said, glancing up from a stack of papers. He was wearing a high-collared shirt of platinum and ice-white, with a pair of thin gold chains that looped from his breast pockets to his waist pockets. His eyes were still solid silver from corner to corner.
 
   I put some distance between myself and the horse-sized mechanical cats, and kept my eyes on him.
 
   He put down his pen and stared at me. “Aren't you going to say something?”
 
   I frowned, carefully weighing my options. “Why do you look that way?”
 
   A slight alteration in his expression made him look satisfied. “I showed them this face, so now I must keep it. Inconvenient... soldiers respect the command of men, not fresh-faced eighteen-year-old boys.”
 
   All that palpable power coursing through a person so young was even more intimidating. “Or they'll fear you,” I suggested, drawing attention to my own feelings on the matter.
 
   He looked back down at his papers, plucking up his pen. “They do that anyway.”
 
   Sadie strolled around from behind the desk and wandered up to me. Her dull marble markings were more visible in the white light. 
 
   I didn't rush into speaking with him. I waited and considered my words first. As far as I was concerned, I was speaking to a complete stranger. “Is the battle over?”
 
   “Yes, I'm pleased to say it is. We defended against the ground troops easily, but our navy prevailed by a narrow margin. The harbor and lower quarter are in ruins, casualties are high and all of the men stationed at the Seagate were slaughtered. We weren't able to extract the enemy from the canal arches until dawn this morning. Twelve years ago, infiltrating the Seagate would have been impossible. Headly’s greed crippled our strongest defenses and Raserion found that weakness.” Prince Varion sighed. “I posed as myself and made foolish choice after foolish choice. Showing a boy's face to Caraway. Sending the better part of the city's fleet to Breakwater. My brother nearly killed us all, and I have no one to blame but myself.” The waves in the air began to intensify.
 
   “You really are him.”
 
   He looked at me but didn't smile. “I am.”
 
   I squeezed my sides with my crossed arms. “May I go now?”
 
   “No.”
 
   I couldn't believe he was so direct. “Please?”
 
   “For the time being, I'd prefer if you stayed, Kat.” I wasn't accustomed to hearing Kyle say my name that way. But it wasn't Kyle anymore, was it? 
 
   “What happened to your accent?”
 
   “I could speak in either fashion, but this comes more naturally. Most importantly, my people did not receive the sound of a Haven accent well. It's a wonder the ceremony was so well received. Up until the Monarch's unveiling that is.” He put the pen down, rested his elbows on the surface of the desk, and steepled his fingers. “Reports were delivered to me that described you as the person who cast out the Monarch. Is this true?”
 
   My eyes shifted from Sadie to the prince. “Yes.”
 
   He stood up and placed his palms upon the desktop. The air shimmered decisively and I felt cold and small. “Would you mind explaining to me why you were seen riding a Dragoon warhorse across the courtyard? Why you were able to summon a monster of shadow in the center of my capital?”
 
   My already churning stomach sank. This was no get well party. It was a trial. “I– uh...”
 
   Varion's brows were lowered over his gunmetal silver eyes. “Be honest. I will know if you lie.”
 
   “I wouldn't lie,” I said frowning. “Back in Breakwater, before we left to come here, a Gateling attacked me. It took me to a place Prince Raserion created.”
 
   “Shadows within Shadows,” he said for me.
 
   “Yeah. He threatened Haven again, threatened Rune. He said that if I helped him find his brother, he'd let us go. I didn't trust him, but I had no other choice. He gave me a medallion on a chain, and told me to trace the symbol when I found you, and throw it at your feet. He said that it would take you to him, and that he would kill you to avenge your father.”
 
   “Do not speak of my father!” he growled, and I felt a sharp wind snap past me. 
 
   “I'm sorry.” My voice was tight. “That's what he said to me. You asked and told me to be honest!”
 
   He cleared his throat and pushed off the table. “The apology is mine. It is a... tender subject. Please, continue.”
 
   “That's all.” I wasn't lying. I simply avoided explaining the show he'd put on about the history of Lastland. I didn't want to be yelled at again.
 
   “So, you are guilty of conspiring with Prince Raserion.”
 
   “I wasn't conspiring! If I said no, he could have killed me! What other position did I have? I swear that I didn't know you were Varion.” My emotions began to fray at the edges. “I mean, come on, how impossible does that sound? One of my two best friends is the Prince of a kingdom I didn't know existed until a little over a year ago! I still didn't believe it after I used the Pull to test the idea. No one did!”
 
   “And had I not been your friend, you would have tried to kill me like all the rest. It doesn't exactly exonerate you, does it?” He studied me, like a hawk looking down on its prey. 
 
   There was a knock at the door.
 
   “Enter,” Varion called out. When he broke eye contact with me, I felt as though a smothering weight had been lifted off of me. 
 
   Lord Deasun strode into the room wearing a red and gold doublet befitting his noble station. “Your Highness, I– good day Miss Kestrel.” Two Hussars were with him, and one of them was Prie. She smiled at me, and I hoped that meant I wasn't in imminent danger. “Sir, I'm sorry to intrude, but I need your order on the matter of our prisoners. The gallows are full to the brim and it won’t be long before the Dragoons regain enough energy to attempt escape.”
 
   “If Raserion didn't drain all of the men I lose to him, I'd attempt a barter,” he said more to himself than to Deasun. “Execute the Dragoons. Remove the thumbs of the infantry and see to it that they're properly healed. They can be loaded on to the next trade ship and returned to the West to attest to the mercy of the North.”
 
   My nausea grew but I choked down my discomfort. 
 
   “That is very generous of you, Highness. What shall I do with Headly?”
 
   “Deliver him a fine meal and a glass of poison. Be sure to include a warning label. I want him to remember what he did to Estra and Powel. On second thought, bring him here.”
 
   Deasun looked at his prince quizzically, but bowed anyway. “Yes, your Highness.” With his Hussars in tow, he left the room. 
 
   When the door closed, it echoed across the marble floor. 
 
   “You're going to cut off their thumbs?” I was appalled. 
 
   “I have no other choice. If I set them free, they'll return to attack me again. There is no hope for the Dragoons. Execution is a mercy compared to what would await them, should their betters not promote them. Without thumbs, the infantry can at least return to their homes and families. They'll never lift a weapon again, but they'll be alive.”
 
   “Without thumbs they won’t be able to work either,” I pointed out.
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “So you'd sooner have them killed?”
 
   I searched for a middle ground but couldn't find one. “No.”
 
   The prince nodded and returned to his seat. “I knew Headly when he was a boy.” He spoke quietly, almost to himself. “I knew his father before him. I can hardly even fault him for his actions. I saw his ambitions grow. I could have tried to curb them, but I chose to trust him. I should have known better. People are helpless to the call to power. It latches on to them. Taints them.
 
   “There's a secret that you must never forget. Plant a seed of power and it will grow with or without you. It will take on its own life, catching onto your family, your friends, your peers– poisoning them against you. Everyone thinks that they'll be different when they have a chance to take your power for themselves; they'll be the first to do some good, but it never happens. Power will grind them up, one after the other, using the fallen as the fertilizer of its unending growth. Headly was my friend once, and for a longer period than I've known you. Friendship didn't stop him from attempting to steal my throne, just as it didn't stop Carmine from selling us to Raserion... or Dylan from giving you to Commander Stakes. Prince Raserion was my brother. The more powerful you are, the fewer people you can trust.”
 
   I knew why he was saying all of those things. He was still trying to determine whose side I was on. The attack on my sense of right and wrong offended me. “I didn't know what I'd do if I met Varion. He was nothing more than a frightening legend to me. I told myself it would depend on the kind of person he was. What I did know beyond reasonable doubt is that I would never do anything to hurt Kyle. Raserion could do his worst and I would never budge. Now go ahead, Prince, tell me if I'm lying.”
 
   He didn't accuse me, but he inclined his head. “I am Kyle.”
 
   “No, you're not. Kyle died at the red tavern.”
 
   His expression softened and he slid his hands into his pockets. “I'm the same person you knew, now there is simply... more.”
 
   “So, you're not going to execute me for treason?” I asked warily.
 
   “No.”
 
   He could call himself Kyle all day, but aside from his physical appearance, I just didn't see it. Those eyes weren't human.
 
   “Can I go now? I'd like to see Rune.”
 
   “I'm afraid that isn't possible.”
 
   “Why not? The Gateling took him over but you helped him after you helped me, didn't you?” Uneasiness began to burn my insides. “Didn't you?”
 
   “I never saw him. He must have left before I revived. My men combed the city but we were unable to find Carmine either. Since her ship had already been impounded, she was forced to flee without it.”
 
   “Rune is... is gone? That thing took him and he's gone?”
 
   “The invading force retreated before we could destroy their ships. We found no sign of him, or a Gateling. He's in Raserion's hands now.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 54: Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Raining, raining, always raining. Sitting cross-legged on the smooth wooden floor, I stared blankly out of the pointed glass nose of the Flying Fish. Carmine wasn't at the helm shouting at us to remove Sadie from the forward cabins. Kyle wasn't below-deck, tinkering away at the engine. Sterling wasn't sitting on a cot, trying to forget about the rocking motion. Dylan wasn't playing cards and starting arguments. Rune wasn't painting in the cargo hold, or attempting a dozen other activities that he was unforgivably horrible at. 
 
   It was just me. 
 
   Now I knew why Carmine had been so afraid of Sadie. The Lurcher was the only one of us that she couldn't manipulate or control. That was why she'd shot her first. At least Sadie was alive. Unlike Kyle, she seemed no different following her resurrection. A second death had rekindled his memories, restoring him to the venerable prince that he was. Was it wrong for me to wish that he'd never remembered his former life? Was that selfish? 
 
   My scarf was an orange swirl of battered thread draped over my lap. One end was jagged and frayed where Rune had cut it to bind my leg. How could I have ever been afraid of him? I’d wasted days lingering on the negative when I could have been appreciating him for all that he’d done for me.
 
   I drummed my fingers on the deck, idly directing the Pull to find Carmine and Rune in turns. They both pointed me seaward, out onto gray water that was dimpled by trillions of needles of rain. What good was my Ability if I was stranded?
 
   Through the Fish's walls, I listened to the tap of hammers as carpenters repaired the harbor district. The faint toll of ship's bells was intermittently musical. The gentle creek of the ship would have been soothing if it weren't so lonely. 
 
   “Thank you for coming to find me,” a certain sarcastic voice said from the doorway. 
 
   “Dylan!” Pushing myself up off the floor, I ran to him and threw my arms around his shoulders. “Gravity, I'm so glad you're alive.”
 
   He returned the embrace reluctantly and practically shoved me off of him. “Please get off me, you're embarrassing yourself… and wrinkling my shirt!” He paused to brush out the creases. “That was the warmest reception I've gotten from you in years. Makes it almost forgivable that you didn't go looking for me.”
 
   “I did. You were being treated. I told the nurses to tell you I'd be here. Prince Varion lifted the impound and said I could have it. Not much good it's doing me.”
 
   “Ah. Where else would you be than on the deck of the ship belonging to the treacherous hag that poisoned me?”
 
   “I didn’t know where else to go.” I paused, lost in a void of my own thoughts. What had happened between Kyle, Rune, Carmine and even Sadie was more than I could process. I felt as empty as the gray soldiers in Caraway. Somehow, I managed to return to the present. “I was sick too.” 
 
   Dylan studied my face as though he was deciding whether to sympathize with me or not. “What a nice thing to have in common.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I just told you, Carmine poisoned me. What else matters?” He was being short with me, as usual. 
 
   “Everything matters,” I hissed. The world was too dangerous, things were never as they seemed. I had to pay attention– I couldn’t take anything for granted ever again. “Every single detail.”
 
   He sighed like I’d asked him to perform some miserable chore. “I was walking down the hall night before last, when I noticed Carmine speaking to some men I'd never seen.”
 
   “You weren’t suspicious of that?” 
 
   “I’ve always been suspicious of her,” he said sharply. “But I’m not exactly familiar with the people of Caraway and she is a Northerner. I doubt you would have done any better.”
 
   I frowned, knowing that he was right.
 
   “They concluded their business and left. I thought I'd compare her to a common streetwalker, you know, our usual variety of discourse, when she scratched me on the neck like a deranged hellcat.”
 
   “Then what happened?”
 
   He crossed his arms. “I’d rather spare you the details of my less than graceful reaction to a slow-killing poison, thank you very much.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s okay,” I agreed, unwilling to relive my own recent sickness.
 
   His eyes narrowed and he spoke with a quiet anger. “That aside, the next thing I knew, I was trussed up like a pig on a spit and dumped in a filthy storage closet. I would have died in the dark if someone hadn't come in the following day to search for weapons. Is that enough detail for you?”
 
   “You know,” I said, walking back toward the helm. “She told us you were the one speaking to suspicious strangers, then the West invaded and you were still missing. It sounded incriminating.”
 
   “And you believed her?” he sounded utterly disgusted with me.
 
   “I didn't know what to believe.” I took a moment to explain the details of the past thirty-six hours. 
 
   Crossing his arms over his chest, Dylan gave me a look that could kill canaries. “What did I tell you about her?”
 
   I sighed. “You hate everyone, Dylan.”
 
   “What did I tell you? Come on, now. I want to hear you say it.”
 
   My shoulders slumped and I rolled my head back. “You were right about her.”
 
   Scarcely after the words had come out of my mouth, he sternly repeated the very same thing. “I was right about her. Tried to tell you, but no one wanted to listen. I play cards, dear Katelyn, I may not win often, but I play them. Believe me, I've used my looks to distract people to my own benefit on more than one occasion.”
 
   I had a feeling that was an understatement. 
 
   “And she escaped,” he said through his teeth. “Unforgivable. None of this would have happened if I had been there, and you know it. Actually, in a way I'm flattered. I was the greatest danger, so she singled me out first.”
 
   “Greatest danger to yourself,” I mumbled.
 
   “Cheeky now are we?” He sat down in the pilot's chair and ran a thumb across the console. There was not so much as a speck of dust, and he nodded appreciatively. “So Kyle is the prince after all. I'm not certain I like the sound of that.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He's seen and heard everything we have. He's been where we've been. That's quite a bit of intelligence he's collected.”
 
   “He hasn't called back the ships to Breakwater.”
 
   Dylan looked relieved. “So some good came of all of this after all.”
 
   I looked out at the rain. “I'm sorry, Dylan.”
 
   “Apology accepted. What are you sorry about?”
 
   “I'm sorry that I thought that you could be the traitor. In the end, I figured out that it wasn’t you, but I wasted so much time considering it.”
 
   He pulled back his head in amazement and sat there blinking at me. The long quiet that followed suggested what I'd said had meant something to him. “It's alright. A year ago, I might have been.”
 
   Holding my arms at the elbows, I took another step toward the window and the endless gray that separated me from the person who I cared most for in the world. “Back at the tavern, Rune wouldn't let Carmine convince us to leave you behind. He said he would keep his promise.”
 
   “The Gateling might have tainted him,” Dylan said with more delicacy than he was known for. “He may not be the same person we knew.”
 
   “He was worried about that back in Breakwater before we left. He thought Margrave Hest had turned him into a Commander. I think his greatest fear was that the power would change him.”
 
   Power grows with or without you… just like Varion had said. 
 
   “Like me,” he snorted.
 
   “The Gateling took him over, but there’s a chance he’s still in there. Just like there was a chance that you hadn’t turned against us and fled Caraway.”
 
   And now there’s nothing we can do for him.
 
   “Not so long ago, he despised me. I didn’t give him any reasons not to. What changed?”
 
   “He did. He doesn’t want to have enemies anymore. He’s tired of fighting.”
 
   Dylan brushed a long strand of blond hair out of his eyes and tapped his fist against his chin. “Alright. That settles that.”
 
   “What settles what?”
 
   Straightening himself out in the chair, he began flipping switches and turning knobs at the ship's controls. The Flying Fish's engine roared to life, and we bobbed on the water. 
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   Easing out of the slip, Dylan guided our hovership toward an open lane.
 
   “We're going to get Thayer.”
 
   I looked at him, waiting for him to announce that it was all a cruel joke at my expense, but he didn't. His hazel eyes were focused on the controls and he recited piloting rules under his breath. Steadily, he used his palm to push up the lever that controlled the power of the hover turbines. The floor hummed with vibration as we rose from the surface of the water. 
 
   The harbor was a hazardous ruin of crumbled wharf-side buildings and half sunken ships, but Dylan picked the safest paths even as the rain obscured his view. We glided over every obstacle and raced down the canal of the Seagate. The moment we touched open sea, he flipped the switches that extended the Flying Fish's yardarms and unfurled the wing-like sails. As we sped swiftly away from land, my hope grew and my determination set my inner Spark abuzz with anticipation. We were going to find Rune.
 
   Dylan grinned. “I told you I was a good pilot.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A Note from the Author
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Firstly, I must take a moment to thank you for reading MONARCH, book three in the War of the Princes series! If you have a free moment or two, please leave a review for this book on Amazon.com. Reading, commenting, and reviewing really keeps indie-authors like me rolling! Your exuberant support means the world to me. With your help, Dragoon became Amazon.com’s #1 Best-selling Steampunk novel in the summer and fall of 2013. Thank you so much for sharing in this dream with me!
 
   Secondly, I know I’ve left you with a bit of a cliff-hanger, but rest assured, Katelyn’s journey is not over. There will be a fourth book!
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