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    For Charis, who never stopped believing in me.

  


  


   


  
    PROLOGUE


     


     


    “Does she know?”


    “Know what?”


    “Know.”


    “Very little.”


    “They seek her. When They find her, They will destroy her.”


    “They have already found her.”


    “We should aid her. Tell her who we are. Reveal ourselves to her. She listens to us, does she not?”


    “She does.”


    “She thinks we are her hallucinations. We should correct her.”


    “To her, our identity is the least of her concerns.”


    “Yes, she worries about the Prince Snake.”


    “You mean the Darkness?”


    “He goes by many names.”


    “She should worry about the Prince Snake. She knows very little of his schemes.”


    “Then we should make them known.”


    “Never. It is not for us to reveal it to them. To her. As I said before, it is the Boy we need. Let the Girl discover these things herself.”


    “She weakens daily.”


    “She is stronger than she looks.”


    “And yet we know she is made of smoke and ash.”


    “The Boy…we should plague him. He would see us for what we are. He would be able to decipher our meaning, and in turn restore the natural order.”


    “Yes, the Boy, we should plague him.”


    “No. We stay the course. The Girl is stronger than the Boy, in her own way. We will use her the way she has used others. Let her be our weapon, and save the Boy from his fate.”


    “You suggest we switch their roles?”

    “I suggest we consider it.”


    “Then why do we veil our existence?”


    “To give her time. Let her come to accept us when she is ready.”


    “And the Riser?”


    “What of him?”


    “He has not come for her. You said he had a role to play—was this it? To bring her here and leave her?”


    “As I said, the Boy’s path has been written, but the Girl’s remains to be seen.”


    “Does she know who he is?”


    “That he is a Riser?”


    “No. That he is what he is.”


    “No. These things she must learn in her own time.”


    “Her hands have begun to shake.”


    “They will not for long.”


    “Then they will shake again.”


    “The Boy’s do not. He knows how to control it. So perhaps we let him teach her.”


    “Yes. To find what cannot be found.”


    “You speak of the Design?”


    “I speak of that which was hidden by the Branch, and what the Branch will soon exude.”


    “Then we have no choice but to wait longer, and act as mere observers.”


    “We have for more trying times than these.”


    “Yes, but these mark the End.”


    “Perhaps they do. But no matter the side these Children fall on, they will assuredly be the last.”
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    “We cast a shadow on something wherever we stand, and it is no good moving from place to place to save things; because the shadow always follows. Choose a place where you won’t do harm - yes, choose a place where you won’t do very much harm, and stand in it for all you are worth, facing the sunshine.”


    — E.M. Forster, A Room with a View


     


     


     


     


    Quay used to tell me stories. It’s not what you’d imagine from the leader of the Cannon but it’s true. He’d sit me down after I’d done something wrong and would find some story that paralleled my situation. Sure, it came after a stern reprimand and sometimes even a form of harsh punishment, but to me … the stories made it all worth it. Sometimes I’d even lose a round of sparring just so my father figure would take the time to talk to me about something other than killing.


    And that was the thing. Quay’s stories never involved assassinations. For some reason, he thought it’d be better to leave the real world behind when he told fables, and I was always so thankful for it. I guess anyone would be. When you live in a world of kill or be killed, you like to escape reality every once in a while.


    I remember every story he told but one of them stands out to me now. Now that I know what I know.


    Quay had sat me down right after I’d taken a beating in one of the sparring lessons — this was one of those times where I purposely failed. He’d glared at me for the longest time, either trying to come up with the perfect story or trying to reach into the recesses of his mind to bring up a memory to use; I could never tell what was real and what was made up.


    Finally, Quay had let out a long breath. “A long time ago, before you and I were ever born, Lydovier wasn’t a peaceful place. In fact, it was on the brink of civil war.”


    I’d thought I knew the story. I thought I knew what caused the civil war, how my father, King Cress, came to be the sole monarch, and how he’d slowly stooped to the level of the kings before him. But this story was different. Whether it was because Quay had tweaked details or because the history archives had lied to us seemed irrelevant. Now I wish I knew.


    Quay’s story had begun just like the archives recorded. Queen Xenia had just died, leaving King Herod to mourn while simultaneously attempting to rule the land.


    And that is where the story changed.


    Heartbroken over the loss of his wife and his stunning lack of an heir, he’d let his guard down, and the Afterlighters made their move — a calculated move Quay suspected they’d been plotting for years.


    They sent a young woman to the king. She claimed to be a messenger from the southern provinces of Lydovier and the grief-stricken king never knew the difference. She was an Afterlighter, of course, and used charms on the king to make him fall madly in love with her. In one week’s time, the king and the Afterlighter were married. Little did the king know that he had just welcomed his own demise into his bed.


    The Afterlighter was a Child, according to Quay. He never told me her name but always referred to her as Death. He said that was her ability, and as an eight-year-old assassin who had only recently learned that she was a Child of the Elements, I’d wondered if that would be my ability.


    Death wasn’t a particularly terrible queen. In fact, it was under her reign that Afterlighters and humans began reconciling, becoming friends with one another. Afterlighters traveled freely between the Forest, which was filled with wonder and light, and the kingdoms, which were happy to have them — after all, they could perform signs and wonders like no one had seen since the Branch left us to govern ourselves.


    For three years, the kingdoms and the Afterlighters lived in harmony. Until one fateful night.


    Quay said a man cloaked in darkness and twisted with anger slipped into the king and queen’s room while the king was away. He was incensed with all Death had done, and was even more infuriated when he realized she was with child. Because according to the dark man, no human was worthy of association with the Afterlighters, and certainly not worthy to father one of their children.


    Death fled in fear for her own life but not before the dark man vowed that nothing would ever be the same again. It was the dark man that forged such a deep wedge between the humans and Afterlighters. It was the dark man that turned us against each other.


    No one knows what happened to Death’s child, or where Death ended up. All that is known is that when the king returned, there was an uproar. Because the Afterlighters were no longer friendlies, the tenuous relationship between the Forest and kingdoms had snapped, and the queen was nowhere to be found.


    Quay had finished his story by reinforcing the fact that I was a Child of the Elements, and like Death, I was destined to one day become queen of something. Similarly, I was also destined to cause as much pain and suffering as she had by running from her people in their time of need, and the three and a half years that followed were the darkest the kingdoms had ever seen.


    Like all of Quay’s stories, I never considered its relevance. At the time, I figured it had something to do with my most recent failure. In particular, I’d thought Quay’s tale of Death and King Herod was to remind me of who I am, and that some things are immutable.


    Like being a Child.


    Now I have to call into question every story Quay ever told me and wonder if it had some hidden meaning. If he meant the stories as a warning. I only wish I had realized the dark man was a real person earlier, rather than believing that he was a metaphor for my own failure, or some nonsense like that. But I suppose better late than never.


    The rattling of a tin cup down the corridor draws my attention away from my reverie. I look to the bars that hold me prisoner but don’t move my head — the only things that don’t hurt to move are my eyes.


    A soft whistle begins to pick up in the hallway.


    Marvelous. We have a newcomer.


    The whistler hums an unfamiliar tune in a too-happy tone for our current situation. I’m more astonished than annoyed at first. Even if whoever this is has just been hauled into their cell, there’s no way they’d be whistling. Even I wasn’t whistling when I was dragged in here.


    But then the man keeps whistling. And whistling. And about three minutes in, it’s starting to grate on my nerves.


    I’ve been asleep for long enough that I’m not sure if there is anyone else on my hallway but the whistler. Were the other prisoners moved? You’d think you’d hear complaints by this point. Or maybe they’re all sleeping. Or, like me, don’t want to waste the energy that a gripe requires. Still, you’d expect the taskmasters that stand down the hall a ways would be agitated with the cheery mood and would swiftly put an end to it.


    The taskmasters are good at extinguishing hope.


    When the whistler doesn’t stop, I let out an exasperated breath, then immediately regret it and want to claw it right back into my throat. Oxygen is a precious commodity down here. It’s thin from all the slaves, smells of mildew, mold, grime, and sweat, and is heavy with the moisture ever dripping from the ceilings and drizzling down the walls. When I first arrived here, I saw the moisture and thought, Even if they try to make me cooperate by withholding water, I have the walls to lap it from. And it seemed like a good idea … until I tasted said “water.”


    If I had more strength, I’d cover my ears. There’s just something about hope in a hopeless situation that makes my insides twist up.


    Then the whistle stops abruptly. I am foolish enough to perk up a little, pressing my hands into the ground under me almost optimistically.


    But then the whistler turns into a singer.


    I let the weight of my head snap my neck back until my skull cracks on the wall behind me. The pain barely registers but the flash in my vision does. I find it strange how after weeks of constant pain, one eventually just … tunes it out. It’s not that it goes away by any means, it just ceases to matter.


    How I wish I could turn off my hearing the same way I turn off the pain so I can get some rest but the man’s voice echoes through the halls, keeping me awake.


     


    “Upon one wintry evening,

    I happened by a dock,

    Where I saw a beauteous woman,

    Whose gaze my eyes did lock.


    She said, ‘My name is Mercy,

    I lead the sinners home.

    To the Father who is waiting,

    And to gaze upon His throne.’”


     


    I want to run a weary hand over my face out of habit but stop the second I lift a finger off the floor. Too much strain, too much effort, too much pain for such a meaningless gesture. But I cannot sit here and listen to him sing an eerie tune all night.


     


    “I asked her, ‘Who is Father?’

    She said she didn’t know.

    For she had never met him,

    Or gazed upon his throne.”


     


    I squeeze my eyes shut.


    “Stop.”


    It is what I mean to say. What I almost get out, if it weren’t for the wheeze that breaks the word in half. It’s so quiet that I doubt anyone heard it, anyway.


    I lick my lips. Swallow. Try again.


    “Stop.”


    It’s a little louder this time, enough so that the singer hesitates before singing the next lyric. I stare straight ahead, eyes unfocused as I watch the wall in front of me. At the back of my mind, a trickle of a past voice wonders how only seven weeks of imprisonment can turn a person into a shell of their former selves. I hardly even have thoughts anymore. I am empty, staring into nothingness, praying for a death that will never come.


    Is this what it feels like to be immortal? A part of me, the part weakened by weeks of torment, wonders if this is the pain he felt for decades.


    “Who said that?”


    The voice comes from down the hallway. The singer.


    I close my eyes. I hardly had the strength to tell him to cease his off-tune song. What makes him believe I’ll be able to carry on a comprehensible conversation?


    A few minutes of silence, then: “I heard you. I know there is someone else in this corridor.”


    Just stop talking. I urge. Keep your mouth shut. You don’t know it yet, but you’ll need that energy. You’ll miss it in a few days.


    “They consider you highly dangerous, too?”


    I let out a breath. “No.” I croak.


    “Then,” echoes the disembodied voice, “why are we the only ones in this corridor?”


    Are we? I hadn’t noticed. Then again, I haven’t taken the time to get up and squeeze my head through the bars since I was brought here yesterday. Maybe all the other prisoners were removed while I was asleep. Or maybe I imagined them all when I was brought in here.


    “Hey,” calls the man again.


    A frustrated breath escapes me. I squeeze my eyes shut, feeling a headache coming on. They’re almost constant now.


    “How long have you been here?”


    I tighten my jaw even though it aches. Since this man is annoying me with ceaseless questions, I’ll annoy him with short, false answers. “I don’t know.”


    “Are you royalty?”


    My eyes shoot open. I try to sit up but my back shouts in pain, my wounds from Quay’s beating never fully healed.


    “What?” I manage.


    “I said, are you royalty? The guard that brought me in here said I’d be in the company of Her Majesty.”


    I blink, letting my head loll to the side enough to get a look at the bars without straining my eyes. “I thought …” My dry mouth prevents me from saying anything else until I swallow again, and even then my voice is hoarse. “I thought you didn’t know if anyone else was down this hall.”


    Silence. Darkness. Then: “I wasn’t sure if you were dead or not.”


    I don’t know why but I laugh. It’s a pitiful, pathetic, little huff that zaps up all my energy. I think the last time I laughed was during Week One of my imprisonment, self-labeled my Orientation Week.


    “No,” I answer. “I’m not royalty.”


    The man hums thoughtfully. “Where are you from?”


    I try not to become annoyed with him but he’s the first newcomer in two weeks and I’ve lost my patience with them at this point. In the first couple of weeks, it was refreshing to see more prisoners brought in, and I’d try to get them to rally with me, storm the castle, so to speak, and free ourselves. Unfortunately, that ended in a nasty fight in which I was knocked unconscious against a rock and brought to the Kinecardine torture room. When I was back in Adandyrl I prided myself on being able to resist the king’s torturers but these men here aren’t normal men. It’s as if they have studied torture tactics their entire lives.


    The newcomers didn’t fare much better. Out of the five that arrived since I have been here, only one has lived. And now there’s another newcomer. He won’t make it through the week. The only reason I’ve survived this long is because, until I’m “activated,” I literally can’t die.


    “Done talking?” inquires the man, and for some reason, his inquisitive nature does more than annoy me—it unnerves.


    I lean my head back against the stone wall behind me. “Save your strength,” I rasp.


    I guess the man sees me as some sort of authority on priorities in Kinecardine because a deep silence falls over the corridor, allowing me to close my eyes and attempt to drift back into sleep. If I had my way, I’d sleep forever. It’s the only place I can really go to escape this miserable place. Even when the guards lock me down the hall, I still feel the pressure of their leering eyes and the weight of my own captivity.


    The man’s thoughts and behaviors, like mine, will have to change now. As he sits there in that cell, he’s probably beginning to really understand the predicament he’s found himself in. What is he? A crown thief? A murderer? Another assassin? Who knows, maybe he’s Cannon. But whatever he is … this place will change him. He’s not the criminal he was when they hauled him in here. These walls have a way of changing a person’s being, leveling out the playing fields. Even the serial killer becomes a lowly slave here.


    The man is probably scheming how he’ll escape right now but there is a voice at the back of his mind telling him how hopeless the situation is. If he’s anything like me, he’ll sit there for a long time, ignoring that voice, and plotting ways of escape.


    By Week Two — a week I have proclaimed as my Delirious Week — his plotting will decrease and his fantasies will increase. Days without sufficient food and water will do that to you quickly before your body adjusts to the food rationing. He’ll be a little crazy for a few days, if not the whole week like I was.


    What will he fantasize? Will he dream of his buddies rushing in through Kinecardine’s gates and searching the whole underground for him? Will he imagine that it’s his own doing that frees him? Does he get the girl once he’s free? Is his mother waiting for him?


    I try not to think about the fantasies that flew through my head during that week but of course it’s no use. I remember how I’d dreamt almost every night that Lyom had come for me, had told the guards to take their lunch, and had opened my cell and told me to follow him. I dreamt that I did. And the moment we left Kinecardine, I threw a punch so hard it caused Lyom to need his magic healing potion. But the truth of the matter is that Lyom isn’t coming for me, and I will not be able to hit him one good time for sentencing me to this endless death. He does not see me as a damsel in distress, locked away in some impenetrable fortress. He already knows who I am and what I’ve done, and now he knows what I’ll become.


    I must have fallen asleep because I don’t hear the footsteps until they’re right next to my cell. My head lolls to the side and I jolt awake, feeling the presence of someone new. The click of the boots stops in front of my cell and my gaze lifts to see a familiar face standing there, a metal pan in his hand.


    Ulric. He’d been stationed here not two weeks after I arrived. I guess it was punishment for not finding Dominik and not discovering me earlier. He was stripped of his rank of swordsman and thrown into the mines of Kinecardine where he would oversee the prisoners’ work.


    Ulric’s mouth forms a straight line and a tinge of concern lights his eyes. Ulric and I never really got along but I saved his life enough times to earn his respect, I suppose. He’s no longer an enemy in my eyes. When I first saw him, I even remember thinking, At least it’s not Carnahan.


    “Yeesh,” hisses Ulric. “You look like —”


    “I know,” I whisper.


    Death. He was going to say I looked like death.


    He lifts the pan in demonstration before squatting beside the cell bars, coming almost to eye level with me. “I brought you something. It’s not much but … solitary confinement can’t be fun.”


    He reaches into the pan and grabs a thick, burnt piece of bread. My eyes don’t widen and I don’t gasp in surprise but my uneasiness lifts all the same. Sometimes I can’t decide if Ulric is really trying to help me or if he’s just trying to avoid being the cause of my death so he doesn’t end up taking my place.


    I weakly reach through the bars and take the bread. I catch a glimpse of my hand as I do so and it makes my gut twist into a painful knot. There is so much dirt and soot caked onto my knuckles that you can’t see the blood that covers them.


    I ignore my hand and take the bread anyway. I bring it back through the bars, knocking my knuckles against the metal and flinch when I feel a cut reopen. I wonder how bad I really look. Ulric always tells me I look like death but … what does that mean to him? Do I look like I’m about to keel over now? Is my face covered in grime? My hair has been pulled into the same braid for the past week because I can’t bring myself to even mess with it. I probably do look like I am about to die. And I still don’t even know if it’s possible for me to starve to death. Maybe I’d just enter a comatose state and stay like that for eternity, or until someone brought me food.


    I tear off a piece of the bread and swallow it without even chewing. It’s burnt to a crisp, has a metallic taste, and won’t provide any nutrients but it will hold off that coma for a while, and that I’m thankful for.


    Ulric’s gaze drops to the floor and he swallows a lump in his throat. I recognize the look on his face and know he wants to say something but must realize I won’t like it. I could tell him to continue, or ask him what he wants to say, but that would require energy and for me to stop eating the bread.


    He clears his throat, scratching a hand over the back of his neck. Then he abruptly stands up and begins walking away. I’ve just taken another bite of the bread when he turns on his heel and comes right back to the cell door, crouching again.


    “You’re about to have a visitor,” he says.


    I hum thoughtfully. “If you mean the new guy,” I manage weakly, “he’s already here. Plaguing me with songs.”


    He shakes his head. “Swordmaster Livingstone.”


    I open my eyes a little wider and I almost choke on my piece of bread. “He’s …” My throat dries up. I swallow the morsel, which now feels like ash in my mouth. “He’s coming here?”


    Ulric nods. “We just received word. He’s on his way now, I would assume.”


    The unspoken question hangs on my lips. Why? Why is he coming now? Seven weeks into my captivity? Is it a routine trip? Is he bringing reinforcements? The strangest tickle at the back of my mind picks up and I recognize the whisperer’s attempts to push hope back into my thoughts. Hope that maybe he is coming to save me. Ridiculous, I realize, but I can’t help hoping.


    Maybe he’s changed his mind. Maybe he’s realized that not all Afterlighters — not all Children — are bad. Maybe he’s going to help me escape and give me a second chance to prove myself. Maybe he’s going to come back and say our friendship — or companionship or whatever we’d formed — is more important than my heritage. That he trusts me.


    I just nod simply to Ulric.


    “I just thought you should know,” he replies. He glances at the bread in my hand. “I’ll bring you food for as long as I can but … they’re suspicious of me already”


    I nod again in understanding. Strange though it may be, Ulric is the closest thing to a friend I have in these tunnels. Everyone else I met and grew fond of … they’re all dead.


    “Stay alive, Aerietta.” Ulric whispers. “I’d hate to end up being the cause of your demise.” He winks, stands up, and begins to head back towards the iron door that separates the newcomer and me from the rest of Kinecardine. And all I can think as I watch him leave is something Quay told me a hundred times, something I never fully understood.


    Beware the red cloaks.


    I always thought he’d meant the other assassins, but I am the only one that wears red. The only one, that is, except for the Cruel King’s swordsmen.


    The red cloaks are coming.
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    “Do you remember what you said to me once? That you could help me only by loving me? Well, you did love me for a moment; and it helped me. It has always helped me.”


    — Edith Wharton, The House of Mirth


     


     


     


     


    The cell door clangs and rattles violently on its hinges as the taskmaster throws it open in a display of ridiculous force. All the taskmasters are strong.


    “Get up.”


    I lift my gaze to his and shoot him a glare that I hope reads, Like hell I will. It’s all the defiance I can muster at this point. They’ll be able to pick me up off my feet without a fight and force me to walk the hallway but I don’t have to look happy about it.


    The taskmaster’s eyes narrow. “Up,” he bites out.


    I plant my hands on the ground to either side of me and put all my strength into getting myself onto my feet, since I’m in no mood to have my shoulder ripped out of socket again. I’m still not sure it’s fully healed.


    He takes me by the arm once I’m up and leads me into the corridor, where I spot the newcomer standing. Now I can put a face to the voice I heard singing all night after Ulric left. He’s about my height, maybe a little taller, with dark skin, clipped hair and unnaturally icy, blue eyes that look completely out of place on his face, though I would be lying if I said they were not beautiful.


    Just as I’d imagined, I’m brought down the same halls that the newcomer is until we reach the mining tunnels. This is where I break off from him and the other taskmasters leading him. I know exactly where I’m going but I don’t protest.


    I try to keep my head high and my shoulders back as I’m led towards the Tribunal Hall, as the taskmasters call it. It’s where I’m brought at least once a week to be questioned on the whereabouts of Dominik, as if I’ve somehow been able to learn something about him during my time in Kinecardine. Because, of course, Dominik visits me daily. And he’s telling me all the secrets of the Afterlighters, not even thinking about what lengths the taskmasters will go to to receive such information!


    The doors to the Tribunal Hall are thrown open and I’m dragged down the long room, squinting in the blinding light that floods down from the skylight overhead. It must be early in the morning for the light to be so white and pure.


    In the windows all around us, miners are working, hauling barrows of rock without a trace of silver, since these mines were bled dry years ago. They carry on tirelessly and I know how their hands ache from the blisters covering them, how their feet feel numb after being on them for hours this morning already. They’re wondering the same question I am — why are we here when there is no silver to be mined?


    The Tribunal Hall is the most immaculate area of the mining camp for obvious reasons. No one knows where the Head Taskmaster resides but my money — if I had any — would be on him living somewhere in the Tribunal Hall. I’ll bet most of the taskmasters do.


    A heavy chandelier hangs off four chains that attach to the ceiling at the corners of the skylight. The chandelier is made of brass with bolts every four inches all around the circular frame. Inside there are tons of candles that aren’t lit but must be used for illumination in the night. As it is, the skylight does all the lighting the Tribunal Hall requires.


    The floor is made of the same stone that the rest of the tunnels have been carved into but this stone is polished and has flecks of silver embedded in it, showcasing this mine’s past value. The walls are similar stone but have long, tall windows that allow whatever poor sap is being dragged down the middle to get a good look at their surroundings. It was probably designed this way so that when a prisoner tried to escape and the taskmasters brought them before their commander, the prisoner could stare at his companions and realize just how trapped they are while simultaneously seeing the light of day sifting through the overhead glass, realizing they’d never feel that sun on their skin again. It’s meant to be depressing, heartbreaking, soul-crushing, but even those descriptors don’t do the feeling justice.


    The Head Taskmaster stands at the end of the hall. Truth be told, I’ve been thrown before his feet more times than I can count in my seven weeks of being in Kinecardine. But today, like many other days, there is a chair waiting for me in front of the dais. I guess every once in a while some civility is afforded me. Only when I’m being questioned about the Boy of the Elements and the other Afterlighters, though.


    The Head Taskmaster grins when he sees me, clasping his hands behind his back. His name is Cotton, just as I remembered. He is somewhere in his mid-sixties and has been here since I first came to the Cannon when I was just an infant. He must have been in some brutal fights in the past; the corner of his mouth is scarred as though it had been burned, and his nose is hunched and crooked like it’s been broken more times than one.


    Beside Taskmaster Cotton stands a squirmy little archivist named Leon Odelman. He lives in Kinecardine just like the rest of the taskmasters and keeps record of what the prisoners have found, who is rebelling, who they’ve broken, and now, in my own special case, he keeps track of all the questions they’ve asked me and what questions they still have to ask.


    “Good morning, Miss Elony. Hope your walk over wasn’t too miserable.” Cotton says. The man is exactly the sort of Evrallonic scum I remember the Lydovier palace court talking of. He has a terrible sense of humor, a dark sense for torture and pain, and a whole lot of indomitable loyalty.


    I keep my mouth shut as the taskmaster behind me shoves me into the chair in front of Cotton. My shoulder aches from where he bores his fingers into my skin but I do my best to ignore the flutter of pain.


    “Is it that time of the week again already?” I croak.


    The scarred side of Cotton’s mouth lifts in a grin. “It is indeed. Maybe this time you’ll have something for us.”


    His gaze remains on me but he snaps at the archivist, who quickly takes a few steps forward and extends the detestable notebook he carries around to Cotton. Thumbing through the pages, Cotton finds where we last left off, I suppose, and looks back up at me.


    “I know this must seem tedious to you but we do have some very important questions to ask you, namely what you know of the Afterlight world,” he says, eye brows furrowing not in frustration but in mock awe. “After all, you’re quite fascinating to us. A Child of the Elements, here in Kinecardine! If I were not standing before you, I would not believe it.”


    The urge to roll my eyes is strong. He always uses this as an opportunity to pat himself on the back for holding a Girl of the Elements captive. Slow clap for Mr. Effective.


    Cotton waves off whatever praise he wasn’t going to get. “As I was saying, we’d love to know what you have on the Afterlight Forest. Tell me … what does it look like?”


    My jaw tightens to the point of pain and the pressure behind my eyes only increases my pounding headache. “What makes you think I know what it looks like?” I wheeze, trying to push the words from my throat as strongly as possible. “I was born into the Cress household long after all ties between the Forest and the kingdoms were severed.”


    “Hmm,” Cotton says in thought, not missing a beat. “But I don’t think you really believe that. That the ties have been severed, I mean. I think you’ve seen the Forest, and that you’re keeping something from us.”


    He’s right. I’ve seen the Forest, but I don’t see how telling him all I saw was dark vines and trees and Anguis will help him any. And even if it would, let’s be honest…I wouldn’t tell him.


    Cotton strolls down the steps of the dais leisurely, clearly not too disconcerted with my silence. “Let me tell you something, Aerietta. Something I believe will make your vision…a little clearer,” he suggests. “Not so long ago, before King Dryden came into power, we had a little scuffle with the Afterlighters. I’m sure you knew about that. But during that time, our scholars in Adandyrl noticed something.” He narrows his eyes, a curious glaze coloring them. “Do you want to know what they noticed, Aerietta?”


    I close my eyes, wishing more than anything that one of my fantasies would come true about now. It does not even have to be one involving Lyom—or hitting him.


    When I open my eyes again, Cotton is still there, grinning like an idiot. He might be insane. I’ve never really considered the possibility before but it’s the only thing that makes sense. He is the only one in Kinecardine that smiles—apart from the newcomers. Even the taskmasters and the archivist keep their gazes down, their despondent expressions towards the ground.


    “They noticed,” he carries on, oblivious to my thoughts, “that there was something separating the Forest from the kingdoms. Now, of course, we already knew this, but we had always suspected it was like a brick wall, or a veil covering it. But then they realized that it was something like water.”


    I frown in confusion as Cotton goes back to the dais and grabs a bowl of something off the table on the back wall, carrying it towards me carefully. As he grows closer, I see that it’s a bowl of water. He sets it on the ground and crouches beside it, waiting for the water to calm. My foot itches to kick the water away from him but part of me wonders if I’m good, will he give me the water to drink from?


    When not a ripple remains in the water, Cotton’s gaze returns to mine. “See, water is much more engrossing than people give it credit for. Yes, it is what sustains us. It brings life to our earth, and to the Forest. But it is so much more. Water is strong.” He lifts his hand into the air, gaze still locked to mine, and then brings his palm down with a resounding crack against the water.


    I flinch when perfectly clear, blue water splashes onto the floor. Only a few drops escaped the bowl but it’s enough to make me wish I was laying on the floor to lap it up.


    Cotton turns his hand to me, allowing his palm to lay face up. It’s red from where the water kicked back against him, stinging his hand.


    He grins down at it. “See that? The water fought back. It pushed against me. But now that there are ripples…” He performs the same example, but this time his hand doesn’t hit the water so hard. “The ripples cause disturbances, making it easier for my hand to pass through. And the more ripples there are, the easier it becomes.”


    Cotton picks up the bowl and the water sloshes around. I lean forward, praying that he’ll give the bowl to me. I’d lap it up like a dog if I had to right now. I haven’t tasted water in what feels like days. But instead of giving it to me, he dumps it on the floor. It splashes over my feet, making my throat and mouth turn even drier at the sight. Cold water pools in the cracks of the stone and begin seeping into the areas that don’t have sealer over them. I would have done just about anything for that bowl of water, even after Cotton’s hand had been slapping it.


    “Just like in the days before King Dryden,” he continues, uncaring of my agony. “there are ripples in the water, Miss Elony. And the more Afterlighters that jump through the breaches, the easier it will be for more to join them. We must put an end to the breaches, just as they did in the days before our Lord King.”


    “Then,” I say, inhaling slowly. “Then stop them the way you stopped them before.”


    He nods. “We could,” he continues. “We have a way to anticipate their arrivals.” His gaze darkens. “But that isn’t why I told you about the breaches, Miss Elony. I told you about the breaches so that you would come to understand the situation we are currently in. You may be an Afterlighter, but I’ve been led to believe by several…informants that you do care about your people in Lydovier. And, dear girl, they are going to suffer just as much as the rest of us.”


    “What do you want?” I groan.


    Cotton leans down closer to my face again, smiling as he cocks his head to the side. “I want you to die, Aerietta,” he tells me with absolute certainty. “But first, I want you to tell me about a man named Anguis.”


    I straighten up, not because I am surprised to hear his name on the lips of an Evrallonic taskmaster — the king already proved that Anguis was no secret, and everyone that knew about Lyom also knew that it was Anguis that raised him from the dead. I am surprised because Cotton doesn’t seem to know anything about him, and that doesn’t seem like something the king would keep from his Head Taskmaster that is guarding Anguis’ prize in his prison. And that can mean only one thing — the king doesn’t know either.


    My mind begins reeling, the first time gears have spun in my mind since I came to Kinecardine. What is the extent of King Dryden’s knowledge? Does he know that Lyom works for him behind his back? That Lyom has some sort of sick loyalty towards him, or maybe a debt to be repaid?


    My jaw tenses and I stare into Cotton’s compassionless eyes. “Why don’t you ask Swordmaster Livingstone? He is Anguis’ lackey, after all.”


     


    Evidently my comment was not appreciated because five seconds after I’ve practically accused Lyom of witchcraft, I’m hauled to my feet and dragged through the corridors to the mining area where I am thrown against a wall and handed a pickaxe.


    The taskmaster glowers. “Get working.”


    I grip the pickaxe in the palm of my hand and squeeze it until I’m sure I’ve formed other blisters. Lyom will be here soon and then he’ll have to answer to Cotton.


    I hear footsteps behind me and glance over my shoulder to see the newcomer from my corridor sauntering towards me. Now that he’s closer, I can see that he’s a good two inches taller than me and he’s much broader than Lyom. His long-sleeve shirt has been torn since I saw him this morning, the hems now ripped and one stops where I catch a flash of skin.


    Pickaxe clutched in his hand, he begins to go to work beside me. I watch him with a suspicious eye, then glance around the rest of the tunnel to see if anyone has noticed. Sure enough, I’m getting perplexed stares from other prisoners. Because who would want to associate themselves with the Queen of Crimson?


    A noble part of me wants to tell this newcomer who I am and what I’ve done so he won’t want to be around me anymore but my conscience struggles for grounds against my own selfishness. I’m tired of being left alone in cold corridors, freezing to death because everyone is too frightened to be around me. Part of me just wants to be recognized as a human being.


    I shut my mouth before I can utter one word to the newcomer. He’ll find out what I am soon enough—might as well relish the attention I get now.


    I go back to swinging my pickaxe before one of the taskmasters notices my distraction and takes action.


    “What did they want?” the newcomer asks.


    I glance up at him. “What?”


    “Cotton,” he answers. “What did he want? I saw them bring you to that big section in the middle.”


    “Oh,” is all I can manage. “Just … routine.”


    He chuckles. “I’m not one for routine.” He acts as though he’s about to extend his hand but then laughs again and goes back to hitting the wall with his pickaxe. “I’m Gylas, by the way.”


    I appraise him.


    “Etta,” I answer numbly.


    “So, what’s the routine like around here, Etta? What’s on the itinerary?”


    Already I’m regretting my decision not to tell him who I am. Maybe if I had, he wouldn’t bother me with ridiculous questions. I can’t tell if he’s really insane or if he just doesn’t know when the joke’s over.


    Gylas must notice my bleak look because he flinches. “I was only jesting. Sorry, I…I don’t do well under stress. This is my response to being captured, I guess.”


    My arms ache and this time when I swing the tool, I miss the rock and almost hit my leg. I jump out of the way, taking in a deep breath and leaning against the wall for support. What makes the taskmasters believe we can work this way? Soon, they will probably take our pickaxes and wheelbarrows away and make us dig for the silver with our hands.


    Every breath I take in burns my throat. I need water. We all need water. I’m beginning to wonder if Cotton’s new death tactic is to deprive me of sustenance.


    “Why are you in here?” Gylas asks, I guess trying to pass the time. Little does he know that nothing passes the time.


    In Kinecardine, the days blur together. We never know when it’s day or night apart from the taskmasters’ schedules, which go off a timekeeper that lives with the archivist. The only way we know when the week has ended is when the taskmasters walk down our cell doors, hitting them with empty cans, announcing the end of the week. I don’t know why they do this…maybe it’s to depress some and encourage others. I know it has different effects on everyone.


    The morning after the taskmasters bang their cans, most of the prisoners gather in the mines and congratulate each other on their survival that week. It’s a new person leading the group each time, always the one that’s survived the longest. No one knows how this tradition started or who initiated the first group celebration but the prisoners continue to honor it, always gathering at the end of the week.


    When I first came here, I frowned in disdain at these little group meetings. Why waste their time congratulating each other instead of devising plans of escape? It seemed so pointless! The taskmasters let them have that morning to themselves for some reason so why not rally together?


    My perspective has changed now. It’s no longer something I mock but something I admire. I still don’t participate in their celebrations but I watch from a distance, wondering at their hope and optimism. The oldest one among them has only been alive for six weeks here—she came during the middle of my second week. Her name is Anya. She loathes me.


    “Hey,” Gylas urges, bringing me back to his question. “You okay?”


    I blink, clearing my throat and hating the feeling of sandpaper grating inside. “Yeah…” I cough. “I lied to the king.”


    Gylas looks surprised. “Wow,” he notes. “Must have been a doozy.”


    All I can do is nod.


    Suddenly, there’s a commotion behind me. I slowly look over my shoulder to see the taskmasters hauling a burly man into the tunnels. It’s so dark I can only see glimpses of his features when he hits the lamplight. He’s shirtless, corded muscle wrapping over his abdomen and shoulders, and his trousers are frayed around his bare feet.


    The taskmasters — three of them — seem to be having a difficult time taming the prisoner. Gylas looks up, too, observing the scene.


    “Who is that?”


    I stare at him. I’ve never seen him in here before. I can’t see his face but know that I’ve never seen someone with that much muscle on him. I’m sure this man would give Lyom a run for his money.


    One of the taskmasters kicks him in the back and the man hits the ground hard. I don’t believe I have ever seen something drop so fast, like a string was attached to his neck and jerked him to the ground at the same time the taskmaster kicked. The man must be extremely heavy.


    “Grab a pick and start mining,” one of the taskmasters hisses.


    The man’s shoulders flex as he plants his hands on the ground and pushes off the stone, getting to his feet. He’s standing close enough to the lamplight that illuminates the tunnel for me to get a clear image of his face, and the moment I see it, my heart almost pounds out of my chest.


    His name is Krendel. I don’t recall his last name, but I remember his wife.


    She was in the contracts. I never knew why. I just killed her because her picture was in one of the booths.


    Then Krendel lifts his head and I see it the moment recognition washes over his features. Because Krendel saw me the night of the assassination. In the contracts, the special instructions were to tell the husband that King Cress sends his regards. So that’s what I’d told him.


    Darkness clouds in Krendel’s eyes and his mouth sets in a snarl, teeth glistening in the firelight.


    “You,” he growls.


    And I suddenly know this isn’t going to end well for me.


    My hand tightens around the pickaxe because I know Krendel is going to reach me before the taskmasters even realize what’s going on.


    He lunges towards me, eyes filled with hate, and I swing my pick as hard as I can, trying to duck away from Krendel at the same time. The pick lands hard against his hand and he practically throws it away. I hit the ground in a roll, scrambling to get away from him, but my legs are weak and my lungs are weaker. I trip almost instantly and land on my back, finding myself staring up into Krendel’s eyes.


    Chaos has erupted in the corridor as prisoners are screaming and trying to get away from the fight that is taking place. The taskmasters battle to get through the panic, kicking slaves to the ground if they have to.


    Krendel raises his fist to hit me and I try to roll out of the way but he catches me, jerking me up to my feet. Before he can rear his fist back to hit me, I twist my hips and jam my knee into his groin. He grunts and drops me like a sack. I jump to my feet and try to get away, grabbing a pick as I go.


    My head is beginning to spin with the physical exertion, lungs burning as though they’ve suddenly caught fire. A rational part of my brain informs me that I will not be able to take Krendel on in my current position. For once in my life, I am praying that the taskmasters get here in time.


    The brute shakes off his nausea and rushes after me, practically nipping at my heels. I’ve just turned around and squared my shoulders to swing the pick when he rams into me, slamming my back against the stone wall. I hear a crack ring out and in my own ears it sounds defeating. Then a shock of pain bursts in my lower back and it steals whatever is left of my breath, causing me to instantly want to double over in pain. I cry out, trying to catch my breath while Krendel shoves his forearm against my throat.


    “You killed her,” he seethes in an almost-whisper.


    My neck screams in pain but I can’t make a sound with the bone of his arm crushing into my windpipe. My eyes bulge and my heart rate skyrockets, frantically trying to keep up with the situation.


    Plan! Plan! I need a plan!


    What would I have done if this had happened on the assignment when I killed his wife? I would have known what to do then, and could have followed through with it, but now, with my weak muscles and fragile bones, even the thought of fighting back is killing me.


    Krendel releases my neck and turns to grab my shoulders, long nails digging crescent moons into my flesh. Blood is already beginning to trickle down my arm as he squeezes, his whole body shaking with so much rage that his vision must be blurring as much as mine is.


    He pulls me back and slams me against the wall, knocking my head against the stone painfully. My muscles lock up and I try to kick him again as my vision goes momentarily black, then white, then slowly refocuses itself. But just as my vision clears, I’m crushed against the wall again.


    My breath hitches as my vision goes dark. It takes longer for my vision to clear and when my eyes are finally working again, I see that I’m clawing Krendel’s arms frantically. All I can think in this one moment is that Quay would be horrified if he saw me clawing Krendel in an attempt to escape. He’d be horrified to know that I’m praying for the taskmasters’ intervention.


    As Krendel’s hand slaps around my neck, squeezing to the point that I feel every vein in my body pulsing, I try to console myself with the knowledge that he can’t kill me. But it’s not comforting.


    The vengeful man pulls me off the wall again and I know he plans to crush my skull against the wall. I squeeze my eyes shut in anticipation of the pain, hearing the taskmasters as they approach on quick feet. I feel the slight shift in Krendel’s weight as one of the taskmasters reaches him but it’s already too late.


    He slams me hard into the stone wall, smashing my head against one of the stones. There’s a spark of light in my vision before it goes dark, pain exploding like a thousand suns in my skull, and then the tingling sensation of energy skirting over my skin before I lose consciousness.


     


    A cold, small droplet of water hits the corner of my mouth, trickling down my jaw and into the dirt beneath me.


    My eyes open. Or, at least, I think they do. I command my eyes to open but I see only darkness. I blink several times. Still darkness. My fingers inch across the dirt until they find purchase and I’m able to pull my weak body into a seated position. Despite the dirt on my hands, I reach up and rub my eyes. White crawls into my vision and when I open my eyes, I can begin to see shapes. I blink several more times, trying to focus on one object.


    It’s a tall something, brownish in color. There is dark gray at the top of the pillar, or whatever it is. I squint my eyes, trying to focus, and the more I focus, the more I realize the dark gray is actually a green, and the pillar-looking-thing is a tree.


    My heart skips a beat.


    I’m in the Forest.


    “Aerietta.”


    The voice startles me, making me jump to my feet. I spin around, vision still adjusting, and ears suddenly ringing. The voice sounds so distant but I know it came from close by. And I know exactly who spoke my name.


    Anguis leans against a tree in front of me, one foot resting easily on a moss-laden root. Eyes without whites watch me closely while a slight breeze picks up the strands of black hair that are loose around his face. He’s much, much taller than me and even though he is thin, there is something about him that screams strength.


    He flashes me a tightlipped smile.


    “Good to see you out of that mine,” he says. “I hate watching you slave away there.”


    A cold chill works its way up my arm, seizing my heart. And suddenly I want nothing more than to be back in Kinecardine, as far away from Anguis as my legs can take me. At least in the kingdoms, he is separated from me, can’t reach me. But now I know he’s watching. I’ll never turn my back on the shadows again.


    “We don’t have much time. I can already feel you regaining consciousness, the taskmasters waking you up, so I’ll be quick about it.”


    The panic in my chest doesn’t die out. My hands are twitching and my legs ache with the need to run from him. It’s a strange feeling, knowing that the shadows I have always hidden in, used to my advantage, are now stalking me.


    “I hope you’ve had time to consider my offer, dear girl,” says Anguis. “Because I’m coming to the kingdoms. To your work camp to rescue you.”


    My heart jolts and I open my mouth to scream but all the breath escapes my lungs and I realize it’s Anguis doing. I don’t understand how he can talk so calmly, so lovingly to me, then steal my breath away … and not in a good way.


    “Stay calm,” he continues. “I only brought you here to tell you not to fear.” He smiles, his lips almost curling. “I’m coming to save you, Aerietta. Very, very soon.”
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    “Stars are beautiful, but they may not take an active part in anything, they must just look on for ever. It is a punishment put on them for something they did so long ago that no star now knows what it was. So the older ones have become glassy-eyed and seldom speak (winking is the star language), but the little ones still wonder.”


    — J.M. Barrie, Peter Pan


     


     


     


    Lukewarm water hits me in the face, jarring me back to consciousness. I instantly inhale, afraid I’m drowning, and regret the decision just as quickly when water floods my lungs and throat. I sit up sharply and proceed to cough violently, bracing myself against the stone wall.


    I keep my eyes squeezed tightly shut to ward away the pain of the oncoming headache but also so I don’t have to open my eyes to see where I am. A part of me believes I could still be in the Forest with Anguis as my only companion. Logically, I know that I’m in Kinecardine again — from the stomping boots, the shrill but wheezing shrieks of prisoners, and the wall I lean up against — but the thought of opening my eyes to see the pale skin of Anguis frightens me enough that I begin choking again.


    Pain lights up in my lower back and I recognize it as a broken or fractured rib. Krendel’s doing, I guess. Or maybe it was Anguis. Suddenly everything is blurring.


    Words are already fighting to get out of my water-filled throat but I don’t even know what they are. There are so many thoughts spiraling out of control in my head right now that I don’t know what I would say if I could speak.


    One of the taskmasters growls, shoving me against the wall. It’s enough to push the remainder of the water from my lungs and I heave, trying to take in a deep breath. Had I not been drowning, I would have gladly accepted the water.


    My eyes finally open and the first thing I see is blood.


    Blood everywhere.


    Soaking into the rock, dripping over pebbles, all over the body that lays in front of me. The sight of blood has never made me sick to my stomach but for some reason, this time, it does.


    It’s Krendel, I know without even having to see his face. His skull is crushed in place of mine.


    But all I can think about is Anguis’ presence, how the cold of him wrapped around my body, and I’m not seeing Krendel anymore. Darkness looms at the edge of my vision, threatening to impose, and I wonder if the water-wall Cotton was talking about has been rippled enough for him to be able to reach through the Forest and touch me … if he could reach me even here.


    That panic I felt in the Forest is back, making it hard to breathe again.


    He’s coming. He said he was coming for me. I can’t be here when he gets here. How do I know that Anguis can’t kill me? Would it be better to be killed by him than to be used for whatever nefarious purpose he has in store for me?


    My heart sputters and my fingers tighten around the stone my hand rests against. I cannot be here when he arrives. I have to get out of here … now. But it isn’t like this is a new thought, something I can accomplish easily. In fact, escaping Kinecardine is completely impossible. The knowledge that I’ll be here, locked in a cell, starved and helpless, when Anguis arrives is enough to drive me mad.


    “Get her up,” gripes a taskmaster. He scowls at me. “And wipe that blood off her face … she’s starting to freak me out.”


    I blink, still terrified, only half hearing what the taskmaster is saying. Blood? Is it my blood or Krendel’s? I can’t help but think that Krendel has it lucky, getting to escape Kinecardine before Anguis shows up. I may know nothing of the man of darkness but what intuition I still possess has me cowering at the thought of him. And I don’t cower before many things.


    Hands grip my arms and a rag is brought near my face. I squirm, squeaking protests in a raspy voice, trying to call for someone’s help, but who is going to aid me? Apart from Gylas, who I’ve only just met, everyone in these tunnels is terrified of me. And now I look insane. Insane and capable of mass murder isn’t an angelic combination.


    “No,” I try again, pushing away from the taskmaster that grabs for me. “No, you don’t understand!” I screech. “We have to leave! We have to leave! He’s coming!” I can hear myself and even to my own ears I sound insane, my voice raspy and cracking, but I scream on, because I will not be held responsible for my own death and the deaths of all these prisoners. “He’s coming! We have to go now!”


    One of the taskmasters looks as though he’s about to try to crack my skull until he glances down at Krendel to remind himself why he shouldn’t. He just glowers. “Shut up.”


    I’m still shaking my head. I tear my arm away from one of the other taskmasters and stumble away as others reach for me. “He’s coming! You don’t get it, we have to leave! Right now!” Movement catches my eye and I spot the only semi-friend I have in Kinecardine — Ulric. My tone turns pleading but doesn’t lose the frantic note. “Ulric, Anguis is coming.” I tell him. “You won’t be able to hold him outside the camp! He’ll sweep in like a ghost, step through a breach, and kill us all! He is the shadows!”


    Ulric stares at me with a mixture of confusion and worry. Do I look that crazy? Even Ulric is beginning to appear concerned for my mental health.


    I will him to understand. “Ulric, you have to believe me. Everyone here is in danger!”


    I sense someone approaching me from behind and in a rare burst of strength, I grab the arm of the taskmaster and flip him over my shoulder, hearing the crack of an arm or a leg or maybe even his skull.


    I step away from the taskmaster, breathing heavily, and see the others staring in shock. Most of these taskmasters are new and came here after I’d been “broken.” Cotton made sure none of them were around to witness me when I’d been strong; that way they all just believe I’m helpless. But now I think they’re starting to remember they’re not just dealing with any prisoner, they’re dealing with the Queen of Crimson. And it’s time I remembered that too.


    I spin on my heel and take off, running as fast as I can through the tunnels, hoping I’ll find some way to make it out. A staircase, an exit tunnel … I was unconscious when they brought me in so I have no idea what the structure looks like from above the ground.


    Coming to an abrupt halt when I come to another corridor, I take my chances heading left because there’s a slight incline. I can hear the taskmasters behind me, catching up quickly, because they’ve been eating normal meals and have been drinking regularly. Already my lungs are burning and my weak muscles are losing their vigor. Whatever adrenaline pushed me this far is starting to wear off.


    I follow the corridor around another bend and almost slam right into the cell bars of another one of Kinecardine’s solitary confinement units. I guess that’s another reason why Kinecardine is inescapable — it’s a labyrinth of tunnels, winding back and forth and in and out. One can never really tell when you’re headed up or headed down. It’s all perspective.


    And from my perspective, I’m trapped.


    I spin around just in time for a taskmaster to grab me by the shoulders, shoving me back into the bars, which suddenly reminds me of my cracked or broken rib. I scream, unable to help myself, and try to kick him off me but more are coming, and they have manacles.


    “Stop!” I screech. “You have to let me go! He’s coming for me and he’ll kill all of you!”


    It’s not doing me any good. The taskmaster that ordered my face to be wiped off appears at the back, staring in horror at me as manacles are clamped onto my hands and feet. I can tell from the look in his eyes that his curiosity has been piqued and he is suddenly listening to me.


    “The Afterlighters,” I say, gasping and choking. “They’re coming …” I say, turning my gaze on Ulric, who is not participating in cuffing me but isn’t stopping it either. “They’re coming for me and Anguis is leading them. They’ll kill all of you!”


    “Sir?” one of the taskmasters looks to the one in the back. “Should I put her in solitary?”


    The one at the back blinks, trying to decide what to do with my rantings. Finally, he clears his throat. “We’ll take her to Cotton. See what he has to say.”


    “No,” I say, pleading. “No, let me go! I’ve served seven weeks already, longer than anyone in Kinecardine’s history!” I beg. “There’s no silver! The dark man is coming … He hides in the shadows and he’s coming to kill all of you!”


    The stern expression of the commanding officer doesn’t shift, not even when I continue screaming my message all the way to the Tribunal Hall. I trip over my chains and tug against the taskmasters. They don’t know what’s coming. I have seen Anguis three times and already I’ve established that he seeks to do us all harm. And I am terrified of him.


    The doors to the Tribunal Hall are pushed open. I don’t stop to look around to find Cotton, just keep pulling against my chains to emphasize my point. The man cloaked in darkness is coming and he’ll slaughter us all in his sleep. Except for me. He’ll take me, find Dominik and take him, too. I don’t know what he’s going to do with us but I don’t want to find out.


    “He’s coming!” I scream, squeezing my eyes shut and planting my heels into the ground. I don’t care that I look insane, that blood is dripping down my face, that my clothes are torn where Krendel gripped them, or that my ribs are cracked or broken and could puncture a lung at any second. Maybe that would be enough to kill me for good. Maybe Anguis would never be able to get his hands on me. To be honest, that sounds like a much better alternative to becoming his slave. I have already been the Devil’s slave twice in my life; I’d rather not make a habit out of it.


    “He’s coming!” I shriek again, throwing myself against one of the taskmasters as I open my eyes. “You’re all going to die — I’m going to die! He’s coming for me!”


    I see a flash of someone standing in front of me just before the backs of my knees are kicked out and I’m shoved to the stone ground, face-to-face with the flecks of silver that are embedded there.


    Anguis is coming … my mind hisses. We don’t have time for this! They should be preparing to attack against him! He won’t come alone!


    I do everything I can to still my thoughts, calm my breathing. It’s not making me look any more credible.


    “Good gracious, is that blood all over her face?” Cotton asks in feigned disgust, but I know he’s seen much worse and doesn’t care about anyone but himself. In this way, I’m sad to say we are the same.


    “Whose blood?” a taskmaster asks.


    “The spy we just brought in attacked her. It’s his blood. Mostly.”


    I want to look up at Cotton but the boot on my shoulder presses me further into the stone. I hear the bones of my knees creak on the floor and my shoulder already feels like it’s about to be popped out of socket at any second. Still, I refuse to whimper or show signs of pain.


    Cotton lets out a frustrated breath. “And here I thought we’d tamed her.” There’s a brief silence, then: “Swordmaster, have you any suggestions on how to punish her? Obviously, fighting cannot be tolerated, and I believe we’ve exhausted our torture reservoir.”


    It takes a minute for my brain to catch up to my ears. A lot of Did he just say Swordmaster? flits through my mind before I finally realize that the man I caught a glimpse of before I was thrown to the ground was Lyom.


    And it’s Lyom’s shoes I can see out of the corner of my eye.


    A hundred emotions sweep up in my stomach even at the sight of his boots, and a thousand questions accompany them. When did he get here? Why is he here? Did he come to rescue me? Did he come to check on me? Did he come to help them kill me? What did he think when he saw me being dragged into this room, bloodied and screaming?


    “I offer no suggestions on how you should perform your duties, Head Taskmaster.”


    The flutter in my chest is hard to ignore.


    Get a hold of yourself, Aerietta. I inwardly hiss, furious with myself for becoming so weak in the knees at just hearing him. Lyom is not a knight in shining armor come to save me from a hideous fate. What am I doing conjuring up ridiculous fantasies? He probably hasn’t thought about me once other than to wish I’d never kissed him in his tent.


    I squeeze my eyes shut at the thought. I wish I’d never kissed him in his tent.


    Cotton seems pleased because I can hear the smile in his laugh when he chuckles his response. “Indeed,” he says. “Now, correct me if I’m wrong, Taskmaster Ferral, but was she screaming, ‘He’s coming, he’s coming, we’re all going to die?’”


    The commanding officer — Ferral, I presume — clears his throat. “Yes, sir. She hit her head fairly hard on the wall. We think she may have gone a little mad but … well …”


    I finally lift my gaze, seeing Cotton considering what he’s just been told.


    “Hmm,” He scratches his ear. “But you thought it best to interrupt my meeting with the Swordmaster of King Dryden just in case it wasn’t just ramblings?”


    “Uhh — Y-yes —”


    “If I may interject,” Lyom cuts in. “I would like to know what the assassin meant when she said ‘he’ was coming.”


    My gaze flits to his boots again. I’d wager Lyom already knows exactly who I’m talking about. I already told him that I’d seen Anguis — he knows Anguis can contact me.


    Cotton hums thoughtfully. “Agreed. So, Miss Elony. Do you mind telling us who you believe is coming and how in the world you went from being before me thirty minutes ago to being covered in blood now?”


    My jaw tightens. I don’t want to say anything in front of Lyom for fear he’ll think me insane but I shouldn’t care what he thinks. A year ago, I never would have cared what he thought. But I force my eyes to lift to meet Cotton’s.


    “Anguis.”


    A brow slowly arches on Cotton’s forehead. “You expect me to believe that Anguis, the king of the Afterlighters, is coming here.” He speaks it as a statement, because he already knows exactly what I expect him to believe.


    “That’s about the sum of it.” I bite out.


    “And why in the world would he come here?”


    “For me.” I answer. “He’s coming for me and if you don’t release me now, he’s going to kill everyone.”


    Cotton’s face remains neutral for all of three seconds before it contorts into laughter, a strange expression on his face. He’s the only one laughing in the room but that doesn’t seem to faze him.


    “A good effort, Miss Elony, but your escape plan will have to be a little more thought through than that.”


    I see Lyom’s finger twitch at his side. “Actually, Taskmaster, I am inclined to believe her story.”


    I breathe a little easier. Not much, but a little.


    “Oh?” inquires Cotton. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Swordmaster, but I believe our mutual friend, here, went mad weeks ago. My physician on staff believes that it it possible that every time we ‘killed’ her, a part of her was left behind. I’m afraid she’s rather unreliable. We’ve been questioning her for weeks now.”


    I gape at Cotton. Now he’s pulling the crazy card? He failed to mention his suspicions when he was torturing me earlier this week. If he had truly believed that then he wouldn’t have pressured me so much. He wouldn’t have insisted that I knew Dominik’s whereabouts.


    I swear I see Lyom’s gaze flicker towards me but it’s so quick I almost don’t notice it. What I do notice, however, is the way he clenches his fists at his sides.


    “Whether that is the case or not,” begins Lyom, his voice harsh and thick with some veiled emotion, “it is a threat. We suspect Anguis may be after the Girl and Boy. It’s why we search tirelessly for the Boy daily,” explains Lyom.


    Cotton frowns, picking up the journal he had set against his little podium and handing it off to the taskmaster beside him. “Is that so, Swordmaster Livingstone? Well, if you think she is so reliable in this matter, perhaps she is reliable in others. She mentioned something peculiar earlier. That you were employed by Anguis, and were working against our king.”


    I flinch. Marvelous.


    Cotton steps off the dais, daring to take on a challenging tone. “Now, I assured my men that she was insane, but if you believe she is perfectly fine … well, then perhaps we should reevaluate our king’s choice in Swordmaster, hmm?”


    To Lyom’s credit, he doesn’t show any sign of concern for his position. “And who are you to challenge King Dryden’s choices? Might I remind you, Taskmaster Cotton, that you can be as easily replaced as any of your men. You would be wise to remember who you’re talking to.”


    Cotton straightens his spine, eyes narrowing to slits. “And you, Swordmaster, would be wise to remember that the king listens to all his advisors, not only the profound wisdom of a boy.” His gaze flickers to mine. “Taskmaster Ferral, please take Miss Elony back to solitary confinement. I will deal with her misbehavior later. Quiet any rumors the girl’s insanity may have caused — Anguis is not coming here.”


    My insides twist. “He is,” I urge. “I saw him. He came to me and told me he was —” I catch myself before I can say another word but it’s already too late.


    Cotton knows Anguis came to me in a dream, and he’ll do everything he can to replicate what just happened. A little fear gets twisted up in my nerves yet again.


    “Ferral.” Cotton growls.


    Taskmaster Ferral nods and his hand tightens around my arm. He begins to drag me backwards but I’m already fighting against him.


    “Cotton!” I shout. “You’re insane! You have to let me go or you’re all dead!”


    Against my better judgement, I look at Lyom, seeing only the back of his head. I want to shout at him, demand that he tell Cotton the threat Anguis poses, but the three taskmasters around me are so much stronger than even my will. I know the room they’re taking me to … it won’t be solitary confinement after what I said. They’ll bring me to him, Kinecardine’s in-home torturer.


    Lyom’s head droops between his shoulders, hands curling to fists. “Where are you taking her?”


    “None of your concern, presently, Swordmaster. Haven’t we matters to discuss?” replies Cotton.


    I’m almost to the doors. I know Ferral is taking me to him—I could tell just from the way that Cotton gave the order for Ferral to bring me out. I have been scourged, beaten, shredded, poisoned, cut, and branded all for the sake of learning information I don’t have. Now that Cotton knows I am hiding something…that I can get in contact with Anguis…I will never leave that room again.


    “Cotton!” I try again. “Please, you have to listen to me! He’ll torture me for nothing!”


    I see Lyom’s hands clench and unclench. “Anguis wants you alive, Aerietta,”


    His voice is so quiet I almost miss it but just the sound of my name on his lips is enough to keep me from fighting back, even as the men pull me towards the doors.


    “Not Anguis,” I say, just as one of the taskmasters elbows me in the ribs. I cry out, doubling over and fighting to get an arm away to protect my middle. I gasp in a deep breath, eyes tearing up.


    I am so done with Kinecardine. I am through with being tortured for no reason by a man with nails as long as knives. I am finished being the subdued prisoner they have turned me into. But most of all, I am done with Cotton and his arrogance. He seems to think he rules the world from his little room in this prison. He proved it by challenging Lyom, the highest-ranking man in the king’s service.


    Ferral grabs my wrist and jerks me to stand upright. “Get up, you wretch.”


    I’m almost willing to let the insult slide until Ferral, in an attempt to get back on Cotton’s good side, elbows me in the gut again.


    This time, my reaction is a little different. While my rib cracks out of alignment and the breath leaves my lungs, I straighten up and use Ferral’s momentum to draw him in. He stumbles forward and I snatch his arm and hoist it behind his back before any of his men can intervene. With one hand, I hold it there, while I kick him to the ground with my foot. When he jerks out of my grasp, I feel something in his arm break. Probably his wrist.


    He cries out in pain and I’m given only a second to relish in my accomplishment before the taskmasters have me pinned to the ground.


    “Hey!” Lyom growls. “That’s enough.”


    One of the taskmasters is on top of me, leaning close to my face, enough so that I can see the pores in his pockmarked nose. “You think you could take us all on? We’ve heard stories, you know … I’m starting to wonder if they’re true.”


    Through gritted teeth, I say, “Stay where you are and you won’t live to find out.”


    “Swordmaster,” Cotton sighs.


    I hear footsteps approaching and the material of the taskmaster’s shirt is bunched up as Lyom hauls him off me, allowing me to gasp in a greatly-needed breath. Lyom shoves the brutish, pockmarked taskmaster several steps away and the disgusting man stumbles, nearly tripping into the wall, which leads me to believe he might be at least a little inebriated. Is there even alcohol in this place?


    Lyom snarls at the taskmaster. “Touch her again and I’ll break your neck.” He glares at Cotton. “We aren’t animals, Taskmaster. There is no reason to bring her anywhere but solitary confinement. There is no need to torture anyone.”


    Cotton clasps his hands behind him as he walks forward, glancing only once at the inebriated man that is trying and failing to get his bearings. “And…,” begins Cotton, “are you the Head Taskmaster here, young Livingstone? Do you make decisions regarding the prisoners I guard here?”


    A muscle in Lyom’s jaw ticks. “No, but I can speak for the king when I say that no more torture will be necessary. We have bled the Girl dry of any information she may have been carrying. At this point, she should be allowed to live out her sentence. Without added punishment.”


    I struggle to get to my feet even when another taskmaster is lifting me off the ground. Ferral has turned white with pain and his whole body is covered in sweat as he lays on the ground. From the looks of the sharp angle of his arm and something poking out from beneath his uniform, I’d wager it is a compound fracture.


    Cotton chuckles as he approaches me. He keeps his gaze away from Ferral, who is trying to hide his pain on the floor, and from the Swordmaster, who stands only eight feet away from me, so close that my brain is constantly reminding me that I could run to him if I wanted to.


    “You know, when Miss Elony was first dragged before me the day you brought her here, I expected a ghastly villain with scars all on her face, rotting teeth, and an eyepatch. Somehow, I didn’t expect her…”—he chuckles—“well, beauty. And I thought, the Swordmaster truly must be heartless if he spent several weeks with this one on an assignment and did not fall for her in some way.”


    My hand twitches. He doesn’t know—he’ll never know. How could he? And even if he did…It wasn’t Lyom’s doing. I kissed him in the tent, and that kiss in my Adandyrl cell? That was hardly a real kiss. A pity kiss, really.


    “But then, as the weeks went on, I began to understand how it would be impossible to fall for such a beastly thing.” Cotton turns to face Lyom. “We may not be animals, Swordmaster, but Aerietta Elony is. And feral animals that cannot be tamed must be put down. So we’ll continue to try, if you don’t mind.”


    My teeth grind together. The gears in my mind are already turning with everything he will do to me. Cotton always has something special in mind, so what is he planning to tell him to do to me today? Physically bleed me dry? He’s so clever, always bringing me to within an inch of my life but then stopping so he isn’t the cause of my death. He values his own life too much. Cotton I despise…the torturer deserves an eternity of damnation in hell.


    Cotton juts his chin out to the taskmasters around me. “Take her to Eetu.” His gaze flits to Lyom and I see some sort of sick amusement glint in his eyes. They’re hazel, not particularly disgusting, but even the most stunning eyes can be hard to look at when emitting the wrong emotion. “Perhaps you’d like to see what we’re capable of, Swordmaster. Take word back to the king that his coins are being well spent here.”


    My muscles lock up. He’s not going to bring Lyom to Eetu as well…Cotton isn’t so cruel that he would make Lyom watch. But then the assassin in me is good to remind that my weeks spent with Lyom in the Menca Denu and traveling across Adaai mean nothing. They mean less than nothing. As much as I want him to step in and save the day, put himself between Eetu and me, something tells me he won’t, so where is the point in hoping for a miracle?


    For some bizarre reason, my thoughts go to Princess Haraya and I have to squeeze my eyes shut. Why now, of all times, have I chosen to remember that she is the only woman he’s ever cared for? The only woman he chooses to actually be kind to and even flirt with, if his journal is any indication?


    Of course, then I have to remember that there was another woman. I killed her.


    “Get her moving.” Cotton snaps.


    I open my eyes and when they meet Cotton’s, I see him flinch almost imperceptibly, covered up by a slight cough and a repositioning of his hands. It’s not good for his men to see that he’s afraid of me and what I’ve done in the past so I decide I’ll tear down his reputation. It will do me little good but it’s better than allowing myself to just be dragged to Eetu without even a smidgen of resistance.


    Evidently, Cotton is so cruel. He has his men drag me from the room and the moment we take a sharp right, my insides do contort painfully. Eetu is about the most terrible man I’ve ever met in my life, and considering I’ve been a ruthless assassin since I was old enough to walk, that’s saying a lot. He has no remorse and since he is a torturer, even when he is faced with death, he shows no fear and no pain. He is a difficult enemy to oppose.


    “Who is he?” Lyom asks in a tight voice behind me.


    I force my feet to continue moving forward but they’re rebelling against me, as if they think my brain isn’t really functioning properly after my skull was cracked. It’s as though they are trying to remind me that Eetu is evil, that he will torture me the moment he gets his hands on my chains. Little do my legs know that my mind is all too aware of this fact.


    “Who?” inquires Cotton. “Eetu? He is our resident torturer. He’s been here for a while now. Is this your first time touring Kinecardine, Swordmaster?”


    There’s a long silence and I can tell Lyom is either considering his answer or recalling the last time he was here. I highly doubt that this is his first tour of the prison camp. Now that I know he was still…twenty-one when I killed Carenina at age eleven, I have to wonder just how long the Swordmaster of the Cruel King has been around. Long enough to carve a reputation for himself. But how long has he really been here? Jamas said he was a palace guard at one point. That was when he saved Haraya. Was that a lie to throw me off? How has no one noticed that he never ages? As far as I was aware, Lyom has only been the Swordmaster for two years. Somehow, his story just doesn’t add up.


    Finally, Lyom clears his throat. “Yes.”


    “Well, then you’re in for a treat. From what I hear, you and Eetu should get along marvelously.”


    That sends a chill up my spine and makes me begin to wonder again what Eetu has in store for me today. Knives? Hot brands? While most of my injuries have healed quicker and left less of a scar—perks of being a Child of the Elements—the brand left on my collarbone will never go away, of that I’m sure. It is as permanent as my Jezdah, and somehow I feel that was the point of it.


    “I cannot condone senseless torture,” Lyom answers.


    “Senseless?” Cotton sounds appalled. “She has information that could benefit Evrallon and willingly withholds it. I have to say, I do not share your sympathies.”


    I roll my eyes. Cotton knows good and well that he has exhausted my information repertoire but now that he has discovered Anguis can contact me, he will stop at nothing to divulge his secrets. It isn’t as if I am trying to protect Anguis by keeping what I know to myself, it is more of the fact that I know nothing. Cotton is under the impression that Anguis can be summoned, the way a dog can be, but what he does not know is that it is Anguis that summons me.


    “Anguis is a perplexing Afterlighter, Head Taskmaster. He would not give the assassin a way to track him,” says Lyom in an argumentative tone.


    “To be honest, Swordmaster…I don’t really care.”


    From over my shoulder, I hear a sword being unsheathed. For the briefest of moments I expect someone’s head to go rolling—perhaps one of the guards’ for attempting to kill me—but when I spin around, nearly choking on my own hair as it whips the side of my face, I see Lyom, sword drawn and tip pointed directly at Cotton’s neck.


    All attention is drawn to the Swordmaster, who holds the Head Taskmaster hostage. My guards have their weapons pointed at Lyom, no longer minding me, but despite all the drama, Cotton only smiles confidently. Lyom snarls, digging the tip of his sword into the sensitive skin of Cotton’s throat.


    “Swordmaster…” one of the guards begins. “Step away from Taskmaster Cotton.”


    Lyom pays them no mind. “You disgusting, cruel man. Torturing Aerietta for no reason whatsoever other than to prove your superiority.”


    My heart pounds and my hands have begun to sweat. I am not sure what to think of Lyom’s sudden change in attitude.


    Cotton raises a brow mockingly. “So she is ‘Aerietta’ now…is she?”


    Lyom glowers, bright blue eyes filled with contempt and body vibrating with pent-up energy. He shoves away from Cotton but never lowers his weapon. “I will not allow you to senselessly torture her. She has suffered long enough.”


    Cotton watches him with complete shock. I think we all do. The Swordmaster to the Cruel King just forbade my torture.


    Cotton is the first to recover, his brows lifting in amusement as he begins to chuckle. “I can hardly believe my ears. Swordmaster Livingstone, demanding good treatment for the Queen of Crimson. Now that is something to behold.” Then his smile suddenly fades, as if something dawns on him, and he takes a closer look at Lyom. “But…perhaps the heartless Swordmaster is more capable of affection than we gave him credit—”


    His words are cut off in his throat as the ground begins to rumble, like an earthquake is about to overtake the prison camp. Do earthquakes come here? I have been here seven weeks without even a tremor but it doesn’t seem impossible. Of course, considering my recently acquired knowledge, I am more predisposed to believe it is the man of darkness come for his Child.


    I flash a look over my shoulder, feeling a little lightheaded already. Lyom has braced himself against one of the walls and Cotton has his knees bent, hunkering. I can tell from the look on his face he isn’t happy about this interruption one bit.


    The taskmaster to my right stumbles as the ground continues to shake and I have to bend my knees to absorb the shock. I know the feeling—it’s an explosion. Above ground but not far. And if Anguis has access to dynamite…


    Cotton seethes. “Taskmaster,” he shouts to the one still holding me. “Reroute and take Miss Elony to solitary, then join me at the gates.”


    “What?” I gasp. “No! You can’t lock me anywhere!”


    Lyom watches me, conflict in his ocean eyes, but I know he isn’t going to do anything more. It isn’t his problem. Correction: I’m not his problem. He looks too mindful of the situation around him, probably already beginning to wonder where his swordsmen are and how quickly he can get to them so they can defend the prison camp together.


    “Taskmaster!” Cotton exclaims as he storms off.


    Lyom begins to turn and I keep the panic out of my voice when I speak. “Lyom…Please.”


    I catch the hesitation in his footsteps but other than that, he ignores me, bounding after Cotton to help at wherever the gates are.


    “Nox,” the taskmaster at my right shouts. “Get up. Let’s get her to solitary.”


    The two taskmasters must know my tricks because they manage to haul me to solitary confinement without even breaking their hold on me. My arms ache from trying to pull away and I’m dizzy from exhaustion by the time they throw me into my cell. I collapse on the floor, gasping in breaths as the strain of the day begins to take its toll on me. I’ll bet it’s hardly noon and already it’s proven to be among my worst days at Kinecardine.


    Heart pounding, I squeeze my eyes shut to ward away the nausea and disorientation. By the time I open my eyes again, the world has stopped tilting but the cell door has been slammed and locked and the taskmasters have run off to meet their commander.


    I wearily push to my knees and run a hand through my tangled hair. The world may not be tilting but I am, threatening to topple over against the wall beside me. Maybe I can blend into these shadows as I have in the past and Anguis will move right past me. It will be like hiding right under his nose.


    I inch my way against the wall and let my head rest against the stone. I know from experience not to go searching for a way of escape because Kinecardine doesn’t have its inescapable reputation for nothing.


    As the ground shakes again and a bell—likely an early-warning alarm that has sounded too late—begins clanging, I try to let my mind drift to other places.


    I stare up at the ceiling. Hard stone. All of Kinecardine is. I can already imagine seeing cracks in that stone, spiderwebbing across the ceiling and walls, ready to collapse on me. Would that make the stone my killer?


    I hear shouts coming from everywhere and when footsteps draw close to my cell, I tense up, fearful I’ll see Anguis appear at the bars any moment. Panic is beginning to overwhelm my senses again and I force myself to calm down, tucking my knees to my chest. How selfish am I that I worry not for the safety of the rest of the prisoners? Many of which do not even deserve the cruel fate King Dryden felt them worthy of. I fear only for myself, terrified that Anguis will catch me up in his cold hands and wring the life from me right here in this cell.


    It’s human, I guess. To fear death. I never thought I feared it before. I was so ready to take my own life on the road to Adandyrl, ready for Lyom to end it, but now? Now that Anguis could possibly take it away?


    My hands are shaking even as I wipe the blood from my face, which has now dried and begun to crack. I frantically spit on my hands to rub it away, peeling up the front of my long-sleeve shirt to wipe the red from my nose and forehead. My hands continue to quiver.


    Get a hold of yourself, I inwardly demand.


    It shouldn’t be this hard to calm down. How did I calm down during my first few weeks of being—


    Fantasies. That’s how I calmed down. I dreamt up imaginary daydreams where Lyom swept in and rescued me. Always Lyom storming in and keeping me safe, demanding that I be released. That’s how I made it through.


    I run a hand over my face again and it isn’t shaking as much as it was before. I didn’t even get to see him. I mean, I looked at him, I just didn’t see him. I suddenly hate myself for not looking closer. How will he star in my fantasies if I don’t even know what he looks like now? Has his hair grown longer? Have his eyes become brighter? Is he dirtier than he was when I last saw him? Somehow, Lyom always looks regal to me, as if he were the true ruler of the Afterlight Forest. And I suppose, as Anguis’ lackey, perhaps he’s the heir to the Forest’s hypothetical throne.


    I laugh, out loud and unashamed. I truly have gone mad.


    I know time is flying because the sounds of battle are growing almost muted and my ears are beginning to ring from the constant noise. I think that’s when I start to become worried—when I realize that neither side is winning. Because if Anguis cannot push past a few ridiculous taskmasters and only a few of Lyom’s trained men, then he is a pathetic dark master. Which can mean only one thing. They’re a diversion.


    I push off the wall and come to stand up. The minutes and hours fuze together the longer I stand in front of the bars. How long have the explosions been going off? Where is Lyom and which side is he fighting for? How long has Anguis had to search the prison camp and how long until he finds me here in solitary confinement?


    Warring thoughts come to life in my mind. On the one hand, I know I have to keep quiet, because if Anguis is walking these halls, searching for me, I don’t want to make it any easier on him. But on the other hand, I’d like to call out to one of the taskmasters and make him open the door. Maybe I’d even get a new, inexperienced one that would step two inches too close to me and I could snap his neck—or knock him out—before he could even realize I was reaching for the keys. Or, better yet, maybe the taskmaster would be someone I knew…


    I choke on a gasp. “Ulric!” I scream before I can think better of it. “Ulric!”


    I’m sure I could convince him to let me go if I had the proper time but now what would I tell him? I’m almost too weak to shout from my adventurous day and my knees are already wobbling from the strain of standing.


    My voice cracks. “Ulric!”


    I make my voice as loud as I can but it’s still drowned out by the shouts of guards and stomping feet and the bell and the gunfire.


    “Ulr—”


    And that’s when another explosion erupts.
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    “His very existence was improbable, inexplicable, and altogether bewildering. He was an insoluble problem. It was inconceivable how he had existed, how he had succeeded in getting so far, how he had managed to remain — why he did not instantly disappear.”


    — Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness


     


     


     


    It happens so fast I fail to even see where it comes from. An explosion goes off and dust flies up into the air. The force of it throws me down onto the ground, shoving all the breath out of my abused lungs. I hit my head on the stone and my vision sparks white, then red. Light gray powder covers the ceiling but I don’t move to see if it is on the cell bars, on the floor, or on me.


    Blinking, I try to find my voice. I suck in a breath and almost cough from the dust that is heavy in the air. Muted shouts and noises sound off close by.


    My fingers press into the chalk-covered ground beneath me and I work to push off the stone floor, squeezing my eyes shut against the painful headache that is coming to life. More muted shouts and pained cries.


    I roll onto my stomach, an easier position to get back to my feet. Using my elbows and knees, I work my way onto the soles of my weary feet, swaying ever so slightly as I stare at the back wall. When the ground shakes again, I have to brace against it, slowly turning around to see what’s happened.


    The entire world is covered in a blanket of gray-white ash or dust. My bars have been dented from where slabs of concrete have fallen against them as the floor in the corridor beyond caved in under either enormous pressure or another explosion. Bodies are strewn out among the debris, red the only other color seeping through the heavy white that reminds me of snow.


    I clutch the bars, leaning against them, putting weight on them in case the explosion jarred them loose. My heart leaps in my chest when I feel the give of the hinges. My breath hiccups and I stare in amazement for the longest time, too afraid to push again in case it was nothing more than an illusion.


    Someone in the jumble of bodies moans and begins to move and I freeze, glancing down at the face. It’s one of the taskmasters I recognize…one of the ones that hauled Krendel into my part of the mines. Also one of the ones that hauled him off me when he attacked.


    I look back at the bars, shaking them again. I hear the faint squeal of the hinges, dull in my ringing ears, as they try to separate from the frame. Frustrated, I hit the bars, hoping they’ll just collapse in front of me. No such luck. But their weakness isn’t going to be ignored.


    I take a look at the hinges, noticing how the tops have all been blown off by the explosion. The door is just too heavy to lift over them.


    I turn around, grabbing several slabs of broken concrete and hauling them towards the door. Crouching to the ground, I grip the bars and pull up as hard as I can. My muscles strain and my back hurts from the effort but I succeed in lifting it just enough off the ground that I can kick the first slab of concrete underneath.


    I shove away from the wall and collapse onto the floor again, trying to gather my strength for the second slab. I let out a heavy breath and shake my hands out, inwardly chanting, You can do this. You can do this.


    Moving forward again, I grab the next slab and push it up against the bars so it’s ready to be kicked underneath once I have the door lifted more. I brace myself against the door and grip onto the bottom of it, preparing to lift. The moment I’ve pulled it an inch above the stone, I hear footsteps coming my way. And they’re not the frantic running of taskmasters…they are slow. Calculated.


    I drop the door and stumble backwards, losing concentration. My heart pounds as I look around for any kind of a weapon. Can you kill the king of the Afterlighters? My breath comes out in huffs and I rub my eyes to get the dust away so my vision isn’t hindered when he appears around the corner.


    Fingers twitching, heartbeat spiking, and mind spinning, I wait in complete silence, drenched in gray dust. A thousand thoughts spin through my head as the footsteps draw nearer, taking their sweet time.


    Closer.


    Closer.


    A shadow appears on the other side of the hallway, moving silkily among the carnage. Anguis is the only thing I fear, other than my own past deeds.


    When the shadow becomes close enough to touch, I prepare myself for a bloody fight to the death, until familiar hands reach through the bars and grab me by the neck of my shirt. Panic lurches in my chest until eyes of honey brown stare at me, wide in shock and adrenaline but soft enough that my panic disappears.


    “Aerietta!” Prince Finnegan says. “Snap out of it!”


    I blink in confusion, lips moving to form Finn’s name but my voice can’t push the words out.


    He looks confused as he glances over me. “What happened? Are you—?” He looks over his shoulder at the debris and groaning taskmasters. “We have to get out of here. The diversion won’t keep them busy much longer. I have to say, I’m impressed with Cotton’s system down here. Too many tunnels. I thought I’d never find you.”


    For a minute, my thoughts stall as Finnegan grabs the bars and lifts the door off its hinges with ease. He lays it against the wall beside me and steps too close, hesitantly running a hand over my face and then my shoulders to make sure I’m not bleeding profusely from an open wound.


    I bat his hands away. “You’re with Anguis…”


    Finnegan scowls in bewilderment. “What? No. We’re against him. But we have to leave before Cotton gets back here. Come on, come with me.”


    I’m still shaking my head, not sure whether or not to believe my eyes. How much do I know about Anguis? Are his charms and glamours not so powerful that they could make me believe I see Finnegan when in fact I am staring into his eyes? Finnegan does look a little taller than I remember him…


    I see the annoyed defeat in Finnegan’s eyes as he sighs. “Oh, for the love of—,” he breathes, looking down the corridor. “Dominik!”


    For a moment, my thoughts trip over themselves. Surely Dominik wouldn’t have come with Anguis of his own accord. He’ll be in chains, dragged in by one of Anguis henchmen, with his face bruised and—Oh.


    Dominik steps around the corner, wearing leather armor that has been so dusted with white debris that it looks like he’s turned ice blue. Silver hair contrasts against olive skin but blends into the color of the dust blanketing him. He is not in chains, nor does he look beaten or battered.


    His eyes widen when he sees me and he almost trips over a piece of concrete. “Etta?”


    Finnegan claps sarcastically. “Well done, Dominik, exactly what I called you in for. We can continue our happy reunion later.”


    His hand grabs my arm and he drags me out of my cell. I just follow numbly, watching Dominik as he comes to walk beside me, his eyes soft as he looks over my appearance. I try not to think about the fact that I look like I was just dug up out of a grave. I want to stop and ask him where we’re going, what’s happening, and where Anguis is but Finn will have none of it. So Dominik settles for placing his hand at the small of my back and helping me along, and I hadn’t realized how weak I was until I lean back into his support, grateful for the assistance.


    “We’ll have to leave the others,” Finn says. “Take the tunnels out.”


    I’m confused, dying to ask what “others” Finn refers to, but my throat is so coated with dust and my lungs so rough from labored breathing that I’m not sure if I could force the words out.


    We stumble over broken objects and dead men, Dominik helping me walk and keeping me steady. I’m so disoriented that I am tripping every few minutes, and even with people screaming all around me and more explosions going off, I feel as though I’m going to pass out and hit the stone at any minute.


    “Finnegan,” Dominik calls, clearly sensing my exhaustion. “Where is that solution you brought?”


    Finn glances over his shoulder and curses under his breath.


    He takes the leather bag off his shoulder and sets it on the ground in front of me. Dominik eases me to the ground and I can’t help but lean into his chest for some sort of support. I feel myself losing my grip on consciousness. What a time to pass out.


    Finn’s hands fish around inside the shoulder bag for a long time before he lifts a syringe from the leather folds. I jolt away, nails digging into Dominik’s arms. He hisses quietly and barks at Finn to “do it.” I’m shaking my head as Finnegan moves closer, holding the syringe between two fingers.


    “Sorry, Aerietta,” he whispers.


    I’m still struggling to get away when he jabs it into the side of my neck. I don’t feel it at first until he begins to inject whatever the solution is into my system. Then I feel it. I struggle to get away but Dominik holds me still.


    “Calm down.” Finn says, rolling his eyes. “Where’s Ymkje when you need her?”


    Finnegan extracts the needle and casts it across the hall, the glass shattering into a million shards. He looks back at me, expecting me to turn a strange shade of orange or something, while I stare at him, one hand clutched against my neck where he’d stabbed me with the syringe.


    “We don’t have time to wait for it to kick in,” says Finn, grabbing my arms and hoisting me to my feet. “We have to make it to the escape tunnels before Cotton realizes that’s where we’re headed.”


    Still too disoriented to comprehend Finnegan’s words, I cling to Dominik, trying to shake off the remaining shock and force myself to remember where I am. Explosions. Dynamite. Finnegan. Dominik. Escape.


    Finn is already leading the way again, Dominik silently urging me along. I begin to shake my head before I’ve even realized why.


    “Lyom,” I stammer. “He’s here somewhere.”


    “Yes, I’m aware.” Finnegan answers, not glancing over his shoulder at me. “He just about killed me once or twice. I believe it is safe to say he knows I am not who I claimed to be.”


    “We have to get him! When Anguis comes—”


    Finn stops and faces me. “Aerietta, I know this is all happening very fast and I’m sorry we didn’t have time to let you breathe and explain the situation, but we’re in quite the hurry. I don’t suppose I need to remind you that a Riser cannot be killed, and I assume you do know what he is.”


    I swallow, nodding numbly.


    We turn the corner down a hallway I don’t recognize and come almost face to face with a taskmaster I immediately recognize. Dominik has already shoved me behind him and Finn is drawing a firearm from his belt when Ulric drops his battering stick and throws his hands up, a surprised but annoyed look on his face.


    “Whoa,” he growls, turning to look at me.


    “Wait,” I manage, blinking. “It’s Ulric.”


    Finnegan rolls his eyes. “So do I shoot him or not?”


    “Not.” I answer, pushing away from Dominik and walking up to Ulric. “There is no reason to shoot you, right?”


    Ulric shakes his head. “No, thank you.”


    I nod, feeling a strange, tingling sensation in my hands, as if they’re itching to do something. I look at Finn with suspicion and my vision begins to clear, along with my hearing and my senses. I cannot even describe the odd feeling coiling up like a snake in the pit of my stomach. Pre-battle jitters? Somehow, I cannot imagine that is the case, even after seven weeks of disuse.


    Finn winks, and it’s enough to make a girl faint. “That would be the adrenaline kicking in, beautiful. Our cue to get a move on.”


    Wonderful. Quay always warned me never to let men stick me with needles.


    “Alright, let’s move.” Dominik suggests. “Any idea where the escape tunnels are?”


    Finnegan glares at him. “Of course. I wouldn’t have volunteered to retrieve Aerietta with you unless I had memorized Kinecardine’s layout.”


    Ulric raises a brow even as something rumbles nearby. “Is that so? Well, then you must know the escape tunnels are the opposite way.”


    The smirk Finnegan flashes is all roguish. “We aren’t headed for the ones leading into the mountains,” he begins, a conspiring glance thrown towards Dominik. “We’re headed straight up into the heart of the battle.”


     


    We’re all insane. Ulric has made that perfectly clear. Why would we want to head up right into the heart of the battle? And Ulric has a good point. That does seem counterproductive. But after seven weeks of stale living, my adrenaline-filled body is aching for some action.


    I’m included in the “we’re all insane” statement.


    As we head for the tunnels, I flip the knives Dominik handed me over my knuckles, trying to get a feel for their weight and strength. Part of me says it’s been too long since I’ve held a knife while the other wants to put the knives down and declare that I never want to hold one again. Self preservation wins out and I keep them tucked close to my side.


    The closer we get to the tunnels that lead topside, the more chaotic the world becomes. Prisoners are running rampant, taskmasters not even caring to track them down. They are all too busy with other warriors. Warriors that move like sparks of light, fissuring in and out of one place like teleportation. I don’t need to ask Finnegan to know they’re his men—his army—and I certainly don’t need to ask if they’re Afterlighters.


    “Inside,” says Finn when we come to the heavy wooden door that separates us from the staircase that leads upward. I peek my head inside before stepping all the way through, looking up.


    Ulric pushes me out of the way and my frayed nerves almost have me slice his chest open but if he notices, he doesn’t show it.


    “If you’ll excuse me,” he says rudely, taking the stairs two at a time.


    Dominik and I are close behind him with Finnegan on our heels. The farther up the steps we run, the louder the sounds of the battle overhead become.


    “What’s going on up there?” I huff.


    Dominik keeps pace right behind me, close enough that I can feel his presence. It just occurs to me that standing right behind me is the Boy of the Elements. His ability is as much a mystery as mine is but I know he is an Afterlighter. It’s strange to think that we are the first Children that were born in the same lifetime. He is the Boy…and I am the Girl. What does that make us together?


    As if the connection was spoken into existence, I feel the cord strung between us grow tight as I take a step too far from him. I’m not sure I appreciate this connection.


    “Cannon fire,” says Dominik.


    That surprises me. “What?”


    “Finnegan is the prince of Belaroux,” he explains. “Little did King Dryden know that King Atwood was harboring Afterlight fugitives this whole time. There is a war coming, Aerietta, and the kingdoms are the battlegrounds.”


    Then it’s a good thing assassins thrive in war.


    Ulric stops when he gets to the door at the top of the steps. I nearly slam into him when he turns around but catch myself before I do.


    “This is your way out, then.” Ulric says. “You’re all loons.”


    Finn pushes his way to the front. “That may be true but we’re smart loons.”


    I frown. In what way does this plan seem smart?


    Finnegan lets out a breath, glancing at me, then to Dominik. “You’ll protect her?”


    Dominik nods. “You’ll ensure the Princess finds her mark?”


    Finnegan inclines his head. “I have it under control. Just get her to the Citadel.”


    My thoughts suddenly catch up to the conversation. Wait…Princess?


    “Ulric,” Finnegan continues. “Are you coming or staying?”


    Ulric snorts. “If you think I’m going to join your merry band of Afterlighters then—”


    “That’s a no, then.” Finn interrupts. “Can I trust you to never mention this encounter…ever?”


    Ulric grows suspicious. “Why?”


    Finnegan rolls his eyes. “Never mind.” Looks to Dominik. “Time to go.” To me. “Get hunkered down. We’re about to step onto an all-out war zone with gunfire, cannon fire, and a fair amount of arrows. Keep your head down, your eyes alert, and do exactly as Dominik says.”


    My jaw tightens. I’m not one to take orders easily, even when in the face of danger. And I certainly don’t like the idea of strutting out onto a battlefield without even knowing the plan. But I find myself nodding because standing around and arguing certainly isn’t going to get us anywhere, and so long as Dominik gets me away from this forsaken camp, I’ll follow him anywhere.


    “Good,” he says. “Best of luck.”


    Then the door opens.


    Dominik is pushing me out into the cold before my eyes can even adjust to the complete darkness. Night. It’s already night. How long has this battle been raging? Or did the Afterlighters have something to do with the sudden darkness?


    I wade out into ankle-deep snow, slipping on the ice beneath. Goosebumps rush over my arms and the cold steals my breath away. A notice would have been nice.


    Just as Finnegan said there would be, rifle fire is going off everywhere, and snow explodes in different areas where cannonballs have been launched. Some men shout battle cries, others scream as they’re shot or knifed. This is no small incursion and if Cotton isn’t already dead, he’ll know exactly what these Afterlighters have come for. He might even suspect that it’s Anguis’ men.


    Dominik’s hand stays on my arm as he guides me. We aren’t crouched like I expected we would be, or hiding from any taskmasters. In fact, we’re running right out in the open.


    What is Dominik thinking? Does he want to get us killed?


    Dominik slides to a halt behind a rock and pulls me close to him just before a cannonball hits the ground close by. My breathing is already spastic and my head hurts from the exertion but the added adrenaline forces me to remain alert.


    “Aerietta,” Dominik hisses, harsher than I’ve ever heard him speak before, even when I was trying to kill him. “Now is when you have to trust me.” He grabs my hands, which are still clutched around daggers, and shoves them to my chest roughly. “You have to go out there and make a scene. Make sure everyone knows you’re here. Cause a distraction. Alright?”


    I shake my head, confusion making it pound more than the exhaustion now. “What’s going on?”


    “I’ll explain everything later. Right now you have to go make a scene. Everyone has to know you’re here. Everyone.”


    My grip around the hilts tightens. This is the kind of action I wanted, isn’t it? I nod slowly and begin to move away from Dominik.


    Cause a scene. I’m good at making a first impression.


    Or a last one, considering the circumstances.


    I step out from behind the rock and see a taskmaster in front of me, battling another man. There’s something not quite right about the man. Something about his…eyes. They’re pink. Powder pink. I decide I’ll ask Finnegan about that later.


    Running up behind the taskmaster, I jump onto his back and drive the knife straight through his chest, dropping him to the ground just as I stand up and move on, not stopping for a thank you from the pink-eyed man.


    Moving like a storm, I slide across the snow-laden ground and break the taskmasters down the best that I can. I’m certainly not the assassin I once was, but I can still do damage. I’m nicked on my arm twice by different knives, hit over the head once by the hilt of a sword, and nearly decapitated at least one time — of course, that would have been the end of the taskmaster that attempted it.


    I’ve just downed all the taskmasters in my area when I’m thrown to the ground by someone. I hit face-first in the snow, my face burning from the intense cold.


    “Well, well,” seethes a recognizable voice. “What do we have here? The little birdie has escaped her cage.”


    Anger like a white-hot iron runs through my veins, making my vision turn red. I don’t know what made him think he was a skilled enough fighter to leave his dank dungeon but it was a mistake. And he’s about to realize just how grave it was.


    I brace and roll out of Eetu’s grasp, letting his weight carry him forward until he hits the ground. I’m on my knees in an instant, raising my dagger to strike him down, but he catches me by the wrist, turning his face up to see mine.


    If you saw him on the side of the street, you would never expect that he was a torturer. He has sandy blond hair like Finn’s and not a scar on his body. Dull, blue eyes that aren’t accustomed to the light stare up at me, one light brow arched in a question. He can’t be over forty years old. How did someone so young become so good at torture?


    “Not so fast, darling.” He winks. “Did you really think I was going to let you leave without a kiss good-bye?”


    I tear my arm away and kick him square in the chest, letting him roll several feet. He grabs a knife off his belt and holds it firmly in his gruesome hands, giving me a look that taunts. He’s skilled with his hands when it comes to massacring, of that I’m aware, and at the moment, I’m in no mood to waste one more second in Eetu’s presence.


    Eetu must think an epic battle is coming because he grins as if he has me right where he wants me. Good. Let that be the last thought in his mind.


    I flip one dagger up, tossing it high in the air, and Eetu falls for it, glancing up as the metal gleams in the moonlight. Then, when he’s distracted, all it takes is a hard flick of my wrist to send my second dagger straight into his skull.


    I don’t wait around to watch the life drain out of him and into the snow, just catch my dagger and sheathe it. Eetu was one of the many people in Evrallon that only darkens this world. Good riddance.


    Suddenly, just as I’m turning around, I hear a shot fired. Not even a half second later, the same bullet shot from the gun buries itself deep in my right shoulder. I feel the sharp pain but am thrown into the snow by the force of it, making me momentarily forget it. Of course, when I hit the snow and feel the burning sensation in my shoulder, like my entire body is convulsing with strange chills, I remember it.


    I groan, clamping a hand over the wound, biting down on my lip hard enough that I’m sure I’m drawing blood. Just another addition to my already-knockout appearance.


    A short man that has to be an Afterlighter from the way he’s perfectly proportionate, just tiny, runs by me, holding a sack of something black, like gunpowder, in his hands. He allows the bag to leak out in a line in front of me, drawing black in the red and white snow. I blink at him, trying to figure out what he’s doing. He’s just…leaving a thread of black powder in front of me in a semi-circle, the only way out behind me.


    My brows draw together. “Wha—”


    Then Dominik is at my side, grabbing me by the waist.  “Come on, come on. We have to go.”


    I cry out when I start to move and Dominik spots the pooling blood at my shoulder but isn’t concerned. “You’ll be fine; you’re not going to die. At least, let’s hope not.”


    I glower at him. “I know,” I bite. “But it still hurts.”


    He pulls me up off the ground just as smoke begins to rise from where the powder is all of a sudden burning. Everything happens so quickly that I hardly even think to ask what’s happening, just try to ignore the pain, even when Dominik insensitively but unintentionally grabs me by the shoulder to keep me moving. I hiss in pain and he flinches but doesn’t stop moving me away from the growing black smoke.


    “Time to make our exit,” says Dominik.


    He doesn’t allow me to stop. We’re running from the battlefield now, towards the mountainous terrain beyond. I look over my shoulder and see a flash of someone moving on our side of the smoke, laying something down, and then running. Just as he makes it clear, the smoke turns into an explosion, loud and filled with fire. It licks up towards the sky, engulfing whatever the man laid down in front of it. A taskmaster, maybe? There’s no way that flicker wasn’t an Afterlighter.


    “Keep moving,” Dominik says, pulling me along.


    I force myself to look ahead and it just occurs to me when I see the mountain range that I’m leaving. I am running away from Kinecardine on borrowed energy with a man I first loved then tried to kill. My past may be insane, but my future is more so.
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    “She hated war and liked soldiers—it was one of her amiable inconsistencies.”


    — E.M. Forster, Howards End


     


     


     


     


     


    When the adrenaline wears off and the dust settles, I’m left with a throbbing shoulder and only a vague recollection of the past several hours. I stare up into an unevenly-starry sky for a long while, spotting the constellations Dominik and I used to lay on our backs and name when we were in the Aerie. That seems like a million years ago.


    “Etta,” calls my former compeer.


    I turn my head slightly and see him walking towards me, trudging through snow at the base of a mountain. We’re nestled deep within a ravine, at the bottom of which is a river that is at a standstill, frozen under a thick layer of ice. That river is just outside the cave we’re holing up in now. The path Dominik led me down only about thirty minutes ago has not yielded another survivor since, but Dominik assured me they would be taking another route to this Citadel, and it was just going to be the two of us for the rest of the way there.


    The battle overhead, just above Kinecardine, died down about fifteen minutes ago, the sounds fading off. Now I don’t hear anything. No shouts, no rifle fire, no shing of swords. Just…Would it be strange to call it peaceful?


    I begin to sit up and groan when I feel the sharp pain in my shoulder.


    “Sorry about your shoulder,” says Dominik. “But it had to look real.”


    He crouches in front of me with a canteen of water. Set up in this little cave for our hasty getaway, it would seem. How thoroughly did Finnegan and his goons plan this?


    “Real?” I inquire, taking the canteen from him and downing several gulps.


    He nods. “It was my idea.”


    I pull the canteen away from my lips and watch him incredulously. “You suggested that I be shot.”


    “I suggested we fake your death,” he replies.


    I tip the canteen to him in a gesture of respect. “The smoke shield. The explosion…”


    “Right,” he explains. “We had a young Afterlighter girl die recently. Killed by one of the Cruel King’s knights. She was fae. Also had blond hair. I decided we should use her…so…,” He rakes a hand through his dark silver hair, matching eyes darting sideways, and I see the shame as plain as day in them. “Finnegan brought her along. When the smoke shield went up and they couldn’t see us anymore, he dropped the fae’s body there. She’ll be unrecognizable after that explosion. They’ll take one look and think that somehow, some way, the Girl of the Elements died.”


    “That all sounds very elaborate. But why? What do we gain from that?”


    “If they knew you escaped, they’d search these mountains night and day. They’d know you couldn’t go far, with you being as exhausted as you are. This was our way of keeping them off our tracks.”


    I let out a breath. So everyone now believes I’m dead, and they have a body to prove it. I cannot see how anyone could dispute it. “That was…genius of you, Dominik. To use the girl’s body, I mean.”


    I immediately regret saying it because that shame is back and he clears his throat, dropping his gaze. “Yes, well…,”


    I smile softly, hoping it brings some comfort to him. As I stare at him, I wonder how he could have betrayed me. Did he betray me? It all seems so distant now. Being captured, brought before the king, sent on my last assignment to kill Dominik Giovani. It was barely over two months ago and yet it feels like a lifetime has passed. Looking at him now, I cannot imagine him scheming behind my back to leave me.


    “Dominik,” I say, drawing his attention back to me. “You did the right thing. She would have wanted to be used for something like this. To help you escape.”


    That’s cruel of me to say, in a way. I don’t know what that poor girl would have wanted.


    Dominik offers me a lopsided grin. “Well, how does it feel to be dead, Aerietta Elony?”


    I can’t help but smile back in amusement. “You know, it feels oddly like being shot.”


    He chuckles, extending his hand to me. I offer him my uninjured one and he pulls me to my feet. “Come on,” he says. “Let’s get walking. It’s several hours from here without having to drag a half-dead assassin behind you.”


    I give him a mock dangerous look. “Watch your back, Dominik. I’m not as weak as I look.”


    “I know. Which is why I’m glad you’ll watch my back for me.”


    He leads out, shouldering a bag he picked up in the cave. I don’t know what’s in it other than the canteen.


    We march at a steady pace for a long time, only breaking every once in a while to drink from the canteen, then continue to move on. We’re making our way down the winding ravine and I wonder if we’re going to surface anytime soon.              


    I try to ignore the budding questions I have, reminding myself I can ask Finnegan and the rest of the Afterlighters whatever I want when I get back to the Citadel, but I somehow feel that the moment I step through whatever gates Dominik is leading me to, I’ll never be the same again. I don’t know what I’m walking into, what sort of fate I’m unintentionally accepting.


    “Dominik,” I whisper hoarsely as rays of dawn begin to peak over the top of the ravine’s ridge. We’ve been walking for three hours already and my legs are about to collapse beneath me.


    “Hmm?” Dominik reminds when I fail to ask my question in the several minutes passing.


    Shaking my head out of my scattered thoughts, I find the first and most important question I want to ask. “Why didn’t you tell me what you were?”


    I’m surprised at how weak my voice sounds even when asking an important question.


    Dominik is quiet for a long time before he rubs a hand over the back of his neck. “Quay told you not to tell anyone, didn’t he?”


    I blink. “That’s right,”


    “Well,” he continues. “I gave myself the same reasons Quay gave you. I knew the legends just as much as everyone else did. I knew I’d be killed if anyone found out.” He pauses briefly. “Or…they’d try to kill me, anyway.”


    I hesitate, chewing on the inside of my mouth. So many questions are still zipping around in my brain, scrambling to get out of my mouth. Everything I know of Dominik was in the Aerie but he was brought there, just like everyone else. Before the Aerie, he had a life.


    “Did you know?” I ask, not sure where it came from. “Did you know you couldn’t be killed when I came for you in Adaai?”


    “Yes.”


    Of course he did. It would seem I am the last to learn everything. “When?”


    “When I was young,” is the only answer he’ll offer.


    I have to admit, this closed-off Dominik is new and strange to me. He’s always been open and forthcoming, willing to supply any answers he can. I’m not used to short answers.


    “Were you ever”—I scrunch up my nose—“killed on an assignment?”


    He chuckles and the weight on my shoulders lifts ever so slightly. “Yes, many times. Of course, as you’ve discovered, my killers found their fate anyway.”


    In a twisted way, it makes sense. Dominik never liked killing but defending himself he was good at. Maybe he would continue defending himself until he slipped up and the opponent got the upper hand. Would it surprise me if all he ever did was allow his assignments to kill him, which would result in their own deaths?


    I know we must be getting close to the Citadel and I’m afraid that the moment I step through those doors, nothing will be the same. I will be all but stepping into the Forest, with Afterlighters at my every side, Dominik, Quay, and Finnegan the only familiar faces in the multitude, and chances are, the rest of my life will revolve around escaping Anguis.


    “I know what you’re thinking,” Dominik says.


    I huff out a cold breath, still shivering from the ice. “Do you,” I muse.


    He turns around and I nearly run into his chest, legs too frozen to respond quickly to my mind’s commands. His silver eyes are soft as he looks down at me. How did he get those silver eyes and that silver hair? He was poisoned, I know that, but who poisoned him? It was before he ever came to the Cannon.


    “Etta,” he whispers carefully, almost apologetically.


    I have to tilt my head to look up at him. Here stands Dominik, the man I trusted myself with almost my entire life. He’s had my back since the day he was assigned to my sect. And I know so little about him.


    His lips twitch up slightly. “They expect us to be heroes.”


    That wasn’t what I was expecting. “What?”


    “They expect that we know what we’re doing, we just don’t have our abilities yet. They expect us to save them from Anguis.”


    I feel a fist close around my heart. “No,” I say. “I can’t—we can’t.”


    “Etta, listen to me,” His hands grip my arms and I struggle not to wince with his fingers so close to the rifle shot in my shoulder. “It’s going to be fine. We just walk in with our heads held high, as a team, and they’ll believe it. We just have to get through this one day at a time. Starting with today and getting you the treatment you need.”


    I frown. “And the awakening? Or activation?”


    He shakes his head. “For another day.”


    Alright, I think. Dominik is right. One day at a time.


    He opens his mouth like he’s going to say more but then clamps it shut.


    “What?”


    “Nothing,” he answers. “Let’s get going. It isn’t far.”


    I nod mutely and cling onto the back of his shirt, allowing some of my weight to fall into him as we go back to walking.


    When we finally get to the point where Dominik tells me the Citadel is just around the bend, I feel all my nerves bunch up in my stomach, making it difficult to breathe, let alone think. The Afterlighters have expectations, too. I hadn’t really considered that. They expect us to be their saviors, to protect them from Anguis.


    Clinging tightly to Dominik’s shirt, we round the corner.


    I expect to see some grand entrance but all I see is more ravine. Dominik must see something different, though, because he halts along the wall, hand reaching out to steady me, before he begins knocking three times on the rock.


    Hollow rock.


    He pounds his fist against the rock again and I’m about to tell him that no one is going to answer it when he says, “Pulsate et aperietur vobis.”


    I blink in confusion, staring at him, but hear footsteps approaching from somewhere. From—behind the rock?


    A seal in the rock appears and suddenly, a door is revealing itself, pulling back from the rest of the rock face. I almost stumble backwards but Dominik is good to keep me close to him.


    When the door slides open all the way, I see one man standing there in the front of a tunnel that is dimly lit by candles that burn along the walls. He’s not a particularly interesting man and doesn’t look like an Afterlighter. He’s wearing the same leather armor that Dominik is, though, which makes me believe he is.


    Dominik inclines his head to him as we slide past him. “York.”


    The man’s lips turn up in a half smile as he glances over Dominik, then me. “Dominik,” he greets.


    I try to ignore the smile, knowing it’s probably mocking, considering my present appearance. Dominik grabs my hand and begins to pull me down the corridor and I struggle to look away from the guard.


    Dominik leads me through the hallway and I know we are headed into the heart of the Citadel. The closer we get, the more voices I hear, the more footsteps sound off in perpendicular corridors, and the more my own panic rises.


    “Stand up straight,” Dominik whispers.


    I frown. “What?”


    “Look strong when we walk in.”


    I chew on the inside of my mouth. It feels like deceiving these Afterlighters by trying to look like I know what I’m doing but haven’t I done this my whole life? I do as he instructs and stand up straighter, rolling my shoulders back, and keeping my chin held high. They’d never know I just walked out of an Evrallonic prison.


    At the end of the long entrance corridor that brought us deep into the mountainside, two double doors crafted of iron and wood are all that separates us from the rest of the Citadel. When we reach them, I want to ask Dominik to give me a minute to assess the situation and reaffirm myself of my own abilities but he is already pushing through the doors, entering the common room.


    Bright firelight burns in a pit in the center of the large room, chandeliers filled with candles hanging from the ceiling, with matching torchlight along the walls. There are at least a dozen Afterlighters standing and talking in the room, some seated on furniture. While some look normal like the sentry guarding the Citadel, others look almost fiendish with blue skin, protruding spines, or faces without noses.


    Don’t stare, I tell myself. But they’re Afterlighters! How could I not? I have never been able to see one and truly look at it. Most of Evrallon believes they don’t exist, yet here is at least two dozen of them, with hundreds more in other areas of the Citadel.


    One at a time, they all look up and notice our arrival as we walk through the common room, Dominik still pulling me along, leaving me little time to even get a good look at them. Some of them drop their jaws in shock when they see me while others just smile and wave, as if they’ve been expecting me for a while and are just happy we’ve gotten here safely.


    I want to stop, talk to them, because my curiosity knows no bounds, but Dominik won’t have it. He draws me to his side and hurries us through the common room, pushing into another hallway. The moment the doors are closed and my gaze with the Afterlighters is broken, I turn back and notice that there are several Afterlighters in the hall in front of me.


    “It’s alright,” Dominik whispers.


    My hand tightens around his arm. The Afterlighters glance up and see us. One of them is a young girl with red hair like fire. She smiles in excitement and almost bounces on her feet, waving at Dominik, and I can tell by the flash in her eyes that she knows him.


    He inclines his head, encircles his arm around my waist, and directs me towards one of the doors. It feels strange to be led by Dominik in such a real situation. Normally, I am the one leading him to the secret rooms. Only when we are on assignment, posing as a happy couple, did he take control and lead me. I remember the last time we were on an assassination together as a couple…it was in Helmfirth. At Anik Tere’s party. He was Haslett, and I was Sabel. We weren’t necessarily a happy couple—in fact, as part of the ruse, we pretended that we were struggling in our marriage. I feigned exhaustion at Dominik’s verbal abuse and he pretended to believe I was seeing other men. I’d always imagined that being a playactor would be painfully drab but Dominik and I had quite the amusing time playing the parts of an unrequited lover and her jealous husband.


    Now, Dominik reaches around me and twists the doorknob, opening the door for me. I slip inside the dark room and he closes the door. I close my eyes, feeling the black of the lightless room fall over my shoulders. I feel as though I could stand here forever, eyes closed, just trying to disappear. Then Dominik lights a match and disperses the darkness.


    “These will be your quarters,” he says. He sets the candle down on the dresser and moves to light the next one. “I’ll send the physicians in here for you, then I’ll be back to check on you.”


    The thought of allowing him to leave now is painful but I don’t see a way around it. “Is Finnegan back?”


    “Likely,” answers Dominik. “Speaking with his mother, I would wager. Queen Senora is…apprehensive. She does not believe wholly in our abilities and she is not one of your supporters, Aerietta.”


    I smile faintly. “Always inspiring to meet an admirer.”


    He sighs. “Yes, well, try to relax until the physicians get here. They’ll fix you like new.”


    “And then you’ll be back?”


    He nods. “Then I’ll be back.”


    He turns and leaves, closing the door behind him, and I quickly fall into one of the chairs. A sharp pain flies through my shoulder at the movement but I shove it from the forefront of my mind and do as he suggested—relax. It’s hard, though, with the constant pain in my shoulder and my whole body shivering from the cold. I’ll have to have one of the physicians light me a fire while the others stitch me up.


    It is close to twenty minutes before the door opens and several young doctors walk in. Two of them are women but the last is a man. The man and first woman look normal but the other woman has pale, blue skin, so light you’d almost think it was just ivory.


    They cut the shoulder of my shirt away and dab at the wound with alcohol, making me hiss in pain and try to pull away from them but they’re surprisingly strong.


    “Don’t worry,” whispers the blue-skinned girl. “We’ve done this a hundred times. You’ll be just fine.” She smiles then, and her teeth are tinted the same bluish color, but it’s still a warm, welcoming smile.


    Dominik comes to stand by the door and I see Finnegan with him. Dominik has one eye peeled on the doctors as they work on my shoulder even while he and Finn discuss something in hushed tones. When Finn’s gaze catches mine, a smile tugs at his lips and he winks, presumably his form of greeting.


    “They found the Princess?” Dominik asks.


    Finn looks away from me and nods. “And the red fires have been lit along the walls.”


    I flinch when the needle digs into my skin for the first time and the male physician apologies repeatedly. Briefly, I wonder if he thinks I’m going to kill him for causing me momentary pain.


    “What does that mean?” I ask Finn.


    He glances my way. “It means that young Dominik’s plan was a success. They found the body and have sent a message to Adandyrl, where the signal tower will see it and report to the king.”


    “And they won’t recognize that it isn’t me?”


    “No,” Dominik says, and that same shame clouds his eyes. “The body was unrecognizable.”


    I look at Finnegan. “Then how will they know it is me?”


    “From the fake Jezdah we had marked to her back,” he explains. “And from the wonderful performance the Swordmaster put on. He saw you shot down and ran right for you, but by the time he made it to the smoke screen, ‘you’ had gone up in the explosion.”


    The thought makes my stomach turn but there’s still a little whisperer inside me that says, He thought you were dead…and he ran to you! Yet somehow, that thought isn’t incredibly comforting either.


    I swallow the growing lump in my throat and nod. “So what now?”


    “Now,” Dominik says softly, “you rest. Today is about ensuring that you recover properly. You eat, you sleep, you regain your strength. Tomorrow, you will meet with Queen Senora and we’ll discuss our tactics.”


    I scoff. Sitting around all day doing nothing? Am I to just stay in my room, sipping off my silver spoon, while everyone else is worrying what they will do? Where they will go next?


    “No,” I say, then hiss when the doctor stabs my flesh with the needle again. “I’m perfectly rested. Just give me an hour to get cleaned up and—”


    “Etta, for once, please listen to me. You may have been my sect leader but this is not the Cannon. I need you to get the rest your body requires. We cannot afford for you to grow ill.”


    My hands clench and unclench as the physicians studiously ignore us, diligently going about their dressing and stitching.


    “Alright,” I concede. “But only for the day. Tonight, I want to know what is going on.”


    Dominik doesn’t seem pleased but Finnegan is willing to take it. “Wonderful. We’ll leave you to your own accord, then. I’ll have your meals brought to your room.”


    I nod even as I flinch again from the needle, skin sensitive to every jab. Dominik flashes me a fleeting smile before he follows Finnegan out of the room, closing the door. When a wall separates us, I feel the cord between Dominik and me snap and the tension seeps out of my body.


    The male doctor chuckles when he sees my shoulders relax. “Even you are nervous around them?”


    My gaze flickers to meet the doctor’s. At first I think he’s serious and he truly is afraid of Dominik and Finnegan but then I see a shy smile at the corner of his mouth. Nervous because they’re powerful, I suppose.


    I look back to the door, trying to ignore the feeling of alcohol being poured over the stitches by one of the female physicians. “Occasionally,” I admit.


    The blue-skinned woman dabs my shoulder off and takes a step back. “There you are,” she smiles. “Just keep it dry if you plan to wash yourself. There is ointment under the bandages that still has to seep in.”


    The male physician pats me lightly on the back before straightening up with the other woman. “It was a pleasure to assist you, Aerietta.”


    I chew on the inside of my mouth. They know my name. Charming.


    “Please call us if you have any discomfort.”


    Then they’re gone, leaving all their ointments and bandages. I’m left in complete silence, staring at the door, wondering what I’m doing here in the Citadel. Who is Queen Senora? Finnegan’s mother, of course, but who is she really? An Afterlighter? If Finnegan truly is the prince of Belaroux as he claims to be, then both his parents must be Afterlighters—Children of the Elements are the only ones that can conceive with a human.


    After about five minutes of allowing myself to adjust, I meander into the washroom to see that a fire is burning in the hearth, there, warming bathwater. I wonder absentmindedly where the smoke is channeled. Surely they don’t let it up into the sky—the guards at Kinecardine would follow it straight to this ravine.


    Deciding ignorance is bliss, I pull my filthy clothes off and throw them into the fire, not caring to watch them burn up in the flames. Flipping a switch that channels the water, I climb into the pool and feel the hot water rush over my feet. It burns the cuts on my ankles and legs, practically searing over the slices on my back, chest, and stomach. I sink into the water, keeping my shoulder out of it, but close my eyes. The water continues to rise, flowing around me, until I kick the switch off with my toes to stop it from overflowing.


    I don’t move for a long time after ducking my head underwater, forcing the tangled braid out. I let the soap that’s fallen into the pool seep into my skin to make me smell like a mixture of roses and an assortment of other flowers.


    Then, I take the bar of soap and begin to wash the Kinecardine off me. I thread my fingers through my hair and shake the dust and dirt from it under the water. I finally surface and rub the dirt and blood from my face frantically, wiping everything down the drain. Once I’m positive I’ve finally gotten all the grime off me, I pull the drain and step onto the towel. The cold air of the washroom surrounds me and my feet are freezing from the tile underfoot. I snatch a soft towel from the stand and wrap it around my body. I’m just beginning to dry out my hair when I turn around and catch myself in the mirror.


    I stop.


    Dark circles outline my dull eyes. My cheeks have sunken in so much you’d almost think I were a walking skeleton. My hair is much longer than it was before, hanging beneath my waist. I look like a ghost. Maybe I did die in Kinecardine.


    A raw scar rests on my left collarbone—a brand curtesy of Eetu. Just a circle with a stark K in the center, a symbol that will always remind me where Finn and Dominik pulled me from.


    I walk back out into my room and see the clothes laid out for me on my bed. A loose thermal shirt is folded atop soft trousers. I pull the clothes on and go back to curl up in one of the chairs. Somehow, it just doesn’t feel right to lay in a real bed. Across the room, I spot a pair of boots leaned against the wall. They’re worn and ragged, a man’s boots. I frown. I must have taken this room from someone else.             


    As promised, a meal is brought to my room by a young lady that can’t stop chattering. I try to smile with her and respond in areas I can but am relieved when she leaves.


    The meal is some sort of stew with a piping hot roll. I’m so tempted to eat it quickly but know that the faster I eat it, the more chance I have of vomiting it up soon, and that’s not an experience I want to add to the day.


    I’ve just finished my meal when a knock echoes through my quarters. I quickly get to my feet, ignoring the ache in my limbs, praying that I find Dominik behind the door. However, before I even have time to reach the handle, a young woman dressed in black and white enters, carrying a tray of assorted essentials. Her dark hair has been swept up in a bun behind her head and green eyes glisten brightly in the firelight room. The only things that tell me she is an Afterlighter are the runes drawn on the skin of her neck and arms.


    The young woman sees me staring and smiles. It’s the kind of easy smile I never would have expected to receive from her, considering that she is a servant, if the attire and tray indicate anything.


    “Miss Elony,” she greets with a charmed but weathered expression. She gestures to the tray in her hands. “I’ve brought you some things I pray will be useful.”


    I continue to watch her as she moves gracefully across the room, setting the tray down on one of the tables. I should be more friendly, thank her for bringing…are those chocolates? But my manners have left me. Actually, I suppose I never had them.


    Looking at me again, the maid curtsies. “My name is Lyda, miss. I’ll be your ladies’ maid. Help you get dressed and such. But it would seem you have already taken to that task yourself.”


    My gaze is surely wary. “You are an Afterlighter?” I cannot help but notice that the runes etched in black ink on her neck are similar to the ones Lyom used to sketch in his journal.


    “That I am.” She folds her hands together in front of her. “I am a pixie, ma’am. Born and raised in the Forest but rescued by Master Atwood not but five years ago.”


    The petite girl has a way of saying it that makes me believe she holds some sort of affection towards the prince. I suppose it’d be difficult not to; one almost always falls for one’s rescuer.


    “What do the runes mean?” I ask.


    Lyda’s lips thin ever so slightly, making it clear that she does not appreciate the interrogation, but she will soldier through it. “They are for different things. Some are healing runes, as I participated in a small portion of the battle. Others are permanent runes for speed and agility, as well as better vision.”


    And suddenly I want runes. I open my mouth to ask for them but Lyda quickly interrupts me, saying, “Before you request some for yourself, you should know that they do not work on non-Afterlighters, and being the Girl, you are not fully Afterlighter, nor are you fully human. It would not work on you.”


    “But they work on Risers?”


    Lyda sighs. “I have other duties to attend to, Miss Elony. If you should need anything, please don’t hesitate to let me know.” Then she turns around and leaves the room, closing the door with a soft click.


    Despite loving chocolate, I don’t touch the tray.


    My evening is nothing but sitting around and waiting for Dominik to come and collect me to go meet the queen and learn what exactly my purpose for being here is. Why Finnegan came to me in my cell in Adandyrl and promised to get me out. What do they need me for?


    When Dominik finally arrives, I’m so relieved that I jump off the bed. He chuckles.


    “Excited, are we?” he inquires.


    I roll my eyes. “You left me in a room this whole time with no other companionship than a pixie ladies’ maid who I fear I’ve already made enemies with. I’m ready for some entertainment.”


    I walk towards him and slip under his arm, stepping out into the hallway with my bare feet. When he follows behind me, he says, “Decided that taming your hair would be too much trouble for the queen of Belaroux?”


    I frown, feeling my messy, braided hair. I didn’t really notice and still cannot bring myself to care too much.


    “What should I expect?” I ask him.


    “From Queen Senora?”


    I nod. “You said she was not one of my supporters. Is it safe to assume I should expect a knife to be thrown at my head?”


    His mouth twitches. “She isn’t a fool, and she knows the Afterlighters need us.”


    Need us. Those are two words I’m not sure I’ll get used to. It’s laughable that less than six months ago, Dominik and I were just…Dominik and I. We were not the Boy and Girl of the Elements, not Afterlighters destined to destroy everything, just two assassins who had each other’s backs. How did it all change so quickly? How did we go from being those assassins to being something pulled straight from the history archives?


    “This doesn’t feel real,” I murmur.


    Dominik chuckles in response. “I feel the same.”


    “Was it coincidence that you ended up at the Cannon?”


    He raises a brow as if to ask if I really believe that. “There is no such thing as coincidence.”


    We break through the doors at the end of the corridor and stroll back out into the common room, which has around the same amount of people in it that there was before. Considering how many people I know to be in the Citadel, it surprises me that so few are here in the common area.


    “Where is everyone?” I inquire.


    “Different areas of the Citadel. The dining room, the kitchens, the entertainment hall…the Citadel is much larger than it would appear. These tunnels stretch deep into the mountain range.”


    I hum thoughtfully. “Entertainment hall?”


    Dominik smirks. “Oh, yes, you’d like it. Music, dancing, laughing…definitely your kind of scene.”


    I roll my eyes. “I’ll settle for the mapping room.”


    “Right this way.”


    Dominik brings me to another corridor which is sparsely traveled. He leads me up to a door at the end of the long hall that seemed it would go on forever. Kinecardine has nothing on this labyrinth.


    “How long has the queen been here?” I wonder aloud.


    “Not long,” answers Dominik. “And she will only be here for a little while longer. King Atwood is keeping up appearances long enough for the two of us to be…awakened…and then he plans to declare war on the Afterlighters.”


    He’s reaching for the door when I grab his hand, staring in shock at him. Surely I didn’t hear him correctly. Surely what he meant to say was that after we were awakened, we would reassess the situation and decide how to proceed.


    “I did not volunteer to go to war, Dominik,” I hiss.


    He clenches his jaw. “I know. I’m sorry. I should have made it clear to you before what was expected of us but…I’ll let the queen explain the rest.”


    With that, he pushes the door in, silencing my torrent of questions. I clamp my mouth shut and turn my attention on the room, immediately taking in the view. There is a long table crafted of dark wood that sits in the middle, a chair of gold at the head of it, where a blond-haired woman in her late forties or early fifties sits. Along the table are twelve chairs—six on one side, six on the other—but only ten are being occupied. I have to assume the two empty chairs have been left that way for Dominik and me.


    The conversation halts when the advisors see us, immediately standing, as if we’re royalty. I catch a glimpse of Finnegan standing in the corner of the room, now wearing less of a fancy getup. He’s in a simple, button-up shirt and dark pants with a leather belt slung over his shoulder. If one did not know better, one would think him to be just another Afterlight boy, not royal in any way.


    The queen, unlike her advisors, does not stand up. She tilts her head down, openly appraising me, and I almost wish I had done something to fix my hair.


    Almost.


    “Dominik,” the queen greets. “Good to see you made it back in one piece.”


    With the queen’s acknowledgement, the advisors begin to take their seats again.


    Dominik nods. “It’s good to be back in one piece.”


    She waves a hand at the chairs. “Please, you and your little…,” Her gaze sweeps over me and I see a spark of amusement in her eyes, “friend take a seat.”


    The way she says friend makes my fists clench. Why does it sound like a thinly veiled innuendo for something lewd?


    Dominik must not catch it because he walks around to the side of the table and pulls my chair out, nodding indiscreetly for me to take a seat. I cast a withering glare to the advisors without really meaning to, just trying to get a feel for who they are and what their intentions might be.


    I take a seat and Dominik pushes my chair into the table before sitting down, himself.


    “Aerietta,” says the queen, drawing my attention away from my clear study of the advisors. “I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure of meeting yet. My name is Queen Senora Atwood. And this is my son, Prince—”


    “I already know Finn—” I start, then chomp down on my lip. “—Prince Finnegan.”


    Queen Senora scowls. “Yes, I’m aware,” she says. “But forgive me if I’d like to introduce him myself.”


    I glance up at Finnegan, who doesn’t look embarrassed at the attention in the slightest. In fact, he has the audacity to wink at me! What a time for his boyish antics.


    “Now, let’s get on with it, shall we?” says Senora. “This gathering was called for the soul purpose of getting Miss Elony up to speed, so, Aerietta,” She shoots me a look. “You must have some questions for us.”


    Right. Questions. Judging by the look on Dominik’s face, I’d say he already knows what my first question is going to be.


    “Why am I here?” I say. “Why drag me all the way out of Kinecardine? You clearly aren’t thrilled to see me, so why go through the trouble of retrieving me? If it is so I can help you win a war then you are sorely—”


    “Don’t misunderstand my forthcoming attitude, Miss Elony,” the queen replies in a voice all-too-silky for the words slipping out between her teeth. “You may not be one of my subjects but you will respect me as a queen. Now. Do you care to rephrase your question?”


    I grind my teeth together. There is nothing I hate more than arrogant royals.


    “Why did you bring me out of Kinecardine?”


    She flashes me a tightlipped smile. “I think you already know the answer to that. So let us stop wasting time on ridiculous inquiries and get to the real question you are dying to ask. How do you put in your time, activate Dominik, and take your leave?”


    I pull my shoulders back. At least she is forthright.


    “Is that an option?” I question skeptically. “To take my leave once I activate Dominik?”


    The queen opens her mouth but it is Finnegan who speaks. “If that is what you desire. But we could use your help. Judging from your reaction in Kinecardine, I must assume you are already acquainted with our adversary.”


    I nod, because who else could he be referring to other than Anguis?


    “Then you know his power,” surmises the young prince. “The Forest is in the midst of civil turmoil. Anguis has risen to power and is finally making the Afterlighters choose sides. Most have chosen to fight for Anguis. The few that did not escaped the Forest, fleeing here and to Belaroux. The coming of the Children—of you—is what sparked the war. Our prophets believe that the coming of two Children means something significant, and Anguis’ actions would indicate he has the same inclination.”


    I lean back into my chair, trying to determine the mood of the room. The advisors—all much older than me—are very quiet and oddly stoic, as if afraid to make a peep when their queen is in the room. What purpose is there for advisors if they are afraid to make suggestions?


    “There has always been a choice for the Children,” I say at last. “From what I have heard, anyway.”


    The queen nods. “Yes, but two Children? This is the first it has ever happened, and Anguis wants to be the first to utilize your abilities. But make no mistake, he will not leave the comfort of the Forest—he will bring the Forest here. He will have the upper hand then…but not for long. As you said, the Children have always made a choice…and it has always been to serve Anguis. We hope to break that streak with Dominik.”


    I try not to flinch because that is what Queen Senora wants of me. She wants me to cringe knowing that she doesn’t have the faith in me required to believe that I could resist Anguis’ darkness. And I cannot blame her. I was born into the darkness and rather than being raised in the light of a palace, I was raised in the underground world of assassins. I learned since I was an infant the quickest way to decapitate a full-grown man, how to withstand multiple knife wounds and keep walking, and how to stare death in the face and tell it that it has never faced anyone like me before. I don’t blame her for expecting me to side with Anguis.


    The thing that unhinges me the most is knowing that this is an enemy I have never faced before. I have never had an adversary that was an Afterlighter. I know nothing of Anguis’ power, though Finnegan suspects I do, and I would not know how to stop him. If he raised Lyom from the grave and turned him into his Riser, then how long has he been alive? Longer than Lyom, absolutely, but was he around when the first Girl was born? Assuming the legends are correct, she sided with him, which is what caused so much destruction.


    My fingers curl around the chair’s arms. If Anguis plans to bring the Forest here, then what point is there in me activating Dominik and then leaving them to fight for the kingdoms? Anguis will find me somehow; it seems he always does. But the idea of staying and willingly fighting in a war I never wanted to have any part in…


    I look at Dominik, well aware that the entire room is waiting for me to make some kind of response, but I ignore their gazes. Dominik was meant to be a Child—he embraces it. Perhaps he will be the first Child to resist Anguis. He is too righteous for his own good. I’ve never understood why Quay insisted he would be such a valuable assassin. Now I am beginning to believe that something in him knew all along—that he somehow had some inkling of what Dominik was capable of.


    The queen clears her throat and I know I’ve been staring at Dominik. I force myself to look away. “So, Miss Elony, are you prepared to ask the question of the century?”


    I nod weakly. “How do I activate Dominik?”


    Senora’s smile spreads over her face as if she has already won the war and has been proclaimed sole monarch of the kingdoms and Forest. “It is a ceremony, if our prophets and scholars are to be trusted. A prayer. Really nothing at all, more superstition than hard truth. The one thing we know must be present is the one thing we do not have.”


    My brows draw together and somehow I sense there is a twist coming. “And what is that?”


    Senora’s gaze flits to one of her advisors and the charcoal-haired man clears his throat and scoots closer to the table. “It is called a Tablet. The Tablet, actually. It is a small stone with ancient writing on it, supposedly given to the first Child of the earth by the Branch, himself. There is some sort of scripture engraved in it.”


    At one point I would have called all of this superstitious nonsense but after coming face-to-face with pure evil, I’ve decided to have a more open worldview. “And where is it?”


    The advisor glances to his queen, expecting her to answer, I assume.


    “At the Keep,” Finnegan answers. “King Dryden’s predecessor recovered it when an ancient temple was discovered. It remains there. Now, getting into the Keep won’t be the entire problem…it will be actually recovering the Tablet.”


    Even the mentioning of Adandyrl’s castle makes me cringe. It would figure that the Tablet is there, though. Why would Anguis make it easy on us now?


    But something about this—about a stone with ancient writing on it — seems all-too-familiar. I spent several days in the Keep before I left on assignment to Adaai…how possible is it that I came across it? Perhaps in a glass box, presented as a trophy, or even used as a broach for King—


    My train of thought crashes to an abrupt end when I recall exactly where I saw this Tablet. I’d thought it strange at the time but never really have given it too much thought.


    I close my eyes, wishing for some odd reason that I hadn’t remembered its location.


    “Haraya,” I say. “It hangs around the princess’s neck.”


    When I open my eyes, Finn inclines his head, the smallest of smiles at play on his lips. “Exactly.”
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    “The manner of his life was of no importance. What affected her was that he had once been young. That he had grown old, and was now dead. That was all. Youth and vigour had come to that. Youth and vigour always came to that. Everything came to that.” 


    — Arnold Bennett, The Old Wives’ Tale


     


     


     


     


     


    Exactly. Exactly. Because how could Haraya   not be  the key to all this? Even though I knew it was coming, it’s hard to hear Finnegan say it with such finality.


    This is not good news. Not only will we have to infiltrate the Keep and get past all its inner security, but we will have to slip past Haraya’s own personal bodyguards, which will probably be Lyom’s men. Then we’ll have to take the Tablet right off Haraya’s neck. She’ll be lucky if I don’t accidentally slit it in the process—my hands are so spastic these days.


    Nevertheless, I try to make it seem like a simple, in-and-out excursion, the way I did when I was on the hunt for Dominik.


    “Alright,” I say after a few moments of uncomfortable silence. “This is doable. I can worry about getting the necklace from Haraya if others can entertain the sentinels in the Keep. A diversion perhaps. And there will have to be a diversion outside the Keep as well to ensure that there isn’t an excessive amount of guards standing—”


    “Excellent thought, Aerietta, but I don’t believe your strategizing will be necessary,” Queen Senora says with bite.


    I scowl at her. So she doesn’t want me to infiltrate the Keep as I had expected.


    “If you fear I’ll kill the princess out of spite—”


    “On the contrary,” she interjects. Clearly the woman is incapable of allowing me to finish a thought. “I am more concerned that your past…,” She fishes for the word, a small smile tugging at the corner of her lips,“dealings with Swordmaster Livingstone may cloud your judgement, and I would hate to see our only Girl recaptured by Evrallonic servicemen.”


    I openly gape. Not because I am offended that she questioned my capabilities, but because she implied that I would jeopardize this incursion by straying too close to Lyom. I’m not sure if my hands are shaking because of exhaustion or the amount of anger washing through me right now.


    “You…,” I start, then don’t know how I planned to finish that statement. “I am perfectly capable of retrieving that Tablet. And who else with you knows the Keep? And don’t say your son because we both know you will not send him into a hive of Evrallonic swordsmen.”


    The queen tilts her chin up. “I sent him to Kinecardine, did I not?”


    Finnegan rolls his eyes. “You did, but that was only because you knew that besides perhaps Dominik, I was the only familiar face she would trust.”


    Queen Senora shoots a withering glare to her son though I hear in her tone that she is talking to me. “I am not going to risk losing a vital player in this game if your sense of judgement is lacking.”


    I straighten. “Then Dominik is not going either?”


    She looks at me. “No. He is staying here, where we can protect him until he has been awakened.”


    When I send a glance to Dominik, I know he was not consulted in this matter before the queen decided it—he wants to go as well. For a different reason than me, of course.


    “You’ll need us,” I say to Her Majesty. “You’ll need us both if you want to infiltrate the Keep.”


    “On the contrary. We have a brilliant strategy for getting inside and we have Azmar’s newest breed of assassins, in case you have forgotten. I think we are quite prepared.”


    I can’t help chuckling and rolling my eyes. “If you believe all of Quay’s assassins equal the two of us, please ask him. I’m sure he will side with me.”


    I know the queen agrees from the look in her eyes but she is a stubborn woman and doesn’t say a thing for a long while. She tilts her chin and looks down her nose at me. “And why do you want to be among those that infiltrate the Keep? What do you gain from it?”


    “Nothing more than pure adventure.”


    Brown eyes flit to her advisors. “Do I hear objections?”


    Of course not. Because without being spoken to, these men are like statues, just nodding their heads fervently whenever the queen asks their opinion on a matter.


    “Alright,” she concedes, but her brows are still furrowed and her mouth forms a tight, straight line. “You’ll be allowed to join the incursion party. And if Dominik would like to go, then we trust his judgement.” But not mine, evidently. “You’ll need to be briefed on the strategy. I can perhaps arrange for something in the early morning hours—”


    Finnegan tucks his hands into his pockets. “That won’t be necessary, Mother.” He straightens his back and moves off the wall, strolling towards where I sit. “Allow me to explain the plan to her. I’m sure she has plenty of other questions as well and I am less likely to bite her head off should she feel the need to ask them.”


    I scoff too loudly. I am not worried about the queen biting my head off. I can handle my own. Besides, when have words ever hurt me? Other than Lyom’s. But Lyom’s don’t count.


    Queen Senora scowls and a message crosses her eyes, one that Finnegan receives but I do not. “Alright,” she permits. “Ensure that she knows everything on our strategizing. I’d like her to begin reconditioning immediately, as soon as she has had a full night’s rest. Perhaps Dominik can assist in that area.”


    I see the tips of his ears turn bright red and I find myself mesmerized by that. He can be embarrassed so easily. But I would rather it be him helping me to readjust than Quay—Dominik has always been a more forbearing instructor.


    “Very good.” Finn says, patting me on the bad shoulder. I duck out of his touch and wince at the dull pain vibrating into my arms. “She’ll be in the conditioning area early tomorrow morning.”


    I assume that was Finnegan’s way of dismissing himself because he pulls me from my chair and begins escorting me towards the door. I start to ask why Dominik is staying but think better of it, knowing my judgement would probably be called into question again. I roll my eyes at the thought.


    Closing the door behind us, Finnegan relaxes his shoulders and I practically see the tension rolling off his back in waves. Had he been uptight in there? In his mother’s presence? I hadn’t noticed. He seemed so relaxed, leaned against the back wall with his hair tussled and boyish grin set in firm on his face. Perhaps that was more a front for Senora.


    “Well,” he breathes. “That went better than expected.”


    I crook a brow. “And what did you expect?”


    “I knew my mother would say everything she did, but I must say I’m surprised you had the restraint you did,” he admits. “You aren’t one for subtlety.”


    “So you knew she would accuse me of making irrational decisions when around Swordmaster Livingstone?”


    He shrugs. “I assumed she would. Questions arose in the Keep when one of the Swordmaster’s men mentioned that the two of you had grown closer on the assassination.”


    Carnahan, I think. That filthy, illegitimate slug.


    “How do you know what rumors are spread throughout the Keep?”


    A wily grin spreads across his mouth. “That is part of our strategy, dear Miss Elony. We have a man in the Swordmaster’s own company. You shall need to find him upon entering the Keep. He will be of great use to you. And I am most certain he will be ecstatic to see you alive and well.”


    Somehow I cannot imagine that Lyom would let something like that slip his notice. “And he is how we plan to get in?”


    “Nonsense. That would never work. However, he informed us that the king is calling a spontaneous gathering that all the record keepers, governors, and wealthy political advisors are invited to. A ball, as fate would have it. A masquerade ball. That affair will commence this upcoming Friday and will not end until that Saturday night. By Saturday night, of course, everyone will be boiled as geese—including the servicemen—and will be caught unaware. We can easily slip in and retrieve the Tablet. You will slip in, maneuver as a guest, and no one will be the wiser.”


    My brain is running in circles, attempting to find some way to prove that this plan won’t work, but it all seems to make sense. The king does love his socials, and it’s been said that no one leaves them without being completely intoxicated. And I cannot help but be a little excited about the prospect of yet another masquerade ball. King Dryden has always loved enigma but for some reason I get the notion that it could not be coincidence that the last ball I went to in Erod was also one involving masks.


    “This,” I say, allowing the idea to roll around in my head a few minutes more. “This could work.”


    Finn winks. “Of course it can work. You give me too little credit.”


    But what about Lyom?


    The unspoken question drills at my teeth, demanding to be set free. How do we get past Lyom? Don’t they realize what he is? That he is everywhere? Lyom doesn’t get drunk. He is not the kind of swordsman to sit around a table, laughing with the king, drinking himself to the point of unconsciousness. Perhaps Carnahan, the lousy scum, but Lyom has too much regard for his senses.


    I’m not actually sure where we’re walking. Finn just keeps moving as though he knows where we’re going. I assume he has some sort of plan in mind as opposed to just wandering the halls. I hope so, anyway.


    “How do you plan to get into the Keep?” I ask.


    He clears his throat, scratching the back of his neck. “We do have a slight problem there. Originally, we’d planned to go in through the drains, make our way beyond the Keep’s walls that way. But then our inside informant sent word that something had happened at the Keep. A murder, as it would turn out. One of their archivists was found dead in a storm drain just inside the Keep, which will obviously tighten security. We are currently devising new ways to get inside.”


    Murdered? I wouldn’t put it past King Dryden to kill an archivist that gets on his bad side but to leave him in a storm drain to rot? No, he would have taken credit for the handiwork and given an explanation for the archivist’s death. Which means that someone else killed the archivist. Of course, Finnegan already suspected that. It would appear the Keep has its own problems to solve at the moment. Well timed, Finnegan. Well timed.


    “So far our alternative plan was to have several of our men posing as guests, as they would not so easily be recognized. They would leave the kitchen doors unlocked for you to slip in dressed as one of the court’s ladies. It’s not a marvelous plan but it is the only plan we have.”


    “No, no,” I agree. “Marvelous plan if your objective is to wake up in one of the dungeons beneath the Keep. Lyom can sense Afterlighters.”


    “We are aware of that. He is included in the ‘everyone will be boiled as geese’ statement.”


    I shake my head. “He won’t. He might drink some but…he won’t get drunk.” I smirk at him. “I suppose that is all the more reason to allow Dominik and me to be the ones to actually infiltrate the Keep.”


    Finnegan chuckles. “You’re clever. You think you can do everything on your own? I have heard of you doing some fairly risky things but infiltrating the Keep by yourself with only Dominik at your side? I don’t recall you ever doing anything that foolish.”


    “You’re right,” I admit. “We’ll need a distraction, still.”


    “We can take care of that. You just worry about eluding the Swordmaster and getting that Tablet away from the princess.”


    Ugh. Even the thought of her is sickening. Every time she is mentioned, I can’t help but see her face buried in the crook of Lyom’s neck, her lips grazing his shoulder in a deliberate kiss even as she spoke. Even the unfeeling, uncaring Swordmaster had to get chills when she did that. She has had her entire life to perfect the art of quiet seduction. She has mastered the ability to know exactly what to say, how to say it, and how to behave while saying it. The only thing I have truly mastered is watching a man bleed out and naming the exact moment I have claimed his soul.


    “I can handle that,” I say, attempting to keep the venom from my tone but know it’s dripping from my lips anyway.


    He grins. “I figured you could.”


    We turn the corner and Finn pushes a door open, allowing the din of the room beyond to filter into the corridor. He strolls in easily but I hesitate, gaze sweeping over the entire room. Men, women, and children alike are eating at different tables set up around the room. Some of them look normal but others…others look like something drawn straight from a horror novel with horns on their shoulders, scales starting at their hands and licking up to their necks, and eyes either too big or nonexistent.


    Now is when I truly begin to comprehend my current situation. I am only just beginning to realize the new world I have been thrust into. And whether I like it or not, I am no longer in control of my destiny. If I am required to fight, then I will end up fighting. If I am required to lead the charge in this war as the Girl of Elements, then I will likely end up leading the charge. It would seem that I was never in control. Every decision I’ve made thus far was not really mine. Every step I have made was leading me here, to some abstract fate I have not even learned the extent of yet.


    Finn looks over his shoulder and must notice the realization washing over me because that sarcastic grin is gone, replaced by a softer smile. Even Finn is different. In the Keep, he seemed like your run of the mill roguish prince with his own agendas. Now he is an Afterlighter. What kind of Afterlighter I am still not sure but nevertheless, he is one of them.


    No. He is one of us.


    He extends his hand. “Come on. You must be hungry. We’ll get you something to eat then take you back to your room.”


    I follow him hesitantly, still watching the Afterlighters with veiled suspicion. I know so little about them. I know that they were pushed into the Forest long ago, and that Anguis is their leader of sorts. I know there are different races of Afterlighters, just as there are different races of humans. There are nymphs, goblins, fae, imps, mermaids, Children. But how does their magic work? Is it so strong that you can see it? Is it just a faint feeling?


    Finn brings me up to the counter where he grabs a tray, handing it to me. It isn’t the stew like it was earlier. This time, it’s some sort of meat. I wonder distractedly how they get the meats down here. Is there a hunter or a trader that leaves the Citadel on occasion to fetch new supplies?


    Finnegan pulls a chair out for me and I take a seat, laying my plate in front of me. I pick at the vegetables on the tray, examining the meat. Not because I’m not hungry but rather because I have other things absorbing my thoughts.


    “What sort of Afterlighter are you?” I inquire.


    Finn, who I realize is watching me, raises a brow. “Now you ask?”


    I shoot him a glare. “Finn.”


    “I’m fae,” he answers. “So is my mother and my father.”


    “And what does that entail?”


    He grins. “Are you picturing iridescent wings and glittering dust? Because I can assure you, we aren’t that kind of fae. As you have probably noticed, I’m surprisingly human-sized.”


    I roll my eyes.


    “Okay,” says Finn, “but in all seriousness, the fae are likely not what you are imagining. We do not have wings, we do not glisten, we only work in magic. Spells, charms, glamours, whatever you wish to call them. We’re the masters of them. Well…apart from perhaps the warlocks.” His eyes glaze over and I know he’s left this cafeteria and is recalling past grievances. “Those corruptible—”


    “What do you know about Risers?”


    The question is out there before I even know who asked it. For a moment I almost think it was me and I inwardly chastise myself for asking a question like that when my sense of judgement has recently been called into question, but then I see the child standing across the table from us. He wears a newsboy cap pulled down over his eyebrows, chin tilted up so he can see out from underneath it. Judging by his workman’s clothes, I would have suspected he was a blacksmith or maybe even a carpenter. Maybe he was before he came here.


    Finn must recognize the boy because he grins, eye twitching in one of those incandescent winks of his. “And why would you want to know anything about Risers, Donner?”


    The boy gives Finnegan an annoyed look. “I’m not deaf, Prince Finnegan. I overheard one of the nymphs mentioning the Riser.”


    My back goes rigid and I know if I could see myself, I would be as pale as a ghost. Even though the child is still talking and I know I’ll want to hear whatever it is Finnegan has to say about the Risers, I cannot bring myself to listen. My gaze is frantically searching the room. What on earth am I looking for? Creatures with nasty fangs dripping with blood? Eyes of pure white and mouths twisted in devious grins?


    “Where are they?” I interject, knowing I’m cutting the boy off mid-sentence.


    He looks startled, as if he just realized I was sitting here. If the look on his face is any indication, he knows exactly who I am, and unlike everyone else, who watches me with quiet awe, he looks a tad bit fearful.


    “Pardon me?” Finnegan says, frowning at my behavior.


    I stand, pushing away from the table. I’m causing a scene. I should stop.


    I don’t.


    “Where are the nymphs?” I hiss.


    Finnegan slowly rises to his feet. “Aerietta, calm down. Speak to me.”


    I slap his hand away from me before it can even rest on my forearm. No. I am not speaking to Finnegan—this doesn’t concern him.


    “Where are they?” I bite out again.


    Donner just shakes his head. “I’m not sure. Probably gone to bed. They’re just gossipers, Miss.”


    Gossipers? My hands curl into fists. Is that what these Afterlighters think the nymphs are? Just harmless, little gossipers? It was the nymphs that killed Northam! And by their killing him, distracted his twin brother, who had no hopes of defeating Quay’s trained assassins on his own!


    “Where are they?” I scream.


    By now, everyone is watching me. Not the best first impression but I can’t bring myself to care.


    Finnegan’s arms swoop around me and hold my hands to my chest. “Aerietta, darling,” he whispers in my ear. “We’re going to head back to our quarters now, hmm? We can talk all about the nymphs on the way there.” I feel his grin against the side of my face as he looks up to the others. I’m sure it’s meant to be a reassuring grin. “She’s just a bit frazzled! Nothing to worry about. Her sanity will return with her health.”


    Oh, I could absolutely kill Finnegan in this moment.


    He all but drags me from the room, forcing me to walk like a civil lady when all I want to do is claw his eyes out for shutting me down like that. He has no idea what the nymphs have done. He has no idea that they killed all of Lyom’s swordsmen. Or does he? Is it possible that was their plan all along? Was that when Finnegan was going to get me away from Lyom? There’s a sickening thought.


    When we’re a safe distance away from the cafeteria and in an untraveled corridor, he releases me. “For heaven’s sake! What on Bodeman’s vessel are you doing? Do you want them not to trust you? For my mother to have another reason to question you?”


    I shove him a few steps back. “The nymphs killed Gresham and Northam!”


    His brow creases. “Who?”


    “Lyom’s swordsmen! They killed them!”


    “Aerietta, you’re not making any sense. The nymphs killed them?”


    “They killed Northam, and Gresham was so heartbroken he…he wasn’t focused when Quay’s men attacked. You sent them after us!” I exclaim.


    He lifts his hands to placate me. It won’t work. “Okay, listen. I didn’t send the nymphs, and I didn’t send Quay—my mother sent him. But the nymphs? Those weren’t ours. We have three nymphs that have taken shelter here at the Citadel. That would be Josa, Cylin, and Mera. They have been with us the whole time. Do you recall when we mentioned that Afterlighters have chosen sides, the same as you and Dominik will have to? There are plenty of nymphs that sided with Anguis. What makes you believe it was our nymphs?”


    I glower. “It doesn’t matter which nymphs. They all have blood on their hands.”


    The smallest of wry smiles tugs at the corner of Finnegan’s mouth. “More blood than on yours?”


    I flinch but I have no right to be offended because if I’m being honest with myself, Finn brings up an excellent point. Who am I to hate the nymphs that killed Northam when I, myself, have slaughtered so many more just like him?


    “They killed him,” is all I manage, and even that is a weak whisper.


    Finn approaches me almost cautiously. “I know you’re frustrated, and you have a right to be, but use that frustration against Anguis, not against the Afterlighters that have come to us for help.” He finally reaches me and claps his hands against my arms. “Let’s just get you back to your quarters then.”


    I nod in a daze, allowing him to take me by the hand and lead me back towards my quarters. When we reach the door, Finn stops and puts his hand on it. I’m about to push through him, ready to get this day over with, when he puts a hand up to stall me.


    “Before you go in,” he says, “you need to understand something.”


    I shake my head, swallowing. “I don’t want to talk about the nymphs anymore.”


    “It’s not the nymphs.” He pulls my hand away from the knob. “It’s about Dominik. Now, there has been some…speculation about your relationship, and…well…,”


    I roll my eyes, entirely through talking to Finnegan. “Get to the point.”


    “The Afterlighters believe you’re a couple.”


    Whatever I was expecting him to say, that was not it. I scowl at him. Could this evening get any better? “You’re joking.”


    “Hardly.” Finnegan answers. “You’re the Girl and he’s the Boy. They just assumed the two of you were going to fall madly in love, or already had.”


    I feel a headache coming on. This has to be nipped in the bud but unfortunately, I don’t have the willpower to deal with it tonight. “I cannot deal with this now. We can talk about it more in the morning.”


    I move to push past him and Finnegan frantically tries to stop me, grabbing at my hand before I open my bedroom door. “Aerietta, wait! Dominik is in there!”


    I hesitate. Oh, he must be jesting. Ha, ha, very amusing. Quite the little prankster.


    “Why?” I ask.


    “They’re his quarters. Until we can find you a new room,” he explains. “I know you don’t want to deal with this tonight but I expected you wouldn’t be quite so disinclined to the idea.”


    I let out a long breath. “Finnegan, the whole arranged-love-to-inspire-some-great-movement thought is so abhorrent to me at this point, so forgive me if I don’t leap at the idea of my contrived interests.”


    With that, I leave Finnegan standing in the corridor, marching into my—well, Dominik’s—quarters and slamming the door behind me. I’m not quite sure what I expect to see inside the room but it certainly isn’t Dominik curled up on the settee, his silver hair disheveled and stark against the dark green fabric, dressed in loose trousers and an incorrectly-buttoned shirt.


    I stand with my back to the door for a long while, not daring to move. He looks too peaceful, but then Dominik has always looked peaceful. One arm is thrown over his eyes, the other hanging off the side of the settee. His chest expands with each slow breath. When did he fall asleep here? Surely it couldn’t have been more than ten minutes ago. He must have left the strategy room as soon as I did, heading for his quarters.


    Then something the queen says suddenly makes sense.


    Perhaps Dominik can assist in that area.


    She hadn’t been referring to the reconditioning at all—she’d been thinly veiling an innuendo about my “full night’s rest.” I scoff, breaking all serenity the moment holds. I walk around Dominik and head for the washroom. Once I’m there, I snatch a piece of leather and tie it around the bun atop my head. With my hair out of my face, I lean closer to the mirror to examine my injuries closer. I see the bruises lining my jaw and beneath my eyes. There’s a slight cut at the corner of my jawbone. Interesting. I didn’t feel it. Neither did I feel the purpling bruise above my brow. My cheeks are still sunken and I have a hard time even remembering what I looked like before Kinecardine.


    I’m filthy. Even after a long bath, I’m filthy. I may never wash Kinecardine off completely.


    I cup water in my hands from the basin and splash it on my face. Now is not the time for self pity.


    Just what have I gotten myself into here? The Afterlighters expect some kind of savior—perhaps even a new ruler. That would explain why Senora was so hostile towards me. She probably sees me as a threat to her rule.


    Water trickles off my bruised jaw and drips back into the basin. I finally open my eyes, startling when I see Dominik standing in the doorway in the reflection.


    “Sorry,” he says, immediately turning around. “I heard you come in and just figured I should give an explanation for why…I’m in here.”


    “No need.” I clear my throat. “Finn already explained.”


    He nods too many times, looking at his feet while he pockets his hands. “I know this isn’t what you want—”


    I growl. “What I want is for other people to stop telling me what I want.”


    I clamp my mouth shut when I see Dominik flinch, eyes closing in a cringe.


    “I’m sorry,” I amend. “Dominik—I’m just a little uptight right now. There is too much going on for me to deal with this. We’ve shared a room a hundred times before; this won’t be any different.”


    His gaze lifts to meet mine and I feel a pang of guilt when I see the instant easiness in his liquid silver eyes. “It will be just like any other assignment, right? Haslett and Sabel all over again.”


    I smile faintly. “No. Because this time, we get to be Dominik and Aerietta. They will never know the difference.”


    I move past him, walking back into the bedroom and blowing the washroom candle out on the way. I slip under the covers and lay my head down on the pillow. The mattress practically engulfs me and my bones scream their approval. It’s been over three months since I slept in a real bed.


    I hear Dominik moving back to his settee. “Don’t even think about it.”


    He pauses. “I’m giving you space.”


    “When have I ever really wanted space?”


    I know we both know the answer. I’ve never wanted space from Dominik. He has a sort of calming presence that allows me to relax so much quicker. He makes me forget all the horrible things I’ve done, allows me to fall asleep knowing that someone has my back. I can’t really say that about anyone else.


    After a few minutes of awkward silence, he ambles towards the bed and lays down, careful not to get under the covers. He lays on his back, staring up at the ceiling, and I look at his profile as I lay on my side. He’s changed so much, but his profile hasn’t. The little subtleties like how perfectly straight his nose is, or the little dimple in the bottom of his lower lip—they haven’t changed.

    It amazes me, how I used to believe I loved him. In a flash, I recall the night I believed he betrayed me. Just before that, he’d kissed me. Even in the heat of battle, I’d thought, Can this really be happening? As an assassin, am I allowed to fall in love with someone like him?


    “What made your hair silver?” I whisper. I’m not sure who I’m trying not to disturb.


    He continues to stare at the ceiling, the only thing moving is his chest. I wonder what he’s been up to while I was in Kinecardine. I have to wonder if he worried about me or if he suspected I’d be out within fortnight. He’s always had faith in me but he also knows my limitations. It’s a strange bond an assassin has with her companions. They always know what you’re good at, what you’re bad at, where you draw the line, and what you’re willing to do to accomplish an assignment. They are there for you when you fall but are quick to remind you why you fell, so that you will never make the same mistake again. In a way, an assassin’s companions are like her guardian angels. They aren’t there to protect you from your own stupidity, but when the time comes, and you need them, they’re there.


    “I was young,” Dominik finally says. “My mother and father had both tried to kill me when I was born, and they both died for it, so my aunt took me in. She didn’t know what the Jezdah meant or how my parents had died. All she saw when she came to visit was her sister’s baby, alone and helpless, so she raised me as her own.


    “One day, when I was around five, she came home from the seamstress’s shop and looked as though she’d seen a ghost. She was strange all that evening, and I remember her telling me to eat quickly and then go to bed. I did, of course, not understanding that she was frightened, or that she may have done something to the food. She’d put poison in it, the slow-acting kind, so it felt like you were just going to sleep. She didn’t know what would happen when the poison finally took hold, and in the morning, I found her dead. But the poison was just slow enough to affect me before killing me, turning my hair and eyes this…color, if you can call it that.”


    I watch him closely but it’s impossible to gauge his expression when he’s staring at the ceiling like that. I’ve known him for so long, yet I’ve never really known him at all. I can’t help but wonder how many stories he has but has never shared with me.


    He turns his head, gaze meeting mine, and I almost jump at the movement. “You were King Cress’ daughter.”


    I nod. “Yes.”


    “You seemed to hate him.”


    “I did.” I say, then wish I hadn’t.


    He studies me. “Did you know?”


    “Always.”


    He nods and looks back up at the ceiling.


    “Have you met Quay’s new assassins?”


    “Briefly,” I answer.


    “Steer clear of them. They aren’t in control of themselves like the rest of the assassins at the Cannon. If there is anyone in this Citadel that deserves to die at the Queen of Crimson’s hands, it is his assassin named Burke. He killed his mother and younger sister brutally just because he could. Perhaps even as initiation into Quay’s new order.”


    I shudder. It shouldn’t surprise me, though. Quay has always loved the insane ones.


    “I’ll keep that in mind.”


    For a long while, we don’t say anything, just silently wonder what could have been if we weren’t the cursed ones. Then Dominik breaks the silence.


    “I should tell you what happened the night Evrallon attacked,” he says quietly.


    I shake my head. “Not tonight.”


    He looks at me, brows drawn together. “Aerietta. I didn’t betray you. I know what the Swordmaster and the king have told you but Laderic and I did not leave you behind to be captured.”


    “I don’t care,” I say, and I mean it. “I don’t want to know what happened, where Laderic is, or why you did what you did.”


    So Dominik just nods. The two of us lay in silence, staring up at the ceiling. Somehow, it is just like back at the Cannon. The two of us just lying still, not moving, not talking, hardly thinking. And somehow, that thought scares me.
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    “The lady sleeps! Oh, may her sleep,


    Which is enduring, so be deep!


    Heaven have her in its sacred keep!


    This chamber changed for one more holy,


    This bed for one more melancholy,


    I pray to God that she may lie


    Forever with unopened eye,


    While the pale sheeted ghosts go by!”


    — Edgar Allen Poe, The Sleeper


     


     


     


    I hit the ground so hard my teeth rattle. I groan miserably, painful memories of training in the Cannon threatening to resurface. Fire sparks to life in my ribcage when I feel my cracked bones shift and my shoulder is already throbbing. I’m wounded. You’d think Quay would take it easy on me. I hear someone laughing—probably Ivo, a human who rivals Carnahan in impertinence—and clench my jaw, trying to stop the tilting of the world mentally. This is not how I pictured reconditioning going. Maybe being given extra food this morning, then easing back in with a leisurely stroll around the Citadel, giving me time to explore. Unfortunately, that isn’t the kind of reconditioning Quay had in mind. How ridiculous of me to expect differently.


    “Are you going to lay there and bleed or are you going to get back up and fight me?” goads my former master.


    Deep breaths. I order. Calm down. He’s trying to make you angry…don’t let it work. I plant my hands at either sides of my shoulders and push off the ground, turning to face him. He stands in a seemingly relaxed way but I know his footing is perfect and even if a hurricane blew through this room, he would not budge. That is what it means to be the leader of the Cannon—you are constantly superior.


    “Come on, Aerietta.” Finnegan cheers from the side. “You can take him.”


    I am already dripping with sweat, my clothes clinging to me in uncomfortable places, and my tangled hair stuck to the sides of my face. Yes, Finnegan, I have the situation very much under control.


    Quay motions for me to make a move but I know his tactics too well. The moment I allow myself to become off balance, he’ll kick me right to the ground. Quay has a way of turning kicks that are meant to be annoying into kicks that could easily be lethal. Take the crescent kick for example. Its purpose is to disorient, make your opponent stagger. Quay’s crescent kick could knock someone out, and if he isn’t careful, it could probably kill them. And he’s over forty at this point. He should not still be this lethal. He claimed retirement not long after my sixteenth birthday.


    I wipe the hair away from my eyes and blink rapidly, head still spinning from his previous takedown.


    Ivo groans. “Can we get on with it already?”


    “Keep your mouth shut, Ivo,” I snap.


    Ivo is one of Quay’s new assassins. Like the rest, he was picked from a bunch of brutes that Quay felt had potential. He is arrogant, lewd, and quite the pest. He hasn’t been training for long enough to make him a worthy opponent even in my weakened, unsteady state.


    I let out a long breath and study Quay’s movements. How many times did I succeed in taking him down while at the Aerie? Not as many as I would have liked but enough to make me believe I still have the knowhow to bring him to his knees.


    I fake moving forward and when he leans into my attack, I duck and roll forward, kicking up. My feet find purchase on Quay’s stomach and he is thrown backwards, the breath knocked out of him as I roll to my feet, but I know from experience that this isn’t enough to stun him.


    I am quick to avoid his next several punches, staying low. When he attempts a leg sweep, I easily dodge and catch his next punch, using his own momentum to thrown him forward. The moment he moves into what I consider my kill zone, I jump up and twist my legs around his neck, taking him to the ground. As always, Quay is two steps ahead of me and twists mid-air, making me land on my back. The force of the fall is enough to knock me away from him, my own knee coming up to hit my chest.


    Wonderful. I’m beating myself up now.


    “Better,” Quay says, “but still clumsy.”


    I stay on my hands and knees for a few seconds more until I hear the door to the reconditioning area opening. I glance up, seeing Dominik walking in, carrying a tray of food and a pitcher of water.


    Quay hums thoughtfully. “Why don’t we level the playing fields a bit?” he suggests, and I roll my eyes, knowing exactly what he has in mind. “Dominik, get over here.”


    My gaze goes up to Dominik’s and his brows draw together in confusion. He does realize he can say no to Quay, doesn’t he? We are not in the Cannon any longer, and therefore he is not our leader. Even still, Dominik hesitantly sets the tray and pitcher down, wiping his hands on his trousers as he approaches.


    “See?” Quay says, glowering at me. “You could learn a thing or two from Dominik about blind obedience.”


    I practically gag.


    “I am not fighting Aerietta,” says Dominik, still a little confused about the situation. “It wouldn’t be fair.”


    My shoulders draw back.


    What did he just say?


    I look over my shoulder as a chorus of ooohhs come from Quay’s new pets across the room. Dominik is smirking, which makes me believe he is a little less clueless than I’d imagined.


    “You’re right,” I tell him. “But then again, it has never been a fair fight. But if you’d like, I can tie one arm behind my back.”


    Dominik chuckles, and then suddenly he’s lunging forward. He collides with me, hands on my shoulders, but I’m quick to roll onto my back and shove him off. He slides across the ground at a crouch while I kick up into a standing position. Trying for a new tactic, are we? It isn’t like Dominik to fight dirty but I suppose anyone can change.


    Dominik and I fight the same way, neither of us attempting to overpower the other with brute force, rather avoiding blows and using each other’s momentum against them. I block a blow meant to stagger me backwards and lock my hand at Dominik’s elbow, pulling him forward. When he tries to adjust his footing to stabilize himself, I block him, forcing him back a step. I am about to shove him to the ground when he somehow manages to sweep my legs out from under me. I land with a thud on the ground, breath jumping from my lungs, but manage to scramble back to my feet.


    Quay groans. “Stop messing about, Aerietta.”


    I huff. Messing about. I’d like to see how Quay fares when he’s captured by Evrallonic soldiers, imprisoned for seven weeks in Kinecardine, only to be pitted against your former companion upon your rescue.


    But for all his faults, Quay certainly knows how to motivate me. I gather myself and go back to fighting Dominik. Strange though it may sound, fighting is almost therapeutic for me. It is a venue in which I can force all of my rage and discontent out and essentially give myself a clean slate to work with. And Dominik seems to know this, because he begins to take it easy on me, and within seconds I have him pinned to the ground. I stare down into eyes of liquid silver, knowing he let me win but not caring in the slightest. I may despise what I did but I will never despise the actual fighting.


    Dominik cracks a half smile, dark brows pulling up in a question. Probably something along the lines of, Are you going to get up any time soon? I realize I have him pinned beneath me but don’t care too much. Until Ivo grunts and says, “If they kiss, I’m going to lose my breakfast.”


    With that, I push away from Dominik and turn to Quay. “I’m finished for the day. I’ll be back here tomorrow for more wonderful reconditioning.”


    “I’ll tell you when you can leave.” Quay answers. “Senora wants you in tiptop shape and that isn’t going to happen with you lazing around in Dominik’s quarters with him all day.”


    I feel my cheeks warm and decide no one will notice since my whole face is probably red from exhaustion by now, but it’s still a little concerning that even a passive comment from Quay can get me flustered these days. One would think seven months in Hell would toughen you up, not make you more emotional.


    “I’m a fast learner.” I say in reply, snatching a towel from the floor and dabbing my face with it. I hear footsteps behind me and know from the gait and weight it’s Finnegan. He catches up just as I am walking through the door.


    “Ignore Quay. You’re doing well.”


    I laugh. “Thank you.”


    Finn is quiet for a minute as we walk down the hallway. To be honest, I don’t quite know where I’m going. I’d love to go outside, breathe my first breath of fresh air that I am allowed to enjoy, but the idea of cold boring into my skin like teeth isn’t pleasant, and I am not one for unnecessary torture.


    “I feel obligated to apologize for not mentioning the whole relationship with Dominik.” Finn explains. “I know I should have but there was so much happening and my mother failed to mention it at the briefing so I was not sure if it was something I was allowed to say or not.”


    “It’s fine.” I insist. “I’ve stayed in enough rooms with Dominik to know his routine well enough by now. This will be no different. But, I do want it noted that I’d like my own room as soon as possible.”


    He chuckles. “Of course.” He opens his mouth to say something else but then footsteps approach quickly from an adjacent hall. I flinch at the sound of them but judging by Finn’s relaxed posture, it’s nothing to be worried about. I turn and see a youngish man running our way, dressed in warm clothes and heavy boots.


    “Prince Finnegan!” the man shouts. “Miss Elony! I’ve been sent to fetch you by Queen Senora.”


    He comes to a stop, huffing, practically doubling over to catch his breath. Finn doesn’t seem particularly patient right now and he sighs when the messenger takes his sweet time.


    “Well, get on with it.” Finn says.


    The messenger straightens, an embarrassed look on his face. “Our man in the Keep has returned. He has brought news with him.” The messenger then looks straight at me, and I wonder if he can tell how curious I’ve become. “News for Miss Elony.”


    I jerk my shoulders back. Before I realize what I’m doing, I’m moving fast, running down the long corridor towards Queen Senora’s study, where I assume they will be. When I hear the messenger and Finn following me, I know my assumption is correct.


    I round the corner and nearly run straight into Senora’s door. Who is behind it? Who is their man at the Keep? What news could he have possibly brought for me? My immediate thoughts jump to Lyom, and I wonder if he could have sent the Afterlighter’s inside man back. Or maybe Lyom has discovered the man’s involvement and the man mentioned I am still alive.


    Or perhaps the inside man has come to tell me that Lyom is now marrying Princess Haraya.


    I’m not sure where the thought comes from but I banish it immediately.


    Pushing the door open, I prepare myself to see a familiar face as the inside man, but draw up short when I actually see who it is. I practically choke on my own spit as I stare, open-mouthed, at him. I’d half imagined one of Lyom’s swordsmen to be the inside man. Or perhaps one of the king’s emissaries or court members. But the man standing before me, curly red hair cropped and boyish grin ever-present, is not any of those thing. He is an assassin.


    “Laderic?” I ask breathlessly.


    He smiles wildly and practically tackles me in a hug. I’m willing to take the pain of the cracked ribs and bullet hole in my shoulder to squeeze him back, insanely thrilled to see him. Perhaps he and Dominik did betray me, but I find myself thinking, They’re here now. I can’t be mad at either of them anymore. Not when my entire world has been demolished and rebuilt from the ground up. All I have left of my old life is Quay, Dominik, and the grinning kid in front of me.


    Tears. There are tears in my eyes. I cannot believe myself.


    Apparently, neither can Queen Senora. I can see it in her eyes as she stares at us. She’s absolutely thinking, So the wretched thing has a heart.


    I pull away from Laderic, clasping my hands on either side of his face. “Where have you been?”


    “Training!” he says in a giddy voice. “To become a swordsman. So I could help the Afterlighters. I have nothing else to do and when Dominik mentioned they needed an informant…”


    I start to say something else but Senora butts into the conversation. “Yes, yes, this is all well and good but Laderic has some rather unnerving information for us. I trust you can reacquaint yourselves with each other later?”


    Laderic clears his throat and steps away from me, smoothing his tunic down. “Yes, of course.” He looks at me. “There is someone from the Keep requesting an audience with you. I was asked not to reveal his identity but…he discovered who I was and rather than exposing me, he asked for me to gain him a meeting with you.”


    There it is. That flare of hope jumping in my chest. Lyom. I almost don’t want to think it for fear that it won’t be the truth but who else could have solved this? Who else could have caught Laderic? Who else would know me well enough to suspect that I’m not really dead and want to meet with me?


    “We have to do it,” I say instantly.


    Senora’s eyes widen. “We most certainly shall not. We worked very hard to make you a dead woman and you would like us to risk the world knowing we faked your death just so you can speak with…whoever this person is?” She scoffs, rolling her eyes. “My son has come up with better ideas.”


    Behind me, I notice Finn flinch.


    I shake my head. “I need to meet with him. Somehow. I trust that he won’t—”


    “How can you possibly know?” Senora demands. “You don’t even know who it is!”


    No, I think. But I have a theory. Of course, I cannot state said theory for fear that Senora will proclaim me too sentimental and will not allow me to go after the Tablet.


    “We can disguise someone else as me. Give them my cloak. I can watch from a safe distance to see what happens and if nothing does, then I will go to the person and have the conversation with them.” I suggest.


    To my surprise, Senora is actually considering this, but her fingernails still dig into the wood of her desk. I loathe standing here before her, still sweaty from this morning’s reconditioning, and having to plead my case. I’m the Queen of Crimson, for Heaven’s sake. Surely I should be permitted to make my own decisions at this point. Yes, I may be young but how old must one be to be considered a woman? Has Senora not made unwise decisions in the past?


    “Please,” I say, throwing in an additional, “Your majesty” to better my chances.


    Senora glances once at Laderic before her gaze flits to her son behind me. “And what do you think, Finnegan? Should we indulge the girl in her flights of fancy?”


    I sense Finnegan glancing my way and clench my jaw shut.


    “The decision is yours to make, Mother. I don’t believe I can add any further insight.”


    I keep my gaze on the queen, hoping my unabashed manner will convince her of my good judgement. Of course, I’ve made terrible decisions unabashedly before.


    Senora glares at me. She raises one blond brow. “If it is a meeting you’d like, then it’s a meeting you shall get.” Before I can deign to offer my undying gratitude, she raises her voice. “But it will be on my terms. We will, indeed, have one of the other Afterlighters dress as you so we may study the man from a distance. If it appears he will do you no harm and will not attempt to drag you back into the silver mines, then you will be allowed to speak with him. But even then it will be brief and we will ensure that he never knows whether you are actually dead or alive.”


    I try to withhold my questions but they come out in a rush. “And how will that be? Do you plan to knock him unconscious and then present me to him so he is disoriented?” I scoff. “That will hardly make a good impression.”


    “Why don’t you leave the scheming to me? From what I have heard, you’ve lost your edge and I must assume are not in your right mind.”


    I balk. Blink. She chooses to insult me? Isn’t it she who needs my help activating Dominik—and to a greater extent, actually finding the Tablet that can activate him?


    “You leave tonight, along with several of my armed men. They will hide as well, of course. We can’t let it be known that the Queen of Crimson—dead or alive—needs servicemen to protect her.”


    I bite down on my tongue before I can say anything particularly dreadful.


    “You’ll be given a black cloak instead of a red one, and we will utilize the cold of the night. There should be enough fog to shroud you.”


    Part of me wants to be annoyed with the queen while the rest of me is just grateful she is willing to allow this. I wonder if she knows that I think the man to be Lyom—or rather I hope the man to be Lyom. She must know, judging from the way she glowers at me, but she says nothing.


    “Mother,” begins Finnegan, and for a long moment I am so elated that I don’t even realize he is challenging his mother’s decision. “What would the purpose of her visiting this man be? To learn information? Surely not, as we have Laderic for that.”


    Laderic grows silent for a moment, and I can tell he has something to say but does not want to challenge Finn on it. I try not to gape at the young prince. Whose side is he on? I was under the impression that his mother ruled over him and he was like her lapdog, never truly questioning her. Now he chooses to have a backbone? When she has just given me what I want? I study him, trying to find his angle. What does he hope to accomplish by this?


    Queen Senora gracefully pushes to her full height, which is still an inch or so shorter than me, but somehow she manages to hold more power in her short frame than I—though I am sorry to say—have ever held.


    “Excellent question, Finnegan.” Senora replies. “The idea is for young Miss Elony to discover who it is contacting her and to hopefully put to bed the doubts of her death. Perhaps we won’t even need to use her. Should we arrive and someone”—the queen’s eyes cut to me—“less amiable show up, we shall let the girl disguised as her do the talking, and admit that Aerietta died, but she speaks for her beyond the grave.” She turns her gaze away from mine and lands brown eyes back on her son. “This way, we are able to discover whether or not Laderic’s secret is safe in the Keep. It will also serve as an excellent vantage point. Should it be someone of interest, perhaps we can glean more information from them.” She flashes a mirthless smile. “I, for one, think it’s a wonderful idea. And you, Laderic?”


    Laderic startles at being called out. He blinks. “Uhh…yes. Wonderful.” I notice that his accent has decreased some, though whether that is as a result of his being at the Keep these past few months or him purposefully reshaping his accent is unimportant.


    It isn’t the plan I would have made for myself. The thought of putting someone else in danger makes me nervous. Whoever my double is will be walking out in front of whoever has called this meeting, revealing their face, and thereby angering him. Part of me is more than a little frustrated with Laderic for not saying who it is that called me but another part of me rejoices that my hopes of it being Lyom cannot yet be doused.


    “Finnegan,” his mother continues. “Take Miss Elony back to her quarters and ensure she is fitted with a proper dress.” The woman’s eyes flit up to my form and I have the odd urge to cover myself. “It isn’t proper for a lady to be walking about the Citadel with such scant attire. Especially with so many noble men around.”


    Finn inclines his head. “Of course, Mother.”


    “And what of tonight?” I inquire. “How do we prepare? How shall we get word to the swordsman that we have acquiesced to his request?”


    “We shan’t,” replies the queen with a drab inflection. She begins to melt the stick of wax and drip the blue onto her paper, pressing her signet ring there to seal it. “My council will decide the details of tonight’s venture while you complete your lavish tour of the Citadel and explain the situation to Mr. Giovani. I’m certain he’ll be thrilled to learn of this unprecedented event.”


    I want to argue, but of course I do. When do I want to do anything else? But the knowledge of my character isn’t enough to stay my tongue. In fact, I might consider it to be excuse for my following words.


    “Of course, Your Majesty. Let us leave this planning to the yea men. That is often how great disputes are solved.”


    With that, I curtsy without a dress, and rush out of the room. I hear the door close then open again behind me. Either Laderic or Finnegan—or both—are following me now, but I won’t turn around and give them the satisfaction of my gaze. I keep my chin held high with a slight smirk on my lips. At last, the confidence I’d thought the mines had stolen is returning, and I am becoming my bold self once again.


    “You are insufferable.” Finnegan accuses as he catches up.


    “Yes, but I like to think of it as incorrigible.”


    “Neither are preferable qualities of a lady,” he notes plainly.


    Laderic, who I had assumed had followed, adds, “Yes, but Aerietta has never really been a lady.”


    I flit my eyes to him, scowling. “I detest that, sir. Though I may not behave as the standard woman at all times, it is my belief that all women should have knowledge of the fine arts, which includes fencing, of course. To be naïve in the subject will only bring about our downfall.”


    Finnegan chuckles. “Spoken like a true assassin.”


    I try not to wince. I should be proud of the title—have I not worked hard enough to earn it? Still, I know that none of this would have happened had I not become an assassin. If I had been a lowly commoner, sent to live in one of the neighboring villages, then perhaps Swordmaster Livingstone never would have found me. I never even would have been of interest to him. I could have vanished into the night. I cannot help but imagine what would have been…what could have been, had that been the case.


    “What will you tell Dominik?” asks Laderic in a quiet voice.


    I pause mid-step before picking up again. “Have you seen him since your return?”


    “No,” he admits. “Does he look well?”


    I nod, not remembering him this morning, but rather remembering him as he was in the Hook Gulch. Suffering at my hand. Now it is hard to imagine that I did that to him. I try to put an end to those thoughts. He is not in the Hook Gulch any longer. In fact, he is revered as a king here. He may as well be Queen Senora’s husband.


    “Yes,” I reply. “I daresay he does.”


    Finnegan stops at Dominik’s quarters and stands beside the doorframe. Neither he or I am willing to explain to Laderic, who still practically skips behind us on awkward limbs, that Dominik and I have been dubbed this year’s most advantageous couple.


    “I shall collect you this evening. Lyda will bring you a dress to wear.”


    “Something warm, I hope.” I reply drily.


    Finnegan smiles weakly. “Of course.”


    With a glance to Laderic, Finn turns and begins to walk down the hallway, hands clasped behind him, the steady cla-click, cla-click of his boot heels echoing off the walls. He is the picture of regality, from his beige vest to his perfectly combed and styled hair. How did the queen ever decide to let him out of her sight? The thought is especially befuddling when I consider that he was in Kinecardine with me only a few days ago.


    “How long are you here?” I ask Laderic.


    Laderic smiles softly. “I regret to say I am to go back with the swordsman. It was a part of the deal.”


    “So soon.”


    He nods. “Sooner than I would like. I have just reunited my family.”


    It takes me a moment to realize he means Dominik and me. Cicero and Sebastien aside, the sect truly was our family. We had no one else to turn to. I wonder not for the first time what it was like for Laderic. When did he and Dominik part ways? What was going through Laderic’s head when Dominik announced he was fleeing? There are so many unanswered questions but luckily for my would-be betrayers, I have always been one for riddles.


    “Get something to eat, Laderic. Forgive me, but you’re looking quite gaunt.”


    He smirks and winks. I’m a little surprised he even knows how to wink. Perhaps it was a trait he picked up from King Dryden’s servicemen. I wonder what other traits he has picked up—amiable or otherwise.


    “A lesser gentleman could say the same of you, Miss Elony.”


    I smile. “Good thing you have always been the better of the two of us, Laderic.” I pause for a long moment, gaze moving down the hall to be certain no one is coming. “Who is it?”


    “Pardon?”


    “The swordsman. Who is he? What is his name?”


    Laderic begins to speak, then must think better of it. “I wish I could tell you, I truly do. He has asked me not to reveal his identity for fear that you would not come.”


    “But you know him,” I imply. “You have begun to serve under the Swordmaster, so you must be familiar with the men. You trust him, then?”


    “I trust him as much as I trust these Afterlighters, which is to say very little. I regret to say I do not know much of the swordsmen, including the one that stands not far from here in the valley. I’ve only been among them for a short time, you see, and already I have seen some…interesting characters within their ranks.”


    “Carnahan, then,” I snort.


    Laderic gives me a perplexed look. “Carnahan? No. I don’t recall there being anyone that goes under that name in the Keep.”


    Confused, I say, “Then where would he have gone? Dishonorably discharged is the likely.” I cannot help but imagine all the reasons Lyom could have released Carnahan. Perhaps he slipped up once and challenged Lyom’s superiority. That might’ve done it. A dozen other possibilities flit through my mind but the more pleasurable thought is where he is now. Perhaps he is wasting away in Erod, drinking himself to death with the knowledge that he was serving under the king’s elite and yet had the audacity to screw it up for himself.


    Laderic gives a faint shrug. “Perhaps. I know nothing of him. There are fifteen swordsmen now, not including the Swordmaster.”


    I numbly ask, “And what do you think of him? The Swordmaster?”


    “He is a frightful person, that one. I’m surprised Quay did not find him before King Dryden did. Certainly he would be among us by now if that were the case.”


    “You know of his ethnicity then?” I say, refocusing my attention on Laderic.


    He snorts. “If ethnicity is the correct word for it, then yes. I know little of his story, though. I have only learned that he was turned when he was twenty-one. Dryden’s father, King Harchild, hired him not even a year after he was turned by Anguis.”


    “You know nothing else?”


    “No. Nothing.”


    I release a breath. “It is good to see you, Laderic.”


    He gently touches my elbow. “Good to see you as well, Aerietta. I’ve missed my sect leader.”


    And then Laderic walks away. As he goes, I cannot help but think that whether he realizes it or not, for better or worse, I am no longer their sect leader. I am hardly qualified to call myself an assassin.
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    “There are few people whom I really love, and still fewer of whom I think well. The more I see of the world, the more am I dissatisfied with it; and every day confirms my belief of the inconsistency of all human characters, and of the little dependence that can be placed on the appearance of merit or sense.”


    — Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice


     


     


     


    The queen must have something against free speech, I am certain, because any time I am given the opportunity to speak honestly, and do so, I am immediately chastised. Take the midday meal, for example, when I happened to mention in passing that I’d noticed a great deal of lounging around while so much was to be planned for this evening. Queen Senora could have had my head taken off for that, from the look on her face. I was assured that all was being taken care of and did in fact see the loiterers get to their feet later and actually begin the preparation.


    I was brought a dress before the sun set and was not required to return to reconditioning after all. To be honest I’d much rather walk around the Citadel in a dress than battle it out with my former mentor. But I was hoping for the “lavish tour” I was promised. Unfortunately, it would appear my study of the Citadel will have to wait a day more.


    Dominik does not disturb me all evening. I know these are his quarters and it would be better for me to seek refuge elsewhere so he did not feel uncomfortable in his own rooms but can’t bring myself to leave, as that would require facing the Afterlighters again. They scare me more than I’d like to admit. Not them exactly but their abilities. I saw one of them sticking her hand in the fire today like it did not hurt at all. She even grinned and laughed when one of the men mentioned it was a very “hot” thing to do. One of the other men snorted and slapped the commenter on the back of the head for his inappropriate remark. I find it strange that these bunch of Afterlighters know more of the bounds of propriety than even the Aerie did. Of course, we were an order of hostile assassins with unquenchable bloodlust.


    I sit on the settee in my dark gray dress. It’s much plainer than the ones King Dryden gave for me to wear while I was in the Keep but this is much more practical. It’s nothing more than a thin empire dress. I’m sure I’ll regret my comfort in it when I walk out into the cold tonight, wishing for those layers and layers of ruffles, but have to assume Queen Senora will not send me out into the cold to freeze to death. After all, she does need me well.


    I look down at the book I’m reading. It’s some petty romance novel having something to do with a man longing for a woman he can never have and the woman believing him indifferent. I’m sure it’s meant to be quite the forlorn tale but my attentions are elsewhere.


    There is a knock on the door and I stand quickly, fully ready to leave to go meet the swordsman, whoever he may be. The door slowly opens and Dominik peeks his head in. It’s the first time I’ve seen him since early this morning. Silver hair is long enough to almost be pulled behind his neck in a metal clasp and gentle mouth pulled into a smile. That is the Dominik I remember. Maybe his hair has grown longer and his mouth grown more inclined to a frown, but he will never really change to me.


    “I’ve been called to see that you are ready to depart within the hour.”


    A tinge of hope leaks from my chest. “Not now?”


    He chuckles. “Eager, are we?” He closes the door behind him, easily striding forward to sit across the small table from me. I return to the settee and hold the book in my lap as Dominik studies his own boots. I wonder silently if he has found someone else to lavish his affections on while he has been here. Some Afterlight girl? I almost hope she’s human, someone normal…Dominik deserves that much, I believe.


    “Have you seen Laderic?” I inquire when I’ve had enough of the silence.


    He nods. “Yes, I have.”


    “And did he happen to mention who we are meeting?”


    Silver eyes meet mine. “I have my suspicions.”


    “Have you?”


    “Indeed. And you?”


    I pause, considering. Yes, Dominik may still be the same, and perhaps he never betrayed me, or if he did, it was unconsciously so. But I cannot be sure I can trust him with this. I’m not even sure I can trust myself with this.


    I stare down at my hands, trying to convince myself not to ask Dominik what I am about to ask him. “What do you know of the Risers?”


    Dominik watches me with suspicious eyes, though he needn’t be suspicious. This boy can see right through me—he has always been able to. “Very little,” he admits. “They are the most mysterious Afterlighter, apart from Anguis and the Children, perhaps. No one knows how they are made, or if they are just born that way—”


    “They’re turned,” I supply, and at Dominik’s perplexed gaze, I amend, “At least, Swordmaster Livingstone was. He told me so.”


    “Well, they are still a complete mystery…apart from that. There are so few of them—perhaps only three, if not two, with the Swordmaster being one of them—and no one knows how to kill them. We don’t know what qualifies them to be a Riser…other than a small, practically insignificant detail.” He runs a hand over his face, debating whether or not he should share. “The two we have encountered have both had blue eyes. It could be nothing but…it connects them.”


    And suddenly I am thinking about blue eyes. Lyom’s blue eyes. And I cannot get my mind off them.


    “You know, I don’t think I’d like to talk about the Risers after all.” I try to smile. “How are you? I’ve been so absorbed in my own troubles that I never thought to ask what you have done in my absence. Have you found yourself a wife?”


    Dominik smiles at the change in subject. “No. It would seem I am a lost cause when it comes to love. Apparently I am not quite the charmer you always led me to believe I was.”


    I have to laugh at that. “To be perfectly frank, I always thought you could be exceedingly charming when in character. Haslett was always charming…but Dominik,” I shake my head ever so slightly. “No. There was something about Dominik that could never quite woo the ladies the way the other men did. But I suppose that’s the way of it. We, women, are fickle creatures with a want to be admired and chased and even pushed away at times. There has always been something about the men that are difficult to reach that has drawn us in. I suppose we enjoy the challenge and chase as much as the men do.” When I realize I am almost word-for-word describing Lyom, I quickly smile in an attempt to cover my tracks. “You’re far too generous and kind. Too steady for most. Which is certainly not a bad quality, just one the crueler women in the world do not lust after.”


    Dominik smirks. “Leave it to you to over explain something, Aerietta. A simple, ‘you’re unattractive’ would have sufficed.”


    “Oh surely you don’t see yourself as unattractive. Why, all the women in Lydovier were practically salivating in your presence.”


    “But you said yourself that was when I was playacting.” He pins me in place with one of his heart-stopping glances. Not because he is the kind of man I lust after, but rather because I can practically read his thoughts, and I’m not certain they’re appropriate for this moment. “No one likes Dominik Giovani.”


    I watch him for a long moment, trying to decipher his meaning. He’s never been one to diminish his own self esteem, so I am forced to wonder if he is baiting me, trying to see if I respond well or not. Part of me wants to laugh at that assumption because Dominik has never been the kind of person that baits. In fact, he’s always been more open with his feelings, often to my annoyance. But then I have to remember the way he kissed me in Adaai, or even how he looked at me when he first saw me in Kinecardine. Not even Lyom looked at me like that when he saw me bloodied on the silver floors.


    I stand abruptly and force my gaze away as I begin to walk towards the washroom. “Have you given our abilities any thought? Do you have any idea of what they might be?”


    Dominik shakes his head behind me as I approach my short but warm boots that have taken up residence in the corner of the washroom. “Not as much as one would think. I’d much prefer to think about what’s happening now rather than imagine what could be in the future.”


    I smirk at him as I grab my boots and haphazardly pull them onto my feet. “How very mature of you, Dominik.”


    “And you?” he inquires. “What do you think of all this Child of the Elements business?”


    “Hmm,” I consider this for a long moment. “I wish I could say I’m unused to the attention, but I certainly don’t enjoy it.” I pause briefly. What do I think of all this? I’ve had so little time to really consider it, to be honest. “I’m a little nervous.” I finally admit. I turn to face Dominik, seeing that he is now standing, ever the gentleman. “My world has changed so much since that fateful night on the shores of Lydovier…I’m not sure I can take much more change.”


    “Change is good. It brings about betterment.”


    “Does that mean you are excited about this change?”


    “Perhaps.”


    I’m given only a moment to study him before he begins to stand and I force myself to look away, having been caught watching him perhaps a little too intently.


    “If you’re ready to depart, then we best get moving. Senora won’t be pleased if we’re running behind.”


    I nod quickly and follow after Dominik as he leaves the room. He leads the way down the hall and into another room I’ve yet to explore. When is my tour?


    The room is mostly empty, apart from Finnegan, Queen Senora, Laderic, and a short, pudgy man I’ve not met before. When the door swings shut behind us, I begin to take notice of the rest of the room. Definitely an armory of some sort, with cloaks hanging from the walls alongside breastplates, helmets, daggers, and swords. There is an array of belts displayed on a rack with gleaming boots beneath them. I wonder how many people within the Citadel are privileged enough to receive clothing or weaponry from this room. Perhaps only the queen, her son, and the Children of the Elements. I wouldn’t be surprised. Senora is the kind of woman that enjoys hoarding her goods to herself.


    “Well,” says the mentioned woman when she notices our arrival. “At least one of you knows how to be prompt.” She smiles at Dominik. “And what verdict have you come to, Dominik? Will you stay at the Citadel or accompany Miss Elony?”


    Had that been in the question? I look at Dominik curiously. I’d thought he would come with me without even thinking. Then again, I have been wrong before about his character.


    “I believe I’ll go.” Dominik replies at last. “Aerietta will need someone watching her back.”


    The queen huffs, as if to say that I have enough guards as it is, and waves a hand to the pudgy man. He must have not been paying attention because a moment later, Senora clears her throat and he perks up, eyes going wide as he remembers his duties.


    “Oh! Miss Elony,” begins the short man. “My name is Cyril. I am Her Majesty’s tailor. I’ve just finished a quite lovely cape, if I do say so myself.”


    He snatches one of the black cloaks off the wall and presents it to me. I glance at Dominik before accepting the cloak. Of course it’s made of fine velvet, almost iridescent in the candlelight of the armory.


    “It should be thick enough to keep the chill out,” Cyril tells me in an excited voice. “And the hood is large enough to cover your whole face.”


    I look up at Senora. “And my double? Where is she?”


    “She will be meeting us at the gate,” explains Senora. “But our business isn’t quite concluded. If you’d be so kind as to take a seat”—she waves an annoyed hand to the settee in the center of the room—“then we can continue.”


    I try not to glower as I drop into the settee. Continuing to look the cloak over, I listen as Cyril begins to explain the procedure. He tells me how I am to follow Quay and his new assassins to cover and wait for the meeting to be established. When my double is revealed, we’re to watch the situation closely and Quay will be the one to determine whether or not it is wise to reveal myself and take over for my double, though I cannot imagine that he will have much of a choice if I get there and see Lyom.


    Cyril then goes on to demonstrate the smoke screen we’ll be using. It’s similar to the dust that was thrown out by one of the Afterlighters to conceal the Princess, but is a more practical version that is less opaque. According to Senora, who interrupts Cyril in a very queenlike fashion, the smoke screen is only to be used to make me look similar to an apparition, should there be a need to meet with the swordsman in person.


    “Forgive me,” begins Dominik, “but would the swordsman fail to realize he is speaking to an apparition?”


    The queen tsks. “Stranger things have happened, dear. I’m fairly confident that no real assumption will be made tonight, and with any luck he will awake with a headache and a faint memory of a girl outlined in smoke.”


    “And if you are mistaken?”


    The question is out of my mouth before I can snatch it back. All things considered, now is not the most appropriate time for inquiries that could be perceived as disrespectful. I even notice Finnegan closing his eyes, likely rolling them beneath his eyelids. Luckily, Queen Senora doesn’t seem to take notice of the defiance in my tone—or if she does, she neglects to mention it—and simply smiles at me.


    “I’m rarely mistaken. But on the off chance that my hunch is incorrect, I’ll see to it that the swordsman never has the chance to tell any tale to his companions.”


    Cyril flinches, though by now I feel as though he shouldn’t be surprised at his queen’s blunt attitude. I try to show no sign of discomfort at her words because if the swordsman truly is Lyom, then I have nothing to fear.


    “Does that sound reasonable?” the queen asks with an upward lilt in her voice.


    “Quite,” I say in reply.


    She nods curtly. “Excellent. Cyril, give her the smoke screens, then escort them to the gates. Then you’re through, meet me in my study. We have much to discuss about our next incursion.”


    This piques my interest and I sit a bit straighter. “You speak of the Keep?”


    Senora’s brown eyes, an almost perfect likeness of her son’s, cut in my direction. “No. I do hate to be the bearer of bad news but I do not include you in all my plans.” She looks back at Cyril while I try not to gape. “I’ll see you in my study shortly.”


    Cyril nods. “Of course, Queen.”


    When Senora departs in a whirlwind of silk, I see Cyril relax. It would seem everyone does this when the queen leaves, including her own son.


    “Let’s get to it then, shall we?” says Cyril, tossing me two cloth sacks.


    I turn them over in my hands. “Am I to just spread the powder on the ground?”


    “Yes,” he answers.


    I breathe out. Simply drop the powder on the ground and become a ghost…easy enough.


    “Alright,” I say. “Ready to depart?”


    Cyril nods quickly. “Yes, yes, mustn’t be late.”


    I would be lying if I said I wasn’t excited, albeit a bit nervous, as I walk towards the gates where I would meet my double. So many thoughts of violent natures swirl around in my head, taunting me with unreachable hopes and other terrifying outcomes. Part of me is afraid that it is Lyom that awaits me, while my other half worries that it is not. After all, what real reason would Swordmaster Livingstone have for chasing after me?


    Dominik must sense my unease, judging from the look of displeasure on his face. Are his fears the same as mine? I cannot imagine why he would want it to be Lyom, though. Thus far, Lyom has done nothing to Dominik but chase him across Evrallon, the Menca Denu, and Adaai, then drop him into the Hook Gulch, finishing the performance by shackling him and dragging him through the desert.


    The girl that is to act in my stead is a nymph. Of course they would have chosen a nymph. Blond hair, lighter than mine, swoops down over her shoulders, and eyes too green to be natural watch me with open calculation. I tell myself she is just trying to study me so as to play her role better.


    “And whom may I suspect is awaiting us?” inquires the nymph, Josa.


    “Of that we are unsure.” Cyril answers. His gaze slices towards Laderic, and I almost feel the poor lad flinch. “We have not been fortunate enough to be privy to that information.”


    “Laderic cannot help it,” I intervene without meaning to.


    Cyril and Josa both look at me, with the latter raising a quizzical brow.


    I stammer. “He has been asked to keep the identity of the swordsman a secret so that he might remain in the Keep. In my opinion, it is better that he remain in this swordsman’s good graces so we are able to maintain our informant.” Even under Cyril’s silencing look, I continue. “It would be dreadful to lose someone of such value at a time like this, so close to the ball.”


    To his good credit, Quay remains silent for the entire conversation, only glancing at his assassins and sharing in a noncommittal shrug occasionally.


    Clearing his throat, Cyril says, “The point is, we have no way of knowing who awaits us. We are essentially blind in the matter. But we will be right behind you, Miss Josa. No need to fret.”


    Josa smiles and though I am sure it’s meant to be comforting, I catch the gleam of pearly teeth and my mood darkens. Forget what Finnegan said…nymphs killed Northam. But perhaps this nymph will pay for her sins tonight.


    We leave when we can be sure darkness has fully set in across the land, but not before Cyril double, then triple checks my knowledge in regards to the smoke screens. I assure him I know how to scatter powder and he then permitted us to leave. I must admit, I’m more than a little curious to know what he and Queen Senora are convening about at the conclusion of our farewells.


    The night is cold but Dominik and Finnegan are both traveling with me, and both have ensured that I have plenty of layers to wrap up in. Horses are considered too noisy even on a windy night like this and we are forced to walk to the valley. We remain in complete silence and darkness the entire way, never letting on to the swordsman that we are approaching. The anxiety that began to coil itself like a snake in the pit of my stomach only tightens now, the closer we get to the meet location.


    I want to reach for Dominik’s hand, even if it is a mostly subconscious desire, but know better than that. Even in our world of assassin princesses, hand-to-hand combat, and mystical Afterlighters, a mere touch can be so misinterpreted, and I have made enough mistakes as of late to last me the rest of my life; I needn’t pile on more now.


    The mountains rise and fall in jagged motions and the stone under our feet begins to turn to grass. Over the crags of rock, I catch a glimpse of a large tree, the great shadow of it swaying in the harsh gale.


    Quay holds his hand up and comes to a complete stop, making me nearly bump into Ivo, who fights back a snarl. I snatch my cloak up around me to fight off the chill and back away from him. I shuck off my outer layer and hand it to Dominik, knowing that if we are stopping, then we have come close to the meeting point.


    Quay lets out a breath and looks to the heavens. I know what he sees—the dense cloud layer overhead that prevents the moon from casting its much-needed light on us. It will be difficult to see who is down in the valley.


    His gaze goes to the dreaded nymph. “Josa,” he calls, “are you prepared?”


    Josa inclines her head, glancing at me. “Prepared and enthusiastic to offer my help.”


    “Excellent,” Quay continues. He calls her over and the two speak in low tones for a couple moments as he explains how she will move down to the willow tree without being seen, what she is to say, and how she is to explain my death.


    I turn to Dominik, ignoring their conversation. I keep my voice low though I know the rush of the wind will dull most any sound.


    “Do you suppose it’s safe?” I question.


    Dominik glances over my shoulder and peers at the nymph. “Do you ask for your own safety, or because you hope that Josa meets an unfortunate end?”


    “You heard what Gresham said in the Menca Denu.”


    “I hope you’ll forgive me, but I do not even know who Gresham is. In case you have forgotten, I was never properly introduced to any of the Swordmaster’s men.”


    Ignoring the sting in his voice, I say, “Gresham was a twin. He was beheaded by Quay’s men, come to think of it.” I snort. “Likely Ivo.”


    “Perhaps,” agrees Dominik.


    I hear footsteps and turn around to see Josa pulling the black hood over her head, sneaking off…going to meet with the swordsman. I take in what is meant to be a steadying breath but the snake in my belly only tightens further. This is happening now. Josa is going to meet with whoever is down there and…are my hands shaking? My hands don’t shake! I never allow my hands to shake.


    Quay notices and the kind of sick smile I’ve grown to hate forms at his lips. Before he can say a word, I lower my voice and hiss, “What?”


    Quay lifts a brow. “Feeling a bit…wound tight?”


    I glower at him, clenching my hands into fists. “What does that mean?”


    Giving me a condescending look, my former mentor inquires, “How long has it been since you killed a man, Aerietta?”


    My brows draw down in a frown. “What does that have to do with—”


    “I see movement,” hisses Ivo.


    My legs lock up. For a long moment, I stand still, then force myself forward. I crouch behind one of the boulders and barely peek out, seeing a dark shadow standing near the willow’s bare branches. My heart skips a beat, because even from this distance, it is clear that whoever it is is wearing a long black cloak, the same as Josa and me. A swordsman’s cloak, with red embroidery on it.


    It isn’t Lyom, I tell myself repetitively. Do not get your hopes up.


    My fingers tighten around a knot in the rock. I spot Josa moving silently through the snow of the valley, approaching the tall shadow. I try not to think about the fact that the shadow is the same height as Lyom, or that the build of the swordsmen is too similar.


    I sense someone approaching me from behind. Dominik leans against the rock at my left and watches the scene unfolding before us. Quay also steps forward, keeping a careful eye on the situation.


    “Curse these clouds,” Quay swears under his breath.


    I am too focused on the two figures in the valley to notice, the white and dark so stark it would be hard to tear my eyes away even if I was not already invested. Heart pounding, hands clenching, mouth completely dry, I try not to imagine who hides beneath that hood. I try not to imagine blue eyes watching Josa, black hair almost as dark as the cape around him. Because it would be ridiculous—utterly, hopelessly ridiculous—for me to want to see Lyom again. Was he not the man that brought me to Kinecardine without even flinching?


    A bit of frustration loosens the nerves in my stomach. I want to rejoice at that, build upon that frustration, because in the end, it will keep me from despairing when reality sinks back in and I realize that Lyom never had any interest in me.


    Actually, when I consider him, he’s quite the arrogant man, more in love with his pride than he ever could be with a woman. And to make matters worse, he has the rank and ability to boast with. Perhaps that is the true reason he and Haraya never ended up together…perhaps he actually thinks himself better than her.


    The figures stand close to each other and I would give anything to hear their conversation.


    “What do they say?” asks Ivo.


    I cut my eyes to him. “I am no closer than you.”


    He groans. “We must find a way to hear them.”


    “No,” Quay says. “Let Josa do what she has been brought here to do.”


    I straighten. “But if we cannot see or hear them, how are we to know whether I should intervene or not? If it is someone that can be trusted—”


    “You will wait here until we are certain.” Quay says, scowling at me for speaking without turn. “Queen Senora may not be enamored with your personality but she is with your potential abilities and has asked me to keep you from returning to the hands of the Evrallonic swordsmen. I’ll do what seems right in my own eyes.”


    My jaw tightens and I look back into the valley. It is unbearable, not being able to hear them, let alone not even knowing who else is down there with Josa.


    I narrow my eyes, trying to squint through the darkness. Without the aid of the moon it is nearly impossible to make out anything but their figures, and perhaps vague colors. I see that the swordsman’s boots are lighter than the cloak, implying that they are made of leather, and a silver sword gleams at his waist.


    “They’re getting nowhere.” I say to Quay. “Allow me to go down and speak to him. I have the smoke screens; he’ll never know the difference.”


    “And if he has just as many men backing him as we do us?”


    I shake my head. “Laderic said he was coming alone.”


    “And when have the Evrallonic ever kept their word?” inquires Quay.


    I attempt to swallow but my dry throat prevents it. “If I could only get a bit closer…”


    “That is out of the question, Aerietta.”


    I huff and refocus my attention on the dark figures in the snow. There is still a chance that could be Lyom down there, talking with Josa. He could be asking where I am.


    He is arrogant. He cares nothing about you.


    But if he did…


    Before Quay can stop me, I duck under Dominik’s arm and begin running down the snowy rock face. I hear Quay hiss my name behind me and Dominik begins to give chase but slows the farther down the mountainside and closer into the valley I get.


    Josa and the swordsman hear me coming, and both turn to face me, Josa wearing a curious and suspicious expression, while the swordsman remains veiled in the shadow of his hood. This close, it is hard not to believe that it is Lyom, from his height and build alone.


    Clutching the sacks of powder in my hands, I approach the swordsman. Every muscle in my body thrums with electricity as I move closer, every thought in my mind sending prayers to the Branch that it is, indeed, Lyom, if only so that I can berate him for leaving me in Kinecardine.


    But then the swordsman pulls the hood down, and brown eyes blink at me, long, honey hair pulled back behind his head, sprinkled with snowflakes.


    “Jamas,” I say, breathless.


    I have to admit, out of all of Lyom’s swordsmen, he is the only one I would have been thrilled to see. Even Lyom’s presence would conflict me, but Jamas almost makes me feel safe. I know I should fear him but how can I? I heard him fight for me in the Menca Denu, state my case eloquently when I could not.


    He takes a hesitant step forward, then clears his throat and curls his hands into fists at his side. “I apologize for the deception,” he begins, glancing at Josa, a deception of my own. He looks back at me. “But I could not be sure you would come if you knew it was I that summoned you.”


    Still a bit at a loss for words, I stumble over my tongue for a moment. “And what reason would I have for not visiting a friend?”


    “Well,” he says, smiling weakly, “you’ve never been the most predictable of sorts.”


    As if Josa realizes she is no longer needed, she begins to shrink back into the shadows, and she is wise to do so.


    “So the rumors are false, then. I knew they had to have been. Even I know the Girl of the Elements could not be so easily destroyed,” Jamas says.


    I chew on the inside of my mouth. “And the king? What does he believe?”


    “He believes whatever his Swordmaster tells him.”


    My heart beats unsteadily. “And Swordmaster Livingstone?”


    Jamas studies me for a long moment. “He is too blinded by guilt and grief to question.”


    The word grief has me momentarily at a loss for words. The cruel spirit in me rejoices that Lyom is grieving, and that he feels responsible for my death, but the part of me that dreamt up fantasies about him hates to have caused him such misery, even unconsciously. It would seem I am always torn these days—torn between two personalities, two paths that lead to two different destinies.


    “Then who sent you to contradict the rumors of my death?” I inquire.


    “No one,” answers Jamas. “I come of my own accord. I suppose I’d hoped that you were not truly dead, but if the worst had happened, then I was here to deliver my message to whoever would listen.”


    “And what message is that?”


    Jamas hesitates, gaze flickering to the shadows briefly. “The Flickers…they’re happening again.”


    I frown. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


    He struggles to think of an explanation. “They’re like…gateways between worlds. They allow Afterlighters to jump back and forth, using a human Root. They began years ago, during the first years of King Harchild’s reign, but were put to an end. Now they have begun again. We don’t know how or why but…” Jamas glances up the mountainside, where he must know Quay and the rest of my escorts have found refuge. “They’re back, Aerietta. And they’re wreaking havoc in the kingdoms.”


    My mind and thoughts trip over themselves. Flickers? Why have I never heard of these? Quay never mentioned them, and they were certainly something Senora failed to mention during her briefing.


    “What…” I close my eyes, trying to think. “What does that mean?”


    “We aren’t sure. The scholars have their own theories, believing them to be the signs that one of the Children has died, but as we both know, that cannot be the case. However, the Watchman has drawn conclusions of his own.”


    The Watchman. The man that spends every waking hour in the tower over Adandyrl’s Keep, watching for any signals sent up by Evrallonic servicemen along the borders, and any and all work camps. The same man that saw the red smoke signal on the walls of Kinecardine and reported to King Dryden that the Girl of the Elements was killed in the battle.


    “And what does the watchman think?” I ask.


    “That someone is coming.” Jamas pauses. “I believe we both know who that someone is, Aerietta.”


    I scowl, scoff, and roll my eyes—anything I can do to get the point across that this is old news. “I regret to say you’ve traveled all this way for nothing. We already knew Anguis was on his way.”


    “Yes, Swordmaster Livingstone mentioned that you knew.”


    A headache is quickly approaching. I can already feel the throbbing at the base of my skull.  My hands shake even more. “That is because Lyom works for Anguis.”


    “What?” asks Jamas, perplexed. “No! Lyom has never been employed by Anguis. He joined forces with King Harchild when he was turned to ensure that Anguis could never again make it to this world. He aided in the eradication of the Afterlighters.”


    I frown, taking in this new information. Did Lyom ever explicitly say that his master was Anguis? Did Anguis even admit to that? I recall with great discomfort the conversation I had with Anguis—albeit a rather one-sided conversation—and remember that he had hinted at Lyom’s loyalty, telling me that Lyom never should have let me out of my sight, but never did he say that he employed the Riser’s services. k`1`2


    “But,” I say, fighting the headache, “Lyom is his Riser…”


    “Indeed, but that does not make him undyingly loyal.”


    Jamas shivers, a reminder that he is perfectly human, and wraps his arms around himself. Somehow, either my rage or blush—it’s impossible to tell the difference sometimes—keeps me from getting chilled.


    “Shortly after Lyom was turned, I was told that he was sought out by King Harchild and forced to explain his situation, and his ability to sense the energy that Afterlighters give off. King Harchild liked the idea of an Afterlighter swordmaster, I suppose, because he took Lyom in, made him the Swordmaster. When his son, Dryden, came to power, Lyom was shifted into the ranks of the guards, and posed as one of the mundane servicemen to avoid suspicion. Dryden, of course, always knew the Swordmaster had been employed by his father but he never fully trusted Lyom.” Jamas pauses briefly, a chill rolling off him. “What I told you before was true. Swordmaster Livingstone did rescue Princess Haraya, which secured Dryden’s trust in him. As I’m sure you can imagine, playing for both sides would not end well for him. Besides, what reason would he have to serve the Afterlighter that turned and killed him?”


    Suddenly, the chill of the night is biting me through my cloak, and I cannot help but shiver. I know so little of Lyom…how possible is it that all Jamas has said is true? That he never worked for Anguis, and has always been the one to defend the kingdoms? Somehow, I feel that does not make matters better. If he was with King Harchild when the exodus of the Afterlighters began, then he helped him ensure that the Child of the Elements that lived at that time was dead, and that all Afterlighters had been either killed or pushed back into the Forest.


    For some reason, the first thought that enters my mind is, Just kill him and be done with it. Like an urge I just can’t seem to satisfy.


    I swallow, closing my eyes again. My cheeks and nose are numb from the brisk wind and I’m beginning to lose feeling in my fingers and toes. I shouldn’t be out here much longer. Quay will come down at any moment and order Jamas beheaded, since he is too much a coward to perform the harrowing task himself.


    “I’m sorry,” I say, backing away. “I shouldn’t have come. Josa could have communicated this to us.”


    Jamas reaches out before I can take another step back and grips my arm. My first instinct is to pull away, escape from him before I can be dragged back to Kinecardine, or get Jamas killed by Dominik’s sword. But then his eyes soften and his grip loosens.


    “I came here not to try to convince you of the Swordmaster’s innocence,” Jamas explains. “He is a strong-willed man, incapable of seeing things any other way than his own, and his prejudice against Afterlighters—especially the Children—knows no bounds. He has made mistakes, and will make many more. I came here to make sure that you knew that the Flickers have returned, and Afterlighters are pouring into this world. And not like the ones you have been holed up with, I’m sure. These are the nightreigns, banshees, and worse.” His gaze lifts to the cloudy skies. “You do not want to be caught out alone at night when a Flicker is open nearby.” His eyes find mine again and he locks on. “If you ever come upon a Flicker, kill the Root. Without hesitation.”


    Then Jamas releases me and steps away, leaving my mind foggy from learning so much in such a short period of time. He begins to walk away, fading into the shadows. Back to the Keep.
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    “Hope not ever to see Heaven. I have come to lead you to the other shore; into eternal darkness; into fire and into ice.”


    — Dante Alighieri, Inferno


     


     


     


    I speak to no one; my feet do not still until I have burst through the doors protecting Queen Senora and Cyril and have interrupted their conversation. Senora is the middle of a sentence when the doors rattle open, Quay, Finnegan, and Dominik all nipping at my heels in an attempt to get me to stop.


    Senora glowers until she realizes that if I am here, then my conversation with the swordsman must have been a success. She straightens, seemingly willing to put aside the fact that I just so rudely intruded.


    “It has come to my attention that you have withheld needed information, My Queen,” I say between gritted teeth.


    Senora shoots Cyril a glance, and the stout man scrambles to his feet, passing by me without touching me on his way out. With the soft click of the door behind us, Senora says, “And what information might that be?”


    “Your Majesty,” Quay brownnoses, “I must apologize for this. We are not even sure what set her off.”


    “Nonsense. I shall hear her complaint. I am, after all, a good and gracious queen.”


    I snort at that, not even attempting to hide my laugh. “Is that so, Your Majesty? Well, perhaps you would like to tell us, then, why it is you have not mentioned the ‘Flickers’ that have picked up all across the kingdoms.”


    I see the recognition in Queen Senora’s eyes though she does not acknowledge it or even flinch.


    “So you did know.” I confirm. “And what reason do you have for withholding such information? I’ll bet most of these men”—I wave a hand at Quay, Finn, and Dominik behind me—“do not even know what a Flicker is!”


    “We know, Aerietta,” Dominik says in a tight whisper.


    My brows draw together as I look back at him. He knows? He knows what Flickers are or he already knows that they’ve begun again?


    “They began in Helmfirth,” explains Finnegan. “Then moved to Torrona. They even plague the streets of Adandyrl now, if Laderic’s report is to be trusted.”


    I gape, confused and annoyed that I do not already know of it. “And none of you felt it necessary to divulge this knowledge?”


    Quay isn’t the slightest bit remorseful. “I don’t see how it was any of your concern. And when did I begin answering to you? When you decided to finally accept your being the Girl?”


    I want to protest but what have I to say? Quay has never been required to answer to me. In fact, it has always been the other way around. Only recently was I given the freedom to pick and choose who I answered to.


    “And who is to say it did not concern me?” I demand, looking then at Finnegan.


    He sighs, attempting to placate me by raising his hands in a gesture of peace. “Let’s be rational about this. We weren’t sure how you would respond. If you thought it in your best interest, you might have taken off to Adandyrl to see what good or harm you could do. We couldn’t risk your response.” He takes in a breath, eyes flickering over my shoulder to his mother, then back to me. “But all of this is beside the point. Who did you speak to? Can they be trusted? And did they give you valuable information?”


    Apart from the Flickers, making me aware of your secrecy? But since saying that would hardly do me any good, I just say: “Jamas. I knew him from Swordmaster Livingstone’s company. Yes, he is worthy of our trust but no, he was unable to supply any more information. He came only to make me—us—aware of the Flickers.”


    I look back at the queen, who raises a skeptical brow.


    “And will he reveal our little secret? Or were you clever enough to use the smoke screens to your advantage to keep him from suspecting that you are more than an apparition?”


    I snort in a very unladylike way. Jamas would not have been fooled even if I had used the smoke screens. Stranger things have happened, yes, but that does not mean the swordsmen are blind to deception. When I recall our trip through the Menca Denu, I did see what I would have thought was an apparition, but it was made of white smoke, not flesh and bone as I am. Perhaps if a newer swordsman had come I would have been able to fool him, but not Jamas. He is too wise to my tricks and the tricks of the Afterlighters. After all, he is serving under one.


    “He will keep my secret.” I answer, deciding to retain the part of our conversation when Jamas mentioned that it was the Swordmaster’s guilt and grief that blinded him.


    Senora’s shoulders relax almost imperceptibly. The queen may not appreciate my being here and she may loathe my headstrong personality, but regardless of her enmity, she needs me. Until Dominik is activated, that is.


    That is when a chilling thought slithers into my mind. Senora is not the sort of woman I would imagine keeps her word. She does not have a heart of gold, nor does she have the compassion of her own son. The moment Dominik has been activated, thus breaking the charm preserving our lives, what does she intend to do with me? She says she will release me, but if she decides I am a threat to her? If she suspects Anguis will find me and force me to his side? I would not put it past the conniving woman to do what she believed was necessary.


    “Good,” she replies, breathing out steadily. She juts her chin out, nodding to her son. “Take Miss Elony to her room, if you wouldn’t mind, dear. Quay, Dominik, and I have much to discuss. There have been a few changes in plans.”


    Even as Finnegan nods suspiciously and reaches for the door handle, I am pushing back against my new exclusion.


    “Beg your pardon, but I believe I have every right to be included in these changes in plans as anyone else in the room. Perhaps more, in fact.” I say, narrowing my eyes at the queen, half in annoyance and half in surprise to have been severed completely from the knowledge.


    Senora raises a curious brow, gaze moving to Dominik, who gives a sort of shrug in response. I try not to be annoyed with Dominik for patronizing me, whether it was intentionally or unconsciously done.


    “You seem to take a good deal of interest in something you have so little invested in.” Senora notes.


    I blink. How could she possibly not see? “I practically have my life invested in this!”


    “Yet you wish to be finished,” continues Senora. “It is true, is it not? If we did not need you to activate Dominik, you would no longer want to be involved. You care more about your peace and quiet than you do the safety of your own world.” She slowly rises to her feet, and somehow at this distance from her, it’s almost as if she towers over me. “I’m sure you’ve guessed I was born in the Afterlight realm. My husband, of course, was not, though he is fae as well. The Forest was my home until I was older, and even then, when I managed to escape to the kingdoms, it haunted me. The darkness had latched on. I am personally invested in our campaign to free this world of Anguis once and for all because I know of the darkness and its chill.” She narrows her eyes cruelly. “And I would hate for such darkness to leak out into this world.”


    I keep my shoulders back. I needn’t allow the queen to know that her words have affected me, shamed me to some extent. She is right. Had I the opportunity to leave without question, I would. I doubt I would even think twice about this place. I would never be able to settle down, that I fairly recently established, but perhaps settling down won’t be an issue. I have always wanted to travel for leisure, meet new people that I don’t intend to assassinate. I cannot say I would ever make the decision to stay.


    “That …,” I begin, reconsidering my argument. “That is beside the point. As of now, I am invested in this ‘campaign’ of yours, which makes the plotting of new plans my business also.”


    “May as well let her in, Senora,” Quay says, and I try not to gape at the familiarity in his tone. Was he not referring to her as Your Majesty only moments ago? “We’ll have no peace until she is content.”


    Senora studies me with graceful disdain before returning to the chair behind her handcrafted desk. “Very well. Pull up a chair, make yourselves comfortable.”


    I stiffly grab one of the wooden chairs and bring it close enough to the queen’s desk to be considered a part of the group but far enough away that I may choose whether or not to look at Her Majesty.


    “News from Adandyrl has reached me,” she explains. “The village itself is being sealed off very soon. The swordsmen and other servicemen have already begun to establish the walls surrounding it. Something to do with the vicious nature of the murder at the Keep. Evidently, the victim was the eldest archivist, a valuable man in King Dryden’s eyes. In two days time, the entire village will be walled and carefully watched by Dryden’s elite. Only guests that are on a very strict guest list will be allowed entrance. So as you can imagine, this puts a damper on our plans.” She lets out a long breath. “It seems the masquerade ball is no longer an opportune event for our incursion.”


    As Senora begins giving alternative solutions, all of which include waiting several more weeks for another opportunity, my head is reeling.


    “What?” I ask, a bit too late. “No, the ball was the perfect opportunity. We cannot let this slip through our grasp.”


    I look to Quay for support but he is deep in thought, also considering our options. I then look at Dominik, but he and Finnegan and whispering back and forth, likely conspiring against me. I return my attention to the queen in annoyance.


    “We must find a way to be at that ball.”


    “And what do you suggest?” Quay snorts. “Because if you have a solution, I’m sure we’d all be quite pleased to hear it.”


    “We all want to activate Dominik,” says Finnegan, “but perhaps this is not the best way to go about it. After all, with Laderic returned with the swordsman, we have no way of getting our names on that guest list. And would you really suppose writing, ‘Aerietta Elony, the Queen of Crimson, Back from the Dead’ on the register would go smoothly?”


    “We needn’t be on the guest list.” I say back. “We will already be inside the village. If we leave tonight, we can easily slip in with traveling caravans and hardly be noticed. Then we continue as planned.”


    Senora laughs, a gentle but mocking titter. “You won’t be ready by tonight.”


    I look at her cooly. “For someone who relies on my abilities so much, you have very little regard for them, My Queen.”


    She scowls. “You can hardly take down your former companion—yes, I heard of this morning’s fiasco.”


    “Then let this be a test.” I suggest.


    “This isn’t a game, child.”


    “I’ve never considered it one.”


    “No,” she agrees, “you only make a mockery of all things serious.”


    I tilt my chin up. “If you have finished insulting me, then I have more suggestions for infiltrating the Keep.” I raise a brow, feigning confusion. “Oh, did Finnegan fail to mention he informed me of your predicament? Sending Afterlighters in posing as guests will result in a failure; as will simply having Laderic open the maid’s back doors, assuming we could even get word to him. No, the answer lies in our abilities not as the Children, but as assassins.” I look at Dominik, recalling all the times he and I had to do something risky. “And we are quite skilled ones, at that.”


    Quay frowns. “What are you suggesting?”


    “The chimney.” I explain. “The Keep has massive smokestacks. I happen to know from studying the Keep and its routines that the kitchen has its own smokestack. That hearth is only lit hours before any large event, and all other meals are cooked over a separate fire, to keep the main hearth cool, so as not to overcook anything, and is doused between courses.” I relish the look of bewilderment on Quay’s and Senora’s faces, and then the proud grin Finn shoots my way. “If we were able to judge the time correctly, I could perceivably drop through the chimney and make it into the kitchen without being harmed by the fire. From then it will only be a matter of blending in, finding Haraya, and recovering the Tablet. Our escape should be simple enough, with the Keep in a panic.”


    Senora seems to be scrambling to find a flaw in my logic but she remains utterly silent for a long period of time.


    “Brilliant,” Dominik agrees, clearly eager to be involved in the plan.


    “Oh, yes, brilliant.” Quay says in a tone I recognize. “Except for one detail. How do you plan to get up to the chimney? Knights and servicemen will be around every bend, patrolling. The Keep’s security will be heightened that night.”


    “We know their rotations,” Finnegan supplies. “We could theoretically time it so Aerietta and Dominik could slip by.”


    “Assuming we are fast climbers,” says Dominik. “Which we are.”


    Senora’s mouth is open, and surprise is a new expression on her. I believe I like it. “You intend to scale the walls of the Keep, then? In your condition?” She appraises me with open skepticism.


    “Don’t allow your eyes to deceive you, for I am in perfectly good health.” I lie. I don’t see the need to mention I’ve hardly been able to keep one full meal down.


    “And what of the windows?” she demands. “You’re bound to be seen by someone.”


    “There is a side of the Keep with fewer windows,” I explain. “Only two. Either Dominik or I could climb that side while the other chooses a secondary route.”


    “Of course,” Senora says, beginning to regain her confidence in her own leadership. “Better to split up to avoid being spotted, I suppose.”


    “You agree, then?” I inquire. “This could work.”


    “It could,” she admits. “Assuming you are as good as you say you are.”


    I sneer. “I am better.”


    “Good. Then this should go smoothly.” She looks at Quay. “I will arrange it all. You and your assassins are to escort Mr. Giovani and Miss Elony to the Keep, but remain at a distance. Take no Afterlighters with you.”


    Quay inclines his head. “Of course, ma’am.”


    Her eyes cut to me. “And eat something before you go, for Heaven’s sake. You’re beginning to look like a corpse. Hardly a threatening appearance.” She looks to the rest of the people in the room. “You are dismissed then. Except for you, Miss Elony. If you wouldn’t mind remaining with me for a moment more. I believe we have…issues to discuss.”


    I am already beginning to stand when she says this, so I uncomfortably sit back in the chair. I glance up at Dominik, willing him to stay with me, but he gives me an apologetic smile and leaves the room, along with Finnegan and Quay. When the door slowly closes behind them, I allow my gaze to recenter on the queen.


    “You can be at no loss to understand why I have asked for this private audience with you,” Queen Senora begins.


    “I regret to reply that I have not an inkling of the thoughts in your mind, Your Majesty.”


    She glowers. “Then let me be clear. You are about to enter Adandyrl tonight, the home of a man I know you to be attracted to. I feel it is my responsibility as the monarch of the Citadel to ensure that you will act responsibly and sensibly.”


    I grind my teeth together. “I will make no foolish decisions, of that I can assure—”


    “You are to make no contact with him. I am certain you know this already, whether your stubbornness has allowed you to accept it or not, but Swordmaster Livingstone will be of no help to you or the other Afterlighters. You will not be able to convince him that we are fighting for the right side, nor will you be able to persuade him to assist you in recovering the Tablet. Try to keep in mind that he has sworn to protect Princess Haraya, a woman you are threatening with your mere presence in the Keep.”


    “I have not forgotten it.”


    “Good. Then see to it that you avoid him at all costs. I don’t need you to be run off with your feelings for him and to suddenly decide you would rather be a prisoner in Kinecardine than to be parted from him.”


    “You give me too little credit, Queen. I have more control over my own wishes than that.”


    “Then you admit you wish it?”


    “On the contrary,” I continue. “I have no desire to be with the Swordmaster and know of his obligation to protect the princess. However, I feel it is my obligation to inform you that though you may be the Citadel’s monarch, you are not mine, and I needn’t answer every slanderous question you may ask me.”


    Even as I speak the words, that familiar sensation of unease wiggles its way up the back of my neck. Thankfully, I am irritated and frustrated enough that while the queen studies me, she will not see a hint of unease, only my own hardheadedness.


    She lifts her chin. “Then let it be so,” she says after a long period of silence. “I hope you’ll understand I’ll have to question Dominik on the matter as well. To keep you honest.”


    “It would be foolish not to,” I reply.


    Still in the midst of studying me, she waves a flippant hand to the door. “You’re dismissed then. Fetch the Tablet and bring it back to the Citadel. Then, after Dominik is awakened and your services are no longer required, you are free to live your miserable life however you wish it.”


    I incline my head and leave the room before the queen can ask any further questions of me. As the door shuts, I immediately begin thinking. Fetch the Tablet, she said, as if it would be as simple as walking up to a vender and saying, “Pardon me, but do you have an ancient Tablet about yea high? Intricate engravings on the side?” I’ve done well to make it seem as though it will be a walk in the park but I know secretly that it will be much more difficult than it seems.


    Getting into the Keep will require excellent timing, strength I may or may not possess, and stealth I worry I lost in the mines. Then, once I am inside, I’ll have to change and merge with the crowd, hoping to find Haraya. Once I find her—and with any luck a drunk her—then I shall have Dominik persuade her to leave with him, or perhaps give him a private tour of the Keep. However Dominik gets her alone is of little importance to me. It is what we do with her once she is alone that I consider my responsibility.


    Dominik is leaned against the door of his quarters waiting for me when I return. He sees my quick pace and opens the door for me, following inside.


    “Queen Senora questioned you, then?”


    “Most thoroughly,” I answer. “When do we depart?”


    I kick my boots off and open one of the drawers, grabbing suitable attire—a dark shirt and trousers—before retreating to the washroom.


    “As soon as we are ready,” replies Dominik through the door.


    I peel the stone-gray dress over my head and lay it on one of the chairs in the washroom before beginning to dress myself.


    “And Quay would like for you to meet him in the strategy room.”


    Being only half dressed, I open the door and peek out to see Dominik standing there. He blinks at me, likely putting two and two together and realizing that I have only my shirt on. He quickly turns his back to me, clears his throat, but signals that he is still listening.


    “And now I have been invited to sit at the adult’s table, I see?”


    “So it would seem.”


    I huff, closing the door again. I pull my trousers on, secure the belt, and head back out of the washroom, picking up my boots as I go. I try not to struggle pulling them back on my feet, using the wall to steady myself as I lace them. When I am completely dressed, Dominik and I head from our quarters and make our way towards the strategy room where Quay awaits us. Upon arriving, Quay and his team of assassins straighten up and offer us seats, which we both refuse. One look around the room confirms that Finnegan is not here. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised—I knew he wouldn’t be joining us on the incursion—but I must say I’m a bit disappointed. There is something about Finnegan that puts me at ease…something I cannot say about my former companion. Being with Dominik has been…awkward, for lack of a better descriptor. It seems now I must always be on my toes with him, whereas Finn…I needn’t do a thing.


    “So, Miss Elony,” Quay begins, “how do you propose we begin this venture?”


    I look between he and his assassins. “Did Finnegan give you a schedule of the servicemen’s rounds?”


    Quay passes the sheet of paper to me without a word. I glance down at it. It’s all very…unscheduled. No actual times, just minutes until the rounds change. A diagram of the Keep has been drawn, with hollow circles indicating where the servicemen are. Dotted arrows point in the direction the rounds go. Posts are switched every hour, it would seem, to ensure vigilance. From the looks of it, two times every seven hours, two knights guard the wall I will need to scale, and the same goes for Dominik’s side. That means that chances are, one of us will have to subdue two guards, but I suppose we could get lucky.


    “Alright,” I breathe. “Not too difficult at all.”


    Quay huffs. “And what’re we to do while you enjoy crepes in Adandyrl and dance your hearts away in the Keep?”


    “Await us outside,” I answer, ignoring his jab about us dancing.


    Quay’s brows furrow, and I know from experience that means he does not approve of the situation. More likely it is my newfound authority he does not take pleasure in.


    “Ivo,” he snaps, and I get the feeling Ivo is becoming Quay’s new and improved Aerietta Elony.


    Ivo moves to the back of the room where he opens a chest and scoops out two different outfits—one dark red gown and the other a formal suit. I raise a brow at the dark red dress. I know their reasoning behind it. If I wear a dress such as this, sporting the colors of the Keep, then perhaps no one will suspect me of being an assassin come to kidnap the princess. But even from where I stand, I can tell the form-fitting, empire dress has a low back.


    I hum thoughtfully as Ivo tosses it to me, along with a similar red mask. I catch them and raise the dress so Quay can clearly see the low seam of the back. “Is this troubling to anyone else?”


    “We have skilled artisans that can make your Jezdah disappear beneath layers of powders for the next few days, and our resident warlock can cast a spell on you to be sure.”


    I hold a hand up. “As much as I think powders will do little to conceal it, I would rather take that chance than to have a warlock put anything on me.”


    “Then isn’t it a shame that the decision falls to me?” Quay smirks at his regained supremacy. He jerks a nod to Dominik. “Get dressed, boy. Put the suit under your clothes so the guards won’t see it when they check your bags upon arrival.” His gaze comes back to me. “You have two nights before the ball. For obvious reasons, we cannot follow you inside the city, so you will have to know when to time yourself. The first night of the ball, at midnight, we will stage an assault on the walls of the city, hopefully drawing sentinels away from the Keep.” He looks to the dress in my hand. “Dominik will be able to wear his suit under his dark attire but you’ll have to put your dress in a pack and carry it in with you. When you’re in the kitchens, dress yourself in it.”


    I gape. “Surely you do not expect that I will undress in front of any of the servants we’ve kept alive, and Dominik—”


    “Then let this be an incentive to leave no one alive. You are an assassin, are you not? Besides, we all know you have been undressed in front of Dominik on more than one occasion so let’s not be overly modest in this instance, shall we?”


    Ivo and some other nameless assassin snicker and I feel a blush creep up my neck, turning my whole face red. I know Dominik has the same blush coloring him as well but before he can open his mouth to defend his honor—or mine—I cut him off.


    “If you would have thought your jab through, sir, you would have realized that neither Dominik nor I could ever have been undressed in front of each other, for fear our Jezdahs would be revealed.” I snap. “And furthermore, when did you presume to know my own personal business?”


    Quay smirks, unaffected by my heated words. “Ready yourself, Aerietta. You would be wise to save that anger for someone who truly deserves it.” He then winks at me, waving a hand at his new assassins to follow. “Come along, then, children. Mustn’t keep the horses waiting in the cold too long. Say your good-byes to this place because there is a good chance we shall never see these walls again.”


    As we trail behind Quay towards the gates, Dominik slipping into a room to put his suit on under his clothes and me shoving the beautiful red dress and mask into the satchel hanging off my shoulder, I cannot help but be jealous of these assassins. No, I do not envy their bloodlust or the fact that they are now pledged to this new Cannon, as I once was, but I envy their purpose. I know it is wrong and I have no reason to want what they have, for I have been on the receiving end of Quay’s punishments and they are nothing to be desired, but I also know what it is to have Quay’s admiration and trust. That is something I fear I may have lost forever. Yes, I understand that this man’s admiration is hardly something to yearn for, but he is the only father I’ve ever truly had. To watch him teach other assassins, train them, speak to Ivo as he once did to me…I must admit it’s difficult.


    Quay is true to his word and a warlock meets us on our way out. He’s a tall man with dark hair and eyes, wearing a red cloak that looks eerily similar to mine before it was altered by King Dryden. He is not the sort of person I’d like to meet in a village at night. He casts what I assume must be a spell on me, though I feel no change, and then leaves us. Quay ushers me into another room where I’m swept up in ridiculous powders—some even touching my face to give me a “noble” look. The woman that do the powdering are prattling on relentlessly but I think only of my time in the Keep. What shall I do if I run into Jamas? Or Lyom?


    When Dominik catches up again, we’ve reached the gates and the horses, just as Quay had said, are waiting for us. Stable boys with horns and long fingernails hand the reins off to us and I cannot help but recoil a little from them. I may be among the Afterlighters now, but that does not mean I will ever be fully comfortable around them.


    I mount up and squint through the darkness. It will be past midnight when we arrive at the Keep, but surely the festivities will last until morning, and then last some more. The Cruel King has always been one for extravagant socials.


    I gratefully accept the cloak offered to me by one of the assassins and tie it around me, pulling the hood over my head. It is the same one I used only earlier this evening, and the smoke screens are still in the inner pockets.


    “Aerietta,” Quay calls over the wind before we head out. “The smoke screens…you’re to use them should you encounter anyone inside the Keep. Do try to remember; you’re a ghost.”


    I smile bitterly. “How could I forget?”


    Quay shoots me a potent look. “Two nights, girl. Then you and your accomplice will be given the chance to prove yourself once again.”


    Then he spins around and kicks his horse to lead out the caravan. I am left in the back for a moment, feeling the sting of his words. How is it possible that they could still affect me? No, I suppose the word sting doesn’t accurately describe the uneasy feeling I have. It’s more of a dull ache, like an old wound has been reopened. And I know why.


    The memory of the night of my first assignment begins to thrash at the walls I’ve mentally thrown up to keep it at bay. Glimpses of people’s faces, of cobblestone streets, of Quay telling me that this is my chance to prove myself—all that flickers in front of my mind’s eye. I do what I can to repair the damage to the mental wall and look over at Dominik, who is watching me with suspicion in his gaze. Does he realize the affect Quay’s words have had on me?


    “Let’s go,” I say. “Best not be left behind.”


    Dominik nods, although hesitantly, and moves his horse after Quay’s. I give myself three more seconds to breathe, then take off with him.


    The cold wind that wraps itself around me is enough to distract from my tumultuous thoughts but not for long.


    When we arrive in Adandyrl, I imagine Dominik and I will take on new personas. It would be nice to play something new—perhaps even strangers, pretend we don’t even know each other!—but that would complicate the plan, and this isn’t the time to experiment. We shall probably end up playing husband and wife, as we always do, thus obtaining a room together in which we can hatch our scheme of incursion.


    I am not overly concerned with how we will get into the Keep, though I likely should be. I more fear what awaits us inside. I’ll have to do something to change the color of my hair if I’m to get anywhere close to Haraya. I’ve always thought dark hair would suit me.


    Dominik, of course, will have to dye his as well.


    We don’t allow the horses to slow the entire way to the valley before reaching Adandyrl. When Quay begins to pull his horse to a stop at the front, I see the torch lights of homes and even carriages pulling into Adandyrl. I pull my stallion back and stare across the field. A long road winds into the forest beyond and every minute or so, a carriage or horse will emerge from the trees and make its way towards the rapidly-growing walls.


    Quay slides off his horse’s back and drops the reins on the ground. I dismount as well. I pass Dominik as I weave through the bodies of horses and assassins, alike, before reaching Quay. I’ve barely begun to open my mouth to bid him a swift farewell when he shoves a tattered, patched cloak into my hands.


    “Wear that one instead,” he commands, extending his hand for me to return the black, warm cloak.


    I roll my eyes, silently wishing I’d managed to do more with what little power I held over him before relinquishing it. I untie my cloak and hand it over.


    “Midnight, Aerietta,” he warns. “You have two days to coordinate with Dominik, then you are to get inside the Keep. Let us hope for all our sakes you have procured the Tablet and are ready to make your escape by midnight.”


    I tug the cape over my shoulders. It’s shorter, only reaching the backs of my knees, but I wear it as though it was my red cloak, dipped in blood and christened with reputation.


    “Count on it,” I hiss.


    Dominik moves silently behind me and I feel more than see him come to stand at my side.


    Quay glances between the two of us. “I think you’re aware we cannot afford to lose either of you at this point. Do try to make it back to us in one piece, yes?” He then glares at Dominik. “And try to keep her out of trouble, boy.”


    If Dominik is offended by Quay’s constant term of belittlement, he does not show it. He only nods his head in silent understanding.


    I hook my arm’s in Dominik’s and shoulder the leather satchel hanging off my arm. Inside are my knives, covered by the red dress, which is covered under a layer of bland clothing. The guards surely won’t search a woman’s satchel. And in the dark, they won’t notice the color of my hair. But for good measure, I snatch the hat off one of Quay’s assassins as I pass them, twisting my hair in a knot and pulling the cap over it.


    Dominik and I make our way into the valley, weaving into the trees before we get too close. I see the lights of a carriage through the trees up ahead. It shines through the leaves, turning them into jewels of glimmering torchlight. We make no sound as we approach the path that leads through the trees from whatever village it hails from.


    Slipping onto the path behind the carriage, we allow ourselves to fall back into the darkness, out of earshot of the carriage and certainly far enough away from the stacking walls of Adandyrl to be noticed yet. Even still, I hold fast to Dominik’s arm, in case a carriage is to approach from behind and pass us.


    Whatever thoughts I’d managed to keep at bay now flood to the forefront of my mind. A cascading wave of premonitions wash over me and I cannot help but fear the ensuing hours—no, days. I will see Lyom…I will have to steal the Tablet from off Princess Haraya’s neck without throttling her first…then I will have to walk away from the Keep without saying a word to Lyom, or asking why he did the things he did.


    An uneasy feeling settles in my stomach. I am not myself. I am normally levelheaded before an assignment but this has thrown me. I can hardly think to put one foot in front of the other and am more than thankful for Dominik’s steadying grace.


    “Kippa,” Dominik says after a moment of odd silence.


    I look up at him, blinking. “Pardon?”


    He looks down at me, and in the darkness his eyes of liquid silver seem to swirl. “Your name should be Kippa. I’ll be Callum,”


    I raise a curious brow. “Do you intend to make them laugh?”


    “I intend to make them see us as an innocent couple. You need a gentle, docile name. Kippa is just that.”


    I nod in agreement. At least one of us has their thoughts in the right place.


    “Same relationship as always?” suggests Dominik.


    “Yes,”


    “Then I shall be a merchant. We are from Torrona and are coming to view the paper lanterns the Keep releases around this time every year. We aren’t sure how long we are staying because Afterlighters destroyed our home.”


    I cringe. “Rather explicit,”


    “Aren’t we always?”


    I nod absentmindedly.


    Dominik’s hand closes over the one I have pressed to his arm. “This is no different from any other assignment we have done together,” he assures me. “I’ll do most of the talking. Just…relax. I know you aren’t fully recovered yet.”


    I instantly try to pull my hand out of Dominik’s grasp, annoyed that he would dare to point out my inadequacies. He won’t allow my refusal, though, and grips me tighter, pulling me against him. I flinch at the sudden contact and I feel the invisible cord that connects us tighten.


    I want that connection gone.


    “Would you stop that?” He wraps his arms around me so I have nowhere to go or look. “Yes, you have flaws. Yes, I am bound to notice them. That does not make you any less who you are. In fact, it is what makes you who you are.”


    “Comforting, Dominik,” I say facetiously. “Really, truly comforting in my time of great despair.”


    He grins lightheartedly, attempting to dispense with the dark mood. “You know what I am trying to say.”


    The rattling sound of a carriage approaching from nearby forces us away from each other and I quickly begin walking down the path again. Dominik catches up from behind me as the once-unseen carriage begins to come into view further down the path. It is coming from Adandyrl, rather than to, loaded with supplies. The farmer that is sitting at the front could very well be inebriated.


    Dominik and I refrain from speaking the rest of the way down the dimly-lit path until we have arrived at the foot of Adandyrl. I see the village homes from where we stand in a line to get through the yet-to-be-built gates that are manned by swordsmen. I try not to let my nerves catch up with me now.


    Breathe, I command. You heard Dominik. This is no different from any other assignment.


    For the first time in what seems like ages, I allow myself to fall into the normalcy of being an assassin. No—of being Quay’s assassin. Of being the Queen of Crimson.


    I wrap my arm tighter around Dominik’s and step closer to him so we look like we are truly as in love as we will have to portray. He is the one that is carrying more luggage, so I pretend to be more enamored with the walls that are being constructed, keeping in mind that my persona is supposed to be a tad forlorn that her own home was just lost to Afterlighter destruction in Torrona.


    We steadily inch our way towards the gates.


    Dominik leans in close and presses his nose into the crook of my neck, and when he whispers, I feel a chill run down my spine. I have to wonder if he is acting or not.


    “What should we do if they attempt to search you?”


    And accidentally come upon my knives? I want to ask but don’t.


    “I’ll handle them,” I say with enough certainty that I’m sure I actually will.


    Dominik’s gaze meets mine and I know he realizes my conviction. I cannot allow myself to be the Aerietta that was dragged out of Kinecardine, the one that was betrayed twice in such a short period of time. I cannot allow myself to be the Aerietta that was weak enough to kiss the Swordmaster, and then fantasize about him in the jail cell he threw her into.


    The carriage before us is admitted and the swordsmen now stand right in front of us. Dominik makes a show of tucking a strand of hair behind my ear and kissing me on the temple before releasing me to speak with the guards.


    “Reason for travel to Adandyrl?” one of the swordsmen asks, not looking at us but instead looking at the scroll in front of him, likely ready to check our names on the guest list.


    “Refuge,” replies Dominik. “My wife and I have come here the past three years to watch the lanterns.”


    “And your place of residence?”


    “Torrona,” says Dominik.


    The swordsman finally lifts his gaze and studies me. I know he is a swordsman from the scabbard he has, and even his attire, but he is luckily not one I have ever encountered before.


    “Your names,” he says. “What are they?”


    “Callum and—”


    “Not you,” the swordsman continues to study me, and for a brief minute I feel my heart flipflop with the realization that he could recognize me. Lyom is an artist—I saw so in his sketchbook. Could he not have drawn me before he believed me dead? Given the picture to his men to study in fear that I would one day escape Kinecardine? It may seem preposterous, but the Riser has been known to take precautionary action.


    Dominik frowns at the swordsman in mock confusion and looks back at me. I hope the cap is covering enough of my face that neither of them see the affect of the swordsman’s questioning.


    This is normal, I assure myself. Be the Queen of Crimson.


    I force my shoulders into more of a weary slouch than they were before and shake my head at the swordsman. “Apologies, sir,” I say in a soft voice. “I’m a bit in a daze today. Kippa is my name, and this is my husband, Callum.”


    I know Dominik is breathing a silent sigh of relief when he returns to my side and rubs my arm as though he truly is trying to rouse me from my daze.


    “It’s been quite the day for us,” apologizes Dominik.


    The swordsman just shrugs his shoulders and glances at the other serviceman across from him. With a final nod, he ushers us through the gates, calling, “Next!” behind us. Dominik trips over his own feet as we enter Adandyrl, though whether that is part of the act or not I’m not sure.


    Stage one is complete. We are inside. Now for the rest of the ordeal.
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    “It is not time or opportunity that is to determine intimacy;—it is disposition alone. Seven years would be insufficient to make some people acquainted with each other, and seven days are more than enough for others.”


    — Jane Austen, Sense and Sensibility


     


     


     


    “What in the world—?” Dominik stammers upon entering the inn’s upstairs bedroom, his hands full of food and hair dyes.


    For a moment, I almost wonder, What is he so bent out of shape about? But then I remember the scissors in my hand the the pile of golden hair left on the floor. It’d been past my waist, now chopped nearly to my shoulders. The second Dominik left, I’d gone searching through the washroom for these scissors and found them. The innkeeper had said she’d made sure all the rooms were properly stocked with amenities.


    I drop the scissors on the desk and gather up the blond hair on the floor, carrying it over to the waste bin and dumping it inside. Dominik follows me into the washroom, staring in uncertainty, as if he isn’t quite sure whether I’ve just cut all my hair off or not.


    He sighs. “Etta,”


    “What?” I demand, turning around and brushing past him to the items he dropped on our shared bed. “The swordsman nearly recognized me. I’ll be unrecognizable with dark and short hair.”


    He practically slaps himself on the forehead, running a hand over his face while he mutters. “You’re ridiculous, you know that?”


    I am gathering the dyes up in my arms when he steps up behind me, and the invisible string between us tightens. I practically drop the bags of powdered dyes on the bed when I tense, the coiling in my stomach slithering like a snake.


    Dominik steps around me, seemingly unaware of the tension between us. I cannot help but wonder if he notices it. What is it?


    He lifts a strand of jagged hair and frowns. “At least let me do it properly.”


    I scowl. “And what is wrong with my attempt?”


    “You look as though a goat chewed on your hair.” He points to the mirror behind me, but I already know what I look like so I refuse to comply.


    I run a hand through it, feeling the loss at the ends instantly. It is for the best, I remind myself. Otherwise, should I even pass Lyom in the Keep, he would find me suspicious.


    Dominik nods towards the washroom. “Come on,”


    I have never been afraid of Dominik, or even uncomfortable in his presence. I have, however, been so uneasy with my own feelings around him that I hardly trust myself. I am not sure what is causing my uneasiness now but the snake in my stomach coils tighter, threatening to strangle me from the inside.


    I slowly nod, though I’m not sure what I am getting myself into. Dominik leads me into the washroom and pours the basin of warm water into the pool. I stand a few feet away from him, unsure of his motives. He has never been anything but civil and gentlemanly but…could this new bond we share be making him bolder? I hate myself for it, but the thought of being with Dominik does not trouble me. I’d thought I’d dispelled any feelings I had towards him but now…now that he is all I have…


    I close my eyes and barely inch forward until I meet the pool. Dominik straightens, and I watch all the muscles in his shoulders strain against the movement. I notice for the first time how he is larger than he was when I saw him in Kinecardine. He’s been training alongside me, yes, but I’ve always thought I had the more rigorous exercises. Judging from the way he moves, the pain involved in even flexing a muscle, it would seem he has had to put up with just as much as I have.


    He offers me a small smile. “Dip your head into the water,”


    I frown. “What?”


    His smile grows slightly and he begins to chuckle. “Did no one ever teach you to cut your hair properly, Aerietta?”


    I grind my teeth together and slowly bend down, staring into the crystal blue waters. Steam rolls off it, and at this point I would rather dive head first into it and stay for the rest of the night than just dunk my head and return to the chill of the room. I consider doing just that when Dominik crouches beside me and drops a hand on my shoulder.


    I quickly dunk my head into the water, feeling the warmth of it rush over my jaw and my ears. I try not to think of all the times I wished Dominik had stood this close to me, or that we had a moment of true silence where we were alone for the next day. On assignments, everything was rushed, hasty, and neither of us were given a second to think or do anything. Even in the Citadel, there was so much pressure that I’d hardly even noticed we were laying in the same bed together at night.


    When I cannot be under the water any longer, I bring my head back up, warmth trickling down my back and soaking my shirt. Dominik wrings my hair out and I then rock back and let him grab the scissors from the bed. He returns in an instant and crouches behind me, knees coming to either sides of my hips.


    I close my eyes. Grind my teeth together.


    Dominik must sense my unease because he places a hand on my shoulder. “Hey, relax,” he says. “It’s just me.”


    I try to shake the nerves away as he runs his fingers through my hair to smooth it, cutting my hair in a straighter, more perfect line. Because that’s what Dominik is. Everything he is is organized, smooth, perfect.


    I feel locks of hair hit the upturned soles of my feet as Dominik slices through it.


    Think of something else, I urge. Anything else.


    And so my mind wanders to how I’ll get the fancy powders I need to blend in at the Keep, or where I’ll purchase the pins. Those were two things Quay did not supply me with, but I have the coins to purchase them. Dawn is readily approaching and ordinarily I would dread the dispersing darkness but tonight I cannot bear the thought of waiting in these chambers all night with Dominik.


    He finishes cutting my hair and stands, much to my relief. I quickly stand as well and Dominik hands me the scissors.


    “I’ll allow you to dye your hair, yourself. I would think you’ve had enough experience with it.”


    He sets the dyes on the washroom counter. I nod, grateful when Dominik leaves the room and the uncomfortable cord between us snaps. With the closing of the washroom door, I grab the dyes and pull my clothes off, dropping them to the floor. I grab the hair dyes, which are mostly paste with a gritty texture, and sink into the bathwater.


    Every thought I’d been harboring flees and I’m able to relax in the warmth of the water. There is no Keep, there is no masquerade ball, there is no Tablet, there are no Children. I run soap through my hair to clean it before running it all over my body. Bruises litter my arms and I’m thankful for the long sleeves of the dress, otherwise the guests of King Dryden may grow suspicious of the marks.


    I run a hand over my back and shoulder, flinching when my fingers stumble upon sensitive skin that is healing from where the bullet shot through me. While I am impressed by the Citadel’s healers, I still wish more could have been done.


    Absentmindedly, my hand then wanders to the miserable brand on my collarbone. I cringe when a flare of pain sparks up. I don’t even want to look down on it. I’m afraid to look upon the mark of Kinecardine.


    When I pick up the hair dye, I take a look at the dark paste in the container. I almost don’t want to smear the walnut dye into my hair. I’ve only dyed it once, and then it was a more temporary dye because my hair only needed to be a shade or two darker. This almost-black color will be different for me, and it’s a color that will not wash out so easily.


    Taking a deep breath, I empty the contents into the palm of my hand and begin the dyeing process. I color every short strand, then let it sit for several minutes before washing it all out. It unnerves me to see how dark the water is when I’m sure I’ve washed all the walnut extract out of my hair. For a long moment I’m not sure if I want to get out or not, because getting out will mean seeing the final product.


    I finally pull myself out of the tub a few minutes later and allow the water to begin draining. Once I have wrapped a towel around myself, I warily approach the mirror, readying myself for dark hair. But when I stop in front of the reflective surface, I startle. Not just because my hair is close to black, but because I look completely different with it.


    My arms are still gaunt, my brand is still painfully noticeable, and I’m sure that beneath this towel you could see protruding ribs. Is it just me or does the dark hair make me appear even thinner? Does it emphasize the dark crescents beneath my eyes or the bruises on my shoulders? The welts on my hands even seem to be larger. If someone were to see these welts, they’d immediately suspect I had an abusive husband. I decide I’ll need to purchase gloves while I’m out as well.


    I get dressed quickly and hurry out into the room. Dominik is reading a book when I find him sitting in the chair. He glances up and appraises my new hair color. He nods in approval.


    “Oh, yes,” he agrees. “You are most definitely unrecognizable.”


    Unsure of whether I should take that as a joke or not, I just toss him the other container of hair dye. “You’re next,” I say. “I won’t be here when you are finished.”


    Dominik stands. “Where are you going?”


    “I require extra items for tomorrow,” I answer.


    He nods, setting the book down. “Watch for swordsmen.”


    I smile halfheartedly. “You know I always do.”


    I begin to pick the cloak up off the ground but Dominik’s voice stops me.


    “You’ve changed.”


    I’m not sure how to respond to that. What is there to say? Do I confirm that Kinecardine had the desired effect? That I have this tinge of fear that is always lurking at the back of my mind? That for once I doubt my own abilities, and the abilities of those around me?


    In the end, I opt for silence, refusing to even look over my shoulder to meet Dominik’s gaze. After a few moments of silence, I hear his footsteps lead towards the washroom, and then the door closes. I let out the breath I didn’t realize I was holding and push out the door of our chambers.


     


    The world looks different from above.


    As I weave through the throngs of people, that is how I see it. I see it as though my spirit were hovering overhead, watching as I gracefully move through the dawn crowd of Adandyrl. Men, mostly, but there is a fair share of women, too—purchasing last-minute jewelry and accessories for the ball tomorrow night.


    In a strange twist, I feel like a sheep in a wolf’s clothing, trying to blend in with all the predators. I have sifted through a hundred crowds before this day, brushed up against swordsmen and guards without batting an eye, but today is different. I realize the danger this village is to me, and how every person I pass is one that could potentially recognize me. I note the guards that stand at the corner of every street, and the many warrant parchments that hang on cork boards. Months ago, my name would have been up there without a face, just the sketched image of a woman veiled beneath a red cloak. Now, not even one member of the Cannon remains on that wall. Dryden has told his people we’ve gone into hiding or disbanded, after all. Why would he now admit to his own failure by renewing the rewards on their heads?


    Finding a shop that sells gloves is not difficult, but finding one that isn’t patrolled by a guard is. When I finally push through the door of a small boutique, I find myself relaxing a little. Away from the masses at last.


    The shop is small and the rotund man that owns it looks as though he could be nearing seventy years old, which leads me to believe it is a family business. There isn’t a soul shopping in here, though, which does make me a little uncomfortable. Especially when the rotund gentleman’s eyes land on me, and follow me as I move towards the back of the store.


    Keeping my hood up for good measure, I begin to look through the small shop for any sort of gloves. It isn’t the sort of boutique I’d ordinarily expect to find a woman’s beautiful gloves in but since I am not in much of a position to just wander around Adandyrl as it is, I’ll take my chances here.


    The shop owner has workman’s gloves but that isn’t what I am looking for. I can feel his gaze on the back of my neck as my own eyes skim over a wooden counter lined with different sorts of gloves.


    “Anything I can ‘elp you with?” the man calls across the room.


    I look over my shoulder and smile as politely as possible. “No, I am just looking.”


    He grunts and begins to make a show of shuffling something on his desk. I return my gaze to the gloves. After a few more minutes of searching, I catch a glimpse of white hanging on one of the wood columns on the other side of the store. Upon further examination, I see the white pearls on the wrists of the gloves and walk to that side. Snatching the gloves from the wall, I begin to head back towards the counter when I hear the bell above the shop’s door chime.


    For some reason, instinct brings me to a halt. From where I am I cannot see the door.


    It could be anyone. Just a villager.


    I try to calm myself with that knowledge, assuring my frantic thoughts that I have grown all too flighty. I clutch the gloves in my hands and turn the corner, headed for the counter. But then I catch a glimpse of the man that has entered the boutique.


    His head has been shaved and he has gained several pounds of muscle—though I hadn’t thought it possible—but the brutish way the man moves is unmistakable.


    My heart skips a thundering beat and I find myself scrambling backwards to hide anywhere I can. I find the column with my fingers and quickly spin to the other side of it, turning my back to Carnahan, should he turn around.


    The low rumble of the storekeeper’s chuckle rattles through my skull. “Found a moment to come visit me, I see.” He snorts. “Gettin’ too good for lowly ole me?”


    Carnahan grunts. “The Swordmaster keeps us busy.”


    The shopkeeper grows quiet and I feel his eyes on my back. I force myself to begin looking for gloves again so perhaps he will think I’ve not even noticed Carnahan’s presence.


    “I ‘eard,” the shopkeeper begins, voice low, “about what ‘appened at the Keep. Nasty business, murder is.”


    “Is it, now?” Carnahan feigns surprise. “I hadn’t heard it.”


    The shopkeeper makes a similar grunting sound and I have to wonder if the two are related. It would make sense that this corpulent old geezer would be his father or some other close relative. Judging from his looks, I’d say grandfather wouldn’t be too far off, but perhaps the family just has bad genes. Carnahan is proof enough of that.


    “What’s bein’ done?”


    I’ve just risked a glance over my shoulder when Carnahan looks my way. I turn back around quickly, bending down to reach for something on the bottom shelf as my heart races like a wild animal in my chest. I squeeze my eyes shut. If I must kill Carnahan here, I can do it. I’m almost ashamed that I need to remind myself that I could take his sword, snap his neck, and dance in celebration of his overdue death before he could even respond.


    Almost.


    Carnahan leans closer to the old timer, dropping his voice as he rests his elbows against the counter. “It’s got the Swordmaster spooked. He’s been on our tails about it all week. Making me think it’s an Afterlighter that killed the archivist. The king was furious with the Swordmaster for a good day or so. Some of the others think the king suspected the Swordmaster killed the archivist but my money’s on it being someone from his past that did the killing.”


    The old man hums thoughtfully. “Aye. Well, you know the Swordmaster well enough, eh?” He elbows Carnahan in the ribs. “Any ideas on who the killer might be?”


    Carnahan releases a long breath. “From the teethmarks? I’d say vampire. But it’s none of your business, anyway.”


    The old timer huffs. He’s quiet for a moment while I trail my fingers along the pair of leather boots on the bottom shelf. If I were paying attention, I might note that the boots are actually of fine leather and I’d do well to snatch them while I still have the chance, but I am more focused on listening to the conversation being had.


    “You gonna buy anythin’ of just stand there gawkin’?”


    It takes me a moment to realize the man is talking to me. I straighten up quickly. I don’t need any training to know that both men are now watching me. I am the only other person in this shop.


    Relax. Slouch. Keep your head down.


    I clear my throat, knowing better than to respond and allow Carnahan to hear my voice. Keeping my head down as I inwardly instructed myself, I grip the gloves in a fist and make a point to walk in short strides to throw Carnahan off. Though I’m not sure he would be perceptive enough to recognize my movements.


    I set the gloves down on the counter and feel Carnahan standing directly beside me. The cast is gone from his arm but I see cuts there from out trip across the Menca Denu. As the shopkeeper glances at the gloves, I find myself wondering if any of Lyom’s swordsmen—the ones that were allowed to maintain their standing—wake up every morning, praising the fact that they woke up in Evrallon and not the Menca Denu.


    “This’ll be all?” inquires the storekeeper.


    I nod quickly. “Mmhm.”


    I could count the grains in the wood counter. Carnahan stands far too close to me and I feel a stabbing pain inside my stomach in his presence. Should he discover me, I’ll have to kill Carnahan, then this old man, and flee before anyone else sees me. No one would ever know who killed these two but they would certainly find them dead, even if I took the time to hide their bodies. The masquerade ball would surely be cancelled and we would lose our ticket inside.


    The storekeeper watches me suspiciously. “Twenty silvers.”


    I clench my jaw. It’s an outrageous price but seeing as though I’ll need to hold my tongue, I just sheepishly nod and pull my coin pouch off my belt. I am silently grateful that I am in rags rather than a fine cloak. At least this way I look like a poor servant girl who saved just enough for a pretty pair of gloves and who can hardly look at a swordsman without flinching from sheer terror.


    I lay the coins down on the table. I catch my mistake the moment I do so. The shopkeeper spots the cuts and welts on the back of my hand from where I was whipped in Kinecardine. I retract my hand immediately and tuck it beneath my cloak, hoping he takes that as my being ashamed.


    I find myself ducking my head even further. My hands become fidgety beneath the patches of my cover while the shopkeeper tediously counts each coin until he’s satisfied.


    “Alright,” he grumbles.


    I take the gloves back and quickly make my way towards the door. I don’t allow myself to relax until I’ve walked back out onto the streets and have put substantial distance between Carnahan and me. After I’ve walked a block or so, my heart begins to beat at a normal speed and I allow myself to slow my pace.


    When I make it back to the inn, I perform all the pleasantries of greetings when the innkeeper tries to introduce me to two new guests—Moroe and Calix—and assure her that Callum and I will be down for evening meal, so we will be able to be better acquainted with the “wonderful” new couple then. Immediately following the interlude, I run up the stairs and hurry into our shared quarters, closing the door behind me.


    Dominik, who is meticulously laying out his attire for tomorrow night, gives me a perplexed look as I untie my tattered cloak and throw it on the bed.


    “Are you alright?” Concern tints his voice as he steps closer but hesitates before touching me. Wise of him.


    I nod. “I saw Carnahan.” At Dominik’s worried expression, I add, “I was not foolish enough to allow him to recognize me.” I pause briefly, imagining all the other ways this morning could have turned out. “Though I did learn something. The murder in the Keep must have been brutal enough that even the townspeople know. A clerk in one of the boutiques mentioned it.”


    Dominik raises a brow. “You believe Anguis has something to do with it?”


    “I believe we have been in this business too long to believe in coincidences, Dominik.”


    He nods in agreement, running a weary hand over his face, then through his hair. Hair I only now realize is honey brown, not nearly as dark as mine. It takes me a moment to realize how different he looks.


    He begins to pace in front of the dresser where his clothes are flat against the surface. If one did not see Dominik move or notice his stature, one would take a look at him and find him gangly, awkward, too tall, and hardly worth a second glance. No, Dominik’s beauty is something that almost has to be admired for a while before you realize you are truly admiring it. It is something that you never see coming, then wake up one morning and see him for the first time wondering, When did that happen?


    “Do you fear that Anguis is present in the Keep?”


    Dominik’s words jar me from my studies. I blink in an attempt to recall the dregs of thoughts from our previous conversation.


    “No,” I answer. “I don’t believe Anguis can come here yet.”


    He nods, still watching me with a bit of concern in his eyes. As a way to alleviate the tension, I offer a small smile and say, “You look handsome…different, but still handsome.”


    He returns the smile and I catch a glimpse of hollow sadness behind his silver eyes. “I believe that is the first time you called me handsome.”


    I roll my eyes. “Don’t get used to it,”


    He chuckles. I brush past him and go to where I hung my dress in the closet. I lay the gloves over the hanger and take a step back, looking at the ensemble. All I can do is hope that the warlock’s power and the artisan’s powders I brought along with me will be enough to conceal the Jezdah on my back.
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    “A rogue does not laugh in the same way that an honest man does; a hypocrite does not shed the tears of a man of good faith. All falsehood is a mask; and however well made the mask may be, with a little attention we may always succeed in distinguishing it from the true face.”


    — Alexander Dumas, The Three Musketeers


     


     


     


    Calix is the sort of doting, adoring man I have always secretly wished I could marry some day. Deep down I know I would run all over the poor man’s heart but I still subconsciously wish that some day, a man like Calix would marry me and give me everything I wanted in this world. It’s never going to happen but I dream it anyway. Did I not dream before that Lyom would come and rescue me from my confinement, rather than walking away as I was dragged towards the torture chambers?


    Moroe does not realize what a fine husband she has, though. In fact, she watches Dominik a bit too closely for my liking, though I would hardly consider myself possessive of him.


    The boisterous woman snorts anytime Calix attempts to aid her, whether it is cutting her meat or finishing her sentence. I absolutely abhor women like this. Women that scowl at the men that try to do right by them. As an assassin, I know that far too few of these men exist, and when a woman finds such a man, she should snatch him up and never let him go.


    I suppose the same could be said to the men, though.


    “Mr. Callum,” Moroe says breathily, coming down from one of her obnoxious laughs. “You’ve heard enough about our pasts now. Let us hear something from your past.” She offers him a sultry smile, which her husband does not notice.


    Calix scoots closer to the small inn’s dinner table, making his plate rattle. “Yes, do tell. How did you meet?”


    I look at Dominik, waiting for him to explain. He easily wraps an arm around my shoulders and pulls me closer to him. A red flush works its way up my neck at the closeness, especially in public. I’m surprised the innkeeper, Danya, is not shooting daggers at us from across the room when she enters, grabbing the empty plates of the guests, which—at this point—consist of only Dominik, Moroe, Calix, and me, as all the other guests fled hours ago.


    Dominik smiles down at me, and I see true nostalgic emotion behind eyes of Kinecardine silver—something I’d never truly thought of as beautiful until now. But Dominik has a way of making hideous things absolutely breathtaking.


    “We met when we were children,” he explains, not breaking my gaze. “I was orphaned and Kippa’s father took me in.”


    Goosebumps prickle across my flesh as I begin to recognize this story. It is eerily similar to our real one. At once I am uncomfortable.


    “From the moment I saw her, even as a young boy, I knew she was different. Special. Somehow…meant for me.”


    His thumb traces a circle on my right shoulder and instead of being comforting, it makes the skin raw, then numb. He shouldn’t tell such a close story to our true life. Somehow it just seems wrong to be sharing this. As though it is private information.


    “She taught me everything I needed to know,” he whispers.


    He doesn’t look away for a long moment and I find myself staring at him as well. The almond shape of his silvery eyes, his narrow nose and defined cheekbones. His soft mouth. I know I shouldn’t be looking at his mouth, but in the back of my head the memory of my past infatuation with him begins to resurface. I’d thought I’d loved him once, and perhaps I did, but I do not anymore…Right? I have been scorned by love not once but twice…I should flee from even the thought of it. Yet here I am, watching Dominik with innate longing and I cannot force myself to look away.


    Calix chuckles. “Should we…leave you two?”


    I hear him grunt when Moroe elbows him in the gut, clearly unamused by his thinly-veiled innuendo. It is enough to snap me out of my trance, and Dominik as well, though he is still smiling where I have lost all expression.


    “No, no, we have the rest of the night,” Dominik says, and the flush creeps further up my neck. “But that is our story. Not much to it, but we are still trying to decide how it will end.”


    “In my opinion,” Moroe says, batting eyelashes so long they look like spiderwebs, “love never truly ends. It migrates, from one person to another.”


    I cannot help but snort. “What a crass position,” I say, and realize it is only about the second thing I have said through the entire dinner. “If you turn your love from one recipient to another so flippantly then that love is already lost. Furthermore, I don’t believe any woman who truly thinks that way deserves love in any form.”


    Moroe gapes at me, clearly unused to having anyone challenge her, but Calix and Dominik exchange grins before my invented husband rubs my back affectionately. “Well said, Kippa.” He looks to Moroe and Calix. “If you’ll excuse us, we have a busy day tomorrow. Best not to be up too late.”


    Calix chuckles, lifting his glass to his lips. “Best of luck with that, then,”


    Dominik helps me out of my chair and we silently leave the dining room. I have to smile a bit at my recovered bravery and the impact it had on Moroe. But even as we head up the stairs to our quarters, we remain quiet in case Moroe and Calix are listening.


    When the door to our chambers is closed, Dominik begins to laugh softly.


    “What?” I ask, but I am laughing as well.


    “Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps you have not changed.”


    I continue laughing. I know that it is all the tension in the air that causes us to laugh like this, so exposed, but it is a way to relieve the stress, and neither of us want to go back to how it was an hour before dinner.


    “The woman was incorrigible,” I say, pulling the outer layer of my attire off, dropping it on the love seat. “To say that one can ‘migrate’ their love from person to person…How did she ever manage to deceive such a man so much as to marry her?”


    Dominik shakes his head, still chuckling. “Beauty speaks louder than action, Aerietta. How could you forget?”


    I scoff, knowing exactly who Dominik refers to. “Oh, Zenith for sure is of the same caliber as that woman downstairs.”


    I take my boots off, tossing them against the wall as I begin to head for the washroom to remove all the pins from my hair. Dominik steps up closer to me, quickly helping me take them down. He must still be unused to the dark strands of it because he hesitates for a moment before letting the pins drop into his hand.


    Whatever levity we’d achieved now vanishes. The feeling of the connection between us surges to the forefront of my mind.


    “Not many women have beauty within, this is true,” Dominik says, his voice barely a whisper, breath warm on my shoulder. “But there are some who possess this true beauty…whether they know it or not.”


    I squeeze my eyes shut. I am beginning to feel delirious, and delirious is never a good state of mind to be in when alone in a bedroom with a man that is not your husband.


    “I do not possess inner beauty, Dominik,” I whisper back. “You have deceived yourself if you believe so, or perhaps I am wilier than I imagined.”


    “No,” he answers, his lips barely skimming my ear. “You are more foolish than you know if you believe that way.”


    I open my eyes and spin around in his arms, facing him. Staring into his eyes, I reestablish that delirious is absolutely a horrible state of mind to be in. My gaze flickers to his mouth more than once and the urge to lean in and kiss him is nearly uncontrollable. His breaths come out unsteadily but he will not advance towards me, nor will he even imply what he is thinking. He kissed me twice before without my permission but I get the feeling he never will again.


    He closes his eyes, leaning his forehead against mine. He is so much taller than me, so much a giant. My entire body could hide in his shadow, and I am no slight girl.


    “Etta,” he breathes, his voice hoarse.


    I’ve never given much thought to the nickname. Torrin has called me Etta in the past, as did Cicero and Sebastien. Even on occasion other assassins that I knew well came to call me Etta. But there is something about the way Dominik speaks it that makes it sound like a different name entirely.


    Every inch of my skin is alive with the sensation of his touch, his fingers counting up my ribs gently enough that I would never even recognize their pressure had it not been for the invisible tension between us. If it weren’t for the pounding of our synchronized hearts, the world would have fallen silent.


    Part of me knows I shouldn’t be here, prepared to kiss him. I should retreat, apologize to Dominik, and get on with the mission. But there will always be a part of me, I think, that remembers how Dominik made me feel less like a murderer and more like something to be treasured. I cannot help but remember all the times I came back to the Keep, carrying with me the weight of the hundreds of souls I claimed, and Dominik would wrap me in a blanket and help me sort through my thoughts. He never truly knew that I despised what I did, and I never told him that I loathed the person I was, but he sensed it. Deep down, he always suspected it. He just knows me too well.


    It is that part of me that longs to be remembered as the loyal young woman that has me leaning closer to him, stepping into his embrace. This unruly part of me says to hell with decorum and the bounds of propriety. Even the awkwardness of friendship could not turn me away at this point. I am in too deep in Dominik’s ocean.


    “I want to leave with you,” whispers Dominik.


    For a moment, I’m drawn out of my stupor. “Leave?”


    “When this is over,” he continues, opening his eyes and staring into mine. “I will follow you, just as I always have. You are my sect leader. Queen Senora cannot keep me forever.”


    I frown at him, trying to decipher his meaning. Surely he does not truly wish to abandon the Citadel and flee from this danger with me. Dominik has never been a coward and though I would never admit it, my flight is absolutely cowardice.


    I have just opened my mouth to tell him so when the door to our chambers opens. The sudden sound makes both of us spring apart and I quickly grab for the sweater I discarded on the love seat while Dominik clears his throat and takes a few steps away, putting a respectful distance between us.


    Danya hums to herself as she steps into the room with clean towels in her hand. When she spots us, her voice dries up in her throat and she sucks in a breath, nearly choking on her own saliva.


    “My apologies,” she stammers, “I’d imagined you both were still occupied at supper!” A deep blush colors her cheeks as she quickly begins to set the towels down on the chair beside the door. “Fresh towels. I…I suspected you’d be running low.”


    Dominik smiles thoughtfully. “Yes, we were. Much obliged, Ms. Danya.”


    She nods hastily, beginning to apologize again while Dominik assures her she wasn’t intruding at all. Danya is completely mortified all the same and cannot seem to get her words out quick enough, clearly eager to leave us but also worried we will be offended by her disruption and hasty retreat.


    The more time I have to come back to my senses, the more unnerved I feel knowing that I was seconds away from crashing into Dominik.


    The horrifying thought strikes me that I have become exactly the kind of woman I loathe. I’d chastised Moroe for her comment regarding love’s substitutes but the more I consider it, the more I am beginning to realize that I am that woman. Here I stand, torn between the unbelievable hope that my greatest wish will not be my greatest regret, and the boy who deserves it all but has lived the worst life possible.


    When Danya finally leaves and the door closes between us, I break the silence.


    “I will not sleep tonight,” I say assuredly. “I will attempt to see the fortitude of the guardsmen that stand watch before the Keep.” I go to the drawers and begin to shuffle through them, finding my cape. “Rest before tomorrow. I will handle the reconnaissance.”


    When I turn around, tying the cape off at my collarbone, I see that Dominik’s brows are furrowed in thought.


    “Then allow me come with you. I need little sleep.”


    “No. I am capable of handling myself. You know I work better in solitude.”


    “Etta—”


    “No,” I interrupt. “If what you say is true, and you do wish to leave with me and my cowardice once this assignment is complete, then you must prove that I am still your sect leader. I slept long enough in Kinecardine.”


    Dominik closes his mouth after that, whatever retort he had dying on his lips. I pull on my boots and go to the window, pushing the glass up. I crouch on the windowsill, looking back into the room. Dominik does not watch me; his eyes are downcast, as if in deep thought. Releasing a pent up breath, I push away from the window and drop two stories, landing in a slightly unbalanced roll at the bottom.


    In the darkness of night no one spots me or even notices that I have leapt from a window. I pull my hood up and tuck my hands into the folds of my cloak, keeping my head down towards the ground.


    Stepping onto the cobblestone streets, memories begin to wash to the forefront of my mind. Memories of all the times I have done this in the past. Observation has always been my wheelhouse and there is no one who can better assess the situation quicker than I.


    When night falls, Adandyrl begins to quiet. It is not like Erod, whose citizens dance in the streets, scantly clothed and reeking of foul liquor, but neither is it the peaceful, quiet oceanside communities I remember so well in Lydovier. Paper lanterns have been lit in the doorways of homes and shops alike, and the soft serenade of a violinist echoes through the streets nearby. A couple walks down the steady decline towards the valley beneath the great mountain. The man holds his wife close to him, whispering quietly in her ear. She smiles and leans away from him, blushing. They pass me, nearly brushing my arm. I keep my head down, don’t make eye contact.


    I continue to walk upward, moving closer and closer to the Keep. The inn we are staying at—an inn with no particular name—is further up the mountain than most, which is why we chose it. We shall be close to the Keep this way, and less time is needed for travel back and forth.


    My gaze snags on a guardsman walking in an alley nearby. I see him looking into windows, glancing under small shacks, and even watching the woods suspiciously. Lyom certainly does have all of Adandyrl on lockdown.


    I refocus my attention on the task at hand. This was not only meant to allow me reprieve from the less-than-ideal situation with Dominik, but also to provide me insight into the guards’ routines.


    Tomorrow, Dominik will put his ballroom clothes on beneath dark layers of fabric. I will pack my deep crimson dress, ensure that my Jezdah is still invisible, and ready myself for departure. From there we will need to move into the shadows, taking alternative routes to the Keep. Once we arrive, it will only be a matter of deciding who will climb where. Dominik has always been quicker than me when it comes to climbing so perhaps he should take the side with more windows; he’ll be able to move past them with more ease. Not to mention the fact that he is in far better condition than I am.


    The chill of the night washes over me, making me shiver. Fires burn in cauldrons set by the road. Wind blows steadily through the trees and blows over the town. I dare to raise my gaze, finding the silver palace atop the great mountain. It is still a good trek upward. I need not get too close, just close enough to observe the guardsmen from afar.


    I come to a standstill, hit hard with the memory of the first time I was brought to the Keep. Not the first time I saw it, but the first time I was dragged here to answer to King Dryden.


    I was a mess. I had been rebelliously thrashing against my chains without giving a thought to the bruises and lacerations I would have later. In my mind, there would be no later, so what was the point of coming quietly?


    Lyom had swooped off his horse like the spirit of Death, himself, and I’d wondered briefly at how such a man could be so beautiful. Attractiveness is so deceiving; I am proof of that. I had always thought that because I recognized how easy it was to fall under someone’s spell that I would never fall prey to a man’s looks or stature. Yet there I was with him in his tent, my guard laid down and all wits set aside. He’d run his hands across my Jezdah without ever knowing it existed.


    That memory dries up any romantic memories I’d had.


    Deciding that I am absolutely a fool, I turn my gaze towards the ground again and begin walking towards the Keep.


    I move silently down the streets, keeping to the shadows and avoiding being spotted at all costs. Should anyone see the young Kippa with short, dark hair dressed in rags, only to be adorned in bright red tomorrow night, it will surely confuse.


    The wind picks up yet again and a chill rides over my shoulders. The smell of rain rapidly approaching, carrying spring and life with it. I already know what Adandyrl looks like in the warmer months but I wish I could be here to witness it all the same. The Jewel of Evrallon is hopelessly drab this time of year, despite the king’s attempts to liven the village. In my opinion, only natural beauty can turn a craggy mountain into something to behold.


    When I reach the final incline, I fall to a stop, crouching in the shadows of the building closest to the Keep — a butcher’s shop, if the foul smell is any indication. I turn my gaze on the landscape, looking for any sign of swordsmen guarding. From the looks of it, most servicemen are down along the newly-built walls. I have a small window of opportunity to examine the Keep up close, to see what changes have been made since I was last here.


    I straighten up and turn around in the shadows, squinting in the darkness. I see a small, woven basket sitting on the ground, laying in a dark puddle of water. Snatching it up, I move down the alleyway more and open one of the garbage cans.


    The smell of rancid meat permeates the air. I ignore it, sifting through the rotting flesh until I find what looks like a half-eaten loaf of bread and an apple to accompany it. Snatching them both out, I tear off a piece of the bread that looks alright, then shine the apple off and set them both neatly in the basket. Looking down at the discarded apple and loaf, I remember all the times I wandered through a slum village in Evrallon, watching as children fought each other for the remnants of fruit rind. Oh, how the city of Adandyrl flourishes. Perhaps the Flickers will be good for these pretentious people.


    Looping my arm around the basket, I step onto the streets again and continue my way towards the Keep, ensuring that my hood is still pulled up. Traveling at a slower pace allows me to get a good look at the path we’ll be walking up tomorrow. There is a tree line that follows off to the right that we will be able to slip into and disappear.


    The Keep is lit brightly with torches lining the path a good ways up the mountainside. Even from a good distance out, I can see the torchlight gleaming off the silver. I am approaching the main entrance, the same entrance I was first escorted through upon my capture.


    The guards stand watch at the large, front gates, and two more stand overhead on the veranda. Fires are lit in bowls beside the two standing on the veranda, casting shadows on their faces. I take precaution, studying each of the four men’s faces before ever getting too close, ensuring it is no one I have met before.


    The closer I get, the more furrowed the brows of the guards become, but they will not say anything until I am within arm’s reach. I take note of everything I see. Not much has changed, apart from the added security — there were no men standing on the veranda when I was first brought here. The massiveness of the Keep looks a bit more daunting now than it did last I saw it, which is a bit surprising. Even still, I know the secrets of the Keep, and how to slip inside without anyone’s knowledge. Inhaling deeply, I remind myself who — what — I am, and that no one, not even a Riser, is enough to stop me.


    The first guard to speak up is one on the ground. “Can we help you?”


    The persona of young Kippa falls over me so quickly I hardly notice the swift change. I smile submissively and duck my head as if in a flirtatious manner. I feel the tension and suspicion in the guard begin to vanish. If I wanted to, I could stage an incursion right now, rather than just gathering information. Bat your eyes the right way in front of one of these servicemen and they’ll faint — the swordsmen, I remind myself, are not so gullible.


    “Oh! No, sir,” I say politely, stopping a respectful distance away from the stairs, which lead up to the Keep. I am keenly aware of the fact that this is the spot where Lyom slid off his horse the day I was brought here after being dragged through Blancathey and across the Evrallonic terrain. I stand exactly where he did when he grabbed my chains and pulls me into the Keep.


    Shaking the memory away is all too easy. “I am a newcomer and have always dreamt of seeing the Keep’s lights this time of year.”


    My hands have begun to shake again. Nervousness sweeps in quickly as I clench my fists. What is wrong with me?


    The guard glances over at his companion, then returns his gaze to me. “Are you attending the ball tomorrow night?”


    I shake my head bashfully. “No, sir. I heard it will be dangerous.”


    The guard chuckles, which leads me to believe he did not see the brutal murder. “We are practiced; no murderer will slip our gaze, I assure you.”


    I pretend to breath a sigh of relief, using it as an opportunity to glance to the door behind him. I take notice of the new locks that have been installed on the doors, and on the larger gate that allows carriages entrance. A precaution taken after the murder or because I had seen the locks?


    Knowing that four guards will likely be standing here at all times tells me we will have to find another way of escape. The servant’s entrance comes to mind.


    Smiling slightly, I curtsy. “I suppose I will let you return to your duties, gentlemen.” Casting a gaze behind the guards once more I examine the lock. Not something I could kick through, but I suppose that was the point. “The lights truly are lovely.”


    With that awkward ending, I quickly turn around and begin heading back down the hill, out of sight from the guards. The second I have dropped into the shadows, I throw the basket away and move into the tree line. I avoid branches, ducking and moving them out of my path. I jump over roots, avoid suspicious shadows, and keep low to the ground the closer I get to the Keep, in case one of the guards is actually doing his job.


    I hear their voices as I slow to a walk, tiptoeing through the underbrush towards the side of the Keep. I hardly pay attention to their conversation but am careful to listen in case anything of value should come up.


    I round the Keep and slowly approach on of the back areas. Tall walls that reach into the gloomy sky like arms stand before me, blocks of silver making up the looming structure. I am almost surprised I see no lighting flashing dramatically in the background.


    Keeping low to the sod, I begin to assess the Keep. Not much has changed, apart from its new guards, though I would not call them particularly attentive. One would hope they would become more alert the night of the ball but if we have any luck, the beautiful women will distract them enough that should Dominik and I lose focus and miss our short window of opportunity, we will not be caught. Of course, the chances of Dominik and I losing our window of opportunity are slim, I would just always prefer to have a backup.


    Two guards stand beneath this side of the Keep. They talk back and forth to each other in low voices and I can’t quite make out what they’re saying but from the sound of it, it isn’t anything important.


    The rotations are a bit random. They’ll stay in this location for a while longer, then switch. They do not leave their post before their replacements arrive. The good news is, only one guard will replace the two.


    I’ve just begun to scheme a way to ensure that neither Dominik or I end up in a position where there are two guards at one post when a shrill cry echoes from the valley below, resonating through the trees and clanging against these silver walls.


    I see the moment the guards tense, recognizing the scream. I follow their instinct and my shoulders straighten, every muscle tightening like a bowstring.


    Finnegan said that even Adandyrl was plagued by the Flickers. I’d just not given it much thought until now.
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    “I believe in some blending of hope and sunshine sweetening the worst lots. I believe that this life is not all; neither the beginning nor the end. I believe while I tremble; I trust while I weep.”


    — Charlotte Brontë, Villette


     


     


     


    I slide down the mountainside, mud and grass becoming embedded in the soles of my boots as I go. I shove off trees I am near to hitting and vault over rocks. The hem of my long skirt catches on thorns and branches, pulling at me like fingers every so often. In the darkness of night, every shadow appears sinister, and every dip in the ground could be a ravine.


    I break onto the streets. Before I can fully take notice of the fire licking up the sides of one of the buildings, my foot catches on something beneath me. I’m thrown to the ground, elbows cracking against cobblestone streets and my head pounding from the sudden stop.


    I blink unsteadily, beginning to move my right arm and flinching. I look down and see glass protruding from my forearm. Blood, as crimson as my victim’s, drips onto the otherwise-flawless street. I grab the glass and pull it out of my arm, throwing it away. Such small pain is nothing more than a nuisance to me these days. When one has dealt with the torturers of Kinecardine, the mundane aches of a casual life are butterfly kisses.


    I steady myself against the cobblestone and push myself to my feet, getting to take a look for the first time at the ghastly thing that tripped me.


    A man lays on the stone, eyes rolled back in their sockets, white but bloodshot. His skin is pale but for the blood covering his face and the rest of his body. Teeth marks line his shoulders and arms, ending at his neck, where the largest puncture wounds are.


    I slowly back away, feeling for the knife I left in the inn. The sudden realization of my own lack of preparedness startles me. What was I thinking? This is Adandyrl, not one of the smaller, slum villages of Evrallon. And even if it had been one of those hardly-worthwhile villages, when would I have ever left my knife in my quarters?


    More screams fill the night air and I realize the need to return to my senses. I turn around and survey the damage. Servicemen lurch into the shadows, swords raised, as fire from one building — the butcher’s, ironically — curl into black smoke. The sound of a hundred, giant wings swoops overhead and I have the urge to throw my arms over myself in an attempt to stay hidden.


    I step into the chaos as men, women, and children alike race from their homes, tumbling out into the streets. Everything happens so quickly, the night a blur, that I hardly see the Afterlight creatures that lunge after them.


    These are not like the Afterlighters at the Citadel. No, these are the ones I was warned about. They are the ones that hail from the Forest of darkness, that do Anguis’ bidding, that killed Northam in the Menca Denu. These are the creatures that move like shadows in the night, never to be seen until their teeth have sunk into your flesh. And the horrifying part is … I move like they do.


    Ducking beneath running men and weaving between two poles, I begin to make my way back towards the inn. Dominik will be there or perhaps even waiting outside, knowing that I’ll be returning any second, and I should not keep him waiting any longer than I must.


    A cart filled with some sort of fruit crashes beside me, pushed over by some Afterlighter but I do not stop to determine which sort. I wonder if they know who I am. Can they sense my presence? I am one of them, a fact I am not apt to accept. Is it possible they were sent here to find me?


    I crash through two people, still headed downhill, and catch glimpses of red in my vision. At first, the red seems inconsequential and I have to wonder why my distracted mind would pull out random red objects in such a time as this — why red in Evrallon would be so significant. But then I see where the red lies.


    Red cloaks, red vests, and red scabbards. Not your average servicemen … swordsmen.


    I refuse to stop my advance towards the inn but I look to my right all the same, glancing across the street as I jump over a cart of fallen logs. Swords clang in the night as men draped in red and iron fight their way into the sewer’s home across the street. I see men I don’t recognize pulling citizens out of the way and towards safety as they progress into the home and shop of one of Adandyrl’s finest seamstresses.


    Looking back at the task at hand, I realize that the swordsmen’s presence here means Lyom cannot be far behind, if he is not already inside the seamstress’s house leading the charge. Apart from perhaps Carnahan, he is the only swordsman I know will not fall for my disguise up close.


    A howl that would chill anyone to the bone comes from one of the boarded up windows beside me and I have about a second to sidestep before an Afterlighter crashes through the wood, splintering it into the air and across the ground in front of me.


    I hit the ground in a roll, sliding across the cobblestone. My knees catch on wood and glass and I grit my teeth against the minimal pain, far more focused on whatever hellish creature has just launched itself from the window.


    Crouched on the ground, bathed in shadows and abyss, is some sort of Afterlight creature. It is hunched with a dog-like face, fangs that nearly reach its jawbone, and tattered, outstretched wings. All-white eyes turn their gaze on me. Its mouth drops open in a snarl and dark smoke oozes between its teeth, unfurling onto the stone like inky, cresting ocean waves. It takes one deliberate step towards me on knuckled hands, drawing back its lips to display the dark teeth.


    Yes. This is the sort of Afterlighter I was warned about.


    The creature lunges at me, claws outstretched and reaching for my neck. I roll out of the way, fingers closing around a fragment of the splintered board, and move to my knees, holding the wooden dagger close. The winged mongrel growls and jumps forward again. I see its teeth gleam as it chomps towards me and raise the splinter of wood, slashing straight through its throat. It yelps and drops away, choking as it claws at its torn neck. Dark blood drizzles from the injury and onto the ground.


    I twirl the splinter over the back of my hand. Want to go again?


    Suddenly the Afterlighter is wrung through from behind. Its eyes go wide and stare straight through me, mouth dropping open as it gasps for a breath. But not all Afterlighters have real thoughts or emotions. This creature, as it is dying, does not have flashes of its life, of a family it left in the Forest, or the assignment it failed to complete. That I am certain of.


    The winged Afterlighter drops in a heap of billowing smoke and ash, dissolving against the stone. Behind it stands a large, muscular man clad in red and silver, the plate over his chest holding the seal of Evrallon’s king.


    For the briefest of moments, I see the metal seal and think I am staring at the chest of the Swordmaster, and fear strikes my own chest all at once. Fear that he’ll recognize me … fear that his memory will never fade and I will be forced to relive all of my wildest dreams all over again … fear that he will take one look at me and make some attempt to kill me out of spite. When I raise my eyes and see the swordsman that stands over me, relief washes into my blood like cool waters. It is not Lyom.


    The swordsman coughs on the smoke that has become heavy in the night sky. He is young, perhaps only a year or so older than me, and certainly new to the Swordmaster’s team. He extends his hand to me in an attempt to help me up.


    “Are you alright?”


    I stare at his hand, hesitant to allow him to help me up, but I finally accept it and he pulls me to my feet. I glance down at the pile of Afterlighter. I need to get to Dominik.


    I begin to turn away but the swordsman catches me by the arm, frowning as he turns me back around to face him. His brows are furrowed in thought. No … recollection.


    “You are not from Adandyrl,” he notes, watching me with suspicious, green eyes.


    I duck my gaze instantly, mind whirling with possibilities. Does he find me suspicious because I am new to Adandyrl and there was a recent murder? Or does he suspect me of aiding the Afterlighters?


    The swordsman draws me closer and I instinctively look up. His eyes sweep across my face and any attempt to look away now would be futile. I see it in his gaze the second he realizes who and what I am, as the recognition colors his neck and his brows draw down in the realization that he just rescued Aerietta Elony.


    “Queen of Crimson,” he hisses, releasing me and reaching for his sword.


    I clutch my splinter of wood in my hand, ensuring that I have a good grip on it. I won’t be able to force this wood through his iron chest plate but his neck is vulnerable.


    Green eyes narrow. “How are you alive?”


    I don’t answer, just study my opponent. He’s large, perhaps even larger than Lyom, but he cannot be much older than me. Honey-colored hair sweeps over his forehead, pulled back in a tail behind his head. Eyes the color of envy darken as he appraises me in the same way I study him.


    I wish I could tell him that he doesn’t have to do this … that he could walk away, let me leave, and I’d never give him any trouble. But he’s seen me. And our entire scheme banks on my secrecy.


    I would like to say that is my only reason for needing to kill him, but I am beginning to suspect that after a certain point, the call is just too strong.


    So when the green-eyed swordsman — Lyom’s swordsman — lunges towards me, I don’t hesitate before using his own momentum against him. He grunts as I take him to the ground with me, twisting the arm that holds his sword between my legs so he cannot bring its blade anywhere near me.


    In the chaos of the night, none of his friends hear when he growls and snarls at me, taking a knife from his belt with his good hand. I bat it away and flip onto my feet, round kicking him in the face hard enough that he has to take a second but he is a swordsman — he recovers remarkably fast. I’ve come to find that Swordmaster Livingstone’s men are not to be underestimated. Then again, neither am I.


    Despite my feeble frame and weak stomach, I manage to keep him close enough to the ground that when I get close enough, I’m sure I can take him out with one quick jab to the neck. He moves quickly and shoves my hand away, pushing me backwards. I duck beneath his grasp and kick him against the building behind me, flipping the splinter over in my hand.


    The swordsman turns around, rolling his shoulders, unaffected by my advance. His breastplate has fallen from its place and now hands lopsided, exposing his heart. He seems unconcerned by it, though, as he tears the rest of the breastplate off and casts it against the ground.


    “I should have known,” seethes the swordsman. “It seems you Children never really stay dead.”


    He raises his sword in advance and I begin to raise my own weapon but realize it’s only a shard of wood. I drop my arms and roll beneath him, kicking his knees out as he goes. Without even the slightest pained grunt, he whips around and slices my sleeve from my left arm. I don’t even wince when I see the razor cut along my bicep. A small trickle of blood drips down my forearm. It will be nothing. I’ll stitch it tonight and tomorrow at the ball, thanks to my long sleeves, no one will be the wiser.


    Behind the swordsman, the door to whatever inn we are in front of opens. For a moment, I see the tall frame of the man standing there and terror hits me in the chest, the sinking feeling of recognition as I believe I see Lyom. But then the man moves into the light and becomes far more sinister than the Swordmaster, though I’d never considered that to be possible.


    Standing well over six feet, the pale, ash-skinned man with dark eyes appraises us with a devious smirk on his stitched lips. His nose, which appears to have been burnt off, wrinkles at the smell of us. The eerie glow that surrounds him and the dark essence he has gives him away for the kind of Afterlighter he is — demon.


    The demon cocks its head to the side, watching me, and I see a glint of recognition in his eyes.


    I decide I’ll leave this one to the swordsman.


    I take off down the road, nearly running into a column when I have to spin out of the way to avoid being skewered by another winged creature. When this is all over, I’ll wish I would have taken a closer look at all these creatures so I know what to look for, what these dark Afterlighters — since, evidently, there is a difference between the ones at the Citadel and the ones spewing from the Forest — can do but at the moment my only thought is on surviving this without a scratch, so I have nothing to explain tomorrow night.


    I turn a sharp corner and press my back against the potter’s shop. If the demon does not kill the swordsman, he will come after me, and I will be waiting here for him.


    I do something ridiculous then. I close my eyes.


    Quay once told me that it was an awful habit that I had. Even in the most hectic situations, I find myself closing my eyes. They are the only sense I do not fully trust, after all. Years of watching me and seeing my results has proved to Quay that my method works, though he would never suggest it to anyone else.


    I allow my ears to hear everything. I hear the wails of a dying mother, the screech of a terrified infant, and even the brays of spooked mules. I hear the rustling of the wind, the howl of more Afterlighters, and the barked commands of swordsmen coming from down the street.


    I take in a deep breath, smelling fire, rain, and death. Death everywhere. Sweat clouds the air, as well as burning cedar specifically. Had it been any other moment in time, the thought of cedar wood would have distracted me, making me think of the man that always smelled like cedar, leather, and smoke, but today is different. The smell of cedar brings back no painful memories.


    I dig my fingers into the cold stone at my back. I feel the breeze wash through Adandyrl, the moisture thick in the air. I feel the atmosphere, charged with electricity as if lighting could strike any —


    Thunder cracks loudly and a bright flash lights up the sky. I open my eyes, startled, and watch as lighting glitters behind the clouds, illuminating the darkness in a hundred different shades of light and dark.


    How could I have —?


    Bam! I am hit by what feels like a battering ram. I crash against the wall behind me, bracing my hands against the shoulders of the green-eyed swordsman, and push off it, digging my heels into the stone. I grip the wood in my hand, spinning away from the swordsman just as his sword nicks the stone where I was.


    Before he can turn around, I have poised myself to jab at his neck, where his olive skin can be seen even in the darkness.


    My plan is thwarted when he grabs me by the wrist. I am given all of a second to feel weightless as he slams me into the ground.


    Sparks light up my vision as all the air leaves my lungs and my healing ribs are re-injured from the bruising crack. I gasp in a pained breath and realize too late that my hand has released the splinter. I am weaponless. Entirely, hopelessly defenseless. My head pounds and my vision remains unfocused as I try to wash the disorientation from my system.


    Crouching over me, the swordsman reveals a row of pearly teeth that have been well taken care of. The whiteness of his teeth almost make the situation worse, for some reason. I would have rather seen the rotting teeth of a marauder than this man’s teeth. I suppose that is because, had it been the disgusting, rotted teeth of a bandit, I could have justified how removing his filthy body from this earth was hurting no one. I cannot justify killing this beautiful man, who may have a wife or a betrothed, who has a mother and a father who love him, and who has an entire company of brothers that would do anything to preserve his life. And the terrifying thing? When I snatch the knife off his belt and plunge it into his chest, I need no justification.


    The swordsman’s eyes go wide as he feels the knife slip between his ribs, stabbing him through the heart. I wonder, as I watch the life seep from his eyes, what it feels like to watch the knife go through your own chest, recognizing death is only a few seconds away and there is nothing you can do to stop it. I wonder if he looked down at the blood covering his chest and had flashes of his life, things he wanted to remember forever, bring with him into the afterlife. I wonder if his last thoughts went out to whatever woman he loved, or whatever family he may have had.


    And just like that, all thoughts of death and killing leave. My hands stop shaking.


    Before the swordsman’s weight can bring him to the ground, I roll out from underneath him, catching the dagger in my hand as he goes. His head hits the pavement and dead eyes stare through me, mouth disfigured, lopsided against the stone. Dominik once told me that he thought of all the men and women he’d killed as sleeping. He said he’d look at them and tell himself he’d just put them down to rest, and they’d wake up in a few hours with a new outlook on life.


    Staring at this dead man, green eyes already losing their fervor, skin turning as ashen as the demon’s, and vacant expression, I wonder if Dominik ever truly believed himself. It would be hard to imagine this man only sleeping.


    I sheathe the knife in my boot, hoping that when Lyom’s men find him here in this alleyway they will suspect nothing more than that an Afterlighter got to him. Though I have never had qualms about leaving a body behind, I find it difficult to leave this one, knowing that Lyom will soon learn of his death — though whether or not he decides to grace the outside world with his cowardly presence is a mystery — and I know from experience that a leader always feels responsible for the deaths of those beneath them.


    I quickly turn around and take the back alleys, racing towards the inn. I make a point to keep far from the various shouts and howls of Afterlighters as they purge the village. I avoid the screams, ignore the wails of agony, and disregard the cries for help. My thoughts are solely on surviving this night without too much injury so that tomorrow — the day that truly matters — comes knocking on my doorstep, I do not have more details to fear. Details including but not limited to unexplainable slices and bruises. Because though it is sad, the rich and wealthy that will be appearing at Dryden’s home tomorrow night … they will not be attacked by the Afterlighters. No, they have their cellars to take refuge in, and the king’s swordsmen as their protectors.


    I all but collide with the back entrance of the inn, trying the doorknob. The door is either locked, jammed, barricaded, or perhaps all three. Under these circumstances extra precaution is understandable.


    “Danya,” I call through the door, trying it again. “Danya, it’s Kippa!”


    The door refuses to budge. I step back and kick it with enough force that perhaps even my rusted jail cell in Kinecardine would have toppled off its hinges. However, to my great disappointment, the door seems to be option three — barricaded.


    Letting out an unsteady breath, I retreat further into the shadows, looking up at the inn’s windows. It isn’t wise to be climbing such a precarious building the night before our incursion into one of the most heavily guarded palaces in the kingdoms but desperate times …


    I take out the knife from my boot where the swordsman’s blood remains smeared on the blade and hilt. I jab it into the stone wall and begin to hoist myself up, hand over hand, towards one of the guests’ windows. As I climb, I consider the fact that I will have to explain my ability to climb to some poor, unfortunate soul on the other side of the glass but I try not to think of it now.


    A bitter breeze blows against my skin and I become painfully aware of the cut on my arm as blood rushes to it, seeping through my shirt. I shut the pain away and continue to pull myself up.


    The climb is quick and fairly easy. However, steadying myself once at the window proves to be a bit trickier. I prop my leg against the sides of the windowsill, my skirt draping over my knees and billowing in the wind. My wobbly, bruised, scraped knees, weak from over exertion, are all that hold me up as I shakily dig the knife out of the stone walls and slip it beneath the window, not before taking a quick glance around the room beyond and finding it empty.


    The window pops open with a simple click and I use the blade to pry it open further. The slightest budge makes my spirits lift and I turn the knife in my hand so I am able to wedge my fingers beneath the window, pushing upward. When the window is high enough to rest on my shoulder, I take a firm grip of the hilt of the dagger and throw it as far into the woods beyond as I possibly can, knowing a swordsman’s weapon shouldn’t be found within the same inn I have taken refuge in with my husband.


    When I roll beneath the window, I crash to the ground without caring or even feeling the movement in my ribs. I take in an easier breath and push myself to my feet, securing the window and leaving the room.


    The hall is all too quiet without even the suspicious creak of floorboards. I glance down the short hall and barely see where the banister begins to lead downstairs, catching a glimpse of the foyer as I cross the corridor and head for my shared quarters with Dominik.


    I try the door handle and am surprised to find it unlocked. Pushing the door in, I realize why.


    The open window allows cold, spring air to blow through, and as rain begins to sprinkle down from the heavens outside, it drifts into the room, wetting the floor beneath. Releasing a sharp, agitated breath, I go to the window and look outside cautiously. The world is no longer as on fire as it was minutes ago, and the trickling rain has begun its work on the small embers that burn around houses. The screams have died back and even the sewer’s home, which seemed to be the source of the Afterlighters’ presence, is no longer swarmed with the hellish beasts.


    The world has begun to calm. Which begs the question: Where is Dominik?


    The thought occurs to me that I should go and search for him. After all, has he not done the same for me? But I reason with myself that I returned to safety to find him gone, and that is none of my concern. Dominik is a well-trained assassin—though decidedly not an incredibly vicious one—that has a highly sought-after ability: Immortality. He cannot be killed, hence my worry for him is unavailing. He shall return soon enough, knowing that I cannot be killed either, and we shall both have the rest of the night and all of tomorrow to conclude our planning.


    Closing the window, I force all thoughts of woe from my mind. I quickly head to the washroom and strip my top layer of clothes away, leaving me in a chemise. I drop the blood-soaked shirt into the empty metal pool in case Danya should enter unexpectedly.


    Taking a look in the mirror, I pay no heed to the darkening circles under my eyes caused from a blatant lack of sleep or the way my looks have steadily declined. I suppose that is what happens when one is under a sufficient amount of stress. I do have an entire people resting on my shoulders, after all. It’s quite the weight to bear. I find myself incredibly beholden to Quay for the powders he sent with me, and to Dominik for acquiring even more. I’ll certainly need it all.


    The gash on my arm is hardly anything to worry about but it needs to be stitched nonetheless. Danya is a good innkeeper and has all the essentials, including a sewing kit. I find it rather quickly and thread the needle, returning to my place in front of the mirror. Taking a washcloth and beginning to clean the wound, I begin plotting tomorrow’s incursion.


    With the increased security, Dominik and I will have to have our timing down perfect. Between meals, which, according to the evening planner we thieved, will be close to eleven o’clock in the evening, we will have to scale the walls. We will have only twenty minutes to do so before the maids begin to rebuild the fire. That should give us plenty of time to scale the large walls of the keep, which should take us around fifteen minutes, if my calculations are correct. However, if one or both of us is forced to take on more than one serviceman at the bottom, this may prove to be an issue.


    I stitch my arm up without thinking, tie the thread off at the end, and set the needle down. I’ve just begun to examine my own handiwork when the door to my quarters opens. I startle, surprised I didn’t hear the approaching footsteps, and glance at my soiled shirt in the tub in case it is Danya come to ensure all the guests are safe. I should inform her that the couple across the hall is nowhere to be found.


    When I step hesitantly out of the washroom, well aware that I am in only my underclothes, I am relieved to see Dominik instead.


    I almost don’t recognize him at first. He carries a terrified expression, and coupled with the black soot covering one side of his face and his newly-dyed hair it is hard to see him as the boyish assassin I had to coax into doing anything even the least bit deceptive.


    When he sees me, he breathes a poignant breath, hands relaxing as he quickly approaches me.


    I shake my head. “I’m—”


    Dominik has me wrapped in his arms, muscles taut beneath my hands as he presses his face into my neck. I cannot imagine I smell wonderful and at any moment I expect him to pull away to ask how many men I had to kill so he knows to pray that much forgiveness over me when he speaks to the Branch tonight. Instead, he holds me for the longest time. So long, in fact, that I begin to grow uncomfortable with his grip. Of course, I have never been a hugger.


    “There are too many blond women in this village,” he mutters into my neck. “I know that is an awful thing to say, but at every turn I believed it was you laying on the ground.”


    I finally take the opportunity to pull back ever so slightly. I pick up a lock of my now-dark hair and twist it between my fingertips. “I am no longer blond, remember?”


    He nods quickly, then backs away. He takes one swift look at me, surveying the damage, and then nods approvingly again. Clearly he expected me to return with more injuries than only a razor cut on my bicep.


    As if he has just realized I am standing in a bare chemise, his cheeks color and that same red flushes down his neck. He turns away from me, stammering as he attempts to regain his composure. That small act of chivalry and courtesy makes me smile. There are some things that will never change.


    “You are unharmed?” he inquires.


    I nod, beginning to go to the dresser where I know I have more clothing from when we first arrived. I pull one of the nightgowns out of it, running my fingers over the soft silk. It was an inexpensive nightgown but I didn’t truly need it. A nightgown is hardly more than a chemise, and I would have been just fine to wear it to bed each night, assuming I even slept. But there is something sentimental about a nightgown to me. It reminds me of when things were normal. Of course, normal is such a misleading word for me.


    Realizing that Dominik’s back is still turned to me and he could not have seen my nod, I say, “Yes.”


    Seeing no need to mention the fact that I was nearly gutted by an Afterlighter and spotted by one of Lyom’s men seems unimportant. Dominik is a worrier to say the least, and he has always concerned himself with the matters of others.


    He clears his throat. “Good,” he begins, voice cracking. I look over my shoulder to see him stood in the center of the room, his back to me, a hand running over his face and through his hair. “I know I haven’t any reason to worry…you’re the Girl…you cannot be killed…but I still worry anyway.”


    It will be the undoing of him, this worrying. I have said it from the beginning and I shall say it again. Dominik’s heart of gold never belonged within the stone walls of the Aerie, or with Quay and me in assassinations. His kindhearted nature will be the death of him, Child or not.
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    “How did I escape? With difficulty. How did I plan this moment? With pleasure. ”


    — Alexander Dumas, The Count of Monte Cristo


     


     


     


    Sleep is something I never expected to miss.  There were days during assassinations and even while at home in the Aerie that I would go an entire week without even a wink of slumber. Whatever stored energy kept me operating on those days has not been a friend to me now. When I lay my head down on the pillow at Dominik’s request, I fall into a deep sleep almost instantly.


    But sleep comes and goes all too quickly. It isn’t but what seems like moments later that a hand rests against my arm carefully, rousing me. My head throbs as I roll over, staring up into Dominik’s eyes. I see my own reflection there and am again mortified by the sight I see. I quickly turn away from Dominik and childishly pull the sheets over my head.


    “Wake me when it is time to depart,” I murmur.


    Dominik chuckles softly. “It is time to depart.”


    I breathe out in disappointment. It takes a good five minutes for me to pull myself together, gathering my wits enough to stand. Even still, the world tilts slightly but I am thankful I got what little sleep I did, otherwise I may have fallen from the Keep’s walls from utter exhaustion.


    As Dominik moves stealthily across the room, I realize that we are about to attempt breaking into the Keep. Though we technically cannot die, a hundred worse fates can befall us, including being thrown back into Kinecardine. I have no doubt that Finnegan and his legion of Afterlighters would free us but how long would that take? Would Anguis find us first?


    I feel a bit like a ghost watching Dominik pull his boots on. He has already dressed himself in his dark attire, and if his thicker build is anything to go off of, he already has his tuxedo on beneath the black outerwear. When he has his boots tied, he turns and looks at me, clearly waiting for me to get out of bed.


    I rise, steadying myself with an easy breath, then march across the room to where I left my clothes. I grab the dark outerwear, then take the stunning red dress from the closet and drop it into my satchel. When I step into the washroom, I am given only about three minutes to prepare myself for the rapidly approaching incursion. Having slept the day away, I have to trust in my own abilities to ensure that Dominik remembers every aspect of the plan, including every second available to us.


    I take my dark hair and twist it up into a knot. It is still wet from the bath I took last night—or perhaps early this morning…the hours have bled together—to wash the Afterlighter and swordsman blood from my skin. The darkness of my hair has faded some and with two or three more washes I could potentially be considered a blond. I suddenly wish I had dyed it today.


    The far-from-elaborate twist should keep it away from my face and provide some sort of curl for once I am within the Keep. Hopefully I won’t stick out like the sore thumb I fear I will.


    Once my boots are laced and I have checked to see that my Jezdah is still invisible, I reenter the room and pull the satchel over my shoulder. Dominik is ready as well, his shoulder bag tight around his chest. I must admit, he looks different with this oddly thicker build. I’m quite sure I now miss the gangly, boyish Dominik who was easy to smile and forget my miseries with.


    He smirks. “Don’t you look fetching.”


    I roll my eyes, easing into assassin mode. “Do you remember your climb location?”


    He nods. “The east side of the Keep.”


    I incline my head in response. “You will have to climb quickly to avoid being spotted by the people within the windows. If there are people within the windows.” I try not to imagine what guests of King Dryden would be doing in bedrooms between the ball’s courses. “And you will have to be sure you have incapacitated the guards for long enough that we won’t have to worry about them. Or you will need to kill them. And once you have reached the roof you will need to wait for me. We’ll need to go into the kitchens together. Oh, and remember—”


    Dominik’s chuckle cuts me off. “I may not be the Queen of Crimson, but I have served beneath her for as long as I can remember. I think I have the capabilities to survive the night, with or without any supernatural advantages.”


    I smile but it does not reach my eyes. “Do not try to preserve your morality this night, Dominik. If a man sees you, kill him or be certain you have rendered him unconscious for the remainder of the evening. Do not let your humanity be your undoing.”


    Dominik’s silver eyes glitter with hidden emotion. “You seem to believe humanity is a weakness, but I see it as a gift.”


    I decide not to tell him that it was my humanity that cast me into the mines of Kinecardine.


    I look down at my appearance, checking the contents of the satchel—powders, accessories, the red dress, and a pair of beautiful shoes, along with the more perilous items such as knives and my smoke screens—and the laces of my boots. I do a mental check as I roll the sleeves of my dark blouse over my wrists and secure a tricorn hat onto my belt. I have everything I will need for our incursion into the Keep, and as far as I am aware, Dominik has everything he requires. I won’t do him the dishonor of asking him; it is normally he that double checks my work.


    When have readied myself and returned my gaze on the boy with silver eyes, I finally allow the reality of the moment to sink in. I have run from King Dryden all this time, hidden in the shadows from Lyom, both terrified and dreaming of his presence. Now I am only minutes away from encountering them both, and all rides on my performance. The king will have to suspect me a ghost, I will have to possibly best Lyom in battle, all for the sake of unlocking an ability I’m not even certain I want.


    But looking at Dominik reminds me why I am really doing this. I am not usually one to learn my lessons or have a change of heart, but Kinecardine did teach me something. This world is larger than me and my struggles. I used to pity myself that I was a lowly assassin, born into greatness but shadowed beneath untapped, disastrous potential. I would wish my life away and consider running off to be someone new. But compared to the rest of the kingdoms, even the Forest, my troubles are hardly even that. We teeter in the balance between winning and losing a war there is no stopping. And this is not a war we can afford to lose. By doing this, by taking on whatever hellish abilities being a Child will grant me, I am potentially saving all of humanity from something dreadful.


    Dominik checks his belt, feeling the knives along his waist. He secures one of them, feeling the blade with the pad of his thumb. I know this cannot be easy for him, anticipating the possibility killing again, but though his personality—his wants and desires and that which makes him Dominik Giovani—cannot change, his motives and measures can, and they have. He is willing to do what needs to be done in the same way that I am.


    “Ready?” I inquire.


    Dominik glances up. He nods.


    I get that familiar feeling of undue regret. I always have this feeling before an assignment, almost afraid I’ll never see Dominik again. I feel as though I should embrace him one last time in case his throat is slashed in battle, or he is captured by King Dryden and takes his own life. These are the fears of Aerietta Elony, the assassin that never knew her closest friend—if one could even call him that—was the Boy of the Elements. But that Aerietta never would have embraced him, anyway. It was too personal.


    “Alright,” I say, deciding to leave it at that.


    We know our separate assignments and meet locations; no need to concern ourselves with it again.


    And so I turn and open the window, dropping through the shadows and onto the ground. I leave him the way I always have before. He will wait several minutes, until I have made it to the Keep, and then he will follow.


    Rolling across the ground, I crouch and look at the village. I did not have time to check my surroundings before I left but I half expected them to be similar to the night before. Having slept the day away, I didn’t imagine Adandyrl would have picked itself up, dusted itself off, and returned to the merriness reserved for the feasts and festivities the king throws at the Keep.


    Glowing paper lanterns are released into the sky, and a symphony of instruments play blithe music, giving the whole world a lighthearted feel. Charred marks remain on the sides of buildings but no one acknowledges them. Men and women dance on the streets. I am instantly reminded of Zalhemia and how the Adaaian people were so full of life. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised; the citizens of Adandyrl have little to fear, even from the Afterlighters. It isn’t their fault … they just don’t realize the havoc these Foresters can wreak.


    The villagers part like river water around rocks when carriages coming from the gates pass through the streets. They are beautiful coaches adorned in fine laces, tapestries, and even gems. Clearly carrying governing families and high-appointed diplomats. Considering I have probably killed at least one member of each person’s family or friends, I suppose I should probably keep my distance.


    Slowly standing, I pull the tricorn hat off my belt and pull it down over the bun on my head, shielding my eyes from the view of the villagers. They’ll see me, dressed in dark pants and satchel slung over my shoulder, as a male traveler just moving through the village. Not suspicious.


    I move into the crowds of people, trying to ignore the fact that they have so easily forgotten about the chaos that came the night before. Perhaps most of them were hidden in their homes when the Afterlighter attacked.


    When I pass the sewer’s home, I notice it is the only building where the lights are off. Whoever is inside is not involved in the festivities. I remember how many swordsmen were flooding into the home, fighting Afterlighters as they went, and recall Jamas’ note about the Afterlighters use of a human “Root.” I make a note to question Dominik, who seems to have all the answers about these sorts of things, on the matter later.


    Clap, clap, clap, clap!


    Some happy young girl bumps into me, stumbling down into the streets. Another man swoops her up and kisses her on the cheek and she happily dances with him. I cannot say if they even know each other—Adandyrl has never been one for refined, conventional relationships.


    By the time I’ve made it to the outskirts of the village, the muscles in my legs are burning. The steady uphill slant of Adandyrl makes a quick jog up the mountain’s slope quite difficult but I manage to slip into the trees nonetheless, breaking into an ascending sprint.


    When I near the Keep, I begin to slow, watching for the guards that stand out front. I take note of several carriages parked there and one coming up the mountainside behind me. When it arrives at the doors, a tall man steps out, extending his hand for two women, both with hair so white it could match the snow in the mountains surrounding Kinecardine.


    I observe the encounter for only a moment before ducking back into the safety of the trees and continuing on. I make my way around to the side of the Keep where there is only one window. A quick glance to the moon tells me Dominik was correct and we are around the time the fires will be doused. I look to the top of the Keep where the smokestack is not churning out the smoke it should be, but we will not have long before the servants prepare the fire for the next course.


    I am pleased to see only one guard standing watch beneath the wall I am to scale. Unfortunately, he is a tall, broad man with a long sword sheathed on his hip. His arms are crossed as though he has a hundred other places he would rather be and his gaze trails down the mountainside to the lights of Adandyrl. Perhaps he has a family down there, celebrating whatever festival King Dryden has put forth.


    My hand instinctively goes for the knife in my satchel but I stop myself. Must I always resort to killing someone to achieve my goal? Honestly, it feels a bit lazy. I am capable of disabling him for hours, so why do I need to kill him?


    Leaving the knife where it is, I begin to stand up and walk out of the woods. The man’s attention remains solely on Adandyrl, watching as the lanterns fly high up into the sky, tracing them with his gaze. He doesn’t hear me approaching and doesn’t catch even a shift in the shadows.


    Before he can even turn around, I plant my left foot into the dirt and twist my hips so fast that when my booted heel collides with his temple, the force may actually kill him. Instead, his body goes limp and he collapses to the ground in a heap. I check his pulse to be sure I didn’t stun his brain into shutting down and when I am satisfied that he is still alive, just unconscious, I prepare myself to begin the climb. However, something on his belt catches my attention. A small flask of some sort of dark liquor—wine, likely—rests there.


    How very irresponsible of him.


    I smirk, pulling the flask out and dropping it in the unconscious man’s hand. This way, if he wakes up, he will see the wine, feel the pounding headache, and believe that he’d drunk himself senseless.


    I then take out my knives and step closer to the brick, silver walls. I rub my hands against the fabric of my clothing. The guards will be changing stations very soon and I have a very short amount of time to climb before this man is noticed.


    Jabbing my knife into the silver, I begin the perilous climb. The Keep is so large, its walls so towering, that even as I climb the first quarter of the wall, my arms are beginning to grow weak and my legs becoming sore from the exertion. I move as quickly as I can, though, without being careless. I dig my knife between the silver slabs and ensure that it is secure before putting my weight into pulling myself up. My boots provide me with good enough footing that I hardly slip at all against the smooth surface.


    I avoid the first window fairly easily, though I am not overly concerned by it since the lights are off. The second window, however, lies directly in my path. I will barely miss it but I will still have to be careful not to be seen unless I want to exert extra energy by maneuvering around it.


    I’ve just made it to the halfway point, arms on the verge of shaking, when I hear voices coming from nearby. I still my movement, one foot in a precarious place, and look to the ground. The way the voices echo they could be coming from any direction. I pray that when they see the serviceman’s unconscious body they immediately notice the flask and no suspicion arouses in them.


    The voices are muffled by the wind and I search the ground for them. The walls of the Keep blind me to all movement save for what is right beneath me. Attempting to look around the bend of a wall would only make my one foot lose traction, which would ultimately cause me to fall.


    My heart pounds. The voices grow closer. When they walk around the side of the Keep all it would take is one glance up. I tuck my body against the silver, suddenly wishing I’d opted for lighter-colored clothing so perhaps I could blend in. I squeeze my eyes shut, controlling my breathing. If they see me, I need a plan. I could throw one of my knives down at them, assuming my aim is still as good as it always has been, but not only does that leave me with only one knife to climb with, but it also leaves one serviceman to run and tell the others to prepare for an incursion.


    As thoughts spiral out of control in my mind, I hear a shift in the voices, and suddenly they no longer sound as if they’re in the wind. I realize why they sounded distant, as though they were echoing from every direction.


    They’re above me.


    I look up, seeing the silhouettes of two men at the top of the roof, just past the second window. I cannot make out much about them but their voices are unfamiliar and strong.


    They’re on the roof. I hadn’t accounted for anyone being on the roof. When have guards ever stood watch on the slanted roof? There has never been a need! No one has been able to make this climb up the Keep because only Quay’s assassins could do so, and it was always far too easy to nab these royal officials outside the walls. We have never given them any reason to suspect we would scale these walls.


    For a brief moment, I consider the possibility that Jamas suspected something. I do not think he would return and tell everyone that Aerietta Elony was still alive because what good would that do him? As far as he is concerned, I have gone into hiding. He never wanted me to be captured and thrown into Kinecardine. He and I had some sort of strange friendship, or perhaps just an agreement. I never killed him, I protected him, and in return he would trust me and watch my back. I have no doubt that Jamas kept my being alive a secret, but if he suspected that we were going to do something rash, he would have to inform Lyom. What sort of a swordsman—the righthand to the Swordmaster—would he be if he kept such knowledge to himself?


    But Jamas could not have known anything. Not a chance. But there are other reasons the Keep could be more protected.


    The Flicker last night. The winged creatures. They are taking no chances where the Afterlighters are concerned.


    Relax, I warn myself. I will worry about those men when I get to them. As of now, they are none of my concern. When they move away from the edge of the roof, I continue my ascent.


    I make certain to stay quieter as I climb. I also keep a sharp ear on the voices above because at any moment, Dominik—who has always been the better climber—could surface and have to face all those men.


    I don’t even notice I am nearing the second window until I am right beside it, skirting the frame of it. There is no candle lit inside which eases my nerves immensely but just as I have gotten a good foothold against the wood frame, I hear something. A door closing.


    I go still. If the swordsmen above hear it they may look over the edge. I press myself into the silver, closing my eyes as if that will help my situation.


    I don’t know why but for some reason, I have the urge to look into the window to see who has entered—or left—the room. I know I shouldn’t move in case the guards glance over the edge but I find I cannot help myself. I lean over and dig my fingers into the elaborate wood of the windowsill. When I am finally in a stable enough position that I can look inside without the risk of plummeting to my death, I suddenly wish I hadn’t.


    The strength of one arm fails and I have to grip the knife in my other hand tighter to ensure I don’t topple to the ground. My fingers shake but this time it isn’t from exhaustion or weariness, it is from rage.


    The world turns crimson.


    I see a man with hair the color of obsidian and eyes the color of blue-stained glass carrying a woman with hair nearly as dark as his and skin that has been kissed by the sun. He carries her into a room so plain and spartan that it could belong to no one else but a practical Swordmaster.


    It takes my mind a moment to realize it is Lyom I am looking at, and that the woman draped in his arms, dressing in a gown of a hundred bright colors, is Princess Haraya. When it does set in, however, I am surprised I feel any pain at seeing them like this at all. Had I ever truly thought that Lyom didn’t still love her? The wretch has her claws dug so deeply into him. But look at her. Of course she does.


    Trust no one. Even your shadow will leave you in darkness.


    Quay’s words. Always Quay’s. I repeated them to the assassins beneath me for years, chanted it to them like it as our motto. The Cannon’s assassins were not to form relationships, never to have friendships, and were certainly not allowed to place enough trust in anyone that your life depends on your own judgement.


    I’d always known the cruelty of people. I’d always agreed that it was best to keep your heart out of any matter. Trusting no one seemed like a good idea. But trust isn’t always something you get to hand out. Despite what most people believe, you cannot help who you trust. There are some people that, no matter their heinous crimes and poor decisions, you reason that they are worthy of your trust, and worthy to protect the one thing we as assassins have—our lives.


    Whether I meant to or not, I trusted Lyom.


    I watch as he places her on the ground and her arms wrap around his waist. Even from here I can see the way his muscles begin to lose their tension. He is dressed in a suit that reminds me all too much of the one he wore in Erod. The mask that attempts to cover half of his face is black, barely darker than the color of his hair. It is hard to hang here, watching as she whispers something to him, tucked against his chest.


    His eyes flicker up and I spin away from the window before he can see me. Staring out into the darkness of the woods and Evrallon beyond it, I wonder why I am so furious. Why every inch of skin on me burns with the need to walk right in, snatch the Tablet from around her neck, and slit her throat before I leave. How could I be so furious with Lyom? It isn’t as if he gave me a promise to love me forever and then disappears with Haraya every evening.


    No. I realize belatedly that it is myself I am furious with.


    I allowed myself to dream up fantasies of this Swordmaster, imagining a hundred different ways that he would come to my rescue when he hardly noticed my absence. I am furious because I am a fool and a hopeless romantic at heart, and no matter how many times Quay tried to squash it out, a small fragment remains.


    This isn’t going to work. I cannot allow myself to have fragments of romanticism. I shut it out. I do what Quay has never been able to do and stomp out whatever spark of hope there was in my humanity.


    Dominik was wrong. Humanity is a weakness, one I have always been able to conquer.


    I turn back around and ready myself to burst into the room where Lyom and Haraya are, steal the Tablet, and drop from the Keep, considering out assignment complete, but when I glance back in, I see the door closing again, Lyom and Haraya gone, likely called back by…well, hopefully not the start of the next course.


    I dig my knives into the sides of the wall and continue climbing, completely ignoring the burn in my muscles and the pain radiating through my bones. I practically leap up the wall, gripping onto the edge of the rooftop when I reach it, and rolling onto the top of the Keep. Twirling my knives around my hands, I look up into the stunned faces of six servicemen, who clearly didn’t expect to see a young, brunette girl with two knives in her hands on the roof.


    I lose myself in the action as one dives for me. I flip over his back and wrap an arm over his chest while simultaneously slitting his throat with my dagger, dropping his heavy body to the ground. The next swordsmen attack, three at the same time, and I use their momentum against them as I drop them one at a time, flipping over another and landing on one’s stomach, digging my knife into his chest.


    When the fourth swordsman has dropped, I turn around to see the other two already laying on the ground, Dominik standing beside them. From the looks of it, one is dead but the other is just unconscious.


    I am suddenly hit with the impulse to walk up to Dominik and simply kiss him as some sort of sick revenge, or perhaps just to prove to myself that I can, but that would mean holding onto this romantic nature I am prone to having. I shove the idea away, wipe the blood from my hands, and head for the smokestacks.


    Dominik flanks me. “Did you encounter any difficulties?”


    “Apart from the extra guards on the roof, no.”


    I look down the chimney but see only darkness. That is a relief at least. The servants have not started another fire.


    Dominik looks down as well. “I should go first,”


    Poor, sweet Dominik, trying to save me from killing everyone in the room beneath us.


    “No. I’ll go. Count to twenty then follow.”


    Before Dominik can protest, I get a firm grip on my knives and step up onto the chimney. I jump inside, feeling weightless for several seconds as the smell of smoke washes over me. My eyes begin to burn from the residue but I remain focused, driving my knives into the sides of the chimney and pressing my feet into the walls as well, effectively slowing my fall.


    I see the bottom rapidly approaching, hear the clatter of a pan as one of the servants drops it. I prepare myself for however many servants are inside, then hit the ground in a fast roll.


    I am out of the chimney so quickly that ash and soot are kicked up into the air, making then entire room fill with a thick smoke. A cook shrieks and a maid scrambles out of the way. I don’t wait for the fog to clear or for the servants to realize something is dreadfully wrong before snatching the pudgy cook and snapping his neck.


    No time for romanticism.


    When a servant screeches and trips over the body, horror washing over her expression as she realizes what it is, I silence her scream with a quick slice, turning my attention on the rest of the cooks and servants. There are eight of them, all defenseless, all unsuspecting. They all believed they were safe within these walls and that no one could reach them because we had never tried. Unluckily for them, we need something from within the Keep, and only the assassins of the Cannon are capable of retrieving it.


    Dominik drops into the room behind me, rising from his roll to survey the damage. He looks around the room, seeing men and women alike laying on the ground, bleeding onto the tile floor. I remind myself that once I am finished here, I get to leave, but I know it will do little to comfort me later. For now, I busy myself taking my satchel off my shoulder and setting it on the counter as the soot settles.


    “Etta,” I hear Dominik begin. “You could have just disabled them.”


    I brush the ash from my arms and wash my hands in a basin of water. “It happened too quickly.” I glance over my shoulder at him. “Turn around.”


    Dominik does so quietly, and when I pull the dress out of the satchel, I hear him dragging bodies somewhere they won’t be seen. Always cleaning up after me.


    I brush my clothes off, clean my arms and face and neck—anything that will be seen—with a wash cloth before stripping down and pulling the red dress over me. I take out the small clutch and fill it with my two knives and the small smoke screens I am to light if I ever come in contact with someone who may recognize me. I take my hair down from its twist and let the still-damp waves fall just over my shoulders. I take out the powders and perfumes and spray myself so I don’t smell like a chimney, then check my Jezdah and apply ample powder to my face, giving it color and a good finish. I slip my shoes on and lastly pull my mask over my face. When I turn around, I see that Dominik has taken his outer layers of clothes off and now wears his suit, the mask covering his face as well.


    He turns completely to face me and I can tell he is trying to convince himself that I did not want to kill these people. I wish I could tell him to trust me but that would be going against everything I have been taught.


    Even your shadow will leave you in darkness.


    I attempt to forget the fact that I have always referred to Dominik as my shadow.


    Taking a breath, I remind myself of the purpose of this mission.


    “We find Haraya,” I say. “When you have found her, ensure I can get her alone, then after about fifteen minutes, you know to flee. I will get the Tablet and meet you beyond the Keep’s walls. Quay is waiting for us just beyond the village and should begin their distraction at midnight. I have until then to get the Tablet and meet you where Quay is.”


    Dominik nods and he slowly composes himself. He runs a hand through his hair, shakes his hands out, and when he looks back up at me, I am comforted to see the young man that has been trained as an assassin since boyhood.


    “Understood.”


    I smile faintly. “I’ll see you beyond the wall.”


    I begin to move past him but Dominik’s hand wraps around my upper arm. I don’t wince even when his fingers catch the stitches on my bicep.


    “Trust no one, Aerietta,” he says. “I know you believe the Swordmaster will be of use to us, but he will not. He is loyal to the Crown and the Crown alone. Please don’t make the mistake of allowing him to deceive you.”


    I reach up and pry Dominik’s fingers from my arm. He realizes the tightness of his grip and flinches, backing away from me. I watch him with a steady, assuring gaze.


    “You needn’t fear, Dominik. He is the farthest thing from my mind.”


    With that, I turn around and lift the hem of my dress, walking up the stairs towards the door that leads out of the kitchen. I remember when Drimra pinned my hair down here, the same pin that allowed me to escape my quarters to meet the charming Prince Atwood of the Belaroux kingdom. I know the way towards the ballroom from here fairly flawlessly. It was not in the original tour Lyom gave me of the Keep but I have studied enough diagrams of this infernal palace to know exactly how to get there.


    “Etta,” calls Dominik as I reach for the door handle.


    I look over my shoulder at him. He stands in the center of the room, tucking a knife into his suit’s jacket pocket.


    “We are wind and shadows.”


    I nod. “We are wind and shadows.”


    I twist the door knob and take that final step into the Keep, glancing around quickly to ensure that no one is in the secluded hallway. When I find the corridor empty, I step out, leaving the door cracked for Dominik. I adjust my hair, allowing the loose curls to fall to one shoulder, then begin heading for the ballroom.


    I take note of the piano music echoing through the foyer as I pass by the stairs that lead to my quarters during my stay at the Keep, then hear the clicking heels of a young woman emerging from a powder room nearby. My gaze snags on the petite thing as she hurries past me, red hair far shorter than I would ever have cut it, and her orange dress doing nothing to help her stick figure.


    Candles light the way into the ballroom and double doors have been propped open with two guards in front of them. I am saved from wasting any time worrying that they are checking a guest list when the young woman practically trips over them. One of the poor servicemen reaches out to steady her and she somehow finds that to be a flirtatious move. She leans into him, giggling and grinning like the drunken fool she is.


    Rolling my eyes, I duck beneath the other, sympathetic serviceman’s gaze and slip easily into the ballroom.


    The walk from the kitchen to this dancing hall was so short that I barely had time to prepare myself for its grandeur. It is a hundred times as magnificent as the masquerade ball in Erod and still somehow seems to top all the balls King Cress, my oh-so-loving father, hosted in the Lydovier palace atop the Cliffs of Mordrid.


    Chandeliers with more candles than I can count light the grand room and the most beautiful women and handsome men I have ever laid eyes on are spun about the room in a sophisticated dance. Wine glasses do not shatter against marble floors as they did in Erod and though several men are certainly inebriated, not one of them stoops from their decorous manner.


    As I gracefully enter the room, I keep my eyes out for Haraya, waiting to catch a glimpse of her brightly-colored dress. Surely she is the Belle of the Ball tonight and all the men have flocked to her. But there are so many women dressed so provocatively that the men are moving from girl to girl too quickly for me to notice where the majority stands.


    I continue to move about the room, looking in different corners for the princess. The thought crosses my mind that she and Lyom may not have returned. Perhaps they are now in her bedroom, or they could have left the Keep entirely.


    I need some way of knowing for certain, but in a room full of dignitaries loyal to King Dryden, I have no way of stealthily retrieving the information. To ask someone if they had seen the princess would be valuable, but for a young woman to inquire the whereabouts of the princess would be very strange. Perhaps if I’d dressed as a young man to be one of her suitors I could get away with such a blatant question but not dressed the way I am.


    I need someone who is not entirely loyal to King Dryden. I need someone who I know will sell to the highest bidder.


    I must have become too accustomed to the amount of bodies around me because when a warm hand meets my bare back, I find myself startled that I hadn’t been paying attention.


    I spin to meet a young man with long, dark hair pinned at the nape of his neck. His hazel eyes study me as his thin mouth widens in a perplexed smile.


    “I don’t believe I have had the pleasure of making your acquaintance,” he murmurs, taking my hand and lifting it to his lips. I feel moisture on them and one glance to the back of my hand tells me he has had plenty of wine—at least enough to stain a kiss on my skin.


    Easily moving my hand away, I smile graciously, falling into the easiest of all the personas, and the one that will move me the closest to my goal. “Sabel,” I introduce myself. “Sabel Forefall. The pleasure is mine.”


    His brows furrow at the sound of my name. “Pardon, did you say Sabel Forefall?”


    I note the way his smile becomes interested. I nod. “Indeed.”


    When his smile grows, he wraps his arm around my waist and begins to escort me across the room. “Come with me,” he says. “I do believe there is someone who greatly misses your presence.”


    I spot him just as we break through the great crowd. He stands with his back to us, speaking to some young woman who is as smitten with him as she would be any other wealthy man at this party. He has always had quite the regal air to him and I suppose the women that dream of one day wearing a crown are drawn to that sort of man. I should save them the trouble and tell them any crown, whether metaphorical or physical, is not worth the pain and turmoil that comes with it.


    “My good fellow,” the young gentleman calls. “I believe I may have found someone you know. May I present Lady Sabel Forefall.”


    The man before me flinches, choking on his wine in surprise. When he turns around, I meet his stunned eyes with a soft smile of my own.


    “Anik,” I say, taking a step forward and extending my hand. “It is such a pleasure to see you again. You haven’t aged a day since Mykel Leaves’ gathering in Erod.”


    Anik Tere takes a moment to compose himself but there is no fear written on his face, even as he notices the change in my hair color. He knows I would not have risked being spotted by him if I were here to kill him.


    “Sabel,” he breathes, smiling as he accepts my hand, but rather than kissing it, he pulls me closer and presses his lips to my cheek. I jolt in shock and begin to move away but Anik is already retreating, smiling yet again.


    “And you have only grown more beautiful, my dear. And your hair looks wonderful.” He looks over his shoulder at the young woman he was entertaining. “If you’ll excuse us, Lady Forefall and I have pressing matters to discuss.”


    As Anik bows his head to the gentleman and lady and begins to escort me away, I ask, “Have we?”


    He chuckles. “Oh, most certainly. Not very wise of you to reuse an alias, is it? I would have thought there was some sort of rule against that in the Cannon. But I suppose a dead assassin cannot belong to any order, can they?”


    I smile. “So you heard of my death.”


    “And of the stir it caused in Kinecardine and the Keep. You’d be pleased to know that many actually seemed to mourn your loss.”


    “Did they? They could have fooled me.”


    When Anik has effectively brought me away from the throngs of people and stood us against a wall, he turns to face me.


    Anik is no young, spritely man. He is barely older than King Dryden but has gray hair. He towers over me but I see no threat to him. Anik is the sort of man that has no true loyalties, and certainly not to the king.


    “How did you survive?” Anik inquires, a curious smile on his lips. “I must know. Last I saw you, you were in Erod. If I remember correctly, young Swordmaster Livingstone was also there. Now, certainly that wasn’t a coincidence.”


    “Well, there is certainly no fooling you.” I reply. “I need a favor.”


    He raises a curious brow. “And what makes you believe you are in the position to ask favors? You do realize you are speaking to one of King Dryden’s record keepers. I could call guards over at any moment.”


    “But you won’t,” I answer for him. “I need to know where Princess Haraya is. You may ask what you will in return.”


    Anik’s arched brow moves even higher. “You seek to do the princess harm, then? Oh, no, no, no. That I cannot participate in.”


    “No harm. She has something I need.”


    Anik considers this. He glances around the room suspiciously and I glance up as well, wondering if he will see Dominik enter the room and immediately recognize him as the man I was hunting in Erod. Wouldn’t that be an interesting conversation.


    Instead, my gaze catches on Jamas, who is awkwardly standing by a refreshments table with an older woman of about fifty or sixty hanging over him, completely sloshed and laughing obnoxiously. He cringes as she spills her wine all over his uniform. Apart from Lyom, he is the only other man I cannot allow to see me, or else risk recognition.


    Returning his gaze to me, Anik sighs. “Alright. The princess was here a few moments ago. She was with—”


    “Swordmaster Livingstone.”


    “No,” he replies, though he gives me a perplexed look. “She was with two women in green dresses. I watched them leave and head towards one of the other parlors.”


    My gaze moves to the doors they must have gone through. The doors I came through only a few minutes ago. I must have just missed them.


    “Which parlor?”


    “The library, perhaps? I have limited knowledge of the Keep.”


    I nod. “Thank you, Anik. And in return?”


    Anik smirks. “I believe you know by now, Miss Elony, that I am a man that thrives on gossip. I am a record keeper after all. So all I ask in return is a simple answer to a simple question.”


    When Anik says nothing else, I sigh and impatiently shift my weight. “Oh, the suspense is killing me.” I deadpan.


    He continues smirking as if he knows whatever he is about to say will unhinge me. Not much these days does.


    “Are the rumors true?”


    “Do be specific, Anik. There are so many rumors circulating these days that I don’t quite—”


    “About you and the Swordmaster.”


    I flinch involuntarily. There are rumors about that? Rumors that have reached even Anik in Helmfirth?


    Anik continues, fully aware of the effect of his question. “I heard through the grapevine that you had teamed up with King Dryden’s men to find Dominik Giovani, the man they believed was the Boy of the Elements—Oh, don’t look so surprised, dear, I know everything. But what I don’t know is whether or not the rumors are true. I was told that the two of you planned to run away together until your identity was discovered. I was told that the Swordmaster, known for his unfeeling nature and cruel behaviors, let his guard down. For an assassin. Normally I am not one for trifles such as this but this rumor piqued my special interest.”


    I uncomfortably shake my head. “No,” I answer earnestly. “It isn’t true. Quite the vicious rumor, in fact. The Swordmaster and I hardly tolerated each other.”


    Anik’s smirk turns into a confused frown. “Interesting. After your ‘death’ he was—”


    Anik’s words are cut short by the sound of a fork tapping against a wine glass. We all turn our attention to the man standing on one of the tables, his great red robe swept over his shoulders and practically touching the floor even from atop the table. The Cruel King holds a wine glass high in the air, prepped for toasting.


    “My good people,” the king begins, his voice as clear as ever, though I know he must be just as drunk as the rest of the people in this room.


    I lean closer to Anik. “Thank you, Anik, for you help. If you wouldn’t mind keeping my presence here to yourself, I’d be much obliged.”


    Anik grins wily. “And do not expect me to never call upon that obligation.”


    I move away from him, making my way through the crowd of guests who have stopped their babbling to listen to their esteemed king. I go to the doors where I duck beneath the guards and head towards the library. Dominik must still be in the ballroom because he does not attempt to follow me, nor is he waiting out here in the hallway. I hope he saw me leave and knows to begin his distraction.


    The farther I move away from the ballroom and the quieter the hallways become, the more I am able to clear my thoughts and refocus on the task at hand. I keep my mind free of any muddled thoughts as I listen for the sound of tittering young girls whispering in a library about all the gentlemen they tempted this evening, and will continue to tempt until the ball is over.


    It isn’t long before I hear the fruits of my quiet thoughts. I hear Haraya’s voice as she squeaks and says something to whoever is listening to her. I slowly open my clutch, removing one of the knives as I walk. I tell myself I won’t need it, that the princess will simply hand the Tablet over to me once she realizes her pathetic life hangs in the balance, but I am sadistic. No matter which way you look at it, most assassins are. I may not be proud of the things I have done in the past, and I may not treasure the idea of taking a fairly-innocent girl’s life, I know that I will do whatever it takes to reclaim the Tablet. Whether or not I am saying that to myself to justify her murder, who knows, but I am willing to take the chance.
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    “Now they were as strangers; nay worse than strangers, for they could never become acquainted.” — Jane Austen, Persuation


     


     


     


     


    Haraya is graceful to a fault. Even in her inebriated state she somehow manages to appear above it all, effortlessly reclining into one of the library’s chairs as she sips on her wine. One of the girls that she came here with sits in the chair in front of her, whispering quietly, giggling all the time, while the other girl is sorting through books on the shelf.


    The book girl groans obnoxiously. “How in the world does anyone find interest in these books?”


    Haraya laughs quietly under her breath, stirring the wine by moving her wrist in circular motions. “I’ve never been privy to that information. The Swordmaster certainly enjoys them. Quite boring books, if you ask me.”


    The girl sitting across for her makes a sound of disgust. “You’ve always been enamored by him. But I suppose you want what you cannot have.”


    Haraya scowls. “How dare you. The Swordmaster is incapable of being with me the way he would like to.”


    The girl holding the book drops it on the floor, gasping. “Is he a eunuch?”


    I roll my eyes at the girls’ conversation.


    Haraya gasps. “No! He is the Swordmaster. He cannot be with me even though he has told me he would do anything to be.”


    A tinge of jealousy twists in my gut before I can get a handle on it. To still the painful knot, I step further into the library and close the doors behind me. The slam of them causes all three girls to jolt, one of them letting out a frightened shriek.


    All the girls look my way, relaxing when they see it is just a normal woman.


    “Stars, you scared the life out of me.” Haraya mutters. She rises to her feet, ever the polished princess. Her hands clasp in front of her and she narrows her eyes in studying me. “Is there something I can do for you?”


    I slowly begin to approach the group of women, watching each of them as I move closer. I look at the height of each of them, noting that the one by the bookshelf is the tallest and probably has the most muscle, which is a strange attribute for a young woman. The one that sat in front of Haraya, now standing, is small but carries herself with a more authoritative air than I would have imagined.


    Haraya hesitantly furrows her brows. “Excuse me. Is there a reason you have interrupted our evening?”


    I step beneath the chandelier that hangs overhead and the firelight from the candle on the table catches on my face. It takes Haraya less than a second for recognition to color her expression as it dawns on her exactly who I am.


    “I—” she stammers, eyes as wide as saucers and mouth similar. She scrambles backwards and the two women take up braced positions, hostile glares shooting my direction as Haraya is unsure what to say.


    “Your Highness,” one of them says. “Do you know her?”


    Haraya opens her mouth to say something but cannot seem to finish her sentence. I am not about to introduce myself in a flair of arrogance. Instead, I take out another dagger from my clutch and drop said handbag to the ground. Gripping the hilt of my second knife, I throw it hard and fast into the wood floor where Haraya stands, pinning her multi-colored dress to the ground.


    Haraya shrieks and tries to grab the dagger out of the floor but cannot: Her arms are too weak, her fingers too fragile. All she manages to do is whimper as she realizes that the Queen of Crimson, back from the dead, is standing in the library with her.


    I am so focused on Haraya that I barely notice the shift in attitude from the other two girls. I do, however, see the glint of a silver dagger as it flies towards my head. I look up just in time and catch it mid air, startled that either of the girls even had a dagger on their person, let alone knew how to throw it. When I look back at the two women that accompanied the princess in the library, I become keenly aware of two facts:


    One: these are not your normal young women.


    Two: the dagger in my hand is the dagger of a swordsman. Or, perhaps swordswoman would be the proper term.


    But I am the Queen of Crimson, a fact I have shoved out of my mind ever since I was cast into Kinecardine. Now there is no denying it, and I have no desire to. If these women believe they can take me on and survive, they are sorely mistaken.


    The first young girl unsheathes another silver dagger and lunges towards me, thrusting the blade towards my middle. I easily catch her wrist and snatch the dagger out of her hand as her accomplice attempts to grab me from behind. Her arms wrap around my neck and I use the woman in front of me as momentum, kicking off her and flipping over the girl behind me.


    I land on the other side, one hand around her chin, the other behind her head. I feel the tension in the woman’s body just before I twist sharply, spinning her head like a top, and all the strength dies in her muscles.


    “No!”


    The pained cry comes from Haraya, not the other woman who is pulling herself up off the ground, though I see tears of rage and loss in her eyes. Haraya tries to scramble forward but she only manages to tear her knees on the wooden floor beneath her. She begins to scream for help but over the music, no one will hear her.


    The woman on the ground looks up at me, a fight still in her eyes. I wonder if the swordswoman I killed was her sister. I wonder if Lyom chose them together and they trained together. I wonder if they spent every waking hour with each other. None of it matters anymore. They’ll die together.


    “You are Aerietta Elony,” she hisses, and it is almost a question.


    I take one step forward, watching her with suspicion. I will not confirm or deny her accusation because she already knows the answer.


    She then does something extremely unladylike and spits on the ground in front of me. “You are a disgrace. A filthy, murderous scar in the good reputation of Lydovier.”


    Her words should hurt, but I’ve heard them enough by now that I just take one more step closer.


    “I know.”


    I kick her in the temple, putting her down immediately. The girl’s body slumps but I know she is alive. I suppose there is no reason to kill her when I don’t have to. Or perhaps I didn’t kill her to prove a point.


    I turn around and face Haraya. Tears streak down a face that is more determined than any I have ever seen. Eyes of bright green are filled with moisture and her lips are pursed with hatred.


    “Where is the Tablet?”


    Haraya practically growls. “I will tell you nothing.”


    I roll my eyes. “I admire your courage. Perhaps you aren’t the disgusting worm I’d thought you were. But that will not save you from this situation.” I take a step closer, feeling a slit in my dress from where a knife must have caught it. “If you tell me where the Tablet is, I will leave you and your newest bodyguard alive. Refuse me and I may not be so kind.”


    She scoffs. “Kind? You?” Her scoff becomes a deadly, knife-throwing glare. “I want you to know that your death meant the liberation of many grief-stricken hearts. When Evrallon believed you dead, those that lost family members to you were able to finally mourn their loss without needing to control their hatred.”


    I sigh, tired of this conversation. “Good for them.”


    Haraya gapes at me. “How can you stand there and say that? Have you so lost your soul that you are not even remorseful for all the lives you’ve claimed? Are you proud that you have been labeled the Ghost of Grimway and Butcher of Brindale?”


    “Proud?” I snort. “No. Is it a necessary evil? Certainly. And for your information, I do care about the lives I have taken.” I observe the fallen princess with disdain. “But I needn’t explain myself to a spoiled princess like you. Because you would never understand what it is like to be forced into anything.”


    I crouch in front of her, letting the knife roll over my knuckles so she is able to watch the firelight dance off the iron. She follows its path across the back of my hand and despite herself, she swallows a lump of nervousness and in doing so I spot the chain around her neck…the chain connected to the Tablet.


    I swiftly extend my knife to her neck, catching the chain on the tip and slicing it off. She flinches, half expecting her head to go rolling, I’m sure, as the Tablet falls into my hand. Haraya’s palm closes around her throat to make sure she isn’t bleeding as I stand up and look down at the Tablet. The writing in another language is beautiful, something I have never seen before. It is hard to imagine that this simple, small stone that is hardly the size of an egg would be so important in the awakening process of the Children of the Elements.


    I begin to head for the door, running fingers through my hair and picking up my clutch as I go, dropping the Tablet inside but keeping the knife out for easy access.


    “Assassin,” she calls, and I flinch at the familiarity of the title.


    I barely stop, waiting for her to say whatever it is she needs to.


    “You were dead. The Swordmaster saw you.”


    I swallow, fingers rawly rubbing the sides of my clutch until I’m sure I’ve created a circular smooth spot there.


    “Creatures of the Forest rarely stay dead,” I answer, beginning to walk towards the door again. “You should already know that.”


    I leave the princess to ponder my meaning while I slam the door behind me, taking the silver, swordsman’s knife and slipping it between the handles in case Haraya manages to free herself from the knife trapping her to the floor.


    I’ve just made it down the long corridor and turned the corner to the hall leading to the kitchen when I hear several footsteps approaching, moving rapidly. Judging by the clip and gait, they are absolutely guards.


    So someone did hear Haraya’s screams.


    I tuck the clutch into the sash around my waist and hide the knife in case the servicemen rush past me, but when they come around the corner I realize I had no hope of that.


    Jamas practically balks, eyes widening when he sees me. All around him the swordsmen come to a halt, frowning when they see me. Of course most of them don’t recognize me. In this dress I look like an honored guest of the king.


    “Aerietta?” Jamas whispers, so low I’m not sure the swordsmen caught it. “What are you—”


    Haraya, the wench, begins screaming from the library, crying out for help. Jamas glances behind me, then returns his gaze to me, slowly drawing out his sword.


    No, I plead inwardly. Don’t do this, Jamas…


    He watches me in disbelief, likely wondering if I’ve sliced Haraya to ribbons. After all, he has seen me take out a legion of men. But surely he knows I would not be foolish enough as to kill the princess and attempt to walk out so easily.


    “Sir,” one of the other, newer swordsmen whispers.


    Jamas finally points his sword at me, not quite sure what he should do. “Drop your weapons, Aerietta, and come quietly.”


    I am already shaking my head. “Do not do this, Jamas.”


    He frowns in concern. “You never should have returned to the Keep.”


    The swordsmen are trained and certainly not idiots. They begin to catch on and unsheathe their swords as well. They needn’t understand that I am Aerietta Elony, the Queen of Crimson. All they need to know is that Jamas has raised his sword and the princess they have sworn to protect is screaming from somewhere down the hall, and her bodyguards have not been heard from.


    “Jamas…,” I warn once more.


    He suddenly lunges towards me. I run forward, ducking under his sword and sliding on my dress beneath him. A sword swings at my head but I roll to the ground, using my dagger to slice through the fabric, skin, muscle, and bone of the swordsman’s arm. I sweep the next two swordsmen off their feet and kip-up before one of them can stab me with a knife.


    Jamas is the next to come at me again but he has never fought me and does not know my tactics. He is skilled with a blade, I will give him that, but he isn’t as quick and lithe as I am.


    I jump out of the way of his blade and shove his arm behind his back, kicking his knees out from under him. He grunts as his knees hit the marble floor but he isn’t given a second to realize what I am about to do before I spin and kick him in the temple, putting him down.


    I’m given only a moment to recover before I feel a sharp pain in my back. I gasp and clutch my chest, feeling the tip of a blade there. For a moment, crushing fear has a hold on me and I begin to wonder what death with taste like. But then, the all-too-familiar zip of electricity rushes over my arms and middle and I can suddenly breathe again.


    I grab the knife in my back and pull it out, knowing it went straight through my heart and trying not to allow myself to be concerned with that. When I turn around, I see one swordsman staring down at his chest as blood seeps through his uniform, and the others two stare in stunned horror as their companion drops to the ground from a self-inflicted wound.


    They don’t realize what I am. Because what would be the point of telling them who I was after I’d supposedly died in a failed escape attempt at Kinecardine?


    I give them two seconds to decide their next move so that when they lift their swords, I know they have made their decision.


    The first runs at me like a ram and I easily avoid him, taking the next on quickly. When he tries to strangle me, I jump up and twist my legs around his neck, swiveling so fast that his bones don’t have time to adjust. He falls limp just in time for the last of Jamas’ swordsmen to charge me. I roll out of the way of his blade and stand up behind him, gripping the material of his uniform and pulling him back towards me. With one slice, I feel the life drain out of him in the blood that rushes over the hand I have around his neck. He drops like a rock, leaving Jamas as the only person that I did not kill in this battle.


    I look down at the ground, surveying the damage, but I don’t have time to appreciate—or cringe at—my handiwork. More footsteps are approaching at a dead sprint behind me. I hear the shing of a sword and I stomp the hilt of one of the swords beside me, allowing it to flip into the air and into my palm. I have just caught the sword and spun around when my assailant reaches me. Our swords clash in a barrage of noise I have always garnered a thrill from, but the moment our eyes meet, my glee vanishes.


    Lyom’s brows furrow in momentary confusion just before his eyes begin to study my face in complete and utter bewilderment. His lips part as he realizes that this is no nightmare. Shock washes over his expression and he seems to be having trouble understanding the realness of the moment, gaze flitting back and forth across my face, noticing the darkness of my hair, the bruises barely covered by a thin layer of powder.


    My face is close enough to his that I could count his eyelashes, see every fleck of silver in his ocean eyes. But rather than a strange flutter in my chest at the sight of him, I feel edginess, wariness, and the ceaseless urge to do what I can to kill him, knowing he will rise again before tomorrow.


    I feel the force of his sword against mine slacken some as he takes a hesitant step back, mouth still open, no words coming between his lips. But then his gaze drops to the carnage around me. He sees blood running over the white marble, covering his men, and washed over my otherwise ivory hands. A strange emotion begins to war in his eyes as he pushes his sword down again, staring intently at me.


    It is me or him.


    I shove his sword away, spinning and connecting a hard kick to his ribs, shattering whatever moment of confusion either of us had. Lyom catches my leg but I twist out of it, throwing him against a wall near us. He swings his sword at me and I feel the edge of it nick my neck but I don’t flinch. I think it is in that moment that I feel as though my anger towards him is justified. He is trying to kill me. He knows he can’t, but he is trying nonetheless.


    In this moment, Lyom and I are strangers. No, we are worse than strangers. We have become enemies. And unfortunately for the both of us, my enemies do not survive for very long.


    I catch his wrist and twist it backwards, grabbing the sword out of his hand. I stab my dagger forward but Lyom is fast, much faster than any opponent I have faced, and he dodges my blows. He grabs me by the neck and suddenly throws me against the wall behind him. I suck in a sharp breath in which I am given no oxygen and instinctively bring my knee up into his groin. Thankfully, whether a man is a Riser or not, that always seems to do the trick.


    Lyom grunts in pain and doubles over. I readjust my blade and ready myself. The moment he straightens up, I am poised to slice my dagger across his throat, knowing full well that he will only rise again the next day. But the moment his eyes meet mine, the muscles in my arm lock up.


    I can’t do it.


    For the first time in all of my life, I physically cannot kill someone, even knowing that he will not stay dead. I cannot bring myself to slash the knife across his neck and watch the blood drain out of him like a waterfall. I cannot take any life away from him, whether he will regain it or not. And therein lies my blunder.


    Lyom’s hand is around my throat yet again and I am smashed against the wall. All the breath jumps out of my body and I am painfully aware of the ribs that never seem to be able to heal.


    Eyes of blue fire stare into mine as he contemplates what to do. His hand is already shaking and my own hands claw at his wrist, attempting to get any breath of air into my body. Lyom’s grip slowly begins to relax. I am just about to break free of his hold entirely when he abruptly punches through the plaster wall to the left of my head. I flinch involuntarily, squeezing my eyes shut as fragments of the wall chip off and hit the side of my face.


    A bolt of fear slices through me as I feel his breath on my face, the strange coolness of his chest so near. I am suddenly struck with the very real memory of the both of us, tangled in limbs in his tent. Then, it was as if everything that was happening was only in the physical. My hands wanted to touch him, so they did. My lips wanted to taste his, so they did. Now, though the situation has changed entirely, I sense something different. I want to run my hands over his shoulders. I want to see if his mouth tastes of the same bitter regret that mine does. The physical aspect is certainly still present and painfully unavoidable, but the emotional aspect just makes the entire situation devastatingly cruel.


    Because Lyom is not emotional. Everything Lyom Livingstone emits is pure action and reaction. He has no emotional ties, no hurt feelings, and certainly no unrequited love.


    He leans forward and rests his forehead on the wall over my head and when I open my eyes, I am staring at his throat—ivory, flushed with anger, and completely open and vulnerable.


    His words come out as whispers, hardly vocalizations at all.


    “You are dead…I saw you.”


    A shiver rolls through my body like a violent wave. Why does the sound of his voice bother me now?


    His breath dances across my nose and for the longest moment I cannot decide what to do, what to say, or how I will escape my fate. Part of me wants to kiss him to gauge his response, but the overwhelming majority reminds me that Lyom is my enemy. No matter what my traitorous feelings may be telling me.


    Continuing to stare at the heartbeat in his throat, I slowly nod. “Yes,” I whisper, unable to stop myself from driving whatever knife I hear in his voice deeper into his chest. “You did your job.”


    I break his hold on me instantly and kick his knee, hearing the resounding crack through the corridor. Lyom shouts in pain and crouches to the ground, gritting his teeth and squeezing his now broken limb. Before he has the chance to drink any of that dark liquid to heal himself, I do what I could not do before. I flip the dagger around in my hand and slash a thin line across his throat.


    I have seen a hundred men bleed out from a throat wound. I have watched as life drained from their eyes and they slowly ceased fighting. This is different.


    Lyom’s eyes immediately close as if he has fallen into a deep sleep and he hits the ground. There is no loss of life and his muscles do not even relax the way a dying man’s does. I stare in complete shock as the Riser seems to fall into a slumber.


    Before I can allow myself to watch him further, I force my legs to carry me towards the kitchens. I cannot afford to think about the fact that I just had the will to potentially kill Lyom Livingstone. I cannot afford to wonder what he will think when he wakes. Tomorrow I will wonder what gave me the power to do it, but in the moment, I feel nothing.
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    “As happens sometimes, a moment settled and hovered and remained for much more than a moment. And sound stopped and movement stopped for much, much more than a moment.”


    — John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men


     


     


     


     


    The world beyond the Keep is a few paces short of absolute insanity, but what had I been expecting when I asked my former mentor to be the distraction?


    Dominik meets me just before the gates that are being bombarded by Quay’s expendable assassins. His arms are around me in an instant and then, even under fire, he finds the time to plant a desperate kiss on the top of my head.


    “I heard the swordsmen coming for you,” he says frantically. “I wasn’t sure I could do much to help you but I tried to stop them beforehand!”


    I grab him by the hand without a word and drag him towards the gates, ducking as a rifle goes off nearby. Quay’s assassins never would have made it past the village’s walls but that was never their purpose anyway.


    I see Quay at the back of his horde of assassins, sitting atop his horse like the king he probably feels like. I wonder what nonsense he told these men to make them follow him without question—die for him without question.


    Dominik and I reach Quay and he throws us the reins of two separate horses. I mount mine without saying a word to him but he knows from the look in my eye—and because he knows who I am—that the assignment was a success. I have never failed.


    We ride quickly, hardly stopping for a breath. The sounds of battle fade into the distance as the pounding of our horses hooves become the only sound apart from the call of the cicadas. I grip onto my reins tightly, spurring my mare onward as if I can escape Lyom’s potent memory. My heart races as quickly as the hooves of our horses and I refuse to allow it to slow until we have ridden to a stop at dawn the next morning.


    

    As we near the Citadel, I see its castle-like structure protruding from the side of the escarpment, made of the same stone as the rest of the mountain. It looks eerie from this distance. Who am I kidding? It looks eerie from any distance.


    I only recently learned of this side of the Citadel. Before, I had only come and gone the same way Dominik first brought me through—the secret door in the ravine beneath Kinecardine. Apparently, that was the back entrance. This masterpiece, carved into the side of the mountain with a precarious stone pathway leading towards its grand, metal gates was structured to match the Belaroux castle, according to Finnegan. His mother had it fashioned in its likeness to remind her of home. It would seem Senora never truly imagined herself returning to Belaroux where he husband waited for her. She has created her own palace here in Evrallon, and I have to wonder if her end plan is to conquer Evrallon’s monarchy and name herself—or perhaps her son—the ruler. The Atwood family would then be the reigning family over Belaroux, Evrallon, and Evrallon’s newest province, Lydovier.


    I slide from the back of my horse, legs feeling weak enough that I may as well drop here. The Citadel is but a short walk from here so I encourage myself to move on, despite the fact that the short walk is an uphill trudge.


    When I reach the Citadel, I push through the doors with determination, glaring at the guard that dares to attempt to stop me. I march all the way to Senora’s office, throwing it open and finding her in the midst of a meeting with one of her advisors.


    Senora looks up at me with a surprised expression. She all but gapes at me for a long minute while I close the door behind me and drop the clutch down on her desk.


    “I have it,” I announce.


    Senora cautiously glances over at her advisor before casting me a warning look. She gracefully reaches for the clutch, glancing up at me yet again as if she suspects me to lunge across the table at her. I suspect I must look insane. My hair, now a muddy color of brown, is frizzy and tangled and whatever powders I dusted on my face last night have been blown away. My red dress is covered in mud, torn from knives, soaked in blood, and tattered at the hem. Of course she is suspicious of my sanity.


    “And Princess Haraya? Shall I suspect a threat of war from King Dryden?” she inquires.


    “If you do it is because you sanctioned the attack on Adandyrl and broke a sentenced assassin out of prison, not because I killed his beloved daughter.”


    She nods, reaching into the clutch and retrieving the Tablet with utmost care. Behind me, there is a faint knock on the door before it is pushed open, Dominik and Quay entering. Quay glances between the queen and me, casting an apologetic look her way.


    “My sincerest apologies, Senora,” he says. “I believed I had her under control.”


    I turn my harsh gaze on Quay, no longer in the mood for any sort of nonsense. But when have I ever been?


    “I am not, nor have I ever been, under your control. If I gave the illusion of such it was because I did not know any better and I lacked the courage to challenge you. I do not lack the courage any longer.” I state firmly.


    Quay’s scowl deepens. “Watch your tongue, Aerietta.”


    I turn my gaze away from him and back to Senora. “I want what you promised me. A clean break.”


    She watches me with suspicion. “After you have awakened Dominik’s abilities.”


    “Yes. Let’s get on with that.”


    The queen continues to study the Tablet in front of her. “We are just as eager to awaken the young assassin’s potential so it will be done immediately.” She turns the Tablet over in her palm and examines the text. “Eligite hodie cui servire potissimum debeatis.”


    I frown in confusion. “Pardon me?”


    She looks up at me. “It is the text. ‘Choose this day who you will serve.’” She looks at Quay and when he moves forward, she places the Tablet in his hand, scandalously whispering in his ear as I watch, still confused. When Quay nods and backs away, departing from the room, Senora finally decides to grace me with her attention again. “The time has come for you to choose, Aerietta. Whether you leave the Citadel or not, Anguis will find you, and if you have not been enlisted into the Branch’s army, then you shall be enlisted into his.”


    I gape at her, not attempting to conceal my thoughts. “This is ludicrous. This is not some ancient battle between light and dark, Queen. It is simply a bad man seeking more power.”


    Senora smiles as sweetly as she can muster, which is to say not at all. “And I pray the Branch preserves this naïvety. You may go. I will call for you when we are ready to begin the ceremony. Dominik? Stay if you would.”


    Taut as a bow as I am, I wouldn’t have imagined my spine could straighten further, yet somehow it does. Senora clearly believes I may have had a difficult time controlling my rash hormones and may even suspect that Lyom now knows the location of the Citadel. Because it has always been like me to reveal trade secrets to my enemies.


    “Oh, don’t bother,” I say quickly, my voice not lacking malice. “I can already tell you everything you need to know about our incursion. The princess was hardly a challenge, Dominik did his job well, and the Swordmaster attempted to kill me.”


    Dominik sighs and I sense his presence behind me. “Etta…,”


    I move away from him. “I’m not quite sure what game you play at, Your Majesty, because one moment you cannot wait for me to run from your Citadel and the next you are informing me that I have an important decision to make, as if I wanted to change my mind and stay here.”


    Senora takes my rant in stride, only raising a dainty eyebrow. “I wish I had a plan to tell you, but as it stands I am an unprepared queen attempting to save a people that has come to her for help.” She looks at Dominik. “That boy is the glimmer of hope we were lacking before.” She turns her eyes to me. “And whether we like it or not, you are that hope as well.”


    Hearing the queen say she has no plan to save the people is almost heartbreaking. For some odd reason, I had always pictured Senora as the woman above it all, overseeing everything. I suppose that is how I have always viewed men and women in positions of authority. It is how I perceived Quay for the longest of times.


    I am quickly reminded of the reality of the war ahead, and how my fleeing the battlefield will not benefit me or anyone else. Dominik, though he claims he would rather be with me, is prepared to stay and fight. I have taken enough life in my short existence…perhaps it is time I start saving it.


    “We can keep these people safe,” I assure her. “I will stay, but on my terms. If you wake up one night and I have gone, then you do not chase me down. You do not send Dominik after me. Do we have an accord?”


    Senora begins to unwind the terms in her head the way a truly wise queen does. She slowly nods her head. “And you will aid Dominik in defending the Citadel?”


    “If my ability is one that can.” I reply.


    “Then yes,” she says gratefully, a breath escaping her lungs, though I cannot tell if it is a relieved breath or a strained one—she has never envied the idea of working with me. “We have an accord.”


     


    When one accepts the great honor of being the Afterlighters’ Girl of the Elements, an elaborate party is thrown for them. At least, that is what I am learning.


    Dominik grins from ear to ear as he takes in my surprise and confusion when I see the dining room, which has been filled with whatever decorations these refugees could procure.


    Though the Afterlighters smile in their eagerness to please, I cannot help but see rows of terrifyingly-sharp teeth and claws that grapple for my throat. I almost want to back away, and I feel myself even doing so. Dominik wraps his arms about me and glances over his shoulder to the Afterlighters, catching a glimpse of their worried expressions. He looks back down at me and I close my eyes, shutting everyone out for a brief moment. I shake my head, dispersing the image of the black, winged creature that attacked me. It isn’t like me to be traumatized by any event but I am finding that seven weeks in Kinecardine can certainly change a person’s mental state.


    “I’m fine,” I whisper to Dominik.


    He nods. “I know.”


    I step away from him and do what I can to smile to the Afterlighters. I want to assure them that I am on their side but after witnessing the horrors committed by creatures not too different from these elves and warlocks, I find it difficult to lie and tell them I want to be here—that I want to fight for them.


    It’s strange how these people suddenly look to me. Well, I suppose they already looked to me but now it seems official somehow.


    The whole of the situation still feels so odd to me. Perhaps otherworldly or ethereal would be more accurate terms. The fact that I have practically sold my soul to these people is taking its sweet time sinking in and allowing me to enjoy the whole ride down. I move amongst the vampires and fae like a disembodied ghost passing over their heads. I find it difficult to look at the situation I’m in as…the situation I’m actually in.


    Dominik is good to never leave my side. I never imagined I would say this but in this instance, he knows so much more than I do. He knows about the Afterlighters, knows how they operate on a level I do not. His presence is soothing in and of itself but he ups his aid by gracefully answering any questions I find myself stumbling over.


    A while into my party, Finnegan finds me, toting a young woman along with him. He flashes me one of those dream-worthy smiles before pulling me in for an embrace. I become extremely stiff, not really sure what to do in this situation. The young prince has never been one for propriety and I doubt these Afterlighters care much about the decorum of the kingdoms but it still shocks me that the woman standing beside him, who may as well be his date, just smiles.


    When Finnegan pulls away, she quickly steps forward, light on her feet.


    “Hello,” greets the woman. Looking at her, she couldn’t be more than seventeen years old. “My name is Emilie. I am a friend of Finnegan’s.”


    I do my best to smile. “How do you do?”


    “Well. Thank you.”


    Finn pockets his hands. “Miss Emilie is fae. She is likely the calmest of all the Afterlighters so I thought it wise to introduce the two of you. She can be your go-to Afterlighter for any late-night questions you may have.”


    I frown at him. “I thought you were my late-night go-to Afterlighter.”


    It only takes me a moment—and Dominik wincing beside me—to realize the way my sentence sounded. I quickly attempt to remedy the situation but find myself floundering in pathetic excuses such as, “That wasn’t what I meant,” and “That came out a bit scandalous.”


    Finn only chuckles because in this world of Afterlighters, lewd implications are nothing to fret over. “Aerietta, I am and always will be your late-night go-to Afterlighter. But perhaps Emilie will be better company than me. I have heard that eventually my taste in conversation can grow dull.”


    Emilie rolls her eyes playfully. “I’m sure you already know this.”


    I force a smile. “Yes, I’ve had to bear quite a few conversations with him now. I must say he can be rather mundane.” Before more pleasantries can be discussed, I quickly add, “It was a pleasure to meet you, Emilie”—I glance up at Dominik—“but I’m afraid I’m quite exhausted from the incursion. Perhaps before the ceremony tonight I can rest some.”


    But rest is the furthest thing from my mind. Too many questions swirl about in my head making it difficult to think clearly, let alone lay down to sleep.


    Dominik nods thoughtfully. “Indeed.” He looks at Emilie and Finnegan apologetically. “I should return Aerietta to her quarters. Do thank Jaques and Miramar for me.”


    And there we go, I think. He would not have let me walk unaccompanied back to my rooms. No matter. Deceiving Dominik has always been easy.


    Emilie nods and smirks at us as we begin to walk away, clearly suspecting some veiled motive behind our departure. I roll my eyes.


    As we cut through the Afterlighters, I consider the fact that I could let Dominik in on the questions I have. Perhaps he even knows the answers to some of them. Such as, what in the world was that winged creature? How do the Flickers work? What is the history of Anguis? And most importantly…is it possible to kill a Riser? I am not sure if the last question is because I wish to kill him, or because I wish to set my nerves at ease with the knowledge that he cannot be killed in battle.


    Even your shadow will leave you in darkness.


    Dominik is a friend. No, he is more than that. He is a brother. But we are a dysfunctional family and I do not trust my father or my siblings. I’m not sure I ever truly have.


    Glancing up at Dominik as he graciously nods to the creatures that call his name, I have to wonder if this boy would not betray me again. I have never heard the story of what happened that fateful night on the Lydovier shores but I still don’t want to. I cannot be certain of anything anymore. But then again, I never could.


    Even your shadow will leave you in darkness.


    The only things I can have faith in are my own abilities and instincts. At this moment, instinct tells me the world is becoming very dark.


    When Dominik and I are safely away from the throngs of interested Afterlighters, I finally allow myself to breathe. Dominik notices the tension draining from my muscles and smiles sadly.


    “I apologize about all that,” he begins. “Would that I could warn you …”


    “Not a problem,” I say firmly, keeping my gaze centered at the end of the corridor. “Who are Jaques and Miramar?”


    “Acquaintances,” replies Dominik. “Warlocks. They are looking into something for me.”


    I glance up at him. “And did they succeed in getting whatever it is you were looking for?”


    He smiles tightly, and I get the sense that he is hiding something. “Not yet. They are quite the genius couple, though. I have no doubt in their capabilities.”


    We arrive at our quarters and Dominik opens the door for me. It isn’t until I step into the room that I remember that he and I are now sharing chambers yet again. It seems as though I can never acquire my own.


    “If I am to stay here for a while longer, I will need my own rooms,” I declare.


    Dominik chuckles. “I have already seen to it. These are your new quarters. My rooms are across the hall.”


    I take the opportunity to glance across the corridor before Dominik allows the door to swing shut but he never does. Instead, he stands in the hallway almost awkwardly.


    “You saw the Swordmaster,”


    From the tone in his voice, I suspect he has been considering saying this all morning.


    I let out a breath. This isn’t a conversation I want to engage in now. I expect Dominik to step into the room at any moment and insist I tell him what happened but he just nods understandingly and begins to step back into the hallway, pulling the door closed with him. I watch the door close, knowing I shouldn’t let him just walk away, but cannot bring myself to stop him and risk trusting somehow who left me to Evrallon in the past. Deep down I know it isn’t fair to hold that to him when I refuse to hear what he claims is the truth but when you have been double-crossed as many times as I have, you begin to grow suspicious of your own mother. If your mother was alive, that is.


    I stand very still for the next five minutes, listening to the echoing steps of Dominik’s boots down the hall until I am sure he is gone and not waiting around the corner, spying to see if I truly wanted rest or if I wanted my own time to investigate.


    I walk into the washroom quickly and snag a clean blouse from the counter beside the pool where I left it just before being dragged to the party in a dress I’d originally refused to wear. When I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror I notice that my hair is substantially lighter, slowly beginning to return to its golden state. I made sure to scrub it diligently when I was in here earlier today—and my Jezdah, which had suddenly reappeared upon reentering the Citadel. Not attempting to get the dyes out of my hair, but rather all the blood. Yes. There was blood in my hair.


    I peel my dress over my head and leave it on the floor. I pull my blouse on, kick my heels off, and grab a pair of trousers as I head for the door. I don’t concern myself with shoes; I’ve always been quieter without them. The floors are cold but not enough so to warrant me putting my boots on.


    I open the door slowly, glancing both ways to ensure that the Citadel’s halls are adequately vacant. Perhaps everyone is still in the dining hall enjoying the gathering they threw for me. The whole concept of good Afterlighters—or Afterlighters in general—is still so perplexing to me.


    Moving silently, I race down the hall in the opposite direction we came from. I know enough from being dragged around these infernal tunnels that there is an archive room not far from my quarters, just down a terrible flight of stairs that remind me all too much of the stairs leading into the chamber of death Lyom showed me in the Keep.


    When I reach the door, I tentatively put my hand on it, testing its warmth to see if anyone has come through here recently. The metal is cold against my hand so I can be fairly confident that, unless an archivist has been down there for a long while, no one has come down these stairs.


    I slowly pull the door open, the torchlight from the corridor spilling down the stairs to the redundant door at the bottom. I tiptoe inside, letting the door click shut behind me.


    At the bottom of the steps, I twist the doorknob and push it in, moving into a larger cavern of the Citadel. Closing the door behind me, I allow my eyes to adjust to the darkness. Only one candle is lit on the wooden table a few feet away, illuminating four stone columns that surround it. Beyond the columns are rows and rows, walls upon walls of books, scrolls, and stone tablets. The firelight flickers off the ancient spines of the books and gives the entire atmosphere an eerie feel. Thankfully, though, it would appear my assumption was correct—no one else is down here.


    The ground is cold beneath my feet. I keep my head on a swivel in case something sinister were to move out of the shadows. One can never be too sure in areas such as this.


    The sound of water dripping from somewhere nearby and hitting a puddle beneath echoes off stone walls. The stagnant, stale air smells like mildew and paper. On the table I am slowly approaching, no books have been laid out but two quill pens remain, along with a charcoal pencil laying on a sheet of paper.


    I lean over the table, quietly slipping the paper out from beneath the pencil. I blow the excess charcoal away, noticing how the pencil’s tip has left deep grooves behind. Whoever wrote this did it quickly, meaningfully, and rushed out to explain their findings. That means I do not have long before they return.


    On the paper I see several sets of numbers with what would appear to be a book’s title overhead.


    Seconds of the Swords


    The man’s handwriting is sloppy and barely legible but I am positive that is what the title reads. Beneath it are several sets of numbers.


    13-8-2.


    29-4-1.


    104-18-1.


    117-11-2.


    I appraise these numbers, wondering silently what they mean. I turn around, paper in hand, and begin to look over the bookshelves. I search for anything even remotely similar to Seconds of the Swords but see no titles matching that. I scramble through the books, moving some to the side and even tossing some on the ground, not caring that these fragile books will now disintegrate. For whatever reason, the archivist who wrote these numbers down on this paper did it quickly, with certainty, and they rushed off to tell someone—likely Queen Senora. And the only reason they would do that is if they found something related to Anguis they had never noticed before.


    The steady drip of water is my constant companion. I move a book to the side, hear a drip and an echo. I move to another bookshelf and pull out several titles, hear a drip and another echo.


    I move to the next bookshelf, wrinkling the paper in my hand in my search. I see The Second Rebellion, Rioloth’s Sword, and a hundred other titles with similar words but never find the book of interest. There are hundreds of bookshelves down here, though. I cannot spend my entire afternoon searching for this one book.


    I’ve barely had time to take a step back when I realize the drip has stopped. I wait for a second longer to be sure it isn’t my imagination and as sure as the sun, the drip never comes. I am not a particularly paranoid person, but when I am standing in a cavern that looks eerily similar to an old dungeon or torture chamber with only one candle lighting the entire area, I am bound to be a little on edge.


    The hair on the back of my neck stands and a chill runs down my spine. A low rumble comes from somewhere nearby, so deep-throated it could be considered a growl. I slowly look over my shoulder, searching the flickering shadows for any sign of an escaped Afterlighter that decided it would be humorous to play a dirty trick on their newest addition.


    I reach for the knife on my belt and realize I left it in my room. I roll my eyes in annoyance. How could I have left it in my quarters? What sort of an assassin does that make me?


    The rumble comes again, this time in the form of a deep laugh. A feminine laugh.


    “Aren’t you a curious one,” breathes the intruder.


    I recognize the woman’s voice though I cannot place it for some reason. It has a lilting quality, beautiful but deadly. I cannot help but summon an image of a vampire, or perhaps even a demon. Can demons sound beautiful?


    “But I suppose all Children are. It is the reason we choose you.”


    I watch the shadows with caution, grabbing one of the quill pens beside me and wielding it like a dagger. I know the voice, I just don’t remember where I know it from.


    A gale blows through the otherwise still air and gooseflesh raises on my arms.


    “Lay the index on the table, Aerietta,” says the voice, bouncing off cold, stone walls. “I’d be most grateful.”


    For some reason it is that phrase—that facetious, conniving phrase—that catches my attention, throwing a bright red flag over someone I’d always been suspicious of.


    A nymph. Josa.


    I grip the paper tighter in my hand. “Grow tired of playing the innocent Afterlighter, did you?”


    Josa chuckles, still not revealing herself. She knows she cannot kill me and likely realizes that even in my weakened state she cannot injure me, so how can she hope to succeed?


    “Innocent I am not. But I believe you already knew that,” she trills.


    I hear the voice come from behind me and spin around, feeling my head begin to pound. “You are employed by Anguis.”


    “Many of us are, darling. He offers something far more tempting than the would-be queen above our heads.”


    Many of them. The other nymphs.


    “Where. Is. He?” I seethe.


    This time, Josa’s voice seems to come from every direction, not just one corner or overhead. “He’ll be here soon. But I am actually pleased I found you here. Anguis requires something of you.”


    “Yeah?” I scoff. “Tell him he can rot in Hell.”


    Josa’s chuckle is pure amusement. “I shall, though I doubt he is headed there anytime soon. He needs you to find something for him, lovely. All the Children have tried, and all the Children have failed, despite the fact that it is their purpose. If you find this for him, he will give you and your Boy an unimaginably prosperous life.”


    “What is it he wishes me to find?”


    “Do you really believe I would reveal that this soon? No, no. If you choose to accept his offer, then you will need to meet him in the Forest, as he cannot leave quite yet.”


    I snort. Does Josa even realize who she is speaking to? Does she know that I would never willingly set foot in the Afterlight Forest, let alone aid Anguis?


    “Take your time in deciding, Aerietta, but know that the Flickers will not cease. Anguis sends his army into this world even as we speak. The time is coming for you to choose who you serve.”


    I spin around again. Her moving voice is driving me mad. Will she not emerge from the shadows and challenge me in the light? Of course not. She is a nymph. But I am an assassin. I am no stranger to the shadows.


    I swipe my hand over the only burning candle, extinguishing it and plunging us both into a world of utter darkness.


    “I serve no one,” I say in a low voice. “No one but myself.”


    Josa, unaffected by the darkness, continues to move about the room, but now that the distraction of the light has been removed, I can hear her feet moving, the sound of her dress snagging on the stone ground.


    “You think that, but it is your nature to serve someone else.”


    I narrow my eyes into the darkness. There are no shadows to see shifts in but I will catch flashes of lighter fabrics at some point, or hear exactly where her voice is coming from.


    “You served Azmar Quay.” Josa tells me. “Your father, King Cress. Swordmaster Livingstone. Queen Senora Atwood. And soon Anguis, the Father of Shadows.”


    That’s when I hear something. Water being stirred. A dress moving through a puddle.


    “You are the Daughter of Darkness, and Dominik is the Son of Light. There is a reason the two of you were chosen to be the Children. The final Children that complete Anguis’ search once and for all.”


    I know where she is. I move silently, slipping the paper into my belt so I won’t lose it, and grip the pen in the palm of my hand as I effortlessly move towards where I hear the steady drip of water.


    Josa is none the wiser, still speaking in fragments. “You are the Girl of Smoke and Ash, and Dominik is the Boy of Coal and Bone.”


    I see the darkness of her figure and lunge, hitting her with as much force as I can throw into it. Josa stumbles and growls, spinning around. I see a flash of silver drawn from her waistline but in the darkness it’s hard to tell how large the knife is. She swings it at me but I listen to the sound the wind makes as the dagger slices through it, avoiding each blow. I lift my elbow and drive it through her jaw, feeling the sharp crack.


    Josa groans as she stumbles backwards but she is not one to quit. She swings the knife so quickly that I don’t have time to hear it coming. It catches on the bare skin of my collarbone, slicing through the flesh there. I refuse to allow it to make me weak as fall backwards, using the ground as a springboard to launch me upward.


    I throw a punch which she catches but she is less apt to stop the kick that hits her in the head. She is taller than I remember and I end up hitting her jaw instead which elicits a groan but nothing more. A sharp pain jumps at my side, then the steady burn of a knife wound as blood drips down my abdomen.


    How deep did she cut me?


    I kick her in the stomach, sending her a few feet backwards, and use my pen to stab towards her chest. Josa reaches out, dropping her knife, and catches my hand before it can plunge the pen into her heart. I put all of my force into moving the pen that final inch further but Josa is stronger than I would like for her to be. She shoves me away and uses one of my own kicks against me.


    I drop to the ground, head spinning, and come up with a quick solution. When she grabs her dagger and throws it at my head I barely have the time to roll out of the way and kick her knee to the side.


    Josa screams as her leg cracks. I take the small moment of opportunity that I have and get to my feet, hooking one leg around her neck and giving a sharp twist. With a final scream that dies on her lips, Josa collapses to the ground, all life drained out of her.


    I roll away, exhaling sharply. I feel blood trickling over my chest and down my stomach, which is suddenly a blazing hot inferno that only has half to do with the knife wound. I reach down and unsteadily grab her knife. Hands shaking, head spinning, and stomach a mess, I ensure what Josa referred to as the index remains in my belt and limp towards the stairs, suddenly feeling the effects of our duel.


    Throwing the door open takes more strength than it should and I move up the stairs as quickly as possible, one hand clutched to my side. When I am to the top of the stairs, I force my back to straighten and all thoughts of pain from my mind. I shove through the exit and march into the hallway with one goal in mind.


    I pass only one Afterlighter—a young girl, probably only fourteen—who shrieks when she sees me but then begins asking if I’m alright. Needless to say, I ignore her.


    I move like a fury through the hallways, coming upon the room where my party—a party I certainly didn’t see Josa at—is still being held. It is a distraction until Senora has the ceremony prepared. That is what I was told anyway. Now I am wondering if Josa planned the entire thing so she had the time to go down into the archives and thieve this paper.


    Whatever my qualms are with Queen Senora, I know she does, indeed, want to protect these people. For what reason, I don’t know, but she would not have allowed Josa within these walls if she knew she was in league with Anguis.


    I shove through the doors, eliciting a startled scream from a fae nearby. My gaze searches over the room, easily sweeping over Finn, whose face pales when he sees me, and Dominik, who must have returned after leaving me in my quarters. Even as I turn around and begin shoving through Afterlighters, I hear Dominik’s and Finnegan’s footsteps approaching. Then come the questions: Why am I bleeding? Who did this to me? What happened? Why do you have a knife in your hand?


    But then I see the other two nymphs. Cylin and Mera.


    “Etta, what are you—”


    I kick one of the chairs forward and smash it into one of them—Cylin or Mera, I’m not sure which. She shrieks and stares at me with confusion. Feigned confusion.


    “Etta!”


    The other nymph attempts to flee so I adjust the dagger in my hand and throw it, hitting the wall just in front of her face. She takes in a deep breath, staring at her reflection in the dagger. I’ll give her a moment to dwell on her mistakes.


    I shove my forearm against the neck of the nymph in front of me. “You are working for Anguis.”


    Dominik and Finnegan are at my side in an instant but they are not on my side. Finnegan tries not to look horrified as he looks back and forth between the nymph and me. Dominik appears as though he wants to believe whatever I say but…I’ve proved myself to be insane.


    The nymph shakes her head. “I didn’t—I’m not—”


    “Don’t lie to me!” I scream, which makes a few other people cry out. The doors behind me at the other end of the room open and I know the bigger, stronger Afterlighters are here to intervene but they won’t get to the nymphs before I kill them.


    “I killed Josa,” I hiss. “She told me there were others working with Anguis.” I shove the bone of my forearm deeper into the nymph’s throat so she can hardly breathe. “What does he want with me?!”


    Finnegan’s hands are on my shoulder, pulling me away, but I spin on him so quickly that he removes his hands himself. Dominik gives me a warning but pleading look.


    “Aerietta…”


    I shove the nymph back against the wall. “Josa told me.”


    Her gaze flickers between us and her other friend, who is still too stunned to move. Tears well in her eyes and begin to spill over her cheeks. It only makes me angrier. How dare she cry now, pretending as though she is frightened?


    I slam my palm into the wall beside her head. “Tell me now!”


    Dominik has had enough. He pulls me away from the nymph and wraps his arms around me.


    “Calm down,” he hisses in my ear.


    “I was right! I was right about Josa and I am right about them! They are employed by Anguis, gleaning secrets from the Citadel!”


    Dominik’s soft voice beside my ear will do nothing to calm the rage building inside of me, neither will the gentle brush of his lips against my shoulder.


    “Etta, you need to—” He stops short when his hand comes in contact with the blood on my stomach. He draws his hand away and looks at it, then looks back at me. “Etta…”


    I scowl at him. “Josa’s parting gift,”


    I watch as the nymph in front of me breaks down in tears. Finn isn’t sure who to go to, but in the end he goes to the nymph, trying to comfort her. He is her prince, after all. Why not let them swoon over him even now.


    Dominik examines my wound, stepping a bit away from me. He gives me a concerned look. “It’s bad.”


    I grind my teeth together. “I can’t die.”


    “But what happens if you bleed out and the person who sliced you to ribbons is already dead?”


    My heart skips a beat but I won’t allow myself to be swayed by anything he says right now.


    “Cylin and Mera are working with Anguis. I’m sure of it.”


    Finnegan casts a look over his shoulder at me, and it is the first time I have ever noticed that the charming prince has a dark side.


    “No, they aren’t.” He looks coldly at Dominik. “Take Aerietta to the medical staff. Tell them I said to have her cleaned and restrained. Just as a precaution.”


    I gape, tearing my arm away from Dominik. “No!” I growl. “I know they are working for him! Josa said—”


    Finn’s gaze flickers to me, silencing my thoughts. “Where is Josa, Aerietta?”


    I clench my fists. “Dead on the archive floor.”


    Before anyone’s gasps of horror can get out of hand, Finn says, “Did she say she was working with Anguis?”


    I watch him with incredulity. “Yes! And she stabbed me to prove the point!” My breath hitches with the last sentence, the pain in my side flaring up when my muscles tense. “She tried to kill me, Finnegan. She was looking for something down there.” I decide not to tell him that that something is tucked into my waistline.


    Finnegan studies me closely. I see the righteous anger beginning to soften in his eyes. He releases a slow breath. “Take her to the medical staff,” he says. “Restrain her until we can confirm what she says.”


    “What?” I demand as several Afterlighters begin shouting questions. “You can’t be serious!”


    Dominik wraps his arms around my shoulders, pulling me towards the door. “Come with me, Aerietta…we need to get you stitched up.”


    “And restrained,” I hiss.


    I spin around and march with him, glaring at any Afterlighter that dares to shoot an accusatory look my way.


    Dominik pulls me from the room and begins to urge me down the hall towards the medical bay. I am quick to pull my hand out of his grasp and stop, even though I can feel the blood flowing freely from my side and I’m beginning to grow lightheaded and weak.


    “Josa…they are working for Anguis,”


    Dominik shakes his head sadly. “Perhaps Josa was, but you saw those poor nymphs, Aerietta. You scared them to death.”


    Then Dominik’s gaze drops to my middle. At first I think he is worried about the wound again until he furrows his brows and takes a step forward, reaching out.


    “What’s this?”


    His hand closes around the index but I snatch it away before he can grab hold of it.


    Even your shadow will leave you in darkness.


    “It’s a note to myself,” I hiss. I angrily brush past him. “I will stitch it up.”


    I ignore Dominik’s softhearted sigh and the way he calls my name as if it pains him, but he is wise not to follow me. There are moment when no one can comfort me. I suppose I was wrong—there are times I want to be away from him.
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    “She wanted—what some people want throughout life—a grief that should deeply touch her, and thus humanize and make her capable of sympathy.”


    — Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter


     


     


     


     


    When I was younger, I was terrified of needles. Even pricking myself with one could bring forth hysteria. But Quay has always had a talent for noticing the weaknesses in his assassins and seeing to it that those weaknesses never become vulnerabilities. So he made me stitch myself up. Any time I got a cut, he made me stitch myself up. I poked myself with so many needles that eventually I began to grow used to the feeling.


    Now as an Afterlighter nurse stitches me up with shaking hands I never flinch. In fact, I walk her through stitching the wound. Of course, whether her shakiness comes from her youth and inexperience or from the fact that I just broke the neck of one of her people is not known to me.


    There’s a knock on the door and the girl flinches again. I ignore the jab of pain in my side as the needle pokes something it probably shouldn’t near my ribcage. I wonder if she realizes that if she punctures my heart with that thing, she dies.


    No one needs to allow the knocker entrance because it’s Finnegan, and he needs no invitation. He steps inside and closes the door behind him. I look at him in an entirely new light. He is not the quiet, smiling, arrogant young man I thought him to be. Or, at least, he has two faces. This face is decidedly less charming on him. He stares coldly as the medical staff finishes stitching my side and stands up, curtsying to her prince.


    “Leave us, Ymkje,” Finn says.


    The woman nods in a shaky motion and collects the bloody rags and extra thread, scurrying from the room. I could stand up to meet the prince and explain everything that is going on in my head but I won’t. Why should I explain myself? Have I not provided enough proof?


    “What were you doing in the archives, Aerietta?” Finn asks.


    I slowly roll my blouse back down over my wound. “Research.”


    “And you happened to find Josa there?”


    I scowl. “She found me.”


    “Her neck has been broken. Forgive me if I am concerned that the only witness was the one who broke it.” He waves a hand at my side. “How am I to know she did not stab you in self defense?”


    “Perhaps my word?”


    Finn sighs, running a hand over his face. He swears loudly. “How am I supposed to help you if you refuse to help us?”


    “Help me?” I demand.


    He looks sternly at me. “The Afterlighters are afraid of you. I need to be able to convince them you aren’t going to kill them all. I need to convince my mother.”


    My mouth drops open. “I was attacked! I was stabbed, yet you choose to believe my dead assailant?”


    “We aren’t sure who to believe!” Finnegan exclaims. “Josa is dead! You have a vendetta against the nymphs, so explain to me how I am not supposed to put two and two together!”


    I shake my head. “Josa tried to kill me, Finn,” I attempt. “She told me she was working with Anguis. He wants something from me…from both of us.”


    “Of course he does. He is Anguis, you are the Children. He needs you for some reason.”


    I consider telling him I know, in a roundabout way, what that reason is but…I’m not sure I can trust him. I’m not sure I can trust anyone.


    “What of the ceremony?” I ask.


    Finn paces. “Dominik is being prepared as we speak. The archivist comes to you next. There is a sort of vow you’ll have to say so the archivist is coming to have you memorize it.”


    I nod numbly.


    “Aerietta,” says Finnegan.


    I hum thoughtfully though I am hardly paying attention to him. After a long moment of silence, I realize he will say nothing without my gaze so I release a breath and look at him.


    He gives me a warning look. “Stay in your quarters until we come for you.”


    I scowl. “I’m being kept prisoner, now, am I? I was attacked by one of your own Afterlighters, defeated her, and simultaneously eliminated any information she would have given to Anguis, yet I am going to be kept here like the villain. Have I got it about right?”


    Finnegan sighs. “I don’t want to do this, Aerietta, but you are out of control. You nearly demanded the nymphs’ heads the first time you heard they had taken up residence here, then you killed one, and now you want the lives of the other two! I don’t think you realize that, as the prince, it is my responsibility to care for the people who flee to my mother and me for refuge. I cannot allow you to torment them…Girl of the Elements or not.”


     


    There is something truly sinister about the vows I am given to memorize.


    I look up at the archivist. “You must be jesting.”


    The archivist raises a dark brow towards a hairline of aged gray. Wrinkles around her mouth prove that she has had a life full of discontent. From the pointed look she gives me, these vows are no practical joke.


    I look down at them again. “I pledge my soul to thee, protecting thee forever. My brother in arms, my friend in light and darkness.” I read off, then set the paper down, trying to get it as far from my sight as possible. “They sound like wedding vows.”


    The archivist is unamused. “I don’t recall referring to my betrothed as brother in my wedding vows.”


    Somehow I cannot imagine this woman with a husband; she appears far too lonely for that. Perhaps her husband died. Perhaps that is why she now spends her time on the archive floor—which she had to wash the blood from herself, evidently.


    “And they are absolutely necessary?” I inquire skeptically.


    The archivist snatches the paper away from me. “We haven’t the faintest idea. This has never happened before. All we have to go on are vague scrolls for awakening Children of the Elements and a half prophecy of two Children that are born in the same timeline. Nothing is absolute, but it doesn’t hurt to throw it in there.”


    The archivist has me repeat the vows to her several times before she is content with my memorization and leaves me to my quarters yet again. The same apprehension sets in the moment she leaves, reminding me how near the awakening ceremony is. For all I know, Finn could come through the door at any moment to escort me to the ceremony. If it has taken this long, nearly all day, then I must admit I am a bit afraid to see what all the fuss is about. I am already imagining a white aisle with petals and an unnecessary dress.


    I find myself pacing the floor, nervous knots in my stomach. I am not sure I am ready for this. I have been so illy prepared my entire life. I’d been told my abilities would come when they did and I should be thankful I had not acquired them yet. That was what Quay told me, anyway. I suppose his thoughts on the matter changed when he realized Dominik was a Child, as well.


    There is a faint knock at the door.


    “Come in,” I say quickly, a little anxious.


    Dominik peeks his head inside and I am surprised to see that his hair is back to its normal color, silver tips brushing against almond eyes of the same steel gray.


    I am tempted to return his friendly smile but quickly remember the way he refused to believe me in the dining area. My mouth hardens in its frown.


    “Are you…,”


    “Ready?” I supply. “No. But I suppose I never truly will be.”


    I approach Dominik, sidling past him and into the hallway. He closes the door behind me and comes to walk at my side.


    “It is taking place in the common area. No other Afterlighters; just the queen, Quay, Finnegan, and the archivist,” explains Dominik.


    I glance at him. “You have your pledges memorized?”


    He nods. “For the most part. I have never been wonderful with memorization.”


    We continue to walk in silence for a long moment. I’m not sure if he is measuring his words or just knows that I am not in the best of moods at the moment. I wonder absentmindedly if that will affect the ceremony at all.


    Dominik clears his throat after a couple of seconds. “We spoke with the nymphs. They don’t know anything of Josa’s involvement.” He casts me a sidelong glance. “You’re certain Josa admitted to being one of Anguis’ lackeys?”


    I plant my heels into the ground in an abrupt stop. “Why do you suddenly doubt my sanity? Not but two nights ago you told me you would flee with me, that I was still your sect leader. Now you believe me to have lost my mind?”


    Dominik heaves a long breath. “It isn’t that I believe you’ve lost your sanity…but you can only take so much before you become unstable.”


    The moment it leaves his mouth, he flinches, realizing he has said the wrong thing. I will not shout though or demand that he take it back. I have a little more decorum than that.


    “I am perfectly stable, Dominik, though I appreciate the psychological evaluation.” I hiss. “The fact that Josa sliced my abdomen open should imply her guilt.”


    “Etta—”


    “No. Listen to me. None of you understand the situation because none of you have seen Anguis. Not the way I have. You cannot understand what he is capable of and how important it is that he never makes it into this world. Josa was here gleaning information — she needed me for something…to find something for Anguis—and she said there were more here that worked for him.”


    Dominik attempts to placate me with a gentle reach of his hand but I refuse to come down from my rant.


    “The nymphs are suspicious. They have been from the very beginning. They killed someone I knew in the Menca Denu. Who else would Josa have been working with?”


    I am trying to think of another argument for my case when Dominik suddenly closes the distance between us in one long stride. My breath catches in my throat as his presence pushes me up against the stone wall at my back. He towers over me but unlike with Lyom, I do not feel powerless. Somehow, his strength feeds into me and my confidence only skyrockets.


    A soft smile tugs at one corner of his mouth as he lifts his hand and pushes a lock of hair behind my ear. A series of chills rush down my neck and disappear into my blouse at the feeling of his skin on mine.


    “You know I would believe anything you said,” he whispers. “I always have.”


    I try to remember what it was we were talking about. Believing him. No…him believing me. I struggle to catch my breath as my traitorous eyes strain to pull away from his mouth—a mouth that is far too close to mine.


    “Then believe me now,” I manage breathily.


    His gaze, all soft, genuine concern, flickers across my expression. “I do.”


    He does what? My mind is still a bit foggy and I cannot seem to pull even one coherent thought together. All I can think about is the fact that for months, all I could think about is Dominik seeing me this way. All I could think about is Dominik pulling me aside during training, or rebelling against Quay and coming to find me on one of my solo assignments. I never really realized how badly I’d wanted it until after he’d left me on the Lydovier shores.


    The string tied between us tightens almost to the point of pain.


    “Can you feel that?” I ask him.


    Dominik glances down at my chest before his cheeks color with embarrassment and he looks away, nodding. “Y-yes.”


    He swallows a lump in his throat and drops his hand from beside my face. I feel him taking a step back and the string tightening, pulling me towards him. I resist for a moment but an unchecked voice in my head begins to whisper dangerous thoughts.


    Lyom is gone. He was never attracted me, never even had respect for me. To him, I was the ruthless assassin that had no heart.


    To Dominik, I am the girl that taught him how to defend himself. I am the savior that pulled him out of dangerous situations. And every once in a while, I was the vulnerable damsel trapped in a helpless situation that he was able to rescue.


    Just for today, I do not want to be seen as the assassin known for making blood rain from the heavens. If only for today, I want to be known as the girl who didn’t get to choose her life, but did what she could for those she cared about.


    Before the cord between us can fully break, I have stepped towards Dominik, acting on pure impulse. Even while my mind and body are at war with each other, I kiss him. Heat explodes in my chest and the cord between us only tightens. It feels strange and right at the same time. His lips don’t move as if he is stunned to have me so close and I make it my mission to ensure that he feels the same way I do.


    Why am I doing this? My head battles against everything I am doing. Was I not just reminded of how fickle friends can be? How I cannot trust anyone, including Dominik?


    The simple truth is, I don’t care. In this moment all I care about is sating the Aerietta I’d buried deep inside that has always wanted to kiss Dominik like this. The only thing that matters is letting go and giving in.


    Dominik slowly pulls away and I lean towards his lips again but he places his forehead against mine in an attempt to stop me. I refuse to let him. He has kissed me too many times without permission; today I am feeling that same restraint. I twist my hands into the material of his shirt, pulling him closer to me.


    Then a thought hits me. Sort of a recollection. Something I have been curious about since he rescued me.


    “Have you ever killed anyone?”


    Those words, those few, simple words could suddenly drive a wedge between us. If he is a murderer like me, it is almost permissible for me to be kissing him, forcing him to draw near to me. It is almost permissible for me to pretend that whatever I felt for Lyom has vanished.


    I wait, holding onto the strand of hope that maybe he is the same as me, just as I’d imagined. It’s cruel of me to wish that upon him. I know what it feels like to take life—to take it without so much as a second thought. Dominik shouldn’t have to fear that side of himself.


    Yet when he shakes his head, I feel my heart sink.


    “No,” he admits. “I would fight them but…I would wait for them to kill me. It seemed like cheating but if it meant I could remain in the Cannon without following through with the assassinations then I was willing to do it.”


    I nod, trying not to show my disappointment. Is that the right word? It feels so weak compared to what I am actually feeling.


    “At first I stayed because there was nowhere else for me to go,” Dominik says, gaze flickering up to meet mine. “Then I stayed because of you. You were the first real friend I had.”


    I lift my hand and stroke my thumb across his cheek.


    This boy is so above my own level, so far out of reach. I’d thought—no, hoped—that I could be happy with him. I could accept myself with him. But knowing that he has never really been an assassin separates him from me somehow.


    I smile sadly for no particular reason. “Time to go to the ceremony.”


    He nods. He pulls me away from the wall but releases me once we begin walking.


    Dominik watches me carefully as we awkwardly make our way towards the common area in silence. I try not to allow myself to think at all because the moment I reason myself out of this, I’ll never be able to go back.


    Dominik opens the door into the common room and I step inside, déjà vu cresting over me like a wave. The first time I walked through this common room was when Dominik and I first arrived at the Citadel. The same large fires burn in this room as they did the first time. The only difference is Senora, Quay, Finnegan, and the disapproving archivist are the only bodies in the room. Quay has the Tablet in his hand, the chain wrapped around it, but apart from that I don’t see anything that would be considered ceremonial. Part of me expected to see an altar with a sacrificed goat on it while another part of me dreaded a white aisle and rose pedals.


    It’s hardly ceremonial at all, in fact. Senora is talking harshly to the archivist, scolding her for something. The archivist barely bats an eye at the queen’s rebuke. The woman must be unshakable.


    Quay chuckles at whatever Finnegan says and I’m quite positive it is the first real form of laughter I have ever heard come out of the man. It would figure that it was Finnegan that succeeded in making the cruel authoritarian laugh.


    Senora notices our approach and silences the archivist, who is hardly speaking at all. The queen breathes out a harsh huff, stepping towards us a few paces. She wears a dress that practically swallows her small frame, yet somehow she makes the blue fabric look slim and graceful. The varying shades remind me of the dark ocean and its white-capped waves.


    “Good,” she says. “I’m ready to get on with the ceremony.” She snaps her fingers. “Azmar, the Tablet.”


    Quay saunters forward in no particular hurry, placing the Tablet in Senora’s hand. I watch as the archivist drags her feet towards Senora without even needing to be called. Senora gives her the Tablet and motions for Dominik and me to move forward.


    The archivist watches us both with narrowed eyes. “And you’re certain these are the Children?”


    Senora gives her a scathing look. “Yes.”


    The archivist snorts but nods. She steps closer to us, raising yellowish eyes to glance between us. I wonder absently what sort of Afterlighter she is.


    “Stand in front of each other. Take hold of the other’s hand.”


    I frown at her but turn to face Dominik as instructed. I end up staring at his chest for a long moment, unable to meet his eyes until I am told to do so. Even then I find it difficult, though I can’t pinpoint the exact reason why — at this point, I have enough reasons to want to avoid Dominik’s gaze.


    His hand finds mine and he squeezes it reassuringly.


    “Boy,” the archivist says. “Recite your vows.”


    Dominik glances between the archivist and me, clearing his throat awkwardly. I can sense his nervousness as if it is my own. I see the way his gaze shifts and his hands shake. Normally, I would have been annoyed by his nerves, but normally we would be on an assignment, and a jittery hand could get you beheaded. But here, watching how uneasy he is, I realize something.


    Like a bucket of ice water being dropped on my head, I suddenly realize how uncomfortable he is with this situation as well. I’d always imagined that he felt born into it and that I was strange for not wanting these abilities I’ve never known before. I’d thought Dominik looked forward to the bright future of being the Boy of the Elements, looked at the prospect of being the Afterlighters’ savior, and smiled proudly. Now I realize how utterly mistaken I have been.


    Dominik finally takes in a a steadying breath and for his sake, I glance to see if Senora has noticed his nervousness. She has. She doesn’t appear pleased.


    “Aerietta,” Dominik begins, pulling my attention back to him as he substitutes my name for the Girl of the Elements bit. “As the Boy of the Elements, the male mediator between humanity and the Afterlighters, I accept my gifts and the responsibility it comes with. And as for thee, the Girl of the Elements, the female mediator between humanity and the Afterlighters, I swear to never deviate from our shared course, nor conspire against thee. I pledge my soul to thee, protecting thee forever. My sister in arms, my friend in light and darkness.”


    For a moment I forget the fact that he is reciting words we both memorized and I am baffled by his declaration, but then the cold feeling of reality sets in and I remember there are no real promises involved here.


    Even your shadow will leave you in darkness.


    Senora gives me a stern look, encouraging me in a stringent way to begin my own portion.


    I try not to stammer as I repeat the recitation. Strange though it may be, I don’t struggle to avoid twisting my words, but rather putting any sort of emotion into them. At this point I am so detached from my own world that I find it difficult to see the meaning of these vows.


    “As witness to these claims,” begins to archivist, “I officiate the earthly awakening, though only the Branch can officiate it in the heavenly realm.”


    I wait for something to happen. I anticipate the buzzing feeling of dark power surging through my veins. Josa called me the Daughter of Darkness, after all. Am I to expect the warm, fluttering feeling of flowers blooming in my chest?


    But nothing happens. I look at the archivist mockingly.


    “Is that—”


    Just as the words leave my mouth, she touches our joined hands with the Tablet. The effect is instantaneous.


    A blinding flash of light fills the room, and my hand suddenly feels as if it’s on fire. I don’t have time to let go of Dominik before something like a bolt of lightning throws us apart and I crash to the ground. I feel the impact, the concrete floor, then see a world of blackness.
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    “In the windowless tomb of a blind mother, in the dead of the night, under feeble rays of a lamp in an alabaster globe, a girl came into the darkness with a wail.”


    — George MacDonald, The Day Boy and the Night Girl


     


     


     


     


    A long time ago, before Dominik’s arrival at the Aerie, I had, in a dangerous spurt of curiosity, climbed to the height of the Lydovier palace, overlooking the entire landscape. The view had been so spectacular it had nearly taken my breath away—and my fall onto one of the balconies below certainly did.


    I’d landed on my arm, and how it remained unbroken is a mystery. All breath was shoved out of my lungs in one painful heave and it felt as though my insides had caught fire with the need for oxygen. I gasped for what felt like hours but no one heard me. Even if they had, they probably wouldn’t have come.


    Somehow, the bodies swarming me now makes it worse.


    I can’t drag in a single breath of air. Logically I know my lungs will resume normal function in a few seconds but my instincts are screaming out in sheer panic. Finn crouches over me, hands hovering just above my body as if he isn’t sure if he should touch me or not. I hear him shout something but from the looks of it, his mother, the archivist, and Quay are preoccupied with something else.


    I moan, pain radiating across my chest as I finally take in my first breath in what feels like minutes. Finnegan’s hands finally cover my arms and he leans down close, listening to my breathing. I stare up at the stone ceiling overhead, wondering what in the world happened. For a second, I almost wonder if Anguis showed up uninvited and blew both Dominik and I across the room for daring to activate each other.


    Finn’s voice finally clears and I can hear him through the muted silence of the air around me. It’s as if time picks back up again.


    “Quay!”


    “She’s fine, Your Highness! She’s had worse!”


    “Look at her!”


    “Look at him!”


    “We need him…,”


    “He’s no use to us dead.”


    “She’s just as good as he is!”


    I slowly begin propping myself up off the ground. I wonder who they’re all talking about, but when I see everyone else crouched around an unmoving form, the heartbeat in my chest stills.


    “Dominik?” I croak, crawling across the ground.


    Finnegan wraps his arms over my shoulders, locking his hands in front of my chest to keep me from moving. I try to push him off but to no avail.


    My vision blurs and I try to blink the confusion away but instead, when I open my eyes again, I see light trails skittering across the ground, leading towards Dominik, Senora, and Quay. I start to shout at them to tell them that something is wrong when I notice the light trails following them.


    I shake the disorientation out of my head. The light trails don’t disappear but they are of less importance.


    “Dominik!” I try again.


    I hear the frantic note in my voice but I almost don’t recognize that it’s actually me making the sound.


    “Let go of me!” I shriek, pushing Finnegan away.


    He releases me and I scramble across the ground, despite the fact that my knees and elbows shake with the weight of my body. I butt Quay out of the way with my shoulder to widen the circle and find the inert man laying before me.


    I gasp the moment I see him, a wave of shock rolling through my body like an electrical current.


    Dominik lays unconscious—or dead. His entire body is covered with crystalline cracks, like spiderwebs. His skin is too pallid for how olive it normally is, and his hair seems to have even grown lighter. The dark cracks run over his face, down his neck, and beneath the collar of his shirt.


    Panic strikes me hard as I slowly begin to reach towards him. I know my fear for him is ridiculous. I know everything he has done to make me distrust him.


    None of it matters.


    It’s funny how when you see someone you once cared about lying so still in front of you, your what have you done for me lately mentality vanishes, all sins are forgiven, and you would give anything to watch the flutter of their lashes reveal eyes of silver one more time.


    “Aerietta, no!” Quay shouts, jerking me back before my fingers can brush against Dominik’s shattered body.


    I gasp again as my head snaps back. I turn to look at Quay, furious, but rather than seeing annoyance in his eyes, I see something that alarms me much more—I see apprehension.


    I look down at my hands quickly, afraid I’ll see the same crystalline webbing, but instead find my usual color of skin. But as I look down, I notice something else.


    My hair is blond again. Not the dishwater blond it was after several attempts to wash the walnut dye from it, but the color that is so gold it almost turns pink in the sunlight and silver in the night. My hair color. It’s as if all the dregs of the dye have fled.


    I look back at Dominik. Now that he has been awakened—if he has been awakened— can he die?


    “Wha…” I try to speak, but my voice dries up on my lips.


    I look at Finnegan with pleading eyes but he is no longer watching me. He is hunkered down beside Dominik’s lifeless body, pressing two fingers into the side of his neck. Finn relaxes after a moment and I release the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


    “Don’t touch him, Aerietta,” Finn whispers as my fingers inch towards Dominik again.


    “Why?” I demand. “What happened?”


    The queen, who had been mostly silent until now, glowers at me. “Your touch did something.”


    “What?” I croak. “I didn’t touch him! We were holding hands as instructed!”


    Senora’s rage swells. “How could we have possibly known the outcome of this? Nowhere in the ancient texts did it say the Boy and Girl, when born in the same timeline, would have opposing elements!”


    I gape. “Opposing elements? What does that even mean? I have devoted everything to this! The very least you can do after I have been tortured, mocked, cast aside, and now blamed is tell me what you know of the Children! Of me!”


    “Quiet!” Finnegan hisses. “All of you!”


    His mother is clearly surprised to see a backbone in her son but suppresses the urge to discipline him.


    He looks at the archivist. “Find the medical staff,” he instructs. “Tell them I have sent for them. Bring them here immediately.”


    The gray-haired woman nods and I notice how flustered she is. Eyes wide with fear—or something else—the woman turns and runs out of the room, racing down the hallway.


    “I’ll go with—”


    “Quay,” Finnegan instructs, cutting me off. “Bring Aerietta to her quarters. Now.”


    A hand snakes around my arm and squeezes, an order for me to stand. How very foolish of Quay to forget my newfound independence.


    I break his hold and stumble to my feet. “You want to bring me to my quarters, Quay? Lock me in my room as you have done a hundred times before? I beg you to try. Let us see where that ends.”


    Quay points a finger at me, and despite his age and feebleness I see confidence in his gaze. He knows he could defeat me. No—he thinks he could. But there is something he has not accounted for. I have gone through the fires of tribulation and have survived every attempt at my head. I do not fear a mere mortal, whether he is the leader of the Cannon of not.


    “Do not resist, Aerietta,” he orders. “Come quietly.”


    A memory of the last time someone said that to me flashes into my mind. It was Lyom. And I did not come quietly.


    “Azmar!” Senora growls, stepping closer to Dominik’s body. “Take Aerietta to her quarters now. Do not let her leave.”


    Finn looks at me almost pleadingly. “Go now, Aerietta.”


    Then Quay makes the mistake of laying a hand on me again.


    Anger lurches in my chest. I told him not to challenge me.


    I feel the burst of energy under my skin before Quay does, but when it reaches him, he feels it on a much more powerful level.


    A spark of light flies from my shoulder and into his hand, sending him shooting backwards. Senora shouts in surprise as Finn stumbles onto his feet, backing away. I spin around and see Quay picking himself up off the ground.


    “What the hell?” he says gruffly.


    Finn begins to step closer to me but his mother grabs his arm. “Don’t touch her, Finnegan.”


    I stare down at my hands, feeling a strong current moving just under the surface of my skin, blood surging like electricity through my veins.


    I look up at Finnegan in utter confusion. “Electricity?” I demand. “That is my ability?”


    Quay coughs, wiping his mouth with the back of his wrist while casting me a scathing look. “Girl of Energy,” he growls.


    It would explain why every time someone touched me, a faint flicker of energy burned under my skin, skittering into the other person. I’ve always had this ability, I just never recognized it, nor was it ever strong enough to be recognized.


    Lightning jumps across my fingers and skirts beneath my shirt. I jolt away as if I can escape it. When I look back up, I notice the light trails again. They pulse and glow, beginning to disappear the longer they are there. When Quay moves, the light trail follows him, its tail growing more and more faint. His energy, I realize. I can feel it pulsing in the air, ebbing and flowing.


    “Go to your quarters, Aerietta,” orders Queen Senora. “Await further instruction.”


    “What about Dominik?” I demand. “Why did my touch do that to him?”


    “The same reason your touch threw Azmar into a wall!” Senora exclaims. “Leave this place now and do not leave your rooms until you are summoned!”


    I stand straighter, the words of the queen sending a shock wave of their own through me. I take an involuntary step back. My head spins from the events that have just transpired, and without my permission my eyes go to Dominik’s motionless body. A stab of panic races through my arms and into the heart of my body. I couldn’t have killed him…surely whatever energy I have is not that powerful.


    “Aerietta,” Finnegan says softly. “Go now.”


    I force myself to turn around and leave the room but my every step feels like a mistake. My entire body is like lead as I push through the doors and march down the corridor towards my rooms. I am not so self-degrading as to wonder why I can never do anything right. I know why. I am the Girl of the Elements masquerading as the Queen of Crimson. Good fortune was never in my cards.


    I tell myself that Dominik is not dead, that the cracks covering his body were not from me, but the moment I break through the door of my room and I am away from the rest of the Citadel, I break down. No, I don’t cry. I don’t collapse on the floor, sobbing. Instead I slam the door shut and grab the vase that sits on the table beside my bed. I throw it with all my might against the back wall and the pottery explodes into a million pieces, slicing by my face. I scream when I break the legs of one of the wooden chairs and use it to smash the mirror in the washroom.


    Why am I going ballistic? I don’t know. Why can I not seem to get a handle on my emotions—emotions I have always been able to control? The answer may be beyond me. All I do know is that I have no purpose. I have no assignments to go on, no one to serve, and everything I have tried to do thus far to give myself purpose has fallen through.


    Furious, I throw myself into one of the chairs still standing and tuck my legs beneath me, staring at the wall.


    Finnegan and Senora never come. Neither does Quay.


     


    I move through a crowded bazaar, head, nose, and mouth wrapped in a red and gold scarf. My dress is shorter than I would like for it to be but in Adaai, no matter the time of year, the Adaaian women like to keep their skirts short.


    A breeze catches my scarf and threatens to pull it away from my face but I catch it. I know better than to reveal my face—even the color of my hair—right before an assignment. Strange though it may sound, of all the kingdoms—including Lydovier, my own nation—Adaai has come the closest to discovering my appearance, and therefore catching me. Half of my skill comes from being unrecognizable. I could walk into the Sairaat Temple and bow before Emperor Kahtel Loc Hagret without an eyebrow being raised.


    I release a slow breath as I twist my hand around the hilt of my blade. The bazaar is filled with people so catching Suzerain Kugel while he is distracted will be all too easy.


    My gaze snags on him in the crowd. He wears an outfit of beautiful jade clothing, dark skin and hair making him look like royalty. I suppose to the Adaaian government he is. Unlike the monarchy in Evrallon, Belaroux, and Lydovier, the empire of Adaai considers all of their Suzerains to be imperial royalty.


    Suzerain Kugel stands beside a beautiful woman with skin even darker than his, though I hadn’t thought it possible. Her hair is straight, rolling over her shoulders like pure silk. Standing at her feet is a child, no more than six years old. Her hair, on the other hand, is frizzy and like a dark dandelion.


    I know it’s his daughter. And for the smallest of moments, I am conflicted about whether or not I should kill this man in front of her. Despite all of King Cress’ trespasses against me, he is my father and I would never want to watch him die.


    But then the conflict in my spirit is gone with one simple thought: I can work through the regret of killing this man in front of his daughter later. For now, there is a bounty on his head, and I was sent by Quay to collect it.


    He lifts his daughter into his arms just as I duck beneath a woman dancing awfully provocatively in the streets. The Suzerain kisses his wife on the cheek as the little girl laughs. He turns and begins introducing his wife to whoever is standing beside her. She curtsies and the six-year-old girl waves.


    I allow my dagger to roll over my hand. One swift slit will be all it takes. I have my course planned out in my head as if I have done it all before. I will walk by, pretend to stumble, slice his throat, and when he gasps, bowing over, I will bow to him as well and move along into the crowd. Neither his daughter nor his wife will know what happened.


    When I emerge from the crowd, the Suzerain has his back to me, and he has set his daughter back on the ground. I hear his laugh from even this distance as his tall form hides his wife and their friend from my view. No matter. They are of little importance to me. Unless the wife notices or stands in the way. Then she will have to die as well.


    But then Suzerain Kugel takes a step to the side, intending to say something to his wife, and I catch a glimpse of the friend they were speaking to.


    My mind trips over itself for a moment, wondering what in the world Lyom is doing here, unwanted in this place.


    I would think less of it if he were not staring at me the way he is, hands tucked behind his back and expression somber. I stare openmouthed as he gently places a hand on Suzerain Kugel’s shoulder, saying something in a low voice to him as he moves past. Suzerain Kugel turns to glance up to where Lyom is walking and sees me. He smiles. As if I were not about to kill him right in front of his family. Does he not see the knife in my hand?


    Lyom comes to stand in front of me. I wait for him to stop a few feet away, keeping a respectable distance between us, but he doesn’t. He invades my personal space with his presence and scent that wafts into the air. He has to look down to fully see me, and his blue eyes are guarded as ever, but something is different. He is…unsure?


    He lifts his hand and gently touches the side of my face, and the electricity is back, but Lyom doesn’t pull away. Confusion lights his eyes as he runs the back of his knuckles, callused from war and time, down my jawline and to the hollow of my throat. I can’t help but swallow, feeling the gooseflesh that rises in his wake.


    What is he doing?


    “Aerietta,” he breathes, a straining quality to his voice. “I saw you die…I saw your…body…”


    I stare at him, not sure what to think of this moment. It hits me then that I am dreaming. I am not really in this place and neither is Lyom. The feeling immediately makes me want to back away.


    “I’m…sorry.”


    The hitch in his voice sounds all too real, and he says it with such difficulty that I almost believe it is Lyom standing before me, for Lyom would have trouble saying such words.


    Now I do squeeze my eyes shut, warding off the sensation of his hands against my skin. I cannot allow my thoughts to get away from me, nor can I allow my emotions to run wild. I already decided that Lyom means nothing to me, did I not?


    His hands leave my neck and run down my arms, which I suddenly realize are bare. Startled, I open my eyes and see that we are at a ball in an unknown estate. I am in a cascading green dress.


    I look up at him, wanting desperately to step away and out of this nightmare.


    “I’m sorry,” he says again. “I knew no other way to save you…Dryden was going to do everything in his power to kill you and Kinecardine…it seemed like a better alternative. I could not stand by knowing that beneath my feet those palace torturers were—” He cuts himself off as his gaze becomes dark, furious.


    Before I can stop myself, I lift a hand and gently run it over his face, and to my amazement, I feel him. I feel the stubble on his jaw from where he has not shaved, the perfection of his skin, and softness of his lips. The most ridiculous thoughts flutter through my head like angels whispering in my ear. Or perhaps they’re demons.


    “Anguis is coming for you,” he whispers finally. “I cannot protect you.”


    I squeeze my eyes closed again. “Lyom…,” I try, but my voice dies out. How can I tell a dream that he is not real? That I imagined him because I needed him? Somehow it is difficult to tell even the dream version of Lyom that I missed him, that I ached for him every day while I was in Kinecardine. The humiliation of it all surrounds me.


    “Listen to me, Aerietta. Anguis can kill me. I can do nothing to keep you safe. But you can. The Sword. He needs it, but it can be used by you as well. It is the only thing that can kill him.”


    I blink at him, shaking my head and moving away. “What?”


    He snatches my wrist and pulls me close again. I won’t admit how flustered I become when I am suddenly pressed up against him.


    “It has been hidden in the kingdoms. He needs it to return. I have no way of finding it…but you do.” He draws me even closer and my breath hitches again. “You know what he will do if he escapes the Forest. He has done enough to me…I cannot let him get to you.”


    Lyom tugs me in tighter and kisses me roughly on the forehead. Sparks light up my body, which goes stiff at the contact. I should not desire this—him. But I do. And it scares me.


    Then he backs away, and suddenly we are in the Adaaian bazaar again. I start to scramble forward but someone knocks into me, forcing me a step back. Lyom continues to walk backwards but calls out over the noise of the bazaar.


    “This is the only way I have to contact you,” he shouts. “I’m sorry I could not be there to deliver this message in person.”


     


    I jolt out of my sleep, heart lurching in terror, the feeling of Lyom’s hands on my arms and face still too real, and his final words seem to echo off the walls of my quarters.


    Panic surrounds me as I frantically attempt to recall the conversation. Logic tells me that Lyom couldn’t have been there, invading my dreams like an unwanted presence. Reason tells me that it is my own, wild imagination that has cooked up this perfect image of Lyom, coming to me in my time of need and cradling me in his arms, telling me that I could be the key to all of this. Isn’t that what I want to hear in this moment? After I have injured Dominik, killed Josa, and blamed the other nymphs? I want to be valued and needed. Is that not reason enough for my subconscious to conceive a wild delusion in which even the Swordmaster requires my help?


    But in the back of my mind, I know my reason is nothing. I do not live in a world where logic prevails and if it cannot be seen with the naked eye, it is not real. I live in a place where the things that are shadowed in darkness are often times the most tangible, and the legends the most concrete.


    With disturbing lucidity, I know it was Lyom. The bazaar may have been fake, and the ballroom a fantasy, but Lyom was there. I’m sure of it. Anguis can contact me, and Anguis’ power created Lyom. Who is then to say that Lyom could not harness that same ability?


    The realization of it all has me stumbling out of bed and tripping against the dresser behind me. I touch my face almost gingerly, rubbing my arms quickly after. The feeling of his touch still burns on my skin, making my hands shake.


    Just as my mind is struggling to comprehend all that happened, unravel every emotion I saw beneath the surface of glass blue eyes, I remember what he said about the Sword.


    I go scrambling for the piece of paper inside my dresser, pushing all the clothes out of the way until I snatch the index from the bottom, nearly tearing it in my attempt to free it. I flatten it against my dresser, hitting the drawer shut with my hip. Just as I remembered, the title of the book remains in bold print at the top of the page: Seconds of the Swords.


    Electricity hums under my skin. No, it hums around it. Around me. I feel the electricity charging the air, feel the energy of the people in the Citadel and of the storm brewing outside. Is this what it means to be the Girl of Energy? To feel the ebb and flow of electricity? Of life? What a cruel gift that would be. Give the ability to feel life to an assassin.


    I clutch the paper in my hand as I hurry to the door, tugging firmly on the handle. My shoulder is jarred when the door pulls against me, resisting me. I frown and try the door again but find the exact same resistance. A metal lock holding it shut.


    “Quay,” I grumble under my breath, pure hatred dripping from my voice. I smack my palm onto the wooden door one time. “Hey! Open this door now!”


    Outside, I hear a low chuckle.


    “Sorry, Your Majesty,” mocks Ivo. “I’ve been given strict instructions not to let you out.”


    I hit the door again. “Ivo, let me out! I need to get to the archivist!”


    “Funny. Last I heard she was fetching the medical staff because you shocked the life out of the Boy of Elements.”


    My heart stutters.


    “Is he…” I can’t seem to find the words. I swallow and try to speak again. “Is he alright?”


    “I dunno. I’d thought you’d know the answer to that. Aren’t you two supposed to be connected on more than a physical level? Because we all know you’ve connected that way, too.”


    I flinch, but then my hands curl into fists in my anger.


    “I’d thought you two could feel each others presence or some nonsense like that. So tell me, Aerietta. Can you feel Dominik? Can you feel his lust for you? Because if we are speaking plainly, it is awfully sickening.”


    My jaw tightens. Ivo may have been adopted by Quay, but I was raised by him. I know all of his tricks, all of his deceptions, and exactly how to get under people’s skin. “Poor Ivo,” I mock. “Run away from home to become Quay’s assassin in hopes of finding a place where he fits in, only to find that Quay already has a favorite.” I hum thoughtfully. “What must that have been like? Knowing that no matter how hard you try, you will always be outpaced by a girl? Especially a girl that has just come through torture in Kinecardine. I’ll bet that is pretty humiliating, is it not?”


    The door suddenly unlocks and Ivo throws it open, taking a step into the room, towering over me. His short blond hair has been spiked since I last saw him, and blue eyes narrow with unabashed rage. He tries to use his sheer presence to make me afraid, to push me a few steps back, but even as he comes toe to toe with me, I stare him straight in the eyes.


    “You think you have the upper hand? That Quay will always show you favor? Here’s a crazy thought…perhaps if I show Quay that I am not afraid to kill the Girl of Energy, he’ll remember what a fool he was for putting so much stake in her.” He reaches out and snags my throat in his hands, squeezing, but I don’t feel a bit of pain. “You’re mortal again, remember?”


    I punch him in the throat. Ivo chokes and stumbles backwards, blinking rapidly as a wave of shock rolls through his body.


    “Get out of my way, Ivo,” I command.


    He lumbers to the doorway and refuses to move, straightening up. His steely gaze promises vengeance as he takes a looming step forward, drawing a long dagger from his belt.


    “You want to fight?”


    I roll my eyes. “You are not trained to engage the Queen of Crimson.”


    “No?” Ivo sneers. “I’ve heard Kinecardine messed you up. Let’s see how messed up you really are.”


    Ivo must be anticipating a truly riveting fight because when he lunges, he puts every bit of strength into it. I expect Ivo to be sloppy, because the big ones are never the most coordinated, but instead, his moves are calculated and measured. When he strikes, he strikes like a viper.


    We collide like a wave against a cliff. But I am the wave, and he is the unyielding cliff. He shoves me backwards and I trip over one of the chairs I broke earlier, cutting my calf on the sharp edge of the wood. I sense Ivo’s knife driving towards my side and I catch it between my hands just before it can split between my ribs.


    Something crashes behind me and Ivo finally shoves me to the ground. I hit the wood with my shoulders, the pottery from the vase I broke slicing into my skin, and kip up to my feet, rolling between his wide stance. Ivo snags me by the hair and my head snaps back. I quickly grab onto his wrist and call upon whatever electricity I now wield. I imagine sparks flickering to life in my core, running through my veins like wildfire, and spreading into Ivo with enough force to break the door down.


    But nothing happens. Except that Ivo’s grip becomes tighter and he brings his pockmarked face closer to mine.


    “Perhaps I’ll taste to see why Dominik lusts for you,” he whispers with sickening determination.


    I stop imagining the sparks. They never got me anywhere in life anyway. I have never needed them until this point, and I certainly don’t need them to defeat Ivo.


    I leap off the ground and backflip over Ivo’s shoulders, locking my legs around his neck. Ivo’s grip on my hair is released and his hands move to my legs. I twist him into a headlock and tumble forward so we are both laying on the ground. He struggles in vain to get away, clawing at my legs which tighten around his neck, but he should know from Quay’s training tactics that if I wanted him dead, he would be dead. My legs are my best weapon in hand to hand. He knows this is my forte. So he struggles for a few minutes, kicking his legs violently, but then his body stills. I know better than to fall for that trick, though. I’ve used it before in the past, after all. The old pretend-you’re-unconscious-so-your-enemy-will-release-you ruse.


    I wait for several more minutes until I really feel his muscles relax and the fight leave his body. I then unwrap my legs from around his neck and find the index where I dropped it somewhere in the attack.


    Tucking the index into my belt, I head for the door, glancing once more over my shoulder to ensure Ivo is good and unconscious, then throw the door open. Slipping out into the hallway, I close the door and throw the same lock down that Ivo had.


    I don’t even know what I’m doing. I march down the corridor with intent, needing to find only one person. It does not take long to find her, either. I try not to question what she is doing carrying a basket of bread covered by a white cloth down the hallway when I knock it out of her hand and slam her against the wall. She gasps and down the labyrinth a ways, a man I assume is a warlock by the looks of him startles, beginning to move our way.


    “Where is the book Seconds of the Swords?” I demand.


    The archivist, though she tries to veil her fear, trembles. “I am not…Quay’s assassin said—”


    “That he’d handle me?” I purse my lips in a feigned pout. “Are you disappointed I freed myself so soon?” I shove her back against the wall and her skull makes a sickening sound, eyes rolling back in her head for a moment. “Where is the book?”


    “Hey,” growls the warlock, knocking into my shoulder. “Take your hands off her.”


    “Do not make the mistake of touching me again,” I warn. I return my gaze back to the archivist who now holds her head. “The book, woman.”


    She squints at me. “In the archives.”


    “Liar,” I hiss. “I searched the shelves!”


    “There are hundreds of shelves! It is on the shelf marked ‘KHR’!”


    I shove away from her, intending to leave the hallway and head for the archive room but the warlock snatches me by the shoulder. I wait for the spark of electricity I now appreciate to throw him off but it doesn’t. Of course it doesn’t. It only rears its head when I do not require its assistance. How very typical of these things.


    “Hold on,” he says. “You have no right to treat this woman the way you have. She is warlock, so she is one of us.”


    I glance at the fingers that curl over my shoulders. “Remove your hand or I shall do it for you, and you shan’t get it back.”


    The warlock scowls honorably, if that is a thing. “I believe I will have to take my chances. I cannot allow you to hurt my people.”


    “Fine,” I say.


    In one swift move, I grab the man’s hand and spin around, keeping a firm hold of it. Without even flinching, I use my momentum to snap his arm.


    He doesn’t let out a wail or collapse to the ground. He stands in shock for a long moment, staring at his broken forearm, then cradles it to his chest. His face slowly contorts in pain and he doubles over.


    “I warned you,” I hiss.


    “You wretch!”


    I turn to see the archivist lunging at me and for the first time, I notice talon-like nails tipping each finger. She clashes into me, tearing the neckline of my shirt.


    “You believe you can do whatever you please here! That we will tolerate it because the Branch chose you to be the Girl!” she screams with animosity. “But I say the Devil himself chose you! You will never be anything more than a cowardly scoundrel that preys on the weak!”


    Before the woman can come at me again, I turn and kick her in the chest. She hits the wall behind her but she is hardly fazed. Instead, when she looks up at me, I see clear resolve in her eyes.


    “I was employed by King Dryden before Finnegan rescued me,” she explains. “I was one of his archivists! Did you know that Swordmaster Livingstone spent time down there? Most of his time? And do you know what he did?” She takes a threatening step forward—or what is meant to be threatening. “He researched for hours upon hours, trying to find a way to kill a Child of the Elements.”


    The impact of her words hits me before I can throw my guarding wall up around my heart. I stagger backwards in an attempt to escape her and find myself dragging in unwelcome breaths.


    “No,” I whisper. “Lyom hated me for what I did…but he did not want me dead.”


    The archivist sneers, raising her gray head. “If that were true, then he never would have sent you to Kinecardine to be tortured. Or would you say torture is preferable to death?”


    It isn’t rage that prompts me to throttle the old woman, but I cannot say for sure what it is. Either way, I only make it halfway across the corridor to her before I am jolted out of my thoughts.


    “Aerietta!”


    The sound of Dominik’s voice coming from down the hallway makes every previous thought flee from my mind. I spin around and find Dominik with my gaze. He is hunched over, hand against the wall, either catching his breath or staying nausea. Finnegan runs up behind him, his eyes on me as well.


    I suddenly feel the hilt of the knife in my hand and see the situation for how they see it. An elderly woman, bruised and battered with a basket of bread brushed against the stone ground. A warlock, growling in pain and clutching his broken arm to his chest. An unfeeling assassin holding her knife in attack position, ready to claim the life of yet another.


    I drop my knife, listening to the clatter of it against the stone.


    “Dominik,” I say as I begin to approach him.


    I see the pain in his eyes—not physical. I know better than to touch him again but I also cannot stop myself from walking closer. That is, until I see the wall beside him.


    Silver and blue ice crystals spread like webbing onto the wall from beneath the palm of his hand, freezing further over the stone. An image of his Jezdah suddenly flashes into my mind and I realize with sickening clarity that while the roses on my back are singed and wilted, the roses on his are frozen, icicles tapering down from the blooming petals.


    I am the Girl of Lightning, and he is the Boy of Ice. What happens when lightning strikes ice? It cracks.


    I stop in my tracks, refusing to take even a step closer to him. I have absolutely no control over whatever ability being the Girl has gifted me and I cannot risk touching him again.


    The tingling sensation of the tension in the room washes over me, but this time with a more powerful feel, like an actual weight. I know it is my newfound ability and all I want to do is shut it off. I suddenly feel the crushing force of the entire Citadel over my head—the rock, the wind overhead, and stream flowing along the mountainside, and every Afterlighter these walls protect. I can feel Finn’s energy and the way it pours off him, and I can sense Dominik’s heart beating in a steady rhythm as if it is in my own chest.


    I clutch my head as it all seems to crush me at once. I know I should attempt to explain the situation to either Dominik or Finn but how insane will I sound to them? To tell them I saw Lyom in my dream—and that I believe it truly was Lyom communicating with me—would yield no greater results then when I had told them the nymphs were employed in Anguis’ services.


    Looking up into Dominik’s eyes, I see the same ice that spreads from his fingertips.


    “Dominik,” I whisper, and it is a plea to believe me.


    Then something hard and cold hits me over the back of the head and whatever I had been about to say dies on my lips.

  


  


   


  
    XVIII


     


     


     


     


     


    “Satan has his companions, fellow-devils, to admire and encourage him; but I am solitary and detested.”


    — Mary Shelley, Frankenstein


     


     


     


     


    Unwanted light bleeds into my vision in an attempt to rouse me. I feel the cold of the stone under my weak body before I realize where I am. It takes all of my strength to push myself off the floor, muscles aching with the strain, and every bit of willpower to open my eyes rather than retain the illusion of freedom.


    The room around me is dark but it is immediately clear where I am. The bars in front of me showcase nothing but a man standing behind them—or rather in front of them, since I am the poor soul that lays in chains.


    “Finnegan,” I rasp, pulling myself to my feet. Warm liquid trickles down my arm and I glance down to see a muddy mixture of blood and water. The cut on my shoulder from where the archivist dug her nails into the collar of my shirt seeps dark blood and is caked with dirt and pebbles. I flinch at even the look of it, knowing that infection will set in. A few days ago I wouldn’t have worried because if the infection killed me, the archivist’s life would be taken instead. Now I know that I am not invincible.


    I look up at Finn again, gauging his movements. I am in some area of the Citadel I have never been in. Cages, not prison cells.


    “Where is Dominik?” I ask as I lean up against the bars, curling my fingers around them.


    Finnegan doesn’t take a step away though. Brown eyes glitter with moisture as if he is fighting the urge to shed a tear for me. Is my situation so dire?


    “He is well, Aerietta,” he says.


    A swell of temper rushes to the surface of my chest. I pound my fist against the bars. “Then why am I in here!”


    Finn doesn’t flinch but even though my demand was hardly a question, he answers, “My mother wants you to stay here for a while. Until we can decide what to do with you.”


    I stare, unamused. “I am no danger to your ‘people,’ Finnegan.”


    “You broke a man’s arm! Nearly killed our sole archivist! And for what? You were looking for some book?” He lifts something in front of me and I catch the gold writing on the spine. It’s Seconds of the Swords.


    “Give it to me,” I say, reaching through the bars.


    He snatches it back. “What has become of you? What has happened to make you completely go mad? Did Kinecardine ruin you so much?”


    “I am not mad!”


    “You are raving!”


    “I saw Swordmaster Livingstone in a dream!” I exclaim. “He told me that Anguis needed a sword—the sword I believe that book speaks of! I need to find it! It is the only thing that can kill Anguis.”


    Finnegan stares at me with incredulity. “Do you hear yourself? We live in a world of magic, yes, but what you speak of is sorcery! Do you know where sorcery comes from? Anguis! No one can speak into minds but he!”


    “He made Lyom!” I counter loudly. “He all but created him! Is it really so hard to believe that the Swordmaster could also have this ability? It was Lyom.”


    Now Finnegan does take a step back, a resigned look in his eyes. “You have changed, Aerietta. You are not the calculated, sane warrior I met in the Keep.”


    I flinch without meaning to but I will not let him know his words affect me.


    “In Belaroux,” continues Finn, “we had heard stories of you. It was not until you killed our prime minister that we actually took you seriously. My father, King Devereux, ensured that our military forces were equipped with your skills and knew how to combat you. It did us no good when you slaughtered my cousin a month later.”


    I close my eyes, slinking away from the bars. “I don’t want to hear this, Finnegan.”


    Undeterred, he continues. “And do you know what I thought? Despite the fact that you killed our prime minister, the man my father looked to the most and the man I regarded as family, and the reality that my beloved cousin found death at your hands? I thought, This woman is just a pawn, just as I am to my father.


    “I knew. From the very start I recognized that the order of assassins controlled you—that Quay controlled you. I met him before I ever came to Evrallon to wed Princess Haraya. My mother had called him out of the Cannon and introduced me to him, saying he would be one of our greatest allies. He promised so many things, including that he could bring you into the equation yet again. He knew what you were, and he also knew he controlled your every move.”


    I want to deny it, shake my head assuredly and tell him that Azmar Quay never controlled me, but I know it would be a lie. From the moment he brought me into the Cannon, assigned me a bunk, and began my training I was his to control. My father made sure of that.


    Finnegan watches me with a cautious gaze. “So when I met you in that library…I should have been afraid. Or furious. I had every right to be. But I took one look at you and decided that you were not my enemy. Despite everything you had been through, despite being controlled by a dictating leader, you were now giving yourself orders. You were breaking free of the chains Quay held you under. And I respected that…because it is all I ever wanted to do in my own life.”


    I take a good look at Finnegan then and see someone beyond the two-dimensional man I imagined. Before, I saw him as a charismatic sybarite that threw caution to the wind but had a kind, compassionate side to him. Suddenly an entirely new picture is painted of him.


    I see the young man that I read about in articles even in Lydovier. The man that was raised, groomed and primped to be the next Belaroux king. I see the man that Queen Senora dragged from home and cast into Evrallon to serve their purposes without thought to his safety. I see the man that knew his father and mother’s scheme and had to remain quiet about it while living in the lion’s den of the Keep. He stood up to Lyom, presented himself as the rightful, esteemed heir of the Belaroux throne, seduced Princess Haraya for the good of his people, snuck past the guards to visit me in my cell, made me laugh to provoke the Swordmaster, and then rescued me from Kinecardine. He is not without caution, nor is he an adversary to be underestimated. This man is like me in more ways that I realized, and somehow I am ashamed.


    Slowly, Finnegan shakes his head. “That girl is gone. You have enslaved yourself yet again, but this time to an illusion. I know you cannot help it if Kinecardine drove you insane but…you must understand that we cannot allow you to walk these halls.”


    I stiffen, spine straightening. “The queen intends to have me killed.”


    “No,” Finn says. “Nothing is as crude as that. My mother expects you to behave yourself and if you cannot then we shall turn you over to the Evrallonic soldiers.” He closes his eyes, running a filthy hand over his face. “They will kill you.” He takes in a breath. “But you have some sort of hope. From what I can make out, all the Children before you—and even Dominik—need something to draw their ability from. The archivist believes you create your own energy, which would mean you will never be powerless. So perhaps the swordsmen will not be able to kill you.”


    I find myself hitting the bars again. “She cannot turn me over! Anguis needs me and what better place to find me than—”


    “With the Swordmaster?” inquires Finnegan.


    I still. What is he implying?


    “You know what he is, who made him, and how Anguis holds him under his thumb! You cannot trust him, Aerietta! You are a fool if you believe he will ever compromise his own safety for you!”


    “Never,” I hiss. “But I do believe he has enough honor to keep a maniac out of the kingdoms. I am no fool and I shall never trust him but he has been the only one to give me hope…to tell me how I can defeat Anguis.”


    “We defeat Anguis by rallying the kingdoms together! By fighting fire with fire! Not with some magic sword!”


    I am about to exclaim that the archivist finds it important or else she would not have written the index down on paper but before I can speak I realize it wasn’t the archivist. It was Josa.


    I silence myself. Finnegan stares at me, attempting to unravel a mystery he could not comprehend.


    “I will not come to you again,” he says softly. “I wish…I had wanted…” He shakes his head and whispers, “This is not how I pictured the outcome.”


    “Then free me,” I whisper back.


    Finnegan lifts his hand, running the backs of his knuckles down the side of my face so gently I almost didn’t realize he was doing it. I press myself further into the bars, pleading with him with my eyes, but his dark-brown gaze is focused on the raw brand that peeks out from beneath the collar of my shirt.


    “I can’t.” It’s barely a whisper, but he packs every bit of desperation into it that he is feeling.


    “I can help.”


    Finnegan raises dark eyes to meet mine. “Your time of helpfulness is at its end. You have no control over your ability, hardly even understand what it is.” He begins to back away. “One of the others will bring you food and water while the rest of us discuss a course of action.”


    He then begins to turn away, walking down the hallway. I hit the bars again with a fury.


    “Finnegan!” I shout. “Don’t you dare leave me here! Finnegan!”


    He’s gone. Disappeared like shadows down an echoing hallway. I shove away from the bars and hit the wall behind me with my back, sinking to the ground. I tuck my knees underneath me and force my thoughts to calm themselves, closing my eyes. Rage will not get the better of me this time. My life hangs in the balance, and so do the lives of every other person in the kingdoms.


    I try to call out to Lyom in my mind, wondering if he will be able to communicate with me again, give me some kind of sign, but all I hear is silence.


    I sit for a long time, focusing on too many things at once. I feel the index still tucked into my waistline and know I need to get that book from Finnegan. He’ll have put it in the archives by now and left it there to stay for eternity until someone, years and years down the line, realizes that the crazy woman locked in the cages meant for beasts was actually right, and the sword was important.


    What do I do? How do I do it? Where do I go?


    More questions than that bombard my mind in a cacophony of whispers. I cannot sit here idly while Finnegan and Dominik get themselves killed in a battle they cannot reasonably hope to win. But now the queen has taken it upon herself to deem me the Citadel’s greatest enemy, locking me up in what appear to be cages, and separating me from anyone I might accidentally or intentionally hurt.


    I need that book.


    It’s all I can think about. I am fixated on that book. Is there a part of me that believes the Lyom I saw in my dream was a figment of my damaged imagination? Yes. Do I have enough faith in that part of me to ignore the possibility of a sword—like the one mentioned in the index—that could potentially kill or free Anguis? No. Because this is a strange world I live in compared even to the world of assassins I grew up in. Quay is not the man I believed him to be, my father and overlord is dead, Dominik is the Boy of Ice, Lyom is Anguis’ Riser, and I am the Girl of Energy. Who is to say that book does not lead to this mystery sword?


    I spend what little time I have memorizing the numbers on the index, counting and re-counting them to ensure I have them good and committed to memory. I tuck the index back into my waistline and focus on what I do know.


    Anguis is coming. He has not escaped from the Forest yet, and I have been told that something keeps him there. I have also learned of the existence of a sword that could potentially free him, or kill him, depending on who wields it. I know that I am no longer a trusted citizen of the Citadel. I know that I can feel energy or electricity now though I cannot use it as a weapon until I learn to control it, which I cannot imagine happening in the foreseeable future. Yet it is not my own inability to remedy the situation or control my ability that enrages me…it is the fact that I am sitting in a cage because of it.


    How could Dominik allow this to happen to me? Does he agree with their treatment of me? I remember the way I felt on the shores of Lydovier, feeling the hatred towards my companions welling up in the pit of my stomach, but there I had someone to take it out on. In this dank cage I have no one to pour my wrath out on. I am trapped. Meanwhile, Lyom expects me to be rallying the troops to find this sword that can end Anguis once and for all while Anguis lurks in the shadows, waiting for the moment to strike like a bull in the night.


    I try to refocus my thoughts. Wild aspirations have never behooved me, nor will they behoove me now. I need—


    The metal door down the corridor squeals. I stiffen, eyes opening. Light streams down the hallway floor and the silhouette of an elongated man moves to close the door. I hear the slam of it as footsteps replace the sound, approaching my cell.


    Someone to take my anger out on.


    The man walks around to the front of my cage and I catch a glimpse of him in the light. One of Quay’s assassins. Of course they would not send the cook or one of Senora’s servants in case I should get a hand on them. One of Quay’s assassins however…for some reason they still believe they are enough to stop me from attaining my goal. Poor, hapless souls. They should know by now that when I have something in my mind’s eye, not even the Devil himself could put a stop to me.


    The assassin is Burke, a man I recognize from passing him once or twice and seeing him in Quay’s group when we traveled. He stops in front of my door. He takes out a key and opens it, watching me with open suspicion. As he takes a hesitant step inside, setting the food and water cup down on the ground, he keeps his full attention on me and my body language as I rest against the back wall.


    “Scum.” He has the nerve to spit on the ground.


    A thousand people have called me worse in my lifetime. They have labeled me a succubus, a devil, a soulless creature of the night, a wretch, vermin, and villain, but they have all called me this because I had killed someone they knew and loved. I know from the way Burke speaks, the way he spits on the ground and sneers at me, that he does not care who I have killed. In fact, that alone may be enough to earn me some respect for him. Judging by the look in his eyes, I am scum because I have chosen to defy the queen and Quay in favor of the Swordmaster. It makes no difference to me. I stopped caring about my reputation long ago.


    Looking up at him, I say, “I care not what you think of me. It matters only to me that you are fearful enough to keep a safe distance.”


    Burke frowns in annoyance. “I don’t fear you. I fear that your deceitful nature will somehow latch onto me.”


    I appraise him. “You have enough darkness to worry about.”


    He sneers. “What does that mean?”


    “You’re Burke, correct?” When I am given no response, I assume so. “Dominik told me about you.”


    An arrogant smirk breaks out over his lips. “Did he warn you to stay away?”


    “No,” I say. “He told me that if there were one man in this Citadel that deserved death at my hands, it was you. You killed your mother and younger sister to prove a point. I may be heartless, but you have stolen the title of most sinister.”


    He steps further inside and slams the door shut. “I’ll have you know, Your Majesty, that I have no qualms when it comes to hurting you. For all the queen knows, you tried to escape.”


    I close my eyes, sensing the hum of his energy. It prickles over my skin in a disturbingly new way and I almost open my eyes to disperse the feeling but I need Burke a few steps closer, to be lulled into a false sense of security.


    “You are weak,” he hisses.


    “Then Ivo must have been weaker.”


    “He was,” he snaps. “Everyone but Quay saw it. A lapdog.”


    “And you are what? A bigger lapdog?”


    I feel the energy in Burke surge and he lunges forward. I open my eyes just in time to roll out of the way, kicking him in the back to send him careening into the stone wall. He catches himself before he hits it but by the time he turns around, I am in position and I deliver a brutal kick to the side of his head. He staggers, holding his head, but comes back with a vengeance, throwing several good blows. He hits me in the jaw once and I feel the bone pop. I try to ignore the pain in favor of breaking his knee. With one good kick, Burke hits the ground without being able to stop himself.


    I have just enough time to feel my jaw to make sure nothing has popped out of place before he grabs my ankle and pulls me to the ground. My head hits the stone and I see sparks flying as Burke crawls overtop of me, leaning his massive body down to mine. Long, black hair falls in a cascade over his face, brushing against my nose. He brings his face so close—too close—to mine, but there is nothing lustful about the way he looks at me.


    Burke practically gnashes his teeth for which he is rewarded with a stiff elbow to the nose. He tries to recover but it is too late for him. I have found the knife on his belt. Burke has no time to see or hear the dagger coming. By the time I have shoved it into his neck, he is slowly beginning to realize the implications. Pure terror washes over his expression, then rage. He tries to do something, anything, to stop the bleeding but in the end he only rolls over onto the stone…like the lapdog he is. Like the lapdog we all were for Quay.


    I cough, spitting blood out of my mouth, though I cannot tell if it is from a busted lip of my own or because I inhaled some of Burke’s blood as it dripped from his neck. Snatching the knife from his throat, I wipe it on his clothes and dry my hands there as well. I ensure that the index is still tucked away, then grab the key off Burke’s belt.


    I’m insane. I am absolutely, indefinitely insane. Perhaps they were right to lock me up in here for good measure. But I consider this my final solo assignment. If Dominik and Finnegan refuse to help me, then I shall do this on my own.


    I unlock my cage and move out into the hallway like a wraith. I have no secure plan in mind but I know better than to question my instincts.


    I pull the door open and run up a flight of stairs, slamming the door shut behind me. Down the hall, a few Afterlighters startle at the noise but must not know enough about the situation to become uneasy when they see me. They continue on their way without so much as a second glance.


    I know where I am. The archive hall isn’t far from here. I turn down the corner and make my way down the hallway with purpose. I need the book, I need my boots, and I need to get out of here.


    Throwing the door open, I take the stairs two at a time. Upon reaching the bottom, I see the archivist look up from her pieces of paper and jolt when she sees me.


    “Elony,” she says. “What are you doing outside of your cell?”


    “The book,” I demand. “Where is it?”


    The archivist turns around and throws it on the table in front of me. “Take it and get out.”


    I glance down at the book. It seems so insignificant. Leather binding and gold lettering, tattered at every edge. Surely the secret to Anguis’ demise does not rest in this book’s pages. Surely no clues as to the whereabouts of this magic sword could be hidden here.


    I have a momentary pause where I question my plot, wondering if this has all been a horrible lapse of judgement. While I am not an avid reader myself, in every book I have read where a heroine decides she has not gone too far, but she has not gone far enough, I have scoffed. In reality, what woman gazes at her past lapses in judgement and thinks, I can make worse judgement calls? Yet here I stand, thinking to myself that Dominik and Finnegan believe I have gone mad, but I say I am not mad enough. I find that often times the maddest people put forth the sanest results.


    I grab the book off the table and tuck it to my chest. Before the woman can say anything to me, I turn around and leave the archives room with the intention of never returning. I rush up the steps and pull the door open, stepping out into the silent hallway. It is then that I realize something. My idea of this Citadel is so limited and flat. I see Afterlighters occasionally, find them at gatherings, but where do they stay? I do not know the schedules of the guards—or if there are any guards. Now that I stand here in the empty hallway I wonder if I should have paid more attention to the details I am normally so attuned to, and if this will turn out to be one of my greater lapses in judgement.


    Flying down the hallway, I watch for any sign of guards or sentinels keeping watch. When I pass an Afterlighter, I slow my gait, knowing I am still a good distance away from the exit and I would rather not be caught now.


    I keep my head low, the book tucked under my arm and the index remaining crumpled in my waistline. I find my quarters without delay and slip inside, closing the door quietly behind me. The emptiness surprises me, but did I really expect to find Dominik here? I suppose part of me is waiting for him to jump out from behind a corner and beg me not to go, or plead with me to bring him along, but not everything is as it seems in fairytales.


    I grab my boots and pull them onto my bare feet, thankful for the warmth they provide. I snatch a thick coat despite the approaching spring: The mountains near Kinecardine are unforgiving. Taking one last look at this room, I grab the door handle and spin outside.


    As I begin to walk down the hallway, keeping my gaze on the floor, I begin to wonder what my plan will be after I make it out of this place. Steal one of Senora’s horses and escape to the southern provinces. Then begin my search for the sword…or perhaps just reading the book will be a start. I try not to allow myself to think too much on my rashness for fear I will suddenly realize the ridiculousness of the situation and drop everything, return to my cell, and cower like the lapdog Quay wanted me to be.


    I wonder absently if this has nothing to do with stopping Anguis or finding this sword. I begin to wonder if this has everything to do with the fact that I am tired of working for someone. If I was not employed by King Cress, then I was employed by Quay. When Quay left, I fell back into the hands of King Cress. When King Cress died, I fell into the hands of the Cruel King. When I left the Keep, I became a swordsman beneath Lyom’s control. When Lyom threw me in the mines of Kinecardine, I answered to Cotton. When Finnegan and Dominik rescued me, I became Senora’s property to use as she saw fit. I am through being someone else’s pawn. There comes a point in every person’s life when they question what they have done, what they are doing, and what they will do. For me, that moment is now, and I refuse to spend another minute paying my dues to people who have no right to lead me or dictate my movements.


    Quay should be afraid. The Cruel King should tremble beneath his robe. Senora should cower in fear. Cotton should hide in the hills. Even Lyom should duck his head when I walk past. Because I am not taking orders from someone else anymore. No. The frightening thing is, I am giving them to myself.


    I see the end of the long corridor in sight, and the unguarded entrance that leads into the ravine. Fate smiles on me as I realize the guards must have gone on their break or perhaps are changing shifts a bit too early. It doesn’t much matter why they aren’t present, only that I won’t have to kill anyone else for perhaps a couple of days.


    I reach the doorway and feel the stone beneath my hand as I start to push it open.


    “I didn’t want to believe it.”


    I stop. The grinding of the door halts.


    There is no such thing as a real-life fairytale.


    I slowly turn around to face Dominik.


    He looks completely fine, the perfect tailored version of himself. I am reminded of all the times he played the royal dignitary from Lydovier, or the handsome gentleman that swept our assignment’s wife off her feet, making even the most devoted bride a betrayer. He could manage the impossible, and yet he always succeeded in doing so without ever compromising his beliefs—his own personal view of assassin’s honor.


    “One of the guards said you’d escaped your cell,” Dominik says. “I never wanted you there in the first place but…Etta…”


    Defensively, I say, “You told me Burke was the one person you would not weep over if I were to kill him.”


    “I was not suggesting that you do so!” he exclaims, taking a step closer to me. “And now you will leave? Where will you go? Return to the Swordmaster?” I hear sadness in his voice, not bitterness. The kind of tone that implies, Have I not given you all?


    “I cannot stay here,” I say quietly. “I am done.”


    He takes a step forward and I feel the energy around us sparking and pulsing. I almost take a step back for fear the air will combust.


    “I cannot let you leave,” he whispers, and I see moisture welling in his chrome eyes. “I have lost you too many times…I was inconsolable when I realized you’d been captured by Evrallon. I nearly lost myself when Quay told me they were unable to get you before Livingstone found your Jezdah.” He takes a step closer and this time I do retreat for fear I will break him again. “Do not ask me to stand here and watch you leave again. Do you realize what…” He swallows and closes his eyes. I see conflict playing out in his expression as he tries to find the right words. His eyes open and suddenly the charged energy between us is no longer one-sided. “Do you realize what you mean to me? You are the only person I care about—have ever cared about. I cannot lose you.”


    My fingers brush the hem of his shirt in an attempt to be closer to him but I stay them, knowing that if I touch him the result would be unpredictable.


    “Did they tell you to say these things to me?” I whisper. “Did Senora tell you to risk your life by approaching me? You understand what our abilities mean, Dominik. If you are the Boy of Ice and I am the Girl of Energy…we cannot be near each other.”


    As if affirming my statement, static jumps in the air between us but Dominik does not flinch.


    He suddenly lifts his hand and it hovers over my shoulder, just before it cups my face. I flinch at the sudden movement and Dominik tries to decide if it’s worth it, a hundred different emotions at play in molten eyes.


    “If I risk my life in this moment,” he whispers, inching ever closer, “it is because I cannot imagine allowing you to slip through my fingers without a proper good-bye.”


    Then his lips are on mine and his hand wraps around the nape of my neck, holding me to him. I feel the jolt of electricity spark up and it’s all I can do to contain it. I am not even sure I am the one doing it—perhaps it is containing itself, as I have no idea how to control it.


    There is nothing about this kiss that feels right. Looking back, I wish I’d have never kissed him in that hallway. Perhaps then he wouldn’t have held onto hope that Dominik and Aerietta could ever be a Dominik & Aerietta.


    I pull back and turn around before Dominik can stop me. I shove through the door and hit the wall of cold, morning air, rousing me completely from my daze and putting to bed all hopes of my fairytale ending.
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    “But I’m glad you’ll see me as I am. Above all, I wouldn’t want people to think that I want to prove anything. I don’t want to prove anything, I just want to live; to cause no evil to anyone but myself. I have that right, haven’t I?”


    — Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina


     


     


     


     


    Lightning strikes nearby, energy crackling about me and rousing me from greatly-needed slumber. I leap to my feet in the rumbling coach, swaying as one of the wheels runs over a rock. Electricity zips through the night air and runs through every vein in my body as if its power feeds into me. I suppose it does, in a sense.


    It has been near a week since I left the Citadel and in these six days I have discovered many things. Firstly, I have learned that every person emits a different level of energy, and the Afterlighters emit a far more powerful electricity. Secondly, I have learned that I can use that knowledge to follow energy trails of particularly powerful Afterlighters. Thirdly, I have learned that apart from my ability to sense the nearness of Afterlighters, I have no control over my gifting whatsoever.


    When the carriage hits another rock I jump forward and snatch the old, worn book off the floor before it hits the walls of the coach. Not that it would do any harm.


    Fourthly, I have discovered that this book was hardly worth my time. It is little more than parables that seem to have nothing to do with any prophecies of a magical sword. And the index has been less than helpful. After hours and hours of careful consideration I discovered that the meaning of the otherwise-pointless numbers was to use them as a cipher or key. The first number in the set represents the page number. The second represents the line on the page. The third represents the word on that line.


    At first, it seemed all too easy. I found the words with little trouble and they seemed to make sense.


    Amid Forest and Kingdom.


    That was it. Those four, simple words. At first I had been relieved until I realized that I had no idea what those four words meant. I assume it is the location of the sword but…amid Forest and Kingdom? Singular? Perhaps if it had been plural I could have reasoned that it lied in the no man’s land of the Menca Denu but the book seems to refer to a single Kingdom with a capital K. There has not been a single kingdom on the Earth since the legendary days when the Branch reigned over Mella, which spanned between the kingdoms of the earth and the Afterlight Forest beyond.


    The coach begins to slow and I brace. Voices pick up from outside but before I can peek my head out, Alexius pushes through the door of the coach, stepping inside and shaking the rain off his hat. He is a short man with a feeble build but a sharp tongue and wicked temper. I have had the misfortune to be on the receiving end of that temper in the past.


    He grunts in disapproval. “Fiendish rain,” he sniffs.


    Behind him, his wife, Lysandra, waddles in. She steadies herself against the side of the coach, resting a hand on her pregnant stomach. While her cloak is soaked, beneath it she is completely dry. I’m sure her husband saw to that. She looks so young compared to him, with bright red curls pulled back into a tail behind her head and freckled face marked by the sun, but she behaves a hundred times more mature.


    “We’re nearing Torrona now but with this storm we won’t be able to make it by morning,” Lysandra explains.


    I shake my head. “It’s fine. You and Alexius take your time. I will see you in town.”


    Alexius gives me an incredulous look. “You won’t walk to Torrona from here! We’re at least three miles out!”


    Lysandra raises a delicate, red brow at me. “And correct me if I am mistaken but is not the king’s guard looking for you?”


    I smile reassuringly. “I can remain out of sight.”


    I pick the cloak they lent me up off the ground and pull it over my head. “Thank you…for your kind assistance.”


    Lysandra pats me on the shoulder. “Any time, darling.”


    I begin to move past them but Alexius clears his throat, halting me in my tracks. “My brother…” he ventures, giving me a hopeful look. “Is he…” His voice drains into nothingness as if he is afraid to ask his question.


    His wife lovingly rubs his back. “How is he?”


    I hesitate. I wish I could tell them more than the little information I have. They have risked their lives by granting me transport all because I knew Alexius’ young brother well, and we often traveled together, though we were in different sects.


    “I regret to say I have not seen him in months,” I answer. “I last saw him in Erod at Mykel Leaves’ gathering. He was well then.”


    I choose to omit the fact that his entire sect had died off. Helleanor, his only love, included. I should have made more of an effort to keep track of him, though. For Alexius’ sake. Though Torrin is and always has been a welcoming, friendly person—to his fellow assassins—he and his older brother have not always seen eye to eye.


    I remember when Torrin first joined the Cannon.  He told me that he and his brother had fought constantly but always had a barrier between them—that barrier being their mother. When she passed away, the warring between them intensified.


    Torrin was found by Quay behind a brothel and pledged his allegiance to us then. Torrin told me his brother learned of his new occupation and nearly attempted to kill Torrin himself. Thankfully he thought better of it and left to live in Evrallon, where he met and married his beautiful, sunset-haired wife. It still surprises me that she has never met Torrin yet she helps Alexius, who now wishes for reconciliation with his brother, search tirelessly for him.


    It is in moments like these that I realize that I am not the only one with problems. Yes, my problems may affect everyone on a grander scale but I am not the only one struggling here.


    Alexius nods. “Do you know where we might find him? With the Cannon disbanded—”


    “How did you hear of that?” I inquire quickly.


    Lysandra smiles sadly. “It has been common speculation for a month or so now. To be honest it is comforting knowledge because the alternative is that he passed away on an assignment and…well, that would not be preferable to say the very least.”


    “I do not,” I answer mournfully. “I wish I could tell you more. Perhaps my contact in Torrona will know of Torrin’s location.”


    Alexius nods in a brokenhearted manner. I wonder when the last time he saw his brother was.


    The first time I met Alexius, I was on a solo assignment and came upon Torrin. He was on a solo assignment as well, taking names out of the contract booths and striking them off Quay’s list. That was in Cardend, one of the northern Evrallonic towns. I had just concluded an assignment and needed a place to disappear, so Torrin found his brother who lived in the same village. Alexius grudgingly put us up for the night. I never imagined he and I would ever consider each other friends but I have run into him on numerous occasions since then and he has been increasingly hospitable.


    Could it be the last time he saw Torrin was that night he hid the both of us?


    Lysandra gives me a grateful smile. “Thank you, Aerietta. And please be safe. Torrona is not safe these days. We have heard terrible things about the Flickers. There are droves of Evrallonic soldiers protecting the village. We have heard the Flickers are appearing every night.”


    I try not to allow that to frighten me. I barely survived one Flicker when I was immortal. How do I expect to survive one every night?


    In and out, I tell myself. It needn’t be more than a day. I should arrive just before dawn and it will only take me half of the day to do what I must. I should be gone before the next setting sun.


    I nod to Lysandra. “I will. Take care.”


    I duck out of the carriage, stepping out into the frigid rain that has begun pelting the dry earth. Wrapping my cloak around me I begin to head for Torrona.


    The walk is long and by the time I see the fires of the village and the rising of the sun, my body has gone numb from the cold but at least the rain has stopped.


    Passing through the gates feels like stepping into another world. Cracked cobblestone roads would make it difficult to walk without twisting an ankle. It is all too easy for me to avoid the fallen stones but I force myself to trip once or twice when I notice Evrallonic servicemen up ahead.


    Barricades have been placed in front of several buildings and snares for Afterlighters line the sidewalks. The sound of stomping boots has no time to echo before more replace it.


    The town has been ransacked. No, that term is not strong enough. It has been demolished. Buildings crack away, revealing the insides of shops and even homes. Murky blood washes like water in the storm drains. The memory of my first assignment in Blancathey flashes to the forefront of my mind and I can do nothing to ward it away.


    The streets were red then, too. The more I think about it, the more I trick myself into believing I remember more than I do. I think I remember the flash of swords, the scream of the woman I killed just before her neck snapped beneath my fingertips. I almost deceive myself into remembering Lyom there, staring at me in horror when he realized there was nothing he could do to stop the eleven-year-old assassin from killing his betrothed.


    I shake myself out of the memory.


    From the looks of it, most of Torrona has been evacuated. A stab of uncertainty washes over me as I begin to wonder if my contact has even remained here. If he has fled then I have no one else to turn to.


    The steady jingling of glass shards dragged along the cobblestone in the heavy breeze fills my ears. I had half expected the town to be deserted but to my great discontent, it feels more like a militarized war zone.


    Lysandra had not been exaggerating when she said there were droves of servicemen here.


    I spot fourteen of them right off the bat, and none of them are sitting around watching the few citizens that remain rebuild their homes and businesses. By the looks of it, the servicemen are the real inhabitants of this village now and have established a semi-permanent encampment. I can imagine that when the Flicker opens in the night, the servicemen try to use their sheer force to push the dark spirits back into the Forest. And if the sheer amount of servicemen is anything to go off of, they will soon have Torrona under control. The Afterlighters will not be able to get through the Flicker before the ones before them have been slain in the streets.


    Perhaps King Dryden is taking this problem more seriously than I had imagined. I had honestly suspected he would leave these villages to ruin. Helmfirth, Torrona, Erod…I would have expected them to be ghost towns by now rather than under military rule.


    Soldiers shout to each other across the street, barking orders to the ones of lower position. Citizens stay out of their way, keeping to their homes and businesses and only coming outside to collect something they require.


    As I walk towards the heart of Torrona, my gaze snags on a tavern that has not completely fallen apart yet. The closer to get to it, the louder the sound of heavenly music becomes. Some stringed instrument—a tenz, from the sound of it.


    I breathe a sigh of relief when I hear the instrument. Not many people are foolish enough—or brave enough, for that matter—to remain in Torrona after such happenings…but Shaw has never been one to lay down his arms for so little as an Afterlighter war.


    I begin to move towards the tavern but hear footsteps approaching. I hesitate before taking a step further.


    “Halt,” a serviceman orders as he nears me.


    My fingers tap impatiently against my thigh. I don’t have time to indulge in ridiculous travel inquiries.


    I reluctantly face the serviceman, careful to keep my face veiled in shadow.


    The serviceman is of high rank if his stature and uniform are to mean anything. He has hardly any hair on his entire head apart from his eyebrows, which furrow in suspicion. He is shorter than I’d expect a high-ranking officer to be but I suppose he has a temper to overcome his height.


    “Torrona is under siege from the Flickers. What is your reason for traveling here?” he demands.


    “I’m seeking my brother,” I tell him. “To bring him somewhere safe from the Flickers.”


    He watches me with skepticism in gray eyes that have seen too much. “What is your brother’s name?”


    I skirt away from him. “With all due respect…,” I trail off, examining the ribbon stripes on his shoulder. “Captain,” I supply, “I would prefer to keep my business to myself.”


    The captain reaches out and snags my wrist in his grasp. I feel the initial tingle of electricity burning under my skin, dying to leap out into his. Before the electricity can betray me, however, I snatch my hand out of his grasp.


    “Sorry to break it to you but we are under strict orders to secure this village. Its citizens are permitted to live here but anyone else…not so much.” He glowers. “What is your brother’s name?”


    Shaw’s name is on the tip of my tongue but knowing how few citizens must be in this village gives me pause. This captain would surely recognize Shaw’s nickname and know his face and would immediately realize that we look nothing alike.


    “Captain!” someone nearby exclaims.


    I relax some when the captain frowns and turns his back on me. He shouts his response over the heads of a few servicemen carrying a wooden beam, clearly eager to return to our conversation, but by the time he turns around I’ve already slipped inside the tavern.


    Strangely enough, this room is probably the tidiest in the entire town. Only four people are inside—one makeshift bartender who probably doesn’t even work here, a middle-aged woman that looks as if she has nowhere else to be in this world, a sot with one leg hung over one side of the bench, his elbow off the other, and a merry man singing purposefully off key while he plays a tenz in the corner of the room.


    My eyes are immediately drawn to him when I hear his voice as he belts out the song.


    “Upon one wintry evening,

    I happened by a dock,

    Where I saw a beauteous woman,

    Whose gaze my eyes did lock.


    She said, ‘My name is Mercy,

    I lead the sinners home.

    To the Father who is waiting,

    And to gaze upon His throne.’”


    I scowl at his choice of song, immediately reminded of Gylas back in the mines of Kinecardine. It’s a ghastly song with horrible lyrics and an eerie tune, though I cannot help but think it perfect for Torrona’s unfortunate situation.


    As I slowly approach the musician, I appraise the area surrounding him. Though he has one leg precariously propped on a footstool and his voice is somewhat slurred there are no empty gin bottles around him. His movements are too fluid for him to be inebriated and his fingers pick the hair-raising tune with ease.


    Eyes closed, the musician plays on, unaware of my presence. I stop directly in front of him. His hair is shorter and his face is dirtier but without a doubt it is Shaw.


    “Well,” I say, startling him to awareness. “You certainly aren’t three sheets to the wind so enlighten me. What would possess a man to play in an empty tavern and feign drunkenness?”


    The other three inebriates glance up at me but hardly pay me any attention. Shaw, however, stares in half annoyance, half uncertainty that is tinged with thinly-concealed alarm, which he promptly stomps out. Light brown brows furrow over blue eyes as he examines me.


    “Well, well,” Shaw says, eyes flitting over my figure as he contemplates what weapons I have hidden beneath my cloak. “What brings you to Torrona, Miss Elony? Here to finish the job?”


    “If I wanted you dead, Shaw,” I begin, “I would have killed you when Quay gave me the assignment.”


    He raises one of those light brown brows. “So now you’re calling the shots?”


    “I suppose you could say that.”


    “You never answered my question,” Shaw says, a smile forming on his face. “What’re you doing in Torrona, Aerietta?”


    I clench my jaw. Asking for help certainly isn’t easy. Asking Shaw for help is even less easy. I’ve had to come to him for assistance once before and was met with the same greeting. In fact, it was probably colder than this.


    I was sent to Torrona a year or so ago to kill him. I never knew why, never questioned it, just nodded to Quay and set out. But then I saw him with his daughter…standing by his wife’s grave. And for the first time, I hesitated. I essentially let him off with a warning to stay under the radar. Whatever his dealings with King Dryden were, he was to cease them immediately. Go deep underground and then dig deeper. I never told Quay I killed him; Quay has never doubted me so there didn’t seem to be a need. The fact that Shaw is still alive proves that Quay always believed I’d done the job he sent me to do.


    “You were employed by King Dryden,” I begin. “You interpreted the ancient texts, yes? I need your insight on something.”


    Shaw grins, clasping a hand over his chest. “My insight? An intoxicated man’s insight?”


    “You aren’t intoxicated.”


    His smile morphs into a scowl. “Way to ruin the fun.”


    “The way I see it,” I begin, taking the tenz from him and resting it against the wall, “you owe me. I was ordered to assassinate you and chose to allow you to live.”


    He snorts. “God have mercy,”


    Undeterred, I say, “In view of that, my asking this very, very small favor of you should be nothing.”


    Shaw appears unconvinced. “What is it you need?”


    I glance around the room. Though everyone else in here is both completely drunk and oblivious to my existence I do not want to risk it. If there is one thing I have learned it is that Anguis has eyes everywhere.


    Shaw notices my apprehension and releases a long, tired breath. He gets out of his chair and motions for me to follow him. I do so warily though I am keenly aware of the fact that if Shaw wanted to turn me in he would have shouted my name the moment he saw me.


    He pushes through a heavy, wood door and steps into a room shrouded in darkness. He strikes a match and lights a candle inside the room and I realize it was once the tavern owner’s office. Books lay ajar on the table, the chair has been toppled over, and there are claw marks and holes in the walls. From the looks of it, the owner did not survive this Afterlighter encounter.


    Shaw makes himself comfortable by picking the chair up and taking a seat in it. He appears entirely at ease which irks me somewhat. I did try to kill him a good while back. I would expect at least some caution. However, Shaw seems to have thrown all fears to the wind. The fact that he remains in Torrona is evident of that.


    “So, Miss Elony,” he says, propping his feet up on the once-beautiful desk. “What is it you have for me to interpret?”


    I reach for the index tucked safely away in my belt. As my fingers close around it I feel a spark of electricity travel up my arm and do my best not to jolt. This ridiculous gift has been nothing but troublesome thus far and I long to return to the time when I had no idea what my ability would be. True, then I hoped my ability would someday be revealed—I suspected it would greatly aid me in battle and through precarious situations—but I did not truly understand the Afterlight world at that time. In fact, I’m not quite sure I understand it now, or ever will.


    I flatten the index on the table, watching as Shaw leans forward and picks it up. He studies the numbers, then the name of the book. His shoulders lift in a half shrug just before he catches a glimpse of the four words I scribbled onto the bottom of the index.


    He suddenly bursts into deep guffaw that seems almost sardonic. He glances up with a raised brow. “This is what you wanted me to interpret?”


    I scowl, unamused by his mocking tone. “It says Kingdom with a capital K. I didn’t know—”


    “Of course not,” he says. “For all the Cannon’s preparation they would not have taught you the language of the ancients.” He waves the parchment paper. “Saltus inter et Regnum. Loosely translated to, ‘amid Forest and Kingdom,’”


    “Fascinating,” I quip.


    Shaw gives me a disappointed glare. “Saltus inter et Regnum appears over six thousand eight hundred times in the ancient texts. It also happens to be the inscription on a certain temple in northern Evrallon.” A corner of his mouth lifts. “A temple once made with gold bricks but deconstructed under King Dryden’s rule. A temple erected for the Branch.”


    “Where is it?”


    “Northern Evrallon,” he repeats.


    I roll my eyes. “Yes, but where?”


    He glances down at the index. “Your interest in this document is beginning to pique my curiosity.”


    I breathe a frustrated sigh of relief. “I am looking for an artifact there.”


    Shaw raises his gaze to meet mine and I see a glimmer of hope sparkling there. “You wouldn’t happen to be searching for a particular sword…,”


    Of course, I think. It would figure that Shaw would already know what I seek. “You know where it is.”


    He lets out another guffaw. “If only. I would have saved Evrallon long ago if I did. Then again, no one but the king and his immediate council even believed Afterlighters were still around.” He nods to the paper on the table. “Is that leading you to it?”


    “Perhaps.”


    “You know its purpose?”


    “Yes. Don’t you?”


    “Rumors,” he replies. “I have heard it will kill the un-killable Forest’s ruler, should it come to that.”


    I nod. “I have heard the same.”


    He sighs and spots an unopened bottle of wine laying on the floor. He picks it up and bites down on the cork, pulling it from the bottle. “Let us hope for all our sakes that our informants do not lie,” he says, taking a swig of the wine.


    I watch him down several gulps as I reclaim the index. “Where is the temple, Shaw?”


    He sets the bottle back down, staring at the rolling ripples of the wine inside. “I will take you there.”


    “That is out of the question,” I say firmly.


    Shaw glares at me. “You want to know where the temple is? I will take you there.” He goes quiet for a moment and I watch him curiously, wondering what made him go from being the blithe but sophisticated man to the one sitting before me. But then he says, “Nothing holds me in Torrona,” and I suddenly remember his daughter. The daughter he is not with right now.


    I feel as though I should comfort him somehow. It is such an odd inclination considering I thought to kill him not so long ago. But comforting someone else in their time of need has never been one of my strongest attributes. I believe the first and last time I comforted someone was when I aided Gresham in burying his brother in the Menca Denu. Somehow that does not seem seem like the proper way to comfort someone grieving.


    I nod, though the last thing I want to do is drag anyone else into this mess.


    Shaw gets to his feet. “Good. Let us depart, then.”


    “Do you have anything you need to bring?”


    “I have nothing left,” he answers quickly.


    I huff. He was not exaggerating when he said he had nothing holding him here. “What about a horse? Where can we find two?”


    Shaw scratches his chin. “Mine is gone and none of the other villagers have one anymore. The servicemen rode in on some—”


    “Where do they keep them tied?”


    His eyes widen to saucers. “We aren’t stealing from Evrallonic servicemen!”


    I run my hand over my face, entirely exasperated. Are my methods the most virtuous? No. Do they produce excellent results? Of course.


    “Do you wish to stay in Torrona?” I inquire. I wait for the simple, sad shake of his head before saying, “Then this is how we go about getting to the temple. If you can ride as well as you once told me then we will have no problem escaping their grasp.”


    Shaw watches me with cynicism. “My desire to go with you has been greatly lessened.”


    “Wonderful,” I declare with sarcasm dripping from my tongue. “I will meet you at the gates of Torrona…if I decide to allow you to tag along.”


    But as I swiftly exit the room, we both know I will come for him. I would have no idea where to find the temple without him and I am not keen on the prospect of meandering throughout northern Evrallon, not but twenty miles from Adandyrl, in search of a secret temple of ruins.


    I walk through the tavern quickly, ignoring the middle-aged hag that shouts at me, asking what I did to Shaw. I push through the oak door of the tavern and pull my hood up as a warm, spring breeze wafts around me. The smell of the recent rain is still heavy in the humid air and the sound of boots still resonates off damaged structures.


    I glance around to be sure the suspicious captain is nowhere to be found, then begin my search for the horses. While I doubt the four people in the tavern—Shaw included—are the only people left in the village, I know I must be one of very few. So when I pass a serviceman, I am careful to keep my head down and remain unnoticed.


    As I walk I wonder if I could get any sort of message out to Lyom. I am not suggesting I ask one of the servicemen to relay the message, as the first thing they would do is imprison me—or attempt, anyway—but rather is there a way to contact him in the same way he contacted me? A thought that hadn’t crossed my mind before now hits me. Is it possible that this ability to speak through minds is not his ability, but mine? I do not know all the aspects of my gift. Perhaps thought is some variation of energy or electricity.


    I shut the thought out. As much as I would like to tell Lyom that I am doing what he asked, I realize it will do me no good.


    I still my movements in the middle of the street. The horses must be around here somewhere. I close my eyes and focus. I focus on the energy I feel throbbing in the air like a hundred pulses. I hear the sound of someone breathing heavily nearby as he drags a beam across the cobblestone ground to barricade one of the buildings—likely the building most of the Flickers are appearing in.


    When I open my eyes again, the light trails have reappeared. Energy emitted by the servicemen and practically every other creature that has moved through here. I glance over my shoulder when I see a stranger color—more blue-gray than white—and my gaze catches on the building the soldiers are barricading.


    Blue-gray energy seeps out from beneath the doors and windows, as if the house is about to combust with it. It isn’t like smoke that finds a way to slither out peacefully. Rather, it is like lightning: brilliant, dazzling, and completely dangerous. I decide not to recognize my similarities.


    I quickly turn away from the structure. I am not in search of Afterlighters, but rather something far more earthly. I refocus myself and begin walking down the long street. If I were a serviceman, where would I keep my horse?


    It takes several more minutes of wandering and carefully ducking my head anytime a serviceman is nearby before I locate the horses by a stream. They seem awfully preoccupied so I don’t worry myself too much.


    I cautiously approach the unsaddled horses. Twelve of them, all tied to a post along the river. One pins its ears flat against its neck in warning to another horse, nipping at the other’s neck. In a loud fit of squeals the horses bite and paw at each other from across one of the posts.


    I quickly avoid those two, skirting around the banks to where a few calmer horses are. As I approach one of them—a dark sorrel with a star beneath his forelock—I am reminded of Lyom’s horse. I have always found it peculiar that Lyom chose such an unassuming horse. It was not the flashy, white mare that most generals would ride, nor was it the spectacular black Rydelian that a man with such a ranking may choose. Instead, he chose a simple, lean, sorrel horse with kind eyes and a willing spirit. And as I gaze upon the horse tied to the post in front of me, I quickly realize why.


    I swiftly untie the sorrel, throwing the lead rope around his neck and knotting it at the other side of the halter to create reins. I run a hand down his neck, feeling his thick, shedding coat. Once I am satisfied with my choice, I snatch the lead rope of another horse. Grabbing onto the mane of my sorrel, I swing up onto his back. As predicted, he doesn’t startle. He stomps his feet beneath me, snorting with anticipation. He is a war horse, bred and trained to be expendable but to never act like it. He shakes out his mane, ready for anything, unable to keep still any longer.


    I turn him and give him a firm kick, pulling the other horse along behind me. The sorrel bounds forward, hooves digging into the ground as dirt and rocks kick up in our wake. The brown and white horse I grabbed quickly catches up, falling into place at my side.


    We burst onto the cobblestone streets, the sorrel’s hooves slipping against the stone for only a moment. The first man to spot me is only a few feet away and has to dive to avoid being trampled but from the sound of his pained grunt he took at least one hoof to the ribs.


    Servicemen jump out of the way, shouting to the others, “Get to the horses!” and “Captain! We have a thief!”


    I think as I tighten my hands on my makeshift reins. The servicemen will never be able to catch us. If Shaw can ride half as well as he bragged last I saw him, we should be able to outride them. I don’t care how fast the other horses are; a horse with no 60-pound saddle weighing him down will always run faster than a horse with one.


    I spot Shaw at the end of the street. He has two bags slung over his shoulders. He grins from ear to ear despite his earlier reservations about stealing a horse. When I toss him the lead rope, he immediately snatches hold of the horse’s mane and pulls himself onto the stallion’s back.


    Then we are off.

  


  


   


  
    XX


     


     


    “I saw pale kings and princes too,


    Pale warriors, death-pale were they all;


    They cried — ‘La Belle Dame sans Merci


    Hath thee in thrall!’


    I saw their starved lips in the gloam,


    With horrid warning gaped wide,


    And I awoke and found me here,


    On the cold hill’s side.


    And this is why I sojourn here


    Alone and palely loitering,


    Though the sedge is withered from the lake,


    And no birds sing.”


    — John Keats, La Belle Dame sans Merci


     


     


    We ride until the day’s light wanes and the moon peaks in the sky. A chill settles over the landscape but unlike the ice of Kinecardine, this chill is almost pleasant, like a heavy dew misting on my skin.


    In spite of Shaw’s complaints we set up camp in dense woods with trees that tower over our heads, providing an ample covering in case of rain. I slide off the back of my sorrel and dust the hair and sweat from my trousers. Taking the reins, I tie the horse up and begin examining my surroundings. Behind me I hear Shaw plop onto the ground, stumbling on wobbly feet.


    “Bleh,” he gags, sloshing through a mud puddle. “Next time I get to choose where we make camp.”


    I ignore Shaw as I watch every shadow that falls across the forest floor. The night is dark enough that I can hardly see twenty feet in front of me.


    “Gather firewood,” I call over my shoulder.


    Shaw grumbles something under his breath before trudging off into the woods. I turn around and unsheathe my daggers, swiping the blade over the fabric of my shirt to clean them. I feel safer with them in my hands despite the spike of adrenaline that is now coursing through my veins. I force myself to sheathe my knives a moment later when I realize what I’m doing. Kinecardine has made me feel more vulnerable than I realized. I am not the fearless assassin with a heart of stone any longer. Something changed that. I could not run to the edge of a cliff and leap into thin air anymore.


    Shaw returns a while later and we quickly start a fire. I spend most of the evening sitting in silence, listening to the sounds of owls, wolves, and other woodland creatures. My thoughts stray the entire time. I wonder what Jamas thinks of me now, after I threw him to the ground and slaughtered the rest of his men like cattle. I wonder what Dominik is doing and if he is worried about me. Is he pacing the floor, stomach twisted in knots, or has his character changed so that he is furious with me?


    Then my thoughts stray to Lyom as they often do. I remember the way my heart stuttered when I saw him in the Keep, and how I couldn’t raise my hand against him at first. Now I wonder what he thinks of me. Is he furious? Is he refusing to show how enraged he is that I dared to slit his throat?


    After a few minutes of silence, and the only sound echoing through the forest is that of the fire crackling and the occasional howl of the coyote, Shaw finally breaks the silence. “How is the Cruel King these days?”


    I scoff. “As narcissistic as ever.”


    “And Prince Finnegan?” he inquires. “I’ve heard nasty things about him. Someone said he was an Afterlighter in disguise.” Shaw then eyes me curiously. I wonder if he knows the extent of my knowledge. He surely knows I was captured and likely learned I ended up in Kinecardine, though his somewhat-calm demeanor when I approached him leads me to believe he knows nothing of my feigned death.


    I nod. “He is. Fae.”


    “Ahh,” he breathes. “And what does that entail?”


    I wonder silently to myself. There is still so much about this world I do not know. “From what I can tell, very little.”


    I suddenly feel electricity skitter across the back of my hand. I flinch involuntarily and clutch my hand to my chest quickly. My hand shakes with pent up energy and my lack of control is infuriating and unnerving. What triggers the electricity? It seems out of my hands. It, like the rest of the Afterlighter world, remains a complete mystery to me.


    I then quickly realize the wealth of information that sits before me and a hundred questions spring to life in my chaotic mind. “Tell me of the Flickers. How do they work?”


    Shaw quirks a brow. “You truly don’t know?” Upon seeing my expression, he laughs and shakes his head. “The Flickers have only begun again recently but there are records of them in the past. A little less than thirty years ago there were many. They plagued the land. Right up until the end of the Lydovier civil war, I believe.”


    “King Cress lived during Flickers?”


    He smirks at me. “Yes, your father lived during the Flickers.” He winks. “Try not to appear so shocked, Aerietta, I make it my business to know others’. And you did try to kill me.”


    “No,” I quickly amend. “I was sent to kill you but chose otherwise.”


    “Nuance,” replies Shaw. “Regardless, yes. King Cress was alive and well. The Flickers started out in Lydovier mostly and migrated to Evrallon some time after. They ransacked the land. They were searching for something, supposedly. I can only imagine it was the sword we are seeking.” He lifts a stick off the ground and prods the fire. Embers tumble over and sparks leap up into the smoke. He stares into the flames, lost in some ancient memory. “The accounts I have examined all speak of someone who could sense the Flickers, or when one was about to open.”


    My brows draw together at this knowledge. Is it strange that my ability is being able to sense energy? I try not to consider the massive coincidence. It must have been another Child of the Elements—perhaps another Child of Energy—that could feel the pockets of electricity before the Flickers emerged.


    “This person was able to bring the Flickers to a halt. No name is mentioned in the accounts but a note was made that this person was given a position in King Harchild’s court.”


    I nod in thought. “And the Root? I keep hearing something about a Root.”


    “Indeed,” he replies. “The Roots can be either human or Afterlighter—generally human. A Root is the thing that summons the Flicker. It can be a human that is practicing some sort of Afterlighter devilry, such as witchcraft or conjuring, or one that has been bitten by an infectious Afterlighter, such as a vampire, werewolf, or even a demon. Once infected, they simply rot in a coma. During the Flickers, all citizens are required to either turn themselves in or kill themselves if they are bitten by any sort of Afterlighter. Otherwise, the rot is painful. Your system slowly begins to morph, becoming something entirely new…,” His voice trails off as he stares into the licking flames.


    Shaw shakes himself out of his trance. “Obviously very few citizens in Torrona actually turned themselves in. Had I stayed it would have been a matter of time before I became a Root.”


    We lapse into a deafening silence after that. I can sense Shaw isn’t in the mood for talking, which is wonderful considering I am not either. We take shifts keeping vigil, watching the owls and bats flit through the night and listening to the gusting wind. When my shift finally ends and I scoot away from Shaw, laying out on my bedroll, there isn’t much to keep my imagination from going wild.


     


    Pale moonlight cuts though the cracks in wooden boards overhead. The sound of rocks against rubble clashes with the pounding of the ocean.I hear footsteps all around but it takes me a moment to realize where I am. The creak of a wooden bow and the steady breathing of the archer tells me someone is on the mezzanine in the outpost but I am more focused on the man stepping through the row of Evrallonic soldiers in front of me.


    A black cloak sweeps over his shoulders and leather belts are strapped over his broad chest. He is completely decked out in weapons, more an angel of death than the hero of Evrallon.


    Unlike the first time I saw him, Lyom does not have malice painted across a disgruntled expression. Instead his eyes are almost tortured as he steps forward.


    “Do you have the Sword?” he asks.


    I study him for a long moment. Everything in me screams that there is no possible way that this is Lyom…that he could have found a way to contact me. But the alternative is that I am going crazy and I am not willing to accept that yet.


    “No,” I admit. “I’ve enlisted a friend’s help.”


    Lyom gazes at me skeptically. “Can this friend be trusted?”


    I scoff. Only Lyom. “Generally the definition of ‘friend’ is trusted companion.”


    Lyom nods, deep in thought. “Where is the Boy?”


    I scrutinize him. “Safe.”


    A small smile tugs at his mouth, the kind I saw glimpses of in the Menca Denu. “Suspicious of my intentions?”


    “Wary of my discretion.”


    He nods again. “Understandable. I have given you no reason to trust me…,” He trails off as if he expects me to contradict him. I won’t. But the fact that he is almost apologizing is not lost on me.


    “I should have it in my possession soon,” I finally reply.


    “Good,” he murmurs. He stares at his shoes for a long moment and I suddenly realize that all of the soldiers have disappeared ad we have been left in the outpost by ourselves.


    I can feel the energy rolling off his form in waves. I wonder if I should tell him what my new ability is…perhaps he could even shed some light on it…but the skeptical whisperer in my head reminds me that I should play some of my cards close to the chest.


    I watch him for the longest time, noticing the way his midnight hair falls over electric eyes. His skin is flushed from the cold air, the same way it was the first time I saw him. He is the exact likeness of my first memory of him, as if he embodied my mind’s perception of him.


    Dark, beautiful lashes fan out against his face, suddenly shielding the clear blue of his eyes from me. So my gaze wanders. It wanders and it shouldn’t. My eyes trail over his shoulders and down his arms. I find myself staring at his chest for far longer than I should. With each breath, it expands and collapses, and the fact that Lyom stands before me, a living, breathing person, hits me like a brick wall.


    “I’m sorry,” I whisper.


    I startle us both. We lock eyes. I am surely thinking the same thing he is: What have I to be sorry for? What have I done to cause him misery?


    Then I recognize the subconscious reason behind my words and wish I hadn’t.


    “I’m sorry I killed you.”


    Lyom swallows. “It was a long time ago.”


    I wince. How could I have forgotten that I have killed him not once, but twice? “Not that time…”


    His eyes flit between my own and I see a bit of confusion behind his gaze. “We needn’t discuss it.”


    “No,” I agree. “I suppose not.”


    A heartache settles in though I don’t know why. I regret slitting his throat, I suppose. Can one regret something that causes no damage? I guess it did cause damage. It damaged whatever trust was left between Lyom and me. It damaged whatever warped friendship or relationship or companionship that remained. Though I suppose after everything we have endured not much can taint us further.


    Lyom suddenly looks over his shoulder. “I cannot stay much longer.”


    I shake my head. “Go.”


    He gives me an apologetic look. “Find the Sword. Bring it to me when the full moon is at its highest. Unless I am held up, I will meet you in the Forest. The Flickers opening in Adandyrl all lead to the same place in the Forest. Get to Adandyrl and go through the first Flicker you see.”


    I don’t have the time to nod before the dream vanishes.


     


    When I wake I find the crackling remains of the fire in front of me. Embers glow in the early-morning light.


    “Oh good,” says a voice behind me.


    Shaw emerges from the dense woods behind me, a dead rabbit slung over his shoulder. My brows draw together as I attempt to figure out how he caught it. He doesn’t have a bow and surely he isn’t fast enough to pounce on a rabbit.


    “I wasn’t sure when you wanted me to wake you but I assumed you would want to leave fairly early this morning. We have still another twelve hour’s ride, if not longer, before we reach the temple.”


    I shake the vestiges of the dream away but part of it still lingers with me. And only the parts that unnerve me. The reality of the situation, the realization that Anguis is still out there, looming in the shadows, waiting to be released into this world. Everything seems to have fallen right back into place and the urgency of the matter settles in yet again.


    I get out of my bedroll and wrap it up. “Good. Time to depart then.”


    Shaw nods as if he couldn’t agree more. He douses what is left of the fire and unties his horse, slipping our bedrolls back into the bags he brought along.


    I untie the sorrel and swing up onto his back. Shaw secures the bedrolls over his shoulder and grabs onto the horse’s mane. He tries to swing onto the horse’s back once and doesn’t quite have the upward momentum to get him all the way onto the horse’s back without a little squirming. Once up, he gives me a scathing look.


    “I haven’t done this in a while.”


    “I didn’t say anything.”


    Shaw jerks a nod. “Good.” He nods down the northbound path. “Ladies first.”


    I ride out before him, keeping to a steady lope. It won’t tire the sorrel out as much as a gallop but will continue to eat up the ground between our location and the temple.


    With the wind rushing over my ears, drowning my own thoughts, it is easy not to think about my dream, or that Lyom is likely at the Keep, making excuses for his distracted behavior. All of his misery can be tracked back to a single source—the Master of Darkness. And he is almost within his grasp. He has a right to be anxious.


    After a while my sorrel begins to slow. Shaw tells me we are still several hours away from the temple so despite my protests we are forced to make a diversion from the beaten trail to Tathe, a small, insignificant village in northern Evrallon. As we ride through the wooden gates, I decide it could be worse.


    Tathe is one of the few villages I have never set foot in, which means absolutely no one here will know my face unless there is a plethora of servicemen lying about—which, by the looks of it, there aren’t.


    The village, if one could call it that, consists of three businesses and one inn. Beyond that are several farmhouses spread out across acres and acres of land. Small streams flow beneath fences and alongside sprouting, colorful flowers. Women dress in long, patched skirts and layered tops. They carry weaved baskets in their arms filled to the brim with all sorts of seeds and roots. Small children carry bundles of what appears to be wheat and barley, though surely neither of them are ready to be harvested in early spring.


    Beside us is a wagon hitched to two black horses, both of which are formidable. The wagon is being loaded by two young men, both with fiery red hair and strong builds. They toss sacks of flour and seed into the back of the wagon, tie it down, and climb aboard. One of them glances my way and I immediately decide they’re twins. The man winks at me charmingly before sending the reins down onto the horse’s back with a light crack. The wagon rumbles off.


    I slide off the back of my horse and throw the makeshift reins over a hitching post beside a watering trough. The sorrel immediately ducks his head and begins guzzling the muddy water. I see Shaw grimace as he rides up behind me, noticing how repulsive the water is.


    He painfully drops from his horse, grunting as he tosses the reins over the same hitching post. My sorrel scowls at the other horse who skirts slightly to the left, away from him.


    Shaw rubs the insides of his knees, muttering to himself. “I’m done riding bareback. I’m finding me a saddle. Got any money?”


    I reach into my satchel, retrieving a pouch of coins. He catches it when I throw it over the two horses. He takes one look at it and gives me a suspicious glance. “I’ll pretend this isn’t stolen.”


    “I didn’t exactly have time to make a withdrawal.” I say in response.


    Shaw huffs a breath of restrained laughter. He waddles onto the porch of the business that boasts a sign reading: Blacksmith and Leather Worker.


    As I wait for Shaw, I take notice of the smallest things in Tathe. I note how calming the air feels and how it smells of fresh flowers. I note the laughter like music in the air and the way people move. It’s a strange village to come across, especially in northern Evrallon where winters are so harsh. It is a strangely comforting place to be considering the circumstances. I feel out of place in this blithe world. An assassin stands in their midst and they hardly know it.


    I look up to the sky. I needn’t be able to see the moon yet to know that tonight is the full moon. The night I am supposed to meet Lyom in the Forest.


    Shaw materializes in the doorway of the leather worker’s shop. He’s laughing boisterously as he slings the heavy saddle over his shoulder along with two bridles he must have bought. He looks back into the leather worker’s establishment where I hear someone speaking but can’t quite make out the words.


    “Aye!” Shaw calls. “And a bloody shame that is!”


    The leather worker snorts and says something back but I don’t even attempt to hear it. When Shaw comes down the steps and slings the saddle blanket over the horse’s back, I ask, “Who was that?”


    Shaw lays the saddle down, taking the latigo of the saddle and cinching it to the girth. “Just a villager.”


    “You didn’t know him?”


    “Didn’t have to,” he replies. “He’s a friend now.”


    I glance towards the door. “What were you talking about?”


    He smirks at me. “Nosy,” he accuses.


    “Suspicious.” I quip.


    Shaw shrugs as if it doesn’t matter. “Markell—that’s the leather worker”—I roll my eyes which Shaw does not see—“said they aren’t getting any Flickers around here.”


    I frown. “Why?”


    He just shrugs again. “I don’t know,” he replies as he gives the cinch one more tug. He takes one of the bridles off the saddle horn and throws it to me. “Maybe it has something to do with the fact that Tathe is full of good people. I had some dealings with Tathe when I was in the Keep, due to their close proximity to the temple. They found old scrolls and tablets all the time. Good for the archives.”


    I scoff. The Flickers not being around here couldn’t have anything to do with the kindness of these people’s hearts. Not unless Anguis has a heart of his own and this knowledge has been withheld from me.


    As I slip the bit into my sorrel’s mouth, Shaw mounts up. “Let’s go,” he says, taking a quick look around Tathe. “I’d love to get to the temple before dark. I am quite aware of the fact that that will not happen but I’d like to strive for it all the same.”


    More than a small part of me expected this journey to be more perilous, what with all the guards’ eyes peeled looking for the possibly-not-dead Queen of Crimson and the Flickers appearing in every town from here to Lydovier, yet somehow we manage to ride out of Tathe unscathed. I refuse to look a gift horse in the mouth by asking questions about it now, though. I’ve come to learn that often times it is better to ask these questions once the assignment is completed.


    We find the trail and begin the long walk to the temple, allowing our horses a few more minutes of recuperation before taking off again. The silence in the air is thick enough that I can hear Shaw’s inhales and predict the exact moment when he decides to break the inch-thick hush.


    “Dare I ask what happened to you?”


    I glance his way and catch him giving me a suspicious look. He is right not to trust me; he’d be a fool if he dared turn his back on me. But Shaw is no fool, just perhaps a bit talkative and uncomfortable with stillness.


    “I was captured in Lydovier,” I admit.


    Shaw nods, though he does not turn his attention away from me. “That would explain the rumors,” he muses. I give him a questioning look. “Kinecardine.”


    “There are rumors?”


    “Indeed,” he answers. “Must be where you heard the legend of the Sword, yes?”


    I cringe inwardly. If only that were the place I learned the legend. “Yes,” I lie.


    “Well, I should like to hear the tale of your escape some time. I’ve been told escape from those impenetrable walls is impossible.”


    “Nearly.”


    “Is that why you were on guard in Torrona?”


    I cast a sidelong glance in his direction. “I am on guard everywhere I go. Being shot at is an occupational hazard.”


    “Aye, I’m sure it is,” Shaw continues, “but the kind of caution you were taking was more than just habit. If I were to venture a guess, I’d say you are one of the more sought-after people in Evrallon, yes? And now that your face is known…” Then a thought suddenly hits him and his eyes become as wide as saucers. “God in Heaven, what on Earth was I thinking agreeing to accompany you? Half of King Dryden’s service will be hunting you down!”


    His outburst makes a smile form on my lips. “You agreed because you enjoy the risk,” I remind him.


    He shakes his head. “I must be mad.”


    “It’s nothing you haven’t been told before.”


    He scowls. “Since it seems I have unwittingly found myself in your troubles, I believe it is my right to know exactly what you are being hunted for, and how many of the king’s service is after you.”


    I consider lying. I could tell him I escaped Kinecardine and that King Dryden is none too pleased. It would be simple enough to offer a little white lie; Shaw would likely never know the difference.


    “The Cruel King believes I made an attempt on his daughter’s life.”


    It sounds much worse out loud than it did in my head.


    I expect Shaw to reel from shock or stop, turn, and gallop off into the distance to avoid being further associated with me but instead he just bursts into a deep-throated chuckle.


    “Did you?” he asks between breaths.


    “I should have.”


    “Perhaps you should have,” he admits. “I have had my fair share of run-ins with Her Royal Highness and she leaves much to be desired.”


    I snort without meaning to. “That is putting it mildly.”


    “So I am then to assume that the entire Evrallonic force is after you?”


    I nod. “Unfortunately so.”

  


  


   


  
    XXI


     


     


    “Life is a storm, my young friend. You will bask in the sunlight one moment, be shattered on the rocks the next. What makes you a man is what you do when that storm comes. You must look into that storm and shout as you did in Rome. Do your worst, for I will do mine! Then the fates will know you as we know you.”


    — Alexander Dumas, The Count of Monte Cristo


     


     


    A harsh, cold gale meets the back of my neck, blowing the hair away from my face. My eyes are narrowed to slits as I study the sight in question only a few miles down the trail we’ve just ridden down. Night has fallen and only the moonlight has guided us for the past several hours before we stopped to water our horses at a farmer’s house between Tathe and another northern village, Bironeck. Unfortunately for the hapless fools trailing us, they are being less than discreet.


    I can feel their energy even from where I am crouched in the bending weeds. It pulses in tandem with their heartbeats. I practically see the light trails dancing across the plains down the hill and towards the woods we’ve only just left behind. The light trails are fading quickly and are only present when I look at the landscape a certain way but I catch a glimpse of them every now and then.


    Footsteps approach behind me and I glance halfway over my shoulder, seeing Shaw step towards me in my peripherals. His mouth is full of a half-chewed apple as he takes in the darkening view.


    “Whatcha lookin’ at?” he slurs loudly around the apple.


    I shush him. “We’ve been followed.”


    Shaw slowly comes to crouch in the tall grasses that look more blue than green in the darkness. He squints his eyes in an attempt to see how many torches there are. This is the first time I learn that Shaw’s eyesight is perhaps not as good as it used to be. Wonderful. Because that will come in handy.


    “Torrona soldiers?”


    “Perhaps,” I answer.


    “How long have you known?”


    “Just now.” I begin to stand up. “We need to get to the temple.”


    I begin to walk towards the sorrel, inwardly chastising myself for even thinking that I was getting away with this easily. Of course the soldiers have followed me. I wouldn’t be surprised if Jamas was with them. A bit of hope swells up in the pit of my stomach when I realize Lyom could be with them as well. The coward that still resides within me—the one Kinecardine created—prays that he is for the sole purpose of handing the Sword off to him. Let him be the one to finish Anguis off. But the defiant, unbreakable part of me doesn’t agree. I’d rather it be my hand that plunges the Sword into Anguis chest. I will leave my fate to no one else.


    Shaw catches up with me. “We should tip the farmer off. Have him tell them we went another direction.”


    “Tip him off with what?” I ask, snatching the reins off the ground. I glance over my shoulder at said farmer—a tall man that doesn’t look a day over twenty but a beard that says otherwise—to be sure he is out of earshot before continuing. “You spent all of our coins in Tathe for that blasted saddle.”


    “And I ride better, don’t I?” he quips. “We cannot allow him to say anything to—,” He cuts himself off before he can say another word. “No,” he says adamantly. “Absolutely not. You are not going to kill that poor farmer.”


    I scrunch up my nose in distaste. “I never said I intended to.”


    He breathes an easier sigh. “Alright…but the guards cannot know. If they hear we are headed north they will just follow us to the temple. It will be difficult enough to find the Sword without their interruption. It isn’t as if the Sword will be laying on a platform beneath a grand sign displaying the words, ‘Here lies the Sword of the Branch! Use it wisely!’”


    “Keep your voice down.”


    He raises a brow. “Well?”


    I think about our options. They aren’t good. The torchlight of the servicemen—if, indeed, that is what they are—is moving forward at a steady pace, which means they will reach the temple within an hour of when we do. That will give us an inadequate amount of time to do what is needed. Unless the farmer tells them to move on. Shaw is right; we cannot allow the farmer to tell them where we are going. A year ago I would have heartlessly decided to kill the man where he stood—dead men tell no tales—but I am not exactly the same person I was a year ago. Though I loathe to admit it, I am a bit weaker.


    “We could ride off in a different direction…cut back towards the temple,” Shaw suggests.


    I shake my head, still deep in thought. “No, we would lose too much time, and time isn’t something we have much of to start with.”


    “Then we wait until the farmer has gone inside to leave. Make for the temple as quickly as possible and pray he does not see us depart.”


    No, I think. What this farmer needs is motivation. I have no coins to offer him as enticement but the Cannon has taught me other ways of coaxing men into secrecy. Though I’m not sure coax is the right word. More along the lines of torture, though coaxing has never been something I’ve been particularly afraid of.


    “I’ll handle it,” I say at last.


    I begin to move around the side of the sorrel, trying to imagine how this will all play out. I back the farmer into a corner and threaten him. I’ve done it a hundred times before, I can do it again, and I can be quite convincing. He doesn’t know who I am yet but I know exactly when and how to play that card. I may not be the same person I was a year ago but that does not mean I have forgotten my tricks.


    Shaw must see the less-than-amiable intent in my eyes because he jumps in front of me, planting a palm into my shoulder to halt my advance. He glances over his shoulder cautiously and sees the farmer standing out of his rocking chair, giving both of us a peculiar look.


    Shaw returns his gaze to me. “No. I said no killing.”


    I feel the energy building up beneath my skin. It starts in my chest, a dull hum, before beginning to grow. Every second that Shaw’s hand remains on my shoulder, the stronger the energy becomes. Before the energy can be released and I reveal my ability, I jump away from Shaw. Lightning suddenly strikes in the far off distance and I try to ignore the coincidence.


    “I’m not going to kill him,” I say when I have regained my senses.


    “No coercion either,” Shaw says, unconvinced.


    “No coercion, just persuasion.”


    He glowers. “Among other reasons, we don’t have time, Aerietta. You said so yourself. We must get to the temple. Let us leave this poor man. He’ll likely be asleep by the time the servicemen get here.”


    “Everything okay down there?” calls the farmer.


    Shaw looks over his shoulder and shouts an easy reply back before leveling me with another glare. “We aren’t going to torture the poor man.”


    I hold his stare.


    Though I am not completely at peace with my own decision, I scowl and say, “Mount up.”


    Shaw nods. He goes to his horse and climbs into the saddle. I swing up onto my horse. I watch the torches that grow ever closer as Shaw thanks the farmer for watering our horses and bids him good-night. When I hear the door close and Shaw informs me—unnecessarily, I might add—that the farmer has gone inside, we turn our horses towards the temple, any sense of ebullience gone, replaced with a renewed recognition of urgency.


    Our horses’ hooves hit the ground with enough force that I can sense the shock waves rippling out from beneath them. We gallop down the path, both leaned down on our horses necks to reduce drag. The clear, cloudless sky provides us with ample light and our horses never trip a step.


    After another hour of riding, I see the temple in the distance. It is situated on a hill, practically nothing but stone ruins overlooking vast scenery. With the moon and black sky backdropping it, it looks more like a tomb than a place of worship.


    “Perfect,” calls Shaw over the wind.


    I spur the sorrel on faster. We are swiftly running out of time. I don’t know what Anguis has planned if he cannot get his hands on the Sword to be released into this world but I know it involves unleashing more Afterlighters to find this blade and bring it to him. Which is why it is important that I get my hands on it first.


    We near the imposing temple, columns like towers looming overhead. When I pull the sorrel to the stop, I all but jump off his back, dropping the reins to the ground. I take only the time to tie him to a nearby tree before I begin walking towards the temple.


    Shaw slides from his painted horse’s back. He slowly follows me towards the temple. His gaze moves up to the slab of cold, chipped stone that lays over two grooved columns. Etched into the moss-laden rock are four simple words: Saltus inter et Regnum.


    Shaw grins proudly. “Amid Forest and Kingdom.”


    As I cautiously take the first step up the stairs into the half-destroyed temple, I wonder if Lyom even knows this place exists. I wonder if he already knew the four words and had been searching for their meaning this entire time.


    The temple is essentially just columns, a marble floor that has been cracked and broken in several areas, leaving the bare dirt to show beneath it, and a crumbling staircase that leads halfway up the columns towards a landing I assume was once a grand mezzanine.


    “Now would be an excellent time for the next piece to the puzzle.”


    I look at Shaw. “What?”


    “Surely that wasn’t it. Tell me you had more to go off of than just four words.”


    I blink at him. “That’s it, Shaw.”


    He practically gapes at me for a moment before turning his attention back on the temple. “Well,” he says with a weary breath. “Time to begin looking.”


    So we do. We practically tear the entire temple apart. We pull marble slabs up from the ground together, throwing them aside to find nothing but dirt beneath. We scour the walls and find nothing. We knock against the columns but find that they are completely solid and hold no secrets of their own.


    I let out a scream of fury when we’ve concluded that the Sword is nowhere to be found. My first comes in contact with the first thing I find, which happens to be a stone column. I don’t feel the pain until a few seconds later, and even then I manage to delude myself into believing it doesn’t hurt as bad as it does.


    “Calm down, Aerietta,” Shaw huffs. “It isn’t here. We will have to find it somewhere else.”


    Panic hits me. Hard. I almost stumble.


    We can’t look anywhere else. Where else is there to look?


    I stand here in the center of the temple like a ghost. It is hard not to notice my errors. I am the kind of person that takes action, so I took action, and look where it got me.


    “I shouldn’t have dragged you into this,” I say to Shaw.


    He glances up at me. “I agreed to come with you.”


    “No,” I respond. “I never should have involved you at all. When I learned the information I did, I should have turned it over to those who knew how to handle it.”


    Shaw snorts. “Feeling sorry for ourselves?”


    “I’m serious.”


    “As am I,” he replies. “Shall we be honest for a moment? I know very little of you, Aerietta Elony, and what little I do know is entirely unpleasant. You came into Torrona over a year ago with the sole intent of killing me. Why? I don’t know. You never told and I get the feeling you were never told, yourself. And let us not even mention the fact that you were wanted for assassinations long before you ever came knocking on my doorstep. You’ve recently confessed that King Dryden is after you because he believes you made an attempt on his daughter’s life and that all of Evrallon now seeks your head. You, my dear, are by far the most miserable person I think I’ve ever encountered. But never let someone tell you that you are not capable.”


    I watch him closely, attempting to determine his motives.


    “You are capable of just about anything. What you choose to do with that capability is your own business. So far you have chosen to kill for Quay, and perhaps other men that shall remain nameless. But that does not mean that your path does not still lie before you. I don’t know what your stake in this whole Afterlight war is, but heed my words: this war will involve you wherever you go, and I get the feeling it will always come to you anyway.”


    Shaw is more right than he realizes. He has no way of knowing I am the Girl of the Elements but that does not mean he is clueless.


    “Now,” Shaw says, “since we have gotten our self misery out of the way, shall we discuss our next course of action?”


    Before I can utter a word, a strange tingling rushes over my body as energy crackles through the air. Though I don’t recognize the feeling, instinct tells me all I need to know.


    I whip around and see the silhouettes of servicemen approaching. They jump off their horses and draw their swords, dropping their torches to the ground. When the firelight hits their faces, I recognize one: the captain from Torrona. So we have been followed by those servicemen.


    “Well, gentlemen,” says the captain to the ten other men that follow him as he approaches the temple, “it would seem our horse thief is the Queen of Crimson.” He snarls. “Back from the dead?”


    I draw two daggers out and flip them over the backs of my hands to get a better grip. All thoughts fly out of my head except those that will aid me in battle. I notice the limp of one of the servicemen, and the scar protruding from the arm of another—both are encumbrances I intend to exploit.


    “I have no quarrel with you,” I hiss.


    “You were foolish to ride into Torrona and assume no one would recognize you,” he seethes, and I get the feeling that I’ve done something in the past to anger him. Perhaps I killed his wife, or his mother, or his brother. I must have killed someone close to him.


    I take a step backwards to steady myself and hear the hollow thud. My gaze immediately drops to the marble beneath my boots.


    Hollow? I thought we’d checked everywhere…


    I glance towards Shaw. “Leave.”


    “Not a chance.”


    “You aren’t a fighter: You are an Archivist. You will only slow me down. Get out of here.”


    “I can distract them.”


    The captain continues his advance, speaking over his shoulder to his men. “You know our orders.”


    I assume their orders are attack because they all lunge towards me at once. I scramble to get out of the way, ducking under the arms of one and slicing the leg of another. Everything comes in a blur as I see movement, sense the energy nearby, and react a split second later. Electricity hums over my skin and dances just beneath my feet and with every swing of my blade, I feel a trail of sparks follow in my wake. I have absolutely no control over my ability, but I can control my own movements.


    A knife catches me on my arm but I barely feel it. Another serviceman drops to the ground in a heap of armor and blood before another collapses beside him. A sword nicks my neck and sparks of light cloud my vision only momentarily, but it is just long enough that I don’t see the captain coming.


    I’m thrown backwards without warning and I hit the marble behind me. I feel the weight of it crack and suddenly the captain and I are tumbling into the dark cavern beneath the temple.


    The breath is knocked out of me with enough force to send me sprawling. I gasp in as much air as I can but only end up choking on dust. I open my eyes in an attempt to see where the captain has gone but find myself in complete blackness.


    Nearby the captain coughs loudly as he stumbles to his feet. I listen to the sound of his knees scraping against the floor—stone, from the feel and sound of it—as he pulls himself to an upright position. Before he even has a chance to lock his knees, I’ve swept his legs out from under him. He hits the ground with a resolute crack that echoes off the walls around me.


    “Aerietta!”


    Shaw’s voice trickles down from somewhere above but not even the moonlight can reach this place.


    “I’m fine,” I croak before I have even checked myself over for injuries.


    “What’s going on? Where are—” His voice is abruptly cut off and the clash of a metal sword fills the silence. It would seem the servicemen overhead are still alive and well.


    I look around but see complete darkness. I stammer over my words as I attempt to determine what to do.


    “Umm…,” I stumble over a rock and yelp, jumping away.


    The air around me vibrates with strange lightning. I see a flicker of light rush over the back of my hand and disappear beneath the cuff of my sleeve. I glance down at my hand. The electricity has fled but I can still feel it, humming just beneath the surface, barely out of my reach.


    I stare at my hand intently, focusing on the ebb and flow of the energy beneath the skin. Releasing a long breath, I rub my hands together in the hope that it will create a static charge. To my delight, a bright spark of blue-white light jumps in my palm. I nearly take a step back. I shake my hands out and force myself to relax.


    Many people believe that an assassin’s training is all physical. We learn how to draw back a bow, how to decapitate a man with the flick of a wrist. We learn the art of hand-to-hand combat and how to use our opponent’s momentum against them. But something that no one ever considers is that we are trained in the mind as well. To be an assassin, you must be patient; you are never just going to happen upon your target. You must be calm, never revealing your nervousness. You must be guarded so your enemy will never catch even a glimpse of your true intentions behind your eyes. But most of all, you must be in control—in control of your thoughts, your actions, your emotions.


    I drown out the sound of a gunshot and even the body of a serviceman that drops through the hole in the floor that the captain and I created. I ignore Shaw’s shouts, knowing that he’ll be just fine, and listen to the hum of the electricity in the air. I tilt my head to the side in an attempt to figure out where it is coming from. The lightning skitters over my arms and I feel a familiar, magnetic pull drawing me towards the back of the cavern I’ve fallen into.


    When my eyes snap open, no light trail leads me but I don’t need it to. Like magic, I know exactly where the Sword is.


    I step over the motionless forms—forms I know are the bodies of the dead captain and serviceman; their heartbeats have stilled and no energy surrounds them—and move into the blackness of the underground chamber. With each step I take, the energy pulses stronger. I could close my eyes if I wanted to and still walk this straight path. It’s as if everything in this cavern has an energy level and I can pick up on it. I pick up on the dull electricity rolling off the walls and the spike of energy that drains from the hole several feet behind me. Even my own footsteps create waves of energy that roll away and dissipate.


    Then there is the strong, quivering, lightning energy of the Sword. It isn’t a steady rhythm like a heartbeat or a drummer boy’s drum. Instead, it’s frantic, like the frenzied flutter of an insect’s wings.


    Shaw shouts my name behind and above me, followed by a sharp, “More servicemen are coming! I see them! What are you doing?”


    I ignore him entirely. The Sword is close enough that I can taste the bitter current of sparks.


    When I turn a corner in the dark chamber, I finally see what I have been searching for.


    The Sword is pure silver. The hilt is decorated more than any practical sword I have ever seen. Wings of sharp silver sprout from just beneath the hilt at the start of the blade, and jagged angles continue down the length of it. It certainly matches the image I’d conjured in my head of this mystical sword that can subdue Anguis.


    But even from here I can tell that something about it is…different. Despite its impressive appearance, it almost looks fake. As though it could hardly hinder a fly.


    “Aerietta!” Shaw exclaims again.


    He’s nervous. I can sense the change in electricity, and then some new energy rumbling through the ground just above my head.


    I quickly reach out and lift the Sword from its resting place, expecting the thing to weigh me down, but rather discovering that it is as light as a feather, as if it were hollow. I sheathe the Sword in my belt and go to where the bodies of the king’s men lie. I jump up and grab onto the overhead marble to begin pulling myself up. Before I have a chance to get all the way up, Shaw has grabbed my arm and jerked me to my feet. A jolt of electricity carries through my arm and into him, forcing him back a few steps. He shouts and clutches his hand, staring at me in confusion.


    “What the—” He hesitates. “Never mind. Did you get it?”


    I make a show of waving my hand over the Sword hanging from my belt.


    Shaw looks over my shoulder. I don’t need to look to know that servicemen are charging on horseback towards us. The Queen of Crimson could defeat them but with a handicap? I study Shaw. He may have picked up a few things here or there, but he is still just an archivist—a researcher for the Crown. He is no warrior.


    “You need to hide,” I tell him.


    His gaze jumps back to mine. I see no protests now. “And what will you do?”


    “Find a Flicker,” I answer. “Get into the Afterlight Forest. Kill Anguis.”


    Shaw scoffs a nervous laugh. “You’re a loon!”


    “Perhaps,” I agree. “You need to go. Now.”


    Shaw shakes his head. “You can’t take all of the servicemen out yourself.”


    I throw my hands into the air around me. “Don’t you feel that!?” At Shaw’s confused look, I elaborate. “The energy in the air? That is Afterlighter energy. A Flicker is going to open soon, I’m sure of it.”


    “So that’s your plan, eh? Battle the servicemen until you have an opening into the Forest?”


    “No, I need to go through an Adandyrl Flicker. This Flicker will only serve to distract the servicemen for me!”


    Lightning cracks somewhere in the distance and I am left wondering if I caused it or if I am responding to its electricity.


    “What an idiot idea! You’ve never been in the Forest!”


    No. But Lyom has. And unless his plans have changed, he will be waiting for me there.


    I finally look over my shoulder. The servicemen are moving like a storm. Forty of them at least, all coming from one of the nearby outposts. Forty horses trample the ground beneath them. They would not be riding with the fury they are unless they knew who they were en route to capture.


    I return my attention to Shaw. “Hide.”


    “Hiding will do me no good.”


    “Try anyway.” I demand. “I’m going to Adandyrl. Stay low; they are here for me, not you.”


    Shaw looks conflicted. He glances over my shoulder before tapping his leg nervously and nodding. “I’ll see you soon then?”


    I offer him what I hope is a polite farewell smile. “Perhaps.”


    The air crackles with energy I recognize. It is that strange energy I only feel occasionally, not the pulse of a man’s heartbeat or the thunder of horses’ hooves beating in tandem. It’s the erratic crackle of two worlds colliding. A Flicker is about to open here. I could jump through it…hope that I end up around the same area as Lyom…but that seems like an utterly ridiculous plan.


    I snatch two leather straps from my belt and wind them over my knuckles. Unsheathing two daggers, I take up a balanced fighting stance and wait. I need a horse, and both of ours have fled. One of the servicemen’s will do.


    The servicemen don’t stop to chat or oversee the damage already done. They trample over the bodies of the knights we killed before without batting an eye.


    But they have no idea who they are dealing with.


    The first serviceman goes down and tumbles off his horse. I immediately reach for the reins but the sound of an arrow being drawn back catches my attention. I release the horse and turn sharply, catching the arrow just before it has the chance to plunge into my skull. The serviceman that shot the arrow goes down in a heap beside the last, and I’m back to trying to procure a horse.


    Shouts ring up from the serviceman still approaching and the closer they get, the more fear I see in their eyes. It would seem that Senora’s plan did work—these men do not see me as the Queen of Crimson. They see me as her ghost. And ghosts cannot die. In a sense, I have more power over them “dead” than I ever did “alive.”


    A sword swings by my arm but I manage to deflect it. I snatch the sword-swinging servicemen and jerk him off his horse. I grab onto the mane of said steed and swing up onto his back, clutching the reins in my hands. An arrow shoots over my head when I duck. Thirty plus knights are still coming at me and I am rapidly determining that it is time to leave.


    Just then, I see something. Something emerging from behind the temple. I know what it is the second I see it.


    One of the women from Tathe stumbles out from behind a column, clutching her stomach. Her skin is paper thin and black veins spread out across her body. She looks dead already.


    The strong pulse of Afterlighter energy only grows stronger the closer she gets, and I suddenly realize that it wasn’t a Flicker I was feeling…it was its Root.


    I don’t know why it affects me the way it does. True, I have never seen a Root before but at this point I would have thought I was so desensitized to everything that nothing could surprise me. Yet somehow, seeing this women on the verge of death, stumbling unwittingly into a battle, hands clasping in prayer—likely pleading with the Branch for mercy, as Shaw said many once did at this temple—I am suddenly reminded why I am here. I’m reminded of the curse the Afterlighters have brought to the kingdoms—yes, Dominik and me included.


    The woman throws herself against one of the columns and sinks down it. It feels as if the world stops spinning until she hits the ground, staring up into the night sky. I feel the spike of energy before I see the tear streaking through the air in front of her. Dark clouds suddenly swoop in and the land is engulfed in blackness. Confused shouts ring out from the servicemen as they stumble, trying to figure out what is going on.


    That is when the first battle cry sounds into the sky.
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    “Do you give the horse its strength


    or clothe its neck with a flowing mane?


    Do you make it leap like a locust,


    striking terror with its proud snorting?


    It paws fiercely, rejoicing in its strength,


    and charges into the fray.


    It laughs at fear, afraid of nothing;


    it does not shy away from the sword.


    The quiver rattles against its side,


    along with the flashing spear and lance.


    In frenzied excitement it eats up the ground;


    it cannot stand still when the trumpet sounds.”


    — Job 39:19-24


     


     


    I run. I refuse to stand around to see what sort of Afterlighter made that sound. I kick my horse and he takes off, clearly just as thrilled to get away from the hair-raising sound as I am. I know I should be concerned about Shaw, that he won’t escape this, or that I should try to rescue the poor woman crouched against the side of the column that has now become the Flicker’s Root but none of that even enters my mind. All I can think is: This is my diversion.


    I bound over fallen men and horses, steering the stallion through the darkness. When we finally break through the chaos and I’m able to see, I redirect him towards Adandyrl.


    We all but fly away from the destruction taking place at the temple. The Sword rattles against the saddle and I place one hand on it to steady it. The energy rolling off it has not stopped, nor has it lulled in the heat of the battle behind me. Rather, with every swing of a serviceman’s sword, its electric current only grows.


    I kick the stallion faster. I can’t be more than thirty minutes away from Adandyrl traveling at these speeds but the time stretches on as unproductive thoughts filter through my mind.


    What if Lyom is not there?


    What if I cannot enter the city?


    What if Lyom refuses to be the one to kill Anguis?


    I silence whatever doubts I have. Now is certainly not the time for them.


    Dark clouds converge overhead and continue until I can see the Jewel of Evrallon in the distance. The eerie clouds swell over Adandyrl, swirling in menacing circles. Lightning cracks, illuminating the darkness and turning the clouds a warped gray and white tie-dye.


    I run my hand down the stallion’s neck.


    I’ve got this.


    The walls of the city rapidly approach and I can see guards scrambling to get to their posts. My gaze flits over the cityscape. I feel the energy in the air, stronger than it was at the temple, and a jolt of fear shakes its way through me.


    Adandyrl is under attack as well.


    Guards shout back and forth to each other when they see me approaching. It must be the common belief that I am an Afterlighter since everyone simultaneously draws their bows. For the smallest of seconds, my heart stops. Ten arrows are trained on me, and each finger that holds them back shakes with uncertainty. Any other assassin would die in this situation—Dominik would die in this situation. But I’m not any other assassin, and I am certainly not my erstwhile confederate. I am the Queen of Crimson; it’s time I remembered that.


    Without a second thought, I wait for the arrows to fly before I take my feet out of the stirrups and leap off the back of the horse traveling at full speed. I hit the ground in a roll, a rock digging into my shoulder blade and making it feel as though it’s been shattered. Dirt and rubble skin up my arms and I feel blood trickle down the side of my face when I come to a halt, jumping to my feet.


    I am five feet away from the servicemen, and it doesn’t take them long to realize it. I use one dagger to cut the string of two bows before sweeping their legs out from underneath them and knocking them unconscious. An arrow comes flying towards me but I sense the energy of it slicing through the air and catch it, hurling it back into the eye of the guard. I pick up a bow that hasn’t been cut and draw back arrows, finishing off the rest of the men that stand guard.


    When the last has dropped, I take only a second to survey the carnage. It’s only then that I realize the horse was shot somewhere in the chaos. Two arrows to the chest. I flinch when I see it, my hands beginning to shake. I have never been extremely fond of animals, and as an assassin, life has had very little value to me, but now, as I look at the lifeless creature laying several yards in front of me, I feel something twist in my gut. It’s painful enough that I won’t look at the men that I just killed for fear I’ll feel that same twinge again.


    I slice the rope holding the gates shut and shove through them, entering the city of Adandyrl. And suddenly wish I would have just entered the Forest from the temple.


    Black creatures leap off buildings, giant, tattered bat wings spread out behind them as they pounce on people below. Wispy, gray and white shadows swell from underneath doors and surround children that scream and run in an attempt to escape their fate.


    The streets run red.


    Horror plants me where I am. My hands shake with rage and astonishment. Blood coats the walls of buildings, mothers scream as demons literally rip their children from their arms, and the sardonic laugh of a ghastly creature standing on a rooftop echoes through the streets.


    I have to close my eyes.


    When I was young and still learning my craft, Quay told me that I was different from the others. I was different because I never needed to be taught what was right and wrong. I grew up in the world of assassins, so immediately I recognized killing as right, and mercy as wrong. If you grant mercy, you are dead. If you forgive an enemy, you are dead. If you turn your back on someone undeserving of your trust, you are dead.


    But he said for those who had to be taught the difference between right and wrong—for those who didn’t grow up in the Cannon—he would have them close their eyes and count to three.


    One: if they are not one of us, they are an enemy.


    Two: a gracious man is a dead man.


    Three: knives will never fail you.


    So I count to three. Not because I don’t know the difference between right and wrong, but rather because the scale has changed. My enemies are not everyone who is not a member of the Cannon—now my enemies are everyone not born in the kingdoms. So I take a moment to reset my thinking, and when another arrow speeds my way, I know exactly how to make my way to Lyom.


    I duck beneath the arrow and open my eyes, seeing a panting, slobbering dog-like creature in front of me. Scales cover its entire body and it has no real ears, though from the tilt of its head I know it is listening to everything going on. It snarls, scratching the ground with its paws. So I let it. I let it charge at me, get about three inches from my face before I plunge my dagger into its chest and hurl it to the ground.


    I turn my attention towards the Keep that rests atop the mountain. That is where I will find Lyom. Protecting King Dryden and his pompous princess.


    I move like a storm, striking down whatever Afterlight creature gets in my way. Flickers open from every corner and I wonder how many Roots there are now.


    I charge up the mountainside, slicing through demons and fae and nymphs—especially the nymphs. By the time I reach the doors of the Keep, my hands are covered in blood, and so is the rest of my body. I check that the Sword still hangs from my belt before I push through the Keep’s entrance and am met with a sword. I immediately raise a dagger to stop its descent and narrowly avoid my head being severed from my shoulders.


    I roll out from beneath the figure that holds the sword. In the corner of the foyer, I see a dark-skinned creature dropping to his knees, eyes glazed over completely white, and a seam rippling through the air in front of it. Dark vines sprout through the crack in the foyer as more Afterlighters flood in. Then the dark-skinned creature is decapitated and the fissure closes.


    An arrow hits the marble next to me, the silver tip chipping against the floor. I dodge the next arrow and slash at the legs of an Afterlighter, bringing them close enough to me that I am able to shove my dagger into its throat.


    Flickers open in every corner and are only held for a matter of seconds before a swordsman destroys it. Lyom’s men and the guards charged with protecting the Keep are doing all they can to maintain control, but I can see it slipping through their fingers.


    Suddenly a familiar voice breaks through the bedlam.


    “Muriel! Behind you!”


    My gaze snaps in the direction of the voice and I watch as Jamas snatches a bow off the ground and shoots an arrow into the chest of the Afterlighter charging towards his fellow swordsman. The Afterlighter drops in a heap and Jamas’ companion spins around to engage another Afterlighter.


    Bingo, I think. Where Jamas is, Lyom cannot be far.


    I slash beneath another Afterlighter. Arms instantly come around my neck from behind and I jump off the ground, flipping backwards and landing on the Afterlighter’s shoulders, finally getting a good look at the thing. Cracked wings sprout out from its back and its scythes scrape the backs of my legs through the thick fabric. Absolutely pitch black skin makes the marble beneath us practically glow. Then eyes—as yellow as the midday sun—turn and bore into me.


    I grip my legs around its neck, plant my hands on its shoulders, and twist. The familiar crack of its neck resounds in the room as I roll onto the ground, sending one of my daggers into the back of an Afterlighter mauling a swordsman. But it’s too late; the swordsman is already long dead.


    I snatch my dagger and begin to approach Jamas. My hair tangles in my face and I whip it back, scraping it into a tail behind my head to keep it out of my eyes.


    Dark shadows move everywhere and any other girl would be terrified, but I choke that fear back. Quay always spoke of something he liked to call controlled panic. Fear is good—it keeps us alive. It gives us a sense of danger and peril. It is was we do in that fear that makes the difference. By using our panic, we can become that much more dangerous.


    The Afterlighter I presume is a witch charging Jamas goes down with my blade between her eyes. Black hair stops flailing and she drops, her pale skin covered by layers of clothing and ratty locks.


    Jamas, ever the perfect swordsman, spins around and clashes swords with me. The force of his strength hits me hard enough that I’m thrown back several feet and a spark of uncontrolled panic reaches my chest just before recognition lights his eyes.


    “Aerietta?”


    I shove his sword away. “Where is Lyom, Jamas?”


    He shakes off his confusion—and whatever else was in his gaze. “He was securing King Dryden and Princess Haraya.” His gaze flits over my shoulder. “Behind you.”


    I spin and throw my dagger where his gaze was. It lands in the chest of someone that looks too close to Finnegan for comfort. I find myself watching him for a long moment after to be sure the blond hair doesn’t belong to the fae prince.


    “I need him.” I say to Jamas. “I have something for him. He told me to meet him in the Forest but—”


    “Do you think now is really the best time?”


    “Now is the only time!”


    Jamas slices through another Afterlighter. Several yards behind him a swordsman drops to his knees and his eyes go completely white. I feel the rapid pulse of Afterlighter energy rippling off him. Another Flicker is about to open.


    I grab Jamas by the arm and drag him towards the stairs, ducking beneath them. Allow his swordsmen to contain the Afterlighters for a little while.


    Jamas’ eyes remain glued on the battle in the foyer. He is a soldier through and through and all of his attention is on the clashing of swords.


    “How did Lyom get the king and princess to safety?” I ask, but Jamas isn’t really paying attention to me. I shake him by the arm. “Jamas!”


    He snaps his attention to me. “He sensed the Flickers coming. He got them to the escape tunnels before the Flickers ever opened.”


    I frown at him in confusion. “He sensed them?”


    Jamas nods. “From what he has said, he has always had that ability. Since the day he was born.”


    Jamas’ attention returns to the battle. I can sense the energy rolling off him. He is ready to go. But I am still processing this information.


    It doesn’t take me long to begin putting the pieces of the puzzle together. Shaw mentioned something about someone being able to sense the Flickers before they came—and that that someone had been on King Harchild’s court before he died. That must all be true, only this person did not join King Harchild’s court, rather he joined his service. It would figure that Anguis would choose the man that can predict the timing of his Flickers to be his Riser.


    Cotton said something similar as well. Of course then he called them breaches, not Flickers. Even still, he mentioned that someone could predict the arrival of the Flickers. I just never put the dots together.


    “Jamas,” I try again. “Where is Lyom?”


    Jamas shakes his head. “I don’t know, Aerietta. His sole purpose is to protect the king and princess…I would assume that is where he is.”


    Wonderful, I think morosely. I loathe being reminded that Lyom lives and breathes for Princess Haraya.


    Jamas catches my wrist before I leave the shelter of the stairs. “Aerietta, wait…,” He glances across the room. “What do you plan to do?”


    “Whatever I have to.” I tear my arm away from him.


    “Lyom cannot help you. He won’t. It would go against everything he believes.”


    I could tell Jamas that Lyom was the one that sent me to get the Sword in the first place but somehow I still don’t see that working out in my favor. I am about to leave when I hear the world’s most terrible, grating voice.


    “Jamas. There are more Flickers on the second floor. We have secured the servants’ quarters and all members of the court are safely in the tunnels. The Swordmaster is—”


    His voice cuts off abruptly when he sees me. Muddy eyes narrow into slits and ash covers his bushy mustache the same way it did the day we first met on the boat ride from Lydovier to Evrallon.


    Carnahan’s lips draw back in a sneer. “You.”


    I tilt my head to the side and smile condescendingly at him. “Ahh, Carnahan. I thought I smelled something foul.”


    Carnahan glowers and points his sword at my neck. The tip of it presses into my throat, enough to draw blood, I’m sure. His eyes flit to Jamas. “Is there any particular reason you haven’t gutted her yet?”


    I smirk. “Haven’t you heard? You cannot gut a ghost.”


    “Is that so? Well, why don’t we test it?”


    “She carries something, Carnahan. She is looking for the Swordmaster,” Jamas explains.


    Carnahan isn’t convinced. “Is she now? How convenient. I happen to know right where Swordmaster Livingstone is. So I’ll just take whatever it is you’re carrying and deliver it to him.”


    He begins to extend his hand and I sweep his sword away from my neck, twirling my last dagger over my hand to get a better grip.


    “I’ll give you nothing. Where is Lyom?”


    The ground rumbles and the next time I blink, my eyes open to light trails. A faint glow surrounds Carnahan and Jamas while blue-gray light is thrown off Afterlighters. I shake my head but the light trails remain. I’m starting to become very annoyed with their random comings and goings.


    “Carnahan,” Jamas growls. “The Swordmaster. Where is he?”


    Carnahan braces as the ground rumbles again. Judging by the looks on the swordsmen’s faces and the energy spike I feel thrumming through the air, more Flickers have opened nearby. The Root of some likely being Carnahan’s and Jamas’ friends.


    “Second floor,” snarls Carnahan.


    Second floor? He should already be in the Forest! I was right to assume he’d get “held up,” as he put it.


    I feel a pulse of energy coming from nearby and hear the growl of the creature only a second too late.


    “Aerietta, duck!”


    Jamas suddenly tackles me as what appears to be a rabid, scaly canine leaps overhead. Carnahan jumps towards us to avoid the gnashing jaws of the predator.


    Before we touch the ground, I feel a jolt of electricity. I flinch immediately when sparks of blue light expand from behind me and suddenly we are falling far longer than we should be.


    I hit the ground and explode away from Jamas, rolling in what feels like soft sod. All of the air has been knocked from my lungs so I close my eyes and focus on my breathing for a long moment. I count to three, then five, then ten. My breathing slowly returns to normal, though from the sound of it, Carnahan hasn’t had much better luck than me. He chokes. “What the hell?”


    I finally open my eyes and stare down at the ground under my hands and knees. Dark, blue-green grass spreads out from beneath my fingertips, trickling over roots that grow out from beneath trees on the surface of the ground.


    Oh, no.


    “Aerietta,” Jamas says, glancing my direction—I can feel the heat of his eyes on my back. “Is this—” He must not know how to finish because he stops abruptly, swallowing.


    I jump to my feet. “We have to get back through the Flicker. I need to find Lyom.”


    I spin around and see the fissure in front of us. It’s like looking through deep waters and trying to determine what fish swims at the ocean floor. Suddenly Cotton’s example seems entirely accurate. He said that there was a wall of water that separated the worlds, and that the wall now had ripples in it, and the more ripples there were, the more Afterlighters can slip through. This wall of water has plenty of ripples in it.


    I see a flash of something behind the water wall just before I lead the way through it. Normally I would have thought nothing of this sudden movement, but since the light trails have no yet dispersed, I notice that the trail left by this man dressed as a soldier is black—not the blue-gray of an Afterlighter, but not the stark white of a human. Instead, it is as dark as obsidian, following this swordsman’s movements. Or rather, this Swordmaster’s movements.


    “Is that…?” Carnahan narrows his eyes, leaning forward. He sees Lyom, too.


    And then suddenly Lyom sees us. He looks right through the Flicker and our gazes lock.


    “Time to go,” I say to Jamas.


    He nods and we immediately jump for the opening, all at once. In retrospect it probably wasn’t the best idea, since we all collide and fall back into each other. By the time I’ve rolled to my knees, the Flicker has closed. I feel the energy dissipate and all that is left is the thrumming electricity of the dark, eerie Afterlight world.


    “Hey!” Carnahan exclaims. “What the…What just happened?”


    Jamas releases a pent up breath. “The Flicker is closed.”


    “Yeah, I got that, thanks,” sneers Carnahan. I hear the shing of his sword as he points it at me. “The filthy witch did this. And last I checked, we burn witches at the stake.”


    My hands clench. I am stuck in the Afterlight Forest. With a wall that may as well be made of steel separating me from the only person who knows how to use this Sword. Stuck with Carnahan of all people. I pound my fist into the ground and spring to my feet, whirling on the disgusting, wretched man. My hand reaches for the Sword but I switch for my dagger and point it directly at him. I don’t need a mystical weapon to put an end to this vile person.


    “You know what? You want to fight, Carnahan? Burn me at the stake? Fine! Do your worst!” I hit my chest with the palm of my hand in a gesture of, Come at me!


    Carnahan laughs abruptly and rolls up his sleeves. “Oh, yes, I’ve been waiting for this for ages!”


    Jamas practically growls in annoyance. He shoves between us. “Both of you quit!” He plants a hand on my shoulder and shoves me backwards. The blow is enough to knock the light trails out of my head, at least. “We are trapped in the Forest with no foreseeable way out. The last thing we need is the two of you going to war with each other.”


    Carnahan doesn’t take his eyes off me. “Have you forgotten she tried to kill the princess? That she slaughtered many of our brothers?”


    I scrunch my nose in a sneer. “I didn’t try to kill the princess—if I wanted her dead, she’d be dead.”


    Jamas sighs. “We spent weeks with her, Carnahan. That doesn’t change what she’s done, but it means that in this situation, we can trust her. And we’re going to need to. Must I remind you that we are human?”


    “So?” Carnahan hisses. “Livingstone isn’t. He saw us in here. He’ll come in and get us.”


    “The Swordmaster has enough on his plate. He’s not coming in to find us,” Jamas answers.


    The Sword hanging on my side suddenly feels heavier.


    Lyom isn’t coming in here. And now I’m in the Afterlight Forest. With Anguis.


    I take in a deep breath. I don’t need Lyom. Shaw was wrong. I can handle this myself.


    “Stay here,” I tell Jamas. “Hold your ground until another Flicker opens.”


    Jamas stares at me. “What?”


    I look at Carnahan. “Afterlighters will come looking for you. You’re putting off enough energy that they’re bound to notice the change. As far as I’m aware, no humans have been in the Forest before so we can expect that the Afterlighters already know you’re here.”


    “And where are you going?” Jamas asks.


    I grip the Sword at my side. “I have something I need to take care of.”


    I begin to turn around but Jamas stops me. He grabs me by the arm. “Aerietta,” he says softly.


    I turn and look up into his dark brown eyes. Ever since that first night he brought me food in my quarters, Jamas has been nothing but respectful. Did he trust me completely? No. Did he always look at me like a friend? Certainly not. But we had a mutual respect for one another. None of that has changed.


    “If I don’t see you again…,” he says.


    I pry his fingers off my arm. “Then you won’t be able to arrest me.” I take a step away from him. “Stay alive.”


    He nods. “You as well.”


    On that note, I turn around and close my eyes for two seconds. It only takes me half of that time to feel the strong pull of energy, and when I open my eyes, a bright, blue-gray glow picks up deep in the Forest. And the only Afterlighter capable of emitting such a glow is the King of the Afterlighters, himself.
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    “She is all the great heroines of the world in one. She is more than an individual. I love her, and I must make her love me. I want to make Romeo jealous. I want the dead lovers of the world to hear our laughter, and grow sad. I want a breath of our passion to stir dust into consciousness, to wake their ashes into pain. ”


    — Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray


     


     


     


     


    The Forest is everything I imagined and worse. I am no longer surprised that the Afterlighters have fled this world in favor of ours. It suddenly makes perfect sense.


    Disgusting swamps bog me down as I trudge through the dark, ominous landscape, following the eerie glow in the distance. I’m not even sure I’ve made it any closer to it.


    Every snap of a branch makes my muscles tense. I am in enemy territory and my entire being knows it.


    The eeriest thing about the Forest is that it is completely still. Unlike the kingdoms where the wind blows through the grasses, creating whistling that echoes off the trees, in the Forest there is no wind. The air is motionless.


    As I make my way towards the glow, pushing beneath vines and taking care not to trip over the roots of willowy trees, I wonder who was the last human to step foot in the Forest. Did Lyom? Is that how he became a Riser?


    I walk for what seems like hours until I finally see something through the trees—a bungalow, or perhaps a cabana. I’m not really sure what to call it. It sits low amidst the Forest, trees towering over it. A simple, thatched roof shelters it from whatever elements the Afterlight Forest brings. Light trails—all gray-blue, except one dark gray—shimmer around it, fading away into nothingness.


    I crouch in the underbrush. Movement comes from all around the building. At first I mistake the Afterlighters for guards but it quickly becomes clear they are not standing vigil. I half expected to find only warriors here but instead it would seem an entire village has taken up camp here. Small shacks surround the cabana and Afterlight men and women roam in and out, carrying different items—some swords, some food.


    I keep low to the ground as I approach. I focus on the beings rather than the trails of energy they leave in their wake and after a few moments the lights disappear and cause no more distractions. If Quay were here now would be the moment I turn to him and say, See? I can control my ability.


    I still have only one dagger left but it will have to do. I suppose I have my electricity as well but it is fairly clear that I do not have complete control over it by any means, but the good news is I can determine when it rears its face. For the most part.


    An Afterlighter—a warlock, probably—grabs the elbow of another as he passes. The latter is carrying a barrel of strange metal rods. From the looks of it, they’re silver rods. The fact that the silver mines are practically empty and yet Evrallon does not have an abundance is not lost on me. Perhaps trading caravans were raided in the Menca Denu, just not by the Adaaians as I had half expected.


    “Rutak,” the warlock says in a hushed voice. He then begins to speak in a quick, harsh language I cannot even hope to understand. I shouldn’t be surprised. Yes, I speak most all kingdom languages but I never thought it would be necessary to speak any Afterlighter languages. To be perfectly frank, I didn’t realize there were any Afterlighter languages.


    Whatever the warlock says, Rutak must not like it. He snarls but nods, pulling his elbow away from the warlock and stomping off with his barrel of random, seemingly-pointless silver rods. But nothing Anguis does is pointless. If he has his men carrying these rods around, I want to know why. But not today.


    I creep towards the bungalow and my feet hardly touch the ground. I roll beneath bushes and duck under vines. When I come to an opening where I could possibly be seen, I take to the trees. I jump across branches, silently scale the trunks, and disappear behind layers of leaves.


    When I’ve safely passed the village of Afterlighters, all of which are preoccupied in their own work, I drop to the ground in a silent tumble. The cabana is set up in front of me, one of its many doors only a few yards away. It is built of a strange, dark-green wood while the thatched roof is a light, buttermilk color. The door is metal of some sort and rust colors the edges. This building has been here for a very long time, it’s just been remodeled and remodeled as the years went on.


    Before I take a step further, I draw the Sword from its sheath. I have no plan other than waltz in, find Anguis, and kill him before he can say a word. That is it. I don’t want to know his master plan or what scheme he has to bend the kingdoms to his will. I just want to end it. So maybe I can actually sleep at night without him or Lyom bombarding my dreams and keeping me awake


    My eyes flutter close. I count to three. When my eyes open again, I’m ready


    I step forward and twist the door knob, slinking into what I assume is one of the back hallways. I click the door shut silently behind me and examine my surroundings. The walls are decorated with dark art. Paintings of black infecting the white, of inky shadows creeping into the light, and demons touching and contaminating angels.


    I inch down the hallway, my ears listening for any creak in the floor, any breath escaping the lungs of an Afterlighter. I hear absolutely nothing. You would think that in the stillness of the Forest all sound would be so loud, but instead the stillness acts like a veil. It covers any noise that could be made and replaces it with complete silence.


    An eerie sound resonates down the hall: The sound of claws on marble. No, claws on wood. I spin around sharply, expecting to come face to face with a nightreign, but only find the empty hallway.


    I exhale roughly.


    Get a grip, Elony, I inwardly chide. They’re getting inside your head.


    I turn around and continue my search. My heart pounds with every step I take. My hand is even beginning to shake. When has my hand ever shook during an assignment? Even when I had a dagger pressed to Dominik’s throat my hand never shook. I have to take a moment to calm myself down, remind myself what the cost of defeat is, and then continue my search for Anguis. I’ve barely taken half a step further when I hear his voice.


    He calls me by name, and the sound of it doesn’t echo, just disappears immediately after. The veil of the Forest at work.


    I spin around, gaze searching for him but he is nowhere to be found. Instead, I come face to face with seven Afterlighters, no two the same race. A man I assume is a demon—the black, cracked skin gives it away—a tall, brutish creature, a winged nightreign, a banshee, a vampire, and a nymph. But that isn’t all. Standing amidst the Afterlighters is a man I instantly recognize. Not because he was an assignment once upon a time, or because I met him during an incursion, but rather because of a more recent event, and seeing him here sends chills down my spine and cools my blood to the point of Dominik’s ice.


    Gylas, the newcomer I’d met in Kinecardine only hours before my escape, stands before me, his lips tilted up in a sly smile. He doesn’t look any different from when I met him in Kinecardine. He is barely a day older than twenty. Dark skin, haunting ice-blue eyes, shaved head, and a muscular build that has only grown more toned since I last saw him. When his lips draw back I see two pretty rows of pearly, white teeth. It takes me a moment for it to register to me. This is Gylas, the singer from Kinecardine, and here he stands with other Afterlighters. I scoff. I should have known. Nothing is coincidence. What is he? Fae? Warlock?


    “Lay down the Design,” the banshee demands, her bright red hair falling down into her ghostly-pale face as she speaks.


    The…Design? Is that the Sword’s name?


    I grip the hilt tighter and a crazed laugh squeezes out of my lungs. “If you thought claiming this blade would be so easy then you were sorely mistaken.”


    Gylas tilts his head to the side, appraising me. “Your fight has returned,” he says. “Good. It always makes things interesting. But let me give you some advice, beautiful. One prisoner to another?” The smile slips off his face. “Come quietly. Or this will hurt more than it needs to.”


    Despite the trip of my heart, I keep a hardened expression. “Silly Gylas. When will you learn that the Queen of Crimson never comes quietly?”


    I take a chance and use my last dagger to hurl it into the person I view to be the largest threat—the one with wings. The nightreign is struck in the skull and collapses to the ground just as the vampire bares his long fangs and rushes towards me. I duck beneath him and kick his knee out, sending him to the ground. I’m going for his neck with the Sword when I’m tackled to the ground.


    I hit the wooden floor hard and though the breath is pushed out of my lungs I keep my wits about me. The hilt of the Sword is jarred from my hands and the blade skitters across the ground. I look up to find the demon atop me, black eyes terrifyingly lucid. He—no, it—grins and pins my arms down but it does not realize that my legs are more of a weapon than my arms have ever been.


    I twist my hips out from underneath him and lock my legs around his neck. I buck and snap his head down towards the ground. Not enough force to kill him, but enough to put him down for a couple of seconds. I scramble for the Sword and kick it out of the nymph’s hands just before Gylas wraps his arms around me from behind, flexing strong biceps to hold me in place.


    “Easy, Girl,” he whispers. “Anguis wants you alive.”


    I roll my eyes and bend my knees, giving myself enough momentum when I leap up to catch Gylas by the throat with my knee. He chokes and stumbles backwards, out of my reach, but the nymph is not so lucky. When she goes for the Sword again, I kick her hard in the temple and she goes down. I don’t need to see the blood dripping from her nose to know that she’s dead—I feel the energy around her suddenly die out as her heartbeat slows and her blood stops flowing.


    “Decka!” the banshee exclaims, horror coloring her expression as she sees the fallen nymph. She turns her glower on me and lets out an ear-piercing wail that seems loud enough to shatter glass.


    I clamp my hands over my ears as pain blasts through my brain. Pressure builds behind my eyes and for all of three seconds I completely forget my task. I forget the Sword that lays at me feet and forget that I have lost all feeling in my legs and have collapsed on the floor in a ball.


    When the noise finally stops, I feel the scratchiness of my own throat and realize I’d been screaming, too. Hands are all over me as I’m hauled to my feet. My limbs shake and my eyes move from face to face, coming to a halt at the banshee. My ears ring from the noise and I can only hear muted voices. The banshee looks ready to maim and the vampire subdues me. Gylas is suddenly at the banshee’s side, saying something to her calmly. When his ice blue eyes meet mine again, I see loathing behind them. He says something else to the banshee before walking towards us. His footsteps are still muted by the ringing in my ears.


    “Take her to Anguis,” he says to the vampire.


    The vampire nods and the demon sidles up alongside me. Its hands close over my arms and I feel a chill ride up my spine. My mind is still scrambled and though I fight, they still manage to drag me down the long hallway. Noise rattles in my brain and though I can hear the vampire talking to the demon—or perhaps to me—I cannot hear everything they’re saying. Things are still completely dull to my ears and for a few minutes I wonder if the banshee made me deaf. But it doesn’t take long for my mind to clear and for me to remember that yes, they may have the Sword, and my dagger may still be in the skull of the nightreign, but that does not leave me without weapons.


    I feel the energy sizzling under my skin, welling up in my chest. I focus my attention on the places where their hands come in contact with my skin and with one thought, the electricity is pushed out into them.


    The vampire is thrown back and hits the wall behind him while the demon only slides back a few feet. I’m pretty sure one of them curses, though the explicative is unclear. When the demon comes towards me again, I jump over his arms and roundhouse kick him back into the wall. The vampire lunges towards me but I’m faster.


    I feel the electricity build on my palm just before I plant it against his chest. It’s second nature now. Like a part of me I never realized I could control.


    I see his eyes roll back in his head as the current jolts through him and into the ground. I feel the energy in him fade as he drops to the floor, lifeless.


    A hand suddenly grips my wrist. Without hesitating, I push my lightning into the hand.


    It remains. Like it didn’t even feel the electricity.


    I turn and look at the person holding me. It’s Gylas. Some sort of rune has been etched into his forehead, the color of blue ice against his ebony skin. His lips tug up into a smile.


    “Surprised?” he inquires. He winks, then taps the newly-drawn rune on his forehead. “It’s called an elipae. It ensures that your lightning can’t touch me.” His smile unnerves me. “We weren’t quite sure what way your lightning would manifest itself so thank you for demonstrating.”


    I stare at him. They knew I’d be the Girl of Energy? They just didn’t know how it would work? My gaze flies around the room for the Sword and I see it in the banshee’s hand. Her expression is still as hard as stone, wild, red hair a mess against pale skin.


    Gylas’ grin holds. “Now, if you don’t mind, Anguis is waiting for us.”


    I’m shoved forward and my muted footsteps ring out down the long hallway.


    I sneer at him. “You weren’t a prisoner in Kinecardine.”


    Gylas chuckles. “Good guess, sweetie. I was in there to keep an eye on you until Anguis got out. Little did I know the fae prince had a plan of his own.”


    I’m given hardly five seconds to conjure up a plan before I’m escorted into a larger foyer with dark, wood floors, larger paintings on the wall, a higher ceiling, and at the end of the room, a dais with a sort of throne established there. It’s clearly a temporary throne made of poor metals and wings spreading out from behind it, but the fact that it is a throne is not lost on me.


    Then there is the man that sits upon it.


    This is the first time I have seen Anguis in person. That I have actually seen him. I do not count the time he invaded my thoughts in the Menca Denu, or how he managed to jump into my mind while I was in Kinecardine. This is the first time I’ve truly seen him. And I’m almost positive my heart stops.


    His dark hair is the same as it was the first time I saw him. It is pulled back at the nape of his neck, and his extremely tall form is more lanky than it is muscly. Dark eyes watch me with more care than anyone has in my entire life. He studies me as one would study an intricate flower, or as an assassin would study their assignment. He wears mostly black clothing with a few gray accents but his snow-white skin makes every piece of attire appear dark.


    Gylas shoves me to my knees in front of the dark man, who just chuckles, and the sound vibrates through my entire self. “Please, Gylas, there is no need for that.”


    The blue-eyed warlock/fae glances down at me before his hand leaves my shoulder. He takes a small step back, clearly ready to engage if I even make one move towards Anguis.


    I slowly pull myself to my feet, keeping my gaze on the floor for longer than I should. I have very few options at this point and I would rather prolong my stay and increase my chance of killing Anguis than say something I regret and risk him chopping my head off in narcissistic anger.


    “Little Girl of Lightning,” whispers Anguis. “It has been too long.”


    I glance up beneath my blond eyelashes, and find that Anguis is merely an inch from my face, dark eyes so black one could spend hours looking for the pupils and never succeed. “Not long enough.”


    Anguis frowns. “I’m sorry you feel that way.”


    My gaze flits to the banshee as she enters the room, making her way halfway across to stand between Anguis and me. She remains completely silent, holding the Sword in front of her. My heart rate skyrockets as Anguis looks at the silver blade in her hand. His redemption, and his demise.


    “You found the Sword,” Anguis says to me in a deep-throated, rumbling voice. “None of the other Children were able to find it. Congratulations. Was it…difficult? I hope that filthy Evrallonic king’s men did not give you any trouble.”


    I sneer at him before I can help it. “Is not one of your own one of the filthy Evrallonic king’s men?”


    Anguis’ lips quirk up a bit. Light flickers into his otherwise-black eyes. “Do you mean Lyom Livingstone?” He chuckles, taking a step down off his dais. “Young Mr. Livingstone has always been a means to an end. And he has served his purpose, even if he does not know it.” Anguis watches me with curiosity-filled eyes. “It does perplex me, though…after everything he has done to you, you still…,” His voice trails off and his smile only grows, making my skin crawl. “…love him?”


    My hands clench and I sense Gylas’ energy drawing closer to me from behind in case I get any crazy ideas. The overwhelming majority of my being begs me to flee, wants me to run and hide some place Anguis can never find me. Yet I manage to swallow my fear and look him in the eyes, growling, “You stay away from me.” A warning. Even if my voice shakes through it.


    Anguis laughs and shakes his head, as if I’d said nothing at all. “A sense of loyalty I would almost understand but love is quite astonishing. I saw your love for Mr. Giovani coming from miles away, however.”


    I flinch without meaning to. My hands begin to shake again, something I am rapidly becoming annoyed with.


    How does he know? How could he know what…How can he know anything that went on in the Citadel?


    Panic strikes me—completely uncontrolled—when I realize that he could have more eyes and ears inside the Citadel that I never knew about. Is someone there watching Dominik now? Is he in danger?


    The stupidity of my actions hits me hard. If an Afterlighter tries to attack him while he is there, he will have no one to protect him. Perhaps Quay will try to do something but if Anguis has enough Afterlighters in the Citadel? Dominik will be overcome.


    As if Anguis can sense my fear, he says, “Fear not, dear girl, I have no intentions of harming your sweet companion. He is, after all, the Boy of Ice, is he not? Oh, try not to look so surprised, darling, of course I know who he is. Have I not been watching you both for years?” He chuckles, then reaches out and snags my chin between two fingers. Ice—not refreshing like Dominik’s but suffocating like Death’s—spreads from his touch, slithering up into my jaw. I immediately flinch away but Anguis hardly notices, as if all my struggles amount to the beat of a butterfly’s wings.


    Panic claws at my chest as I stare into his eyes, my assassin mind conjuring images of all the horrible things this man is capable of…or perhaps he is giving me a gateway into his mind.


    And I see more death than I could inflict in a thousand years.


    Humming in thought, he suddenly releases me. I gasp in a much needed breath as he returns to his place on the dais.


    “No, I need you both alive and well.” He turns to face me again, and I involuntarily tense. “The time has come for you to choose sides, my dear. Every Girl of the Elements has chosen before you, and now your turn has come.”


    I scoff. “You are mad if you think I would choose to side with you.”


    “Yes, yes, because you only side with yourself. I have heard this all before,” Anguis drones. “But I believe we have more in common than you realize, my dear.” His gaze darkens, and though he stands twenty feet away from me, his hand may as well be clutched around my throat for all his words do. “You are what people have referred to as ‘darkness.’ But what we have is not darkness, Aerietta. For us, there is no light and dark.” He lifts his hands in example. “Do you feel it? The energy? You do…you have tasted but a mere sample of what I can show you. Because you and I…we are different from the rest. Even from the Boy. Which is why it is you I have reached out to.” He lowers his hands, watching me with sinister calculation, and he seems to know that his words ring truth…but not enough. “You are the first assassin Child there has been. Did you know that? So imagine my surprise when I realized that you—of all the Girls—have the most…conscience.” He smiles cruelly. “Yes, this Boy has you beaten in that area but you certainly care about those you love. Don’t you?”


    I watch him with suspicion. What does he have up his sleeve?


    The doors behind him suddenly burst open and three figures move out into the foyer. My breathing stops.


    Lyom is thrown to the ground, bound and gagged. His knees crack against the floor but he doesn’t even wince. Slowly, carefully, he raises his gaze and meets my eyes with a measured look. There is no hatred, no cruelty in his lurid blue eyes. He studies me quietly, as if he is trying to determine what the devil I’m still doing here.


    Anguis steps towards his Riser. “He followed you into the Forest after I closed the Flicker to trap you here. I suppose he expected to be welcomed back into the Forest but I knew what he’d come here for. Imagine my delight when he arrived.”


    Anguis reaches down and unsheathes his dagger. Fear lurches in my chest as he moves towards Lyom with the knife. Can Anguis kill a Riser? Lyom is his Riser! Is his life Anguis’ to take?


    I watch in terror, hands clenched at my sides, as Anguis reaches down and slices the gag cloth away from Lyom’s mouth. Lyom quickly spits it onto the floor, cutting a glare at Anguis, who returns his gaze to me. My heartbeat begins to take up a normal speed again and I force myself to relax.


    He’s not going to kill him. He’s not going to kill him.


    “We all have motivation,” says Anguis. “For instance, Dominik is motivated by compassion. If he sees injustice, he tries to remedy it. It is his passion. It is how I will convince him to join me. My Riser, here”—He slaps Lyom on the shoulder but Lyom is a rock and doesn’t budge, though Anguis doesn’t seem affected by it—“is motivated by loyalty…trust. Often times misplaced trust. It is how I made him into what he is today.”


    Anguis walks away from Lyom and my eyes meet with his bright blue oceans. Lyom still doesn’t speak and it’s as if the gag was never removed from his mouth. He doesn’t break my stare for several seconds. A deep laceration runs from his cheek up to his temple and his lip is split from where a punch landed. My heart aches—physically aches—at the sight of him. He came here to protect his men and Anguis snatched him up. He was trying to be a good Swordmaster, use the position I assume Anguis put him in, and save his swordsmen.


    Anguis finally comes to a stop a few feet in front of me. His gaze travels from my feet all the way up to my eyes.


    “And finally you.”


    I don’t allow my gaze to flicker to the Sword behind him even though I know it is so close. I could duck beneath his legs and snatch the Sword before Gylas could stop me. Maybe even have time to ring Anguis through before he could so much as turn around.


    Anguis tilts his head to the side as he looks at me. “You are not motivated by compassion, nor loyalty, though I expected it when I first began studying you. Though you are loyal, you are motivated more by love. Fancy that. An assassin who loves more than she is loyal.”


    I don’t like where this is going, and I certainly don’t like how close Anguis is standing to me. I can feel the energy rolling off his body and it feels like poison against my skin.


    His lips pull back in another smile. It’s almost a laughing sort of grin, one that tells me he knows — or thinks — he’s won. “And I have found your motivation.”


    The Afterlighters that stand beside Lyom suddenly draw their swords, the sound echoing in my ears. For a second that same fear grips me but I’m reminded that they cannot kill him. Not truly.


    I stare Anguis down. “You wouldn’t kill your Riser.”


    He shrugs. “True, plenty of time and effort have gone into establishing this young man, but as I said, he has served his purpose,—bringing you to me. If he cannot help me further then I have no reason to keep him around. But, for now, he is your motivation, and that is all the reason I need to keep him alive.” He smirks. “This is what I like to call extortion, sweetheart. His life…for your soul.”


    I refuse to look at Lyom to prove that Anguis’ threat has gotten to me. I refuse to break my eye contact with the dark man.


    “As you said,” I begin, preying on the fact that Anguis does not know that Lyom and I have been in contact—or what little contact we could be in while halfway across a continent. “Lyom has stabbed me in the back too many times. I have no reason to trust—or love—him. What makes you think I don’t just want to be the one to kill him, myself?”


    Anguis chuckles. He lifts his hand and snaps his fingers. Just like that both of the men standing beside Lyom raise their swords. Then, it’s as if all time stops, and for a moment I swear I am seeing their swords plunging towards his neck, and I cannot get my muscles to move quickly enough.


    Before I can think to hold myself back, I tense, my heart leaping into my throat and shout, “No, stop, wait!”


    And that is all it takes for Anguis to realize that he has, indeed, found my weakness.


    Lyom lets out a long breath, eyes closing, and he drops his head between his shoulders in either disappointment or defeat.


    “Choose then this day who you will serve, Miss Elony,” says Anguis. “The time has come. Dominik’s time is short. You would do well to accept my offer. And do it quickly. I need a verbal oath from you, so let’s get on with it, shall we?”


    I close my eyes. I did not come all this way, find the Sword, so I could come here and hand it over to Anguis without a fight, and I certainly did not come here to swear my loyalty to him.


    I drop to my knees and sweep Gylas’ legs out from underneath him before rolling beneath Anguis. I kip up to my feet and jump, wrapping my legs around the neck of the banshee and twist. I feel her bones crack and her heartbeat stop as she hits the ground, the Sword clattering a few feet away.


    Before the men by Lyom can grab it, I’m already on top of it. I move like the lightning in my veins and am in front of Anguis before anyone can utter a sound. I am the Queen of Crimson. I have been killing my entire life. I have been known for never failing an assignment, and I will not fail this one.


    I hear Lyom shout something over my shoulder just before I drive the Sword into Anguis’ chest. There is no resistance. The Sword is pushed all the way to the hilt.


    A rush of breath escapes my lungs as I prepare myself to watch the man of darkness collapse into a heap of mortality.


    I do what every assassin does and watch Anguis’ eyes, waiting for the moment his soul leaves his body—not that he even has a soul.


    And then something terrifying happens. Or…something doesn’t happen. Anguis just watches me with a mixture of disappointment and sorrow. Real, true sorrow. He reaches down and grabs the hilt of the Sword. I expect him to begin to stagger, blood to drip from his mouth, and him to collapse on the floor. I know exactly what should be happening, and yet none of it is. Instead, I am the one that stumbles back a step in complete shock.


    Anguis shakes his head and releases a pained, saddened breath. He draws the blade of the Sword out of his chest and holds it in his hand. Not a single drop of blood has been smeared on the silver.


    My heart stops beating. I’m certain it must.


    “I’m truly sorry, Aerietta,” says Anguis in the most life-infused voice I have ever heard from a dead man. “I never wished to trick you. But some things cannot be helped.”


    I blink at him in confusion. “What?” I look over my shoulder frantically, expecting Lyom to be just as shocked as I am, but the Afterlighters have gagged him again and despite his attempts to get away, he is completely subdued.


    Anguis draws my attention back to him. “The Riser can do many things. He can come back to life, heal grievous wounds, survive impossible falls, and out-muscle ten humans. But he cannot speak through your thoughts.”


    I mean to laugh. To tell him that it would seem he doesn’t know his Riser nearly as well as he would have liked to believe. But this next works make my voice dry up in my throat.


    “That is an ability reserved only for me.”
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    “There comes an end to all things; the most capacious measure is filled at last; and this brief condescension to evil finally destroyed the balance of my soul.”


    — Robert Louis Stevenson, The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde


     


     


     


     


    My mouth drops open as my thoughts crash over themselves.


    “Wha—” I stammer, looking back at Lyom again. “No. Lyom came to me. Not you. Not you!”


    Anguis sighs. “I can take whatever form I wish, Aerietta. It’s far easier in the subconscious. I’m sorry I had to trick you but I felt there was no other way you would bring me the Design. And it seems I was right.”


    My stomach flips.


    It was Anguis. The knowledge slowly sinks in like mud. That was Anguis I was standing with in my dreams. It was Anguis that looked at me and ran his hands over my face. My skin crawls with the sudden memory and I feel instantly sick when I realize what an idiot I was. Finnegan tried to warn me…he knew the Riser could not have this ability, yet I refused to believe it.


    My stomach churns again. I had so many hints. Like the fact that when I apologized to “Lyom” for killing him, he didn’t remember that I’d killed him recently and immediately assumed I was speaking of the time I killed him and his betrothed in Blancathey. It’s why “Lyom” changed the subject so quickly. Because it wasn’t Lyom. And Anguis didn’t know everything he should have to impersonate him.


    Anguis shakes his head again. He nods to the men holding Lyom—the real Lyom, who never tried to contact me, never cared that I was safe in the Citadel, never tried to help me. It hurts more than I realized it would.


    Anguis opens his mouth to say something when the door on the other side of the room bursts open.


    “My Lord,” the demon standing in the doorway says. “We have a slight problem.” Its gaze flicks to me, then back to Anguis. “It…does not like its cage, master.”


    It? I want to wonder what the demon is talking about, but I am too fearful for my own life to even give it thought.


    Anguis growls as he turns his attention to the demon. “Fine.” He returns his gaze to the Afterlighters holding Lyom. “Take the Riser and Aerietta to the holding cell. If they escape, you will pay with your lives.”


    The Afterlighters nod silently as Anguis tucks his hands behind his back and marches out of the foyer. Gylas jumps to his feet, scowling at me as he snatches my wrist and tugs me close enough that I can see the different flecks of blue in his eyes. Then another hand is around my throat.


    “Try anything like that again,” he snarls, “and I’ll cut off your hand.”


    He spins me around and shoves me forward. I keep my gaze on the ground, any fight in me completely drained. I hardly hear our footsteps on the ground as we’re brought down a long hallway. I know Lyom’s gaze is on the ground as well. He won’t look at me. For some reason I’m mortified that I believed he had tried to contact me. I feel like a complete fool for believing that one of my girlish fantasies actually came true. And I hate that he knows it.


    At the end of the hallway, a metal door is thrown open. Lyom is shoved inside and one of the Afterlighters follows, untying his arms and ripping the gag away from his face. He barely moves when the Afterlighter tries to push him further into the room. His eyes remain solely on the stone floor under his feet, dark, curling hair covering his expression.


    Gylas digs his elbow into my back, pushing me into the room. I glance over my shoulder at him as the door closes. I hear it latch. Then there is nothing but awkward silence. No, awkward implies there is something humorous to the situation. There is absolutely nothing humorous in this circumstance. The silence is uncomfortable at best and painful at worst. I hear every breath Lyom takes, and I can feel the ebb and flow of his dark energy. I wonder if he can hear how quickly my blood is rushing, or if he could even hear the thoughts scrambling through my mind.


    After the longest stretch of silence I have ever endured, and feeling as though my heart is being trampled on and my stomach tossed around like a sack of old vegetables, Lyom finally ends the deafening quiet.


    “What did he say to you?”


    His voice throws me off. I squeeze my eyes shut, though it hardly makes a difference; the room is dark enough as it is. It’s hard to think through my mortification. Lyom didn’t seek me out the way I thought he did—Anguis tricked me into believing Lyom cared anything about me. Anguis ran his hands down my arm and breathed against the side of my neck, making gooseflesh rise on my skin. How can I speak to Lyom knowing that none of that was real?


    I swallow as a hundred answers flit through my mind.


    “Just that he needed the Sword,” I finally reply in a timid voice. I hate the way it quivers, making me feel completely weak and helpless.


    “So you brought it to him?” He sounds…annoyed?


    I nod. “I…I thought it was…,” I practically choke on my words. Am I really so pathetic? Well, let me recount. I’ve been on a long journey trying to find a mystical Sword, which I told myself Lyom needed. I gave into my fantasies and allowed Anguis to convince me that Lyom had any sort of feelings for me. Then I brought the only thing that Anguis needed to enter the kingdoms right to his doorstep. All while believing I was doing it for the Swordmaster that never cared about me.


    “You thought it was me,” Lyom finishes.


    I nod again. “Yes.”


    He releases a pent up breath. “Aerietta…”


    “Don’t,” I say. “I already know.”


    Lyom falls silent again for a few seconds. He walks to the wall and leans against it. He slides down the stone and takes a seat on the floor. It’s then that I realize the Swordmaster has no grand plan of escape.


    “You and the Boy were awakened?” Lyom inquires.


    For a moment I’m not sure if I should tell him but I finally answer. “Yes.”


    “Lightning?” he guesses. “I saw Gylas’ rune. It prevents electricity being passed between touch. I assume that was because of something you did.”


    “I may have electrocuted a vampire,” I reply.


    He nods. “Good. Those things deserve it.”


    I try to smile at his attempt to lighten the mood but neither of us feel any of the pressure lifted. We are trying to ignore the fact that Anguis used us both to some extent. It isn’t that we didn’t know it was coming but I think we both thought we were smarter than this. I know I did.


    “What will he do when he comes back?” I ask.


    I watch as Lyom runs a hand over his face. His shoulders are slouched, weary from whatever he has been through. Does he have any of that elixir on him? If he does not, will Anguis give it to him? It must have been taken from him, otherwise the cuts on his face would have been healed. I wonder how long he has before he begins dying. Isn’t that what he said the elixir did? It kept him alive. How long does he have before he begins looking like death, the way he did in his tent?


    “He needs you,” Lyom answers. “I don’t know what for, but he needs you and the Boy for something.” He shakes his head. “He doesn’t need me. He’ll kill me.”


    I force the lump down my throat. “He can kill you?”


    “He’s Anguis,” he replies simply, as if he’s telling me that Anguis is just the best cook in all of the Afterlight Forest. “He can do whatever he wants.”


    Apprehension settles in my stomach. I slowly approach the wall he’s leaned against and slide down it, sitting several yards away from him. There isn’t much to say or talk about. Every inch of me tingles with electricity just being close to him and I’m almost foolish enough—or just don’t care anymore— that I lean across and throw myself into his arms. But something stops me. No, someone stops me.


    I try not to glance in his direction but I know I am failing miserably. “Was the Cruel King’s daughter pleased to see you when you returned from Kinecardine?”


    Lyom looks up, brows furrowed. “What?”


    I catch a glimpse of him out of the corner of my eye, watching me warily. I do my best to avoid eye contact by staring at the wall across the room from me, something I got very good at during my time in the silver mines.


    “It is no secret she has feelings for you. She expresses them so freely, no matter the company.”


    Lyom studies me, dark brows still tugged down as he ponders the meaning behind my words. I begin frantically praying that he doesn’t dig too deep into my subconscious. I have never stopped to consider what his abilities as a Riser are. Can he sense my feelings? Does he know my reason for questioning him?


    “Haraya—Princess Haraya,” he amends, “was engaged to Prince Finnegan Atwood of Belaroux, before King Atwood chose to allow his son to get tangled up in the world of Afterlighters.”


    “That doesn’t answer my question.” Though how I expect him to answer is beyond me.


    He looks away from me, and before he says a word, I know he is going to lie. “Whatever sentiments she held towards me died out long ago.”


    I scoff. How typical of him to attempt to play it off, as if Haraya’s affections were nothing more than a sly wink here and a playful, flirtatious gesture there. Perhaps King Dryden is sated by these ridiculous falsehoods but I am not so easily deceived. “I saw you,” I say, and then half wish I wouldn’t have. “The night we broke into the Keep to steal the Tablet. I saw you both in your quarters.” My voice cracks at the end and I could slap myself. I close my eyes and force myself to regather my thoughts before speaking again, because I will not look like a heartbroken fool in front of the Swordmaster.


    In my peripheral, I see Lyom lean his head back against the stone, eyes squeezing shut, though what the movement means is lost on me.


    I feel as though I should say more but…what more is there to say? That he was holding her in his arms? That he seemed to lean into her touch and relish every bit of attention she threw at him? That in that instant I thought he was going to take her to bed? Even now, weeks later, the thought sickens me.


    “How did you see us?” Lyom breathes.


    Not an answer. Not that my statement begged one.


    “I was climbing the wall,” I reply. “A guard almost saw me so I ducked onto your windowsill.”


    Lyom shakes his head. “It isn’t what you think.”


    “I thought nothing of it.” I say a bit too swiftly.


    Lyom sighs. “Aerietta—”


    “Nothing,” I repeat firmly.


    He exhales again. “I was taking her to her quarters, where her bodyguards—one of which you killed, by the way—were supposed to watch over her, but she didn’t want to go.” He runs a hand over his face as he recalls that night. “She was acting like a spoiled girl, practically throwing a fit out in the hall. She wanted to stay with me.”


    Of course she did, I seethe. Girls like Haraya are desperate for whatever is just out of reach. She sees Lyom, this achingly handsome man, and knows that her father’s control over him is so great. So she sits there and wonders, Why, if I can have any other man, can I not have him? So she will throw herself at him. A hundred times if need be. But from the sound of it, it did not take a hundred times. If Jamas is to be believed, it only took one.


    Lyom, unaware of my inner turmoil, carries on in his explanation. “I heard a member of the council coming down the hall from another direction and made a split second decision. I couldn’t be seen alone with her in a hallway, even if I was exchanging guard duty with her bodyguards. It would be seen as inappropriate.”


    I roll my eyes. “So you picked her up and carried her into your quarters.” Because that is more appropriate.


    He nods. “I didn’t consider what she would think.”


    He should have, though. Of course, the moment he swept her into his quarters, she must have been thinking, This is it. I finally have him wrapped around my finger. The conniving harlot.


    “I should have killed her,” I growl to myself. Unfortunately, Lyom seems to have Riser hearing.


    “No, you shouldn’t have. She is better than you give her credit for.”


    I chew on the inside of my mouth. “Do you love her?”


    He appears taken aback by this. “What?”


    I look him in the eyes. “Jamas said you loved her at one point. I asked you, Do you love her?”


    Lyom takes too long to answer. His gaze locks with mine and I see gears turning in his mind as he attempts to decipher the meaning behind my question. His eyes drop to somewhere else on my face before he finally responds. “I’m not sure I ever knew what love was.”


    I look away. He may as well have said he loved her for all that is worth.


    I listen to the sound of his breathing, the steady thrum of his heartbeat. Was he always like this? Was he ever a normal teenaged boy? I cannot imagine him spending time with friends and flirting with women. I cannot imagine him attempting to decide what to do with his day. Who was he before all of this?


    “Did they hurt you?”


    Somehow I know what he’s talking about. I know he doesn’t mean the Afterlighters…he means Cotton. Eetu.


    “You know they did,” I whisper.


    “Do you have scars?”


    I grind my teeth together. “It doesn’t matter.”


    He suddenly looks at me and it startles me. “Yes it does. It does to me. If they didn’t leave scars, then I can forget it happened. If I have to see what they did—”


    “They didn’t.” I lie.


    Lyom huffs a laugh. “I wish I believed you.”


    My hand subconsciously goes to the cuts around my wrist, the closest thing to my reach. I clear my throat before I can remember the knives Eetu used to inflict those scars.


    “You knew about the Sword, didn’t you?” I inquire.


    “Yes.” He clears his throat, uncomfortable.


    “Jamas told me he found you.”


    I freeze. “What?”


    “The night you and Giovani”—He practically spits the name—“broke into the Keep. After you left, Jamas told me. He said you were in the mountains beyond Kinecardine.”


    The mention of the prison camp has my hands returning to my wrists. Subconsciously I know that I had enough scars going in but the fact that these were torture scars somehow makes them different. I have eight fairly bad scars from Kinecardine, two of which are across my wrists. I have the brand on my collarbone, one on my neck, one on my stomach, and several on my back. I try not to think about any of them but the ones on my wrist are too close not to remember.


    “I dreamed of you.”


    My words startle us both. Did I just say that out loud? I frantically try to back pedal, stumbling over my words. “I—I fantasized that you—I mean I thought—”


    Lyom remains completely silent and somehow that is worse than anything he could have said. I hear my blood rushing in my ears due to embarrassment, the footsteps of Afterlighters somewhere down the hallway outside, but not a breath from the Swordmaster. I try to imagine what he is thinking but it only makes my stomach drop further. His silence means one of two things. One, he is too surprised to form a coherent thought. Two — the more likely—he has enough of a heart left that he doesn’t want to break mine. But I am a cruel person, this much I have learned. I am even cruel to myself. My next words prove it.


    “You were never going to come for me…were you?”


    He stares at the wall across from him, and if it had been made from Dominik’s ice, it would have melted. “No.”


    I bite down on the inside of my mouth hard. This doesn’t affect me. I already knew this.


    I clear my throat. “Did you get the princess and king to safety?”


    He nods. “They’re as safe as they can be.”


    “Good.”


    “I didn’t know you were there.”


    “You would have tried to kill me if you did.”


    “No.” Lyom says. He pushes off the wall and stands, his shoulders still slouched in exhaustion. He doesn’t look at me as he takes a step away from the wall. “I should have but…but I know I wouldn’t.”


    He turns around and faces the wall. And then slams his fist into it with enough force that I feel the energy shoot out from around him. I jolt to my feet.


    He shakes his head, keeping his gaze on the floor. “You are in my head as much as Anguis was in yours.”


    I stare at him, too afraid to say or do anything. Too afraid he’ll suddenly remember who he is talking to and will drop back into his Swordmaster mode. But at the same time, I know I won’t be able to handle whatever it is he’s going to say.


    “Lyom, stop,” I find myself saying.


    “I’ve tried,” he says weakly. “I have tried so hard to forget about you. I have done nothing but refocus my attentions since you went to Kinecardine. But nothing has worked.” He shakes his head in what seems like anger. “Do you have any idea how terrified I was when I saw that bullet hit you?”


    He turns and his gaze meets mine. He is standing about six feet away from me but he may as well be six inches…six breaths.


    His blue eyes ring me through and my heart rate only increases the longer he stares.


    “I thought I was the one being shot from the pain that ricocheted through my own chest!” He takes a step closer to me. “I was inconsolable. I tried to drown myself in anything I could—drink, work, even Haraya—but nothing was able to make me forget.” Then he takes a daring step closer, and my pulse hits a new record. “Then you showed up in the Keep. And I couldn’t breathe. I don’t know how you survived but…Aerietta, I saw you.” He takes one more step closer and he’s suddenly right in front of me, so close I could reach out and brush his fingertips. Every inch of my body lights up like a firework, heart fluttering like a butterfly in my ribcage. “I held your body in my arms! You were burned beyond recognition and I completely lost myself. Jamas had to leave the Keep to bring me back. He had to drag me back to Adandyrl.”


    Lyom lifts his hand and it hovers beside my face, shaking with thinly-controlled energy.


    “I have spent the better half of my existence learning to keep people at a distance, and to guard my emotions. I have had to learn that some things are immutable, and I have accepted that. I had accepted that love was not a real thing, rather a delusion that humans tricked themselves into believing.” He sighs in defeated frustration, the sound of a desperately lost man. “I have survived years with this knowledge never changing. But you…” His brows furrow in confusion and something unrecognizable as he takes an imperceptible step closer, and my breathing falters. “You…helped Gresham in the Menca Denu…you preferred that you fall into the Hook Gulch, rather than take the rest of us with you. You had the chance to kill Carnahan in my tent…but you didn’t.” He blinks at me. “You changed everything I once knew to be true. And in a cruel twist of fate…I have become the one unworthy of the Queen of Crimson.”


    He squeezes his bright blue eyes shut and black, long eyelashes fan out in crescent moons under them.


    I stay exactly where I am, watching, as he breathes unsteadily, his heart and mind almost visibly in two different places. Half of me wants to just nod and be near him, stand as close to him as he will allow me to, since it is something I found I dearly missed, but I am not that quick to forgive.


    “You left me in Kinecardine.” My voice cracks midway through the statement. “You allowed the Cruel King’s minions to torture me in the Keep’s dungeons! You expect me to believe that somewhere along the way you changed your mind?”


    I know this is exactly what I wanted—Lyom, here, saying exactly this to me—but it’s not quite the way I imagined it. I guess I imagined more groveling, more apologies, and more forgiveness on my end. But right now, I just want an explanation.


    Lyom flinches at my tone. “I didn’t know what they were doing to you,” he whispers, eyes opening. “I had no idea that they were torturing you down there. But yes. I left you in Kinecardine because I had nowhere else to leave you. You are an assassin, Aerietta. A particularly ruthless assassin who has pitted herself against my king. What did you expect me to do? Throw caution to the wind? Throw everything I have worked for out the window?”


    “Throw caution to the wind?” I demand. “I’d proved that I could be trusted! On multiple—”


    “You’d proved nothing in the weeks I’d spent with you other than that you know very well how to be cunning when your life depends on it. I didn’t know if I could trust you. You were deceiving me every step of the way—had me chasing the Boy of the Elements when the Girl was right in front of me! I knew from the start that you were harboring secrets and the entire time I tried to decipher what was truth and what was deception but you were so good at it that I could never figure it out!” He takes one more step closer to me and I have to crane my neck to look up at him, because stepping back would be a sign of weakness. “I didn’t know what to think when you kissed me; I couldn’t tell if you were tricking me into trusting you. If I’d invented this…romance…these feelings I thought you had, or if you had deceived me yet again. For all I know, you are deceiving me now. Toying with what’s left of my heart so I will let my defenses—”


    I gape at him. “I never wanted this! I never wanted to be this way! Do you have any idea what it feels like to stare your father in the eyes and watch as he says he wishes you were dead? Have you been sold into slavery, tortured until you come out the other side a murderer?” I feel like pushing him but I know it will do me no good, but all my pent up energy has to go somewhere, so it just crackles over my skin, illuminating the room with lightning. “I didn’t choose this! I didn’t want to kill all those people! I didn’t want to kill Carenina!”


    He looks as though he is a second away from pulling his hair out of his head. He growls and takes a step away from me, only to come right back, taking me by the shoulders in a not-so-gentle way. “I know you didn’t want to kill her! I know that now! I’ve made mistakes; we all have! But did you expect me to just forget her death in a matter of hours?”


    “I was eleven! Under the thumb of a madman!” I exclaim, my entire face feeling as though it’s on fire.


    I exhale roughly and shake my head, stepping away from him. “It doesn’t matter anymore,” I breathe quietly.


    Lyom’s jaw tightens. “You’re right. It doesn’t.”


    He suddenly takes a determined step forward, to which I counter with a step back, surprised. I’ve just opened my mouth to ask him what he’s doing when his mouth captures mine.


    My mind stops functioning.


    Somewhere deep down, I’d traveled back and relived that moment lost in time in Lyom’s tent. I’d wondered if he felt the same thing I did when I kissed him—the electricity that sizzled through my veins. But now there is no questioning it.


    This kiss is different. From the way his hands hold my face close to his to the protective wall he builds around us with his frame, as if he could shield out the world for just this one moment.


    Without even realizing I am doing it, I have plunged my hands into his hair, running my fingers through the silky, tangled locks. And it’s as if he cannot get close enough, pulling me against him.


    I break away only to gasp in a breath, then say, “I’m still furious with you for abandoning me in Kinecardine.”


    He leans closer, his presence overwhelming me, and his heady scent making me forget why I’d even protested in the first place.


    “You’ll forgive me,” he murmurs as his lips brush mine too softly.


    Lyom is like the sun, too bright to look at and too hot to touch. He is like a burning flame, so luminous that it lights up an entire castle. But that flame eventually flickers out. It is here for a short time, then gone moments later.


    Dominik is a constant, steady fire that never goes out. He is reliable, easygoing, protective, and loving. He would make any girl the perfect husband.


    Not too long ago I would have said he was the only kind of man I would be willing to marry. But all that has changed.


    I would rather experience the scorching heat of a passionate flame that only lasts a few seconds than the steady warmth of an everlasting fire.


    I close the minuscule distance between us and deepen the kiss. He immediately wraps his arms around me, hauling me closer so that our bodies touch, and kisses me back, his hands moving to my waist. He holds me like something fragile and small, so delicate it could break in his grasp. So he carefully kisses me, carefully holds me.


    I run my hands over his shoulders and savor the taste of him. There are little things about him that I’d forgotten—or maybe I never knew them in the first place. Like the way the tips of his midnight hair tickles the bridge of my nose as his lips glide across mine. Or the feeling of callused hands skimming down my neck, down my side, and settling on my hips.


    Lyom kisses me as if he were dying and this kiss is all that stands between him and oblivion. I adore the satiny feeling of his hair, his agonized gasp as he presses me into the wall behind me. Even the chill of his skin is something I will never forget.


    He pulls back before I’m ready for him to. I cling to him, my hands pressed into the hard muscles of his back. It still amazes me that there are no scars and that his skin is so smooth. My hands skim down his sides and follow a path up his washboard stomach.


    Shirtless stomach. How did he become shirtless? Did I do that?


    My heart skips and electricity zips under my skin at the thought.


    Lyom rests his forehead against mine, keeping his mouth a tantalizing distance away. He takes in a deep breath, shaking his head. “I never should have dragged you down with me.” His voice is husky, sending chills down my spine.


    “You won’t.” Then I sense a spike of dark energy and I step away from the Riser—because it wasn’t his energy I felt


    Lyom straightens, sensing the same thing. “Anguis is coming.” He watches me closely. “You can’t swear loyalty. No matter what happens.”


    I lock my jaw and nod. “I won’t.”


    But then I sense more energy…familiar energy. And a lot of it. Could it be


    The cell door opens and a rush of cold air flows through. When I turn to see Anguis entering, my hope dies out and my blood turns cold


    A knife crafted of something like glass is held in his left hand, and in his right is a vial of black liquid. The elixir. To revitalize Lyom. So I can watch him suffer over and over again. I don’t need to look at Lyom to know what his eyes would be saying.


    I cannot swear my loyalty. No matter what.
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    “Let every man in mankind’s frailty consider his last day; and let none presume on his good fortune until he find Life, at his death, a memory without pain.”


    — Sophocles, Oedipus Rex


     


     


     


     


     


    “Your time is up, Miss Elony,” Anguis hisses in a threatening voice. “Decide this day who you will serve.”


    I am hardly paying attention to the man of darkness; I am far too focused on the familiar energy pulsing from outside the room. Or rather outside the cabana—in the encampment, perhaps?


    Gylas enters the room behind Anguis and after one more Afterlighter steps through, the door swings shut, locking us in here. I know from the look on Anguis’ face that he believes he has us trapped. He thinks that we are cornered like his prey and there is no escape for us. But he is wrong. He is trapped in here with me, and I am no one’s prey.


    Anguis jerks his head in towards Lyom. “Subdue.”


    Gylas drops a chain from his wrist and the metal weight hits the floor. At the tip of the long chain is a jagged, unrefined dagger. He quickly approaches Lyom, who doesn’t move a muscle. Judging by his expression, Lyom knows exactly what is going on in my head and realizes that any sudden movements on his part could set me off.


    Don’t do it, his eyes say, but haven’t I proven that I am not one to balk at a challenge?


    Is Anguis strong? Yes. Is he powerful? Most certainly. Does he scare me? Senseless. But none of that comes into consideration during an assignment. I have never assessed my opponent before and thought, They are unbeatable, because in that moment I would have been defeated. Not today.


    “Don’t touch him,” I seethe as confidently as I can in my current situation.


    Anguis holds his hand up to Gylas, narrowing his eyes at me. “Giving in so easily? No. I’m not so foolish as to believe you will commit without blood being spilled.” He nods to Gylas. “On his knees.”


    “Stop,” I say again, and this time my voice hitches some but hopefully not enough for Anguis to notice. “You’re going to release me. And Lyom. In return you get to keep the lives of your loyal men.” I allow my words to seep in for a moment. “If not, I swear I will slay this entire encampment.” I force my spine to straighten and my feet to carry me one step closer to Anguis. I am not even five feet away from him and his height is staggering. “If you have been watching me as long as you claim you have, you know killing them all will be as easy as snapping a twig.”


    Anguis chuckles but behind it I see another emotion flicker in his eyes. Though I can’t quite place it, I recognize the initial response—alarm. Perhaps not because he knows I can and will kill all of his Afterlighters, but because he has something more pressing to worry about, and the longer I dally, the more dangerous the situation becomes.


    Anguis’ mouth twitches in a smile before he nods to his trusty warlock again. “Slice him to ribbons.”


    Lyom doesn’t even flinch when Gylas raises the blade. I lurch forward, instincts kicking in, and go for Gylas’ legs but it’s like I’ve been clotheslined. Which is because the other Afterlighter has clotheslined me.


    I gag as I hit the floor, rolling onto my stomach to push to my feet. I’ve just gotten to my knees when I see Gylas’ blade swinging towards Lyom.


    I all but turn to stone as I watch the blade slice towards him. But then Lyom’s hand snakes out and grabs Gylas by the wrist, halting the sword’s progression. His defiance is my opportunity.


    I leap out and dive for the warlock’s legs, knocking him onto the ground. Snatching the chain away from him, I spin and throw it into the chest of the oncoming Afterlighter. The dagger plunges into his heart and he drops like a rock, leaving only Anguis, and a completely stunned Lyom Livingstone.


    Gylas tries to get up but I shove my knee onto his neck. “Stay down,” I hiss. I look back up at Anguis. “Tell the men outside to open the doors.” I say it with enough confidence to cover the fact that I am not one hundred percent sure there is anyone outside the door—there is so much energy, so many heartbeats and light trails, that I cannot even think clearly.


    Whatever alarm Anguis showed on his face before is now completely gone. His brows furrow and his eyes darken more than I thought they could. He slowly, methodically, unbuttons the trench coat he wears, exhaling in annoyance as he does so.


    “You are young, Miss Elony. Almost eighteen, yes? Not even an adult yet.” He unbuttons two more. “So I do not expect you to be wise. Smart, witty, and crafty, yes, but that is not wisdom. A wise person knows to choose their battles, and which people are not to be trifled with.”


    The last button drops and he shrugs the trench coat off his shoulders. The black, heavy fabric hits the ground like the beat of a deafening drum. Beneath it is a body covered in black tattoos. The only weapon he has hangs from his belt, but I suppose it is the only weapon he needs—the Sword. Or, as he called it, the Design.


    “Do you know how long I have lied in wait?” He takes a menacing step forward. “Built my army larger and larger? I chased every Afterlighter who did not conform into the kingdoms where they would be slain among the humans. Do you have any idea what I have done to get to this place?”


    Gylas begins grinning despite the pressure of my knee on his throat.


    Lyom’s gaze drops to the hilt of the Sword, and I watch every muscle in his body tense—then Anguis lifts his hand and Lyom just…stops.


    I suddenly remember something I should have considered before.


    Lyom had a sketchbook, and in that sketchbook were drawings of hundreds of symbols that I could not touch. I hadn’t even thought anything of it then, other than that it was odd, but now it makes sense. The Afterlighters are creatures of magic, which makes Lyom a creature of magic as well. He can draw these symbols, put power behind them, and he can certainly be affected by them.


    Anguis is doing this. With a flick of his wrist, he has cast a dark spell on the Swordmaster and has limited him to observation. No wonder the treacherous warlock was grinning.


    Anguis stalks forward. “If you think for one second that I am going to be stopped by an assassin, then you are sorely mistaken. You may be the Girl of Energy, young Miss Elony, but keep in mind how many Girls have come before you, and how many have died.”


    Then Anguis strikes like a snake. I don’t see his hand coming, don’t even know how it got there, but it closes around my neck and yanks me off his warlock. He lifts me up and all the oxygen is suddenly sucked out of my lungs. My eyes widen in immediate panic and I claw at his hands as my lungs begin to burn.


    It’s incredible, the thoughts that run through your mind when you think you’re dying. They mostly consist of, I’m dying! I can’t breathe! This is not how the Queen of Crimson was meant to go out! But there are a few thoughts, hidden among the frantic, selfish ones, that give me some hope that a good person still lives in me…deep down.


    If I die, Lyom dies as well.


    If I die, that leaves only Dominik for Anguis to subdue.


    If I die, the kingdoms fall.


    Anguis sneers and his hand tightens around my neck. Whatever fondness he held for me, however small, has completely vanished, and I am suddenly an enemy.


    “I have more strength than every Afterlighter combined.” As proof, one of the markings on his skin begins to glow and my own Jezdah heats in response. It begins to burn like fire against my back but I refuse to show the pain. And then nausea takes over. Like something clawing at my insides.


    Anguis notices his effect with a smile. “Do you feel that? That…gnawing pain, for lack of a better word?”


    I gasp, though it sounds like more of a gurgled cry through my oxygen-deprived lungs. Pain envelopes my being and I squeeze my eyes shut before forcing myself to open them again—to see my enemy.


    Another one of his tattoos begins glowing and suddenly a piercing noise sounds in the room. My hands leave my throat and I clamp them over my ears, trying to scream, but no sound comes out. I try to kick at him but my legs don’t quite reach and all strength is being sapped from my body.


    “Don’t fight it, Aerietta.” Anguis seethes. “Being Death’s Herald, you of all people should know the Devil never likes those that go down kicking and screaming. It is far easier to accept your fate. Isn’t that what you tell your assignments? But fret not. As Gylas said…I need you alive. For now, unconscious will suffice.”


    He smiles and my vision begins to blur, the panic slowly vanishing. My raw throat burns and my lungs are starved. I see black spots clouding my vision and my training whispers that I have twelve before I lose consciousness.


    “Every other rebellious Girl that has come before you has gone down the same way. My abilities overrule yours. You cannot draw energy from the air any longer.” He tightens his grip on my neck but I no longer feel the pain. “Terrifying, isn’t it?”


    Suddenly a thought bursts into my mind. At first I wonder how it has any relevance and why my mind thought to bring it forward. It’s the memory of the day after I broke the Afterlighter’s arm and threatened the archivist in the Citadel. The day I learned who Finnegan really is and where he has come from.


    He said that unlike every other Child, I get my energy from within. I make my own spark. I don’t need to draw electricity from the outside world to feed my energy—I have enough on the inside.


    As the black spots in my vision converge and the last breath escapes my lungs, I close my eyes and listen for the hum of electricity in my own blood. I feel it building in my chest, reaching out into my arms, and without even needing to command it, the lightning strikes.


    Bright light floods my vision and I’m too shocked from the sudden burst of energy to do anything other than gasp in a scratchy breath and blink my eyes. Everything remains completely black except for when I blink and the world goes white. Slowly I begin to see the floor, the cracks in the stone, and hear someone shouting my name. My wobbly limbs aren’t enough to keep me from toppling onto the concrete ground but someone else’s hands catch me. I try to breathe as easily as I can but only succeed in hiccuping gasps. My vision is clearing and I catch a glimpse of blue eyes.


    In the muted sound, I hear the door burst open. I try to roll out of whatever hands hold me—whether they are Lyom’s or Gylas’ I am unsure—and get into a crouched, fighting position. Movement streams across my vision and light trails follow. I shake my head to clear it but nothing happens for a few more seconds. When my vision finally begins to clear and I can actually breathe, I look over my shoulder to see what has become of the room.


    Black scorch marks streak up the walls. Gylas lays unconscious on the floor, blood seeping from a wound on his temple, but I can feel his faint energy. Anguis is not quite as fortunate to just have a bump on his head. He lays against the back wall, head tilted at an awkward angle, and his markings all grow brightly as if they have been charged with white lightning. Despite his peculiar position, I know he is not dead. Perhaps nothing can kill him.


    A booming noise sounds from somewhere nearby but my ears are still dull from the burst of energy.


    Dread leaks into my stomach. I slowly rise to my feet. I will kill him. Whatever it takes. He cannot walk away from this.


    “Aerietta!”


    I spin around and come face to face with Lyom.


    No. I thought it was Lyom. But Lyom doesn’t have silver hair and steely eyes. He isn’t quite this tall and doesn’t have olive skin. And despite everything I feel when I’m close to Lyom, I don’t feel this tug of energy. And suddenly the familiar electricity makes sense.


    I blink at him, wondering if my eyes are deceiving me. “Dominik?”


    He runs his hands over my face and his fingers brush over my tangled hair. I feel my electricity picking up again and his cold hands begin to turn blue at his fingertips. He quickly pulls his hand away. “We have to go.”


    I look over his shoulder and see Lyom crouched over Gylas. Lyom rubs at his collarbone profusely and I catch a glimpse of the black, glowing tattoo there against his ivory skin.


    “Lyom,” I call, stepping around Dominik.


    Lyom stands and faces me. He doesn’t look pleased in the slightest but he lifts a silver rod he retrieved from Gylas’ body held and waves it in the air in front of him. “His ink.”


    I frown in confusion. “What?”


    Lyom opens his mouth to answer but his gaze quickly moves over my shoulder and his eyes narrow. Before I can turn around to see what is going on, a dart flies out of nowhere and pegs Lyom in the neck. He doesn’t even flinch, but I certainly do.


    I spin around and see Dominik holding a blowpipe. I all but gape at him for a moment.


    “What the…Dominik!” I exclaim.


    I hear footsteps coming down the hallway. I brace for whoever bursts through the door and relax when I see Finnegan. That is, until I notice the blood dripping down the side of his face where he’s been cut and the makeshift bandage wrapped around his arm.


    Three other Afterlighters are following him, and from the looks on their faces and the fact that they haven’t slain the prince before them, they’re on our side. Lovely.


    Dominik looks at one of the two male Afterlighters that entered with Finnegan. “Jaques,” he calls, tossing the blowpipe to him. I know I recognize the name but from where I have no idea.


    Finn finally notices me after appraising the room and he smirks before winking casually. “Found yourself in another precarious situation?” He chuckles, shaking his head. “Why am I not surprised?” He begins to turn around and throws a condescending look and wave over his shoulder. “Come on. Your rescuers are weary and, to be honest, quite famished.”


    Lyom pulls the dart out of his neck and looks down at it. He doesn’t seem entirely concerned, though he doesn’t appear pleased either. He tosses me the dart and I bring it to my nose and inhale the scent—or, I would if there was a scent. Not ikketra, then.


    Finn groans. “What are we waiting around for? Though I’m not quite sure how he was rendered unconscious in the first place, I do know that Anguis is going to wake up any minute and we don’t need to be here.”


    I nod. I turn around and walk to Anguis’ inert body and snatch the Sword off his belt. I swear I see his hand twitch and it’s enough to make me jump backwards. I look over my shoulder and toss the Sword to Lyom. He catches it and drops it in its sheathe. Finnegan, who seems completely perturbed by the fact that I just handed a sword—though he has no idea what sword it is—to the Swordmaster, shoots a glance my way.


    “We’re in a hurry, yes?” I ask, striding up to Dominik.


    Finnegan glances at the Boy of Ice before turning and leading the way down the hallway. Lyom secures his belt and follows behind them. I can tell even from the way he walks that he is tense, looking at every Afterlighter as if they are his enemies. And they are. The terrifying fact of the matter is, everyone I am surrounded with is an enemy, just as everyone he is surrounded with is an enemy.


    I don’t know Finnegan as well as I’d always thought I did, and Dominik has been a mystery since the day he left me in Lydovier. Lyom has turned his back on me and flat out admitted that he still doesn’t completely trust me. There are no good guys in this world. There is only bad, and worse.


    I watch the backs of the other three Afterlighters and study them as we begin to walk down the hallway, away from the cell Lyom and I were locked in.


    “How did you find us?” I ask Dominik.


    His mouth twitches in a rue smile. “The same way you knew we were coming.” He pats his chest in example.


    I nod in understanding, though I cannot say I am entirely pleased with the connection. “How many came?”


    “Everyone above the age of fifteen.”


    I blink. “Everyone?”


    “Senora included. Quay is waiting for us in the kingdoms. He is holding a Flicker open.”


    What? “How?”


    Dominik gives me a sidelong look and I can tell by the stricken expression on his face that it’s something sickening.


    I nod to the Afterlighters. “Who is Jaques?”


    “A friend.”


    “Yes, I see that.” I study this Jaques man. He is short, plump, and does not look like the kind of man that would volunteer to come fight a battle for the Queen of Crimson. But perhaps he and Dominik truly are good friends and he did it for Dominik. “What was in the dart?”


    “Nothing,” Dominik says, and before I can chastise him for even trying that on me, he amends, “Nothing that will do him any harm. Just a precaution.”


    His last words cause me to stiffen. “Dominik—”


    My words are sliced off when a nightreign crashes into the cabana through a dark, glass window. It goes straight for the throat of Jaques, tossing him across the floor like a rag doll. The resulting action is chaotic. Lyom is the first to unsheathe his sword—the Sword—and takes an offensive stance. Before I can do the same, Dominik’s arm has encircled my waist and he is pulling me towards the back exit. I immediately try to shove his hands away but quickly notice the Boy of Ice has gotten far stronger since I last saw him.


    “What are you doing?” I demand.


    “Saving you!” he shouts.


    Finnegan scrambles up behind us and plants one hand on my shoulder and the other on Dominik’s. “Time to go, kiddies!”


    He firmly pushes us out the back, wooden door I came through earlier and the three of us step out into the encampment. Several screams ring out into the Forest as an Afterlighter-against-Afterlighter battle ensues. There are easily two hundred creatures, and everyone battles toe-to-toe. As I watch the bedlam I wonder how anyone knows who is friend or foe at such a short glance.


    Finnegan grabs me by the arm and begins dragging me across the battlefield. “You and Dominik need to get out of the Forest. The longer you’re here, the more at risk you are.”


    I tear my arm out of Finn’s hand. “Lyom has the Sword! I have to get it! If Anguis wakes up and Lyom is still here with it then—”


    “What are you talking about?” Dominik exclaims.


    Finnegan looks frustrated. “You must be fooling!”


    Before either of us can say another word, some sort of Afterlighter crashes into Dominik. I duck when I hear the shing of a sword and narrowly avoid being skewered. I roll between the legs of a scantly-clothed woman. When she pins around it becomes very clear that she is either a witch or a she-goblin…if there is such a thing. Of course, Finnegan declaring, “Witch!” quickly clears up the confusion.


    The woman’s skin is a sickly gray color. She has long, jagged fingernails and her lips are more purple-blue than pink. Dark ash has been smeared in a line over her eyes and black hair matted in dreadlocks swing wildly around her. It doesn’t take a genius to know that this is one of Anguis’ creatures of the night.


    She twists her sword towards me and I swat it away. I try to grab for the hilt but the woman sinks her claws into the muscles of my leg like hooks. I’m jerked to a stop and hit the ground with enough force to knock the air out of my lungs. I cry out before I can stop myself. Pain radiates up my leg from where her claws have dug in and I know they’ve been tipped with some kind of poison—probably not lethal—to cause so much agony.


    The woman is suddenly rung through from behind and Finnegan shoves her to the ground. He jabs his sword in the ground and crouches in front of me, peeling her limp hand away from my leg. My skin tears and I have to cover the wound with my hand to stop it from bleeding. Without missing a step, Finnegan tears off a piece of his shirt and wraps it around my leg.


    “Alright, climb on,” he says, turning his back to me.


    I blink at him, groaning. “What?”


    “We have to get out of here and you can’t walk on that! Get on!”


    I shake my head and rise on unsteady feet. With every twitch of my leg the wounds on my calf scream in pain but I ignore it.


    A dagger flies through the air in front of me, almost hitting my nose. I glance to my left, the direction from whence it came, and see some short trollish creature waddling through the throngs of the battle, holding up another dagger.


    Dominik comes from out of nowhere and heel kicks the imp in the head. The little creature goes down. Dominik steadies himself and looks up at me. Blood trickles down his arm from where he was cut. It is hard to see him as anything other than an assassin right now. All I can think is, This is who Dominik was trained to be.


    “We need to leave.”


    “Not without the Sword.” I snap at Finnegan. “It is real. Lyom has it! I have to get it back.”


    A sword swings Finnegan’s way and he turns and takes down the attacker. He straightens. “Here’s a sword!” He waves his attacker’s sword in the air. “Won’t this one do?”


    “Finnegan!” I shout.


    He groans when he faces me again, shaking his head. “I can’t get you back inside that building.”


    I look through the mayhem. The cabana isn’t far from my location but it is still far enough that walking through it on an injured leg isn’t going to be fun. Entertaining, yes, but pleasant…not as much.


    “You don’t have to,” I say as I begin walking towards the bungalow.


    A human-looking Afterlighter darts towards me with a spear held in his hand. The moment it leaves his hand to skewer me, I’ve snatched it out of the air and used it to hit him over the back of the head, kicking him to the ground.


    I’ve come this far. I am getting that Sword.


    “Aerietta!” Dominik shouts.


    I hear him and Finnegan trying to battle their way through the massacre but they won’t be able to catch me before I reach the cabana.


    Out of the corner of my eye I see something move, so wispy it’s like a ghost. I am about to turn my attention to it when I see someone stepping out of the cabana. Even through the haze of the battle and the eerie darkness of the Afterlight Forest, I recognize Lyom’s black hair and blue eyes. And in his hand he holds the Sword.


    I push all thoughts of pain from my mind and ignore the throbbing sensation in my leg. I trudge forward, using the spear to bring down an Afterlighter woman that charges me.


    Lyom is already making his way through the battle and towards me when I am blindsided by an Afterlighter. I don’t see or hear anything until I’ve hit the ground.


    “Etta!” Dominik exclaims from somewhere nearby.


    I start to roll to my feet but only make it halfway before the person — the thing — that knocked me to the ground is right in front of my face.


    I immediately lurch backwards, not because of the close proximity of the creature, but because I recognize it.


    Standing—or floating—before me is the being I encountered in the Menca Denu. Deathly fog swirls around it, giving it very little form if any at all. The color of it is gray-white, making it stand out in the darkness of the Forest. But the more the being studies me, the more I begin to make out features, and the more I feel the cold of its breath, and remember the feeling of bone against my skin.


    Finnegan yells something incoherent but I do catch three, very simple, very startling words. “It’s the Keeper!”


    I instantly try to roll out from beneath the wispy thing but am snatched up by something that looks like fog and feels like bone. I shout and try to wriggle away as hard fingers pry into my skin, grooves etched into the ivory of the bone. My heart lurches when the wispy creature hauls me forward and I see its mouth drop open. Sharp, fang-like teeth protrude from the terrifying face of a dead man. I scream before I can stop myself and frantically scramble away.


    I manage to get a foot of space and jump to my feet. Fear licks at my chest and I grip my staff tightly. I have nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.


    I have this, I tell myself, but this creature does not move like us. It does not move like an Afterlighter or a human or an animal. It moves like…like a shadow.


    The Keeper drops its jaw again, revealing the double row of razor teeth. At its side I spot something—bone. Not just the feeling of bone, I see actual bone fashioned in the shape of a sword.


    Breathe, I instruct.


    I clutch the spear and spin it around my hand.


    I have this.


    It lunges towards me and I use my spear to bat it away before ducking beneath it. I roll to my feet but it is already on me again, cold breath surrounding me. I try to kick it off but only succeed in knocking it back a few feet.


    Nearby, Lyom shouts something. My name, maybe? I am too focused on the task at hand to care.


    The Keeper comes at me again, teeth bared and sword raised. I am able to deflect its teeth but the sword catches me on the collarbone. I hiss, clamping a hand over the wound.


    The Keeper rises up to its full height and turns, staring down at me, and I swear I see the face of a decaying body. Empty eye sockets see right into me and a lipless mouth boasts teeth like I have never seen before. The skin of the creature is hardly that, only composed of bone and smoke.


    I allow myself three seconds. I breathe in, breathe out. My hand tightens around the spear and I plot my course of action exactly. I don’t know how to kill this thing—or if it can be killed—but I know it has a head. And a heady is always a good place to start.


    The Keeper unleashes an unearthly wail and moves like a thunderstorm towards me. I have just braced for impact when something—or someone—leaps out in front of me. I have only a second to register the flash of black hair, blue eyes, and a sword before I’m knocked to the ground. But I have always been quick to get back on my feet. Within the same second, I have rolled up and locked my wrist, spear ready to throw into the skull of the creature. But I hesitate.


    The Keeper looms in front of Lyom and it takes me a moment to register the fact that the Keeper’s sword is not on the other side of Lyom…it has gone through him.


    I think any time I see Lyom die I will always flinch. Just because he is a Riser does not mean I will always think of him as invincible.


    As the Keeper withdraws its sword of bone from Lyom’s chest, I shake the shock away. Lyom will wake up in a few hours, annoyed that the Keeper got the better of him but happy he was able to give me the chance to kill it. So I prep. I reel back my arm and ready myself to take the shot.


    But then the Keeper does something strange. It doesn’t turn a hostile snarl at me and lunge. It doesn’t even act as though it acknowledges my presence.


    I hold my spear back. If it isn’t going to attack me, then I am not going to provoke it. I know better than that.


    The Keeper just hovers there for a moment before turning its back and vanishing into the chaos. I stare after it, completely dumbfounded. My mind continues to trip over itself for several more seconds before I turn my attention to Lyom, who I expect to have already fallen to the ground, unconscious. But then my gaze finds him, and I feel my heart sink.


    He is on his knees, both hands clutched over his chest where blood seeps between his fingers. Even without seeing his eyes I know he is just as astonished as I am, but not for the same reason.


    I drop my spear and, in the middle of the battle, I rush in front of him, confused by all the blood and why he hasn’t fallen unconscious yet. How long does it take for a Riser to bleed out enough to be rendered comatose?


    I take his face in my hands and force him to look at me, then immediately regret the decision.


    He squeezes his eyes shut and I see pain written in his features. He crumples and panic sears through me as I drag him into my lap.


    “I lied…”


    “Lyom?” I move my hands away from the blood-soaked area of his chest. “What’s going on?”


    I am already shaking my head. “What happened? Why aren’t you healing?”


    “Aerietta, listen to me!” he gasps.


    His hand wraps around my arm and he suddenly tugs me closer with enough strength that I wonder if he was ever stabbed at all and whispers, “I lied…I came to free you that day in Kinecardine.”


    He…what? It takes me a moment to realize what his words mean.


    He…he did care about me? He came to free me? Did he feel guilty? That he put me away for being the Child of the Elements? I want to believe him, or ask him why he treated me so strangely, or maybe even apologize and promise to right all the wrongs I’ve committed, but I never get the chance.


    He looks right past me. His blue eyes don’t see anything. Or maybe they do and I just can’t see what he does. His jaw is slack and I feel the pressure of his fingers along my arm loosen. I tell myself that this is normal … that he is the Riser. But the look on his face terrifies me.


    I’ve now killed him twice, and for one of those times, I watched when he fell unconscious. There was no loss of the soul, no life draining from his eyes. It was as if someone had hit him with an ikketra dart and he was knocked out.


    This…is not that.


    The life leaks out of his once-bright eyes and I hear him exhale long and deep. I have always been able to tell the moment the Devil claims a soul, and I all but watch him reach in and take Lyom’s.


    “No…” I cup his face in my hands, pleading to whoever will listen, yelling at the Devil. “You can’t have him! I still need him!” I shake him. “Don’t die on me! Don’t you dare die on me!”


    His eyes begin to close and his muscles relax, allowing him to collapse into my arms. There is nothing I can do but watch as it happens.


    And just like that, Swordmaster Lyom Livingstone, the Blight of Evrallon, the man that seemed absolutely un-killable, dies right before my eyes.
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