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Madden Calibre knew his days were numbered.

He knew when he caught his reflection in the mirror and saw the white veins starting to dilute the blue in his eyes. No one yet noticed except for him, given the fact his placement as a castle porter allowed him to keep his eyes down around others. The rest of his façade was only an illusion to hide the truth; his blond-white hair kept sleeked back while pricking his finger gave him the blood he needed to turn his cheeks pink, adding life to his washed-out complexion. He assumed his appearance would eventually betray him, but instead the rumors came, hiding him behind their telltales. They started late that very evening, initiating a steady fear into his peers that made him realize his stay there was coming to an end. Bellumortis’s spies were hiding in Correnth, he heard in the hallways, in between the serving and the cleaning. And, one by one, those spies were found murdered.

Upon hearing the murmurs from the staff, Madden escaped to his room, closing the door quietly so they wouldn’t know he was there. These whispering men and women he grew accustomed to—even liked in a way—didn’t know these spies were a part of his kin. Every secret they collected was given to their native land for the sole purpose of being allowed to stay in Correnth. To live in Correnth was to betray its people, and so they did it eagerly, because none of them wanted to go home.

Madden was no exception.

While he changed from the embroidered velvet and gold porter uniform into his traveling brown slacks, boots, and black shirt, he couldn’t help fear both what was coming for him and what waited for him in the cliff city of Bellumortis. Tying on a black bandanna that covered his mouth and nose to help darken his appearance, he pulled on the vest with the attached hood, lacing the front before pulling the hood over his head. He checked his pockets, making sure the small vials wrapped in cloth he hid weren’t touched. With his daggers strapped to his hip, he glanced only once in the mirror, seeing the spy who had entered Correnth almost two years ago unnoticed. Now he was leaving the same way, fleeing into the night when all the others before him had perished.

Slipping from his room into the secret passageways, he followed the path until it led him out the small side door into the alcove of a garden. With the moonlight overhead, he navigated at a sprint around tall bushes that were pruned into walls, the night air a haze as the sea mist settled in. When he heard the clanking of chain mail and footsteps coming around a bend, he bared his teeth and pushed himself through the wall, the leaves and intertwining limbs scraping against him as he clawed his way free to the other side. Glancing around to find the area clear, he hurried on, dusting leaves and pieces of foliage from his clothes.

At a trot, Madden followed the garden’s pathways until it pressed up against the curtain wall, the tall structure separating the castle from the city. Hidden in the dark, he moved against the stone while looking straight up, finding no movements or sounds coming from the battlements. Venturing cautiously in the shadows, he stopped when he came to the garden’s edge, a clearing laid out ahead of him where one of the two gates was located, hollowed out through the wall and guarded by two watchtowers to help control the portcullis. Unlike the front entrance where the nobility and royal visitors passed through, this side entrance was one he knew well, because it led to the royal stables and the unloading area for the kitchens, as well as the alchemy lab a good distance away. For a split second he could almost see the chefs standing out there, bickering over the food. But in the dark of night, Madden was too busy being concerned.

In the midst of war, where were the guards?

When he should have run for the gate and his freedom, he waited. He hunched lower, even pushing his hood back a little. He concentrated, listening for the sounds that had caused him to flee just moments before. Everything was silent now, every torch fire extinguished, and the previous noise became lost in the night. Madden observed his surroundings, feeling on edge when he realized no one was around.

He wondered if no one was around for a reason. Only one person could have tracked down those spies; one who could have killed them so easily, so benightedly in the way his peers described the aftermath of the bodies. Madden felt his heart beating a little faster, his breathing hard underneath the bandanna. The portcullis wasn’t fully lowered, its iron teeth jutting downward in the gateway, leaving enough room for someone to crawl under. Even at night the latticed gate could be seen, its crisscrossed pattern hovering over the passageway that would lead to his freedom. Although most would have seen this as a chance to flee, Madden couldn’t shake the thought it was a setup, someone else’s chance to catch him.

The spy checked his daggers and took one more look around. Hope you like to run, he thought to his secret opponent just before he took a deep breath and bolted. He ran swiftly to the gateway, and when he approached the portcullis, he dove under it, the iron teeth barely grazing against his back. Passing under, he scrambled to his feet and shot forward, running past the thick curtain wall with its battlements and watchtowers, its heavy defenses and overbearing height. His footsteps pounded against the cobblestone as he ran into the deserted murky streets, the gas streetlamps hissing past him in their glow, casting his blurred image against the windows. The sea mist stung his eyes as he dodged down two streets, realizing the curfew benefited him, the citizens shut away which allowed him to run free. Unfortunately, the empty streets also cursed him, causing his running pace to echo against the buildings, the awnings capturing the sound and magnifying it, singling him out.

Not wanting to draw attention to himself, especially in a city already on nerve, Madden zigzagged down the streets and alleyways, running past the Gothic Quarter and heading toward the city wall and the harbor. Eventually, when he turned another corner, Madden stopped. He pulled the bandanna down in order to take in gulps of air, his heart pounding against his ribs and hurting his chest. He glanced back around, finding no life behind him. Instead, laid out in front of him was Correnth, the castle illuminated on its hill with the city below drizzled in hazy lights, making the scene oddly peaceful. 

Madden should have turned away and hurried on, but he couldn’t help staring longer, almost in wistfulness. The castle itself glowed like a beacon, blanketing the city with a soft light that made it both majestic and homely. Madden swallowed hard, knowing that in one of those many rooms was the Princess Royal. He grimaced, realizing she was much more than that, ever since the collapse of the prison. Even though he hadn’t seen her personally in weeks, the sight before him pulled her image from his memory. The lights reminded him of her bronze hair. The royal flags flown at half-mast at the front entrance were a tad darker than her amethyst eyes, and the peacefulness that existed was much like how she used to be before the prison and the torture.

Although part of him screamed to go back, Madden instead pulled his bandanna back over his nose and turned away, disappearing into the mist as if nothing had happened.

Reaching the end of the city wall, he found its gates, too, were abandoned and open, the patrolling knights long gone from the area. His suspicion was confirmed: someone wanted him gone.

Passing underneath the fully raised portcullis—which hadn’t been lowered in decades, he remembered hearing to his amusement—Madden found that what lay outside of the city walls was much different than what lay inside them. The buildings around him immediately shrunk, dissipating into one-story. The streets were stained with the smell of fish and blood, and Madden noticed the electrical lines that illuminated the buildings inside the city wall had simply stayed there. The lampposts lining the cobblestone road were practically ancient, their flickering flames still fed by whale oil. Candles burned in the windows of the homes and storefronts to let passers know someone was there. This part of Correnth was lost in time, remaining the same while the city itself grew in its own magnificence.

As Madden moved along, he heard the buoys chiming in the distance, a chorus whispering in the dark. The cobblestones under him were replaced by planks of wood, and he walked across the boardwalk that led to the small tangle of structures built on stilts, hovering over the shoreline. The waves lapped underneath him, and the bloodstains of the past scarred the wood, the reason why they called this area of Correnth the Crimson Wharf.

Although the nagging suspicion he was being followed never left his side, Madden tried to move calmly as he passed taverns whose doors were kept open, letting in the salt air while breathing out the remains of sea life. The occupants here were less suspicious than their land counterparts. They were used to seeing a variety of characters, given the fact that as a port city they were the first to see who stepped on and off the boats. A hooded figure was nothing new to them.

Finally coming to the last row of shacks just before the dockyard, Madden approached the door to a run-down building located toward the end of the wharf. Glancing behind him and again finding no one, Madden stood underneath the oil lamp that hovered right over the doorway and produced the secret knock, causing the small window on the door to slide open. Madden pulled the bandanna down for the man inside to see his face, his identity confirmed when the lock on the door unbolted, metal scraping against metal as the door opened.

“Madden Calibre!” the host hissed, stepping aside so the cloaked wanderer could pass by. “I thought for sure they had you!”

Madden barely stepped through the opening when the man shut the door and re-bolted it. He took in the simple table and two chairs sitting in the middle of the small room, a candlelit lamp glowing in contentment on the table. In the minimal light, there was the silhouette of the stone fireplace in the corner and a short stairway next to the front door, leading up into a loft area shrouded in darkness. There was movement out of the corner of his eye, but before he could pull out his weapons he recognized the man standing in the back, hovering in the entranceway of the back door.

“Dedrick Clone is the one who almost had me,” Madden said, his voice muffled from putting the mask back on.

Dedrick Clone, putting his own pistol back in its holster, grunted in irritation. “Well, have you heard? The two ambassadors—”

“I didn’t have to hear. I saw it,” Madden assured. Looking over his shoulder, he eyed the man who let him in. He already recognized the voice, but he knew that pudgy face and round build anywhere, mainly because Gallow Ren was the type of man who could be picked out of a crowd. “I’m assuming one of our friends passed along to you what I saw,” he couldn’t help comment, wondering which spy tried to take credit for witnessing something they hadn’t seen.

“Just before finding his body last night,” Dedrick Clone growled back, keeping the topic vague to spite the younger man. Madden cast an annoyed glance at him but didn’t press the issue. It wasn’t worth knowing anymore.

“Is it true, then?” Gallow Ren asked nervously. “Did she really help kill the ambassadors?”

Madden blinked, almost like a nod. “I only saw them move the bodies, but only she and the knight were present in the room when the ambassadors died—”

“Put their corpses back on the boat and sent them home, I heard,” Dedrick Clone interrupted. “Sending a message, isn’t she?”

Madden sighed in irritation, though his mask concealed his expression and made him seem calmer. “I’ll send you a message if you interrupt me one more time,” he warned. Before Dedrick Clone protested, he asked, “Do you still have your boat?”

“Of course I do.”

“Then we best be on it, or it’ll be our corpses floating home this time.” Madden, though, couldn’t help raising an eyebrow in amusement when he added, “Which isn’t always a bad thing.”

Always unnerved by his dark humor, Dedrick Clone turned away without a word, escaping out the back door in order to attend to the small fishing boat he confiscated.

After watching him go, Madden turned to Gallow Ren. “Gather your things,” he instructed, just as he checked to make sure both blades were still secured to his hip. It was always a nervous habit of his, but one that gave the most comfort in stressful situations.

Gallow Ren stood his ground. “We’re running,” he answered in disgust. “We’re running like cowards. They’ll treat us like it too. They’ll treat our families like it.”

Irritated, Madden faced him, sensing his appearance bothered Gallow Ren the moment he took a step back. “They sent the two of you here to aid me. Your whole purpose is to make sure I get back in order to deliver my information to His Majesty. They can’t harm you for doing your job.”

“It’s Bellumortis. They’ll punish us regardless.”

“Your torture will be less hostile if you do what you’re told, which is to take me back.” With that, Madden produced the folded parchment from an inside pocket of his vest. He wrote it the other night, already feeling that things were taking a turn for the worse.

Silence filled the room, but as Madden put the parchment back in his inside pocket for safekeeping, Gallow Ren spoke up.

“There is another way.”

Shit, Madden thought in annoyance. “We don’t have time for this, princess,” he mocked.

Gallow Ren ignored him, like he always tried to do. “Sir Harlin Brien is the one who instigated the fall of the prison. He killed hundreds of lives all for one person, who could have easily been killed as well. He’s reckless, so why not continue to remind the people of that?”

Madden laughed. It broke through from underneath the bandanna, and when he came to a stop, he pivoted around to glare at the ridiculous man and his ridiculous ideas while someone moved behind him. Glancing over, he found Dedrick Clone returning, standing in the doorway again.

“He has a point,” Dedrick Clone spoke up, hearing more of the conversation than Madden realized. “We should finish what we started—”

Chuckling again, Madden peered down at his worn knuckles to remind himself to stay calm. “Sir Brien is anything but reckless. Although the people are growing angry, there’s no way in hell this kingdom is going to sacrifice a benighted in the midst of a war. He’s the only chance they have. Now, please, can we get on the boat?”

“But he killed their families! We need to turn this to our favor!” Gallow Ren was working himself up.

“This would be to Cross Lutherus’s favor, and he’s dead,” Madden reminded them.

“It still works in Bellumortis’s favor,” Gallow Ren scoffed. “As long as the majority is torn, it’ll work in our favor.” It was meant to be a harsh reminder.

“Why do you think they destroyed the prison in the first place?” Madden snapped. “Cross Lutherus was there, finally pulled from the comforts of the throne. Their hatred for him overshadowed everything.” Madden looked from one man to the other until his eyes came to rest on Dedrick Clone. “And remember that Sir Brien didn’t just act on his own accord. He went to the rebels, the exact people trying to rise up against the tyranny, and gave them the ability to act. So, of course they’re not going to hate him right away. They’re going to follow him,” Madden huffed. “And because you two lovely ladies are wasting our time, he’s now most likely following me. So, can we please get on with it?”

That’s when Dedrick Clone asked, “How have you learned all this? You were stationed only in the castle.”

Madden eyed him. “What exactly do you think a spy does?”

“I don’t know. They’ve all been killed, except for you.” He glared. “You’re the last spy from Bellumortis who hasn’t been caught—”

“And I might as well turn myself in at this point,” Madden cut off. “Do you not understand what a benighted is? Did you not hear how they found the other bodies? Believe me, I didn’t know a body could be twisted into those positions.”

Gallow Ren and Dedrick Clone exchange glances. “Well,” Gallow Ren piped up despite his comrade taking in a sharp breath, too late to stop him.

“Well, what?” Madden questioned. He felt suddenly unnerved by the silence. It was the truth that always made him uneasy.

Gallow Ren explained, “It wasn’t entirely him who killed them.”

Madden cocked an eyebrow, waiting for the rest of the explanation.

Instead, the room went silent by a knock at the door. All three men stared as they listened to the exact knock Madden had produced. While Gallow Ren drew his pistol out and uneasily made his way back to the door, Madden closed his eyes and let out a deep breath, cursing over and over in his mind. When he heard Dedrick Clone draw out his weapons, he mumbled, “That’s not going to save you.”

Gallow Ren, with his shaking hand wrapped around his pistol, slid the small window open and peered out. His body slowly relaxed the longer he looked, seeing nothing but the neighboring buildings from across the street. “There’s nothing out there,” he announced, facing his companions.

Dedrick Clone stepped forward, moving past Madden. “Are you sure?” he insisted.

Gallow Ren glanced out of the side window again, searching for any movement. “No, nothing—”

Violently his body shook, the sound of blood burbling as he thumped against the door before falling backwards. Both men watched wide-eyed as Gallow Ren’s body hit the floor, the handle of a dagger sticking out of his left eye socket.

“Well, I guess he didn’t see that coming,” Madden remarked as Dedrick Clone lifted his pistols and opened fired on the door, filling the room with the echoing sounds of gunshots until all that could be heard was the clicking of his empty chambers. Waiting a moment, Dedrick Clone lowered his weapons and smiled when nothing happened.

“Got him,” he assumed, looking back at Madden smugly.

“No. You got the door,” Madden corrected him as he took a couple steps backward.

“How do you know it’s even him?” Dedrick Clone spat in agitation, right as the front door burst open, kicked in by a force from the outside. Spinning around, Dedrick Clone came face-to-face with the hooded figure.

Madden froze, hastily eyeing the two holsters attached to the man’s hips, as well as the holster attached to each thigh and the leather strap that ran diagonally across his chest, revealing the presence of his short sword. Even from the distance, Madden saw the concentration on the man’s face, the way his ultramarine gaze assessed the situation while a black eyepatch covered his left eye.

Dedrick Clone, however, took in the sight of the intruder with bulging eyes, blinking at the man whose every movement showed he was a specific kind of knight. But always being a man of action, Dedrick Clone fell back to his instinct and charged at the intruder, his pistols being used like clubs. As he bolted forward, he didn’t comprehend the man’s actions when his hand reached behind his back, pulling out the short sword in one swift stroke. As Dedrick Clone found an opportunity to strike, the blade was already being wielded, falling straight down onto his hand and decapitating it from his body. There was no time for screams when, with one quick movement, the blade slipped into the side of Dedrick Clone’s neck, protruding out the other end. With his body, the man pushed Dedrick Clone against the wall, and because of the force of the move, the end of the blade sank into the wood and pinned Dedrick Clone in place. The gurgling, the whining, the blood spilling all over the place—none of it interfered with the hooded figure that faced Madden.

“Madden Calibre,” the man’s deep voice called out as he drew only a few steps closer before coming to a halt.

Madden took another step back. For a moment, all he saw was the eyepatch, the defining feature that set the knight further apart from the rest. Then, as Madden’s focus point broadened, he became aware of the attire. The knight was dressed much differently than when he was in the castle, changed from his black leather ensemble to more neutral colors which were subtly appropriate for the outside world. Madden understood he dressed to fit his environment: black to hide in the shadows of the castle, browns and grays to camouflage in the daylight among the crowds. It was a habit not many noticed except for the spy who kept an eye on his enemies. Even now, the knight wasn’t someone to approach casually. He couldn’t hide the warrior presence that was his stride, and the weapons he carried only made him more deadly.

But there was one detail about the knight no one else seemed to catch except for Madden. While he was usually formal in black and sly in neutral, it was the dark gloves that Madden couldn’t help smiling at. While no one questioned their existence, Madden knew the real reason why the knight’s bare hands were kept hidden in those last weeks.

With the reminder that the warrior before him was mortal, Madden replied in the same tone as the knight. “Sir Harlin Brien. To what do I owe the honor?”

Harlin’s eye was almost electrifying from behind the dimness of his hood. Before he could speak, both heard the door behind Madden being thrown open as five guards stampeded into the room, making a spacious semicircle around him.

“You know why I’m here,” Harlin spoke up. “A spy from Bellumortis is both unwanted yet useful.”

“Useful?” Madden balked. “Then why have all the spies fallen?”

Harlin smiled knowingly at him. “You haven’t yet.”

Madden looked around him, at the other guards who all glared back, ready to act.

“On the Queen’s orders,” Harlin continued, “you are to be brought in for questioning.”

“Why me? I’m not even one of the good ones,” Madden admitted, trying to fish for answers.

“Because Her Majesty knows who you are,” Harlin replied. “She knows, Madden Calibre, and she is the one who has spared you.”

Madden, whose eyes grew round in shock, quickly recovered by grabbing the handle of one of his daggers, unsheathing it. The guards around him shifted, and Madden eyed each one of them as he rotated in a circle, showing his defiance while finally laying his glare on Harlin. “I will not go peacefully,” he affirmed.

In response, Harlin clasped his hands in front of him, moving comfortably into a stance that made him the picturesque guard for the last year. “And I’m not going to give you what you want,” he confirmed.

Despite his mask, Madden smirked while he withdrew a second dagger from underneath his own cloak. “Why? Are you afraid—?”

Just then, something sharp latched onto his back, striking through his clothes and digging into his skin. Instantly, he went paralyzed, his body revolting and twitching as he fell face first to the ground in an explosion of searing pain, both daggers collapsing on the floor.

“Not exactly,” Harlin said as he eyed the guard who pulled out his electroshock weapon, incapacitating Madden through the two wires that shot out from the gun’s chamber. Streams of smoke lingered out from his singed clothes due to the volts of electricity that bolted from the wires into the hooks, burning not only the spy’s clothes but his skin as well.

“It was the council’s orders for us to use these, sir,” the guard commented, an apologetic tone in his voice foretelling his own reluctancy in pulling the trigger.

Although annoyed, Harlin nodded before turning away. He reached Gallow Ren’s body and bent down to retrieve his dagger from the man’s eye when Madden’s grunts became more pronounced.

“She... she...” he tried to say, the electricity still pulsing in his veins. “She... won’t live... much longer...”

Harlin gripped the knife in his hand as he yanked it out, revealing the true length of the blade. Agitation vibrated underneath his exterior as he slowly stood up and rotated around to look at Madden. He watched in silent disgust as the spy slid his head upwards, the dirt floor scraping against his face and causing the bandanna to move, revealing his nose and part of his mouth.

“You... know it,” Madden pursued, staring at Harlin while his body still twitched sporadically.

Harlin took a step forward but held back when he felt his jaw clench, his eye narrowing into a glare.

“You know.” Madden’s eyes held a glimpse of urgency; a spark of fear. But then he regained himself, spewing the rest of the words out. “No one... goes to a dark place like that... and comes back alone.”

Coldness settled onto Harlin’s shoulders as he listened. Whether the words held any merit or not, Harlin didn’t give Madden the satisfaction that they affected him. “You obviously don’t know Skylar Mandolyn,” he stated, grabbing the handle of his short sword and pulling it out of the wall, which in turn slid out from Dedrick Clone’s neck and caused his body to collapse to the floor. Harlin squatted down next to him, quickly tearing a part of the man’s shirt off.

Madden couldn’t say anything else, for when the guards finally picked him up by his shoulders and dragged him across the floor toward the entrance, the pain alone kept his words from forming coherently.

Harlin was already out the door, stepping aside so the guards could take Madden to the nearby wagon they used to transport criminals to the prison dock, a designated area facing where the prison once stood in the ocean currents. Watching the guards for only a moment, Harlin gazed out across the moonlit sea to where the pile of jagged rock and rubble was, the remains of a fortress that once held all the criminals of Correnth.

Using the fabric he’d torn off, Harlin wiped the blood from the blade before he slid his short sword back into its holder. He did the same to the dagger, putting it back in his boot where his old dagger used to be before losing it in the prison. Out of habit, he balled up the ripped shirt and tossed it inside the doorway without caring who saw what was smeared on its surface.

Harlin rolled his shoulders in order to stretch them, shaking his head a little as the pounding against his temple was setting in. It would start there, eventually sliding in to where his eye socket was, phantom spasms from the rope knot that had taken his eye. The bruising had diminished, but those little twinges still tortured him every once in a while. Trying to ignore it as he usually did, Harlin’s gaze fell onto the wagon Madden was being hauled into, still hearing his words repeat in his mind. He slowly took in the sight of the castle towering in the distance, its lights matching those of the stars as the blue dawn peeked over the horizon. It was a beautiful scene in such a dark atmosphere, and as he took in a deep breath of the sea air, a sensation came over him that made him uneasy.

It was an emotion that whispered to him, telling him that Madden Calibre was right.
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“We are the inventors of the old world.”

It was those words, so simple yet complex, that caused the council to shift uneasily in their seats. Each of the thirteen men eyed one another around the circular table that sat in the middle of the Conference Hall. A mixture of young and old, the councilmen were all joined by the black and royal blue robes they wore, their well-kept personas setting them as the prestigious members of thought and advice. There was also an uneasiness molding them together, witnessed by the vacant chairs spotted around the table, the original twenty-five reduced to the thirteen who managed to survive through the inquisition.

Walking past each of his comrades in a slow, deliberate walk, Councilman Colster made his way around the room with his hands folded behind him, looking at the back of each councilman whose seat he passed. “It was our engineers who founded the steam and electrical components that built us out of the dark ages,” he went on, “and it was the world who sat back while we revolutionized in technology no one ever heard of nor fathomed.”

These men couldn’t help but concur, some murmuring while others nodded. With their agreements came for him the perfect moment to pause for dramatic emphasis, letting the unity fall among them. Colster came to a stop, the map of the world displayed next to him. He casually looked up at the panoramic painting, at the details that were so carefully applied to give an accurate description of their earth and all the realms occupying it.

“I will be the first to admit,” his voice finally broke out, softer and more thoughtful, “we did sit idle while Bellumortis grew.”

An uncomfortable silence followed. Some of the men peered at each other in quiet affirmation, while others could only look down.

“But let us not forget,” Colster suddenly spoke, rotating around to address the occupants at the table. “The war with the barbarians at Almany has been bloodier than expected, and their immediate threat overshadowed what we thought of Bellumortis, along with our allegiance to our allies we have aided in so many of their own wars and battles.

“I do say, in all opinion, we are not entirely helpless,” Colster announced with his finger raised. “Although we have yet to hear from the Order of the Benighted themselves, we still have one of them in our presence. It’s on good authority he’s working with the alchemist on creating a weapon that can hinder the enemy once they arrive.”

That was the moment he was cut off, when the room changed to a slight shade of tension. Councilman Jeromis, the fair-haired man with the fine-tipped features, stood up from his seat to speak his own peace.

“I will not deny the statements Councilman Colster has made,” Jeromis started respectfully. “But let me be the one to remind us that we took a very different path than Bellumortis. We brought technology into the world to help our lives; a technology that evolved into a luxury. Electricity to bring light, and the piping systems to bring heat and water while disposing of wastes. In regards to war, we created firearms, the UPEs, and the massive extent of our curtain wall we have yet to see duplicated.”

The council grumbled in agreement, some being forced.

Despite their concurrence, Jeromis grimaced. “However—and I don’t know exactly when it happened—we deviated from our scientific explorations. We fell into the details of art and beauty, and took for granted the very thing we started. It came so easy to us that we made it into a show-and-tell. This is what separates us from Bellumortis. While we created functional art that was eventually replicated by others, they advanced in ways we never thought possible.”

The man’s eyes grew dark, his face becoming the image of scorn. “Bellumortis didn’t take it for granted, and so we shouldn’t take them for granted either. They are the last kingdom we should ever make an enemy of,” Jeromis continued. “We should be embracing them, not as inferiors but as mentors, for what our history helped contribute to the world. Cross Lutherus, despite his faults, knew the importance of it, which is why he urged for an alliance.”

He had said his name.

A chair skidded back against the floor, and a voice took over Jeromis. “I’m not quite sure why you’re giving that man such credit, but out of respect for Her Majesty—” came the tone only Councilman Dross could wield, a powerful, dark man who could never be persuaded outside of his own opinions.

“I make no attempt to disrespect Her Majesty,” Jeromis spoke up. “But let’s face facts. Sir Brien’s project, this weapon you say can hinder Bellumortis’s attack, has never been tested. How can it be proved?”

“Proved or not,” spoke up the elder at the table, Councilman Horas, who didn’t bother to stand. “Bellumortis is coming. If the coordinates on the preserved lifeboat were correct, then they’ve already received the ambassadors’ bodies. They could be here in a couple of days, at the earliest, and that estimation is based off of our own ships’ abilities. If their vessels can be navigated without a crew, then God help us with whatever else they’re capable of.” He shook his head then, his voice more like an open thought as he added, “We are more outdated than we’d like to admit.”

“It’s because no one dared to cross us like this before,” Dross spoke again.

“Exactly.” Horas laughed, almost in irony. “We haven’t changed our defense plans in over a century because our reputation and honor kept others at bay. No one has dared to breach our port for fear of our ships and what they’re built to do. But where’s our reputation now? Where’s our king?”

The hush that followed was unnerving.

“We’ve been destroyed from the inside out,” Horas stated, using his finger to point at the table as if the whole of their being was right there. “All this is what you do to an enemy. It’s the perfect plan, and they used it on us. So no offense, Councilman Jeromis,” the older man stated, leaning back into his chair, “but it doesn’t matter if the knight’s theories aren’t proven. Bellumortis is coming, whether we’re prepared or not.”

“We aren’t prepared,” Dross confirmed. “We’ve sent word to our own villages, bound under the protection of Correnth, to supply able-bodied men to replace those we lost in the inquisition, and each only sends half of what they could spare. Parts of our armies are fighting other kingdoms’ wars, and the closest one can’t reach us for at least another week. The Order of the Benighted was summoned, and they have yet to announce themselves. No one, including our own people, is taking this war seriously.” Dross let his words die down around him before adding more quietly, “Even our allies have yet to respond to our pleas for help.”

“They responded when they stopped their trade ships,” Jeromis pointed out. “We’re lucky to have our own resources. That’s been our advantage. But for our allies to stop trade, to sacrifice the benefits they receive from us... well, that speaks volumes.”

“What speaks volumes is our navy,” Horas admitted. “It’s what everyone believes will protect us. However, what they refuse to believe is that compared to Bellumortis, we are outdated. It seems no one thought to ask what we’re going to do if they actually reach our shores.”

The room became hushed then, a silent scream of thoughts prying into the minds of the men who refused to voice them.

“There is one way to get everyone’s attention, to take this situation seriously.” Jeromis smiled, still standing and holding his own.

A heavy pause stifled the air, followed by the sound of men adjusting in their seats, trying to get comfortable in a very uncomfortable situation.

“We only know about Bellumortis’s tactics from war stories. Everything we’ve heard is from a third party, whether it’s from our allies or from the Order. Our army itself hasn’t dealt with them, unlike the other realms. That alone makes our allies wearier in joining forces.” Jeromis made a fist, his face filling with confidence. “But an heir to a Mandolyn, the oldest and noblest line in royalty. Who would turn that down?”

“I would like to be the first to apologize to Her Majesty,” Colster broke in from where he was standing by the map. “I, for one, thought we’d come here to discuss how to deter an attack when Bellumortis arrives. I never fathomed we would be discussing the auction of the last royal heir to our throne.”

“It’s a proposition,” Jeromis corrected.

A wave of discontent and bafflement settled over the group. A younger member barked out, “Isn’t that how all this started? Someone with their own agenda, making their own plans?”

“It would be for the greater good of the realm,” Jeromis replied back. “And it’s just an idea—”

“My father used to sit in this seat,” the younger man reminded the group. “Because of the inquisition, he’s now dead, as well as the other councilmen whose seats are still left vacant, their heirs killed along with them. All our families suffered at this table due to those same intentions.”

“One Cross Lutherus was enough,” Dross broke in from where he remained standing, a subtle warning to his counterpart.

“And one is all there’s been,” Jeromis scoffed off. “We are a crippled kingdom, and what we need is a strong alliance. This proposition may make our allies more communicative, especially since they’ve all gone mute.”

Horas huffed. “Then why the marriage business? Whoever marries Skylar Mandolyn becomes our ruler. Are we to give this realm to just anyone who agrees?”

“And don’t forget the rumors of the secret marriage,” Dross spoke up, eyeing Jeromis. “Most likely created to deter our allies from helping, anyway.”

“Exactly,” Jeromis intercepted. “Obviously it’s a lie, and the only culprits are Bellumortis’s spies. Just another way to cripple us if the rumors had escaped past our city wall. Luckily, Sir Brien took care of them, so the chances of anyone else knowing are in our favor.”

“Of course Bellumortis thought of it,” Horas muttered, though not too silently. “They were the ones who wanted her first.”

“Sirs,” Jeromis addressed the men at the table, wanting all their attention. “We helped our allies in their own wars; they are obligated to help us in ours. Why not give the first to answer our call a just reward? They would be the noblest and most courageous; the exact attributes we need in a king.”

The room went abnormally quiet, except for Horas, who sighed gruffly from where he sat. He became quiet before his seat squeaked from the shifting of his weight as his attention fell completely on the figure they were all talking around, sitting in between two empty chairs and separated by both distance and birth. “Your Majesty,” he called out. “What say you on these matters?”

But Skylar Mandolyn knew better than to answer. She kept her amethyst eyes staring at the table, her mind swimming with the retelling of the conversation she heard.

Or, she thought she heard, for when she finally lifted her gaze, no one was sitting at the table. Skylar’s chest tightened as Horas’s words repeated themselves in a long-lost echo, his body long gone, like the others. The only movement in the room was the blue dawn slipping in from the arched windows.

It was all another memory repeating itself.

What say you...

Drumming her fingers on the armrests, she still couldn’t find the right answer. During the real conversation, she passed off that they should wait for the armies, that rash decisions would have consequences. The council agreed, though no one left the room content with the answer. Days later, she was haunted by her vague reply.

Leaning her head back against the headrest, the only comfort at the moment was the black leather jacket she wore, only because it belonged to her brother, Brayden, one of his favorite long riding jackets. She hadn’t strayed far from it since she found it still buried in his closet, long after he died. It was one of the blessings in regards to her father’s depression over losing his son: none of his belongings had been touched. With it wrapped around her, the sleeves were a little big around the shoulders with the length almost reaching her knuckles, and if she pulled the bulky hood over, it had the potential to envelop her entire head. While on her brother the full height of the jacket would end at his ankles, on her, the jacket dragged on the floor. Even as an adult, she would forever be his little sister, trying to fit into his world.

Despite it being summer, Skylar still couldn’t part with the jacket. The infection from the whip lashings she had suffered from made the chills violent against the fever, and reminiscing it made her weary of being cold.

Of course Bellumortis thought of it.

Skylar breathed in heavily as those words swirled around in her thoughts again. She was still stunned that what the council believed about the marriage rumors were the general opinion. It seemed the only ones who knew it was true were the three it involved: Harlin, Skylar, and the priest, whose respect for the last Mandolyn heir allowed him to do her bidding in silence. The only witnesses they could afford in such circumstances were the memories of those who would have been there if still alive, the ladies-in-waiting who would have kept the secret easily. All three agreed the presence of any other person would be dangerous, not wanting them to bear the weight of this secret, especially right before a war when secrets could fetch a price.

It also helped that she continued to wear the ring on her right hand instead of her left. Wearing jewelry was normal for her, so the ring didn’t stand out much to her or anyone else. It blended in casually, and sometimes even Skylar forgot it was there, comfortably snug around her finger. The only thing that did stand out to her was whenever Harlin wasn’t nearby. Ring or no ring, Skylar didn’t really care; all she wanted was him.

She was beginning to think back on the night Harlin became hers when suddenly a pop and hiss broke the air like a cracking of a whip. Trembling awake, Skylar realized it was just the sound of the pipes feeding the gaslights overhead. They constantly did that to her, their sounds digging under her skin where the pain really was. During any other time, she wouldn’t have used the gaslights due to the mourning ritual that was implemented after her father’s death, but she couldn’t bear being in a darkened or even dimly-lit room.

Anxious, Skylar pulled herself from the seat, stretching after the couple hours she spent sitting in thought. Realizing the dawn was growing brighter, she walked over to the window and looked out, finding the vast city below wrapped in mist that rolled in from the sea during the night. The sun’s rays hadn’t quite reached them yet, and as she looked out, she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the window.

Skylar stared at herself, noticing the change in her appearance. The dresses she wore, along with the jewels and tiaras, were a thing of the past, artifacts that were retired with the rest of her wardrobe. The last time she wore one of her dresses was to meet the Bellumortis ambassadors, and that was only to show them that the prison hadn’t weakened her. What she wore now—the tan-and-brown leather corset over the sleeveless white shirt, the brown riding pants and knee-high boots—gave her a sense of confidence that she’d have a better chance of moving during an attack than if she wore one of her gowns. This small change in her lifestyle helped her walk those halls in assurance, while the small pistol in the thigh holster attached to her right leg gave her a sense of security.

But the longer Skylar stared at her reflection, the more she began to see an old part of herself emerge. She remembered being in that room before her imprisonment, dressed in lavender and white lace. She sat in that same seat with Harlin by her side while Cross Lutherus, dressed in his usual black-and-cream attire, stood pointing out to the kingdom she tried to save by denying another one of Bellumortis’s marriage propositions.

You’ve killed them all! she could still hear him yell while another hiss echoed into the room. With a blink, she found her old self was gone.

Skylar took in a shaking breath, remembering the rest of the story: Harlin, who just returned from Bellumortis himself with the ambassador, would be taken that evening, tortured to the point he would return with only one eye; her father, who confessed to having his own son murdered for the good of the realm, would also be found murdered in his bed, his blood sprayed across the walls; and Skylar Mandolyn, the second heir in a line that only ever produced one, would become not only the first Queen of Correnth but the last Mandolyn to exist.

“Don’t,” she told herself, trying to make her mind stop turning and thinking for a moment. A sharp pain started on one side of her chest while an ache itched at the scars on her shoulder. Filling her lungs deeply with air, Skylar slowly focused past her reflection and out into the world, seeing the dawn rising above the ocean. She allowed her gaze to take in the colors, the freshness that came with each sunrise as the light reached the rooftops of Correnth.

She saw the ships out in the harbor, layers of them, so small yet so steady in the currents. They only consisted of half the fleet, the rest moved to a location no one really knew except for Harlin, a tactic in case Bellumortis struck hard and destroyed those currently present. Skylar wondered for a moment if their armies would return in time, if word yet reached them. Always with that thought she sulked over who might take Councilman Jeromis’s offer. There was also the question if the crier had made it to the Order of the Benighted, pulling some of those men from the front lines in the battles that raged in Almany.

Skylar somehow always forgot about that little town. Lately, it became a focal point of concern, more so with the anticipation of Bellumortis’s reaction to her declaration of war. If Correnth fell, the border war would be pointless; all those lives already lost would be a waste. Between Bellumortis, the cliff city dwelling on the other side of the sea, and the barbarians, who constantly threatened the other side of the borders, Skylar realized it was only a matter of time before Correnth would be cornered.

Even with how dark that thought was, one glimpse of hope still remained. While she looked down from the ocean to the dockyard, she pressed her face closer to the glass. She knew Harlin was down there, somewhere. Absentmindedly, she searched for him while the doors groaned open, a page entering by how discreet they were.

“Your Majesty,” a voice rang out, trying to be soft but unable to in the vast, empty room.

Skylar turned as the page bowed.

“Dr. Laurence is waiting for you in your chambers.”

Skylar nodded, taking another glimpse at the kingdom and sea before pulling herself from the view. With a determined stride, she stepped out of the Conference Hall and into one of the many open corridors that made the castle almost maze-like. Alongside the doorway stood two castle guards who immediately fell into step behind Skylar, taking the place of Harlin per his own request. Skylar didn’t bother to object; there was no point since she was the only royal left.

Although dressed in matching suits of gold armor with the deep-violet cloth adorned on their chests with the Mandolyn crest stitched in gold, these two guards were complete opposites. While Sir Siah Torrence was tall and handsome with dark skin, golden eyes, and a shaved head that made his features more pronounced, Sir Colin Trist was older and gruffer, a good-looking man once before something in his life hardened him. While his red hair flowed like an untamed mane that was beginning to change with his maturity, Sir Trist still carried himself like a young warrior, a man ready for war. Besides their apparel, the only other similarity between the men was the fact that they used to be her father’s guards. Despite always keeping things formal between them, she stopped calling them by their titles in her mind, only because it made her feel not so isolated. Harlin had told her that these two were the most adamant about being her guards, but she knew it was because this was their last chance at fulfilling their life legacies as royal protectors, even though they rarely made eye contact with her. Whether it was the men’s shame of not being able to protect their last king, or her shame for slaying some of their brethren during Cross Lutherus’s short reign, it made all their conversations short or mute.

From corridor to corridor they walked, the chiming of the guards’ weapons causing Skylar to feel like an escorted prisoner. She should have felt protected; she always used to with the castle guards. But now, like Harlin, they were more equipped. Each guard still had a long sword strapped to their waist, a gun always balanced on the other side of the belt. The added feature was the gun holster fitted over their shoulders, allowing two revolvers to rest under their armpits, snug against their sides. Skylar felt ashamed every time she saw it, assuming part of the reason they placed the holders there wasn’t just for easy access; it was to prevent someone from stabbing underneath the armor, a reachable gap in their ensemble. Skylar knew that that someone meant her, because she had once used that weakness to kill one of their own, running a blade underneath his arm in order to cut the brachial artery. Vital point, her memory rummaged while she placed her hands in the jacket pockets, warding off the cold sensation she felt as the guards’ clinking remained right behind her.

The emptiness of the halls didn’t help her either, a subtle reminder that many of the servants didn’t live past the inquisition. While the castle guards were purged in numbers, some returned while others disappeared altogether. Many only followed Cross Lutherus’s orders due to his threats, but there were some who believed him and what he tried to accomplish. A new ruler, a new title, a new era. It made her stomach hurt just thinking about it.

As they walked, they came to one of the hallways lined with covered portraits and glittering candelabras, trinkets that had yet to be taken to the catacombs, where their history could be protected. What was unnerving, however, were the leftover busts and statues draped in black, much like the mirrors and paintings, which was customary during the mourning ritual. But some of the figures had taken on different personas to Skylar; they weren’t just covered statues, but frozen faces of the past covered with dark veils. Even the lush bouquets of the black roses, the red silk ribbons tied around their vases and urns, reminded her of not only her father’s death who they were supposed to be mourning but of those she herself had killed.

Passing the finery, Skylar came to a halt. Something crimson emerged out of the corner of her eye, though when she drew her attention to it, all she found was a portrait. Her eyes came to rest on the painted young man, an ancestor of many greats whose stories were legendary. There was nothing new about him as he sat in a canvas of cream, his bronze hair with flicks of red and his amethyst eyes giving away he had been a handsome man.

“Are you all right, Your Majesty?” asked Siah, taking a step closer only to assist if she needed it.

“Yes,” she lied, nodding softly in reassurance as she looked to the black fabric that had fallen to the floor, exposing him. She gazed from fabric to portrait, assessing how he became uncovered. The face, the black against the cream, the crimson—it all reminded her of someone else, someone she saw lying on the floor with blood dripping from his mouth. “I didn’t realize”—she took in a sharp breath before explaining—“he was still here.”

So she wouldn’t cause more alarm or wonder, Skylar walked on as if nothing happened. She knew why the castle guards acted so gingerly toward her: they had seen her scars. In the few days after the prison, her entire life had become a blur because of the thymelock. In that time, she thought her scars had been kept quiet until she saw the pity in their eyes after she had come to.

However, there was one scar she didn’t want them to see.

The scar in which she thought the crimson she saw was from someone who used to wear only black and cream, his chin dripping with blood because he had bitten his tongue off.
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A loud crack ricocheted out into the open as the guard’s fist connected with Madden’s face, snapping his head to the side, causing it to collide with his own bicep. Shaking the hit off, Madden smiled as he looked up at his tied hands, tasting the blood in his mouth. He stared at the rope which kept his hands above his head, wondering if the force could cause the rope itself to split apart. Unmotivated to try, Madden’s eyes fell back to the castle guard who struck him.

“Glad they taught you something,” he mouthed off, right before the guard struck him again, this time causing warm blood to fill his nostrils.

“Enough.” Sir Temper Sullivan, the Captain of the Guard, stepped in. He nudged his man away, who only took two steps back without lessening his gaze on Madden. “Your mouth likes to run away with you, doesn’t it?”

Madden smirked, the blood dripping across his lips. “Much like your wife.”

Sir Sullivan grunted, used to offensive comebacks. Rolling his eyes, he turned away, ushering his fellow guard to do the same. The two men withdrew, leaving Madden standing with his hands suspended over his head. The torchlight continued to cast shadows across his figure and pearlized the white in his hair as he stared after them. He was breathing heavier now that the pain was setting deep into his face, spitting blood out of his mouth that seeped in.

The stone walls of the catacombs felt enclosing as the two guards stepped out of the room and into the adjoining hall. There were hundreds of rooms in the catacombs, creating an entombed labyrinth around its visitors. Each man had their own perception of the place, and each perception wasn’t pleasant.

“We should put an end to him,” the castle guard commented to his superior. He paused only after they passed the two guards stationed at the entrance of Madden’s location, coming to a stop a distance away to say his peace. “There isn’t any reason to keep him alive.”

“There is,” a stronger voice called out.

Both of the men turned, finding Harlin approaching from down the corridor. Taking in his hooded appearance made the young guard want to take a step back. He resisted, only because he didn’t want to appear weak despite the way his pulse throbbed in his neck.

“He’s a traitor,” Sir Sullivan tried to reason, reminding Harlin of who they were dealing with. Sir Sullivan, with his short white hair and well-trimmed mustache and beard, considered himself much too seasoned to be fearful of the knight. Although he hadn’t seen battle since a young man, his admiration for a fellow soldier kept him confident and calm. But then he noticed the belt draped over Harlin’s shoulder, the hilt of a short sword protruding out of the sheath. He wondered why the knight would need a second one.

“He’s useful,” Harlin assured, coming to a stop before them. “And if you don’t mind, I would like to have a word with him in private.”

Sir Sullivan exchanged glances with his young comrade. With a nod, the Captain of the Guard waved away the two guards posted at Madden’s doorway before walking past Harlin, his comrade following so there would be privacy between the knight and the spy.

Harlin took into account the two guards who were a safe distance away and entered the niche tomb.

“Oh, hell,” Madden breathed out. He saw the second short sword, causing him to eye both it and its owner. “I see we’re adding to the collection.”

“Good to see you as well.” Harlin smiled, approaching with a fluid stride, which made Madden cautious. The knight took note of the bloody nose, but didn’t pay any more attention to it. “Now, where did we leave off?”

“You were killing my comrades,” Madden recalled flatly.

“Yes. That.” Harlin came to a stop in front of Madden, falling into his stance with his hands folded in front of him. “I do apologize you had to watch.”

“I’m rather jealous.” Madden smirked, unable to contain himself. “But then again, I’d hate to get in the way of revenge. An eye for an eye, so to speak,” he quipped as he stared at the man with the eyepatch.

Harlin, though his own gaze darkened, ignored the spy’s antics, which subtly irritated him. “As I said, I apologize you had to watch. But Her Majesty insisted that you live—”

“Why?” Madden interrupted, adjusting his stance despite his arms tingling from the blood loss. “She’s a Mandolyn who never mingles with servants. Why should she spare me?”

“Because you might be the only one who knows who murdered her father,” Harlin pointed out. His eye never wavered from the spy’s gaze. “You were a castle porter, after all. She remembers seeing you frequently.”

“Yes. That,” Madden mocked, recapturing Harlin’s exact tone as he recalled the murder scene. “I do apologize she had to see it.”

Harlin took in a steady breath, waiting for the next thing Madden would say. He watched those words build in the spy’s gaze, seeing the way his mind tinkered and worked with each thought. From this distance he saw that Madden’s eyes were sincerely altered, white veins robbing the blue color and making them look ice-like. Cold and calculating, Harlin perceived.

“I need to talk to her,” Madden broke in, his voice taking on a seriousness he very rarely used. “She has a right to know everything.”

“Everything?” Harlin asked, his jawline twitching despite his calm pose.

“You know,” Madden said, resting his head against his arm. “Don’t deny that their politics never reached your ears.”

“I don’t divulge in rumors,” Harlin confirmed. “And to be honest, this is the only reason why I’m being patient with you.” He pulled out a thin piece of folded parchment stuffed inside an open spot in his holster, a safe place for a man who was always moving. He held it up so Madden could view it.

That was his parchment, confiscated along with his weapons. Madden frowned but didn’t reply.

“The information you were going to send back,” Harlin continued, emphasizing on the one word that could take on so many meanings. “This would have eventually given you what you wanted.”

“That was the plan,” Madden admitted with a tired smile, “since you apparently won’t do it.”

Harlin put the parchment back where he kept it before returning to his resting stance. “You spent a couple years in the House of Mandolyn, serving as both a porter and a spy. That would make you rather exceptional at watching people. Did you ever come across any knowledge of who might have murdered our late king?”

Madden took in a deep breath to hide his smile, letting the air out annoyingly slow just to get under the knight’s nerves. He still couldn’t quite tell if he was accomplishing it or not, but it was fun to try. “You’re forgetting the first murder,” he recollected, making it sound like he was thinking out loud instead of leading the conversation away.

Harlin’s jaw fully clenched then.

“Brayden Mandolyn would have made an excellent ruler. The perfect heir plagued by his own family.”

“And?” Harlin asked, trying to move the conversation along.

Madden laughed, only because he could. “And I know more about this part than you do, Sir Brien. I overheard them planning his assassination.”

Harlin stared at him hard, his skin prickling. He didn’t believe in ghosts, but he believed in Skylar, knowing these words would sting if she heard them. Somehow he was reacting for her.

“They had one of your own do it,” Madden responded, as if reminding him. “A knight from the Order of the Benighted.”

That was part of the story Harlin never told Skylar, back when she was a Princess Royal and he was only assigned to protect her. She overheard the Nar language he would later explain to her, but he purposely left out that only the benighted spoke it. It was a way for them to communicate so their enemy wouldn’t understand what was being said. Only a couple extremist groups had learned the ways of the ancient Nar warfare—he never lied about that—but he didn’t reveal that none of them had lived long enough to continue.

“He was a rogue who does not speak for the rest of us.” Harlin’s answer followed with a glare, remembering how he encountered the knight in the forest.

He remembered when he had drawn out his blade while Skylar crouched in the grass, holding the pistol he handed her. On purpose, his comrade attacked like an amateur, and Harlin played his game. The rumors are true, his old comrade had said in Nar, when Harlin had put him in a head lock. Give me a warrior’s death, and then get out while you still can. An inquisition is coming.

“If that’s what you want to call him,” Madden replied. “They found out about his child hidden in Almany where he was stationed. It didn’t take a lot for them to persuade him to do the job.”

Harlin looked past Madden. He remembered how he had kicked the back of his comrade’s leg, causing him to fall on his knees while still chanting. Despite the stoic demeanor, his words held fear, a warning no one would have caught on unless they were a part of the Order. An inquisition is coming.

“It’s part of the reason why the late king wanted you to protect his daughter,” Madden proceeded. “He needed someone of equal ground to protect his last heir, fearing things might take an unexpected turn.”

Those last words from his comrade repeated in his mind, overlapping over Madden’s story.

“And therein lies the problem. Things might still take an unexpected turn. They are making her walk a fragile line, which is why she must know.”

Harlin imagined himself right before he struck one of his own down. The chanting words seemed to still linger even after they were cut off, when Harlin snapped the knight’s neck. It was the only merciful death he could give him. Blinking back the memory, Harlin’s gaze focused on Madden.

“All I ask,” Madden said, persuasion in his tone, “is that you give me what I want.”

With a deep sigh, Harlin inquired, “How much time until Bellumortis arrives?”

Madden smirked a little. “Any time. In fact, they might already be here, hiding in plain sight. They like to do that.” Madden absentmindedly looked up at his hands. They were once porter hands, hands who everyone around him thought could do nothing but serve. “I bet you had a hell of a time sorting out the castle guards,” he spoke out. “Not knowing who honestly believed in Cross Lutherus’s manifesto or who followed out of fear. Bellumortis loves using family members as collateral.”

It was while Madden was talking that something in Harlin clicked. It was the old gut feeling of war, the adrenaline of sensing an enemy was nearby.

“I want to talk to her,” Madden spoke again as a devilish smile curved his lips. “I want to see her before she’s destroyed by her own demons.”

“No,” Harlin resolved while turning away, ending the conversation that was only going to lead him in circles.

“They’re deeper than he first thought.”

Harlin came to an abrupt halt.

“They may not heal correctly.”

He had heard those words before, but he never thought anyone else was listening.

“What was it?” Madden thought out loud, trying to remember the exact words. “From the evidence on her wrists and ankles, it matched her story of being electrocuted. That, in turn, seemed to have interrupted the healing process in regards to the damage done by the whip lashings on her back.”

Harlin’s fists clenched, his nostrils flaring as those words—those same words—repeated themselves. They were first spoken by Dr. Laurence when he examined Skylar after the prison fell and she was back behind the castle walls. They were spoken in secret, in confidence. No one else was supposed to know.

Madden smiled, proud he caught the knight’s attention. “She contracted a fever, was weak and dehydrated. It was feared that the stress of it all, both physically and emotionally, might have weakened her heart. A good reason why she occasionally feels chest pains.” Madden chuckled a little. “I guess the induced coma the doctor put her under didn’t do much. Rest can’t fix torture.”

It only took Harlin a couple giant steps to confront the spy head on, his hand wrapped around Madden’s throat in a tight squeeze. He could smell his blood, almost attracted to it like a predator to prey. In response, Madden choked but didn’t stop from letting the rest of his words fall out.

“But that’s not why you put her on suicide watch, was it? Why the guards really follow her.”

Harlin, whose bared teeth started to show, simply shoved Madden away, releasing his grip, which caused the spy to cough.

“Don’t worry, Sir Brien,” Madden coughed out, taking in heavy breaths. “I know you’re only following doctor’s orders—”

“But how do you know?” Harlin demanded. Part of him wondered if he missed anyone else. Part of him wondered how he had missed Madden Calibre.

“You’re not the only one who can move lightly.” Madden winked. “And I’ve spent many years memorizing what people say the first time they say it. It’s the highlight of being a spy. As you should know, since the benighted have the same attributes.”

Harlin became a statue, not taking the snide comment casually.

“Personally, I don’t even think Skylar Mandolyn herself would blame you for having her watched.” Madden shifted in his stance as he looked up, trying to remember the words again. “But what did the doctor say? ‘Her subconscious is showing other signs caused by extreme stress, delirium being one of the symptoms.’”

His heart beat against his rib cage, the veins in his neck tight with each anxious pulse.

“We both know what that means. It might as well be a demon.” Madden eyed the knight, his look slipping into a serious glare despite his grin. “No one knows about illusories like we do.”

Harlin controlled himself by taking a deep breath, keeping his arms at his sides when all they wanted to do was unsheathe one of the short swords and take Madden’s head.

“But then again, she still has the small pistol on hand, doesn’t she?” Madden defied him without pause, looking up as if the thought just occurred to him. “Good job giving her options with that short sword. I guess we’ll just have to wait and see which one she ends up using.”

Harlin stared hard at him, trying to ignore the antagonizing comment meant not only for Skylar but for himself. Although he trusted Skylar, he tried not to show that the thought Madden was trying to provoke had already crossed his mind.

Madden grinned a little harder, changing the subject like a snap of the finger. “So when is the rest of your kind showing up? Hopefully sometime soon.”

Harlin didn’t bother to reply as he turned around and walked out.

“I’ll take that as a ‘no,’” Madden mumbled, deflating as he rested his head against his arm again.

Harlin moved out of the room with an agitated stride, finding the two guards quickly returning to their post since he was leaving. “Don’t have anyone speak to him,” he instructed before continuing on. Down the corridor he saw Sir Sullivan walking toward him. Readjusting the strap on his shoulder, Harlin relaxed his hands that had become tight fists during most of the conversation.

“The castle guards are keeping a close watch on Her Majesty, per your orders,” Sir Sullivan reported as he came to a stop in front of Harlin. “She’s returned to her chambers.”

“From the Conference Hall?”

Sir Sullivan nodded. “Stayed for a couple hours. Still waiting for the council to return, it seems.” The older guard glanced behind Harlin, acting like Madden was standing behind him. “Has he said anything of importance yet?”

“Not quite,” Harlin answered, assuming that if the two guards overheard any part of the conversation, they would disclose it to their superior soon enough. “Keep him isolated, though.”

Sir Sullivan smiled a little. “Consider it done.”

Harlin nodded, walking past him and escaping the same way he entered.

He may have walked like a knight, but deep down Harlin thought like a madman. Madden’s last words irritated him more than he wanted to admit. But as he continued down the corridor that led him to the stairwell, marching up the steps that opened into a storage room holding the remnants of extra armor and weapons, Harlin felt his temper finally cool. While slipping out into one of the main hallways and passing through a secret door flush with the wall that led into the secret passageways, he began to feel levelheaded again. He had the parchment with Madden’s true intentions on it. He had the second short sword, fashioned out of tungsten carbide instead of steel, just like his own. He had the truth, and he had a plan.

All I ask is that you give me what I want.

Harlin came to a stop. His thoughts traveled without him, past the pipes and sprays of steam swirling by. Madden Calibre, despite everything, only wanted one thing. It was that same thing that made illusories so dangerous, the same want arising out of those who suffered from them.

Standing among the hissing steam, Harlin’s face took on the persona of what he truly felt: the dread that Skylar Mandolyn would one day want the same thing.
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Skylar was staring at the wall while Dr. Laurence examined her, watching the shadows of the morning light stretch across the room. Straddling the chair with her arms resting on the backrest, her leather corset off and her shirt pulled up off her back, Skylar heard Dr. Laurence’s quick inhale, which was never a good sign.

“It hasn’t healed, has it?” she asked, folding and unfolding her hands. Sweat was building up on the base of her neck from where the back of the shirt was bunched up.

“We won’t jump to conclusions just yet,” Dr. Laurence reassured as he pushed back his own chair and walked to the vanity, where he had laid out his equipment from his medical bag. “Your shoulder has healed quite well. Almost as well as your leg.”

That was true. Her leg looked practically normal again, and her shoulder gained back most of its mobility, the only remnants of the sword was the thin scar that was still visible on either side where the blade entered and stuck out. The nerves would throb occasionally, but not enough she couldn’t live with it.

Keeping her eyes forward, Skylar asked the one question he was avoiding. “And my back?”

Dr. Laurence took what seemed like extra care of his tools as the silence droned out between them. Skylar felt the words revolving around him without him even saying them.

Finally, Dr. Laurence rounded the chair, bending down on his knee to look Skylar in the eyes. “The issue may have nothing to do with your body’s ability to heal itself,” he explained. “I’ve given you quite a bit of thymelock. Your body may have grown tolerant of it.”

“So, there’s nothing more to be done.”

“Not necessarily,” Dr. Laurence answered, hope in his eyes as he took his round spectacles off. “All it means is we won’t use the thymelock for awhile. Give it a moment to leave your system. That way, when we do use it, there will be a better chance of it working, which will then in turn heal the scars more fully.”

Skylar stared at him, and although she was doubtful, she simply nodded.

With an encouraging smile, Dr. Laurence stood back up and went to his bag. “In due time, no one will be able to notice,” he was saying as he collected his things.

Skylar, still folding and unfolding her hands, stared at the wall and the shadows being chased by the light. One, however, stood out from the rest, one that looked too familiar in between the gaslight and the morning.

You know what’s magnificent? she could hear the voice again, the silhouette of a man stretching across the wall, the slow flickering movement of the gaslight making her think he was unlatching a whip from his belt. The thymelock flower has such astonishing healing powers. What would take the human body months to fully recover from takes the thymelock salve a matter of a couple short weeks. A small part of the shadow parted, a grin opening up in the darkness. That means that I could do anything to you, and the prince would never know.

Something draped across the back of her neck. Hands shaking, Skylar felt for what caused the sensation and found only the scrunched up part of her shirt. Taking a deep breath, she exhaled slowly before looking over her shoulder, finding that Dr. Laurence had gathered all his things. He turned to face her almost at the same moment, bowing in respect. Wearing the same encouraging smile, Dr. Laurence withdrew out of the room, softly closing the door behind him.

Her chest tightened when she saw the reflection. Her heartbeats were thunderous, pulsing in a rhythm that seemed eerily repetitive. As her eyes drew to the mirror, she saw the scars, multiple indents twisted into her skin, still seeming red underneath the light-green bruises blotched in some places. She stared until she heard a door close downstairs, and facing forward, continued to fold and refold her hands as she tried to breathe when the cries crawled up her throat, clutched in her mouth so no one would hear.

When the moment passed, Skylar pushed her shirt back down, hiding her back. She stood up from the chair, and for a brief moment she thought she felt the blade strike her leg again, then slicing near her ribcage before sliding back into her shoulder, driving past muscle and bone before protruding out the other side. These wounds had alleviated, proving the thymelock salve could heal at a tremendous rate. But somehow the whiplashing had been more grotesque, more torturous than she remembered.

Skylar found herself staring at the wall then, her hands clutching the headrest of the chair she dragged unknowingly back to the vanity. Her eyes dropped to the hand-carved dresser, looking at the grains of the wood that formed the scrolls. She knew buried in one of the top drawers was a hand mirror with a broken face, pieces of the glass never fitting perfect again because some of the jagged forms were missing.

Setting her mouth into a determined line, Skylar turned from the vanity and went to drag the doctor’s chair back to the corner where it was stationed, avoiding eye contact with the full mirror she had had her back to. Harlin would return soon, she chanted to herself, the only thing keeping her mind from running away. Re-tucking her shirt and fastening the leather corset and thigh holster in place, Skylar threw her brother’s jacket back on as she walked out of the room.

As always, her chambers were quiet except for the monotonous ticking of the grandfather clock. She made her way down the staircase, noticing how dark the first row of stairs was when the hearth was cold. The scarlet rug appeared deep crimson with each step she descended before reaching the frosted doors of the conservatory. Skylar turned her back on the doors and walked down the last remaining stairs, her boot heels softened by the rug.

Upon reaching the base, she came to a stop. Her eyes rested on the blue pearl granite hearth and the gold mirror hanging overhead with the black veil draped over it, the two plush sitting chairs of mahogany and wine that sat empty in a semicircle in front of it. Subconsciously her ears strained for sound, any movement that might have depicted a time when her chambers weren’t so quiet. But all she heard was the ticking of the grandfather clock and nothing more. Skylar looked at the large bay window that overtook the far wall, the large, thick curtains blocking the outside view with their wine backdrop. She shifted her gaze to the door that once led to the rooms kept by her ladies-in-waiting. What had been considered their home was blocked off by strips of metal bolted across the doorframe. It was an act of precaution, they told her, to prevent any assassination attempts.

Skylar gazed around, finding the room cold without the fire despite the summer days. The stillness was deafening despite the clock’s continuous ticks, and the silence made her uncomfortable. She already felt compelled to go back to the Conference Hall, but she had just taken a step forward when the main door opened.

Freezing in place, Skylar watched as the hooded figure entered, closing the door behind him. With her heart fluttering in her chest, she took an automatic step back. It was when he turned to face her that she sucked in a sharp breath, taking in the familiar eyepatch that couldn’t diminish his attractive face.

“Your Majesty,” Harlin’s deep voice broke out, interrupting the stillness between them. He was moving slowly forward, a response to her stunned expression.

“Sir Brien,” her soft voice spoke out while the fluttering died and her shoulders dropped from their tense stance.

Harlin smiled, a small nod answering the silent question when she glanced at the door, expecting the guards on the other side to hear them. The guards were still there, he was telling her, which meant their conversation needed to stay formal in case someone overheard.

“How are the preparations going?” she asked as he approached.

Harlin had barely come to a stop in front of her before his lips were on hers, his arms pulling her greedily to his chest as he kissed her. All Skylar could do was breathe him in, and suddenly her whole complicated world was gone, nonexistent, allowing her to want him without restrictions despite what was on the other side of the door.

As quickly as it started, Harlin’s mouth pulled away, causing Skylar’s eyes to flutter open, unaware they were closed. She studied his face, still hidden in shadows from the hood he didn’t bother pushing back. The bruises and indents left from his time in the prison had healed, and even the area around the damaged eye socket had mended well, the only evidence of his partial blindness being the eyepatch.

There was a slight playfulness in the dimness of his features when he smiled at how he caught them both off guard. He turned over his shoulder, saying in a conversational tone, “They’re going well, Your Majesty.” Then he looked at her, a form of intimacy in his face as he whispered, “How are you?”

“Better,” Skylar grinned as her hands pressed against his chest, feeling his muscles underneath the tunic. “I thought you would have dismissed them, though,” she quietly admitted, reminding him it had been a couple days since he had discharged the guards from her door, allowing them to be alone.

The excuse was always training, to run drills and prepare for any sudden invasion, making it clear the castle guards were to defend the castle while the knight was to defend the queen. But running these drills was both tiring and time consuming, something that had to be taken into consideration before implemented. And while Harlin could sometimes dismiss the two guards on the off chance the Captain of the Guard needed their help more, he knew he couldn’t abuse the situation. They were, after all, Skylar’s guards, and he needed their alliance for when he couldn’t be around. So making the decision to keep them at the door more often than not was always the wiser choice.

However, that didn’t mean he had to like his decision, especially when she was within arm’s reach. He didn’t hide his own disappointment when he confessed, “I can’t always dismiss them. It’ll look suspicious if your knight always wants to be alone with you.”

“So you’re just being dangerous, then,” Skylar softly teased, alluding to the fact they were intimate even in their stance.

Harlin couldn’t hide his grin. “Your Majesty, I am dangerous,” he quipped, touching her nose with his before mentally falling back into his formal character. Begrudgingly, he released his hold on her and stepped back, creating a safe distance between them. “I have something for you,” he said more normally, and that’s when Skylar noticed the strap across his shoulder.

Removing it, Harlin held out the short sword that matched his own. Skylar’s eyes widened when he handed her the gift. Unsheathing it, her face lit up upon seeing the same exact blade as Harlin’s. “You had another one made?” she marveled, examining its every angle.

“Yes, since you wouldn’t take mine.”

“I’m not going to take your best weapon before a battle,” she said, unlatching the belt and putting it around her waist. “Besides, the last time you gave me your sword, things didn’t end well.” Her eyes cast down, pretending to study the belt as she fastened it on. In reality, she was seeing again the way she lost his sword, how she dropped it when she saw her father’s blood on the walls and a moment later Harlin’s capture. She still didn’t know how he retrieved it, but she could only assume it was by force.

“What’s done is done,” he confirmed, seeing the events playing out behind her facial expression. “You have your own, and I can rest easier.”

“Thank you,” she responded, smiling as she readjusted the hilt on her left side so she could grab it easier when needed. Fixing her jacket, she was impressed by how well the blade concealed itself underneath.

Then suddenly his voice dropped. “Skylar,” he spoke hesitantly.

She looked up, finding that his face had fallen into a seriousness she very rarely saw.

“Just,” he spoke, eyeing her. “Be careful with it.”

Skylar nodded slowly, sensing a hidden warning in his words. “Of course.”

Harlin nodded once as a smile slipped into the corners of his mouth. “And speaking of rest,” he added, his mood instantly softening, “isn’t that what you should be doing?”

Skylar stared at him, her smile which voluntarily matched his lessened, only enough for him to notice. “I think I’ve rested enough.”

Harlin frowned a little, knowing she was referring to the coma. It lasted four days, following Dr. Laurence’s theory that deep rest while under the thymelock could help promote faster healing. It worked, except for when it came to her back and those days Skylar couldn’t account for.

“I know you have a lot to do,” she was explaining while he watched her eyes, staring at the tiredness lingering in them. “I’ll wait in the Conference—”

“No.”

Skylar breathed hard, letting the rest of the words blow out in quiet annoyance. “They might—”

“They’re not.” He looked at her hard. “I know you put a lot of trust in the council, but you have to accept they’re not coming back.”

Skylar didn’t want to accept that fact. “They were the last of my father’s council.”

“And they were scared,” Harlin reasoned. “It wasn’t just you. It was the situation.”

Skylar’s eyes rolled to the door, disgust showing on her face. “So that’s why they felt they needed to leave in the middle of the night.”

“No one knows about that.”

Skylar brought her eyes up to meet his, seeing the confidence in his gaze that foretold he had kept the council’s abandonment safe behind the castle walls. They both knew it would start a panic, and sincerely Skylar whispered a “thank you” for what he went through to keep the hard truth from seeping out into the streets.

“Cross Lutherus is dead,” he reminded her, seeing the way the disappointment was shifting in her face. “Leave him there.”

“Even in death, he still isolated us,” Skylar murmured again.

“Trust me, Your Majesty. You don’t want men around who run before a fight.”

Although she saw the reassurance in his face, she could only smile a little as she stepped away. Harlin watched as she meandered toward the hearth. “Have many of the citizens left yet?” she asked, trying to change the topic.

“Some. Many have retreated to the smaller villages. Glencove and Dawnleigh, I hear, have taken many in for the sake of the realm. All of the horses from the royal stables were moved to an area past the ruins, as well as some of the livestock from the local farms.”

Skylar raised an eyebrow in slight surprise, feeling thankful for the villages that opened their doors to those seeking refuge.

“However,” Harlin’s voice broke in, “most of your citizens haven’t left yet.”

The gratitude melted back into a cold dismay as she stared down into the dark hearth and the remnants of ash and soot from the last fire.

“Many still believe that Bellumortis isn’t coming, and to be honest, the castle won’t save anyone. Having them all packed into one area would make casualties very easy. It’s going to be critical the instant we get any sign of an approaching attack that the citizens be moved to the ruins, not behind the curtain wall. If Correnth falls, at least they’d be free enough to get as far away as possible—”

Skylar’s stomach turned as her mind wandered away, out past the walls of Correnth and to the borderline of the forest where the old watchtower was. The cold crept up on her then, and Skylar moved in order to regain her body heat. She started pacing back and forth in between the hearth and plush chairs, the coldness always one step behind. It was a moment before she realized Harlin was quiet while standing there in front of the stairway. He still rested in his stance as his gaze remained on her, his words long gone.

Blinking back her absentmindedness, Skylar continued to walk, her arms crossing in front of her. “And how will we know ahead of time that Bellumortis is approaching?” She knew he had told her once, but couldn’t remember the answer. She recalled only the setting, when his hand was intertwined in her hair and her cheek rested on his bare chest, listening to his heartbeat rather than his war talk.

If Harlin didn’t like repeating himself, he didn’t show it. His words came out collectively as if speaking them for the first time. “We’ll be following the old rules of conduct, since every guard is already trained for it. It’ll start when the first row of ships in the harbor see the first signs of the enemy. They will bellow their warning call with their horn, firing red flares and dropping red sails or flying red flags, depending on the ship. Red is one of the easier colors to spot, which is why it’s been part of the code of conduct for so long. The War Bell will be rung, and the guards in the streets will notify the citizens to leave the city. I’ve put members of the rebel group in charge of enforcing this conduct, so they will act immediately once they hear the bell.”

The rebels. Skylar always forgot about them. They were such a driving yet hidden force during Cross Lutherus’s reign, only because she knew about them but couldn’t see them. It was hard to see people from behind castle walls. Just like a prison.

“And I,” Skylar tried to reiterate, but almost couldn’t. There was a pinch of shame that made her wince before she could add, “I’ll be hiding.”

“You,” Harlin spoke up confidently for her, “will be in the catacombs underneath the cathedral. The castle will be the primary target for Bellumortis, and if they don’t find you or they realize the body double is a fake, then they will quickly fan out, expecting you fled outside of the castle and into either the majority of the city or the woods. Cristos Abbey and the castle will eventually be ransacked—they all end up that way—but it won’t be by them. It’ll be by the soldiers who come in behind them, who won’t leave a stone unturned when they realize you’re still missing. By then, we’ll be somewhere else.”

Skylar didn’t pay attention to the rest, her concentration derailed once he mentioned the body double. She stopped pacing, facing the closed door and grandfather clock that was ticking in the background. Her eyes closed, the ticking pounding in her skull. She imagined the young girl’s look when the dresses were fitted for her; imagined the way she felt wearing the jewelry and tiaras, possessions that once been Skylar’s and her mother’s and belonging to all the queens before them; imagined the practice she endured with the guards who were stationed to keep up the façade, aware that they would be the targets.

We agreed, she remembered Harlin telling her after she told him about the council’s pleas for her to evacuate. If you stay here, then I will put someone in your place in order to fend off the enemy. It’s the only chance of survival I can give you if you’re not going to leave Correnth.

Please don’t do that to someone, Skylar had begged, not wanting someone else to carry her burdens, but not hearing the desperation in his own voice.

I will if you stay.

Skylar swallowed hard, all the rebuttals she still had never being allowed to be heard. No one seemed to understand that leaving was never an option. She had to stay, as a Mandolyn, as an heir to the throne. But for staying, another young woman would be sacrificed.

Putting her attention on Harlin, Skylar only let one question slip by. “Shouldn’t I fight?”

Harlin’s eyebrow slightly rose, but he didn’t answer.

“I know I haven’t been training, but shouldn’t I at least take a stand? It’s what all my ancestors did when they went to war.” Then she remembered her father, the way he would send his armies out to help the allies, his days of fighting long since passed. “Or, what some of them used to do,” she mumbled, trying not to think about him.

Harlin grinned a little. “Not this time. Bellumortis is feared because they use chaos to destroy their enemy. The front line will hit the shore first, and they will hit it hard. They act quickly and not with thought, so staying quiet and hidden will be beneficial.”

“The demonicers,” Skylar thought out loud, remembering their nickname.

“After them will be the actual threat, warriors who have harnessed electricity and use it as their weapon. It’s the weapon that made Bellumortis a very attractive opponent.”

“Attractive?” Skylar’s eyebrows knotted together, curious of his word choice.

Harlin smiled. “I’ve been in enough confrontations to admire weapons instead of fearing them. These warriors have slowly changed the course of weaponry. They can strike their enemy down without being close, and while using a natural force. Correnth learned how to harness it to bring light, how to create it for their benefit. Bellumortis took it a step further, in both structure and use. They’re an attractive opponent because they’re not easy to handle.”

Skylar didn’t understand. Even as she tried, there was a cloudiness to her thinking that prevented her from seeing things the way he did. She felt an ache of frustration that she had somehow changed, that even the way she thought and perceived things had also suffered in the prison.

“So... the voltaics,” she moved on, though looking to Harlin for reassurance that she remembered these soldiers’ name correctly. When he nodded, she continued, “Do we know how they’ve harnessed it? How they were able to?”

“I’m not yet sure of the specifics. I only know the effects. I’m leaving the rest to the alchemist.”

Skylar nodded in understanding, but didn’t press the matter. Instead, she resumed her pacing, closing her eyes so he wouldn’t see the dissatisfaction in them.

Harlin noticed the way she was acting, but decided to let her have her space. “The army will come right behind them. They will include the general and higher-ranked officers who will scout the area, killing the wounded, plundering what hasn’t been destroyed, using the voltaics as cover. They will be the ones to do a thorough search for you.”

Skylar continued to pace in front of the hearth, eyes still closed. She scraped together all the courage she could, to help be defiant in the face of the enemy. Finding her coy smile, she commented, “I guess I’ll just have to play cat and mouse, then.”

Coming to a stop, Skylar finally turned her attention to Harlin, but Harlin wasn’t by himself anymore. Skylar’s pupils dilated as they took in what was standing behind him. Hovering against the knight’s back was a dark silhouette peering back at her, blood oozing out from in between the lips of a broken smile.

Skylar didn’t realize she staggered backwards until her body hit the mantle of the fireplace, striking her right above her shoulder blades. The gasp—more out of surprise than pain—became caught in her throat. But with one sudden blink, the darkness evaporated, taking the image with it and leaving everything in its place as if nothing happened.

She stared at the area where he stood until she felt hands grabbing her arms. Harlin had already made his way to her, holding her close to him. Despite his presence, Skylar couldn’t focus. Her eyes kept darting to the stairwell, her head tightening in confusion, her pulse hammering itself against the sides of her temple. Unexpectedly, her breathing wasn’t coming easily, causing her to gasp.

“Stay calm,” he was saying, repeating himself over and over. “Your Majesty, you have to stay calm.”

“But he,” Skylar was trying to explain but couldn’t, her breaths too constricted.

Something smooth touched the side of her face, her head forced upward as Harlin’s gloved hand directed her vision to him.

“This isn’t the time to be strong and silent,” he told her, “this is the time to stay calm. Don’t feed it.”

Although her chest felt compressed, the terror itself was beginning to settle down. Skylar stared at his eye so she wouldn’t peek at the stairwell again.

Harlin stared right back as he held her. “He’s not alive,” he told her. “Cross Lutherus isn’t real anymore.”

Skylar winced when she heard his name again, but the pounding in her temple was starting to dull. “He looked real,” she said, a little out of breath.

Without pause, Harlin’s hand moved from her face to her hand. Wrapping his gloved hand around hers, he placed her palm against his chest, holding her open hand there. “This is real,” he told her, his voice low so only she could hear it. “He’s not here, but I am. I’m not going anywhere.”

That phantom had been so close to him, though. Too close. All Skylar could see was the eyepatch, remembering when he didn’t have to wear one. “You shouldn’t have stayed here,” she said without thinking.

Keeping her hand on his chest, his face grew serious as he shook his head. “Skylar, I—” he was about to say before the door opened behind him. His hand dropped hers just as Siah entered, bowing immediately upon seeing Skylar.

“Your Majesty. Sir Brien.” The guard straightened up then, looking right at Harlin. “A page is here, bringing word from the curtain wall.”

“And?” Harlin questioned as the page rounded past the guard, bowing as well.

The page hesitated, looking from Skylar back to the knight. “One of the ships located further out to sea sounded their warning call.”

A chill from somewhere kissed her skin, causing Skylar to shiver involuntarily. The warning call was simply a single, long, drawn-out blast of a horn. She only heard it once as a demonstration, but hearing about it made the memory echo in her ears.

“Was anything seen?” Harlin felt his fists tighten in reflex, something he always did when he knew a battle was coming. The twinge in his vacant eye pulsed a little, and he gritted his teeth, hoping the annoying pain wasn’t evident on his face.

The page shook his head. “The nearer ships have reported that they haven’t seen anything. The wall’s own telescope has yet to spot any enemy ships.”

Harlin looked from the page to Skylar, whose gaze stared back, her arms hugging her chest. “It’s most likely a false alarm,” he reassured her.

Before Skylar could react, Harlin placed his attention back on the page. “Tell the captain on the wall not to sound the War Bell yet, but keep everyone on alert.”

“Yes, sir,” the page answered before turning to Skylar. “Your Majesty.” He bowed again before backing out of the room.

Siah remained, expecting instructions despite his rank.

“The rebels will need to be notified to start moving the citizens who are willing to leave,” Harlin informed him. “Just as a precaution to ward off panic.”

“And Her Majesty?” Siah asked, though his eyes didn’t flinch under the knight’s gaze, nor did they acknowledge Skylar.

Harlin’s mind ticked, thinking of something offhand. “I’ll escort her to the alchemy lab so she can check on the preparations,” he concluded, his face never giving away that he was making it up as he went along. “We’ll meet back in front of the Grand Staircase.”

Siah stared before finally replying with, “Of course.” He nodded to Skylar and then turned away, closing the door as he went.

Harlin made sure the castle guard was gone before he turned back to Skylar. What he saw made him hesitate—the way she held herself, the way the embarrassment masked her face as she stared at the vacant stairwell. She wasn’t really listening, which meant his lie had gone unnoticed. It also meant her thoughts were turning again, something that made him a little discontented.

“Your Majesty.”

Her gaze shifted to his, looking up at him while her mouth pressed into a straight line.

“Given the circumstances, I think it’s best we both go see the alchemist. I need to check on the preparations, and”—he smiled a little then, only out of encouragement—“it might be good for you to get out from behind these walls.”

“Only if you take the medicine Dr. Laurence gave you,” she spoke up gently, “for your eye.”

She was paying more attention to him than he realized. While her own problems and ailments clearly overshadowed his, she was still concerned about him, despite his efforts in trying not to be a burden or someone to fuss over. He smiled a little, unable to hide the fact he liked having her attention, even when it came to his weaknesses.

“The moment we get back, I will,” he promised, taking a respectful step back so she would lead the way. It was a subtle reminder that outside of her chambers he was still a knight, she was still royalty, and they would have to save the rest of this conversation for a more private occasion.

The tightness still fluttered around in her chest, but Skylar dismissed it with each step she took as she led the way to the door, the knight trailing along behind, watching her movements. She dropped her arms to her sides, and upon opening the door, she didn’t look back as she left the chamber, the coat dragging behind her much like her dresses used to do.

Harlin rubbed his temple to dismiss the pain a little as he followed Skylar until he reached the door. Handle in hand, he took an involuntary look back at the stairwell. Briefly he tried envisioning what Skylar saw, but all that was left were the shadows leaning into the room, being evaded by the windows. With a hard sigh, he turned away, closing the door behind him.
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Chapter Five



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


The sun was half way up when Skylar and Harlin emerged from the castle’s side entrance, passing the two guards standing watch at attention. As they continued on, the tension in her neck started to ease. Raising her nose to take a deep breath of the warm air, she smiled when the sunlight hit her, the bright rays blinding after being in the confined spaces of the castle. She saw his shadow before she saw him, finding Harlin next to her instead of staying behind. He didn’t say anything as he changed position, and Skylar eyed him, his features barely visible from underneath the hood.

“Aren’t you hot?” she asked, noticing more and more how he left the hood on, a habit from his days in Almany. Once the reality of an attack hit him, he subconsciously fell back into his battle days, routines even a year in Correnth couldn’t break.

Harlin only smirked at the comment. “Aren’t you?” he pointed out.

Despite the summer heat, Skylar forgot she was wearing her brother’s jacket. Smiling, she stared ahead while saying, “Touché.”

The silence that fell between them was as natural as the clouds perched out to sea, the early-morning fog long since burned off and the chorus of birds replacing the sound of chain mail and marching footsteps of the guards. The two moved off the main trail that would have taken them to the stables, and instead followed the path leading further away, ending on the outskirts of where the alchemy lab lay by itself in the furthest corner of the castle grounds.

Wandering deeper into the gardens, Skylar could barely make out the alchemy lab’s domed roof hovering above the tree line. Her determined gait gradually weakened, and she found in the calmness of the vibrant foliage that she wasn’t eager to go back into the shadows of a building.

Harlin, however, used the isolation to discuss a matter solely for Skylar’s ears. “Madden Calibre wants to meet with you,” he told her gently.

The solitude burned away, and Skylar could start to feel the heat from underneath the jacket. “So you did find him,” she commented, trying to ignore the sweat forming in between her shoulder blades and touching the base of her neck where the collar turned up. “I’m a little surprised he’s still alive,” she confessed.

Harlin’s eye, despite missing its equal, expressed a brief feeling of discontent. He knew his reputation was running away without him, giving him credit when he didn’t deserve it. He only killed those spies out of mercy. The way their bodies contorted was how he had found them.

“Yes, he’s in custody. I have him being held in the catacombs.”

It wasn’t hard for Skylar to notice how uncomfortable he sounded. “Is everything okay?”

“He’s a little irritating.” Harlin glanced at her, smiling by how her eyebrow curved upwards in silent questioning. Despite the look, just thinking of Madden Calibre caused him to sigh heavily. “I’ve damn near wanted to kill him twice. Unfortunately, he knows a lot more than I realized.”

Skylar’s eyes fell from his face, her gaze aiming straight ahead as her mind wandered. “How much more?”

“More than I think you wanted.”

Skylar pressed her lips together, unable to respond.

Harlin’s chest rose with his breath while he tried to focus on the right wording. But looking back at her—at the eyes rounding in concern; at the lips tightening, bracing for an impact—he wished she had left Correnth like the council advised. Staring straight ahead again, he said with more confidence, “He’s been very observant during his time here. He knows all about what happened to your brother. He overheard Cross Lutherus and your father making the plans.”

To have him assassinated, her mind added for her. “He heard,” she repeated, as if it was difficult picturing Madden eavesdropping on the conversation. But it wasn’t hard, because he had a way of blending into the background. It’s what made him a good porter. He became what others had strived for, a servant who came and went without drawing attention to themselves. She had seen Madden countless times since then, and never had the porter missed a step in his duties, never letting on he knew anything. He was the perfect spy.

“Does he know why Cross Lutherus persuaded my father?” Skylar asked.

“Honestly, he would be the only one right now who would. I have yet to receive a verbal confirmation from him, though.”

“Of course,” Skylar replied absentmindedly, her thoughts going in all directions as they passed under the trees. There was an obscurity in the shade, an inability for the light to reach her that made the shadows among the trees become more vivid.

“If you decide to meet him,” Harlin spoke up, his voice becoming thicker underneath the canopy, “I strongly suggest you take his words lightly. He likes to antagonize, and I’m not sure if what he says is what he knows or what he thinks he knows.”

That’s when he didn’t feel her presence anymore. Halting, Harlin found Skylar standing a couple paces back. A power struggle played out on her face, torn between defeat and defiance. She was trying to stay calm like he told her, but her breaths were too deep, too shaky as her chest moved with the air, causing her shoulders to rise and fall with it. In those movements, she winced a little, a reminder of what happened to her back and shoulder.

Harlin didn’t approach right away. Instead, he remained where he was, staring back at her calmly as they remained consumed underneath the trees. Harlin used the moment to reassess their surroundings, finding they were alone except for the distant calls of the guards on the walls.

Finally, Harlin’s voice broke through, smooth and comforting. “Where is he?”

Skylar shook her head. “I don’t know why it keeps happening—”

“Where is he?”

Skylar reluctantly diverted her eyes to the left, where in between two tree trunks she thought she had seen a hooded figure dressed in a black cloak, the light striking across the ensemble like a wash of cream. As always, a second glance revealed nothing was there.

“It’s stress.”

Skylar looked back at Harlin, at the understanding on his face.

“Stress can do terrible things,” he told her as he slowly began to approach. “You have to stay calm. Stay in the present.”

“The present is a hard place to be right now.” Skylar only gazed up at him because he had stopped right in front of her.

His voice deepened so only she would hear. “Good thing I’m your knight, then.”

A small grin made its way onto the corners of her mouth, mirroring his. “You’re more than that, Harlin,” she reminded him in a hushed tone, keeping the comment private despite their solitude.

His fingers interlaced with hers, the hand with the ring she gave him. “You’re going to be fine. If I didn’t think you’d be, I would have sent you kicking and screaming away from here a long time ago.”

She smiled coyly, until his eyebrow raised and she realized he really could have.

As Harlin stared at her, seeing that smile, he felt himself shift closer. He held her gaze, seeing the reflection of what he wanted in her own look. There was a longing there, one they both fed on long after their reunion in the prison, when he broke through the water’s surface to find he didn’t want air but her. He wanted that, to feel her lips while his fingers tangled themselves in her hair.

He stopped himself then, drawing back when the desire became too powerful. He was the only other person who knew why she broke the hand mirror hidden away in the vanity drawer. The glass fragments were worked secretly into Skylar’s hair, secured at the base of her head and hidden in the messy bun she always wore during the day. Pressing his lips together, he remembered her reasoning when he realized what she had done; about the keeper who grabbed her hair and slammed her face into the table, and the guard who pulled her hair back so Cross Lutherus could hit her, hard enough that she woke up in a prison cell. If anyone tried grabbing her hair now, they would draw blood.

It was just another reminder that for three days he failed to protect her.

Hearing the trees rustle overhead, Harlin knew despite their concealment they were still out in the open and not hiding behind castle walls. Trying to smile a little, to reassure her that they would have to wait until night like always, he started to pull away until he felt Skylar’s hand not give.

“What if someone sees, Your Majesty?” he asked quietly, reminding her of their secret.

Something in Skylar broke, an invisible shield cast away as the desperation to not let go sank into her eyes. “Let them see.”

Oh, how he wanted to. But something in him kept the words from being expressed.

Knowing he was resisting, Skylar pushed a little more. “Eventually people will have to know we’re married. This was never meant to be a long secret.”

Leaning in a little, Harlin’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Just a little longer,” he answered her, squeezing her hand gently before finally releasing his grip, which Skylar begrudgingly allowed as he moved to the side so she could pass him.

Composing herself, she continued to lead the way through the undergrowth, emerging again into the blinding sunlight. Although the sun was warm against her, it couldn’t replace being in Harlin’s arms, which is all she wanted, even for a small moment. But his kind were not romantics, and Skylar always reminded herself of that. Taking in a deep breath, she tried to slide the depression back into her ribcage, imprisoning it there so no one would see and ask questions as their destination appeared ahead.

The alchemy lab, situated in the corner of the castle grounds facing the woods, was simple in comparison to the castle looming over it. It was a square building with three levels of inventions and scientific explorations built up to a fourth and final floor enclosed by the dome-shaped roof. With one crank of a lever, the roof would slowly spiral open, only ever done at night when the large telescope was in use.

It wasn’t until Skylar and Harlin cleared the tree line that the roof came into view, open with smoke protruding into the air. Quickening their pace, they were a few yards from the door when two guards appeared, coughing and wiping their faces. Immediately seeing Skylar and Harlin, both guards bowed.

“An invention malfunctioned,” one explained before Harlin could question him. “Caused a fire, but luckily nothing but the machine was damaged. It’s safe to go in, just a little smoky still.”

“Which invention was it?” Harlin asked.

“No idea, sir,” the guard admitted. “It was a larger one, though. Nearly drained the waterline to put it out.”

Harlin nodded, seeming relieved. Thanking the guards, Harlin escorted Skylar inside, who smiled a greeting as she moved by. She also noticed a new door in place, all because Harlin blew the first one off its hinges when he infiltrated the lab during her imprisonment. She passed by it, remembering how furious the warden was of the news.

“Do you think it was one of your... machines?” Skylar whispered, unable to remember what he called them. In all honesty, she couldn’t even remember their purpose.

Harlin didn’t respond until they came to a stop in the haze that smelled like burning wires and motor oils. “No, they’re too small to create this kind of mess,” he assessed.

Skylar stayed quiet as she came to stand next to him, peering into the heart of the lab. Despite the smoke irritating her nose and eyes, she faced what was in front of her with silent angst. They were standing on the ground floor, and as her eyes scanned upwards, she realized she forgot one key feature of the lab: its structure was built the same way as the prison.

The center of the building was opened up, rounded and hollowed out, allowing for later inventions to be constructed. Along the circular walls were the attached staircases, curving upward. Although the fourth floor hung over the structure, trapping the floors together under one roof, there were rows of slits in its floor that allowed the light from the opened roof to stream in. It also allowed the white smoke to escape, which moved like phantoms being set free from their cages.

The shouts and scraping of metal tools didn’t help her nerves, either.

It was in her peripheral vision that Skylar thought she saw metal bars. Then, she thought she heard a piercing scream in between the lab workers scurrying around in the mania caused by the smoke, making her invisible in the chaos.

“You okay?”

She looked up into Harlin’s obscured face. With a quiet “yes,” she could see the shape of an encouraging smile as he told her to follow him.

“There’s someone you’re going to meet here,” he said as they passed unknowingly against the backdrop of the workers. “She was a big influence in orchestrating the collapse of the prison, and has been by the alchemist’s side ever since.”

“She?” Skylar mused. Not many women ever worked as assistants with the alchemist, especially next to him. Working in the lab wasn’t considered a worthy exploration for a woman, and so rarely did they gain access to join in. The idea of another woman being in the same type of position as her, one that went against societal norms, almost excited Skylar. Oddly enough, she suddenly didn’t feel so alone.

“Her name is Jesslyn Orlean,” Harlin continued on, pressing close to Skylar to sidestep a runaway worker who hurried past them. “Her father was one of the key builders of the UPEs, and she was his assistant.”
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