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Oath of Xirra the Blue Dragon


Goddess of Bravery & Justice







“I will walk in the light, alone and unafraid. In shadows I will find no fear for they are fleeting, and when darkness blocks my path I will not stop, for only challenged will I grow. It is mine to walk the troubled road where others dare not tread, and speak the truth where shadows lie.”











  
  

Prologue: Patricide


Wilam





Wilam Lirion dressed in red on the day he planned to kill his father. The hue was not remarkable—crimson and gold were the colors of the royal household—but today, he wore it with hope and pride instead of his usual revulsion. As he waited for the afternoon audiences to begin, Wil studied his parents. His mother kept her vacant eyes cast down at the embroidery frame in her lap. She sat with a straight back on her throne, her silver-blond hair pulled up under a thin veil upon which rested the crown of the ruling Lirion monarch. His father’s own circlet was smaller and less ornate, the gold stark against his graying black hair. The King was whispering to one of his advisors when he caught Wil staring. He met his son’s gaze with a tight-lipped frown. 

“Where is your sister, Wilam? I’m tired of her being late. She is learning bad habits from you.”

“How should I know? Elenor and I don’t spend enough time together for her to learn anything from me,” Wil replied. Their father made sure of that, but why? Had he realized Wil sought to overthrow him? Did he want to avoid having his youngest become as stubborn and independent as his heir? Whatever the reason, Wil hoped she didn’t show up. Elenor did not need to see this.

“Well, go find her. I wish to start on time toda—”

“I’m here, father!”

Wil turned, his dark curls bouncing, and saw his sister waltz into the Throne Room with her doena on her heels.

“You’re late,” the King chided, but, as ever, his tone was gentler with her.

“Sorry. I lost track of time.”

Their mother sighed, and Wilam suppressed a snort. That wasn’t bloody likely. Elenor might not always pay attention to her schedule, but Paul, her doena, was as obsessive and punctual as they got. If his sister was late, she had been up to something, no doubt with some of her troublemaking friends. Indeed, Wil noticed there was a small grass stain on Elenor’s white dress, not quite hidden despite her efforts to bunch the fabric just so.

“Don’t berate her, dearest,” their mother said in her usual almost-whisper. “She’s here, and it’s not yet noon. Children, in your seats, please so we can begin.”

Wil sighed and closed his eyes as Elenor pressed a kiss to his forehead in greeting on her way to the other side of the dais. Paul followed but did not take his customary place behind his ward. The doena wore a cross expression as he bent to whisper in Elenor’s ear. She winced, but Wil was sure Paul would smooth whatever feathers she had ruffled. That was the oath of a doena, after all: to protect their charge, even from themselves. It was never an easy job, and Paul’s was more challenging than most. Elenor had a preternatural ability to get into trouble.

When everyone had taken their seats, the Herald of the Court called for silence. The attention of the gathered nobles shifted to the first group of petitioners entering the chamber. The hall expanded outwards from the double doors, the walls forming two sides of a perfect equilateral triangle. Along those walls, walkways and balconies allowed the milling nobility to gather, make deals, and share in the gossip which was the lifeblood of the Lirinian Court. The floor was a remnant of the Empire and over five hundred years old. A kaleidoscope of marble and onyx stonework, interlocking triangles tightened to draw the eye to the third wall of the room, where a beam of sunlight fell upon the four thrones on the dais. They were visible from every point in the chamber to grand effect. Unfortunately, it didn’t make for a comfortable experience for the ruling family. The bright sunshine was already making his eyes ache, and sweat soaked his undershirt.

The first few delegations and cases passed without note. Wil, as usual, was attentive but bored. His mother never took her eyes off her embroidery except to greet each new petitioner and bid them farewell, and the King just sat tapping his foot each time a case dragged on.

Elenor’s gaze kept moving toward a gaggle of her friends then up to the clock on the far wall, her foot tapping until their mother reached over to brush her knee. Elenor shot the Queen an apologetic look before relaxing back into her seat with a long-suffering sigh. Wil couldn’t blame her. He remembered how torturous it had been to sit through these audiences before he had gotten his Water Writ. Wilam now had the right to have his opinions heard. Elenor did not.

His musings halted as the door once again opened, and a flurry of colorful robes announced the delegation he had been waiting for. The disguises on the five assassins were masterful. Wil had known and worked with these rebels for years, but even he hardly recognized them. Fay had her hair up in a bright green wrap with flowers sticking out of it. She wore an elegant but flamboyant yellow and blue robe that billowed around her feet as she walked. The round, thick lenses and heavily painted frames of her spectacles hid her eyes, and there were colorful rings on her fingers wrapped around an ornate wooden box. Her companions wore equally vivid outfits. On her right, her second in command, Gabriel, shuffled with a hunched posture that fit with his oil-slicked hair, thin glasses, and a giant pile of dossiers. It made him look every inch an ordinary pencil-pushing lackey except for the beetle-green color of his coat and trousers. Another rebel, mirroring Gabriel’s position on Fay’s left, had on a jacket so pink it caused Wil’s eyes to water. Two trailed behind, one—Ian, if Wil’s memory served him—wore orange robes, and his eyes were covered by a bandage. The last was dressed in a more sedate dark blue aides uniform and was pretending to guide Ian. No one would look at this group and see criminals sneaking into the palace to kill their monarch. Assassins, after all, rarely attempted to be an eyesore.

Fay stopped before the dais and raised her eyes to the King. Wil took in a deep breath, his hand shifting to the hilt of his rapier in a casual gesture.

“Your Majesty, thank you for receiving us after our long journey.” She bowed low with a flourish of robes, the accent perfect for the Garendaren ambassador she pretended to be.

“Welcome to Hardor, Lady Ondai. What business do you bring before the Court today?”

She straightened. “We have several matters to discuss, but first, may I present a gift to Your Majesty?” She held out the carved box and flipped the latch.

“A moment, please,” the King ordered, holding his palm toward her. Wil’s heart thundered. “I am sure it is harmless, but as the rebel threat grows, we have had a retainer open all gifts, just in case.” With an imperious gesture, he called forward his chief advisor. “Eurieha, if you would.”

Fuck.

His father knew. There was no other explanation. None of the other offerings today had been scrutinized in this manner. Wil’s jaw tightened against the acid climbing up his throat as the retainer stepped towards Fay. His nails dug deep into his palms as he clenched his fists, but the pain didn’t even register. He fought to keep his breathing steady, the urgency of containing his reaction hammered home by every pounding heartbeat.

Fay’s face remained polite and sedate, but the fingers clutching the box were pale. Wil glanced towards the King. His dread turned to outright terror as he saw his father’s lips twitch upwards.

Gabriel inched closer to Fay, the other three shifted uncomfortably, but their expressions didn’t falter. Any question as to how entirely and unquestionably screwed they were was answered when a pair of guards at the end of the room slammed the massive double-doors shut. Do it now, Fay! NOW!

Fay must have arrived at the same conclusion. As Eurieha reached for the box containing the poisoned dart meant to plunge into the King’s chest when he opened it, Fay let it fall from her fingers. Steel flashed, and a dagger appeared in her hand before the box even clattered to the ground. Her wrist arched back, then snapped forward.

The knife flew straight at his father’s head as the guards began to move.

Fay’s aim was true.

For a single second, Wil believed it would hit. For one heartbeat, Wilam Lirion thought he would be the next ruler of Lirin. That he could save his mother and sister.

Then the second ended.

The knife thudded into the wooden back of the throne as the King threw himself to the side. Wil sprang to his feet and caught sight of Elenor doing likewise. While his sister launched herself behind the thrones and out of harm’s way, Wil drew his rapier.

He wasn’t the only one. Around the room, guards and nobles alike were catching up, raised steel shining in the filtered sunlight. Wil lunged at his father, swinging and missing as the King pushed his stunned wife out of the way before shoving the carved wooden chair towards Wil. The bulky piece of furniture tumbled down the stairs, giving his father enough time to draw his own sword and point it straight at the prince.

“I knew it! I knew you were working against me. Did you think you fooled us? Eurieha has been onto you for months.”

Wilam did not bother to answer. He vaulted over the throne and brought his blade down hard. Steel crashed on steel as his father’s sword lurched to block the blow. The ringing in his ears made it impossible to pay attention to anything but the fight at hand. Twenty-three years of anger, of frustration, of fear and hatred boiled up, giving his swings a power he had never felt before. His father’s eyes widened as the barrage of blows forced him to take one step back, then another.

“Secure the Queen,” the King shouted as he parried again. Wil’s heart was hammering as he struck once more. This is finally it. Better this way. I want the world to see him fall at my hand. I want them to know I stood up to him at last, and it wasn’t just a rebel attack. It will anger the nobility, but I don’t care.

A lucky strike drew blood along his father’s upper arm, but the older man reacted too fast for Wil to capitalize on it. A growl of frustration passed Wil’s clenched teeth as his opponent retreated. Why was the bastard not standing his ground? Wasn’t he the one who had always taught Wil that only cowards ran from a fight?

Too late, he realized this was no retreat. It was a lure.

The King’s bodyguard charged Wil from the side, and he went from pressing the advantage against his father to getting outflanked by a professional whose skill he could not hope to match. Rivulets of sweat coursed down his cheek as his feet scrambled for purchase on the stairs of the dais. Block, parry, dodge and—

With a savage grunt, the bodyguard drove the wooden heel of his heavy boot into Wil’s knee. Sparks of pain exploded in his vision as he toppled down the steps, his back striking them hard enough to drive a grunt from his lungs. Wil squeezed his eyes shut, not ready for the pain or to see the killing blow.

Steel rang above his head. Wilam chanced a peek and saw a flurry of orange robes.

Eyes no longer bandaged and glinting their peculiar red, Ian’s scimitar locked with the King’s. Wil tried to rise, to help his ally, but the guard’s sword came to rest on his exposed throat.

“Keep him down. I can deal with this one myself,” his father ordered, fury deepening his voice to a growl.

Wil bared his teeth in defiance, but when he tried to move, the press of the steel edge against his windpipe intensified. Beyond the man holding him down, he saw Ian dodge and lunge, nearly impaling the King on his blade. The blow caught on his father’s coat and ripped it, but a lucky step to the side kept it from being a killing blow. A flurry of swings followed, and Wil held his breath.

Yells bounced off the walls of the Throne Room as the rebel feinted to the left, then dropped into a crouch and kicked outward. The prince watched in amazement as his father fell, and Ian straightened. Guards were running in their direction, but none would get there in time, not before Ian could end it.

“This is for Lily,” Ian yelled as he raised his scimitar.

This is it.

Ian stumbled, a strangled cry escaping his lips. His descending swing paused, arms suddenly limp. The sword fell from his hands as they clutched at a growing red spot on his chest and the tiny point of a dagger poking through his robes. The old rebel turned, and an unsteady half-step to the side exposed the person who had doomed them all.

Wil’s little sister stood there, eyes wide, staring at the blood coating her hands. She instinctively caught Ian as his knees gave way, both dropping to the marble floor.

“Elenor, no ...” Wil whispered.

She mouthed something, perhaps a prayer or apology, but Wilam couldn’t make it out. Ian’s hand rose to her cheek, the blood staining her pale skin and loose golden hair a deep crimson as his eyes closed.

Wil’s father yanked the man away from her and, as Ian tumbled to the floor, the King finished the deed.

Elenor remained kneeling, her shoulders shaking and head bowed. Their father pulled his bloody sword from the limp body and walked over to Wil, Ian’s blood dribbling onto the white marble with every step.

“You always were a disappointment, Wilam,” he murmured.

Wil knew what was coming. Not wanting his last sight to be of the man he hated, his gaze found his sister. Her eyes locked with Wil’s, and time stood still.

I’m sorry, Elenor.

Wil had just enough time to see Gabriel appear behind his sister and yank her to her feet, before his father’s blade pressed against his neck.

“Stop! Kill him, and she dies too,” his friend shouted, a knife flashing in the light from the windows as Gabriel lifted it to Elenor’s throat, but it was too late to avoid what was coming.

“Murdering me won’t stop—” But Wil never finished. There was a flash of pain, a moment of pure agony, and for the first time in Wilam’s life, his father did something merciful. When the darkness came, it was swift and sure. His last thought before his heart stuttered to a halt was, It’s up to you now, El.
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1

Bloody Hands & Broken Oaths


Elenor





I worry for my sister if anything were to happen to me. I wish I could tell her of my dreams, but Elenor has suffered so much already. What harm can a few more years of naivete and joy do? So many were taken from her. While sharing my worries and burdens would ease my heart, I refuse to lighten my load by adding to hers.—From the journal of Wilam Lirion



Elenor Lirion didn’t feel like a hero. Heroes were supposed to be towering, majestic, and full of confidence. They strolled across the pages of the storybooks her doena had read to her as a child, swinging swords and outwitting rifters. They were brave, and proud, and definitely did not hide in bathrooms to avoid the consequences of their actions. Elenor was sure of that, which pointed to only one conclusion: despite all the whispers and cheers that had followed her from the street to this bathroom, she was not a hero.

A block of soap slipped from her trembling fingers and slithered off the marble basin. Elenor rested her weight on the cool white stone. The low vibration of magic circuitry in the faucet buzzed up her arms as she watched crimson rivulets run down the sides. They wove and meandered like rivers snaking their way towards the sea, swirling and pirouetting in the water’s flow. The gold ring she had yanked from her finger glittered in the spray, and the longer she stared into the sink, the more transfixing it became. The gemstone was pushed open on a hinge to reveal a thin needle. The water must have long since washed away any lingering traces of the poison. The memories of why she had been forced to use it so soon after stabbing a man through the heart, however, were not so easily banished.

It was the small, odd details that stuck out. The way blood had dripped from her father’s sword as he turned from Wilam’s body to bargain with the rebel who had come up behind Elenor. The echo of the man’s voice in the sudden silence of the Throne Room. The icy bite of the knife against her throat.

“Let us go, and once we reach the streets, you can have your daughter back. Take one more step towards any of us, and she dies.”

The air had smelled of lavender and roses as the rebel pulled her through the palace gardens, knife still pressed to her neck. The other three surviving assassins had huddled close. Her father’s soldiers followed them at a safe distance, The King and Queen behind them.

“Do you really think he’ll let us go?”

“She’s his only heir, now. He won’t risk her life for ours.”

Only in those last few seconds outside the palace gates did the order of events align into something Elenor could wrap her mind around. She remembered the bead of sweat that trickled down her neck. The sound of footsteps in the street as the other rebels bolted.

The knife had pressed harder against her throat.

In that moment, Elenor had been sure she was about to die. She saw it in her mother’s hand covering her mouth, in her father’s tight-lipped fury as he took a half-step towards her. Then, out of the crowd behind them, her doena appeared. Paul met her gaze and held it, his hand up and pointing at his ring finger. Elenor’s palms were so sweaty it had been difficult to twist the ring and pop the top open to reveal the poisoned needle. Terror made her shake so hard that she almost pierced her own skin. Paul’s lips counted down from three.

It was a second, but she could have sworn a year passed in the time it took for her to reach up and grab the tip of the blade to push it away. The pain of the knife biting into her palm made her scream, but the triumph as her other hand rose, and the needle sunk into her captor’s flesh eclipsed it. The knife clattered to the ground, and Elenor dropped like dead weight precisely as Paul had taught her.

The rebel had fled, but would not get far. Out there, somewhere, the poison would kill him. A second death to add to her conscience.

The sound of running water brought her back to the present. Elenor’s arms began to quiver, and she squeezed her eyes shut. Her breath came in shallow gasps as she rocked against the sink and spoke the only words that might help. If ever there was a day she needed the Sapphire Dragon to heed her devotion, it was this one.

“I will walk in the light, alone and unafraid.”

The cut on her hand stung, throbbing as she pressed it harder against the stone, needing the pain to remind her that somehow, despite the odds, she was still alive.

“In shadows I will find no fear, for they are fleeting.” Breath in, breath out. She sank into the calming familiarity of the words, letting them soothe her racing thoughts. “And when darkness blocks my path, I will not stop, for only challenged will I grow.”

The water splashed and gurgled. Elenor could almost imagine she was once again floating in the river with her mother and brother. Those had been good days, golden days, before everything fell apart and all she knew to be true—that she was loved, that she was safe, that her life was her own—were revealed to be charming lies. Elenor fled to those memories now. To a time when it was strawberries dyeing her hands red and a chill breeze the only reason to tremble.

“It is mine to walk the troubled road where others dare not tread, and speak the truth where shadows lie.”

She finished the oath and held her breath, willing the words to give her courage for what would come. Exhaling, she opened her eyes to meet their gray reflections in the mirror. Her golden hair lay in tangled waves around her pale face. Crimson blood matted one side of it, more seeping onto the front of her white dress. The ghostly outline of a handprint was painted in a darkening red across her cheek. Her bare arms, too, were caked in blood, a smear crossing her forehead where she had wiped tears away.

Nausea tightened her stomach. Elenor reached for a hand towel, the sudden, violent compulsion to have his blood off her skin too forceful to resist. She scrubbed her cheek until the handprint was gone, not caring that the rough fabric bit into the open slice on her palm. Her face was next, then her arms. She scrubbed and scrubbed, unable to get the faint film off with the now-stained towel. Bent over the sink, she let the water flow over her hair. Only when the current in the basin ran clear did she look herself in the mirror again.

“Princess, are you alright in there?”

Elenor jumped. The heavy door muffled her doena’s voice, but it pierced through the fog of her thoughts. Elenor wondered, for only a moment, what would happen if she climbed out the large window on the other side of the washroom and disappeared. Then she chided herself for such a foolish notion. Paul was her doena, her guardian and protector. He was safe, she was sure of that at least.

“You’re hurt, please let someone in to help you. Unlock the door.”

Elenor glanced at herself in the mirror one last time and grimaced at her reflection. “Time to face the storm, I suppose.”

The moment her fingers turned the lock, the door flew out of her grasp, yanked open by the tall, dark-haired man on the other side. Blood was splattered across Paul’s uniform, but he didn’t look hurt. He took her wrist with gentle but insistent fingers and brought her injured hand up level with his face.

“This should have been taken care of already. You could have waited to clean up, taalida. How much blood have you lost?”

“Are my parents alright?” Elenor asked to sidestep that question. She felt lightheaded. Was that because of the ringing in her ears? Probably. Then again, as her knees began to wobble, Elenor decided that perhaps his worry wasn’t without merit. “I think I should sit down.”

Belatedly, she realized there were people in the hallway. Nobles and servants alike were staring at her bloody clothes and her disheveled, wet hair. The attention made Elenor shrink back into Paul’s shadow. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and glared at them. “Unless you are a medic or a guard, find somewhere else to be. Her Highness needs some space.”

By the time they reached the infirmary in the Third Circle of the palace, Paul was all but carrying Elenor. Her legs shook like jelly, and she must have looked as nauseated as she felt. No sooner had her doena lowered her onto a cot than a basin was shoved into the princess’s arms by a worried-looking medic.

“What took you so long? I’ve already seen to Their Majesties, and they’ve been asking after her,” the woman said to Paul. Elenor just stared into the copper basin, resisting the urge to vomit in a room full of people. Her parents wouldn’t like that.

“She locked herself in a bathroom and refused to come out. Her hand was sliced open and needs stitches. She could probably also do with a sedative,” Paul replied. Their words felt echoey and distant. Elenor pressed her lips together as her insides churned, but to no avail. At least the medic had the decency to look away as the princess emptied her stomach into the basin. Paul hooked her loose hair back from her clammy skin and rubbed circles across Elenor’s back until there was nothing left to expel. The basin was covered and removed, and her doena pressed his flask of water into her uninjured hand.

“You poor thing,” the medic cooed. Elenor grimaced. She hated that tone of voice, that pity, especially from doctors. At least the water helped rid her mouth of the foul taste, though it hit her stomach like a rock.

“I just need stitches, not mothering. If I wanted that, I’d go find the Queen.”

“Forgive her,” Paul murmured, “she’s in pain.”

“Nothing to forgive, I know I’m not her usual doctor. Here, Your Highness. Drink this. It will settle your stomach and dull the pain. Would you hold out your hand to me?” Her tone was all business now. Elenor sighed in relief and placed her hand on the small nearby table. She shook her head when the medic handed her the vial.

“No medication. Not without a food taster.”

“But your Highness—”

“Allow me.” The voice that interrupted was deep, familiar, and altogether welcome. Elenor turned and looked up to see Fedrik Tellen staring at her, his brow wrinkled and usually impeccable uniform in disarray. He took the vial the doctor had offered Elenor and took a sip, swirling it around in his mouth with a look of concentration before swallowing.

“Unless you don’t want a sedative along with your painkillers, you’ll be fine.” Fedrik passed the vial to Elenor, his warm, golden-brown fingers brushing against hers. It seeped through the chill that made everything numb. She gulped the liquid down then opened her mouth to ask him what, by the Five, had happened today in the Throne Room when her father’s booming voice cut through the noise in the infirmary.

“TELLEN!”

Fedrik winced and swore under his breath. He turned and, in doing so, revealed the King stalking towards them.

“Yes, Your Majesty?” Fedrik asked, back going ramrod straight.

“Are you, or are you not, our Head of Security?” her father bellowed. The woman who had been about to start suturing Elenor’s hand flinched. The princess shooed her away. She didn’t want someone that jumpy messing around with needles.

“Sir, I can expl—”

“No. I don’t want to hear it. My son was working for that filth of a rebellion, and you didn’t notice. Five of them got close enough to kill me, then got away, and you were not even present.” Elenor had never seen her father this apoplectic. “Eurieha was the one to warn me. He’s been watching you for months now, Tellen, despite his countless other duties. Now I see he had good cause. You are either the most incompetent Head of Security I have ever seen, or you were in on my son’s plot. Which is it?”

Elenor’s stomach twisted into knots again as she listened, seemingly forgotten. Fedrik looked shaken, but he lifted his chin. “Your Majesty, I have not and never will be a traitor to my liege and country. I have the highest regard for Lord Eurieha, and I am glad that his information saved your life. Still, I must respectfully remind Your Majesty that it was by your order that I spent today preparing for the southern delegation later this fall. Had the forewarning of this attack been brought to my attention, I could have had people in place to make sure you and your family were safe, and all the rebels were apprehended. Your son had access to my office as part of his training. He knew where I would be and when. Something that, again, you ordered, Your Majesty.”

Fedrik might have continued, but the King held up a hand to silence him. “All I’m hearing are excuses, Tellen. You promised me two years ago when I took a chance and gave you this position, that you would eliminate the rebel threat to my family. You have failed. My advisers warned me it would be too much for you. Clearly, they were right.” Elenor winced in sympathy to her friend as her father ranted on. “Pack up your things tonight, Tellen. I expect you gone first thing in the morning. Be grateful to your parents that I’m not sentencing you to death for your incompetence. What does it say about your precious Island training that my daughter was deadlier than you today? It goes to show a Tirit Mindel education can’t make up for a lack of sense.”

Elenor hunched her shoulders in sympathy as Fedrik’s expression fell. Her father must have noticed because his gaze turned to her, and his expression darkened. Elenor shrank back into Paul, but there was no escaping that cold fury.

“And I will hear nothing from you about this dismissal, Elenor. You did well this afternoon, but my patience for the antics of my children is at an end. You’re my heir now. I expect you to behave as such and respect my decisions without argument.” His words were distant. The only thing Elenor could focus on was his jacket and the red stain splattered across it.

A squeeze to her shoulder startled her out of her reverie. “Yes, father.” Her eyes flitted to her lap, trying to piece together what he had said. Some part of Elenor wanted to argue, to point out that her father’s chief advisor, Eurieha, was a power-hungry bastard. To list all the times Fedrik had saved their lives.

Her arguments burned up in the heat of her father’s gaze.

“Good,” the King said, then looked at Paul. “See that she is cleaned up and in the Chapel tomorrow at dawn in time for morning services. She will join us in partaking of the waters of the Claire and be crowned heir presumptive immediately thereafter. The sooner she is, the sooner we can recover Wilam’s Water Writ. I will not have our country be without a legal heir.”

The words were like blows to her chest and left her breathless. They weren’t going to wait a single day? Wouldn’t they at least return his body to the Gods before Elenor had to pick up his burden?

“I’ll make sure she’s there, Your Majesty,” her doena promised. “Shall I send word when she is released?”

The King’s anger seemed to settle a bit as he glanced down at Elenor’s bleeding palm. “Of course,” he sighed and reached out to run his fingers through her hair. Elenor didn’t flinch, but it took effort. “I’ll let your mother know you need rest. You were very brave today, daughter. I’m proud of you.”

Proud of me for becoming a killer? she thought, but instead whispered, “Thank you, Papa.”

There was a moment of silence, which ended when the King coughed and pulled his hand back. “Yes, right then. Chapel tomorrow and try not to get into any trouble between now and then. Tellen, if you want to retain any of my good graces, you make sure of that. I would expect that keeping track of one girl for a single afternoon isn’t beyond your meager abilities.”

“As you command, Your Majesty,” Fedrik replied, not rising to the insult. Elenor’s father turned to go, and everyone in the vicinity exhaled. The medic scampered back over, and Fedrik pulled up a chair, falling into it as if exhausted. As her heart rate returned to normal, Elenor began to feel the effects of the drug she had been given. A little woozy but still conscious, she reached for her friend’s hand.

“I’m sorry,” she mouthed.

“Not your fault.” Fedrik’s eyes lowered to her hand. He covered it with his other one, his palms warm and calloused. He brought her knuckles to his lips, apparently not caring that they were still covered in blood from her cut. The sight of it made a tingle run down Elenor’s spine, and she shuddered. Fedrik dropped her hand as if burnt. “Did I hurt you?”

“No, I’m just anxious.”

She reached for his hand again, and Fedrik entwined his fingers with hers. “I’m sorry, El. I should have been there today. Wil—”

Elenor shook her head. “Not yet, please. I can’t—”

His grip tightened, and she wished that everyone but Fedrik and Paul would vanish. Fed would have wrapped her up in his arms if they were alone. He’d tell her everything would be alright and read to her until she fell asleep, but those days were over. Even if Fedrik hadn’t been sent away, Elenor was now the heir of Lirin. It would not do for her to have an unmarried man as one of her best friends.

The medic began her work, and Elenor looked away. Fedrik was silent and still for a long while, only moving to squeeze her hand each time she winced from the pain of the needle. Everything was going fuzzy at the edges of her vision when he spoke again.

“I wasn’t able to protect him, but I will save you. Whatever happens, know that.” The words didn’t make much sense to her. Probably the sedative. They were comforting, though, so she nodded. He stood and pressed a kiss into her hair. “Rest now, Elenor. I have a feeling the next few days are going to be very long for all of us.”

    
  Elenor wasn’t sure how long she slept—or when she ended up in her bed—but when she opened her eyes, the light of the moon shone through the curtains. For a disorienting moment, the princess didn’t know what had woken her, then she noticed the shadow towering over her bed. A hand covered her mouth before she could scream.

“Easy, Elenor. It’s me,” Fedrik said in a hushed tone as his face came into the light. He was wearing a long traveling cloak and had a bundle in his arms. When she stilled, he pulled his hand back.

“What are you doing here? You can’t be in my room, not in the middle of the night. If my mother finds out—”

“We won’t be here long,” Fedrik interrupted. “You need to get dressed. I’m getting you out of the palace.”

“What?” Elenor propped herself up on her elbows. “Why? I don’t understand.”

“I know. I wish I could explain, but we’re on a tight schedule. All I can tell you is that if you don’t go with me now, you’ll likely be dead by morning and I won’t have that. There isn’t time to pack anything, but with any luck, you won’t be gone long.”

He unrolled the bundle he was holding to reveal a hooded coat of plain gray wool. Elenor blinked up at him. “I can’t leave. I have to be in the Chapel tomorrow.”

“El, you are now the only thing standing between your aunt Sianta’s children and the throne of Lirin after your parents’ rule ends. I don’t want you within her grasp, not with how close she has come to killing you before. You need to be in a safehouse until Paul can be certain he can defend you here. Come on, out of bed.”

Elenor gulped and felt the blood drain from her face as she scrambled to comply. Now that he said it, it made sense. Her aunt’s children would be next in line to not one but two great kingdoms if Elenor died now. That would have been tempting to anyone, but Sianta Miri had never made a secret of her hatred for the Lirion children.

Fedrik handed her a pair of thick socks and boots. When Elenor went to change into something that wasn’t a nightgown, he shook his head. “No time. The coat will cover you up.”

“I should at least take—”

“Elenor, now,” Fedrik barked. She flinched. The room fell quiet except for the cool summer breeze fluttering the curtains. Fedrik sighed and ran his fingers over his long black dreadlocks, red and black beads clicking. “Sorry. This whole day has me on edge and is making my head hurt.”

“It’s alright,” Elenor whispered back. “I know you’re just trying to keep me safe. Let’s go.”

“Here.” Fedrik passed her a palm-sized metal box she recognized. “We might be gone for several days, maybe longer. Where we’re going will have most of the medicine you take, but probably not this. Keep it close. The last thing you need is a relapse.”

She nodded and slipped the box of serindalla into the inner pocket of the coat. Once the buttons were done up, Fedrik pulled out the old, well-loved pocket watch she had given him on his thirteenth birthday and nodded. “Good. If we go now, we can slip through the guard patrols. The fewer people see us leave, the better.”

It took fifteen minutes to get out onto the grounds through the six circles of the Hardor Palace. They could have done it in ten, but Fedrik insisted on taking a circuitous route that let them out near the courtyard in front of the East Gate. As the person who had designed the patrol schedules, it made sense that he was able to avoid them. The ease with which they evaded detection still made Elenor tense. What if those schedules were compromised? What if there were assassins in the palace right now? She didn’t breathe easy until they hurried down the sloping palace grounds and reached the gate. Elenor relaxed as she recognized Paul’s familiar form waiting for them in the shadows, though her brow furrowed as she realized he wasn’t dressed for travel.

“Aren’t you coming with us?” Elenor asked, staring up into her doena’s face. Paul looked worried, brow scrunched, and gray-streaked brown hair uncharacteristically messy.

He shook his head, lips pressed tightly together. “Her Majesty wants me here to maintain the illusion that you remain within the palace walls, daareesha,” Paul explained, using another one of his endless stream of diminutives for what Elenor was to him: talidaar—ward, treasured one, light of his soul. Elenor felt her bottom lip quake, but she didn’t argue.

I have to be strong, now, she thought, though all that came from her lips was, “Stay safe.”

“You too, ishaa. Don’t overtax your legs. I’ll come find you soon. Remember, every doctor but Djina said you wouldn’t see your seventh birthday, and you did. They said you would never walk again, and you proved them wrong once more. You have spent your whole life defying the odds. This won’t be the challenge that breaks you, Elenor.”

She flung her arms around him and might never have moved again had Fedrik not pulled her away with a hushed, “We have to go.”

They slipped through the open gate and hurried across the broad boulevard outside the palace walls. Circuit lamps cast a warm light over the smooth cobblestones even through the perpetual summer mists. Soon enough, the palace walls were nothing but looming shadows, then Fedrik drew her down a side street, and they were gone. They wove through the Old City until only the imposing tower of the All Gods Temple let her guess their location. Few people were on the road this late. A woman on a bicycle wove around them, the creak and squeak of her wheels eerie in the fog. They passed the now-defunct train station, the windows boarded up, and large metal doors chained shut. Elenor made sure to watch her feet, lest she trip over the old copper tram lines. She could vaguely remember being a little girl and riding in the magical contraptions down to the lower quarters of Hardor, her hand in Paul’s. Not for the first time, she wondered why her father had closed the station down in his quest to rid the city of magic. He still allowed the lights, did he not? Why were trains worse? Elenor certainly wouldn’t mind riding one now. Her legs were already starting to cramp.

A few more twists and turns later, they emerged from an alley near her cousin’s townhouse. The lights were still on. Was that their destination?

No. Fedrik kept walking, eyes constantly in motion. It wasn’t until they emerged onto River Road, a block away from where King’s Bridge stretched across the dark moving waters of the Claire, that Elenor stopped. She turned to Fedrik.

“We’re not crossing the river. The Crescent isn’t safe.”

It wasn’t up for discussion. The bulk of Hardor City was nestled on a hill in the curve of the Claire River, but over the years, it had spread. Docks and slums had been ripped from the rocky cliffs on the other side—a practical, if unsightly, addition to the city. The Crescent rose steeply from the riverbank, roads winding up the eroded stone with none of the order that the rest of Hardor had. Elenor had gone there only once, when she had accompanied her father to the opening of a new sanatorium. She had never forgotten the smell of refuse, nor the prickle at the back of her neck. She could have sworn beasts in the shadows watched her every step, waiting for a stumble.

Fedrik’s eyes darted around as he pulled her under a tree, away from notice. Even this late at night, pedestrian traffic was heavy this close to the river. “It will be alright, El. No one will hurt you as long as you’re with me. You’re perfectly safe.”

He was lying. She knew him well enough to know his tells: the way he tried too hard to seem earnest and the way his shoulders rose. She hated it when people lied to calm her. Better to prepare for the worst than walk blindly in a fog of false assurances. One of the many reasons she liked Fedrik’s company was that he didn’t do that. He lied for her, not to her, and the break in their usual pattern unsettled Elenor.

“Where are you taking me?” They were out of the palace now. He could tell her, right?

“A safehouse. It’s somewhere no one would look for you. I promise nothing bad will happen,” Fedrik reassured her again, but that only scratched at Elenor’s nerves.

“Because no one ever dies on your watch,” she snapped back without really thinking. The moment the words left her lips, Elenor knew they had been a mistake. His face became expressionless. She tried to apologize but only got out, “Oh Fedrik, I’m sor—” before he cut her off with a wave.

“No, you’re right, of course, Your Highness. I failed you and your family today.” She winced as he used her title. Gods, she hadn’t meant to make it sound like she blamed him for Wil. It wasn’t his fault. He hadn’t even been there. It had been the Rebellion that had caused this.

Before she could say any of that, Fedrik continued. “My only interest is getting you to safety. You’ll be taken somewhere secure, where your aunt can’t find you. Our guide will only be at the rendezvous until midnight. She is not a patient woman, so we must get moving.” He spoke without any emotion, posture tense and eyes not meeting hers.

A punch would have hurt less.

Elenor’s shoulders slumped. When she remained silent, Fedrik motioned her forward.

The water below the bridge was dark as it sluggishly flowed downstream. Boats were moored along both banks, most of them merchant vessels that would carry goods or passengers towards the coast. Elenor, though, saw none of this, just the cobblestones at her feet as she trudged along trying to fight back tears.

On the other side of the river, Fedrik took a left up a steep flight of stairs. She struggled to keep up, panting and wincing with each step until he slowed and squeezed her arm.

“How are your legs feeling?”

“Like I’ve been rolling around in broken glass,” Elenor huffed, out of breath as she reached the top but determined not to let her emotions show, “and then survived a waist-high furniture stampede.”

“Eloquent as always,” he snorted. She felt relief flood over her.

“Fedrik, I’m sorry for what I said. You know that I don’t blame you for what happened today. Any of it. My father does, but he’s wrong.”

“Doesn’t mean I don’t blame myself, Elenor, but thank you.”

She wanted to reach out to hug him. To say the right words to make the dark, haunted look leave his eyes. He turned and started walking before she could do either.

They passed by a drinking house. Light spilled out the door, along with the sounds of revelry and the smell of too many humans gathered together. Elenor wrinkled her nose and hurried her steps until they turned up a side street. The river disappeared from view, and they were faced with another long staircase.

“Did you have to pick a meeting spot at the very top of the Crescent?” she complained as they paused halfway up to let the pins and needles in her legs subside.

“I didn’t choose the spot, our guide did. It makes sense, though. Harder to trail someone in the Crescent than the city and better to be running downhill instead of up if something goes wrong.”

“Is something expected to go wrong?” Elenor asked, nerves returning from where the physical exertion had pushed them.

“No, but paranoia can be useful. Come on. We will be late if we don’t hurry.”

Elenor kept a tight hold on Fedrik’s hand as he led them deeper and deeper into the maze of alleys and staircases that made up the Crescent. The buildings on either side of them were mismatched and crowded. Unlike the Old City’s marble and smooth plastered walls, these were made of brick or hewn directly from the stone. The streets weren’t paved. Elenor was careful not to step in any of the puddles that formed in the cracks and divots. They were suspiciously dark, even when they caught the light from a window. What kind of filth might be thrown onto these streets? Even thinking about it made her queasy.

As they passed an alley, something moved. Elenor jumped and yelped. Fedrik pulled her closer. “Try not to be so skittish. There are a lot of homeless people who retreat to the Crescent at night. They aren’t usually dangerous, but you don’t want to look like an easy mark.”

“Why don’t they go to the charity shelters?”

“Most of the people here are homeless because they can’t keep up with the water taxes, or because someone in their family spoke out against your father. The shelters are run by the Crown. They won’t accept anyone who has broken or evaded the law. For them,” he gestured to a mother and two children, huddled behind a stack of empty crates, “this is safer.”

Elenor stopped, studying their faces. All three were fast asleep, the two little ones curled up on either side of their mother. Their clothes were nothing more than rags. Dirt clung to their gaunt cheeks and calloused feet. “I’ll talk to my parents when we get back. It’s not right that our citizens are too scared to accept the help we’re willing to give.”

Fedrik snorted and wrapped his arm around her shoulders to get Elenor moving. “That’ll go well.”

“What do you mean?”

“El, poverty is the objective of half of what your father does. Full jail cells mean plenty of free labor willing to work off their sentences on his canal expansion projects or bulk up his army. They get poorer, we nobles get richer, or at least the ones currently in favor with the Crown do. Our economy is booming thanks to Namnia and Seehana’s grain shortages. It’s much more profitable to sell it abroad than feed it to our citizens. What does it matter that those at the bottom starve if those at the top profit? It’s bullshit. You may as well tell him to dump money in the river as to treat his people fairly, for all the good it will do.”

Elenor didn’t reply. What was the point? She had no way to know how much of that was true, and how much of it was Fedrik lashing out after being fired. Once this was all over, she would ask her father and get the truth. For the time being, Elenor kept her head bowed and remained close to Fedrik.

Finally, he stopped. It was just in time, too. She was out of breath and had been about to tell him that she’d had enough and would not climb one more blasted step without a rest.

“We’re here,” he declared in a quiet, empty voice.

Here was an old, well-worn building, wedged between its neighbors, indistinguishable except for a green doorknob.

“You still haven’t told me who it is we’re meeting,” Elenor noted, rocking nervously on the balls of her feet. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a shape move in the shadows. She leaned into Fedrik, breath coming faster.

“An old friend of mine.” Instead of reaching for the door, he turned towards her. Taking both of Elenor’s hands in his, Fedrik looked down into her eyes. “Whatever happens tonight, know that before all else, my loyalty is yours.”

Elenor didn’t like the sound of that. She opened her mouth to protest, but his arms wrapped around her in a tight hug. He buried his face in her hair and took a long, shaky breath before pulling back.

“I had to do that, just once more.”

“Why?”

Fedrik reached for the door, turned the handle, and gave Elenor a gentle shove inside. “Because I’m sorry, but this isn’t a meeting. I’m turning you over to the Rebellion.”
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The Three Messages


Daemon





By the numbers, one in every ten babies will be born a rifter. They will have the ability to use and store magic, yet few will ever wield enough to be noteworthy. On a rare occasion, a child might manifest a Gift, one of those inscrutable and misunderstood powers that defy all the laws of conventional rifting. While it may seem as though magic can solve any problem, all humans pale compared to the power of the Gods. Therefore all those who study magic, both rifter and Gifted alike, must first master the most important lesson of all: humility.—From The Theology of Magic, Core Six Curriculum Edition, by Ida Blackship



Daemon jumped off a cliff. 

He fell, wind wild and gusting, the sand and surf beneath him glittering in the brilliant setting sun. Although he did not make a sound, didn’t even smile, in that moment of free-fall, Daemon felt more alive than he had in weeks.

A fraction of a second before hitting the sand, he focused inward and rifted. The well of magic at the core of his being brimmed with power, overfull and aching after days of disuse. He pulled from that intangible reservoir, shaping the magic from raw power into kinetic energy by way of a simple pushing rift. It hit the narrow beach below with a jolt, displacing a shower of sand and sending Daemon soaring skyward.

He twisted in the air until he faced the cliff and threw his hands out. Another burst of power shot from them. It hit the limestone with an audible crack. With nothing for Daemon to brace against, the greater weight of the rocks resisted his push, and he went spinning out over the water. This wasn’t controlled flight. He tumbled through the air, up becoming down and the sky and ocean blurring together into shades of the same blue infinity.

His eyes fluttered shut as he fell. Just before he hit the water, he pushed outward in every direction with another kinetic surge to break the surface tension. Liquid sprayed, the sun shone, and the rifter sunk under the waves with a splash.

Above him, the ocean settled as he held his breath. He sank down, down, down, until his bare feet dug into the sand. Then he shoved off with all his force, fueling it with one last powerful kinetic push.

Daemon broke the surface, gasped in a breath of air, and let out a whooping laugh. The water settled back into its natural ebb and flow. He relaxed back and allowed himself to float, heartbeat slowing. The balmy waves lapped against his skin as a cool evening breeze tickled his face. He bobbed in the sea until his skin wrinkled and the sun sank below the horizon, enjoying the comforting, relaxed ache in his muscles from using his magic. When the last of the light faded, Dae sighed and struck out towards shore, where he had left his shirt and sandals. Once dressed, Dae strolled up the zigzagging path to the top off the cliffs with his hands in his pockets. A gust of wind blew through his short black hair. The temptation to jump again was fierce, but with a sigh, he turned away.

From the beach, a sandy trail led inland from the bluffs towards the small bay that made up the western side of the island. When he had first come here, many years ago, there had been no path, nor the handful of little woven reed cottages nestled in the tree line by the beach. In the sand beyond these, three mock dragons wallowed in contented slumber. The orange and red one, wings shading to gold, had her long neck draped over the flank of the bigger green male. The latest addition to their group was snuggled up between them, black and sparkling, but only about the size of a large dog and far from full-grown.

Their riders had opted to join the mocks on the beach around a blazing fire. As Daemon trotted down the path, one of them looked up and smiled at him. “Hey, Dae. Been jumping off cliffs again? Your hair’s a mess!”

North’s voice matched his build: broad and sturdy. He had curly brown hair that skimmed his shoulders, a full beard, moss-green eyes, and a nose that would have been straight and proportional had it not been broken several times. Tsiihsi waved at Daemon from where she lay with her head on the green mock dragon’s foot. Her gaze never left the book she was reading by the light of a floating sphere of luminous magic.

“You’re just jealous you can’t fly,” Daemon said as he found a comfortable spot by the fire to sit.

“You call it flying; I call it flopping. We have mocks to do the flying for us,” Tsiihsi answered, her accent thick and lilting with the soft vowels of the Eldel Nations. The flickering light brought out the warm browns in her skin. Her amber eyes left her book and met Daemon’s with a wink.

“It will look like flying one day. I need to practice more and maybe try adding a circuit or two, but I’ll get there.” Daemon ran his fingers through the white sand, trying to think over what he had done today. Half the fun of figuring out new things to do with magic were the failed attempts. In fact, a few of his best inventions had been accidental discoveries while pursuing other objectives.

“I foresee bruises and a broken toe in your future,” Obri drawled from where he leaned against the vine-covered trunk of a tree. As the only one of the three who had spent most of his life on Ayre Island, Obri didn’t need his Gift to help him make predictions like that. He’d had a front seat to countless of Daemon’s rifting experiments and knew how dangerous they could be. Still, Daemon rolled his eyes, though Tsiihsi replied before he could.

“Just because you’re a Bode and you sometimes spout prophetic gibberish, Obri, doesn’t mean Daemon will take anything you say seriously. We know the difference between your Gift and you being an ass.”

“I don’t even take his gibberish seriously,” North grumbled, running his fingers over the smooth black scales of his baby mock as the small creature twitched in its sleep.

“At least my Gift has practical uses like seeing the future, North. You’re a Namer on an island inhabited by four people and two parrots, all of whom you’ve already Named.” Obri quirked an eyebrow. “And I’m not sure what it says about you that you got to Squawk and Chipper first.”

Daemon chuckled, enjoying the banter as North snarked back, setting off a lively debate. He turned his gaze towards the sky. This far to the south, the constellations of his childhood were hard to find, but the nine stars that made up Timla’s Wheel shone all the brighter.

“So, what’s the plan for the evening, Dae?” Tsiihsi asked, marking her place in the book he had lent her on advanced rifting techniques. “More lessons? I think I’m getting the hang of the rifts you taught me last week.”

Daemon smiled and gave her his attention.

“Show me.”

Tsiihsi sat and took up a cross-legged posture in front of him before pulling out a handful of copper spheres. She took one and lifted it to chest-height, then let go. It remained in the air, gently twirling as her magic took over.

“Good, now make it spin around you,” Daemon instructed. She did, the small sphere circling her body at the same height.

By the tree, Obri yawned. “She’s been here for over a year now, Daemon. Don’t you think it’s time for something more advanced than party tricks? How about you teach her how to open those fancy portals in the air?”

That earned Obri one of Daemon’s sternest glares. “You know that is a secret I do not teach. Besides, these aren’t party tricks, Obri.” Daemon watched Tsiihsi manipulate the sphere in mid-air, pushing it further away then pulling it towards herself. “The big things are easy when you have a lot of power. Those rifts tend to be crude and heavy-handed, and therefore become a crutch. This kind of fine control without a circuit is much harder.”

“But you do have circuits,” Obri pointed out. He gestured to the bracelets that adorned the wrists of both rifters, along with Tsiihsi’s many earrings. Each piece of jewelry was crafted out of copper, gold, and cerulean, the three magic metals, rendering them capable of assisting a rifter. Obri and North, being Gifted, had no use for them. In Daemon’s experience, those who did not use circuits rarely took the time to learn how they functioned. It made for uneducated comments like Obri’s.

“And what if we were caught without our circuits? Or have to do something we don’t have prepared? Rifting isn’t like your Gift, Obri. You’re a Bode and can see the future. North is a Namer, able to know things about people that I can only dream of. They are amazing powers, but they are limited. Rifters manipulate all energy. One misstep and something Tsiihsi or I are trying to light on fire could turn into a raging inferno. Or freeze the surrounding air. I teach fine control because, without it, we are more likely to hurt ourselves or others than achieve our goals.”

As Daemon spoke, Obri made a sarcastic talking motion with his hand. North rolled his eyes and tossed a sandal at the Bode’s head.

“Shut it, O. Just because you’ve probably heard all this before doesn’t mean it’s not interesting to the rest of us.”

North’s voice became nothing but white noise as one of the five bracelets around Daemon’s wrist buzzed. He looked down and saw the small blue crystal on the band vibrating. A moment later, another did the same, the circuitry in the metal making an onyx bead thrum.

And then the clear quartz one began buzzing too.

Shit.

“Trouble?” Obri’s voice pierced the shock. The Bode’s intense blue eyes met his, and Dae nodded. The copper ball Tsiihsi had been manipulating dropped from the air as the other two also focused on Daemon’s worried expression.

“Lots of trouble, if I’m not mistaken. I might have work for some of you coming up, but I need to find out the details before I’ll know for sure.” He stood and ignored their questions as he walked into the tree line.

Once he was well out of sight of the beach, Daemon took a relaxed stance and closed his eyes. He sucked in a deep breath. Humid, plumeria-scented air filled his lungs as he counted. Breathe in, five counts, breathe out, five counts. His worries and thoughts drifted away to their proper places until his mind was blank, then Daemon raised his hands. His fingers pressed together, and his breath streamed out as he pulled them apart. A shimmering line stretched between them. It became a square as he raised his right hand while lowering his left in a sweeping gesture. Upon the next inhale, the hole in the fabric of reality stabilized into a doorway with shining edges. Through it was the Plane, the source of all magic. A place where, as far as Daemon knew, only he and the Gods dared to tread.

Darkness and light in equal measure surrounded him as he stepped through. There was no up and no down, no end to the swirling infinity. In this space from which all magic came, Daemon felt the power like a physical force. At once, his well refilled to the brim, and the aches and pains in his body faded. The sensation made his skin crawl, but he had grown used to it over the years.

A long time ago, when he sold his soul to gain access to the Plane, Daemon had stood for hours in terrified awe. Now, he walked forward with his hands in his pockets. The emptiness morphed and took shape around him. A room appeared, one with big windows, comfortable armchairs, and a roaring fire to keep the chill of the rain out. It felt real, but Daemon knew that it was just his mind giving shape to this incomprehensible emptiness.

A mirror shimmered as it appeared above the mantle. He walked over to it and looked at the man he saw: short black hair, a hint of stubble, angular features, and blue eyes. As his mind relaxed, the features softened—hair growing longer and flecked with gray, nose not as sharp, jaw clean-shaven. Daemon grimaced at the face he had been born with.

“You’re dead, Jac. Stop haunting me.”

Was it his imagination, or did his reflection sigh? Gloomy bastard.

Focusing, Daemon willed his features to morph once more. He selected one of the dozens of identities he had cultivated over the years. This one had dark skin and a shaved head, with broad shoulders and a small scar over one eye. Dae wiggled his eyebrows and rolled his neck as he settled into the changed form, allowing the mirror to vanish. With a flick of the wrist, the doorway to Ayre Island closed and a new one popped open.

He stepped out of the Plane into his Hardor apartment. Dae swore at the cooler air, stepped back, and came again out in a turtleneck and long trousers a moment later. Even in summer, Lirin felt cold compared to Ayre.

Although the small apartment would have been snug to live in, it suited the rifter’s purposes well enough. Daemon’s fingers searched out the metal strips that would activate the circuit lamps. Spheres all around the perimeter of the chamber began to glow. They cast sparkling reflections on the multitudinous collection of magical circuits scattered on every surface of the apartment. Gold, copper, and cerulean contraptions whirred, hummed, and spun on shelves, tables, and hooks on the walls and ceiling. At another time, Daemon could have lost days checking all of them, but the vibrations against his wrist were becoming uncomfortable.

On a table in the center of the room sat five devices, identical except for the color of the gems used to tell them apart. The red and green ones were dim. The other three had glowing bulbs to match his activated bracelets. Discarding the buzzing annoyances to reset later, Dae pulled up a chair and pressed a button on the one marked with a sapphire.

Out of the device came the familiar sultry and feminine voice of Xirra, Blue Dragon and Goddess he served.

“Quite the show today at the Hardor Palace. Wilam Lirion was killed during an attack led by some very interesting rebels. One of these is a young man known as Gabriel Navarl. I had not seen him for many years, but those green eyes are unmistakable. He is one of the Silvarin experiments that survived. Considering that several other Gods are in a tizzy right now, this one must fit the criteria for the Silvarin Prophecies, which means he needs to go. We don’t need a Silvarin stirring up chaos after all these years, not when I went to so much trouble to extinguish that family once and for all. No matter. He was poisoned in the attack. If he survives, see to it that Gabriel has a deadly accident as soon as possible, will you? Just don’t get caught doing it. The last thing I want is to be the one to break the Hardor Accords.”

A Silvarin? That was a name he had not expected to ever hear again. Maybe the Blue Dragon was mistaken. Daemon had seen the pyres piled high with bodies, the list of names of surviving Silvarin growing shorter and shorter until every last one was crossed out. Their deaths had ushered in the new age, one where kings ruled in the place of God-ordained emperors. He knew some believed they still lived and wanted to see the Prophecies of the Silvarin fulfilled and the old empire rebuilt. Daemon considered those people fools. If his patron Goddess was concerned, though, this one had to pose a serious threat.

Daemon sighed, then played the message from the circuit with the onyx chip in it. A deep, pleasant masculine voice emanated from it.

“Mr. Indigo, I hope this message finds you well. By now, I’m sure my esteemed colleague has contacted you and made some correct assumptions and unsavory requests. Please remember, however, what happened five centuries ago when last you blindly hunted a powerful Silvarin rifter. I made you an offer then. I make it again now: leave your current patron and take a place at my side. Wouldn’t you like a chance to atone for the blood on your hands and stains on your soul? Protect the boy, and I’ll take care of the Blue. If you are unwilling to see reason, at least remember that as long as he remains in the city of Hardor, he is protected by the Hardor Accords. Neither you, your patron, nor any of the other Gods, their minion, nor their families may harm each other within the city walls without immediate retribution. I am moving pieces to make sure he survives and does not die of the poison Elenor Lirion dosed him with before her patron Goddess becomes involved. The last thing I want is for the Accords to fall. Do not interfere. If any harm befalls Gabriel, I will assume your hand is behind it and will punish any and all breaches to the fullest extent of my powers. I’ve lost too many, and I will not allow you to disrupt my plans again. The Silvarin are coming back. Do the right thing this time. Choose the winning side.”

A headache built behind his eyes with every word. With little hope that the last circuit had any better news, Daemon pressed the button. A clear, terse voice barked out of the speaker near the diamond chip.

“Jac, if you so much as breathe toward the Lirion family, I’ll turn you into shreds. I don’t care what the others are telling you. I don’t give a damn about the Silvarin, petty grudges, or squabbles among the other Gods. Touch the Lirion and die. If I find out you or your patron had any hand in Wilam’s death, your head will be mounted on my wall. If the remaining Lirions get so much as a paper cut because of your meddling, I’ll take your innards and weave them into a throw while your heart still beats. Don’t look, don’t ask, don’t even breathe in their direction. I will only ask nicely once. Leave the Lirion out of it this time. Do what you will with the Silvarin.”

Charming.

Daemon grimaced and rubbed the back of his neck, then popped the bones with an audible crack. So much for Tsiihsi’s rifting lesson; he had the sinking feeling that, however this day ended, he would be in trouble with one of the most powerful beings in the world, maybe with two, and if fortune really fucked him over he’d be dinner to a third.

Why had he ever made a deal with a Dragon God?








  
  

3

The Crescent


Fayrian







Dear daughter, I hope you will forgive me for saying goodbye to you this way. I am sure, by the time you read this, that you will be both furious and saddened by my final act. As both a father and as the leader of the Rebellion, I hope that you will find it in your heart to forgive me and forgive your friend for his part in this deception. My last wishes are that you live a long and happy life and that you pick up where I left off. I believe that under your leadership, the Rebellion will achieve its goals, and Lirin will prosper once more.—From a letter to Fayrian Avilor, from Cornen Avilor



Fayrian Avilor was not a woman who liked surprises. As a blond surprise stumbled in through the door, followed by the man who had told her he would come alone, Fay briefly wondered if not liking surprises was sufficient motivation for murder.

“Shit, Tellen. What were you thinking?”

Her fingers tightened around the hilt of her knife, but this meeting wasn’t about revenge—not for Fedrik Tellen’s past crimes, today’s disaster, or even for bringing the fucking heir of Lirin to a secret meeting—no, this was about the note she had received an hour ago from Tellen, the one that had said: I can save Gabriel.

Tellen did not answer her right away. He had his hands full with a squirming girl, one who opened her mouth to scream before his hand clamped down over it. He leaned in close to speak to her. “Elenor, this is someone who will kill you if you give her the slightest reason to. Don’t.”

Well, it was good to see that Tellen still had that much straight, but enough with the dawdling.

“Explain.”

He glanced at the knife she held poised to throw and gulped.

“Straight to it, then. I’ve sent you information and given you ways in and out of the palace for two years now. You have failed to take out the King in that time. Wil is dead and your plans along with him, and without my help, Gabriel will follow.” The rat-bastard nobleman reached into the pocket of his pants and pulled out a vial filled with a reddish liquid. “The poison Elenor used to make him drop the knife is a paralytic of my design. She and I are the only ones who have the recipe for the antidote, and Gabriel only has a few more hours before the damage is irreversible. It’s slow to kill, but it always does.”

Fay’s eyes were glued to the vial, and she seriously considered tackling him for it, but it would be just like Tellen to drop and shatter it on principle if she tried. Was he telling the truth? Gabriel had still been awake and talking when she’d left him, but he hadn’t looked well, his skin clammy and flushed. The puncture wound from the ring hadn’t looked great either. It was swollen, red, and hot to the touch, though he had said that the pain wasn’t as bad as the growing numbness. She’d known it wasn’t good, but the confirmation sent an icy chill down Fay’s spine and brought treacherous tears to the corners of her eyes.

“Give it to me.”

Tellen shook his head. There was a pained look on his face, which might have been because the girl in his arms had bitten the hand he had over her mouth, or it could have been because he and Gabriel had been friends once. Fay, however, didn’t really give a shit about his emotions right now.

“I need something in return,” he said, then grunted as the princess stomped on his foot and tried to yank free of his arms.

“What?” Fay asked.

“Safe passage. For me, and for Elenor. She’s not safe at the palace anymore, and I’ve been discharged, which means it’s only a matter of time before my head rolls. We need somewhere to lie low until a new plan can be made. You want Gabriel to live. It seems like a fair trade.”

Fay bared her teeth. “You’d let him die just to get something that would have been yours had you not betrayed us, to begin with? Gabriel would have given his life for you, and I would have too before you decided to put your fucking career before your friends.”

“That’s not what happened, Fayrian.”

She hated it when people used her full name, and he knew it. He also knew he was right and so did Fay, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

“Fine,” she snapped. Her eyes flicked to the furious gray ones of the girl in his arms. “You want safe passage for you and your little friend? Have it. Gabriel is all I have left, so I’ll keep you both alive as long as his heart beats. But if either of you causes the Rebellion any trouble, I will personally strip the flesh first from her bones, then yours, and make a fucking raincoat out of it. Do you understand?”

Her last word had time to echo in the empty stone room, then Tellen slipped the vial back into his pocket.

“We’d better hurry, then. I don’t think I’d make a good coat.”

On that, at least, Fay agreed. Fucker was way too tall and skinny.

Of course, Elenor Lirion took that moment to go limp in Tellen’s arms. It was smart to become a dead weight, but Fay wasn’t interested in playing along with her. She pulled her scarf off and walked over to them.

“Take your hand off her mouth, Tellen.”

His eyes narrowed, but he complied. The princess opened her mouth to scream, and Fay jammed the thick fabric of the scarf into it.

“Fayrian ...” Tellen started, but a sharp glance from Fay shut him up as she tied the ends behind the girl’s head.

“Are you telling me she wouldn’t holler the whole way there and bring every patrol running?”

“No, but—”

“But nothing. I offered you safe passage, I said nothing about comfort. Now get her moving or sling her over your shoulder, I don’t give a damn, but we’re going.”

To drive home the point, Fay met the girl’s eyes and made sure she was paying attention. “Listen here, Your Highness. You killed one of my people today, and if you don’t come along quickly, another could die too. He’s worth ten of you on his worst day, so if you want to spend the next few weeks or months tied up and sitting in your own piss, feel free to give me a hard time. Otherwise, move your fucking ass.”

The princess moved. It gave Fay a sense of sick satisfaction to see the terror in her face after all she had done today, though Tellen was glaring at Fay as if he regretted making a deal with her already.

Wasting more time didn’t sit well with her, so as soon as they were out into the street, Fay took off at just under a jog. Tellen followed close behind, pulling the princess along by her arm. Though she didn’t fight him, the girl did seem to struggle to keep pace, something that Fay took a quiet, sadistic delight in.

The journey to the base of the Crescent wasn’t a fast one, for it had been haphazardly built over centuries with no main thoroughfares, but it was at least easy to navigate. Fay just kept them pointed downward, and before too long they reached the narrow flats by the river. She looked around to find a landmark, spotted a shipping house she knew, and gestured them right. By that point, the princess was panting as if she’d run several miles. Poor, spoiled, little nobling.

Cut it out, Fay, the voice of her long-dead father chastised in her head. Wilam wanted her protected and safe. She didn’t train on Tirit Mindel like all of you, so you can’t hold her to the same standards.

Shut it, Dad, was all Fay had to say to her conscience. Her boots stomped through the puddles as they passed boats, port-side taverns, and whorehouses. There were plenty of people scurrying about by the river where business never stopped, but no one got in their way. That was a trick Gabriel had taught her years ago: look like you have somewhere to be, and no one will notice you.

At Queen’s Bridge, Fay stopped to let Tellen and the princess catch up. The girl was limping now and looked like she was in genuine pain. At some point along the way Tellen had removed the gag, but that didn’t trouble Fay much. The girl was wheezing, and she doubled over at the waist to catch her breath when they stopped for a moment.

“She can’t keep this up,” Tellen warned.

“Our base isn’t far now,” Fay replied, which made him raise his eyebrows.

“Aren’t you still at the old estate?”

“Of course not, that’s just where you send your mail, Tellen. Did you think we’d stay somewhere you knew how to find?” Fay asked, disdain dripping from every word. “We’ve been here in the Crescent for over a year.”

“Isn’t that a bit too obvious?” Tellen asked.

Fay shrugged. “You didn’t find us, so it can’t have been that easy.”

“I wasn’t looking, Fay. Whoever takes my job will be, so you might consider moving your people out. There are places outside of Hardor that you could regroup while you come up with a new plan of attack, now that Wil—” Fedrik was interrupted by the princess straightening and trying to bolt. He grabbed her coat and yanked her back, then pulled her to his chest. Fay could only just hear his whispered words to her. “Stop that. I’m trying to keep you alive, Elenor. Keep it together a little longer, and you can shout yourself hoarse at me once we arrive.”

“There’s nothing I want to say to you,” she snarled, still struggling, and Tellen looked pleadingly towards Fay.

“Can we keep going?”

“I was waiting for you.” With that, they were off again. As they moved towards the edge of the city, Fay left the riverside and headed towards the stairs again.

She heard Elenor whimper but ignored it as they hiked up three long staircases to a narrow street Fay could by now walk with her eyes closed, potholes, sharp turns, and all.

As they stopped to let a group of drunks pass, Tellen leaned in a little. “Were you hurt in the fighting? I’ve been worried about you all day.”

She turned to stare at him incredulously. “You serious, right now? You don’t get to ask those kinds of questions anymore, not after you killed my dad.”

It annoyed Fay that the hurt on his face didn’t make her happier.

At last, they arrived at the doors of a warehouse that had been carved directly into the hill. Fay knocked three times in a precise pattern, and someone from inside called, “Who is it?”

“It’s me, Viia, and I have guests.”

One of the double doors cracked open, and a dark brown eye in an equally dark face peered out at Fay. It moved to the two people behind her, fixing on the princess. “Well, fuck.”

“I know,” Fay sighed. The door swung inward, and she motioned Tellen and the princess inside, where she turned to her guard. “Double the scouts around the Crescent in case we were followed and send word to our sponsor that we have the princess and will keep her here for now.”

Inside the warehouse, Fay’s eyes began to adjust to the darkness. There were piles of crates, coiled rope, barrels, and hand-drawn carts. in short, all the expected tools to make this building inconspicuous, should the city guard stop by.

It was a different story through the door at the end of the room, hidden behind a dusty and faded wall hanging. Passageways and rooms had been carved out of the rock of the Crescent, like termite tunnels in wood. It was a common building practice, but what set this one apart was its size. Spanning almost a full city block and several stories, the maze-like structure was large enough to house the Rebellion, but only just. Unlike the homes of the rich and powerful, these halls were lit by oil lanterns, not expensive circuitry lamps. They filled the air with the scent of burning tallow and made shadows dance and flicker on the walls. Fay squeezed around boxes of supplies and wove past people who tried to greet her but who she waved away.

“This way,” she said to Tellen. He was walking behind the princess with one hand on each of her shoulders. Her eyes were wide and terrified as person after person recognized her, and murmurs followed in their wake.

“Are ... are they going to kill me?” Fay heard the girl whimper, and Tellen answer,

“If they try, they’ll have to go through me.”

“That doesn’t seem like something that will bother them,” Elenor said, and Fay snorted.

“No, it won’t. But don’t worry yourself. No one will hurt you because they know that Tellen’s blood is mine to take and yours ... well, that depends on Gabriel’s survival, now doesn’t it?”

She kept moving deeper into the hill while Elenor whispered, “Who ... is Gabriel?”

“The man you poisoned with your ring today, the one whose knife cut your hand. He was a friend of mine and of your brother’s,” Tellen replied.

The princess didn’t say anything after that, just kept limping along until they got to the door to Fay’s room. It was open, and tense voices were coming from within. Fay stepped inside, and her breath caught as she saw how flushed Gabriel’s skin looked. His green eyes were glassy and took a long time to focus on her.

“Fay,” he said, his voice hoarse.

“He’s getting worse, lass,” Daren added as he stood up from his seat by the bedside, not that Fay needed that confirmed. She had eyes.

“I’m fine,” Gabe protested, but the arm he used to wave Daren’s concern away trembled with the effort of lifting it. Fay’s chest constricted, and she found it hard to draw breath. Fortunately, Gabe didn’t give her a chance to speak. His eyes moved from Fay to the two who had come with her. “Fedrik? What are you doing here?”

She hated that he still used the bastard’s given name. Then again, Gabriel had never bought into Fay’s theory of why Tellen had betrayed them—that he was a coward—preferring the one that the nobleman had given; that he had gone to the palace on her father’s orders, orders which had included one to kill the old Rebel leader who had issued the command. Fay never intended to forgive or forget the fact that Fedrik had stabbed her dad through the heart.

“Saving your ass, as usual,” Tellen answered, unaware or unconcerned that Fay was glaring at him. He looked down at the princess. “If I let you go, will you stay put? There are a lot of people who might not take kindly to your presence here, so it’s best if you remain close.”

The princess nodded. In fact, she inched further into the room, glancing over her shoulder at the hallway. Gabe, meanwhile, was staring at her in consternation.

“Am I hallucinating? Or is that—”

“No, hallucinations shouldn’t have hit yet,” Tellen said, crossing the room and kneeling by the bed. He took Gabriel’s arm and felt for his pulse, frowning. “You shouldn’t be this shaky already. Elenor, did you add anything new to the poison on your ring?”

The girl shook her head, stepping back into the shadows in the corner. Fay chose to ignore her in favor of sitting by Gabriel’s side and taking his other hand tight in her own as she looked up at Tellen.

“Things always hit me quickly,” Gabe said, then coughed, the sound rough and wheezy. “Don’t you remember from fourth year when we were messing around with—”

Tellen wrinkled his nose. “Don’t remind me. I’d rather not relive the embarrassment of turning up to class without pants while you had twice the dose and didn’t even look hungover.”

Fay’s lips twitched, but she fought the smile back. It was all very well for Gabe to joke about the old days; he wasn’t thinking straight. She was. “Antidote, Tellen. Now.”

“Right. Yes.” From his pocket, he pulled the small bottle and a black leather case about as long as his hand. “This needs to get into your bloodstream, Gabe.”

Fay wanted to snarl, but she didn’t, even though the thought of the bastard hurting Gabriel in any way made her fingers itch to punch him. Instead, she bent and pulled a bin out from under the bed, sorting through it until she found a beat-up pouch with an embroidered T.M. on the flap.

Tellen took it and upended the standard-issue medic’s kit on the bed, sorting through the small jars, bags of herbs, and rolls of bandages. He removed a flask of distilled spirits and a square of boiled linen gauze.

“Arm,” he directed, and Gabriel held out his right one, the puncture wound between his knuckles red and swollen. Fay’s grip on his other hand tightened as Tellen cleaned a patch of skin along the crease of his elbow. Next, Tellen opened the leather case and extracted a syringe. Fay had never liked the creepy devices. Neither, it seemed, did the princess, because she shuddered in her corner. Tellen filled the syringe, motions careful and hands steady, then looked up at Gabriel. “This will sting like a bitch, but you’ll start to feel better within an hour.”

“Was this going to kill me?” Gabe asked, all forced levity gone.

“Yes. You’re lucky Fay likes you more than she hates me.” With that entirely true fact, Tellen pushed the needle into Gabriel’s skin. Fay squeezed his hand but looked away.

“Holy fucking hell. Shit, you weren’t kidding about this stinging.”

Tellen shook his head but didn’t respond until he had pulled out the needle and pressed the gauze square tight to the puncture. “Stings less than the alternative, trust me. Now, you’ll want to take some evergold for the pain and drink plenty of water. The faster this poison gets out of your system, the better. If your temperature and pulse don’t begin to lower within two hours, there are other things we can try, but chances are you’ll be just fine.”

All of Fay’s breath left her in a whoosh. “Thank you,” she said, looking at Tellen. It stung, to say those words to the man who had killed her father, but they needed to be spoken. Fay brought Gabe’s hand up to her lips, then her eyes settled on the next problem she had to solve.

Elenor was sitting in the corner, her back pressed up against the wall.

“I haven’t forgotten about you, Your Highness,” Fay said, and the girl squeezed her eyes shut, pulling her knees closer to her chest.

“Can someone explain what’s happening?” Gabriel asked.

“I was fired, and Wil predicted she would be in danger if that ever happened, so I brought her here,” Tellen replied. Fay was about to say something snide in response when, unexpectedly, the princess beat her to it.

“Yes, because this is so much safer.” Her eyes opened, and instead of fear, there was fury in them.

“You’re still alive, aren’t you?” Tellen asked.

“And for how long? You just used up the only bargaining chip you had,” she snapped back, gesturing to Gabriel. Fay had to hand it to the girl: she had a point. Curious to see how this would play out, she leaned back on the bed, which earned her a raised eyebrow from Gabe, as if to say, aren’t you going to do something about this?

Tellen got to his feet, something Fay thought was a horrible idea if he didn’t want to look imposing because the fucker was tall, and took a step towards the other noble. “I trust them, Elenor, and so did your brother. I wouldn’t have brought you here if I didn’t.”

“Trust is a funny word coming from you today,” Elenor said, “considering that everything you’ve ever said to me was a lie.”

She pushed herself to her feet, though she didn’t leave her corner as Tellen moved towards her.

“I know you think I’ve betrayed you, Elenor, but I haven’t. I’m doing what I must to keep you safe.”

“And does Paul know where I am? My parents?” she paused, defiant. “I thought not. You can justify your actions all day, Fedrik, but—”

The princess might have continued, and Fay would have enjoyed the show, but Tellen closed the distance between them and slammed his palm against the wall inches from the girl’s head. All the blood drained from Elenor’s face as Tellen leaned in to growl, “You have no idea what you’re talking about, or what’s going on, so why don’t you shut your mouth before it gets us both killed? You’ve done enough damage today.”

Fay was impressed. She hated the bastard but had never pegged him as mean, yet the way he was staring at the princess—someone he supposedly cared for—made a chill run down Fay’s spine.

“Easy, Fed,” Gabe said, but was ignored as the two nobles maintained blistering eye contact. Well, Tellen’s was blistering, the princess looked terrified again.

“I didn’t mean to—” Elenor started, but once more she was cut off.

“Of course you didn’t, the way you didn’t mean to punch your aunt in the face last year and almost start a war, or how you didn’t mean to make mine and Paul’s lives miserable the other countless times you’ve been an impulsive idiot. You murdered a great man today, got Wil killed, and you almost killed my best friend. On top of all of that, if you hadn’t fucking meddled, we wouldn’t be here, because Wilam would be on the throne and could have protected all of us, so you don’t get to talk right now.”

Well, he wasn’t wrong, but Fay and Gabe exchanged a worried look as Tellen’s face flushed in anger. Gabriel stood from the bed and not a moment too soon, because as Elenor opened her mouth once more, Tellen seemed to finally snap. His hand flew and struck her hard across the cheek. He pulled back for a second blow, but Gabriel grabbed his wrist and yanked him away.

“What the fuck is wrong with you, Fed? That’s Wil’s sister!”

“She got him killed!” Tellen shouted and yanked his arm out of Gabriel’s grip, turning back to the cowering girl. That was when Fay decided she had enough of all of this. She stood and, in two steps, moved into the fray, grabbed Tellen by the collar of his uniform, and pulled. As soon as the bastard took a step back, she kicked the leg supporting his weight. He fell to the ground with a satisfying crash. Fay knelt, one knee on his chest, and calmly pulled out a knife.

“You want me to kill her?” she asked, gesturing to Elenor with the gleaming blade.

“Fayrian!” Gabriel protested, but Fay paid him no mind. Tellen was staring up at her, his eyes a little dazed.

“What?”

“Do. You. Want. Me. To. Kill. Her?” Fay repeated. She gestured again to the girl. “I’m all for it, by the way, but you’re the one who I made a deal with, so I’m going to need you to give me permission, then I’ll be happy to slit her throat. You, however, won’t be doing it or hitting anyone under my roof, because if you do, I will hack out your spleen and feed it to you.”

“Stop it, Fay.” The ice in Gabriel’s usually easygoing voice was what made Fay turn her head to look at him. He was kneeling next to the princess with a hand on her shaking shoulder. He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and handed it to the crying girl to stem the bleeding from her busted bottom lip. “Enough people have died today. We all need sleep and to cool down before someone does something they regret.”

Daren had stood in silence with one hand on his sword during the scuffle. Now he coughed once. All eyes turned to him. “I don’t like having Ian’s murderer and a traitor here any more than you do, Fay, but now is not the time to decide their fate. I can arrange for a secure place to lock them both up and away from each other and can stand guard myself. Gabe is right. You need to rest, lass.”

Why did Gabriel and Daren have to be so fucking reasonable? With a grunt, Fay pushed herself off of Tellen and collapsed back onto the bed. Daren offered the man a hand up, then gestured him out the door. Gabe glanced at the princess. “I’ll go with him and make sure no one gives them any trouble.”

Fay just nodded.

Finally alone in the room, her shoulders sagged, and she fell back onto the covers with a sigh, eyes sliding closed. She was still lying there when Gabriel returned twenty minutes later. The hinges squeaked, and his shadow crossed her face. Fay cracked her eyes open, looked up at her second in command and the love of her life, and said, “I fucking hate you.”

“No, you don’t.”

“No, I really do.”

“No,” he repeated, bending down so he could press his lips to hers in a long-overdue kiss, “you really don’t.”

    
  “How are you feeling?” she asked, a good hour later, after they had both wiped off the grime of the day. They were lying in bed, her head nestled against his chest. His breath was still a little ragged, but with every minute that passed, Gabriel regained a bit more color, and Fay’s nerves eased.

“Considerably better, now that you’re in my arms,” he replied, nuzzling into her auburn curls.

Fay smacked his chest for that romantic gibberish, hard enough that his light brown skin turned momentarily rosy in the shape of her handprint. She let out an annoyed huff.

“Don’t you start with that sappy nonsense. I was serious, Gabriel James. You almost died. Hell, you could still die if the fucker messed something up. I’m not asking as your partner, I’m asking as your commander. We lost too many people today.”

“I know, I know. I’m feeling,” he paused, “sore and exhausted, but whatever Fedrik gave me is working fast. No matter what you think of him, you can’t deny that he knows his poisons. I’m going to be fine, my darling.”

She rose up on her elbow to look down at him, right into those green eyes she loved so much. “You better be, because I can’t ...”

“I know.” His fingers trailed along her cheek, and she leaned into the touch with a deep sigh.

“What do we do now?” she whispered. Everything was in shambles. Up until this moment, Fay had been too focused on making sure Gabriel survived to think about what this defeat meant for the Rebellion.

“We find a way like we always do. We still have each other. That’s what matters most,” he replied, pulling her back into his arms. “Maybe we retreat from the city for a while, regroup, plan, try another angle. The next Water Race is coming up, so there will be plenty of chances to take the bastard down, maybe even within the law. We’ll figure something out.”

“And what happens if we can’t kill the King before Tirit Mindel shows up to collect on our loans? Or if our investor stops footing our expenses?” she asked, knowing his usual answer.

“Then we run south, just like we planned.”

He played absently with her hair, and she lay her head on his chest and listened to his heartbeat. The fire crackled in the small hearth, casting dancing shadows on the rough stone walls and the stacks of books and documents scattered over every available surface.

“I don’t like how close I came to losing you,” she whispered.

“We knew it was unlikely that both of us would come out of that room alive, Fay,” he reminded her, voice soft as he took her hand and kissed the palm, then each of her fingers.

“I know, but we shouldn’t have both been in there. If something happened to you ... I don’t know what I’d do.” It was true for more reasons than she had ever told Gabriel, but none of those reasons mattered as much as the fact that Fay simply could not imagine a life without him, not after so long by his side.

“I don’t like it much either, Fay. I’m sorry, and I’m sorry I talked you into this plan.”

“You didn’t. We were offered an opening, and you proposed a strategy. I was the one who decided to go ahead. Don’t take this on your shoulders unnecessarily, Gabriel.”

He nodded, but she could tell his assent was a lie. She didn’t push, though. Guilt was a touchy subject with him, and Fay didn’t feel like having a shouting match today, not when she had been so close to watching him die. To take her mind away from that grizzly thought, she turned to the other pressing question.

“Do you think we can trust Tellen?”

Gabe, who had closed his eyes, sighed. “Could we talk about it later? He’s locked up, and I feel like I haven’t slept in a week.”

“No.”

He opened his eyes and propped his head on his hand as he considered the question. “I honestly don’t know what to think. There’s no reason to trust him,” he stopped, seemed to consider what to say, then settled on, “But it’s Fedrik.” She had been afraid he would say that. “We could use him back with us, and he never did stop passing us information. It’s just ...”

“He lied to us when he killed my dad,” she finished for him.

“Exactly. I don’t know. It was supposed to be over today. How many times have we failed? We lose good people we can’t replace, and the King doesn’t care how many die for him. He’ll always have the advantage. Every time we plan something, no matter how careful we are, it’s as if he knows. We have a leak, and it’s not Fedrik, because we didn’t notify him this time. I still think the best way to kill the King would be for one of us to—”

She clutched Gabriel’s hand, interrupting him. They had strayed from the original topic and were now on dangerous ground. “Don’t talk that way. Promise me that you won’t go alone to kill the King. Promise me you won’t do anything that stupid. I know we’ve talked about it, but it won’t work. We’ll figure something else out, there’s always another opportunity.”

Gabe smiled sadly at her. “I’m not giving up yet, Fay. It’s just hard, knowing I could probably end it now. He deserved to die twenty years ago, and yet somehow he’s still here, still killing good people who don’t deserve it, while his queen does nothing to stop him. It makes me furious, Fay. Your mother, my family, so many others, and now his own son. At what point is killing him worth more than our lives?” He rolled his neck and yawned, then poked her scrunched up nose. “That’s something to talk about another day, though. Don’t look so worried about it, I’m not about to go do something stupid. In fact, let’s not worry about anything for a few more hours. Deal?”

Fay might have said more, but he was right: it could wait until morning. There were things they had to talk about—like what to do with Tellen and the princess or how they were going to track down Ian’s family—but her eyes were falling shut, so instead of voicing her worries, she cuddled up against Gabriel’s warmth.

“I love you,” she whispered, and his reply in kind was the last thing she heard before the exhaustion of the previous day caught up to her, and Fay finally slept.








  
  

4

A Seat At The Table


Daemon





On this day we, the Five Dragon Gods of Carinn, do agree that no person born of the families known today as Lirion, Grau, Arlen, and Silvarin, the Jiakappa Tribe, the daradeio of the Mondaer Desert, nor any of our chosen agents, will willfully kill one another. Furthermore, Hardor will, from this day, be neutral ground, upon which all mortals may meet and negotiate in safety, free from the presence of the Gods. If any harm befalls an aforementioned party at the hands of another within the city walls, even if it does not result in death, retribution will be swift.—From the Hardor Accords, ratified by the Five on the first anniversary of the Silvarin Massacre.



Daemon sometimes wondered if the Gods understood how difficult it was for mere humans to do things. For example, tonight: how the hell was Daemon supposed to find a handful of rebels in a city the size of Hardor? Did it occur to them that such tasks alone could take months, let alone then disposing of a man in a way that did not implicate Daemon or his patron? 

After a brief detour to pick North up from Ayre Island, Daemon had done some initial research. He looked into the attack, the royals, and those like Fedrik Tellen, whose lives had been publicly affected by this mess.

At which point he hit a dead end.

With no concrete leads, Daemon left North to practice his Gift and resigned himself to the simple but time-consuming process of sitting inside the Plane and opening windows to the real world at random throughout Hardor. It was like looking for a piece of hay in a haystack, but honestly, Dae rather hoped that he would fail to find this Gabriel. If he did, his patron would be upset at him, but it would be an honest failure and not direct disobedience. Daemon could deal with the Blue Dragon being cross at him for a few months or years. She might punish him, but he doubted she would eat him. The other two might.

Unfortunately, not an hour after he began, he opened a window to a small room inside a Crescent warehouse. Daemon was about to move on when he heard the words, “I know it’s probably a trap, but I can’t lose Gabriel. If Tellen has the antidote, I’ll see what the bastard wants in return. Make sure no one leaves or comes in while I’m gone. I think we have a leak, and as much as I hate to say it, it can’t be Tellen. He didn’t know about the attack.”

For once, it seemed, luck was on Dae’s side. He could just kill this Tellen fellow and destroy the antidote. Gabriel would be nice and dead. Job done. He just had to do it in a way that wouldn’t arouse suspicion. He grabbed North and rushed to the palace, only to find Fedrik Tellen’s office empty and stripped of essential files. Worse, the princess was missing too.

Of course. Of fucking course a Lirion would get involved.

With no other leads, Daemon trailed the red-headed rebel whom North identified as Fayrian Avilor through the Crescent. He watched the confrontation unfold within the deserted building from the comfort of the Plane. North waited up on the roof, safely out of sight.

When they left the meeting, there was no time to collect the Namer. Daemon followed the trio, cursing under his breath with every stumble and gasp of pain that came out of the Lirion girl. Why did she have to be here? As if Daemon’s job wasn’t already hard enough.

Once they disappeared into the Rebellion hideout, Daemon returned to the Plane to spy on his quarry. It was only then that he got his first glimpse of Gabriel Navarl, the so-called Silvarin Heir.

Gabriel looked nothing like the Silvarin emperors of old. Where they had been tall and lean with fair hair and light skin, Gabriel was of average build and olive-skinned. If not for the emerald of his eyes, there was nothing in the messy brown hair, unkempt stubble, and friendly smile to mark his lineage as anything but Lirinian gutter trash, with perhaps some foreign blood somewhere in his ancestry.

Were the Gods sure they had the right boy? He would need to double-check with North, but first, Daemon had to find out just how fucked he really was.

He sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose as Fedrik Tellen administered the antidote with Elenor Lirion still in the room. Had they been separated, even for a moment, Daemon would have happily shattered the vial with magic. But what if a glass shard scratched the girl? The White Dragon, patron of the Lirion, had been specific about her not getting so much as a paper cut by Daemon’s hand.

After watching to make sure that everyone intended to stay put for a while, he went to find North. The young man was sitting by the edge of the roof, staring at the street below. A group of drunkards stumbled by, all wearing the oiled boots, canvas raincoats, and wide-brimmed hats of the Lirinian lower class.

Daemon sat down next to him with a long-suffering sigh. “Well, I’m fucked.”

North jumped, and Daemon had to grab his coat to keep him from toppling off the roof.

“Practicing your Gift?” Daemon asked.

North reached up to rub the back of his neck. “Yeah. I guess I was concentrating harder than I thought. I didn’t hear you. What happened?”

Daemon lay back on the shingles and stared up at the cloudy night sky with a huff. “The boy is going to live.”

“I thought he wasn’t supposed to die in Hardor? Isn’t this for the best?”

“No, I wasn’t supposed to kill him in Hardor. If a Lirion did it, I could just wash my hands of this whole mess and let that pile of exploding shit land in someone else’s lap. Now it’s back in mine.”

“So, what happens now?”

Daemon wished he had a clear answer for that. “Now, I have to get involved, which exponentially increases my chances of getting in a world of trouble.”

“Trouble with whom?” The boy asked.

Should he explain the Gods to North yet? Probably not. Obri knew, but Daemon usually waited at least a year or two to tell new arrivals more of the truth than absolutely necessary. Too many had run off or tried to betray him over the years. So instead of the full truth, Daemon just hedged. “People who pay well not to have their identities revealed, I’m afraid. Don’t worry, though; they don’t know about you either.”

North didn’t press the issue. Thank the Five for small mercies, because Daemon didn’t have much patience left tonight.

With a groan, he sat up and rolled his shoulders. How was it that he could completely change form, and yet tense muscles remained sore? “Up you get. Time to dance around a lot of rules until I figure out how to get the boy outside of this city. Tell me, what did you make of Avilor, Tellen, and the princess? Did you get a read on them with your Gift as they were coming and going?”

North shifted from foot to foot in a ballet of indecision. “I did. Avilor, the redhead, she’s Gifted.”

Daemon leaned in so fast North flailed and nearly toppled off the roof again. “You saw she was Gifted and didn’t mention it until now?”

“You didn’t ask, and then were gone,” North countered. Daemon restrained the urge to shake him.

He took a deep breath and, in a decent impression of his usual calm tone, tried to get this through the young man’s head. “Gifts are rare, North. Much rarer, even, than powerful rifters. Always point them out to me if you see them. Not that this one can come to Ayre—she’s probably already known—but ...” Daemon trailed off, daydreaming about doing just that, then snapped his attention back to reality. “It’s alright. This is your first time out; I can’t expect perfection. What’s her Gift?”

“You know that I don’t know the names of Gifts, Daemon.”

“Yes, but you get a sense, do you not?”

“Not this time.”

Daemon’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

North did not meet his eyes, his shoulder-length brown hair shadowing his face. “Well, that’s the thing. I could read Avilor when she arrived, and I caught sight of her face in the streetlight, but then ... nothing. Tellen and Lirion were the same. No magical status, no calling. I wouldn’t even know their names if you hadn’t pointed them out to me. My bet is that Avilor’s Gift activated and somehow impeded mine.”

Thoughtful now, Daemon studied the street below for a long time. Slowly, he began to smile. “Fascinating. Makes me wonder which Gift she has. It’s strange ... I know more than any living human about magic. I can use it in ways that no one else ever has, but the Gifts are much more of a mystery. I don’t have one, so I don’t know what they feel like. I’ve observed a lot of your kind over the years. It seems as though every time I see a pattern, someone breaks it. Rifting is all about rules, precision, study. Then people like you and Obri come along, able to do things that should be impossible yet unable to manipulate magic and energy to perform even the most basic of rifts. It boggles my mind, but who knows? Maybe yours will be the Gift that finally answers some of my questions.” Daemon turned his gaze to North, which only made the young man squirm more. “Oh well. Avilor, Lirion, and Tellen are not important players. Did you see anyone else of note tonight?”

“A few rifters, but none like you and Tsii. There was one noble girl I saw at the palace while you were searching Tellen’s office. Her name was Claire Enica. She had an interesting calling, but that’s it.”

“Oh?” Daemon asked, one eyebrow rising.

“Travel beyond the edges of the world,” North supplied.

“Huh ... But she has no power?”

North shook his head, and Daemon shrugged. “Unlikely to go anywhere, then is she? And really, it’s not my problem. What about Gabriel?”

He flicked his finger and opened a small glowing window. Beyond it lay the bedroom where Gabriel and Fayrian slept. North shifted closer, looking through. As soon as he nodded, Daemon closed the window so they could talk without being overheard.

“His birth name is Alexander James Silvarin the Second. He’s like you: a Type Three rifter.”

Daemon frowned. “Type Three? Explain.”

North’s cheeks colored red under his beard. “Oh, it’s just how I keep it straight in my head. Normal people are Type Ones, most rifters are Type Two. They’re missing ... something. It’s hard to explain. It’s like they are only half-connected to whatever the source of power is. Then there are people like you and Tsiihsi, who are Type Threes, and have whatever it is that the Twos are missing.”

Interesting. That lined up well with basic rifting theory. Daemon would have to ask him more about that later but now was not the time. “Does Gabriel have a calling?”

“Yes. It’s complicated, difficult to put my finger on. I think it has something to do with compassion? I don’t know. It feels a lot like the calling of several doctors I’ve seen, but it’s not quite right.”

Daemon pondered that for a while, then sighed. “Won’t matter once he’s out of Hardor. Ready to get this party started?”

“What’s the plan?” North asked as he stood up.

“Still working on that, but one thing is certain. It’s time to get Elenor Lirion back home where she belongs. This would be so much easier if I were allowed to just snatch her and go.”

“Why can’t you?” North said as he glanced towards the doorway Daemon had just created to the palace gardens.

The beginnings of a plan were starting to coalesce. If memory served from Daemon’s brief perusal of Tellen’s office, the princess had a doena. In Miriel, where the tradition had originated, it was customary for those guardians to be rifters. If Paul Marek’s allocation of gold—the metal that stored magic power—was any indication, the doena might be just the tool Daemon needed to get the Lirion out from underfoot. Maybe he would get extra lucky, and there would be an opportunity for the doena to kill Gabriel by accident as well.

“Let’s just say that someone is looking out for the princess who would be delighted for an excuse to bite off any finger that touches her. Luckily, there are other ways to get what I want that won’t disobey any of the orders I received. I just need minions.”

Daemon slipped his hands into his pockets and breathed in deep as he stepped from the slums into the peaceful beauty of the palace grounds. He closed the door and began to walk, North following along. They had just rounded a bend in the path when a light bobbed into view. Both North and the guard froze in shock.

Without even considering his actions, Daemon pulled a small copper sphere from his pocket. He raised his hand, and a sharp kinetic push sent the sphere straight through the guard’s eye. The man was dead before he hit the ground. It was the same basic rift he’d been teaching Tsiihsi all week. Pity she wasn’t here to practice.

Behind Daemon, North gasped.

Slowly, the Namer’s eyes tracked from the still-twitching corpse to Daemon, who waited for the inevitable outburst. Which one would it be? Horror? Fear? Disbelief? Daemon had seen them all.

North’s throat bobbed. “His name was Cory Williams, Type One, calling of ... music. You killed ...”

“He was going to shout.”

“But ... ” North’s moss-green eyes were still wide.

Daemon shrugged, but North didn’t move. The rifter turned to face him, head cocked to the side. “This bothers you. Death, I mean. That’s good. I hope you keep that distaste for blood as long as you can. Once it’s gone, it’s hard to hold on to a lot of the rest that makes us human.”

A visible shudder ran through North’s body, and he looked shaky as his eyes once again tracked down to the still corpse on the ground. “Why ... why did you kill him? Why didn’t you knock him out?”

Daemon’s face remained impassive. “Because killing is less of a hassle and because he would still remember seeing us, and I can’t take that risk.”

“Are you going to kill everyone we pass?” North asked.

“If they look like they will make a fuss, yes. This is how I work, North, and why I wanted you here tonight. Obri and Tsiihsi know how I operate. They have chosen to accept it in exchange for what I can grant them. I can give you the world: access to every library, a seat at any table, a window into any room, but it comes at the cost of accepting me as I am. Those who are mine, I will protect. Those who betray me or get in my way, die.”

“And if I want to leave?” North asked.

“Then leave. I won’t stop you as long as you swear never to tell anyone about Ayre and stick to that oath. I’ll take you back to where I found you and leave you exactly as you were. I’ll even toss in the rope they planned to hang you with for being a freak. People out there, they won’t understand or appreciate your Gift, North. Those with powers like yours have been ostracized and persecuted since the beginning of time for being different. I will never treat you like a monster, as long as you offer the same courtesy to me in return.” In the flicker of the dropped lantern, Daemon supposed he cut an ominous figure. That was for the best. North should know and understand the full picture of the kind of person that Daemon was. If he did not, Daemon could never trust him.

They stood there as thunder rumbled above them, and a light patter of rain began to fall, putting out the light.

“Who are you, really?” North asked as lightning flashed across the darkened sky. “You have an island that isn’t on any map, can travel across the world with a thought, and do things with magic that should be impossible. Who are you? Daemon isn’t the name I see.”

Daemon’s face hardened. “No, I don’t suppose it is, but the man I used to be is dead. I promise that this is an improvement. As for who I really am? You haven’t earned that story yet, North.”

The young man gulped and took a half-step back.

“Tsiihsi warned me that you were different out here. I don’t like it.”

Daemon inclined his head. “I don’t expect you ever will. At least not until you’ve lost everything that makes being ethical worth a damn.”

“Did you?”

“That’s not a story you’ve earned yet, either,” Daemon held out a hand to North. Answers or ethics? Knowledge or morality? It was a choice he had offered countless times before. “I’m not demanding loyalty, North. I just need to know that you’ve got my back tonight. The rest will come in time.”

The rain had, by now, soaked through North’s shirt and was running in rivulets down his beard. He did not move. Neither did Daemon, waiting for the Namer to make his choice.

“I won’t kill for you.”

“I would never dream of asking that.”

North wasn’t a murderer. While there were many things widely considered despicable that Daemon wouldn’t hesitate to do, he never asked his proteges to become as twisted as he was. The world was fucked enough with one Daemon, it didn’t need more.

North glanced once more to the corpse, then to Daemon’s hand, and finally his face.

“Just for tonight. I still might change my mind.”

His hand settled in Daemon’s. The rifter smiled and squeezed. “Then just for tonight, welcome on board. Now, why don’t we go break the news to a very worried and magically powerful bodyguard that his princess is in trouble? The fireworks are going to be ... spectacular. Who knows, maybe I’ll get lucky and Gabriel will get killed by a stray building falling on his head.”
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Through the Wall


Fedrik





Is it the fate of all men to see folly in the ideals of their youth? I can remember the strength of my conviction, but the feeling itself—the burning certainty that we were right—has faded to ash as I watch our plans play out. I no longer wish to follow the path I laid for myself, but that decision, like many others, has been taken out of my hands. I must advise that you and your son stay out of Hardor until we know the direction this will take, lest you, too, burn in this fire that we started when we believed in a better world.—From a letter to Aislin Silvarin, from Jonas Lirion.



Fedrik sat on the floor in what could only reasonably be described as a supply closet. The stone at his back was cold and a little damp, but this was as close as he could be to Elenor. He closed his eyes against the throbbing in his head. 

“Please talk to me,” Fedrik begged for what must have been the hundredth time.

Nothing. He knew that she could hear him because he heard every time she moved. He had definitely noticed when she kicked the door and shouted curses at it for ten whole minutes. As soon as she had stopped yelling, Fedrik had tried to get her attention. Other than one curt but muffled, “don’t talk to me,” Elenor had not spoken another word. He couldn’t blame her, not after he had betrayed her and ...

Gods, why had he hit her? In the moment, Fedrik hadn’t been thinking. Now it curdled his stomach. Yes, Elenor had complicated everything and tossed his life into disarray over the past day, but she had been protecting herself and her family. Just because her actions had led to the Rebellion’s loss didn’t mean she was at fault for it. Yet the anger that had pulled his arm back to strike one of his dearest friends still roared in his belly. His nails dug into his palms as he tried to rein it in enough to persuade Elenor to break her silence. Unfortunately, the pain only flared his ire.

This was all for her; didn’t she understand that? He had given up everything to get her out of harm’s way tonight, and she wouldn’t even deign to talk to him? When the King found out about this, Fedrik would never be able to return home. He would be just another rebel, but unlike Gabriel and Fayrian, he wasn’t loved by the Rebellion. They were not his extended family.

They hated him.

Disregarding the nagging voice at the back of his mind that whispered Elenor has good reason to hate you too, Fedrik clenched his jaw and snarled. “Fine, you don’t want to talk? Then listen. Or don’t. It’s not like what I have to tell you might keep you alive or anything.”

“Go bury your head in a ditch, Tellen.”

Oh, now she talked. Fedrik let out an irritated sigh and raked his fingers over his hair.

“Alright, Elenor, have at it. I can tell we won’t have anything resembling a useful conversation until you do.”

There was such a long pause that Fedrik almost convinced himself she would not answer, then the silence was broken by a full-fledged tirade.

“You lied to me. Not just tonight, but for as long as you’ve been working with these criminals. You betrayed me to people who want to kill my family and who’ve had a particular grudge against me since yesterday. Then you had the gall to say it was all because you were trying to keep me safe. You pretended to be my friend while you were working for my enemies, and I feel like an idiot because I actually trusted you.” She got through most of that with nothing but fury in her voice. It broke with the final words. He heard something impact the wall between them and a hiss of pain.

“Elenor?”

“Don’t you dare pretend that you care!” was her muffled reply, followed by a thump and another string of curses.

“Did you just hit the wall again?”

Silence. Fedrik sighed as his annoyance flared hotter. “You know, it wouldn’t hurt to have a little more sense of self-preservation, Elenor. Haven’t you been hurt enough today?”

“Fuck off.”

That brought a hint of a smile to Fedrik’s lips, and a little of his irritation faded. Elenor never cursed around her family, but she had never had the same filter around those she trusted and cared about. While he had no doubt that the anger in the sentiment was genuine, at least she wasn’t walling him out of her life yet. As long as there was even the smallest crack, Fedrik might still get through to her.

“Elenor, will you let me explain?”

“It’s not like I can stop you,” she snarled back.

It wasn’t the invitation he had hoped for, but it would suffice. Fedrik took a deep breath as he tried to find where to begin. At the Academy on Tirit Mindel, his teachers had always encouraged speaking with precision. To have a clear path of cause and effect. This wasn’t some hollow recitation of history, though. It was his life and—now more than ever—hers too, so he started where his heart ached the most.

“Do you remember when you first came to live at my family’s manor?”

Silence.

“Well, I do. It was after midnight, the night before I was supposed to leave for Tirit Mindel. Your mother’s carriage pulled into the drive, and I saw them carry you to the house on a stretcher. Your skin was so flushed, and you were hardly breathing. My father took me aside and said that I could tell no one about how sick you were and that you were at our home to recover in peace away from the palace.”

Still nothing from the other side of the wall, so Fedrik sighed and continued. “I snuck down to the room you were in that night. It was full of doctors, and I remember seeing a sliver of your face in a gap between them. You had your teeth clenched and were holding onto Paul and that stuffed dragon you used to have, but you weren’t crying. Even then, you were the bravest person I knew.”

He thought he heard a little sniffle from Elenor, but she didn’t speak, so Fedrik plowed ahead. “When I got to Tirit Mindel, I fell in with the other nobles at the Academy, but as it got around that you were my family’s ward, people kept trying to pry information out of me. I’d go home every holiday, and there you’d be. First just sitting up in bed, then in that wheeled chair, then on crutches, but always amazing. You were in so much pain, but you didn’t let that stop you for a single minute. I’d get back to school with my allowance slashed to bits because of all the trouble you’d get us into, and I wouldn’t have had it any other way.”

To his surprise, Elenor interjected, her voice a little hoarse and choked up. “I do remember that your parents were very cross at us after we stayed out in the rain all night in that hidden little nest in the blackberry bushes. They thought someone had broken in and kidnapped us.”

Fedrik chuckled and had to wipe a traitorous tear away. “And don’t forget when we hid all the Harvest candy on the roof because no one thought you’d be able to climb up, and didn’t realize until too late that I was carrying you. We stuffed ourselves until we were sick.”

“I remember.” She didn’t continue at once. In the pause, Fedrik let his eyes roam around the cramped room. Two of the walls were carved out of the stone of the hill, the one he leaned against made of bricks of the same gray material. Moisture beaded against it, and he smelled the telltale mold that always crept over every unprotected surface during the summer rainy season in Lirin.

“What does this have to do with why you betrayed me?” Elenor asked, at last.

He sighed and bowed his head. “It doesn’t. It has to do with why I joined the Rebellion. I need you to understand that I’ve loved you like a sister since you were six, Elenor, because if you don’t, nothing I’ve done will make any sense.”

“You’ve lied to me, Fedrik. Why should I believe a word you say now? How long has it been since you sold out to my enemies? And how do you think that justifying your actions this way will help? If you loved me, you wouldn’t have brought me to people who wanted me dead.”

If only he could see her. He wanted to so badly that it hurt. If she could look into his eyes as he spoke, then perhaps she would see the truth of his words in them. “I found the Rebellion because of you, El. Fay and Gabriel were in my class on the Island, and they were the only two who weren’t connected or influential, and therefore the only ones I could talk to without worry. When you told me why you were sick and how your family covered it up, I was furious. I wanted to change things, and Fay gave me a way to do that. Your parents didn’t keep you safe, and the Rebellion wanted them gone. They wanted your brother on the throne. That seemed like something worth fighting for, so I joined up.”

He swallowed. In that pause for breath, he heard Elenor’s muffled whisper, “Was Wil really a traitor too?”

“No. It’s your parents who have betrayed all of us, Elenor. They’re ruining this country, and their games nearly cost you your life time and again. Do you have any idea how many assassination attempts Paul and I have thwarted over the years? Dozens. Eventually, one would have slipped past us, and the only Lirion who was worth a damn, other than your brother, would be dead.”

“And yet you defend some of those same assassins? They came to murder my family today.”

She wasn’t wrong, but it ached to hear her speak with so much hatred of the people he trusted to keep her safe.

“El, they weren’t there for all of you, just your parents, and it was your father who killed Wilam, not Fay’s people. They want what’s best for Lirin. The King and Queen ...” he trailed off, trying to find the right words to explain it. Wilam had wanted to be the one to do this, to finally break the barricade of lies set around Elenor for her protection and bring her into the fold.

Now it was up to Fedrik, but how could he convey everything that she needed to understand when she didn’t want to hear it? “Your father is not a good ruler, Elenor. He isn’t even from this country, and it shows in how he treats us. He has spent the last twenty-five years wringing every last drop of money and labor from the common folk and giving nothing in return. He slaughters those who speak out against him, has forced every rifter in Lirin to hide their powers, or risk retaliation from those loyal to him and his anti-magic stance, but the worst of it is that all of it seems to be for Miriel’s benefit. He gifts the money he takes from us to his home kingdom and makes trade deals that benefit them and ruin us. Those who cannot keep up with his taxation are forced into unpaid labor or rot in overcrowded cells in his dungeons. Your mother could stop it, but doesn’t. She is the rightful ruler of this kingdom, and she chose to step aside and give him the power. They are both culpable, and if something isn’t done soon, Elenor, you won’t have a kingdom to inherit. They will bankrupt us, then burn us to the ground when we have nothing more to give. The Rebellion is trying to stop that. Most of their efforts have been to provide aid to those most harmed by your parents’ regime, but that’s a losing battle unless we can change our rulers. You’ll see it in time, and they’ll see why you’re the only logical choice for the throne. It might be a long road, Elenor, but they can keep you safe, and if you win their loyalty, they’ll give you everything. I’ve bought you time to gain their favor without a sword hanging over your head.”

Nothing came back, not even the sound of her distant ragged breathing.

“Elenor?”

“You hit me, Fedrik. You hugged me, you betrayed me, you hit me, and now you’re trying to convince me that all of it was for what? My safety? They’re going to kill us. That woman, the one who brought us here, she hates us both. We’re going to die and you ... still think everything will turn out fine.”

“We’re not—” but he cut himself off before finishing that thought. What was the point? Instead, he just whispered, “I’m sorry.”

She didn’t answer. After a while, he heard the quiet sounds of crying. Every sniffle and sob tore through Fedrik as if it were his chest that had originated them, his heart that ached. As if her pain was his to feel because, in a very real way, it was. He had betrayed her trust; whatever came after this, their relationship would never be the same.

“Elenor?” He didn’t expect an answer and did not get one. Carefully, Fedrik got to his knees and pressed his forehead against the wall. “You’re right. We’re still in danger here, but if they kill one of us, it will be me.” She was far too important a chess piece to waste, even if Fay wanted to. “If that happens or if we’re separated, I need you to find the man you poisoned today and stick close to him. He cared for Wil and is your best chance of survival. After you, he is the best person I know, and if you can win his loyalty, you’ll have the Rebellion’s. Fay might lead them, but Gabriel is their heart. He can keep you safe.”

Still, no answer and Fedrik’s heart threatened to break. Why was it that he was always in this position? Was it his curse to betray those he loved most for their protection again and again? What had he done to anger the Gods so much?

“I love you, Elenor.”

Yet even as he said the words, something twisted in his gut. It was the same anger from before, anger at her silence, at her blatant dismissal of what he had sacrificed to get her here. Didn’t she understand what he had given up tonight? Unless the Rebellion succeeded and Elenor forgave him, Fedrik would never be able to return home. He was his house’s sole heir, and now he was a traitor to the crown. The Rebellion might accept Elenor in time, but there was a good chance that Fedrik would not make it out alive. It was a price he was willing to pay for Elenor, and that made her dismissal hurt all the more.

If he could see her, touch her, shake some sense into that stubborn skull ... Fedrik’s fists clenched, released, then his chest deflated in a hiss of air through his teeth. “Try to get some sleep, Elenor. Tomorrow is sure to be long.”

He foolishly hoped for an answer, some small sign that she didn’t hate him, but it didn’t come.

I’ve lost her too, just like Fay and Gabriel.

He ought to be used to that pain by now, but as he lay down in the corner, the hurt was as fresh and fierce as any he had known. He pressed his ear to the wall and buried his face in the crook of his elbow. Distant and muffled, Fedrik could still hear her. Elenor’s breathing was rough and interspersed with the little gasps of someone trying to stifle gut-wrenching sobs. They were just like he remembered from the nights he would sneak out of bed to sit outside her room and read to her until morning came.

How did things become so complicated?

With no answers and nothing else he could do to help either of them, Fedrik closed his eyes and tried to sleep.
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