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      I could hear it rattling in my ears, inescapable, unavoidable, harboring the call of death. Thump. Thump. Thump. I was certain it was the pounding of my own heart pummeling against my ribs for all to hear, betraying my concealment in the darkness as the royal guards pursued me. But as I peered down the village streets, terror tightened in my veins as I saw what those treacherous guards were really doing.

      The gallows. The guards were constructing them in the town square, getting them ready for some poor soul to swing at the end of the noose come daybreak.

      If I had anything to say about it, there would be no one for them to hang.

      I snuck from one alleyway to another beneath the cover of night, knowing that if I were caught anywhere near the jail where they were holding my friend, I too would meet a dark fate at sunrise. I prayed to the gods for a vision to help me sneak past the guards, but no insight came. I had to work carefully, or Deryn and I would both perish before the kingdom itself collapsed.

      The streets were normally empty at this time of night, but peasants traded whispers through doorways and armored guards hunted for any signs of traitors. Hoofbeats clomped against the cobblestone. I sank deeper into the shadows, pressing my back to the cool stone of a nearby building.

      “This way!” a man shouted. A dozen guards galloped by without a glance toward the alleyway, riding black horses that rolled their heads, exposing the whites in their eyes.

      I clutched the sword in my hand tighter as I peered onto the street. The guards were past me now, but I’d have to sneak into the town square where more were gathered in order to reach Deryn’s holding cell.

      I’d never had to use a sword before, as my position in the temple under the Oracle required knowledge rather than physical strength. But I’d been training with Deryn since we were children. I often won our sparring sessions, despite the fact that he had formal practice from the most decorated knights at the palace, and I merely had his guidance to go by.

      It wasn’t proper for a psychic sorceress to wield a sword, but Deryn had insisted that it wasn’t right for a young woman like me to grow up unable to defend herself. If only the townsfolk knew that Gianna Fairbriar was getting swordplay lessons in secret from Prince Deryn himself. What a scandal that would be. My light footing made it easy to sneak up unnoticed, and my agile movements gave me an advantage over their strength. I couldn’t hesitate to kill my opponent, and I wouldn’t— not when Deryn’s life was on the line.

      I pulled the hood of my cloak over my red hair, then crossed the road silently. Purple and gold banners swayed in the wind overhead. They’d been hung to celebrate the coronation that was supposed to happen today— a coronation that had been delayed by an assassination attempt.

      Five days ago, King Severin passed away. As was customary, a funeral was held at the temple, and subjects from all over the kingdom came to pay their respects. The monarchy moved quickly to crown Prince Alion, the eldest of the three princes, as to not leave a gap in leadership.

      Then this morning the second eldest brother, Prince Helis, had stabbed Prince Alion with a dagger in his dressing chambers before the ceremony could begin. Word had traveled quickly through the streets of Mystic Peak. No one could believe what Helis had done. Alion and Helis were twin brothers, but Alion was three minutes older, which made him first in line for the throne. In a jealous rage, Helis had tried to kill his brother to gain the crown. When the guards caught him in the act, Helis fled.

      I could hardly believe it myself. I liked Helis growing up, though I hadn’t spent as much time with him as I had Deryn. I was the same age as Deryn, who was the youngest prince at just twenty-one years old. After the king’s death, something dark awoke within Helis that I prayed I’d never have to witness again, and Deryn was in danger because of it.

      I shot a glance over my shoulder. The peaks of the temple’s spires towered high above the other buildings. I shuddered to think of what I’d watched happen there earlier tonight.

      Rana— the great sphinx and Oracle of the realm, and my mentor— was taken from the temple by none other than Prince Helis. I tried to stop it, but Helis and his supporters had taken her before I could do anything.

      Rana was a powerful being. With the body of a lion, the head of a woman, and mighty feathered wings, she had far greater strength than any human. She was the most powerful psychic in the realm, and her visions held great power. But a single sphinx was no match against twenty strong guards and their unbreakable iron chains.

      Rana was a gifted prophet, and though I trusted her visions with my life, such power could not be summoned by will. I knew Helis had captured Rana to try and force her to foresee the future, so he could use her to defeat Alion and rule over all. I feared the Oracle’s gift wouldn’t be enough to save her from the vengeful prince and his guards.

      I’d run from the temple immediately to alert the monarchy and seek aid. On my way to the palace, I heard the whispers. Prince Deryn had been arrested by Alion’s men for allegedly aiding in the assassination attempt and helping Helis escape.

      I knew better, and I didn’t need a vision to prove it. Deryn was my closest friend. He would never harm one of his brothers, let alone go along with kidnapping Rana, who meant so much to me. Deryn was innocent, and Prince Alion was reacting irrationally because he was afraid that if one brother could try to kill him, there was nothing stopping the other from trying.

      Prince Alion could use his fear for good to barricade the city and protect his people from Prince Helis’ nefarious plans. Instead, he was allowing his guards to stomp through the street in the middle of the night while actively readying the gallows to take the life of his innocent younger brother.

      I sympathized with Prince Alion, but he was going about this all wrong. Now that Rana was missing, his royal consultants would be further misguided.

      I didn’t need Prince Alion to stop this, though. Rana was the most valuable prophet in our nation. If I could find where Helis took her, I could free her, and her visions would calm this chaos before the kingdom shattered to pieces.

      Rana wasn’t strong enough to stop Helis’ guards, which meant I needed a creature stronger to help me free her. No one was stronger than a dragon shifter. I had to rescue Deryn, not just because I cared for him deeply, but because the fate of the entire kingdom relied on it.

      I crossed another street, creeping closer to the town square. Far past the square and up the mountain, a formidable castle stood overlooking the kingdom. I thought of all the times I’d been there, running through the corridors with Deryn or playing in the caves within the mountain. If we couldn’t rescue Rana and prove Deryn’s innocence, then I feared neither of us would ever return to the palace.

      Deryn would find somewhere else to go, I was certain. He’d be devastated to lose his family, but perhaps he’d find a home among the dragon shifters. He was the only shifter in the city, and he’d once confessed to me his desire to leave royal life behind to find other dragon shifters like himself. It would be a long, arduous journey, as no one knew where to find the other dragon shifters— not even the Oracle.

      Deryn wouldn’t care what it took. He would leave the kingdom and travel across the realm if he had to. He just needed a starting point guiding him toward the dragons, and then he would be gone.

      It ached my heart knowing that I couldn’t convince him to stay. I always pictured a future with Deryn, and I couldn’t imagine a life without him. It wasn’t unusual for royals to marry spiritual leaders, and for a long time, I thought that’s where we were headed. Then Deryn confessed to me his desire, but we never began a courtship. We couldn’t, knowing it would never work between us. Deryn knew I couldn’t leave Mystic Peak. I’d grown up in the temple, training with the Oracle. One day, I would become an Oracle myself. My entire life and my future were here, so I couldn’t be a part of Deryn’s journey, leaving the realm in search of the dragon shifters.

      I wanted nothing but the best for him, so it didn’t matter how I felt about him or what my intuition told me. It wouldn’t work between us because he wished to leave Mystic Peak, and I had to stay.

      I shook off any thoughts of a potential future with Deryn, because all that mattered right now was the task in front of me. If I didn’t pull this off, there wouldn’t be a future for either of us— together or apart.

      The town’s jail was situated two streets over from the square. This road was relatively void of guards, but every now and then a group of them would come hurtling through on horseback. From here, the sounds of the gallows being constructed and the shouts of men only grew louder. I could see through gaps between the buildings that the square was full of weapons, including crossbows, longbows, and sharp swords. They even had a catapult, as if to scare off anyone who might protest Deryn’s execution. I knew one wrong move would do me in.

      I crept around the building toward the only entrance. Two guards stood on either side of the front door. The jail was rather benign, with stone walls and the smallest of barred windows high above the guards’ heads. It wasn’t a large structure, as long-term criminals were kept in the dungeons at the palace where the monarchy could keep a close eye on them. These cells in town were specifically reserved for those criminals awaiting execution.

      I crouched in the shadows to assess the guards for weak points. These guards wore armor from head to toe, with heavy metal helmets and strong breastplates. The only way to get past them was a sure aim of my sword between the joints where one piece of armor met another— and I had to do it before they got a swing in of their own, because I had no armor to protect myself. I thanked the stars there were only two of them, but I couldn’t take them both on at once.

      I listened for the sounds of incoming soldiers, but I heard none. Lifting a rock I found at my feet, I tossed it as far as I could near the next alleyway.

      The guards heard the clatter, and their hands immediately went to the swords on their hips.

      “What was that?” one of them demanded.

      “Someone’s lurking nearby.” The second guard sounded certain. “I’ll go check it out.”

      The second guard approached the abandoned alleyway I’d thrown the rock toward. That’s when I sprang from the shadows, coming at the first guard from the side. He caught sight of me and lifted his sword, but I’d already anticipated his reaction, and I was faster than he was. The tip of my sword jabbed upward, straight into the narrow gap beneath his breastplate.

      The man gave a pained grunt, and blood spurted from his abdomen and onto the street. I yanked my blade from his flesh before his knees hit the ground. His armor clanked against the cobblestone from behind me as I raced toward the second guard.

      The guard had heard the commotion and came running back, but I was already swinging my sword when he sprinted out of the alleyway. My heavy weapon clanged against his helmet, sending it flying off his head. He swung at me, but I ducked out of the way and rolled across the ground. His sword connected with the street merely an inch from where I’d landed. Perhaps the stars had heard my prayers after all.

      In one swift motion, I sprang back to my feet and used all my strength to swing my sword at the exposed skin on his neck. My blade cut through the delicate flesh there, and he gave a gurgle as he fell to the ground.

      I didn’t have time to feel remorse. I grabbed the keyring that hung off the guard’s belt, then turned toward the jail and barged through the front doors.

      In the cell at the end stood a lone figure, his hands wrapped around the bars and a startled look on his face. My heart swelled at the sight of Prince Deryn’s hazel eyes and the familiar dark curls that fell across his face. His features softened when I yanked back my hood.

      “Gianna.” Deryn’s voice sounded like a song. “What are you doing here? If you’re caught, you’ll be killed!”

      I marched up to his cell, my sword still dripping with blood. “I know you’re innocent, Deryn. I’m here to break you out.”
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