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Chapter 1


          

          
            Whisper of the Forgotten

          

        

      

    

    
      That evening, the tempest raging over the Ashen Waste, Morrigan Nightwhisper stood on a rock outcrop long consecrated to some long-forgotten corrupted one, looking up into the dark-clouded sky. Morrigan took a deep breath. In the fleeting moment of lightning, his left white-ashen eye shone evilly with an unearthly glint beside his normal right eye.

      "Is it time, Keeper of Memories?"

      Someone was heard calling down after him.

      Morrigan stood up to meet the hundred warriors of the Forgotten assembled on the altar steps down. They all walked in dark robes with silver devices in the broken-chains pattern on their chests. They bore candle-lanterns with old runes twisted on them on either side, whose flames lashed fitfully about in the gale but never went out.

      "Five hundred years," Morrigan's voice was like silk. "We waited five hundred years. Tonight, the Ash King comes back to this world."

      He spread his hands, revealing the fine ash-white inscriptions on his hands—the enduring Pointer left by the remembrance rite. The Forgotten Twelve stirred one by one on the altar in slow-motion, perfect circle formations. There was a humongous obsidian plate on the center of the altar on whose surface some ancient characters were engraved none could understand.

      "Prepare yourselves," Morrigan cautioned. "Not all of you are going to survive his coming."

      Nobody winced. They all learned about sacrifices; all Forgotten members learned about it since the moment they enrolled. Morrigan smiled darkly and from his tattered clothes seized an old knife with a bone hilt.

      "For the sake of memory, for the sake of truth," he repeated, his voice ringing against the tempest, "down with the chains of false pretense, restore the twisted past."

      Kneeling in front was one of the Forgotten, his arm extended openly. Morrigan cut a gash on his wrist with the dagger. Blood dripped between grooves on the obsidian into crevices. The man's candle flickered suddenly into an angry flame, lighting up a twisted face writhing in torment. It landed directly on the altar. Air was blown away from them, but none was blown directly toward them—they all just received some mighty suction pulling them toward it.

      Blood was donated one by one by the second, the third, and the fourth members of the Forgotten. For each unit spilled, one more streak on the obsidian runes was illuminated, a blood-red-and-gracious-blue light fluttering inside the torrent. The ground started to shake. Far into the heartland, the Forest of Skeletons produced a ghostly shake, as if some unknown hand was tugging on the long-spined dead skeletons.

      "He senses it," Morrigan's shuddery voice was triumphant. "He hears you calling."

      The eighth Forgotten was just finishing his sacrificial killing when the man suddenly fell on the ground, thrashing vigorously. His eyes went stark white with dark mucus trickling from his mouth. They did not blink. The rite could not go by degrees.

      Cracks on the ground widened, and out of the void emerged gigantic chains—the old seals by which the Ash King was thrown into the ground for five centuries. For each dropping globule of blood, the runes on the chains perished one by one; steel started disintegrating.

      Rose the ninth and tenth members. They extinguished their candles, their life with them, but on their faces was a peace of deliverance.

      Once the eleventh had provided his sacrificial rites, the entire altar was in a bloodred gleam. A soul-tormenting shriek of twisted steel boomed down as colossal chains broke one by one and plunged into the bottomless canyon.

      The last of the Forgotten shuddered into life. He was younger even than his last calculation had provided for—little over seventeen. Morrigan gazed on him and saw fear, but more than fear, he saw determination.

      "Remembrance shall thy Offering bear," said Morrigan, "in the new world where truth is come once more."

      He extended his arm. Morrigan slashed it deeply. The blood did not drip but squirted out, falling over the obsidian like a tiny cataract. The young man did not even roar but set his teeth as his eyelight was extinguished by his low blood supply.

      Once the final drip hit the rock, all the runes exploded at once, the white flash closing Morrigan's eyes. He could feel the table shuddering as if it was the world doing so. Then there was a colossal crack, the obsidian torn loose into a million pieces, shuddering apart into ash on the breeze.

      A pitch-black pit where the center of the altar once stood, none to mark the edges. Other Forgotten members lay on the ground, but Morrigan remained upright, arms spread wide to welcome the onrushing presence.

      "Greatest Ash King, Savior of Truth, turned betrayed just ruler, His Most Gracious Azrathal! We address you by remembrance, by bloodshed, by life. Re-enter once more into this world, balance up the injustices, speak the truth!"

      The storm broke for all it was worth, and dark silence descended once again over the wastescapes. Morrigan's heart was pounding against his chest, his face streaming with perspiration. Had something worked loose? Was the seal over-torqued?

      And as he was setting about to question it, a virtually palpable pressure came up out of the pit, so one could scarce breathe. Out of the dark came a claw—not a human one, but halfway between human and unearthly. It came in a luster like steel or scutes, shod with claws for fingers—in slow motion, it clutched the lip of the pit.

      And then there was a man. He emerged from the depths in slow, stately dignity, enveloped in tattered dark-red robes. On his brow was a crown hammered from cold lava, its inner depths afire with a low, flicking flame.

      The Ash King, Azrathal, was once again in man's world.

      His face was surprisingly handsome, actually perfect, like some finely crafted carving. A mastery aside were some flashy, flame-like tattoos—or maybe his seal's marks—disfiguring one side of his face. Eyes blazed like melted gold-red in his face, small networked crackwork about them like there was some magma just burning underneath his epidermis.

      Morrigan could not help but shiver. Even as the Keeper of Reminiscences, Morrigan had never actually seen Azrathal's face but constructed a blurred image from worn-out, aged scraps of remembrance. The real Ash King was more beautiful than one could even possibly imagine.

      Azrathal scanned his world with a jerking look over the dead Forgotten until his eyes settled on Morrigan. A corner of his mouth twitched into an expressionless grin.

      Morrigan knelt on one knee, his face to the ground. "Your Majesty is welcome back."

      The other Forgotten repeated it back in a growl, their voices trembling with feeling.

      Everyone was on edge for the Ash King's opening lines. A roar? A threat? A promise of revenge? But none was expecting what Azrathal did. His voice was like silk on velvet, but it was irrationally obsessive, as though his very words were being written into souls.

      "They twisted facts," stated Azrathal calmly, the gold-red nuance in his eyes fading. "And I, I shall show the world facts."

      Morrigan looked up to see those angry eyes. He did not see cold anger as he was expecting but something far warmer—the anger was there, the determination, but more than all else, pity.

      Azrathal extended his hand, his fingers tracing against Morrigan's death-white left eye. "Give me your memories, Keeper. Let me see what I've missed for the last five centuries."

      Morrigan did not blink. He had waited long enough for this time, paid more than even an exorbitantly steep cost. When Azrathal's fingers touched his temple, a burning pain coursed all the length of his frame. He was aware of his recollections—not his own, but all the threads gathered from other people by virtue of the remembrance rite—being ripped away from him, thread by threadbare thread.

      His final sensation was of the lighter flame burning in Azrathal's eyes, and of the muffled noises:

      "Not till now have I returned."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            The Knight's Twilight

          

        

      

    

    
      A screech ripped through the thin fog, startling loose-jabbing crows sitting suspended on a worn-pine branch. Gavriel Thorne reined his horse back, his ears up. A woman's yelping, with angry shouts by men and a low growl by something less than human. He might've spun on his heel and disappeared from view. The iron highland towns on the border were none of his concern anymore. But the urges of chivalry were currency in his actual blood, more so than was his scarlet shame of banishment.

      "Ahem now, Hector," he puffed against his horse's side. "Seems like we're minding others' business again."

      The warhorse snorted disapprovingly, as if not liking his wayward master's bad habits.

      Gavriel settled into the saddle and goaded his horse down the mountainside road into the tumult. His gray cloak streamed astern, showing threadbare lightweight armor of slate-gray. His right was on the hilt of his sword, his left holding the reins firmly, his eyes sparkling like a hawk's.

      Sighted was the village—a group of a dozen farmhouses clustering about a communal well, farm fields and orchards behind low stonewalls. But the peace was disrupted by the scene. Ransacking the outskirts of the village were three huge monsters. They seemed like wolves but were abnormally large with misshapen limbs. They sported a sickly looking gray-green coat, bone spurs projected from their backs, and yellow luminescent eyes.

      Some villagers with farm implements had also stood in a makeshift defense line to guard the women and children they had sheltered in the rear. Two men were already sprawling in pools of blood, one with his jugular torn apart, a gruesome sight.

      Gavriel sprang down from his horse, his longsword torn from its scabbard. There was no sign left on the blade of the rune inscriptions, but the Royal Knightly Order badge was left intact. Seventeen years his sidekick, the sword had witnessed his glory as well as his shame.

      "Fall back!" he yelled, his urgency making the villagers fall into line. "Take care of the wounded!"

      One among them was a stocky man who could easily pass for a blacksmith. He gazed openly. "Who are you?"

      "A roaming swordsman," replied Gavriel in effect, fearing to utter his name. The name of an exile was not meant for the world's lips.

      The biggest of the beasts saw new meat and charged straight for Gavriel, a menacing growl percolating in its system. Its claws ripped gullies through the muck, foamy mucus dripped from teeth serrated like steak knives, hissing softly as it splattered onto the ground like acid.

      Gavriel went into his combat stance—the left foot ahead, the right foot behind, a low center of balance. Having trained so long and fought so long, it was second nature to go thus. Tense and relaxed, his system went once more as he waited for the perfect time.

      It was hit with sheer speed. But Gavriel was anticipating it. He dodgingly side-stepped, and his longsword slashed on the diagonal, ripping a lesion through the creature's side. What gouted out through the lesion was not red blood but an evil-smelling, tar-thick ooze smelling of rot.

      It yowled in distress and came at him once more, more warily on this second pass, looping about Gavriel in a gigantic curve for some hint of weakness. The other two beasts, having seen the fight, abandoned the villagers' pursuit and edged incrementally nearer.

      He did not show fear on his face, just pursed concentration. He had witnessed far more perils. He once, one-on-one, during the Battle of Blackwood Keep on the kingdom border, fought against twelve elite mountain warrior tribesmen. He once fought two man-eating lions in Redrock Canyon. These depraved abominations, though deadly, did not show creative thinking in strategy.

      They all came down together. Gavriel went down on his side and dodged the first lunge, sprang up immediately, his longsword driven firmly into the second beast's eye socket. He tore it loose, spinning round, his blade nipped again over the first beast's gullet.

      Black fluid splattered against his armor, hissing quietly as it corroded holes in the steel. Gavriel snarled. These were no ordinary beasts. They bore about them an evil presence one remembered out of old scripture in ill-boded books—their forms having been warped by witchcraft.

      The second creature approached. Gavriel dodged it, but his foot skidded—the ground was slick with the dark liquid. He barely regained his balance, but the creature's claws by now went down his arm, through his thin clothes, and ripped three bloody gashes on his body.

      Pain roused his senses. He stepped back twice, putting space between himself and the situation to think. Two monsters had been slain, but the biggest by far was more powerful and also more dangerous. Its hurt was mending at a noticeable rate, the black pus scabbing over to flake off, revealing new disfigured tissue.

      "Sir Knight! Catch!"

      A barn scythe soared out from one side, precisely landing in the monster's hind leg. The blacksmith was a few yards distant, holding in his hands a second weapon—an old rusty axe. Gavriel bobbed his salutation, and taking advantage of the creature's distraction, he took the lead and attacked fiercely.

      His longsword threw cold light in three straight stances consecutively to critical points. The final lunge drove into the creature's heart straight to the hilt. The creature screamed nearly like a human as it thrashed on the ground for a second or so before it hit the ground.

      Gavriel sheathed his sword, whose blade was scarred with tiny holes from the acidic dark matter. He wiped the blade with a scowl on his face, making sense of the malice in the air. These abominations did not belong in some far-off mountainside hamlet. What were they even doing here?

      "Thank you for saving us, Sir Knight," the blacksmith tossed his cap down on the ground in respect. "We all would've perished if you hadn't intervened."

      Gavriel combed his hair back. "No gratitude is owed, and never address me so. I was just passing through."

      "But the swordplay, the way you fight... you were trained like a royal knight," laughed the blacksmith gleefully. "Were you sent by the kingdom? To search for such monsters?"

      "No," his face went stiff. "The kingdom is not concerned about the safety of far-off villages like this one."

      Noticing the change in his expression, the blacksmith changed the subject slyly. He pointed toward the center of the village. "Relax in my home. Let's just consider it some sort of thanks."

      Gavriel was going to deny it when he saw the beasts' bodies start rotting abnormally. Black mucus dripped from them onto the ground they lay on. What was more unnerving was the note that the mucus seemed to ooze deliberately toward one place—the ancient building on the village periphery.

      "What is that place?" he asked, looking into the devastation.

      The blacksmith's face clouded with worry. "Remains of some old altar. It is rumored it was employed for sacrifices long ago. All sorts of creatures have been observed about it since last winter, more frequently and more maliciously."

      Gavriel did not blink. "I need to see it."

      It was even older than he could have thought. Crushed stone columns supported unintelligible runes, and the ground was surfaced with gigantic stone plates on which were marked ghostly patterns. Chiseled in the center was a semicircular scooping away, as if it once contained some gigantic article.

      The monsters' dark nectar built up in the pit, shining with a low thrum. Gavriel moved slowly but kept his hand on his sword. He'd heard tales of such things in the forbidden volume of the Royal Library—nasty seals clamped on misused beasts, whose last sorcery would operate to repair and rouse whatever was bottled within.

      And the ground trembled. The black liquor started roiling, tossing globules inscribed with antique runes into the air, which then dissipated. Gavriel stepped back, an amused shiver running through him. The rock slab above the depression collapsed, uncovering an inner chamber below.

      Somewhere in it was something—a splintered sword blade, shrouded in a sheet of grimy dust. Gavriel took it up with delicacy and polished it with his cloak. The blade was four or five hands in length, splintered, jagged, and lopsided-looking, seemingly having come into being by some sudden, mighty blow. The carving on its face was worn away but even yet seemed to depict a sun and beams of sunlight.

      "What is it?" the blacksmith asked, who had been following him from a distance.

      He did not say a word. He gazed down into the broken blade held in his fist, a macabre sensation growing within his chest—a recognition, a rapport, as if there was some connection between himself and this blade.

      As if it was anticipating him, however, the broken sword produced a soft golden presence. Short as it was, it was long enough to create on Gavriel the impression it was no ordinary sword. A warmth dripped down his fingers with a shiver deep inside his heart, as if some far distant voice was saying his name.

      "By the ancestors," puffed the smith. "That's a Dawnblade!"

      Gavriel's head jerked up. "You're familiar with this sword?"

      "From myth alone," his voice trembled with elan. "One of the Seven Artifacts. Myths tell that it is powerful enough to reach into the powers of the light and purge all corruption."

      Gavriel gazed down into the shattered blade once more. The Seven Artifacts. Just saying the words did something to his head. The secret Chronicles of the Realm included short, encrypted treatments on them. He never would've thought one would turn up in some distant, backwater village.

      "The old man of the village is wise. You might go ask him more," the blacksmith advised.

      Gavriel nodded, calmly depositing the broken sword. He gazed down at his arm now, watching as the wounds inflicted by the creature's claws healed quicker than nature could allow. Soothing yellow energy pulsed on his skin, as if from the radiance the sword had just released.

      He said nothing of it to the smith. Until he'd heard it all himself, it was always safest to keep on his guard. A credulous knave was a marred one.

      But one thing was sure—this meeting with a splintered sword was no coincidence. The gears of destiny had started grinding, and he, a knight who had given his word to a kingdom which had then left him to his devices, was now pushed into some more knavish mission than his banishment.
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            Storm in a Bottle

          

        

      

    

    
      Lyra's was a tiny dark room with one furnishing: a spiderweb in one corner of the ceiling. The verdigris-colored walls sickened in the candlelight; the thin-chinked window was small enough for even a cat to squeeze through.

      She settled onto her wooden cot, her hands fluttering expressively to place some tiny phials in front of her. These were the result of three months and seven days foraging from the prison's ends—salt and vinegar from the kitchens, liquor "donated" by the infirmary, minerals squeezed from the courtyard soil, even her own hair and blood. In a competent alchemist's lab, these would not even constitute building blocks for compounds, but in the safest noble prisoners' prison on the Gilded Coast, it was all Lyra could muster.

      "Adequate," she growled to herself, the yellow mottling about her left eye sparkling confidently in the dark. They were an ongoing souvenir of the alchemical explosion she'd survived when she was fourteen, as well as evidence of her brains.

      Footsteps resonated from the deep corner of the corridor—the patrol by the guardsmen. Lyra rapidly stored the containers under her straw bed and drew up the thin coverlet as if she was asleep. The footsteps paused outside her doorway for a minute or so then went on further.

      She sat up, grabbed her gear from where it was stashed, and got back to work. Standard procedure would grant an alchemist a furnace along with measuring instruments, but Lyra never considered herself one for the "ordinary" method. She once overheard her dad tell her the finest alchemists among clan Fenwick depended on gut more than recipes.

      Lyra added just a small amount of her blood to the original phial and recited once more a sentence from the ancient Fenwick family creed in a low voice—not exactly a charm, just something to concentrate on. Her fingers danced about the face of the phial, identifying the tiny shudders in the liquid. Alchemy was not chemistry or work on properties; it was the delicate art of shifting energy. The self-proclaimed noble schoolmen would never grasp that either; they just buttoned pure genius up in crinkly principles.

      It was the same self-righteousness which had brought her here. Three years previously, when Count Taviel had requested her to "reform" his lab's equations, she could've just done so and been some favorite noble alchemist. But she'd witnessed the "test subjects" in the cages—the ones with bars on the outside as well as on the door—the ones with her brother Renn amongst them—and decided. So naturally, she'd released all the prisoners but was caught just in time. And Renn had to keep himself in check, working for the nobles in exchange for her life not being on the menu.

      The liquid was changing colors—dark red to tawny violet to a practically crystal-clear sky-blue. Halfway. Lyra poured the brew with tender hands into three wee phials, with ever-so-gently different formulas for different applications.

      "Just one more night," she panted, tracing her fingers over the rusty copper band on her ring—the one individual belonging she was permitted to keep, a key component of a particular contraption by the Fenwick clan. "We're finished come tomorrow."

      Once it was past midnight, the prison had settled down. Lyra poured the first concoction over the lock on the door in complete silence. The mixture dripped into the keyhole with delicate hissing noises. She counted her heartbeats while holding her breath—the soft click inside the lock came on the fortieth.

      She flung the door wide, her footsteps steady. There was no one in the passage, but she was aware there was a guard just around the corner. Lyra got out the second phial and unstopped it. A colorless gas crept out slowly, and she knelt down low and let it float down the floor all the way to the distant corner of the passage. It was her new preparation, a mild, odorless anesthetic which would induce a short, shallow sleep but leave no suspicion behind.

      She calmed down and worked the route out in her head. Having had three months with all her time outside her room available, she had devoted it to practicing the corridors, guard rotations, and even the density of silence between cells. The plot was conceived: down the north passageway, through the center courtyard, into the east wing storage room, where a ventilation tunnel opened onto the kitchen. On the other side was a low wall over which was liberty.

      A gentle snore was heard from down the hallway. Lyra grinned to herself and crept on. She slid past the sleeping man and down toward the door into the courtyard. There was a key for this door, and the key was on the man's belt.

      Lyra was uncertain. Going back for the key would cost them time they could not possibly lose and risk rousing the guard. She scouted for the third bottle—the one she was least sure about, a substance to dissolve matter by virtue of corrosive properties, but whose full effects she could never establish.

      "God willing the charm is long-lasting," she breathed, touching her fingers to the lock and hinges, applying the potion while holding her breath.

      The steel started to bubble and released a gentle crackle. Lyra's heart thrashed in fear the ruckus would draw other guardsmen. Ten seconds went by, then twenty—it felt like forever. The steel was malleable enough for her to crack the door open by a thread. Lyra wriggled through it and out into the center courtyard.

      The starry sky was broken by pinholes of light. Lyra breathed in the cold night air. There was no one in the courtyard, the silence broken only by the gurgle of water in the fountain. She ran across the lawn to the east wing.

      And just when she was getting close to it, something went wrong—another unit of guards came out of the east wing's center gate. Lyra ducked down into cover behind a small tree. That was not her strategy—she was anticipating only one guard on the east wing during this hour!

      Under the starlight, something was being accompanied by the guards—a pair of decent noblemen and a steel-encased box. On the box were inscribed delicate runes, like some sort of seal.

      "Keep a watch. Lord Grayson requires the steel coffin intact to enter the lab," the lead guard declared in a matter-of-fact manner.

      Lyra was curious. Grayson? Could he not be the alchemist adviser to Count Taviel? What could they be carrying that was so dear? But far more importantly, this unexpected escort blocked her intended escape route.

      Desperate, Lyra's eyes were on the fountain. Water—a different route, possibly. The sewer system was where the prison drainage ended up. She might be able to enter it. A hare-brained scheme it was, but she was all out of ideas.

      She crawled on stealthily by the fountain so she could step into it. A voice froze her just as she did.

      "Copper-buckled boots. A favorite among clan Fenwick thugs," was a sweet, lethal feminine voice behind her. "I'd have thought the prison takes all the merchandise you've got."

      Slowly, Lyra rose to meet the woman who was lurking in the shadows. Half her face was illuminated in the moonlight: white skin, dark eyes, the fine attire of a noblewoman. She knew her—Vera Taron, once a noble debutante, now a mysterious dark exile. They sang about her all-powerful in the Ashen Wastes.

      "Excuse me, Lady Taron," Lyra was able to maintain her composure. "What a coincidence. I never would've thought I'd run into the Shadow Coast's favorite Shadow Witch in such a place."

      Vera's lips twisted into a small grin. "Rather than small talk, I'm afraid you are more concerned about how you are exiting. The guards will realize you are missing sooner than you think."

      Lyra watched her warily. "What are you after? Nobody does favors for nothing, not even to some unknown prisoner."

      "Smart," Vera bobbed her head up-and-down. "But we are not strangers. I've heard about you from your brother, Renn."

      "Renn?" Lyra's heart leaped. "Is he fine? You know him?"

      "That is the cost for that question," Vera glanced towards the east wing door. The guards had long since moved into the building. "The escort is returning sooner than you'd think. Would you like to chat some more, or would you like to avail yourself of the exit I've seen fit to extend to you?"

      Lyra froze again, then signaled her consent. Vera beckoned her to follow, and they went to one of the uncrowded doors on the courtyard. The door was left minutely on the latch; it seemed Vera had seen to it previously.

      "This brings you down into the cellar. A short way further is the drain by which you go sheer down onto the coast," Vera explained. "Go down there and ask for an old fisherman called 'Salt-Crust.' He shall get you some lodging and a new name."

      Lyra scowled. "Why are you assisting me?"

      "Glad you are so energetic about your talents," Vera handed her a bundle. "Some fundamentals and a note. Read it once you are safe."

      Lyra was just about to state her thanks when she remembered something about the east wing's metal coffer. Since Grayson himself was directly responsible for it, it was guaranteed to contain something extraordinary—a potential link to her father's work on the Prime Flame. Her last chance in three years.

      "Wait," she bit her lip. "I need something more."

      Vera knit her brows. "That freedom ticket is on its way now. Are you positive you are going to risk it?"

      "Worth it to me," Lyra declared positively.

      She was unwrapping her binding, then reached down into her skirt for a tiny bottle of dark green liquid. "The last man in the pass has the east wing duty room key on his belt buckle. This will knock him out for exactly ten minutes, no more."

      Lyra swallowed the elixir and smiled graciously. An incorrigible grin danced upon Vera's mouth. "In ten minutes' time, this door shall be shut, whether you have come or gone. Good fortune trade with you, alchemist."

      The east-wing corridor was narrower than she had anticipated. The guard was precisely where Vera had promised he'd be. Lyra quickly knocked him out and took the key from him. The deadlock on the duty room slid open with a soft click, and she eased in.

      The iron box rested on the table. It was smaller than she had pictured it, about the volume of a briefcase. The runes on it were more complex up close. A pattern or two caused the alchemical blood in her to sting lightly; this was no run-of-the-mill seal.

      Lyra could not open the coffer. The lock would not yield. Lyra took the final drip of her alchemical draught from her pocket and dripped it on the lock. The steel began to sing buzzingly, and for a moment, the runes flared red and went out. The lock clicked loose.

      She held her breath and grabbed for the cover. There was a fist-sized crystal there, an abnormally yellow-gold one with what appeared to be fire moving about within it. When her hand was near it, it gave out a soft luminescence, and the gold spots all over her left eye warmed and stung. Lyra knew in a flash what it was—a splinter from the Prime Flame, the legendary heart of the Seven Artifacts' might!

      "Something new you've learned there, I suppose, little bandit?" A cold man's voice came from the door.

      Lyra looked up to see a bald man towering over her—Grayson, the actual leader of the prison, and by legend also considered one of the "Shadow Council." He stared down at the crystal, holding a gemstone-encrusted scepter.

      "The Prime Flame's reaction to the blood is always interesting," Grayson mused. "That left eye—is it pure scarring from a run-of-the-mill alchemy botch? Or is it the typical outcome of the bloodline of the Prime Flame?"

      Lyra serenely protected the box behind her back. "You know what this is."

      "More than you can possibly imagine," Grayson relaxed, moving closer. "Now give it to me if you wish to depart this place alive. I may even see about getting something better for your brother."

      Renn's name jerked Lyra's heart, but she was not so gullible anymore. Grayson had left her an opening—a small possibility for her to exploit—a second small box on the table, perhaps a box for the crystal.

      "Fine," she faked acquiescence, moving her hand slowly towards Grayson.

      As he reached for it, Lyra's second hand grabbed an inkwell from the table and threw it into his face. Grayson growled and backed away, the ink making interesting writhing patterns on his face. She grabbed the box and ran for the door.

      "Stop her!" shouted an indignant Grayson down the corridor as the alarm bells started clanging.

      She ran back into the courtyard quickly, hoping Vera's door was still open. Thankfully, the Shadow Witch had not made good on her threat. She ran through the door just as she heard the sound of boots and bowstrings behind her.

      The door was slammed shut and locked by her pursuers, and an iron chain self-wound on the lock. Lyra writhed, gasping against the dark wall, her arms clutched about the hot iron coffer.

      For some unknown reason, she could feel this was just the beginning of something much larger than a storm.
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