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ONE

Interruptions


Forceful and authoritative knocking disturbed everyone in the midst of dolling Calliope up. From recent history, Calliope knew it was not a policeman, but rather someone from one of the three standing paladin orders.


“Wait here. I’ll answer it,” Calliope told Andrea and Jacoby.

In the middle of her path, Jacoby colored pictures of automatons and animals while passing time, his toys lying about haphazardly. Biscuit, the ‘World’s Smallest Unicorn’, was at his side, splayed out like a sunning cat in horse’s clothes. Calliope had to watch her step as she stumbled to her door. Joining the petite blonde necromancer was her own bonded familiar, Lapis the Omeran sky horn beetle.

Behind the chain lock, Jezaba Bateo, Jorum Gladium’s second in command, and decorated owl pilot for the Pegasus Order, had her face illuminated from below. The cerulean light shining from Lapis’ magical shell was bright enough to reach the stone backwall from the mountain the Clayton’s tenement was built into.

“Are you going somewhere nice?” Jezaba asked, noting Calliope’s painted lady style makeup, and beaded red dress.

Calliope was not going to invite the badge in. “I will be singing again tonight, at the Velvet Wagon.”

“Are you old enough to drink anything but table wine?”  Jezaba still looked around beyond the door frame.

Short Calliope kept trying to block Jezaba’s view in vain when she replied, “Eighteen is plenty old enough, but I do not indulge in drinking. It’s bad for the voice. Do you have business, Lady Bateo?”

“Where’s Thalia and Alderius?” Jezaba asked.

From the back, Jacoby’s young voice said, “She’s not here.”

“JJ, let the adults speak,” Calliope said to him. With a sigh, she answered Jezaba. “I knew that was going to be your inquiry. Thalia was informed that Alderius had a free day. She has only seen him in passing since the palace collapsed. I kindly ask that you leave them alone for once.”

“Where are they? Paladin Commander Jorum Gladium’s orders,” Jezaba demanded.

Calliope squinted up. “I know you are following orders, but this is becoming unbearable. If you must know, they’re at the abandoned circus grounds. Perhaps it will calm Lord Gladium’s nerves to know that Edgar is chaperoning. Now, if you will excuse me, I have much to do as we’re also leaving Grace soon.”  She gave Jezaba what she wanted and closed the door.
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Not long ago, the Clayton cousins were under an ultimatum. Sell all ancillary assets and clear away their uncle’s circus, the Clayton Enchanted Extravaganza. It was now Florante 8th, just over a week past the deadline, which had been unofficially dropped for more pressing matters.


The once regal Imperial Capital of Grace had become a war zone, filled with toxic mana, rogue automatons, and leftover bombs from the Draconic Order’s terrorism.

The big top, and most of the tents, had been torn apart. Materials and parts from the mechanical stages were liquidated. Tents and carts were also sold cheaply and gifted throughout the underground tunnels so that people who couldn’t afford the train could travel the countryside to another city. All else was left to rot with Grace.

Taking cover and drinking behind an empty cabin was tattooed, surly Edgar and his maintenance men. They were avoiding being too close to the happy couple. It had nothing to do with giving the lovers space. Alderius was showing Thalia how to use a gun. She was an acrobat, not a knife thrower, and Alderius was learning why.

A make-shift range had been set up using boards, chairs, and random rubbish. Setting this up had been most of their day together. The only weapon Alderius was willing to let Thalia try was his backup revolver. Both people wore cotton wrapped wax earplugs for this practice.

Alderius was glad he left his rifle locked in the watchtower. Thalia’s reputation as a dangerous shot preceded her as she was caught off guard by the recoil. She missed the large stack of bottles, somehow making the bullet ricochet wildly, zipping into the distant dirt.

The knight leaned over her shoulder and adjusted her arms, lining up the perfect shot. Then he stood back. “Don’t try to fix it this time. I thought you were going to blind yourself.”

Thalia held her nervous laughter to keep from shaking out of position. Her shot popped and the bottles burst apart. Although it did not perfectly knock her fancy stacking work over, Thalia screamed with joy and bounced in victory.

“Thank you, officer! We’re six bottles safer!” Edgar shouted. “If ya wait a moment, we got ya some more dangerous felons.”  Alderius looked over to see the shirtless man chug an amber bottle clean.

Setting the gun down, Thalia ran around to set up more bottles. Her new pyramid was careful, but quick. It was neater than her ability to make a bed.

“I think you should stick to your whip for a little while longer.” Alderius came around to help her. He could not hear his own tone, but Thalia did not take it personally anymore.

“I could show you how to use it,” Thalia suggested, carefully balancing the top bottle.

“I can figure it out.” It was a whip. If ranchers and circus acts could use one, Alderius was confident that it was not difficult.

Thalia handed him her silver corded whip. “All right. Hit the bottle.”  She stood a singular amber bottle on a chair and then stood back. Way back.
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Thalia was worried that her bullwhip was a bit too long for a beginner, but Alderius was so confident. It was adorably admirable. She wondered if he could even make it crack.


Father Stoneman, the Cleric of the Crypts, had not only added the line of silver to it, but he had the cracker at the tip changed to an enchanted, silver chain. It hit hard enough to break off limbs now. Alderius had seen her take a man’s hand off, so she hoped that he would be careful.

As predicted, Alderius slapped the whip forward, and not only missed, but it flopped like a violent noodle. Thalia tried not to make fun of him, but it was painfully difficult to hold in an escaping laugh. The second time, he hit himself on the pant leg, shearing the hem.

“This is rope.” Alderius’ voice went flat.

“Not so easy?” Thalia walked back over to him when it was safe.

“It’s because I’m not as strong as you.” Alderius pointed to Thalia’s muscular arms. She was brawny for most people, not just women.

That was not true, and she shook her head, keeping the smile. “Nah. Calliope burnt her hand cracking it. You don’t need much strength. You were throwing it over yourself like a repentant monk.”


“Fine. I’m humbled.” He let out a huff. “How do you whip?”


Wise cracks, louder than the attempts with the tool, came from the tipsy men behind the cart. They were ignored. As far as Thalia was concerned, Alderius was good at handling her odd family in stride. Far better than his conservative father.

Thalia demonstrated a solid crack, breaking the bottle. She then handed the whip back to Alderius and showed him the arm movement by having him hold his arm down, brought it over his shoulder, then brought it onward so that the cord would come forward. After a few tries, Alderius was rewarded with a solid snap in front of him.

Genuine excitement appeared on his face. He tried again and again. Then went for a new bottle.

Thalia turned from watching Alderius miss on repeat, to seeing an airship come over the horizon and make its way towards them. She assumed it was full of reinforcements for one of the three standing Orders. While Alderius struggled to actually hit the bottle and simultaneously make the whip crack, Thalia walked over to Edgar and the maintenance crew.

“Ed, you got a spyglass on you?” Thalia asked her father figure. “I wanna see the colors on that thing.”

“I see dark blue from here,” said one of Edgar’s more sober men, a bouncer named Gregor. He was deceptively heavyset, but remarkably fast. Perfect for keeping dangerous drunks in check at the Velvet Wagon. Untraditionally, he kept his hair short.

Indigo and gold were the colors of the Pegasus Order. Jorum Gladium’s order. Thalia’s heart ached in frustration. When she returned to Alderius, she watched him finally crack the bottle, which he had previously been having to restand up.

She pointed to the incoming transport vessel. Alderius took out his earplugs and they both watched it, hoping it would turn towards Grace. It did not.

“Old Man has gone mad.” Thalia took out her wax earplugs. She held a lot of resentment against Jorum and was powerless to do much more than avoid him.

Her wisest action would have been to retreat into the city. After all, Thalia was not spending as much time with little Jacoby anymore, and automatons still roamed the caverns. Nevertheless, the couple barely saw each other since the Collapse. Alderius would be leaving for the Navikulan Border Wall as soon as evacuations were over, meaning Thalia would not see him for months. She chose to wait with him.

Alderius handed Thalia her whip back and collected his gun. “My one free day, and something went wrong,” he grumbled.

“A whole aircraft is a bit excessive; don’t you think?” Thalia had to ask.

“They’re probably reinforcements coming to carry people out of Grace,” he said. “If they were already on the way, Jorum probably decided to keep Jezaba in camp.”

Thalia made sure to kiss Alderius before the airship came too close. While she liked embarrassing him, she preferred to do that away from other knights of the Orders. She did not leave him until the ship landed.

The vehicle was ancient. Without her enchanted camera, Thalia could not see what kind of gems this vessel used to power its engines, but the mana veins glowed white. The motors grumbled and the plating rattled. Someone had welded new parts in a hurry, and it needed new paint.

Without a word to the badges on the Pegasus vessel, Thalia walked back to maintenance so that they could return to the city together.

“Thalia Clayton!” a woman shouted over the humming engine. “Orders from the commander, you are to come with us.”

“I was right! Old Man has lost it.” Thalia’s day had another layer of disappointment slapped on. “Am I under arrest?”

“No, but you are coming with us!” the woman shouted.

Thalia looked behind her to see who was bossing her around. The Delamar woman had no trace of an accent, tied back black hair, and she wore an owl pin under her gold badge, marking her as a paladin and an owl pilot like Jezaba, but not of first rank. Alderius was a silver marksman knight for two more days. Until then, he was powerless to argue against this paladin, who Thalia mentally dubbed as Bossy Owl. The rest of the crew wore bronze squire badges.

“I don’t work for Jorum anymore.” Technically Thalia never did. “Since my fun has been interrupted, Olivia needs me to go back to Grace.”

Also known as the Tunnel Queen, Olivia had hired Thalia to help everyone in her network who weren’t a priority for the Omeran government. This included branded sorcerers, prostitutes not aligned with Astrid’s temples, ex-slaves, and crooks. That was not to say Omera’s Orders would not help if it was convenient, but the disaster had everyone stretched thin.

“You are under protective custody,” the woman called to Thalia, who continued to walk away.

“I’m not getting into that deathtrap! That ship is as old as Jorum.”  Thalia laughed brashly, cut off by a loud clicking sound from a weapon behind her. She stopped with her hands up. “Jorum has gone completely mad!” she declared.

The gun went off and Thalia found herself wrapped in a net, from the shoulders down, and on the ground. Edgar tried running to her, but she was quickly dragged onto the transport. It was immediately in the air and two people had to sit Thalia in her seat.

“I’ve never felt safer,” she quipped, looking at Alderius.

“What do you want me to do? It’s not my call,” he said.

“Knock some sense into your father before I bust his jaw again,” Thalia replied, drawing surprised looks from the crew. “Why not simply cuff me like a rational badge?”

“Jorum warned us about you breaking manacles, big girl.” Bossy Owl wore the smug smile of a successful hunt.

“Make better cuffs,” Thalia huffed.

Thalia looked out the window to see the maintenance crew getting into one of their cars. It would be impossible for them to catch up to this bird in their slow, motorized work wagons. She hoped Gregor was sober enough to take them to Caverns District Four. The original designated drivers were now flying into Grace.

“Is what they say true?” asked Bossy Owl, trying to look at Thalia.

Thalia leaned against the window, wanting nothing to do with Bossy Owl’s question. The divine intervention, where Thalia should have died, was not a memory she wanted to think about. She forced her concentration onto the view ahead, wishing she still wore the earplugs.

Green light shined from the arcane fissure, and throughout the cracks in the upper levels. Nobility and money from the upper grassland villas had already left Grace, except for those in the service.

Abandoned, the grasslands were close enough to the collapsed palace that the Orders of Pegasus and Griffin had the area quartered off for their use with tents and fortifications. Out in Olive Cove, where the turquoise water splashed into the bay, Admiral Typhonas’ Krakens guarded the lower parts of the city.

“Are you ignoring me?” Bossy Owl asked.

“Rocky!” Thalia leaned on the glass, proving Bossy correct.

Flying next to their transport was an automaton shaped like a dragon, called a drake. Rocky was powered by the soul of Thalia’s old friend, a volcanic salamander.

When Jacoby found out, he painted Rocky green, like forest dragons from his favorite fairytales. It was also so that Rocky would stand out while he flew free.

The ship’s guns were prepared as other drakes made a chevron formation around their vehicle.

“They’re friendly!” Thalia became worried by the kneejerk response from the pilot hidden in the cockpit.

That was when she saw a green light where there should not have been a connection between it and the corrupted arcane fissure. Thalia was wasting time. Toxic mana had leaked into the city’s crypts.

In Thalia’s back pocket was a thumb-sized pocketknife from Edgar. Between watching the oddly behaved machines and the loud hum of the old ship, no one noticed Thalia cut the cords until she snapped them off of her.
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On the clifftops, Jorum watched the outdated raptor transport fly in. Through his spyglass, he saw a green light sparking near the waterworks, right outside of the docks.


Has the leak reached the other side of town? Is this a new rupture?

Then he saw the door fly off the transport and Thalia jump upon standout green Rocky.

“Bateo!” Jorum called to his first. “Make sure they get Alderius back here. Then get Thalia before the fool kills herself again.”
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Watching their protective custody fly away, Bossy looked to Alderius expectantly, who clung to a bar. He shrugged calmly. It was not his orders to kidnap Thalia, and this was not his vessel. Was he supposed to jump after her?



TWO

COLLAPSING CRYPTS


Rocky flew Thalia over the waterworks, where a waterfall spilled drainage from the city into the sea, away from the beaches. Invisible from above, Thalia had discovered the hidden intake over two weeks ago while running for her life. It was the fastest way into the Underground while avoiding the airship behind her drake.


She jumped, feet first from Rocky, into the waterfall. From the air, to underwater, Thalia found herself pulled into a canal that washed her into a hidden part of the city. As she tried to pull herself onto a ledge, an arm grabbed her and helped her onto the bank.

“Thank you!” Thalia caught her breath.

Her eyes met Malakos, an elementalist with a government sanctioned forehead branding. The shaming curse was marked for all to see in red runes on the convict’s head. He was one of the people she had saved from becoming a soul gem in the palace and, in recent days, a valued companion.

He was a skinny young man, physically aged beyond his years, with a shaggy black beard. Long hair on men was traditional south of Delamar, but Malakos did not bother with any personal grooming. His clothes were red, rancid, and did not fully fit the hungry man. To match the color of his coat were two world worn eyes, affected by his use of destructive magic.

“Mal!” she shouted, grateful to see her friend.

“Green slime is pouring into the canals,” Malakos warned her.

Turning her head, Thalia saw the slow trickle of heavy green light flowing, illuminating the tunnel as the wretched liquid inched towards them from the floor under the water. Thalia knew the corruption could quickly kill her and she feared the worst up ahead.

“What happened?” she asked, getting to her feet.

Malakos filled her in on the event from the last few minutes. “Leftover bomb! A mana vein opened up this way.”

Everyone knew one of Alderman Vitrium’s lost bombs would eventually puncture a mana vein. Thalia had hoped it would occur after evacuations. Before the Draconic Order’s attempted coup, Alderman was throwing explosives into the arcane fissure to push mana into Grace’s arcane power grid. When his coup failed, he used them to destroy the arcane fissure instead.

Together, they followed the chaos, where the screams were loudest. Up ahead, another abandoned automaton, once of the Draconic Order, was blocking their path. It blew fire from one arm and lightning from the other.

Thalia pulled her whip. Malakos winced in pain from his branding as he cast a spell that made the fallen rocks around them vibrate, but it kept the machine’s electricity from arcing towards them.

“Are you friendly?” Thalia called out to the automaton. Sometimes they could be.

This one was not. Neither Thalia nor Malakos waited for it to strike them. Malakos winced through the pain of casting while cursed as he caused the automaton’s arms to overheat. This protected Thalia, who ran ahead and whipped it in the arm. With the enchanted metal cracker at the end of her weapon, Thalia was able to sheer the red-hot metal casing.

It crashed into the water when it stumbled. Thalia watched the automaton’s movements change from mechanical to lifelike, flailing in the glowing green water, like a man who forgot how to swim.

Before Thalia could reach the automaton, green mana touched it. The machine shut down. Thalia and Malakos watched it drift down the polluted canal.

“Where did the bomb go off?” Thalia sounded resigned.

“Not too far from the clinic.” Malakos guided her.

A new opening had been made in the rocks, and the structural integrity of the surrounding tunnels came into question as the earth rattled. Through the breach, Thalia saw a lake of green in a new open room, connecting several paths. Mana had bubbled up from deep underground.

People had fallen into the deadly liquid from collapsed tunnels. They could not be saved, but their death looked instant. Those on the shoreline could easily be guided around the lake, to where they could exit through the crypts. As an elementalist, Malakos widened the path of stone for them and Thalia led people, one by one, through the new exit.

As she finished guiding the first group, Thalia was relieved to see Admiral Typhonas’ Krakens entering the area with proper tools. Rather than trying to stop Thalia from doing her job, as Jorum would have, they supplied ropes and came around to help her. They even brought a doctor along with them to treat survivors.

For now, the Krakens were in far better graces with her and the Underground. They actually helped the downcast when they could. Thalia had yet to see one judge the victims at water level beyond some caution when meeting a branded. Malakos was currently considered safe.

Captain Nerii, an older Kraken, was a man a hair younger than old Edgar, but with similar mutton chops and mustache. He was a tall Terralian man and a bit heavy set, but he was still physically fit enough to direct his men and climb over the broken ground.

Thalia and Malakos shuffled around the pool to a far tunnel that was connected to the open area. With destruction like this, surely more survivors were trapped in other cave-ins.

“Watch yourself, Miss Clayton!” Captain Nerii called out to her. “I don’t need Pegasus knocking on the Maw if they learn I’ve seen you!”

Thalia called back, “It’s only Old Man! I doubt any others in indigo care!” She was sure she gave the old captain trouble every time their paths crossed.

Right when she and Malakos entered the far tunnel, the ceiling finally gave in behind them, and they were separated from everyone else. It was not a complete collapse. There was a hole at the top with green light peaking in.

“Can you clear the rocks?” Thalia asked Malakos.

“Later. I don’t want to waste my mana on it,” he said, rubbing his branding. “Blue badges entered the tunnel behind you, and Pegasus does not need the divine.”

“Mal, no. Not now.”  Thalia gave him a sour pout. Clearing the path wasn’t the reason for her displeasure—she understood that his branding hurt more with greater spells. It was the word ‘divine’.

It felt as though Malakos ignored her. He lit a match-like flame without fuel in his hand so that they had light. Before they went down the tunnels, Thalia praised Saint Zinnia for the solid infrastructure on this ceiling as she peered into a new hallway.

That was when the duo heard a voice. Assuming it was another survivor, Thalia jogged ahead.

What they found was a hefty metal sphere floating on a canal, marked with the Draconic Order’s orange and black insignia. A stranger in full armor with a mask was sitting at it. Thalia had assumed everyone from the Draconic Order had fled, but this traitor looked like they were setting up a bomb in dim oil lamp light.

Malakos strengthened the fire in his hand, but Thalia waved for him to put the spell down. She did not want to risk accidentally setting the bomb off.

Before approaching the Dragon, she pulled her whip. “Disarm that now, or all three of us die.”


“I am disarming it!” the woman insisted as she lowered her mask and lifted her goggles.


The stranger was a young woman about Thalia’s age, in her early twenties, with long brown hair and Alderian lidless eyes. Seeing Thalia in the shadows, she put her hands up.

“I’m not a Dragon!” Not a Dragon clarified. “I work for Olivia!”

Thalia lowered her whip. “You’ll want to take that off before an Order sees you. I was told that orange and black are to be shot on sight.”

Not a Dragon exaggerated a head nod before getting back to work. She carefully pulled a glass box filled with an unknown liquid out of the device and gently placed it in a cushioned case. As Thalia requested, Not a Dragon undressed from the thick, padded armor. Underneath, she had something on akin to men’s sleepwear.

From the firelit shadows, Malakos asked, “How do you know how to do that?”

Not a Dragon got a look of realization while she thought of an answer. Thalia knew she had been lied to.

“What’s your name?” Thalia changed the question.

“Iunden Mazuun.” Her name was Alderian, but she sounded like a Southern Omeran.

“Are there other bombs down here?” Thalia asked.

Iunden shook her head. “Not that are active. I’ve disarmed four.”

Thalia could not really be coy. “You are a Dragon, aren’t you? That’s how you knew how to disarm those. Are you a defector?”

“Please don’t sell me out!” Iunden begged. “I was only a squire! I had no idea anyone was planning to destroy the capital.”  She then saw Thalia step further into the light smiling, and she backed away.

“I’m not that ugly, am I?” Thalia joked, seeing Iunden’s expression shift. “I’m not with any of the Orders, but you may want to abandon this... diving suit?” Thalia looked at the bulky armor. She told herself to ask Olivia about Iunden later.

“Please, don’t tell anyone else you saw me. May I go?” Iunden pleaded.

Thalia did not know many places an ex-Dragon could hide now. “Where to?” she asked.

“Back to Olivia.”

Thalia did not need to see Olivia right then, so she let the fearful woman flee—she wasn’t a badge, so Iunden wasn’t her job. Given the catastrophic failure of Dragon’s coup attempt, Thalia was not surprised that there were defectors.

Malakos watched Iunden’s lamp fade down a once beautifully carved tunnel, now crumbling. “How do we know it’s disarmed? Anyone can namedrop Olivia.”

“These bombs are forgotten trash. Why wouldn’t Olivia want someone to prevent the leftovers from blowing?”  Thalia said, going down a different tunnel marked with an olive branch painted in white. “We should tell someone that we found this bomb.”

Screaming ahead of them did not comfort the duo as they walked up hand carved steps and halls. Turning towards the crypts, where Stoneman’s home and clinic was located, Thalia was alarmed to hear the moans and cries of undead thralls.

Looking out, Thalia saw fresh undead. She questioned why a necromancer would risk execution by creating zombies. Mattias DeLussier was supposed to have been dealt with.

Malakos unwisely flung a blast of fire at the thralls, setting most of them ablaze. The undead started rushing up to them, many still on fire. Thalia had little time to whip the monsters away from her. They were lightning fast and enraged, ready to tear anything with a living soul to shreds.

A sudden blast, on par with a cannon, broke the walls and burned away undead in a massive beam. The thrall’s attention switched to an automaton who attacked them now. Thalia instinctively shielded Malakos from the blast. Without magic of her own, the roles ideally should have been switched. Malakos pulled her away from the attack.

When it was clear, Thalia pushed herself off of him and snapped, “Don’t just shoot! They swarm.”

“We had to get by them!” he insisted. “For someone who is not divine, Omera has favored us yet again.”

“Luck is not Omera’s favor!”

Seeing the thralls swarming the mystery automaton, Malakos fired another blast at them, killing almost all the thralls. The machine was revealed to be a large bat-like creature. It had no trouble clearing away the rest of the undead who were still upon it, but it had lost its ability to fly.

“Are you friendly?” Thalia asked it.

It had a humanoid body, reminding her of gargoyles she had seen on foreign castle walls. The automaton did not attack them but rather moved like a living animal as much as its joints would allow. Thalia knew it could not speak. Its ‘voice’ echoed over itself. Enunciation was impossible to make out.

“See? Divine,” Malakos insisted.

Thalia spun around with her whip, as if she were about to strike him. She stopped herself. It was easy for her to forget not to be violent sometimes. This perpetual struggle was something she hoped to be over with by now.

“Stop, Mal,” Thalia sharply said, then took a quick breath. “How many dead people do you see?”  She reached down to help the gargoyle stand.

Unfazed, Malakos pointed to his temple. “Your head is bleeding.”

Thalia touched the side of her head. Given neither of them had any Laurel’s Blessings, and she was still upright, she chose to ignore it. If her companion was insistent upon her holiness, then he need not worry.

The gargoyle was damaged, but it was able to keep up with them as they found their way to Father Stoneman. The old man could walk, but the elderly Cleric of Laurel was being carried with his belongings by many followers.

Krakens, and now Pegasus, were defending the civilians from the back. Thalia could not help but laugh. Pegasus wouldn’t have been down there if she hadn’t escaped... Her mind trailed off, unable to focus. She could not remember recent details.

I fell from a craft, but how did I end up in the crypts?

“Thalia!” Father Stoneman called down to her. “I’m glad yer all right!”

Admittedly, Thalia was feeling dizzy, but she smiled and gave him a positive hand sign. To avoid the paladins in indigo, she walked with the group, who seemed concerned by another automaton awakened and following her.

Their path up caved in, but the way back glowed a brilliant green, sometimes flaring like a flash potion. Thalia was unaware of other structurally sound exits that did not involve possibly tainted water or were capable of handling so many people.

“Malakos, can you pull the rocks apart?” Thalia asked.

Embarrassed, he shook his head. “Not for the whole distance up the stairs.”

Looking at her gargoyle friend, who melted the earlier hall of zombies, she asked him, “Do you understand me? Can you blast the walls up so we can get out?”

The way was blown clear, with everyone standing back to avoid potential cave-ins. Once open, people funneled out in droves, carrying Stoneman with them. Thalia let everyone go ahead of her, including the sorcerer who helped her for that day. She needed to lean on the wall.

Malakos was right, she was probably hit by a falling rock. Head injuries always looked worse visually than they actually were. Thalia shook it off and started walking up the stairs. Voices were starting to blur, but she heard a familiar utterance stand out from the crowd.

At the top, Thalia saw Sentinel. He and Saint Astrid had set all superstitions around her in motion by saving her life publicly, but she did not speak the language of the divine. Legends aside, only the Omeran Empire’s Emperor was capable of speaking the Golden Language.


The monstrous spirit was reminiscent of a calygreyhound—the arcanafauna beast from her old circus act as the Mighty Beast Woman. Always grinning, Sentinel had more majestic features.


He had dragon claws up front and the hind hooves of a bison. His face was that of a freakishly grinning lion with a braided mane. Antlers stretched as far down his back as his powerful wings, blending in with a swooping tail.

No one saw the divine beast this time and Stoneman was gone with the crowd. She knew something was wrong when she started to understand the spirit speaking. It was not Omeran, but they were words she felt she should know.

“Keep walking. Get to the top.”

Thalia knew people were talking behind her, but time felt broken and slow. She could not understand the other humans around her as she followed Sentinel’s directions. As bitter as she was for having her freedom stolen from her by this pagan deity, she felt safe listening to him.

Sentinel said, “You can’t fall down here. Keep walking.”

She kept going up the stairs. At the top, Thalia saw a crowd of people, looking like colorful shadows.

“You may fall down now,” was the last thing Sentinel told her before she started to black out.

Many hands grabbed her, and she was carried away before drifting off in the sunlight. 


THREE

THE JOURNALIST


The ceiling above Thalia was unfamiliar. Voices were quiet and the outside was dark. Her head cleared quickly, and Thalia sat up to see dozens of survivors in a make-shift clinic. Father Stoneman sat on a wooden chair, happily waiting for her to notice his presence. Malakos did not appear to be around.

Thalia touched her head. The injury was gone. “What are you wasting mana for?” she joked at her own expense.

“It’s not wastin’ mana when I’d not have as many here without ya and Malakos.” He gestured to the whole room of people before chiding her. “Don’t be lyin’ ‘bout yer health and I better not hear an ounce of self-deprecation from ya ever again.”

Although he never shied away from his opinions, Thalia was not expecting to get yelled at for her comment. Especially in front of a crowd.

“It’s an old habit,” Thalia admitted before changing the subject. “Where are we now?”

“Caverns Six. They evacuated it already, so the buildin’s are empty,” the old priest replied. “I got ya a fresh outfit, if you’ll take it. It’s not yer usual skin, but it’ll get ya home.”

Thalia climbed out of the cot, realizing how rancid her outfit had become. From shooting in the sunlight, to crawling through the filthy tunnels of wastewater, she was disgusting. She took the offer, whatever it was.

What she was presented was far from her usual tomish attire—a scandalously modern style where young women either mimicked men’s clothes or completely cross-dressed. Thalia was offered a large chamise, cuff sleeve dark blouse, and beige skirt.

The outfit was fine. It did seem no one could ever gauge her size and always chose clothes that were a bit too large for her, but the shirt would be tucked in anyway and she could pin the skirt.

“It’s almost curfew,” Stoneman warned her, when she came out of a back room from dressing.

“I should be fine as long as I keep walking. The curfew has become meaningless now.”  She had no intention of talking to a badge. Thalia knew she missed Calliope’s first songs, but her family was probably still at the Velvet Wagon. She wanted to do something fun before going to sleep.

Thalia left the new clinic and walked to the mouth of the cavern, greeted by the sky and the sound of ocean waves. Gas lamps replaced electrical and arcane lights on major streets. Without light pollution, Thalia looked up to see the glorious clouds, beyond the moon and stars, spreading yellow, scarlet, and sapphire like one of Alderius’ paintings. On a cold, empty street, this was an ideal Radiance for her as she sauntered up the steps to the cliffside.

Caverns Six was directly below Four by only two levels in the cliffside. It was faster to walk up the steps than it would be if she had a car, zigzagging miles up the rockface. The lamps further ahead dimmed, needing more gas.

Thalia heard a familiar cough behind her before she could step away from all light. She grumbled and turned around to see Jorum pull himself from invisibility, just standing there.

The last lamp on this street flickered yellow light against Jorum’s face, highlighting every sharp line. Despite his holy arcana, time and war had given this man a permanent scowl that couldn’t be healed into anything comforting.

Although he had a common Northern Omeran accent, Jorum was of Eastern Delamar descent like Father Stoneman. His hair and eyes were dark brown, save for the gray tinsel blending into his ponytail.

“I almost didn’t recognize you.” Jorum was referring to Thalia’s feminine outfit. “How long have you had the knuckle tattoo?”

Thalia was not sure if the remarks were meant to be compliments or insults. Her right index finger had been inked with a crow’s silhouette regarding having died once. She had other tattoos, one old and most new, but this was the only one that could not be covered up unless she wore uncomfortable gloves.

Her answer was quick, and Thalia asked an important question back. “About a week. How long were you creeping around, Old Man?”  His station and relationship to Alderius changed nothing when she spoke to him. Fear sometimes did.

“Not long at all. This is the only open road to Caverns Four.” He then pointed to the opposite side of town, which still had the green beacon reaching for the sky and a bright, visible glow of broken mana. It lit up the Orders’ tents from several miles away. “Follow me to the grasslands and put aside this senseless death wish of yours.”

Thalia did not feel safe with Jorum, let alone travelling with him. She was sure that he would try to kidnap her for her own protection again if she turned away. He had also almost killed her twice personally—once out of a misunderstanding, and the other to defend Alderius’ honor. The recent memories still replayed at the sound of his footsteps.

Thalia backed away. “I do not have a death wish. Is that what you think this is?”

“You can’t go a day without the threat of death!” Jorum scolded. “Where’s Alderius? I thought he would be with you when he left.”

She chuckled at her influence on her ditzy knight. “I don’t keep track of him. The one time I watched his schedule, I was shot in the back with rope and dragged aboard one of your ships. I have somewhere I want to be, alive and well, that is not the grasslands. Am I under arrest?”

“No,” Jorum stressed. “If Omera’s kin had not intervened, arrest would be the least of your concerns. When you’re out of Grace, I am going to make you at least halfway suitable for Alderius. You should’ve already evacuated.”

Thalia watched his hands; afraid they would glow. His gun was securely holstered. The paranoia came from his tone. She looked for Jezaba or another Pegasus nearby, not trusting that he came alone. Jorum was an omnipresent threat. Alderius was the sanctuary Jorum kept her from.

“No. Olivia is still missing people, and I want to see Alderius before he leaves for the border. Astrid already thought I was suitable. You’re the one who sees a crook.”  Impressing him was not an endeavor worth pursuing. Her background made it unwinnable.

When Jorum stepped forward, Thalia fought not to step back. Her reaction was to reach for her whip, but she stopped herself. It would only give him an excuse to use force.


“You were a crook by choice. I’m trying to help you!” he insisted.


Jorum stopped stepping forward. The old paladin was watching Thalia’s expression closely. She wished her face was not an open book, fear evident. Her smile was not meant to be smug—she could not control it under stress.

Thalia thought about the word ‘choice’. Choice was all she ever wanted. “My choices were to sacrifice my life, body, and pride protecting the people your Order was supposed to!”

Jorum touched his head. Thalia knew this was part of the magic the sorcerer had been gifted, allowing him to hear the feelings of both gods and spirits. She prayed that whoever they were, they were vouching for her.

He backed up a step. “You’re correct.” Jorum shocked Thalia with that admittance. “I wish Omera would show me how this is supposed to work.”

“Let me know if you find out. I can’t hear them.” Thalia felt bizarrely like she was having a normal conversation with Jorum, even though it was about an abnormal subject.

She did not count seeing Sentinel after her concussion. At the time, it felt like a hallucination. Thinking back on it, understanding Sentinel couldn’t have been real. Clerics didn’t share words with spirits, and she was mundane.

A noise came from the bushes near the curb. Both Thalia and Jorum turned to face the interruption.

“That’s your job.” Thalia pointed, knowing that the disturbance did not sound like an animal. All wildlife, including seabirds and fish, had left Grace, leaving only the insects to fill the night air.

Before Thalia could finish speaking, Jorum had already cast a radiant light into the plants. He pulled the light away when a lady shouted. Two hands slowly came up from a woman in a green, cotton dress. She had sticks in her brown hair. In one of her hands was a cardboard press pass stamped by the city, granting her free movement after curfew. Thalia was impressed by the number of freckles on this woman’s face, like splattered paint.

She hoped the stranger was not injured because Jorum had hit Thalia with that spell in the past. It burned internally. Jorum must have intentionally missed the stranger, or she would have been in pain.

“Sophia Silverstone, Grace Gazette,” the stranger cautiously introduced herself. “A few questions, please?”


Thalia wondered how the newspaper was still running. For now, Olivia had stopped publishing the Underground’s Shadow Front. Thalia took the opportunity to flee into the shadows.


“Get back here!” Jorum shouted after Thalia.

“You have work to do, Old Man!” Thalia ran off as quickly as her boots would take her.

Jorum probably already knew Thalia was rushing to her home cavern. He would be stuck dealing with the civilian who thought eavesdropping was a good idea around him. Ms. Silverstone had technically not broken any law Thalia was familiar with, so she was confident the journalist would be fine.

Thalia jogged back into her residential caverns, listening to the echo of her own boots. She did not need to go back to her apartment building. The apartment was just a place to sleep now. Most of her neighbors, including Professor Whispers, had evacuated.

All the buildings were dark inside. The cave would have been pitch black if not for the faint glow of blue dust, sprinkled by Calliope’s familiar, Lapis. It was one of the most beautiful features of the morbid sky horned beetle.

At the end of the trail, Thalia found Gregor from maintenance guarding the lamplit entrance to the Velvet Wagon. The relief from one of Edgar’s men seeing Thalia safe was felt by her emotionally.

“Did everyone go home already?” Thalia looked through the pub’s window, which had its curtains drawn. Dim lights were on, but there were almost no sounds from inside.

“Nah,” Gregor said. “Calli and Ed are still in there, with a few others. Biscuit has the babe behind the stage napping, since your pad is empty.”

“We’re getting booted to Kharzuun City, so the pad doesn’t really matter now.” Thalia tried to be lighthearted about all the work that still needed to be done. She then walked into the establishment to dim lamps, lit by arcane spells instead of oil or gas. The room looked empty. “Where the hell is everyone, Gregor? I know it’s late, but we’ve only been past...”

The lamps lit brighter, and people jumped out from under the tables. Not hearing what they shouted, or fully seeing everyone at first, Thalia pulled her whip and cracked it. Calliope appeared on the stage with Jacoby standing upon Biscuit.

Seeing a party illegally after hours, Thalia grabbed her chest and took a deep breath. Once she realized what was going on, she burst into maniacal laughter. From being both tired and relieved, it was the only way she knew how to shake the adrenaline off.

“You all right, girly?” Edgar came over to check on her. “I’ve seen that whip in action.”

“It’s not my birthday until next month. What is this?” Thalia finally calmed down, flapping her hands.

Looking around, she not only saw ex-servants and performers from the Enchanted Extravaganza, but faces, both familiar and new, from the Underground. Malakos was already enjoying the food and seemed the least concerned by the whip crack. He probably didn’t even hide under a table.

Thalia became quiet, then repeated, “Ed, what is this?”

“An excuse to get sloshed!” her father figure proudly announced. It seemed he meant to call it a ‘thank you’.

This kind of casual spontaneity was more of what Thalia enjoyed at a party, compared to anything that required prep and apprehension. Early in the night, Jacoby joined Thalia to watch her play cards with people she knew by name. The game included teaching Malakos how to play. It meant that Edgar’s crew would not be able to put money on the table. Thalia had too poor a gambler’s mug to want to risk that anyway.

The front door opened. Freckled Sophia walked in. The journalist was frazzled and tired but not burnt.

Although Thalia did not want to answer questions, she wanted to make sure that Jorum had not hurt the stranger. She hoped that the killjoy did not follow Sophia and ruin the evening.

Sophia locked eyes with her and approached with less confidence than she had from the street. “Miss Clayton, a moment of your time?”

“I’m not going to promise anything. Did he hurt you?” Thalia asked.

“Commander Gladium threatened to revoke my pass and didn’t speak with me,” Sophia admitted. “He took me home, but I left as soon as he was gone. I’m hoping you can be a more cooperative subject. Do you have time?”

Thalia had been interviewed in the past, but that was before the circus returned to Grace. She was usually asked short questions about the arcanafauna in the Enchanted Extravaganza and was never kept long. Obviously, this was going to be a more political affair.

Jacoby walked up to Sophia and interrupted the conversation. “Hi! I’m Jacoby.”

Sophia smiled at the boy. “A pleasure to meet you, Jacoby.”

Thalia held up a finger and looked at her cousin. “Could you stay with Ed for a bit? I’ll be right back with you.”

Jacoby pouted.

Calliope’s song finished, and from the stage she called, “Oh, JJ! Come here!”

Now Thalia could return to talking to Ms. Silverstone. “First off...” Thalia needed to cough with all the smoke in the air. “First of all, how is the Grace Gazette even in business? Grace is almost a ghost town.”

“It also sees publication in all major cities,” Sophia said, “but you are correct, Miss Clayton. It soon won’t be the Grace Gazette. May I ask you some questions? I can assure you, I do not dabble in dirt, and I’d rather not cause trouble in a dusty room. You have a lot of eyes on you.”

Thalia turned to the men at the card game. “C’mon guys. She’s four inches shorter than me. Go on and keep playing.”  Money was back on the table and Thalia returned to Sophia, jesting, “I was losing anyway. Now, can you stop calling me Miss Clayton? I’m Thalia. Let’s talk at the bar and I’ll let you know if I’ll answer you.”

Sophia was visibly excited. Other people came into the building, but Thalia did not look at them as she walked to the bar. The journalist seemed lost and out of her element.

Sitting down with a new free beer, Thalia asked, “What dirt are you looking for?”

“I’m not after that kind of information, Miss... Thalia.” Sophia was almost formal again. “I told you—we don’t dabble in dirt. I wanted to know if you believe a recent claim out of Kharzuun pertaining to you?”

“Go ahead, but I don’t read the news anymore. It’s usually gloomy and wrong.”

“Do you believe Sentinel is Astrid’s guardian companion?”

“I’ve not heard that one,” Thalia confessed, unsure of what that meant. “Is that what they’re claiming?”  It did not convince her that anything official was accurate.

“It’s what the Cleric to the Crown, Lady Theresa Ballas, has formally stated.”

“Then no.”

Thalia’s forthright reply gave Sophia pause. “Do you dislike Lady Ballas?” Sophia asked cautiously.

“Yes!” Thalia loudly affirmed. The law did not say she had to like anyone other than the Golden Emperor, but who could hate a little kid?

“May I be forward about what I saw when Jorum stopped you?”

Thalia heard the seat behind her move but ignored it. Still talking to Sophia, she asked a question back. “Why?”

“He seems to want you out of this city. How long do you plan to stay with your family? Not everyone can leave the Underground. The branded are trapped in the city and many have nowhere outside to go.”  Given the crowd, what Sophia asked was an emotional question filled with resentment.

It pained Thalia to admit to herself that everyone with a branding was damned to Grace. Branding was government sanctioned taboo, therefore felonious for anyone to learn how to break non-contractual curses.

“Astrid sanctioned my life, but neither me nor my family signed shit. I do not belong to the Gladiums. This is the last thing I will answer for you this evening,” Thalia told her. “No one between the Radiance and water level can tell me where to go or what to do. Jorum can drag me away over my dead body. I’ll leave Grace when I want to.”

Sophia nodded. “This was more than I expected. You have my thanks. This is not my kind of establishment, so I will make my way home now.”  She made a short curtsey before heading to the door.

“Would you like someone to get you home?” Thalia asked.

Leaving, Sophia did not answer. Unfamiliar faces followed her out.

Calliope and Jacoby hastily left the stage to join their cousin.

“Thalia, are you all right? Did she upset you?” Calliope asked.

“I’m fine.” Thalia was not offended. “She could have asked about worse. I only spoke to her because Old Man shot light at her for snooping on us while he stopped me. She got me out of having to explain myself again.”

“About Alderius?” Jacoby innocently asked.

“That, or more about the divine, kiddo.” Thalia drank some more. She had yet to start slurring her speech. “I wish Old Man would leave us be.”

“I would not concern yourself with such,” Calliope said, acting strangely. Thalia wondered if smoke was in her eyes because she kept glancing left.

“Huh?”  Thalia was not quite getting what her cousins were hinting at.

Frustrated, Calliope grabbed her reddened cheeks. “You are not that smoked yet, you ditz! Look behind you,” Calliope tried saying through gritted teeth.

“I requested subtlety,” Alderius whispered behind Thalia, his voice deep and distinct.

“Hi, uncle Alderius,” Jacoby waved.

Calliope drooped her head in defeat. “I tried,” she whispered. “Go out the back before she turns into a laughing seagull.”


FOUR

PROTECTION


Alderius was absolutely not supposed to be seen in such an uncouth and sinful location as one of the Sacred Twelve. Thalia could only imagine Jorum’s rage if he knew where his son was.

Between the two of them, Thalia was the strongest. If she relented, Alderius could still drag her around, and she let him take her outside. It was impossible for her not to giggle on the way out of the Velvet Wagon.

Standing in the cold, seeing his costume in the dim window lights, Thalia broke down laughing exactly as Calliope had warned. Edgar had dressed Alderius like one of his boys. The common man’s industrial attire did not look entirely out of place on him, even though he was better kept than anyone Thalia knew from maintenance.

“Why didn’t you say anything sooner?” Thalia gleefully asked in the cold air, her breath floating in the window light.

“You were talking. I didn’t want to be rude,” Alderius lied. Thalia knew he did not want to talk to the journalist, nor draw attention. “How much did you drink?” he asked, holding Thalia up while she tried to contain herself.

“Forget that!” Thalia said. “Old Man was stalking outside the caverns. How’d you get out here?” She failed to calm down and was more inebriated than she at first thought.

“I had help from your father, and Calliope’s magic,” he replied. Alderius struggled not to be affected by her laughter and wore a big grin. “Thalia, can you walk straight? I need you to follow me.”

“I can follow!”

Alderius could tell where they needed to go in the pitch black, further into the residential area of the cave. Thalia was completely blind in the dark. She trusted that he was taking her somewhere that was safe. Safe was a back alley, which Thalia thought was unusually suspicious for Alderius. That suspicion was quickly dispelled when she walked into his car.

Casting a radiant light, he lit up the car enough so that Thalia could safely get in. This attempt failed. Thalia tried hopping over the car door, but the former acrobat had a floppy landing. It hurt when she awkwardly wriggled to sit up right. In that moment, it was rib splittingly hilarious.

Alderius climbed into the driver’s seat. “Do you need help?”

“No!” Thalia straightened herself out before kicking something.

At the foot of Alderius’ passenger seat was Thalia’s camera bag from her apartment. Thalia assumed Calliope had given it to him, but she hoped Olivia was unaware. Olivia’s enchanted cameras were not to be shared with anyone but the enchantress and their photographer.

Alderius returned the radiant light to himself, and Thalia heard him shifting in his seat. She realized he was undressing from his disguise to get back into his unusually casual, but still highborn attire.

“I could use a hug, officer,” she suggestively referenced the first time they shared a bed.

Back then, there was no love yet from Thalia, only compassion. Alderius had been cursed to die, and she dared the ire of the gods by trying to comfort a holy mage. Saint Astrid, the Goddess of Passion, called Thalia’s bluff.

Somehow, Alderius saw Thalia’s hand reach over, and he grabbed her wrist to stop her. “No. Not until you sober up.”

Thalia was surprised and disappointed. She wondered if she had done something wrong. Perhaps she had accidentally become obnoxious while enjoying herself. It felt spontaneous all previous times, and they had barely gotten away with kissing since the Collapse because of his station.

She pulled her hand back. “I’m sorry.” Thalia stopped laughing.

Alderius put his hand in her hair, gently pulling her closer to him. “We can still hug, but I’ll wait until you’re more conscious.”

Thalia reached over for him in the darkness. Alderius used his other hand to guide her, and they embraced with a long kiss.

The couple drove out of the city and into the plains to watch the stars and talk. Their only rule was that they could not discuss what they did while working. It was an oil and water mixture between both of their worlds, despite their common goals to protect people.

“Do you pay the men in the overalls?” Alderius asked. “Or does Edgar do that?”

Thalia kept looking up when she replied, “Calli used to take care of that, but I think Ed has his own business now. Since I never needed to boss them around, I don’t ask. They used to keep the shows running. Whatever my uncle needed, they solved. I’ve always been friendly with them.”

“Edgar aside, you’re stronger than most of them.” Alderius lightheartedly pushed on her forearm. “Do you look forward to not needing to work out?”

Thalia had to tilt her head to the side. “I don’t understand.”

“You won’t need to fight forever,” he said. “In a year, you can do whatever you want.”

A year? A year to what? Her assumptions concerned her, and she did not think the Gladium family would allow her to do whatever she wanted.

“I think I’ll keep them.”  She referred to her muscles. They were a part of how she defined herself. “I want to travel. I’ve seen many amazing places growing up and I’d love to get lost in them. My muscles mean I can defend myself if I end up on the wrong street. I know how to scare people.”

“What if I can’t go with you?” Alderius asked. “I’m required to be away, sometimes at random. Who would you go with?”

“No one,” Thalia replied. “I’ll be back in time to see you again with something nice. Then, when you are free, I can show you places that don’t speak Omeran and put spices in the food that will give you a full beard overnight.”  Thalia leaned on him, daydreaming about it.

“My hair already grows too fast. I’ve never travelled beyond here, the wall and the fortress. Jorum has never allowed me to go deep into Navikula.” Alderius’ worldview was shockingly small compared to a vagrant from the circus.

Thalia yawned before asking, “What would you like me to do?”

He visibly mulled over finding an answer.
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People with holy arcana did not pick their spouses due to the nature of their gift being able to unfairly sway others. Alderius had been raised to think whoever Jorum approved of would be at the estate, caring for everything back home and starting a family. That changed when Jorum decided Jezaba would make a better commander than his tentative son. His father did not accept Alderius’ refusal regarding the engagement.


Saint Astrid had overstepped his family patriarch by publicly granting Alderius the ability to save Thalia when she had been crushed beyond mortal magical repair. She was the opposite of what he had spent his life preparing for, and she was not at all what his family wanted.

“Alderius?” Thalia waited for an answer.

It was late. Both of them had to be up early. Thalia was falling asleep on top of him.

“We’ll make it work,” he told her before starting the car again and driving to the grasslands.

Thalia was not an act of rebellion against Jorum. When a gun was on Alderius’ head in the form of a contract curse, he figured out what he wanted.

Alderius struggled with the imperceptible behavior of other people and Thalia was anything but subtle, even when she tried. She would face anything, no matter how treacherous, for someone she loved or an idea she was passionate about. On top of that, she could make him laugh. All of this was in his head, but he could not articulate it for her.
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Jorum’s car was outside of the soon to be abandoned Gladium Villa. When Grace was fully evacuated of everyone who could leave, the lavish, yet overgrown home would be empty.


Thalia was uncertain about following Alderius. “Is Jorum staying here now?”

“He’s already asleep,” Alderius assured her. “He has his own chamber. Would you rather he sleeps in a tent when he still has a home in Grace?”

Thalia knew she was going to have to get comfortable with Jorum. If this was going to work, she needed to be honest with her knight. “If he tries talking to me, can you be there?” Thalia asked as they stepped into the garden.

Alderius stopped at the door. “Does Jorum really scare you that much now?”

“I can’t fight him, and I don’t know when he’ll hurt me again,” she said. “I told you what he did to me when Mattias took you. He pulled a gun on me at the ball. His idea of protecting me is violently locking me away. Where was he planning to have the bossy owl take me?”

There was a brief silence.

“I’ll make sure he doesn’t see you alone,” Alderius said, leading her inside. It almost made her feel brushed off, until he said, “You scare him too. He’s used to being in control.”

The villa, once full of weapons and armor from many generations, decorations from around the empire, and fine furnishings, was dark and empty. Only a few pieces were still displayed in the side rooms, to be sent away later. Even Snowpuff, Alderius’ pointed, white and gray cat, was removed from the city.

They went upstairs to Alderius’ chamber, and he lit a lamp for her to see in the powerless building. It was a large room without anything more in it than his wardrobe, perfectly made-up bed, and things that were pre-packed. Stuffed away in the corner was his easel, oil paints and tools. It made Thalia disappointed to see his paintings taken off of the walls.

Thalia asked, “Do you still have that ocean sunset? The one with the seagulls in the corner?”  Alderius paused to remember. Thalia wondered if the description she gave was too vague. He had done many similar paintings. She elaborated, “It was on your balcony the day after you were cursed.”

He admitted, “I never finished it. Why? Do you want it?”

“Yes!” Thalia replied. “I have no idea where Olivia is putting me in Kharzuun, but I’m sure I’ll have a wall. I’d like the painting more than anything you can buy me.”

Alderius had not been kind to his own hobby. The paintings were stacked on each other in a corner, next to his materials for stretching canvasses. No damage that Thalia could see in the dim light had been done to the picture. Alderius took it outside to varnish it.

That night, they shared the bed, but not for anything beyond each other’s company. Time lost from the start of the day had been made up for. Thalia laid awake longer than Alderius, paranoia from the open window nagging at her.

Eventually, she drifted away. The room melted, and she suddenly could not move. She could still feel Alderius’ arm over her, but Thalia was paralyzed, stuck looking at his sliding door.

Out the windows, the night sky was still colorfully lit by stars and clouds from the cosmos. The walls shifted to a rounded room and stretched farther than Alderius’ chamber in size. Glowing before her was the arcane fissure, intact and still blue.

Thalia knew she must have fallen asleep but still could not move. She thought that she could at least wiggle her fingers to force herself awake.

At the top of the fissure’s steps stood her now fully deceased uncle and exiled aunt, watching her. Beneath them was Lord Alderman Vitrium, the man she had killed, with dark smoke coming off of his prosthetics and armor. From him, down the fissure’s steps, was everyone who died since the Enchanted Extravaganza had returned to Grace. Nameless faces from the ball and Underground mingled in the large, open room.

Alderius shook her awake. Thalia felt numb and could not sense the transition from dream to reality. The room visually melted back into Alderius’ chamber. Thalia grabbed the arm touching her, just to be sure it was real. She needed a deep breath. Being paralyzed felt like a warmer version of dying and she did not know if she had been breathing.

“Sentinel said your name,” Alderius told Thalia how he knew to wake her. From what Thalia understood of his gift, names were the exception to a spirit’s gibberish.

Thalia looked outside. The windows faced away from where the sun would rise. After that brief nightmare, it felt like time had moved forward faster than the vision. Afraid she would have another dream that would hold her hostage, Thalia got up.
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It was an hour before he wanted to wake up, but Alderius made an exception and coffee.


Back when Jorum lived between the Border Wall and the Imperial Omeran Palace, Alderius lived alone, but he was never home. He was always at Zinnia and Alder University, working as security for the upper crust pupils. As such, Alderius saw little point in having hired help.

Leaving the kitchen, he saw Thalia in the half-packed lounge, under the stairs. He frowned, noticing a sepia family portrait in her hands. Alderius walked over and set Thalia’s cup on a table next to the loveseat.

“I didn’t think you still snooped,” he said.

“I pretend not to know other’s laundry, unless I’ve stolen it from your closet.”  Thalia posed in her new outfit that Alderius knew would never be returned. “The photograph was out on a table. I didn’t think I was snooping, since it was displayed.”

Alderius assumed Jorum must have pulled it out. He had previously hidden the photograph in a box when he could not bring himself to throw it away. Thalia clearly did not realize she was edging on a touchy subject with her next comment.

“She was lovely. I wish I had a picture of my mother. Photographers were much too expensive when I was a child. Now I have dozens of pictures of Calli and JJ.” She tapped her camera bag. “Something, something... Don’t invoke the shadows when there is light? I pay attention, Holy Man.”

Thalia’s quote from the Lady of Radiance was mostly accurate. Alderius did not feel like correcting her when she had the gist of the meaning. Jorum could do that. It was actually, ‘Thou shalt not beckon the shadows when the Radiance shines.’

“Close enough,” Alderius told her. “Could you put that away? I could have gone my whole life happily not knowing the truth.”

Thalia suddenly seemed to understand the problem and lowered the image. “You only learned about it from DeLussier?”

“What do you think I was yelling at Jorum about on the stage?” he asked. “That and Ballas, but I’m the most scandalous knight of Pegasus. He won’t acknowledge any of it.”

Thalia sat on the velvet seat and took a drink of the expensive beverage Alderius had brought before her. He had even dressed it up with milk and sugar, knowing Thalia was not used to how bitter the brew was. After her sip, she set it to the side of her and tapped the open part of the seat.

[image: Eye of Dahlia Sigil Page Break]


When Jorum awoke, he already knew Thalia was there. Alderius’ chamber door was open and Thalia’s dress from the day before was folded atop the perfectly made bed. The smell of tobacco and alcohol wafted from the outfit. At this rate, his son was going to run out of clothes.
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