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Dedicated to those who live with chronic pain.
Drink some water. Don’t forget your meds. Be kind to yourself. 
That cup of tea you made and forgot is probably cold by now, but that’s ok. 
You’re doing the best you can and are not alone.
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Prologue: All These Little Lies


Ara & Robin





24 years earlier


The night was still, air heavy with the threat of rain. Outside the open bedroom window, the lights of the Academy were dim, only the most studious scholars still working. Those few, Ara hoped, would be too focused on their research to look up and see what she and Robin were about to do. She looked down at the bed, at the young couple she had talked to just a few hours earlier. Jonah and Estelle had been concerned for their safety. They had come to Ara and Robin because they trusted her, because Ara and her husband, more than anyone on this island, understood what they were going through. 

Because they were family.

Where the half-dragon stood, Ara could have brushed away the lock of hair that had fallen across Estelle’s face, or pulled the blanket back over Jonah’s shoulders. They thought they were safe, here in this little room, on the Island that was supposed to be the sanctuary of the Gods themselves, never expecting that the haven that sheltered them would steal what they treasured most.

Ara would never be able to look them in the eyes again after tonight. 

Forcing herself away from the bed, she parted the curtains between the two rooms just enough to slip through. From her pocket, she pulled out a small glass globe. With a silent command it filled the chamber with a diffuse golden light, the small surge of magic easing some of the tension in her muscles. She should have channeled off some excess power before coming here, but doing so would have been too much of a risk. If she needed magic tonight, better to have as much as possible at her disposal.

The light was dim, but illuminated the narrow room enough to see two cribs. Ara knew she had to hurry, yet she took a moment to look down at the sleeping children. The eldest rested fitfully, his small arms tight around a stuffed cat. The other was so very little, his dusting of brown hair shifting in the wind from the open window. She let her fingers trail across the downy fuzz and smiled, despite the horrible task at hand.

“Hello, Alexander. I’m sorry I have to do this, I really am, but I hope I can explain everything one day.”

Jonah had looked so proud and frazzled at the meeting that morning, chasing after one toddling child while holding the other swaddled in his arms, giving Estelle a chance to talk. Ara had snatched the older boy up, making Alaric giggle and shriek as she tickled him. Later, when Robin had asked to speak to their parents alone, little Alexander had been placed into Ara’s arms. He had stared up at her with those vivid green eyes of his and waved his hand towards her nose, then fallen asleep, safe and warm. The elder—equally tired after all the excitement—had curled up on Ara’s lap.

One of these young ones was destined to change the course of history, to bring down kingdoms, unite empires, and crush Tirit Mindel’s monopoly on the way. Ara had given everything to make sure of that, but it was impossible to know which child it would be until they were older. For there to be a chance of that though, they couldn’t stay here. Too many wanted them dead, even on Ara’s side. They would only be safe away from each other and the influence of court and the Colleges. She was doing the right thing; the people she would hurt just didn’t know it yet. 

And Gods help her if she was wrong.

With great care, Ara pulled two carefully measured vials of dacel from the pouch at her waist. She unstoppered one of the vials, poured the greenish liquid into the toddler’s mouth, and gently pinched his nose to make him swallow. He squirmed a little, but soon the sleeping drug kicked in and Alaric stilled. She counted three breaths, then did the same with the infant. It made her nerves scream to watch their breaths slow, but having the children wake mid-kidnapping would only make this harder.

As Ara stood in the eerie silence, she could hear Jonah and Estelle’s breathing and the rustle of the breeze from a small window as it played over Ara’s clothes and scales. 

The last silence before the storm.

When her nerves gave out, she strapped the older of the two into a back-carrier and made sure he was secure before placing the younger in a sling at her breast. She shifted uncomfortably. They were light, but so was Ara, and the backpack-like contraption rubbed against the base of her small wings. She looked around the room one last time, then down at the abandoned stuffed cat. Could she afford to take a keepsake? Both children had to become invisible after today, but would a little bit of sentimentality really hurt? Her fingers closed around the plush animal, but after a moment of hesitation she left it where it lay and turned off the light. 

Nothing had changed in the main bedroom when she reentered. Estelle and Jonah were still asleep, the air in the room was still heavy, and Ara’s heart still raced. Slowly, she inched forward and was about three feet from the door when her foot caught on a toy. It made a shrieking noise against the floor and she fell to her knees, unbalanced by the extra weight of the children.

“What was that?”

Ara pushed to her feet with a magic-fueled kinetic thrust, pulse racing.

“Stop! Estelle, the babies, they have the boys.”

The parents scrambled out of bed, but Ara had already reached the door. She yanked it open, knowing that the light of the hallway would reveal her. There was no other half-dragon who knew Jonah and Estelle were there, and that . . . 

No, no time to think about the implications. No time to do anything other than flee. 

Ara pelted down the corridor to her left, praying that the guards were in the other direction. She could hear yelling behind her, then heavy footsteps. She focused on the balcony door mere yards away. Safety. The pounding feet behind her were gaining. Opening the door with a kinetic push, she put on a burst of speed and lunged onto the balcony. 

It was empty. Ara skidded to a stop at the rail. 

“Where are you, Robin?” She hissed under her breath, searching the skies. “Where in the name of the Five are you? I need you here now.” 

“Stop!”

Damn it.

Ara turned to face Jonah Iaming, King of Seehana, and raised a hand, ready to rift. “I don’t want to do this, Jonah, but if you take one more step, son of mine or not, I will blast you.”

Did he know how painful those words were, after so many years of distance between them? 

Jonah froze and behind him, so did Estelle, holding herself up on a column, one hand over her mouth as her eyes fixed on the baby in Ara’s sling. 

“Don’t take them from us. Not like this,” she pleaded, and Ara felt the pain in her words as keenly as if it had come from her own heart. 

“I know what it feels like to have a child ripped from my arms, Estelle, and I’m sorry, but they won’t survive the year if we don’t hide them. You have to trust me.” Ara heard the faint sounds of beating wings and took another step back. The base of her tail bumped against the balcony rail and she risked a glance skyward. 

*Any minute now would be great, darling,* she sent magically to her husband.

*Almost there,* Robin replied.

“Give them back to us, Mother. We can talk. You don’t need to do this.” Jonah held up both hands in a placating gesture as he took a step in her direction. Ara didn’t think, she just acted on a lifetime of training on Tirit Mindel. 

A burst of energy crashed into Jonah’s chest sending him flying backward into Estelle and leaving them sprawled on the tiled floor.

*Here.* 

The form of the black mock dragon swooped down out of the darkness. The man sitting astride it reached out a hand to her. Ara turned and flung herself onto the rail.

Their hands collided and Ara jumped. 

With a flap of mighty wings, the mock flew upwards, pulling Ara towards the sky. Her shoulder screamed in pain, but she didn’t let go of Robin’s hand. 

“Pull me up, I can’t hold on.”

Robin grasped her arm with his other hand and pulled. She grit her teeth to stop from crying out, the weight of the children unbalancing her as she swung her leg over the saddle. 

Once astride, Ara wrapped one arm around her husband’s waist and buckled her legs into the straps, then checked to make sure both boys were still secure and unharmed. 

As they banked to begin the journey west, Ara looked down. Below them, two moonlit forms stood at the balcony rail.

“Ara, please, bring them back to us,” Estelle called, her voice only a whisper over the wind. Ara closed her eyes and pressed her face into Robin’s shoulders, biting back tears. 

“Ara! Mother!” Jonah’s voice was whipped away and with it the last shreds of Ara’s self-control. She began to weep.

*Robin, tell me we’re doing the right thing. Tell me again. This breaks every vow I’ve ever made. To them, and to my parents. This was the line we were never supposed to cross . . . *

*We’re doing what must be done,* he responded, tone as heavy with sorrow as her own. *They’ll be dead in a week if we let them stay, now that the secret is out.*

*But what if it’s a mistake?* Her voice hitched.

*Then everything that happens from now on is our fault.*

☙❀❧

The black mock dragon landed with a gentle thud on the damp grass. The silvery moon was at its zenith, undisturbed by clouds and in the gentle company of the stars. Ara unstrapped herself from the saddle, careful not to wake the sleeping child she cradled in a sling. 

She jumped down and patted her mock’s flank. “Stay close, Iro. I won’t be long.”

The mock’s black wings unfolded and he took to the clear night sky. Ara stretched her flight-sore muscles, then began walking towards the solitary group of lights near the end of the long valley. The village of Nillenia spread out in the opposite direction, its windows gleaming like fireflies in the darkness. The baby in Ara’s arms shifted in his sleep, a whimper escaping his tiny lips.

“Shh . . . it’s alright, little one. You’re safe and almost home. Nothing can hurt you here.”

He quieted and she smiled. Her soft boots made hardly a sound on the narrow stone bridge as she crossed over to the other bank of the river. The flickering lights grew closer, illuminating the form of an ivy-covered cottage. Compared to what this child would have had, it was abject squalor, but at least he would have a chance of a normal life—or any life at all. 

Despite weeks of travel, Ara paused a few yards from the door. Her arms tightened around the child. She looked down at him again, at her little Alexander, her sweet grandson. The boy who never should have been born, but who, along with his brother, carried so many of their dreams.

I could keep him. 

There were ways to hide her draconic form—uncomfortable, yes, but maybe worth it. Having him with her these last few weeks as they’d flown across Lirin had hurt, but it was a good pain, one Ara would gladly embrace for the chance to finally raise a child instead of giving another one away.

Her fingers brushed against his pudgy hand and she sighed. What kind of life could she offer him? They would have to live in solitude, cut off from the people he might someday be called upon to rule. No. As much as it hurt, this would be better, even if Ara would never get to see his first steps or have any influence over who he grew up to be. Perhaps that was the price for her sin. She had taken Alexander away from parents who loved him and, in doing so, broken a promise to her long-dead mother.

“Never sink to their level, Ara,” Corinne had said, as she’d passed the torch of leadership to her daughter. “The Silvarin Project murders babies and rips children from their parents’ arms. That isn’t our way. We cannot make the world a better place if we are not first better people. Whatever else happens, the children of the True Project should know their families and the people that they come from. They should choose their futures, not be forced into them.”

This, Ara was sure, was not what Corinne had in mind when she made her request. Still, at least the boy would not be completely without ties to his roots. Besides, this speck of a village that no map even named was the last place anyone would look for him, which meant it was the safest. 

She took the final steps up to the door and knocked twice.

The door opened. Another woman stood there, framed by the orange light of a fire. Ara had not seen her in many, many years, but she still looked the same: suspicious, proud, but with kind eyes.

“Talia, I’ve come to ask you a favor. This . . . is Alexander, and he needs a place to call home.”

☙❀❧

Robin got out of the coach and tipped the driver well. It was the middle of the day and the weekly market was in full swing. No one would notice one man arriving with a child and leaving without one. 

The toddler was looking about with wonder, despite the gloomy, lackluster surroundings. North Island might not boast huge cities like Lirin, but it would be important for at least one of the boys to have a foothold here.

Robin strolled down the street into the market square. The crowds, dressed in heavy furs and moving with purpose, were so thick that he had some difficulty maneuvering them. Robin found the whole experience uncomfortably cold and claustrophobic, but the little boy loved it, babbling on in that peculiar language only they could decipher. 

Robin had to ask directions once or twice, but he at last arrived at the address he was looking for. It was a large house, but not extravagant. It didn’t stand out, being neither the grandest nor the poorest; it was exactly the middle-of-the-road sort of property the True Project’s financiers favored.

“Robin? Come in, come in,” his brother, Harrison, said upon opening the door. 

“Thank you for having us. I know the risk you take, both being here and taking him,” Robin said as he wiggled out of his coat and helped the child out of his.

“It’s not a big deal.” Harrison grinned wryly. “It’s not like North Island would burn me as a heretic if they found out I was a rifter or anything.” Harrison winked, then turned his eyes to the boy, weather-worn cheeks dimpling as he smiled. “So this is him? My little nephew?”

“Yes. This is Alaric Nameh, though we’ll have to come up with another given name for him before you place him. Are you sure you’ll be able to get him into the Patriarch’s family?”

“That won’t be a problem. They have half a dozen adopted children by now, what with their Tekomii ‘rehabilitation’ project,” Harrison wrinkled his scarred nose in disgust. “I’ll wait long enough that Estelle won’t recognize him in the unlikely event that she were to visit, then arrange for him to join the Patriarch’s brood. Leave the details to me and trust that I will watch over him and make sure he grows up with a more open mind than most of these people. My position as a tutor should make it easy to stay close. So, what do we call him? Whatcha think, little one? Got a favorite name?”

The child studied Harrison as if he understood, though Robin doubted he did.

“Noth!” Alaric suddenly exclaimed, reaching forward to tug on the old rifter’s beard.

“I don’t think that’s a name, kiddo,” Harrison replied as he offered his arms to the boy. 

Robin handed him over without protest. “I’m sorry to hand you a baby and run, but I need to meet Ara in Hardor ahead of the birth of the Lirion Heir, and the longer I stay here, the more danger both of you are in. Just make sure nothing bad happens to him, alright? He might just be the most important person alive.”

“You can trust me. I haven’t let you down yet, have I?”

Robin smiled and shook his head. “No, you never have. Just make sure he gets the love he needs, and don’t let the fuckers turn him into another xenophobic icecube.”

That made Harrison laugh and the boy smiled in that unsure way that he was wont to do when grown-ups were talking. 

“I’ll be back to get him when he’s ten. Send word whenever you can without risking your cover,” Robin said, then bent a little to look Alaric in the eyes. “I wish you the very best of luck in your new life. May it be blessed, safe, but most of all happy.”

With that, he pressed a kiss against the child’s forehead and walked out of his life.
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1

Survivor’s Guilt


Gabriel





It’s the anniversary of Nillenia’s destruction next week and I’m worried about Gabe. I think we should try to talk him into another Night Market expedition soon. He won’t settle until he’s found something to send his sister and had a good cry. Both of those are easier off campus. —From a note passed to Fedrik Tellen, from Fayrian Avilor, during mathematics class at the Academy of Tirit Mindel, Fourth Year.



*Have you come for us, keyholder?* 

Gabriel startled awake, whispers ringing in his ears. For a moment, the silvery light of the moon filtering down from the high windows confused him. The soft bed, too, caught and held his wayward attention, incongruous with his dark, dank cell. Crimson and gold brocade, delicate lace curtains, a carved mahogany wardrobe in the corner. Why did the air smell of honey instead of death? 

That brought a flash of memory. Light, blinding his eyes as he emerged from the consuming darkness of the subterranean torture chamber where he had been left to die. A sweet voice, begging him to live. Mari, clinging to him and missing both her hands. Then fresh air and . . . 

The King. Elenor kneeling in front of him to kiss his ring. Fury, pain, darkness again. 

Dread worked its way up Gabriel’s raw throat like a scream wanting to burst forth. He scrambled to sit up, heart thundering, but only got up to his elbows before a searing pain tore along dozens of wounds. 

“Easy. You’re safe.” A soft, firm hand pressed Gabriel back into bed as the scent of minty evergold filled his nose. Elenor Lirion stood over him, her blonde hair a damp, tangled mess, nightgown and robe plastered to her moonlit skin. 

“What—” he began, but Elenor pressed a finger to his lips. 

“Shh, Paul is asleep in the other room and I don’t want to wake him. You’re safe, Gabriel. No one can hurt you. I just came in to take some evergold for my legs before I go to bed. If I woke you, I’m sorry.”

She pulled her finger away as Gabriel relaxed back into the cloud-like pillows. He looked around, at last recognizing the small bedroom where Elenor kept her poisons. A slow drizzle pattered against the large windows, a sound Gabriel had worried he would never hear again.

Safe.

His frenetic pulse began to slow. As it did, the pain crept back in. He grimaced and tried to adjust the pillows, but it didn’t help, not when there wasn’t so much as an inch of him not somehow bruised, burned, or cut. A twitch in the wrong direction pulled at new stitches along his back. He tried to draw in breath, only to have his lungs seize. Panic raced along his nerves and his magic flared to match it. 

Cool relief followed. Gabe let out a long sigh, closing his eyes at the dizzying, pleasant feeling. “You said you came in here for evergold? If you have some to spare, I could really use a bit. Or maybe something stronger.”

“Of course. I’m surprised you’re awake. You were so . . . hurt. Are you still in pain, even with the magic?”

Elenor’s voice hitched, making Gabriel’s gaze fix on her. She shifted from foot to foot, tucked a strand of wet hair behind her ear, and looked anywhere but at Gabe. There was a scabbed-over gash along her hairline, framed by a swollen bruise. Her arm was in a sling, and her other hand was wrapped in bandages.

“How . . . how much of that did I do?” He gulped, more fragments of memory fitting into place like frayed puzzle pieces. He could remember flinging his arms out, magic blasting towards the King with all the fury that had built up inside him. He also remembered seeing Elenor caught in that pulse of raw power and flung through the air.

The princess stepped towards the bedside table where bottles and medical instruments lay in a haphazard mess that would have made his Island professors wince. As Elenor poured out a dose of dacel—a strong sleep aid—and counted out two evergold pills, she answered in a murmur. “You weren’t in control of yourself, and you saved my life. Father would have killed me if you hadn’t intervened.” She swallowed the medicine, then poured a second dose. “Try not to dwell on it. Daemon fixed me up, including my arm. It’s just a bad dislocation and slight fracture. Nothing that will cause permanent harm. I can hardly feel it through the serindalla I took a few hours ago. Besides, I’ve been hurt a lot worse in the past.”

Sure, because that made it better. “I’m sorry.”

Elenor turned to him. “Don’t. Don’t apologize, because if you do, I’ll have to apologize for letting you suffer like you did, and then you’ll apologize for . . . well, you get the idea. It’s too late for apologies.”

She sat down on the edge of the bed, which was when her state of dress finally registered. “Why are you soaking wet?” 

Elenor handed him the small glass, then admitted, “I like to twirl in the rain.”

That answer was so far from what he had expected that it pushed the anguish over her injuries and his role in them from his mind for a blessed moment. He smiled. “That is the single most Lirion thing I have ever heard.”

Her lips twitched up at the corners. “Well, you may have failed to notice, but I am, in fact, a Lirion.”

“Oh, I noticed.” 

Elenor dropped the pills into Gabriel’s other hand. “Here, this should help with the pain. I do have stronger medicine, if you need it, but Daemon said not to mix magic and laudanum.” 

He hesitated, looking down at the pills. 

Elenor’s smile faded. “My father’s dead, Gabriel. He can’t hurt you anymore. You can rest.”

He’s dead.

Gabe’s hand trembled, almost spilling the pills all over the covers. Tears filled his eyes, and he tilted his head back to hold them in check. If he started crying, he had the feeling he would never stop. “I remember seeing him fall, but I wasn’t sure . . . ”

“It’s over.” 

He brought the cup to his lips and drank, the bitter taste of dacel hardly registering above the dizzy relief. Elenor sat in silence but for the occasional droplet of water hitting the floor, giving him space as he processed his mess of emotions. 

“Did you . . . Or did I?” he asked at last, as he reached up to press the palm of his hands against his burning eyes. 

“Don’t know who ended it. I poisoned him, you crushed him with magic, Daemon hit him in the head with a copper ball. We may never find out which one . . . ”

A giddy, broken laugh tore from his lips. Then a choked sob. His hands fell away from his face and Gabriel met Elenor’s eyes. “I’m sorry. He was your father.”

Her bottom lip trembled, but she did not respond at once, expression steadily darkening until she asked, “Do you blame me?”

“Why would I blame you for killing the man who murdered my family?”

“No, not for that.” She reached up to rub at bruises around her neck. Gabe hadn’t noticed them before, but the moment he did, worry overtook the mess of emotions crashing around inside him. He couldn’t remember leaving those. 

Before he could ask her what had happened, Elenor continued. “I meant, do you blame me for all of it? For murdering Ian, for getting Wil and the Tellens killed, your arrest and torture? All of it. I know it’s my responsibility. I’m not trying to shirk it, but I need to know if you, personally, blame me.”

Gabriel bit back an impulsive reply. His head throbbed and, considering how sweaty he felt, the fever must still be running strong. Her question, though, merited thought. He pushed aside his own confusing mix of elation and grief, as well as his distress about those marks on her neck, to focus on his answer. She deserved an honest one. “Some of it, yes. I don’t blame you for Ian, or for my arrest. I would have done the same to protect my family, but the Tellens . . . You knew. I told you what your father did to traitors; you saw it when he arrested me, but you chose not to believe it. Even when you witnessed what he was doing to me with your own eyes and after he killed the Tellens, you still weren’t convinced.”

She nodded, bottom lip trembling. “That’s the part I keep coming back to as well. I should have known but I was too scared to see the truth. I got people I loved killed, then I dragged my closest friends into the same sort of treason that already claimed so many lives. I don’t regret it—it was the right thing to do—but . . .”

Gabriel reached forward and placed his hand on hers, where it curled around the blankets. “I understand. I’ve seen a lot of friends die too. I am truly grateful for the help you’ve given me, and for freeing Lirin from your father.”

Her shoulders shook and she squeezed her eyes shut but did not cry. She just sat there rocking and hugging herself, as though her thin, trembling arms could hold back the avalanche of emotion that only loss could conjure. Gabriel’s heart ached for her, but he didn’t know if it was his place to offer comfort, not with grief of such a personal nature.

Especially when her pain was his triumph. 

As Gabriel began to feel the effects of the dacel, Elenor shook herself and sat up a little straighter. 

“Can I ask you a question?”

“I’m sure it’s more than one, but yes,” he replied, hoping a little levity might make her smile. He was rewarded with the ghost of one, but it warmed him nonetheless. It was so much like Wil’s. 

“Could you tell me about your family and why it happened? You told me some of it before, but . . . I need more than just facts. I need to know the cost of his rule on people like you, and how things came to be this bad. My family broke Lirin, which means it’s my responsibility to fix it, now more than ever. I can’t do that without understanding the full scope of our crimes.”

Gabe sucked in a breath, the action painful but necessary as he considered if he had the emotional fortitude to tell that story. The drugs pulled at his eyelids, promising the sweet oblivion of sleep, but he wouldn’t be here if not for her. She had put herself and people she loved in danger to help Gabriel, and had killed the man who had terrorized Lirin for decades. If this was what Elenor wanted, he owed her that much. 

“Are you sure you want to know? It might be better to hear it when you aren’t exhausted and dealing with the death of your father,” Gabe cautioned as gently as he could manage. “It could be needlessly masochistic for you to take this onto your shoulders right now, on top of what you’re already dealing with.”

Elenor shook her head. “I need to know, Gabriel. I don’t think I’ll be able to process his death if I don’t fully understand why . . .” 

She didn’t have to finish. Gabe winced as he pulled himself up in bed to better stay awake. Elenor, too, shifted until she sat cross-legged. She discarded the soaking robe and pulled a wool throw blanket around her shoulders. 

Gabe found he liked her better this way, face free of anger or distrust. Other than the dark bruises at her neck and brow, she looked like just another girl. Her damp blonde hair was starting to frizz as it dried. Pretty gray eyes stared at him without hostility, a kindred exhaustion mirrored in them. She looked like someone he could talk to without feeling like he had to tiptoe. Gone was the commanding young woman who had orchestrated both his capture and his escape, and in her place was just . . . Wil’s little sister. 

He could tell that girl about his family.

“Do you want me to explain the politics that lead to it? Because that might take all night.”

“No. I think we can save that for another time. I want to know about the politics, I care about them, but I’m too tired to remember anything complicated.”

“A Lirion who cares. I must be sicker than I thought. It has to be a hallucination,” Gabe said, again trying to lighten the mood just a little. She needed to smile, and so did he. It had been far too long.

And smile she did. Elenor even chuckled, though it brought on a cough, the sound hoarse as she rubbed at her neck. The blanket shifted a little, revealing more ugly purple bruises.

His eyes narrowed. “Who hurt you? Was it your father? Wil never said it outright, but he implied that—”

“It wasn’t him,” Elenor interrupted, then sighed. “In a way, I wish it had been. This could prove worse in the long-run, but my problems aren’t our topic of discussion right now.”

Well, that was direct and provided exactly no wiggle room. Damn it.

“Alright. No politics, no questions about who hurt you. Got it.”

That got another smile. Elenor had a pretty smile, one that went all the way to her stormy eyes and made a dimple appear on the right cheek. He had the sudden, near-compulsive urge to run his thumb over it. It was ludicrous and probably brought on by weeks without human contact, so to resist the temptation, Gabe focused on what she had asked him. 

It was easier than usual to conjure the memories of that horrible day. He’d had a lot of time to think about it while locked up in the dark. 

And then there was the magic.

He could feel it there, power far more vast than he remembered, except in those hazy, feverish days after his family had died. He had always thought he had misremembered, but this magic was familiar and wonderfully boundless. It would be so easy to just reach out and grab more of it . . . 

With a start, Gabe yanked his attention back to Elenor, only to find her staring at him with eyebrows scrunched together.

“Are you alright?” she asked.

“Yeah. Sorry, I’m just tired.”

“We can talk about this later if you want,” Elenor offered, but Gabriel jerked his head in dissent.

“I don’t know if I will be able to talk about this later. Right now everything is dulled and foggy. I might get through it without breaking down.”

“Fine, but if you want to stop . . . ”

He reached for her hand again and gave it a quick squeeze, this time not letting go. “I lost them a long time ago. It’s alright.” 

“No. It’s not. You don’t have to pretend like it goes away, because it doesn’t. I know that. But it does get easier if you say it aloud,” Elenor whispered. “Though there are also things that can’t be said, not for a long time. Truths and guilt that . . . are too big. You just went through something unimaginable, Gabriel. I shouldn’t have asked. You need time to recover. I’m sorry.” She sounded dangerously close to tears again. 

“You did nothing wr—”

“I should have come sooner.” The unabashed sorrow and guilt on her face made his heart lurch. “I knew what he was doing to you was wrong, but I was scared and you . . . you paid the price for that. You told me that my father was a monster. If I had believed you, Djina might still be alive—”

“Wait, what happened to Djina?” Gabe’s attention sharpened, his hand around hers tightening. Elenor’s lip trembled, and she didn’t have to answer. “Shit. Fuck. I’m so sorry. She was . . . ”

“She saved me and I killed her . . . or as good as. It doesn’t matter that he wielded the sword. I’ve spent the last few days thinking about all the people who died because of my misplaced loyalty to my parents and I realized that I don’t even know. How many suffered under their rule after I got sick because I lied to protect them? What about those who Wilam might have saved had I not derailed his plans? How many unjust executions have happened between the day you tried to poison them and today? I saved you and a handful of others, but . . . ”

“No.” It came out with more bite than Gabriel had intended and made the princess flinch. When she began to pull away, he tightened his grip on her hand despite the pain it brought him. “Don’t torture yourself over death and suffering you had no hand in and didn’t know about. Learn from them, choose to do better, but trust me when I say that what-ifs will eat you from the inside out if you let them. Do you know how often I’ve stayed awake all night wondering if I could have saved even one more person in my village if I had run to help instead of hiding? Or going over every failed plan to kill or depose your parents, wondering what more I could have done? Regrets don’t bring back the dead or right the wrongs of the world. Actions do, and you have already taken steps to make Lirin a better place, haven’t you? Focus on those.”

Eyes glassy and nose a little red, Elenor inhaled deeply, then nodded. “I can try, though I don’t think I’ve done enough.” She sat back and looked up at the ceiling, sniffled once, then let out a long breath. “I need to get it together. I’ve done nothing but alternate between crying and taking foolhardy risks since Djina died.”

Another pang of sorrow on her behalf shot through him, but other than giving her hand a squeeze, Gabriel did not reply. He had a feeling that if he asked about the details of the old doctor’s passing, Elenor might crumble altogether. 

After a few seconds, she wiped her eyes and into that silence, Gabriel began to speak. “I had a brother and a sister, Samuel and Riona. Sam had taken me and Riona to the lake to fish. Well, she mostly just crawled around in the sand, but it got her out of mom’s hair for a few hours. Our house was at the very far end of the valley, away from the other farms and close to the paths up to the higher meadows. It was . . . wonderful. I can still remember how crisp the air was at night, and the smell of herbs drying from the rafters.”

Even knowing what was coming, he couldn’t help but smile. “My mother was a doctor, just like Djina. My dad tended goats. I can hardly remember their faces, but I think about them every time I eat goat cheese, and whenever I handle herbs and tonics. I think that’s why I liked working at the clinic on the Island so much.”

He was stalling, but didn’t try to rein it in. To remember the dead, after all, was how their souls lived on, and his parents deserved to be remembered.

“They sound wonderful,” Elenor said. 

“They were. They both loved old stories, and would argue about which legends were true, and what versions of fairy tales to tell us. It was the only thing they ever fought about, at least in front of us.”

He settled back against the pillows a little more comfortably, blinking away the heavy drowsiness of the dacel. “On the day it happened, I thought the shouts coming from town were some sort of celebration. I was annoyed that we were fishing when there was fun to be had. But then we started hearing screams. Sam told me to gather up Riona and go home to our parents while he looked into it.”

Elenor’s hand left his, rising to cover her mouth. “Was that the last time you saw him?”

Gabriel swallowed past the lump in his throat and inclined his head. “He . . . he was only sixteen. He seemed so mature, capable of protecting us from anything. I wanted to be just like him when I grew up. Then one day on the Island, I realized that I was older than Sam was when he died. I don’t think I’ve ever cried harder than that, even the day it happened.”

Fedrik had been the one to find Gabriel, curled up between his bed and desk, and had run to get Fay. The two of them had held Gabe for hours as he’d sobbed and talked freely about his family for the first time since they’d been killed. Even thinking about it made Fed and Fay’s absence ache with a consuming pain deeper than any wound.

“How . . . how did Samuel die?”

Gabriel clenched his jaw and rubbed at his face. “Your father had a system by then. Surround the village. Shoot the ones who tried to fight back, line up the others, then slit their throats one by one and bury the bodies in a mass grave. I found Sam with a broken arrow through his heart under a pile of bodies, and a knife in his hand. At least . . . at least he died fighting. Most days, I wish I had too.”

Elenor’s face was steadily growing more ashen, twisted in sorrow that mirrored his own. “I’m sorry, Gabriel.”

“I told you, it’s not your fault—”

“I know. I’m not apologizing. I’m just sorry you went through it.” She looked down, then back up at him, shoulders slumped. “I think about it all the time, about how different things would have been had I died instead of Wilam. You never would have been locked up and tortured to begin with.”

“They have a name for this, you know? The doctors on Tirit Mindel, I mean. It’s called survivor’s guilt and it’s a bitch.” 

Elenor let out a surprised snort of laughter, and without any more cue than that, began to cry. Gabriel, who had been holding onto his composure by a hair, felt his own resolve wobble. She wrapped an arm around her chest, as if in doing so she might be able to hold the pain inside, and Gabe decided he’d had enough of this. 

With a grunt, he inched to the side. It made his head spin, but he shoved the pain away in favor of patting the bed next to him in invitation, one arm open. “Come here.” 

Her sobs halted, and she looked up at him with reddened eyes. “You’re offering me a hug?” 

Elenor sounded so baffled. 

“You make it sound like I’m offering to dump a glass of ice water on your head. Yes, a hug. You’re crying, hugs help,” Gabe answered, arm still outstretched though it shook a little at the effort.

“But—”

“I’d forgotten how stubborn you are. Seriously, Lirion, you need a hug and so do I; accept the damn thing. I don’t bite.” 

That made her snort. “I bit your hand once, if I recall. Maybe I’m not the one who should be afraid.”

Why was she afraid? The idea bothered him, but Gabriel didn’t ask and Elenor, after a few more seconds of sniffling, scooted forward just enough to press her face into Gabriel’s shoulder. He wrapped his arm around her back and leaned his cheek against her hair with a sigh. 

“Tell me honestly, just how bad are things? I know what I have to cry about, but you seem just as messed up. What else happened? How did you get those bruises?” Gabriel asked.

Elenor shuddered but didn’t pull away. At last, she said, “I made some very bad decisions over the past month. Would you believe me if I told you that my father wasn’t the enemy I was most scared of tonight?”

It was a little hard to believe, but he didn’t contradict her, just held her, hoping that she would open up a bit more. What happened instead, much to his surprise, was that Elenor leaned into his embrace. Then, as if she needed this as much as he did, she shifted to curl up beside him and buried her face in his shoulder.

After weeks alone in the dark, the simple physical contact almost made him weep again. This had to be real, because even his most vivid hallucinations never felt this warm. “Must be pretty scary if you’d voluntarily cuddle up with a known criminal just to be able to talk about it.”

That got a hoarse chuckle and her face emerged from hiding. “Maybe it’s a ruse to poison you again.”

“I could say the same in return, Princess,” he said, pointedly glancing at the wardrobe in the corner. The break in tension, paired with the relief of feeling another’s touch, made a bubbly, joyful lightness spread through him. It wasn’t an appropriate emotion, given the topics they were discussing, but it just felt so fucking good to feel . . . normal, that Gabriel couldn’t help but indulge it.

He wanted to laugh. To joke the way he used to with Fay, Fedrik, and Wil. None of them were there anymore. A month ago he would never have imagined that it would be Elenor Lirion, of all people, that he wanted to make smile.

Funny how fast things could change.

“Poisons and betrayals do seem to be our main sources of interaction. Guess it’s just a matter of time before one of us tries it again,” she snarked back, then pressed her face against his chest again and sighed. “Duncan Eurieha found me stealing the spare keys to the Subterranea and almost killed me on my aunt’s orders last night.”

Gabriel’s smile faded as fast as a blown-out candle. “What?” 

“Her children are in line for the throne after me. She’s been trying to kill my brother and me since the day we were born.”

Well, shit. 

Wilam always said he and Elenor were in danger and that he wanted to keep her safe, but never once mentioned that the danger came from inside their own family. “How did you get away?”

She shook her head. “I didn’t. I passed out and someone saved me, then we had to run and couldn’t kill Eurieha. He’s still alive, and he hasn’t sent the guard to arrest me, which means he’s got other plans. He knows I saved you and the only reason I can think of to not turn me in is if he plans to blackmail me.”

“Then we take him down before he can,” Gabe promised, words muffled against her hair. “You saved my life. If I can return the favor or help you in any way, I will.”

“You don’t owe me that.”

“Whether I do or not doesn’t matter. We could go back and forth, blaming each other or ourselves for what has happened and keeping score, but accounting every little debt is a Lirion thing. I don’t do that. You saved my life and killed the man who murdered my family. Most of all, you want to make Lirin a better place and have the power to do it, so if I can help, I will. It’s just that simple.” He yawned, unable to fight it. Squeezing her as tight as his injuries would allow, Gabriel pressed his face into Elenor’s wet hair. “Want me to go on? I don’t want to heap more pain and guilt on you right now if you can’t take it.”

“I want to know. If I don’t, I won’t sleep.”

“Alright then.” It felt strange, yet oddly fitting to be holding the daughter of the man who had murdered his family while talking about it. For all their differences, both he and Elenor had lost family to Mark Lirion, and together they had avenged those deaths. She might not have been a friend when this had started, but after what she had done to help Lirin, she was now. 

In a quiet voice and with his face pressed into her hair, he went on. “I honestly don’t remember much of the run back home, only that my sister was crying. I heard my mother calling for us. She sounded scared, and that made me scared. When we got to the house, she pulled me inside and pushed a bookcase out of the way. There was this hole in the wall full of . . . stuff. I remember asking about it, but she ignored all my questions. She told me to keep Riona quiet and not come out until either she or Dad came to get me, then kissed us both on the head and closed the panel.”

He’d never told anyone what her final words to him had been, and doubted he ever would. They still haunted his dreams some nights, mixing with the smell of smoke to make him feel as though he couldn’t breathe. Gabriel shivered, memories of both the tiny crawlspace and the dark torture chamber closing in on him. Yet some combination of the drugs and Elenor’s presence made it bearable. “It took over an hour before the soldiers came. I heard them searching the house. Other survivors of the razed villages told me that the King let the soldiers take anything they wanted. It was one of the perks that kept them from deserting. They were loud and Riona was scared, so I had to hold my hand over her mouth the whole time. I was worried I was going to hurt her, but finally they left. I thought it was over.”

He tensed, old but never-forgotten pain tingling along the burn scars that covered the left side of his torso, back, and arm. “I heard the crackling before I smelled the smoke. I waited as long as I dared for the soldiers to be gone, then I tried to push the bookcase away. It was really heavy, though, and there wasn’t enough space to get any leverage. It got harder to breathe and . . . so, so hot. Riona was hysterical. She was—” Gabe had to reach up to rub his stinging eyes. “Coughing and crying. I must have finally pushed hard enough to topple the bookcase because suddenly the panel fell away and we fell out. Everything was on fire. I landed in a pile of blazing wood and books, but I managed to shelter my sister from the worst of it. The door was barred from the outside, but we had a window nearby. I climbed out and fell straight into the goat’s water trough. I’m pretty sure that’s all that saved us from burning alive. After that, I just ran. I hid in a hollowed-out dead tree until I couldn’t hear any more screaming.”

The pain had been incredible. Only Riona’s crying had cut through it, giving Gabriel a reason to fight. There was more to the story, like the agonizing hours of burning and chills inside that tree, the slog through the bloody snow on the mainstreet of Nillenia, looking for survivors, or the grueling walk to Garendor, but it would have to come another time. Gabriel’s eyes were starting to drift shut, and he didn’t want to fight the lure of dreamless sleep anymore. “Would you mind if I finished telling you about my family tomorrow? I don’t think I can stay awake much longer.”

“Yeah, I’m getting sleepy too. Thank you for talking about it. I know it can’t be easy.”

“No, but you’re right. Some things have to be spoken aloud.”

She yawned. “Would it be alright if I stayed here just a little longer? I don’t want to be alone right now.” 

“Me neither,” Gabriel whispered, pressing his face into her soft hair. “Stay as long as you like.”
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Deadman Switch


Daemon





It has been two and a half decades since I broke my oaths to my mother and destroyed my relationship with my son. I did it for the boys, so they would live. Now, I question if I was a fool. We lost Alaric. Gabriel has lived a life full of suffering. Those we entrusted the boys to died to protect them, and for what? The world has grown darker. Our plans are in tatters. Now, a God is dead. If Fulsixia the Red can fall, how can we puny mortals think to save the world? We were fools to believe we could. Robin still wants to try, but all I care about now is seeing Gabriel again and making sure that he is safe. I cannot lose him too.—From the journal of Ara Daran, Tirition of the College of Discipline. 



The hum of the villa that usually lulled Daemon to sleep wasn’t there. He lay in the cramped bed in his Hardor apartment, covers kicked to the bottom of the mattress. The windows were open to the rain-scented breeze, but it did little to curb the thick, clammy humidity sticking his skin to the sheets. While a simple rift could have fixed the unpleasant temperature, Daemon was far too shaky to risk using magic. His thumb trailed over the gold ring on his left hand for the thousandth time. It thrummed a slow, steady pulse that tracked the beat of Elenor’s heart, the only stable thing left for him to cling to. 

Circuitry diagrams lay scattered over the tables and workbenches of the single large room. Spools and sheets of copper, cerulean, and gold had been piled and weighed. His many devices hummed, beeped, and gyrated as they always did. Daemon was exhausted, eyes just as tired as when he’d fallen into bed, yet sleep eluded him. 

His house was gone.

Fulsixia the Red was dead. 

It felt surreal to think those words, but as he stared at the darkened ceiling, the new reality of this changed world continued to sink deeper into his bones. 

Almost sixty years ago, Daemon had sat down with a young Tirit Mindel graduate over tea. Corinne Daran, who would go on to sit on the Council of Ten and become the Dean of Core Six training on the Island, had said something that he had never forgotten. Daemon had asked her which of the Gods she took comfort in, and why. She’d answered, “I worship the Silver Who Was, because they were a God and are now dead. That means that the others can be killed, too. It gives me hope for a world where we are not bent and twisted to their whims.”

If only she had lived to see this day. 

Part of Daemon wanted to go to Tirit Mindel to tell Corinne’s daughter that her mother’s dream had begun to come true, but with Ara so tangled up in the business of the Black Dragon these days, that would be most unwise. He was sure Robin would have told his wife already, and they were likely lying sleepless too, wondering how many of their plots and plans would have to be changed now that their world only had four Dragon Gods, instead of five. 

Daemon idly rubbed at his wrist where four bracelets rested, the last tossed away as soon as he’d got here after finishing the complete evacuation of Ayre. None were blinking, and somehow Daemon doubted he would receive any more communication from the Green, the White, or the Black Dragon Gods. Xirra had drawn a line and all-but called for war. If they came to Daemon it would be to rid themselves of him. 

Five hundred years of relative peace were coming to an end. The Hardor Accords would fall—it was just a matter of who broke them first, and how. When they did, Daemon had to be ready. So would the families of the Gods, because once the laws protecting them ended, every Lirion, Grau, Arlen, Silvarin, jiakappa tribesman and daradeio would be on the chopping block.

With a sigh, Daemon abandoned his futile attempt to sleep and rolled out of bed. He walked to the balcony and looked out over the rainswept city of Hardor, turning his mind back to the vast array of problems that required his attention.

Xirra would call him to her side again soon, to begin working on whatever plan she devised. Ayre remained in great danger from Kennotoza and Zorbennen, and if his patron found out about his island under the wrong circumstances, she could be an even bigger threat. Should he just tell her?

No. 

A shudder coursed down Daemon’s spine and he turned back to the room. Sleep might be impossible, but making big decisions while tired was beyond stupid. With a yawn, he rubbed his sore eyes, then looked around for something to distract himself with. Books lay spread out on every flat surface not otherwise occupied, but Daemon ignored the tomes on rifting and circuitry, on Gifts and theology. He walked to a large bookshelf in the corner. Fingers skimming the spines with the gentle touch of a lover, Damon continued along until landing on a thin volume. 

He pulled the battered book out and settled in an overstuffed armchair. Daemon had just opened the well-loved poetry book when something buzzed from the darkened corner of the room. He froze, staring in the direction it came from, eyes narrowed. He was about to return to the book when it happened again. 

Daemon put the volume aside and walked towards the sound. He stopped between pulses, moving when they came until he stood next to the wicker waste paper basket. Through the crumpled pages and apple cores, a dim light pulsed once more, accompanied by the low-key vibrating sound. Heart pounding, Daemon crouched down and dug through the refuse until his fingers found the thin bracelet he had tossed there hours ago.

It buzzed against his skin, the red gem at the center pulsing with light. 

“What the . . . ?” His fingers wrapped around it and he squeezed his eyes shut. Could he be dreaming? To make sure, Daemon pinched his forearm firmly enough to yelp, but still the bracelet buzzed. 

Impossible. 

Could it be that the other Gods were wrong? That Fulsixia the Red still lived? No other being, God or man, had access to the circuit connected to his band, which he had built for her. If it had activated, that meant there was a message waiting for him, but why would Fulsixia contact Daemon if she were still alive?

Only one way to find out. 

Daemon shot to his feet, exhaustion forgotten as he rushed towards the table that held the paired circuits. He had tossed his coat on top of them, but he yanked it away. A soft red light filled the apartment. 

Daemon froze, hand already outstretched to the button. The last time he had come here and listened to the orders of a God, it had tossed him deep into trouble. What good could possibly come of doing so again, especially with the Red? If she was alive and the others didn’t know, Dameon sure as hell didn’t want to get mixed up in it. She had a whole damn desert full of minions. Dae owed her nothing, yet his curiosity raged and in the end, as always, won. 

He pressed the button. 

For a moment, there was only static. It lasted so long that Daemon’s tense shoulders began to deflate, then he jumped as Fulsixia’s voice came through loud and clear. 

“If you are hearing this, it means that I am gone. I had one of my circuitry-adept daradeio build a deadman switch. If I did not take a deliberate action each night to stop it, this message would be sent to you. Tonight, it seems, a foretelling I received centuries ago has come to pass, and so I must carry out my final act as a Holder of Dracona.”

Daemon’s eyebrows scrunched together at the unfamiliar term, but the recording didn’t pause to give him time to think back on whether he had heard it before. 

“When I first met you, Jac, I chose not to Name you. You were a man between identities, not quite the Jac Drego you were born as, and not yet Daemon Indigo, the person you would become. Now, I make your Naming my last act, in the hopes that you pick up the burden I lay down today.”

The Red paused, and in the breath of silence, Daemon could almost feel the weight of her presence in the apartment. He closed his eyes, preparing himself for what truths she knew about him that he did not want to confront.

“You are no longer he who they called Jac Drego. You rose from his ashes as a being of a thousand faces and a thousand names, but it is the one you chose for yourself that matters most. It is a name out of a fable, a rifter who asked the Gods to return his family to him and, after trials and tribulations, was given the cruel gift of life everlasting. Those he loved would live on in his memory until the end of time but he, lonely and repentant, would never join them. Out of all possible names, you chose his: Daemon Indigo, the Magician of Eldale.”

Dae sucked in air through his teeth and squeezed his eyes tighter shut, as if in doing so he could force out the memories of Julian cuddling into his embrace and asking him to read The Magician of Eldale just one more time. 

“Names have power, Daemon. You chose the Ae Essence, the Mock: intrepid, supportive, loyal. Like the mock dragon that glides on the wind, you have distanced yourself from the world that bore you. As Jac, your calling was magic. It was discovery, invention, the relentless pursuit of answers. That calling started you on this path, but it was not the one that let you step out of the tethers of mortality. Jac raised a hand against a defenseless child and died. Daemon risked his life to pull that child back from the Plane and was reborn. On that day, with that choice, your calling changed. You will bear more names than there are stars in the sky, but these two are the ones that define you. They will pull you hither and thither, a war with no end between who you were and who you have become. Between Jac, the father of a loving son and husband of an ambitious wife, reckless master of magic, soldier, scholar, skeptic; and Daemon, the lonely servant of a vengeful God, careful builder of safe havens, patron of the lost, inventor, teacher, dreamer. 

“Two names, two paths: that of power, and that of faith. On this, the day of your Naming, I ask you to reject the bonds of fate imposed by Gods and man, reject the notion that your future is limited to just one of these paths, and set your own course. Today, I hope that the man you were then and the one you are now begin to find peace with each other, for you will need all the ingenuity and loyalty that was Jac and all the tenacity and perspective that you have developed to survive the oncoming storm.

“You are, as I was, a protector of magic, guardian of the Gifted and the rifters of this world. It is your calling and your responsibility. Go to the desert and find its beating heart. I bequeath it to you, if you prove yourself worthy, for when I looked into your eyes and saw your name, it has and always will be entwined with that of the First Gift and the Last. When the time comes, Daemon, only you will love them enough to know what to do. This is why I trust you with that which I love most, on this, the day of your Naming and my demise.”

Daemon stood, stunned and shaken to his core, as the last words echoed through the room and the device stopped glowing. He remained there for so long that the first light of the oncoming dawn shone through the blinds and over his blank face. 

Protector of Magic.

Protector of Gifted and rifters.

All rifters? All Gifted? What about the ones watched over by other Gods? His racing mind circled back around to the reason he had not been able to sleep for days as his fingers trailed, once more, over the gently pulsing ring on his finger. 

She had to be Gifted . . . and if he was meant to protect the Gifts and reject the bonds of the Gods . . . 

Before he could slide further down that rabbit hole and go see Elenor, Daemon pinched his arm again. No.

No.

With a grunt of frustration, Daemon reached towards the circuit and yanked out the gold battery. He did the same to the communication devices for White, Black, and Green Dragons, leaving only the Blue. With the same frenetic pace, he ripped the bracelets from his arm, tossing all of them into a box of scrap metal.

I’m not falling for this again. I don’t care what she left me. I’m not becoming another Dragon’s pawn, especially not a dead one’s.

Yet the Red’s words kept circling him like vultures. 

“You are, as I was, a protector of magic, guardian of the Gifted and the rifters of this world.”

What had she left him in the desert? What were the First and Last Gifts? Curiosity burned like a flame in his chest, mixing with the bitter fury at the White Dragon for what she had done, and his own self-loathing. He had known better. He should have just done what the Blue wanted and left both Lirion and Silvarin alone after killing Gabriel. 

Zorbennen and Robin had rejected his offer of aid.

Kennotoza had destroyed what little he had left of his family.

Gullien couldn’t pull his shit together if he tried. 

And now Fulsixia—dead and gone—chose this moment to try to get his help? No. Daemon was done.

He was going to go to his patron and find a way to get revenge against those who had wronged him, settle his debts to her, figure out what the fuck Elenor Lirion was so he could purge this desire to be near her from his soul, and if all that didn’t kill him, Daemon was fucking retiring.

Enough was enough.

“Go to hell, Lady Red,” he snarled, and slammed the lid of the scrap metal chest shut.
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The Dead God


North





We have chosen to embark on this path together, Merihem. You told me the risks, and I accept them. If the worst comes to pass and I am gone when the Mother in Gold returns to us, promise me that you will help my people. They are resilient and strong, but until my final wishes are carried out, they are also vulnerable. Help them, old friend, as I once helped you.—From a letter to Merihem “Moe” Crystal, from Fulsixia the Red Dragon.



The laments of the broken and the grieving did not end. 

North Hillman stood on a ridge of sand, eyes closed and shoulder-length hair fluttering in the breeze as the sun rose on the first day without the Red Dragon. 

There were so many questions he had wanted to ask of her, but he would never look into her eyes again. At least he had been able to once.

Quindo was waiting for him in the orchards, once his name was called. Up close, the Archivist looked tired. North didn’t envy him the dark circles under his eyes, or the problems heaped on his people now that they had lost their Incarnate. 

The moon was high as they walked out of the trees and over the dunes. This place felt so very foreign, so different from the verdant life of Ayre or the rough beauty of Namnia, yet the more time he spent here, the more North liked it. After a few minutes of silence, Quindo turned to him. “You are lucky, you know. Not many outside the daradeio see Lady Red as she truly is, but your arrival is special to us.”

“Is it because you can’t find the new Incarnate?” North asked. 

The Archivist nodded. “Akaaron is talented and has identified many people of interest for us, some of whom we have high hopes for, but he can’t tell a Gifted person from anyone else, nor can our other Namers.” 

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you, North, but it is not all bad. You are here and Baarin is here, which might lead us to the Incarnate in time.” 

They made their way down a dune and along the valley between them.

“Is that because you think he’s a Gatekeeper?”

“Kaedy thinks so, but I am not so sure. Gatekeepers are not . . . not like other Gifts. It takes great force of will to control the Gift, usually only attainable through training and the balancing presence of an Incarnate. Baarin is too sedate and even-tempered. His power, to me, looks more like Rian’s or that of a Quell. I have never heard of a Gatekeeper that took away power instead of killing.”

“But I can see her Gift. I cannot see his.”

Quindo stopped and turned to North. “It is a puzzle, but one that Lady Red will solve. She is waiting around this bend to meet you. She is a being of great power and many have a hard time adjusting to her presence. Take a deep breath.”

“Alright, but how am I supposed to address her? Does she go by Veiled Wanderer, Lady Wanderer, Goddess-”

“Her name is Fulsixia, though most of us call her Lady Red. North, don’t worry. She’s used to people stuttering and going wide-eyed. Ready?” 

North shook his head, but also said, “Never going to be, so yes. Let’s do this.”

Quindo gestured him forward. North hesitated a moment longer, then stepped around the bend and came face-to-face with a Dragon.

Blood-red eyes bored into North’s and in them, he saw things he had no words for. He was blinded by shining lights, felt the humid heat and cool metal of a world beyond comprehension, the place where this creature before him—this God—had originated. Shining fields of stars, flat glass embedded with colors and symbols that shifted and moved too fast to follow, and light—blinding, beautiful, terrible light. The whisper that usually told him the power each person possessed thrummed with something new, and the calling that rolled off of this creature like waves was so complex, painful, and beautiful that it made North’s breath leave him in a whimper. 

His knees slammed into the sand, driven to bow before the majesty of this all-powerful being. 

“There is no need to kneel, Alaric the Namer, trueborn Gifted of Dracona. You are welcome here, kin of my kin, Gifted by my heart. I have been waiting a long, long time to meet you. Rise.” 

North didn’t think he could, but the command brought him up on shaking legs to face the greatest Namer in existence. “Lady,” he whispered, voice cracked and hoarse. 

Quindo took North by the arm and pulled him forward a few steps, each a struggle. The aura of information floating around the Dragon’s head was just too immense and incomprehensible to wrap his mind around. 

“What you are seeing, North, is the truth of our world. It can be a little shocking. Breathe deep. We are still waiting for one other. Breathe.”

North obeyed, at least until another voice broke the night.

“I’m heeeeeere.” All heads turned towards the top of the nearest dune as a lanky man with smooth black hair pulled into a long braid and an eye-jarring pink suit blinked out of existence then reappeared about an inch away from North’s nose. 

North shrieked and fell backward. As soon as he scrambled to his feet again, he took another look at this new arrival and his eyes bulged. 

“You’re—”

The pink-clad man held up a hand. “None of your business, I’m sure.”

“But—”

“Shh—”

“Ah—”

“Trust me, kid, if you say what you want to say right now, there is a 99.7% chance you will die within the week. I wouldn’t bet on those odds, would you?”

North was still sputtering but managed to clamp his mouth shut, trying to make sense of the dizzying information he was getting. 

“Just call me Moe. That will do for now,” the man said, and extended his hand to shake North’s. 

“Moe is an old friend of mine,” Lady Red said with a chuckle that made the very ground rumble. “He is trusted and vetted, North the Namer, and what he is, is known.”

Warning received. 

The newcomer bounded across to the taloned feet of the Dragon and jumped up to sit on one, then rubbed his hands together. “Right then. Let’s begin.”

Salt. The taste suffused North’s mouth as he stared at Moe. Salt and blood. Like staring at lightning in a dark sky, flashes of information shot across North’s mind. He could not hold on to them, but even the afterglow was enough to make North queasy. 

“Look away,” Lady Red said, though even speaking softly, her voice boomed. “Your power will not work on him. He is . . . other.”

North obeyed, and focused back on the Dragon instead. It was hardly better. With every breath, Fulsixia’s nostrils flared and fire-hot dry air blew across him, fluttering fabric and blowing sand into spinning dervishes. He craned his neck, but North could not see how far the mighty Dragon extended into the darkness. Her skin was thick, shimmering reddish scales in every hue of fire and autumn. 

Beautiful. 

Moe clicked his tongue. North jumped, realizing too late that he was staring like a love-struck idiot and that it was probably a very rude thing to do to a God.

“Do close your mouth, boy. Flies will get in,” Moe rebuked.

“You would know,” the Dragon chuckled. 

“Tis true. I ate a fly, once, but it was on a dare, so that hardly counts. Now, back to the business at hand: our lovely guest. Tell me, how do you feel about going Incarnate hunting? So many powerful people, so little time.”

Well, that was straight to the point. With a gulp, North looked once more to the Dragon. “Is it a choice?”

“Of course it is. Everything in life is a choice, and what we choose defines us just as much as what we are. You, even with such great power, only see where a soul comes from, not where it is going. So, where do you wish to go, Namer?”

Good question. “I’ve never had a destination. Not really. Life just . . . happens to me, most of the time. I haven’t accomplished much, but I’ve tried my best to avoid causing harm.”

“Oh come now, my boy. A bit of harm now and again keeps you young. Life gets so boring without the occasional forays into thievery, murder, and mayhem,” Moe drawled and North turned to squint at him. That was some Daemon-level bullshit. 

“A single life wasted is too many, and you took one of our brightest ones, Merihem Crystal,” Quindo said from North’s side, speaking up for the first time since Moe’s arrival and calling him by what must be his full name. Not that North’s Gift was working well enough to confirm it. “Do not minimize the cost of what you did when you sent Sidian away. This would not be necessary if you did not fill his head with your talk of the future.”

“I am a Bode, that is what I do.”

No you’re not, but North didn’t dare say that aloud. Instead, he looked to the Dragon again. She had said this Moe was vetted. Surely, he could trust a God. Couldn’t he?

“If you are such an all-powerful seer, why is it that Sidian died?” Quindo growled, the open irritation in his tone at odds with his hitherto calm nature.

“Oh, I didn’t tell you? You should have said something sooner,” Moe replied, then reached up to his ear and tapped a sleek black device no larger than a thumb. “Note to self: tell people things more often.” 

“You were nowhere to be found and you know it. Just like always when you are actually needed,” Quindo snapped. 

“Oops, you’re quite right, of course. Well, let me set your mind at ease, Quindo my dear. I sent Sidian to find poor doomed Wilam Lirion, the man destined to light the spark that would unite all the world of the Ao Collective and fuck it to hell in the process—not that most precognizants agree with me. But everything is going splendidly. Wilam and Sidian both died on schedule, which I’m sure has Kennotoza the White in a tizzy. Do you have any idea how annoying it was to have to pretend that I wanted Wilam Lirion of all people to get the Last Gift, just to stop her from interfering? Though it did make Sidian much more willing to believe me and collaborate, when I told him to leave ahead of schedule in order to be there in person to free the woman he loved.”

“Do not minimize how much it hurt to deceive him, Moe. I know you grieved just as I did. He was a friend,” Lady Red scolded in a deep, sorrowful voice.

Quindo looked ready to boil over. 

Moe just shrugged. “Friends, tools, what’s the difference? I warned him he would die so he could put his affairs in order and prepare Suela, didn’t I? I was just fuzzy on the details. Anyhow, since Sidian died before passing on the Gift, the new Incarnate should be born within the next year, far too young for Kennotoza to snatch up and use in the next few essential months. I do so love denying my enemies their toys. Now all we have to do is find the correct baby by the time it’s born, raise them right, and collect the supporting cast. I’m oh so excited to meet them all. Gotta love a good ensemble crew.”

North’s eyes went wide. He looked to Quindo, then Moe, then the Dragon. “We think Sidian passed on his Gift before dying,” he said.

There was silence, then Lady Red turned her attention to Moe as he sprang to his feet. 

“Merihem?”

Moe had his eyes closed, brow scrunched, then sprang into action. He ruffled through his pockets until he found a small notebook. Flipping through to almost the end, he let out a startled little gasp. 

“Moe?”

“That must be why the probabilities have been so in flux. I thought it was because the Incarnate Gift hadn’t settled on a new host yet. Which means . . .” Moe ran his fingers through his long black hair, tugging upon it before flipping a few more pages. Then he snapped the notebook shut. “Which means that Fedrik Tellen must be the Gatekeeper after all. He’s what blows tonight, and I couldn’t see it because his Gift keeps blocking my powers. Fuck. This is gonna be bad. Gotta start evacuations.” The perplexing man looked past North and Quindo and into the Dragon’s eyes. “You need to get your ass to Suela, Red. I’m sorry, but it’s time.”

“Wait, evacuations?” Quindo yelled as Moe began to run back towards the party. “What’s going on?”

Moe paused halfway up the nearby dune and looked at what appeared to be a pocket watch strapped to his wrist. “You’ll see in . . .” He closed his eyes, brow scrunched as though thinking hard. His aura pulsed brighter, making North feel sick. “Seven minutes and thirteen seconds. We’re in the bad timeline now.”

Across countless miles of desert to the east, the light of day broke over the horizon, yet the cries of the broken did not fade. The light crept higher and higher, up past North’s sandals, over the blood-splattered yellow linen of his pants and the rolled-up sleeves of his long red tunic. It reached his full beard, his sunburnt nose, his closed eyes. 

North opened them and blinked as they adjusted to the refracted brightness of the golden sand. He heard a sigh from behind him. 

“She always came from the east. I don’t know why, but that is how it has been since the first time she arrived. The Veiled Wanderer: she comes from the east and disappears into the west, truth etched in every footprint,” Akaaron said, stepping level with North. “How did you know where to look?”

“I didn’t. I just thought last night would never end and wanted to feel the sun.”

Akaaron did not reply at once. The daradeio’s customary smile no longer graced his lips. When he did talk, it lacked either joviality or anger. “Suela is sending those who can be spared back to the Mother Rock. Our people must find out about . . . ”

There was no reason to finish that sentence. North turned from the eastern sky and looked at the middle-aged man. “You mean your people. I don’t belong at the Mother Rock to share in your grief. I hardly knew her and am not Mondaer except by a technicality, nor am I daradeio. I can remain behind to help with the broken. Or go help Fedrik wherever it is that Quindo took him.”

Akaaron nodded. “That is a kind offer, but one we must refuse. They will need gentle souls like yours to tend to them, but without our . . . our Goddess, we need you more than ever. Until we leave, though, your continued help would be most welcome. Have you ever cared for one of the broken before?”

North shuddered and nodded. “The place I come from, North Island, does not take kindly to the use of magic. If a rifter is discovered, they have the option of having their capacity ritually broken, exile, or death. I didn’t have the first option.” 

“Barbarous.” Akaaron said with a shiver, then grew silent. 

“What will happen now?” North asked into that stillness, as yet another wail rent the morning peace. 

The Namer beside him looked back over his shoulder toward the Deil estate. “I do not know. You and I, we are supposed to know things, to be some fragment of a fragment of Lady . . . Lady Red.” Akaaron’s eyes filled with tears and North placed a hand on his shoulder as he began to weep. It was not the first time that night, yet those unbroken by the magical blast that had killed the Red had been forced to mourn while helping those who had lost their connection to magic. 

The dead had yet to be seen to. They would have to wait. 

“I wish I could do something to ease your suffering, Akaaron. Being a Namer has never meant anything but pain to me, but if my Gift, or even just my hands, can be of service to you, I give them freely.”

“She was our everything,” Akaaron whispered, then pressed his face to North’s shoulder and sobbed. “What do we do without her? Who will Name our children? How will we know who should lead us? H-how do we protect those who we have promised to shelter, without our Dragon?”

North had no answers, so he just reached up to stroke the back of Akaaron’s bald head as the Mondaer man cried unabashedly. 

Pop!

The sound made North’s hackles rise. The man who called himself Moe appeared on the dune a few paces away, hands in his pockets. “Ready?”

“Ready for what?” North snapped, aware that perhaps the tone was unfair, but unable to modulate it. This lying snake reminded him too much of Daemon’s self-important arrogance, and he wanted nothing more to do with men like that. 

“For the next move. Do look up, Akaaron. You won’t want to miss this.”

Akaaron lifted his head and wiped at his eyes, then glared at Moe. “Quindo said you knew this was coming. You knew the Gatekeeper would kill her.”

“Incorrect. I knew that there was a chance that the Gatekeeper would lose control if Wilam Lirion didn’t become the next Incarnate. It was Red’s choice to sacrifice herself to save all of you. And she did. The boy’s destruction spread less than a mile. Still an idiotic move, in my opinion, but she got what she wanted . . .” 

North had to grab Akaaron to stop him from launching himself at Moe. 

“How dare you speak ill of her?” the other Namer screamed. Moe didn’t so much as flinch. He just smiled and nodded to the east. 

Despite not relishing taking instruction from a man who would talk about a dead God that way, North glanced in the same direction and froze, just as Akaaron did. 

A Dragon shimmered in the sky above the dunes. 

It was gold, body lithe but powerful, scales glistening in the sun as she hung in the air upon beating, gargantuan wings. Her brilliance was blinding, but the voice that boomed across the desert was what made North fall to his knees. He slapped his hands over his ears, sand flying in every direction as a feminine voice thundered over them. “Fulsixia the Ruby Dragon, Holder of Dracona, Goddess of Namers, is dead. Those who killed her heed these words: Repent, or face the reckoning.”

A flash of light tore over the sand and with an earsplitting boom, she was gone, leaving behind only a fierce ringing in North’s ears and lights dancing in his eyes. Somewhere to his left, Moe began to laugh. It was a delighted, high-pitched, giddy sound, and it chilled North to the bone. 

“Well, that was fun. Also my cue to finish up here and get going; have fun with the apocalypse, kiddos.”

Pop.

North still could not get his eyes to clear, but he didn’t need them to know Moe had gone. For several minutes, neither he nor Akaaron could rise. At last, they helped each other up, neither able to quite get to their feet unassisted. North’s chest ached and ears stung, as if the voice had done physical harm to both. 

“What . . . the hell was that?” He gasped upon his first full inhale.

“I don’t know,” Akaaron replied. Red eyes met green as they exchanged a scared, bewildered moment of confusion. 

Shouts filled the air. Mondaer were running from the Deil estate towards them, but as North’s vision cleared, he looked back in the direction where the Golden Dragon had appeared.

There was nothing but ominous empty skies and rolling dunes. 
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The Missing Queen


Elenor





The Eight Writted Noble Houses of Lirin have a long history of infighting. With only Houses Lirion and Ondai routinely holding their territories during the decennial Water Race, the other six have struggled to keep up. Every ten years, they are faced with moving their entire center of operations to a new province. This has meant that alliances matter more than land, and deals sealed in marriage are the most valuable commodity of all. The only thing more coveted than a generation of peace through marriage is a shot at the throne. Whether that be through love or violence is inconsequential. —From the notes of Elehanna Ondai, before a lecture on Lirinian politics at the Tirit Mindel University of Garendor. 



Elenor’s hands shook as she walked. Three cups of coffee and a double dose of serindalla had cleared the haze pain meds and sleep aids always left behind, but she regretted them. The gardens were silent in the dim dawn light. Unfortunately, Elenor could already hear muffled voices raised in anger within the Throne Room. 

“Chin up, taale,” Paul said from behind her, placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

The guards who stood by the double doors made to open them, but Elenor motioned for them to stop. She reached up to straighten her coronet, then carefully rolled her shoulders, adjusted her arm in its sling, and smoothed the silk of her dark-blue dress. She took a deep breath. “You’ve confirmed Kallen and Eric are already here? I don’t want to walk in there without allies.”

“They arrived half an hour ago.”

“And no news of my mother?”

Her doena shook his head. Elenor tried not to let the motion trigger another bout of anxious hyperventilating.

She flicked her fingers and the doors swung open. All the voices within stopped. Elenor placed her unbandaged hand behind her back so they wouldn’t see it quiver, then walked forward. Each of her footsteps echoed off the marble floor as she crossed the cavernous room, her eyes fixed on the empty thrones on the dais.

The seven Writted House representatives on the King’s Council were waiting for her, along with a number of aides, retainers, and lesser nobility. Elenor tried to smile at Kallen and Eric, but couldn’t muster one. It wasn’t until she reached the dais that Elenor realized she didn’t know where to sit. Her steps faltered.

Eric, standing closest, must have seen the panic that flashed across her face, because he smoothly stepped forward and offered Elenor his arm. She took it, and with only a momentary stumble, let him escort her up to stand before her father’s empty seat. 

“If you don’t take it now, they will never let you,” he whispered, too low for anyone else to hear. 

“Thank you,” she mouthed. Her skin felt clammy and all Elenor wanted to do was run back to her room, hide, and hug herself while breathing into a pillow. Instead, she forced her back straight and resolutely sat down.

At once, people started speaking. Elenor held out her hand for silence, but it didn’t follow. 

“Where is Queen Lilian?” Lady Petrona asked. “Is it true that no one has seen her since last night?”

“Nevermind that. Is our King really dead? Did you—”

“Are you about to accuse Princess Elenor of—”

“SILENCE.” The baritone yell boomed across the gathered nobles at a volume much louder than should have been possible. All eyes turned to Kallen Drego, who stood with his hands in his pockets. “Good. Do I have your attention? Now, I believe Her Highness called for quiet. Have you all lost your courtesy as well as your inside voices?”

Considering he had definitely just rifted to make his voice loud enough to shake the very stonework, that caused a few laughs. Also a couple of scowls, but the point had been made. All attention shifted back to Elenor, and they waited.

She gulped, mind going blank and her prepared statement along with it. “Um . . .” She began, scrambling to find the right words. “First of all, thank you for meeting at such short notice. I know it’s early. I’m sure you have a lot of questions, which I will try to answer in a moment, but first I need to address the rumors you have doubtlessly already heard.”

Elenor shifted on the uncomfortable throne, aware of how her feet only just touched the floor. Did she look like a child wearing their parents’ shoes? Because it certainly felt like it. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Elenor saw Claire slip into the room. Her lover’s short hair glistened as though she had just showered, and she was buttoning the jacket of a formal suit in House Enica colors. Elenor felt a weight lift off her shoulders and sat up straighter. 

Claire was back in Hardor. 

With her best friend in the room and no longer in some unknown amount of danger wherever her Gift had taken her, Elenor turned her attention back to the impatient nobility. Along with Eric and Kallen, Claire’s presence brought the number of Writted families whose alliance she could count on up to almost half. The other half of the room did not seem to include Duncan Eurieha among them to whisper poison in their ears, just a single younger man with a broach bearing the Eurieha turtle sigil to represent the minor house, so perhaps not all was lost. Elenor could do this. She had to.

“Lords and Ladies of the King’s Council, nobles of Lirin. I regret to inform you that my father, King Consort Markus Miri-Lirion, passed from this world late last night during a mass prison break here at the palace.”

Everyone began to speak again. The shouts bounced off the stone walls and echoed back, turning their voices into a veritable cacophony. Only Claire, Eric, and Kallen didn’t add to the din, though Elenor noticed Claire whispering to her father, Lord Ludo Enica, and Kallen unobtrusively speaking into the bracer around his wrist. Who was he sending to? Were there other rifters at court?

That question was answered a few seconds later when the doors to the Throne Room swung open. For a brief moment, Elenor hoped it was her mother, somehow miraculously here to save the day. Instead, Robin Tirition strode in.

Elenor’s heart sank. 

“Master Robin, this is a meeting of the King’s Council—” 

“Forgive me, Your Highness.” Robin bowed low, as though it somehow excused the interruption. “But I believe the King of Lirin is dead and the Queen missing, which would make it no one’s council, since you are only heir presumptive of Lirin and do not yet bear a Water Writ. Am I incorrect?”

Elenor froze, uncomprehending. 

“You are, actually,” said the man with the turtle broach, stepping forward. He was perhaps forty, with a touch of gray along his temples but no stoop to his shoulders yet. Though he wore Lirinian clothes, his almond-shaped eyes and amber skin stood out in the crowd. Elenor vaguely remembered seeing him at court before, but could not recall his name. 

Neither, it seemed, did Robin. “How so, Lord . . . ”

“Daniil Eurieha, adopted son of Duncan Eurieha, standing in for my father as he recovers from last night’s . . . excitement.”

Oh no. This couldn’t be good. Elenor reached up to rub at her neck, the bruises Eurieha had left there hidden under the high neckline of her dress and loose blonde hair. 

“Ah, the Orthodox Ionist priest. Yes, I’ve heard of you and the trouble you stir up. Please, do tell me how I’ve misinterpreted Lirinian law,” Robin replied, his voice calm. “I’m dying to hear it.”

Daniil Eurieha stepped forward into the clear space before the dais and turned to Elenor, giving her a small bow. “With your permission, Your Highness. My father caught me up on all of the brave and selfless actions you have taken for our country of late, so I am sure you could defend your claim to the throne with accuracy and eloquence, but I am somewhat of a scholar in these matters. May I have the honor of correcting Master Robin Tirition in your stead?”

Fuck. 

He might as well have said I know what you did, and I can ruin you. Now shut up. Elenor tried not to show her flash of terror and managed to nod. 

Daniil turned to Robin and cleared his throat. “Master Tirition, you are correct in saying that an heir who does not yet have a Water Writ cannot step in to rule the nation. The Gods would not ordain such a ruler. However, Her Highness has, as of a few weeks ago, begun the process of petitioning for a Writ before the Gods, when she was named heir presumptive.”

Had it only been a few weeks ago? It felt like an eternity since Elenor had knelt in front of the Altar of the White Dragon, pledging herself to this country and the task of swimming across the River Claire to prove her worthiness to rule. 

Daniil wasn’t finished. “The Queen of Lirin is missing. This is grievous news in light of our King’s untimely demise. She has, however, been missing for less than one day. I am sure all efforts will be made to find her. In fact, I have already mobilized a large portion of the Palace guard and city watch to begin the search.”

“Excuse me?” Elenor asked, interrupting him. “I wasn’t aware the post of Head of Security was hereditary.”

Daniil turned to her, eyebrows rising. “Do you disapprove of searching for your mother, Your Highness?”

“No, of course not,” she backtracked, aware that some of the other nobles were looking at her oddly. “Sorry. Go on.”

He smiled, bowing once more before turning back to Robin. “I am confident we will succeed in finding the Queen, but if the worst were to happen and Her Majesty were not found within thirty days, both her Writ and the Writ set aside for her daughter would be released to House Lirion for reassignment. Until then, Princess Elenor is still our heir presumptive and may attempt to complete her Water Rite, confirm her Writ, and be ready to take the throne at the end of those thirty days.”

Thirty days? Elenor bit her lips to keep from showing her flash of terror. There was no way she would be physically prepared to swim across the river in a single month. She hadn’t planned on doing it for at least half a year. Even thinking about it made her legs ache and burn. Her other injuries protested loudly too, reminding her of every sprain, burn, and bruise. 

“Of course, until that happy day comes, Lirin must be ruled,” Daniil continued. “As such, this Council of Writted Lords may no longer be the King’s Council, but it is the temporary ruling body of Lirin. Normally, a neutral party, such as Tirit Mindel, would step in to represent the Lirion family during such a murky transition, but I do not believe that is necessary. We have an heir presumptive capable of conducting her Water Rite within thirty days, do we not? It is my proposal that we immediately vote to grant Her Highness Elenor Lirion temporary voting status and appoint her as regent pro-tempore of the Kingdom. I see no honorable alternative, assuming Her Highness does not object, and, naturally, that she is found to be innocent of the murder of her late father.”

It had looked so good there for a second. Elenor carefully swallowed past the rising nausea in her throat. Kallen’s expression darkened. Claire had a hand on Eric’s elbow, holding him back from the outburst brewing behind his pursed lips. Daniil Eurieha might as well have said: I’m making you my puppet. He was going to give her power but hold back the proof that she had killed her father as blackmail. Worse, there was nothing Elenor could do about it.

“Murder?” Lady Adelina Lavarin asked, a hand rising to cover her mouth.

“I’m sure Lord Eurieha spoke in haste,” Kallen began, but Daniil cut him off. 

“I did not.” He turned his back on Elenor, speaking to the other nobles. “My family is not Writted Nobility, but my father was the right hand of Mark Lirion, and Loren Lirion before him. You all know this, and know him. He was recently appointed Palace Head of Security, and the words he spoke to me last night before the surgeons put him under were grim indeed. He swore to me that Markus Lirion was murdered, and that the breakout was a plan to cover it up. I think it is our duty, as nobles of Lirin, to take his warnings seriously. As such, I propose two items for your council to vote on. The first and most pressing is to allow Her Highness Elenor Lirion regency pro -tempore, and the second that a full inquiry of the death of Markus Miri-Lirion begin, investigating all those present at the time of his death, including, regretfully, our heir presumptive. I would like to volunteer to run that inquiry, in my father’s stead and under his supervision.”

Well, at least Robin looked as dismayed as Elenor felt. Neither of them, though, were in a position to stop what was about to happen. Most of the nobles were nodding along, many with alarmed looks upon their faces.

Eric took a step forward. “As the representative of House Ondai, the second-place winner of the last Water Race after the Lirion, I am willing to bring the matter of Her Highness’s regency to a vote.”

“What about the inquiry into the King’s murder?” Lady Lavarin asked. “That, too, must be dealt with.”

“Perhaps, but not at present. The stability of Lirin is paramount, and the King is dead. How he died doesn’t matter. We have a delegation coming in from Seehana as soon as tomorrow, people. Anything less than a united front will weaken Lirin to the eyes of the South. As much as it pains me, the why cannot be looked into at this time. It would make us look too unstable to our southern allies.”

“And what of Miriel?” Lord Giles Amad asked. “He was a Miri before he was a Lirion. If we don’t find the person responsible for his death and bring them to justice, we’ll have more than Seehana to worry about.”

“This is exactly why you need Island representation right now,” Robin interrupted, stepping forward into the ring of nobles. “No offense to Her Highness, but she is young, injured, and has had little training in statecraft.”

Why thank you, Robin. I really needed that ringing endorsement, Elenor thought, but didn’t try to speak over the noise. Eric was shouting at Robin, defending Elenor, but he wasn’t the only one. Every noble was talking, their voices layering with Robin’s and Daniil’s, each with their own idea about what should happen. Some, like Ludo Enica, were agreeing with Eric. Others shouted for the inquiry Daniil wanted, and a few, like Kallen, just tried to bring order to the madness. 

Elenor sank further and further into the throne, but she couldn’t get away from the noise. Her head was throbbing. Her breath came quicker and quicker, her uninjured arm moving to hug herself. Too loud. Lady Lavarin’s shrill voice rose above the din, a bony finger pointing at Eric, screaming accusations that the Ondai had planned all this to get closer to the throne. Someone else, maybe Lord Amad considering the deep bass, was shouting about those old rumors that Elenor had died as a child and the Tellens had replaced her. That she had no place sitting on the throne.

And there was Robin, still arguing for Tirit Mindel control. And Claire, right up in his face, fighting back.

I can’t do this. 

Her pulse rang in her ears and tears sprang to Elenor’s eyes, chest rising and falling so fast that it was making her lightheaded. 

“Stop it.” It came out as a choked whisper. “Stop it. Shut up, shut up, SHUT UP!”

The words rent the air and burned her throat. They rang in the sudden silence, all eyes turning to Elenor once more. She wiped the tears off her cheeks and sniffed, panic still coursing through her but joined by something else. It was familiar but foreign, like a friend she had always known but never met—a warming fire that started in her chest and traveled down the nerves to the tips of her fingers and toes. 

Elenor pushed herself to her feet, tingles dancing across her skin, making even the smooth fabric of her dress intensely uncomfortable. They were all staring at her. Before her brother died, that would have been enough to make Elenor want to run and hide. She no longer had that luxury.

Through the milling nobles, Claire caught her eyes and her lips moved. Inaudible, they formed the words, “You’ve got this. I love you.”

Elenor straightened her back, reaching to curl her fingers around the evergold pendant that sat atop her dress. 

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. 

The litany of the Blue focused her racing thoughts. In a clear, carrying voice, Elenor spoke. “Is this how it happened? Were you all bickering amongst yourselves and jockeying for power while my father slaughtered whole towns? Where was this anger when he killed his own son right in front of you? Where was the vitriol when he imprisoned innocents and drove our people to rebel?”

Dead silence. Elenor clenched her teeth, her hands balled up into fists. “No wonder my brother turned to the Rebellion for help. You didn’t even raise your voices when our late King killed a Writted Lord and Lady without a trial. You let the Tellens die without so much as a word, yet today, when we have a chance to begin to make things right, you stand here squabbling like children.”

A kaleidoscope of different emotions showed on the upturned faces of the nobility. Accusation and approval from the representative of House Tellen, shame from several other Writted nobles, and a pleased smile from Robin. That unnerved her, but anger still flared in her chest. Elenor’s nails dug into her palm as the Tirition stepped forward and bowed. 

“That’s exactly the point I’ve been trying to make, Your Highness. You are about to enter some very complicated negotiations with multiple other Kingdoms. Tirit Mindel can step in and be a neutral party, delaying any major choices until the nobility can calm down and Lirin is once more in competent hands,” Robin said. 

Elenor leveled a glare at him. “Master Robin, I may have a few bumps and bruises, but I am of sound mind and, I expect, much more likely to further Lirinian interests than a Tirition or Mindellion. You meant no offense and neither do I when I remind you that you were not invited to this meeting, and have no business here. This is a decision for the Lirinian nobility to make, not Tirit Mindel. Leave.”

Kallen was shaking his head at her, eyes wide as if trying to shut her up, but Elenor wasn’t about to let Tirit Mindel walk all over her. Nor, for that matter, House Eurieha or anyone else. She hadn’t killed her own father just to become someone else’s puppet. She had done it to help Lirin and, damn it, she wasn’t going to let a single person in this room stop her now.

There was only one way to make sure of that.

She turned away from Robin to look at the nobles of Lirin.

“Our country is broken, and I dare a single one of you to say otherwise. Our people are suffering, our nobility has been divided and turned against each other, and lies have piled up so deep we’re choking on them. You can sit here throwing blame about until we crumble, but I won’t. I plan to dig us out of this mess my parents buried us in.”

“Bold words from a girl who has never set foot in a meeting of the King’s Council, and whose only allies are western separatists and rifters,” spat Lady Lavarin. She took a step up the dais, turning her back on Elenor to address the gathered nobles. 

“Our King has been murdered and his own daughter speaks ill of him the very next day. Her brother tried to kill him not two months ago. How do we know she wasn’t in on the plan and just finished the job?” 

Elenor stumbled back a step, anger fizzling under a renewed wave of sticky guilt. 

“Even if she did not, we don’t need a youthful idealist with no practical experience in charge right now, but rather an experienced politician.”

“Meaning you?” Eric snapped. “Whose family has done nothing but eye the throne like vultures since the last time you tried—and failed—to take it by force?”

“You have no grounds to speak that way, Ondai. Didn’t your own parents die trying to secede from Lirin? Served them right to get buried with the common filth.” 

Claire and Kallen each grabbed one of Eric’s arms as he launched himself forward. “How dare you?”

Lady Lavarin pulled herself up to her full height with a sniff. “I dare plenty, Ondai. They were traitors, and there are more in our midst, as Lord Daniil said. We will have Seehana’s and Miriel’s eyes upon us, so our first priority must be finding the criminal who killed our King. Do you think a populace who believes royalty may be murdered without retribution will hesitate to turn on the nobility? I don’t know about you, but I don’t want mobs beating down my door. We must put down those who have committed this heinous crime the way our late King put down the Western Revolts, and do the same to all those who supported them. If we do not, our allies will see it as weakness. Unlike some of us,” she glared at Eric, “House Lavarin does not wish to be a province of Seehana.”

“But you’re fine parting your legs for Miriel? Because that’s what Lirin has been doing,” Claire yelled back, still holding on to Eric though she looked only slightly less mad. “You’re nothing but a self-serving coward, Adelina. If you treated the people in your province decently, you wouldn’t be scared that they would see this as an opportunity to rise up and behead you. Elenor is thinking about more than her own hide, yet you interrupt our heir with your squawking, you power-hungry toad.”

“Ah, the lover speaks. You think none of us have noticed House Enica worming their way towards the throne? Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if you and yours were responsible for either the King’s death or the Queen’s absence.”

“She’s not. I am.” Elenor hadn’t planned on shouting that in the middle of the Throne Room, but it left her mouth before common sense could stop it. Lady Lavarin, who had opened her mouth, shut it. 

No one else spoke either, the quiet thick and heavy. Then Kallen bounded up the stairs to the dais and Elenor’s side and took her by the elbow. He pulled her behind him, smiled wanly at the gathered nobles, and said, “Crazy thing, the love of a daughter for her father, right? It’s so easy to feel responsible, even though—”

Elenor placed a hand on Kallen’s arm. She appreciated what he was trying to do, but it wouldn’t work. She could already see the delighted glee in Lady Lavarin’s eyes, and the alarm in Daniil Eurieha’s. Of course he would be worried. Blackmail, after all, required secrets. 

The problem with confessing, of course, would be that Elenor would also likely be tried and found guilty of murder.

It’s either that, or live a lie for the rest of my life.

She’d done that once already.

Never again.

So with gentle but firm pressure, Elenor pushed Kallen to the side. “Thank you, Lord Drego, but I am capable of speaking for myself.”

“Elenor—” he protested. 

“We serve the Blue, remember? Lies do not become us.” She faced Lady Lavarin, who looked like a child at Harvest with a pot full of candy. “You want someone to blame for my father’s death? It’s me. I’m not sure if I killed him myself or someone else did to protect me, but I am the reason he is dead.”

“She admits it!” the noblewoman shrieked, but it did not raise the ruckus she seemed to have expected. Almost everyone was still staring at Elenor, who pulled herself up a little taller, even though she just wanted to curl into a ball and weep.

“Yes, I admit it. I didn’t want to do it, I wish I had not needed to, but it had to be done. My brother knew that, and I just regret it took me so long to figure it out too. I won’t lie to you, and I won’t lie to the people of Lirin either. Honestly, I am too tired and in too much pain right now to mince words and play politics. You all know the truth, even if you have convinced yourself the lies are real: Markus Miri-Lirion was a horrible King who never gave a shit about any of you, or this country.”

Elenor reached behind her neck to unclasp the button there, pulling down the fabric that hid the bruises on her throat. “Last night, I orchestrated the mass-breakout of prisoners wrongly held captive and tortured within these walls. While doing so, I was apprehended by Duncan Eurieha, who, while trying to strangle me to death, admitted he was acting on the orders of Sianta Miri, Queen of Miriel, the woman who will likely seize control of the Lirion family Writs if my mother and I both lose them. When he failed to kill me the first time, he called my father to finish the job. The King you so defend, Lady Lavarin, cornered me and threatened to turn those I love, including members of the Writted Nobility within this very room, into hostages he would torture or murder if I did not sign my Writ over to him as regent as soon as I got it. I suspect this is how he has controlled my mother for the entirety of their reign and seized her power to begin with.” Elenor swallowed, then finished. “I chose not to let him do that to me. I chose my country over my family, and I would do it again. I will gladly face justice for it if that is the will of this council, but in the meantime, this pointless bickering will stop. My mother is missing, and the people who profit most from that, right now, are the Miri. So either you vote to arrest me where I stand or you vote to give me power, because I intend to find the Queen and fix this country, and you have wasted enough of my time already this morning.”

Kallen coughed from beside her. “We will vote on the matters separately. All those in favor of trying Her Highness Elenor Lirion for the murder of King Consort Markus Miri-Lirion, respond aye. Those against, nay.”

“Nay,” Eric said, crossing his arms. 

“Nay,” Claire’s father said, flashing Elenor an encouraging smile.

“Aye,” Lady Lavarin snapped, “and she should be arrested at once for it.”

“Aye,” said Lord Amad.

“Nay,” the representative of House Petrona said, surprising Elenor, whose pulse was thundering. 

Her eyes moved to the Tellen representative. She didn’t recognize him, but he wore the armband with the family crest, marking him as speaking for the House Elenor had once considered family. He took a half step forward. 

“This is not the first time that Her Highness’s actions ended in needless and reckless deaths. Whether she was the one to end the life of our King or not is immaterial to House Tellen. However, she must learn that her actions have consequences, thus, we vote Aye.”

Tears pricked at the corners of Elenor’s eyes, but she managed to nod in respect and turned to Kallen. His face was drawn as if in pain. He looked down at her, then slowly said, “I believe in the rule of law and that no person is above it. Based on what Her Highness has said in front of this gathering, I am afraid I must vote Aye, but on the condition that she not be arrested, and instead be presumed innocent until found guilty by a court of law, with no immediate negative repercussions or limits to her freedom of movement.”

Lady Lavarin crossed her arms, scowling, but did not oppose the motion. Eric, though, looked like a kettle about to boil over. He shook off Claire’s grip on his elbow and called for the second vote. “All those in favor of appointing Elenor as regent pro tempore of Lirin for the next thirty days?”

Around the vote went, the same lines drawn with Enica, Ondai, and Petrona on Elenor’s side and Lavarin and Amad against, until it got to House Tellen and Drego. 

“Aye,” the Tellen representative said.

“Aye,” Kallen declared. “Five to two. The motion passes. Princess Elenor Lirion is appointed regent pro tempore starting immediately, and will stand trial for the murder of King Consort Markus Miri-Lirion. So it is decided. All kneel for your new regent.”

Elenor’s knees wobbled. She slumped back onto the throne as, one by one, the nobles gathered sank to their knees in a bow. Well, almost all of them. Robin Tirition stood with his arms crossed and a knowing smile dancing on his lips, and Daniil Eurieha was nowhere to be seen.
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