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PROLOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   “I SEE THE GIRL YOU SPEAK OF.”
 
   “The Boy as well?”
 
   “Yes. Very loyal is she, but very trustworthy is he.”
 
   “Is there a difference?”
 
   “Just because she is loyal does not mean she is worthy of our trust. Take heed.”
 
   “Does she realize who she is? She can see us; I have seen her watching us before.”
 
   “She can. She believes she can never be more than that she is, but she has become something completely new; completely different. We cannot tell her everything.”
 
   “I was not planning to.”
 
   “But she grows uneasy.”
 
   “Nothing must be said.”
 
   “Something must be said.”
 
   “Does she know how to listen to us?”
 
   “She will learn. I shall tell her about the past.”
 
   “Smokeless and bare?”
 
   “No. With all the allure the clearness brings but with none of the consequences. I will tell her of the fog and what lies beyond it. Of the Darkness and its eery light.”
 
   “She will not unravel it.”
 
   “A thinker is she.”
 
   “And the Boy?”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “What of the Riser?”
 
   “What of him?”
 
   “He will find her, will he not?”
 
   “He will, for she is his to find.”
 
   “Deceptive … He will be cunning.”
 
   “Of course. Risers often are. Especially this one.”
 
   “He will appear as someone he is not. Perhaps a fellow assassin? A friend, likely.”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “It is easier for her to see us as whisperers. She does not have to give thought to our existence.”
 
   “She gives us form.”
 
   “The Boy does not do this.”
 
   “We do not plague the Boy. We should. He would decipher our meaning.”
 
   “Do you call the Girl dimwitted?”
 
   “Unwilling to believe. She knows not the path that lies before her and the consequences it shall bring.”
 
   “Yes, the plot is hazy and unstable. Fall to one side and you may tumble into the great abyss. Fall to the other and you may find yourself amongst those of the night.”
 
   “They are both in a war and neither of them know how to fight. Very strange that He chose them to be the End. They will tear each other apart. They are designed to.”
 
   “She will melt him. She has quite the spirit of ire and it will be her They try to contain.”
 
   “They will use him to tame her.”
 
   “Yes, but she knows it not. A forewarning is in order.”
 
   “No. Let her stumble about in the darkness, for it is the darkness They try to keep her from. The longer she stays there, the farther from Them she shall grow.”
 
   “But They are of the Darkness. They shall consume any goodness left in her. Should we let them? It is the Boy we need. Or need we both of them?”
 
   “Leave her. Take care. Darkness always gravitates towards the light, and in doing so brings its shadows with it. They will not surround her for long. Let her hide in the vapor for a while longer. He will bring her out when it suits Him.”
 
   “It has been disclosed that some victims of the Elements go mad with their abilities. We must have a plan to stop the Boy and Girl from going mad. Have we a plan?”
 
   “He will take to their safety. We must tend to their knowledge.”
 
   “But we tell them nothing.”
 
   “We tell them nothing. They must learn the ways of the Elements on their own. The Girl … Let us focus on the Girl. She watches us closely. She observes us. Let us see what she is made of.”
 
   “And if she is made of smoke and ash?”
 
   “Then we go to the Boy that is made of coal and bone.”
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   “The Queen of air and darkness
 
   Begins to shrill and cry,
 
   ‘O young man, O my slayer,
 
   To-morrow you shall die.’
 
    
 
   O Queen of air and darkness,
 
   I think ’tis truth you say,
 
   And I shall die tomorrow;
 
   But you will die to-day.”
 
   — A.E. Housman, Her Strong Enchantments Failing
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The dying king before me is not my father.
 
   Not in any way that truly matters.
 
   The candlelight in the corridor flickers, threatening to disperse at the slightest gust of a breeze, plunging us all into darkness. Another explosion rocks the ground and I loathe the king for keeping me here when I should be trying to help the people still trapped in the walled city above me. Dust and rock fall from the ceiling but Dominik steps in overhead and blocks the debris before it can hit either the king or me.
 
   The king wheezes, pale gray eyes squeezing shut. I’ve always despised my eye color because they’re his eye color. I can’t seem to get away from him, no matter how many times I am sent away on assignment or given free reign in the city. I was beginning to fear I’d never be rid of this man. I suppose death is one way to separate us. The sinking knowledge that I’ll have to live with his eyes forever will set in later but for now I allow myself to fall back into serviceman mode, to do as the king has commanded.
 
   His hand tightly grasps at my arm, eyes widening. I’ve never seen King Cress anything but composed and collected. His fear startles me at once and I want to pull away from him, half afraid his fear will take hold of me after his death, but I’m bound by the contract I signed to follow the king’s orders to the letter, and his most recent one was for me to remain with him until he dies.
 
   “I —” The king chokes on his own words and when his body racks with coughs, the arrow in his side seems to sputter. “I must speak with you … alone, Assassin,” He barely manages to babble, yet there is an air of royalty, nobility around him. This dying King has not lost his hold on his loyal Cannon yet. And even after death, when the other assassins within the Cannon learn what has become of the king, they will continue to go to the contract booths, learn who was on the king’s assassination list, and continue to fulfill their missions. Chances are, my assassins and I will do the same.
 
   I know what he wants to discuss if he’s sending the others away. None of them know of my heritage. As far as they know, I am an orphan Quay picked up.
 
   I feel a hand on my shoulder. I recognize the weight of the hand, the gentleness of the touch. I frown and look up at Dominik, who stands beside Cicero and Sebastien, brothers who look more like twins. “Meet me at the rendezvous point.”
 
   Dominik is already shaking his head when another explosion aboveground takes place, shaking the earth beneath us. My knees dig further into the stone.
 
   “No, we’ll wait for you nearby. Have your conversation with the king then we’ll escape together.” Dominik insists with a pleading look in his eyes. He’s always been the weak one, the gentle one. His hair is dark silver, an unnatural color for such a young boy, caused by the poison he was exposed to when he was a child. His eyes are like mine, a pale gray, but his hold more life, more hope of the future. But Dominik is also a realist, and he knows that my chances of survival without them are slim. All of Evrallon’s army marches above us and we have only minutes before they realize the king is gone and discover the hidden passages. By then my companions will be long gone, and so will I.
 
   I shake my head. “Dominik, you must leave.”
 
   His eyes soften and he attempts to persuade me otherwise one last time. “Aerietta, please,”
 
   I can feel my blood boiling. He’ll get himself killed if he loiters here any longer. “Dominik, that is an order. Leave now.”
 
   For the first time since I have known Dominik, an unreadable emotion darkens his eyes. Dominik rarely feels heightened emotion, I think. Everything he is is mild and calm, easygoing. But there is nothing mild or calm about his kiss when he leans down and presses his lips to mine, holding my face with his too-soft hands. I barely have time to realize what’s happening but even in our desperate situation, the assassins behind Dominik hoot and holler, and that I do comprehend. 
 
   I pull away from Dominik, who smiles at me for a brief moment before he levels me with a serious expression. His silver eyes beam with hope and worry at the same time.
 
   “You will meet us at the rendezvous.” he assures.
 
   I nod, trying and failing to ignore the heat of his hand against my cheek. “Yes.”
 
   Dominik lets out a breath and kisses me on the forehead harsher than I’m sure he meant to before standing and rushing out with the others. Cicero and Sebastien don’t look back but Laderic looks over his shoulder at me, his red hair mussed and curly in the damp underground conditions of the stone passage. He offers me a friendly smile and then runs off with the others. Why Quay chose such young assassins I may never know.
 
   The king wheezes again when they’re out of sight and I return my gaze to him. He doesn’t look far from death. His skin is pallid, a thin sheen of sweat running across his face, and his eyes are losing color and fervor by the second.
 
   “If only he knew,” The king attempts a laugh. “that he had just kissed the heir to the Lydovier throne, he would think twice about ruining you.”
 
   I glare at him. “He didn’t ruin me. You did.”
 
   The king just laughs again and shakes his head. “So I did. You were never meant to rule,”
 
   He doesn’t need to continue. I know far too well what the king thinks of me. To most people, King Cress is a beacon of hope. He united the kingdom when there was so much death and despair. He came about his rule differently than most kings. Rather than being born into the monarchy, he was elected in. He was the people’s choice and, for a while, I believe he was even our God’s choice, but then the ways of the world wrapped their arms around him and refused to let him go.
 
   I never knew my father before he was the tyrannical ruler he is today. I didn’t know him when he was a kind, compassionate king, when the people loved him. Certainly, there are still people in the kingdom that would put their faith, hope, and trust in him but not many. He no longer deserves his title of the People’s Champion. Now he is nothing more than a husk of his former self. Even as he dies in front of me, for all his talk of saving Lydovier from the thralls of Evrallon, I can see it in his eyes — he fears only for himself.
 
   When I was first born, he saw the mark tattooed on the back of my shoulder. It had scrolled from my lower neck, down my left shoulder blade, off my arm, and disappeared down my side. It still does. The same intricate mark, filled with swirls, delicate twists, and a horrifying image of several roses, singed, wilted, and dripping with blood. The Jezdah mark. Legend has said that the Children of the Elements born with this mark wrought pain and misery and trembling — they were not even human.
 
   Afterlighters, they were called. Nymphs, fairies, warlocks, vampires and the like. But the Children were a special kind of creature, one that could pass as a human.
 
   My father was repulsed by the image and fearful enough of me that he had petitioned immediately that I be put to death. My mother pleaded otherwise, and the queen won out. Until she was killed while attending to the masses in another city. Killed by an Evrallonic spy. I was just an infant when she died, and when it came time to kill me, my father couldn’t do it. Quay says I reminded him too much of the queen. I was given to Quay to learn the ways of the Cannon, to become an assassin, as there was nothing else a Child could possibly become. I doubt my father realized the kind of assassin I would become when he shipped me off.
 
   The color in the king’s face has drained substantially and he flinches when something rumbles overhead — too small to be an explosion yet too large to be a vase crashing. I’m surprised that he fears debris falling on us; he has but moments left anyway.
 
   “You look unwell, Father.” I note.
 
   The king scoffs. “I’m dying, fool, of course I look unwell. Any other day I would have you flogged for addressing me that way but today I cannot.” He wheezes, speaking slowly. “You have a duty to … this kingdom, Aerietta. To your people. It’s time you took your place … as queen.”
 
   I just shake my head, staring into the dying eyes of the once-great King Cress. “I would only bring misery and destruction to this good kingdom, Father. Is that not what you told Quay to tell me when I questioned him on the subject?”
 
   King Cress’ eyes widen. “Things have changed, Aerietta! Lydovier will be left leaderless!”
 
   I think of the carnage in just the castle alone, remember the shouts and cries of victory from the Evrallonic soldiers. They stripped us of our defenses, arrived when so few of the Cannon’s assassins were actually in the Aerie below the castle. It was as if they knew when to strike — when we would be weakest.
 
   If so much of my father’s castle has already been destroyed, I cannot imagine what the countryside looks like. We were still recovering from the civil war our kingdom experienced before King Cress stepped up to lead and the majority of our servicemen were here at the castle, protecting the king. What defense did the countrymen have? Their pitchforks?
 
   “There is no throne for me to sit on.” I argue. “Lydovier belongs to Evrallon now.”
 
   The king’s rage shows in his eyes. “Evrallon will ne’er prevail over us. You mustn’t let them.”
 
   I smile softly at him. “It is out of my hands.”
 
   The king looks at me aghast. “You — the Queen of Crimson — powerless to stop Evrallon! What good was it to have Quay train you if you cannot protect your kingdom!” King Cress’ face begins to redden and I fear he is getting a second wind. “I was correct! You are Lydovier’s downfall! How dare you sit there and disobey a direct order from your king!” With that, my father has the audacity to spit on me. It lands on my left shoulder, inches away from where the Jezdah begins.
 
   King Cress looks pleased with himself but he shouldn’t be. Already I can hear the footsteps of a hundred men rushing our way, pounding through the underground corridors. It’s the sound of death. Evrallon devours everything in their path, thanks to one man — the leader of all their forces. But the dying king hears none of this; there is too much blood rushing in his ears.
 
   “You foolish, foolish girl. Willing to allow your entire kingdom to perish because you refuse to take the crown!”
 
   “I refuse, Father, not because I am foolish, but because there is no crown to take. I will help your people escape from Lydovier, because they are also my people, but your fate has already been decided.” I begin to stand, letting the gravity of his situation sink in. The king begins to realize what I mean and looks behind him, suddenly hearing the thundering footsteps. He looks back, eyes wide and filled with panic. His fear is understandable but death would have reached him soon anyway.
 
   “Aerietta, don’t do this.” he pleads.
 
   I shake my head, beginning to walk away. “You have been dethroned, father, and are no longer my king.”
 
   “Daughter, please! Do not leave me here to suffer the fate Evrallon has in store for me!”
 
   It’s the first time he’s ever called me his daughter, but I barely hear him. I turn around, bounding through the corridors just as the roar of the approaching soldiers grows closer. I hear my father’s shrieks behind me as he continues to plead for me to return but he is on his own now, just as he once abandoned me to Quay’s harsh and cruel ways.
 
   The torches light my path but it’s dim enough that an unskilled maid would probably trip and fall in the insufficient light, but an unskilled maid has not run these corridors a hundred times, has not been forced to plan for every outrageous circumstance. Quay saw to it that I was never unprepared. I could laugh thinking of Quay. The man must have been a warlock, able to see the future, because he up and disappeared months ago, just before the Evrallonic attack, leaving me to round up his young assassins and continue the missions the king had laid out for us.
 
   I jump over fallen debris when I notice a shift in the shadows, sliding to a halt on the other side. Another corridor awaits me there, leading off from the main one. It dumps out into the white waves that crash against the Cliffs of Mordrid, where the palace of Lydovier rests. But before I bound down the next corridor, I untie the string around my neck and pull my blood red cloak off, hanging it on the wall. Let the Evrallonic soldiers see it and know who they almost captured. Let them realize that they almost had the Queen of Crimson in their hands, but she slipped through their fingers like blood.
 
   Satisfied with my calling card, I take off through the tunnels, dashing over fallen debris and dodging the crumbling rocks that fall from the ceiling. This corridor is far more dim than the last and the closer I get to the end of the hall, the darker it gets. Soon, though, the corridor begins to glow from the light of the moonlight that streams through the mist of the crashing waves beneath. I can almost see the end of the corridor when I hear shouts from the Evrallonic men. They’re following, but of course they are. Fine. Let them follow. Not one of them will dare the jump I am about to make.
 
   My feet gain traction on the ground yet no sound comes from my footsteps. My normally ash blond hair turns silver the moment I step into the moonlight. I see the sea beyond, catch a glimpse of the moon rising overhead. The briny smell of the ocean wafts up and the spray from the cresting waves washes up. I’m damp by the time I pull to a stop, looking over the edge of the corridor.
 
   White waves crash beneath but otherwise the sea is an inky black. The light of the moon is small, thanks to the sliver we’ve been given for tonight. That was probably Evrallon’s plan — strike when the moon is at its smallest and it will be more difficult for our troops to fight. Little do they know that assassins work better in the dark.
 
   The craggy rocks beneath are not promising but I’ve made this jump twice before on training exercises, and my men have already jumped, but the sea is especially restless tonight, as if it knows enemy troops are on its shore and in its waters. Black and white waves twist and writhe, smacking into the Cliffs of Mordrid with all their might. If sniveling Cicero and Sebastien can make it, then so can I.
 
   Footsteps approach. The first of the Evrallonic squad has arrived. I hear nothing but the creak of wood from a bow when the footsteps end some seventy feet behind me. I spin on my heel and catch the arrow in my hand just before it can plunge into my back. The archer at the end of the hall is a young man, eyes wide with shock that I just caught his arrow. Rolling my eyes, I throw it to the ground and say nothing before I leap off the Cliffs of Mordrid.
 
   Seaspray and wind catch up in my hair and clothes just before I splash into the freezing waters. The moment I touch the surface, an icy feeling snakes over my entire body. The water is so cold it feels like knives boring into my skin. But I don’t skim the water. Thanks to the height of my fall, I drop deep. I flatten out before I reach the bottom and begin swimming upward, holding my breath. My lungs already burn and it becomes increasingly difficult to hold the air in my lungs thanks to the frigid sea. Dark shadows move all around me in the water but I ignore them.
 
   I surface slowly, taking in a deep, cautious breath and don’t look up to see if the Evrallonic soldiers have arrived with the archer. Instead, I swim silently towards the rock-covered bank. When I reach it, I pull myself out of the water and wring the salt from my clothes. The air seems to have dropped thirty degrees now that I am soaked.
 
   My gaze finds the outpost that is meant to be our rendezvous point. It is approximately three miles from where I stand now, and separating me from the outpost is a small fishing community that is under siege. The community is technically apart of Lydovier’s capital city, Luster, but while most of Luster is comprised of well-off nobles and dignitaries, this fishing community consists of families, and Evrallon has laid waste to it. Screams color the night and even from here, a quarter of a mile away from the community, I can tell there is blood covering the buildings. The Cruel King sanctioned this — the murder of the masses.
 
   I take off towards the community, drawing my blades as I run. I can see the difference between the fishing community families and the Evrallonic soldiers at once. The soldiers are adorned in ironclad suits of armor with hints of red all on them, the color of Evrallon and its Cruel King. The families are the ones screaming, running frantically. While I may not have a duty to my fallen king, I have a duty to my people, and not one Evrallonic soldier will leave the community alive tonight.
 
   When I reach the community, I slip into the shadows and disappear from sight. The night is filled with intermittent panicked shouts and pained wails, followed by the occasional laughter of an Evrallonic soldier. Fury warms me and I don’t feel the bite of the wintry air anymore, but I control my rage, filter and focus it, so that when two soldiers run past me, chasing after a young boy, I am able to act swiftly.
 
   I step out of the shadows and grab the first soldier by the hair, which has been left exposed after he either discarded or dropped his helmet. He opens his mouth to shout but it dies on his lips when I slit his throat, dropping him to the ground as he chokes. The soldier chasing the boy stops and turns around, drawing his sword upon seeing me. It’s the last thing he does. Before he moves an inch, I’ve thrown my dagger into his forehead. A wave of shock rolls through the soldiers body and I walk past him, snatching the blade from his skull just before he falls to the ground. The boy has disappeared but he’s none of my concern now.
 
   I move through the community like the wraith I’ve been labeled. Anyone wearing soldier’s attire is brought to their knees and left to die in the streets. Fishing families scurry out of my way like they know who I am and take refuge in their homes as I make my way to the other side of the community.
 
   An Evrallonic soldier stands on the doorstep of a home, hovering over a young woman whose blouse has been torn. The young woman is sobbing, her body trembling under the pressing soldier. The Evrallonic man is leaning towards her when I approach. He barely has time to look up before I’ve brought my knee up and connected it with his nose. The satisfying crack sounds through the air and the soldier shouts in disbelief, holding his nose. He drops his hand a moment later and unsheathes his sword, swinging a deadly strong blow at me. I sidestep and place my foot between his, easily knocking him to the ground when he trips over me. His sword spills from his hands and I snatch it up, jabbing it through the man’s chest before he can even utter a plea for mercy. When I straighten, I see the woman staring at me with a mixture of shock, relief, and horror. I’ve never felt that combination before; this is all I’ve ever known. But I know what it is like to fear, not just for your own life but for everything you have.
 
   “Get inside.” I tell her. “Don’t come out.”
 
   The woman scrambles to her feet and nearly trips as she rushes into the house. I hear the latch on the door flip to lock as I’m walking away.
 
   The soldiers soon realize their men are being picked off and begin looking for me instead. The night grows more quiet but it’s anything but peaceful. The occasional scream is still heard and I use those screams to find the soldiers not searching for me. I kill one soldier with his own arrow, two others with their own swords, eight I kill with my bare hands, and four are brought down by the daggers Quay gave me days before he left.
 
   A soldier tries to grab me from behind but he is brought down swiftly, and the last two run towards me at once, assuming that they can take me if they attack together. I easily dodge the first and grab the second by the neck, throwing him into the other. They careen into each other and collapse on the ground. I kill the first and turn to do the same to the second but he’s already behind me, one hand on the back of my head and the other resting on my chin. The death hold. One twist and my neck snaps.
 
   “Thought you could take us all out?” breathes the soldier. He’s out of breath but what little he has reeks of stale bread. “Think again, wench. We’ll just see what the king has to say about you.”
 
   I roll my eyes. I have no interest in meeting this little man’s Cruel King. I easily throw my elbows up, dropping beneath the man’s grasp. I grab behind his knee and pull up, causing him to go off balance. Before he can move an inch, I’ve heel kicked him in the temple, sending him stumbling backwards. He’ll have a major headache later; that is, if he was still alive.
 
   I run and jump, scissoring my legs around the soldier’s neck. With one good twist, I hear a crack and the man goes limp, his lifeless body falling to the ground like a sack of flour. I land in a crouch before standing up and surveying my progress. Every soldier in the community is dead.
 
   I let out a breath and wipe my bloodstained hands off on the soldier beneath me. Contrary to the mass assumption, one never gets accustomed to the stench of blood, no matter how much one bathes in it.
 
   Another boom rattles the community and I hear a few muffled shrieks from inside houses. My gaze goes to the palace atop the Cliffs of Mordrid. Light flares up and one of the great towers built into the palace collapses. They’re tearing it down, brick by brick, looking for what? The king? They’ve no doubt found him laying dead in the tunnels. Or perhaps they’ve sustained him and he is their prisoner. Either way, they have nothing to search for in the palace.
 
   I turn from the haunting image of the stone palace that was once my home and look to an open doorway, where a thin, disproportionate male stands, looking up at the palace in horror. I quickly approach him and when he hears me coming, he snaps his attention to me and begins to panic, closing the door. I stop it with my hand.
 
   “Do you have a horse?” I demand.
 
   The man blinks and tries to gather his thoughts, his gaze traveling to the blood soaking through my gray shirt and fitted pants. Even my knee-high, laced, brown boots are spattered with red.
 
   “N-no,” the man sputters. “but — There’s a s-stable just d-down the road.”
 
   I nod and turn away, running down the road to where the man pointed. Sure enough, at the end of the village there is a lean-to that could hardly be considered a stable but there are two horses inside, one a smoky gray-brown color and the other a reddish sorrel. I grab the gray-brown Grulla horse and slide a bridle over its head, fitting a bit in its mouth. When another explosion erupts and the red horse spooks but not the Grulla, I decide I’ve chosen well.
 
   I swing up onto the horse’s back and it dances under me, ready to go. I pull the pony’s nose in the direction of the outpost and click to him. He takes off at a gallop immediately, his stride long and powerful. We race away from the carnage of Luster and the beautiful palace that is being reduced to ash and smolder. A part of me yearns to return to the palace and fend for the people that are still inside, but the other part of me begs me to return to Dominik, Cicero, Sebastien, and Laderic, who are waiting for me at the outpost with boats ready to travel across the waters to Adaai, where we can hole up for a while. I had thought the Cruel King would at least be merciful with the people he ruled but I now believe that no one in Lydovier will be spared. Who am I to race away from the people I was born to lead?
 
   Quay’s warnings return to me, telling me never to give up my own life to save another. Assassins cannot be heroes. If he knew I was having second thoughts of escape, I’d surely be reprimanded if not punished. But Dominik wouldn’t have these second thoughts — won’t have second thoughts. The moment I tell him that the Cruel King has already slaughtered so many in the fishing community, he’ll want to return, and he, himself, will be killed.
 
   Annoyed with my options, I just shut my conscience out. I have done all I can for the people of Lydovier. My father wasn’t a much better king than the Cruel King is; maybe they’ll thrive under this new government.
 
   I could laugh at myself for even considering such a thing but don’t allow myself to dwell on the matter. As I approach the outpost, I examine it from the outside. It doesn’t look like anyone has been here for a while. The Lydovier soldiers inside must have gone into Luster to defend the king. It’s completely still from the outside, a stone building that is taller than it is wide. Three of the seven torches at the top of the outpost are still lit and when I slow the Grulla to a stop, I look over the top of the outpost to be sure there isn’t an Evrallonic solider keeping watch.
 
   I slide off the stallion’s back and drop his reins to the ground. I have no further need of him. I slowly approach the building, stepping up to the double doors that await me. I stop just before them, considering whether I should knock or not. Deciding to just open the door, I try the handle and am half relieved, half worried that it is unlocked. Dominik wouldn’t have left it unlocked — he’s too cautious.
 
   The inside of the outpost is dark. No shadows move but warnings shoot off in my mind anyway. I don’t bother to unsheathe a dagger because if I need it, I can draw it before an arrow could even be fired.
 
   I curse the floors for being stone and not dirt. I have no way of knowing if the others already came through here. Dominik wouldn’t have left me … would he? An annoying voice in my head warns that I would check the boats to see if one is already gone, or if both of them are. Dominik may not have left me, but if Cicero and Sebastien were scared enough, they may have left and Dominik and Laderic followed them to bring them back. It’s not a very strong theory but it is better than assuming that Dominik would have decided I wasn’t worth waiting and just left me here. I wouldn’t be too surprised, though. Assassins are expendable.
 
   My heart pounds but it isn’t fear or unease that makes it beat faster, it’s aggravation. “Dominik,” I hiss into the darkness. “Laderic,”
 
   No response, just silence. The only light in the outpost is that cast by the sliver of a moon through the open door behind me. I use what little light I have to go to the deck where I open the back door, looking out onto the waters to see if the boats are still tethered to the posts. I curse the moment I see that they’re gone. 
 
   Marvelous. 
 
   How do I get to Adaai now? 
 
   I could retrieve the horse from outside if it’s still there and ride it to the closest point where the small sea separating Lydovier from the rest of the continent becomes nothing more than a river but I doubt my Grulla could swim that, and a human certainly couldn’t with the rushing waters.
 
   I frown, turning around and walking back into the outpost. Evrallonic soldiers will be coming by soon to make sure everything is well at the outpost. I need to be out of here before then.
 
   “Aerietta,” Cicero whispers.
 
   I hear the sound of it bounce around the inside of the outpost but can’t tell where it came from. Relief relaxes my shoulders some.
 
   “Thanks the heavens,” I mutter. “I was going to be furious if you all left me.”
 
   Cicero finally begins to emerge from the shadows, looking around first before stepping out. His dark hair and eyes combined with his muscular, broad build make him look threatening, especially in the dark.
 
   “Where are the others?” I ask. “The boats are gone.”
 
   The doors to the outpost suddenly slam shut — the one that leads to the empty dock and the one that would lead back to the Grulla, both close with a thundering crack. I spin around, expecting to see Dominik and the others, ready to reprimand them for being so loud, when I catch the flash of red on their uniforms. No Dominik, no Laderic, but I do see Sebastien. He has closed the door that leads outside the outpost, twirling a blade in his hand as he begins to whistle. The other two men that closed the door to the dock are dressed in iron and red.
 
   There’s no confusion in my mind, not a moment where my thoughts stumble over one another trying to catch up to the moment. I see everything perfectly clear. Dominik and Laderic aren’t here, but Cicero and Sebastien are, and they have with them Evrallonic soldiers.
 
   The sound of footsteps alert me to someone’s approach behind me and I turn around, finding more soldiers walking my way. Including the two at the doorway, there are seven soldiers. Gears begin to turn in my mind.
 
   They can’t possibly know I am the heir. I assure myself. They are here for the assassin, not the princess, not the Child. Cicero and Sebastien have never known about my parentage, neither has Laderic or Dominic, and they have never seen my Jezdah. Quay took special precautions to be sure that I knew never to reveal it.
 
   “You cowards.” I accuse, turning to Cicero and Sebastien. “Where are Dominik and Laderic?” I’m sure they’re either dead or on their way to an Evrallonic prison by now and I don’t want to think of either.
 
   Sebastien chuckles. “You know, that kiss back there between the two of you actually was touching, but it was a complete fraud. I hope you know that.”
 
   I look at Sebastien in confusion and open my mouth to speak but Cicero cuts me off. “By the stars, she didn’t know! Oh, Dominik had her so smitten that she lost her wits.”
 
   I glare at Cicero, refusing to show any emotion. “Quiet, unless you’d like to lose your tongue.”
 
   “You’re not in a position to make demands, Blondie.” Sebastien mocks.
 
   I turn to face him, malice in my eyes. I see a tinge of fear behind Sebastien’s calm facade and know I have him right where I want him. “You know I will kill you. I wouldn’t lie and make it a drawn out death if I were you. Where are they?”
 
   Sebastien smirks. “On a boat to Evrallon. Of their own will, of course. They’d planned on assisting in your capture but had cold feet at the last minute.”
 
   I try not to gape at Sebastien. Betrayal isn’t rare within the ranks of the military, especially when a hostile takeover is involved, but betrayal within the Cannon is more than rare — it’s unheard of. We have been trained to be unfailingly loyal to the order. One assassin may betray another, but to betray Lydovier alongside the Cannon?
 
   I turn so that I can see both Cicero and Sebastien, then draw out one of my daggers. I flip it up in the air and catch it by the hilt. “I will kill you both, and you know it.”
 
   Cicero raises a brow. “With seven guards to back us? You’re good, Aerietta, but you’re not that good.”
 
   I feel my jaw begin to tighten and my lips form a straight line — lips I now want to burn after having kissed Dominik. I roll my shoulders back and crack my neck once. “How would you know? You’ve never really seen me in action.”
 
   Sebastien rolls his eyes. “Knock her out now, please.”
 
   I turn and face the approaching Evrallonic soldiers, some of which have sneers on their faces and others who have expressions of fear, and rightfully so. Swords are drawn, daggers are unsheathed, and an archer takes his place. Sebastien was correct — there are seven of them. And despite my feigned confidence, I know my odds of defeating trained Evrallonic soldiers. Perhaps if they were mere servicemen I could take on seven at a time, in addition to two skilled assassins, but I know even from the way these men walk, the way they move, that they are not going to be easy to fight. They’re swordsmen, trained by Evrallon’s Blight, their most talented warrior.
 
   He steps out from behind the other swordsmen and even though I am half turned away, my attention is drawn there. Dressed in a black cape that sweeps over his shoulders and down his back, cascading to the floor, the man has the look of a high-ranking officer. Around his waist hangs a polished sword on a thick leather belt. Tall, laced boots rise to his knees, meeting with the gray trousers he wears. The man wears a pure white shirt with a dark blue vest fitted across his chest. Then, crisscrossing the blue material, are two more straps that holds weapons such as daggers and even a small pistol. He is tall and lean but well-muscled and has an almost surreal quality to him. But none of that is what catches my attention.
 
   The man — or boy, really — is stunningly beautiful. Dark, tangled waves of hair fall down into eyes of blue glass that seem to pulse in the darkness. His ivory skin is flushed from the brisk outside breeze. He has elegant cheekbones, a full mouth, long, dark lashes, like the hero from an epic. Of course, most of his striking beauty is diminished by the scowl on his face. A name comes to mind — a name that has always been familiar, though I cannot decide if it is merely because I have heard his name a great many times before or if it is because he is related to someone I have encountered on previous assignments.
 
   I laugh, a sound that is a cross between maniacal and insane, not believing that he is really here. “Lyom Livingstone of House Wells, Swordmaster to the Cruel King and Evrallon’s Blight. Now what would you be doing in a place like Lydovier? I’d thought you were King Dryden’s personal bodyguard.”
 
   The Swordmaster saunters forward, undaunted and stone-faced. “If you assumed your assessment of me would impress, it has not. Your activities in Evrallon have not gone unnoticed.”
 
   I mock frown. “Have they not? Oh, I had thought I was being so sneaky when I assassinated one of your governors in broad daylight.”
 
   Swordmaster Livingstone only furrows his brows in mild annoyance. I’ve heard stories of this man before but have never encountered him. I know he is hardly human, if he is human at all. He has no remorse when it comes to justice — even less than an assassin. His loyalty to the Cruel King knows no bounds and his abilities are unsettling, even to me. 
 
   “Your smart mouth isn’t going to free you this time, Assassin. By order of King Dryden, I place you under arrest. From this day forward, you are Evrallonic property. Surrender and I will see that you are uninjured when we return to Adandyrl.” says the Swordmaster in an unparalleled calm.
 
   I must admit, he is daunting. Dominik encountered him once on an assignment. I remember what he looked like when he returned — more than battered. This boy beat him easily. But what kind of assassin would I be if I did not try to defeat him?
 
   I straighten my spine because there is one thing I have forgotten and the Swordmaster has failed to account for: I am the Queen of Crimson, and I have a reputation of my own, whether I like it or not.
 
   Before the Swordmaster can do or say anything, I readjust my hand and throw my dagger into the skull of the archer that waits to fire at me. The archer is struck and drops from his place at the stairs, falling back to the first floor. All swords are raised at once but they’re likely to be uncoordinated.
 
   I unsheathe my second dagger, spinning it over the back of my hand. The locked doors of the outpost will be used to my advantage — Cicero and Sebastien won’t be making it out of this room alive, and I think they know it, even if they are afraid to admit it. I’m not the best assassin because I was just born to be the best, I’m the best because I’ve been with Quay the longest. I was trained by him since I was an infant, and I slaughtered my first Evrallonic envoy when I was eleven years old. The act earned me my title: the Queen of Crimson. Ironic, considering my heritage.
 
   I was worked by the toughest, trained by the strongest, taught by the smartest, and led by the quickest. Quay made sure of that. On my first assignment, he gave me no weapons to fight with. When I’d asked why, he’d told me I was a weapon, and I should know by now how to wield myself.
 
   These men, these swordsmen, have no idea what it is like to be a weapon. They have trained with swords and perhaps firearms for years, I’m sure, and they assuredly know how to brandish them, but they have not been put through the extensive training I have been subject to. And the Cannon, for all their cruelty and intolerance, did fashion me into a weapon.
 
   The first man lunges towards me and I slice his arm wide open while I dodge his sword. I stab him in the back with my dagger and he shouts. Others are coming towards me and I trip one of them, throwing him to the ground. When he’s firmly on the stone, I use him as a step to jump up and somersault in the air, bringing my heel down into the skull of the next swordsman. When he drops, I move on to another, dropping to my hands and knees and swiping the man’s feet out from under him. As he falls, I slash his throat and blood drains from him like water through a dam.
 
   A sword connects with my arm, slicing the material of my tight blouse and drawing blood but not enough to be concerned about. I easily step back and kick the man that attacked me in the face while throwing the dagger in my hand at the throat of another soldier. I make my way towards Cicero, who is waiting for me with a sword in his hand. He and his brother fall tonight, and tomorrow I will find Dominik and Laderic, make them pay. I fight the urge to throw up at the thought of the two of them betraying me and decide I’ll mourn the loss of my companions later.
 
   Just as I reach Cicero, I disarm a soldier and use his sword to clash blades with my former compeer. The metal shing is loud throughout the outpost but I move quickly, dodging Cicero’s frantic blows and easily slicing the back of his leg with my own blade. Cicero cries out and I hear Sebastien running towards me, along with the other soldiers I didn’t kill. I drop to the ground and roll out of the way before Sebastien reaches me and I stand up behind him, moving like the wind, so quickly that Sebastien has no idea where I’ve gone until it’s too late.
 
   I stand behind Sebastien and with one thrust I have wrung him through. Sebastien chokes, attempts to shout, but then just drops to the ground in a heap. Cicero’s eyes are wide with astonishment and torment while he stares at his fallen brother as if he can’t believe what he’s seeing. When he finally looks up, I see rage in his eyes.
 
   I point my sword at him. “You’re next.”
 
   That’s when I feel the prick on the side of my neck. My hand flies there but it only pushes whatever is stuck in my neck deeper. I flinch and feel the dart, extracting it from the muscle in my neck. I don’t need to taste it to recognize the potent smell. Ikketra. An herb that only grows in Evrallon, used as a paralytic there.
 
   My heart sinks. I immediately drop the dart and try to raise my sword to swing at Cicero, whose body shakes with rage, but my arms don’t respond. I see Cicero lunge towards me but he is restrained by the soldiers around him. My knees give and I feel myself falling. I have no such luck of passing out before I hit the floor. I feel my skull crack on the stone and bruises are probably already forming on the length of my body. Breathing seems to become more difficult and black spots cloud my vision. My head lolls to the side and I spot the Swordmaster walking towards me. 
 
   He shakes his head in disdain. “You assassins,” he condemns. “Always believing you’re better than you are.”
 
   His mockery is the last thing I hear before the world shifts to darkness and for the first time in a long time, I feel control slip through my fingers.
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   “Now, my dear Cap, if you don’t look sharp your hour is come!
Nothing on earth will save you, Cap, but your own wits!”
 
   — E.D.E.N. Southworth, The Hidden Hand
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Darkness is my ally in all places but one. In the depths of my own mind, darkness is my enemy. The memories I have put away for so long, have practiced ignoring, resurface and have no guardrails.
 
   My mother lies in a bed before me, a mother I’ve never seen but in murals of her in the Lydovier palace. Hair like silver and gold wraps around her face but instead of the gray eyes I possess, hers glitter the color of jade, bright and full of life, yet I know she is laying there dying.
 
   “You will do well, my daughter.” my mother, the queen, assures me. “Do not fear the future, for all of this has happened before, and all of this will happen again.”
 
   I’ve never heard my mother say these words, but I read them in a letter she wrote to me when I was a baby, just after I was born and my father wanted to have me executed. Quay gave the letter to me when I turned sixteen, one year ago. In the hazy fog of my drugged mind, I can’t recall the rest of the letter, and everything else the image of my mother says is gibberish and incomprehensible until fire begins to lick up from her feet and turn her to ash.
 
   The floor drops out from under me and I fall, far, far down into the pit beneath the palace. I hit the floor so hard it almost jolts me awake, but the drugs have a strong hold on me and I remain in my dreamworld. 
 
   I know I am dreaming, know I have been captured by the Evrallonic soldiers, yet there is nothing I can do but remain in sleep.
 
   Dark shadows twist and writhe around me, drawing closer. A face jumps in front of me but I can’t make out the features. I feel like I’m falling again, even though my feet are firmly planted on the ground. 
 
   Turning around in the dark place, I see something horrific standing before me. A beast with great horns and pale blue skin tilts its head at me, cackling. It is humanoid in form but everything about it is wrong. Its figure concerns me instantly for I recognize it as a creature of magic. They were eradicated long ago, long before I was even born.
 
   I turn around and suddenly I’m back in the palace, in the grand ballroom where the king would hold dances and we, the assassins, would slip through the shadows, watching and mocking the dancers, since we were never allowed to attend for fear that someone may remember our faces.
 
   But this room is nothing like the ballroom in the Lydovier palace. It looks strange, like a dining room. Tables and chairs are set up and dignitaries all sit around, laughing and talking. I’ve never seen the ballroom set up like this.
 
   King Cress waves a servant to his table from where he sits. I begin to approach the former king, watching to see if blood sprouts from his side where he was shot by the arrow. When nothing happens, I move closer. The king looks like he should be laughing but when he speaks, it’s not his voice I hear. It’s unfamiliar, a new voice, filled with tangible distaste.
 
   “She’s vile.” murmurs the disgusted voice. I hear a sound of revulsion come from the king’s lips, but his voice still sounds so strange. “We should have killed the filthy wretch.”
 
   “We have our orders.”
 
   Now this voice I recognize, coming from the noble sitting beside my father. But it’s not Lord Corring’s voice I’ve heard — it’s the Swordmaster’s.
 
    
 
   My eyes open. Nightmares don’t startle me awake, nor do they cause me to cry out in my sleep. Quay taught me to never move in my sleep because it tires your body when it needs rest. 
 
   This time, when I wake, I see a wooden ceiling and have a nauseous feeling in my stomach. The sound of creaking boards fills my ears and a rotten fish smell permeates the air.
 
   I gather all I can from my senses before I actually sit up to examine the room. Before I rise, I have determined I’m in the brig of a ship — an Evrallonic vessel. I am laying on the floor of the ship behind bars. Outside of the bars lies a small room that is dim, only the light between the boards illuminating it. The floor is damp where I sit from the ocean water beneath me and the stench of fish is foul in the air. In the outer room, ropes and chains hang from rafters, either tying the ship together in messy knots or just thrown about; one can never tell with Evrallonic filth.
 
   Whatever voices I heard in my dream are now gone. The Swordmaster is not present and neither is anyone else. I let out a slow breath and take a moment to assess the situation. How far am I from Lydovier? It’s daylight so I must assume I’m very close to Evrallon, as it barely takes two hours to reach the shore by boat. In the daylight, you can see Evrallon’s shores from Lydovier’s.
 
   I’ve been stripped down to only the bare essentials, wearing nothing but a thin undershirt that would be considered extremely inappropriate by most and my snug trousers. My fine leather boots are missing, as is the belt that once hung around my waist. I don’t need to pat down my legs to know the knife inside my trousers has been removed. It makes my skin crawl to know that Evrallonic men had to retrieve that knife.
 
   My gaze sweeps the surrounding area, hoping the Evrallonic were dull enough to leave a key anywhere near my cell. To my disappointment, the Evrallonic put more thought into my captivity than that. From the sound of it, the Swordmaster had planned on capturing me from the moment they stepped on the shores.
 
   The reminder of my companions’ betrayal hits me swiftly and I nearly punch through the floor beneath me. I grab hold of my temper and bite back a swear. I can’t believe my own stupidity. I even kissed Dominik, a mere thirty minutes before he fled Lydovier and left me to be dragged back by the Swordmaster of the Cruel King. And he was cowardly enough to let Cicero and Sebastien do the dirty work. Laderic, as well. But Dominik? There is a special place in hell for traitors like him. He’d smiled when I pushed him away, smiled knowing that I’d be captured in a matter of minutes.
 
   More than anything, I despise myself for not seeing it coming. Part of me recognizes that none of them showed any signs leading up to my betrayal and therefore I had no way of knowing, but I still could have been more prepared. I had been lulled into a false sense of security by their oaths to Quay and to the order of assassins, never thinking that oaths are only as good as the men who take them.
 
   Dominik used to tell me he hated taking oaths, that his mother told him to swear by neither heaven nor hell, nor by your mother nor your own grave, that a man’s word was all he had, and no one can swear anything in the future. I now believe Dominik only despised oaths because he felt obligated to keep them.
 
   I feel sick to my stomach just thinking about them. I could kill Dominik right now, Laderic as well. Cicero and Sebastien were my friends before — they were as close to me as Laderic and Dominik — but they weren’t anything like them. Dominik and Laderic had always seemed like unlikely assassins. 
 
   Laderic, a boy of only fifteen-years-old, has red curly hair and green eyes like my mother. He was born in an old town in Lydovier and Quay and I rescued him when he was twelve and I was fourteen. He has a heart of gold but a sense for justice. He always wants to know why the person he’s assassinating needs to be taken out.
 
   Dominik came to the Cannon just before I turned eleven. He was twelve at the time. He came from Evrallon. Quay picked him up when he was there. I remember thinking he looked foreign but didn’t know his place of birth until I was older. Dominik was the same way; he would never assassinate unless he knew the person he was killing had wronged another so greatly that he deserved the punishment the king was dishing out.
 
   The rest of us? No. We never asked. In a twisted way, I can understand Cicero and Sebastien turning to Evrallon for their own selfish reasons, but I’d like to hear how Dominik and Laderic justify the slaughter of all the people in Lydovier. 
 
   I hear a clatter upstairs and look towards the steps that lead from the upper deck. Hinges squeal and light floods down the stairs, followed by the sound of a boot hitting the first wooden step. The trapdoor is closed after another set of footsteps begins marching down the stairs behind the first. I get to my feet and watch as the two men appear at the bottom of the steps.
 
   They’re very different. One is tall and slender, a sailor, and the other is gruff and burly, a soldier. They’re both employed by the Cruel King, though, if their red attire is any indication.
 
   “Well, well, well,” chuckles the soldier. His mustache is riddled with ash. One of the ones that destroyed my palace, I see. “If it isn’t the Queen, herself. How are you enjoying your time on The King’s Coffer so far, Your Majesty?”
 
   I just frown at them. No need to grace them with my words.
 
   The soldier laughs. “Stars, do you suppose she even has a tongue?”
 
   The sailor, an older fellow with graying hair, looks a little more apprehensive. “Can we just get her on deck?”
 
   “Relax, you old matelot.” Cuffs and chains jingle when the soldier pulls them from his belt. He smirks and purposefully dangles them in front of me for a moment before chuckling again and approaching the door with a key.
 
   The key is inserted into the lock and the solider turns the key over, unlatching my cell. I kick it open in an instant, sending the sailor scurrying. The soldier is less unprepared. He just smirks and takes one of my own daggers he must have had concealed on his belt and presses it against my neck. I feel the sharp point of my blade, a blade I sharpen daily, pressing into the hollow of my throat.
 
   “I couldn’t make it easy for you.” I say between gritted teeth.
 
   The serviceman just grins. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. I like my women a little feisty.” 
 
   His innuendo irks me. I quickly bat the man’s hand away, ignoring the slight nick on my neck that it causes. I twist his hand behind his back, feel the break of his arm in my palm, hear his scream, before snatching the knife from him. I’m about to plant it in the back of his skull when another blade presses to my neck from behind.
 
   “That’s enough, Miss.” croaks the old sailor.
 
   I’m impressed by the sailor’s stupid bravery. Had Quay seen it, he might have tried to recruit him. 
 
   The serviceman pries himself off the ground, groaning, sweating from the pain of a snapped arm, and snatches the blade from my hand with his good one. When it’s sheathed on his belt, he rears back and swings. I barely have time to duck before his fist connects with my face, but even when I duck it’s not much, thanks to the knife at my neck. His fist slams into my jaw and I hear and feel the crack. I wince at the pain involuntarily but when I realize I’m being watched, I just reach up and reposition my jaw before popping it back into place. It takes every ounce of strength in me to remain straight faced as opposed to screaming.
 
   My hands are roughly snatched and I feel the cuffs latch onto my wrists. The sailor shoves me, barking an order to move at the same time. I’ve just taken a step when the soldier, still incensed, knees me in the gut. Instinct doubles me over but reflex has me elbow the man in the groin before doing so. The serviceman finds himself in the same doubled-over position that I’m in, I’m just able to right myself and walk before he is.
 
   The sailor shoves me. “Don’t touch him again.” he snarls, a new wave of courage coming over him. 
 
   I’m jolted up the stairs and use my head to knock the trapdoor open. When it does, bright light floods my eyes and it takes a minute for my vision to adjust. Just before I’m able to get a glimpse of what’s going on, the sailor shoves me out of the trapdoor and onto the deck. With my hands cuffed behind me, I have no way of breaking my fall so I turn to my back, rolling across the wooden floor. When I roll to my knees, a sound escapes my mouth that’s more hiss than snarl.
 
   Footsteps behind me draw to a stop and two hands grab my cuffs. I’m hoisted to my feet and spun around to face the man who picked me up off the ground like I weighed nothing.
 
   The Swordmaster stands in front of me, his face of stone showing no expression other than hatred as he glares down at me. In contrast to the briny air, he smells like cedar and leather. He looks over my head to the boatman.
 
   “Where is Carnahan?”
 
   The broken-armed serviceman brutishly stomps up the stairs, cradling his arm at his chest. 
 
   “Right here.” he snaps. “That virago blazing broke my arm!”
 
   The Swordmaster glares at me and I return his look. “Retaliation.” I say.
 
   Swordmaster Livingstone doesn’t even ask to know why I was retaliating. “Jamas.” he calls without taking his eyes off me. From the way he looks at me, I would suspect he thoroughly loathes me, which I’m sure he does. But there’s something else lurking behind his striking blue eyes — Oh yes! Revulsion.
 
   The man Jamas walks over, wearing similar clothes to that of the Swordmaster — a dark shirt, pants, two straps crisscrossing his chest, tall boots. The only difference between them is the manner in which they stand, the air about them. Jamas is certainly not in charge here, but he is probably Swordmaster Livingstone’s righthand man.
 
   “Get her secured to the boat.” the Swordmaster says.
 
   Jamas nods his head. “Yes, sir.”
 
   The dark-haired man of about twenty-two reaches out to grab me and takes me by the cuffs. Unlike the Swordmaster, he is almost afraid to touch me, though I get the feeling it is because of all the blood on my hands rather than the fact that I could kill him at any second. I would be wary to touch me as well. How could one be certain the sins as great as an assassin’s could not be transferred to another?
 
   He all but drags me across the deck, through pockets of servicemen, to the place where a boat sits on the outside of the larger ship. As Jamas begins to prepare the boat, still holding my chains, I look up to see we are approaching land.
 
   Evrallon.
 
   I recognize the port we’re arriving at. Blancathey. It’s one of the many cities that house mostly nobles, since there are so many there. It’s a port town that is the closest settlement to the capital — Adandyrl, where Adandyrl’s Keep sits high atop a mountain. I’ve been there many times before, not only on assassinations but on assessment assignments. It was during one of my assessments that I noted the stoic Swordsman who seemed to trail the Cruel King Dryden everywhere. I’d thought at the time that he was so young, too young for the position he held, but now I don’t look at him as young or inexperienced. If anything, his experience is unnerving.
 
   “Get in.” Jamas orders.
 
   I am only able to hesitate for a moment before Jamas claps a hand on my shoulder and shoves me down inside. I hit my knee on a nail in the boat and roll when I get inside. It’s a small thing, so compact that I knock my head against the side. Jamas watches me with complete suspicion for a long moment, probably wondering if I’ll chance a swim to shore even through the shark-infested waters. I considered it for the first two seconds, as death in these waters might be favorable to the death Evrallon has waiting for me, but thought better of it.
 
   Jamas grabs my chains and clips them to a metal ring on the boat. He gives it a firm tug to make sure it’s secure before releasing me.
 
   “Where are we going?” I avoid looking at him.
 
   “Ashore.” comes his reply. “Wait here.”
 
   I scoff. As if I could go elsewhere. Jamas walks off and finds the Swordmaster, who doesn’t seem very concerned that he has an assassin aboard his ship, let alone the assassin feared by three countries. Lyom Livingstone is talking to one of the other boatmen when Jamas approaches and stands beside him, engaging the boatman in what would appear to be civil conversation. I try not to gape when I see the Swordmaster conversing as well but then notice that he has the same, stone-like expression on his face and am less surprised.
 
   One of the servicemen saunters over to me. He’s an older fellow, older than the Swordmaster anyway. Probably about forty-five or perhaps forty-six. His face doesn’t raise any flags in my mind so I assume he’s not very high on the Cruel King’s list if I haven’t seen him wandering the palace entryways.
 
   “So,” drawls the man. “You’re the infamous Ghost of Grimway.”
 
   I tilt my head to the side, examining him. He has a slight limp, favoring his right leg. I assume it’s an old injury, since he seems to move around well enough as if he’s had practice at being lame. His hair is long but pinned back at the nape of his neck. A nasty scar runs from the corner of his nose across his mouth and brown eyes glitter with amusement.
 
   “Don’t expect me to offer my name.” the man jests. “I don’t often give my name out to ruthless assassins.”
 
   Behind him, I spot the Swordmaster approaching. He gives the serviceman near me a warning look before stopping in front of the boat with Jamas trailing behind him. Jamas climbs into the small boat without a word.
 
   The Swordmaster gives the serviceman beside the boat a piece of paper. The serviceman raises a curious brow. “And these would be?”
 
   “Your docking paperwork.” Livingstone explains. “Present it upon docking, since I will be ashore.”
 
   The serviceman nods his head. “Got it.”
 
   “We’ll see you at the Keep.” the Swordmaster says before climbing inside.
 
   “Safe journey.” says the unnamed servicemen before he pulls the rope beside the boat. I frown at him, wondering what the rope does, and notice too late that the Swordmaster and Jamas have grabbed onto the handles on the side of the boat. Without warning, our small vessel drops from the side of the ship into the water, hitting hard enough that it jars me from my seat and into the floor. Water splashes up around the tiny boat and flows inside, soaking me yet again.
 
   I painstakingly pull myself off the floor of the boat, waiting to be laughed at by the two servicemen, yet they seem to have barely noticed. They’ve both grabbed oars and have begun to paddle us towards the shore. I grind my teeth and take my seat again.
 
   “A warning would have been nice.” I complain.
 
   The Swordmaster shoots me a glare. “Don’t talk.”
 
   I look over the side of the boat. Even in the dark waters of Evrallon, I can see the shadowy figures lurking just below the surface. Sharks. Hundreds of them. One of my assignments accidentally fell into the canal from a dock when I first attacked him. The moment he hit the water, blood rose. The sharks here are relentless and no matter what drops into the water, they will try to take a chunk out of it.
 
   I tilt my chin up and return my attention to Jamas and the Swordmaster, who completely ignore me as they paddle. I appraise them both, trying to give backgrounds to them.
 
   Jamas seems easy enough. He’s been under the Swordmaster for a while and now considers it his honor to serve, though he used to consider it obligation. His father, likely, pushed him into the services. He seems dutiful with enough responsibility for the entire lot. Not the sort of man you would see at public, social gatherings.
 
   I turn my gaze on the Swordmaster and immediately wish I hadn’t. His calm demeanor is unsettling, blue eyes as bright as the sun. I now understand why so many have said he couldn’t be human. If I didn’t know better, I would suspect him to be an Afterlighter but I know that isn’t possible. Not only were most, if not all, the Afterlighters banished from this world and sent back to the Afterlight Forest, but Evrallon would never willingly align themselves with one. After all, it was Evrallon’s Cruel King that exiled the Afterlighters in the first place.
 
   Still, I wouldn’t put it past the Cruel King to make an exception when it comes to his Swordmaster. It would be just like King Dryden to surpass his own laws and enlist the aid of one rogue Afterlighter if it meant being feared by all kingdoms. And the Swordmaster has certainly earned that fear. I’m not sure who is more dreaded — Evrallon’s Blight or the Queen of Crimson.
 
   We finally make it to the shore where several more servicemen are waiting, all adorned in red. The Swordmaster grabs me by my cuffs and hauls me out of the boat, casting me down into the sand. I catch myself before I fall into the coarse earth and right myself, groaning at the Swordmaster’s attempt to belittle me. No doubt a show performed for his men. Of course, the Swordmaster doesn’t exactly strike me as the arrogant type.
 
   “Welcome home, Swordmaster.” one of the servicemen says. “Good to see you back safe.”
 
   I have the urge to say something in return but am silenced by the Swordmaster as he grabs my chains and begins pulling me up the small incline towards the town, talking with the servicemen on his left the whole way. I pretend that the rocks don’t hurt my bare feet and that I’m not freezing from the splashing water on my mostly-bare skin.
 
   “They didn’t put up a fight.” says the Swordmaster.
 
   “It was worth your while, I see.” notes the serviceman.
 
   The Swordmaster barely looks at me. “Hardly.”
 
   I’m not paying much attention to him, though. My attention is on Blancathey. It was here I assassinated Merrill Emsworth, Blancathey’s governor. By now Blancathey surely has a new governor but Quay left before he mentioned what the new governor’s name was and what I should look out for in him or her.
 
   I’ve been in Blancathey three times before and the last time I was here I killed the governor. I may not know this city inside and out but I know it better than the Swordmaster believes I do, I’m certain of it.
 
   There are contract booths in three homes here in this village. Quay set them up years ago. It is possible they have been removed by now but not likely. Most families that allow contract booths to be set up at their homes want nothing to do with the Evrallonic government. The assassins leave them alone in exchange for their services. The contract booths are where we go get our assignments. Now that Quay has disappeared, the warrants in the contracts have probably slowed, but surely someone else is taking his place, sending assignments out to the booths for the different assassins in different sects to complete.
 
   As if to prove to myself that I know Blancathey, I imagine the wall we’re about to approach when we get past the throngs of people waiting for the boats to arrive at the dock. I know its position, know its build, and know what it’s good for. 
 
   The Swordmaster holds me by my cuffs, dragging me through the people who look curiously at me as I pass, surely wondering what the Swordmaster is doing in Blancathey, dragging a girl of only seventeen through the streets in shackles. A large male bumps into me, seemingly on purpose. I stumble at the force and the Swordmaster only jerks on my chains, pulling me back into line. I shoot him an annoyed glare, which he studiously ignores. It would seem he is impervious to my glowers.
 
   When we finally break through the crowds of people waiting to meet their sons and husbands returning from their trip to Lydovier and begin to walk down a cobblestone street into the heart of Blancathey, I spot the wall. As sure as the winter, I see the archer standing on the wall, watching us pass with a scrutinizing eye. My shoulders relax a little knowing that my assumption was accurate.
 
   Blancathey is maze-like and chaotic, much like Adandyrl, though despite Blancathey’s size, it is still dwarfed in comparison to its capital. 
 
   The structures of the city are varying in size and color and wealth. The common houses are stucco and red-brick with the same, rust-colored shingles. The more expensive homes sit farther back in Blancathey, some resting on the crests of the rolling green hills in the valley miles beneath Adandyrl while others are set up close to the most visited place in town — the Emsworth Manor, named for the family that lived there. Most of the family is dead now, thanks to complications that arose during the assassination of the governor, yet the manor still remains.
 
   Even from where I stand I can see the large manor. The castle-like mansion is all stone and wavy glass windows, indicating their age. It is lit up with bright, glowing candles. Dark wood crisscrosses the shutters that were made for their beauty, not functionality. The winding cobblestone road that leads up to the manor is dotted with evergreen shrubs, giving it a look of life that so few homes have during the harshness of Evrallonic winters.
 
   We march like the company we are, up the cobblestone roads and towards the Emsworth Manor. I smile at the prospect of staying there in the manor. How ironic would it be for the family of my previous Blancathey assignment to house their relative’s killer.
 
   Just as I think we’re approaching the street that leads to the manor, the Swordmaster breaks off, pulling me with him towards a little inn on the side of the road. Atop the threshold reads: MY FAIR LADY. I find it odd that an inn so close to the kingdom’s capital would be named that; Evrallon has no queen, a fact that the Cruel King Dryden continues to remind the people of.
 
   I would slowly as if wading through quick sand, not wanting to climb the steps to the inn, apprehensive of what awaits me inside. It’s strange. I never considered captivity until this day. I never considered the heavy shadow it would feel like, how your every movement would be monitored, and that even with the most extensive training, you have no hope of escaping without aid.
 
   The newer assassins would watch me from afar, see my sunken shoulders, and think me a coward for not retaliating. But I am not a coward — I am calculating. I know my chances of escape are slim to none when the soldiers are on guard, have archers around every corner and on every rooftop, and when the Swordmaster to the king is keeping a watchful eye on me. But if I lull them into a false sense of security … my chances of escape become more favorable.
 
   Upon reaching the top step, the Swordmaster hands the chains over to Jamas, who wraps them around his wrist. I feel the hands of other swordsmen behind me, ensuring that I have nowhere to go.
 
   “Where are you going?” I ask the Swordmaster, not daring to hope that he has other duties to attend to. Without Lyom Livingstone’s constant gaze, my chances of freedom skyrocket.
 
   Swordmaster Livingstone doesn’t even look at me; he looks at Jamas. “Take the assassin inside. Ulric should have barred up a room for us. I’ll go and make the preparations.”
 
   Jamas nods his head respectfully. “I will do as you’ve asked.”
 
   Then the Swordmaster turns on his heel and walks away. He doesn’t call other swordsmen to his sides to protect him because he doesn’t need it. I find myself staring after him, studying his gait, trying to come to my own conclusions. Do I believe he is anything other than human? He looks normal … if you exclude the hardened expression, the electric eyes, and the disapproving grimace. No, I decide. He does not look normal. Even from behind, everything from his walk to his form, makes me believe he is one of the Devil’s spawn concealing bat-like wings beneath impenetrable skin.
 
   My staring must annoy Jamas, the Swordmaster’s loyal dog, because he pulls on my chairs, sneering at me. I again wonder how the king of Evrallon managed to make such young servicemen so loyal to him and also so vigilant and hostile. I’m certain King Dryden and Quay would have gotten along. Perhaps they could have shared stories about the hardest young man or woman they ever had to break.
 
   I’m dragged into the inn where Jamas introduces me to a dark-skinned woman named Aveline. She has a strange accent, as if she hasn’t always lived in Blancathey. I wouldn’t be surprised if she was once Adaaian. I almost recognize her, her face tickling the back of my memory, but no true recollection surfaces.
 
   Aveline scowls over her shoulder at me as Jamas leads me to one of the upstairs rooms in the quaint little inn. The door is opened and I’m deposited inside. The first thing I notice is the lack of windows. Everything has been adequately boarded up, even the grates in the floor have been covered.
 
   I laugh. “I see you took precautions.”
 
   Aveline mutters something to herself as she walks away. Jamas just glares, standing in the doorway. He takes a step in once Aveline is gone and closes the door behind him. Removing a key from his belt, he approaches me. I extend my hands for him to unlock my shackles and when he does, he just drops my hands and walks away. He is brave enough to turn his back on me.
 
   His mistake.
 
   I run up behind him and jump onto his back before he can open the door. Swinging my legs around his body, I spin him so quickly that he is thrown to the ground. I jump to my feet, moving quickly as self preservation kicks in, and reach for the door handle. The familiar prick of a dart hits me right where my Jezdah scrawls over my left shoulder. I flinch at the feel of the dart and jerk it out of my shoulder blade, staring down at it in more incredulity than frustration. I almost laugh before my knees give out and I stumble to catch myself before I fall.
 
   What a pathetic assassin, I berate myself. Twice now I have been pricked by the same dart. I’ll have to make it my mission to relieve all servicemen of their poisonous ikketra darts before I attempt another escape.
 
   I slump to my knees and somehow end up on my back. I see Jamas get up off the floor, only rolling his neck as if I barely affected him.
 
   When he looks at me with a potent glare, I just shake my head. “You didn’t think I’d come easily, did you? Killing the Queen of Crimson won’t be easy, and I certainly won’t be paraded in front of Evrallon before the Cruel King beheads me in front of the masses,”
 
   Jamas straightens the cuffs around his wrists, light brown hair falling into eyes of hazel. “Then it’s a good thing the king doesn’t plan on executing you.”
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   “When you compare the sorrows of real life to the pleasures of the imaginary one, you will never want to live again, only to dream forever.” 
— Alexander Dumas, The Count of Monte Cristo 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I wake with a horrid pain in my back where I must have fallen and a terrible headache that only makes the room around me spin. I’m still laying on the floor of the room in the My Fair Lady. Dark spots lurk in the corner of my vision and I just lay still for a moment to make sure that no one else is in the room with me. When I hear nothing more than the buzzing wings of an insect, I slowly sit up, rolling my shoulders and neck in an attempt to get comfortable.
 
   I must get those darts away from the servicemen. They leave me disoriented, unused to my own muscles, and dreary when I finally awake. Quay always warned me about the Evrallonic ikketra darts. They’re quite a pain to deal with, especially when in the hands of trained servicemen, no matter how unqualified they are.
 
   Jamas’ last words still echo in my ears and the need to escape from Blancathey becomes more urgent. I’m not sure which is worse — the king dragging me from Lydovier to Evrallon to be hanged for my crimes here or him dragging me from my home for some other nefarious purpose. What need would King Dryden have for me? A hundred ideas surface and none of them are good. I’d die before being used by someone like the Cruel King.
 
   I swiftly roll onto my knees, standing from there to assess the room I’ve been left in. It’s a good size room with a washroom off to the left. There is a small bed pushed up against the wall beneath the boarded up window and a bookshelf that has been stripped of its contents on the opposite wall to the washroom. A cold hearth is built into the wall beside the bookshelf, no logs resting beside it. The floor is made of wood and one small jump on it affirms that it is in good condition.
 
   My gaze flits over the ceiling, looking for any sign of a break or a weak point. Nothing. The beams all appear to be secure and the ceiling itself is perfectly intact. Judging from the light streaming through cracks in the wood-covered windows, I have been out for quite some time. The sun is bright but flecks of red and orange are making their way through the cracks in the beams. Sunset is fairly close, likely only an hour or thirty minutes away. Days in Evrallon are short in the winter and nights are long. Night will be upon us soon. That is when I need to make my move.
 
   I move into the washroom, where I see a metal tub, a water basin, and several hooks on the wall, one of which is occupied by a towel. The floor is the same wood as the rest of the bedroom. There is water in a pitcher beside the basin and when I feel it, it’s cold. Likely there is supposed to be a fire in the hearth for guests to warm the basin water in but no such luxury is afforded to me.
 
   With no drawers to check, no cabinets to scour, I’m forced to look for a loose nail in a board. My hands are a weapon of their own but a rusted nail would do me wonders. I scan the walls, hoping by some luck the incompetent servicemen did not do a proper sweep of the room and have left behind some semblance of a weapon. To my disappointment — and surprise — there is no such nail in my quarters. I try to pull a nail from the wall that has been securely hammered in but only manage to make my fingers bleed.
 
   I move to the wash basin and pour water over my hands, washing the blood away, then splash the cold water on my face. There is no mirror in the room to see what I look like but my appearance is the least of my concerns. I whip my hair up into a knot behind my head only to discover that the leather tie around my wrist has been removed. Of course it has been. It could have been considered a weapon in the hands of someone like me.
 
   I drop my hair back down around my neck in a curtain and despise the tangles in it but appreciate the warmth it provides. Goosebumps prickle over the bare skin of my arms and collarbone. I glance down at myself, wondering if the Evrallonic servicemen were able to see my Jezdah. They gave no indication of having seen it but I check anyway. Thankfully my undershirt covers my mark completely, only a tendril of black sparking from under my shirt onto my collarbone.
 
   I pull my shirt up higher and move back into the main room. No weapons. No nail, no hair pin, not even a string to strangle someone with. The Swordmaster’s men were extremely thorough. That same nervousness begins to pool in my stomach. Why did Quay never prepare us for capture?
 
   In the Aerie, I heard of assassins being captured or killed all the time but it never occurred to me that one day that could be me. It wasn’t that I thought I was too good, rather that I just never considered it to be real. That happened to other people, not the Queen of Crimson.
 
   No one comes to retrieve me from the room. I hear footsteps passing the room occasionally and I’ll rush to the door to hear who it is but I’m unable to identify anyone.
 
   I resort to clenching and unclenching my hands after a while, still trying to come up with a suitable plan of escape. What would I do if I was captured during the assassination of the governor? Quay wouldn’t have sent anyone in after me so I would have had to get myself out. How would I have done it?
 
   The horrible truth of the matter is that I have not been captured by inept guards, rather the Cruel King’s elite — Swordmaster Livingstone. Quay used to warn me of him, tell me that he was my equal in every way. He acted as if he knew him — not well, but at least had crossed paths with him. I try to imagine what would have happened if my former leader and Swordmaster Livingstone had engaged in combat. I wouldn’t know who to throw my coins on.
 
   I think that is when the sickening feeling sinks in. Like Dominik, the traitor, I am a realist. Escape may be pointless. After I escape, where would I go? Adandyrl and Blancathey are far north of the border of Adaai. I could perhaps procure a horse to ride there but how long until that horse gives out beneath me? Surely I could get another along the way but what of the servicemen? They will track me down and I know little of the Evrallonic terrain past the towns. Are there patrols that are sent out along the Adaaian border? A company I will have to slip past?
 
   The odds of escape are not in my favor but the prospect of becoming one of the king’s slaves is even less appealing than those odds. I cannot imagine what the king would have for me. Would I become one of his bondservants? Or worse, a mistress? The king is young enough — barely — to want to acquire more and more mistresses. Needless to say, I have no desire to be in King Dryden’s service. No, death is favorable to life in Adandyrl.
 
   I make my decision silently. I will become a wraith to this company of men. I will relentlessly attack them, will kill one at every turn. I will become a hazard to the Swordmaster and his men. Surely then he will decide that I am not worth the trouble and will dispose of me. He will have to in order to save the remainder of his loyal servicemen. And even he couldn’t watch as I slit his men’s throats.
 
   I feel sick at the prospect of killing so many innocents. Quay would be proud of me.
 
   Footsteps begin to approach outside the door. I spin around to face them, listening to the strong clip of the gait, the weight of the man walking, the precision of his footsteps. Before the lock is even turned and the door is opened I have recognized the footsteps to be the Swordmaster’s.
 
   He opens the door and sees me standing only a few feet from him. He frowns at me and my appearance, barefooted and chilled from the cold, yet sweat has stuck tendrils of gold hair to the sides of my face. In one hand I see he carries a ring of keys and in the other hand is a fresh set of clothes. He tosses the clothes to me.
 
   “Make yourself presentable.” he orders, tone emotionless. I get the feeling he’d rather not say a word to me if he had the option.
 
   I look down at the clothes I’ve been presented. It is not what I would consider presentable attire. Simple trousers are given to me along with a thermal shirt. No shoes are provided. I return my gaze to the Swordmaster. “I don’t need new clothes.”
 
   He glares. “It was not a request, Assassin.” He points to the washroom. “Go inside and make yourself presentable for the king.”
 
   I shake my head. “You want me to make myself presentable for a king that slaughtered my people? That killed most of my fellow assassins and turned my own sect against me? Why would I want to be presentable for someone like that?”
 
   The Swordmaster gives no indication that he is agitated by my declaration. In fact, his expression hardly changes at all.
 
   “Because you are just as fiendish as the man you call the Cruel King.” he growls. “It matters not to me how or when you make yourself presentable. I would be more than happy to send one of my men to ensure that you are properly outfitted.”
 
   The thought of having one of Livingstone’s brutish men shove me into fresh clothing is unappealing but so is yielding. Luckily, I am not so prideful that I do not know how to obey an order. And should I disrespect him and show flagrant disobedience, he is liable to keep a closer watch on me.
 
   I grab the clothes off the ground and walk to the washroom. I slam the door shut and a take a second to gather my wits. So far, I am still unchained, but that will change shortly. I run my hands through my hair, frantically attempting to come up with a plan. The Swordmaster stands in the room on the other side of the door. Even if I did manage to slip past him or defeat him with mere strength, there would still be the matter of his swordsmen, all personally trained by him.
 
   A tendril of fear leaks into my chest but I ignore the ice of it. This is nothing I have not handled before. Sure, the Swordmaster is a new foe and I have never been captured before but this does not change who I am. Now is the time to sit back and take note of the habits the men have — their weaknesses. It is what we clever assassins do — we lie in wait.
 
   “Shoes are too much of a luxury, I guess.” I say once I’m dressed, walking back out into the room.
 
   Swordmaster Livingstone is standing exactly where he was before, hands clasped behind his back, his gaze cold and emotionless. I tilt my head, wondering if he feels anything.
 
   “You’ll be given shoes when you’ve earned them.” he informs me.
 
   Lyom Livingstone moves to the doorway and unlocks it, standing in the threshold for me. When I don’t move after a second, the Swordmaster glares and shoots me an annoyed, “Move, Assassin.” I force my legs to carry me forward and make my arms extend. The cuffs are slapped onto my wrists and I am yet again in chains.
 
   I’m brought back down the stairs and into the foyer of the inn, where Aveline waits to release us. Her dark eyes are condemning as if she knows me well but I never forget a face, and I don’t know her. Still, there is something familiar about her. I likely killed one of her close relatives and she now despises me for it. I don’t blame her.
 
   Jamas awaits us at the bottom of the steps. “Ready to move out, Swordmaster?”
 
   Behind me, Lyom pushes me the rest of the way down the stairs, responding with a curt nod. I’m handed off to the man that spoke with me on the ship, who grins when the Swordmaster passes me off to him.
 
   A plan begins to form in my mind as I’m brought outside of the inn and get a look at the Swordmaster’s “preparations.” Fourteen horses wait for us outside, all adorned in the colors of Adandyrl’s Keep. Servicemen mount up on their horses and by the time I get outside with the nameless soldier I was passed off to, the Swordmaster is already engaged in a conversation of arms and strategy, I would assume, with another one of his men.
 
   The nameless soldier gives a firm jerk of my chains. The cuffs chafe the inside of my wrists and I nearly trip over my own bare feet. I wince when I step on a shard of glass and in response to the serviceman’s annoying burst of impatience, I jerk the chains back in response. These are long enough that when the serviceman stumbles back towards me, I manage to whip the chains around his neck and drag him backwards. He’s quite the lug and it takes all of my strength to throw him against the rear of a horse standing nearby. The horse pops its rear into the air and too-lightly kicks the serviceman. He releases my chains and is thrown to the ground a few feet away from the horse while I pull the shard of glass from my foot.
 
   Quick footsteps behind me alert me to the Swordmaster’s approach and I’m not given time to turn around and prepare myself before he has my chains in his hands, practically lifting me off the ground. I’m suddenly hit with the realization that he is far larger than me in both height and strength. His eyes spark with rage and annoyance, enough to make even the most hardened assassin fearful. Despite the nerves unfurling like venomous snakes in my stomach, I manage to put on a brave face.
 
   I meet the Swordmaster’s stare straight on, challenging him to give me a reason to strike him. Not that I need one. The nameless soldier will only be the first in the many servicemen I will bring down to escape my nasty fate in Adandyrl.
 
   “I am not afraid of you.” I say between gritted teeth.
 
   “The more you struggle, the harder this is on you.” the Swordmaster growls. “And believe me, I have no qualms about making you bleed.”
 
   I want to threaten him right back, tell him that all of the men that participated in the slaughtering of my people will die, but hold my tongue.
 
   Not yet, a voice in my head whispers.
 
   The Swordmaster snarls at me before throwing me back onto the ground, where the nameless soldier is waiting to grab me. He’s just gotten his hands around my neck and I’ve tightened mine around his wrists when the Swordmaster calls him.
 
   “Moher,” he demands. “Release her and mount up.”
 
   The once-nameless serviceman growls at me before releasing my neck. I finally release his wrists, taking in a slow breath that feels like knives dragging up my throat.
 
   The Swordmaster stands over me in an instant. “Get up.”
 
   A spark of pain lights up the sole of my left foot when I stand up but I refuse to flinch. He keeps hold of the end of my chains and walks to his horse, which turns out to be a reddish stallion like the one I found in the stables of the fishing community. He mounts and latches my chains onto a ring on his saddle but my chains are long enough that I’ll manage to do damage from the ground, since they evidently have no intentions of giving me my own steed.
 
   The four hour journey through the valley and around the side of the mountains to the cobblestone road and village of Adandyrl begins. I’m dragged through the streets of Blancathey like a common criminal, people staring at me with confusion and revulsion. We leave the village behind soon enough and begin the walk on the dirt road to Adandyrl, which lies on the mountainside ahead. The weather is biting and the air is filled with the howls of rabid animals. My bare feet turn numb shortly after we begin riding and the sun begins to set.
 
   Snow won’t fall tonight. I can’t imagine what I would do if I had to dredge through snow in my bare feet. It will fall soon, though. I wouldn’t be surprised if Adandyrl doesn’t see it in the upcoming days. If all goes according to plan, I will not be around to witness the first fall of snow.
 
   I begin the task of taking out servicemen the moment the sun goes down. At every chance I get, I do something to sabotage the men. At one point, I pull the latigo tie under one of the horses’ girths, letting the saddle drop to the ground. The serviceman lands with a grunt and the horse spooks, darting away from the serviceman whose foot is still caught in the stirrup. The Swordmaster calls everyone to a stop and is off his horse in an instant to help the other serviceman. When a soldier dismounts to try to “teach me a lesson,” I use my chain as a noose and suffocate the soldier. He’s on the verge of unconsciousness when two more pull me off him — they don’t fare well either.
 
   I take down both of the fighting men, knocking them to the ground and nearly getting them unconscious before the Swordmaster returns and has me hauled back to my feet. Annoyed with his quick return, I try to escape from his grasp, spinning out of his way but he has hold of my chains and jerks me back, tossing me against his horse, who doesn’t budge.
 
   When Swordmaster Livingstone comes after me, I duck under him and use my chains to trip him up. He stumbles and falls but to my surprise, he lands in a roll and is on his feet in an instant. But to his surprise, when he reaches for the dagger at his belt, it’s gone. I smirk at him, tossing it up and catching it to get a better grip.
 
   Servicemen all around me dismount from their horses and Jamas unsheathes a sword even though Livingstone still has his own sheathed on his belt. The Swordmaster lifts a hand to stop his men and then extends that same hand to me.
 
   “Return the dagger now, Assassin.” orders Swordmaster Livingstone.
 
   “I will not be the king’s slave.” I hiss.
 
   The Swordmaster is undaunted, sauntering forward. “I have no disinclinations when it comes to hurting you, Assassin. I was instructed you return you to Adandyrl alive, not unharmed.”
 
   I allow a cold indifferent expression to slip over my features. I remind myself that I am the assassin, trained since birth to do this. He is merely a king’s guardsman with a few tricks up his sleeves. With a curious tilt of my head, I goad him. “Come and claim it.”
 
   The Swordmaster takes my provocation in stride. He tosses his sword to Jamas, who barely looks up to catch it by the hilt. Unclipping my chains from the horse, he sets me free. A dagger is taken from the Swordmaster’s belt before he takes a step forward, as if expecting me to strike first. He should know better than to assume I am ill trained enough to strike the first blow. 
 
   Livingstone’s swordsmen all gather around, watching the two of us. I won’t hesitate to fight dirty, and I hope the Swordmaster knows that. Although, I wouldn’t put it past him to fight dirty either. He did slaughter a village of women and children. I’ve killed a great many people in my short life but never have I assassinated a child. And he also has conveniently left me chained for our duel. How very Evrallonic of him.
 
   After a minute of stillness, I finally get annoyed with the lack of action and barely step forward, provoking the Swordmaster into fighting. He steps up, falling prey to my tactic, and swings the blade towards my head. I watch his movements, study his strengths and weaknesses, all in the two seconds it takes for me to raise my own dagger, meeting him halfway. But in those two seconds, I see something I wish I hadn’t.
 
   Invulnerability.
 
   My dagger clashes against his and my heart leaps into my throat. Being this close to him, staring into endless eyes of cold waters, I see no weakness — I see no soul.
 
   I feel more than see Lyom Livingstone’s foot between my own but am unable to react before he sweeps me off my feet. As the trained assassin I am, I roll back onto my back and flip over backwards, landing on my feet without so much as a scratch. In the darkness it’s hard to see the Swordmaster’s expression but knowing him I’d be willing to bet he is mildly indifferent to my evasion.
 
   We both meet in the middle, clashing metal daggers and arms tangling up. I step my foot around him and use my fist and elbow to drive him backwards. Before he falls he grabs my arm and the back of my neck, pulling me down with him. He hits the ground first and rolls, using my own move. By the time he’s stopped rolling, he’s pinned me beneath him. I keep my hips lifted from the hard, cold dirt beneath me and pivot, using my elbows to break his hold on me.
 
   In my escape from beneath the Swordmaster, I bring my knee up into his groin, momentarily paralyzing him. He recovers remarkably quickly and to my annoyance is already getting to his feet. In response I leap onto his back and hook my legs around his arms, effectively putting him in a headlock with my own arms. I hear swords unsheathe and sense movement behind me — Jamas, likely — but before they can intervene, the Swordmaster somehow has me on my back again. It happens so quickly that I almost don’t notice it. My chains wrap around my ankles and tangle me up in metal braces. I struggle beneath him but my hands are bound tightly together by the cuffs and my ankles are the same.
 
   Swordmaster Livingstone looks down at me with a mixture of annoyance and disgust. Does he have any other expression?
 
   “You fought dirty.” I accuse.
              The Swordmaster raises a half-curious brow. “As did you.”
 
   “Yes, but might I remind you that I am an assassin? I am permitted to fight dirty. You are the Swordmaster. You are to fight honorably.” I remind him.
 
   “If I was honorable,” he hisses. “I would have killed you when I found you in Lydovier. But fortunately for you, I am loyal to my king.”
 
   He shoves away from me and gets to his feet quickly, believing that my fighting had all been in jest and good fun. “Mount up. We have an hour yet and we have been delayed by the assassin’s foolishness.”
 
   I level a dangerous glare at him. The Swordmaster picks up the end of my chains to reattach me to his horse but I whip them out of his hands, spinning around and catching them on the ankles of three servicemen. They jump when the metal clashes at their bones and stumble backwards. When Jamas runs at me, I catch his hand before he can use the weapon he holds and twist his arm behind his back, using his momentum to throw him to the ground.
 
   My reign of destruction is promptly thwarted by the ever-prepared Swordmaster. He grabs my chains and jerks me towards him, throwing me up against the side of his horse, who barely budges. The same dagger I held is brought tight to my neck, malice swirling in the Swordmaster’s glass blue eyes.
 
   “You must have a death wish.” he growls.
 
   I tilt my chin down, ignoring the flash of pain at my neck. I was trained for years to show no pain, show no fear, show no mercy. “I am better off dead than serving your king, however he wishes.” I spit.
 
   Blue eyes shine like fire into my own dull gray eyes and I wonder if we look like stark opposites when placed side by side.
 
   “That is not your choice to make.” he barks. “Your life belongs to King Dryden. Only he may decide when to kill you.” He shoves away from me, though his eyes still hold firm to mine. “No matter how much inconvenience you cause us or how just a punishment your death may be.”
 
   I flinch. I shouldn’t, but I do. So much for being trained to show no pain. The Swordmaster does not even know the half of my crimes. I fear that if he did, even a soulless, inhuman man like him would not dare to touch me. 
 
   My chains are clipped to the horse and the Swordmaster sheathes his daggers, taking the offered sword from Jamas and returning it to its scabbard.
 
   Though I despise myself for doing it, the remainder of the journey I am reduced to a shell, a wandering ghost. I’m dragged along by the Swordmaster and make no attempt to free myself. Something deep down inside screams for me to make my escape, to flee and never look back, to seek revenge against those that betrayed me, but there is another voice in my head as well. It whispers that every accusation Swordmaster Livingstone has made is just. I am the monster he makes me out to be, and I do deserve to pay for my crimes. I just cannot fathom a worse way than serving the Cruel King. Oh, how Quay would be ashamed!
 
   My feet are bleeding by the time we arrive at the base of Adandyrl but I hardly notice. The chill in the air has only worsened since the sun went down hours ago and temperatures continue to drop. Adandyrl spreads out before us, the village itself laid up against the mountain that Adandyrl’s Keep sits atop.
 
   The Keep can be seen even from the gates of Adandyrl. Its imposing walls and extravagant windows and doors are the first things one notices about the castle. The walls are pure white and the windows are silver. If I hadn’t already visited Adandyrl on multiple occasions, I would have suspected that the castle was carved from ice.
 
   Lyom escorts me through the illustrious streets of Adandyrl like an animal. Thankfully, the good citizens of Adandyrl are blissfully unaware of the assassin that walks in their midst. My face — unlike my name — is unknown to the populous. Only a select few know my appearance. Which is a good thing because if the people on the streets knew who I was, they would likely be throwing rotten tomatoes at me — or, rather, rocks.              
 
   Again I am struck with the unnerving feeling that the Cruel King could be aware of my heritage. I have never been good at consoling anyone, least of all myself, so I decide it’s best not to even try dispersing the idea. While it isn’t likely the king knows, it is possible. Apart from Quay, a select few members of my father’s cabinet knew of my parentage and what my father chose to do with me. Any one of them could have escaped Lydovier and offered such information for safe passage into Evrallon.
 
   We tread up the winding hill that leads to the castle and the Cruel King. The palace towers above us. Lyom pulls the company to a stop and I am finally allowed to rest. I stare up at the castle in all its glory. Doors made of iron stand before us, closed. Engravings crawl across the doors of silver or polished iron, creating numerous symbols. The grand entrance is indeed that. Two more palace guards await us, taking Lyom’s horse when he dismounts. The Swordmaster unclips me from the link on his saddle. He pulls me inside with surprising strength, enough so that I stumble, though I still have the excuse that I am starved and chained.
 
   Jamas dismounts and follows his Swordmaster inside. I’m dragged through the doorway of the palace before the silver doors close behind me. My mind carefully considers different maneuvers to free me from my situation but no immediate solution arises. I feel utterly, hopelessly defeated.
 
   The inside of the Keep is grand, the floors made of polished marble and the ceilings painted with the finest dyes. Illustrations of men and women, angels and demons, war across the ceiling. Fire crackles in the grooves of the guardrails that lead up from the base of the foyer. The stairs themselves are crafted of white marble and the guardrails the same, but they are chiseled intricately. The room is lit by a massive chandelier hanging over the great foyer, something like thirty candles inside. I cannot imagine being the bondservant that has to light those tapers every day.
 
   The Swordmaster leads me up the stairs, my bare feet cold on the surface of the marble. I’m tempted to turn around to see if I’ve left a trail of bloody footprints but can hardly put one foot in front of the other at this point.
 
   At the top of the stairs lies another grand hall. Murals of beautiful kings and queens line the walkway. The end of the corridor breaks off into several more halls. I am dragged down the hall to the right, in which we find yet another staircase that leads to a hall of doors. Behind me, as we approach the corridor, I hear Jamas say, “Best of luck this morning, Swordmaster.” before he and the other swordsmen break away from the group.
 
   Swordmaster Livingstone turns, looking over his shoulder as they leave. I study the Swordmaster, hoping to see any form of emotion, however small it may be. I hope to find some sense of shared trials, loyalty, and brotherhood but find nothing.
 
   “You will remain here for the evening. When I come to get you, you will get dressed in whatever I have brought.” he commands.
 
   I raise a weak brow. “Will this be for my execution or for my enlistment into the Cruel King’s service?”
 
   The Swordmaster’s glare is hostile. “Watch your mouth, Assassin.”
 
   The Swordmaster stops quickly and I nearly stumble into him. He pushes a door open and casts a hand inside the room, silently commanding me to enter. When I don’t move, Swordmaster Livingstone lets out an annoyed breath but it is the only semblance of an emotion I catch in his eyes. For a brief moment I wonder how someone with such beauty could display such little emotion, how eyes like that could be so hardened. Then I wonder how many of my victims have thought the same of me before they bled out on their polished floors and I cease such wonderings.
 
   “Why must you make everything difficult?” he says, more to himself than to me. He grabs farther up on my chains and shoves me into the room. I keep my footing well. I don’t turn around when I enter the room. Instead, I admire the rich furnishings. Oh, yes, this room is nothing like the room in My Fair Lady.
 
   A bed made of dark wood and soft, white and gold linens kisses the back wall, along with windows that have iron bars decoratively placed on the outside. A prison of the worst kind. How many of the Cruel King’s guests have stayed here, visiting the king and the kingdom, not even realizing that they were being kept captive in their own accommodations?
 
   The washroom to the left looks warm and inviting, a candle already burning inside. How kind of them to light something for me. I am certain great thought was put in by the Swordmaster.
 
   I turn around, facing said Swordmaster, who wears an impatient black look on his face.
 
   “Yet another prison.” I note.
 
   His expression changes not. “Did you expect differently, Assassin?”
 
   I let his words roll over me and try to sound confident when I say: “No prison, however beautiful, can hold the Queen of Crimson for long.”
 
   Lyom Livingstone just scowls in return. “Evrallon has no queen.” He takes the key off his belt but before stepping towards me he raises a dark brow. “Will those be necessary?”
 
   “You’re asking me?”
 
   Clearly the Swordmaster has had enough of my games because he practically stomps over to me. My cuffs drop into his hand and he’s gone so quickly that the door nearly rattles off the hinges in his wake. It would appear I have finally drawn some sort of emotion out of the young Swordmaster, though it may be an unpleasant one.
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   “Power is given only to him who dares to stoop and take it … one must have the courage to dare.” 
― Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Crime and Punishment
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   My morning consists of wanting to bathe and then deciding that I don’t want to be presentable for the king, then wanting to get the grime and filth off me, then reestablishing my hatred for the Cruel King’s standards. My indecisiveness is only slightly worrying to me. After Lyom left, I’d made it my goal to find a weapon of some sort, and I did. It is small and will not do much damage but it is a weapon, and in my hands, it may as well be a cat of nine tails.
 
   My weapon is a small splinter of wood I peeled up from beneath my luxurious bed. It is about five inches long and is jagged enough that a piece of it has already splintered into my finger. If presented the opportunity, this skewer will end up through the king’s neck.
 
   I’ve checked the drawers twice over to see if I can find any likeness of a better weapon but nothing magically appears. Instead the drawers are filled with nightclothes and even a pair of riding attire. In the hanging closet are two simple gowns that a servant girl in Lydovier would have worn. Lying beneath them are two pairs of flat slippers. As much as I would like to get out of my clothes, I would prefer not to make things easy on the Swordmaster.
 
   By the time noon begins to roll around, my stomach has growled for the millionth time. Hunger gnaws at my insides and for a while I try to push my hunger away by distracting myself.
 
   Giving in to the call of the washroom, I step inside and strip my clothes off, sinking into the water that was already prepared for me. It has cooled down significantly since I arrived but thanks to the metal tub it sits in, the water is still very warm. I practically melt in, pulling the bars of fragrance in with me. The warm water seeps into my skin and melts my frozen bones. I thought I’d never shake the chill I acquired while standing in the cold in the early morning hours. I run soap over my shoulders and back, feeling the scars that run down my spine, over my shoulder blades. I cannot feel my Jezdah but I know it is there, ever present. Something whispered about in Lydovier courts — something my father feared was magical. 
 
   Despite my comfort, however, I don’t allow myself to forget my situation. Even as I relax into the water, I formulate plans of escape. I map out the Keep as I have seen it thus far, noting the foyer and how many servicemen guarded it, along with the hall of murals and its protection. I am desperately curious of the king’s motives for bringing me here and attempting to piece together the elaborate puzzle without having any of the corner pieces is impossibly difficult.
 
   Sitting here in the washtub, my mind wanders to my missing companions. Sebastien is dead, but Cicero, Dominik, and Laderic still live. If I have one regret in the world, it will be that I did not see the betrayal of my own companions coming. I stare up at the ceiling, reliving the past months, trying to decide if there were any hints I should have picked up on. How many times did Laderic wink at Sebastien or Dominik when I made mention of our compatibility as a team? How many times did Dominik seem distracted on assignments?
 
   More than a part of me loathes myself for being lulled into a sense of security. Quay trained all of us, every member of the Cannon throughout the years, to trust no one. He had forewarned us that any one of us could betray the other. I was just naïve and gullible. Sebastien and Cicero are selfish, more selfish than even I was trained to be. Their deception and treachery knows no bounds, and there is no end to their heartlessness, but in this way we are alike. 
 
   Somehow I can imagine Dominik betraying me, if it was for the right reason. Laderic? Never. But Dominik, yes. I had always believed that if there was any one soul in this world I could rely upon, it would be my erstwhile confederate, Dominik. Of course, now I realize how foolish I had been. I marvel in my own gullibility. And that kiss.
 
   Any other assassin would have seen that coming, could have predicted his deceit. How Dominik managed to pull the wool over my eyes, I will never know. I find myself looking back at all the times I saw him doing something suspicious, or the moments when I wondered if someone had sabotaged one of my assignments. All of his sly smiles and triumphant looks. How foolish of me to believe he was mild. Expressionless, emotionless, perhaps, but not mild. The Swordmaster … he is expressionless and emotionless — the two would have gotten along well together. Perhaps that is why Dominik betrayed me — he found a new friend.
 
   Annoyed with the turn my train of thought has taken, I dip below the warm waters and wash the soap from my hair. I resurface and splash water on my face, hoping to dispel any remaining want to simply do something to get the Swordmaster to put an end to my future miserable life. I will not resort to killing myself; my people deserve better than that. They deserve to have their memories preserved. A part of me wishes I would have told them that I was their princess — their queen, in the end — but a stronger, more powerful voice in me shouts that they would have never accepted who I am.
 
   At the thought of my fallen kingdom, anger wells up inside of me. I may have had no intentions of claiming the throne at any point, but I was born into it. My father was the king, and now he is dead. Lydovier is just another conquered land Evrallon’s blight of a Swordmaster has vanquished. By now, I would guess it’s being renamed a district of Evrallon, the name Lydovier being forever erased from the land.
 
   King Dryden must never learn of my parentage. I will be seen as a threat to him, or worse — a prize. To him, I would be the lost princess of Lydovier, this century’s Child of the Elements, and if he does not kill me for the threat I pose, he will exploit me and use me to his advantage. 
 
   He must always suspect that the princess died when she was young, died with her mother, as my father told the people. He must never see me as more than the assassin that I am. Because the Princess Cress no longer exists. I never even knew her given name. Aerietta Elony has nothing to do with the crown of Lydovier, other than her employment.
 
   I finally force myself to get out of the pool of water and redress in the clothes I’ve kicked about the washroom. They’re not in pristine condition by this point and the palace guards back in Lydovier likely would have had me strip them off and burn them before I could set foot inside King Cress’ home, but now it doesn’t matter and I don’t mind the filth on the clothes. I snatch up the splinter and slip it into the waistline of my trousers.
 
   I push out of the washroom door and just stand in the middle of the room for a moment. My wet hair soaks down the back of my shirt and water drips onto the floor. Coming up with a suitable plan of escape is becoming more and more difficult. I finally shake my head and walk over to the bed, where I sit down on the mattress. I’m exhausted and starving. I fold my legs in front of me, something I would ordinarily consider reckless, since it would be more difficult to jump and run if an assailant were to come my way. I close my eyes and let my schemes roll through my thoughts.
 
   The Keep is immense and even the chambers I have seen are heavily sentineled, but even the Keep is no fit prison for me. Escaping my quarters will be the only true challenge. Lyom holds one of the keys to my chamber so it will be vital that I procure it from him or escape when I am led away from this room. Of course, taking down the ever-vigilant Swordmaster will be no easy task. But as soon as I have him incapacitated, I can flee. I know little of the labyrinth that is the interior of the Keep but have spent months around its walls, considering its vastness while also keeping watch on my targets. I feel that I have decent knowledge of it.
 
   It won’t be easy to go through the drawbridge at the front of the Keep. It will be unwinkingly guarded by the Swordmaster’s men, and so will all the side and back entrances. The servant’s quarters beneath the Keep will be far easier to break into. If I could obtain one of their uniforms, I could slip out under their noses. Lyom and the select men that saw me with him will recognize me but the vast majority of Evrallon has never seen my face before. Not even a sketched portrait of me exists.
 
   Once outside the Keep, I must have a way of escape. Thieving a horse from the royal stables would be entertaining but not as effective as stealing a pony from one of the locals in the shining village of Adandyrl beneath. The local would take longer to realize the pony missing, longer to suspect a thief, and even longer to report it to the palace guards. By then, I will be long gone. I needn’t dwell on what kingdom I will flee to from here; I have no interest in leaving Evrallon quite yet. Dominik, Laderic, and Cicero remain in Evrallon, as far as I have been informed, and I must make sure they pay for their grievous errors before fleeing the kingdom for good.
 
   Of course, to find the other three I will have to search the contract booths. Surely by now someone has learned of their treachery and has set them up in the contracts. Perhaps I can find Torrin here in Evrallon, enlist his assistance. He has always loathed every one of my companions. I remember when he was first assigned to a sect. He’d petitioned over and over to be assigned to mine but Quay had his own ideas. Torrin’s sect leader is Gileon, and he isn’t particularly fond of me. No matter. I may not have a way with people but Gileon has enough respect for me to hand Torrin over if I requested him.
 
   The lock to my door clicks, the hinges shrieking an alarm as the door is pushed open. Two footsteps echo into my quarters. The smell of cedar and burning wood fills the room. I keep my eyes closed, not wanting to look up to see who has crossed the threshold. There is only one man in the king’s service that would dare to enter a room alone with me.
 
   “Gather and dress yourself.” the Swordmaster orders. I hear something like cloth being thrown to the floor and open my eyes, spotting the dress that has been cast to the floor. It appears cumbersome, deep red ruffles with ivory lace hemming the gown. It does not slip my attention that the dress was not made for fighting — probably the king’s way of ensuring that I have no means of escape.
 
   “Do you expect me to dress in front of you?” I ask, turning my head to look at the Swordmaster. He has changed clothes since I saw him last. No longer is he wearing the drab clothes he wore in Lydovier and Blancathey. He is now adorned in the colors of Evrallon. He wears a longer vest tucked into his belt, colored in the same deep red as my gown. The sword at his side is made of pure silver, glistening in the low firelight. He has done something to tame his wild, dark hair but little wisps and tangles still remain. Blue eyes like sapphires burn their way to me.
 
   “Get dressed.” he orders with a furious glare
 
   Showing little emotion, he turns his back to me, busying himself with looking over my room to be sure I have not stored any weapons anywhere. I whisk my dress and matching shoes from the floor and carry them to the dressing screen in the corner of the room. I strip my clothes off, careful to set the splinter of wood on the floor quietly before tugging the red dress over my head.
 
   “I assume we are meeting with the Cruel King.” I say as I attempt to straighten the bright red dress around my waist, noting how perfectly it fits. What a mockery this dress makes of me — of Lydovier. I suppose I can handle it for now. Later, though, I will ruin this gown, leave it for Evrallonic soldiers to find tattered in my wake.
 
   “Should you address him as that in the throne room, I can assure you it will not end pretty.” Lyom says.
 
   My fingers knot up in the fabric at my back. Lacing a dress without a chambermaid is frustrating. I’m sure I’ve laced the dress incorrectly but decide to leave it alone. I pick the splinter up from the ground, searching for a place on my dress I can slip it that it will go unnoticed. Finding a small ruffle in my dress that is concealed, I tuck the splinter away and step out from behind the dressing curtain. Lyom hears my approach and turns to face me, openly evaluating me. No look of approval crosses his face, but neither does a look of disgust. Instead he just nods his head as if my attire will suffice.
 
   “At least you bathed.”
 
   I pull my shoulders back and try to stand a little taller to meet his gaze. “Nothing less for the king of Evrallon.”
 
   Lyom just grabs my wrists and pulls my back to him, clipping thick cuffs over my wrists. I immediately try to pull away from him, managing to get one hand free before he binds it.
 
   “I think I’m finished with the restraints.” I say with a defiant look.
 
   “Shame.” says Lyom unapologetically.
 
   “I’ll make you a deal.” I offer just as he is reaching for my other hand. “I will not kill you or your king this day if you leave me unchained.” I let my threat sink in for a moment. “If not, then all bets are off.”
 
   If Lyom had more emotion than a tree trunk, he might have laughed. Instead he just glares at me without a word and snatches my other hand, clasping the cuffs over it. I don’t try to pull away from him. Whoever trained the Swordmaster knew what they were doing and his grip is tight enough that I feel the bones in my wrist move.
 
   “Alright,” I say with a firm nod. “If your king dies today, it is not because I did not warn you.”
 
   Lyom practically ignores me like I’m a child, pulling me down the hallway. I’m dragged down the stairs and brought to another corridor. He takes lefts, then rights, and I recognize his attempt to try to confuse me. It’s a feeble endeavor. It doesn’t take long for me to recognize where I am and know exactly how to get away from the throne room after I kill the king.
 
   At the end of a long corridor, two double doors with palace servicemen standing guard are opened before us and the Swordmaster drags me inside. I am immediately struck by the greatness of the room. Banners hang from the walls, among beautifully artistic paintings of former royalty. Then, among the paintings, I see images of silver swords coming down over the heads of strange creatures. I stare at the paintings, confused by their depictions. Magical beings, perhaps? It is no secret that the kings and queens of Evrallon were some of the deciding royals that put an end to the magical creatures. I have heard rumor that some live in kingdoms beyond Evrallon, beyond even Lydovier, but I have been to many kingdoms and have never stumbled upon anything hellish.
 
   The floors have been made of the same marble as the foyer and the chandelier that dangles overhead is magnificent. Then something else catches my attention. At the end of the corridor, I see a grand throne crafted of pure silver, swords jutting out from the back of the seat, fanning out around the crest of the throne. This silver was brought out of the mines in Kinecardine, I’m sure of it. The mining was taken over by Evrallonic prisoners of war years ago and produces the most silver in the world. It is what Evrallon is known for. 
 
   The cushions on the seats are beautifully red, lighter red embroidered in delicate swirls throughout the fabric. But it isn’t the throne itself that catches my attention, it is the man that sits upon it.
 
   King Dryden. I have caught glimpses of him once or twice in person on my runs to Adandyrl and was made to study his face, his likes and dislikes, his personality, his strengths and weaknesses, allergies, and many other fascinating details about him. If questioned, the guards would think I’d known the man all my life. Or, at least, was planning to assassinate him at some point.
 
   The king of Evrallon is tall, regal, and young — not older than Quay, who is only forty. His chestnut hair is without a hint of gray and clear, brown eyes stare back at me. Olive skin flatters the man’s hair and eyes but does not make him appear foreign, simply more charming. His perfect smile makes me sick.
 
   This is the man Quay has trained me to hate and kill. I think silently.
 
   Not really sure what to say to the man that just sanctioned the destruction of my home, I just say: “Your Majesty.” I lace it with enough venom that the king cannot possibly miss it. My rude but formal greeting does not slip his notice but he does not drop his delighted grin.
 
   My gaze flits to the throne at his left, one that is much less decorated. On it is seated a young girl with dark hair, nearly as dark as Lyom’s. Her skin is just as olive as the king’s but her eyes are pure jade. She wears a stone around her neck and even from this distance I can see intricate scrawling engraved into it but cannot make out the words. 
 
   She is beautiful — royal. Her presence surprises me because there is only one other person the king would allow to sit beside him.
 
   His daughter.
 
   I knew the young princess existed. She is my age, if not a year older. Her mother was queen for only a year before she mysteriously died — likely killed by the king after his heir was born. For only the briefest of moments, I am jealous of the green-eyed princess, who pulls her shoulders back regally and looks down her nose at me with disdain, because her father chose her as his heir. My father disowned me, proclaimed me dead, and sent me to be beaten into the assassin I am today.
 
   “Welcome to Adandyrl’s Keep.” greets the king. “I apologize for my summoning you but it is an issue of utmost importance.” He waves a hand to the guards stationed around the room. “Leave us.”
 
   I feel Lyom’s hold on my wrist tighten but he doesn’t argue the king’s command. The guards in the room take up their swords and walk out without question. Lyom remains standing behind me so I must assume the king wasn’t talking to him. The sound of the door closing behind me echoes through the room. The king smiles, knowing I’ve taken this as a sign that I am trapped in the throne room with him.
 
   “I’m sure you understand I couldn’t have my servicemen knowing of your identity. Word could get out I am making a deal with a bloodthirsty assassin.” the king insinuates.
 
   A small smile pulls at the corner of my lips. “You killed my people and turned my men against me. I will make no deal with you.”
 
   King Dryden tilts his head, bright eyes staring me down from across the room. “We shall see about that.” His attention turns to his left, where the princess sits. “I assume you have heard of my daughter, Princess Haraya.”
 
   I lift my chin, turning my gaze on his daughter, trying a new tactic. “Oh, yes, the princess’s name was in the contracts recently.” I shake my head. “I’m surprised she has lasted this long.”
 
   Princess Haraya’s eyes widen and her mouth drops open as if she can’t believe what I’ve just said. Lyom grips my arm tighter and I can feel the blood being cut off but I give no indication that it hurts.
 
   King Dryden only laughs, waving off any concern in his daughter. “Well, with the Cannon now disbanded, your leader gone, and you captured, I have no doubt that my daughter is as safe as can be.”
 
   I stare at him for a moment, not sure if he is really just so misinformed or if he is playing games with me. “Do you believe that the Cannon is made up of only Quay and the five of us? If so, you are sorely mistaken, King. There are assassins in your kingdom even as we speak, killing nobles and dignitaries left and right. You just wouldn’t know it.”
 
   I watch as the king’s posture stiffens, his eyes darkening. The first display of true emotion since I have entered the room. Perhaps there is a veil over Evrallon preventing everyone from having any true feelings of their own. Though I suppose I can’t talk; Quay trained me to have little emotion if not any at all.
 
   “Is that so?” inquires the king, his voice like silk moving over sandpaper — the abrasion so light you hardly realize it’s there, but it snags all the same.
 
   I nod. “It is.”
 
   The king scrutinizes me, likely trying to see if I can be trusted or not. I shouldn’t care about the king’s trust or whether he finds me honorable but I do. I want him to look at me and know that I am not lying when I say that Haraya’s name is in the contracts, likely because of her heritage. Yes, I am an assassin, but I do not condone the shedding of innocent blood when I know the victim is blameless.
 
   Finally, the king’s gaze moves to the Swordmaster standing behind me. “Swordmaster, is this true?”I can feel Lyom behind me, the rise and fall of his chest. For some odd reason, I am hyper aware of him. Not of him, but of the threat he poses to my escape. Standing behind me, holding my shackles, he is going to make this even more difficult. No, he will make this impossible. The feeling of him unnerves me — the cold of his hands.
 
   “This is the first I’ve heard of it, Your Highness.” Lyom says in an even voice, as if learning that deadly assassins are scattered around Evrallon is nothing; as if he couldn’t care less what we do with our spare time.
 
   The king’s chestnut brows are furrowed when he looks back to me. He just takes in a breath and his posture automatically corrects itself. “No matter,” he says. “That is not why I called you in here today, Aerietta. It’s not why I instructed my loyal Swordmaster to bring you in alive, rather than killing you on the spot. Would you like to know why?”
 
   I try to remain uninterested but know I am failing. I do want to know why the king dragged me here instead of executing me on Lydovier’s shores. 
 
   Lyom’s fingers dig into the skin of my arms, another warning for me to treat the king with respect and answer him when he asks a question. He should know by now that my tongue is mine and mine alone, and the king of Evrallon will not silence me nor make me speak up. My father was another matter. I did not respect him because he was my own flesh and blood, but because he was the man I had sworn to obey and defend. It is the oath all assassins must take before they become a part of the Cannon. Quay is breaking that oath by up and running off into the sunset with whatever lass he found.
 
   The king smiles eerily and opens his mouth but before words can be released, a knock on the door behind us stops him. He frowns at the door over my head but shouts, “Enter.” I hear the door open, feel the breeze at my back. Lyom’s hand around my arm tightens almost imperceptibly and I start to look over my shoulder. I have not even been able to turn my head fully when I hear his voice.
 
   “You summoned me, Your Majesty?”
 
   I whirl around, meeting Cicero’s sly smirk. Anger fills me like a whirlwind and before Lyom can stop me I have dropped to my knees and swept his feet out from under him. Lyom falls to the ground hard enough to knock the breath out of him. I bound to Cicero and even in my awkward dress I manage to heel kick him in the head. Cicero stumbles and tries to lunge at me but I catch him by the throat in a quick jab. He chokes but is given little time to recover before my fist connects with his jaw, following quickly by my elbow in one swift drive.
 
   Pain radiates through my hand instantly but the satisfying crack is all I need. Cicero shouts in pain and stumbles backwards, falling on his rear.
 
   Lyom’s hands clasp down on my shoulders and he pulls me away. I should have killed Cicero. I could have taken out my stake and drove it into his chest before moving on to the king and everyone else in the room, just like I promised Lyom I would.
 
   The Swordmaster spins me around and shoves me to the ground, my knees aching when they hit the marble floor. I try to get out from under his grasp but to no avail. I see the king glaring at me, hostility beaming from his eyes. “That was very dramatic.”
 
   Through gritted teeth, I ask, “Did you expect a joyous reunion?”
 
   The king’s glare doesn’t fade. If anything, it grows more malicious. Perhaps it was King Dryden who trained the Swordmaster in his hostile glowers. “You would do wise not to be sarcastic with me, girl.” he spits. His gaze goes to Cicero behind me. “Stand up, fool. I only wanted you here to better explain our situation should it be needed.”
 
   I hear Cicero groan and then walk around behind me, moving his jaw around as he goes. “I see you have her well guarded.”
 
   If Lyom is offended he doesn’t show it. The king just says, “I seem to recall that half of the men I sent with my Swordmaster were killed because of your incompetence, and let’s not even consider your brother’s ineptitude.”
 
   I see a vein jump in Cicero’s temple before he takes up his place at the right of the king, standing beside the throne.
 
   “Back to business, then?” suggests the king. “I need you to capture a member of your former order.”
 
   I laugh loudly, madly. Already I do not accept this deal, no matter the reward. They want Quay. I would not even know where to look for him even if I did want to give him up. Unfortunately for King Dryden, I have no intentions of betraying my former leader. Quay may have vanished when we needed his leadership most, but I will not turn against him now. Quay was no friend to me, this is true, but for better or worse, despite the things he put me through, he is the only true father I have ever known.
 
   “It would be easier to infiltrate your walls, King, than to capture Quay.”
 
   King Dryden chuckles. “Not your former master. I require someone else.” The king levels his gaze on me, the smile that earned him the name Cruel King glittering on his face. “Dominik Giovani.”
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   “The best men are not consistent in good — why should the worst men be consistent in evil?” 
— Wilkie Collins, The Woman in White
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The king’s words seep in slowly. I hear them, register them moments later. 
 
   My services are being enlisted by the Cruel King of Evrallon. And my assignment is to track down my former compeer, Dominik Giovani. Immediately the king seems more friend than foe. The enemy of my enemy is my friend, is it not? I only have one hesitation. The Cruel King is no enemy to Dominik.
 
   “Why would I need to find him for you?” I demand. “It was upon your orders that I was betrayed. So, do tell me, why was I captured when you had Dominik in your hands already?”
 
   The king lets out a breath, pushing up from his throne and strolling down the steps of his stage. Haraya watches him, a note of confusion on her face.
 
   “I was not entirely truthful with Dominik. You see, I needed you to find someone for me. Someone who, at the moment, is not my priority. You were not captured to locate Dominik; you were captured to locate the missing Princess Cress.”
 
   The king’s words cause my breath to catch in my throat but before I can stumble over my words or give any sign of recognition or fear, I declare, “Princess Cress is long dead.”
 
   The king chuckles, shaking his head as he walks closer to me. “That is not what my sources have told me. I have heard she still lives, and she is a threat to me. As long as the princess lives, she may regain her crown in Lydovier. I needed her dead. But then I learned Dominik Giovani’s identity. He fled, obviously.” the king says gravely. “It is far more important that I find him than the lost Lydovier princess.”
 
   I frown. “I have known Dominik my entire life. Who else could he be other than the assassin?”
 
   The king laughs with disdain. “You know so little of your own assassins, Miss Elony.” He steps up to me so that we are standing eye-to-eye. The king is a mere inch taller than me. Short, I would say, for a king. Liam towers over him as much as he does me. I wonder if the king often stands on a stool when around Lyom to keep from appearing short.
 
   “But,” the king says, shrugging his shoulders and turning away from me. “does it truly matter who Dominik is? I would have expected you to be thrilled about my offer.” He turns to face me again, his expression more filled with life than it was a moment before. “Consider it, Aerietta. I am offering for you to kill the person that betrayed you. Is that not what you want?”
 
   My humanity flinches but the darker half of me whispers that this is exactly what I’ve wanted — for Dominik, Laderic, and Cicero to pay for what they did. Then my killing would end — forever. Without the Cannon to work under and Quay to give me assignments, I have no place within the assassin world. Once all is right, I can disappear, never to be heard from again.
 
   “And what happens to me after I kill Dominik?” I inquire.
 
   The king smirks as if I have already sworn my loyalty to him. “Swordmaster,” he encourages.
 
   I turn to see the Swordmaster’s jaw work before he answers, not looking at me. His face is like ivory stone, flawless, unmovable, and dead. “You will be granted full pardon for your crimes and released into another kingdom.”
 
   I watch the king’s expression, waiting to catch him in a lie.  Because full pardon would be too good to be true. Never again would I have to look over my shoulder, expecting to see a battalion of Evrallonic or Adaaian soldiers after me. The only thing I will have to fear will be my own mind. 
 
   “Full pardon?” I can hear the question in my voice, the unrestrained hope.
 
   The king inclines his head. “Full pardon. Until you depart, and for the time you are here upon your return, you will be given all the privileges that my own daughter has and, in return, will kill Dominik for me.” The king straightens the red robe draped elegantly over his shoulders. “But if you should fail or betray me, we have the right to kill you … however we see fit. Have the conditions of your employment been made clear?”
 
   I lift my chin. “Where will I be released? Lydovier?”
 
   King Dryden chokes on a chuckle. “Lydovier is now under the rule of Evrallon, so no. You’ll have the choice of being released into Adaai or Belaroux. They’re all close enough to transport you without much expense.” he explains. “So, name your preferred kingdom and let’s get on with it. Shall we say … Belaroux?”
 
   A memory threatens to lash to the surface of my thoughts. The Belaroux prime minister’s wife crying as her husband bleeds out in front of her. Task forces being assigned to searching the entire kingdom for one person only — the Queen of Crimson. Me, barely escaping one of the inns where Dominik was almost shot and killed.
 
   I’m shaking my head before I know it. “Not Belaroux.”
 
   A curious brow is raised, then lowered as feigned surprise wipes over the king’s expression. “Not welcome in the Kingdom of Stars, are we? Well, there’s always Adaai, then. And believe me, Miss Elony,” he continues. “you would do well to accept my offer. Adaai is far preferable to death, I’m sure.”
 
   I clench my jaw, teeth grinding. “You want Dominik dead.”
 
   The king nods. “Sight unseen. If he is in a public place, I trust you can persuade him to go elsewhere. I don’t much care how he dies and I hardly care who sees, but you are never to tell anyone that I was the one that hired you. One last assignment in exchange for the rest of your life.” The king’s head tilts to the side in a challenging way. “Does that seem fair to you?”
 
   My hands clench and unclench in my cuffs. Yes, that does sound fair. Dominik betrayed me and deserves what is coming his way, but so do the others.
 
   “Cicero and Laderic,” I say before I can reconsider. “I want them dead as well.”
 
   King Dryden chortles. “Laderic is all yours, Miss Elony, but Cicero is a part of my court now. It is always good to have assassins on your side.”
 
   Anger boils in my blood and I’m about to demand the life of Cicero as well but Lyom squeezes my arm, either a threat or a warning to keep my mouth shut. The urge to involve Cicero in the deal is strong but King Dryden’s word sounds final, nonnegotiable.
 
   I stand there silently for a long moment, my gaze flickering to Cicero, who smirks at the king’s words. He aligned himself so well with the king of Evrallon, but so did Sebastien, and we both remember how that worked out for him.
 
   “I agree to your terms.” I declare.
 
   The king nods. “I knew you would. There wasn’t much choice in it.” He lifts a piece of paper from the arm of his throne and waves it at me. Lyom glances from me to the contract the king waves and leaves me, walking to take the paper from the king. He brings it back along with a charcoal pencil.
 
   I know what this contract means, what signing it will mean. I am signing myself over to a new king, one I will have to be devoutly loyal to for the next several weeks — or however long it takes to track Dominik. We will have an agreement, and on my own word and signature I will not kill this king.
 
   Without hesitating, I sign my name on the paper, knowing full well that if the king should learn that I am Princess Cress, I will be killed sight unseen, like Dominik.
 
   But the king won’t find out. As I said, Princess Cress died long ago. No need to bring the dead back to life.
 
   I shove the paper back into Lyom’s hands and turn my chin up to the king. The king smirks, tilting his head to the side. Though I have seen the Cruel King from a distance numerous times, I have never been this close to him. This close, there is something different. I can sense it in the air. It is something dark, like the feeling I get when I am around Lyom.
 
   “Very good, Aerietta.” the Cruel King replies. “That will be all. Swordmaster,” The king’s attention turns to Lyom. “Get the assassin something to eat, show her around the Keep, return her to her quarters this afternoon, and send in the chambermaids. Then you may return to your duties. You both have planning to do tomorrow.”
 
   Lyom nods. “Of course, Your Majesty.”
 
   I want to laugh and call him out for bowing and scraping to the king but Dryden’s voice stops me.
 
   “And Aerietta?”
 
   I return my attention to my new king. Simply because I am employed by him does not mean I will ever respect him. He will always be the Cruel King, the man that has slaughtered millions and employs one of the most heartless men on the planet.
 
   The king’s eyes darken to the point where I cannot see his pupils. He tilts his chin upward and raises slightly in his chair, giving him the appearance of height. “Do not mistake my leniency for weakness. I will not tolerate disrespect from anyone, least of all you. And I will not hesitate to send you to the mines of Kinecardine. You’d do well there and we are running low on able bodies. Do not test me. Like you, I was given my sobriquet for a reason.”
 
   I lock my jaw, a tendril of fear leaking in. There are worse fates than death and I know it. Dying by Lyom’s sword would be one thing, but dying at the hands of the Cruel King’s torturers would be another entirely. I prefer to keep my flesh on my bones.
 
   With a respectful, curt nod, I am escorted out of the throne room by Lyom. Before the doors have even closed I hear Princess Haraya begin arguing with her father about my employment. The last thing I hear before the door is shut is King Dryden shouting back at his young daughter.
 
   I could try to lighten the dark mood that has fallen over both the Swordmaster and me but my thoughts are on Dominik, my new assignment. Never did I imagine that I would one day be asked to track down Dominik, nor that I would enjoy being asked to. Laderic is next, though. His betrayal hurts just as badly.
 
   Finding Dominik will not be easy. If he is on bad terms with the king, he will likely be headed for Adaai, or perhaps Belaroux, though he would require quite the vessel to get to the overseas kingdom. But in his hasty flight he could have made grievous mistakes. I had thought I knew Dominik well but what if the king is right and I know little about him? He could be boastful and proud for all I know. Is it impossible that he could still be in Evrallon, not even planning to flee the kingdom? Yes. Is it likely? From what I know of Dominik, no.
 
   Lyom brings me to the kitchen where a plump, elderly woman is cooking. Her black and gray hair is pulled up behind her head and her hands work quickly to chop the vegetables to be used in midday meal. The kitchen is large, made of brick. There are six ovens lining the wall, which is a bit excessive, and a long island in the middle where the aged woman labors. The smell of roasted meat wafts through the air to me when we step down the last stair into the kitchen. Roasted lamb, I would assume, combined with carrots and celery. My stomach growls but the Swordmaster must not hear it.
 
   “Drimra.” Lyom calls.
 
   The old cook startles, nearly tossing the carrot stick she holds in one hand. She quickly regains her composure and looks over at us, squinting despite the adequate lights of the kitchen. Half blind, I’d assume. And with the sound of boiling water over the fire and wood crackling in the hearth, I’m sure it was difficult to hear our approach, especially with her weakened hearing.
 
   “Blood and ashes, Swordmaster, you scared the living daylights out of me!” proclaims the elderly woman. She shakes her head and squints again at me. “And who might this bonny lass be? A new guest of the king? Or did she come with that Belaroux prince?”
 
   Before I can answer Lyom interjects. “A guest of the king. She will be staying with us for a while and she is famished from her long journey. She is from the southern half of the kingdom.”
 
   Drimra cringes. “Oh, near the Adaaian border? My deepest condolences, milady. But you’re in good hands now, aren’t you?”
 
   I’m surprised at how easily the lie rolls off the Swordmaster’s tongue. For someone so staunchly noble, I am shocked he even knows how to tell a lie. Of course, I must remind myself of all the legends told about him. Legends that put even my fables and stories of death to shame.
 
   I force myself to nod. “Yes, the best of hands.”
 
   Drimra looks at Lyom. “Will she not be dining with? If she has not met the prince yet perhaps she should!” Drimra’s voice loses its enthusiasm when she sees Lyom’s nose wrinkle in disgust. She stammers. “Of course, that’s none of my business.”
 
   I smile. “I believe I would love to meet this prince. I have waited this long for food, I supposed another hour or so won’t hurt me.”
 
   “No.” Lyom snaps. “You will dine here with Drimra then I will finish your tour of the Keep.”
 
   I scowl. Drimra takes it in stride and brings me down into the kitchen, handing me a porcelain plate with roasted lamb and vegetables on it. I try not to inhale my food, knowing that I’ll throw it up later if I eat too quickly, but I find it difficult. The more I eat, the hungrier I become. I’m given clean water to drink and more food when I am finished with the first plate, all the while being watched from the stairs by the Swordmaster who has good reason not to trust me.
 
   “My, my,” intones Drimra. “How long has it been since you last ate?”
 
   I shoot Lyom a pointed glare. “It feels as though it has been days,” I drawl, returning my gaze to Drimra, softening it some. This servant is not the cause of my discomfort. “But it has only been a few hours. I simply get hungry often.”
 
   “Oh, and your hair,” Drimra fusses, walking over behind me. I frown at her until I realize that I stepped out of the washroom without combing it at all. I probably look like a drowned rat. Most young women would be mortified to have just met with a king with their hair in a mess but I am accustomed to knots and tangles. I simply shrug my shoulders when Drimra walks around behind me, poking at it.
 
   “Dear girl, where did you come from?” Drimra muses aloud.
 
   “She is from a wealthy household.” Lyom lies. “It has just been a rough journey for her.”
 
   Drimra shakes her head in disapproval. “I’m sure your maids will take care of this when you return to your quarters but I could pin your hair if you would like?”
 
   “Oh, please.” I say gratefully.
 
   “No pins.” he warns.
 
   “Oh, come now, Swordmaster,” I say, shaking my head. “Drimra, I would love a pin.”
 
   Drimra, confused, glances at the Swordmaster once for approval. He says nothing, knowing that Drimra will suspect something if he is refusing me the smallest decencies. Drimra pins my hair up and pats me on the shoulder.
 
   “There you are, Lady …”
 
   “Evodine.” Lyom provides. “Evodine Darlington.”
 
   Darlington? I try to control my sneer. What sort of name is that? Is he trying to insult me? And why the new name? Is there something wrong with mine?
 
   Drimra smiles. “Such a beautiful name. Well, Lady Evodine, you are all fixed up. I best be getting back to preparing the midday meal or King Dryden’ll ‘ave my head.”
 
   I return her beam and stand. “Many thanks, Drimra. So good to meet you. Your cooking is wonderful. I hope to see you at supper.”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I see Lyom frowning at me. That must be all the good Swordmaster is capable of — frowning, scowling, glaring, glowering, and grimacing. If there were an award for such a thing, the Swordmaster would absolutely win. I don’t believe anyone can scowl better than he.
 
   I follow Lyom back up the stairs and into the corridor we entered through. Before Lyom can chastise me for committing to seeing Drimra at evening meal, I say, “Evodine Darlington?” I demand. “Is there even a man in the southern villages with the surname?”
 
   Lyom looks straight ahead, unwaveringly. “No.”
 
   “Will Drimra not look into your story?” I inquire.
 
   “There would be no way for her to.” Lyom replies.
 
   I let out a huff. “Am I to be called Evodine Darlington for my entire time here?”
 
   “Only when around the servants.” Lyom replies. “You may reveal your identity around the guards and cabinet members, though I would not flaunt it. Several men in the king’s court have lost family or friends to you at one time or another. They will not be as forgiving as the king.”
 
   “Marvelous,” I groan. “So, you are to be my escort and —”
 
   “Warden.” Lyom supplies.
 
   I frown. “Not the word I was going to choose. I was under the impression that I was going to have more privileges.”
 
   “You must first earn them.” Lyom responds.
 
   I lift a brow. “Oh? And how do I do that?”
 
   “By proving yourself trustworthy.” Lyom answers. “And by completing your assignment.”
 
   “Calm yourself, Swordmaster, I have known Dominik all my life. Killing him will be simple.”
 
   Lyom turns down another hallway, this one very long and wide. On our way to the kitchens, we visited the library and servants’ quarters. I dearly hope I’ll be shown the weapons vault at some point though I doubt the Swordmaster trusts me enough.
 
   I glance up at said Swordmaster, appraising his young features, potent eyes, and black, tangled hair. “You know,” My voice causes Lyom to scowl at me. I’m certain he’d like to cut out my tongue to keep me from talking more. “you are awfully young to be Swordmaster to the king. Many in Lydovier wonder if a wealthy father or noteworthy uncle with connections was involved in your receiving the significant position.” I decide to omit the rumors that say that he is something otherworldly.
 
   “I came about my title the same way you came about yours, Assassin.” Lyom assures me.
 
   For some reason, his addressing me by assassin bothers me. He has not used my name since my capture in Lydovier but that is not what troubles me. I am not your normal assassin. Though I kill like my brothers and sisters of the Cannon and am as merciless as Quay, I do feel remorse, and I do loathe who I am and what I do. Does the Swordmaster plan to remind me of my past grievances daily?
 
   Then something else he said is brought back to the forefront of my mind and I hesitate a moment.
 
   “Then you killed,” I say. “You killed to become Swordmaster. Did you kill the Swordmaster before you?”
 
   “I only meant that I have worked hard to achieve my title. As have you. Of course, you have slaughtered your way to the title of Death’s Herald.” Lyom snaps.
 
   I force myself not to slouch when he refers to me as Death’s Herald. There are a hundred other names I am known by in the different villages and kingdoms. I earned the name Queen of Crimson in Evrallon, where I killed my first target — an envoy protecting a noble couple of some sort, who I killed as well. I do not even remember their faces, only that they were engaged to be married, both young. The streets ran red. Evrallon did not take kindly to me, to say the least. I was only an infant when Quay took me in, and only eleven when I killed the envoy.
 
   Eleven.
 
   Quay said I was different; I learned quicker, I was stronger, I was better than his other assassins. So he released me into Evrallon to gain a name for myself.
 
   The Queen of Crimson.
 
   And, in time, Death’s Herald, Ghost of Grimway, and Butcher of Brindale. My name has been public knowledge only for a short time but my reputation was crafted the day I massacred an entire envoy.
 
   Lost in the past, I murmur, “Is there any other way to create a name for yourself?”
 
   Lyom laughs mirthlessly; in fact, it is barely a laugh at all. “One day, Assassin, you will be cast into the silver mines of Kinecardine, the swamps of Solvitoft, or the quarries of Yldervale and your boastfulness will be whipped from you, along with your title. There you will only be the Queen of Ash and Pity, and no one will mourn your death. I look forward to that day, if only to see the improved queen.”
 
   Yes, I think. That is exactly what will become of me. I will find Dominik and kill him for King Dryden as I have been instructed. Then I will try to escape my past, try to recreate myself, perhaps as Evodine Darlington, but the shadows always catch up to the light — they follow the brightness. My shadows and ghosts will never leave me, and when I finally succumb to the darkness, the Swordmaster will be there to see it and cast me into the mines, himself.
 
   “Where are your parents, Swordmaster?” I inquire, trying to take the attention away from me.
 
   Lyom glowers flatly. “They are dead.”
 
   “Oh?” I ask. “When did this happen?”
 
   “When I was young. In a carriage accident.” is the only response I am granted.
 
   Lyom pushes open a door we approach and before me lies stairs that lead downward, lit only by sparse torches. I hesitate before following Lyom down. He grabs a torch from the wall and lights the way, moving swiftly and utterly silently down the stone steps. I again wonder who trained the Swordmaster. He is a worthy adversary in battle, even for someone as expertly trained as me.
 
   I quickly follow him down the steps, careful not to slip on the stone. When we reach the bottom, three dark corridors open up to us. Lyom takes the one in the middle, walking confidently as if he doesn’t fear demons will leap from the stone walls and drink our blood.
 
   “What are we doing down here?” I ask in revulsion.
 
   “King Dryden wanted me to show you this.” Lyom answers.
 
   He turns the corner and marches on. A putrid smell begins to permeate the air, saturating me. I wrinkle my nose in disgust but don’t need to ask what the smell is. I know the stench of rotting corpses all too well.
 
   The corridor opens up into a large room. Catacombs. The skulls of many rest in the walls, their dead bodies surely lying beyond. Their skulls have been defamed and likely their bodies as well. The stench is so strong in the air that I can barely breathe. The smell of death is like the smell of blood — you can never grow used to it.
 
   “These are the bodies of those who have failed the king, if they are not sent to Kinecardine to become laborers.” Lyom explains.
 
   Staring at the skulls and bones I would much prefer to be among them than in the mines of Kinecardine. I have been told the life expectancy in any of laborers in any Evrallonic work camp is six weeks, but Kinecardine is even less: one month.
 
   I look at the decaying bodies and my stomach turns but I manage to redirect my attention to Lyom. “You expect me to fail, Swordmaster.” I shake my head, staring up in cold eyes of glacier blue. “I never fail.”
 
   This time, I am the one that leads out of the catacombs. When I get to the top of the stairs I finally let out the air I’d been holding in while making my way back through the underground corridor but somehow the stench remains. Lyom closes the door behind him after returning the torch to its post.
 
   Lyom escorts me back to my quarters before disappearing for the rest of the afternoon. Sometime later, two maids are sent to my quarters to introduce themselves as my new lady’s maids, Soray and Lisabet. Soray is a kindly young girl who is likely my age with curling red hair and freckles that cover her entire face. If it weren’t for her gangly limbs, one would expect her to be of royal lineage.
 
   Lisabet is a few years older than me, probably in her early twenties. Her hair is a honey brown color and she is quietly beautiful.
 
   My new lady’s maids pick up my room, make the bed I haven’t even slept on yet, start a fire in the hearth, and refill my wash basin with water for washing my hands while chatting the whole time. It would appear the two are quite the gossips, and Soray seems to have developed a fancy for the visiting prince of Belaroux, Prince Atwood.
 
   “Oh, you’d like him, Lady Darlington.” Soray assures me. “He has blond hair, like yours, but beautiful brown eyes!”
 
   Lisabet smirks, rolling her eyes, but concedes. “He is quite charming.”
 
   “Are you going to the evening meal?” Soray inquires.
              I shake my head. “The Swordmaster wants me to stay here for the night.”
 
   Lisabet frowns. “Well, I suppose it’s for the best. We won’t be participating in evening meal, either.” she tells me while helping me get out of my red dress. She unlaces the dress expertly and helps slip it over my shoulders while Soray brings me one of the nightgowns from the dresser.
 
   “I’ve always liked Swordmaster Lyom.” Soray says in a childlike tone as she hands me the nightgown. I pull it over my head and when Lisabet reaches to take the pins from my hair I tell her I will take care of it.
 
   Lisabet snorts. “You would be the only one. Do you know what the palace guards call him?” She lowers her voice after glancing around, as if fearful Swordmaster Livingstone has his ear pressed up against the door. “Son of the Devil,”
 
   Soray gasps. “Lisabet!” she exclaims. “You take that back!”
 
   Lisabet shrugs. “There is nothing to take back. I never said I called him that.”
 
   “Why do they call him that?” I ask.
 
   “You’ve seen him, haven’t you?” asks Lisabet. “You have noticed his demeanor within the palace walls and perhaps a little outside, but you have not witnessed him on the battlefield. Turns into another man, he does. One the palace guards say was dragged straight out of Hell by the Devil, himself, to wreak havoc on the Earth!”
 
   Soray seems flustered and horrified that Lisabet would be talking about the Swordmaster this way. She hurries over to her and smacks her on the back of the head. “If anyone should hear you —”
 
   “No one shall hear me.” Lisabet rolls her eyes. “And Lady Darlington wasn’t very charmed by him as it was.”
 
   I’m hardly paying attention to them, though. Lisabet’s tale is eerily similar to the one of the Children of the Elements. And yes, some would say that the Devil himself drew us out of Hell to be released upon the Earth.
 
   I try to ignore the uneasy feeling in my stomach. I will have to work with this man for several weeks until I kill Dominik. It isn’t that I haven’t worked with fiendish men in the past but rather that I have never worked with anyone I fear I could not defeat — and I have certainly never worked alongside someone with a reputation as strong and fear-inspiring as mine.
 
   Lisabet finishes picking up my dress. “Alright, Soray, we’d best be gettin’ on and leave Miss Evodine to her own business.”
 
   Soray curtsies twice before leaving and Lisabet wishes me a peaceful evening. Not likely. I spend most of the evening sitting in front of the hearth. A peaceful enough look, I suppose, but inside my thoughts are chaotic. I mentally construct a list of villages Dominik could be at if he were attempting to flee the kingdom. Blancathey, of course, is a village by the small sea that separates Lydovier from Evrallon but I doubt Dominik would risk returning to Lydovier so soon. It is probably in the middle of being reestablished as a province of Evrallon.
 
   Helmfirth is on the border of Adaai and I know Dominik has at least one contact there. The last time we were in Helmfirth, he met a young woman named Zenith Milbourn who he befriended. She was almost five years older than him at the time yet she still took an interest in him almost immediately. Not entirely surprising, though. Dominik always had a quiet beauty about him.
 
   Zenith ran the trading routes into Adaai from Helmfirth. She was companions with the Helmfirth record keeper as well. A good contact to have, though I would never have wanted a contact in the first place. If Dominik were trying to flee to Adaai he may be in Helmfirth, or at the very least on his way to Helmfirth. If so, we would need to get there quickly; Dominik will not dally in Helmfirth long.
 
   At some point in the evening, a passing guard locks my door. Evidently Lyom was correct in saying that my privileges will have to be earned. That should have been something the king mentioned when making our arrangement.
 
   The night grows long and even from my quarters I can hear the laughter every now and then from the banquet hall. When I have thoroughly run through every piece of my strategy, I resort to pacing the room. My stomach growls obnoxiously for the third time since I was given a meal at midday.
 
   As if hearing my growling stomach, there is a knock at the door, then the lock turns. I straighten up and suddenly realize I am still dressed in a nightgown. Not the most proper attire but I have little modesty about me. I am no harlot but most of my modesty has been broken by now, thanks to Quay and the other assassins.
 
   I walk to the door and open it, feeling strange that I am allowing entrance to someone into a room that is not mine. When the door opens I see Jamas standing outside. In his hand is a plate of food, complete with a puffy roll, butter, and a silver chalice filled to the brim with water.
 
   “Swordmaster Livingstone suspected you may be getting hungry.” Jamas informs me.
 
   I quickly take the plate from him. “How thoughtful of him.” 
 
   I turn around and walk the plate back to the table beside the two chairs that are warming by the fire. Jamas enters and carries the water with him, setting it down on the table beside the porcelain plate.
 
   “You accepted the king’s deal.” Jamas observes.
 
   I nod. “I did.”
 
   Jamas gives his own nod of agreement. “Wise move.”
 
   “Will you be accompanying us when we go to find Dominik?” I inquire.
 
   “Indeed.” Jamas replies. “I go anywhere the Swordmaster requires.”
 
   My nose scrunches in confusion. “But you are so much older than he is!”
 
   Jamas frowns and shakes his head. “The Swordmaster is twenty-one. I am twenty-three.”
 
   “But you are still taking orders from someone younger than you.” I note. “Isn’t that difficult?”
 
   “No,” Jamas replies, heading for the door. “In experience, Swordmaster Livingstone is far older than me. I am grateful to serve under him.”
 
   I consider this. “He does not seem twenty-one.”
 
   “He has been through quite a lot.” Jamas answers.
 
   I raise a curious brow, turning to face him completely. “You know his story, then?”
 
   “Only fragments.” he admits.
 
   “And that does not concern you? That you know so little of the man you serve beneath? Do you not fear that he could be a murderer, someone hardly worth your time, let alone your trust? Someone —”
 
   “Someone like you?” Jamas inquires, staring down at me with the same condescension I saw in the eyes of the king and princess.
 
   “Yes,” I finally answer. “Do you not fear that he could be someone like me?”
 
   Jamas takes in a slow breath and I watch as his shoulders relax some. “I am a firm believer that what you did in the past is not what defines you, but rather who you choose to be in the future that determines your humanity.”
 
   “Are you implying that the Swordmaster has done a great deal of good for this kingdom? Because I would have to protest that it was all done at the expense of others.”
 
   “He has. He saved the king more than once, rescued the princess, and prolonged most of our lives. We owe him everything. And all these things add to his credibility and nobility, make the rest of his swordsmen respect him, but everything can change in a day.” says Jamas.
 
   I look down at my food, moving the fork around on the plate silently. “If you believe Swordmaster Livingstone’s hardened personality will ever change, I feel it my duty to inform you that I have seen too many heartless men to believe that one can ever come back from such soullessness.”
 
   Jamas, as opposed to being offended as I believed he would be, just clasps his hands behind his back. “I was not referring to the Swordmaster.”
 
   With that pointed remark, Jamas leaves me in the room.
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   “I may do some good before I am dead —be a sort of success as a frightful example of what not to do; and so illustrate a moral story.”
— Thomas Hardy, Jude the Obscure
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   If Lyom thought by locking me in this room he had left me without my assets he was sorely mistaken. When the banquet hall has been silent for more than an hour and all of the palace seems to have either fallen asleep or into a drunken stupor, I take the two pins from my hair and the golden blond waves fall down around my face. Hurrying to the door, I bend down in front of it, looking through the simple lock.
 
   It takes less than a minute for my pins to unlock the door. Slipping them back into my hair, I push the door open, cringing when I hear the squeak of the hinges. I open it just enough for me to squeeze through before closing the door behind me. What am I doing? I’ve no idea. Wandering, I suppose. Exploring. My mind is too active for sleep and though the king seems to believe I need twelve hours of sleep to function properly, he is incorrect. I am not like his traveling mistresses that require their beauty sleep to be effective.
 
   I dash into the shadows, using them to my advantage as I move down the long corridor and to the stairs that lead me down into the foyer of the Keep. My bare feet are soundless on the marble. When I reach the steps, I stop and overlook the foyer to be sure I am alone. The tapers in the chandelier have been blown out but new candles have been lit around the room, giving it some glow for the guards to see by.
 
   There are three guards in the foyer, two of which are sitting by the door in chairs they have pulled from the seating area and are playing a card game, the other who is sleeping ignorantly, propped up against a wall.
 
   I tiptoe down the first stair, grabbing onto the handrail and flipping over the side of it, using my core to pull myself close to the base of the steps. I drop to the floor beneath them silently and move quickly from the foyer, the two incompetent guards joking and laughing in my wake.
 
   As I make my way down one of the dimly lit corridors, the first room I come to is the library. I am about to pass it when I decide to see what the royal library has on assassins. Pulling up short, I glance once down the hallway before opening the door and slipping into the grand library Lyom brought me to earlier. It is far more haunting in the darkness of night, only a few flickering candles lighting the alleys between bookshelves. Stacks of books rest upon tables and embers glow in the hearths around the room.
 
   The library is about ten degrees colder than the rest of the Keep, which isn’t very warm to start with. A cold chill whispers over my skin as I walk forward, taking up one of the candlesticks and using its light to search the first bookshelves.
 
   Whoever organized the library did so strangely. I am unable to decide whether the books are organized alphabetically or using a sort of decimal system. I whisk the light of my candle over the spines of different books in sections I would have thought assassins would have been in but find nothing. I search for them under different names, then search for my own title. It seems the library has no information on assassins. All the better, I suppose. The less Evrallon’s royal cabinet knows of the Cannon, the better.
 
   I am about to leave the library when the sound of a book hitting the floor catches my attention. I suddenly stop, turning around to look down the bookshelves. I see nothing at first, nothing but the spines of books and the flickering light of candles that have been left burning for late-night readers. Then, a moment later, I see a shadow move across the wall.
 
   Wondering who else would be in the library at this time of night, I follow the shadow, walking to the back of the library where one of the hearths glows brighter than the others, as if it has been recently stoked. Books lie on one of the tables nearby. Not unusual, as I have seen books scattered on tables throughout the library, but these are open, as if someone has been flipping through them.
 
   I glance around, checking to see if the scholar or scribe that is inside the library is around, then walk to the books. The books that are closed are leather bound, like most, but their covers are dull. There are two of them, stacked atop each other. They look nothing like the rest of the books in the library. They are worn, tattered, and abused. When I get a look at the words on the cover, I realize why.
 
    
 
   Creatures of the Afterlight
 
   Afterlighters. I have heard them called this before. Warlocks, fae, demons, all things that have gone extinct or have been pushed from our world. Known as Afterlighters because they only seemed to come out at night. I’m surprised these books can even be found in the royal library. Yes, it is a part of our history, but I wouldn’t have imagined the Cruel King cared.
 
   The tips of my fingers skim over the worn cover, eyes catching on a dogeared page of the ancient text. With one quick glance around the room, I open the book, finding the page that has been dogeared. Well, actually, there are several dogeared pages, but one in particular has been folded over many times, the crease in the corner of the page almost severing it from the whole.
 
   A chill snakes over me when I look down at the text. The pages are just as old as the cover is and some of the ink has been smeared. My heart lurches treacherously in my chest as I scan over the page. Quay taught us very little of the Afterlighters and their magic but he taught us enough to know that they were powerful. I suppose I just didn’t know how many kinds of Afterlighters there are.
 
   Trolls.
 
   Imps.
 
   Kelpies.
 
   Erlkings.
 
   Keepers.
 
   Risers.
 
   I stop my scanning when my gaze trips over that one word. It seems to be out of place on the page. No, not because it seems to be more sinister — because when were trolls considered friendly? — but rather because it is the last in the long line of Afterlighters … and has been underlined multiple times.
 
   Risers? I muse. Quay never mentioned anything about a Riser. Then again, he has never mentioned imps or keepers, either. By this point I should have grown accustomed to surprises.
 
   I flip through the pages, trying to see if the following or previous sections provide any further information on the topic but come up empty. I feel a frustrated twitch in my stomach. It would figure now that I have the information in front of me I can’t seem to find anything useful.
 
   Laying beside the two books centered on magic is the open book, pages glowing from the embers of the nearby fire. Before I have even taken a good look at it, a single name on the page steals my attention.
 
   Azmar Quay.
 
   I quickly the candlestick closer to this side of the table and flip the cover of the book over, seeing the title — The Cannon: Order of Assassins. I knew this library had to have something on the Cannon. I turn back to the page the scholar left it on.
 
    
 
   The assassins’ leader, Azmar Quay, was one of the Evrallonic King Cress’ closest advisors. No one knows for sure who trained him but speculation is that his father trained him from a young age.
 
   According to our sources, Azmar Quay does the enlisting. He handpicks most of the assassins used. He has no known weaknesses, no children, no remaining family, apart from his young protégé, Aerietta Elony, otherwise known as the Queen of Crimson [See page 103].
 
    
 
   I’m sure I stare at the page for quite a long time. I suppose I expected them to have information regarding the Cannon but an entire encyclopedia with the order of assassins as the subject? I begin to flip to page 103 to read what this book has on me but stop when a voice fills the room behind me
 
   “Curious badger, aren’t we?”
 
   My spine straightens but I manage to casually set the book back down on the table before turning around. Before me stands a young man, about twenty years old. He has blond hair and amber eyes that glow in the dim firelight. He wears evening clothes that are adorned with silvers and gold but the detail that catches my attention is the amethyst pin on his chest. It does not take me long to recognize the young man as the charming prince of the Belaroux Empire.
 
   “Your Highness, I presume?” I inquire.
 
   The blond-haired man shakes his head, a curious look in his eyes. “Not here. Here I am merely Finn.”
 
   I raise a suspicious brow. “Quite the regal name.”
 
   The prince shrugs simply. “It’s short for Finnegan.” he replies. “I don’t believe I’ve made your acquaintance. You certainly weren’t at the banquet hall; I would have remembered your face.” His eyes travel up and down my body. “And your scant attire.”
 
   I feel my cheeks redden but the assassin in me angrily shoves the blush away. “My name is Evodine. I am a guest of the king’s.” As he processes this, I wonder what he would look like if I told him that I was Aerietta Elony, and I was here to assassinate someone for the king. He’d probably run from the room, call for help at the very least.
 
   “Evodine,” He rolls the name around on his tongue, as if tasting it. Then he shakes his head. “No. You do not look like an Evodine.”
 
   “No?” I persist, trying to ignore the flutter in my pulse.  Imagining him knowing my identity is one thing, and though I may have no interest in keeping the Swordmaster happy, I know his concerns about my identity being known are valid. “And then what do I look like?”
 
   Prince Finnegan chuckles, a smile that would cause even the most heartless to swoon elegantly spread on his face. “I’m not sure, but not an Evodine, of that I am certain.” His attention turns to the books behind me. “I see you found my reading pile. If something interests you, I would be happy to share.”
 
   I shake my head. “Thank you, but I should be returning to my quarters.” I say, beginning to step away. “It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Prince Finnegan.”
 
   “Please, Finn will suffice, as long as I may call you Evodine.” says the prince. I see something flicker in his eyes and I’m not sure I like it.
 
   I smile briefly but don’t make the prince any promises. Wishing Finn goodnight, I hurry from the library, leaving my candlestick on his desk. When I get out of the library, I turn and head for the kitchens, hoping Drimra left some more food out. As I walk I wonder what Prince Finnegan Atwood would have been doing with books like that. Researching the Cannon’s order of assassins and the magical creatures of old seems like an odd way to spend your nights, especially for a prince who has no needs for such tedious education.
 
   Guards walk the hallways to the kitchens and if I were dressed in more suitable attire I would not hesitate to just walk past them — they would probably suspect I was just a guest of the Keep up late — but because of my nightclothes I keep to the shadows, ducking in and out of rooms to avoid being seen by the palace guards. I’m sure all of them fall beneath the Swordmaster but how many of them are in his personal company? A man named Ulric, for sure, and the Moher man. Jamas is clearly apart of his company but how many more? How many of the palace guards would Lyom trust with his life and the safety of Adandyrl’s Keep?
 
   I spot the door to the kitchen across the hall from the room I have slipped into to avoid being caught by the careless guards. Just before I step back out into the corridor, the door opens and two men I would definitely not consider to be guards exit the room. From their fine clothing and rings adorning their fingers, I would guess they are in King Dryden’s cabinet. In their hands are small delicacies, desserts like finger cakes and other pastries.
 
   “Believe me,” says one of the two cabinet members. He is a tall, lanky gentleman with bleary gray eyes. His tone is superior, as if he believes himself over everyone else. “I have advised the king against this action repeatedly, but once he has something in his mind —”
 
   “He gets his way.” notes the other man. He is younger, shorter than the lanky man with ash blond hair but somehow seems more threatening. It’s something about his eyes that makes me suspicious of him. 
 
   “How many members of the cabinet are aware?” asks the lanky man, beginning to walk down the hallway, about to turn the corner, out of sight and out of earshot.
 
   Intrigued by the conversation more than I am by the growl of my stomach, I slip out of the shadows and follow the cabinet members, keeping a good distance behind them, far enough out that I can hear their words vaguely but can’t see them. Down the hall there are no guards patrolling and I wait for the cabinet members to turn the corner before trailing behind.
 
   “You and me, only.” replies the younger gentleman. “So when the king tells the rest of you tomorrow, try to look surprised, hmm?”
 
   Lanky scoffs. “How can the king expect to be able to control her?”
 
   I lift my chin, ducking into a room when one of them glances over their shoulder. Unseen, unheard. I am wind and shadows, nothing more. 
 
   They are talking about me. I’m not sure whether to feel prideful or despondent. It is good, I suppose. The cabinet members should fear me. They should know what I am capable of and that no one person owns me. But they should also know that I will do whatever it takes to procure my own freedom, and killing Dominik for them will be as easy as swatting down a pesky insect.
 
   “He is bargaining with her.” replies the more sinister of the two. “I believe the bargain has already been struck.”
 
   “Tell me she isn’t staying in the Keep.” frets Lanky.
 
   I cannot see what the other man does but it clues Lanky in and he gasps dramatically. “She could be stalking us in our sleep!”
 
   “Or worse.” the other answers. “Plotting the downfall of Evrallon.”
 
   “You’ve heard the rumors, too, I suppose.”
 
   I slip out of the room when their voices begin to fade into the distance and make my way down the hallway, trying to keep up with them. It would be much easier if there were rafters I could hide in. I could follow overtop with them being none the wiser. I struggle to remain in the shadows while also attempting to keep pace with them, turning the corner sharply. Whatever the other cabinet member replies with, I don’t hear it.
 
   More footsteps echoing down the corridor approach. I let out an annoyed sigh and cease my investigation. I spin and try the door to my left but find it locked. Frowning, I turn to the door across from it but find it bolted as well. The tiniest tendril of fear dripping into my stomach, I take off down the hallway and find a set of stairs that has a hollow beneath them. Using the dim lighting of the Keep at night to my advantage, I roll into the shadows beneath the stairs.
 
   The footsteps carry into the room, then overhead. They aren’t the sound of serviceman boots but rather the clicking of heels.
 
   Princess Haraya.
 
   I recognize her voice when she begins talking to someone as they walk up the stairs I am crouched beneath. She speaks softly with what would appear to be a friend. The young girl responds quickly, in a soft, cheerful voice.
 
   Though I may know little of Princess Haraya, I have already determined that the two of us will never get along. Even if I were a princess, like her, I would still despise the likes of her. How she carries herself, how she speaks.
 
   “Have you spoken with him?” asks the young princess’s friend.
 
   “No,” Haraya admits. “I was hardly given the time.”
 
   “Personally, I don’t —”
 
   “I know your thoughts on the matter, Onna, please refrain from repeating them.”
 
   I wait until Princess Haraya and her friend have long passed before stepping out of the shadows and making my way back to my quarters. I take the same route I took last time, using all my previous hiding places when servicemen walk by. I am surprised at the security inside the Keep, even at night. Does Lyom orchestrate all this? If so I am impressed with his skills in organization; I know few men that would be able to run this tight a ship at twenty-one years of age.
 
   When I have confirmed that the main foyer is clear of guards, apart from the serviceman that still slumbers, I take the steps two at a time, never making a sound. I make my way down the corridor silently and find my closed door. I hesitate before opening it, checking my surroundings to be certain I am alone, and then push the door open, the hinges squealing their protest the entire way.
 
   I’ve barely opened the door when I notice something amiss in the room. The smell of cedar and leather drifts faintly through my room and I spot the source of it in the center of my quarters. Lyom stands with his arms crossed firmly over his chest, brows lowered in annoyance, stance intimidating, and blue eyes glaring. The Swordmaster is clearly disenchanted with my disappearance but it serves him right for leaving me to my own devices for the evening.
 
   I step into the room and close the door, then shrug at him unapologetically. “What?”
 
   “Care to tell me where you’ve been?” It’s more of a demand than a question, and I don’t take kindly to demands.
 
   “I was hungry.” I tell him, which isn’t a lie. I am simply omitting the truth. The Swordmaster really needn’t know that I never actually visited the kitchens but had a run-in with the Prince of Belaroux, eaves dropped on two cabinet members, and was nearly caught by Princess Haraya.
 
   Lyom looks exceedingly annoyed, extending his hand as if waiting for something. “Hand them over.”
 
   “Hand what over?” I ask defiantly.
 
   In two strides Lyom has crossed the distance between us and pulls my hair aside, his fingertips brushing my neck as he does so. I feel a spark of electricity lick up my spine and disappear into my skull and goosebumps suddenly cover my arms. He takes the two pins from Drimra and flashes them in front of my face.
 
   “These.” he says, frowning as he takes a step back. He holds them in his hands when he crosses his arms back over his chest. “What did you do?”
 
   “Nothing, really.” I reply. “I merely grew bored after you left me to watch paint dry in my quarters.”
 
   Lyom’s expression hardens further — if that were even possible. “I sent Jamas with food.”
 
   I roll my eyes, stepping around the Swordmaster. “That was hours ago.”
 
   “I know you did more than nothing. What did you do?”
 
   Skillfully avoiding the question, I stop as if in thought, then turn around to face him. “How long did you wait in here for me, Swordmaster?” I inquire. “Surely you weren’t waiting for me for the hour I was gone, standing there in that ridiculous position.”
 
   “Assassin.”
 
   I consider telling him what really happened for only a moment then decide that it’s better to keep some things from my employers. Loyalty has its boundaries, even if Lyom would disagree.
 
   “I went to the library.” I admit. “I started to go to the kitchens but thought better of it and returned.”
 
   Lyom arches a skeptical brow. “Is that all?”
 
   Nodding, I say, “Yes.”
 
   Lyom doesn’t believe me and appears disillusioned at the prospect of leaving me alone for the rest of the night, even with my pins now in his possession. I could probably use my splinter of wood as another means of escape from the room but Lyom has no way of knowing I have it.
 
   “Are you going to stay here all night, Swordmaster?” I question.
 
   Lyom huffs, something between a laugh and an annoyed grunt. “See that you are awake when I arrive in the morning. We have much planning to do before we embark on our assignment.”
 
   I nod. “How many of your swordsmen will be joining us?”
 
   “Enough.”
 
   I scoff. “How do you expect me to to find a stealthy assassin with enough servicemen in tow?”
 
   “We will stay out of your way as much as is required. Think of us as your escort.” Lyom suggests. “The men all know the details of our mission, but outside of them no one is aware, apart from the king’s cabinet. Surely you can understand the upheaval if you were to be discovered. The lords and ladies of the court, even, have no idea you are here. You are to be known by your alias for the remainder of your time here.”
 
   I lift my chin. “And is Princess Haraya permitted to tell others of my new position?”
 
   I can tell my inquiry has aroused Lyom’s suspicions but he keeps them to himself. “No. We are attempting to keep this matter private. Only the cabinet, a select few of my trusted men, the king, and the princess know, and you are not to tell anyone else.” He levels his stare on me. “No one, not even if you befriend someone at the Keep.”
 
   “Unlikely.”
 
   “I assumed so.” Lyom says with a nod. “Be ready when I return for you in the morning. There are riding clothes in your dresser. Be dressed in them.”
 
   I nod. “As you wish.”
 
   Still annoyed with me and my disappearance, Lyom just gives a brusque nod before leaving me. I hear the door lock and laugh to myself as I blow the candles out and climb into bed, checking to be sure the splinter is still under my pillow. I will have to hide it in my riding clothes tomorrow before Soray and Lisabet find it and report it to Lyom.
 
   Staring up at the ceiling, I consider what I have learned tonight. It is not the conversations I have overheard or the people I have met that keep me up, it is the fact that I have overheard conversations and met people. It would appear the Keep is full of secrets — Prince Finn and his readings, the cabinet members and their deceitfulness — and if there is one thing I about this life that I adore, it is uncovering secrets that most would say should never be uncovered.
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   “There is only one thing in the world worse than being talked about, and that is not being talked about.” 
— Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Assassin.”
 
   My eyes open, ending my dreamless, black sleep. I remain laying down, staring up into unending seas of gunmetal blue and a full mouth turned down in a ceaseless frown.
 
   I sit up, unnerved that the Swordmaster was able to sidle into the room without my knowing — he even managed to get the door open without the hinges squealing me to consciousness. He must have been soundless.
 
   “You’re fortunate I am not in the business of killing, otherwise I would have stolen your title years ago,” imagines Lyom.
 
   I glare, which is only rewarded with an equally annoyed glower from Lyom. He turns away from me and walks to my dresser, glancing over it as if to ensure I have no weapons on display.
 
   “I told you to be ready. Be quick and dress yourself. We have a busy day ahead and you’re wasting my time.” Lyom grumbles.
 
   Nothing like demoralization to raise one’s spirits.
 
   I crawl out of the comfortable bed, slipping the splinter into my hand as I go, and then make my way to the dresser. Lyom steps aside and goes to inspect the rest of the room while I take out my riding clothes and flee to the washroom when it becomes apparent that despite his gentlemanly facade, Lyom does not intend to wait outside for me.
 
   I slip the nightgown off my shoulders and dress in the riding clothes. The trousers are tighter than I’d expect them to be, since they are riding clothes. They are a size too small for me but thankfully the shirt fits me well. I suppose I could have had worse luck — the trousers could have been too short. I take my time when jerking my long, wavy hair into a tight tail at the back of my head so as to annoy Lyom further. When I exit the washroom, I find my dallying has produced the desired effect. Lyom stands with his arms crossed over his chest and a stern grimace on his face. He gives me a once over, as if appraising me critically. He seems to scowl when he notices my tight attire. I sashay past him and easily clap my hands to get his attention.
 
   “Come along, then. Mustn’t keep you for too long.” I cluck, trying a new tactic — ceaseless annoyance.
 
   Lyom escorts me out of my room and into the corridor that leads to the foyer. He says nothing as we approach the stairs but hesitates momentarily before walking down. I realize why the moment I step up and see Princess Haraya seated in the foyer’s sitting area, along with two other women. One of them has bright yellow hair, more brassy than mine, and the other has darker hair like Haraya. If my assessment is correct, Haraya is the only royal of the three; the other two are the daughters of governors or perhaps just citizens of Adandyrl, favored by the king because of his daughter’s friendship with them.
 
   Haraya sits regally, her shoulders pulled back in the perfect manner of a princess, her dark hair delicately pulled into an elaborate twirl. Her jade green dress compliments her skin tone and eyes, I’m sure, but I cannot see them since she faces away from us.
              I can tell the Swordmaster doesn’t want me to walk past these important ladies, especially when dressed in my garb. Haraya may know of me but her friends do not, and explaining to the young ladies that I am one of the king’s guests simply will not do while adorned in this homely getup.
 
   “Try not to draw attention to yourself.” Lyom growls
 
   I trail behind him down the stairs, doing my best to stay out of sight, but the minute Haraya hears our approach she turns to look over her shoulder. Upon seeing Lyom, her eyes light up and she stands, the other girls ceasing their giggling and doing as their princess does.
 
   “Swordmaster,” Haraya says, an airy tone in her voice. I puzzle at her lightness. A beautiful smile graces her face and she curtsies. The two young ladies also curtsy. 
 
   Lyom tries to move away, attempting to block the girl’s view of me with his tall form. He inclines his head as he walks, trying to be respectful to the princess while also moving me out of the foyer as swiftly as possible.
 
   “Your Highness,” he greets.
 
   Over his shoulder, I catch a glimpse of Haraya’s inquisitive stare, which quickly transforms into something like bitterness. Around her neck, I see the same stone I saw before and this close to her, I can tell the writing is not in our language. It’s foreign, one even I do not know.
 
   “I was not aware we had enlisted women in my father’s services.” she comments.
 
   Lyom slows to a stop and I see a muscle in his jaw pop. An unreadable emotion dances in his bottomless eyes. He turns around to face Haraya and I follow his move. “A recent acquisition, My Lady.” he says for the sake of formality.
 
   Haraya’s two friends become more curious, the yellow-haired girl speaking up. “Does she speak?” she asks in a disdainful voice while the other girl snickers.
 
   I gape at her for only a brief moment before I begin to respond as crudely as I can imagine but Lyom silences me before I have the chance.
 
   “She does. But she is being punished for insubordinate behavior. Believe me,” Lyom offers them the faintest of smiles. “you wouldn’t want to hear what she has to say.”
 
   Feeling that the Swordmaster has adequately summed up my response, I nod at the ladies, choosing to ignore his comment of my punishment.
 
   Haraya frowns in disapproval. “Hmm,” she muses. “Her clothes are rather fitted. Is it not inappropriate for her to be wandering the Keep in them with so many prestigious men? Perhaps she should be in a dress, like the rest of us.”
 
   Lyom inclines his head. “If that suits you, Your Highness, then we will have her properly dressed shortly.”
 
   I cut a glare to Lyom. We shall certainly not. I only just got out of my cumbersome, frilly dress and am in no hurry to be confined by the weighty fabrics anytime soon. I have nothing against a good dress — I had many back at the Aerie — but the idea of wearing one here in the Keep isn’t a pleasant one.
 
   “I apologize, ladies. Miss Darlington and I have much to accomplish today. If you will excuse us.” Lyom attempts to bow out but Haraya catches him.
 
   “Swordmaster Livingstone,” Haraya starts.
 
   Lyom faces her and a look passes between the two but before I can identify the meaning, Haraya shakes her head.
 
   “It was nothing.” she says. Her gaze goes to me and her jade eyes narrow. “Enjoy yourself today, Miss Darlington.”
 
   I have to gather my thoughts. Did Lyom just look at someone with something other than hatred? I did not realize that was possible. 
 
   I follow him out of the foyer and down another corridor. I open my mouth to ask him a question but he quietly shushes me, telling me not to say anything until we are out of earshot. After we have turned down another corridor and have made it far from the foyer, I give him a look filled with annoyance.
 
   He scowls. “What is it?”
 
   “My punishment?” I mimic his tone.
 
   “I wasn’t about to let you speak illy of the High Princess Haraya and have your head prematurely separated from your shoulders.” he counters.
 
   My nose scrunches up. “Prematurely? I would like to keep my head permanently attached to my shoulders.”
 
   “Your fate is in your own hands.” Lyom tells me.
 
   “That might be the most comforting thing you’ve ever said to me.” I say.
 
   He says nothing else on our walk to one of the rooms Lyom did not bring me to on our tour yesterday. When we enter, the first thing I see is Moher, Carnahan, and Jamas. My gaze flits down to the sling Carnahan’s arm is held in and I smirk at my triumph. Moher looks a little worse for wear, as well, also a testament of my skills.
 
   The room itself is made up of stone, the walls covered in maps with trade routes marked on them. In the center of the room is a long, large table made of mirrored glass, and on it are charcoal pencils, stacks of paper, and a board with small silver pieces on it, likely used for strategizing.
 
   Moher and Carnahan glare at me as I enter with Lyom, who quickly calls the men’s attention. I am shooed into the corner of the room, which I immediately protest but my complaints get me nowhere. And for the most part, the four of them completely ignore my presence, even when I interject a comment of an idea. Glowering does me no good, either, as Lyom cares nothing about my personal cheerfulness.
 
   “He’s trying to flee from the king,” Carnahan reminds the others in a gruff voice. “Maybe returning to Lydovier?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Moher concedes. “We should start in Blancathey. That was likely the port in which he entered Evrallon. Perhaps someone there noted him. We could have the assassin check the warrant boxes —”
 
   “Contract booths,” I supply.
 
   Moher ignores me. “— to see if he has perhaps left a sign of his being there.”
 
   I scoff. “Why would he do that? Who would he possibly want to draw in?”
 
   I must be invisible because the men continue to talk.
 
   “What say you, Swordmaster?” Carnahan asks Lyom, who has been completely silent, just observing their conversations.
 
   “He is not attempting to draw attention to himself.” is all Lyom responds with from his distant stance.
 
   “What about Torrona?” suggests Jamas. “Or Erod?”
 
   Moher grunts. “What about it?”
 
   “Those villages in particular are known for housing criminals and the like.” Jamas recalls. “Perhaps Dominik would have made a stop there or is even hiding there.”
 
   I shake my head in disbelief. “Why am I even here?” I ask myself, knowing full well Lyom and his men hear not a word from my mouth.
 
   Carnahan nods in agreement. “Torrona is a possibility, as is Erod. We could notify Soldier’s Pond of our arrival and they would be able to shut down the traffic in and out of Torrona, at least. We have no outposts near Erod; we would be on our own there.”
 
   “He isn’t in Erod.” I state.
 
   To my surprise, Lyom glances up at me with a scowl on his face, which silences the other servicemen who had done nothing but squabble amongst themselves the entire time I have been with them.
 
   “Or Torrona.” I continue. “Not unless he and Laderic were attempting to rendezvous with Cicero and Sebastien, which I highly doubt.”
 
   “And why is that?” Carnahan questions, condescension dripping from his lips.
 
   I turn my glare to him, tilting my head to the side as I examine him. He is a burly man, his mustache no longer caked with dirt and grime but his eyes are still the color of mud. That cannot be remedied.
 
   “Dominik and Cicero never got along. While Dominik never showed aggression towards them, he certainly was not Cicero’s biggest fan. He would not be attempting to reconvene with either of them. He’ll take provisions with him and will leave for Adaai as quickly as he can. He’ll be in Helmfirth with Zenith Milbourn.” I tell them, turning to give a patronizing look to Lyom, who conveniently ignored me until this point. “But you couldn’t have known that.”
 
   Lyom continues to glower at me from across the room while Jamas leans over the map in front of him, looking over it. “Who is she?” he asks in Lyom’s stead.
 
   I take that as an invitation to join the group. Walking over, I shove Moher out of my way and look down over the map, standing beside Jamas, who gives me a wide berth.
 
   “Zenith Milbourn is a woman Dominik befriended on one of our missions.” I explain.
 
   Jamas frowns. “Is that typical of him? To befriend random citizens?”
 
   “Not typical, but Zenith was a good contact to have.” I tell him. “She was associated with the Helmfirth record keeper in more ways than one. She was also among the several Helmfirth citizens that ran the trade route into Adaai, meeting in the Menca Denu Expanse —”
 
   “We know where no man’s land is, girl.” hisses Moher.
 
   Rolling my eyes, I return to my explanation. “I assume she still resides in Helmfirth.”
 
   Lyom’s expression has not changed. “You’re certain Dominik will be there?”
 
   “I can think of no better place for him to go.” I reply.
 
   Lyom watches me for a long moment, trying to find a crack in my story. He straightens his posture. “If we get you to Helmfirth, you can find this Milbourn?”
 
   I nod. “Yes.”
 
   “Fine.” Lyom says, turning to his men. “We leave tonight. If the assassin is correct, Dominik could already be across the Adaaian border and in territory in which we have no authority.”
 
   Carnahan huffs. “Pack warmly; there is a storm blowing in from the north. It will catch us before sunrise, even if we left now.”
 
   Jamas nods. “I will rally the men.”
 
   “Only a few,” Lyom tells him. “We needn’t have a company escorting us to Helmfirth.”
 
   “And if we must travel into Adaai?” Moher asks.
 
   Lyom is already walking out of the room, dragging me with him. “Then we will improvise.”
 
   The moment we step into the hallway, Lyom releases me but continues walking quickly. “I assume you can ride.”
 
   “Don’t I need to pack my luggage?” I ask.
 
   He frowns at me. “Will you or will you not require assistance with your horse?”
 
   “I will not require assistance.” I concede.
 
   “And shackles? Will you require those?”
 
   I glare at him. “Absolutely not.”
 
   Instead of being escorted outside and allowed to see sunlight for the first time in two days, as I expected I would be, Lyom returns me to my quarters, saying he has matters to attend to. Likely the spoiled King wanting to know what his Swordmaster has discovered. I pray he will not dally, otherwise we may as well prepare to ride straight into Adaai.
 
   I use the hours I am left alone to consider how to separate Zenith Milbourn from Dominik. Killing Zenith will not be an option, no matter how much the Swordmaster wants Dominik. Not only would it delay Dominik’s death but I would lose a valuable contact in Helmfirth. I never cared too much for Zenith Milbourn but to Dominik’s credit she has proved to be a resourceful ally. Why she ever aligned herself with Dominik in the first place is beyond me. Then I remember his kiss and with sickening clarity know why. I fight the urge to retch.
 
   Of course, I must keep in mind that after Dominik is dead and Zenith becomes aware of his assassination, she may want nothing to do with me. My keeping her out of the killing may be all for naught.
 
   At midday, a meal is brought to me. I eat quickly and scour the room again for any sign of a weapon. Chances are I will not be granted any sort of sharp object until we arrive in Helmfirth, and perhaps not even then. Lyom enjoys making situations difficult. For all I know, he could leave me with no weapon and insist I do the deed alone.
 
   That train of thought leads to yet another. If Dominik is in a public place, how do I remove him? King Dryden said he didn’t much care where Dominik is assassinated or who witnesses it, so long as the deed is done and the king doesn’t have to dip his hands in Dominik’s blood. But by killing him in plain sight, I risk a riot in Helmfirth. The citizens would be outraged and so would the servicemen stationed there. Unfortunately, the Swordmaster would be helpless to aid me if the servicemen there caught me since this is supposed to be a covert operation.
 
   For the remainder of the evening, I alternate between pacing the floor and expending needed energy. I should rest before we leave but I don’t. I sit up against a wall and wait for the sun to set beneath the horizon and the darkness begin to set over Evrallon. I don’t bother to light a candle when the blackness from the windows seeps into my quarters, the only light coming in from beneath the door. The shadows color my room in darkness and give it an eerie feel but somehow I am comfortable in it. Quay’s doing, I suppose.
 
   I remember once when I cried out in my sleep back at the Aerie. I was young, probably no more than four or five years old but I will allays remember the experience. Quay came into the room and took me from my bed, bringing me down the hall of the Aerie and into the barracks. I’d been confused, and when we stepped into the darkness, I’d begun to whimper. This only angered Quay further so he threw me into one of the cells and locked the door.
 
   “I’ll come for you in the morning,” he’d growled. “or whenever you learn to love the darkness.”
 
   Men Quay had captured for the king were in the cells beside me, trying to reach through the bars. I’d screamed for the first hour but my voice dried up as the night went on and I became accustomed to the complete blackness. By morning, I was no longer afraid of the reaching hands or broken teeth, and I no longer feared the darkness.
 
   Twenty-two minutes pass before the door to my quarters opens and Lyom steps in. He is dressed in new attire, wearing a plain gray vest over a too-thin white shirt, tucked into trousers. Boots come up to his knees and a more practical sword is sheathed in the scabbard that hangs off his hips. In his hand is something familiar — knee-high, lace-up, leather boots. My leather boots.
 
   Standing, I begin to approach the Swordmaster. “Thank Heavens,” I say, reaching to snatch the boots from Lyom. I grab them and quickly take my other shoes off, pulling my leather boots back on. The supple leather has molded itself to my feet over the years and they fit perfectly. These boots have taken me all around the world. I am not sentimental about much of anything but a good pair of boots are something to be proud of.
 
   “We are wasting moonlight.” Lyom informs me, escorting me down the corridor and to the stairs of the Keep. In the foyer I see the king and his daughter waiting to see us out, along with Jamas, who I assume is coming with us.
 
   Is this it? I wonder. Only Jamas, Lyom, and me? Doubtful. Moher and Carnahan seemed to imply that they were going as well, and the Swordmaster would not have mentioned that we had enough if we only had three.
 
   In the king’s arms I see another gift he must have for me, apart from my boots. From the near imperceptible hesitation in Lyom’s footsteps, I assume he was unaware of the king’s second gift as well. 
 
   Draped over his arm is my blood red cloak, and yet it doesn’t look like my cloak. New designs have been sewn into the fabric, mimicking the throne the king sits upon. Lighter reds twist and swirl into the fabric and it looks longer than before. Is it even my cloak? I wouldn’t be surprised if the Swordmaster grabbed it from the tunnels before we departed.
 
   At the bottom of the steps, King Dryden smiles at us and walks over, holding my cape out to me. “I believe this belongs to you.”
 
   “Hmm,” I muse, taking the cloak. “I don’t recall having such intricate details on mine.”
 
   Dryden smirks. “We have made a few alterations.”
 
   I give him a suspicious look. “I had thought this was supposed to remain secretive.”
 
   “My involvement is supposed to remain secretive,” the king warns, tone sharp. “Your involvement is to be obvious. Who else will be able to accomplish such a task?”
 
   “You give Dominik too much credit. Your Swordmaster could kill him.” But I suppose the Swordmaster could kill anyone he wanted to. Though I have been with him only a couple of days, I have already determined that he is the kind of man that would sever someone’s head from their body and never flinch. He would watch as the head rolled and his eye would not even twitch.
 
   I am an assassin and even I do not kill someone easily. Perhaps I block out the feelings during the assassination, but when I return to the Aerie or to the home I am staying in, I am forced to deal with the consequences of my actions.
 
   “True,” agrees the king. “But Swordmaster Livingstone would not know where to look for your erstwhile accomplice. I’m trusting you do know how to find him.” It is almost a question.
 
   Spine straightening ever so slightly, I nod. “Of course.”
 
   “Excellent.” The king smiles jovially. “I know you won’t disappoint me, Aerietta. We wish you the best of luck on your assassination.” His gaze goes to his loyal Swordmaster, who stands at my right. “I trust you will keep our assassin in check?”
 
   “Of course, Your Majesty.” Lyom answers.
 
   The king clasps a hand on Lyom’s shoulder and though the air is light, there is an undertone that warns punishment should Lyom fail. I see it in his eyes, note it in King Dryden’s firm grip on Lyom’s shoulder, watch it register silently on Lyom’s face but he seems the farthest thing from fearful. There is respect, yes, but Swordmaster Livingstone does not look worried about the king’s consequences.
 
   “I wish you a safe return, Swordmaster.” Dryden says, contradicting his harsh hold. Dryden looks between the two of us and then chuckles as if just realizing something. “The two of you will do well together. One heartless, and the other soulless. I’ll leave you to decide which is which. And … do try not to kill each other. I’ve found that I rather enjoy making deals with dangerous people.”
 
   Lyom’s expression is serious but he gracefully accepts the king’s blessing and moves past me. His gaze flickers to Haraya and he nods to her quickly before opening the doors to the Keep, waiting for me in the threshold. As I pass, I glance at Haraya to see what her expression is but it has been schooled into an emotionless mask. Frowning at the enigma, I move past Lyom, pulling the cloak around my shoulders and tie it at my collarbone. I look over my shoulder, seeing Jamas give Lyom an unreadable look before following me out. Or maybe it isn’t unreadable. Come to think of it, I wouldn’t be too surprised if I was just horrible at deciphering complex emotions.
 
   Outside I see the true vastness of Lyom’s envoy and pull up short.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes.” Lyom responds. “Should we have to venture into Adaai, we will need several men to travel with.”
 
   There are eight servicemen waiting for us, Moher, Carnahan, and Ulric, another familiar face, among them. Including Jamas, Lyom, and me, that will be eleven of us traveling to Helmfirth. If Dominik even hears the tread of our footsteps in Helmfirth, he will flee across the border before I have even begun to track him down. Not to mention Helmfirth itself will be suspicious. Helmfirth is not notoriously known for harboring criminals but they are bound to become uneasy when an envoy of eleven rides into their village, the Swordmaster among them. Seeing a few servicemen traveling from town to town on orders is different — this is an envoy. We are riding horses from the royal stables and marching with the Swordmaster to King Dryden. I do not foresee this going smoothly for us.
 
   “No one in Helmfirth will trust us.” I state. “I suppose I will have to resort to torturing the information out of the citizens.”
 
   Lyom scowls at me. “That will not be necessary. All but Jamas, Moher, and I will remain outside of the village while you locate Lady Milbourn.”
 
   I scoff. “She is no lady. A lady of the night, perhaps.”
 
   Ignoring me entirely, he continues. “Their presence is only in case we are forced across the border.”
 
   “And if we are?” I question. “You have no authority there, Swordmaster.”
 
   “But you require no authority.” he reminds me. “I only go with you as your escort. Despite what you may believe, the king would like for you to return.”
 
   “And how will we manage to remain inconspicuous? It will be difficult with a caravan of King Dryden’s men.” I note.
 
   He sighs. “Mount your horse. We can discuss the details on the way to Helmfirth.”
 
   Jamas brings me to the horse I am to ride into Helmfirth. It is a tall horse with a dark gray coat. A mare with a long, thick mane and a wavy tail. I mount and wait for the swordsmen to do the same. Lyom gets on his sorrel as the rest of his men do. On the backs of the ponies I see bedrolls and canvas cloths for tents. Saddlebags weigh on other horses, likely filled with food and supplies. Everyone has a form of cloak to wrap around themselves, including Lyom, who takes a black cloak from his saddlebag and pulls the hood over his head.
 
   The air smells of clean rain but the bite of the wind is severe, causing me to believe sleet is on its way. Moher was correct; we will see a storm before morning. We must get moving so that we can get a few miles under our belt before we are forced to set up camp to wait out the storm. 
 
   A harsh gale swirls around me, whipping my red cloak up with it. With my blond hair down in the wind, cloak twisting and writhing about, I wonder if the swordsmen now realize who exactly they have captured and are now working alongside.
 
   I catch glimpses of a few of Lyom’s men watching me with suspicion, waiting for me to lash out at any of them. I recognize a few of them from the walk to Adandyrl and can understand their concern. I had, after all, acted like a madwoman on the ride out of Blancathey. I had been under the impression that the king would either kill me or parade me through the streets as his trophy.
 
   “Time to move.” Lyom announces, leading out.
 
   Moher and Carnahan move up to the front on their horses, walking alongside Lyom as his horse leads the way down the cobblestone pathway that directs us away from Adandyrl, towards Helmfirth. Jamas rides up to me, walking his horse beside mine.
 
   “Have you been instructed to watch me?” I demand.
 
   “Yes, but not for the reason you might assume.” Jamas informs me. “In case it slipped your notice, not all of our men are fond of your presence. I am here to ward off any unnecessary trouble.”
 
   I glance around, noticing the hostile glares some of the swordsmen shoot me. Whether or not I can take care of myself, it will be helpful to have Jamas nearby.
 
   The village is far more still than I had imagined it would be at night. Blancathey is a village of the darkness, so are many of the Evrallonic settlements. But Adandyrl is quiet. As we ride through the village, the only lights come from the doorposts of homes and the occasional streetlamp. The brisk wind that blows through carries with it the sting of winter. I never realize winter is coming until it is upon me; I suppose I’ve never really noticed the cold.
 
   The clip of the horses’ gaits against the cobblestone streets echoes throughout Adandyrl. I think this is when it truly sets in. I am aiding the people that singlehandedly destroyed my kingdom. They blew my home to rubble. I cannot be sure whether Quay would respect my decision or be disappointed that I am changing to the winning side; I would hope he knows me better than that. It has never been about the winning side, it is about survival. No one would understand that better than Quay. I briefly wonder where he is then decide it doesn’t really matter. He chose to walk away, leaving me to deal with the consequences. It is no different than what I am doing now. It all comes back to self preservation.
 
   My gaze flits to Lyom who rides in the front of the envoy. Despite his leaving my room unlocked this afternoon and treating me with a semblance of respect and decency, I still know the Swordmaster trusts me just about as far as he can throw me. He sees the blood I have on my hands and frowns though he has no right to do so. But I have the right to be wary of him as well. I may be the Queen of Crimson, known for her swift executions and stealthy incursions, but he is Evrallon’s Blight, known for his torture tactics and lack of humanity.
 
   And that’s when something else sets in. It’s like I’m suddenly remembering something I’ve shoved to the back of my mind. I suppose I just didn’t want to consider what all this really meant — working with King Dryden’s men, including his ever-loyal Swordmaster that seems to know a little too much about everything. I’ll have to hope his all-seeing eyes don’t see right through whatever cover I have built up around myself.
 
   I’ll have to hope he doesn’t see the Girl of the Elements hiding under the red cloak.
 
   I will have to outdo the Swordmaster in every way or I will not make it back to Adandyrl to receive my pardon. I will have to be twice as crafty, twice as malicious, and twice as heartless if I want to make it out of this alive. Because if I slip up at all and Lyom learns my identity, there will be no hesitation before I am brutally killed.
 
   My stomach hurts at the thought of having to become more like him — more like Quay — but if there is one thing that sunk in during my years at the Aerie, it is that no one else is going to look after you, so you must look after yourself. As assassins, we are to trust no one, because even our shadows will leave us in darkness.
 
   “The Swordmaster said he would explain the plan further but he seems to have ridden off with the others.” I say, my gaze moving up to him once again. It seems that I cannot take my eyes off him, though I suppose I have good reason to be suspicious. He’s an enigma to me.
 
   As if he can see into my mind, Jamas says, “Stop. Whatever you are doing, stop now.”
 
   I frown in confusion, looking back at Jamas. “What?
 
   “You’re curious; you’re trying to learn all you can about him. Do not. You do not realize it now but it will be a mistake you will soon regret.”
 
   “You know nothing of him!” I argue. “For all you know, he could be the Son of the Devil.” I immediately wish I could take the words back for Lisbet’s sake but end up just clamping my mouth shut to halt any further comments.
 
   Jamas straightens, brows furrowing. “Where did you hear that?”
 
   “Nowhere.”
 
   Jamas glares at me. “Lyom Livingstone may not be like us but he has singlehandedly defended our kingdom for more years than any of us, despite his youth. You of all people have no right to look at him and decide what sort of man he is.”
 
   I clench my jaw. Jamas is right, but that does not mean I will cease my wonderings. Jamas said himself that Lyom is not like them — if he is not like his swordsmen, then what is he?
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   “Some minds corrode and grow inactive under the loss of personal liberty; others grow morbid and irritable.”
— Washington Irving, The Sketch Book
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As forecast, the storm rolls in several hours before dawn. By the time the sleet began, we had already set up our tents and had taken shelter for the night, tying horses to the trees along the road. We had hoped to make it to the Badger, an inn on the way to Helmfirth, but it was at least another hour ride to the Badger and riding in this sleet storm would be miserable to say the least.
 
   I lay awake in the bedroll Lyom gave me for hours. No one dares to come out of their tents — not in this weather. Water seeps through the canvas material overhead and a droplet of freezing cold water falls onto my collarbone. I shiver involuntarily and roll over, pulling the blankets further up around me. A fire would be nice about now but the wood will all be wet.
 
   Trying to drift off to sleep is pointless. I have never had a difficult time sleeping during storms — in fact, they lull me to sleep — but for some reason the Devil keeps me awake tonight. It isn’t that I have too much on my mind or that I am uneasy about my encounter with Zenith or that I fear Dominik has already fled the kingdom — I simply cannot sleep. I should rest up, I know, but I can’t make myself close my eyes and fall into another dreamless slumber.
 
   Thunder cracks loudly overhead and through the canvas of the tent I see lightning striking off in the distance. The torrent of sleet that bruises the covering over my head is obnoxiously deafening. I try to ignore the cracks of thunder and flashes of lightning.
 
   I resort to wondering what Lyom is doing in his tent. He and Jamas set up theirs beside mine, effectively boxing me in. I assume Lyom expects me to attempt an escape in the middle of the night. As if I could pass up the opportunity to walk away from Evrallon free and clear after only the death of a traitor.
 
   The air around me is freezing and I wish I had been able to bring more clothes. My red cloak does little to provide warmth and the thin blankets that were provided were damp when I got them. Gooseflesh raises on my arms and I shiver again. I am unaccustomed to being cold because I hardly ever feel it. Lydovier’s winters never bothered me, and when I visited Evrallon on assassinations, the winters were bearable. Now for some reason the chill of winter has cut me to the bone, turning my blood to ice.
 
   Lightning cracks again, illuminating the tent. Lyom is probably asleep, not even thinking about the rest of the ride to Helmfirth. We have little time left before dawn breaks and then we simply have to wait for the sleeting rain to cease, which could be at any time. Then we must continue the six-day ride to Helmfirth. We barely got a day’s ride in tonight so we still have a good five and a half days to go. If we ride through the nights without providing the horses with rest, we could get to Helmfirth quicker, but laming the horses is not the preferable route, especially if we have to ride into Adaai.
 
   My mind then wanders to Lydovier, not for the first time. What is happening to my people there? Have they already been enslaved? The thought of the fallen castle, ruins of homes and villages makes my head pound and bones ache. I hear the screams from the fishing community ringing in my ears and roll onto my side, clamping my hands over my ears. Mothers scream for their children, husbands for their wives, and countrymen for their kingdom.
 
   But then the screams change. I recognize it the moment that it happens. My eyes shoot open and for a moment I believe the screams are right outside my tent. My breath leaves my mouth in huffs as my brain scrambles to determine if the wails are real or not. I should know they aren’t. I should know that I cannot trust my own mind.
 
   I close my eyes, trying to push the screams from my memory. They aren’t screams caused by Evrallonic soldiers — they are screams caused by the Queen of Crimson.
 
   Sometimes I remember them, other times I don’t. Tonight they plague me. I hear whispers, shouts, and howls of pain are my torment. I force my muscles to relax despite the tension in them and let out a long, calculated breath.
 
   The wails in my mind begin to die out and slowly, slowly, I am left in my tent alone. When I open my eyes again, I see only the darkness of the night and hear the flapping of the tent’s canvas opening.
 
   No matter what you hear or think of assassins, we are never without regrets. Even the most deadly of us have nightmares.
 
   I ease back down onto my pillow and lay on my side, eyes still open, afraid that if I close them again I will suddenly see the faces of my victims. Most of them are guilty — murderers, traitors to the Crown, deceptive businessmen, or corrupt officials — but others are those that dared to stand in the way of King Cress’ progress. They are those that supported Afterlighters — people like me. They are those who had the courage to want to make a difference.
 
   Just as another drop of water rolls from the canvas roof and onto my skin, I feel the material at the back of my shirt become fisted and suddenly I’m thrown through the entrance of my tent and into the sleet.
 
   Bam! 
 
   A jolt of pain rushes up into my shoulder as puddles of mud and water splash up into my face and eyes. It’s enough of a shock to me that my breath is immediately stolen away, causing my breath to hitch and I nearly choke.
 
   I roll across the ground in an attempt to ease my fall but my muscles lock up the moment the sleet begins pelting me. 
 
   I splash through the mud, hair whipping into my face and sticking to my cheeks and forehead. I gasp in a breath but only inhale mud and water. Before I can even look up, arms come up around my shoulders and hoist me to my feet.
 
   Lyom’s men. It is the first thought that comes to mind. I recognize the strength in their hands. Jamas had warned me that they were not fond of me but I hadn’t payed much attention to it — I nearly bested the swordsmen once before, I’ll surely be able to replicate my almost-success.
 
   I practically growl at the man to my right, flipping my hair up out of my eyes so that I can see clearly, and what I find is more than a disappointment.
 
   The rugged man that stands before me is not among Lyom’s swordsmen.
 
   The man has dark, long hair that is knotted at the nape of his neck, wearing a heavy hood and jacket to keep the frozen rain off his body. A thick, ratty beard hangs from his face and his muscles bulge beneath his jacket. Even while Lyom’s servicemen are torn from their tents, the ratty man watches me with a smirk. I want to lunge at him, surprise him with an attack, but the two men who are more than twice my size hold me back with such ease it’s embarrassing.
 
   I hear the shing of swords but all rebellions end swiftly. The clan of wanderers outnumber us ten to one. Lyom is suddenly thrown down in front of me, no sword to be found in his hand. In the darkness I barely notice the movement at his sides until more of the wanderers appear and hold the Swordmaster to the ground. He doesn’t even struggle.
 
   The dark-haired marauder chuckles, stepping forward. The crack of thunder and clash of lightning backdrop him as he glances around. I do the same, realizing that all eleven of us are in the hands of the marauders. I curse myself for not listening or being alert, and then I curse Lyom for not placing men on guard duty. I can understand why they wouldn’t want to stand guard, but it’s their duty. This all could have been avoided.
 
   “Well, well,” The marauder looks at me.
 
   “They’re bandits.” Lyom grinds out.
 
   The marauders looks hurt. “No, no, no. Not bandits. We are reavers. The Reavers, actually. Now, what do we have here? It would appear we have the Swordmaster, who no doubt has plenty of loot for us — we’ll come back to that later, I assure you.” He waves a flippant hand at Lyom, who is still pressed down into the mud by three other marauders. Lyom doesn’t even move. His face is completely calm as he looks up at the Reaver, as if everything is going according to plan.
 
   “We have his swordsmen.” the marauder continues, referring to the men that surround us. His gaze returns to me and he scrutinizes me carefully. “Then we have a female swordsman. Tell me, warrior,” he mocks. “when did King Dryden begin employing the weak and helpless?”
 
   I try to scowl at him but it probably looks more like a grimace in the painfully cold rain that runs off my skin. A violent shiver rolls through my body and by this point my hands and feet are numb.
 
   “She’s not one of us.” Lyom growls from where he is being shoved back to the ground, clearly furious that the Reaver implied that I could ever be a swordsman.
 
   I evaluate the situation. There are many more marauders than swordsmen but these men have been trained by Lyom, yet that all stand there. Waiting for their Swordmaster, perhaps?
 
   That’s when my gaze goes to Lyom, who is hardly even worried about anything. He is still on his chest in the mud, hands at his sides as if he is ready to push off the ground at any moment but he doesn’t.
 
   The marauder laughs and approaches me quickly, but he is hardly looking at me. His gaze is on the red cloak that sticks to my form. He grabs it, wringing out the water in his fist as he displays the fabric.
 
   “She wears the color of the king, just as you all do.” he growls.
 
   A laugh tears through my throat, the kind that sounds maniacal and insane. I suppose I am. 
 
   The Reaver’s leader spins on his heel, staring at me. Out of the corner of my eye I see Lyom staring at me, too, a warning for me to be silent. Something in me whispers, Listen to him. Don’t say a word. But my fingers are itching for action, my whole body is trembling from the cold, and I have enough frustration bottled up in me to take down every guard along the Adaaian border.
 
   “Excellent observation, but I believe you’ve drawn the incorrect conclusion.”
 
   Lyom’s eyes narrow into a glare. He opens his mouth to say something, then thinks better of it, rephrasing whatever he was about to say. “Evodine,” he urges. “This is no time for your arrogance.”
 
   The Reaver arches a brow. “So she is one of you.”
 
   “She is no one.” Lyom assures him, which only awards him a boot to the back. He grunts and tries to get off his stomach but he is kicked back down to the ground. He all but growls at the Reaver that has cast him back into the ice-frosted water. “We picked her up along the way. She was traveling alone and we thought it best to bring her along for her own protection.” he bites out through gritted teeth.
 
   The Reaver’s leader shakes his head. “Unlikely story. But, I don’t hate the king, I suppose, so I will let you and your men go, Swordmaster — though I must admit I am disappointed that it took so few of us to take you down. I only demand your gold, jewels, and the girl. We, too, would like to —” The Reaver’s gaze finds mine and something wicked glints in his eyes, even in the dark of night. “— protect her.”
 
   A half laugh, half rumble escapes the marauders. The sound of it makes my insides twist painfully. A memory threatens to flash to the forefront of my mind and I push it away instantly. I need to solve one problem at a time.
 
   “I need no protection, and I am going nowhere with the likes of you. I do not waste my time with the weak and helpless.”
 
   I hear the man’s fist connect with my face before I feel the blow. My head snaps away from the punch and I hear my neck pop. Pain immediately flares up in my cheekbone but I ignore it, turning back to glare at the Reaver. Little does he know that his fit of anger is all it takes to push me over the edge.
 
   I jump up and kick the knees of the men holding me out, dropping them both to the ground instantly. One of them reaches for me as I step away but my foot meets his temple and he collapses.
 
   I hear something behind me and turn to find Lyom on his feet, mud and sleet soaking through his white nightshirt. The four men around him have collapsed on the ground. I find myself staring at him in complete shock for a long moment. How did he …? But then Lyom’s gaze flickers up and meets mine and I see more ebony in his eyes than blue, hate swirling in them. It is enough to knock me out of my trance.
 
   In our swift actions, control over the other swordsmen is broken as the Reaver clan attempts to recapture us, taking the places of their fallen brethren. I back up against Lyom, taking down any man that comes near me with my hands while Lyom takes up a staff thrown to him by Jamas. Not surprisingly, the Swordmaster is a master of more weapons than one.
 
   Swords are drawn and the Reaver marauders drop like flies. The leader of the clan draws his own sword, slashing through his own men to reach the two of us. Before Lyom can even see the Reaver coming, he’s on us. His brutish form throws me to the ground and I land a few inches away from another marauder, who smiles down at me like I am his new prize. I narrowly roll out of the way before his axe descends, nearly slicing me down the middle. I scramble to my feet and prepare myself to take down the brute.
 
   It’s not as if I have never taken someone of his size down before.
 
   It is true, Quay never sent me on missions with burly men as the targets. Sebastien and Cicero were the twin terrors that were given those missions, but it does not mean I cannot handle my own.
 
   The axe is swung my direction and I sidestep it before I am caught in its blade. I bump into someone behind me and the strangest cold and electricity spills over my shoulders. I spin, ready to strike, but it’s only Lyom, who is engaged in combat with the Reavers’ leader. I’m only given a second to see him easily ducking beneath the swings of the saber before the barbaric ogre has materialized behind me.
 
   The man grabs me by my neck, trying to toss me away like the wench he thinks I am, but before he can cast me aside, I grab onto his shirt and whip myself around him, scissoring my legs around his neck. I quickly somersault, pulling the marauder with me. He crashes into the ground and tumbles through the mud. I quickly jump to my feet and prepare to take him on again when Jamas appears out of the darkness behind him, swiftly ending the Reaver with his sword.
 
   Then, I hear a loud, sickening crunch.
 
   I turn around see if the leader has bested Lyom but find the Swordmaster standing over the body of the marauder, his staff in his hand. I stare down at the body of the fallen Reaver and see the odd tilt of his head, the elongated shape of it. Lyom broke his neck. 
 
   With a staff … he broke it.
 
   He lets out a breath and turns around. It’s hard to see his expression in the darkness but I can tell he is ready to depart now.
 
   “Prepare the horses.” he shouts to his men, which all stand around us, waiting for orders. “We need to move from this location.”
 
   Behind me, Jamas nods his head and sheathes his weapon, returning to his tent to grab his saddle. I do the same, carrying my saddle and bridle to my mare, tacking her up with haste. She does not appreciate my sharp cinching but we don’t have time to be gentle.
 
   As the men bestride their horses and take the tents down, I look around at the fallen bodies. I see where Lyom was cast to the ground and the four men laying unconscious or dead there. I see several other men that seem to be in a line to where the broken-necked leader lays, already becoming one with the Earth. I have to force myself not to look at Lyom with suspicion. At least nine of the dead marauders were killed by his hand.
 
   We head out quickly once the tents are packed up, moving out at a quick pace with Lyom in the lead as usual, leaving the bodies of the Reavers behind us. Sleet pelts my face and my entire body feels numb. I have lost all feeling in my hands and feet by the time we arrive at the Badger more than an hour later.
 
   Jamas is the first to get off and I follow quickly after. Lightning strikes somewhere nearby and one of the horses spooks, rearing up on its hind legs. The serviceman on the horse falls off backwards, landing on the ground hard. Lyom glares over his shoulder at the fallen swordsman.
 
   “Soldier,” he barks. “Get off the ground. Get the horses stalled.”
 
   The soldier picks himself up off the ground as others dismount, snickering as they pass him. I step up under the marquee of the inn, shivers rolling through my body. Lightning flashes again, illuminating Lyom’s form as he gets off his steed, handing his reins off to Carnahan. In the brief flash I see a streak of red but don’t know what it’s from until Lyom moves into the light of the flickering candle behind me.
 
   Lyom’s tunic is soaked through with blood, starting at the line that streaks across his chest. He moves fluidly, however, and acts as though he doesn’t even realize he’s been slashed. When he steps up onto the porch, I raise a brow at him.
 
   “The leader prevailed after all?” I inquire.
 
   He just scowls and strides past me to encounter the innkeeper inside. I decide to let him do the talking. We will have a better chance with the kindly old innkeepers if I stay outside, even with Lyom’s jagged cut ruining the civility of the mood.
 
   Jamas walks up the steps and moves past me but I wait until Lyom tells us he has rooms before I actually walk in.
 
   Inside I see Lyom holding a towel to his wound, still speaking with the innkeepers. The inside of the Badger is quaint and quiet, lit with warmth, just like it was the last time I was here. The stairs lead up straight from the foyer of the small inn and rooms on the first and second floors lead off from the main foyer. In my mind’s eye, I see myself, three years ago, with shorter hair that has been pinned up under a cap. I was disguised as a young stable boy traveling with his master, a man who also had no idea who I was.
 
   The old couple — Bhedo and Neena — halfheartedly speak with Lyom but their real attention is on the rest of the room, surveying the swordsmen that enter. They’re suspicious, of course. I would be as well if the Queen of Crimson had swept through my small in only three years prior. 
 
   I step up beside Jamas, out of sight of the innkeepers.
 
   Jamas looks curious. “What are you doing?”
 
   I shrug. “Let us just say it would be best if the innkeepers do not know I am traveling with you.”
 
   Jamas sighs loudly. “Find someone else to hide behind. I must return to the Swordmaster.”
 
   I walk upstairs and claim a room while I am waiting for the servicemen to all settle down for the few hours we have left until dawn breaks. When I am sure Bhedo and Neena have returned to their personal quarters, I walk outside and find the Swordmaster’s quarters after opening several wrong doors.
 
   Lyom is in a room just like mine with Carnahan and Jamas. His shirt has been cast aside on the floor, still soaking wet, and his bare chest is only partly covered by a bandage but blood seeps through it. How deep did the sword cut?
 
   For a brief moment I find myself staring at Lyom. It’s not that I’ve never seen the bare chest of a man before, it just feels strange to see his. 
 
   He has broad shoulders, broader than I expected they would be, and his clothes do little justice to the muscles that lie beneath. While Lyom’s form is lean, his muscles are toned and absolutely present. He is no spindle. But none of that is what strikes me as odd.
 
   He has no scars. 
 
   Zero. 
 
   Not even the remnant of one. 
 
   How is that possible? The Keep must have miraculous healers, or perhaps he’s managed to elude the swords of his enemies until now. One thing is for sure: this wound will scar.
 
   Carnahan growls. “Is her presence necessary?”
 
   Lyom doesn’t even look at me. “She’s fine.”
 
   Heat rushes to my cheeks when I realize I’ve been staring at Lyom’s bare chest for the past thirty seconds. Blushing. I’m blushing! I could kill myself now.
 
   Clearing my throat and regaining my composure, I remind myself of why I came looking for Lyom in the first place.
 
   “No one was on guard?” I try to demand it but it comes off as more of a passive question.
 
   Lyom shows no emotion but Carnahan rolls his eyes, seemingly saying, Here we go. Jamas’ shoulders are slouched as if he does not have the energy to listen to my protests but that is too bad for him because I have a bone to pick.
 
   “Those ravagers walked into our camp, Lyom.” I inform him as if he were not there to witness it all. “They waltzed in like ballerinas and tore us from our tents.”
 
   “I know.” Lyom states evenly.
 
   “They picked us apart like petals on a rose!” I exclaim.
 
   I watch the rise and fall of Lyom’s bandaged chest as Carnahan wraps another layer of gauze over it. “I’m aware.”
 
   I barely hear him, too much blood rushing in my ears.  “How does that happen? Are your men so weak that they cannot withstand the sleet of their own land long enough for an hour shift each? If you had let me, I would have guarded the camp. I would have done better than your buffoons, that you can be —”
 
   “Enough.” Lyom shouts, standing up sharply. His blue eyes burn with fire, the first real emotion I have seen on his face all day. “I understand, Assassin. It was an oversight. But you can’t exactly expect me to trust you, can you? So no, it would not have been as easy as placing you over the guards and allowing you to watch over us while we sleep. Trust isn’t something you’re given; it’s something you earn, and you have done nothing to deserve my trust,” growls Lyom. He takes a step closer, towering over me. His voice drops to a threatening octave. “You are a horrible mix of characteristics. You are not brave enough to do what is right but are just arrogant enough to believe that you can do anything and get away with it. You will never be able to fight and win because you have too much of a conscience, and too little of one. You are neither hot nor cold, and that makes you a liability.”
 
   My jaw tightens. Insults do not sway me. I have about the thickest skin of anyone I have ever encountered. Yet for some reason Lyom’s words affect me. They don’t cut deep, nor do they make me want to cry at the truth of his words, they just sit strangely in my chest. Probably because I know he is right. What he does not know is that when I am on an assignment, I have no qualms about killing. It is one of the things I despise about myself.
 
   I tilt my chin up defiantly. “And what are you, Swordmaster? Are you the one with too much of a conscience, or too little?”
 
   His gaze darkens and he tilts his head down further so I am the only one in the room that can hear his words. “Everything you have heard about me is true,” he hisses in a deep whisper. “I am the one without a conscience.”
 
   My pulse skitters and I feel my stomach twist into a knot. Somehow, I wish I hadn’t heard him say it. It is the answer I expected from him, but for some reason I did not expect him to own up to it. I would never admit that I had no conscience aloud, but the Swordmaster seems almost proud of it.
 
   His gaze flits to something on my face, breaking eye contact only momentarily. Without losing any of his rigidness but raising his voice slightly, he says, “You should have Carnahan clean that.”
 
   Clean what? I wonder. The throbbing sensation at my cheekbone indicates a slight cut or perhaps just an abrasion but it’s nothing serious.
 
   Then Lyom shoves past me, walking out of the room. The door slams behind him and Jamas winces at the sound of it. Carnahan chuckles and wipes his hands off, taking up a bandage.
 
   “Lyom said to clean your wound …” Carnahan says.
 
   I give him a deadly glare. “Lay one hand on me and I will slit your throat.”
 
   Jamas glowers. “Not instilling trust.”
 
   “That is not what I am here for.”
 
   I leave the room, heading back to my own. When I get back inside, I strip my top layer of clothes off and collapse onto the bed, falling into a dreamless sleep. When the sun rises, we settle into a routine motion, tacking and leaving the Badger. I manage to avoid being recognized by the innkeepers as we leave, thankfully; I don’t need to stir up old ghosts while the Swordmaster is already strung as taut as a bow. While I do not mind Lyom and his distrust of me, I will mind his constant hostility if I am to stay at the Keep for the next while until the king draws up my pardon. I cannot imagine having to deal with him every day.
 
   We ride for days, keeping a quick pace. The cut on my cheek has healed slowly compared to the slice across Lyom’s chest but never once do I ask for medicinal aid.
 
   In less than five day’s time, the coming of dawn springing forth over the mountains in the Menca Denu, Helmfirth comes into view. The village has not even awoken yet. Helmfirth is a sleepy town, not known for causing much trouble. The inhabitants earn their coins from selling tradable goods to Zenith Milbourn, who then brings the goods into the Menca Denu, the expanse between Adaai and Evrallon, to be traded for other valuable items, such as the precious gems that can only be found here.
 
   The homes are made of wood and colored roofing shingles. The street that runs through the center of Helmfirth and forks outward from there is not of cobblestone but rather slate and brick, pieced together to make an interesting pathway through the village. The large windows of all the houses glitter with the early morning sunlight. Helmfirth looks peaceful and quiet at this time of day, and it mostly is, but I have been to one or two of the record keeper’s gatherings, and they are never the admirable of sorts.
 
   Lyom’s men pull to a stop before we ride into Helmfirth, which I appreciate. Carnahan huffs a loud groan and dismounts, pulling his horse to the safety of the lush trees to conceal him. The other soldiers follow his lead and then return to where the Swordmaster sits upon his horse.
 
   “We should be back before nightfall, assuming the assassin does her job correctly.” Lyom tells Carnahan.
 
   I glare. “As long as you remain unnoticed, all will go according to plan.”
 
   Lyom just nods, keeping his gaze on Carnahan. “Set up camp away from the road, and keep the men away from the villagers of Helmfirth. We cannot afford one of them returning with news of an envoy’s arrival.”
 
   “Understood, sir.” Carnahan grumbles.
 
   Moher, Jamas, Lyom, and I ride down into Helmfirth after Lyom hands his black cloak, red belt, and pendant over to Carnahan. Moher and Jamas also give over their colors and become indistinguishable from the villagers of Helmfirth.
 
   As we ride down the slate and brick street, the sleepy village begins to stir. I hear a horse call out to one of ours and my gray mare perks her ears up, head raising. I pat her on the neck to return her attention to me and ride on.
 
   A few merchants are already in the streets, preparing their booths for the approaching day. Men and women slowly begin to get around when we tie our horses up at the only tavern in Helmfirth — the Cask. It is a tavern of average size and, from what I recall, is always open for business, especially in the early hours of the morning. I dismount my mare and turn to face Lyom, who has already looped his steed’s reins around the hitching post.
 
   “Zenith will likely be inside. If not, I can easily visit her residence.” I tell him.
 
   Lyom’s scowl informs me that his trust for me has not been strengthened — not that I had expected it to. “We shall go with you.”
 
   “Absolutely not.” I say adamantly. “Your presence will only disturb the peace.”
 
   “And yours will not?” Lyom counters.
 
   “I am accustomed to blending into the background.” I argue, my eyes skimming the Swordmaster quickly but pointedly to make my meaning clear. “You seem to only be able to draw attention to yourself.” Lyom is like the sun; all eyes gravitate towards it, but it is too hot to touch, too bright to look at. Lyom’s presence would ruin everything.
 
   Lyom seems to know this and his chest raises slightly as if he is telling me that though I have made this decision, he is still in charge. I roll my eyes as I turn to walk away but hesitate before entering the Cask, where already I can hear noise from within.
 
   “Oh,” I begin, walking back to Lyom. “And I will need a weapon.”
 
   “What?” Lyom demands.
 
   I frown. “Don’t make a scene, Swordmaster. I require a weapon in case Zenith should attack me. You know how hard hand-to-hand combat can be.”
 
   Glaring, Lyom pulls out a dagger and catches it in his hand, turning the hilt to me. I gladly take it from him and slip it into the belt around my waist, concealing it with my blood red cloak.
 
   “Much obliged.” I say before strolling into the Cask.
 
   This alehouse is far tamer than it was the last time I was in Helmfirth, though when I had visited the Cask before, it was on a holiday and after dark. Now, in the early morning, it is only occupied by the inebriated and fool young men that are attempting to look more grown by “drinking their sorrows away,” as if such young boys could know sorrow.
 
   I take care to notice which of the locals are truly drunk and stumbling about and which are somewhat sober and lacking the bleary eyes of others. The bartender is a woman, surprisingly. She has white hair, far blonder than mine, and her form is slight. She has blue eyes that glisten like sapphires and skin that is nearly as pale as her hair. She does not watch me as I enter but continues to shine the glasses at the counter, setting them aside and pushing them down the bar where a woman identical to her places them on the shelf behind the two women.
 
   It takes me little time to find Zenith, who is among the twenty men and women that remain in the Cask. Zenith stands at the back of the Cask, deep red hair pulled up in graceful wisps behind her head, tendrils flowing around her pale face that is powdered with fine dusts. Her muted green eyes sparkle as she speaks in hushed tones to one of the locals at the back, conducting business, I’m sure. Zenith has always enjoyed the Cask and its secrecy — none of the inebriates will ever overhear her conversations and check into her story. Far more work in the trading business can be done under the cover of ale.
 
   “Zenith.” I call as I approach her, hoping that she will run; the chase is the only part of being an assassin that I really enjoy.  It supplies me with adrenaline, something I need if I’m going to complete an assignment and kill someone — often times an innocent. But to my great disappointment, Zenith only looks up, bats her eyelashes, and smiles incredibly wide, shooing her business partner along.
 
   “Aerietta, darling,” Zenith coos. “So good to see you.”
 
   I roll my eyes. Zenith has never liked me. I grab her by the shoulder and attempt to discreetly push her into the washroom, which is occupied by a man splashing water on his face. The man glares at us when we enter.
 
   “Hey. Wait your turn.” he spits.
 
   I take my knife out and throw it at the man’s head, allowing my blade to miss by a centimeter, skimming the left side of his beard off. That is all the persuasion he needs to leave the washroom in a rush. When Lyom sees him race out of the tavern I am sure he will be annoyed with me for causing a scene when I made him stay outside.
 
   I grab my knife and lock the washroom door. Zenith just laughs, waving a hand flippantly at me. She is ten, almost eleven years older than me, nearly twenty-eight years old, yet she looks like she could be my age. She just has a young face. By the time she is forty, people will still believe she is twenty. I envy her for that.
 
   “Oh, please, Aerietta. Are you really going to threaten me?” she asks.
 
   “I only have a question for you.” I reply. “I need to know where Dominik is.”
 
   Zenith laughs. “You and me, both, Darlin’.” says Zenith in a disgusted tone. “He came looking for me days ago and vanished in the night.”
 
   I let out an annoyed breath. “He was here?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “When did he depart? Where did he go?”
 
   Zenith sighs, taking a pin out of her red hair and letting it fall to her shoulders. Her hair is probably six inches shorter than it was when last I saw her, only falling to an inch below her shoulders, which are adorned in green fabrics, keeping her warm in the winter months.
 
   “I regret to inform you that Dominik does not trust me anymore. I suppose I did something to make him believe I was one to kiss and tell.” Zenith rolls her eyes. “He came here looking for you. I was just a pleasant distraction for him.”
 
   My jaw works. Good to know Dominik already believes I have escaped. Perhaps he knows I will come looking for him and is attempting to kill me before I can kill him. Could he be tracking me down? Little does he know that I am being commissioned by the king, his former employer, to kill him.
 
   For a brief moment I allow myself to wonder what made Dominik change his mind about the Cannon. When did the switch happen? How long has he been planning this? Even his swift departure seems … organized. Somehow he knew I would not be deterred by the king, or perhaps he assumed I never went to the rendezvous. Either way, he has predicted my coming after him, and has slipped into the shadows or is planning his attack, one.
 
   “When did he depart, Zenith?” I ask.
 
   Zenith, deciding her helpfulness is at its end, replies with, “Did you ride in with the Swordmaster?” she inquires. “That little elf I was speaking to in the tavern said he’d just seen a company of soldiers and the king’s Swordmaster ride up to Helmfirth, though they did not come through the city gates.”
 
   I glare at her. “Elves do not exist anymore.” I snap, deciding to disregard her true question.
 
   Ignoring my comment just as well, Zenith smiles. “What is the Swordmaster like? I hear he is almost as cruel as you. Heartless, they say. Or was it soulless? It is so easy to get your reputations mixed up.”
 
   “Zenith,” I try again, my tone bordering on hostility.
 
   “So you have finally decided to change sides, hmm? And it only took your kingdom falling to its knees to have the change of heart.” Zenith winks, testing my patience. “Word travels fast in Evrallon, sweetheart.”
 
   I try to compose myself. “Dominik switched sides before I did.” I say, then realize how childish it comes across.
 
   Zenith laughs. “Did he? Good for him. So lucrative.” she shrugs girlishly. “I would know.”
 
   I roll my eyes. Zenith does not need to die. She would only be an unfortunate casualty, one I can avoid. There is no guarantee that she will ever aid me again but if I am ever in need of a good exporter, I always know where to find her. Letting out a pent up breath, I say, “So you haven’t the faintest as to where he would go?” I inquire, though I already know where I would go if I were him.
 
   Zenith smirks. “If he knows you are looking for him and bringing all of Evrallon’s soldiers with you, he will be headed for the hills.”
 
   “Wondrous.” I comment. “Thank you for your helpful information.” I say sarcastically before turning and leaving the room.
 
   “I hear the Swordmaster is also looking for someone else.” Zenith calls to my back.
 
   I hesitate before taking another step out of the washroom, then glance around the tavern to see if any local inebriates are observing our conversation. I look at Zenith, daring her to continue.
 
   Zenith raises a snarky brow. “As if you wouldn’t know. You have heard the rumors about him, have you not?”
 
   A feel the smallest trickle of fear drain into my blood. I reluctantly return to the washroom and close the door, giving Zenith my attention. I loathe the power she now wields over me but if she knows something of Princess Cress — of me — then I must know it. But something else she’s said snags my attention.
 
   “What rumors?”
 
   Zenith lifts a shoulder in an effortless shrug. I stand perfectly still as she elegantly goes to examine her fingernails. “Oh, you know, just gossip really.”
 
   Knowing that Zenith’s forthcoming attitude will only last so long, I take to another topic. “The Swordmaster searches for Dominik. He is wanted by the king.”
 
   Zenith laughs, shaking her hair out. “Don’t play dense; you know who else the Swordmaster searches for.” Zenith leans in close, greenish-yellow eyes narrowing. “The princess of your fallen kingdom. Rumored to be the next Girl, though the kingdoms would have us believe the Afterlighters died out. She even has a Jezdah on her back.” Zenith’s eyes open in mock surprise. “A Jezdah like yours, perhaps?”
 
   My jaw tightens. “I do not even know what a Jezdah is, you harlot.”
 
   “Oh, please, Aerietta.” Zenith drawls. “I spotted it on your shoulder last year. You think you are so secretive. What do you suppose the Swordmaster would do if he saw your Jezdah?” implies Zenith, batting her eyes. “Why, he’d kill you on the spot. That is what you plan to do with Dominik, is it not?”
 
   I flip my dagger out and throw Zenith against the back wall, sliding my knife up throat. Zenith shrieks and tries to back away from my blade, brave until the silver of the brand is against her neck. She quickly grabs at my wrists.
 
   “How do you know this?” I demand. “How could you have known Swordmaster Livingstone searches for Princess Cress?”
 
   “I am friends with the record keeper, Lord Tere!” she reminds me. “He is within the king’s inner circle and has overheard some of his plans!”
 
   I press the knife deeper into her throat and she screams but I cut her voice off with my hand. “Why does the king want Princess Cress dead? Because she can claim the Lydovier throne?”
 
   A small, pathetic tear escapes one of Zenith’s eyes. “I’m not sure,” she cries. “The record keeper only tells me so much!” She pants quickly, trying to come up with a solution to her deteriorating situation. “Release me, Aerietta, or I will reveal your identity to the Swordmaster.”
 
   “Must I remind you who holds the dagger?” I ask. “I know you know more — why does he seek her?”
 
   Zenith laughs. “She is the Girl, for crying out loud!” she exclaims. “Rumors in Helmfirth has it that Darkness is coming to Evrallon.”
 
   I frown. “Darkness?”
 
   Continuing as if I’ve said nothing, Zenith says, “And when it comes, it will give the Children a choice.”
 
   Children? As in, more than one? I decide Zenith is more insane than I’d ever thought she was. She will give me no further information, and if she did, it would be as gibberish as speaking of darkness and Afterlighters. “If you say anything, I will kill you. You shall remain silent about this matter. Princess Cress is dead. Do you understand?”
 
   Zenith’s jaw clenches but she nods her head quickly. I release her and she clasps a hand over her neck, stopping the trickle of blood before it can stain the green satin. I begin to leave the washroom for good this time when Zenith straightens up, calling to me. I stop and barely turn, looking over my shoulder. Zenith rolls her shoulders back in a defiant way and levels me with a black look.
 
   “I would be careful who I surrounded myself with if I were you.” Zenith suggests. “It would seem many are seeking the dead Princess Cress.”
 
   I leave before Zenith can let loose another cryptic message but take her last words to heart. If there truly are others looking for the lost princess, I must be wary of who sees me at all times. And though I hate to admit it, Zenith is correct. The moment Lyom spots my Jezdah, I will be killed sight unseen, just as I am supposed to do with Dominik. No one must see the mark I was cursed with — not for as long as I am within arms length of Lyom Livingstone.
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   “No man, for any considerable period, can wear one face to himself and another to the multitude, without finally getting bewildered as to which may be the true.”
— Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Dominik is not here.”
 
   Lyom scowls. “I thought you said he would be.”
 
   “I said,” I correct, “that Zenith would be able to tell us where he was. He’s not in Helmfirth.”
 
   Lyom glowers while Jamas lets out a disappointed breath. “Adaai?”
 
   “Most likely.” I reply. “I need to be certain, though. I need to speak with the record keeper.”
 
   “If by speak, you mean kill, I do not grant permission.” says Lyom.
 
   “I mean speak.” I answer in a controlled tone. “If Dominik went into Adaai he will have met with the record keeper to accumulate food and supplies to make it through the Menca Denu. He did not tell Zenith where he was going, so my guess is that he wanted to keep her out of his affairs. The record keeper, however, is far from valuable in his eyes. He will not have minded gathering supplies from him and drawing him into the mix.”
 
   “You want to ask the record keeper if he has seen Dominik.” Lyom concludes.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Lyom groans in a mix between frustration and annoyance. “The record keeper is not here.”
 
   I gape. “What?”
 
   “He’s not here.” Lyom repeats.
 
   I blink in confusion. “If he’s not here, then where is he?”
 
   “He travels.” Lyom answers. “He will be in Erod.”
 
   Wonderful. It would figure that nothing would be easily solved. “Erod is close. If we rush, we can make it there before sundown.”
 
   “Is it necessary?” Lyom asks seriously.
 
   I consider what Zenith said about the record keeper’s eavesdropping. He knows why the king wants Princess Cress dead and perhaps knows more. What if the record keeper knows who I am? The last time I saw him, I was going under the alias Sabel Forefall, the young married woman who was not content with her new husband, Haslett Forefall — also known as Dominik Giovani. For all I know, he is now aware of my true identity and could reveal it to the king, if he is in close contact with him.
 
   I quickly nod my head. “Yes.” I answer. “We don’t want to ride into Adaai without knowing whether Dominik is actually there or not.”
 
   Thankfully, Lyom does as I have asked and we return to his men, preparing for our ride to Erod. We ride quickly and make good time, even though we stop to water our horses and break for food. The storm that rolls in through the mountains holds back just long enough for us to ride into Erod, which is far more lively than Helmfirth.
 
   We move as an envoy into Erod, arriving just as the storm breaks overhead. Lightning flashes and frozen rain begins to fall from the sky, yet the inebriates of Erod dance in the streets, lapping up the sleet. Shouts and guffaws ring out from all areas of the village. There is no festival or holiday this day yet Erod celebrates. Cicero and Sebastien used to frequent Erod, saying it was a happy village. Laderic and Dominik, on the other hand, saw it as a brothel town, even though Erod gets its main income from the fine dyes and jewelry made from their indigo and lapis lazuli.
 
   Taking shelter beneath a marquee, Lyom decides that it will be best that he find the record keeper and speak to him but I am not about to let that happen.
 
   “I don’t trust that you won’t accidentally kill him.” says Lyom with a frown.
 
   “Why would I want to kill him?” I demand.
 
   Lyom raises a brow. “Do you need a reason?”
 
   I try to pretend that Lyom’s words do not affect me. “Anik Tere’s name is not in the contracts, first of all. Second of all, may I remind you, I no longer work for Quay and King Cress. I simply want to find Dominik and get this adventure over with.”
 
   Lyom appears skeptical of my motives and he is wise to be. I’m not sure if he senses another intention behind my face but he does not seem particularly charmed about allowing me to meet with Helmfirth’s record keeper in private.
 
   “But first we must find him.” I remind Lyom. “Erod is no small village and he could have be in any inn or tavern.”
 
   Lyom shakes his head. “He will be with the other record keepers at Mykel Laeves’ estate.”
 
   I quirk a brow. “Mykel Laeves is …?”
 
   “Erod’s record keeper.” Jamas replies informatively. “At this time every year, a different record keeper holds a masquerade ball to discuss each village’s exports and imports. I would suspect it is Mykel Leaves’ turn to host. Swordmaster?” Jamas looks to his commander for confirmation.
 
   Lyom nods. “Mykel Leaves’ estate overlooks the Menca Denu.” Lyom explains in a completely even tone. “The festivities will continue for several days. Women from around Evrallon are invited to meet the record keepers and several less-than-noteworthy men join as well. The estate will be swarming with people.” continues Lyom, who shoots me a look out of the corner of his eye. “Which is why it would be best if I approached Anik Tere.”
 
   “It is a masquerade ball. I could dress up as anyone I wanted to and no one would be the wiser.” I argue.
 
   “I’m not asking.” Lyom says firmly. “I will go and question Anik Tere. He will talk, especially if he knows he has aided a traitor to the king.”
 
   Irked by Lyom’s commanding tone, I query, “And me? What shall I do in your absence? Twiddle my thumbs?”
              “If you wish.” Lyom answers. “You will stay with Jamas and the others until I return.”
 
   I practically gape at Lyom. “Are you serious?”
 
   “As the grave.” Lyom replies.
 
   I snatch hold of my composure and try not to make a fool of myself. “Lyom, what if he lies to you? How will you know? He will not lie to me.”
 
   Lyom seems to consider this for a moment and at first I allow myself to hope that Lyom plans to let me join but ultimately chooses to go it on his own and I am left in a village hotel with little to do other than twiddle my thumbs. It’s a larger inn than the ones I am used to staying at. In fact, I would not be surprised if half of Erod has taken up residency here.
 
   It reminds me of the Keep. Music playing in the halls, light dancing in every corridor, and the hushed whispers of  fifty guests when we first enter, looking at us confusedly. Many of them look as though they are planning on going to the masquerade ball. I see one woman dressed in a pale yellow dress with feathers on her arms, another in a slimmer gown, arms painted with green scales. Yes, definitely headed to the record keeper’s masquerade ball.
 
   Jamas deposits me in my room a few minutes after we arrive. Carnahan and Moher are the two in charge of guarding me, standing watch in the hallway. I can hear them chatting back and forth, occasionally chortling at a trite joke the other has made.
 
   I pace back and forth in the middle of my room, the whole time listening to the boisterous chatter of inn guests down the halls and the words of Carnahan and Moher outside my door in the hallway.
 
   When night falls about thirty minutes later, I hear a knock on the door to my room. I glance up from where I am sitting on the floor, my back to the wall. Jamas pushes the door in and steps up into the threshold.
 
   “The innkeepers have prepared a meal for us.” Jamas tells me.
 
   I halfway ignore him despite the gnawing in my stomach. “Has Lyom returned?”
 
   Jamas scowls. “No, Aerietta. Are you going to eat or not?”
 
   I push myself to my feet and follow him out of the room, glancing at Carnahan as I pass him, since he is the more likely of the two to attempt to trip me down the stairs or something.
 
   The dining room is full of strangers and I am without a disguise, practically naked because of my lack of a mask or cloak or something. I don’t think I have ever been in a room with so many people dressed as myself. It makes my skin crawl.
 
   I instantly feel awkward eating around so many people. It isn’t that they are staring at me with hateful or knowing looks but I just do not feel comfortable. The meal feels almost like a social gathering — the smiles, the laughter. Strangely enough, it reminds me of the Aerie.
 
   I leave before everyone has eaten, returning to the quarters Lyom leased for me, passing Moher and Carnahan, my new shadows, along the way. Knots begin to wind their way into my stomach when I return to my room. I consider what Lyom is doing at this very moment — perhaps he has already been invited into the party, since he is the Swordmaster, and is speaking with the record keeper. What will Anik tell him? If he suspects I am Princess Cress, will he not tell his own king’s Swordmaster?
 
   It takes me less than thirty seconds to concoct a plan, and even less than that to escape through my second-story window and drop down onto the unguarded streets below. The few people that are still drunkenly bumbling about barely notice me. I slip through the darkness and make my way up the pathway to Laeves’ estate.
 
   The wind bites at me as I run towards the estate, stopping when I am within sight of the two guards that stand outside the doors, watching everyone that enters. They will not allow me inside. It would be easy enough for me to get in through one of the second-floor windows but it would not help me once inside.
 
   I frown in thought, watching the young ladies that stroll in past the guards, winking at them slyly. The guards barely lift an eyebrow at them, other than to approvingly assess them.
 
   I need a gown. I feel sick even thinking it. When I’d planned to infiltrate Anik tere’s party back at the inn, I had imagined myself scaling the walls of the building, prying a window open, and slipping through like nothing more than a mere breeze. Never did it cross my mind that I could be back in a dress.
 
   I groan inwardly and look for a way to get a dress. All seamstresses will be closed at this hour. I could slip in and steal one from the racks but that would require returning to the heart of Erod, and Jamas has likely already discovered my absence and is searching the streets for me. Finding one in a nearby home will not do, either. No, I will have to steal a dress right off someone’s body.
 
   I dart through the darkness, slipping up to the house like a shadow and hiding in the tall trees in the center of the circle drive. I watch as carriage after carriage arrives, women all getting out, and I gauge their sizes as they step out of their coaches. So far, I have found several with forms too large and even more with forms too small and short but none that looks like it would fit.
 
   Ten minutes pass, then fifteen, and I grow more and more anxious. Anik could be inside revealing all my secrets to Lyom, and Lyom could be out here in a moment to kill me. The way I see it, I have two options. One, I can wait here until I find a proper dress and risk Lyom already knowing my lineage or I can run now and hope that the Swordmaster does not catch up to me. I am on the border of Adaai, after all. I could be gone in the Menca Denu by hour’s end, never to be seen or heard from again.
 
   One last assignment, a horribly exasperating voice in my mind reminds me. One more assignment, then you are free. If I run, I throw the king’s offer out the window, yet if I stay, I risk being executed by the Swordmaster.
 
   Just as I am contemplating this, another carriage pulls up and a young woman, tall and athletic, steps out of her coach wearing a silk, blue dress. Before I have a chance to think better of it, I leap out of the trees and snatch the woman, clasping my hand over her mouth before she can scream. I drag her into the trees and whip out my belt, pulling it tight around her neck. The woman tries to scream but I stifle it with my hand, hating the weak whimper that escapes her. She shouldn’t have to deal with this. 
 
   She struggles to get away from my grasp but I keep her still until her flailing arms stop. Unconscious.
 
   Feeling shame at the pit of my stomach for leaving the woman in only her undergarments, I put the dress on myself, hiding my clothes in the bushes. I curse myself for not choosing a woman with a more practical dress but beggars can’t be choosers. I am forced to leave the dagger Lyom forgot to take from me behind in my pile of clothes and steal the shoes from the woman’s feet. I glance over my shoulder to be sure the long sleeves and full back of the dress adequately cover my Jezdah before whisking my hair into a swirl behind my head and pinning it with several of the woman’s pins. As the last piece of my disguise, I take the silver mask from the woman’s face and pull it over my hair, clasping it in my blond waves. I breathe in a long, steady breath.
 
   This is nothing, Aerietta. I remind myself. Just like any other assignment. You have planned this. Your assassins are waiting for you at the Aerie. You’ll be rewarded for finding Anik Tere. Now get it done.
 
   Stepping out of the shadows when the next coach arrives, I move around the coach, as if I have just stepped out, and make my way to the stairs. The guards at the top barely give me a second look, despite my clean face, devoid of expensive powders. I smile at them, lift the ruffles of my ice blue skirts, and enter the estate.
 
   Music and dancing abound within the mansion, men and woman clapping joyously. The clicking of heels on marble floors rings throughout the ballroom, along with the laughter of a deranged man and the splash and clatter of a dropped chalice filled with wine. I allow myself ten seconds to assess the room, to smell the aroma of buttered bread and costly perfumes mixing together in the air. Unfamiliar voices speak in unfamiliar terms all around me but the faces are not all unfamiliar.
 
   I see Noa Vaid, Blancathey’s record keeper, nearby, conversing with a young woman that could easily be twenty years younger. Next to him is Atash Kutar, Solvitoft’s record keeper, speaking with another record keeper whose name I cannot recall. All around the room I see people I recognize, all of whom wear masks, but they are easy to tell apart. I recognize them by their walks, their laughter, their personalities. It is easy when you have made it your mission to memorize every person on the Cruel King’s favored list.
 
   My head begins to spin from all the music and I am half afraid I’ll stumble in the woman’s high heels. How long has it been since I’ve been in shoes like these?
 
   I don’t see Lyom anywhere so I begin to walk through the room, making my way to the refreshments table, where there is a refreshing gap in the horde of bodies. When one of the women nearby smiles at me, I attempt to offer an equally friendly grin but I’m not sure how well I do.
 
   The chandelier sways as if someone has recently swung on it, which I would not be surprised by, and nearby a couple tumbles into a powder room. Charming. I forgot how decorous Erod was. How is the honorable Lyom Livingstone managing in this vile place? I can imagine him sneering as he walks past a pair displaying excessive physical attraction. 
 
   Another goblet hits the marble floor somewhere nearby. How is Anik Tere managing here? Like Lyom, he is not one for taverns or rambunctious parties. Certainly he can get himself into trouble, but it is more of the old fashioned trouble. I would know; I have been in plenty of trouble with him in the past.
 
   Someone bumps into me from behind and I step out of their way, turning to glare at them. The woman just giggles and sashays past me, flitting her hand in the air like a bird’s wing as she calls to another suitor. I am about to move from my position when I spot another familiar face among the crowd.
 
   Instantly I feel better and worse at the same time. I quickly pick up my skirts and hurry across the room to where the familiar character stands, conversing with two young women our age. I’m barely thinking about it, hardly even realizing what I’m doing until I’m halfway across the floor to him. When he looks up and spots me, his eyes widen and he nearly drops his glass of wine, contributing to the growing puddles on the floor.
 
   Not sure if he has an alias in Erod, I refrain from calling him out but I needn’t. Torrin immediately sets his chalice down and walks over to me, scooping me up in his arms and twirling me around like some his long lost sister. I can’t fight the laugh that bubbles up and I do attempt to push away from him.
 
   “Etta!” Torrin says in a stage whisper upon setting me down. “Heaven’s sake, where —” Torrin stops himself, looking around. He quickly grabs me by the hand and pulls me towards an empty hallway. I am hesitant to follow him, knowing I need to find Anik Tere, but perhaps Torrin has valuable information. After all, he is still within the Cannon.
 
   Torrin stops and turns around, glancing over my shoulder before speaking again, this time a little louder than before. “Where have you been? I heard you were killed alongside King Cress.”
 
   I shake my head almost somberly. “I wasn’t.”
 
   Torrin smirks. “It does seem rather foolish now.”
 
   “And where have you been?” I question.
 
   “Here.” answers Torrin. “In Evrallon, of course, not just Erod. I have been trying to regroup with my sect.”
 
   I frown in confusion. “Where is Gileon?”
 
   “Dead.” Torrin replies without a hint of emotion in his voice. Gileon was hardly his choice of sect leader. “He was in Lydovier meeting with King Cress when Evrallon invaded.” Torrin gives me a more serious look. “Have you heard from Quay?”
 
   I know why he asks. The Cannon is likely a mess now, if it is even still operational. Without King Cress and Quay, who is there to lead the Cannon?
 
   I shake my head. “He has not contacted me.”
 
   Torrin sighs. “Which leads me to believe he is dead.”
 
   “Perhaps.” I agree. “What has become of the Cannon?”
 
   Torrin shakes his head. “Nothing. The Cannon still exists, we are just dwindling. After Cicero proclaimed you dead, we all assumed the Cannon was lost.”
 
   “Cicero works for King Dryden.” I hiss venomously.
 
   Torrin laughs triumphantly, clapping his hands together and taking a step back. “I knew it. I told you, did I not? I told Quay they were bad news. And what has become of Sebastien?”
 
   “Dead.” I answer sharply.
 
   Torrin arches a brow. “Your doing?”
 
   I incline my head. “Of course.”
 
   “And Dominik? Laderic?”
 
   I frown. “Also traitors. I am looking for Dominik now. You wouldn’t have seen him?”
 
   Torrin shakes his head. “Unfortunately not, otherwise I would have asked him about you.” Torrin rakes a hand into his blondish-brown hair. “There is something you should know, though.”
 
   I blink at him, waiting for him to continue. After a second of silence, I say, “Yes?”
 
   “Helleanor is dead.”
 
   My heart sinks a little. 
 
   Helleanor, one the only females in the Cannon, and also one of my good friends. We were once in a sect together, before I became my own sect along with Dominik, Laderic, Cicero, and Sebastien. She was relocated into Gileon’s sect and Torrin and she banded close together. Though it was never admitted, I had always believed they had formed a less-than-platonic relationship. Though I did not condone it by any means.
 
   I chew on the inside of my mouth. “How?”
 
   Torrin carries on easily, which makes me feel slightly better. He is taking her death in stride. “That’s the weird part. I was there, Etta, but they did not want Helleanor or me — they wanted you.”
 
   My jaw clenches. My enemies preying on other assassins because they cannot find me. How very typical.
 
   “Who were they?” I inquire, making a silent promise that I will track down whoever killed Helleanor and make them suffer.
 
   “I’m not sure.” Torrin replies, dousing hopes of revenge. “They seemed … different, I suppose. They fought well, and were both extremely strong. They acted like …” Torrin shakes his head. “… like Afterlighters. I know it sounds crazy but can they all really be extinct?”
 
   The thought of Afterlighters still being on the loose isn’t a comforting one so I choose not to answer him. “Well, keep your eyes and ears open.”
 
   “Aye, Captain.” Torrin grins. “What will you do now?”
 
   “I’m still in search of Dominik and Laderic.” I reply. “I need to find Anik Tere tonight, though. You haven’t seen him, have you?”
 
   Torrin nods. “He’s here. I last saw him with a governor at the chocolate fountain.” he explains. “But watch out; I’ve seen more than one palace guard tonight. Including the demonic-looking Swordmaster to the Cruel King. Be on your toes.”
 
   Little does Torrin know I am traveling with him.
 
   “I will.” I answer. “In case things with Anik get ugly, I would suggest you leave.”
 
   “Leave?” Torrin chuckles. “The party’s only just beginning. Besides, perhaps you’ll require my assistance.” Torrin winks and reaches forward, lifting the shorter layer of my light teal gown, running his thumb over the ivory embroidery. “These dress styles are known to be cumbersome.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “Oh, please. You’d think by now you’d have learned that I can fight in anything, dear Torrin.”
 
   Torrin just laughs again and shrugs his shoulders. “You know I never learn.” He passes me, walking back towards the party, quickly disappearing into the crowd like the assassin Quay trained him to be. I find myself almost proud of him and how he has turned out. He has been with the Cannon for seven years, only thirteen when he came — the young ones make the best assassins. How far he has come.
 
   I gather myself, lift my skirts, and walk back into the ballroom, avoiding dancing couples and drunken men, my eyes searching for Anik Tere. I close my eyes and try to listen for his voice, waiting to hear his easy laughter or him making a casual joke at someone else’s expense. Anik Tere is one of the few record keepers that has a sense of dignity about him — he is more suited for the throne than King Dryden, though I suppose really anyone is.
 
   I don’t hear Anik. I open my eyes and make my way to the refreshment table, glancing down at my collarbone to be sure my Jezdah is not showing. This would be among the worst times for my Jezdah to reveal itself.
 
   I pour myself a glass of water and drink it as elegantly as I can manage.
 
   “I’m assuming the dress is stolen.”
 
   I freeze momentarily, hesitating before lowering the glass. I turn to see Lyom standing beside me, his expression a mask of frustration. He wears a beautifully tailored suit with a vest that looks as though it was spun of pure silver. His bright blue eyes only appear more luminous under the glow of candlelight, dark waves of hair contrasting against the silver of his mask. Here he does not look like the demon Evrallon makes him out to be — here he looks like an avenging angel. But who said demons had to look frightening? If Lucifer looked like the Devil, perhaps the angels never would have followed him.
 
   “You’ve assumed correctly. Might I assume you haven’t found Anik yet?”
 
   Lyom frowns. “Jamas didn’t let you out.”
 
   “No.” I agree.
 
   “Then how did you escape your quarters?”
 
   I wave a hand flippantly. “It was actually rather easy. I’ll show you sometime, if you’d like.”
 
   Lyom’s scowl only deepens. “You must return to the inn immediately.”
 
   I tsk. “So you can question Anik on your own? Not likely.”
 
   Lyom sighs dramatically when he sees me pour champagne into my chalice. “You’d better not be drunk already.”
 
   “Absolutely not.” I answer. I offer him the chalice. “Would you like some, Mr. Livingstone?”
 
   Lyom flashes me a fake smile. “Not at the moment.”
 
 
   I feign a gasp then whisper under my breath. “The Swordmaster drinks?”
 
   “When he feels like it.” Lyom retorts.
 
   I fan my face dramatically. “Oh, how very irresponsible of him. Doesn’t he know that drinking drowns the senses?”
 
   “He does. Which is why he drinks.”
 
   “Why, what a stunning gown!”
 
   I spin, recognizing the voice, then smile enthusiastically. Anik Tere’s admiring expression falters and turns into something like excitement when he sees me.
 
   “Why, Sabel! What a pleasure. Good heavens, you’re just passing through?” asks Anik with a charming smile.
 
   Anik is an older man with silver hair. He is tall and lanky without an ounce of fat on him. His charming smile could win over any young woman — almost any.
 
   I nod. “And heard of your gathering here at Laeves’ estate. I hope you don’t mind I managed to get in, do you?”
 
   Anik chuckles. “Of course not, my dear. You always did have a knack for sneaking into places you weren’t supposed to be in. I must admit, you have changed quite a bite since last I saw you. For one thing, you had a different fellow on your arm.” Anik’s watchful gaze moves to Lyom and I see the recognition in his eyes. Anik offers a smile that is as inquisitive as it is polite. “Who might this be?”
 
   I consider feigning ignorance but just shake my head, taking an elegant drink of my champagne. “A Swordmaster, I believe.” I look back at Lyom, pretending to silently appraise him. He looks as though his head it about to fly off, yet he manages to remain composed. “The Swordmaster, if my memory does me justice.”
 
   Anik nods. “Your memory is perfect, love.” He extends his hand to Lyom, which the Swordmaster shakes in kind. “Good to see you again, Swordmaster Livingstone. I trust the king is doing well.”
 
   Lyom nods his head. “The king is doing marvelously, and he sends his thanks for your good work.”
 
   Anik chuckles and looks at me, winking. “The king is always appreciative of men who will not grovel at his feet and tell him not only what he wants to hear.”
 
   “Oh?” I inquire. “I would have thought the opposite.”
 
   Anik shrugs. “Most do.” He frowns at me. “I must inquire, whatever happened to that Haslett fellow you were with last?”
 
   I laugh sadly. “Haslett left me long ago. Strangely enough, I miss his company terribly.”
 
   Anik smiles sadly and takes my hand, kissing it lightly. “Haslett was a fool to leave you. Though I believe we already knew that.”
 
   Lyom looks between us curiously. I can tell he is itching to ask what our relationship is, who Haslett was, and how Anik knows me by another name, but he fights the urge to spew his questions and remains silent.
 
   “I’m not sure if I should reveal this but,” Anik contemplates his next words. “Haslett was in Helmfirth recently.”
 
   I feign surprise and gasp. “He was? I am infinitely curious to know why.”
 
   “And all shall be revealed to you in good time.” Anik’s gaze goes back to Lyom. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Swordmaster?”
 
   “I am here on business.” Lyom answers. “I must speak with you at once.” His blue eyes cut to me. “Privately.”
 
   I am opening my mouth to tell Anik that I also request an audience with him when Anik says, “Yes, yes, we’ll get around to it. First, I have much to discuss with Lady Forefall. I’m sure she would like to catch up on recent affairs, hmm?”
 
   I nod graciously and don’t hide my smile towards Lyom before nodding. “Of course.”
 
   Anik chuckles. “I’ll make time for you before the night is over, Swordmaster.”
 
   I can feel the animosity in Lyom’s stare as Anik and I turn and begin to walk away.
 
   “You know the Swordmaster?” Anik inquires.
 
   Knowing we are still within earshot of Lyom, I groan and nod. “Unfortunately so. We have crossed paths on many different occasions and our paths always lead down the same road.” I sigh as if reflecting upon a lost love. “But I suppose all good things must come to an end. What is your relationship with the Swordmaster?”
 
   Anik laughs in that calm sort of way. “Decidedly different than yours, dear Sabel, and quite honestly I’m astonished that he ever could have made you look twice. I did not think you to be the type of woman drawn to hostility. But I have been in the Keep around the same time as him and have been introduced to him by the king on many occasions, though I cannot fathom why he would be here tonight.”
 
   “I may know,” I admit, glancing around before pulling him towards a powder room.
 
   Anik chuckles when I open the door and walk him inside, closing it behind us.
 
   “It would seem we always end up here.” Anik says coyly. “Though we never travel much farther.”
 
   I turn around, facing him. “Tonight will be different, I assure you.” I take my mask off. Anik begins to move towards me but I position myself and hit him on the shoulder hard enough that he goes stumbling backwards into the wall. 
 
   Anik hits the wall hard and looks up in disorientation. A confused look lights his face for only ten seconds before he begins to realize what is going on. With a harsh laugh, Anik picks himself up and dusts his hands off before returning my stare.
 
   “Your name is not Sabel Forefall, is it?” Anik guesses.
 
   “You always were a perceptive one, Anik.”
 
   He shakes his head. “I always knew there was something off about you. We always parted on the strangest of circumstances. And Haslett?”
 
   “Dominik Giovani,” I reply, expecting the blank expression that graces Anik’s face. “Another assassin. He is my reason for being here.
 
   I catch Anik’s posture relaxing slightly, indicating he is thankful I did not come to kill him. It is slight enough that he doesn’t expect me to notice but I do.
 
   “Never fear, Anik, I have not come to assassinate you. I search only for Dominik.” I continue on quickly, knowing that Lyom could burst through the doors at any moment. The laws of propriety protect me from him outside this powder room but without anyone to see his doings in here, he could barge in and prove himself the Swordmaster he is. “What did Dominik want from you? Why was he in Helmfirth?”
 
   Anik adjusts the cuffs around his wrists. “He wanted to know where the storehouses were kept and where he could find weapons. I’d thought he was loon, of course, asked where you were, but he ignored me and left.”
 
   “Where did he go?” I demand. “Adaai?”
 
   “Likely.” Anik answers. “It is the only place I could imagine he would go. I assumed he was in trouble with the king’s men but now I understand why he fled.” Anik raises a brow at me, as if daring me to explain why I want Dominik found.
 
   “How long will his supplies last him?” I inquire.
 
   “My records indicate he stole enough for a week’s journey. Long enough to reach Adaai through the Menca Denu.”
 
   “Agreed,” I reply. So Dominik is in Adaai. I had my suspicions but could not know for sure. But I did not seek Anik just for confirmation of Dominik’s flight.
 
   “I met with Zenith while I was in Helmfirth.” I begin.
 
   Anik sighs. “Please tell me my finest trader is not dead on the floor of the Cask.”
 
   “Zenith is fine.” I answer. “She mentioned something, however. You have been eavesdropping in the king’s court, and you know they search for Princess Cress, yes?”
 
   Anik arches a curious brow and skepticism is written all over his expression. “What is this about?”
 
   “I want to know what the king plans to do with Princess Cress. He wants her dead, of course, but why?” I demand.
 
   Anik shakes his head in an attempt to recall information he does not seem to have. “I suppose because she is a threat. She could reclaim the throne of Lydovier.”
 
   I frown. “He would not search tirelessly for her if that were the only reason.”
 
   Anik chuckles and smirks slightly. “Never underestimate the power of greed.”
 
   I bite my lip. “Do you know where Princess Cress is?”
 
   “In the ground.” Anik answers with a casual shrug. “I’ve no reason to believe otherwise. I am not deaf, I have heard the rumors, I just believe them all to be ridiculous.”
 
   I study Anik for a moment, waiting for a crack in his honest façade, but find nothing. Any grip fear had on me is loosened and I breathe easier. He does not know who I truly am, and now that he knows I am Aerietta Elony, he will assume that is the only secret I hide
 
   I incline my head to the record keeper. “Much obliged, Anik. I’m sure we shall see each other around.
 
   Anik chuckles but nods his head in agreement. “I look forward to our next meeting, Aerietta.
 
   I wink at him before strolling back out into the ballroom. Assignment accomplished. Now to find Lyom.
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   “In a word, I was too cowardly to do what I knew to be right, as I had been too cowardly to avoid doing what I knew to be wrong.”
— Charles Dickens, Great Expectations
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Finding Lyom proves to be incredibly painless. Actually, I don’t so much find him as he finds me. I’ve barely made it into the frolicking bodies when Lyom snatches me by my waist, dragging me off to the side of the gathering where it is far less crowded. He won’t risk dragging me into a powder room for fear that someone will notice and perceive something less than innocent is taking place, and if there is one thing the Swordmaster wishes to preserve, it is his name and reputation, though I don’t see how hauling a seventeen-year-old girl into a washroom could butcher his reputation further.
 
   Lyom grabs me by the neckline of my dress and brings me close enough to his face that I can see silver flecks in his eyes of indigo and smell the leather and cedar on his skin. He practically lifts me off the ground and it happens so quickly that I gasp, grabbing his wrist involuntarily and jolting when I feel how cold it is.
 
   “You know Anik.” It is an observation, not a question.
 
   “I don’t believe that’s any of your business.” I state, wriggling out of his grasp.
 
   “I am your superior.” Lyom growls. “You’re a ruthless assassin and you have made friends with one of the king’s most loyal record keepers. Yes, I’ll consider it my business, and even if it weren’t, your business is as good as mine.”
 
   “If it’s any consolation to you,” I begin. “I have never even considered assassinating him. Believe it or not, I do not kill everyone I see.”
 
   Lyom glares at me. “Tell me you gleaned the information we need.”
 
   I hesitantly nod. “Dominik is headed for Adaai.”
 
   “And Anik?”
 
   “Still breathing.” I bite out.
 
   Lyom’s gaze reads, Watch your tone. He grudgingly nods his head before speaking again. “We must move tonight. I will gather the supplies we need from Laeves’ stock. He’s a loyal enough record keeper that he will not mention our swift departure to anyone.”
 
   “We leave for the Menca Denu?”
 
   Lyom nods tersely. “It is about a week’s ride but it will not be like the ride from Adandyrl.”
 
   “I’m well aware, Swordmaster.” I say stiffly. “I’ve made the journey once or twice.”
 
   The Menca Denu is a harsh no man’s land between the two kingdoms, Evrallon and Adaai. It is filled with treacherous terrain, ghastly beasts, and creatures that seem to prey on your in your sleep. 
 
   While Evrallon and Adaai are close geographically, they are not close in politics. Adaai fears that King Dryden will soon invade them, which is why the no man’s land was established. Slipping under the radar into Adaai would be easy if it were only me but with Lyom’s envoy tagging along, it will be considerably more challenging.
 
   Lyom frowns. “If we are lucky we will be able to catch Dominik before he crosses the border into Adaai,” comments Lyom. “You would be able to dispense of him in no man’s land, saving Adaai the political mess.”
 
   “Luck will have nothing to do with it, Swordmaster.” I say confidently. “As long as your troops stay out of my way, I should be able to infiltrate Adaai either way. But do remember, Swordmaster: should we need to infiltrate Adaai, you will have to follow my lead. Just going on a hunch here, but I am willing to bet that you have never stepped foot in your neighboring land.”
 
   A muscle pulses in Lyom’s jaw. “I haven’t.”
 
   I smile at my newfound power. “Excellent. Well, all the more reason to let me lead.” Motioning to the party behind us, I say, “Shall we?”
 
   Lyom appears annoyed but follows me back into the dancing bodies. We begin to make our way to the entrance, avoiding being thrown around by the turbulent dancers. As we find our way to the door, I look over my shoulder, watching the happy people. Once upon a time, I would have watched them with sadness in my heart, yearning to be like them. I would wonder when my fairy tale ending would take place, when my knight in shining armor would waltz in and dance my heart away. I would want to be a part of the festivities, and would even ask Dominik to dance with me, and sometimes he would. But now all of that has changed. As I watch the festivities, some of that yearning is still there, but it has mostly been suffocated by reality.
 
   There is no such thing as a fairy tale ending, knights in shining armor do not exist, assassins do not dance, and Dominik is a betrayer.
 
   The guards at the doors watch as Lyom and I let ourselves out. They take special note that there is no carriage waiting for us. Under their scrutinizing gaze it will be difficult to regather my clothes and knife I have left with the unconscious woman back in the shrubbery of the estate’s main garden. I will them to turn around and watch the festivities but they do not.
 
   Groaning inwardly, I grab Lyom like a radiant newlywed might and force myself to giggle. Lyom immediately tries to pull his hand out of my grasp but I won’t let him, urging him with my eyes to play along. Lyom continues to scowl at me and does not get the point of my trying to pull him into the shrubbery and I’m momentarily worried he’s going to shove me away. Somehow, the thought seems mortifying to me. How is it possible that I can still be embarrassed?
 
   I cut my eyes to the trees behind us and Lyom finally understands. He returns my giddy smile as best he can — which is quite the poor effort — and follows me towards the shrubbery, slipping his hand around my waist. I feel the chill of his hand at my back and try to ignore the shooting tingles that run from that spot throughout my body, try to ignore the lingering question of: Why in the world is he so cold? Lyom even throws a scandalous look over his shoulder, at which the guards quickly turn their attention elsewhere. I drag Lyom back into the shrubbery.
 
   The moment the branches cover us, Lyom springs away from me and glowers. “What are we doing here, Aerietta?” he asks in an exasperated tone.
 
   I ignore him and walk back to where the girl lays on the ground. Lyom follows and groans when he sees the unconscious girl.
 
   “She had better be alive.”
 
   “She is,” I snap, wondering why the Swordmaster cares so much about the wellbeing of everyone around me. Isn’t he just as brutal as I am? “I just needed her clothes. You could be a gentleman and turn around.”
 
   Lyom grumbles something under his breath as I take up my clothes and knife, stripping the dress off as quickly as possible. The ruffles and lace get caught up in my fingers and I nearly tear the ghastly thing off me, hurling it back at the unconscious woman’s body. I pull my clothes over my head and slip the knife into my boot once I get them on. When I am finished, Lyom says, “We can’t just leave her here.”
 
   “She’ll wake up soon and when she does the record keepers will be more than happy to keep her company until an escort arrives for her.” I reply. “Come along. I thought you said we were in a hurry.”
 
   Lyom continues grumbling as we head out of the ornate gardens and back towards the inn. Upon our arrival, Jamas meets us at the door, his glower reading clearly. I smile at him as I pass and hear Lyom and Jamas exchange words behind me, though I don’t care to hear what slanderous things they say.
 
   It doesn’t take long for Lyom to gather his men and tell the innkeeper we are headed out. After that, he leaves for over two hours to procure supplies from the record keeper. He must have difficulty getting Laeves away from the party because it takes him quite a long time to acquire the items we need to cross the Menca Denu. By midnight, we have left Erod and are headed towards the border of Evrallon. It is an hour’s ride to the border from the inn but we make it to the no man’s land in good time. 
 
   The air is cold and humid, the worst kind of chill in the air. The sky threatens another storm but hopefully it is bound for northern Evrallon and the Menca Denu will be out of its cold clutches. The moon is still small, providing only little light. Traveling into the no man’s land in the day is challenging enough, but at night there are far more bandits there than there are in Evrallon, and the toothy creatures of the Menca Denu rear their hideous heads. If we had the time we would wait until sunrise but Dominik will not slow, nor will he stop to make camp. He will move out swiftly and will not stop until he has breeched the borders of Adaai.
 
   The border that has been set up is a great wall made out of chiseled stone slabs. Every three hundred yards or so is a tower built up tall enough that the guards atop can see for miles. Gates lie beneath the towers, the only access point. The Erod traders must pass through these gates every time they venture onto the trading routes.
 
   We stand beneath one of the towers waiting for Lyom’s return. When he finally returns and mounts his horse, the gates open before us.
 
   “What did you say to them?” I inquire.
 
   Lyom gives me a stern look. Right. Lyom wouldn’t have had to say anything. His superiority over them is obvious and even if it weren’t I’m sure one look from him would have them cowering. I scowl right back at him and realize too late that it makes me look juvenile.
 
   “Check your saddles.” Lyom orders to his swordsmen. “Ensure your saddle bags are tight. We ride through bandit country tonight. Criminals and wild animals will be around every bend. We move quickly or we do not move at all.”
 
   I dismount and check my saddle all the same. My mare stamps her feet in protest when I tighten her saddle but I just pat her on the neck and smooth her coat down.
 
   Time to ride swiftly and silently. 
 
   I run my hand over the withers of my horse, feeling the strong muscle beneath. She is quick and limber, might even be able to outrun most of Lyom’s swordsmen, of course he probably kept the best steed to himself.
 
   I mount my pony and gather the reins up in my hands, preparing to ride out into the Menca Denu. Lyom is correct. I have traveled through no man’s land on several occasions and never has it been a smooth and easy ride. I have been stalked by burly brigands, attacked by bloodthirsty animals, and hunted by the worst sorts of people one could imagine. There have even been times while riding through the Menca Denu that I have actually believed in the magic that was supposedly extinguished years ago, and never did it fill me with wonder and delight.
 
   I glance over at the Swordmaster. Does he believe in magic, or would he call it foolishness? One look at Lyom tells me he would glower at my Jezdah, thinking it nothing but a superstitious marking. And he is probably correct. It has never glowed, never tingled or set fire to my skin. It acts like the dyes and tattoos others mark their skin with. Maybe when the Afterlighters were all driven out, the Jezdahs lost their destructive power.
 
   Or perhaps my mother marked my skin when I was young, just to show my father she could do it. Or perhaps a religiously zealous scholar snuck in and marked me to prove that magic still exists in its own form. Either way is just as unlikely as the first. Despite the mark being placed on my skin when I was young, it has not stretched or left gaps in the ink as my skin has grown with me. It remains perfect, rich with black color and thick with designs. It has not faded at all.
 
   Lyom catches me watching him and frowns at me, giving me a warning glare that is edged with hostility. His anger towards me is beginning to annoy but continues to remind me who I am so I decide to leave it alone. He shouldn’t trust me; he’s wise not to. I wouldn’t deserve it.
 
   The wrought iron gate before us opens slowly, hinges squealing their objection, foreshadowing the dark journey ahead. It’s as if the gates scream their protests while the horses snort their readiness. 
 
   Lyom’s horse stomps its hoof, eagerly anticipating the ride ahead, while mine seems to be backing away. It would figure that I was given the cowardly horse. I kick her sides and she perks up again, muscles engaging, preparing herself for the lunge.
 
   When the gates are open and silence once again fills the night, Lyom watches the barren valley beyond. I can see for the first mile of the flat land — nothing but dried up grass and a few sparse trees. In the distance I see dark shadows — hills and mountains covered with the most vegetation the Menca Denu holds. Beyond that I cannot say. In the bleakness of night it is hard to see past five feet in front of you; the Menca Denu just has a sort of otherworldly glow to it, such that even in the dead of night, you can make out the landscape. It’s as if something under the ground gives the land light.
 
   Lyom looks back at his men. “Be ready for anything.” He looks to the two archers of the group, Northam and Gresham identical twins that are difficult to tell apart. “If you see anything move, shoot it.”
 
   The twins nod, chorusing, “Understood, sir.”
 
   Lyom looks back at me. “Stay close to me.”
 
   I frown in confusion rather than detestation. Does he believe I need his help? Or that I want it? It would be better that he never help me and that I owe him nothing.
 
   “Lyom …” I begin.
 
   “I mean it.” Lyom sneers. “Stay close. We have a short amount of time to ride across the expanse and I do not intend to spend half of it burying you.”
 
   My mare prepares to lunge forward and I hold her back. “Might I remind you, Swordmaster, this is not my first venture into the expanse.”
 
   Lyom does not take that well. He glares at me, shooting daggers. He says nothing until he commands his company to move out. My horse must understand his command because she lunges ahead. I grab onto her mane and lean close to her neck, feeling the breeze flow over my back as we go.
 
   We dart through the gates into the Menca Denu, the guards closing the gates behind us. The thundering of our horses’ hooves rings through the expanse, alerting every creature in a three mile radius to our presence.
 
   My eyes scan the darkness as we ride, ever alert, waiting for something ominous to leap from the darkness. Contrast to the Swordmaster’s beliefs about me, I do not take this lightly. I do know what dangers the Menca Denu holds, though I’m not fully sure he does. Has he ever been far from Evrallon? Was Lydovier the first kingdom he has been in besides his own? It did strike me as odd that the king would have such a young man as his Swordmaster but it is possible that his father was the Swordmaster before him and Lyom only recently acquired his position.
 
   The freezing air bites at my cheeks and soon my face is numb from the constant gale. Sweat prickles my mare’s neck in spite of the cold. Dark shadows move in the distance, both swiftly and slowly. The eery glow that hovers over the land illuminates almost nothing, giving everything a sinister, otherworldly feel. Something flickers and for a moment I think I see trees — dark, uninviting trees. But then the image is gone … lost to the wind.
 
   We stay to the trading routes, keeping our horses from straying off the paths. We are only able to run for little over a mile before our horses are breathing heavily and we are forced to draw to a walk. The dark shadows do not dare to move closer now and remain at a good distance, which puts me at ease. Dawn is still hours away, though, and we have much ground to cover.
 
   The slow gait of our horses puts the swordsmen on edge — the two twins have their bows drawn and the rest of the group has their swords unsheathed or at least nearby. Lyom has his sword still sheathed in its scabbard beside him but its hilt is close to his leg for easy reach.
 
   “What do you think stalks us?” Carnahan asks in his typical grumbly voice.
 
   Lyom’s blue eyes sweep the landscape and for a moment I compare his eyes to the glow of the Menca Denu. Like the expanse, Lyom’s eyes seem to take on a light of their own. And akin to the Menca Denu, Lyom’s eyes are eerie.
 
   “Knowing the expanse, it could be anything.” Lyom replies, continuing to keep his gaze on the land around us.
 
   “Could it be beautiful nymphs singing tunes to lure us to our deaths?” chortles Ulric.
 
   Lyom opens his mouth to scold Ulric but I interrupt him. “Of course not. If it were nymphs, you would have already been drawn in.”
 
   Lyom frowns at me but chooses not to grace us with his voice.
 
   We continue to walk along, allowing our horses adequate time for rest. We should water them soon. We have brought with us enough water to satisfy ourselves but not quite enough for our horses as well. There must be a pool of water along the trading route, though, otherwise the traders of Erod would have made alterations to the path so that they could walk by a water source. In the next two or three miles we should come upon a place to give our horses water.
 
   “You know Dominik.” Lyom begins, not quite looking at me. “How long until he reaches Adaai?”
 
   “It depends on when he left.” I reply.
 
   “Assuming he left yesterday, how fast will he be able to travel?”
 
   “He took a horse, that you can be sure of. Dominik is always prepared. It will take him less time than it will for your company to arrive in Adaai,” I continue, considering. “But he will not be able to get into Adaai as easily as us.”
 
   Lyom arches a brow. “Why is that?”
 
   I consider whether I should continue revealing information to him or not. I don’t see the harm in it, though. Not when we are both on the same side, a thought that still seems foreign to me. “When I knew Dominik, he was not very conniving. It was always my responsibility to get us in and out of kingdoms.”
 
   Lyom’s skepticism is etched into his elegant features. “I find that hard to believe, considering he is an assassin of the Cannon.”
 
   “It’s true.” I counter. “He was not fond of killing so naturally breaking into other kingdoms was not one of his stronger assets. Because it required killing and, as you put it, a bit of ruthlessness, Dominik left that bit up to me.”
 
   Ignoring the last sentence, Lyom goes on. “You don’t believe he will know how to get into Adaai?”
 
   “Whether he was feigning his distaste of killing or not, he still has little experience breaking through the borders of a well-established kingdom. Adaai’s walls will be quite the feat for him.”
 
   “But you have broken into Adaai before?” Lyom says it in a way that makes me think he is worried about our ensuing incursion.
 
   “Calm yourself, Swordmaster, I have made more than one run into Adaai. Please don’t tell me you believe Adaai’s border to be more thorough than yours.” I say.
 
   Lyom grows silent after that, his posture going rigid as he continues to watch the landscape. The silence between us draws out for six minutes until a random thought comes to mind. A voice inside me attempts to keep me quiet but I cannot hold my tongue.
 
   “What was the prince of Belaroux doing in Evrallon?” I inquire.
 
   Lyom turns to look at me, raising a brow, his gaze filled with suspicion. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Perhaps he has piqued my interest.” I reply.
 
   Lyom seems to inwardly cringe. “The prince is negotiating with King Dryden. He will be with us over the next year or so as his father’s emissary.”
 
   I recoil in disgust. “The nasty old King Devereux sent his son to negotiate with the Cruel King?” I scoff. “And I thought King Cress was a maniac of a father.”
 
   I nearly slap my hand over my mouth. How absolutely foolish of me. Idiotic! I nearly proclaimed King Cress to be my father aloud. I cut a quick glance to Lyom to see if he has noticed my mistake but he seems oblivious to my remark.
 
   “Yes,” he hisses. “King Devereux sent Prince Finnegan, but you shouldn’t delve into the matters of the royals.”
 
   It takes me a moment to compose myself. My secret has not been displayed for all to see yet, despite my own shortcoming. I take in a breath and attempt to remember what Lyom has just said and form a coherent response.
 
   “Oh,” is all I manage. I had more questions for Lyom, I’m sure, but my mistake has caused me to lapse into an uncomfortable silence as I fear that if I open my mouth again I will surely reveal my identity.
 
   We ride for miles more until the sun begins to peek between the distant hilltops. It glitters off a large stream that is just ahead. Lyom has us stop here at the stream to water our horses and even as the sun rises we keep our weapons nearby, in case an animal decides to spring from the dying shrubs nearby.
 
   We have successfully survived our first night in the Menca Denu. I had not feared the worst for myself but had assumed that at least one of Lyom’s men would be picked off. I’m surprised we did not even see a creature lurk from the darkness and lunge towards us. Apart from the eery shadows, nothing moved. The Menca Denu seemed to have been lulled to sleep around us.
 
   Jamas approaches me as we water our horses in the early morning light. He carries with him a woven basket of bread and fruit. He extends a slice of bread and an orange to me.
 
   “Eat up.” he says, placing the food in my hand.
 
   I give him a dubious glance. “Did Carnahan or Moher poison it?”
 
   A small smile forms at the corner of Jamas’ mouth. “I prepared it. Believe me, Assassin, you’re safe.”
 
   It is his sad, easy smile that eases me and has me taking the food from him. It reminds me too much of Dominik’s old smile, the way he would attempt to encourage me either before or after an assassination. When I would return from an assignment, Dominik never displayed the jovial excitement the other assassins did. He would always smile, pat me on the back, or embrace me if it had been a particularly long assignment, but he would never applaud or triumphantly thrust his fist into the air like the others.
 
   How much of Dominik’s life has been for show? Was he already the deceitful slug he is today when Quay picked him up in Evrallon? Was it Quay’s teachings of being completely selfish that drove him to betray his companions? Or was the betrayal concocted by Cicero and Sebastien? Knowing what I do of my compeers, Dominik was the one to have schemed it up. Laderic is more of a puppy than anything, and if there is any one person less blameworthy than the others, it would be he.
 
   But Dominik is smart, crafty. He would know how to lull me into a sense of security, would know where and how to capture me, but would also be smart enough to leave the area before I discovered their disloyalty.
 
   When Jamas leaves and I am left alone with my mare, I wonder again how I could have let Dominik’s treachery slip by unnoticed until the last moment. I am not easy to fool, but Dominik would have known that from years of being with me. He probably had the entire night planned out. He knew King Cress would demand a private audience with his assassin. He would have known that telling me he would be at the rendezvous point would comfort me. He would have known kissing me would have sealed my faith in him.
 
   I feel like wiping my mouth at the thought of kissing such a traitorous beast. My horse sneezes in the water, casting droplets up onto me. I groan and splash my arms off with the freezing water. What I wouldn’t give for a warm bath right about now. But I am not so dirty that I would bathe in this stream of ice water and risk catching a cold on the way to the Adaaian border. Bathing correctly would also require taking my clothes off, which — even without my condemning Jezdah — would definitely not happen.
 
   When Lyom calls us to head out, I pull my mare away from the water and mount up. With the sun rising high in the sky it becomes easier to see the landscape and to watch for potential threats, but with the coming of the sun is the unbearable heat.
 
   Despite the horrid winters of Evrallon and Lydovier, the Menca Denu experiences exceedingly scorching days and frigid temperatures during the night. It is the extreme version of the deserts in Adaai. I have been to several of the barren lands of Adaai and experienced the lack of moisture in the air by day and the heavy cold that falls over the land at night, but the Menca Denu is different. Like its strange glow, its temperatures are unearthly. By the time noon rolls around, the land has turned into a searing inferno, blistering sunlight pouring down on us.
 
   Some of the men strip their shirts off, not realizing that the hot sun will blister their skin within hours. Lyom orders them to pull their shirts back on before real damage can be done but the urge to remove articles of clothing is strong.
 
   Sweat trickles from my brow and lands on the withers of my mare, who is already growing faint due to the lack of water and the intense heat. But the traders of Erod prepared well and soon enough another pit of water can be seen.
 
   When we reach the pool of water, I practically fall off my horse and gulp down the fresh water. We have some of our own in the saddle bags but it is unbearably hot and this water comes from a spring beneath the ground.
 
   My mare swallows as much of the water as she can stomach before we both step away from the pool to allow others to drink. I am tempted to sit on the ground but know better than to let my guard down and be caught unprepared. I stand beside my mare, learned against her. My head is spinning from my sudden hydration and I remember why I chose not to cross the Menca Denu during my last assignment into Adaai. While its border into Adaai is easier to break through than the border along the sea, it is far more miserable.
 
   In the heat of the day, few animals scurry around. Even our horses struggle to walk. Their legs are weary from our first long day without much rest and limited water. The zeal the swordsmen had when we first burst through the Evrallonic gates has drained from them the farther into the Menca Denu we travel.
 
   Little breeze blows across the expanse. The sun is hours from setting when we find the next watering hole. The air around this pool is cooler and the water seems cleaner. Our horses drink greedily, pinning their ears back in anger at one another when one ventures too close to another horse’s space.
 
   I keep my mare a good distance away, watching the other horses plunge their whole heads into their water before shaking out their manes.
 
   Lyom comes to stand beside me while I water my mare, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword, but for once I believe he is wary because of his surroundings, not because of the assassin that stands at his side.
 
   “We should camp tonight. The horses are weary.” Lyom observes.
 
   My gaze sweeps over the swordsmen. “As are the men.”
 
   “We’ll need to find somewhere safe to camp. I would rather not have a repeat of our last camping endeavor.” says Lyom.
 
   I nod in agreement. “The forests aren’t exactly the safest location,” I begin. “And it isn’t as if there are any along our immediate —”
 
   I stop abruptly, a new smell in the air. I feel a shift in the space around us and suddenly go rigid. Lyom must sense the change as well because his hand inches closer to the hilt of his blade.
 
   I should have known. This water is too clear, too inviting, the air around it too peaceful. Everything about this place is beguiling, especially to weary traders who have been riding through the Menca Denu’s scorching days.
 
   I begin to reach for the knife in my boot, and that’s when the world around me explodes.
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   “A hanging in a good quarrel is an easy death they say, though I could never hear of any that came back to say so.” 
— Robert Louis Stevenson, The Black Arrow
 
   
 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The first of many things to happen is a burly man leaps from the bushes, knife in hand. I narrowly avoid being skewered by the blade and duck out of the way, careening back into my horse. After that, more men emerge, all brandishing weapons. The air is sliced, a shout rings out into the expanse, and blood begins to moisten the cracked earth.
 
   I land on the ground and all the breath is pushed from my lungs. The brute comes to sit on my stomach, positioning the knife over my head. He drives the knife down towards my skull and I throw my forearms up to block his attack. The force of his own arms hitting mine is so sharp that my barriers nearly drop. 
 
   Before I know what is happening, the man is hoisted off me and thrown across the dirt. A strong hand grabs my shoulder but I am blinded by the sun and cannot see who it is until Lyom draws me to my feet. He gives me a quick glance over to be sure the knife did not touch my skull before throwing his own dagger into the chest of our assailant.
 
   I have little time to thank Lyom for his timely rescue. A dark-haired man throws himself at Jamas, who parries with his own sword. Lyom clashes into the mix of the battle, using his own weapon to help defeat Jamas’ attacker. I’m tempted to watch him, to see if he really does fight like a wraith, but the onslaught of assailants draws my attention away. I take out the knife from my boot and twirl it around easily in my hand, allowing the rhythm of battle to awaken in my heart.
 
   I lunge forward, grabbing man after man by the head and dragging a long line across his throat, leaving the man to bleed out on the hot ground. The bandits or murderers, whoever they are, are unskilled and clumsy, easily defeated, but they are brutes with bodies that likely weight twice what I do. They tower over me, sneering with teeth that look as though they have never seen a brush. Their triumphant smirks fade when my blade meets their necks and they collapse into a pile of their own filth onto the ground.
 
   Sweat pours off my body as I continue to attack and I begin to notice that Lyom’s swordsmen are slow to counter, the heat getting the best of them as well. I struggle to lash out again, defeating the last of the bandits in my area, and when the last near Lyom falls, I all but collapse on the ground, my head spinning.
 
   The heat from the parched dirt drifts up and scalds my skin and, I imagine, leaving burn marks all up and down my arms. Black spots appear in my vision and I know if I were standing I would be wavering on my feet.
 
   Get up. I order myself. Do not lie here on the ground like a helpless girl. GET UP.
 
   My furious inward yelling does me no good. My muscles refuse to cooperate. I feel like melting ice on the sand of the Menca Denu. I gasp in a breath, arms shaking, furious with myself for becoming so fatigued — and for surely allowing the Swordmaster to outdo me again.
 
   Arms lift me from the ground and my instincts yell at me to get up and away from the person carrying me but again my muscles hardly listen.
 
   I hear a splash, followed by the cold sensation of water streaming over my arms. I jolt up, blinking as I try to get away from whoever held me. Looking back, I see Lyom, waist deep in the pool of water, an annoyed frown on his face. Too disoriented to care that it was the Swordmaster that picked me up off the ground, I fall into the water, splashing the horses around me. I hear splashes coming close to me and know Lyom probably fears I’m drowning so I grudgingly surface, throwing my hand up before Lyom comes too close, saving both of us the awkward moment.
 
   “Believe me,” I begin, glancing up at Lyom. “it would take far worse to kill the Queen of Crimson.”
 
   “I would hope so.” counters Lyom. “That would have been a lousy deal.”
 
   I gape at Lyom, hardly believing my ears. “Did you just make a joke?” I inquire in complete confusion, my gaze sweeping over him again and again. My voice drops to a surprised whisper. “Can you do that?”
 
   Lyom’s face remains neutral. “Get cooled off then mount your horse. I would like to get a safe distance from this place before nightfall.”
 
   When Lyom walks away I fall back into the water again, counting to one hundred seconds before I resurface. I’ll regret getting in the water later when night falls and I am still damp but for now I will delight in the comfort of the coolness.
 
   I eventually pull myself from the water and we ride on down the path until we reach the hillsides, where the trading route runs past craggy escarpments that rest along the sides of the mesas. Lyom sets up our camp in the cavelike area beneath the rises. As expected, I am chilled by the time the sun sets. I scoot close to the fire, which Lyom has permitted us to have, and keep my hands close to it.
 
   We’ve tied our horses to the slightly greener shrubbery and have hoped that one of them does not pull loose before morning — catching a runaway steed in the expanse does not sound enchanting.
 
   For the better half of the evening, Ulric tells stories he heard as a child of the Menca Denu. Surprisingly, half of his stories consist of magical beings and the humans they preyed upon. Evidently, Evrallonic children were taught to fear the Menca Denu.
 
   Even before the moon has risen, the landscape is lit. It takes on its unnatural glow and lights up the area around us, though it is impossible to see far past the escarpment where we take shelter.
 
   As I stare into the dancing flames, my mind wanders again to the prince of Belaroux. What was he doing in the library the night I encountered him? And looking at texts about assassins and mythical creatures, no less. Perhaps the young prince has a certain myth he’d like to look into.
 
   Lyom’s reluctance to share information about the young prince does not give strength to my confidence, either. He’s most definitely hiding something. I would not be surprised if Prince Finn did not come to negotiate with Evrallon’s king at all. There could be a hundred ulterior motives to Finn’s journey, and the Swordmaster seems to know it.
 
   Why my mind must yet again travel to Dominik I do not know. Even as I sit here before the warm fire, I wonder where he is. Only half of me seeks to kill him now, the other half disappointed and saddened by his betrayal. I suppose his betrayal out of them all hurt the most, because whether I would like to admit it or not, I fell for Dominik. In a way. As an assassin, I was trained that fleeting romances to be had on assignments were permitted, but romances within the Cannon were frowned upon, if not forbidden.
 
   I fell for Dominik in the way that a young girl might fall for her best friend. Not because I saw something special in him, or because he was abnormally kind to me, flirted with me, or showed me undue affection, but because I’d been with him for so long it was hard not to.
 
   I curse myself again. Will I ever stop? I rest assured that whatever I had felt for Dominik died when my trust in him did. I search my heart, knowing that if even an ounce of love for Dominik remains, I will not be able to kill him. When I look back into the fire, I am sure that I have rid myself of any affection for Dominik. Killing him will be easy.
 
   I stand from the fire and walk back into the shallow cave that is more of an overhang, back to Lyom’s tent, which has been pushed up against the jagged stone walls. I stop in front of the flap to his tent and peek my head inside to peer at Lyom, who is sitting on his bedroll with a book in his hand.
 
   I feign a gasp. “The Swordmaster reads?”
 
   Lyom looks up and frowns when he sees me in the flap of his tent. “Do you ever knock?”
 
   I shrug, entering his mobile quarters. “Knocking wastes time, especially when you know you are already welcomed inside.” I say it as a joke, waiting for Lyom to object.
 
   He just sighs, however, either too tired to argue or deciding I have heard enough of his counters today. I nod to the book in his hand. “What are you reading?”
 
   Lyom taps the cover thoughtfully, though his gaze remains in the book’s pages. “War Records and Strategies of the Praigue.” answers Lyom.
 
   I try for a smile but am not sure whether I succeed or not. Honestly, the day, my memories, and the heat have begun to get to me. “And here I thought you were reading a novel. How foolish of me.”
 
   Lyom glances up from his book and then buries his nose in it once more. I continue to look about his quarters, noting that he keeps his weapon nearby. Strange though it may be, his tent is no warmer than the outside breeze, making me wonder again if the Swordmaster puts off any body heat at all.
 
   Without lifting his gaze, Lyom asks, “What is it you need, Assassin?”
 
   “Nothing.” I answer. “I’m just …” My voice trails off. What am I doing here?
 
   Lyom sighs and grabs a book from the stack to his left and tosses it to me. I catch it and turn it over to read its cover.
 
    
 
   The Entries of Giradus Atticus
 
    
 
   “Splendid.” I say, taking a seat beside Lyom. “A battle journal. How engaging.”
 
   “It is.” Lyom answers, hardly looking up from the pages of his text.
 
   I flip the first page of the book over and glance at the first few words.
 
    
 
   Day One:
Dark clouds overshadow our land. The captives scream out from their confines, begging us to deliver them back to their kingdom, but we deliver them not. The soothsayer believes we are destined for defeat, but many back home are counting on us.
The Afterlighters will surely kill us all, she says.
The men are tired, weary. The days grow longer and longer. I’m not sure how much more we can take.
 
    
 
   I slam the book shut before I die of boredom.
 
   “This is not literature.” I accuse.
 
   Lyom lets out a breath. “If you were engaged by strategy and marksmanship, it would be quite fascinating.”
 
   “Fascinating?” I laugh. “Have you read this, Lyom? Oh, it’s terribly drab. Please tell me you were only jesting and you don’t actually read this for entertainment.”
 
   Another sigh escapes Lyom’s lips. He picks up another book and throws it my way.
 
   “Perhaps this will suit your liking.” Lyom says.
 
 
   I take the book and glance over the cover but frown at its dreary title.
 
   “This may be worse than the last.” I admit.
 
   “Help yourself to my stack.” Lyom continues without looking up. “If you don’t mind, I’m trying to read.”
 
   I find little to nothing of actual literature in Lyom’s collection. The book I choose to read is less drab but hardly considered creative writings. It talks about the different Adaaian cultures, and since we are traveling into Adaai, I guess it would be good to brush up on my facts.
 
   I spend the rest of the night in Lyom’s tent, reading beside him, until darkness finally claims me. When I wake up in the morning, I find that I am still at Lyom’s bedside and said Swordmaster has already departed. I quickly gather myself and head out of the tent, snatching my red cloak up from the ground as I go. I sneak out, making sure that no one sees me leaving his tent.
 
   Outside, the swordsmen are already preparing their horses for the long journey ahead. If anyone has found my staying in the Swordmaster’s tent suspicious, they don’t mention it.
 
   We ride for the rest of the day and half of the night and when we do finally set up camp, I stay in Lyom’s tent again, this time dragging my own bedroll in. His breathing lulls me to sleep quicker than I have been able to drift off in the recent nights. And if his breathing does not send me to slumber, then one of his books does.
 
   Lyom’s books are endlessly boring, prattling on about worthless information. Perhaps to the Swordmaster knowing about the tactics of one war hero are intriguing but I would much rather delve into an imaginary story in which I can lose myself, forget who I am. Reading has never been something I have been able to indulge in but if it had been, I would not have wasted my time reading the methodic, calculated words of a soldier.
 
   During the days, Lyom takes out that leather-bound sketchbook of his and draws in it with charcoal pencils. What he draws in that sketchbook I may never know. I will catch him sketching something down onto the paper when we stop for a water break or even just to let our horses rest. He will prop himself against a log or remain on his horse and sketch, always without looking up and always with that pensive expression on his face. Clearly whatever those pages hold is valuable or private because I have attempted to steal the sketchbook on numerous occasions and every time he manages to snatch it up before I can grab it. My best fits of ill humor cannot get him to hand the sketchbook over. One day I shall open it up and see what treasures it holds.
 
   The next several days pass in a blur, the heat of the day unbearable and the cold of the night harsh, until we are a day’s ride from Adaai. Just as the sun begins to set over the horizon, Lyom pulls to a stop. I watch as Jamas rides ahead to meet with Lyom, telling me to stay where I am. Ignoring Jamas’ order completely, I follow him up the hill, riding to stand alongside Lyom.
 
   “Problem?” I inquire.
 
   “We’re being followed.” Lyom answers.
 
   I frown, looking over my shoulder, expecting to see a few men huddled in a bush or at the very least a pack of ravenous dogs hiding in the hills. Instead, I see nothing.
 
   “How do you know?” I ask, returning my gaze to Lyom, who refuses to take his eyes off the landscape.
 
   “I saw their fires last night.” replies Lyom. “Today I saw the dust from their horses hooves. They’re getting closer.”
 
   “Marauders?” I ask.
 
   Lyom shakes his head. “They’re stalking us. If they were marauders, they would try to stop us before we reached the Adaaian border. They have not approached us yet.”
 
   “Adaaian scouts, then?” Jamas suggests.
 
   “Unlikely.” answers Lyom. “Mercenaries, more like it.”
 
   “Hired by who?” I ask, brow furrowed in confusion.
 
   “Lydovier, perhaps?” Lyom suggests. “It could also be some of your assassin friends coming to retrieve you.”
 
   I don’t even need to think about it. “Doubtful. The only one desperate enough to get me back would be Quay, and he is not with the Cannon any longer.”
 
   I don’t think I realize it until that moment but I am truly, utterly, and forever on my own. Perhaps Torrin would help me if I needed him desperately, and I could scrounge up a few others in the Cannon who I have not made enemies with, but I have no people. My kingdom is gone — slaughtered by the Blight of Evrallon and his cruel men — my companions have betrayed me, my assassins are dwindling, and even my unworthy father is dead. I am my only ally.
 
   Lyom doesn’t seem satisfied. He looks at Ulric. “Keep a wary eye on the horizon.”
 
   “If they’re mercenaries let me kill them.” I suggest, the words tasting bitter in my mouth but I’m numb to them by this point.
 
   Lyom scowls. “I will not risk you being killed and leaving us with Dominik.”
 
   “It was only an offer.” I reply.
 
   We ride for the rest of the night and the rest of the following day until the border of Adaai is within sight. Like Evrallon’s border, the wall that protects Adaai is built of stone with towers every few hundred yards, each sporting Adaaian guards. Before I have even completely assessed the wall, my gaze goes to the east coast of Adaai, finding the drainpipes easily.
 
   I point from our hiding place in the bushes. “There is our entry point.”
 
   “Dominik is already in Adaai?” Jamas asks, sneaking up behind me.
 
   I nod. “He must be. We couldn’t have beaten him to the border.”
 
   “And how do we plan to find him in Adaai?” Ulric inquires.
 
   “One step at a time, shall we?” I answer.
 
   Lyom nods to the drainpipes. “You’re sure they don’t search them?”
 
   “They haven’t before.” comes my answer since I do not have a better one. “Once we get into the drainpipes, we will walk them up to the inside of the wall that surrounds Adaai. From there we must eliminate the guards in the towers inside. I can handle that.”
 
   Lyom’s brows furrow as he tries to understand all that I have thrown at him. “Past the drainpipes is a tower, where there will be guards, then past the tower?”
 
   “Adaai. The drainpipes are the quickest and easiest way into the kingdom, assuming they have not secured them.” I say.
 
   Lyom stands. “Let’s hope not.”
 
   Something we hadn’t considered was that we would have to leave the horses behind. We tie the horses up, hoping that our trip into Adaai will be an in-and-out excursion, and head for the drainpipes. I slide down the hill before Adaai and dip into the seawater beneath the dock, quickly followed by Lyom and his men. I keep my head below water, swimming quickly, holding my eyes open through the sting of the salt.
 
   When the drainpipe comes into view, I slowly surface, looking around before I pull myself out of the water. I climb silently out of the water, drawing myself into the drainpipe. I roll inside as quietly as I can, water still dripping from my saturated clothing. Lyom surfaces beneath me and he begins to follow but we both hesitate when we hear the hiss of Adaaian guards.
 
   “Qüîet. Ma daärd somegrodah.” a guard whispers nearby — overhead.
 
   Lyom silently ducks back down into the water. I’m not sure if he speaks Adaaian or not but he apparently received the message. Thankfully, I am fluent in Adaaian. Quay ensured that I knew the language before I was ever released into the world.
 
   Quiet, the guard had hissed. I heard something.
 
   I’m quietly amazed at Lyom’s lung capacity as he stays underwater for the time that the guards lean over the railing of their tower. I listen to their footsteps as they walk away, then to their mumbles, complaining about working too much.
 
   When I am certain the coast is clear, I reach down into the seawater and feel Lyom’s hand grab around mine. I do what I can to pull Lyom from the water but my pitiful strength is not enough and Lyom must plant another hand on the drainpipe to get himself out. Jamas follows shortly after and Lyom helps him out while I stand sentry, listening to the conversations in the tower as Lyom continues to pull his men from the waters below.
 
   “Dyanit be vaüpîd.” curses a guard, warning the other not to be a fool. “Wsandendah abiut tda Menca Denu wî get vilk kîna.” The first guard tells the decidedly younger guard that wandering off into the Menca Denu will get him killed
 
   “Jä,” says the other, agreeing. “büt tai noc da csäry —”
 
   Nau!” exclaims the other guard, silencing the younger. He orders the younger to be silent and to not fear what comes out of the Menca Denu, and to stay close to the tower.
 
   The last of Lyom’s men are drawn from the canal and shake their wet bodies off inside. Before we head towards the inside of the tower, I extend my hand to Lyom.
 
   “I seem to have misplaced my dagger.” I say implicatively.
 
   Lyom rolls his eyes and takes out the dagger he must have taken off me during my sleep at some point and places it gently in my hand.
 
   “You still don’t trust me.” I note.
 
   Lyom frowns. “You have a job to do.”
 
   I nod and twirl the knife around in my hand.
 
   That I do.
 
   I make my way down the drainpipe, Lyom and his men following until we come to a place where a grate sits above us. I hear the footsteps of a nearby guard — judging by the weight and clumsiness of the footsteps, I’d say it’s the younger of the two guarding this tower.
 
   I let out a breath, rolling my shoulder back. There is no telling what will happen if this young guard manages a scream before I can get to him. There is a bell in each tower, that much I remember. If he should reach the bell and alert the other towers, we are done for and will have to wait another several weeks before we attempt another incursion. By that point, Dominik will have heard of our arrival and will have fled, perhaps deeper into Adaai or perhaps he will have taken to the sea, traveling to another kingdom we cannot even hope to consider, let alone reach.
 
   He mustn’t reach that bell.
 
   I motion to the ground beneath me and Jamas kneels, offering me a leg up. I step back before getting a running start and jumping into his extended hand, launching upward. I push the metal grate out of my way and catch it in the air before it can clatter to the ground. I spring into the tower, landing gently and silently on the floor beneath me.
 
   The guard is striding away from me, walking with rigid posture down the corridor that surely leads to another tower. He’s making his rounds, I assume. The other guard must have wandered off as well.
 
   I silently replace the grate before taking the dagger out of my belt again, moving soundlessly across the tower floor. I pass the bell, which is in the corner of the room, cutting the string that holds it to the wall. Before it can hit the ground ringing, I catch it and gently place it on the floor before moving to the guard.
 
   The young sentinel does not stand a chance. By the time he realizes he has been hit, he is lying dead on the floor, bleeding out of a neck wound. The footsteps of another guard catch my attention and I straighten up, glancing around the corner to see if the other sentinel is walking my way. He does not approach from another tower, so perhaps the other corridor. The walls are so incredibly echoey that determining the source tunnel of the noise seem impossible.
 
   I am light on my feet as I run to the next corridor, waiting for the guard to stroll leisurely around. He does so, whistling the whole way, until he finds his fallen companion. I hear his backpedalling, listen to his footsteps as he begins to retreat. He doesn’t make it five feet. I am on his back in an instant, one hand over his mouth, the other clutching the knife at his throat. The only thing that makes a sound is his body hitting the floor.
 
   Wiping the blood from my hands, I walk to the grate where I left the Swordmaster and his companions. I pull the grate open and offer Lyom my hand, which he scowls at when he notes the blood on it. It’s shame that first runs through me but anger quickly flushes it away when I remember it was his men that slaughtered the women and children on Lydovier shores.
 
   “How do we get out of the tower?” Lyom asks.
 
   “This way.” I answer, then pray that I know the correct way out of the maze of corridors.
 
   Thankfully, my memory serves me well and we find the entrance to the towers rather quickly, being guarded by only two men. When I have them both under my knives, Lyom protests, saying he doesn’t want to kill them, but I quickly remind him that they will have seen our faces and will alert the Adaaian forces before I can get to Dominik. With that, Lyom nods grimly and unsheathes his sword, slashing a line across the Adaaian’s throats before I can even lift a finger.
 
   I’m sure I stare at him for a long minute, expecting to watch as he flinches, realizing that he’s just ended these men’s lives, but there is nothing. I’m hardly able to put my thoughts together. A moment ago, he wanted to spare them, and now he mercilessly slits their throats?
 
   I look down at the fallen men. If I had the choice to, I would never take another life. But there are some things we are gifted with, and some things we are not. My gift is not in life. I would be a horrid doctor and an even worse mother. My gift is in death, as the grim reaper of the children’s nightmares. There are some that God has predestined to be the heroes of the story, and then there are those He has predestined to be the villain. It does not take a scholar to determine which I am.
 
   I force myself to return to the assignment. Adaai. Dominik. He’s here in the city somewhere. The village we have just stepped foot into is Té’hasam. It is not far from Adaai’s capital, Zahlemia. There are four border villages Dominik could be in — Té’hasam, Abunuaid, Katronkonda, and Tédi — but it is most likely that he is here, in Té’hasam. It is the village our sect normally chose when traveling into Adaai for a mission. He would know contacts here, would know how I usually broke us into the village. He has more information about Té’hasam than he does about most Adaaian villages.
 
   Glancing around me, the small village does not look like much, but it looks just as we last left it. Laundry hangs from windows on frayed strings, the homes built of mud, clay, and rock all seem sort of slanted. Adaai is not a profitable country and most of its inhabitants live poorly, but in Zahlemia, the people prosper. If Dominik were to leave Té’hasam, it would be to travel to Zahlemia.
 
   “Assassin,” Lyom whispers, coming to stand beside me. “Where do we go?”
 
   At least thankful that Lyom has taken my command seriously, I lead out, trying not to draw much attention to ourselves. The only Adaaian people that are awake are the beggars in the streets that watch us as buzzards would the carcasses of animals. When we duck behind a strip of drying laundry, I snatch several shirts from it and Lyom follows my lead. The next time we pass a house, I turn and stop his company of men, thrusting the attire into Lyom’s arms.
 
   “Have your men change.” I command. “They’re drawing attention.”
 
   Lyom’s gaze moves to my red cape. “And your bloody cloak is not?”
 
   “My cloak stays.” I say with conviction.
 
   Lyom grumbles something edged in hostility under his breath before handing the shirts back to the men, having them take their Evrallonic garb off and leave it in the dirt. Most of them take on the new, Adaaian clothing but Lyom does not. Whether it is because he refuses to undress in front of me or because he will not soil his Evrallonic garments by laying them in the dirt of Adaai, I’m not sure.
 
   I lead out again, taking them down winding streets, hoping that I remember the way to our contact’s house — if she even still resides there.
 
   When I have the residence in sight, I stop Lyom, then point to the home.
 
   “There.” I say. “A woman named Byhalia lives there.”
 
   “You’re certain?” Lyom looks at me, close enough that I can yet again smell the leather and cedar rolling off his skin like his own personal fragrance.
 
   “As certain as I can be. I will investigate beforehand, Swordmaster.”
 
   Lyom shakes his head. “I will go with you.”
 
   “Nau,” I reply, speaking in the Adaaian language to see if he understands. “Stay here.” I say, just to be certain he’s comprehended my words.
 
   I dip out of the shadows and walk easily across the road as I pull the hood of my cloak down off my head. My hair, soaked through with sea water, tumbles from the wet folds of my cloak. I know I risk Adaaian men spotting me and wandering my way but I leave my hood down. Byhalia will not trust someone hooded in darkness.
 
   The door opens at the second knock and a young woman opens the door. Dark, cloud-like hair forms a halo around her caramel face complete with a snub nose and rounded cheeks. She has received several more scars, all on her face, since I saw her last but she is otherwise unharmed — and still living in the same location.
 
   “Byhalia,” I breathe quietly, looking at her to see if she recognizes me. “It’s —”
 
   “Etta!” Byhalia shrieks the moment she recalls my face, wrapping her arms around my waist before shrieking and backing away. “By Sona’s garb, you’re soaking! Whatever have you been —” Recognition lights Byhalia’s face and she immediately begins shaking her head. “Oh, absolutely not.” Byhalia scolds in a thick accent. “Absolutely not! You would not have just broken into Adaai, knowing the Feast of Yaran is just around the corner!”
 
   I try to placate her by raising my hands in defense. “It will only be a night, Byhalia, I promise it.”
 
   Byhalia shakes her head quickly. “You know the guards will be crawling all over my humble abode if they get wind of your arrival.”
 
   “They won’t.” I answer. “Byhalia, please. Dominik —”
 
   “Where is he?” Byhalia asks quickly, her voice full of concern. “If that boy has finally gotten himself killed, I’ll be sick to my stomach! I warned him, over and over, that he wasn’t cut out for your line of work!”
 
   I quickly realize that I will get nowhere with Byhalia if I admit that I am on an assignment to kill Dominik. I forget so often how many hearts Dominik has taken captive, whether he knows it or not. Now that I know what I do about him, I am willing to bet that he knows exactly the kind of trail he is leaving behind him.
 
   “Byhalia,” I say, interrupting her rant.
 
   Byhalia stops, blinking, looking at me. She is somewhere in her mid thirties. She has a contract booth in her backyard and by allowing such a thing to be established she has already placed herself in the sights of the Adaaian forces — if she were to be discovered.
 
   She has clothed me when I was naked, fed me when I was hungry, and sheltered me when I was nearly caught on one of my first few missions. Then she lived with her family of five — her husband, daughter, and two sons — but two years ago she lost her husband and sons when they were summoned to the Sairaat Temple in Zahlemia. Now she lives alone with her eight-year-old daughter. Byhalia has given up much for the Cannon and me. The least I can do is withhold my purpose for being here — and Dominik’s deceit. Let her believe that there is good in all people, and that corruption does not reach every soul.
 
   “Dominik is alive.” I assure Byhalia. “He just didn’t come on this mission with me. I figured I should fly solo for this one.”
 
   Byhalia immediately believes my story, her guard dropping. I breathe an inward sigh of relief when Byhalia wraps me up in her arms for the second time, ignoring how wet my clothes are.
 
   “Come inside, please,” Byhalia insists, opening the door for me to enter.
 
   “Umm,” I begin, looking over my shoulder, unsure of how Byhalia will take to more strangers entering her house — ten men that Byhalia certainly wouldn’t want around her daughter.
 
   Byhalia frowns. “What is it, Etta?”
 
   “I have brought others with me.” I reply.
 
   At first Byhalia’s expression gives away nothing, then she bursts into joyful laughter, embracing me again. Entirely confused, I just stand there while she squeezes the life out of me. When Byhalia finally releases me she wipes tears from beneath her eyes.
 
   “You rescued people from Lydovier?” Byhalia asks.
              I open my mouth to correct her then slam it shut again, forcing myself to nod. “Kin of mine. Not assassins.” I assure her. “We won’t even be here for the whole night. Just long enough to check injuries and move on.”
 
   Byhalia nods fervently. “You are welcome here as long as you need.” Byhalia looks over her shoulder, calling to her daughter in Adaaian. She quickly tells her daughter to bring fresh clothes for me and my companions and to start a fire. At least for tonight we are safe.
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   “There will be little rubs and disappointments everywhere, and we are all apt to expect too much; but then, if one scheme of happiness fails, human nature turns to another; if the first calculation is wrong, we make a second better: we find comfort somewhere.”
— Jane Austen, Mansfield Park
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Saying Byhalia is suspicious of the refugees would be an understatement. She keeps a watchful eye on Carnahan and Moher, who are by far the most brutish of the bunch, and certainly do not look like the survivors of a nasty war. They have been well fed, even during our journey across the Menca Denu, and their stern expressions put her on edge.
 
   Strangely enough, she and Lyom have seemed to form a quick and easy relationship, though she now knows him under his alias of Lee. Lyom remains respectful and Jamas is just as thankful for her hospitality but he throws in a bit of charm the Swordmaster doesn’t have. Saraiah, Byhalia’s daughter, is helpful to say the least. She brings us in fresh bowls of water that Carnahan uses to clean the wounds of the men. At least that goes along with our story.
 
   “An odd bunch,” comments Byhalia from behind me.
 
   I look up, smiling at her. “They are.”
 
   “How are they related to you?” she questions, taking a seat in front of the hearth next to me.
 
   I look at the men, my gaze flickering to Lyom. Carnahan stands in front of him, the two talking. I see Lyom’s brows furrow and he stands up, glancing at Jamas. I hear him say something but can’t make out the words. Then Lyom follow Carnahan into the washroom Byhalia showed them. Judging from the bandages in Carnahan’s grip, I’d assume they’re checking Lyom’s gash, but why the secrecy?
 
   A thought strikes me. Perhaps Lyom’s men have bought the stories that he is anything other than human. Have they ever seen him bleed? It would make sense that the seemingly-invincible Swordmaster would want to keep his weaknesses from his men but did they not see his red-streaked shirt at the Badger? I scoff. Maybe they thought it was the enemies’ blood.
 
   “Etta?”
 
   Byhalia’s confused voice draws me out of my thoughts and I snap back to her. What had she just asked? My gaze flits about the room and I suddenly remember.
 
   “Not exactly blood relatives,” I explain. “Good men from a fishing village that was under siege. I know them all personally.”
 
   Byhalia raises her deep brown eyes, studying the expressions on each of their faces. Thankfully, they are all acting more human tonight, laughing with each other, punching one another brotherly on the arm. Byhalia watches them thoughtfully.
 
   “It was good of you, Etta.” she finally says. “Good of you to bring them out of Lydovier. Do they have wives? Children?”
 
   I shake my head. “I do not know.” I consider it, though. How many of these men have families waiting for them back home? I take Jamas as my sample specimen, wondering about him. Does he have a family he has left behind? A new bride? It is hard to imagine him with a family of three — he is so young — but a new wife?
 
   He is honorable, respectable. I could understand why he would already have a bride … and also why he wouldn’t. Loyalty can be a curse as much as it is a blessing.
 
   “And Dominik?”
 
   Byhalia’s question jars me and I involuntarily flinch. She hasn’t asked much about him since I arrived.
 
   I mustn’t tell her, I remind myself, but I so badly want her to know what happened. I must tell someone the truth, someone that would understand rather than slit my throat to shut me up. Lyom will not cry for my lost companions and neither will any of his men. The Cruel King laughs knowing he was my undoing and Torrin … he has his own grief.
 
   But Byhalia shouldn’t remember Dominik as a traitor. He doesn’t deserve it, but I decide to let her believe that he is well, hiding in Lydovier, and that I am on my last mission for Lydovier — to help escort the inhabitants of the fishing community to safety.
 
   “What of him?” I ask Byhalia.
 
   “Why did he not come with you?”
 
   “He is helping others,” I answer. The lie slips off my tongue as if it was the easiest thing in the world. I’ve grown too used to lying, too used to wearing two faces. But when I leave the king’s service … never again.
 
   “In Lydovier?” I hate to hear the hope in Byhalia’s voice. She wants Dominik to be a hero, wants him to rescue people like I am …
 
   I nod. “Helping the lords and ladies of the court.”
 
   Then she breathes a sigh of relief. “That is good.” She looks at me. “It is good of you. I am glad you have rescued this time, rather than destroyed.” She tsks. “Destruction does not suit you, Aerietta Elony.”
 
   I try to match her smile but know it’s a weak attempt. She has always seen the good in both Dominik and me — seeing him now would surely break her.
 
   I should want to stay with Byhalia, reminisce about the days when Dominik was not a back-stabbing traitor, I was not on a seek and destroy assignment commissioned by the Cruel King, and just talk to her, as she is one of the few people I can do such things with, but my daft mind goes to Lyom again. I can’t stop myself from looking at the door he disappeared behind. I hear that little whisperer in my ear again, the assassin that wants to know what is going on.
 
   What is he doing back there?
 
   “I should check on Lee,” I say to her, half in a trance as I begin to stand up.
 
   Is Carnahan really just cleaning his wounds or are they discussing something in private? Something about me? I feel the slightest twitch of fear in my stomach. Curiosity is winning out over my want to be with Byhalia so I begin to walk away from her but she grabs my wrist before I can go.
 
   “Etta,” she whispers, looking about.
 
   I stop and look back at her, at the way she’s clutching my wrist. It’s such a contrast — her dark hand wrapped around my completely pale wrist. She’s the kind of ebony beautiful with flawless skin that over half the population in Adaai is. Sparkling dark eyes flit around the room with a hint of suspicion behind them. Could she doubt my story? I’m tempted to laugh. She may be the only person that would believe such ridiculousness outright. She has always been the naïve sort, willing to see the righteousness in anyone.
 
   “Däj keh niniv Lee,” she hisses in Adaaian.
 
   I flinch immediately, the words tumbling around in my head. I look over my shoulder at the room again before my gaze goes to Byhalia. Perhaps she doesn’t always see the goodness in people. Perhaps she isn’t as naïve as I have always believed. Her words stun me enough that I’m left standing in silence for a long moment.
 
   Do not trust Lee.
 
   “Why?” I ask in Adaaian.
 
   Her gaze is steady, even, and completely sane when she whispers back, “He isn’t who he says he is.”
 
   I crouch down, covering her hand on my wrist. I look into her eyes, trying to decide if she knows something I do not or if she is beginning to suspect that he is the Swordmaster. In either case, I must know. “My friend, if you know something I should know —”
 
   “I know nothing,” whispers Byhalia. She clasps a hand over her chest. “I feel it … here. You know my family’s past.”
 
   I nod. Byhalia’s great grandmother was a knowledgeable woman. She operated an apothecary, tending to both Afterlighter and human at the edge of the Menca Denu — one of the weak points where the Afterlight Forest can intersect with our world. Her family is well accustomed to odd things happening but since the fall of the Afterlighters, Byhalia has said she’s felt no connection to them. Now suddenly this has changed?
 
   “You believe he is an Afterlighter?” I ask, ready to put the rumors about him to bed.
 
   She seems to consider this but then shakes her head. “No. Not Afterlighter.”
 
   I sigh. “Byhalia —”
 
   “I cannot give you anything else because I do not know anything else, Etta! I’m hardly experienced in the world of Afterlighters.”
 
   “Mama?”
 
   I straighten up just as Byhalia turns her attention to her beautiful daughter. She smiles widely, extending her hands to her child. She begins to speak to her, asking her what she thinks of the men, still speaking in Adaaian, and giving me my leave.
 
   Still uncomfortable from the conversation, I head towards the washroom where Carnahan and Lyom are.
 
   Byhalia warned me to be careful around him. She has always had a sixth sense about these things. He isn’t Afterlighter, though, meaning he is human, but no one ever said all humans are good. The Cannon is proof of that. The world is proof of that.
 
   I try not to hesitate before going to the door and opening it. I’ve already prepared myself for finding Lyom shirtless again, since it wouldn’t be any stitching or blood that made me queasy, so when I see Lyom standing, bare-chested, leaned over the basin drinking a black liquid, I’m only half surprised.
 
   I close the door behind me just as Carnahan’s head snaps up. “What are you doing?”
 
   Carnahan glares. “I could ask you the same question. What are you —”
 
   “Not you,” I hiss, packing as much venom into those two small words as humanly possible.
 
   Lyom straightens up and I see the muscles in his back and shoulders straining some, like correcting his posture is physically exhausting. I try not to notice the corded muscle wrapped around his shoulders or the fact that he looks like a statue sculpted by the most famous artist in history but I know I must be failing miserably. 
 
   I’m gathering my thoughts when he grabs his shirt and pulls it on, buttoning it up before he turns around and I can see his wound.
 
   “What was that you were drinking?” I finally manage.
 
   “Medicine.” Carnahan supplies.
 
   I turn my hostility to him. “Not you.” I bite out again.
 
   “Medicine.” Lyom echoes. “For the gash.”
 
   I’m tempted to look down to see if I can spot it beneath the dark gray shirt he’s pulled on but decide that it will only look like I’m admiring him. A hundred different questions come to mind but I don’t ask any of them. Instead, what comes out of my mouth makes me want to let Carnahan shoot me.
 
   “Now you have a shirt on, huh?” I inquire. “You seem so comfortable without your shirt on.”
 
   Lyom doesn’t give me a second to wallow in my mortification. “I haven’t heard any complaints.”
 
   My mouth drops open and my eyes go to Carnahan, seeing a smirk on his face. Is he used to hearing Lyom crack jokes — if you could even call his dry humor joking — and give veiled flirtatious comments?
 
   When I’ve picked my jaw up off the floor and gathered whatever self respect I have left, I say, “We should leave at sunup.”
 
   “That was the plan.” Lyom answers. “Did you come in here to say anything else or was that it?”
 
   I stammer. Did I? No. I was just suspicious of their being in here, but then I was thrown off guard somehow. Quay can train you to be impervious to hits, blows, and surprises all he wants but seeing Lyom shirtless? That is something one can never fully prepare for.
 
   Lyom tries to skirt pass me, clearly trying to stay as far from my body as possible, but before he can make it to the door handle, I reach my hand up to stop him.
 
   “Wait,” I say right as my hand plants on his chest. I have the words on the tip of my tongue: Will someone be standing guard overnight? Unfortunately, the words are cut short in my throat when I feel the flatness of his chest, the lack of stitches and a grievous wound.
 
   Lyom tries to take a step back, shoving my hand away defensively, but I’m already in front of him, unbuttoning one of the middle clasps. Before he can throw me back a second time I can see the clean form of his chest. No stitches, no bandage, no cut. It’s like it never happened.
 
   “Wh —” I don’t know how to finish, just stare at his healed chest. When I finally look back up at his face, I see turmoil in his eyes. “It’s healed,” I whisper.
 
   “It was only a surface wound.” he answers but I’m already shaking my head.
 
   “No,”
 
   “Yes.” he hisses. “It was. It looked worse than it was.”
 
   With that, the Swordmaster steps around me and pushes through the washroom door. I hear the slam of it but don’t turn around, just stare at Carnahan, who froze the minute I unbuttoned Lyom’s shirt. I immediately begin pointing at the basin, where the metal cup sits.
 
   “What is that?” I exclaim.
 
   Carnahan glances at the metal cup before looking back at me. He shrugs. “Medicine.”
 
   “That is not medicine!” I shout. “Did that … heal him?”
 
   Then he laughs, shaking his head. “Yes, Aerietta, it’s a magical healing elixir we’ve been keeping from the men all this time.”
 
   I step over to it, looking inside. The dregs of the liquid are black and bitter-smelling. I scowl at the contents. “Then what is it?”
 
   “You’ll have to ask the Swordmaster that.”
 
   I whirl on him, glaring. “There was a slash on his chest just a few days ago — I saw it with my own eyes! And now it’s healed?” And without a single scar. I suddenly remember the lack of marks on him and being perplexed as to how he avoided such battle wounds. I remember thinking that this one would scar, without a doubt. Yet it’s as if it never happened.
 
   Carnahan just lifts his shoulders. “Guess so.”
 
   I feel my heart pounding. What is going on here? Carnahan is keeping secrets for the Swordmaster, who has miraculously healed after drinking a bitter-smelling, black liquid. I’m tempted to dip my finger in the cup and dab it on my tongue to see if my wounds heal but what would be the side effect if it was not the magical healing potion I’m half thinking it is?
 
   I give Carnahan one of my trademark scowls. “Secrets have a cost, dear Carnahan, and mark my words, I will figure yours out.”
 
   Carnahan merely shrugs again. “Fine by me.” He smirks. “You have a nice evening now, Aerietta.”
 
   My jaw clenches as I turn around to leave. Normally, I would ignore such trifle things but compiled with the rumors surrounding Lyom like a fog, Byhalia’s mysterious warning, and my own experiences with the Swordmaster, I am tempted to believe that something else — something worth all the secrets — is going on here. And that is something I am willing to risk anything to find out.
 
  
 
  


 
   XIII
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Sometimes a woman’s love of being loved gets the better of her conscience, and though she is agonized at the thought of treating a man cruelly, she encourages him to love her while she doesn't love him at all. Then, when she sees him suffering, her remorse sets in, and she does what she can to repair the wrong.” 
 
   — Thomas Hardy, Jude the Obscure
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Where do you suspect he will be?” asks Jamas in a hushed voice when Byhalia has fallen asleep in her bedroom nearby. We continue to speak in quiet tones because none of us can be sure she is truly asleep and not pretending so that we will reveal our true reason for being in Adaai. If she were to learn that I was traveling with a company of King Dryden’s men she would surely send us away, afraid that I planned to assassinate her leader, Emperor Yanlin.
 
   I glance over my shoulder to be sure Byhalia’s door remains shut. She barricaded herself and her daughter in the room about an hour ago. I can understand her for taking precautions. Even being the assassin I am, if a man like Carnahan was staying in my home for the night, I would lock myself in a room that he could never barge through.
 
   Even thinking his name has me looking over at him and Lyom, still suspicious of their every move. I watch them warily for a long moment until I realize that I never answered Jamas’ question.
 
   “Either here or in Zahlemia.” I answer, going back to picking at the food Saraiah gave us in an attempt to act as casual as possible, when in truth I can hardly think about food at this point.
 
   “Why Zahlemia?” Jamas continues.
 
   “It’s wealthy.” I explain. “Dominik will try to go somewhere that people can pay for his services.”
 
   Jamas frowns. “You believe he will go back to being an assassin.”
 
   “I believe he’ll become a mercenary.” I answer. “Perhaps a tracker for the empire. I doubt he would enlist in something that would involve killing people without question.”
 
   I look up, finding Lyom with my gaze again. He sits with his back against a wall, legs stretched out in front of him. In his lap is a sketchbook and in his hand is a charcoal pencil. He has been in this position ever since Byhalia retired for the night.
 
   What does he sketch? I wonder.
 
   I have always loved sketching, though I have never been much good at it. I cannot imagine the Swordmaster would be skilled in something so creative; his reading choices should make that apparent. So if he does not sketch imaginatively, what does he sketch? He likely creates maps of the lands we have traveled over, or creates new strategies by drawing out his men matched against another company.
 
   Jamas looks up, follows my gaze. “You watch him quite a lot.” notices Jamas.
 
   I scowl, scrunching up my nose at the implication, then return to eating my food. “I watch him because he is one of the few people that could conceivably defeat me.” I say, omitting the fact that my wariness of him is based on more observation and hearsay.
 
   Jamas considers this. “You seem to have grown fond of him.”
 
   I laugh softly but cannot peel my eyes away from the stern Swordmaster, half of me still trying to decipher if he is a legitimate threat to me or not. “Fond? Truly, Jamas?”
 
   Jamas understands my meaning and his nose then wrinkles in disgust as well. “Heaven’s sake, no! Not in that way, Aerietta. I’m not sure you could grow fond of someone in that way.”
 
   Regret and embarrassment gnaw at me in equal measure. Jamas is wrong; I did fall for someone and was then promptly stabbed in the back by him. I don’t think I even realized I loved him at the time. I was trained since I was young that love was not a privilege granted to assassins and I think I actually believed that I would not fall in love with anyone. I’ve seen and heard of other assassins falling in love and it never ended well. Take Torrin and Helleanor for instance.
 
   “You’re beginning to trust him, though.” Jamas continues, looking over at me, not sensing my inner thoughts. “Which gives me more confidence. If you befriend one of us, you are far less likely to slaughter us all in our sleep.”
 
   I cringe at that. Because not long ago I considered killing them all while they slumbered. I don’t want to believe I would do it now but know that if it came down to my life or theirs … I know what decision I would ultimately make.
 
   I just nod at Jamas. “So long as none of you betray me, you are safe.”
 
   Jamas chuckles. “I am curious to see who would win in a fight between you and the Swordmaster.”
 
   I look up again. I take notice of Lyom’s broad shoulders, the lean, corded muscle that lies beneath his shirt. His height is formidable as well. I’m sure I have fought taller, but Lyom also has his agility on his side. The giants I have faced before were hulking, lumbering around like great beasts. Lyom is limber and nimble, quick to think and quick to act. I faced him once before in the cold but I hardly consider that a fair fight, and something tells me he was not trying his hardest either.
 
   The thought of battling with him is almost worrying. There is something about him, something I cannot quite put my finger on. Byhalia confirmed my earlier beliefs that he is not anything other than human, but that does not ease the unnerved feeling I have when I am around him. He isn’t normal, but I suppose anyone in the world could have told me that.
 
   I nod in agreement, attempting to look confident. “Yes, it would be interesting. However, not extremely long.”
 
   Jamas raises a brow. “Oh?”
 
   “I would win.”
 
   Jamas chortles again. “Perhaps we shall see someday.”
 
   I straighten my posture, trying to make myself appear more sturdy than my willowy frame is. “Perhaps.”
 
   Before dawn approaches, we are prepared to head out to search Té’hasam while the sun is still beneath the horizon. I slip up to Byhalia’s door and give it one knock. When she does not answer, I leave the note I scribbled on a parchment by the door, thanking her for her hospitality and telling her that we will no longer disturb her. Before leaving it there on her door, I end my note by saying that I will give Dominik her best.
 
   Before I leave the home of Byhalia, I slip into her backyard and go to the contract booth there. It is a small booth that looks more like a chicken coop than the warrant unit of an assassin. I quickly open the contract booth and slip inside, closing the door behind me, hoping to find any sign of Dominik’s being here. When an assassin visits a booth, it is not uncommon for them to leave behind their calling card — in Dominik’s case, a die.
 
   I find Dominik’s calling card within the booth instantly. It takes less than ten seconds for my eyes to trip over his symbol, which has been newly etched into the wood. Truth be told, I was under the impression that Dominik would not have left such an incriminating piece of evidence. And then the fact that he came to Byhalia’s home, visited the contract booth, and left without getting supplies from her? It doesn’t add up.
 
   Assassins do not always leave their calling card unless they want to be found, or are calling for the help of another assassin. Another reason to leave behind a calling card is if you take one of the warrants listed in the contract booth. If an assassin finds a target they wish to assassinate, they will take the warrant and leave in its place their emblem.
 
   This means there are three reasons Dominik would have left his symbol. One: He needed the help of another assassin in hopes of warding me away. Two: He is hoping to frighten me off by placing his emblem in a contract booth he knew I would visit. Three: He found a lucrative contract and has decided, For old time’s sake.
 
   I stand inside the contract booth for longer than I should before closing it up and blowing out the candle I brought with me. I hop the fence into the alleyway where Lyom waits. In the darkness of morning it becomes impossible to see very far and I nearly bump into Lyom when I enter the alley. Lyom steadies me with his hands on my arms and practically shakes me out of any daze I had been in.
 
   “Dominik’s symbol was in the booth.” I tell him. “It’s new. It could be three days old at most, assuming it has not rained in Adaai in the past day or so.”
 
   Lyom sighs. “You forget, Assassin, that I know little of the world of the Cannon. Do explain what that means.”
 
   “It means,” I reply sharply, still trying to keep my tone at a whisper. “that Dominik was in the contract booth recently. He either knows I am coming and is attempting to scare me off or has found a contract that he wishes to complete.”
 
   “Well?” Lyom asks. “Which is it?”
 
   “I’m not sure.” I admit. “Let me think.”
 
   Now is the time to truly consider what Dominik will do. I am no longer tracking him through a small village like Helmfirth, I am tracking him through all of Adaai. He could be in any village, at any home.
 
   I rake a hand through my long, blond hair and my fingers get knotted in the tangles, only frustrating me further. I hear one of Lyom’s men chortle at my struggles from the back but it’s hard to tell who in the darkness. I just glower at the perp and go back to concentrating.
 
   Dominik will have gone to a larger village in an attempt to blend in. It is highly doubtful that he took a contract, seeing as though he was always the one against violence, but his betrayal proves how little I know of him. Even still I cannot imagine him going back to assassinations after he narrowly escaped Evrallon with his life.
 
   I remember back to an easier time when Dominik and I were on assignment in Torrona, back in Evrallon. Hours before the assassination, Dominik had come to me, asking what I would do if I wasn’t an assassin. I remember I told him that I would not know what to do with myself. The Cannon gave me a purpose, gave me a reason to exist. Beyond the Cannon it seemed I was nothing, just a forgotten princess, forever hated by her father. If I did not serve him in his Cannon, I’d likely be put to death anyway, so there was never any life for me outside of the assassinations.
 
   For Dominik, though, there was a life. He told me then that he would want to go back to Adaai. He did not want to travel endlessly. He wanted to settle down, find a place where he could live peacefully. I remember him telling me about his fondness of Zahlemia, how the vibrant colors reminded him of his past. I’m not sure if Dominik had planned to betray me even then while we were on assignment, but either way I know what he spoke was the truth.
 
   He wants to lie low and he wants to reinvent himself — remember his past. What better place to lie low than in the biggest city in Adaai, during the largest festival of the Adaaian year, where colors will be lucid and bold?
 
   “He’s gone to Zahlemia.” I finally decide.
 
   “How can you be sure?” Lyom asks.
 
   “He is trying to blend in.” I tell Lyom, moving past him. “He will attempt to be there before the Feast of Yaran begins.”
 
   Lyom matches my stride easily. “For what reason?”
              I stop, facing Lyom. “To disappear. He wants to vanish from my sights, vanish from Evrallon’s sights. He will hide in plain sight at the Feast of Yaran. That is what Dominik wants. He wants to recreate himself, remember who he was before he became the assassin. He loved Zahlemia …” I’m so lost in my recollection that I don’t even realize that Lyom’s men watch me with concern, likely wondering if I’ve lost my mind altogether. I gather my thoughts, clear my throat, and finish by saying, “He does not think I will look for him there.”
 
   Lyom nods and calls his men to follow. Under the cover of darkness, we begin to walk to Zahlemia. While the capital city is not far south of Té’hasam, it takes us well over four hours to reach the gates of the village. By that time the dawn has broken over the nearby, green mountains and the gates of Zahlemia are open to travelers. Beside Zahlemia lies the Hook Gulch, a deep ravine with a harsh river that flows through it. There is a bridge that stretches across the gulch, rickety and old. It was on this bridge that Dominik and I narrowly escaped Adaaian forces on one of our first assignments in this empire.
 
   Men and women of all ages file through the gates when we do, entering the capital city, which is bright with excitement for the coming Yaran festival, the start of which falls at sundown. Upon entering the village we pass through a marketplace where gifts, offerings, food, clothes, and jewels are being sold to the travelers entering Zahlemia to celebrate the Feast of Yaran. As we make our way through the marketplace, I snatch different articles of Adaaian clothing from the racks, throwing them back at Lyom.
 
   Vendors and shopkeepers call out, clapping their hands to get the attention of the starry-eyed travelers that enter the gates of the village. Music lilts through the streets, fiddle and some sort of flute, along with the rhythmic beating of a wooden drum.
 
   The Feast of Yaran celebrates the birth of Adaai’s favorite god. The festivities consist of dancing, singing, feasting, and shooting off colorful fireworks into the sky, among several stranger customs, like dressing up as demons to scare children in the nights. It is a time for every item in the marketplace to be drastically marked down to honor the false god, Yaran.
 
   “I assume your men know what Dominik looks like?” I ask Lyom when he steps close enough to hear my whisper.
 
   Lyom nods. “Yes.”
 
   “Then split up. Search the marketplace. Perhaps we shall get lucky and find Dominik perusing the vendors’ booths.” I suggest. “We shall rendezvous at the blacksmith shop across the street.”
 
   Lyom nods and I feel him split away from me, as do the other swordsmen. I pick up my pace but make sure that I keep my feet light, as though I am half dancing, half browsing what the marketplace has to offer. It feels strange but I stop to spin around a few times, pretending to take in the scents in the air when I catch some of the emperor’s guards watching me carefully. My red cape is bright enough to cause me to blend into the colorful Adaaian culture. In Evrallon and Lydovier, my cloak of blood red is recognizable and is meant to stand out in the crowd. Here in Adaai, I am like one of the commoners, dressing in my finest rags to come to the Feast
 
   As I move, my gaze sifts through the crowd. Dominik will not be hard to spot; his dark silver hair would give him away in any crowd. It’s a strange color of silver — not the color of an old man or woman whose hair has lost its vitality, nor the course gray of someone who strives to stand out, to be something different, to be something that Dominik is. Dominik’s is bright, gleaming, and looks like silver taken straight from the mines of Kinecardine. In the light, areas of his hair are brighter than others, while in the darkness, his hair is a steely color of gray — a color no one can replicate.
 
   My gaze catches on so many silver items — the necklace dangling at a woman’s chest, the one earring pierced into a guard’s ear, the ornate walking stick of an elderly gentleman — but no silver hair. I continue to walk quickly, keeping my gaze moving and my expression full of forced wonder.
 
   I suddenly run into someone and whoever it is grabs me up in his arms, spinning and twirling me around. I groan inwardly when I realize what it is.
 
   I’ve unknowingly stumbled into the group of happy dancers that move in beat to the music. The line dance that is being performed — and that I have now been drawn into — is fast paced and filled with enthusiasm. Thankfully, I know the dance and am able to keep pace with the young gentleman that grabbed me. 
 
   He twirls me around quickly and my feet nearly get tangled in my cloak but I manage to stable myself before toppling over. We both step back, clap thrice, and continue in the line dance. I use my new position as an opportunity to view more areas of the bazaar without causing unwanted suspicion.
 
   Clap, clap, clap!
 
   I continue to sway to the beat of the music, my gaze ever on the lookout for a spark of silver in the crowd. How many people can wear silver earrings or bracelets? I’m beginning to grow annoyed by the amount of silver in Adaai. Last I heard, Adaai had no silver in it at all. Evrallon is where I would have expected to see so much fine silver jewelry. Considering that Adaai and Evrallon have been on poor terms for the longest while, I would not be surprised if Adaai has not raided some of the Evrallonic trading parties before they could even reach the meeting point in the Menca Denu and stolen the silver goods from the traders.
 
   “Looking for someone?” calls the gentleman over the sound of the violins. His voice is gruff, rumbly, like that of a sailor’s or farmer’s.
 
   I look back at him and just smile, shaking my head quickly. “No, just taking it all in! The bazaar is beautiful.”
 
   The Adaaian man laughs as he spins me in another circle, twirls me out, then rolls me back against his chest. “But this isn’t your first trip to Zahlemia, is it?”
 
   I nearly stumble but smoothly transition into the next dance move, trying to keep my expression neutral while simultaneously gauging his. It doesn’t take me long to realize I recognize this gentleman. From where I do not know but I do recognize him. I immediately assume him to be a face I have seen in the contracts before; perhaps someone I considered killing? 
 
   It’s something about his dark hair, olive complexion, strong nose. His eyes are hooded, covered by the hat he wears to keep his dark hair hidden. Dark soot is smudged across his face, seeming to come from his hair, which must be covered in debris — a blacksmith maybe? Strange for someone supposedly traveling in to take part in Adaai’s most famous festival. 
 
   Perhaps I killed a relative of his on an assignment. An enemy of mine, for sure.
 
   I try to quickly come up with a way to move him into a less populated area. Normally I would flirt my way into a corner with a man but he does not look as though he would be easy to flirt with.
 
   The strange man chuckles, shaking his head. “You’ve got nothing to fear, Aerietta.” He winks. “I’m one of you.”
 
   I balk, trying to decide if I believe the man’s words or not. It is feasible. It could be the reason I recognized his face. How possible is it that I saw him at the assassin’s Aerie? Quay could have enlisted him months before he left Lydovier and I could have seen him in passing.
 
   “Oh?” I inquire. “And what would you be doing here?”
 
   The man shrugs easily, looking up, dark eyes glinting in the new morning light. “Warning you.”
 
   I try not to show my confusion. “Who told you I needed warning?”
 
   The man just looks back down at me and grins. “Another assassin.” Before I can demand the assassin’s name, the man continues. “Watch your back. Someone has hired men to get you, and they don’t play nice.”
 
   I frown, shaking my head. “Who?”
 
   The assassin shakes his head. “Hell if I know! I was just told to take the message to you.” His hands come up to my face and I start to push them away but don’t. “I’ve missed you. And no matter what, I’ll wait for you.” He winks, leaning down and kissing me quickly on the forehead. It’s there and gone so quickly that I don’t have a chance to pound him into the ground for daring to do such a thing.
 
   “Now I’m gone,” announces the young assassin, and just like that he backs into the crowd. I stand there, dumbstruck for the longest time before I gather my wits about me.
 
   Who would have sent him?
 
   Suddenly the entire bazaar feels staged. The dancing, frolicking people around me could have been placed in strategic areas to make me believe that I was safe, alone in my own world. 
 
   Who else here knows what the assassin is talking about? Who else here is an assassin hired by his employer? I remind myself that the assassin could have been hired by Quay long ago, speaking of the Evrallonic forces that were going to drag me back to the King, but how would the assassin have known where to find me?
 
   “Aerietta,”
 
   The voice snaps me back to reality and I turn around, finding Jamas standing behind me. He gives me a concerned look which only annoys me.
 
   “You found Dominik?” I hope.
 
   Jamas shakes his head. “Nothing. But the Swordmaster sent me to retrieve you; the emperor’s guards are growing suspicious. It’s time to leave.”
 
   I nod my head, my annoyance tangible. Not only have I failed to find Dominik but I have been thrown off kilter by another assassin of the Cannon. I have let the fool’s words worry me. Reminding myself that it doesn’t matter who is after me, I follow Jamas out of the crowded bazaar, making our way to the blacksmith shop.
 
   Lyom’s men are spread out around the old store, some speaking in fluent Adaaian to the women at the bazaar while others speak to the local shopkeepers about their stock.
 
   “No sign of Dominik.” I admit. “He’s in Zahlemia; we just have to find a way to lure him out.”
 
   Lyom nods in agreement. “Any suggestions?”
 
   Jamas clears his throat and out of the corner of my eye I see the emperor’s guards watching us with heightened suspicion. Not taking my eyes off Lyom, who has recognized and assessed the threat as well, I slip my hands into his and pull him back towards the vendors as Jamas wanders off. This time Lyom follows quickly behind me, knowing my game.
 
   “Is this always how you blend in?” Lyom inquires, a note of tightness in his voice. “It’s rather obvious.”
 
   I pull him up to a booth, pretending to admire the fine silk scarves that have been draped over the racks, though I never let my guard down. I am still listening to the voices behind me, my gaze flickering up to watch the passerby to see if any of them are boasting a full head of dark silver hair.
 
   “It’s worked so far, hasn’t it?” I say under my breath.
 
   The vendor walks over to us, smiling. “Can I help you with anything today?” she asks.
 
   I shake my head. “I don’t think so. Dear?”
 
   To Lyom’s good credit, he doesn’t wince. He shakes his head politely. “No, thank you.”
 
   Pulling him along, I move him to another booth, hoping to shift the suspicion away from us.
 
   “We need a way to draw Dominik out.” I continue.
 
   He nods, standing close enough to my back that anyone from the outside could perceive us as a happy couple. I can’t fight the chill that coils around my midsection, snaking up my spine when Lyom’s hand touches my forearm either by action or intention. “Perhaps by showcasing your arrival?” he suggests. “If he fears for his life he may attempt a hasty escape and mess up.”
 
   I shake my head, forcing myself back to reality. Get it together, I warn. You’re losing control around him. I can only imagine how any of the other assassins would look at me now.
 
   “Too uncertain. And Dominik isn’t one to do anything in haste.”
 
   “What does he want?”
 
   “To blend in.” I answer.
 
   He sighs. “Not what I was hoping for. Does he need a horse, supplies, shelter?”
 
   “I’m sure he needs all of those things.” I reply. “But above all he needs to lie low. He won’t steal anything or kill someone for their horse. He’ll need a contact, someone who would understand his situation. And he’ll take on another identity, especially if he believes I’m here. He’ll have a disguise of some sort, probably something to change the color of his hair. Dyes, ash, or —”
 
   No. Oh, dear heavens, no. I could not have been that foolish.
 
   “Aerietta?” Lyom looks curiously at me.
 
   “I’m a complete idiot.” I say, shoving past him.
 
   Anger lights in my veins as I zigzag through the people in the bazaar, twisting through the dancing bodies.
 
   How could I have been so foolish? I recognized him! His nose, his mouth, his height, his build! The hair and eyes had thrown me off, made me suspect him to be someone I had seen in passing while in the Aerie’s war room. 
 
   Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice … 
 
   I have never been so infuriated with myself. He has fooled me twice! Once in Lydovier, and now in Adaai. I saw his features, saw his height and frame. He kissed me on the forehead, the same as Dominik would always do, though I now realize was a kiss of mockery. How could I not have known?
 
   I shove between the dancers, gaze ever watching for the fake assassin dashing through the crowd. My eyes catch on a flicker of movement and I latch onto it, spotting Dominik in the crowd of people. He moves quickly, glancing over his shoulder only once to see if I am on his tail.
 
   I’ve got you.
 
   I bound forward, rushing through the vendors and heading for Dominik. He turns the corner of a building, isolating himself. A mistake he will soon regret. I have just burst through the throngs of people when an arm comes out of nowhere and clotheslines me, knocking me onto my back.
 
   The air rushes from my lungs. Instinct wants me to lay still, to not move, but when I see the fist coming towards my face, I lunge to my feet. The guard that stands over where I laid is large and muscular. He spins to look at me, practically sneering.
 
   Oh, no, I inwardly groan. It will be this man that keeps me from apprehending and killing Dominik? I have already been at this for weeks, it seems. No, I think not.
 
   The man throws a punch in my direction and I barely manage to catch it, driving my knee up into his gut once to double him over, then hook my leg around his neck and flip forward, using what little momentum I have gained to throw him onto his back. I begin to get up and follow Dominik but the guard’s hand thrashes out and catches me by the ankle. I fall, catching myself with my elbows on the cobblestone street. Sparks of pain fly out into my arms when I land but I manage to roll over and kick the guard in the face.
 
   I leap to my feet, still attempting to get after Dominik, but suddenly find that I am surrounded by the guards of the emperor. Each are dressed in the signature colors of Adaai — blue, yellow, and green. Some are skinnier than others but in all I count twelve of them.
 
   They could not have chosen a worse time to decide that I am a threat. Dominik is right around the corner! I had him in sight! He was close enough to me that if I’d had a bow I could have picked him off easily!
 
   Think, think, think! I need another way out. Fighting them will result in my arrest, no doubt, and then I will be forced to kill several of the guards in order to escape their prison system. By that point Dominik will be long gone.
 
   “Woman!” shouts one of the guards in Adaaian. “Put your hands in the air! By order of Emperor Yanlin, you are under arrest and are hereby property of the Adaaian Empire.”
 
   I groan under my breath. Lyom won’t like that I have to kill most of these men. It isn’t that his conscience will catch up with him — he blatantly admitted that he has none — but it will cast even more doubt on he and his men. But Dominik has just slipped through my fingers and I am seeing red. I was so close to catching him, to completing my assignment, to being released from the king’s service. I cannot allow Dominik to get away.
 
   “Woman!” exclaims the guard again. “On your knees.”
 
   I glance around the crowd. Where is Lyom when you need him?
 
   “On your knees now!”
 
   My fists open and close. There are twelve men, each with a sword in their scabbard and several daggers on their belts. I have one dagger of my own. None of them seem to have bows on them so they will have to get up close to me to wound me. The first five will be easy to take down but after that it would be nice to have Lyom’s assistance.
 
   My gaze flits over the crowd again. No sign of Lyom or any of the Evrallonic soldiers.
 
   Where are they?
 
   Knowing I won’t be able to take all twelve out on my own, I reluctantly drop my dagger. Sinking to my knees feels like complete defeat. I put my hands in the air as the soldiers have ordered. The fact that they find me dangerous makes me believe they know who I am. Adaai would not fear a mere girl, but if the servicemen recognized me as the Queen of Crimson they would surely take precautions.
 
   I was close. I was so close. I had Dominik — he danced with me! He kissed me on the forehead, had the gall to tell me he missed me!
 
   My gaze goes up to the crowd again and I see Lyom standing in the midst of the bodies, his gaze as hard as ice. I try not to be annoyed with him but I’m failing miserably. He stands there while the Adaaian guards continue their shouting, approach me from behind, and hit me hard on the back of the head.
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   “Dead, your Majesty. Dead, my lords and gentlemen. Dead, Right Reverends and Wrong Reverends of every order. Dead, men and women, born with Heavenly compassion in your hearts.”
— Charles Dickens, Bleak House
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   My legs are perfectly fine and I am able to walk but I let the Adaaian servicemen drag me through the Sairaat Temple as if my legs cannot support my weight. It’s my only way of protest at this point. Remembering that killing the guards was not only counterproductive but also not something I’d be incredibly proud of doing, I allowed myself to be taken from the cell I was kept in all day yesterday, all last night, and most of the day today and to be brought here to the Sairaat, where I assume I am meeting with Emperor Yanlin.
 
   Lyom had better have a good reason for not aiding me yesterday. Had he and the other Evrallonic soldiers helped, I could have easily broken free of Adaai’s grasp and found Dominik. Of course that all changed when Lyom’s swordsmen were a no show and I was forced to surrender while the Swordmaster looked on.
 
   I fought the guards last night when they tried to shove me in rags and take my cloak away. Not only was I not about to part with my red cloak but I could not afford to let them undress me to find my Jezdah. Even here in Adaai it is known to be something of magic, and the emperor will surely know its meaning. If Lyom were to discover it …
 
   The double doors crafted of bronze at the end of the hall are pushed open and a grand throne room is revealed. Walls of gold and bronze highlight the murals of ancient emperors and empresses. Statues made of pure metals shine from their pedestals beneath the murals and floors of dark gems reflect the light from the chandelier of glass overhead.
 
   At the end of the great hall sits a throne made of beautiful woods with gems set deep in the grains. Sitting on the throne is Emperor Yanlin. This is the first I have seen of the young emperor. He only recently acquired the throne, having inherited it from his father. At the age of twenty-two, he is among the youngest emperors to rule Adaai. His two older brothers died in battle before they could claim the throne. Yanlin, the people say, was chosen by Yaran to be the next ruler of Adaai. Looking at the scrawny young man now, I find that hard to believe.
 
   I’m cast before the throne of Yanlin, a gangly kid that barely has a shadow across his jaw. Eyes of hazel stare down disapprovingly and from the tilt of his jaw I would assume he is not fond of me. He is better than his father, I suppose. His father would have taken one look at me to be sure I was, in fact, the Queen of Crimson, and then have me beheaded. His son won’t know my transgressions and will only see a poor young girl being cast at his feet. I decide to use his youth and innocence against him.
 
   Staring down at me with confused contempt, Yanlin says, “Rise, prisoner.”
 
   I’m a little surprised by his strong voice. I’d have expected such a gaunt young man to have a weak one.
 
   I draw up to my feet, adjusting the shackles around my wrists. There is nothing I hate worse than shackles. They chafe my wrists, prevent me from wielding more than one dagger at a time, and are cumbersome in battle, not to mention they signify captivity.
 
   Yanlin tilts his head to the side, examining me. He has a sort of air about him that I instantly do not like. He is incredibly haughty, taking on an air of superiority. I suppose he can, considering he is the emperor of Adaai.
 
   “My advisors say you are the Queen of Crimson, someone to be harshly dealt with.” says Yanlin, looking down his nose in disdain. I inwardly roll my eyes at his attempt to appear more sovereign and majestic. It would take a miracle to make this whelp look regal.
 
   “They tell me you have plagued our land for some time, along with an accomplice of yours. I have a list of crimes here.” Yanlin says, lifting a scroll and waving it about childishly in the air. “Shall I read from it?” 
 
   I clearly have no say in the matter because Yanlin unravels the scroll and clears his throat, the sound bouncing off the high ceilings.
 
   “Five years ago was the first time you reared your head in Adaai, according to our accounts.” begins Yanlin.
 
   Incorrect. I first came on assignment to Adaai when I was eleven; six years ago, nearly seven. Of course, I refrain from mentioning such to His Royal Highness.
 
   Yanlin continues. “You were young at the time yet you killed one of the Suzerains of my father’s council, Kahtel Loc Hagret. Then, one year later, you returned, only to kill a member of my father’s council!” He waves a hand at the scroll. “It does not mention the member’s name here; he must have been insignificant.” Yanlin raises both brows at me and smiles. “Shall I go on?”
 
   I put on my best innocent look. “Your Majesty, I have never heard of a Queen of Crimson. I am a simple woman hailing from Abunuaid to celebrate the Feast of Yaran with my betrothed. Your guards —”
 
   The doors on the left side of the hall open and Lyom struts in. It takes me a long second to recognize what’s going on and to realize that he’s completely free. His wrists are not shackled and neither are his feet. Not even a serviceman watches him. He is dressed in the garb he wore upon entering Adaai — Evrallonic attire. In Emperor Yanlin’s court.
 
   I gape at Lyom. “You must be jesting.”
 
   Yanlin seems to enjoy my confusion. Lyom goes to stand a good distance from the emperor, which the guards appreciate.
 
   Yanlin tilts his head to the side. “Yes, I daresay we do have the correct girl, gentlemen.”
 
   I turn to look at Lyom, raising a curious brow, which he completely ignores.
 
   “So, not only are you an assassin that has killed plenty of people in my father’s empire, but you travel with Evrallonic soldiers!” Yanlin pronounces and I suddenly realize that we are all done for. I look again to Lyom, wondering why he isn’t bound in chains like I am. Does Yanlin not know he stands next to the Swordmaster of King Dryden? Has Lyom convinced Yanlin he is someone other than Evrallon’s Blight?
 
   Yanlin leans forward, propping an elbow on his knee. He shakes his head in mock contemplation. “What to do, what to do.” he muses. “You’re obviously of no use to me. I should have you killed.” He shrugs easily, sitting back in his chair. “Except that you have bought me time. If I return you to the Swordmaster, along with my permission to take back one of your prisoners that escaped to my empire, King Dryden has granted me three years of peace.”
 
   I continue staring at him in confusion, my gaze flitting to Lyom for confirmation. Emperor Yanlin is just going to let us walk away? For time?
 
   Yanlin chuckles. “A treaty. A three year treaty. I’d say that’s a fair trade.”
 
   I blink in confusion, gaze flitting between Lyom and Yanlin. “That’s it?”
 
   Yanlin nods. “Yes. Of course, I did have to send most of the servicemen back to Evrallon. It is quite the security risk to have all of you here. But I allowed Swordmaster Livingstone here to keep the vital members of his team.”
 
   I look to Lyom, who shakes his head. He walks down to where I stand shackled and takes the offered keys from the guards standing behind me. He grabs my chains, pulling me close enough that he can whisper in my ear while he removes my cuffs.
 
   “Please don’t do anything rash, Aerietta.” he pleads.
 
   I can feel the warmth of his breath on my neck but I am hardly paying attention to the words he speaks. I am still too stunned that the emperor is letting us go. What did Dryden really offer him? A treaty hardly seems worth my life. 
 
   The chains drop into his hands and he passes them to the guards behind him.
 
   Yanlin lifts his hand in an elegant gesture of farewell but it’s almost childish how he waves, smiling arrogantly as if he were the real winner here.
 
   “Bye now.” he calls as we turn around, walking out of the hallway.
 
   When the throne room doors shut behind us and we are escorted outside the temple, I turn to Lyom and ask, “What in the world is going on?
 
   Lyom continues to look straight forward until we have walked down the steps of the temple, back onto the streets of Adaai, where the Feast of Yaran is in full swing.
 
   “We needed to get you back from the emperor somehow.” Lyom explains. “We told him our situation, explained that there was a criminal that had slipped into his land, one dangerous enough that King Dryden would promise a three year treaty should we return with the criminal.”
 
   I glance at Lyom as we begin to walk through the streets of the festival, avoiding walking into the children who hold paper kites, waving them around in the air.
 
   “That isn’t true, is it?” I ask.
 
   Lyom frowns. “What isn’t true?”
 
   “That the king promised a three year treaty.”
 
   He politely steps out of the way of a child that tries to run between our feet, dashing into the festival. Fiddle music strings around us and the tapping of a thousand feet rings throughout the square, but so do hoarse shouts and the screams of children. The “demons,” then, preying on the weak and helpless. I’ve never understood this part of the tradition.
 
   “When I return to Evrallon, I will request that the king honor the word I gave Emperor Yanlin.” Lyom tells me.
 
   I laugh. “How very noble of you, Lyom.”
 
   He glowers. “It will not be noble of me if the king denies my request.”
 
   “He won’t.” I say before I am certain.
 
   He looks at me with an arched brow. I just shrug at him. “Why would he? The treaty surely would benefit him as well. If you haven’t noticed, there is plenty of silver to go around here. Perhaps the king’s traders are being raided before the goods can be properly bartered.”
 
   He shrugs. “Perhaps.”
 
   We continue to walk through the festival, making our way into the bazaar. Where we are going I do not know but I decide just to let Lyom lead this once.
 
   Fireworks shoot off into the sky, momentarily startling me. At first I believe it’s gunfire. Guns are rare, especially in Adaai, but I would not put it past some of the black market criminals to procure one from an Evrallonic serviceman.
 
   Colors like red and orange light the path towards the inner area of Zahlemia. All the main streets are lit in bright colors, children running about, dragging behind them paper kites and balloons. The fiddles on every street play different tunes, and when one stands on the corner of two busy streets, one can hear the melodic music flowing from both fiddles.
 
   The buildings are made of light-colored clay and dark oakwood, pink-tinted paper lanterns hanging on the inns and homes. The roofs are made of a dark red brick, though some have been made of dark oak shingles. Everything is lively and awake, even at this time of night as the sun begins to set.
 
   “You saw Dominik?” Lyom asks as we make our way down one of the festival’s streets.
 
   I nod. “I saw him in the bazaar, though I didn’t realize it was him at the time.”
 
   I decide to leave out the part about dancing with him, followed by him kissing my forehead. It would be best for whatever pride I have left if he did not know I’d let a random stranger kiss me on the forehead before dancing off.
 
   He lets out a frustrated sigh. “Do you believe he has left? Did he recognize you?”
 
   “He recognized me.” I answer.
 
   Something Dominik says gives me pause, though. He promised not to leave me. He said no matter what, he would wait for me. What on God’s green earth does that mean?
 
   Lyom steps around a dancing couple in the streets and nearly steps on one of my feet. I expertly move out of the way before he can step down on me. Clearly festivities are not Lyom’s favorite pastime. Judging from his grimace, I assume he would rather be guarding at some post in the city than walking around the dancers with the assassin that has blighted Evrallon for the past six years.
 
   He runs a hand over his face. “Has Dominik fled?”
 
   I shake my head, though I remain unsure. “I don’t believe so.” I choose to withhold the source of my knowledge.
 
   “So we stay in Zahlemia?”
 
   I nod. “The festival will not be over for several more days. We have until then to apprehend and kill Dominik.”
 
   He nods brusquely just before something dark and gruesome jumps out from behind a building, snarling. It is a full grown man, dressed up in a horrifyingly realistic demon costume. With eyes that look like death itself and fangs reaching down to the man’s chin, he growls and flashes metal claws at us. 
 
   I sidestep quickly just as Lyom tenses. The demon man just chortles and waddles on, moving back to prowl into the darkness again. I have to look over my shoulder the entire time to be certain he isn’t following us.
 
   The inn we are staying in is extravagant; of course, everything in Zahlemia is. The colors inside are of red, yellow, and orange, and the stairs are made of pure brass. Jamas and Carnahan were the only two of Lyom’s men that were considered critical members of the company and were allowed to stay. I understand Jamas, as he is Lyom’s righthand man, but Carnahan?
 
   I scowl at the burly man. “Couldn’t we have kept Gresham or Northam?” I huff. “At least they were useful, and they didn’t attempt to kill me around every bend. Besides, he’s injured.”
 
   Carnahan snarls at me. “Your doing.” he snaps, cradling his broken arm. “And I’ve yet to try to kill you.” His eyes narrow threateningly. “Don’t tempt me now.”
 
   Lyom glares at the two of us, a silent warning. I just smile at him while Carnahan acts like the cowering puppy he is and bows out gracefully. Lyom’s gaze returns to me.
 
   “Carnahan is here because he is our field physician. If we need medical care for any reason, we have him.”
 
   I look at Lyom. Does Jamas know about his instantaneous healing? I think back to when we were at the Badger, how only he and Carnahan were in the room while Lyom was being stitched and bandaged. Or were they just covering it so that his men continued in their illusion, believing him to be invulnerable? Either way, Jamas was present, indicating his knowledge on the subject.
 
   “We’re going to need a new strategy.” Jamas says as he stands by the window of the inn, overlooking the bazaar.
 
   Lyom shakes his head. “Dominik isn’t going to come out again, not now that he knows Aerietta is here. He can only assume she has come to kill him. What other reason would she have?”
 
   “He knows I’ll seek Laderic as well.” I supply. “Perhaps he is hoping to make a trade with me.”
 
   “What sort of trade?” Carnahan asks dully.
 
   “Of the information sort. Dominik will hand over Laderic’s whereabouts if I promise to leave him be for the rest of his miserable life.” I turn back to Lyom. “It is an understandable trade.”
 
   Lyom considers this, brows furrowing in thought. “I’m not sure Dominik would risk something like that. For all he knows he will reveal Laderic’s location to you and then be killed, himself. No offense.”
 
   I don’t really have the right to be offended so I smile weakly and halfheartedly wave it off. “None taken.”
 
   “So our strategy would be to aimlessly wander the roads of Zahlemia?” inquires Jamas. “It sounds a bit …”
 
   “Aimless.” Carnahan contributes.
 
   I turn to the pathetic physician. “I fail to see how your input matters in this current situation.”
 
   Carnahan puts his hands up in surrender. Lyom shoots me a warning look which I shrug off.
 
   “Will Dominik recognize us?” Jamas inquires.
 
   “Not you.” I say. “But he’ll recognize Lyom.” 
 
   I look at Lyom, remembering how Quay made us memorize the faces of the royals and many of the Keep’s guards in case we were ever to need such information. Most of the artist’s depictions of the men and women were distorted, their features incorrectly shaped, but Lyom’s portrait was perfect. Of course it was. Lyom’s face is one of the most recognizable faces in all of Evrallon and even areas of neighboring kingdoms.
 
   Dominik will recognize him instantly. He will take one look at him and know he is the Swordmaster.
 
   “So we choose disguises.” Lyom orders. “Take the dress of the land and blend into the background. This will be our meeting place at the end of the night.”
 
   Jamas clears his throat. “With all due respect, Swordmaster, none of us know what Dominik is capable of. Perhaps we should lure him back into the Menca Denu, where the remainder of our company awaits.”
 
   Carnahan huffs. “The assassin’s stunt has complicated this plot more than it should have been.”
 
   Lyom’s electric eyes remain on Jamas. “Your concern is noted. Aerietta knows Dominik.”
 
   “Intimately.” I interject, intending for it to sound professional and cringing when I hear my own voice. A part of me wants to slap myself in the forehead.
 
   Lyom and Jamas both wince at the same time while Carnahan just laughs boisterously.
 
   “Right,” continues Lyom. “Aerietta knows Dominik and will be able to predict his movements. If either of you find him before the assassin does, do not engage him in combat. Notify Aerietta and she will handle the situation.”
 
   Jamas nods. “Of course, sir.”
 
   Lyom’s gaze goes to Carnahan. “Carnahan, keep your snide remarks to yourself for the evening. I don’t want to pull you and the assassin off each other like two kittens with hackles raised.”
 
   Carnahan straightens his posture and nods tersely. “Yes sir.”
 
   “If Dominik is expecting you as you believe, he will be watching you.” Lyom says, turning his eyes of blue glass to me. “You need to be out in the open where Dominik will not feel threatened. The moment you are able to take Dominik’s life, you take it.”
 
   I roll my shoulders back confidently. “It won’t be an issue.”
 
   Lyom’s gaze is stern, serious. “Aerietta,” he says, voice softer than his expression. “I cannot afford to have you balk and lose your opportunity. When he is within your range, you take him out, no matter the witnesses.”
 
   I nod reassuringly. “I have this, Lyom.”
 
   Lyom lets out a breath I doubt he realizes he was holding. “You each have an hour to get ready. Jamas, have the innkeeper bring us Adaaian clothing.”
 
   Jamas nods and leaves the room. Carnahan stands as well, departing to his own room. I start to follow him out to head to the room Lyom mentioned was mine when Lyom stops me. I look over my shoulder.
 
   “I need to be certain you will take his life. You know what the king will do to you if you refuse to kill him.” says Lyom.
 
   Both angered and offended by Lyom’s lack of confidence in me, I reply, “Dominik turned his back on me. He tricked me into trusting him then turned around and stabbed me in the back, and he now flaunts his freedom. Killing him will not be difficult.”
 
   I quickly step out of the room and march down the stairs and across the hall to the room Lyom had pointed out when we first came into the inn earlier. Entering the room, I toss my clothes off, closing the door behind me. Inside the washroom, a pool of water has already been drawn and steam rolls over the surface. I close the door of the washroom just to be safe and grab one of the bars of soap from the counter once I have completely stripped my clothes off. I let my hair down from the braid I’d thrown it into and step into the hot pool, sinking into the waters.
 
   It has been days since I was allowed to be in a bath. I’d considered washing off in the pools of water we came across in the Menca Denu but it had seemed too risky, knowing my Jezdah would probably be in plain sight, let alone the fact that I would be bathing naked in the midst of Evrallonic soldiers. The only thing that came close to a bath would be Lyom dunking me into the pool after I nearly fainted from the heat, since I do not count swimming through salty seawater and crawling into a drainpipe a semblance of a bath.
 
   I use the bar of soap to wash the grime from my skin, lathering the soap into my hair. It’s lavender, a scent I have not smelled in a long time. King Cress used to have lavender gardens and I remember walking through them a few times before I was called to meet with the king — my father. They used to be red rose gardens, I was told, but for some reason, my father had the roses destroyed and replanted the lavenders. Quay believed it had something to do with me. Red is, after all, my color.
 
   My hand runs over my Jezdah. Insignificant. Nothing more than an imperfection. Yet my father nearly had me killed because of it. I’ve heard the legends that go along with my strange marking. I have heard the stories of the Girls and Boys born with the Jezdahs. They were curses to their families; to their kingdoms. The Children are never born within the same timeline, both are always born into a royal family or grow to power at one point in their life.
 
   Such magic cannot exist anymore. Magic was eradicated long ago. When I touch my Jezdah I feel no power, no energy coursing through my fingertips, and I certainly feel no dark magic lying beneath the skin.
 
   I let my hand fall back down into the water, splashing. Why was I the one cursed with a Jezdah? In the legends, the Jezdah always revealed its power when the Girl was a youth, but the Jezdah has yet to reveal itself to me. Perhaps my Jezdah is lacking its power. Which would be terribly unfair. I have been cursed with the appearance of the Jezdah, with the recognition that comes with it, but have not been gifted with its magic?
 
   I dip down beneath the water, blowing bubbles to the surface and watching them pop.
 
   According to the legends, Meili Depisa was the first Girl to possess the Jezdah. She was the Girl of Earth. She was of Lydovier, the daughter of a governor, a wealthy young woman. Her parents believed her marking meant that God favored her and would bless her throughout her life. To the family’s surprise and delight, Meili Depisa married into the royal family and became a queen of Lydovier. It was not long after her ascension to the throne that Lydovier’s king was killed by Belaroux spies with the help of Meili.
 
   Amee Findlay was the next Girl — the Girl of Water — according to the tales. She was born an Evrallonic royal, already placed in a position of power. At the time, mermaids and kelpies had roamed the surrounding oceans. As if Amee could speak to them and other Afterlighters, the creatures flocked into Evrallon, destroying the first Keep of Adandyrl. Amee was killed by the previous king’s swordmaster before she could bring more destruction upon the land.
 
   Time and time again, Children of the Elements are cursed to bring destruction and wretchedness upon the kingdom they govern. I suppose I can understand my father’s want to keep me away from the throne. He knew the legends of the Jezdahs better than I do now. His scholars had prepared him before he was ever king, before he was ever married to my mother.
 
   Muted knocks bounce through the water. I surface, the steam rolling off my face and back over the water. The knocks come again from the door. I wring my hair out and stand, stepping out of the pool and onto the cloth beneath me. I take a towel from the rack and wrap it about myself. In the washroom’s mirror I can see the black ink of my Jezdah peeking out from beneath the towel, crawling over my shoulder and barely kissing my collarbone.
 
   My jaw tightens slightly. Is there a way to remove such a ghastly thing? If I hope to be safe in the king’s court long enough to be released I should try to find a skilled physician — one I trust wholly — to see if they can remove it, or at least use chemicals to scrub it away. Is there any other way to be rid of something like this?
 
   “Aerietta,” Lyom sighs. “I have your attire here.”
 
   I open the door enough to slip my hand outside, feeling around for the dress. Lyom almost chuckles — almost — and hands me the clothing. I snatch it back and close the door. I hear Lyom’s footsteps as he wanders around the room, likely looking for weapons I am keeping stashed somewhere. It shouldn’t concern him anymore. I think he has finally accepted that I would rather loyally work for the king this one time and then been released than to escape now and live the rest of my life in fear of capture and execution.
 
   I hang my towel on the rack and hold the dress up to my body in the mirror. It’s a scant dress, shorter than I would like for it to be, but that is how the women in Adaai wear their skirts. The heat here can be unbearable during the summer months but thankfully the winters are cold enough to warrant high necks and sleeves, enough to cover my Jezdah.
 
   I put my undergarments on before taking the dress and making an attempt to get it on. I lace the back of it with more ease than I have before and take a look at my appearance in the mirror, checking to be sure my mark is thoroughly hidden, before I exit. 
              Lyom waits for me outside, wearing similar colors to that of my patched dress. He has on brown trousers, workman’s boots, and a loose beige shirt. He has done nothing to tame the wild waves of his midnight hair but I suppose that will be good for our disguise tonight. It’s stunning to me how he can go from wearing the decorated garb of a high-ranking Evrallonic soldier to the rags of a poor nation and still look like he could be royalty. And even with his shirt on, it’s hard not to stare at him; the looseness of the shirt can’t quite hide the muscle beneath.
 
   “Jamas and Carnahan are ready?” I inquire.
 
   He nods. “They are already out in the bazaar watching for Dominik.”
 
   Lyom reaches to his belt, removing the dagger I’d returned to him earlier. He hands it to me and I slip it into the belt around my own waist, concealing it amongst the rags of my frilly dress. I turn my attention back to him, smiling up at him, inwardly disliking the height difference and the combat advantage it gives him.
 
   “You know,” I begin. “at one point I should like my own weapon back.”
 
   Lyom nods. “When we return to the Keep I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   I grin. “See? You can be reasonable.”
 
   Lyom leads me outside of my room, where he hands me brown flat shoes which I slip onto my feet. We move quickly down the stairs and nearly bump into the innkeeper who is on her way out into the bazaar. I quickly thank her for the clothes before Lyom whisks me out into the night.
 
   The moment we step away from the inn, Lyom parts ways with me and disappears into the night, likely assuming that I remember all the details of our hastily-thrown-together plan. Luckily for him, I do.
 
   My wet hair is hardly appropriate to wear out in Lydovier but the Adaaian people couldn’t care less. I pin my hair up behind my head, appreciating that I now smell like lavender instead of the hundred other scents that clung to my skin and clothing.
 
   The night is cold and shivers run down my back due to my damp hair. Tendrils of dark blond hair falls down into my eyes and I impatiently push them back, trying to pin them up into the knot behind my head. Sooner or later the pins will not be able to hold my hair and I’ll be forced to let the air dry it.
 
   Fires have been lit along the streets where vendors continue to try to sell their products to the sightseers. The flames give off enough heat for the air around them to be warm but walk several feet further and you will be plunged into the brisk frigidness of winter. Fireworks shoot off at five minute increments, a chorus of excited shouts and wonder-filled gasps following their debuts.
 
   I stay light on my feet as I walk, pretending to be nothing more than a traveling young maid. It would be more feasible if I had an escort with me but I suppose I am only trying to fool the citizens of Zahlemia. Dominik won’t be fooled by my disguise.
 
   The fiddling has stepped up since I was last in the bazaar only hours ago. The clapping is more upbeat, the dancing quicker. I am caught up in the whirl of dancers but this time I am more conscious of my partner. I spin and whirl and clap my hands to the rhythm of the music. The tapping of feet and quick sawing of the bow across the violin’s strings is contagious and soon half the street is dancing along, some throwing coins to the two violinists that perform on the sidewalk.
 
   I change partners every few minutes, sometimes hooking elbows with a young maid who seems far more excited to be at this celebration than I am. I do not blend into the crowd as well as I’d hoped I would. I look foreign to them, surely, which is why most of the men try to make their way towards me as we all dance.
 
   I meet up with another partner in the middle of the street, glowering when I recognize the face.
 
   Carnahan smiles. “Hello, there, lovely.” he croons with a harsh note in his otherwise singsongy voice. “What’s a pretty thing like you doing in a place like this?”
 
   I force myself to grin again for the sake of the people watching us and discreetly knee him in the groin when I dance around him. Carnahan grunts and doubles over but by the time people around him notice I have already disappeared from sight.
 
   Continuing to move down the streets, eyes watchful for Dominik, I travel back into the bazaar. Now that the festival is in full swing, costumes have been broken out, along with lambs whose wool has been dyed colorfully, likely to be later sacrificed to the Adaaians’ pagan god.
 
   Feather boas are strung around the necks of women as they flaunt themselves in front of men. Harlots. How fitting. It seems that no matter where one goes one can never escape debauchery. Though I cannot claim to have abstained from such sin
 
   Fireworks shoot off again and I nearly trip over my own feet but an Adaaian man catches me, laughing as he twirls me back up and spins me around.
 
   “Watch yourself, love.” he says with a wink. “Wouldn’t want to twist one of your pretty ankles.”
 
   I smile back at him though I’m not sure whether it’s appreciative or flirtatious.
 
   I wander the booths, trying to remain in plain sight as Lyom has told me to. I keep my eyes on the crowds, waiting for Dominik to make his appearance. I inwardly pray that I am right and that Dominik has not left yet but deep down I know my prayers are falling on deaf ears; God would not listen to an assassin like me.
 
   The back of my dress has grown cold from the wetness of my hair and another chill sets in over me but it is not the cold from my hair that I feel. Tingles run up my back, the kind I recognize when I am being watched. I try to remain willowy, spinning around leisurely to examine the people around me, hoping to find Dominik’s face amongst the travelers.
 
   No. Not Dominik, but another face watches me, a cold smirk etched into scarred lips. Eyes of dark brown glitter with amusement as I dance, making my way through the bazaar. Someone else is watching me. I stop before I get out of view of the stranger, straightening my posture as I observe him. He openly evaluates me, glancing me up and down.
 
   He is not familiar at all. His hair is lighter than his eyebrows and the shadow that crosses his jaw and upper lip. Another ugly scar trails from his eyebrow to his mouth, as thick as the scars on my back. He is dressed in Adaaian garb, but I get the feeling he is not from this land.
 
   “Watch your back. Someone has hired men to get you, and they don’t play nice.”
 
   A warning — Dominik’s warning. I must also take into account Torrin’s statement back in Erod. He’d mentioned that whoever had come for me had killed Helleanor and nearly him in the process. Which of my numerous enemies could have hired men to have me tracked down and killed? I have no shortage of wealthy victims. Perhaps it was even the Emsworth family, of whose relative I somewhat recently offed.
 
   Before another moment passes, the eery man begins talking to someone beside him. I start to move in his direction but an irritating voice in my mind reminds me that this disturbing man is not my assignment. I see Lyom out of the corner of my eye, watching me. He nods, though he cannot possibly know that I fear my enemies have sent mercenaries to do away with me.
 
   Perhaps that is who was tracking us through the Menca Denu? Lyom had mentioned that they could be mercenaries. I feel my throat tighten at the thought of my involvement drawing pitiless killers into the mix. Even if Lyom were something otherworldly, even he would not be able to take on a hundred bounty hunters.
 
   Forcing myself to ignore the eeriness of the man’s previous gaze, I turn around and move on throughout the crowd, refocusing my attention on the task at hand.
 
   And that’s when I see him.
 
  
 
  


 
    
 
   XV
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Now Albert in her quiver lays the arrow in its place,
And wonders as he gazes on the beauty of her face:
‘Those hunting-grounds are far away, and, lady, ‘twere not meet
That night, amid the wilderness, should overtake thy feet.’”
— William Cullen Bryant, The Strange Lady
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  

 
 
    
 
   Dominik is not disguised. Ashes do not tint his silver hair and he has not attempted to conceal his bright eyes with a cap. His face is clean, not covered in soot, and he even wears clothes I would have expected to see him in back in Lydovier.
 
   He stands at the end of the row, silver eyes glowing in the firelight. His hands are in his pockets as if he does not have a fear in the world but his shoulders are hunched slightly, as if he grows weary of carrying the weight of his transgressions. He begins walking toward me before I him and at my side the knife burns into my skin. I will not draw my knife until he is close enough to touch, will not even break eye contact until then. Dominik is crafty and he knows me too well.
 
   The closer Dominik gets to me, the hotter the rage in my veins boils, and the quicker his pace becomes. I underestimate how long his stride is and before I have the chance to draw my dagger, he has closed the gap between us in two long strides. I suddenly feel his lips against mine. It happens so quickly that I forget who he is, where we are, and who is watching.
 
   Dominik’s hands cup my face gently and he holds my mouth to his. I don’t close my eyes, don’t look away … I stare at him. I count his dark silver lashes, note that his hair has grown longer in the weeks I have been hunting him. Leaned over the way he is, one would think he is medium height, when in reality he has an inch on Lyom.
 
   I notice the circles under his eyes and even the healing gash along his jaw, likely where he was recently in a fight. I feel something in my chest twist but not in a painful way — like I am somehow connected to this traitor. Like a string has been tied from his chest to mine and if he were to take one step too many away, it would sever the cord.
 
   Dominik pulls back, his eyes slowly opening. I am caught, completely at a loss for words. My hands know they should be doing something, should be reaching for something, but I can hardly comprehend it. His scent, his being has left me dizzy and unprepared. The farther he leans back, the tauter the cord connecting us becomes.
 
   His gaze searches mine. “Tell me the king did not ensnare you.” he whispers. “Tell me you found me of your own accord.”
 
   The mention of the king snaps me out of whatever daze he had me held in. A kiss. He would know. I have trained to never be distracted by anything, but how can one train to be unaffected by a kiss? Is it possible? Perhaps if it was Carnahan kissing you.
 
   I unsheathe my dagger and swipe it at his throat but he jumps backwards, catching my wrist in his hand. Screams reign out throughout the bazaar as people scramble to get out of our way. 
 
   I don’t hesitate to strike again, my blade nicking his shoulder. I step forward, throwing him off balance, and use my leg to trip him. Dominik falls backwards but has all the training I do and uses my own momentum against me, tossing me off him like a pesky fly when we land.
 
   I bring myself into a crouch, flicking the hair out of my eyes. Dominik is already on his feet and is running for the gates of Adaai. Frustrated beyond measure, I take off after him, bounding past the people that shriek. I nearly trip over a young boy that stumbles in the streets but manage to stay upright as I make my way towards the gates.
 
   He turns sharply once he has reached the outside of Zahlemia. I screech to a halt outside the gates. Past the walls everything is at near complete blackness. My eyes lock in on movement and I sprint forward again, trying to keep pace with him. Behind me I can hear the footsteps of Lyom and perhaps Carnahan and Jamas. I pray one of them has a bow and will throw it to me; even in the blackness of night I could surely find my target.
 
   The ground is hard beneath my feet as I run and almost trip over a rock that lies before me. In the darkness all I can see are shadows but the closer I get to Dominik, the clearer his plan becomes.
 
   “He’s going for the gulch!” I exclaim.
              Lyom’s pace quickens and his stride meets mine. I’m not sure whether or not Lyom knows about the bridge that crosses the ravine but Dominik certainly does.
 
   I see Dominik’s shadow ahead and weigh whether or not I should throw my dagger and hope it hits him. My aim is good but in the darkness there is a good chance I will miss.
 
   The bridge’s shadow comes into view and I see Dominik turn, beginning to cross quickly. I slam on my brakes and practically scramble towards the bridge. I will not hunt Dominik for another month, dragging Carnahan, Moher, and the rest of Lyom’s company with me.
 
   I take off across the bridge, half paying attention to the rotten boards beneath me. I run my hand along the rope that has become frayed over the years, keeping it close in case the bridge were to collapse. The wood feels weak beneath my feet. I subconsciously know that it’s years since this bridge was built and knowing the the young Emperor Yanlin has likely not done anything to repair it is not comforting.
 
   Dominik must be injured or weak because he is slower than he usually is. When I am close enough to his shadow that I am fairly certain of my aim, I throw the dagger. I don’t see where it impacts but hear Dominik’s pained grunt when it hits him. I see the glint of the dagger as he pulls it out of his shoulder. It’s not big enough to do much damage to him but it is enough to slow him down.
 
   I’m on him within an instant, legs wrapping around his neck. Dominik begins to reach his hands to my neck but stops abruptly. At first I’m not sure why, but then I hear the creaking of the boards.
 
   Marvelous.
 
   The boards beneath us give way and I am suddenly in a free fall. The initial feeling of weightlessness catches me and my breath leaves my lungs. Everything seems to flow in slow motion. I watch as chips of wood fall down into the darkness below me, where I can hear the rushing of the icy river.
 
   My fingers reach out and ensnare the closest thing to me — Dominik’s ankle. I feel my shoulder nearly jerk out of place as our free fall is halted. Gasping in pain and trying to reach up, halfway to see if my arm is still attached, I look to the bridge to see what has stopped our fall.
 
   Lyom stands over us, holding onto Dominik. We are three links in a chain, the weak link being Dominik.
 
   Lyom struggles to hold both of our weight and the boards beneath him begin to crack.
 
   “Lyom!” I shriek in a higher pitch than I’d meant to. “Let go! Now!”
 
   My fingers tighten around Dominik’s ankle inadvertently when the boards creak again, one of them cracking loudly, the sound echoing down to the rushing waters below. I should let go rather than make Lyom drop us both but my fingers won’t listen to my command.
 
   The boards beneath Lyom groan again and the entire bridge seems to shudder. Behind him I see more shadows appear — Carnahan and Jamas, ever loyal, wrapping their arms around their Swordmaster’s middle, keeping him from falling over with us.
 
   The rushing of the river below is almost deafening. A fall from this height … there is a chance I will live and a chance I will die. If Lyom remains where he is and the bridge falls, we all certainly die.
 
   “Lyom,” I call again. “Let go.”
 
   Lyom suddenly drops, Carnahan catching him by the wrist before we all three plummet to our deaths. My shoulder aches miserably. Spray from the water mists my cheeks, a cold dew over my skin.
 
   “Lyom, you have to let go or we all fall.” I urge him.
 
   Lyom isn’t listening. I know the bridge will fall at any moment. My arm is already shaking from the pain in my shoulder and the strength it is taking to hold on. I look up at the three servicemen. In the darkness, I cannot see if there is indecision behind the Swordmaster’s eyes when I let go of Dominik.
 
   “Aerietta!” I hear Jamas shout.
 
   The moment I let go of Dominik’s ankle I feel that weightless sensation again. My heart lurches into my throat and instinct makes me want to flail my arms, reach for something close by the grab hold of, but logic tells me there is nothing close to grab onto.
 
   Lyom must have dropped Dominik as well because his shadow is suddenly over me. I feel his hand grip my wrist and I’m tugged over his body. Before I can protest or shove him away, we hit the water.
 
   I hear the splash before I feel the icy fingers reaching up and covering my arms, legs, back, body. Needles shoot into my skin, pain zipping across my entire body like electricity. The intense cold of the rushing water forces the air from my lungs before I can command myself to hold the oxygen in.
 
   The swift current of the coursing river drags me down and my hold on Dominik is broken. Subconsciously I know it was pointless to try to keep him close by but the first thought in my mind is that I must reclaim him, cannot risk him living.
 
   The current seems to wrap around my body and jerk me down to the riverbed, throwing me against rocks. What little air remained in my lungs now vanishes and my whole body feels the pain from the lack of oxygen. I’m cast against the sand and dirt on the riverbed as the current rears back to thrash me against the rocks some more. The rapids are merciless, not allowing me up for even a moment’s breath of air. Even with my eyes open the water is complete darkness and whatever creatures live in these turbulent waters are shrouded in the inky blackness of the deeper caverns.
 
   Without warning, I breech the surface of the water. My first instinct is to gasp in air, which I do so greedily, but half of the air I take in is spray from the rapids. I choke only to be cast down into the water again, the icy tendrils of it crushing the air from my lungs.
 
   The next time I surface I manage to stay afloat, grabbing onto the nearest boulder to keep from being dragged further downstream. The water has shut off most of my muscles, making clinging to the slippery rock even more difficult. I am barely able to pull myself up out of the water and prepare to jump across the expanse of water to the land that lies on the other side. Before I have even leapt from my place on the boulder I know my weak muscles are not enough to launch me across and I’m drawn back into the water, thrown back beneath the current, and cast against a giant rock beneath the water’s coursing surface.
 
    
 
   Pain shoots throughout my entire body and my lungs burn. My usual reaction of waking slowly, opening my eyes to be sure that no enemies surround, fails me and I shoot to a sitting position, coughing violently. Water spews from my lungs and onto the grainy sand, my entire body spasming with uncontrollable shivers. My lungs burn, along with the rest of my insides. I gasp in air greedily as though it will be taken from me at any moment.
 
   Warmth closes in behind me and though I am racked with shivers and aggressive coughs, I recognize the warmth of a body.
 
   I grab the hand of my assailant, preparing to throw him over my head, but all I manage is a weak roll before I begin coughing again, my body shaking with shivers. My muscles refuse to help me, refuse to cooperate, but I manage to unbuckle my belt even as I try to cease my coughing.
 
   “Etta,” Dominik whispers in concern, scooting closer to where I sit. His mistake.
 
   I whip the belt from my waist and loop it around his wrists, standing and spinning around behind him so that I sit to his back. I pull my leather belt tight and his wrists are pinned together, held to his stomach. Dominik groans and tries to pull free of my binds but it would appear the water weakened him as much as it did me.
 
   My knife, I think. Where is it?
 
   Dominik musters up just enough strength to roll forward, sending me sprawling towards the rushing river nearby. I scramble up and grab my belt from the pebbles before he can reach it, kicking him backwards into the escarpment that frames the gulch. He hits the stone wall hard and before he has the chance to get up, I have whipped my belt around his neck and dragged him down into the rocky sand.
 
   His hands fly to his neck, trying to pull the leather belt away, but I have him in a position that resistance would be futile.
 
   I don’t need my knife.
 
   “Etta, please.” Dominik beseeches me. “Please, think about this!”
 
   I laugh, tightening my belt, hoping that the sound of my voice is not feeble, weak, or scratchy from my coughing. “Think about what, Dominik? Thinking of your betrayal or your halfhearted attempt to win me to your side will only enrage me further, so please, tell me what it is I am supposed to be thinking of!”
 
   I know I sound mad, entirely insane, but I couldn’t care less. My fate is not certain, but Dominik’s has been secured. I will finish this, not for Dryden or for Lyom but for myself — for the people of Lydovier, the righteous men of my father’s cabinet, for Quay, who placed his faith in Dominik and trained him believing that he would one day be a great help to Lydovier and the progress of King Cress. Looking back now, I can only wonder why it was not Dominik who was born the next Child of the Elements; it would seem everything he touches turns to ash and blood.
 
   Dominik’s hand covers mine in a ploy to get me to feel something and I laugh, snapping my hand away, tightening my grip on the belt.
 
   “A good attempt, I’ll give you that.” I say.
 
   “Etta, listen to me!” Dominik manages.
 
   Grinding my teeth together, I loosen my hold on Dominik only slightly, just enough for him to breathe but not enough room for him to escape from my hold.
 
   “Speak quickly. My patience wanes.” I growl.
 
   Dominik breathes in a quick breath, trying to heal his parched lungs. I roll my eyes, waiting for him to finish his pitiful attempt at catching his breath. None of it will matter in a moment anyway.
 
   I expect Dominik to say something profound, or to at least make an attempt to lie his way out of it by denying his affiliation with King Dryden, but he says none of it. Instead, he breathes in heavy breathes and when he half looks over his shoulder I see a confused expression etched into his features.
 
   “You have been employed by King Dryden?” he asks in a pained breath.
 
   I stare down at him in astonishment. “How dare you pretend you haven’t done the same?”
 
   I can hear the astonishment and befuddlement in Dominik’s voice. “What?”
 
   I tighten my hold on the belt, forcing some of the air from his throat. “Don’t play dumb.” I hiss, unwilling to let go of the hate in my heart. “You know exactly what I’m talking about.”
 
   Dominik shakes his head, hands grabbing mine. “Etta, whatever they told you —”
 
   “You left me!” I spit. “They didn’t need to tell me anything!”
 
   Dominik struggles to get his words out due to the coiling of my belt around his neck, still he does nothing to retaliate. “I didn’t leave you,” he chokes out. “I was deceived by Cicero and Sebastien. They —”
 
   “Don’t leave Laderic out of the fun.”
 
   Dominik shakes his head. “Lad — nothing —”
 
   I groan loudly, perhaps obnoxiously, and loosen the belt around Dominik’s throat. He gasps in a breath when it loosens but I keep him held tight to my chest, fighting back the shivers that threaten to take me over yet again. As soon as the adrenaline in my body dies back I will freeze out here in the night.
 
   “What?” I bark.
 
   Dominik chokes and coughs twice before, “Laderic had nothing … to do with … anything, Aerietta.” He fights for breath. “Neither did … I.”
 
   Dominik slips into unconsciousness and I drop my hands from around the belt, moving them to the side of his head and his jaw, instantly in position to break his neck. I could do it. I should do it. I have hunted him, tracked him across Evrallon and now Adaai for the past month, and I now have him laying before me, unconscious even!
 
   My hands shake from either the cold or anger, I cannot be sure which, as both are taking their toll on me. I fear my teeth will shatter under the pressure of my clenched jaw.
 
   Shouting in frustration, I release Dominik, moving to stand as far from him as possible. I rake my frenzied hands into my hair, not believing myself. When did I become soft and nostalgic? Since when has killing been difficult for me? Admittedly, it has never been a sport I enjoy, but it is my life; it gives me purpose, a reason to wake up every day. When I am in the midst of an assignment, I never second guess myself, yet here I am.
 
   Earlier tonight I did not understand Lyom’s concern for me, checking again and again to be certain I would commit to killing Dominik. Now I understand. I probably would have killed him earlier tonight, when rage boiled hotly through my veins, but being here with him now, the boy that I spent the better half of my life with, it is more than challenging to even imagine killing him.
 
   He claims he had nothing to do with my betrayal.
 
   Wouldn’t Cicero and Sebastien if you had a belt around their necks?
 
   I shout out again, knowing I am probably drawing wild beasts to me but couldn’t care less. Whipping around I stare at Dominik. He is completely unconscious, completely helpless to defend himself, laying in the pebbly sand with his arms splayed out around him and his expression completely limp. If I had found him in this position earlier today, I would not have thought twice about killing him, but still I am gullible, sentimental, and entirely naïve.
 
   I take into account that of all the people I know, Dominik would be among the first I trust. Cicero and Sebastien I do not find faith in, King Dryden only wishes to use and manipulate me. So why have I placed my trust in my enemies?
 
   Frustrated with myself and with everyone around me, I whip my belt back around Dominik’s wrists and buckle it tightly so that he will have to struggle to get it undone and by the time he has it unbuckled I will be on him. 
 
   I leave Dominik to lay in the sand while I go to gather dry sticks I find by the riverbed. I drag the small driftwood logs back to a pit I create in the rocky soil, locating flint to use as a spark. It takes longer than I would have hoped and by the time the first spark flies I have nearly been overcome with the cold breeze that whisks through the gulch. The fire catches shortly after, lapping up the dry wood, engulfing it like sweets. I sit and huddle close to the fire, keeping my hands warm by it but keeping an eye on the unconscious Dominik all the while.
 
   The fire slowly builds to a roar and I continue to feed it in hopes that it will burn until morning. If this fire goes, so do we. Even though I have not decided whether I trust Dominik or not yet, I drag him up to the fire in case I decide he is my friend and not my foe. Either way, I’m sure Lyom will want to see me kill him before his eyes to be sure I have actually committed the deed.
 
   My clothes are not fully dry until morning, by which time Dominik has roused, rubbing his neck with his bound hands. He watches me carefully under the new day’s light.
 
   “You decided not to kill me.” Dominik observes.
 
   I shoot him a cutting glare. “I could change my mind at any moment.”
 
   Dominik tries to raise his hands in silent surrender but remembers his hands are bound and sets them back down in his lap. Sitting this close to him, seeing him for the first time in what seems like years, I can’t help but study him.
 
   He has changed so much in the past month. If it were possible to have aged in such a short time period, I would say Dominik did. There are tired circles beneath his eyes that are no longer the bright silver I remember. His hair is matted, not kept and clipped like I remember it, but not as long as Lyom’s hair, just brushing the tips of his brows.
 
   So many questions come to mind, not just about his betrayal but about his whereabouts — Laderic’s. What has he been doing? Simply running from King Dryden? What heinous crime did he commit to have the king of Evrallon nipping at his heels?
 
   “You’re conflicted,” Dominik says without even looking at me.
 
   I frown. “I’m not. I know where my loyalties lie.” I answer pointedly.
 
   Dominik does not wince at my jab as I’d hoped. He just adjusts the cuffs of his damp shirt, scooting closer to the fire I have kept roaring. Soon we should leave our warm campsite and begin to make our way down the gorge, hopefully finding a pathway to the top along the way. But my muscles are not yet fully functional and the heat of the fire is too enticing.
 
   “Yes you are.” argues Dominik. “I can always tell when you’re conflicted. You get this look; a look like you could be happy or about to kill someone.”
 
   Part of me wants to smile at that but the assassin in me squashes the urge. “For your sake I hope you have information on Laderic’s whereabouts.”
 
   Dominik shakes his head. “I won’t tell you. You’re convinced that we betrayed you.”
 
   I jump to my feet, one foot stomping over the fire in the process.
 
   “You left me.” I shout as Dominik gets to his feet. “Was there something else I’m supposed to be convinced of?”
 
   Dominik’s sad expression causes me hesitation but my hesitation is quickly ended when he reaches for me. I grab his wrists and bring my knee up into his groin. He grunts painfully and doubles over. I grab him by the belt around the wrists and begin to drag him away from the campfire.
 
   “A valiant effort, Dominik, but you’ll find I cannot be fooled a third time.”
 
   I force him to walk behind me for miles as I stomp down the water’s edge, looking for any way to make it back up the gulch. Lyom will be looking relentlessly for us, I’m sure, because whether the hardened Swordmaster would like to admit it or not, we have formed an unlikely friendship. I doubt he and his men return to Evrallon quickly.
 
   As we walk, I try to pry information on Laderic’s location from Dominik but either Dominik does not know and is too foolish to tell me or he does know and is proving to be far loyaler a friend to Laderic than he was to me.
 
   The day is hot and long, the ground scorching. I wish I had my boots with me and not these horrible flats that somehow managed to stay on my feet during the rushing of the river, but they do little to protect the soles of my feet from the parched, dried ground. The river is our constant companion, rushing alongside us all the scorching day as we walk, but the scorch of the day is nothing compared to the Menca Denu.
 
   There’s an awful little voice in my head, reminding me that while Lyom may no longer consider me a threat or an adversary, he may not consider me valuable enough to stick around. For all he knows, I plummeted to my death alongside Dominik. With Dominik supposedly dead, what reason does he have for finding me? To locate Dominik’s body and take his head back to the king? If anything, I hope he plans to do at least that.
 
   Dominik is quiet along the walk, not speaking, though I know he fears the same thing the little whisperer in my head does.
 
   The first day of our trek comes and goes without incident and when night falls I start another fire, keeping Dominik close by. It’s easy enough to stay awake for the first half of the night but as the moon arches higher into the dark expanse above me the more exhaustion tries to pull me into a deep slumber.
 
   Dominik stays up as well, sitting beside me as the fire cackles and burns. He has already offered for me to sleep and him to watch but I’m trying to be less of a fool around him and that is not a good way to start it off.
 
   When morning arrives, we stomp out the fire and keep moving. I hold Dominik’s wrists the entire time, never letting him wander a few feet to the left to fall into the rushing river.
 
   The heat of midday becomes extreme enough that when we come across an area of the river that is shallow and easy, I pull Dominik into the knee-deep water and splash myself off as well. Dominik stands in the smooth-flowing stream close enough for me to touch him if need be. He looks despondent, hardly paying attention to the river around him. His pensive look worries me and I straighten up some, waiting for something to happen.
 
   Dominik opens his mouth to speak, then closes it again as if he cannot decide whether it is worth saying or not. He opens it once more before finally deciding that speech is better than silence.
 
   “You’re really going to take me back to him,” Dominik says in disbelief.
 
   I huff. “If you refer to Dryden, then yes.”
 
   Dominik gives me a pleading look. Not the kind a child would give to their father before they were punished for their wrong doings; the kind of pleading look that would seem he is not pleading for his life, but for mine.
 
   “Aerietta, before you do anything rash, please consider the situation. There are far greater things at play here than whatever deal you may or may not have made with the king of Evrallon.” Dominik assures me. “You do not know the Darkness that is coming to this land … to all our lands.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “You lost your chance to bargain with me, Dominik.”
 
   Dominik appears either hurt or offended and once again I find myself thinking of him as a child. “Why? Because I kissed —”
 
   “Because you manipulated me!” I say, shoving him back a few steps. “Because you have made me unsure of my assignment, and for the first time ever, I may not kill my target. Now shut your mouth and let me think.”
 
   Dominik shakes his head, jaw working and eyes almost sorrowful. “I cannot allow you to bring me back to Dryden, Etta.” He steps forward, looking me directly in the eye. “There are worse fates than death.”
 
   His words, my words shot back at me, momentarily stun me. What fates does Dominik speak of? Imprisonment in Kinecardine, Solvitoft, or Yldervale?
 
   Before I have the chance to further sort through Dominik’s maze of a statement, he spins and roundhouse kicks me in the head, sending me down into the water. I feel the splash of the cold, the spinning of my own head, and hear the footsteps of retreat as Dominik attempts to flee.
 
   Oh, great, I think, though my thoughts are a whirlwind in a clouded mind.
 
   I get to my hands and knees, keeping my gaze on the water until my head ceases its spinning, then lunge up and take off after Dominik, who has just made it out of the river. I jump over the slippery stones in the stream, avoid the rougher currents, and dart up onto the dry ground, kicking grainy sand up as I go. I try to catch up to Dominik but he’s quick, his strength returning to him. He uses his surroundings to best me, even without the use of his hands.
 
   Dominik steps up onto a boulder and easily spins across another rock that lays in our path. I follow him, vaulting over the same rock, muscles burning from overuse in the hot day, already my senses beginning to numb.
 
   I manage to get close enough to skid along the ground and knock Dominik’s feet out from under him, sending him sprawling in the sand.
 
   Kicking up to my feet, I take after Dominik but he is already in a standing position, prepared to continue our fight. My first punch is deflected and he uses my arm to spin me around, getting me into a headlock. Before he can use his strength to suffocate me, I shove my shoulder into his chest and plant my foot between his, using his momentum to throw him over my head. What I unfortunately forgot is that his hands are still bound, wrapped around my neck, connected by my belt.
 
   I unwillingly flip with him, landing on my back, but Dominik takes the blunt of the hit. I manage to get up before he does, moving until I have landed over him, locking his arms beneath the weight of my legs. Dominik is smart, though, and we have sparred more than once before. I remember all the times we have been in similar situations. He was never good at ground combat, which is why Quay wanted me to train him. It would seem I trained him too well. 
 
   He twists his hips and gets me off balance briefly but long enough for him to free his hands and grab me by the back of my neck, pulling me towards him so that he is able to backflip over, reversing our positions. Dark spots cloud my vision and I try to mimic Dominik’s move in an attempt to lithely escape from beneath him. He is wise to my maneuvering and pins me down again.
 
   Sweat prickles his brow and the heat is making it hard for me to breathe. Still, he holds me to the ground with bound hands for less than three seconds. I use my shoulder to throw him off me, bringing my knee up into his stomach and turning him over. Getting to my knees, I swiftly unclasp the belt from his wrists while he is still half doubled over and whip the belt around his neck, threatening his life once again. The stupidity of it all strikes me. I was in this position only two nights ago, prepared then to take his life as well. But Dominik is not as weak as he was then, and despite our lack of food and all around energy, Dominik manages to grab me by my arm, throwing me over his shoulder so that I land on my back in front of him.
 
   The air is pushed from my lungs and I instantly know that Dominik will be able to flee, unbound, if I do not get up quickly. I place my hands behind my shoulders and kip up to my feet, keeping in a low crouch to attack Dominik again but his back is to me when I get up. He watches something around us.
 
   Taking in a steadying breath, I look around the area. My resolve to end Dominik here does not fade but he seems more friend than foe at this point. Standing around us, hunched and snarling with terrible teeth bared, is a pack of bloodthirsty wild dogs.
 
   Wytrian.
 
   Eight of them. Eight carnivorous, ferocious, relentless wytrian against two cutthroat assassins. This should be interesting.
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   “I wonder how long they’ll keep me here? Forever, I hope. Until I get cured. I hope they won’t cure me; I vow I won’t be cured. It's a great deal too pleasant to be mad, and I'll stay so.”
— E.D.E.N. Southworth, The Hidden Hand
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Named after the mythical beasts of old, the wytrian are malicious, repulsive wild dogs that roam free throughout Adaai and some select areas of the Menca Denu. They are hairless, making life in the Menca Denu and Adaai cool and pleasant for them — apart from the fact that they can find little to eat. The wytrian can go weeks without food and can sustain themselves off the smallest woodland creature for months, but when they find something larger their appetite is insatiable.
 
   I find myself back to back with Dominik. No weapons, no clear route of escape. The wytrian have the high ground, foaming at the mouth as they stand on the rock cliffs above us, one dropping into the shallow waters on its haunches, the stream barely coming up to its shoulders, despite the knee-deep water.
 
   Wonderful.
 
   I breathe carefully, knowing any sudden movement will cause the wytrian to leap from their pedestals. Standing with my back against Dominik’s, I consider the situation. I am back to back with someone I do not trust, eight growling wytrian have found their way to us, and I am without even the smallest dagger. My belt lies at my feet but there is little I can do with it. Use it as a whip, perhaps? It’s too short to do any real damage from a safe distance.
 
   “It’s just like back in Abunuaid,” Dominik whispers, eliciting a snarl from a wytrian that hops from its stand and onto the grainy sand.
 
   “It’s nothing like Abunuaid.” I hiss.
 
   Dominik breathes quietly, elbows inching closer to mine. “Give me your arms.” he quietly commands.
 
   My jaw works. I know his plan and it is certainly a risky one. In Abunuaid we were facing Adaaian guards. It was our last assignment together before Quay sent me out on my solo assassinations. Our tactic in Abunuaid worked well, but that was when we had weapons, a means of escape, and complete trust in each other.
 
   A wytrian lunges my way and my muscles tense. It paws the ground fiercely, barking obnoxiously, foam and saliva dripping from its teeth, landing in the sand. It must sense my will to fight back because its courage falters until another wytrian joins it, barking and growling tyrannically.
 
   I see no way out of this situation. The belt I used to disarm Dominik will be insufficient in taking out even one of these wytrian. The wytrian closest to me gnashes its jaws, barking viciously, snapping its teeth over and over again, either as a warning or because it is so hungry it cannot think straight.
 
   My gaze leaves the wytrian only for a moment, looking at the sides of the gulch, then up further to the top, where I can see the edge of Hook Gulch. We need to get up there, away from the wytrian. At least there we could make it to the village gates of Zahlemia. But the dilemma is actually getting up there.
 
   “Aerietta, you’re going to have to trust me.” he insists.
 
   Through gritted teeth I say, “It is a shame I do not.”
 
   Now is certainly not the right time for morals or changing sides.
 
   The dogs growl again, moving eerily closer. I return my attention to the mutts in time to see the first one lunging my way. I reluctantly hook arms with Dominik and use his back to push off, kicking the wytrian that throws itself at me in the jaw. It shrieks, whimpering as it retreats several steps, only to attack again when the others do.
 
   Dominik spins me around and I’m able to kick off the next wytrian, which topples into several others. He releases me and I roll to the ground, picking up my belt as I go. I use the belt to back some of the dogs up while whipping it around the necks of others, giving enough force to my twist that it snaps the neck of some I capture.
 
   I feel teeth sink into my leg and I shout, looking down to see that a dog has viciously clamped its jaw down on my leg. Wincing, I snap the neck of the dog but not before it manages to do more damage to my already-bleeding leg. I have no time to realize what the bite from the wytrian entails.
 
   Another wytrian lunges, paws scraping the ground towards me, and I use my elbow to deflect its jaw before it can gnash at me. It yelps and scrambles to the other wytrian while I briefly examine my leg, hiking the patched dress up to see what damage has been done. Before I can see past the blood on my leg, Dominik shouts a warning and I drop to my shoulder, kicking up at the wytrian that bounds towards me. I hit it square in the chest and it is thrown up into the air only to crash back down to the dirt.
 
   I get to my feet, head becoming light from the blood loss but I am comforted by the amount of blood, knowing an artery was not punctured, but it does not comfort me enough. The bite from a wytrian can and will be fatal if not treated properly. The venom in their fangs paralyzes slowly, over the period of several hours, and then, if not treated soon after, the victim will lapse into oblivion.
 
   The next wytrian that lunges at me is reduced to a pile of hairless creature and Dominik does away with the last wytrian that attempts to take him down. The remaining two seem to get the message and snarl at us, lowering themselves on their haunches before bounding off, towards the river.
 
   I try to catch my breath, my throat dry, sweat stinging the injury on my leg. I hear footsteps behind me but even in my half daze I am sane enough to spin around and knock Dominik to his knees. He grunts and shakes his head in incredulity as I buckle the belt around his wrists. I drag him back to the creek and then step into the water, splashing my wound off. The water burns fiercely and I know why. The venomous bite of the wytrian works its deathly magic already, trickling into my blood stream and contaminating my entire body. There is a medicinal cure for it — Carnahan would have it on hand, I’m sure — but Carnahan is not here, and Lyom is not here to beckon him.
 
   Dominik is too weak from our near-death experience to even attempt an escape so I drop to my knees in the water. I am weak from days without food, losing blood rapidly, and the cold nights of Adaai are freezing me from the inside out.
 
   I remain sitting in the water, the cold rush of the current running over my wounded leg. It is only a matter of time before I begin to feel the effects of the wytrian’s bite. I will soon grow weak and walking will become difficult. Then my muscles will eventually lock up and I will be rendered useless. Dominik will escape soon and by the time he does there will be nothing I can do to stop him.
 
   My breaths are ragged as I try to come up with a feasible plan. Perhaps we can start a larger fire tonight and draw Lyom in. It is only an hour until sunset, plenty of time to gather a fire. I have three hours until total paralyzation, tops. If Lyom has not found us by then … Dominik escapes and I am dead. Suddenly, Lyom’s tent seems very safe and I would give anything to slink back there and collapse onto my uncomfortable bedroll — I would even let Carnahan treat me, so long as he did not remove my shirt to treat any wounds on my back.
 
   I look up at Dominik, who splashes water up onto his face. Does he know what the bite of a wytrian means? If so, he knows he only has to bide his time. I cover my wound with my hand to be sure and begin to come up with a way for me to stay alive. I will not go down this way, and I will certainly not go down running an errand for King Dryden.
 
   Dominik clears his throat, running wet fingers through hair of dark silver. “Did you kill Zenith?”
 
   I blink, surprised by Dominik’s strange question. “No.”
 
   Dominik seems dubious of my response. “I find that hard to believe.” He takes his time speaking, dragging in a breath. I console myself in the knowledge that Dominik is as exhausted as I, and if he intends to attempt an escape, it will be a halfhearted one. “The two of you never had a very good relationship.”
 
   I scowl at him. “I do not kill everyone I don’t like.” I try to sound stern but only sound raspy, my throat dry. I want to drink from the stream, as I have before, but am almost afraid of the water. I seem to have a love-hate relationship with it, knowing that if I do not drink from it I may die but if I do drink from it I may come into contact with a nasty bacteria that kills me. Then again, with the bite of a wytrian, I am dead in a few hours anyway.
 
   “No,” Dominik croaks. “but it is your fallback.” He still appears skeptical. “You left her alive?”
 
   “Yes!” I shout back, my voice scratchy and hardly recognizable. “Why does it matter whether I left her alive or not? What value is she to you?”
 
   “You know her value,” replies Dominik, his voice still easy.
 
   “She is a civilian! She should be nothing.” I hardly know why I am arguing the point. Part of me wonders if I am jealous for Dominik’s affection but I am sure that cannot be true.
 
   “She’s an innocent, Aerietta.” Dominik answers sharply. “You would have been killing an innocent.”
 
   I bark out a harsh laugh. “Zenith was no innocent. And it would not have been the first time I’d killed someone who did not deserve their death.”
 
   “Perhaps not but Quay has always led you to believe they were guilty.” Dominik replies.
 
   No. Quay did not always lead me to believe my assignments were guilty. For the most part, I was handed a picture and a location and I went and killed my target. The rest of the time I picked up a warrant from the contract booths. Never did Quay pull me aside and assure me that my target deserved the death he had coming, never did he try to convince me that death was necessary, because he never needed to. 
 
   He knew I would do whatever he asked, would do it without question. I always did. I had blind faith in Quay, was alright with the knowledge that God hated me since the moment I was born, and was resigned to my life and fate. There would have been no reason for Quay to tell me how important a certain assassination was.
 
   Dominik looks up at me, his eyes completely serious, a dark, lucid silver. “You are not that person, Aerietta. I’ve known you since we were both children. You were not born to be Death’s Herald.”
 
   It is his last sentence that makes my attitude plummet. I am in no mood to self reflect or to even feel self pity.
 
   “We need to build a fire for night.” I rasp, trying to get to my feet. I pull the short dress down over my legs to cover my wound and haul Dominik to his feet.
 
   “I will be of little assistance to you, seeing as though you have bound me.”
 
   I roll my eyes at his pathetic attempt to get me to unbuckle the belt. Still weak and disoriented from our fight, we begin to walk down the creek a ways, hoping to put some distance between us and the dead wytrian. By the time the sun begins to set, we have just found a location I believe Lyom will be able to see from the top of the gulch.
 
   This is it. I think. My last hope of getting out of this despicable gulch.
 
   “Gather firewood.” I say, barely recognizing my own voice as it scrapes out of my throat.
 
   Together we round up firewood, placing it in the center of the large area we have decided to camp at. I’m grateful for Dominik’s exhaustion and for his willingness to help. He, at least, has a sense of self-preservation as well, knowing that if neither of us build a fire tonight, we will both surely catch hypothermia and die in our sleep.
 
   Gathering flint and other stones to spark it against, I try to start the fire we have gathered together. Blood drips from my wound, draining down my leg to my foot where I realize I have lost one of my delicate flats. Not that it was any good, anyway.
 
   Half delirious, I get the fire started and smoke begins to churn into the air. Dominik is just as disoriented, the heat of the day and our lack of clean water getting to us both, but little does he know his captor is suffering from a wytrian bite. When I am certain he is not looking — half dazed and moving into unconsciousness — I peel the hem of my dress back to examine the wound.
 
   I am not a squeamish girl. I have seen things before that no girl should ever be forced to look at and have not flinched but there is something different about looking at yourself, seeing a wound that has been inflicted on you and realizing that you may not make it out alive.
 
   There is enough blood to make me believe I am going to die of blood loss. I try to wipe it away with my hand but only end up smearing it on my dress. I can feel my hands shaking from a combination of exhaustion and the wytrian’s poison leaking into my veins. Biting down on the inside of my mouth, I take the hem of my dress and try to dab the blood away from the wound. Sharp pain makes my vision go temporarily white and my bloody hand flies to my mouth. I bite down on my fist, tasting metallic blood.
 
   I look to my right and see that Dominik is half unconscious, now laying on his side. My blood will draw in the wytrian tonight and though I should not care about Dominik’s wellbeing, I do.
 
   I need Lyom. And I need Lyom now.
 
   Swaying as I get to my feet, I stumble towards the fire that is now roaring, trying to fan the smoke up higher. My legs are weak and I feel as though they are going to give out from beneath me at any moment. I peel my dress back up again, finding blackened flesh beneath. The thought of that being my leg makes my stomach twist into painful knots.
 
   This is not how the Queen of Crimson dies. I will not die doing a dirty deed for the king.
 
   I continue to try to fan the smoke up into the night, hoping Lyom or one of his men will see it. My vision is turning hazy, my mind growing foggy, and by the second I am losing muscle control. It feels like the ikketra darts all over again, but this is a slower, more agonizing way to lose control. Instead of instantly being paralyzed and dipping into unconsciousness, I am forced to stand around while my body loses all its functionality.
 
   I try to shout up, hoping one of Lyom’s men hears me, but when I open my mouth only a whisper comes out.
 
   Just a few more minutes. I tell myself over and over again in a desperate attempt to stay conscious. Just a few — 
 
   “I’ve got them!”
 
   I hear the shout distantly, echoing down from the canyon’s ridge. I try to spin around but only end up stumbling and falling to my knees. The sound of rapidly approaching footsteps is the most comforting thing in the world. I slowly lay down on the ground, staring up at the night sky, the smoke billowing into the air. By the time the footsteps approach, I have lost most movement and consciousness is slipping away from me. I hear a shout, then see a familiar face over me. It isn’t but a second later before Lyom crouches down next to me, scooping me up in his arms, shouting orders to Carnahan. His face is bone white as he takes in my appearance.
 
   “Get the other one,” I hear Lyom say distantly. His potent blue eyes look down at me and I see something I’ve never seen on his face before — fear. Fear … for me? I suddenly feel worse than I had before he arrived. If the Blight of Evrallon sees my wound and looks at me with worry in his eyes then I should know it is bad.
 
   Dark spots begin to appear in the corners of my vision and I look up, seeing the stars swirling in the night sky. Then, there is a flicker and I see a canopy of trees above me, darkness all around. Then the illusion is gone and I only see Lyom.
 
   “Aerietta,” he breathes but it sounds more like a warning. “Stay with me.”
 
   Dominik, I open my mouth to say. Don’t kill him …
 
   I don’t know why I don’t want Lyom’s men to kill him. Because I feel some sort of sick, twisted loyalty towards him? Perhaps his antics have won out and he has gained my trust back. Or it could always be the wytrian poison going to my head. Either way, it is better that all that leaves my mouth is a silent whisper.
 
   I see a muscle twitch in Lyom’s jaw. “Carnahan!” he bellows, a hysterical note to his tone.
 
   My head feels heavy and my neck can no longer support the weight of it. I feel my face go slack and my head loll backwards. I am suddenly gathered up against Lyom’s chest but I feel no warmth from it.
 
   Lyom nestles his face into the crook of my neck. Goosebumps raise on my skin as I stare up blankly into the night sky, the paralysis completely taking over. Logically, I know that unconsciousness will wrap its grip around me soon and then not long after, death will find me barely clinging to life. I suppose it will be a long awaited death for most.
 
   “You stupid, stupid human …” Lyom whispers, and if I had any control over my muscles, I would have flinched. Stubble from days worth of not shaving scratches my neck and jaw but I don’t move — I can’t move. But it isn’t the strange softness to Lyom’s tone that startles me, or even the way he has his lips grazing my jaw, but rather it is the words he spoke.
 
   Human.
 
   “Swordmaster,” Jamas says, bending down beside us. “We must get her back to the inn. Carnahan can —”
 
   Lyom swoops me up off the ground and my head lolls into his chest, feet and arms dangling. I know we’re walking but all I can see is the night sky. Then Lyom is running and the world begins to spin into darkness.
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   “When one is in love, one always begins by deceiving one’s self, and one always ends by deceiving others. That is what the world calls a romance.”
 
   — Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Death is a strange thing. I have always been told that death is bleakness, that everything is dark, and, if you have a pure soul, a bright light will welcome you into gates of pearl where the “True King” would welcome you home. But, if you were not good, you would begin to feel the clutches of eternal heat dragging you down into a pit of fire from which you will never escape.
 
   I see no light, and I feel no heat, but I know I am dead.
 
   Whispers and shadows move around me in what seems like endless darkness. My whole body is alight with pain from something like fire, or electricity, but no heat is associated with it. The whisperers move close, their voices ebbing like waves in an inky ocean.
 
   “Listen … listen well.” 
 
   I hear the voice echo over and over again, stuttering and stammering as a broken record would, or even a mechanical device that has been improperly adjusted.
 
   “The Girl of the Elements is here …” something close by whispers.
 
   They’re not talking to me — they’re talking about me. I want to turn around to see who it is but it doesn’t feel that I have a body … not really. I am just sentience.
 
   “She watches us … Shall we let her return to the living? Or do we escort her to the land of the dead?”
 
   “It is not our decision to make.”
 
   “We should make it anyway. He is not here.”
 
   “We will hear from Him.”
 
   I try to speak but nothing comes out. I am but a bystander listening to this conversation.
 
   “The darkness still seeks her.”
 
   “It always will.”
 
   “And the Riser? Does she know about him?”
 
   I recognize the term and am suddenly wary of these whisperers. I’ve heard them before in my dreams. I think they have always been there in the background of my thoughts, never making themselves known. Perhaps they are only my subconsciousness transitioning myself from life to death. It would explain why they mentioned the Riser.
 
   I think back to what I read in the book in the Keep. It is an Afterlighter, I know that much, but what sort of Afterlighter, I am unsure.
 
   “She is beginning to trust him.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Has he not betrayed her enough already?”
 
   My thoughts do backflips, trying to keep up with their conversation. I know deep down that they can only be my own subliminal musings but they sound real enough to make me believe they are a threat to me.
 
   Then, the darkness begins to shift, writhing and changing, even as the whisperers speak on. I want to stay with them for some reason; I want to stay and hear what they have to say. They seem to know so much … Who has betrayed me enough already? Dominik? The thought of him being anything less than human is laughable.
 
   I trip.
 
   No, allow me to rephrase that.
 
   I trip. I have a body all of a sudden. I land in soft moss and sod, sticks poking up between my fingers and the same eerie glow of the Menca Denu rising up from the ground. Roots spread out from beneath my fingertips and a soft breeze blows over me, like someone breathing down my neck.
 
   Slowly, I begin to get to my feet. It does not take a genius to know exactly where I am.
 
   The Afterlight Forest is dark, grim-looking, and everything I imagined it would be. Trees seem to cave in towards me, their branches vying for my attention. Everything is deep greens, blues, browns, and blacks. There is no life to this world. Because the Afterlight Forest is not just another kingdom like Evrallon or Adaai … it is another realm.
 
   I hear footsteps dash through the trees around me and my muscles involuntarily brace for an oncoming attack but none comes. The trees are dense around me, cloaking whatever light might have fallen from the sky.
 
   This is the Forest. I think solemnly.
 
   Is this where the Children go when they die? If I stumbled around in here long enough — which I suppose I could — would I come across Meili? Amee? Other Boys and Girls of the Elements?
 
   Deep laughter rises from the trees around me, causing me to shudder. There is nowhere to run or hide in this place because everything is foreign — filled with magic, something that I cannot control, no matter how hard I try to.
 
   “Aerietta,”
 
   The voice, the whisper, comes like the wind behind me, dark and unnerving. I jolt and spin, prepared to fight, but find only trees that seem to watch me with invisible eyes.
 
   The grass feels strange beneath my bare feet, softer than anything in Lydovier or Evrallon or any of our realm’s kingdoms. Everything here is strange and different and eerie. I remember Quay telling me that once the Afterlight Forest was just like Lydovier — full of laughter and joy and dancing — but then something happened and everything changed. It is why the Afterlighters began spending more and more time in the kingdoms, and why they were later banned from our world. 
 
   No one knows why the Afterlighters left the Forest or what happened but it is becoming increasingly evident to me.
 
   “Aerietta.”
 
   I spin, hearing the sound of a man’s voice directly behind me, and when I do, I find myself in the hands of a man at least Dominik’s height, if not slightly taller. His fist is clenched around my throat and eyes of dark gray stare into my own.
 
   I gasp for breath, fighting to get away from him, but he is too strong. I know he looks familiar, that I should think he looks like someone I know, but all I can think about is trying to escape.
 
   Darkness surrounds the man, black, wispy fog surrounding him. His eyes glow sinisterly and his mouth is twitched up into an easy smile.
 
   “I see my Riser has taken good care of you … I should kill him for letting you slip through his fingers.”
 
   I desperately claw at the man’s hand, kicking my feet wildly as he lifts me off the ground. Panic, bold and bright, is like fire in my blood. My eyes are wide with fear and I think it is the first time in my life when I know my fate. If I were not already dead, I would think he was going to kill me. But no.
 
   You can’t kill something that is already dead.
 
   “He never should have left you in the first place.” the man seethes. “A time will come,” He whispers the words like a hiss in my hear, lips drawing nearer. “when you will have to choose which side you want to be on.” I hear his deep chuckle but am not paying attention; I am still fighting for breath as my lungs burn, screaming the need for oxygen.
 
   “You seem to like the winning team,” continues the dark man. “I’ll let you in on a secret … I always win …”
 
   Suddenly, there is a shooting pain in my chest. I gasp, feeling as though my sternum is cracking in half. How is it fair that death is painful? Have I not endured enough in life?
 
   I think that is when said life smacks me upside the head.
 
    
 
   My eyes fly open and bright light flares into my vision. I suck in a deep, pained breath and almost scream when the air rushes out from my lungs.
 
   There is a man in front of me, two hands planted firmly on my shoulders as he shoves me back down to the bed. I look up at him frantically, knowing I should recognize him, but only a name comes to mind: Lyom. 
 
   A man I know is Carnahan leans over me, something large in his hand. I don’t realize what it is until he withdraws the needle from my chest, tossing it onto the nightstand beside him. I feel like I should be afraid of him for some reason but I’m still struggling to take in another breath and all I can worry about is my next lungful.
 
   “Aerietta, you need to calm down,” yet another should-be familiar man says at my left but I hardly hear him. I cannot see, cannot breathe, cannot hear much of anything, and all I feel is pain — pain everywhere. I stare up at the ceiling, trying to take in a deep breath and failing miserably.
 
   All I can think of is the man cloaked with darkness, eyes burning holes in my chest. I see him now, leaned over me, his hand clutched around my throat, trying to extract the air from my needy lungs.
 
   “Carnahan!” I hear the Lyom one bellow, a frantic tone in his voice. “Help her!”
 
   “Swordmaster, perhaps you should —”
 
   “Get your hands off me!” Lyom barks.
 
   The man in darkness leans down closer, that same smirk on his face. I see rigid bones laying beneath his pale, almost translucent skin. Then, right before my eyes, his skin begins to wither, almost falling off his body, eyes turning darker by the second.
 
   I know I’m screaming.
 
   I scream when he leans down over me, rancid breath surrounding me.
 
   “This is what it means to be a Riser …” he whispers. “Does it frighten you?”
 
   I try to look away, close my eyes, bury my face in Lyom’s chest as he leans forward, trying to figure out what is going on, but he cannot see the dark man that grabs me by the chin and turns me to face him, bony fingers digging into my skin.
 
   “When the time comes to choose,” he growls, deep and low from his chest. “I think you know the right choice to make.”
 
   Then he is gone in a wisp of black smoke.
 
   I’m still screaming. I cannot seem to stop. Never has something scared me so much, made me fear for my life so desperately. I cough, choking on sobs, as Lyom and the other man I recognize as Jamas reach forward, pinning me to the bed. I buck beneath them, trying to get out of their grasps, feeling the cold clutch of the dark man’s hands around my arms instead of theirs.
 
   “Carnahan, the sedative!” Lyom booms angrily. I think it is that which knocks me out of my trance and I force myself to calm down, stop screaming long enough to remember my situation, because something inside me shouts that they cannot sedate me.
 
   My Jezdah. They’ll see it. Lyom will see it. He’ll have me killed on the spot.
 
   I shake my head vehemently. “No,” I croak, trying to form the words, at least get them out of my mouth, but they seem lodged in my throat.
 
   When Carnahan moves towards me with the needle, I wave my hands violently, screaming, “No!”
 
   Jamas shoves me back down onto the bed but Lyom bats Carnahan’s hand away. “Leave us. I’ll handle her.”
 
   Jamas looks at his Swordmaster in concern but does not say anything. He and Carnahan leave the room, along with another man I recognize as one of the innkeepers, who looks just as horrified as his wife who waits at the door. I hear their murmurs as they leave the room, closing the hardwood door behind them.
 
   Lyom relaxes some and I see tension leaking from his muscles. My fight has died back and somehow I feel safer knowing that it will be the Swordmaster that watches over me. I know I should not feel comforted; I should be as afraid as I was when the dark man had his hands around my throat, when his skin seemed to melt off him like wax, but I cannot bring myself to think anything other than one word: Safe.
 
   The Swordmaster sinks into a chair beside the bed as my head lolls to the side. I watch him as he looks up at me, something other than hate and revulsion swirling in his eyes of cobalt. I must look insane to him, like a raving madwoman, but I do not care.
 
   My eyes slowly begin to close and Lyom continues to watch me carefully. I feel his presence even after I close my eyes and the darkness closes in around me. I feel his hand resting on the bed next to me and his breath stirring the air. This is what I fall asleep to.
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   “What could have made her peaceful with a mind
That nobleness made simple as a fire,
With beauty like a tightened bow, a kind
That is not natural in an age like this,
Being high and solitary and most stern?
Why, what could she have done, being what she is?
Was there another Troy for her to burn?”
— William Butler Yeats, No Second Troy
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I sleep until the dawn of the next rising sun. It isn’t until thirty minutes after the sun has peeked its light out from beneath the mountain range that I finally open my eyes, though. I suppose there is something about being dead and dragging a demon back from the depths of the Afterlight Forest that drains the energy out of a person
 
   Before I even sit up, I know he is still there, keeping watch over me while I sleep. I sit in bed, watching him. I can’t help myself. He seems peaceful, soft and vulnerable lying there. He sits in a chair but is slumped over onto the side of my bed, his hair unruly and his look disheveled. The top button of his shirt has been undone and the whiteness of it is stained by blood and dirt.
 
   Watching Lyom makes me want to forget everything that happened last night. I want to forget that I felt like I’d died — perhaps I did die — and forget that I ever witnessed the chill of the Afterlight Forest. Was that a dream? That is all it could have been, and the clutches of the dark man a mad hallucination.
 
   I want to sit here and study him. He seemed so fearful for me last night, as if he actually cared about my wellbeing. I’d known I was wearing his hostile, emotionless outer layer down but I’d not realized how far I’d brought him. Looking at him now, he appears exhausted. Half of last night is a blur, and only splotches of color and images remain, but I remember him being frantic, not at all how the Swordmaster was ever described to me. I wonder what his king would say if he saw him now.
 
   It is thinking of the Cruel King and what he might do to Lyom as a punishment that makes me call his name, waking him up. He starts to consciousness, reaching for his sword in one fluid motion. I cannot help the weak smile that crosses my face.
 
   Lyom sits up straighter, watching me with cautious eyes. He does not move any closer to the bed and I get the feeling that whatever mad sense came over him last night, he is not going to fall prey to it today.
 
   “How do you feel?”
 
   “Alive.” The word is out before I can catch it. Was I dead? Did Carnahan bring me back to life? And more importantly, did I win out when he tried to sedate me, or did they prevail and find my incriminating Jezdah?
 
   As if reading my mind, Lyom says, “Do you remember anything about last night?”
 
   I shake my head, trying to put the pieces together. “Fragments,” I answer, the word catching in my throat when I remember who I was brought in with. “Dominik —”
 
   “— is still alive.” Lyom finishes, and I think I see a flicker of annoyance in his eyes. It would not surprise. “He is not mine to kill.”
 
   I swallow, knowing he now expects me to finish my agreement with the king. And I should. So why can’t I? I feel the familiar twist of fury rising up in my chest. I cannot kill him — not yet. Not until I am certain that he did betray me.
 
   And if you decide he is not the traitor you thought he was? whispers that dangerous voice.
 
   Clenching my jaw, I decide I will deal with that then.
 
   Lyom relents, letting out a long breath, and I catch myself watching him again, observing his every movement. His rigidness is gone, his stiff posture no longer ever present, and the scowl that seemed to be his permanent expression has vanished from his face. He is warming up to me. I hate the twinge of hope that jumps in my chest.
 
   “You should rest more.” Lyom insists.
 
   “I’ve rested long enough.” I answer.
 
   “You were sick, Aerietta,” Lyom responds, looking at me with almost pleading eyes. “I don’t know how much of last night you remember but … You looked like you were going to die.” He gets to his feet, eyes wide. “You screamed for what seemed like hours!”
 
   I flinch. That I remember.
 
   Lyom rakes a hand over his face. “Just …” he begins. “Rest a little longer.” His posture begins to grow more rigid and I realize that whatever glimpse into the soul the Swordmaster claims he doesn’t have is fading, dwindling to nothing. The Blight of Evrallon is returning.
 
   “I need rest as well.” Lyom says, turning and walking out of the room. I feel more than hear the door slam behind him, the shuddering of the hinges rattling through the air.
 
   I do as Lyom tells me and rest for thirty minutes longer before getting up and stripping the old dress off in the washroom. My leg is sore and it hurts to walk, burning brightly when I step into the hot water Lyom called the innkeeper to prepare. Once I am cleaned off, I walk out and get dressed in new clothes, checking once to be sure my Jezdah is fully covered.
 
   When I leave my room, I find Lyom, Jamas, and Carnahan at the table in the center of the seating area, maps spread out before them. Lyom glances up as I approach, giving me a silent nod of approval. His gaze returns to the maps before him.
 
   Lyom nods. “And the foothills?”
 
   Carnahan frowns. “We can easily avoid them.”
 
   I look between them curiously as I approach. “Pardon my ignorance, but what is in the foothills?”
 
   “More like who, Assassin.” Jamas replies. “Good to see you are feeling better.”
 
   Lyom glances up at Jamas before going back to looking over the map. It is a quick, fleeting look but conveys a silent message to Jamas, who promptly ceases his explanation and moves to examine the chart alongside his companions.
 
   “We’ll need to meet up with the rest of our men.” notes Jamas. “They remain at the northeast gate of Adaai.”
 
   Confused and annoyed to be yet again left out of the loop, I say, “Hold on. Who is in the foothills?”
 
   Carnahan looks up, smirking, his wooly mustache widening with the effort. “Bandits of sorts, young lady.” He straightens, rolling his shoulders back. “Bandits I’m sure you would rather not come in contact with. Forest bandits.”
 
   The use of the word “Forest” is not lost on me. The foothills must be an entrance to the Afterlight Forest, or at least an area where the wall between the two is weakened.
 
   Lyom’s blue eyes meet mine from where he stands, still slightly slouched over the table. “We’ll avoid the foothills. We don’t need any trouble.”
 
   I groan, strutting across the room and dragging a chair up to the table, taking a seat. “Why does that sound like a sadistic foreshadowing?”
 
   Lyom ignores me, going back to looking over his charts. “Moher will have kept the men close. They may not be allowed in Adaai but they certainly will not be far from the empire’s gates.”
 
   “So we head for the northeast gates.” Jamas continues, pointing at the map. “From there we take the Helmfirth route back to Evrallon.”
 
   “We’ll need more weapons.” Carnahan observes.
 
   I raise my hand and Lyom’s brow arches.
 
   “If we are all getting new weapons I’ll need one as well. It would appear Dominik cast mine into the Hook Gulch in a fit of ill temper.” I say.
 
   Lyom’s gaze searches mine for the briefest of moments to decide if he should spend King Dryden’s coin on a new weapon for me. After a moment he nods, looking to Jamas. “Go purchase weapons. We’ll need six daggers, more arrows for the twins, and a new sword for Carnahan.”
 
   The mentioned grunts in agreement. How he managed to lose his sword I don’t know but Lyom must have given him a rough time about it.
 
   Jamas nods and disappears through the doorway. Lyom sends me on an errand of my own — provisions. I am sent into the bazaar, which by now has nearly completely died back, and am ordered to buy whatever fruits, vegetables, or breads the vendors have left over. At first many of the vendors try to take advantage of me, believing I am just another traveler coming to partake in the Feast of Yaran. The vendors soon learn, however, that I am not one to be trifled with.
 
   Upon arriving back at the inn, I see that what Lyom said is correct. The weapons have been collected, carried by Carnahan, and Jamas holds Dominik in chains. For a small moment I find myself hesitating in my approach, seeing Dominik in captivity like this settles oddly in my stomach. But then I pick up my pace, thinking only that I’m not sure if I trust Jamas to keep tabs on Dominik.
 
   I take the chains from Jamas and Lyom only gives me a suspicious look before picking up a bag of items from the ground, pulling it over his shoulder. I do not glance back at Dominik as we begin our trek back to the northeast gates of Adaai where Lyom’s trusted swordsmen supposedly await us; I do not need him to try to convince me that I am making the wrong decision — trusting the wrong person. I’m not sure it would work, anyway.
 
   The cobblestone road turns to dirt twenty yards outside Zahlemia’s gates. Unlike the past few days, the heat of the midday sun is not sweltering, threatening to evaporate every drop of water to hit the soil. In fact, the sky gives way to rain and dark clouds cover the sky, shielding us from the hot sun.
 
   The rain that drips down from the sky is appreciated for the first hour but once it seeps into our clothes, making everything heavier, it becomes less of a blessing and more of a burden. I hold fast to Dominik’s chains but he has yet to attempt an escape. Lyom continually looks over his shoulder at Dominik, suspicion in his eyes. Lyom has not even been formally introduced to our prisoner and already he senses something is off. I’d like to urge Dominik to do something reckless or rebellious to prove to Lyom that we are not collaborating, as I’m sure he’s suspecting.
 
   Carnahan continuously cuts his eyes over to me, a subtle smirk on his lips. Whatever he’s thinking I’m glad not to be privy to it. He threw the sling for his arm away this morning, though I am certain it’s still broken, unless he has whatever miraculous healing Lyom does.
 
   The rain slows, becoming nothing more than a trickle from the sky, a bothersome pinprick of droplets that feel like needles at first. My soaked hair and clothes stick to my body. I am only slightly self conscious of the fact that my drowned clothes are doing little to conceal the curves they were meant to hide.
 
   Dominik’s shoulder wound has begun to bleed. I assume it is where my dagger stabbed him. The blood drips from the back of his shoulder blade, staining his beige shirt more than it already was. We won’t stop to tend to the wound; he’ll be dead soon enough, anyway, whether I kill him or Lyom gives out and does it himself.
 
   “What is your deal with the king?”
 
   The voice of my captive surprises me and I look over my shoulder to be sure he has spoken. In the hour and thirty minutes we have been walking he has not uttered a sound — none of us really have.
 
   Dominik looks only half curious. “If you plan to kill me then I cannot see the harm in revealing anything.”
 
   I glance forward at Lyom who gives me a warning scowl as an answer. Turning back to Dominik, I say, “Your death for my freedom.”
 
   Dominik’s dark silver eyes seem troubled. “You did deal with the king. What a horrid deal, Etta.”
 
   I tilt my chin up. “It is a fair trade.”
 
   Hoofbeats in the distance draw my attention away from Dominik and I turn to the road ahead, seeing a small wagon approaching, two males in wide-brimmed hats atop the wagon. Though I know we are still in Adaai and still safe from the pillagers of the Menca Denu, my hand subtly moves to the knife Jamas gave me in case it should be needed.
 
   “Aerietta,” Lyom calls. “Keep the king’s prisoner close.”
 
   I huff dramatically at his use of the word king. Dominik is my prisoner. But I pull him closer all the same. He doesn’t stumble over his feet as he moves up to walk beside me, though. Assassins aren’t ones to trip over themselves frequently.
 
   The wagon rattles forward, the horses in an easy trot as they ride towards us. We continue to walk and Dominik still manages to have a shred of dignity, holding himself high as we move. When the wagon grows near enough that I can see the men driving the horses clearly and I do not recognize them my edginess begins to die out. It is never good when I recognize someone; it generally means I have killed a relative of theirs or have used them as my cover story at one time or another.
 
   The farmers, if that’s what they are, tip their hats to us as they pass; a father and son it would seem. Water drips off their wide brims and the father offers us a courteous smile, though he seems a bit wary when he notices Dominik in chains. I do my best to offer a comforting smile, though I’m not sure how well I do.
 
   We pass more villagers on the road the farther towards the northeast gate we get. From what I can tell they are traders, returning from the Menca Denu. Their clothes are tattered and their shoes are worn but for the most part they look whole. I see three of them that have severe wounds, one of which is being carried on a makeshift bed, two other traders bearing the injured’s weight.
 
   As I watch them pass I wonder what sort of troubles they encountered while in the Menca Denu. As a no man’s land, bandits run rampant throughout the expanse, but it is not only the bandits one must watch out for. We were fortunate to only run into marauders that scrounged for their next meal but from the looks of it, these traders encountered far worse. For all the emperor’s carelessness, he would not send inept traders out into the Menca Denu.
 
   The bites of one look sinister, choppy and uneven, not the clean wounds caused by the sharp bite of a wytrian. I can only imagine the sorts of animals with jagged teeth that could have caused such injuries.
 
   The walls of Adaai soon come into view and for the first time I find myself eager to get back into Evrallon. I notice our pace quickens the closer to the walls we get. When they tower over us, a guard from the top shouts down in Adaaian, demanding to know who we are. Lyom and his diplomacy waves the document given to him by the emperor and a lousy guard comes down from his perch to inspect it. He frowns, looks us over as if trying to decide if we are the sort of folks to forge a document like that, and when he has decided that we are certainly not Adaaian, he gives Lyom a curt nod, speaking in a dialect of Adaaian I have not heard in a while. I frown, trying to hear what he says, then look at Lyom to see if he can understand a word that is being uttered. He turns around and looks over his shoulder at me.
 
   “He says we are free to pass. My men wait for me beyond the gate.” says the Swordmaster.
 
   I’m not sure why he tells me this. It is either to prove that he can speak Adaaian — perhaps even a little better than me — or if he somehow knew I wouldn’t be able to understand the foreign dialect. Either way, I must admit it is slightly unnerving to know that the Swordmaster could speak Adaaian the entire time we were here and never mentioned a thing.
 
   The guard turns on his heel and marches back towards his tower, shouting up to another in gibberish Adaaian. A thirty second conversation is had between the two incompetent sentinels before the wooden gates are finally opened, revealing a vast wasteland beyond.
 
   All is still in the Menca Denu and the breeze barely blows. I am thankful for the coolness of the day though don’t suppose every day will be like this in the expanse.
 
   We walk through the gates, underneath the walls, and emerge on the other side. I hear the gates close behind me with finality and the guard from the wall shouts down to us in his strange, rough dialect, warning us to be careful, and that he hopes we “Evrallonic swine” find our way back to our “mud hole.” Lyom’s muscles tighten when he hears his words and I find myself wishing again that he couldn’t understand the dialect, or at least only knew as much as I do. Despite whatever code of honor the Swordmaster holds to, he is fiercely loyal to his king and kingdom.
 
   As the guard said, Lyom’s men are waiting for us, but I notice a stunning lack of numbers.
 
   Seven.
 
   There should have been seven left.
 
   Three of Lyom’s servicemen wait for us a few hundred yards into the Menca Denu, ten horses tied to a tree nearby. They have set up camp beneath one of the only trees with leaves on it, a fire burning in a pit. When we approach, they all stand sorrowfully and tuck their hands behind their backs like guilty children. The remaining three are Moher, Ulric, and Gresham.
 
   Before Lyom has even made it to their campsite, he is questioning them. “What happened?” he asks in the same gruff voice he gets when he is furious. I am beginning to notice the slight differences in Lyom’s tones: You have the gruff when he is mad, the growl when he is furious, the hiss when he is silently angry, and the groan when he is annoyed. Oh, and then, of course, the strangely soft tone he took with me this morning. I’m not fully sure I want to log that down as one of his permanent sounds … I doubt I’ll ever hear it again.
 
   It’s Gresham that steps up, pulling his shoulders back in a brave way. “It was my doing, Swordmaster.”
 
   Lyom stops in front of them, dropping the sack of supplies at their feet. “Explanation.”
 
   Gresham’s jaw tightens and I almost believe I see a tear in the corner of the boy’s eye. Then I remember that he had a brother — a twin.
 
   “I fell to them during my shift.” Gresham says.
 
   I throw Dominik’s chains to Carnahan, who has to catch them with his bad arm. He immediately grunts in pain when the chains hit his arm and I call it a small victory, proving that he is still in need of his sling.
 
   I walk a few feet away from the group while Lyom and Gresham continue talking. My gaze scans the horizon. Something foul permeates the air; not the stench of death … something else. My gaze flicks to the walls of Adaai and all along the sides I find marks scratched into the stone, forever etched into the mortar. The claw marks are large, sharp, like talons. But a bird would be able to fly over the wall unless it was injured. What injured bird could make marks like that?
 
   The conversation behind me grows quiet though they still speak. I turn around, noticing that Gresham has lowered his voice to a whisper.
 
   “What attacked you?” I ask.
 
   Gresham looks up, stunned to be questioned by me. Did he think I’d lost my voice? He looks as though he doesn’t plan to answer and glances to his Swordmaster for a response.
 
   “I didn’t ask Lyom.” I tell him, then point back to the wall of Adaai. “What made those?”
 
   Gresham shakes his head then decides shrugging his shoulders is more suited to the situation. “Beasts.”
 
   I frown in annoyance. That could be anything. I know little of the beasts that dwell in the Menca Denu. Paired with Gresham’s vague description of the creatures that means I know absolutely nothing about the animals that attacked them.
 
   I let out a huff. “You buried the bodies?”
 
   Gresham looks confused but then nods his head. “Yes, of course.”
 
   “Dig them up.”
 
   Lyom looks at me in astonishment, followed by the rest of the swordsmen.
 
   “Pardon —” Jamas starts.
 
   “Do you want whatever attacked them to track us into the Menca Denu?” I demand. “Dig the bodies up. We haven’t much time. The bodies will cover up our scent and also distract the beasts.”
 
   Lyom must see the reasoning behind my order but he shakes his head. “We will not defame the bodies of fallen Evrallonic soldiers.”
 
   “They are dead, Lyom.” I inform him as if he doesn’t already know. “They cannot be defamed. Will they not rot in their graves? Their bodies turn to dirt?”
 
   “They deserve to be buried, Aerietta.” Lyom insists.
 
   I shrug, hoping to play it off. I can’t let Lyom know they digging up the dead bothers me. It shouldn’t. As an assassin that shouldn’t unnerve me in the slightest. “And so do most of the people whose bodies I have thrown over bridges.”
 
   Lyom’s scowl deepens while Carnahan seems to choke on whatever he is chewing. Lyom appears on the verge of dropping his head in his hands which is a new look for him … I’m not sure I care for it.
 
   Sighing, I take a different approach.
 
   “Let them help us even in death.” I say, allowing my tone to sound marginally sympathetic. “It is what they would have wished.”
 
   Lyom’s lips purse in thought and conflict wars in his eyes of deep sapphires. Though he appears uncertain he nods his head. “Dig up the bodies. We leave them for the beasts of the Menca Denu.”
 
   Not a soul argues Lyom’s command. Not even Gresham. The swordsmen go to work digging the bodies up by hand and Lyom helps, lifting one body at a time from its grave, carrying it several feet away before laying it down. I watch as Lyom bends before each, saying a few words before moving on to the next. I study him as he does so, listening to the words he speaks. I don’t understand the language, which is enough to send chills down my spine.
 
   The last to be dug up is Northam. Gresham is the one forced to dig up his brother, as the others are busy carrying the bodies. I bend down beside Gresham who works feverishly to dig the body of his brother up from the earth. He looks up at me with cold indifference before returning to his work. I help him push the dirt aside, part of me wondering why I am doing it. This is not my chore. Something in me is sympathetic towards Gresham, who should not have had to bury his brother.
 
   And who shouldn’t have had to dig him back up.
 
   I am covered in dirt when I am finished. I look down into the grave to see the tattered remains of Northam. I suck in a silent breath. He is unrecognizable. A tear from his jaw to his belly exposes blood and gore, as if a beast took its claw and drug it down the middle of him. I have seen some bloody things before but I nearly have to back away from this one.
 
   Gresham and I carry Northam’s ragged body to the others, laying him there. When I look up at Gresham I wonder if he is imagining what will become of his brother’s body. The beasts of the expanse will find it, tear at it, but because of Northam’s sacrifice, his brother will live.
 
   “Time to go.” Lyom calls.
 
   We all nod and move to the horses. Mine is still here, tied to a tree. We are missing one and I assume it either escaped or was killed by the beasts, though where the servicemen buried it I am not sure.
 
   I run my hand over my mare’s neck, patting her down. Dust kicks up from her coat as she shakes, sending a cloud of smut into the air. Some of it gets in my mouth and dries my throat instantly. I cough to get it out and drag her away from the increasing cloud of dust. When I look up I find Lyom untacking one of the horses.
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask curiously.
 
   Lyom takes the saddle off the stallion’s back and the horse shakes wildly. Lyom fans the dust away from his face before removing the bridle from behind the horses ears, dropping the bit into his hand.
 
   “Releasing him.” Lyom explains, looking back at me. “We don’t need him.” He nods to my horse. “Mount up.”
 
   “And Dominik?” I ask as I mount.
 
   “He’ll ride.” He nods to the hulking brute that hardly looks qualified to be considered a lithe swordsman. “Carnahan will handle him.”
 
   I give Lyom a look. “I still need to learn the location of Laderic.” It is an excuse, I know, but it is all that is keeping Dominik alive until I can be sure of what he is and what he has done.
 
   Lyom walks to his horse, untying him, and mounts up. Judging from the disenchanted expression on his face, I assume he still believes I will not kill him. He may be right.
 
   “If you refuse to kill him now then we must ride a ways from this location. When we stop you may get your information out of him. But, Aerietta —”
 
   “Understood, Swordmaster.” I say, turning my mare and cantering to Jamas where I wait until Lyom leads the company out.
 
   We take off at a quick speed and I am surprised Dominik and his horse manage to keep pace. At any moment I expect to see his horse, which appears malnourished and exhausted, to collapse beneath him and Dominik to be dragged after Carnahan by his chains. Still he manages to ride closely to Carnahan, who would not mind dragging him.
 
   Before my mind can wonder what is going through Dominik’s head, I remind myself that it is either him or me. I kick my mare faster as if I can escape the thoughts that lead me to spare Dominik’s life in the first place.
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   “I should have asked why any room in the house was better than home to me when she entered it, and barren as a desert when she went out again—why I always noticed and remembered the little changes in her dress that I had noticed and remembered in no other woman’s before—why I saw her, heard her, and touched her (when we shook hands at night and morning) as I had never seen, heard, and touched any other woman in my life?”  
 
   — Wilkie Collins, The Woman in White
 
    
 
   
Our horses move swiftly, the strong wind ripping and tearing at us as we attempt to cover ground before nightfall. Judging from our quick pace Lyom will want to continue through the night, meaning that Dominik has at least one more night to live. In the middle of the day no creatures or beasts of the night dare attack but come nightfall everything will change.
 
   As we ride I mentally concoct ways of luring the truth out of Dominik. I do want to know where Laderic is, but I also want to know what he had to do with my capture and betrayal. Despite all that I have seen and all that has happened I cannot bring myself to believe that Dominik betrayed me. Not anymore.
 
   Ugh. Why must this assignment be different than others I have completed in the past? Why must this be someone who already knows my tricks and ploys? It makes no difference, I suppose. I simply have to be craftier, wilier. I will have to be better at deception than the cunning Dominik, whose tricks and illusions have always been his strength. 
 
   I don’t even know exactly what information I wish to extract from him. I suppose I want to know about the Afterlight world … if he knows anything about it. I want to know if he knows what a Riser is or why there are whisperers in my head. I don’t know what makes me believe he will have any of these answers but … in truth I think I just want to prolong his life a few days more, give myself time to consider what this means.
 
   Back when I first had the assignment to kill him, I imagined myself walking up to him and slitting his throat without a second thought. I might have been horrified later, might have wept and cried myself to sleep, but then I would have remembered all the families that were lost to the Evrallonic raid. I would have remembered my own father, King Cress, dying before me while Dominik, Cicero, Sebastien, and Laderic watched, knowing they were the cause of his death. My father may not have been active in my life or cared at all about me, but there is something that will always connect a father to his daughter, no matter how cruel one — or both — of them might be.
 
   Ahead I watch as Lyom’s horse begins to slow. I pull back lightly on my mare’s reins, catching a glimpse of a sparkling pool of water. Lyom’s stallion slows to a trot as Lyom glances around the area, making sure we are alone. I do the same, watching the burnt trees, the dried shrubs, even the flat landscape, as it is not unheard of for creatures of the Menca Denu to have camouflage.
 
   In the distance, my gaze catches on greenery. A forest, then. Not the Forest, or even an entrance to the Afterlight realm for certain, but one can never be too sure when int the Menca Denu.
 
   The sounds of the expanse are cicadas, the wind now rushing, and the distant twit of a bird flying overhead. The cicadas, however, are the most prominent sound to be heard. I’m surprised such a creature can survive here with such little green substance for them to eat.
 
   My gaze scans the horizon, watching for any sign of movement apart from the wind whispering beneath the low-hanging branches of briers and undergrowth. A horse beside me stomps its foot in either impatience or an attempt to shoo a pesky fly away.
 
   I am the first to dismount, leading my horse to the cool pool of water. It is smaller than I would have liked for it to be; all the horses will not be able to drink to their fill. I stand aside and let my horse guzzle the water, nearly shoving her whole head into the pool. Dominik is forced to stay on his horse while Carnahan wanders off to relieve himself — fortunately a great distance away.
 
   Dominik’s horse is just as sweaty as the rest of them, nostrils flaring as he takes in deep breaths. When my horse moves aside, Dominik’s thrusts his whole muzzle into the water, taking in large gulps.
 
   “Your leg?” prods Dominik.
 
   I have the urge to check the bandage I wrapped around it but think better of it, knowing Lyom will want Carnahan to “take a look at it” and I would likely strangle the life out of him — or perhaps break his other arm — before he could and Lyom would be disgruntled by it.
 
   “Fine.” I answer.
 
   Dominik sighs. “Infection will set in if you are not careful.”
 
   I laugh quietly. How did Dominik ever survive as an assassin? How did I manage to keep him alive on assignments? He is too kindhearted for his own good. Even now he fears for my health, warning me of the infection that may or may not set in without proper care, despite knowing that I plan to kill him.
 
   “Thank you, I’m aware.” I shake my head as if dismayed in hopes that Dominik can read my thoughts, know that I’m more than curious as to how he has managed to survive thus far. “How did you do it? You aren’t like me, yet you managed to make it from Lydovier’s shores to sweep through Evrallon like a storm, then make it through the Menca Denu and into Adaai …” I can hear the incredulity in my voice. “How?”
 
   Dominik shakes his head. “Etta, you don’t have to be cruel to survive.”
 
   I huff a half laugh. “What a naïve sentiment.” Yet I wish it were true.
 
   Dominik looks despondent and leans down closer to me and takes one of my hands, which shocks me enough that I take a step back.
 
   “Let me prove it to you.” Dominik urges. “You needn’t serve the Cruel King. This is not what Quay would have wanted.”
 
   I quickly snatch my hand back, sneering at him. “You lost the ability to tell me of Quay’s wishes when you left me in Lydovier.”
 
   “I tried to wait for you,” Dominik insists. “Laderic was afraid you had already been taken in the tunnels.”
 
   Drawing my shoulders back I begin to turn away, giving Dominik a cold glare over my shoulder. “I’ve never been one for unnecessary drama, Dominik. Save your excuses for a fool.”
 
   I begin to walk to my horse when I notice Lyom’s unattended, his saddlebags in plain sight. Curiosity immediately bubbles up as I remember what he keeps in his saddlebags — that infernal sketchbook he continues to draw in daily. I notice him taking it out, sketching in it or plotting courses, whatever he is doing.
 
   My gaze lands on Lyom who is going through the gathered weapons with Jamas, since we had little time to do it this morning. Occupied and away from his saddlebag, the journal is unattended. Unable to hold myself back, I stealthily dart across the expanse between his horse and me, slipping to the other side of the bronze stallion, who is not particularly thrilled with my presence. Forgetting Dominik entirely, I unlatch the leather saddlebag and look at the contents inside.
 
   Within the saddlebag is a rolled up parchment, a loaf of bread I procured from the bazaar this morning, dark powder in a glass bottle, and a strange-looking silver stick. Shoving it all aside I search for the journal, waiting for my fingers to stumble across the leather cover and binding of it. When the first saddlebag proves unprofitable, I move to the one on the other side of his sorrel stallion, careful not to be kicked.
 
   This time when I open the saddlebag the first item I see is the journal, a charcoal pencil resting atop it. Before I take the sketchbook from its resting place I shoot a quick look over my shoulder to be sure Lyom is still preoccupied. I greedily reach in and take out the sketchbook, slipping to the other side of the stallion again before flipping it open to the most recent etching.
 
   Immediately I frown. It is nothing but markings, scribblings, really. I suppose one could call them designs. Letters, perhaps? They are symbols, several drawn across the page, and beside them are letters forming strange words in a language I’ve never even seen before. I make a face of annoyance and reach to touch the drawings but a strange electricity runs through my fingertips. I instantly retract my hand and stare in confusion at the page. What shocked me?
 
   I carefully turn the page over, fearful that the shock will return. When it doesn’t I flip the page back and find more of the same strange symbols. What in the world is Lyom doing sketching peculiar characters?
 
   I flip through the pages, finding that they are all similar, though different characters and marks line each page. There are no sketches of valleys and rivers as I would have expected, no routes charted on the thick pages of the sketchpad, no records of our assignment kept. I am about to return the journal to its place in the saddlebag, frustrated with my fruitless efforts, when I make it to the beginning. My hand stills.
 
   On the first page of the sketchbook lies the depiction of a woman standing on a balcony, her dress pale in comparison to the dark charcoal used to color in the night sky behind her. She stands to the side, head down as if she is either in deep thought and contemplation or she is fixing the hem of her dress around her bare ankles. The dress itself is nothing more than a nightgown, a foot longer than the woman’s knees, but beautiful designs embroider it in lighter swirls and marks.
 
   The woman’s hair is dark, flowing around the other side of her head so that her face can be clearly seen. Though the woman is standing far off on the balcony and her face is nothing more than a sketch, I recognize her instantly.
 
   The Princess Haraya has one hand holding her dress to the side of her petite feet, the other up by her face, keeping her hair back. It’s drawn in such a way that I almost believe she is real and moving on the page, as if she will look up and smile at the viewer — or at the artist.
 
   I close the book quickly, feeling an annoying twist in my chest. I’d not even thought about the Swordmaster having a love interest — after all, he is so very withdrawn and hostile. I suppose I just didn’t think about it. Now that I consider it, though, I realize he could have had any young girl in all of Evrallon, even if he were a lowly peasant living on the streets of Solvitoft. Lyom has the sort of look the sappy-hearted girls in Lydovier would die to wed. With midnight, tousled hair, cerulean eyes like crashing waves, and a tall, lean build, Lyom is every woman’s dream. He could have chosen any woman in Evrallon … yet he chose Princess Haraya.
 
   I suppose I shouldn’t be shocked. She’s beautiful, in her own snooty way, and she is close to Lyom. From the looks of her reactions back at the Keep she is quite smitten with him. So why, then, did Lyom pretend her affections had gone unnoticed? If he harbored feelings for her, he certainly would have told her. The Swordmaster is nothing if not brave. And his sketch would seem to indicate that he has already traveled down this path once before. But why keep a sketchbook with a damning depiction of her in the forefront? What sort of relationship did these two have? There’s a twinge in the pit of my stomach when I consider that Lyom must know Haraya well enough to know what she looks like in a nightgown. Maybe she even stood there for him while he sketched.
 
   I can’t help but frown at my findings, though I don’t know why. I feel cheated, I imagine. For the past month now I have tried to learn what was hidden within those pages and now that I know I only wish I could forget. The odd characters in the later pages are easy to ignore and push aside in my mind but the depiction of the princess?
 
   Is King Dryden aware of this? Is he the reason they are not together today? Good riddance, I should say. Princess Haraya does not deserve Lyom. From what I have seen of her she is haughty and rude and believes herself to be above everyone else, her beauty transcending others. My arrogance knows its bounds and never would I hold myself at a higher regard than others.
 
   No, I realize suddenly. I don’t feel cheated … I am jealous. I am jealous and I have no right to be!
 
   Dismayed, I pat the sorrel stallion on the neck before slipping away, back to my horse. I pull her reins up from the ground and glance over her saddle to see Lyom still standing with Jamas but they are no longer going through the collected weapons, rather just conversing. A strange time for such a leisurely action.
 
   The calm of the afternoon explodes when a single arrow flies through the air, hitting Ulric in the shoulder. I watch as he flies from his horse, smacking the ground. My mare spooks, rearing up and spinning around. I catch her by the reins and quickly tie her off.
 
   “Lyom!” I shout, though he is clearly already keenly aware of the situation.
 
   Lyom and Jamas get low to the ground, both drawing their swords. I roll away from my mare as more arrows fly and get to Dominik, snatching him off his horse. Dominik sits up and grabs me before I leave.
 
   “Unchain me,” he says. “You know I can help you where these men cannot.”
 
   I shove him back to the ground. “Stay where you are.” I grab the knife from my belt and shout, “Carnahan! Watch Dominik!”
 
   I hear a grunt as a reply and I dive into the nearby undergrowth, using it as cover. I look up into the air above me to see which way the arrows are coming from. Only bandits and marauders strike during the day, but I already knew that due to the flying arrows.
 
   Where are they hiding? It isn’t as if there are plenty of places for them to take shelter. I roll through the briers, ignoring the sting in my shoulder and leg as my skin snags on thorns and prickers. My wound from the wytrian throbs irritatingly but I manage to ignore it as I roll to a crouch, barely pushing high enough into the air to get a glimpse of my surroundings.
 
   An arrow whooshes by my face, catching the corner of my eyebrow. I duck back down, feeling a warm trickle of blood spill down my cheek. They’re not very good aims but they are also very close, lying in the underbrush only a few yards from me. I squint through the dead branches and catch a glimmer of movement.
 
   Clever of them. They have sticks and dry leaves adhered to their clothes, giving them a sort of camouflage. I knew to be watchful for this sort of thing, just did not imagine they would hide within the dead bushes, where I would have assumed they would have been easily sighted.
 
   I jump up, quickly rolling down into them. The first to cry out is the woman I land on. I start to run the knife into her chest but hesitate, throwing it at one of the nearby men instead, though I keep pressure on her chest.
 
   “Stay down.” I hiss, grabbing the bow from her. I take an arrow and nock it, drawing it back against my cheek, touching the corner of my mouth with my fingertips.
 
   The bow has been my weapon of choice for as long as I can remember, I was just taught to work with knives as well. Quay enjoyed my skill with the bow greatly when I had to go on stealth assignments but after I became excellent at escapes he stopped sending me on those.
 
   Breathing down the bowstring, I release the arrow and the tip plunges into the chest of a nearby man that has his bow taut, arrow aimed at one of our swordsmen. Grabbing another arrow from the woman’s quiver, I nock it and ready myself for the next man to show himself. One leaps up from the underbrush, my knife in his hand, and begins to fall towards me, knife poised to strike. I let the arrow fly into his neck and he falls to the side. I snatch out another arrow, spinning to take on the next assailant, but find Lyom standing behind me, sword through another archer with his arrow pointed at me.
 
   Breathing heavier than I should be, I lower my newly acquired bow, relaxing my shoulders some. Lyom notices the woman under my knee, notices that she is still breathing, and gives me a curious lift of his brow.
 
   “She is harmless.” I say.
 
   Lyom half smiles, one of the few smiles I have ever seen on his face, and I find myself treasuring it, knowing that I am surely one of the only people on Earth that has seen him do this. And I may very well be the last. 
 
   “Before I knew you, I would have looked at you and called you the same thing.” he says.
 
   I smirk. “Now you know better.”
 
   Lyom nods and drives his sword into the ground, cleaning it. I get off the woman and nudge her with my boot. She whimpers pathetically, covering her head. She has dark hair and ragged clothing and looks as though she might be Adaaian. Her halo of hair is matted and the cap she wears on her head is made of torn cloth. Acting on the assumption that she speaks Adaaian, I say, “Swak,” shooing her along. 
 
   She slowly begins to get to her feet, hands and arms shaking from either fear or exertion. 
 
   I sigh. “Veka, veka!”
 
   The woman picks up her pace, hurrying off. In this flat expanse we will be able to watch her wander back to her campsite for miles. I wonder idly if she has someone to return to or if we have killed her only relatives.
 
   I turn back around, beginning to head back to the others, but Lyom sighs. “Your eye.” he says.
 
   I reach up and dab it, seeing my fingers come away with blood. I shrug and see Lyom open his mouth, likely to tell me I should have Carnahan see to it, and I immediately silence him. “It’s a scrape. I’d rather die of blood poisoning than have that swine inspect me.”
 
   Lyom laughs softly.
 
   He laughs. I try not to stare in amazement at him but in the end I know I am grinning stupidly, proud of myself to have made him chuckle.
 
   “You laugh,” I say in amazement.
 
   Lyom smirks halfway. “Mount up. We have a ways to go before I feel we can make camp.”
 
   I nod calmly but inwardly feel it a small victory to have made him laugh. Before I leave, I grab my knife from the dead man’s hand, slipping it back into my belt. I make my way back to the others where Carnahan is helping Ulric off the ground, having already removed the arrow from his shoulder. Moher comes alongside the two of them and dips beneath Ulric’s shoulder, helping him back to his horse.
 
   “Can you ride?” asks Moher.
 
   Ulric snorts. “Well enough.”
 
   Lyom goes to his men while I return to Dominik, telling him to get back on his horse. Dominik — who frowns in dismay at the cut above my eyebrow — telling him to get back on his horse.
 
   We head out again, trying to get far away from where we were intercepted by the marauders, galloping across the expanse. The sun begins to set only hours later, the days drawn shorter by the quickly approaching winter. What will Evrallon feel like? There is a drastic change in temperature at the end of the Menca Denu, when one makes their way to the Evrallonic border. Has it snowed in Evrallon yet? I am ready to see snow. Not long ago, I’d imagined that I’d never get to see another snowfall. 
 
   Quay let us indulge in few things when we were younger but snow was one of them. It helped train us to be impervious to the chill of it but I believe most of us, even the assassins that were already trained killers, played in the frozen rain for the fun of it. We would gather snowballs and create snowball fights, claiming them to be tactical training. Quay would allow it so we did it often. We all waited for the snow to return every winter, counted the days until the first snow fell from the heavens.
 
   Dominik came onto the scene soon after. He would not play in the snow like us but would watch from the steps of the Lydovier castle above the Aerie, reading a book or studying something Quay had given him. The others would tease him about it but I left him to his own business; despite what one may believe, Dominik and I were not instantly friends.
 
   When the sun has set completely below the horizon and darkness overshadows the land like a reaper, the noises of the night begin to start up and I hear beasts beginning to move about, creeping through the black shadows.
 
   I kick my mare faster, catching up to Jamas.
 
   “Is the plan to outrun the creatures of the night?” I inquire, nearly having to shout due to the rushing breeze that drops in temperature by the moment.
 
   Jamas nods. “We plan to ride until we come to shelter. It would not be safe to stop until dawn but …”
 
   “The horses will not last until then.” I agree.
 
   Jamas nods again. “We will stop when the horses tire.”
 
   A tendril of fear leaks into my stomach when I turn and see a dark figure lurking in the shadows of night, lit only barely by the eerie glow of the land. Quay used to tell me that only demons could survive in the Menca Denu. I used to remind him that demons no longer existed but tonight I would not place any bets on their extinction.
 
   A horrible howl is released into the night — completely unearthly, yet completely of the Menca Denu. If the kings, emperors, and monarchs could come together for one purpose I pray it would be to eradicate the Menca Denu and all the vile creatures within.
 
   We ride for a ways until our horses cannot take much more. Afraid to lame them, we slow to a walk and allow our horses to catch their breaths. The moment we stop our frenzied pace everything becomes absolutely silent, the only sound in the night that of our horses’ breathing. The cicadas have quieted, the howls have ceased, and the screeching of wytrian in the distance has ended.
 
   “Yep,” Carnahan grumbles. “This is eery.”
 
   “Quiet.” Moher hisses. “You’ll give away our position.”
 
   Ulric chuckles. “And here I thought the thundering of our horses’ hooves gave away our position.”
 
   Carnahan snickers in response.
 
   “Men,” Lyom reminds.
 
   Dominik, who rides beside me, whispers, “Do you recall all the tales Quay told us of the Menca Denu?”
 
   My brows furrow. “They were just that — tales.”
 
   Dominik nods. “I only mean for you to be watchful.”
 
   I nod in response and kick my mare faster, having her trot up alongside the others. A whisper flows through the land — a coarse, dry whisper that is anything but melodic.
 
   “That’d better be the wind.” Carnahan mumbles.
 
   “Ten notes say it’s not.” Ulric grunts in reply.
 
   The whispers continues, rolling around us. From beneath, a thick fog rolls in, covering our horses hooves. Immediately my mare becomes uncomfortable, snorting and picking up her feet as though she’d like to take flight. The fog only continues to rise. I squint at it, trying to make out where it is coming from. A puff of fog reaches up from beneath, fingers curling toward me. The world around seems to flicker momentarily and I swear I see tree roots covering the ground, dark-green moss blanketing them like snow. But then it’s back to sand and dirt.
 
   “We have hours yet until morning,” says Lyom, though I am barely listening. “We cannot just run all night. We have to be able to stand our ground.”
 
   The fingers move closer, closer, until they are at my cheek. I expect to feel the humid coolness of the fog but instead what I feel is solid, hard bone caressing my cheek. I begin to jump away but the hand grabs me by the neck, fog swirling around my face. I try to scream out but the fog draws the air from my lungs, suffocating me, and I instantly know what it is.
 
   My hand clutches at the bony one at my throat, feeling jagged knuckles and grooves within the otherwise perfect bone crafted of smoke and air. My lungs burn from the lack of oxygen and I fumble for the knife at my belt.
 
   Suddenly a sword slashes through the fog in front of me, nearly meeting my nose on the way down. The fog at my neck disperses at once though the blade struck nothing. Air returns to my lungs and I suck in a breath, grabbing my dagger quickly in case the fog returns.
 
   Jamas holds his sword out, watching the fog swirling at our horses’ hooves.
 
   “What is it?” Ulric snaps.
 
   “Not fog,” I croak.
 
   The hands suddenly appear everywhere, reaching up from the eery ground, fingers curling as if beckoning us to come closer. That’s when we bolt — not us, our horses. They are the ones to decide the time has come to leave the area.
 
   I lean forward on my mare’s neck, looking over my shoulder as she gallops. The fog behind us seems to be dispersing at first, flowing aside. I believe it is sinking back into the ground until a murky figure begins to step from the fog, tendrils of smoke leaking from its body. The fog takes form, showing the figure of a man, and though it is nothing but smoke and illusion and has no eyes, I know it is looking straight at me.
 
   Yes. I believe in demons.
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   “A good face, they say, is a letter of recommendation. O Nature, Nature, why art thou so dishonest, as ever to send men with these false recommendations into the World?”
— Henry Fielding, Amelia
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   We do exactly as Lyom said we could not and ride until dawn — and our horses do not mind a bit. When we finally slow, the sun has risen above the Evrallonic cresting far in the distance. We still have five days left unless we travel through the nights as we did last night. The use of fire seems to extinguish any of the creatures of the night so if we choose to camp tonight, we should have fire in every tent — particularly mine, as I am not fond of bony-fingered figures in the fog wrapping their hands around my neck and stealing my precious air.
 
   We at last come to a stop, allowing our horses to drink from a nearby pool. The temperature today is not as mild but not as deadly as our first journey through the expanse. Today the sky is not overcast and the sun beats down on us heavily but there is a cool breeze in the air, making it more bearable.
 
   I slide off my mare, dropping to the ground and wavering on my feet. She drinks the water we provide her but does not seem extremely thirsty and begins to look around for anything green to eat. I wander with her, watching as she tries to eat the dried brown leaves. We brought apples and carrots for the horses but have been too preoccupied with staying alive to remember them.
 
   As my mare searches for something to nibble on, I look over my shoulder and find Dominik with my gaze. I’ll need to kill him soon. Lyom won’t allow him to ride across the Evrallonic border with us and is only allowing him to live to humor me. He and the other swordsmen will not touch Dominik; Lyom considers him my responsibility.
 
   Looking away, my gaze lands on Gresham, who has been completely silent since we left the Adaaian border. He feels the loss of his brother. Part of me would like to tell him that losing family is just what happens in life, that he needs to buck up and be a man — that is Quay coming out in me, the assassin he molded me into. There is another part of me, though, that feels his loss. While I never had siblings to fear for or even really a mother to love and learn from, I had Quay, who is now gone. 
 
   In more ways than one he was a father figure to me. The other assassins would call him a relentless leader, a close friend of King Cress’, and a cruel disciplinarian. Quay was all of this to me but he was more. Quay practically raised me. Now he is gone, without leaving a trace. Where did he go off to? Most suspect that he found a young girl and went off with her but is that truly Quay? I don’t think I could imagine him doing that, especially not when he had young assassins that still needed to be trained. Quay stopped going out on missions long ago, otherwise I would suspect he was killed during an assassination.
 
   I have thought it all through, considered every angle, and still have no idea where Quay could have gone. Before he was killed, when he had first disappeared, my father told me Quay had done this before — just … vanished. He always returned, though. Perhaps he will return one day to the Lydovier palace to find it destroyed, even the stone scorched.
 
   I should look for him someday. What will Quay do without his Cannon? I snort. He’ll make a new one, no doubt, and part of me will want to find it and join it, because what else will I be able to do with my life? But deep down, I know the sentimental girl in me, the one that never got to experience being at a dance, or having a boy hold her hand, or getting in trouble for simple things like forgetting to wash the dishes will win out and I will disappear from Quay’s line of sight.
 
   I wonder what life will be like after I leave Evrallon and go to Belaroux, or perhaps back to Adaai. Will I find a boarding house and begin to work there for the keeper or the home, paying my rent in that way? There is a whisperer in the back of my mind that tells me I’ll never be satisfied doing that. Living a simple, normal life never seemed to be what I was made to do. I am a Child of the Elements, after all … power and darkness will always find me, no matter how long I hide in the light.
 
   I run my hand down my mare’s neck, stroking her coat even. Taking her reins in my hands I turn and lead her back to the pool of water where Gresham guards Dominik. Handing my horse off to Gresham I practically fall into the pool. Gresham scrunches his nose when I splash and I smile at that, glad to bring some emotion to his face.
 
   I duck underwater, though it’s only about two feet deep, and scrub the blood from the cut above my eye. My leg still burns from where the wytrian bit me but I choose to ignore it, climbing out of the water and wringing my hair out.
 
   “Your steed,” Gresham says, handing me the reins of my mare.
 
   I take the reins, examining Gresham’s expression. “You and Northam were twins?”
 
   Gresham shoots me a dark look but I persist.
 
   “You know, I got confused between you two for the first few days.” I admit. “You look identical.”
 
   “Looked,” Gresham corrects venomously.
 
   I sigh, deciding that the sympathetic, kindhearted assassin does not play well on me. “It was not your doing, you know. Whatever attacked Northam, it was not your fault.”
 
   Gresham nods fervently. “It was.”
 
   “If you blame yourself you’ll only end up feeling guilty.” I warn, wringing the water out from my shirt. I run a hand through my hair, shaking it out. “Take it from me, Gresham. If you always allow yourself to feel guilt, one day you’ll be crushed by it.”
 
   Gresham’s jaw clenches and I see thoughts turning in his head. He shakes his head slowly. “You don’t understand. It was my doing. I was lulled to sleep by them.” He laughs, shaking his head in incredulity. “They sang me to sleep! I’d no idea they could do that.”
 
   Hold on. Sang? 
 
   I blink at Gresham. “Gresham,” I say, trying to reel in his attention. “Who sang?”
 
   Gresham glowers, speaking through gritted teeth. “The nymphs.”
 
   My spine goes rigid. “Nymphs don’t exist in the kingdoms. They were banished to the Forest.”
 
   Gresham laughs, raking a hand through wild, wiry red hair. “Oh, believe me, they’re alive. They may look beautiful and they may be able to hit all the pretty, ladylike notes, but their claws can gut you from the inside out.”
 
   “They —”
 
   “Mount up!” Lyom calls.
 
   Gresham grabs Dominik, who is looking at me with a serious expression, and tells him to mount up. I am barely paying attention to anything that is going on around me, still reeling from Gresham’s words.
 
   Afterlighters cannot be alive; the monarchs banded together years ago to exterminate them all. Quay would tell us stories about them, would warn us to always be wary in case they were to ever return, but how could they? When you exterminate a species, you leave none behind. King Cress told us all they were eradicated — wiped from the earth, pushed back into the Forest, and good riddance to them.
 
   In a daze I mount my horse, knowing Lyom will suspect something if I don’t. Has Lyom known this all along and chosen not to tell me? How many are privy to this information? Perhaps I was the only one that chose to believe the words of our kings, trusting that they had indeed eradicated the species. And not just any species — a species that could control magic.
 
   The day passes slowly and our horses move even slower. It isn’t nearly as hot as it could be, though, which is much appreciated. Lyom leads, as always, with Dominik behind him, guarded by Ulric and Carnahan, who have been taking turns holding his chains. Dominik will not reveal Laderic’s location to me, no matter how I have tried today. I have attempted to question him on his journey from Evrallon to Adaai, ask him when he and Laderic parted ways, and blatantly demanded to know where Laderic was.
 
   When we stop again, watering our horses, Lyom takes out his sketchbook and though I cannot see what he draws on its pages I know what is inside — and what lies at the front.
 
   Frowning, I look to Jamas, who stands beside his horse, side by side with me. “What is Lyom’s relationship with Princess Haraya?”
 
   Jamas frowns, looking up from where he watches his stallion drink. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean what is his relationship? She seemed … fond of him.”
 
   Jamas nods, bending down to stroke his stallion’s muzzle. “A couple years ago … I believe he loved her. In his own sort of way.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   Jamas looks up at me. “I don’t believe love ever truly dies. How does one fall out of love?”
 
   I look away from him, centering my gaze on Lyom, who continues to sketch in the notebook, standing beside his stallion who eats from the apples he offered him. He still loves her, then. If Jamas is to be believed. But I still cannot imagine Lyom being anything other than stern. “And the princess? What does she think of this?”
 
   Jamas sighs, straightening up. “I’m not sure I am supposed to be divulging this information.”
 
   I turn to Jamas. “It’s only me. Who have I to tell?”
 
   Jamas frowns and his caramel eyes flicker to his Swordmaster. “I’m not sure the king knew of it, but they had some form of relationship two years ago. He was in charge of her wellbeing then; a palace guard, not the Swordmaster yet, just in training.” He narrows his eyes in thought. “An assassination attempt was made by an Adaaian soon after Lyom was placed over her care. He stopped the assassination and …”
 
   I study Jamas. “Became Swordmaster?” I supply.
 
   Jamas nods. “In a roundabout way. He gained other things as well; namely the princess’s heart.” Jamas shakes his head, going back to running his hand down his stallion’s neck and I wonder what else Lyom gained. “I knew their relationship would never last but the Swordmaster would hear none of it. Soon the princess decided she fancied one of the visiting princes. She took a piece of Lyom,” Jamas tells me, frowning. “Before her, he was just like he is now, but she seemed to bring some life into him. I think he lost that vitality when she left. I doubt he ever gets it back. It is better this way, I suppose. He makes a better Swordmaster when he is not distracted.”
 
   A visiting prince. I huff a laugh. I should have known. Negotiations, Lyom had called it. He certainly did not emit a pleased air when I questioned him on the visiting prince of Belaroux.
 
   “Prince Finnegan,” I decide.
 
   Jamas looks at me with a suspicious glint in his eyes and I realize he does not know I met the prince while held captive in the Keep. “The heir to Belaroux’s thrown, yes.”
 
   I lift my hair from my shoulders, taking a leather cord and wrapping it around my thick hair to keep it off my neck. I snort at the thought of Haraya being interested in Finnegan. She seemed so entranced by Lyom. Perhaps she didn’t miss him until he was gone.
 
   “The princess seems to have her heart set on Lyom.” I note.
 
   Jamas kneels down beside his horse again, adjusting the strap of the bridle around the stallion’s face. He loosens it, pulling it to the side to examine a sore that has formed below the horse’s eye. “Perhaps. Her father has arranged for her to marry Prince Finnegan, though. After the marriage was arranged she lost interest in the prince.”
 
   I watch Lyom, studying him as he opens his saddlebag, placing his journal and charcoal pencil inside. “Will he return to her?”
 
   “The Swordmaster?”
 
   I nod. “Will he recognize her attempts and go back to her?”
 
   Jamas’ brows furrow in contemplation and he sighs, patting his stallion on the neck. “I fear so.”
 
   For some reason this irks me. Surely the Swordmaster is not so desperate that he would behave as a dog and return to his vomit. 
 
   “That is how he became Swordmaster at such a young age,” I say.
 
   Jamas nods. “That, among other reasons.”
 
   “Care to elaborate?”
 
   Jamas lets out a tired breath. “Lyom Livingstone is not your average man, Aerietta. There are reasons our king chose Lyom to be his sole protector. There are things that Lyom can do that no one else can, and he can keep the royal family safe. Let us just leave it at that.”
 
   But I can’t. I’m itching to ask a hundred more questions. Lyom can do things others cannot … such as protecting the royal family? But what does Jamas mean? Could Jamas not protect them? Could Ulric not?
 
   Rolling my eyes I decide it doesn’t matter and I take up my horse’s reins. I look around our location and in the near vicinity I see strange mounds before the lone mountain range that exists in the expanse — the Cordillera of Idileonté. The rising and falling slopes just in view must be the foothills Lyom and Carnahan spoke of in Zahlemia — it must be where an entrance to the Forest is.
 
   Looking at the odd hummocks I wonder what sorts of people could live there. Perhaps under the ground? There are tombs in Lydovier that are built beneath the mounds of the Vampire’s Causeway, underground catacombs like that of those beneath the Keep spread for miles, seeming to never end. Perhaps people live beneath the hillocks. I can only imagine what sorts of beasts would want to live beneath the ground. I am silently thankful that Lyom and Carnahan chose to avoid them.
 
   “Do you know the plan?” I inquire of Jamas.
 
   He nods. “We ride until sundown, hopefully leaving the foothills behind us. Lyom wants to rest the horses tonight.”
 
   I nod. “Wise of him.” I run my hand down my gray mare’s neck, feeling the spiky clumps of her hair that have grouped together from sweat.
 
   Lyom calls the order to mount up and I do so quickly, spotting Dominik. He is being watched by Carnahan, who looks as though he plans to slit his throat for me at any moment. I wish he would; it would save me the trouble of having to do it myself.
 
   My mare is uneasy, not appreciating the Menca Denu’s constant threat. She stomps her feet and snorts into the air while bowing her head to the ground, blowing hot breath onto the ground. She throws her head, plays with her bit, and ultimately attempts to avoid doing anything I ask. I spin her in a few circles before we leave to recapture her attention and then we head out again, loping past the foothills. I keep my gaze on the mysterious hillocks as we pass them to ensure no beastly creatures emerge.
 
   At dusk we ride beneath a sort of land bridge formation, the only vegetation in the expanse growing down from the top, vines stretching towards the Earth. This is where we stop, taking refuge for the night. More foothills exist beyond the land bridge, building into the Cordillera of Idileonté. I dismount, patting my horse’s neck down as I examine the land bridge we take shelter beneath. It is a decent location to set camp at but strategically if enemies were to attack they could surround us from both sides. I assume Lyom has considered this. A quick glance to the other ponies tells me he has but a rest for the herd is necessary.
 
   While I hate the idea of being unprepared, I unsaddle my mare, sliding the damp blankets off her back and setting them out to dry. She shakes herself out, a dark patch on her back and ribs where the sweat has shaded her coat a new color. Carnahan and Ulric are the only other two to leave their horses saddled. Behind me I see Jamas and Gresham building a fire while Lyom establishes a place to keep Dominik, though I’m sure he expects me to glean whatever information I can from him tonight and kill him after.
 
   Ulric grunts as he plops down on the ground, leaning against a large, mossy boulder. Carnahan grumbles something to his companion as he drops his medical saddlebags on the ground beside him, digging through them and producing bandages and salves.
 
   “Assassin.” Moher calls. He holds a metal basin in his hand, shaking it over his head. “Fetch water.”
 
   I smile at him and tie the reins of my mare to a green-leafed tree sprouting from the side of the rock formation. Sauntering over to him, I snatch the bowl from his hand and smack him over the head with it. Moher doesn’t even wince, as if he expected me to do it. Rolling my eyes at him I walk off, looking for some sort of water. 
 
   There is no pool to gather it from so I resort to looking for a spring in the rock face. One of the horses finds the trickling water before I do, rubbing his nose on it, trying to drink from the drizzle. I move the horse’s muzzle aside and let the water leak into the bowl. The horse gratefully places its nose in the basin, breathing out heavily as he determines whether or not he plans to drink from the water. Seconds later, when the basin is full enough for the horse to drink, he sucks it up, giving the bowl no time to fill.
 
   I stand in front of the spring for several minutes until the horse has had its fill and then top off the basin again, carrying it back to Moher, who passes the basin along to Carnahan. The latter dips bandages into the water, slathers salve on them, then applies them to Ulric’s bare shoulder. The salve must burn because Ulric winces and shouts a curse when it is applied to his arrow wound.
 
   “The horses need water.” I tell Moher.
 
   He nods behind him. “There are more basins in my saddlebags.” He cuts me a dangerous look. “If you steal one of my weapons —”
 
   I pat the knife on my hip, tilting my head to the side in a girlish way. “If I wanted you dead, Moher, I would have killed you days ago.” As I turn around I tsk over my shoulder. “Shame the Swordmaster must deal with such cowardice in his swordsmen.”
 
   I don’t wait for Moher to respond, just walk to his horse — which happens to be the horse I already watered — and retrieve more bowls from his saddlebags. I fill them over and over again, bringing them around to the stallions and mares, who chug them gratefully. Lyom’s stallion pins his ears back at another, nipping angrily at it when it tries to drink from his basin. It would figure that Lyom’s horse is dominant over the others.
 
   When the horses have all drank and the sun has fully set, a chill sets in. Shivers prickle my arms and I rub them quickly as I approach the fire. A hand is set on my shoulder and I turn around to see Lyom standing there, holding my red cloak. I left it in Zahlemia, I was sure. I smile gratefully and take it from him.
 
   “I thought you didn’t like this.” I recall.
 
   “It is yours. It will keep you warm.” Lyom offers.
 
   I laugh. “Because you certainly don’t.”
 
   I’m not sure what I was meaning to imply but I immediately wish I hadn’t opened my mouth. Did I just admit to sleeping in Lyom’s tent? And knowing that he does not give off any body heat?
 
   Lyom sighs. “If you insist on staying in my tent again tonight please try to refrain from making it obvious. My men may be loyal to me but they are loyal to the king as well.”
 
   I nod. I take a seat around the fire while Ulric and Moher finish setting up the last of the tents. Weapons are set out around the fire pit in case we should be attacked in the night.
 
   We sit by the fire for a while, exchanging stories of daring escapes and adventures. I choose to keep my own escapades to myself, knowing none of them will be appreciated and I feel no need to bring up old ghosts.
 
   The sounds of the night drain into the underneath of the land bridge. For a while we all sit by the fire, Ulric continuing to tell stories I’m sure all the swordsmen have heard before. Dominik is not included in our circle of companions. He sits on the outside, chained to a stake that has been driven into a rock. Deep down I know I should be there with him, not among the honorable men of King Dryden. My place is not here with soldiers and servicemen, it is with those outside of the law.
 
   “We need someone to take the first watch.” Lyom says.
 
   “I’ll do it.” I offer before anyone else can.
 
   Lyom scowls, shaking his head. “No.”
 
   I frown. “Do you not trust me?”
 
   “That isn’t the issue.” Lyom responds. “I need one of my men to do it. You are here for an assassination; that is it.”
 
   I shake my head. “I don’t know that I trust your men to do a good job of guarding.”
 
   Jamas chokes on his cup of diluted trail coffee. “Pardon me?”
 
   I wave my hand. “Except perhaps Jamas.”
 
   “Carnahan is perfectly capable of taking first watch, aren’t you?” Lyom looks at his swordsman.
 
   Carnahan nods tersely. “Of course, Swordmaster.” He gives me the sort of look that could be considered a childish smirk, as if he were chosen the favorite kid.
 
   “Everyone else get some rest,” Lyom orders, standing. “We have a long ride ahead of us yet and I would like to keep moving through the next two nights.”
 
   Jamas nods. “Aye, Swordmaster.” He is the first to stand and retreat to his tent, taking his weapons with him, followed by the rest of them, leaving Dominik and Carnahan outside. As I walk behind Lyom to his tent I wonder if Carnahan will kill Dominik in the night just to be through with him; it would save me the hassle of going through with killing him.
 
   Lyom shoves into his tent before me and I follow in after him, finding him standing with his arms crossed when I enter. I wonder as I let the flap drop if he rushes into places only to look stern and calculating when someone else enters.
 
   “You did not question Dominik.” he notes.
 
   I shrug my shoulders, trying not to seem like I am hiding anything. “I have not yet. I will question him in the morning.”
 
   His glower does not waver. “He kissed you, Aerietta. Do you think I don’t notice the attraction between the two of you?” He takes a step forward, waving a hand in the air. “Do you plan to kill him at all? The agreement you made with the king —”
 
   “I know my agreement, Lyom, you needn’t remind me of it.” I snap but my cheeks are already flaming from his previous comment. Somehow I managed to forget that Lyom witnessed Dominik kissing me. “And you notice I have not spent my nights kissing Dominik, have I? I do intend to kill him.”
 
   “When?” demands Lyom. “You have been given opportunity upon opportunity! When will you decide to kill him? When he is old and gray and has nothing else to live for?”
 
   “I just need Laderic’s location.”
 
   He laughs sarcastically, shaking his head, but when he speaks it is in his growl tone. “Do not tell me that lie again. You know he does not plan to reveal the location of the third traitor to you.”
 
   I scowl at him, throwing my hands in the air with finality. “Alright,” I say. “Yes, I just need to be positive that it was he that betrayed me! But I see now I never really had a choice. I will kill him, Lyom.”
 
   He still does not believe me. “When?” he questions again, eyebrows furrowed. “King Dryden will kill you if you cross the border with him in tow!”
 
   “Well, that shan’t be an issue since I plan to have only his head in tow!”
 
   “Then kill him tonight.” Lyom proposes. “Right now.”
 
   I frown skeptically at him. “Since when have you condoned my killing someone?”
 
   “Since your life depended on it!” he says, his voice incredulous as he steps closer to me until we stand face-to-face. “You know I am not enamored with your previous assassinations but this one must be completed.”
 
   A flicker of something glows in his eyes and I find myself latching onto that flicker, wondering if there is something more beneath it. It shouldn’t matter. I’m a lowly assassin destined to burn in Hell and he is King Dryden’s loyal Swordmaster. That little whisperer at the back of my head shouts, You don’t deserve him! And I know that whisperer is right. Because for all of Lyom’s reputations, the stories that rattle behind him like bones on his belt, I have done worse.
 
   Without thinking, I plant my hands on his shoulders and shove him backwards with enough force that he takes a small step back.
 
   Not hard enough.
 
   “I don’t need your help, Lyom.” I growl. “I can finish this assignment on my own time.”
 
   Stupid, stupid, stupid. I chant inwardly as I spin towards the exit of the tent, walking quickly. Lyom will only get himself killed around me — I’ll get him killed. I just need to finish this assignment and get as far from Adandyrl as my legs can carry me. As much as I loathe to admit it, Dominik may be right. I wasn’t born to be the assassin I am today, but what can I do to correct the past now?
 
   Nothing. This is who I am; this is who I always will be.
 
   Was I really so foolish as to think I could settle down? Carve out a life for myself? Start a family? What kind of wife would I be? What kind of mother?
 
   Lyom moves like the wind and is suddenly in front of me, blocking my exit. His gaze isn’t hostile like it was when I entered his tent; it’s soft and almost worried, though frustration lurks behind his electric eyes.
 
   “Move, Lyom.” I demand, feeling a strange burn at the back of my eyes. “I don’t want to deal with you now.”
 
   This is what my life will be. Running away from anything that makes me feel normal and happy. This is what I deserve. I don’t deserve something as pure and good as Dominik was, and I certainly won’t be a part of ruining Lyom’s life.
 
   It’s better that I leave now. Disappear. When Dominik is killed and the papers are signed, I vanish, never to be heard from again. I won’t look for Lyom or Jamas or Gresham, won’t seek out whatever small friendship they have given me. I’ll just disappear.
 
   “I can’t let you leave, Aerietta.” Lyom says. “Not until you tell me what’s going through your head right now.”
 
   I scoff. He wants to know what’s going through my head? He wants to know the dark thoughts whipping in and out? Never.
 
   “Lyom, please,” I say, not believing the weakness in my voice. “Please just leave me alone.”
 
   “I’m not —”
 
   Frustrated tears burn behind my eyes and I take my anger towards them out on Lyom, shoving him. He dodges so that he is standing behind me but I push him again and this time he doesn’t resist. He lets me drive him backwards into the pole that supports the tent’s weight.
 
   I stare into his blue, blue eyes that look almost fearful but are laced with concern for me. In the chill of the tent, his breath comes out in white puffs. His lips part in confusion and bewilderment as he takes me in. I see the rise and fall of his chest, the chest that miraculously healed after being slashed through with a sword.
 
   “Aerietta … stop.”
 
   It isn’t what I was expecting to hear. I hardly know what I’m doing, standing here in front of him, my hands either on his shoulders or chest, I’m not even sure which.
 
   “Why?” I breathe.
 
   I inch closer to him, feeling the coldness of his skin and shivering again. It is fitting that someone with such a cold demeanor would have cold skin, I think.
 
   He watches me with careful consideration but I can see the hesitation in his eyes. Maybe even hostility now.
 
   He hates me, I think silently. But that isn’t enough to stop me from inching ever closer. I’ve made it to where our mouths are almost touching when his hand tightens around my arm.
 
   “Don’t.” he warns in a low voice.
 
   I can’t help it; I take his growl tone as a challenge. I close the distance between us and my hands twist into his hair. I don’t wait a second longer, just push myself up to his level and press my lips to his.
 
   The moment my lips touch his I feel that familiar spark of electricity run through me but there is no pain involved. His lips are soft and unfamiliar but I welcome my lack of knowledge, drowning in him. While stiff at first, his body relaxes before me, muscles losing their tension, and I feel a shudder roll through him.
 
   “Never mind,” I hear him say against my mouth.
 
   One of his hands slips to my lower back, steadying me, and I realize I was falling backwards, limp in his arms. I tighten my hold around his waist and feel a sliver of skin where his shirt has ridden up — all toned muscle beneath. A chill runs through me but it has nothing to do with the night and everything to do with the ice from Lyom’s touch. I have the sudden and insatiable urge to peel his shirt over his head, run my hands down the lean muscle of his chest, to see if there is any sort of scar left behind by the Reaver’s sword.
 
   He takes a step closer to me and before I know it we are on our backs, my fingers hooking into his belt loops, never breaking the contact between our mouths — and never considering what this means. 
 
   I cling to his shirt, wrinkling it as I haphazardly attempt to pull it over his head while his lips move to my jaw, my neck.
 
   He suddenly drops his shoulder, a move I recognize from combat training back in the Aerie, and rolls so he is on his back and I lean down over him. Our breath mingles and somewhere at the back of my mind I realize I am breathing him in. His hand fists in the loose material of my shirt while his other hand lays beneath it, fingers splayed over the scars on my back.
 
   My shirt rides up more and I am surprised at how at ease I feel with him, allowing it to ride up to my shoulder blades. His breathing is ragged, teeth grazing my bottom lip. I gasp, wondering where the Swordmaster learned such a tactic. Then I suddenly remember and wish I hadn’t.
 
   My momentary hesitation is all it takes for Lyom to realize what he’s just done. His hands are on my shoulders in an instant, shoving me backwards. I catch myself with my palms, feeling the moisture from the ground under my fingers.
 
   He jumps to his feet, turning away from me, his hands in his hair. I try not to panic or let my cheeks flame from embarrassment — honestly, I’m too confused to even consider mortification at this point.
 
   When he turns around, there is fire in his eyes, which seem to have turned from blue to black in an instant. “What were you thinking?” he growls. He reaches up and wipes his mouth, looking down at his hand as if he expects it to come away with blood.
 
   That’s when the mortification hits.
 
   I don’t know what to think, let alone what to say. What was I thinking? That the Swordmaster of the Cruel King would suddenly forgive my offenses and fall deeply, madly in love with me? That since I was being released soon, everything was going to be alright? That either of us is anything other than a brutal killer?
 
   “I …” I’m not sure how to finish my thought.
 
   Lyom looks incensed, hardly human, and for the first time I actually consider the possibility that he is an Afterlighter. I’d given it slight thought here and there simply because of rumors, but with the way he looks now, he could not be of this world.
 
   “Do not make the mistake of touching me again.” he hisses.
 
   I stammer. “Lyom … I didn’t —” Didn’t what? Mean to? Yes, you did. Didn’t think? That’s more like it.
 
   I have the crazy urge to reach up and touch my mouth. He felt nothing? For the first time in my life, I feel my heart sink — literally sink, all the way down to my stomach. I almost laugh, the crazy kind of laugh that would make Lyom think I belong in a mental house, because I fell for him. I, an assassin of the Cannon, an order of deadly killers, fell for Evrallon’s Blight, the Swordmaster of the Cruel King.
 
   And I kissed him.
 
   Quay would be so ashamed of me.
 
   When I look back up at Lyom, I see that his skin has turned a sickly color of pale, not his usual ivory, and those dark eyes seem to have sunken into his face. My heart leaps into my throat and all I see standing before me is the man cloaked in darkness, his bony hand clutched around my throat.
 
   He doubles over, coughing, and this is when I see that he does have blood on his mouth, but not from me — from coughing it up.
 
   He spins on his heel and grabs his saddlebags, pulling a dark vial out. I watch in horror as he downs the vial, slamming it down on the rock in the tent area. The glass shatters into a thousand pieces, cutting his palm and wrists, but not a single drop of blood falls from the lacerations.
 
   My mouth isn’t working and neither is my mind. I should be panicking at this moment. Because there is only one other person I have ever seen look so deathly. 
 
   I thought … When the whisperers said that the Riser had betrayed me … I thought they meant Dominik!
 
   I’m suddenly on my feet, chest heaving, breathing not at all normal.
 
   “You’re …” I gape at him, unable to believe my own eyes. Byhalia said he wasn’t an Afterlighter … she was sure of it!
 
   He turns around to face me. I prepare myself to see the hollowness that the dark man had but he is back to normal, eyes as blue as the morning sky and skin its normal flushed ivory. But now I know he isn’t who he says he is. By this point, I shouldn’t be surprised — nothing should surprise me.
 
   “You’re a Riser … an Afterlighter,” I can hardly get the words out of my mouth, almost choking on them. He couldn’t know about me … he doesn’t know who I am, but it would explain why he is searching for Princess Cress, as Zenith believed. It would explain why King Dryden was so quick to bring him into the Keep as his Swordmaster.
 
   Lyom stands tall, brows drawn down in that forever scowl of his.
 
   “Yes,” he replies, not even trying to deny it.
 
   Still attempting to grab a hold of my composure, I point at the vial he smashed. “And that?” I exclaim. “It heals you?”
 
   “No.” he answers. “It keeps me alive.”
 
   My hands are cold — my whole body is. Is that why he has always felt so chilled? Is he dead? I cannot believe a word he is saying.
 
   “You work for the man in the darkness,” I whisper.
 
   Lyom’s expression changes and I see curiosity coloring his eyes. He doesn’t know that I saw him, doesn’t know that I was in the Forest for what seemed like hours. And he never will. Whatever trust I had placed in Lyom is gone. He isn’t human. He has been an Afterlighter this whole time, working simultaneously for the Cruel King and a man in the Afterlight world that seems to think I have a choice to make, and choosing the wrong side will be the end of me. All comfort I feel when I am around Lyom has vanished, leaving only a cold sense of dread in my chest.
 
   Suddenly, I hear a gunshot echoing along the canyon walls, saving me from any further humiliation. Lyom’s gaze shoots to the tent’s entrance and his whole posture stiffens but it is impossible for any more rage to leak into his system.
 
   Lyom is the first out of the tent and I hear shouts and more gunfire. I shove through the tent’s fold and am immediately met with a sword. It clashes down over my head and I barely manage to deflect with my dagger in time. A man stands over me, eyes of brown glowing like embers. I slide my knife down the blade of his sword, spinning out of the way before the hilt can come down on my head.
 
   Fire glows out in the corner of my eye and somewhere nearby Lyom shouts something, followed by Jamas’ reply. I narrowly avoid the tall man’s swing when he barrels back around at me. Ducking to the ground I roll out of the way, kicking his knees out. He grunts and collapses to one knee but he is excellent, rolling across the ground before I can get close to him. Unfortunately for him, I am better. I dodge his next advance and spin behind him, slicing my knife across his throat. Kicking him to the ground, I turn around to assess the situation.
 
   The world is on fire. Tents burn, shots are fired, and men I do not recognize emerge from the darkness. Jamas and the rest of Lyom’s swordsmen fight swiftly, swinging their swords in deadly ways, but they are outnumbered. I begin to move from my position to aid them but then stop when I notice something about our enemy — about they way they move. 
 
   At first glance I would have imagined they were marauders, upon further thought I would have considered the possibility of them being demons, but as I watch them for a moment, I recognize the familiar fluidity of their movements. They move like reapers, like Risers, and I know why.
 
   We are wind and shadows.
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   “‘Will you walk into my parlor?’ said the spider to the fly;
 
   ‘‘Tis the prettiest little parlor that ever you may spy.
 
   The way into my parlor is up a winding stair,
 
   And I have many curious things to show when you are there.’
 
   ‘Oh no, no,’ said the little fly; ‘to ask me is in vain,
 
   For who goes up your winding stair can ne’er come down again.’”
 
   — Mary Howitt, The Spider and the Fly
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Cannon boasts more assassins than I can ever count but I have crossed paths with them all at one point or another, whether it be in the Aerie during training or returning from an assignment or out in the world on an assassination, and I never forget a face. Yet now that I look at the assassins that sweep through our camp I recognize none of them. Not a single face do I find familiar. Hence this is not the work of the Cannon.
 
   Pulling my hood up over my head, I dart down into the mix of Evrallonic serviceman and assassin, finding it ironic to be on this side of the battle, fighting alongside Lyom and his men. The first assassin I come in contact with is a young man with blond hair like mine but a cruel snarl on his face. He recognizes my cloak, most definitely, and when he lunges at me, he does so without the use of a weapon.
 
   Poor, foolish thing.
 
   When the man reaches for me with outstretched arm I wily spin from his grasp, catching him by the elbow and raising my dagger to strike into the back of his neck. The trained assassin spins and grabs my hand before it can drive the knife into him. Squeezing my wrist so tightly I fear the bones may break, the man bears down on me, a wild grin upon his face. I wince, grinding my teeth together as I twist and drop the dagger into my left hand. I swing quickly at him, which he dodges but releases my wrist in the process. I drop to my knees, sweeping his legs out from under him. He hits a rock and the wind is knocked from his lungs, allowing me to pounce and drive the dagger through his chest.Rolling away from the man’s dying body, I lift my dagger and throw it at an assassin that attacks Jamas. The knife whirs through the air towards the assassin’s head but before it hits its mark, Jamas’ attacker spins and catches it midair, an inch from his skull. With lightning quick reflexes he projects the knife back towards me. I move my head two inches to the left to avoid being struck. When the knife clatters to the stone walls behind me I am already racing towards the assassin, untying my cumbersome cloak and letting it fall, the assassin running right back at me, knife in hand.
 
   We meet in the middle, clashing together. I duck beneath one of his blows and manage to land a kick to his gut, which does far more than one of my pathetic punches ever could have. The reason I make such a fine assassin is not because of my excessive strength — certainly not — it is because my enemies underestimate me. They see me as a frail girl and do not realize that when trained, even the smallest child could prove to be a lethal weapon.
 
   A knife nicks my upper arm and a blow to my stomach staggers me only momentarily. When the man’s balance wavers slightly, I use it as my opportunity and leap into the air, wrapping my legs around the man’s neck. Twisting sharply, I hurl the man to the ground, slapping him against the rock like I am beating the dust from a blanket. I hear the painful crack of his neck and steal his dagger off his lifeless body, moving to Jamas who has just finished off another assassin.
 
   We both look around, seeing the vast number of shadows moving. I see only flashes over the other servicemen — a punch from Carnahan, a flash of silver from Moher, an arrow from Gresham.
 
   “They’re assassins.” I tell Jamas.
 
   Jamas breathes heavily. “The Cannon?”
 
   I again consider the Cannon’s affiliation as I examine the faces around me. “No.”
 
   Another assailant throws himself at us and a gunshot rings out, followed by many more. I kick the knees out of the assassin and Jamas rings a sword through him, throwing him to the side.
 
   “Who else could it be?”
 
   I shake my head, standing. “I do not know of another order.”
 
   Jamas lets out a ragged breath. “Where is Lyom?”
 
   “I haven’t the faintest.” I answer, anger still burning in my veins.
 
   He growls, the first sign of strong emotion I have seen out of him. “Try to subdue them. They are here for something; we just have to comprehend what it is.”
 
   I cannot imagine what they would want. Dominik is of no use to them, I am no one but another order’s former favorite, and though Lyom is the king’s Swordmaster, surely they know how precarious his situation is, and if they want ransom for him, the king will surely not pay it.
 
   I leave Jamas where he is and return to striking through the army of assassins, sweeping through them like a storm. I roll to the back of one, slashing his leg with a blade so that he is forced to buckle his knees. Taking him down from there is simple, though the next assassin I face is decidedly more difficult, managing to get away from my grasp.
 
   When I get to my feet again, I walk to my cloak and snatch it from the ground. I begin to scan the area looking for Dominik or Lyom or another swordsman when someone catches my eye. I almost overlook him at first, not paying him much mind, but then my mind registers who I have just laid eyes on and I do a double take.
 
   I cannot believe it. He stares straight at me as if he knew exactly where I would be — and he probably did. 
 
   He wears the dark colors of the night, dark hair combed back and silver streaks coloring his sideburns. He looks more like a politician of the king’s court than the leader of the assassins, his gem-encrusted sword shimmering with blood. Who has he killed? Ulric? Gresham? Lyom? Can an already-dead Riser be killed?
 
   I all but gape, my mind stuttering. When the gears in my head finally click and reality sets back in, I take a step forward, examining him.
 
   “Quay?” I demand, baffled by his appearance.
 
   Quay smirks, stepping forward through the chaos of battle as his assassins fight Lyom’s remaining men ferociously. He saunters towards me, stretching out a hand in greeting, raising a curious brow. 
 
   “You have been busy in my absence.” he says, looking around him.
 
   I want to flinch at his words but lock my own muscles up. “Yes, well, you taught me to always look after myself.” I say, gauging his reaction.
 
   He waves a hand at my surroundings. “And how does this life work for you? Do you enjoy being the king’s lackey?”
 
   I tilt my chin up, trying to ignore the gunshot that rings out. “It has its moments.” I nod to his assassins. “They aren’t Cannon.”
 
   “No,” Quay admits. “I gave up on that Cannon. I knew Cress was going down and all of the Cannon would disperse. This is my new Cannon.” Quay smiles at me. “They have helped me find you. We’ve been following you for quite some time, Aerietta.”
 
   I watch him carefully. He is the cause for the fires at night, the dust from hoofbeats in the day, though I cannot determine if he has grown careless in his old age or if he meant for us to know of his presence. “I am not rejoining the Cannon, Quay.”
 
   “Ah, yes,” Quay grumbles. “You have forged new loyalties. You must know Dryden will not hold to his word. You will be slaughtered the moment he sees that Jezdah on your back.”
 
   I suddenly stand straighter, the Jezdah seeming to burn against my skin. Then a flash of a memory jumps to the forefront of my mind.
 
   I had come so close to allowing Lyom to see it — he’d practically had my shirt off! What was I thinking? When have I ever been so careless? Let ridiculous, human emotions get the better of me? I’ve known Lyom just long enough to establish that he is everything the rumors have said and more. How could I have —
 
   “And it will only be that much harder,” continues Quay. “seeing as though you have already fallen for the Swordmaster.” His eyes widen in mock surprise. “Did you only just learn of his heritage? I must say, I always expected you to kill the Riser hunting you, not fall in love with him. But I suppose it’s not really love, is it, Aerietta? After all, my assassins have been trained never to succumb to such ridiculous distractions.”
 
   I glare at him, jaw tightening and anger boiling. He knows. “What do you want, Quay?”
 
   “New information has come to light.” he explains. “I’ve learned things — key things. About our mutual friend Dominik.”
 
   “Oh?” I ask sarcastically. “The king seems to have become privy to this information as well. So do tell me why Dominik is so sought after these days.”
 
   He laughs. “He is a Child, just as you are.”
 
   It takes me a moment to register that he means a Child of the Elements, rather than just a kid. I shake my head in disbelief. “According to legend, the Girls and Boys never exist at the same time.”
 
   A wicked grin forms on his face. “Which is what makes you rare.” He chuckles, looking at the carnage around him. “Are we truly going to have this conversation now?”
 
   The sound of gunshots remind me where we are. I stand in a war zone. While we chatted, Lyom’s men could have been slaughtered. But I am not sure how to proceed. Quay leads the assassins we have been fighting, which means if we wish to defeat them, we must also defeat Quay. Is that what I want? Quay may have been the worst father alive but he was the only father figure I have ever had.
 
   Quay extends a hand. “Come with me, Aerietta. I have Dominik already; you are all I need. Come with me and I promise you vengeance — for your betrayal, for your father, and for your kingdom. I have an army — we have an army. The Afterlighters are rising up, prepared to overthrow the Darkness coming to the kingdoms. It’s leaking from the Forest and it will be upon us soon. And it is coming for you and young Giovani.”
 
   I stare at his hand, almost considering his offer. They must have found Dominik and convinced him to go with Quay. What awaits me back at the palace now that they have Dominik? Certain death, since I have failed to bring Dominik back? Surely Quay knows the king will kill me if I return without my promised captive, and that would put a damper on his plans.
 
   Then I hear a shout.
 
   This grabs my attention and I turn, witnessing as Gresham collapses to his knees, blood draining from his stomach. The assassin that stands over him does not hesitate, swinging his sword again and slicing through the muscle and bone of Gresham’s neck. 
 
   I recognize the second life leaves his body, his eyes becoming dull. His head topples off his neck, rolls away while the rest of his body just drops to the ground like a sack of flour — lifeless, inanimate. 
 
   I stare in half horror, half in unbelief at the assassin that stands over him. 
 
   Is that how Lyom saw me? Am I like that?
 
   Quay must see the stirring in my eyes because he tries to calm me with his words.
 
   “Aerietta, they are the Cruel King’s men — they are nothing.”
 
   I hear nothing he says. Red clouds my vision, making it difficult to see anything else. Before I realize what I am doing, I have lurched towards the assassin, striking swiftly. The assassin — though ill trained — senses my approach and spins to block, his forearm connecting with mine but I feel nothing. I toss the knife into my other hand, turning so I have access to him again. I jab my knife into his side, spinning out of the way before he can snatch me.
 
   “Aerietta!” Quay shouts directly behind me.
 
   I raise my hand to strike the assassin again but am interrupted by Quay, who kicks my knee out. I roll to my back and kick up to my feet, bracing for his next advance.
 
   Quay strikes just as he did during my training, as if he has not aged a day. He lunges towards me with swiftness and precision, blade moving accurately as he slices through the air. I narrowly avoid his first blow, ducking beneath him and rolling out of the way. I try to reach up to slice him in the back but Quay catches my arm, throwing me backwards.
 
   He knows my moves, anticipates my every strike. He spins and slashes, catching me on the arm. I react by pushing off him and reengaging. I see a window of a target on his face and I flip my knife in my hand, jabbing forward. His arm shoots up, capturing mine in a block. I quickly bring my leg up and knee into his stomach but Quay hardly flinches, using the block he already holds on me to twist my arm backwards, bending me over.
 
   I hear someone nearby call my name — Jamas maybe? — and realize most of the new Cannon’s assassins have retreated to the shadows, watching as Quay and I fight. But I am too busy trying to stay away from Quay’s blade to realize what the situation has morphed into.
 
   I feel the bones in my shoulder creak as Quay holds me down, not ever raising his knife to kill me. Of course he won’t; his schemes involve me in them. 
 
   To get out of my former master’s grasp, I kick off the ground, flipping up so that my legs twist around Quay’s neck in my signature move. I begin to spin but he is fast and knows my tactics — he is the one that taught them to me.
 
   Somehow I am thrown to the ground, air being shoved from my lungs. I am only on the ground for a fraction of a second yet as I stare up at the rocky land bridge overhead I find myself thinking, I am NOT losing. I cannot be losing.
 
   The knife comes down, nicking my forehead. I slice at Quay’s leg before springing to my feet to escape being caught in his blade. Quay grunts in pain and turns around to face me as I advance again. I slash towards him, hoping to connect with hard muscle or bone, but my arm is shoved away and the breath is knocked out of me again when Quay lands a blow to my stomach. I recover quickly and slink under his arm, kicking him hard in the kidney. He staggers for a minute and when his knee bends slightly, I take it as my opportunity.
 
   Jumping up onto his bent knee, using him like a step stool, I leap up, hooking my knee around his neck, and spin sharply to bring him down. Quay falls backwards but is quick to respond, flipping back over onto his hands and knees. Just as I am beginning to stand up, he has slashed at me, connecting with my cheek and then shoulder. I flip over backwards and jump to my feet but he is on me again. I feel the slice of a blade on my arm, then at my side. There was a time when the burn of the silver would distract me but now, all it does is refocus me. 
 
   I spin out of his way and deliver as many cuts to him as he does to me but slowly I am beginning to realize that I have met my match, and that Quay is winning.
 
   He trained me. He knows my every move. He knows my weaknesses and my strengths because he programmed them into me. He understands how I fight and above all, he does not underestimate me, stealing from me one of my greatest defenses.
 
   I hear my name shouted again but I can hardly hear. At this point I don’t care how many times I am slashed, I only want to make Quay remember who he trained — and what I have become.
 
   I jab quickly, dodging his next move, but then feel cold air at my lower back. I try to roll out of his way but then his hand clamps around my throat. Acting swiftly, I bring my elbow through his to break the connection and then use every ounce of strength I have to kick up and plant my two feet in the center of his chest, shoving him back.
 
   Quay stumbles backwards and I jump to my feet, still breathing heavily. I am bleeding, knife wounds all up and down my arms, across my chest, over my back and legs, and even on my face. Some of them may scar, forever reminding me that I barely survived my master’s attack. 
 
   How shameful! I chastise myself. Quay is but an old man that stopped going on assignments because of his feebleness years ago! Yet I have proven that as old as he is, as weak as he may seem, he is still my master, and I his lowly apprentice.
 
   Quay actually laughs, a deep-throated thing welling up from the pit of his stomach. Around him stand some of his assassins, behind them stand Lyom’s men, swords drawn and ready to continue their assault. As my gaze scans the scene, my eyes snag on Lyom, finding him with his men. He does not breathe heavily like me but he is injured. The short sleeve of his shirt has been torn and hangs in tatters, his shoulder covered in crimson, but I know it will heal soon, reminding me that he is nothing but not Afterlighter.
 
   Quay continues to chuckle, shaking his head. I look back at him, planning my own attack in my mind, promising that Quay will suffer for laying a hand on my friends.
 
   “Look at you.” Quay says scornfully. “Gone soft because of your time of disuse. Once the Queen of Crimson, now bathing in her own blood.” He stares at me with half disgust, half unreadable emotion. “I had hoped we could do this the easy way but I now I see that was an impossible dream.”
 
   Quay’s words shame me because they are true. I have become soft. I hadn’t wanted to kill Dominik. His words have gotten to me and I am even starting to believe that I was not born to be this assassin.
 
   “Berut,” Quay calls.
 
   One of the assassins steps out from the shadows. He is a thinner man with a tall lanky build and no shirt. Across his chest he sports the scars and oozing wounds left by Lyom and his men, yet he lives. When he comes to stand beside Quay, he is handed something gleaming. I recognize it the moment it is retrieved from Quay’s belt.
 
   “You wouldn’t.” I hiss.
 
   Quay smirks. “You have forgotten how ruthless we are to be, Aerietta.”
 
   Berut aims the barrel of the pistol at me unflinchingly. I want to move out of the way of the bullet but any sudden movement could cause Berut to squeeze the trigger.
 
   I look at Quay venomously. “If you plan to kill me, at least be a man and do it yourself.”
 
   Quay looks at me for a moment then shakes his head. “No, I don’t believe that can happen.” Quay waves a hand at Berut as he begins to walk away. “Berut.”
 
   I hear Lyom shout something and then hear the shing of a sword.
 
   “You know the king will kill me if I do not return with Dominik.” I spit at Quay even as he begins to disappear into the shadows. “Your plan fails if I —”
 
   I do not hear my last words. 
 
   The gunshot goes off, a resounding crack through the night. 
 
   I feel the moment the bullet hits my chest, the familiar zip of electricity racing into my veins. My chest heaves and a ripple runs through my body. It’s like a powerful punch has just been delivered to my sternum, zapping all the breath from my lungs.
 
   No pain follows, though. The air in my lungs is gone but I feel nothing. I can hear the shouts of those around me but cannot feel anything. Confused, I look down at my chest, waiting to see a large hole in the center of it, blood pouring from the wound.
 
   Nothing.
 
   It’s like the bullet never left the gun.
 
   Time seems to pick back up again as if it had held still for me to examine myself. In complete and utter confusion, I look around for Quay. 
 
   Did the assassin not shoot me? 
 
   I find Berut with my eyes and my mouth drops open.
 
   Blood seeps from Berut’s bullet wound. It lies in the center of his chest, exactly where I had felt the spark of electricity. Silence falls over us all as we watch Berut struggle to take in a breath. He suddenly collapses to his knees, choking on his own blood as he falls over, completely lifeless.
 
   The world goes quiet. I can’t tell if it’s my own hearing that’s failed me or if all the assassins are just as bewildered as I am and have forgotten their mandate.
 
   “A perk I discovered,” whispers Quay from behind me.
 
   I start to spin around to look at him but hesitate, not wanting to take my eyes off his faithful assassins — so faithful that even after Berut collapses to the ground, they stand firm where they are, never doubting Quay’s ultimate goal.
 
   I was like that, too.
 
   “Neither of you can be killed. Tortured,” Quay continues from behind. “yes, but never killed. Not until you both are ‘activated.’ So the king may have fun with you. I will always return for you.” I feel Quay’s finger skim my left cheek where blood trickles down my neck. “Until next time, Aerietta.”
 
   I begin to attack but my legs and arms feel numb, my entire body feeling weighted to the ground. Blood loss, confusion, and panic are all getting to me, making my breathing more difficult and my body not respond to my commands. So I am forced to watch as Quay walks away, his new assassins melting into the shadows of the night. 
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   “Oh stay at home, my lad, and plough
 
      The land and not the sea,
 
   And leave the soldiers at their drill,
 
   And all about the idle hill
 
      Shepherd your sheep with me.
 
    
 
   Oh stay with company and mirth
 
      And daylight and the air;
 
   Too full already is the grave
 
   Of fellows that were good and brave
 
      And died because they were.”
 
   — A.E. Housman, Oh Stay at Home, My Lad, and Plough
 
   
 
  

 
 
    
 
   “Careful!” hisses Carnahan as Lyom slides to the ground next to me, eyes skimming over my inert form. I don’t want to move because it would prove I am alive when I should have died of shame.
 
   Lyom’s eyes hold no kindness as he lifts me up off the ground. I feel the cuts in my arms and shoulders opening but bite back my scream until Carnahan is at my side, pouring alcohol over my lacerations. Everywhere hurts. When was the last time I was this bloodied? This close to death by injuries?
 
   No. Quay said I couldn’t die. Does that mean that seeing the Afterlight Forest … the cloaked man … none of that was a strange hallucination had between this life and the next — it was all real. I was not dead but completely lucid and alive.
 
   “You are witless,” Lyom seethes in my ear.
 
   I almost try to apologize to him but what do I have to apologize for? Should I say that I am sorry that I could not defeat my master and save Gresham? Should I apologize that I kissed him and discovered his little secret?
 
   I look at Carnahan. He knows what Lyom is. Why is he not running for the hills? The enemy of my enemy is my friend? Is Lyom the greater of two evils? Quay spoke of darkness that the Afterlighters were going to overthrow — perhaps even the same darkness that Dominik and Zenith spoke of. It feels unfair that I am the last to know this.
 
   The thought of Dominik has my mind reeling and suddenly everything makes perfect sense. Dominik was always so modest for an assassin, never removing his shirt when the other men would during training. He never really told anyone about his past and mostly kept to himself. That is why he seemed to know so much about the Afterlighters when we were at the Aerie; that was why he warned me about them in the Menca Denu. It is why I felt a connection to him in Zahlemia, like a cord being strung tight.
 
   Because he is the Boy … and I am the Girl.
 
   My gaze wanders up to Lyom’s face in an attempt to ignore the pain rushing over my arms and chest as Carnahan scrubs horrible alcohol into my wounds.
 
   Did he know? I wonder. Did he know that Dominik was the Boy?
 
   An annoyed voice in my mind shouts, Of course he knew, fool! He hunted the Girl of the Elements and Dominik Giovani! What other relationship could they have possibly had?
 
   If Lyom knew that Dominik was the Boy, then he must also have known that he could not be killed, and that whoever tried to kill him would die. I feel like a complete idiot staring up at him now. That is why he never wanted to kill Dominik — because he knew it would end him. It is why he insisted that I be the one to kill him. He had no way of knowing that I was the Girl so … he knew it would kill me. Perhaps he hoped it would kill us both.
 
   Lyom pushes into his tent, followed swiftly by Carnahan, who is never a step behind him. When Lyom turns around and I catch a glimpse of the battle field, I see Moher, Ulric, and Jamas burying their fallen comrade, carrying his headless body and laying it to rest in the earth of the Menca Denu.
 
   I feel as though I lied to Gresham. I told him that if we dug his dead brother up, he would be safe and make it home to his parents or sister or perhaps even his wife, if he has one. 
 
   Had one.
 
   Gresham is past tense, now.
 
   I wanted him to live and tell Northam’s story. I promised him that by defaming his twin’s body, he would live.
 
   Now neither of them will return to their parents. Lyom, or perhaps Jamas, will go to them and deliver the crushing news that not one but both their sons were lost in the Menca Denu, and I was the cause it. Had I not made a scene and gone after Dominik at first glance, Northam would have been allowed to stay, and had I been able to help Gresham, he would still be here.
 
   It does not seem fair for Gresham to be buried here under this barren rock. He should be buried with his brother, the man he spent his life with. He died within the same week that Northam did. I wonder if that holds some weight with God — or the Branch, as many call him — or if they will always be separated from this point on. 
 
   Did I do this? Did I cause their eternal heartbreak?
 
   The tent flap closes and I shut the door on my conscience. Lyom lays me down on his cold bedroll and my back screams in pain but I do nothing. The agony registers in my mind but I’m almost numb to the sensation by this point. I feel as though I am already dead, or at least that my heart is slowing down. Is it possible for me to die this way? I know what Quay said but if he is not around when I die, does that make God my killer? Blood loss? With no one to take my place, would the Girl of the Elements just die?
 
   “Lay still,” Carnahan grumbles, lumbering towards me, grabbing a needle and thread with his bad arm. He crouches beside me, eyes glancing up at my own. I can tell from the look on his face — he thinks I’ve already lost my mind.
 
   “He’ll kill her,” Carnahan murmurs as he works, stabbing the needle into the flesh of my arm and tying the string through the skin and into a knot.
 
   “I know.” Lyom says, not looking at me, just holding my other arm down in case I decide to strangle Carnahan. I feel the weight of his fingers boring into my skin and pins and needles working their way across my hand.
 
   “Without the Boy and the princess, we are returning to the king empty handed.”
 
   Lyom’s glower turns on Carnahan. “And what do you expect me to do? Azmar and his assassins are already long gone, the Boy with them.” I feel Lyom’s grip tightening around my arm, pain flaring up where his nails dig into my cuts. My breath hitches in my throat and Carnahan notices.
 
   “You’re opening the incisions further.”
 
   Lyom looks down and sees my blood on his hands and quickly wipes it on the ground as if I will infect him. At this point, I am more concerned about him infecting me. Can darkness rub off on someone? Could Lyom’s blackness somehow leak out of his skin and into mine? I wonder if being a Riser is contagious. To be perfectly honest, I do not even know what a Riser is. Someone that comes back from the dead, I’m fairly confident of that much, but what else does it entail? Being the lackey of the cloaked man for the rest of your life? What is he? A demon? A fallen angel? Or the angel of death?
 
   “Honestly, I won’t miss the little thing.” Carnahan says, looking down at me. He leans closer, teeth bared. “You hear me in there? I won’t miss you when King Dryden has your throat split open!”
 
   I ignore him. I don’t expect him to miss me.
 
   The tent opens and Jamas takes one tentative step in. His gaze flickers to mine but I’m not really looking at him, just sort of staring into space, completely lost in my own world. It is how I deal with pain, betrayal, heartbreak, and whatever other feelings are coursing through me right now.
 
   Jamas’s hands are covered with dirt that travels even up his arm. Smudges of the same soil stain his forehead, and his ordinary, brown hair somehow looks more handsome than usual. When I first met him, I wouldn’t have called him handsome, but I suppose that was because he was standing next to Lyom. And I don’t think anyone could compete with him. He is, after all, something straight out of the Afterlight Forest.
 
   “Is she …” Jamas doesn’t finish his sentence, just watches me. I must look like death for him to suspect it as my outcome.
 
   “I wouldn’t be stitching a corpse.” Carnahan huffs.
 
   “She looks dead. Can she hear us?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   It’s Lyom that says this but I cannot tell if it is because he really believes it or if he is just telling Jamas that. 
 
   “Is it done?”
 
   “Yes.” answers Jamas.
 
   “And the assassins?”
 
   “Gone without a trace.” Jamas replies. “Dominik’s chains were broken and left on the rock we had him attached to.”
 
   Lyom stands and paces and I know his fury is getting the best of him. He is practically growling. “As soon as the assassin is ready to ride, we leave. We must get back to King Dryden. He will want to know.”
 
   I let my eyes drift close, not wanting to see any of them and also too tired to keep them open.
 
   “And what do we tell him?” 
 
   I’m surprised to hear the note of annoyance in Jamas’ voice. He has always been nothing if not respectful to the Swordmaster and has never questioned one of his orders.
 
   “That we lost the Boy and are no closer to finding the Girl?” he asks, and even though his voice is calm, I sense a tinge of frustration lurking behind his words. Of course, that could just be because of the blood loss. For all I know, I am imagining this conversation.
 
   “Might I remind you that we left the king with orders not to return until we had the Boy in hand?” Jamas continues.
 
   I can feel the tension in the tent rising. Heat doesn’t fill the small area, but a heavy chill sets in, which is my only way of knowing that Lyom is furious.
 
   “Then what? You expect us to hunt Dominik down! The assassins are gone!”
 
   “But you could track them, could you not?” Jamas says. “It would not be difficult for you to follow them. From what I have gathered, the only reason we needed Aerietta’s help was because the Children are the only Afterlighters whose presences you cannot trace. We know at least one of the men in Azmar’s order was an Afterlighter, so track him.”
 
   “Do not presume to tell me my place, Jamas.” Lyom snaps, venom dripping from his lips. “We return to the Keep the minute the assassin can sit up.”
 
   “Dryden will kill her, Lyom!” Jamas shouts. “Is that why you have begun calling her ‘the assassin’ again? So you do not have to think of her as a person? So you will not flinch when King Dryden has you behead her?”
 
   I cringe. Not because I see my own head rolling on the ground — it would be the Riser who died if he attempted to kill me — but because I realize that Jamas’ words are true. Lyom only wants to return to the Keep because he knows King Dryden will kill me.
 
   Carnahan must feel my flinch because he slaps his hand down on my arm so I can’t move it away from the needle.
 
   “Will you both get out of here?” Carnahan half growls, half shouts his annoyance. “Stitching isn’t easy as it is, let alone with you both barking orders at each other!”
 
   I hear the malice in Lyom’s voice when he says, “Leave, Jamas. You would do well to remember who your Swordmaster is.”
 
   I hear Jamas duck out of the tent before Carnahan says, “You, too, Swordmaster. There’s enough tension in this tent without you.”
 
   I know Lyom hates being bossed around but he just exits the tent as well while Carnahan goes back to sewing up my collarbone. I suddenly wish Lyom and Jamas hadn’t left me in here with him.
 
   “How long do you plan to keep up the ruse?”
 
   My eyes snap open when I hear the dark man’s voice in my ear. Panic lurches into my heart and I suddenly feel the pain of the needle in my collarbone, as if reality is snatching me back from whatever dream world I escaped to. Or perhaps this is the dream world.
 
   The dark man sits in front of me. Now that he does not have his hands clutched around my throat, I can see more of his features. His eyes are black but his skin is pale, like Lyom’s. He has long, dark hair that is pinned behind his neck and scruff on his face. Everything he wears is black, from his cloak down to his boots. He sits casually on one of the rocks in the tent, watching me with the kind of curious look one might have when studying a strange or delicate flower.
 
   “How am I seeing you?” I hardly hear the words coming out of my own mouth. They’re like a coarse whisper, barely even heard.
 
   Carnahan frowns. “What?” 
 
   He leans over me and sees that my eyes are open. I glance up at him, willing him to see the cloaked man, but even when I look back, the man in black is gone. 
 
   I imagined him. 
 
   He was never really there, because he could not have been. He is an Afterlighter, after all, bound to stay within the realm of the Forest. The only reason I saw him in Adaai was either because I’d brought him back with my consciousness or the walls separating the Forest and the kingdoms are weakening.
 
   Carnahan looks down at me with one of his incessant smirks. “Are we hallucinating?” He asks it like a sarcastic parent would pose a question to a dimwitted child.
 
   I stare straight ahead as Carnahan goes back to stitching a place on my shoulder.
 
   “Did you know about Lyom?” I ask, my voice hardly recognizable.
 
   Carnahan’s hand stills momentarily before he says, “I wouldn’t try to talk, if I were you. You lost a lot of blood. As in, you look like you’re dead already.”
 
   Do I look that bad? I remember what the cloaked man looked like — what Lyom looked like — and pray that I do not look that terrible.
 
   I do not try to talk to Carnahan again, just let him continue to stitch my right shoulder. He moves over to the other side, beginning to stitch up the wounds on my left. 
 
   My brain is slow to react, either from the amount of stress, panic, or blood loss, but when it catches up with what Carnahan is doing, I almost scream my protest. I weakly attempt to move away from him, shaking my head, and then imagine what I must look like to Carnahan, feebly trying to bat his hand away. Enough fury washes through me at my tired and weak state that I’m able to push up off the ground and roll over, away from him.
 
   Carnahan’s bowl of bloody rags topples over and he throws his hands in the air. “Hey! What on Bodeman’s vessel are you doing?” He tries to move closer but I put my hands up to stop him. Scowling, he gets to his feet. “Don’t make me call Lyom and Jamas back in here.”
 
   “Stop,” I manage.
 
   Carnahan shakes his head. “No can do. Swordmaster says you have to be in tiptop shape for your funeral so get your sorry self back over here.”
 
   I see him reach for me and try to move away but he manages to grab the neckline of my shirt. My pulling back only makes matters worse, tearing the fabric’s seams and revealing my thin, blood-stained undershirt beneath it, but more than that, it shows my Jezdah.
 
   I see it the moment it registers on Carnahan’s face. His expression morphs from slightly amused but still annoyed to complete shock, then disgust. I start to open my mouth or to put a finger up to my lips at the very least to keep him quiet but there will be no reasoning with the brute. I have only enough time to send up a silent prayer to whoever will listen before Carnahan stabs an ikketra dart into my neck.
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   “All the girls in the world were divided into two classes: one class included all the girls in the world except her, and they had all the usual human feelings and were very ordinary girls; while the other class -herself alone- had no weaknesses and was superior to all humanity.” 
 
   — Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   My dream is a cascade of eery premonitions, whispers, and forgotten memories. Dark faces surround me, becoming clearer by the second. The shadows that lurk in nearby in all my dreams are no longer shrouded in mystery but stand close to me, moving silently though they whisper through the eerie gloom. Faces appear in the blackness every so often — a face from deep within my memory, sometimes, and other times someone entirely new.
 
   Creatures with horns stand close by, watching me with increased curiosity. The flutter of wings nearby calls my attention and I turn sharply, hoping to catch a glimpse of the creature.
 
   “She will be killed.”
 
   “They cannot kill her.”
 
   The voices, spoken by two different beings, are nearby — not Lyom or another outside my dream. I spin to see who speaks but see no man standing close, only darkness and wisps of shadows and fog. I immediately fear it is the cloaked man but it does not sound like his voice. No, it is the two whisperers I’ve heard so many times before in other dreams.
 
   The whispers suddenly vanish, leaving me in intense silence and utter darkness. I shout in frustration, wanting to run into the darkness, but after taking one step I realize it is not a good idea. My foot sinks into whatever marshy land I step into and I struggle to get the swamp to release my leather boot. I end up rolling backwards, nearly stopping myself before I fall over a cliff behind me.
 
   Fog rises up around me, making everything seem more sinister. I bring myself to a stand again. I am dreaming, always dreaming. Time to wake up.
 
    
 
   The first thing I feel upon regaining consciousness is the cold metal against my bare wrists, then the chilly breeze that writhes around me.
 
   My first thought is: Quay. The prospect of escaping he and his men is not enticing. But how did Quay get me? The last thing I remember was being shot, then … very little. Bits and pieces. Quay said something to me … didn’t he? 
 
   I was not actually shot, obviously. The bullet went straight through me and into Berut, the brutish assassin that Quay enlisted to do his dirty work. Berut is dead now, that much I remember.
 
   I look around the tent, hoping to see a weapon of any kind, but before I can even assess my situation, my gaze stumbles over my cape, lying on the floor where I left it. I remember haphazardly shedding the cloak that felt like a second skin from my shoulders, fingers lacing around the hem of Lyom’s shirt as I pulled him closer.
 
   I am not in Quay’s tent. Quay left me here. Lyom picked me up. Carnahan tried to seal my knife wounds. He found my Jezdah.
 
   My heart does a strange flip as I look down at my body to see that I am no longer wearing a shirt but instead have bandages wrapped around my chest as my only form of coverage. The white fabric stops at my ribs and even from the front, one can see the ends of swirls licking up from my back.
 
   I look around for any sign of my shirt, hoping that I can pull it over my head. My only chance of survival is if somehow the Jezdah magically disappears from my back long enough for me to convince the Swordmaster, Carnahan, and Jamas that they saw something that was not there.
 
   I am still empty handed when the sound of approaching footsteps draws my attention away from the task at hand.
 
   The tent’s flap is pushed open and my eyes dart up to meet Lyom’s as he saunters inside, Jamas and Carnahan following him. I look between the three of them, knowing exactly why they have such hardened expressions on their faces, why their hands are clasped meticulously behind their backs, their eyes completely dead. They know exactly who I am, and from the looks of it, Lyom is not pleased at all.
 
   Fear drips icily into my heart, pooling in the pit of my stomach. Panic is a cruel thing, making the speed of my heart increase and my thoughts scatter like windblown chaff. I want to reach up and cover my shoulder so that they cannot see the markings that twist down my side but I force myself to sit up taller, unafraid, despite the quivering of my breaths.
 
   “Seems you have been hiding something from us.” says Lyom, hands clasped behind his back like the serviceman he is.
 
   I gauge Lyom’s expression, hoping — praying, really — that there is uncertainty in his eyes, or at least pity, that I may use to my advantage, but I see only distrust and even revulsion. That stings more than it should. A month ago, I would not have cared what Lyom Livingstone, Swordmaster of King Dryden and born of House Wells, thought of me.
 
   It doesn’t seem fair that Lyom is allowed to judge me for hiding something almost as large as his secret. I lied to someone I did not trust, to someone who I knew would kill me, but Lyom has been lying to Ulric, Moher, Gresham … all his other men if my hunch is correct. No one knows who he is besides Jamas, Carnahan, King Dryden, and perhaps Princess Haraya.
 
   Watching the two closely, I wait for a crack in Lyom’s facade, hoping that he will tell me that he plans to release me or even just give me a few day’s head start but I find no crack, just as I find no weak link in my chains.
 
   I want to suggest that Lyom tell the king he killed me, that he discovered my identity and he killed me and left me to be eaten by the wytrian or nymphs that surely live in the Menca Denu, but I highly doubt Lyom accepts that offer.
 
   “Get her up.” Lyom demands.
 
   Carnahan walks towards me and I glance up at him as he pulls the keys from his belt, turning the lock on the chain. It takes me less than a second to be free from the pole, and even less time to use what little bit of strength I have gathered to leap up and hook my arm around Carnahan’s neck, dragging him back down to the ground and wrapping my legs tightly around him, snatching his knife from his belt. I thrust the knife against his neck, holding it firmly to his throat as a warning to Lyom, who only gives me a stern look threatening malice.
 
   Still handcuffed, I hold Carnahan to the ground, who is far stronger than me but does not dare move now that I have his meticulously sharpened knife at his neck.
 
   “Release me, Lyom.” I order, trying not to let my voice quaver.
 
   I see a muscle in Jamas’ jaw tic. Perhaps I am not speaking to the most persuadable person in the tent. Jamas seems far more prepared to release me than Lyom.
 
   Lyom only glowers. “Your days of freedom are over, Assassin. I am curious to see who you blame for your current predicament.”
 
   “You are the only one to blame.” I lace my tone with venom, but no amount of forced malevolence can still the rapid beating in my chest when I look at him — nothing in the world could.
 
   I watch him with suspicion and wariness but can’t help seeing the boy with eyes of sapphires, holding me against him and keeping me from falling. I can’t help seeing the first boy I have ever kissed and meant it.
 
   I feel Carnahan move and press the knife further into his neck as a warning but Carnahan ignores it entirely, still trying to wriggle out of my grasp. In retaliation, I dig the knife into his skin, hearing him hiss in pain as blood trickles over my hand.
 
   “It doesn’t have to be like this.” I tell Lyom, eyes flickering to Jamas. “All I’m asking is for a head start. Three days … give me three days to run.”
 
   It is Lyom who answers, not Jamas. “You know we cannot do that. You are property of King Dryden until your assignment is complete, and you have failed your assignment.”
 
   Then the craziest thought slips into my head. If I slit my own throat, will I die? There is some sort of charm that has been put over the Children that ensures they cannot die until they have been “activated” or “awoken,” but if a Child commits suicide … will they not die?
 
   I don’t want to die, don’t want to find out if Children are sentenced to the Afterlight Forest after death, don’t want to meet the dark man again.
 
   My hand is shaking, I know it, and Carnahan knows it too but he does not attempt to escape. It’s as if he already knows what I plan on doing.
 
   How have I become so soft? A few weeks among these men and already I cannot kill even the most vulgar of them! I’m unable to take my own life, unable to go on a rampage and kill them all.
 
   Quay knew, I think. He knew when he left me here that I would either have to return to my ways of senseless killing or be left with the unthinkable fate of being dragged back before King Dryden to be tried and tortured for not only my crimes against the Crown of Evrallon, but against humanity. I will be tried as an Afterlighter — and not just any Afterlighter. I will be tried as a Child of the Elements.
 
   I look at Lyom, praying one last time that I will see some sort of sympathy in his eyes. But all I see is blankness. There is no emotion, no heart, no soul. He has been reduced to what he was when he found me in that outpost in Lydovier, and I feel any resolve I’d clung to crumble.
 
   I drop the knife to the ground and Carnahan leaps to his feet, backing away from me with a wary and confused expression on his face. Maybe he didn’t suspect I would let him go. Maybe he was waiting for me to kill him.
 
   This is Dominik’s fault. Dominik planted this seed in my mind, the thought that I did not have to be an assassin any longer. He is the reason I am now defenseless in front of three Evrallonic soldiers with the soul purpose of finding the Children and dragging them back to the Keep.
 
   Lyom glares with unfeeling eyes when he says, “Knock her out.”
 
   The last thing I see is Jamas flinching ever so slightly and Carnahan lifting a blowgun to shoot me with a dart.
 
    
 
   The next time I awake, it is not in a canvas tent, nor is it on the back of a horse. I am groggy, my mind a haze of confusion. When I open my eyes, I find that I am staring up into the stone ceiling of a dungeon. My mouth is dry and my muscles ache painfully when I try to pull myself into a seated position. The rattling of chains and weight on my wrists remind me that I am no longer a friend of King Dryden’s. I am again considered his enemy.
 
   I lean my head back against the wall behind me, trying to decide where I am. We must be out of the Menca Denu but surely I have not already been brought back to Adandyrl. Judging from the strict fortifications around me, the stone, unyielding walls that have no windows or vents to escape through, I would venture to say I am in Soldier’s Pond, or perhaps an outpost like it. Simple villages have small prison cells but nothing this well made. No, these are dungeons, meant to keep the worst of the worst in. But there are no dungeons on earth fit for me.
 
   I test my chains, learn their length and strength. They are five feet long, allowing me to move about the room. At the bottom door made of heavy brass there is a pan of water and an identical pan with a single slice of bread, not even large enough to satisfy a mouse.
 
   Starving me, I see. I stand from my seat on the ground, rolling my neck and shoulders, my muscles practically groaning with the effort. How long did they keep me sedated? Perhaps they continued to jab me with the ikketra in my unconsciousness.
 
   I am barefooted and in new clothes I don’t recognize but at least I am clothed, no longer wearing scant bandages. I wear a thermal tunic and pinstripe trousers. The ground is chilling, telling me that winter has already arrived in Evrallon. The room itself is just as cold, if not colder. Compared to the air the stone walls are almost warm.
 
   I walk across the room, silently glad that Lyom did not chain my feet. I crouch and take the small piece of bread, finishing it in one bite, because what is the point of savoring it? It’s nasty dungeon bread that probably molded months ago but why tell lowly detainees that? I take up the bowl of water and down it quickly, trying to ignore the floating dots of grime and dirt in it.
 
   I drop the metal bowl and let it clatter to the ground loudly, trying to gain the attention of whatever guard stands watch.
 
   When the guard walks up and the door opens, a familiar face glares at me from the other side.
 
   “Jamas,” I say, my shoulders slouching. Jamas is the only person I want to see at this point. Lyom’s gaze makes me feel worthless — no, repulsive — and Carnahan makes me squirm, but Jamas? He looks at me with compassion, no pity.
 
   “Where are we?” I ask.
 
   “An outpost,” Jamas answers, gaze flicking to the ground. “I’m to bring you back to Lyom.”
 
   I’m already shaking my head. “Please,” but I don’t know what I am bargaining for. Do I really want to grovel and beg that he not bring me to Lyom? Do I want to plead for him to release me?
 
   Jamas must sense my inner turmoil because he only looks up with a sad expression on his face, regret in his eyes. He looks over his shoulder and shouts down the hall that I am awake and a guard materializes in the darkness, walking forward with handcuffs and shackles. Jamas takes them from him and binds my wrists and ankles. The shackles have spikes on the inside of the cuffs, making even the slightest movements painful.
 
   Leading me out of my cell and down the hall until we spill out into the foyer of the base and I am finally allowed to see the size of it. Right away, I know exactly where I am.
 
   Vernaught Outpost. Near the village of Twin Haul.
 
   Home to forty soldiers, the outpost is one of the largest in the kingdom, apart from Soldier’s Pond. Twin Haul, though, is a small village that we nearly passed through while traveling to Helmfirth at the beginning of our journey.
 
   The outpost is well fortified and when I am brought up into the foyer of the base, I see several of the soldiers standing in line, waiting to watch me be dragged out of the outpost. As I walk, I see Lyom out of the corner of my eye, talking with another servicemen, and I cannot help myself. I lunge at him, anger and betrayal surging in my chest. Have I not been betrayed enough? By my own father, by Quay, Cicero and Sebastien? I even thought Dominik had betrayed me, though now I am more keen to believe his story over Lyom’s. He was probably in on it the entire time, knowing I’d never hunt Dominik down if I believed he was still my partner.
 
   I’m rewarded with a sharp tug on my chains, Jamas hissing my name in a warning. The spikes dog into my skin and muscle and scrape against the bones of my wrists and ankles. My feet are almost swept out from underneath me but I manage to stay upright. I want to scream out in anger but all that bubbles up is an insane kind of laughter. I shake my wrists out while I look down at the blood trickling over my hands.
 
   Lyom watches me, his emotionless expression cracking for a moment and I see a tinge of horror in his eyes. Good. Let him be horrified.
 
   I’m not given a horse to ride on the way back to Adandyrl’s Keep. Lyom leads the way but we move slowly — I see to that. I drag my feet the entire way, the spikes from the shackles only digging into my wrists but I feel nothing. Any chance I get to torment Lyom and his men, I take it, giving them all the time in the world to consider what is going on in my mind.
 
   I refuse to allow myself to be weak, to wonder if half of Lyom wants him to betray the king and release me. I refuse to want to kill myself, to end it all now, because that is what Quay would want me to do. I refuse to allow certain thoughts into my mind, but there are some thoughts I cannot stop. The ones that pry their way in and torment me, chastising me for always being the one to be fooled. Since when have I become the naïve, gullible, innocent girl that anyone could persuade and bend to their will?
 
   Part of me wants to believe that Lyom has no other choice and he must bring me in, but another part of me knows we are always given choices.
 
   We do not stop at all until we reach Adandyrl. I am dragged through the streets for the second time. Somehow I pictured our ride back to the Keep differently. I imagined being on a horse, for one thing, my wrists completely fine.
 
   Everything passes in a blur until the doors to the great hall are opened and I am led by my cuffs by Lyom down the throne room’s corridor, the king of Evrallon sitting on his throne of silver at the end. I can tell just by looking at the king that he is not pleased. His brows are furrowed and his mouth set in a permanent frown.
 
   When Lyom has dragged me close enough to the throne he drops my wrists, planting a hand on my shoulder and shoving me down. I hear the doors behind me close and begin to shake Lyom’s hand off my shoulder but he is already removing it, walking towards the king.
 
   “Lord King,” Lyom says. “I present Princess Cress, the second Child of the Elements to appear.”
 
   The king sneers, unbelieving. “You jest, Swordmaster.”
 
   “Yes, Swordmaster.” I mimic. “You must be kidding.”
 
   Lyom doesn’t silence me, only walks around behind me and pulls the neck of my shirt away, revealing the swirling Jezdah beneath. I don’t push him away or resist in any way, just let the king realize that he had the Girl in his possession the whole time, he was just too thick to realize it.
 
   The king draws to a stand, looking down his nose at me with complete hatred. “Where is the Boy?”
 
   “Escaped.” Lyom admits.
 
   “Escaped?” King Dryden’s voice shakes with rage but he manages to keep his expression controlled. “Tell me, Swordmaster, how did he escape? Was it because our mutual friend, here, allowed him to?”
 
   Lyom is quiet for a long moment, then respectfully answers, saying, “Azmar Quay interrupted the assassination of Dominik Giovani. We assume he is the one seeking the Children.” Lyom tells his king. “But he can do nothing with him unless he has the Girl.”
 
   “Is that so?” bellows the king, stepping down one stair closer to the both of us. “Then why is it that the Girl lives?”
 
   “There is a charm on her, Your Majesty.”
 
   My jaw tightens. Of course, I already suspected he knew of the charm, but hearing it makes me sick to my stomach. How does this charm work? If I, as the Girl, attempted to kill the Boy, would I die in his stead? As a Child, am I allowed to kill him? When an injury turns fatal does whoever inflicted the injury die in my stead? 
 
   “Explain.” the king orders.
 
   “It would be better to show, My King.” continues Lyom. “Is there anyone within your court you could stand to live without?”
 
   He wouldn’t.
 
   The king looks skeptical of Lyom’s methods for all of a second before he calls to the guards standing around the room. “Bring Cicero to me.”
 
   I straighten, looking at Lyom. I start to ask what he plans to do if the charm fails to work and my head goes rolling but I keep my mouth shut, reminding myself that Lyom does not care to hear anything I say.
 
   The doors to the throne room open a minute later and in struts Cicero in all his glory, wearing garbs of the Keep, adorned in silver and jewels. I sneer at him. What has he been doing all this time while I have been dragged across Evrallon? I contemplate if I should lunge at him or not — rip his eyes from his skull before he can even raise a sword against me — but choose to trust that Quay would not send me back to the king of Evrallon without being certain of the charm set in place.
 
   Upon seeing me, Cicero smirks. “You wanted to see me, King?” he says, though his gaze remains solely on me. I feel all the hostility, all the venom directed at me. I killed his brother and he has always hoped that one day he will get to kill me in return.
 
   The king waves a hand at me flippantly. “Kill Miss Elony if you would, please.”
 
   Cicero balks only momentarily, clearly astonished that the king is going back on his word. I would not be so astonished if I were him.
 
   His befuddlement is short lived and he nods and unsheathes his sword. Lyom steps back away from me, the cowardly slug. Cicero saunters towards me, twirling his sword around in the air as if to boast his abilities.
 
   “I’m waiting.” the king says impatiently.
 
   So Cicero raises the sword over his head and I turn to look up at him, only a tinge of fear in my stomach as he begins to drop the sword towards my neck. My gaze flits to Lyom and for a fraction of a second I swear I see him tense.
 
   But then the sword drops on my neck and the electric feeling pulses through me, zipping through my veins. Even when I see the tip of the sword fall to the floor, resting on the marble, I keep my head down. It isn’t until I see the sword clatter to the ground and Cicero’s lifeless body and decapitated head hit the marble floor that I look up, admiring the expression of horror and unbelief on his face. Turning to look at Lyom, I frown at his masked expression. No matter. I have the king’s full respect at this point, even if he would rather see me dead than alive.
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   “And when he awoke in the morning and looked upon the wretchedness about him, his dream had had its usual effect: it had intensified the sordidness of his surroundings a thousandfold.” 
 
   — Mark Twain, The Prince and the Pauper
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   To say the king is upset would be putting it lightly. lightly. He jumps to his feet when he sees Cicero’s head roll across his beautiful marble floors, eyes narrowed into slits. His head snaps to me and it is not hard to imagine why he was named the Cruel King.
 
   “It would seem the terms of our arrangement have been changed.” says King Dryden.
 
   My muscles tighten involuntarily. “They have not. I agreed to bring Dominik back. You have not given me adequate time to do so and your Swordmaster has dragged me back before I could complete the task —”
 
   “You were never going to complete the task, Assassin.” hisses Lyom venomously.
 
   I keep my eyes on the king but have no hope that he will be merciful this one time. I am not one to set myself up for disappointment, and I have already been burned enough these past few months.
 
   King Dryden looks as though he could breathe fire. “Did you really think you could hide right beneath our noses?”
 
   I remain silent, knowing that speaking at all at this point will only hurt my situation further.
 
   “Are you so conceited as to think you are better than my Swordmaster? Do you even know what he is?” the king hisses, taking a step forward. “Do you think yourself better than my finest swordsmen?”
 
   “I know what he is,” I say in a low voice.
 
   King Dryden stops moving forward, scowling at me. “So he has been forthcoming in more ways than one.” His gaze goes up to meet Lyom’s. “What of Dominik?”
 
   Lyom straightens. “He is in the wind.”
 
   Dryden curses. “We need him. The Afterlighters will destroy my kingdom if they are released.” He looks at me. “You will destroy my kingdom. All of you will.”
 
   I want to argue that the Afterlighters are not coming to start a war but how do I know? Quay has sided with them, which can never be good, but King Dryden is on the opposing side, which makes choosing between them even more difficult.
 
   “You have an Afterlighter serving you.” is what I manage to say. “If you fear them so much, why then did you place one over the safety of your own daughter?”
 
   The king’s brown eyes turn a dangerous shade darker, his young appearance suddenly changing to make him look more threatening as he stands taller. “A father will do strange things to protect his daughter, Miss Elony. You of all people should know that.”
 
   King Dryden snaps his fingers and like he has just bellowed the servant’s name, a courier races into the room, carrying a scroll with him. The young courier hands the scroll to the king before bowing out and scampering from the room like a small rodent.
 
   Unraveling the scroll seems to take the king a great deal of time. He is drawing out the seconds as he looks at the long parchment.
 
   “It says here that your father originally wanted to kill you. For the safety of his kingdom. He thought of his kingdom as more of a child than he did of you, didn’t he?” The king’s smile only makes me want to wretch but I know he is right. “Your mother convinced him not to do it, though. After her … untimely death, sentenced you to life in the Aerie, to become an assassin of his secret Cannon, and to work beneath the harsh disciplinarian, Azmar Quay.” The king looks up at me. “Do I have it right so far?”
 
   I refrain from saying anything, just let my gaze fall to the floor. I don’t want this, don’t want to relive all my assignments, to remember my past.
 
   “You trained in the Cannon for several years. I even have your training statistics here. Look,” The king taps another parchment he’s pulled from inside the scroll. “It says you were top of your class, if that’s what we’re calling it. By the time you were nine, you were able to take down full grown men! I’m very curious as to how you managed that.”
 
   “Stop,” My voice is barely a whisper.
 
   King Dryden ignores me entirely. “When you turned eleven, Azmar let you out of your little cage, isn’t that right? He sicced you on a young couple in Blancathey, didn’t he?”
 
   Beside me, I see Lyom stiffen and I want to look up to see what his face is projecting but cannot take my eyes off the marble. This is not a story I want the king retelling.
 
   “Please stop.” I say again.
 
   “Strange,” continues Dryden. “This story seems oddly familiar to me. I knew the young man whose bride-to-be was murdered that day!”
 
   I do not want to know where this is going, do not want to know if I could have killed his son or his cousin or his uncle, however the man was related to him. I hardly remember their faces at this point. The shame of knowing that I killed two, happy people in cold blood and cannot even recall what they looked like is heavy.
 
   The sickening glee in the Cruel King’s voice is practically tangible. “Could it be —”
 
   “Stop!” I shout again, my head whipping up.
 
   But Dryden doesn’t, and I immensely wish he had. Because the moment the words leave his mouth, I know I will never be the same again. Cliché though it may sound, it is entirely true.
 
   “Carenina was her name … Wasn’t it, Swordmaster?”
 
   I don’t want to look at Lyom, do not even want to consider that the king’s words mean. My heart is the only sound I hear in the room — my heart and my ragged breathing.
 
   “Yes,” Lyom finally answers.
 
   “You were going to be married that July, correct?”
 
   I know the lump in my throat will never go away but my mind is spinning, demanding to know how that is possible. I was eleven! How could Lyom have been about to marry someone at fifteen years old?! I must be misunderstanding the king, must have heard something wrong, but I am not drugged and my mind is not going numb.
 
   My jaw tightens and I look up at Lyom, who is staring straight ahead, just as emotionless as ever.
 
   “That was not you who I killed in the carriage,” I say it quietly, mostly to myself. “You would have been fifteen.”
 
   Lyom’s expression does not change and neither does he offer an explanation.
 
   “Did he not tell you?” asks Dryden. “He doesn’t age, you foolish girl. He hasn’t since Anguis brought him back to life.” He hesitates, then smiles. “But you wouldn’t know who Anguis is either, would you?”
 
   I am not even paying attention anymore. I keep my eyes on Lyom, unable to believe anything is going on. I killed Lyom’s fiancée?
 
   “I killed you both.” I say, then immediately wish I could take it back.
 
   “You cannot kill a Riser.” is all Lyom responds with.
 
   I blink at him and I know I must look shocked. “You knew … This whole time you knew?”
 
   Lyom just nods.
 
   He knew I killed his betrothed the moment he showed up on Lydovier’s shores. He knew I killed his fiancée when he found me in the Hook Gulch. He knew I killed the one he was supposed to love forever when I was kissing him in his tent. He has known the entire time.
 
   I am not as surprised if I would be had it been anyone else. Lyom has a marvelous ability to shut off his feelings; the fact that he was recently associated with Princess Haraya is proof of that. Perhaps he forgot all about that woman I killed the day after it happen. Perhaps that is how he gets up every day without being heartbroken that Haraya chose Prince Finnegan over him.
 
   Dryden lets out a long sigh. “The conversation grows tedious, Swordmaster, and I am done answering this girl’s ridiculous questions. Take her to the dungeons while I decide what to do with her.”
 
   Lyom just inclines his head, uttering his acknowledgements as he walks up to me and grabs me by my jagged cuffs, pulling me to my feet. I don’t even feel the pain as he drags me out of the throne room. All I can think about is the day I earned my title.
 
   “That is why you despise me,” I whisper, more to myself than to him.
 
   Lyom doesn’t respond.
 
   He is careful to keep to the less-trafficked hallways in case the Keep has honored guests that would be horrified to see the Queen of Crimson dragged, bloodied, through their marble halls. But his cautious maneuverings only help him for so long.
 
   Princess Haraya suddenly appears around the corner, her skirts lifted as she runs. She comes to a dead stop when she sees Lyom standing in front of her. Her eyes widen but her posture relaxes as if he was who she was looking for all along.
 
   She runs up to him and throws her arms around his neck before he can move even a muscle. Her eyes are squeezed shut as if she can hardly believe he is here in front of her.
 
   I think I am staring at them but I can’t help it. Lyom has proven that he is not my friend, let alone anything else, but seeing her with him hurts. My heart feels like it is on fire and will disintegrate from the heat at any moment, hands clenching and unclenching, which only makes my bloodied and bruised wrists hurt more.
 
   Here I stand beaten and battered while Haraya has her face buried in Lyom’s neck, inhaling his woodsy scent.
 
   “I was so worried,” she whispers into the crook of his shoulder. “Carnahan made it sound like … I thought you were injured.”
 
   She pulls back from him, looking him in the eyes. At first, I am glad that he isn’t showing any emotion, that he is just standing there like a mannequin, but then the hand that doesn’t hold my chains settles on her ruffled hip.
 
   “Carnahan exaggerates,” Lyom answers, the hardness not gone from his tone. Not yet.
 
   Haraya looks over her shoulder at me and her soft expression changes instantaneously.
 
   “I should kill you myself.” she hisses but her threat is akin to a kitten warning a bear of its vengeance.
 
   Lyom’s hand, still resting on her hip, gently pushes her a step back. Gentle. When has Lyom ever been gentle? I feel the rage, hot and wild, building up in my chest. I don’t have the right to be offended or jealous — I kissed him, not the other way around — but my emotions are already getting the better of me. It is all I can do to reign in my temper and stand tall. Because there is nothing else I can do, I will let Haraya see me as the fearless assassin I once was, uncaring and unaffected.
 
   “Do that and it will be the death of you.” Lyom reminds her in a lower voice, reminding me just how many secrets King Dryden and his underlings are keeping.
 
   “Does Carnahan exaggerate on everything?” Haraya questions, never taking her eyes off me.
 
   Lyom frowns. “What do you mean?”
 
   She nods to me. “He says you have formed an attachment to her. Is it true?”
 
   I’m not sure whether she is asking me or Lyom but everything inside screams for me to tell her everything that has happened, just to rub it in her face. I want to tell her that he was distraught when his men found me in the Hook Gulch, half dead from the venom of a wytrian. I want to tell her that I made him laugh and smile and that I know his secret. I want to tell her that I kissed him wildly in his tent before both our worlds exploded into ash and fire. But I don’t. I have more decorum than that.
 
   “No,” Lyom says, echoing my own morose thoughts.
 
   She does not look away from me, eyes narrow slits, and I suddenly compare her to a cunning and treacherous snake, willing to do or say anything to convince someone of something, or at the very least get her way.
 
   “Carnahan exaggerates,” she repeats, almost a question.
 
   “Yes,” Lyom replies. “I have been told to take the assassin to the dungeons. If you’ll excuse me,”
 
   He tries to step around her but her hand snakes around his arm. “I must speak with you first.” she says, her eyes moving to meet his again. Hers are so green, so convincing that I almost believe she really has something of value to say, but that does not squelch the undying desire to throw her to the ground.
 
   “It is very important. Please, Lyom,” she says.
 
   Lyom shakes his head. “After I deliver the assassin to the dungeons, I will come and attend to whatever you need.”
 
   There is something in the way he says it that makes my whole heart lurch and drop at the same time.
 
   “Lyom, it is about Prince Atwood.”
 
   Haraya’s words give me pause and I feel my curiosity pique immediately. Before I can stop myself, I find myself asking, “What about Finn?” My question elicits a feigned look of horror from Haraya and a baffled one from Lyom, who promptly turns his attention back on his princess.
 
   “Your Highness,” I hear the cool aloofness in his tone, hear him shutting her out, and I have the urge to sneer at her childishly. “I must attend to the king’s wishes, but —”
 
   Haraya recognizes the change in his tone as well, eyes widening. “Don’t you dare, Lyom Livingstone. Do not go back to acting as though you do not care at all about me.”
 
   “Princess —”
 
   “No!” she shouts. “I know what I did to you was wrong and I am endlessly repentant —”
 
   “You heard him.” I seethe. “He has to take me to the dungeons.”
 
   Lyom whirls on me, eyes on fire. “You do not speak.”
 
   His words don’t stun me. I think I was prepared for them. I was prepared for every hostile glare he could throw at me, every angered and stern word he could bark. So this time, I do not back down. Instead, I take a pace forward, coming toe-to-toe with the vengeful and feared Swordmaster.
 
   “Fine,” I say back. “But know this. I have seen what you have seen; I know what you know. The man of darkness has spoken to me as well, and if his reaction is anything to go off of, you should be afraid of what I can do.”
 
   Lyom stares me down but I see a flicker of understanding in his eyes. “Haraya, go to your quarters and wait for me. Now.”
 
   Haraya must sense the tension between us because she shoves past me and sashays around the corner, disappearing. Lyom tugs me an inch closer to him and pain shoots in jagged sparks up my wrists but I do not show it at all.
 
   “You have seen Anguis?” he asks.
 
   I frown. “Is that his name?”
 
   A growl rumbles in Lyom’s chest. “What did he tell you?”
 
   I smile at my newfound power. “Hmm,” I murmur, and it’s almost a laugh.
 
   “Aerietta.” Lyom warns.
 
   “So you do remember my name,” I hate how soft my voice now sounds, as if I can hardly believe he knows to call me anything but assassin.
 
   Lyom’s gaze only narrows. “Did Anguis speak to you?”
 
   I act as though I am considering telling him. “Who is he?”
 
   Lyom’s hands grip my arms and he practically shakes me. “He is a murderer, Aerietta. He turned me … then killed me.”
 
   I stare up into his eyes, trying to look past the cold hardness of them. Did I do that to him? Was he already this heartless before I killed his bride-to-be? Or did Anguis change him, making him this way? Part of me knows he has always been this way, that even when he was human — if he ever really was — he was just as he is now. Soulless.
 
   “It would be easier for me to pity you if you did not love being what you are so much,” I reply.
 
   Lyom’s hands tighten around my arms. “I hate this. I hate every second of it.” He bites out the words. “What did Anguis say to you?”
 
   Lyom must know that my willingness is at its end because he turns around and pulls me by the arm down the hallway, at least having the decency not to drag me by my shackles, digging the spikes further into my bones.
 
   I’m brought down to the dungeons, where Lyom walks me down one corridor then another. Guards and servicemen scatter out of his way as we move.
 
   I’m taken to a corridor where there are no prisoners and a heavy metal door guards its entrance. Lyom hauls me into the cell, stepping in to unshackle me. His hands cover my own as he clicks the key into place, thumb grazing over the dried blood on my hands.
 
   The cuffs drop into his hands but Lyom still stands there, either staring at my red-coated knuckles or the shackles in his palm. And when he looks up, I see emotion in his eyes. It is completely unreadable, the kind of Lyom emotion where you can’t quite tell what is stirring in his heart, but you know something is.
 
   He is close enough that I see those silver flecks dancing in his otherwise-perfect eyes, smell the cedar and leather and smoke on his skin.
 
   “Just once more,” he whispers, as if it is a thought meant only for himself.
 
   I start to ask him what he means but my words are sliced off, my mouth captured by his. Electricity jumps through me, jolting my heart back to beating. It no longer matters that he is going to see Haraya after this or that he’ll pull away in a moment, leaving me to face whatever horrendous fate the king has in store for me.
 
   His mouth glides over mine, hand coming up to twist in my hair, resting on the back of my neck. I want to savor every second of this, because the moment he pulls away, I’ll go back to wishing I’d never met him and doing everything in my power to make his job difficult.
 
   He breathes heavily, fingers at the back of my neck tightening almost to the point of pain. I step closer, having to lean my head back all the way to reach his lips.
 
   And then he stops. He pulls back barely an inch, hardly his last reaction. His forehead rests against mine for a long moment, our lips a hair’s width apart. Neither of us moves. Not for three more seconds. Then Lyom steps away from me, slams the dungeon door, and walks away, leaving me standing in the middle of the cell, trapped not only by these walls, but my own thoughts.
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   “The persons whom you cannot care for in a novel, because they are so bad, are the very same that you so dearly love in your life, because they are so good.” 
 
   — Anthony Trollope, The Eustace Diamonds
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   If there is to be said one thing of Aerietta Elony, it is to be that she takes torture well. Even when poison is shoved down my throat and knives are dragged down my arms, I manage to smile and spit upon the shoes of my torturers, who scramble backwards for fear I will contaminate them, as if I am some sort of bacteria.
 
   The guards slam the doors of my cell shut after trying for the fifth time to slit my throat. They drag the body of the guard that held the knife down the corridor while I laugh at them all the way. It is fitting that though they try to kill me, their efforts are proved fruitless every time. Maybe they will let me live out my days in peace now. Strangely enough, I find I enjoy the silence of a cell. It gives one time to think, to consider one’s mistakes and shortcomings.
 
   My arms have white bandages around them from where they split my skin with knives. I don’t know why they chose to treat the wounds, as opposed to letting them fester. Perhaps they decided they did not want to try their luck. Perhaps whoever did the cutting thought it would be best not to be the inadvertent cause of my death.
 
   The guards have left the door to my corridor open, allowing the sounds from the rest of the dungeon to flow freely to me. Down the long corridor I can hear prisoners shouting, trying to get the attention of guards as they pass. I hear cups banging on the bars, men and women whistling tunes I’ve never heard before. When Lyom escorted me through these halls earlier, they’d spat on me, growled and snarled. I have never been in a prison before but shouldn’t the inmates band together against the guards? I was under the impression that I would make some sort of friends here. Instead I have only found more enemies.
 
   I try my chains again. Still very much connected to the wall unfortunately. Sitting back down on the stone floor, I glance over my wrists, where cuts have been made to try to drain my body of its blood. It didn’t work. I bled until I was almost dead and the guards seemed to breathe a sigh of relief, then the two that slit my wrists turned as pale as the dead, quickly becoming so as they dropped to the stone ground, their heads making a sickening crack upon impact.
 
   My wounds from them haven’t healed but they haven’t killed me either. Leaning back against the wall behind me, I set my hand on my leg, feeling the warmth from the infection beneath. The salve Carnahan applied to my leg will only last so long and when it fails to keep my wound disinfected, some sort of lethal infection will surely begin to take root. For now my body is fighting it off along with the aid of the salve but if I remain in this dungeon for several weeks longer … It will certainly not be my kind of fun.
 
   The sound of squealing hinges alerts me to someone’s presence. Shoes click as the intruder walks down the halls of the dungeon, down my cell block. I hear a laugh somewhere close by — another captive of the crown, chuckling and making a rude gesture to whoever walks towards me. Their footing is light and paced evenly, as if the intruder has no care in the world. I would guess Lyom if it weren’t for the note of carelessness in the walker’s gait.
 
   I stand and listen for a moment more before jumping and somersaulting across the ground, silently rolling to the stone wall across from me. I stand soundlessly, though my chains rattle. Keeping as quiet as possible, I stand with my back against the cold stone, the bars to my left, listening to the footsteps that approach.
 
   I wait until they stop at my cell, then hear a relaxed sigh as if the intruder already knows where I am. I suppose they do, having seen that my chains lead to my very position.
 
   “Strange,” comments a familiar voice. “I had been led to believe that Evodine Darlington was the daughter of a governor.”
 
   I let out a breath, stepping away from the wall to face Prince Finn. His hair is meticulously groomed, face clean-shaven and he wears a sage green vest, making his chocolate eyes look as though they have some flecks of green in them.
 
   “Not the daughter of a king.” Finn continues, giving me a challenging smirk. “But, that isn’t your name, is it, Aerietta?”
 
   I applaud sarcastically, my chains jingling tunelessly. “Bravo, Prince Finn. Very classic of you. Waltz in mysteriously and surprise me by revealing that you know my true name. What is next? An intriguing proposal?”
 
   Finn tilts his head slightly, blond hair falling down into his eyes before he brushes it back with his fingertips. “Something like that.” he replies. “More of a … notification of a proposal.”
 
   “Well,” I say. “I haven’t anywhere else to be. Let’s hear your notification of a proposal.”
 
   But Finn seems in no hurry, glancing over my cuts and bruises left by the guards. He shakes his head, tsking almost sarcastically. “My, my, you did let them mutilate you. Don’t worry; I’ll see to it they are all punished.”
 
   “Will you now?” I inquire in a sardonic way, though my interest is piqued all the same and curiosity has me wondering what reason the prince of Belaroux has for finding me in the deep, dark dungeons.
 
   “Of course,” Finn nods. “Nothing but the best for my queen.”
 
   I raise a brow at him, not understanding. “You aren’t of Lydovier.”
 
   Finn chuckles. “No, I’m not. I’m an Afterlighter. And before you ask, yes. I already knew who you were when I saw you in the Keep’s library.”
 
   I stiffen only slightly. It would figure that the prince of Belaroux is an Afterlighter. I then remember that he was the one Princess Haraya fell in love with. I wonder if that was all a ruse. How much do the Afterlighters know? What do they know? Could they know about Lyom? About Anguis? Of course they know about the dark man; he dwells in the Forest, after all.
 
   I realize this must have been what Haraya wanted to speak with Lyom about. She must have learned that he was an Afterlighter, or at the very least suspected it. Perhaps the king caught wind of something in his court and had her investigate. It would explain why her father was setting her up with a Belaroux prince. I would not put it past His Majesty to place his only child in harm’s way just to test a theory. It would seem King Cress and King Dryden are not so far apart.
 
   Finn seems slightly taken aback. “You don’t look surprised, Aerietta.”
 
   I level a glare at him. “Stranger things have happened.”
 
   Finn shrugs. “I suppose so. You mean Lyom, then? And you surely know of the Boy’s existence.”
 
   I nod. “Quay told me. You work for him?”
 
   Finn seems to consider this for a moment, then shakes his head. “I work for no one but a cause. Quay is within our movement but he is not our leader. By far. He’s a human we have chosen to work alongside.”
 
   “We?” I roll my eyes. “You seem to think I am going to be on your side when this all goes down — if it ever does.”
 
   Finn chuckles. “Then will you side with the king? I find that hard to believe, seeing as how he first tried to kill you, then shoved you in a dungeon to be tortured.”
 
   “I will be on no one’s side but my own.” I answer. “The moment I am out of here — and mark my words, Prince Finn, if that even is who you are, I will escape — I will head for the hills and find a place that no one will ever recognize me.”
 
   Finn just nods. “Understandable. And yes, I truly am the prince of Belaroux. But as for running away, I intend to make a deal with you. Here comes my notification of my proposal. Are you ready?”
 
   I roll my eyes. “Enough with the theatrics.”
 
   Finn smirks. “I can promise you revenge on those that have wronged you and escape from the king’s wrath if you will help us.”
 
   I watch him skeptically. “Help you how?”
 
   “You heard Quay mention activation, yes? We need you to activate the boy.”
 
   I sense something else there, an ulterior movie. “That’s it?”
 
   “Unless you’re offering more?” implies Finn.
 
   I snort. “Not likely.” My gaze skims over him curiously. “What are you? A warlock? Fae?”
 
   Finn’s smile is all mischievous. “You’ll see.”
 
   At that time, the door down the hall squeals open but I don’t want to take my attention of Finn for fear he will disappear like one of the magical Afterlighters. I keep a watchful eye on him even as he smirks.
 
   “We have company. Do me a favor?” Finn asks.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Smile at me like I’ve said something charming.” he tells me, grinning like an absolute idiot.
 
   That alone makes me laugh, though it is at his stupidity, not his charm. He smiles back at my laughter and nods his head.
 
   “Perfect.” he says. He flicks my nose almost playfully before backing away. “I’ll be in touch.”
 
   I don’t realize why Finn had me laugh or flicked my nose until I see him pass Lyom as he saunters around the corner. Finn inclines his head to Lyom, who nearly gapes, wondering what the prince is doing down in the dungeons, clearly. 
 
   I wonder if he has already had his discussion with Haraya. I can tell he is itching to ask every question going through his mind but he must have better things to do. His gaze finds mine and I can understand why Finn wanted me to laugh. I am suddenly all for Finn and his antics. I did not even agree to his deal yet he trusts that I will. And he was right to assume so.
 
   I catch Lyom’s blue eyes darting to my wrists, where the dried blood has stained my skin crimson. He takes the keys from his belt and opens the door, hinges squealing. I tense slightly, the urge to take a step back intense, but I force myself to stand my ground, even when Lyom walks up close enough to me that we stand toe to toe, his eyes burning ardently. He still smells like leather, though there is another scent in the air around him. Perfume, maybe, or some sort of soap. An image of Princess Haraya comes to mind and my resolve against him only hardens.
 
   “What do you want, Lyom?” I demand, all playfulness from my voice absent. I know he did not come here for a repeat of the last time I saw him.
 
   Lyom stands in front of me for a long moment before saying, “What did Prince Atwood want? Why was he down here with you? Who let him in?”
 
   “Inquisitive as ever.”
 
   Lyom, seemingly annoyed by my refusal, grabs my cuffs and pulls me closer to him. My muscles lock up at his touch. He jabs the key into my cuffs, unlocking them. Before I can do anything, Lyom has another set on me, these loose, the end of them in his hands.
 
   “Where am I being taken? The gallows? They have already tried beheading numerous times; I assure you, it will not end in your favor.”
 
   He seems reluctant to answer but when he escorts me from my cell, he replies. “The king has ordered me to bring you to Kinecardine.”
 
   For the briefest of moments, my world stops spinning.
 
   Kinecardine. One can expect to live a month there before dying some horrible death. I’ve heard stories — numerous stories — about the atrocities one might witness while being there. When I was younger, Quay had me come up with imaginary plans to escape Kinecardine if I were ever imprisoned there. I failed every one. Every assassin did.
 
   Once, my plan indicated that I would take a heavy dose of ikketra, which grows abundantly near the Kinecardine work camp site, and slow my heart rate enough for the guards to believe me dead. Then, they would throw me into the mass graves they have in the mountains around them. The snow and ice that is present all year round would certainly not be pleasant when I woke but I would recover.
 
   That is, until I learned that everyone that is presumed dead is beheaded before brought to the mass burial site. Just to be sure. The warden — Cotton, if my memory serves me well — is a very thorough man.
 
   “What?” I exclaim, meaning to push all my anger and frustration through those words but only end up sounding pathetic, pleading. “You will not bring me there.”
 
   Lyom spins on me, moving so that he stands in front of me again. His blue eyes beam down at me, though this time I see no anger or hostility, only regret.
 
   I want to think, Good. Let him regret his mistakes. But I can’t help being heartbroken. I can’t help looking at him and continually wishing he’d unlock my chains, plant a kiss on my forehead the way Dominik always would, and promise to help me escape. I know it’s impossible, and I thought I’d stopped hoping for impossibilities a long time ago, but it’s a fantasy I now cling to.
 
   I may have wanted death, thought I deserved it as penance for my sins, but no one deserves to live out their remaining days in Kinecardine, no matter how hardened a criminal you are. Despite my self-loathing, I do not anticipate being thrown into the mines, having barbed shackles clamped onto my wrists, and working day and night while trying to avoid the brawls that break out in the tunnels.
 
   Beneath thick, dark lashes, Lyom’s eyes are soft, only making my fantasy seem more realistic.
 
   “Aerietta, do not make this any more difficult than it has to be.” He grinds the words out like they are painful to say. “I have no choice. Do you understand that? I will have to subdue you if you do not come quietly. I beg of you, do not make me do that.”
 
   Don’t, whispers that voice in the back of my mind. Don’t even think about conceding. Don’t even think about going with them easily. But what can I do? Flail my arms and legs and hope I kick one of them in the shin before they drag me through the gates of the mining camp?
 
   Fear and uncertainty have a good hold on me. I think I’ve had so many scares in the past few weeks that I’m almost numb to the sinking feeling of defeat. 
 
   I thought I’d hit rock bottom when Lyom hauled me before the Cruel King after I was captured in Lydovier.
 
   I thought it was over when the Adaaian guards swept me up and imprisoned me.
 
   I was sure everything would change when I fell into the Hook Gulch and was bitten by the wytrian.
 
   I knew what would become of me when Carnahan found my mark.
 
   I think that’s why now that Lyom has told me I’m being brought to Kinecardine, it doesn’t affect me as much. It’s not the heartbreaking stab of betrayal I felt when I thought Dominik left me. My stomach doesn’t sink like a rock the way it should. I’m more resigned to my fate now. I know there isn’t much of anything I can do to stop it from coming.
 
   I am not the same person Lyom found, betrayed by her companions on the shores of Lydovier. I’m not the same person that wanted to go out with a bang, slaughtering as many of Lyom’s men as I possibly could, and I’m certainly not the same person that attacked the caravan in Blancathey and killed Carenina … Lyom’s fiancée.
 
   My hands curl into fists. As much as I don’t want to make this hard on Lyom, I cannot lay down my arms and allow myself to be brought to Kinecardine, where certain death awaits me. There isn’t much I can do to stop the thin ice I’m standing on from breaking but …
 
   “Lyom,” I say desperately, not even sure how I’m going to finish my thought. “I didn’t — I never chose to be this,” My voice is a hoarse whisper, barely breaking the silence. “And … I’m sorry about what I did to Carenina.” I chance a look at Lyom and feel my traitorous eyes begin to water at the way his face is contorting — a mixture between heartbreak and rage.
 
   I’m shaking my head, urging him to listen. “I know I have no one else to blame for her death … I know that … but I just want you to know that it was never my choice! I didn’t want this for myself. It’s just …” I’m losing him. I see him slipping further and further away, and I see Kinecardine growing closer. Nothing I say will drive it away.
 
   I watch him for a long time, hoping that maybe something I said — anything — will have gotten through to him. His eyes are turbulent, swirling with too many emotions to count, while his mouth is slowly forming a resolute line. I hope that the emotions in his eyes will rule out the hardness of his mouth but I have no such luck.
 
   I have never had such luck.
 
   Lyom glowers. “Don’t you dare speak of Carenina.”
 
   My breath slowly slips out of my lungs in one, dragging exhale. And because the situation can’t get any worse, and because Lyom deserves to know, I am stupid enough to open my mouth again.
 
   “When I was in my cell … I remembered something,” I say in a whisper, keeping my eyes on his shoes. “I remembered her.” 
 
   The voice at the back of my head screams for me to stop talking but Lyom can’t possibly hate me more. And some things must be said.
 
   “She called for you …” I continue. “It was the last thing she did.” I force my eyes to meet his. “And if she could see you now, she would be ashamed. In bed with the Devil, getting dangerously close with the offspring of the Cruel King …”
 
   I see the torture behind Lyom’s eyes. He doesn’t realize it, but I’ve caught it. He knows I’m right. But he doesn’t admit it. At least now I have it off my conscience.
 
   Just as I think it, the tip of an ikketra-dipped dart stabs into my arm. I don’t flinch or show any sign of recognizing the dart’s puncture, just watch Lyom until my knees give out and my head hits the stone floor.
 
    
 
   I am jarred awake from my dreamless sleep by someone tossing me to the ground. I open my eyes but see only darkness, flecks of light streaming in through stitched gaps in the fabric that covers my head. The ground I have been cast onto is cold and the air around me is similar, though it isn’t the cold of Evrallon’s winters.
 
   I’m inside.
 
   I get to my hands and knees, disoriented and with muscles aching, stiff and sore. Someone grabs the cloth atop my head, along with a fistful of my hair, and jerks the cloth off, revealing a world of all white. I blink several times, trying to adjust my eyes to the white daylight streaming through the surrounding windows.
 
   “Long trip?” chuckles an unfamiliar voice.
 
   I blink again until I can faintly see the objects in the room, then can make out the figure standing before me, dressed in military garb. After several more blinks, my vision begins to adjust, revealing the man in more detail, standing with arms crossed over a strangely muscular chest. His hair is graying and he is tall, lanky even. Dark eyes that look like lumps of coal stare down a crooked nose at me, a mirthless smile at play on his scarred lips.
 
   I am in a room made of stone, great windows surrounding me, though when I look out the windows I only see stone and tunnels, workers moving painfully slow through the corridors lit by dim candles. I find the source of the light — a window at the top of the ceiling, daylight beaming down through the warped glass. It would appear this outpost has been built underground for increased security.
 
   I return my attention to the man standing before me. He is nameless, someone I have never seen on Quay’s contracts and never heard of before, but it doesn’t take me long to figure out who he is.
 
   He tilts his head to the side as if studying a rare type of bird. He slowly crouches, joints cracking as he does so, and rests his arms on his knees. A slow grin begins to form again on his face as he takes me in.
 
   “Welcome to Kinecardine, Aerietta Elony.”
 
  
 
  


 
    
 
    
 
   A Note on the Verses
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The verses, excerpts, and poems at the beginning of each chapter are citations that either relate to the chapter following or would have a great impact on Aerietta, if they existed in her world. They are meant to be a foreshadowing for the chapters that follow at times and are made to be relatable. I encourage readers to look up the books and poems listed and hope that they enlighten you as much as they did me.
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