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      I wandered over to sit by the fire. I wasn’t there for five minutes before a horde of children began flooding out of the village after me. I didn’t even think this village was that large, but the kids just kept coming. There were a couple dozen of them between the ages of five and fifteen or sixteen, several more than yesterday. A few of them were accompanied by some adults who also seemed excited to hear my story.

      Raven emerged from the village, the excited children parting like the Red Sea before her. She came and sat next to me, an amused look on her face. “Your stories caused quite a stir yesterday.”

      “Looks like it,” I smiled.

      “Well?” She nodded toward the group. “Don’t keep them waiting much longer.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Are you going to stay and listen?”

      “You’re going in order, right?”

      I nodded.

      Raven’s wrinkled face broke into a cocky smile. “I like the part that comes next.”

      At that, I couldn’t help but laugh. “Is that because you’re in it?”

      “Of course.”

      I looked around the fire as everyone settled down. All eyes were on me, but they were all whispering to themselves. I was confused for a moment before I felt Raven’s hand on my shoulder.

      “Your tattoos,” the older woman smiled.

      I looked down at my bare arms. “Oh, right.”

      The night before, when I’d told the kids the story of how I came to Solivann, they wanted to see my tattoos, which were apparently as legendary as the rest of my adventures, but they were hidden under my armor. Since I was mildly sure the valley town of Riarte wasn’t full of much danger, I decided to wear a sleeveless shirt that night so they could see them. Where I was from, the entirety of human history was full of tattoos, so I was surprised to learn that throughout Solivann, Gold, Umbra, nowhere in this world was it practiced.

      “You guys wanted to see my tattoos, right?” I smiled.

      “What are tattoos?” one of the younger kids asked. I couldn’t help but be amused as I explained the concept for no less than the dozenth time since arriving on this world. Once they understood the concept, I explained what mine were. The only one that was hidden was the map of the solar system I had on my right shoulder. Below that, around my right forearm, wrapped a dragon. On my left bicep sat a grayscale cipher wheel that was always mistaken for a compass, and lastly, the only tattoo I had with any sort of color sat on the inside of my left wrist. It was an image of a wooden omamori talisman called a liar bird.

      One of the little girls jumped off her mother’s lap and came over to look at the small black and red tattoo. “It doesn’t look like a bird.”

      I laughed and nodded. “It doesn’t. It’s a piece of wood carved to look like a bird.”

      The little girl’s face contorted in a look of confusion. “Why is he a liar?”

      I smiled. “He’s not. He takes lies and secrets, and he turns them into guidance.”

      “Oh. Does it work?” She looked up at me expectantly.

      I looked down at my tattoo and paused. “I hope so.”

      There was no shortage of lies and secrets in this world. I was well aware of that. As far as guidance, I could use more of that.

      “I want to hear about Aviri!” one of the older girls interrupted. “What did she want from you?”

      “Yeah!” a teenage boy said. “I want to know what happened next!”

      “Okay, okay.” I held up my hands defensively. “Where did we leave off yesterday?”

      The children were quick to answer my question with a wall of responses.

      “You left Elle in Eon!” one of the children said.

      “Aviri and the horses!” a girl called.

      “Where did you go next?” one of the younger boys asked.

      “You kicked the soldiers’ butts!” A teenage boy clapped. “And set a town on fire!”

      Raven laughed. “Sounds like I missed quite the story last night.”

      I shrugged, running my hand through my hair to get it out of my face. “They probably make it sound cooler than it was.”

      “Well,” the older woman elbowed me, “go on. I want to hear the next part.”
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      “Aviri?” I asked hopefully. “Could you teach me how to work with dua?”

      “No.” My new companion shook her head.

      As soon as she did, my heart sank. I’d been in Solivann for weeks and had spent the entire time learning about their world and all the things that came naturally to them that seemed like magic to me. Just when I finally felt like I was getting a grip on things, Aviri shows up and tells me that everything I’d been told in Solivann was wrong. My stomach began to churn as we rode across the valley.

      “But,” Aviri continued, “if you do me a favor, I can find you someone who can.”

      I looked up at her. “Really? Absolutely! Anything! What is it? What do you need?”

      “Well, before anything else, I need to get paid.” She glanced at me out of the corner of her eye before returning her gaze to the road ahead. “That’s our first priority.”

      “What?” I frowned.

      “The kiregare,” Aviri jerked her head toward the bag on her back.

      I blinked. I’d completely forgotten about the kiregare.

      When I’d first arrived in Eon, a village in the center of Solivann, Elle and her family were the only thing that saved me from certain death. Elle and I left Eon to find August, a mentor in Grave. It was on the way there when we’d first run into Aviri. I recalled that day in the forest when Elle and I had feared for our lives. We’d never actually laid eyes on the vicious herald, as the kiregare was more commonly known, but according to Aviri, the creature had been hunting us. Its roar shook the very ground beneath us, so I couldn’t quite understand how something that powerful was stuffed inside the pack on her back, something barely big enough to fit a laptop and a textbook.

      Aviri laughed at the look on my face. Without slowing down her horse, she grabbed her bag and pulled it into her lap. She reached into it and pulled out the body of an animal about halfway between a ferret and a fox. It was a bit larger than a ferret, with a long body and snow-white fur. Without warning, she tossed the dead animal over to me. I fumbled to catch it, just barely managing not to lose my balance on the horse.

      “I don’t understand.” I turned the animal over in my hands. “This can’t be the same thing from the woods.”

      “Why not?” She chuckled.

      “The thing in the forest shook the ground. I’ve seen house cats bigger than this thing.” I continued turning it over in my hands and frowned. There wasn’t a hair on the animal that was stained with blood. “How did you kill this thing, anyway?”

      I threw the creature back to Aviri. She caught it easily and slid it back into her bag.

      “It’s difficult, but if you shoot it in the eye, you don’t damage the rest of the body. It’s vital for small animals. But you’re mistaking size for power.”

      “There’s no way something that small made the ground shake,” I scoffed. “Does it shapeshift or get bigger or something?”

      “No,” Aviri laughed as though my suggestion was somehow more unlikely than any other answer. “Humans aren’t the only species with the ability to channel elan and use dunamis.”

      Those were the things I wasn’t very familiar with. Elle and August had told me about the importance of breath and how to channel it, but according to Aviri, there was much more to it than that. She described elan as the energy that flowed through everything, the ground, people, nature. In this world, people could channel that energy and use it to enhance their strength mentally and physically. With enough training, people could take elan and manifest it physically. When they did, this was called dunamis, or dua.

      The most common use for dua seemed to be weapons. The day I arrived in Eon, I’d nearly had my arm cut off because of it. Aviri had used arrows made of dua to hunt the kiregare in the woods. However, there were more uses than simply weapons. The very horses we were riding on were manifestations of dua that Aviri had conjured.

      “I… I still don’t understand,” I blinked.

      She sighed as she slung her bag over her shoulder. “We have classes, right? And when you’re in a higher class, you have a stronger connection with elan, and you’re better equipped to use dunamis. Everything that connects with elan works the same way. The kiregare I was hunting was apparently one of an especially high class. They’re naturally gifted at manipulating the world around them, and this one was even better. The ground didn’t shake, the kiregare manipulated your mind to make you think it did.”

      I remained silent, mostly because I was having a hard time accepting the fact that a pet-sized rodent made me think the ground was quaking. Rather than continue to ask questions that were going to frustrate me, I decided to change the subject.

      “So where are we going? Who wants the kiregare?” I asked. The sword I’d taken from the soldier I killed bounced against my leg, and the hilt had begun digging into my hip. I didn’t have a sheath for the heavy weapon. Rather, it just sat in my belt.

      “We’re on our way to Cherissey.” Aviri pointed north. “It’s a mountain town on the border of Solivann. A woman there offered to pay me to travel to Fetter Forest and catch the kiregare that had gotten loose there. I don’t ask questions, I just do the job.”

      I sighed, but nodded. There was a lot of information that she seemed to leave out because it didn’t seem necessary. That was all well and good, but I’d been studying computer science for four years. I liked having answers to things.

      We rode for a while in silence when Aviri finally broke it.

      “Do you see those hills?” She pointed at the horizon.

      I squinted and leaned forward. “Barely… Is that where we’re going?”

      “Yeah,” she nodded. “Cherissey is just over the hill.”

      “And how far away is that?”

      Aviri shrugged. “Just a couple of days.”

      “Great,” I sighed. I wondered if I was ever going to get used to those long journeys.

      “So,” she said as we rode, “tell me more about where you came from before you got to Solivann. What did you say it was called?”

      “Hm? California?”

      “Yes.”

      I took a deep breath and thought about how to describe it. I’d lived in California for four years, so it wasn’t as though I’d forgotten it after a few weeks in this magic universe. It was just difficult to describe to people who had no idea what my world was like.

      “It’s nothing like this. Elan and dua, none of that stuff exists where I’m from. There aren’t classes - well, there are, but they mean something totally different than they do here. I mean, it’s a normal world. People learn and work and have families just like they do here, but the world works differently. Our science is more developed, so we use a lot more technology.”

      I could sense that she seemed a bit lost - and I didn’t blame her - but she simply nodded. “What did you do in California?”

      “I was--” I cut myself off. I hadn’t meant to start that sentence off that way. “I am a student. Instead of apprenticeships and mentors, where I’m from, more people go to schools. It’s where--”

      “I know what a school is, Ren,” Aviri chuckled.

      “Right. Sorry.” I smiled awkwardly and rubbed the back of my neck. “It’s hard to tell sometimes. So much is the same, but so much is different. You have horses and gravity, but you also have kiregares and elan. You don’t have clocks, but you have some kind of plumbing. It’s hard to tell.”

      She shrugged. “I see your point. I suppose I’d feel a bit lost if I were in your position.”

      I nodded. “So, back home, people go to school to learn basic things, like language and math and history, and then when you finish that, you can go into specialized programs to learn one thing.”

      “Oh.” Aviri seemed surprised to hear that was how schools worked. Of course, I already knew they were different here. They had schools in some places, but they were usually in smaller communities and only for younger children who hadn’t begun to train for a specific life path yet. “So what did you learn?”

      I tried not to let it get to me that she was using past tense. It wouldn’t have bothered me to hear it from her if it weren’t for the fact that I’d used it myself. I didn’t want to think for a second that my life in California was over or gone. I was on my way back.

      “I was studying computer science,” I explained. “It’s a specialized study of technology.”

      “So is that what you were doing when you found… What did you call it?” She turned to me and cocked her head.

      “Ah, yeah. The code,” I bit my lip.

      I’d told her a little bit about it earlier, but it felt impossible to explain to someone who didn’t actually know what a computer was. I still remembered the afternoon that led up to that moment in complete detail. I’d been working on my capstone project for months, but I’d hit a wall. A five hundred and eighty-eight digit code had been the focus of all my free time for almost an entire semester. Seemingly out of nowhere, that code began popping up in places it shouldn’t. A website or secure network would just shut down, and they’d find that the number sequence had simply been inserted into the HTML like someone just copied and pasted it there. It would be posted on forums, but the accounts that posted it didn’t seem to exist or have traceable IP addresses.

      Since my focus in college was cryptography, I decided to study the code, but I ran into whatever the cryptographer’s equivalent of writer’s block was, so I took a break. I met my friends at a cafe on campus at UC Berkeley. At the time, everything seemed so insignificant, but since then, I’d replayed that afternoon in my head dozens of times. We discussed how behind everyone was in class, a teacher my friends didn’t like, and what we were doing for Christmas. I made plans to see Anne over the break. She was my best friend’s girlfriend, but I’d had a crush on her for over a year. We were both staying in town, and I told her I would bring her a candy cane as a Christmas present.

      Of course, it all seemed dull, just the normal bullshit conversations we had every time we met up at the cafe, but I had no idea that would be the last time I’d see them before the world fell apart around me, literally. I had an epiphany about the code and left the cafe without even a proper goodbye. I remember the short drive back to my apartment, running up to my room, ignoring a call from one of my closest friends, and making just a few small changes to the code before plugging it into a formula I’d used too many times to count. It had never worked before that day.

      The next few moments felt like a dream. Even now, weeks after my entire life changed, looking back, I still couldn’t wrap my head around what happened. The simplified answer to my formula popped up on my screen, then everything went fuzzy, and I fell.

      Then I was in Eon. Now, I was here.

      Aviri nodded. She must have been able to tell that my mood shifted, because her tone softened when she spoke again. “Do you miss it?”

      “I’m doing everything I can think of to get back.” I smiled sadly, keeping my gaze forward.

      “I’m sorry,” she spoke gently.

      Aviri was a huntress, and everything about her fit that. She wasn’t petite by any standards. I’d venture a guess that she could snap my neck with her bare hands if she wanted to. Yet, despite her thicker, toned figure, I’d seen her move with the grace of a ballet dancer. Her long golden-brown hair was kept out of her face with a series of complex braids that cascaded down her back. Her voice was especially striking. It was obviously feminine, but still deeper than most women I could remember meeting. That made it all the more significant to hear her speak to me with such a soft tone.

      I appreciated her sympathy. “You probably know what it’s like to miss your home, right? Aren’t you always traveling?” I glanced over and saw her expression shift to one of thought. She straightened her posture and sighed before answering.

      “I don’t miss it that much.”

      “Oh… kay,” I nodded awkwardly. From her tone, I could sense there was more to that story. A moment of awkward silence passed before I heard Aviri sigh.

      “That’s… what I need your help with, Ren.”

      “What?” I blinked.

      “I grew up in Atthio. It’s one of the more advanced countries in the world.” Something told me that we had different ideas of advanced. Even so, I was curious about what she meant. “I left a few years ago to travel as a nomadic hunter.”

      “Okay. Is that a problem?” I cocked my head curiously.

      “I didn’t think so.” She bit her lip and sighed. “Apparently, I was wrong. I realized after a while that my family had sent search parties after me. They didn’t want me to leave, but I couldn’t stay in Atthio. The kingdom is so mired in tradition and closed off, I felt stifled, so I left. I only tell you this so you understand that they didn’t want me to leave.”

      “I get that,” I shrugged. “I mean, I can understand that they probably miss you.”

      Aviri hesitated before responding. In the brief silence, it finally hit me that this situation probably wasn’t as simple as it sounded.

      “I thought so too,” she continued at last. “I assumed the search party was trying to bring me back to Atthio. But that wasn’t the case. A few months ago, I realized that their intention was to return a body, not a daughter.”

      My brows pulled together as I tried to process what she was saying. “You mean… you think your family sent someone to assassinate you? Because you left home?”

      That officially surpassed every stereotype for overprotective, disappointed parents I’d ever heard.

      “I can’t understand what their reasoning is,” Aviri admitted. There was the slightest waver in her voice, understandably. Surely the idea that your family wanted you dead was hard to cope with. “But I am sure the search party is out to kill me. There have been a few times that they managed to find out where I was going. They would arrive before me and set up traps. Luckily, I’m a better hunter than they are, so it was easy enough to evade. Still, I found it odd, so I followed them for a while. That was when I realized they wanted me dead.”

      “Wow,” I breathed in sheer disbelief at her words. I couldn’t imagine a family wanting their child dead just because she left town, but then again, there was a lot about this world that was still confusing to me. “Um… All due respect, but you aren’t going to tell me that you want me to help you kill them, are you?”

      Without a doubt, I was lucky that Aviri has intervened on my behalf. On two separate occasions, she came between me and death, and I would be honored to return the favor. Still, she’d made it pretty clear in the past day or so that she wasn’t really above killing someone if they were in your way.

      “No.” She smiled, amused at my suggestion. “It’s much simpler than that. I want you to tell Atthio I’m already dead.”
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      I probably shouldn’t have been surprised when Aviri didn’t want to answer more of my questions.

      “How do you know they aren’t following us now?” I pressed, freaking out a little. “Are we in danger?”

      “No,” she laughed as though my concern was irrational. “I lost them in Layland a while ago, and they think I went south to Brasinthin.”

      “What if they figured out you’re heading to Cherish?” That was less comforting when I had no concept of where any of those places were.

      She rolled her eyes. “Cherissey is the last place they’ll look. They could hunt me because I didn’t know I was being looked for, so I didn’t worry about covering my tracks. Now that I know they’re following me, I leave them enough false leads to keep them busy. Besides, the people I work with tend to be very loyal, and they help when I need them to.”

      Again, not that comforting to me. Still, I took a deep breath and told myself to have more faith in Aviri. I’d seen her in action, and she was smart, prepared, and fierce, and she’d saved my life twice. I probably owed it to her to trust her judgment.

      The more questions I tried to ask, the more concerned she was with reaching Cherissey. She said that was her obligation at the moment, and she insisted on following it through before she began planning her next journey. Had it been anyone else, I’d have insisted on getting more information, but aside from the fact that Aviri was pretty stubborn, she’d agreed to do me a favor. She was taking me with her, and if I helped her evade the search parties, she would help me find someone who could mentor me on the use of dua. I didn’t want to push so hard that she changed her mind.

      By the second day of our journey, in addition to a bruise on my calf and chafe on my hip from riding with the sword in my belt, I found myself more and more anxious about the people I knew were pursuing us, especially since we were heading straight for their home. Aviri, Elle, and I had killed a handful of the soldiers in Eon before Aviri and I set off for Cherissey.

      According to Aviri, Cherissey was just north of Coil, where the soldiers after me had come from in the first place. My hope was that I’d done a good enough job at covering my own tracks. I’d left a note with Elle and her family to give the soldiers when they inevitably came asking about me saying I was going West. If they left Eon to follow my nonexistent trail, that should buy us enough time to get to Cherissey and out of Solivann.

      Still, I was leaving a lot more to chance than I wanted to.

      But the soldiers never came. The first night passed peacefully, as did the second day. Astrid said we had to pass fairly close to Coil, but with my hair getting longer and the clothes I got from Elle’s father, I didn’t stand out to someone who didn’t know to look for me.

      This world that I’d found myself in had a much different class system than I was used to. Your class was more like a rank, and you spent your life ranking up. In Solivann, they defined the class with metals, but Aviri said that was simply another difference between Solivann and the rest of the world. Everyone else defined the classes using nature, something they believed was more connected to elan. It was traditional in this world for your appearance to represent your class, so the higher your rank, the nicer your clothes and the longer your hair. If anyone asked, Aviri was my high-class cousin taking me with her to train.

      When we finally passed Coil, I found it to be considerably less intimidating than I expected. It looked just like a normal town. There was one taller building, I could see over some trees, but nothing looked quite like I pictured, and no one that we saw seemed to care who we were.

      Coil was the northern city in Solivann, and it was home to Draco. When I first arrived, Elle and her family had told me he was a stranger who arrived out of nowhere like me somewhere around fifty years ago. He told everyone that the place he came from was war-ravaged and evil and that he was persecuted for standing up against it. The man built an army in Solivann and established himself as a revered and trusted figure, and the next time a stranger arrived, Draco had him killed. He said any strangers that came after were assassins sent to kill him and had to be killed first. That was why his soldiers from Coil were after me in the first place.

      When I first heard about Draco, I had no reason not to believe it. If my world and this world existed completely separate from one another, I figured wherever Draco came from was exactly like he told everyone it was. That was until someone mentioned its name.

      In between beating me, the soldiers of Coil were gracious enough to tell me that their fearless leader was from D.C. of all places. That was all I needed to know to realize he was a liar. Before I knew that, I might have considered leaving Aviri and traveling to Coil myself to seek Draco’s help and see if he knew how I could leave Solivann. The fact that he was lying, however, made everything that much more dangerous. Whatever his reason, he was intentionally trying to keep people from our world out, and I didn’t think he’d be very welcoming if I showed up, unarmed and alone, and offered myself up as a target.

      So instead, Aviri and I moved past Coil and made our way into the mountains. We would go to Cherissey, I’d help Aviri, she’d find me a mentor, and once I had a grasp on dis and felt as though I could protect myself, then I could confront Draco. I had no desire to disrupt whatever power-hungry game he was playing, after all. I just wanted to go home.

      Once we passed Coil and reached the mountains, Aviri wanted us to move on foot. She said the horses had to move so slow-moving on the thin, steep, rocky trails that we could move quicker without them. I wasn’t very excited about that. I went hiking once sophomore year in an attempt to impress Anne, and it went…

      Well, like I said, she started dating my best friend.

      Luckily, Cherissey was only about half a day up the mountain, and I’d been training so much since arriving here that I didn’t completely exhaust myself. The sun had just set when we rounded a wall of rock that opened up from the east into a basin within the mountain. It was about a mile wide and almost completely surrounded by rock. To the southwest edge of the basin was a lake, and the southernmost edge of the area had some crops. The rest of the area was buildings and roads surrounded with torches to keep the area bright.

      Eon was a rather stiff place. The people kept to themselves, and the houses were far apart. Grave had been the opposite, with much of the area being close together and the people in the town much friendlier with one another. At first glance, I got the idea that this place was more like Grave. There were children running around playing in the dirt, a couple of men carrying baskets of something to someone’s house, a woman sitting on a porch working with some kind of string making something that looked like it came from a DIY Pinterest board, and a younger girl who looked a lot like her leaning against the house writing in a journal.

      “Wow,” I muttered as I followed Aviri further into the small town.

      She raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      “Nothing,” I shrugged. “It’s just quaint. Like something from a movie.”

      “From a what?”

      Right. “Nevermind. Who are we looking for?”

      “Her house should be…” She looked around among the houses, garnering a few strange looks. She and her leather armor attracted far more attention than I did, which was a welcome change of pace. “There!”

      Aviri took off for one of the houses down the road. Most of our traveling had been done on rocks or on horseback, so it was really only now that I realized she was one of those people that seemed to walk fast for no reason other than she had long legs, but I followed close by her side as she approached a small wooden house. Deep scratches covered the planks of the building, like someone had taken an axe to it. A couple of them looked like they punctured all the way through the wood. A chill ran down my spine as I feared what kind of person might come out of a house like that.

      When the door opened, the last kind of person I imagined to see in such an ominous building greeted us. An older woman who looked near my grandma’s age stepped out onto the threshold. Her hair was curled in long silver dreadlocs, the lines on her dark skin were deeply creased, her shoulders seemed permanently hunched forward, and most surprisingly, her arms, in addition to being covered in bruises and burns a few shades darker than the rest of her skin, were almost as toned and muscular as Aviri’s.

      She squinted for a second as though she couldn’t place Aviri’s face, then a look of realization hit her, and she smiled. “Ah! You! Here, come in. It’s too dark out there, and I want to see the thing up close.”

      Without another word, she stepped back and ushered us into her house, which had a fireplace and several candles and sconces lit, making the place as bright as daylight. Her home was so noticeably warm, I almost felt inclined to take my shirt off. There was a large vase in the corner, but rather than plants, multicolored blades poked out of the top. As I looked around, there were many other small collections of metal, shards from broken blades, blocks of wood, bowls of crystals and gemstones, and even what looked like a pile of armor. Inside the house, I could see that it was decently sized, but almost impossibly cluttered.

      The woman led us over to a wooden dinner table covered in marks similar to the ones on the front of her house and quickly removed half-carved blocks of wood, stacking them up in a corner.

      “Here, sit, sit.”

      I walked over and pulled out a chair across from the woman and sat while Aviri removed her bag from her shoulder and pulled out the white animal, setting it on the table and sitting. Sitting on a chair with the sword in my belt proved to be significantly more awkward than I anticipated, but I wasn’t quite comfortable taking it off.

      The woman pulled a rough pair of glasses from a pocket in her skirt. Most people wore embroidered satin tunics, but people with more physical professions tended to work in clothes that were more comfortable. It was clear to me from the items around the small house that this woman was some kind of craftsman, most likely for weapons.

      “My word,” she breathed, sitting down to get a closer look at the kiregare. She picked it up, turning it over in her hands to examine it. “Impeccable. You did no damage.”

      I glanced over to see a triumphant smile on Aviri’s face.

      The woman, whom I still hadn’t technically been introduced to, ran her fingers through the fur of the animal. All I could think was how impossible it seemed for there to be so much fuss over such a small creature.

      “Did it give you much trouble?”

      “Much,” Aviri nodded. “I got to it before it seriously hurt anyone. I think a few travelers got nicked, but I didn’t hear of any deaths.”

      “Thank goodness,” the woman seemed to relax considerably, her shoulders sinking even further forward. “You are a master. Is this your assistant?”

      Both of the women looked over at me. I felt a bit jarred, being suddenly thrust into the topic of conversation.

      “No.” An amused smile formed on Aviri’s face that I resented ever so slightly. “He’s not a hunter. Just a travel companion.”

      The woman nodded at me. “Ralevainne.”

      “Oh…” I blinked, suddenly lost. Was that a greeting I should know? “Um, H-halevin.”

      The woman looked immensely puzzled. Aviri giggled next to me. I shot her a look, but she simply waved me off.

      “Ren, her name is Ralevainne.”

      “Oh!” I felt my face turn bright red as I caught onto my faux pas. “I’m sorry, Hale… U-um, I’m not from around here, so I wasn’t sure if… I’m Ren.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ren.” Ralevainne cracked an amused smile before returning her attention to the kiregare.

      I shot a look at Aviri, who was either failing to stifle her remaining laughter or just not trying very hard.

      Ralevainne opened the animal’s mouth and examined its teeth. She slid the body into her lap and pointed the open mouth at the table before picking up the head and gently whacking the top of its mouth against the wooden table. I wasn’t sure why until I realized how far into the wood the kiregare’s teeth had sunk. It was far enough that I suddenly felt ill at the thought that that thing had been hunting me at one point.

      “What price did we agree on?” Ralevainne asked Aviri as she pulled the kiregare’s teeth out of the wood and returned them to the table.

      “Ten gold,” Aviri said. I wondered if that was a lot or not. I figured it had to be. Aviri had traveled for days just to spend a couple of weeks hunting one animal.

      Ralevainne pulled her glasses off and stood from the table while she shoved them back in her pocket.

      “Wait right here.”

      She walked through a short hall and turned into a room in the back. Her house looked like a big square. The front half was the living room, dining room, and kitchen all in one, and it looked like there were two rooms in the back.

      “Ralevainne,” Aviri said softly. I looked over at her and blinked as she repeated herself. “Ralevainne.”

      “Halev-”

      “No,” she shook her head. “R.”

      I resisted the urge to smack myself in the head as I realized what she was saying. Her name was pronounced with the guttural ‘r’ like French words. I always hated French.

      “Right…”

      She chuckled under her breath as Ralevainne returned with a handful of gold coins. When Elle and I were in Grave, I’d only ever seen people use copper or silver coins. Copper pieces were comparable to pennies, while the silver pieces were a bit bigger than quarters. These looked to be about the same size as silver pieces and just a tad thicker.

      Ralevainne handed the pieces to Aviri, who laid them out on the table in front of her and proceeded to pick up each one individually and weigh them in her hand.

      “Do you already have a plan for where you’re going next?” Ralevainne asked while Aviri weighed the coins. She didn’t seem offended at the implication that Aviri wanted to double-check the authenticity of her payment.

      “Well…” Aviri sighed, her brow furrowed in focus as she analyzed the coins. “We need to head east. We have about a six-day journey.”

      “Six days?” I frowned. I would have liked to know that before. I mean, it didn’t make much of a difference since I didn’t have very many options, but still.

      Ralevainne blinked. She stood and walked over to the door and opened it, I supposed to check how dark it was. As she returned to the table, Aviri pulled a dark gray rock out of her pocket that looked like it had something fuzzy on it and began floating it over the coins.

      “It’s half a day down the mountain,” Ralevainne pointed out. “And it’s already night. You went all the way to Solivann just for me. Why don’t you two stay here tonight and start your journey in the morning?”

      “Thank you, Ralevainne, but that’s not necessary--” Aviri shoved the stone back in her pocket and began to pick up all the coins.

      “You’re not going to find anywhere comfortable to camp on the mountain,” the older woman frowned. “Please, I insist.”

      Aviri tossed me a look as though she wanted my opinion, though I knew I didn’t have much say in the matter. I couldn’t really go anywhere without her. Finally, my companion shrugged.

      “That would be much appreciated, Ralevainne.”

      “It’s been so long since I’ve had company. I appreciate it as much as you do.” The woman smiled and nodded. “Have you two had dinner yet?”

      Aviri shook her head, and Ralevainne got up to go through her cabinets. We tried to argue against putting her out, but for an old woman, she was extremely stubborn. In less than an hour, we had bowls of rice and vegetables in front of us. I had to admit, I felt a bit weird eating on a table that a dead animal’s body had been rolled all over just a few minutes ago, but I tried to tell myself that it was okay. I didn’t want to be the priss who asked the two muscled women to wipe off the table before we ate.

      “Thank you again, Raveli - um, Rav - Raliven,” I stammered nervously. Fuck. I had to seem so rude.

      Luckily, she just laughed. “You can call me Raven.”

      “Thank you, Raven.” I breathed a deep sigh of relief and smiled.

      “My pleasure,” she chuckled. “The spare room only has one bed, but even the floor is better than a mountainside.”

      “When I came through before,” Aviri began, “wasn’t someone else here?”

      “Yes.” A strange look passed over Raven’s face. It was almost smug, like she was trying not to look smug. “My son. He’s away right now.”

      I glanced at Aviri, a bit suspicious of Raven’s demeanor. If this were a movie, there’d be suspenseful music before it was revealed that she definitely killed and ate her son.

      Aviri didn’t seem bothered. She clearly hadn’t seen as many Hitchcock films as I had. “I hope his travels are safe.”

      “Where is he?” I asked. Aviri might not have a sense of curiosity, but I did.

      Raven raised her eyebrows and paused for a moment, folding her hands on the table. “I’m sure you were curious why a kiregare was in the middle of Solivann when they’re hardly found outside of Gold.”

      “Yes,” I answered before Aviri could brush off the question. She said asking questions wasn’t her job. She was hired to hunt things, and that was that. Now that she’d gotten paid and Raven was offering, surely it wasn’t wrong to inquire further. “I was wondering about that.”

      Aviri glanced over at me out of the corner of her eye but just smiled attentively as Raven began speaking.

      “My son dabbles as a broker, of sorts. A connection. He’s just about your age,” she nodded at me, “so he’s spry enough to do the traveling I need. I’m sure you can imagine my neighbors aren’t really in need of many weapons here, so Escher finds buyers for my work. A while back, he met a man who had a pretty dangerous collection of kiregare he was interested in getting rid of.”

      At that, Aviri seemed to perk up. She leaned in, her brows pulling together. “How does someone get a collection of kiregare?”

      Raven shrugged. “I wondered that too. I guess he was just that good. So my son was in Moroke sometime later and met a man who wanted to purchase a kiregare. All well and good, until Escher’s in the middle of Solivann, and the damn thing gets out of its cage. He came back to tell me, and that was when I sent word for this master hunter I heard was in the area.”

      “Unbelievable,” Aviri muttered. I could see there was something she was thinking but didn’t want to say out loud. I got the feeling that she was annoyed.

      “Now,” the older woman sighed, “he’s letting his buyer know that the kiregare escaped. We’ll take a hit. The thing wasn’t cheap after all. But hopefully, the material from the creature can sell for enough to make up for it.”

      There was something… odd about Raven’s demeanor. The situation bothered Aviri, and despite the overall negative experience that Raven was describing, something about her tone gave me the feeling that she was trying not to act happy.

      “What can you use the material for?” I asked.

      At that, Raven did smile. “Oh, you don’t know? Kiregare bones are thick. I can make several knives, even a dagger, as big as that one is. Bones that are too small to make tools or shards carved off of larger bones can be used in other weapons, for hilts or reinforcing spines. There’s not much meat, but the fat is better for cooking than other animals. Not to mention the pelt.”

      “There’s no way that thing is big enough to make anything out of?” I cocked my head.

      “Not entirely. But kiregare skin is tougher than nearly every other creature. It can’t create a full set of armor, but if you supplement it with additional leather, you’ll have some of the strongest pieces you can find.”

      Aviri frowned. “Ralevainne, I’m sorry. If I’d known you wanted to use the pelt, I would have skinned the animal when I caught it.”

      “What?” I blinked. The idea of her carrying a skin-less animal in her bag did not enthuse me. “Why does that matter?”

      “Once the body heat leaves an animal,” Aviri explained, “the skin begins to decay. That thing is far too weak to tan into leather now.”

      Raven held up a finger, the smile on her face never wavering. “You would think! Usually, that’s the case. But this one was far more powerful than most creatures. You used dua to kill it, yes?”

      Aviri nodded.

      “That helped too. Elan disperses when we die, but creatures with a strong connection to elan retain it for longer. The kiregare is dead, but its body is fine. Didn’t you notice that it never went stiff after you killed it?”

      “I didn’t think about it.” My companion blinked, her eyes widening at this new information. It was a bit vindicating not to be the only one learning something new. “So you can still use it?”

      “Every bit,” Raven grinned. “If you had pierced its skin with anything else, it would have dispersed the elan faster, but you got it in the eye, so the hide is intact, and you used dua, so the elan is, as well.”

      “Sounds like you’re a better hunter than you thought you were,” I smiled at Aviri.

      “I suppose so.” She looked a bit satisfied with herself and nodded.

      I looked back at Raven. “Lucky for you that the thing escaped, huh?”

      “Right.” The wrinkled edge of her mouth pulled from a smile to a bit more of a smirk, and a knowing look sparkled in her eye. “Luck.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      After dinner, Raven excused herself to skin the animal before she went to bed. Apparently, she had a shop behind her house where she did most of her work. Aviri and I said goodnight and went to her son’s room for the evening, where she was quick to lay out a blanket on the ground and form a pallet.

      “I never thought someone could be so excited to skin an animal,” I chuckled to myself as I leaned my sword against the door and sat on the edge of the bed.

      Unlike the rest of the house, Raven’s son’s room was actually fairly tame. It didn’t look like it was used for any kind of storage. The rest of the small home was overfilled with parts of weapons and armor, but this room looked clean and comfortable. A few daggers hung on the wall, but I found myself wondering if those were decorative or sentimental rather than merely taking up space.

      “If it’s as thick as she says it is, she’ll need plenty of time to get it off,” Aviri laughed. “I’ve heard of armor made of kiregare leather, but it’s not easy to come by.”

      “Well, maybe you could come back,” I shrugged. “We’re heading to, um, that place you’re from tomorrow, right? What’s it called?”

      “Atthio.” She nodded. “At-thio.”

      “Okay.”

      “At-thio.”

      “Oh-kay.” I rolled my eyes with a smile. “I have trouble remembering names and pronouncing long, weird ones, but I’m not an idiot.”

      “You could’ve fooled me,” Aviri shrugged with a bit of a smirk on her lips.

      I laughed and nodded, biting my lip. “Okay, maybe I deserved that for the Halevin thing. It’s all the vowels that mess me up.”

      She shrugged again as she took the outer layer of her armor off. She usually slept with it on, so it occurred to me that I hadn’t actually seen her without it. She wore a thin brown cotton shirt and pants under the leather, so it wasn’t as though she was exposed at all, aside from the v-shaped part in her shirt that revealed a bit more cleavage than I expected. Still, the sheer fact that I hadn’t seen her in that state before felt significant. At the very least, she trusted me not to stab her in her sleep, and in a house full of sharp weapons, no less.

      “So you said it’s six days to Atthio?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said, laying down on the blanket with one hand behind her head. “We have to go through the mountains for a while, then around a stretch before the woods open back up to Atthio.”

      What I gathered from that was that it wouldn’t be nearly as long if we’d gone there straight from Eon. But I wasn’t in a position to demand much of anything from her.

      “So,” I leaned against the wall, pulling one of my feet up on the corner of the bed, “I just find your parents and say, what, you died in the woods at some point?”

      Aviri hesitated for a second before letting out a sigh. “Pretty much. We can hammer out more specifics on the travel there.”

      I nodded. Something gave me the feeling that she wasn’t interested in talking about it much. That was understandable when I thought about it. Having someone tell your family you were dead was pretty drastic.

      “How did Raven find you?” I asked. I’d been curious about that for a while. “If you're nomadic, how do you get work?”

      “Most people don’t seek me out like she did,” she explained. “I’m good at blending in and picking up work, and that’s how I make a living. When Raven found me, I had just planted the false train to Brasinthin, so I wanted to be as far away from that place as possible, so I came here. Well, not here, but this area. There were some particularly strong bears in another part of the forest up here, and someone paid me to take care of them. That’s how she heard about me.”

      “So… you have a word-of-mouth business entirely based on luck and the chance that something dangerous always needs to be killed?”

      “I guess so.” She chuckled at my phrasing. “I don’t need work like others do. I’m a hunter. By virtue of my trade, I can take care of myself pretty well. The work is mostly something to keep me busy.”

      I leaned against the wall and nodded. “But you like it?”

      “I do,” she nodded. “I’d like it a lot more if my family hadn’t sent people to kill me, though.”

      For a second, I hesitated, unsure if that was some sort of dark joke or a genuine lamentation. I got my answer when she cracked a smile and gave a halfhearted laugh, so I smiled back.

      “What makes this better than living in Atthio?” I asked. I hadn’t really thought about it, but for her to want to leave so badly, and then they send someone to kill her just for leaving, there was a chance it was a volatile place.

      “Everything.” Aviri sighed. She closed her eyes in thought for a moment. “It’s a place so staunchly obsessed with tradition. My family had obligations they expected me to fulfill, and… I couldn’t do it. So I left.”

      I frowned. “I have a hard time believing there’s anything you couldn’t do.”

      She laughed as her eyes fluttered open. “It was just too much. I felt like I was suffocating. I was expected to live the same life, day in and day out. The idea that I would stay there, knowing I would die there one day…”

      She took a deep breath as though she were trying to calm herself down, and I found myself suddenly worried.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah… Yeah,” she shrugged, smiling and sitting up. “I just don’t think about it much. I didn’t think they’d just be happy with me leaving, but I never thought they’d want me dead. It proves how aggressive they are about their stupid traditions. It’s stifling.”

      “So what about the life you live now?” I asked, hoping to change the subject, so she didn’t get more upset. “You like it?”

      Aviri gave me a look. She could tell exactly what I was doing, but she seemed grateful for it at least.

      “Yes.” She smiled weakly. “I’ve seen more of the world than most people. I’ve improved as a hunter, a fighter, deepened my connection to elan, all because of the life I’ve led since leaving Atthio. When you stay in the same place for so long, you outgrow it. If you put a plant in a pot, it’ll run out of room before it reaches its full potential. I don’t want to make that mistake with myself.”

      I couldn’t help but smile a bit. She would probably cringe in the garden section at Walmart.

      “What?” She smiled. Apparently, my amusement was fairly obvious.

      “Nothing,” I shrugged. “You’re right, and I agree with you. It’s just funny. Putting plants in pots is so common where I come from. I never really thought of it like that.”

      “That’s sad.” Aviri sat up, stretching her arms as she did so. “I could never stand planter pots. I broke so many of them when I was little my dad finally started hiding them.”

      “Doesn’t that seem like an overreaction?” I tilted my head. “I mean, they’re just for flowers and stuff. Is it that big a deal?”

      “Yes!” She nodded, almost indignant at my question. “It is. They don’t walk and move like us, but they have a connection to elan just the same. Life moves through them, and I think that should be respected.”

      I couldn’t help but stare at her with a sense of confusion. “I’m sorry, aren’t you the same person who told me not to feel bad for nearly burning down an entire town?”

      “You had a good reason. I had a good reason to kill those guards too. I had a reason to kill the kiregare.” She laughed and shrugged. “Putting a plant in a pot because you want to keep it for yourself isn’t a good reason. It’s selfish. Having life doesn’t mean something shouldn’t be killed, only that its life should be respected. That means if you’re going to end it, you should have a reason.”

      “But… your family had flowerpots, right?”

      “Yes,” Aviri nodded slowly, chuckling. “My family and I disagreed on what it meant to respect life.”

      I laughed as I started to understand. Nice to know family disputes weren’t exclusive to my world.

      “Got it.”

      “What? Don’t tell me you agreed with your parents about everything?” She raised an eyebrow and sat back, leaning against the wall.

      “No way,” I shook my head. “My mom begged me not to move to California for school. They liked the school, they just didn’t like that I’d be far away.”

      “How far was it?”

      “Seattle to Berkeley…” I blew air out of my mouth while I tried to recall the travel distance. “It usually ends up being about eight hundred miles.”

      Aviri shrugged. “That is a hefty journey, but the risk is worth it.”

      “It’s only about thirteen hours without stopping.”

      For the first time, Aviri had a genuine look of disbelief on her face. I couldn’t help but laugh as I remembered that no one here knew what a car was or had any concept of travel at that speed.

      “What do you use to travel like that?” she demanded, not seeing the humor in the situation.

      It took a few minutes for my laughter to die down. Once it finally did, I explained the concept of a car. My wandering nomad of a companion practically seemed like her mouth was watering at the concept of travel that efficient.

      “Thirteen hours,” she muttered breathlessly. “For eight hundred miles?”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled. “What? How long would that take here?”

      “Eight hundred miles…?” She leaned her head back against the wall and raised her eyebrows as she thought. “On horseback, it would take over a month.”

      My jaw nearly dropped at that. “What?”

      “On foot would be closer to two.”

      “Wow.” I whistled in surprise. I couldn’t even begin to conceptualize a journey that long in my head. Just that evening, I’d been shocked to learn we would be traveling for the next six days.

      “Yeah.” Now it was Aviri’s turn to laugh at my surprise. “With things like cars, how do you stay in one place? I… I would go everywhere.”

      I smiled at the dreamy tone in her voice. “I guess life just gets the better of you. If I want to live, I need a job, so I can afford to pay for things. To get a good job that I like, I need a degree from school. And when I’m at school, I don’t have the time for road-trips.”

      Her face suddenly lit up. “Road trip?”

      “Yeah?” I blinked.

      “Oh, I love that word. Road trip.”

      She had an expression of pure wonder on her face. Honestly, it made me a bit lachrymose. I should have taken more road trips when I had the chance. If I ever got back, that would be the first thing I would plan to do.

      “I think you’d like my world, Aviri,” I smiled. I could see her running one of those ‘van life’ blogs. Traveling seemed to be the thing she loved about her life, and the hunting and odd jobs were merely to feed that. “Oh man, you know what else? My mom cried for a week when I got my first tattoo.”

      “Tattoo?” She blinked.

      “Oh!” I sat up, actually excited to explain the concept to her. I lifted up the sleeves on the tunic I wore to show her the tattoos on my wrist and forearm.

      Aviri stood and came to sit next to me on the bed to get a closer look. “My word… What do they mean?”

      “Nothing.” I shrugged, a smile on my face as she turned my right forearm side to side, looking at the way the dragon wrapped around it. “Well, not nothing. They’re not markings that signify class or anything, you just get whatever you want, so I got some stuff I liked. The dragon just looked cool. The liar bird is more special.”

      She let go of my right arm to pick up my left wrist and look at the small tattoo. It sat on the inside of my wrist, in line with my thumb. The liar bird was a totem carved from wood to have a beak and painted to give the impression of a red throat. It was the only tattoo I had with any color on it.

      “What makes it special?” She asked, rubbing her finger over the tattoo to see if there was any difference in the texture of the skin.

      “In Japan, where I was born, they have charms that bring luck.” I smiled as I thought about my grandma. “You can get them all over, but this one, you can only buy from one temple, one day of the year. When my mom was still pregnant, my grandma took the train to Tokyo and bought one for me. I had it for years. When we moved houses a few years ago, I lost it. I was so upset. It’s not like I could just go get another one. So I went to a tattoo shop and got this.”

      “That’s spectacular.” Aviri had a bright smile on her face.

      I swallowed a lump that had begun to form in my throat. “Honestly, I cared a lot less about the charm. I cared about it, of course, but it made me feel close to my grandma. We lived in Japan when I was young, so we saw my grandparents every week. After we moved to America, we couldn’t see them that often. My grandma and I were really close when--” I managed to cut myself off before my voice cracked. Aviri must have sensed whatever emotions I felt because she looked up at me, a hint of concern on her face.

      “Would you go back, if you could? And stay there?”

      That made me smile. “No. If it were up to me, I’d visit a lot more often, but I never wanted to stay there forever. I liked Japan, and I liked Seattle, and I liked California. Somehow, nothing ever felt like it was permanent.”

      “I know what you mean,” she smiled as she let go of my wrist. “It’s been good for you. I don’t doubt that’s what trained you so well.”

      “What?” I furrowed my brow suddenly, cocking my head. “What do you mean?”

      “Your elan.” Aviri nodded. “It’s not very strong because you haven’t worked with it for long, but it’s intense.”

      “Okay…” I muttered. “How can you tell that?”

      She shrugged. “The same way I can use dua without a window and sense that the kiregare I killed was more powerful than most. People outside Solivann have a greater sensitivity to it.”

      That made sense. Out of everything I’d seen since arriving in Solivann, windows seemed to be the most magical. Aviri could summon and manipulate dua on her own, because she’d been trained to do so. According to her, no one in Solivann could do that. Actually, that was the case according to everyone I’d spoken to. Elle and I saw Aviri use an arrow made of dua without using a window, and both Elle and August failed to come up with any sort of explanation. Aviri had explained to me that people could cultivate an area to be a clearer conduit for the elan from the Earth. In Eon, to protect the window, it had been covered with stones in a mosaic decorated like a chrysanthemum.

      “So,” I began, “if my elan is more… intense, or whatever, will that make it easier for me to advance my class?”

      She shrugged. “I can’t tell how close you are to advancing. But you should still reach Willow Class within a few years.”

      “Willow Class?” I sighed. I still wasn’t familiar with this version of the class system. It had taken me long enough to learn the titles as they were used in Solivann.

      There were seven classes. You were born and began life as Zinc, then moved to Copper, then Nickel, Silver, Platinum, Gold, and Diamond. As it was, I wanted to meet with Draco and see if he knew how to return to the world we were from, but Draco wouldn’t meet with anyone below Gold Class without a good reason. When I was his number one most wanted fugitive, it was sort of hard to request an exception. So I figured my only option was to make it to Gold Class and set up a meeting with this guy without him knowing who I was.

      “So Willow Class is like Nickel?” I asked.

      “Um,” Aviri bit her lip in thought. She didn’t use the Solivann names for classes, so she had to struggle to remember what their equivalents were. “No. What’s that one…? Which one came after Silver?”

      “Platinum,” I answered without processing her question. The second I did, I froze. “What?”

      “Yeah,” she shrugged. “You should be Willow in the next couple of years.”

      “No, no, no,” I shook my head, holding up one of my hands in thought. “I’ve never trained before. Everyone starts out as Zinc, right? Or, what, Bonsai? What do you call them?”

      Aviri seemed confused at how much I was struggling to understand. “Bonsai is first. White Oak, Cacao, Dragon, Willow, then Magnolia, and finally Banyan.”

      “Okay, right, so if everyone starts at Bonsai, I’m White Oak, and I should be Cacao, or Nickel next?”

      “No…” She shook her head slowly. “Ren, when you advance to a higher class, your connection to elan magnifies. It’s not strong because you haven’t worked with it, but it’s vibrant and intense, too much to belong to someone merely in White Oak Class. You’ve got to be in Dragon.”

      I shut my eyes as I tried to process what she was saying. If this was true, I wanted to be excited. I was excited, but I wanted my questions answered before I started celebrating.

      “How…? Just, how? I’ve been training for a few weeks, and I thought I just moved from Zinc to Copper. I started glowing, and I was in a bunch of pain, but that’s only happened to me one time.”

      Aviri wasn’t nearly as bothered or confused as I was. That was comforting. It meant I was freer to freak out since she was there to ground me.

      “You said you’ve been studying your trade for years. And you’ve spent your life traveling and growing. You say where you come from doesn’t have classes, but your experience and your training have enhanced your elan, the same way they do here.”

      That sort of made sense. Well, it made enough sense, at least.

      “I still can’t believe it…”

      Aviri finally smiled when she saw me relax. “You really thought you were that low?”

      “I-I just assumed.” I shrugged, shaking my head in disbelief. “I never imagined that I would just be that high a class.”

      “I figured you knew,” she said, “and that was the point of the tattoo, to be a class symbol.”

      I blinked, quickly looking down at the black ink dragon wrapped around my arm. Aviri chuckled in amusement at my dramatic reaction as she stood, settling back into the blanket on the floor.

      “Oh,” I paused, shifting gears suddenly. “Hey, you should sleep in the bed. Let me take the floor.”

      “Really?” She looked over at me with a look of genuine shock. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah.” Had no one ever offered to do anything like that for her before? Or had she ever traveled with a companion in the first place? “Really, I insist.”

      Honestly, the thought of sleeping on the floor was not enticing, but it couldn’t be any worse than sleeping on the ground outside, and I’d done that more than a few times now. Besides, if Aviri had been traveling like that for years, she definitely deserved to spend a night sleeping on a mattress. I stood, leaving room for her to move to the bed.

      She hesitated before standing. “If you say so.”

      I noticed a confused but pleased smile on her face as she stood and went to lay on the bed. I asked if she was ready to turn out the lights before extinguishing the candles in the sconces and laying down on the blanket. It wasn’t very thick, but much like Solem’s house in Eon, since Raven was also a smith, her house was warm from the fireplaces, lights, and forge. I pulled the lumpier items out of my bag, rolled it into a makeshift pillow, and made myself comfortable. I laid there in the dark for a moment before a nagging thought pulled at my mind.

      “Hey, Aviri?”

      “Yes?” I couldn’t see her but heard a gentle, patient tone in her voice.

      “So being a Dragon Class… Does that make you safe from blades and stuff?” August had told me weeks ago that no matter what class someone was in, it would still be possible to pierce them with a weapon. If the weapon was common and their class was high, it might be more difficult, but never impossible. But according to Aviri, there was so much about the world that Solivann was wrong about. Maybe she had an answer.

      “What?” There was a gentle laugh in her voice, clearly confused at my question.

      “Like…” I sighed. How could I phrase this? “You’re Dragon Class, too, right?”

      “I am.”

      “If someone came at you with a dagger, would you bleed?”

      “Of course.” Her tone was more questioning. “Why would you ask something like that?”

      I stayed silent for a moment as thoughts clouded my mind. For a moment, I thought that was an answer. Being a higher class would explain why I seemed to be impervious to bladed weapons. But the confusion in her voice told me that was far from right.

      “Ren?” Aviri pressed. “If someone came at you with a dagger, would you bleed?”

      “No.”
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      “Ren?”

      I spun around as Elle’s voice reached my ears.

      The trees were too thick to see through them, but her voice was unmistakable. I’d heard it too many times not to recognize it the second I heard it.

      I headed in the direction I thought her voice had come from. The sticks on the branches tore the sleeves of my shirt and stung my face, but I didn’t have time to care. The huntress had a vision that Elle was dead. I’d just left her in the woods by herself. Well, rather, she had left me, but I didn’t stop her. The fear of what I might find if I didn’t reach her in time propelled me as fast as I could go.

      Somehow I missed the root on the ground. My foot caught, and I tripped, my face slamming into the dirt. In the distance, there was a scream, but that was quickly drowned out by the sound of growling. I scrambled to my feet and continued running. There was a path through the trees, but somehow the woods were still too thick to see through.

      “Ren!” Elle’s voice screamed. It cracked desperately as the growls got more aggressive.

      “Elle!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. “I’m coming!”

      She screamed again. Something about it sounded… finite. A chill ran through my body, and I ran faster, though there was a knot in my stomach that begged me to stop.

      Then as I ran, I realized the trees were gone. The air was empty, and I could see the sky above me. I stopped and turned to see the woods behind me, but I couldn’t tell exactly where I’d come from. The trees seemed so thick, I couldn’t believe I’d been able to run through them.

      The screaming was also gone. Dread filled my body as I began to worry that I was too late, and now I didn’t even know how to find her. I turned to continue in the direction I’d been running and jumped back when I saw Elle standing directly before me.

      I gasped, nearly stumbling over my own feet as I backed away from her. Something was wrong.

      Elle’s face would live in my memory forever. She was beautiful, with almond-colored hair that fell just below her shoulders, medium brown eyes that sparkled when she looked at me, a light brown tan that reflected how much time she spent outside, and an overall graceful demeanor that could mesmerize me when watching her. But now, it was all wrong. The girl who stood before me had been through hell.

      There was a massive burn scar on her head that extended back into her hairline. Her hair was now choppy in some places where it looked as though it had been pulled or broken, rather than cut cleanly. Most painful to look at were the scars on her body. There was a deep gash on the middle of one of her forearms in the middle of a wader scar from a burn. There was a long healed scar along her shoulder that began just above her collarbone and didn’t taper off until it reached her bicep. It was healed, but just barely, and it was obvious it had been deep from what I could see extending from the tank top. She looked considerably paler than usual as though she were sick, and she was leaning on one leg as though the other was hurt. Blood stained her shirt and her pants, but it looked long dried. She’d been hurt a long time ago… and I hadn’t been there to protect her.

      Yet she smiled.

      “Ren,” she breathed softly, a perfectly happy expression on her face.

      I was dumbfounded. She took a step into me, and I could see she was limping. When I spoke, my eyes watered, and there was a lump in my throat.

      “Elle. What happened?”

      “What do you mean?” She shook her head, never losing the smile.

      “Elle…” I reached for one of her hands but noticed it was burnt. I didn’t want to touch it if it was going to hurt her, so I dropped my hand. “Did the soldiers do this to you? I’m so sorry.”

      This had to have happened after I left her. The soldiers had demanded I be turned in, so I let Elle turn me in to spare her family. Then I escaped after that so she couldn’t be held accountable. They must have come back to hurt her, or punish her for helping me in the first place. But it only happened because of me.

      “Do what to me?” Elle laughed. I knew that laugh. I’d made her laugh dozens of times, but I couldn’t fathom why she would laugh now.

      I frowned and gestured to, well, everything about her. “The scars, the burns, the - is your leg broken? Everything they did to you!”

      “Ren, I’m fine.” She stepped closer, closing the gap between us. She reached out to take my hand, but I could tell she struggled to control her fingers. That meant there was nerve damage. Whatever had been done to her, it had been severe. I felt as though I was going to throw up as I thought about it.

      “Ren!” That wasn’t Elle’s voice. It was… Aviri’s?

      I turned quickly, dropping Elle’s hand. Aviri stumbled toward me, and she seemed to be gasping for air. I ran over and caught her just as her legs gave out, and she fell.

      “Aviri! What’s wrong?” I cried, trying to hold her up. I fumbled, and she slipped to the ground, barely managing to lift her head. She wasn’t wearing her armor like usual, just her cotton clothes.

      “Ren. You have to help me,” she sputtered out between coughs.

      “I… H-how? How do I help you?” I looked around to see if something was following her or if I could tell what had caused this, but I couldn’t see anything except the line of trees in the distance.

      Aviri didn’t answer, just continued to gasp for air as she laid on the ground. Suddenly she cried out in pain, grabbing my hand and squeezing it in a vice grip.

      “Aviri!” I screamed in horror as I saw what was causing her pain. Blood began to seep from within her shirt in the shape of a gash, as though something was cutting her right before my eyes, but I couldn’t see it.

      She screamed again as more injuries appeared. A large spot on her neck began to deteriorate as though it were burning, but there was no fire. There was nothing. She writhed in pain, jerking her arm when she felt a massive pain.

      A tear slipped out of my eye. All I could do was watch. I didn’t know how to help.

      “P-please,” she gasped. She reached for me but couldn’t lift her hand.

      “What’s wrong?” My hand met hers, holding her tight. “How do I stop it?”

      She grimaced in pain. I watched as a scar formed on her cheek, from the side of her eye down to her lips.

      I couldn’t do anything to stop it. All I could do was watch.

      “Elle,” I cried desperately, looking around. If it had happened to her, maybe she could help. “Elle!”

      I stood quickly, staying close to Aviri, refusing to abandon her. But when I turned around, Elle was gone.

      “Elle!” I shouted. When she was nowhere to be found, I whipped back around to attend to Aviri, but froze. She wasn’t there. I walked over to the spot where she’d fallen and looked around, but she was gone too.

      I looked back for the line of trees I’d emerged from, but like the girls, they weren’t there. My brows drew together as I tried to figure out what was going on, when my nostrils were quickly filled with the smell of smoke.

      My vision grew cloudy as smoke filled the air around me. I began to cough. Looking around, I couldn’t see anything through the haze, so I covered my mouth and my nose and ran forward, hoping the path before me was clear.

      Just like I’d done in the forest, my foot caught on something I couldn’t see, and I fell to the ground. At first, the dirt I landed in seemed softer than before and stuck to my face. I lifted myself up to wipe it off when I noticed that ash covered my hands.

      “Elle!” I called, coughing as I got on my knees to crawl under the smoke. “Aviri! Where are you?”

      There was no response. I continued to crawl through the piles of ash until I felt a sharp pain in my hand. I shouted and pulled back, lifting my palm to see that a discarded, half-burnt piece of wood had cut me.

      “Aviri? Elle!” Tension tightened throughout my body as I tried to find a solution, a next step.

      When I tried to crawl a bit farther, my hand was in too much pain. I looked at it again only to see that blood from the wound covered my hand, ash sticking to the skin. I took a deep breath and stood to run through the smoke, holding my injured hand close to my chest. The smoke was a bit lighter now, and I could see the surrounding area. Ash bathed the ground, and the smoke came from the remains of houses and trees that had burnt out. I couldn’t see the ground beneath the ash, but I was sure that it had been scorched. There was no one in sight, not Elle, Aviri, or anyone else.

      “Hello?” I shouted, coughing again when my lungs took in the burnt air.

      “Hello,” a male voice came from behind me. I whipped around to see a man, just a bit taller than me, standing a few feet away.

      “Who are you?” I coughed and covered my mouth again, trying to minimize my intake of smoke.

      This man didn’t seem to be phased by the state of the area, but that was the least shocking thing about him. He was wearing normal clothes. They weren’t normal for this world, they were normal to me. He wore a navy blue sweater under a blazer, with slacks and tennis shoes, and unlike everyone else I’d laid eyes on in weeks, he was bald. He was distinctively pale, had light eyes, and an expression on his face that sent chills down my spine. It was somewhere between hungry and triumphant, like a cat that had finally cornered a mouse.

      I watched as the man’s mouth twisted up into a bloodcurdling smile. He opened his mouth to speak, and finally, I woke up.
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      I gasped for air, sitting up straight and clutching my chest. The feeling of clear air and easy breathing was more comforting than I’d ever imagined it could be. I looked around the dark room as it took my mind a moment to refocus and remember where I was.

      I heard blankets shift, then jumped at the sound of Aviri’s voice. “Ren?”

      Without much concern for how it would look, I stood to my feet and crossed over to the bed, sitting on the edge. I needed to see her, see that she was okay.

      “Ren?” When she felt me on the bed, Aviri sat up nervously. “What the hell is going on?”

      I was silent for a moment, breathing heavily as my eyes adjusted to the dark. I could just make out the lines on her face. They were smooth and solid, uninterrupted by scars of any kind. I dropped my head into my hands and sighed. How did I even begin to explain what had just happened?

      “Ren?” she said again, her voice calmer. She gently rested a hand on my shoulder. “You had a dream, didn’t you?”

      “Y-yeah.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “It was… It just felt really real. I’m sure I’m overreacting.”

      I stood from the bed, but Aviri grabbed my wrist and pulled me back down. “You might not be.”

      “What?” My face contorted in fear and nerves. “What the hell do you mean?”

      She sighed and brushed her hair out of her face. “Cherissey is also called Blessed Rain, and there are a few reasons for that. The most important one is that, with its location in the basin of the mountain, this place has a huge concentration of elan from the sky and the ground, not to mention all that’s built up in the mountain beneath it. In Eon, they had a window in the middle of town, right? Well, this entire village is practically a window.”

      “Okay?” I shook my head, unable to connect whatever dots she was trying to point out. “So what does that mean?”

      “So,” her voice was careful, as though she was afraid of freaking me out, “you have more access to elan here too. Often, people here have dreams that are a culmination of elan rather than just your subconscious.”

      “Aviri,” I couldn’t help but speak a bit harsh as I was getting frustrated, “I don’t understand what that means.”

      “It’s sort of like a vision, or like a prophecy.”

      Another lump formed in my throat. I sighed and rubbed my face again. There was no way… “But that dream didn’t make any sense. It’s not possible. That can’t happen.”

      “The dreams aren’t always literal.” She shook her head. “It can reveal things to you in subtle ways that you’re more equipped to process.”

      “But I don’t know what the fuck I’m processing!” I hissed.

      “Ren!” Aviri said firmly, squeezing my shoulder and turning me to face her. “Whatever you saw, I’m sure it was overwhelming. But it’s okay. It wasn’t real, and it might mean nothing. It could have just been your mind wandering, playing memories mixed with thoughts. It’s okay. Whatever it was, it’s not something you can address right now.”

      I forced myself to breathe deeply as she spoke, trying to calm down and not wake Raven. “Alright.”

      She relaxed and nodded. “Just go back to sleep, and you’ll feel better.”

      When she said that, I looked down at the blanket on the floor, staying silent for a minute.

      “Ren?” Aviri finally asked. “Can you go back to sleep?”

      Still sitting on the bed, I reached up to rub my eyes. Every time I closed them, I saw her or Elle again. When I finally did speak, my voice was shaky.

      “I… I really don’t want to see that again.”

      I felt the mattress shift, and when I looked up, Aviri was sitting with her legs over the side of the bed. “Here. Lay down.”

      “No,” I shook my head. “I’m not going to take the bed just because--”

      “Don’t worry,” she reassured me with a soft tone. “There’s a way to block someone’s connection to elan. It’s used in battle, but my dad used to do it to me when I had nightmares too.”

      “What?” I rubbed the back of my neck. “What does that mean? What will it do?”

      “It won’t hurt.” She shook her head and stood. “It’s safe. Don’t worry. It’s just going to block you from elan, you won’t be able to control or channel it, and it won’t be able to reach you. I can undo it in the morning after you’ve slept.”

      For a second, I hesitated, but eventually, I laid back on the bed. Aviri put one hand on my chest, directly in the middle between my ribs, and pressed down with the base of her fingers. She moved that hand up and down a few inches until she found the spot she was searching for. She laid the other hand on my stomach, then slid it down a few inches below my belly button. I tried to ignore the wave of chills that sent through my body as she pressed her hand against my abdomen, but I was certainly thankful that it was dark, so she couldn’t see my reaction. I heard her take a deep breath in, then blow it out quickly. Once she’d done that, she removed her hands.

      “There.” She put a hand on my shoulder and helped me sit up. I didn’t understand why until I tried to move. All of my muscles felt stiff. They didn’t hurt to move, but it was more like the discomfort after your foot falls asleep and you try to wake it.

      “What happened?” I cringed.

      “You’re okay,” she nodded. “It’s going to feel weird because you’ve never moved without elan before. But it’s not bad for you.”

      Well, I might not have moved without elan here. Even then, it had been a couple of months, so I’d gotten used to it. Still, I nodded and stood from the bed. Aviri waited to make sure I made it to the blanket before she got back in bed herself.

      “Good night, Ren.”

      “Night, Aviri,” I sighed, closing my eyes. “Thank you.”

      After that, I did actually fall asleep pretty fast from the sheer exhaustion. And the rest of the night, I didn’t dream at all. I slept harder than I could ever remember, which was nice up until I woke up feeling like a log.

      I figured I would sleep off the stiffness in my muscles, but no such luck. When Aviri first woke me up, all I could think was that I finally knew how the Tin Man felt in The Wizard of Oz. It wasn’t necessarily painful, but it certainly wasn’t comfortable. When I sat up, I couldn’t help but groan.

      “Yeah.” Aviri laughed. “That’s what happens when you move without elan.”

      I cringed as I stood, trying to stretch out all the tight muscles in my legs. “You could have warned me about that.”

      “Would it have changed your mind?”

      “It… No, but still!”

      She laughed as she began putting her armor back on. It was essentially two light brown leather plates connected at the shoulders, and she would buckle them together are the sides. The legs were the same, buckling at the back. Most clothes that I’d seen in Solivann all had some symbols on them, mostly angular, sharp ones. Aviri’s armor had symbols embossed in the leather as well, but they looked different. The shapes seemed more organic.

      “What do those mean?” I asked as I went to put my boots back on.

      “What?”

      “Those symbols on the leather?”

      “Oh,” she looked down at the symbols. There was a large one in the center of the leather and smaller ones lining the sides on the torso and the legs. The symbol in the center was shaped almost like a shield, with rounded lines coming to sharp points, and some rounded character that looked like some kind of letter in the middle. “They’re symbols from Atthio. They signify things like my family name and some of its history.”

      “Like what?” I smiled politely, expecting at least a fairly interesting story. Nothing in this place seemed to be dull.

      Aviri gave me an amused smile. “We have a six-day journey. I’ll tell you on the way. For now, let’s get going.”

      “Hold on, wait! What about my elan?” That still felt weird to say since I’d only been calling it that for a couple of days. Elle and everyone else in Solivann used the phrase ‘breath’ to talk about this force of life that ran through everything.

      “It’ll be easier to access it again when we’re outside on the ground,” she nodded. That was comforting, and I supposed it made sense as well.

      We finished packing up the rest of our things, and I strapped the belt to my waist, hanging the sword from the same bruised spot. When we walked out of the small room, I noticed a familiar smell that I wasn’t expecting.

      “Is that… Is that coffee?” I sniffed.

      “Good morning!” Raven’s voice came from her small, crowded kitchen. We walked out to see plates of eggs on the table, and on the stove sat a kettle of boiling water. “Didn’t want you to leave on an empty stomach.”

      “Thank you,” Aviri smiled and sat down. I went to sit beside her, pulling over a plate of eggs. She must have used four or five because the plate was piled high.

      “Do I smell coffee?” I asked as I stuck a fork into the mountain of eggs. They were a bit bland, but the last thing I was going to do was complain when all I’d had since we set out of the road was bread, cheese, and fruit. I was about to be in for six more days of the same thing.

      “Yes,” Raven said with an almost giddy tone. She set a small ceramic dish on top of a mug and began to pour the boiling water into it. After a second, I realized there was a small piece of paper in the ceramic dish with coffee in it. I was practically mesmerized to see something I considered so modern be done here like it was commonplace.

      When she finished, she removed the ceramic dish and set the mug in front of me. “Here you go. Aviri, do you want any?”

      “No, Ravelainne,” she shook her head. “I’ve never managed to stomach it.”

      “I don’t understand,” I said, lifting the cup to take a drink. The mug was cool, so it calmed the temperature a bit. The smell was incredible. It took me back to my last day in California at the coffee shop. “No one in Solivann had coffee. Just tea.”

      “Coffee grows in the south,” Aviri explained. “Beneath Solivann. And they don’t accept trade from outside their borders.”

      “Not anymore,” Raven huffed, joining us at the table. “That used to be the best place to trade for herbs and spices until they all shut off to outside trade. Fucking incestuous how they only trade with each other. The damn country isn’t big enough to act like it does. They barely settle for letting travelers pass through.”

      “Why?” I frowned. I thought I might know the answer, but I asked anyway. “What changed?”

      Aviri looked to Raven. The huntress was older than me but only by a few years. She didn’t know the answer. Raven, on the other hand, rolled her eyes.

      “Something about their new king or whatever he calls himself. Doesn’t trust the outside. He says anything from outside Solivann is deadly. Tried to wage some kind of war on Gold after he took over, but they kicked his ass.”

      “Whoa, what?” I looked at her with sudden concern. I heard a lot of stories in Solivann, but that wasn’t one of them. “Where is Gold? Is that in Solivann?”

      Draco wasn’t a king. At least, no one called him that. But everyone in Solivann looked to him as some unifying figure, so I guess it was the same thing without the title. When he arrived in Solivann, the same way I did, he told everyone that he came from a place that was evil and persecuted him. Of course, they had no reason to suspect he was lying, he was the first person to ever appear out of nowhere, so they trusted him. Even I believed him at first.

      Then I found out he was from Washington D.C., decidedly not the war-ravaged cesspool of murder he claimed it was. He allegedly helped build up many of the villages in Solivann. Strangely enough, everyone had heard stories about towns that finally had food because of trade routes he established or settlements that he helped find water sources, but no one was ever able to name where they were.

      The one story they had a name for was Iskage. After he gained their trust, Draco convinced the villages and towns of Solivann to send in representatives and create a kind of council, that he named himself the head of, of course. He then convinced the council that Solivann needed an army to protect itself. According to the story, Iskage was a southern village in Solivann that refused to send soldiers or a representative. As soon as the new Solivann soldiers had been trained, Iskage allegedly began attacking surrounding villages in an attempt to take control of the country. So Draco’s soldiers burned Iskage and all its people to the ground.

      And yet, I had never heard of anything to do with Gold.

      Raven looked a bit confused at my apparent lack of knowledge of, well, everything, but specifically the geography of this world. “Gold’s north of here, west of the lake.”

      Most people in Solivann didn’t seem to know there was anything outside the country’s borders, and yet their revered leader attacked another country?

      “Why did he do that?” I asked.

      “Greed, I think,” Raven shrugged. “I can’t really remember. It was decades ago. But Gold is the oldest country in the world, and their army’s seen worse days, so they practically wiped the army out.”

      I nodded along to her story. This was confusing, but at the same time, it made a lot of sense. It tracked with what I knew of Draco, which was that he was a liar and was manipulating the people of Solivann.

      “Oh!” Suddenly Raven rose from her seat, abandoning her still steaming cup of coffee, and made her way across the living room to a corner with a pile of tubes. At least, I thought they were tubes. “Before you two get going…”

      Aviri and I shared an equally confused look as Raven dug through the pile on the floor. Eventually, she pulled out one of the tubes, and it finally hit me that these were sheaths for weapons.

      “Aha!” The older woman smiled. She came back over to the table and handed the sheath to me. “Take that. Might not be a perfect fit, but it’ll work.”

      I took the wooden scabbard. It had its own leather straps around it, so I didn’t have to hook it to my belt. “Raven, are you sure?”

      “Yes,” she waved as she returned to her coffee. “It’s not a fantastic one, it’s got a few flaws, so I can’t sell it. I’d much rather you take it, so you don’t keep banging that massive thing against your hip.”

      “I- Wow. Thank you, Raven,” I smiled. I stood quickly, removing the heavy soldier’s sword from my belt and strapping on the sheath. The leather strap sat at my waist rather than my hip, and the wooden scabbard hung down below it at an angle that would keep the hilt from digging against me and let the tip hang behind me so it wouldn’t slam into my leg with every step. The sword rattled a bit, since the scabbard wasn’t made for it, but it was considerably better than the alternative, and it was long enough that I didn’t have to worry about it bouncing out. “This is perfect!”

      She smiled pleasantly, the smile lines in her face deepening.

      Aviri drew my attention when she stood. “Raven, we can’t thank you enough for everything.”

      “Oh,” Raven waved her hands dismissively. “Please. I’m only doing this, so you’ll bring me more material in the future.”

      The huntress smiled. “Next time I come this way, you can be sure of it. We need to get going now, though.”

      “Yes, you do.” Raven nodded. “Thank you for the company. It was nice to meet you both.”

      “Thank you again,” I said to the woman as Aviri and I headed for the door.

      “Oh, one more thing,” Aviri said quickly, turning back before we left. “What method of curing do you use?”

      “Depends. For finer materials, I like to use a packing method, but if I’m in a rush, I’ll use a brine…”

      As they talked, I stepped out into the open air among the houses. It was early in the morning, so there was even more life throughout the basin than there had been last night. A group of siblings of all different ages sat on the ground doing some kind of weaving, it seemed. Two little girls ran down the road between the houses waving sticks in the air. A couple of parents sang to their infant as they walked around the house. Others did laundry, washing, carried tools toward the crops, or even just sat outside in the sun chatting. It looked like a tight community. That was probably the reason more than a couple of people gave me strange looks, given that they didn’t recognize me.

      “Ready to go?” I was relieved when I felt Aviri pat my shoulder.

      I turned to wave, but Raven had already shut the door. “What was that about?”

      Aviri shrugged as we headed back to the road. “Just a question about her armor. I need to get a new set soon. Especially since we’re about to tell my family I’m dead.”

      “What?” I blinked. “Oh… Right, your armor.”

      I was about to ask more questions when she stopped at the edge of the basin. “Hold still.”

      “Hm?” As soon as I stopped walking, I felt Aviri’s hand on my chest. I jumped for a second until I remembered what she was doing. Without another word, I felt her other hand press into my torso beneath my belly button like before. She took a deep breath. Once she did, it was like the blood in my body suddenly woke up. I could feel something coursing through my body that had been still before, or maybe hadn’t been there at all.

      I took a deep breath and stepped back, leaning against the wall of stone nearby and taking in the sensation once again. After a second, I let out a heavy sigh.

      “Feel alright?” Aviri asked.

      “Yeah.” I nodded, standing up straight. “That’s just a weird feeling. Definitely better than the alternative, though.”

      “Did it help you sleep at least?”

      “Yeah. Thank you.” We began our descent down the path, officially setting off on our six-day journey. “Could you teach me how to do something like that?”

      “Not really,” she said, choosing her steps carefully over the rocks. “Elan and dua are difficult to work with. You need a proper sense for them to use them very effectively. I understand them well enough to use, but I don’t know how to teach it.”

      That sort of made sense to me, only because my friends back home could be thick-headed sometimes. On more than one occasion, I’d found it incredibly difficult to translate the language of something they didn’t understand when they started asking questions.

      “The things I know how to do,” Aviri continued, “took years to develop, and I had people teaching me these things from a very young age. You need someone who understands the basics and how to translate them.”

      “Got it,” I nodded. “So where do we find someone like that?”

      I walked behind her, so I couldn’t see her face, but I heard an amused smile in her voice. “In time.”

      “What?” I scoffed. “Do you think I’m going to abandon you and try to find them myself? I wouldn’t know which direction to go.”

      “I like to focus on one thing at a time,” she shrugged.

      Right. I remembered that. It was just as frustrating now as it had been two days ago.
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      Six days went painfully slowly when you traveled all day. We would stop to eat and rest, and the rest of the days were spent on horseback or on foot. Aviri told me a little about her family, that her mom passed years ago, and before she left, she and her sister lived with their dad. Her ancestors were a lot of successful hunters, negotiators, traders, and more, so their legacy was quite valuable in Atthio.

      According to her, Atthio was smaller than Solivann in general, but unlike Solivann, which was divided into smaller settlements and villages, Atthio was one large kingdom under the rule of a royal family, so it would be bigger than any of the towns I’d visited thus far. I tried not to roll my eyes when she said that. I may never have lived in Tokyo, but I’d visited it plenty of times, and it was considered the largest city in the world where I was from.

      Riding through the woods toward the kingdom, finally, Aviri stopped. I slowed my horse down and turned back to her. “What’s wrong?”

      She stared forward through the trees. I followed her gaze, but nothing looked any different.

      “I can’t go any farther,” she shook her head. “This is the border to Atthio.”

      “What?” I blinked. “You think you’ll get caught if you step foot over some imaginary line?”

      “Yes.” I was surprised to see how serious her expression was. “It’s possible. Unlikely, but possible. I can’t go with you.”

      “Oh… Okay.” It was a bit jarring to suddenly find out that I had to continue on my own. “So how do I know where to go?”

      She slid off her horse, letting it dissipate into thin air, and walked up next to me. It was just about the only time I got to look down at her. She was usually about two inches taller than me.

      “You’re going to go straight in this direction. There’s not a road, but there’s a bit of a footpath you can follow, and it opens up to the main town. Once it does, you keep going straight, and you’ll reach the middle of the city. You don’t need to find my family. You just have to find the nearest guard at the castle.”

      “I’m not telling your family?” I frowned.

      “No.” She shook her head as she rifled through her bag. “Your story is that you found me in the woods, recognized the Atthian symbols on my armor, and came to tell someone an Atthian hunter was dead. You don’t know my name or who I am.”

      “So how are they going to know I’m even talking about you?”

      “This.” She finally pulled out a strip of fabric. It was white silk with small, dainty golden embroidery along the edges. It looked like the edge of a scarf or a sash that had been torn off, and the edge was stained with blood, but that wasn’t all. She pulled a small dagger out of her belt and reached up, taking one of the thicker of her braids in her hair, and cut it off. “You’re going to give them these. They’ll be able to identify me. You come back, and I take you to find a real mentor.”

      I took the braid and the fabric to tuck them into my belt. Honestly, I had an uneasy feeling about the whole thing. But if this was how I was going to get myself a mentor, it was a pretty good deal, right?

      “Okay,” I finally muttered. “I guess I’ll see you in a little while.”

      “Thank you for doing this, Ren.” She nodded. “You should only have to ride for about an hour before you find the castle.”

      That wasn’t the most exciting thing to hear before setting off on my own, but I sighed and nodded, nudging the horse with my leg to get it to keep going. I got a few feet and glanced back to see Aviri. She gave me a reassuring smile and waved as she leaned against a tree. I suppose she was just going to just wait there by a tree for two-and-a-half hours until I got back? But in her defense, that was better than having to outrun a group of assassins continuously.

      I rode through the forest at a little above the horse’s normal pace, hoping to get through this as soon as possible. It was still slow enough to get a good sense of the area around me, however. The trees in this area almost had more of a blue-green hue to them rather than the emerald green that the trees in Solivann and most everywhere else had. Most of them were shorter and thicker, as well. After a few minutes, I began to notice that every few trees had a symbol carved into them. It looked like the one on the chestplate of Aviri’s armor, minus the surrounding shield.

      I wouldn’t begin to suggest that I was in any way comfortable during the ride through Atthio. It was the first time since my disagreement with Elle in the woods where I wandered alone for an hour that I was traveling on my own, and that event ended with narrowly avoiding death by vengeful hunters. I was hopeful that this adventure would go a bit better, but I didn’t have much faith in my luck.

      Something nagged in the back of my mind during the ride. Glancing down at the bloody sash in my belt, a flood of questions rushed into my mind. I’d only seen her wearing her leather armor. Even the clothes she wore beneath them were brown cotton, so where had this come from? It was already torn when she handed it to me, and I’d never seen her with the full sash, so where had it come from? How long ago had she torn it, and how long was she planning this?

      We’d only agreed on this plan about eight or nine days ago, but there was a chance she’d been plotting this for a while and waiting for someone to help her with it. None of these, however, were as pressing as the final question in my head, which was where did the blood come from?

      My head spun a bit from all the unknowns as I rode through the forest. I got so sucked up into my own thoughts, I didn’t actually notice how long it had been until houses replaced the trees around me. This was the main city of Atthio.

      I glanced around at the town. Unlike every other settlement I’d seen, Atthio’s streets had cobblestone roads. Houses like the ones I’d seen in Eon lined the roads, with some kind of solid white wall lined with wood. Others, smaller buildings like sheds, were made entirely of wood. The rooves all looked made of hay. There were people all around, like there had been in Cherissey, but somehow it didn’t seem nearly as friendly as the mountain town had been. These people all seemed to have some goal, and they didn’t get distracted by a stranger on their street. That was actually a bit comforting. I didn’t like being the center of anyone’s attention.

      When I finally reached the main part of Atthio, I didn’t realize it, but I slowed down. I’d wanted to get through the forest as fast as possible, but the town was different. This I was compelled to watch.

      The town wasn’t as big as the places I’d seen back home, but it was considerably larger than anywhere I’d been since I got to Solivann. There weren’t just houses and roads. There seemed to be shops as well with signs advertising armor, meals, meat, shoes, anything you could want in a world like this. Whenever I passed an intersection where two roads met, the cobblestone was interrupted. There would be large circular areas where the rocks were different colors and shinier rather than the regular stones on the rest of the streets. I passed two or three of them before I finally realized they had to be windows. Aviri said people from Atthio didn’t need windows to use dua, but I supposed they could still strengthen it.

      That was the thing I was on the lookout for the most. I hoped to see someone, anyone using dua like I’d seen Aviri use it. I trusted her to find me a tutor, of course, but when I had so many questions, it was hard not to be curious, hoping to catch a glimpse of anything that could provide me with answers.

      The people around Atthio dressed like most of the other people I’d seen around this world. The length of their hair and the brilliance of their silk outfits seemed to define their rank. The embroidery simply looked different, and the colors in Atthio were less drastic and bright than those I’d seen around Solivann. Once every few streets, I’d see someone running around in cotton clothes, or silk tunics that were old, stained, or damaged, but they tended to keep their distance from the rest of the citizens. I wondered if that was intentional or by accident, but the thought only passed through my head for a moment.

      I’d been so distracted, I completely lost track of time, not to mention being so focused on what was immediately around me that I wasn’t paying much attention to the city from a larger perspective, so when I finally passed a line of houses, and the castle came into view, it almost surprised me.

      The building was almost what I’d expect a castle to look like. It looked to be two stories with taller towers around the corners of the building, and wide. It was in the middle of the kingdom, but the forest extended from the east so that it met the walls of the castle. The land it sat on was a bit raised, so there was a flight of steps leading up to it, and at the bottom of the steps stood the first person I’d seen in Atthio who wasn’t wearing silk or cotton. A leather armor-clad soldier stood posted at the bottom of the steps. And his eyes were fixed on me.
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      I felt a sense of panic set in when I realized the guard was watching me. I needed to get off the horse to speak to him, but if I got off the horse, he would see it disappear.

      It took a moment for me to remember that, unlike Solivann, everyone in Atthio used dunamis, so it wasn’t necessarily shocking. In fact, it might make me look more believable. At least, that’s what I told myself as I swung my leg over and slid off the horse. I watched the soldier intently when I removed my hand from the horse, and the animal disappeared, but the guard didn’t seem phased.

      Forcing myself to remain as calm as possible, I approached him. His eyes never left me as I walked, but even so, he waited for me to speak.

      “Hello,” I bowed my head respectfully. The guard repeated the gesture, but remained silent, anticipating an explanation. “Um, my name is Ren. I’ve come because… Well, I came across someone in the woods.”

      At that, his eyes narrowed curiously, but I don’t think he had any idea where I was going.

      “You see,” I continued, “in my travels, I found a body. I recognized the armor as having Atthian symbols on it. She looked like a hunter, so I wanted to inform someone.”

      “Who was it?” The guard frowned.

      I sighed. “Unfortunately, she was dead when I found her. I didn’t get her name. But, in case it helped, I brought these.”

      I pulled the sash and the braid out of my belt. Watching the guard’s face, he looked as though he recognized it, despite how nonspecific the items seemed to me. I’d seen dozens of men and women in Atthio so far who had braids identical to Aviri’s.

      “I wasn’t sure if they would help identify her, but it was the best I could do,” I said, offering the items to him.

      The guard reached out slowly. I wasn’t quite sure, but it almost looked like his hands were trembling. He was completely silent as he examined them. I figured that had to be a cultural thing about Atthians, that they kept things as close to the chest as possible, since Aviri did the same thing.

      “Well,” I nodded awkwardly, “I’m going to head--”

      “Wait,” he said quickly, keeping his eyes on the bit of sash and the braid. “I must ask you to stay, just for a moment.”

      “Oh. Um…” I bit my lip, but I certainly didn’t want to give away my cover. “Sure. Whatever you need.”

      “Please, wait here.”

      With that, the guard turned and ascended the steps into the castle. I blinked as I watched him. How long was he going to be?

      Something told me to run. He took the artifacts Aviri asked me to bring and left. Surely that was fine. Now was the perfect time to leave. But the last thing I wanted was to make this trip for no reason, and I worried that if I left without confirming her death, the assassins might keep coming after Aviri.

      I should have described her face, I thought to myself. If I had told him what she looked like, that would have helped. I could have told him about her tan, smooth skin, or the way her green eyes looked like the sky before a massive storm. Surely someone would know her by the gentle angle of her jaw, the muscles on her arms, or the graceful length of her neck. She was somehow athletic and graceful all at the same time. Her lips came to a sharp point at the sides but rounded to form a perfectly symmetrical arch in the middle. Surely any of those things would be enough to identify her by, and then I’d no longer be necessary?

      Since I hadn’t been descriptive enough, I decided to wait, for Aviri’s sake. When I left, I wanted to tell her confidently that we were safe, and she had nothing to worry about. I waited for close to ten minutes at the bottom of the steps before I finally heard the large wooden door open. When I looked up, another guard, not the one I’d first spoken to, was descending the steps. I hoped he was there to dismiss me.

      “You,” he said firmly when he was about halfway down the stairs. That didn’t sound like the tone of someone who was there to simply dismiss and move on. “Are you the one who brought news of the hunter?”

      I took a deep breath before nodding. “Yes, sir. I am. I only wanted to inform someone of her death, but--”

      “Please follow me.”

      Without another word, the guard turned and began marching back up the stairs.

      I sighed to myself, but began to follow him. I needed to give Aviri a solid answer. That’s what I kept telling myself as I walked up to the stairs, which were about twenty steps high. And with every step, I felt like I was getting closer and closer to something I should be running from…

      The guard opened the large door and led me through. As soon as we entered the castle, there were more guards lining the walls down a long hallway. Everyone one of them watched me as though I were here to kill someone.

      Unlike the rest of the buildings in Atthio, the castle was made of gray brick and mortar, which made it look quite formidable. When we entered, the foyer was a brightly lit hallway with glittering chandeliers, busts of people I could only assume belonged to the royal family, pillars that definitely achieved their goal of intimidating visitors with how large they were, and a staircase on either side.

      Past the hallway, we entered a large room full of doors and windows. There were doors immediately to the left and right once we entered, and the rest of the hall was full of large glass windows. The left side had a view of a courtyard, surrounded by a few plants, but mostly with a marbled slab of a floor, while the right side of the room and its windows offered a peek into a garden. Trees lined the edge of the garden, and I realized that was the side that bordered the forest. Then against the back wall, there was a single set of double doors. That seemed to be what we headed for.

      My eyes locked on the courtyard. Standing on the marble was a group of four people who all seemed to be practicing something that had to do with dua. Three of them formed a triangle around one other person, and the trio all took turns stroking at the person in the middle with weapons made of light, of dua. The person in the middle defended each strike, no matter which direction they came from, with her bare hand. Well, not bare. Her hand had a shimmering film around it that I could only attribute to dua. I’d never seen Aviri use it like that before, so it was completely new to me.

      I stared at them until I heard a voice in front of me. I looked forward, and the guard that was guiding me was speaking to the guard I’d first told about the dead hunter. The second guard waved his hand, and two other guards who were standing against the walls came over. The four of them seemed to be looking at the piece of the sash and the braid that I’d brought.

      There was no way they could find out I was lying, right? I had to trust that Aviri knew what she was doing when she planned this. Besides, those were definitely her sash and her hair, so they had nothing to figure out. At least, that’s what I tried to tell myself as I watched them discuss the items in hushed voices.

      After a moment, a man came from somewhere behind me and joined them. He was clearly not a guard. Instead of armor, he wore a dark gray silk tunic with red embroidery. Something about the pattern looked familiar, but I couldn’t place it, so I tried to brush it off.

      They spoke for a bit before finally falling silent. Once they did, the man in the silk tunic turned around to face me.

      “If you would follow me, please.”

      I nodded without a word. The man continued toward the door against the back wall, and I joined him. Behind me followed the four guards. I felt almost like I was being escorted through a police station. It was that level of watchfulness and security throughout the hall.

      The man in the silk tunic opened the wooden double doors at the end of the hall, revealing a room somehow more grand than the ones I’d passed already. This room was wide and luxurious. It had to be some kind of ballroom. There was a dais against the back wall with a gold, bejeweled throne sitting in front of large dark red curtains. On either side were colored panes of glass, white, red, yellow, and orange sheets that formed shapes like the characters embossed in the guards’ leather armor. Against the wall where there weren’t any windows sat large, detailed portraits. Some of them looked similar to the busts from the entryway, so I was pretty sure they were also members of the royal family.

      No matter how many observations I made about the situation, I couldn’t tell why I was here. I’d informed a guard of the death of a hunter, nothing more.

      The man in the silk tunic walked halfway into the room, standing before the throne. On the throne sat a man, perhaps near my father’s age, mid-fifties or so. He wore a gold crown with dark rubies set in the metal and wore an ornate robe of light yellow with bright gold symbols embroidered throughout it. I could only infer from the situation that he must be Atthio’s King.

      “Your Majesty.” The man in the tunic bowed from the waist. “I present a visitor.”

      He stood and stepped to the side, gesturing back to me. I hadn’t been prepared for the possibility that I might meet a King, so I wasn’t quite sure what to do. I simply bowed at the waist like the man in the tunic had. I heard the voice of the first soldier I’d spoken to booming behind me.

      “Your Majesty, this visitor is Ren.”

      The expression on the King’s face was blank. His brows pulled together a bit, but it was as though every other muscle on his face were dead. Footsteps clattered behind me, and I watched as the first guard I’d met walked past me, up to the dais, and next to the throne. He handed the sash and the braid to the man sitting on the throne.

      The hall rang with the sound of a sharp breath taken by the King as he examined the items. He held up the braid, stroking the hair with one hand for a moment. Then he set the braid carefully in his lap as though he thought he might ruin in and pulled the sash up to his face to get a closer look.

      “This… Where did this come from?” the King spoke with a shaky voice.

      The man in the tunic and the first guard both looked back at me. I blinked before realizing I was supposed to be answering.

      “Oh, um, s-sir, your Majesty, I was… I was in the mountains north of Solivann, leaving the town of Blessed Rain, when I came across the huntress’s body.”

      The King looked up to make eye contact with me. Though he was more than a dozen feet away, I could see something on his face. It was an expression that looked heartbroken.

      “Your Majesty,” the first guard said from next to his shoulder. “This is Ren. He found the body and brought the items to identify the body. Ren, this is King Regent Rion, Banyan Class, two-hundred and fifth monarch of Atthio.”

      I nodded and bowed my head slowly once again. “A pleasure to meet you, your Majesty.”

      The King had since looked down back at the things I’d brought, and his full attention was on them. I heard him take a sharp breath before a gentle sob resounded throughout the large hall. Soon he set the sash and the braid on his lap, dropping his head in both of his hands as he began to sob.

      I was confused, to say the least. Unless Aviri had simply forgotten to mention that she knew the King of Atthio, or perhaps he was a newer King? I wasn’t exactly sure what Regent meant. I could ask her when I got back, and hopefully, she would finally clear up all of my questions.

      King Regent Rion said something inaudible in between his sobs. The guard bent down to listen closer, and he repeated himself, but I still couldn’t make it out. I watched the guard nod and stand back up.

      “Ren,” he called with a voice that boomed throughout the wide room. “The King Regent requests that you remain in the Atthian palace until he has the chance to question you about your findings.”

      I blinked, taken completely aback. “I- Um… I apologize, but how long would that be?”

      Maybe that was a bad thing to ask? I’d never dealt with a King before, but I was still anxious to leave this place as soon as possible.

      “The King Regent will relay his questions as soon as possible,” the guard nodded. Something in his tone was pushier than before, and I got the feeling it wasn’t very much of a request. “He will provide you with a room and give you roam of the castle. We urge you to accept, at the request of the King Regent of Atthio.”

      The royal continued to sob softly into his hands during this exchange. I couldn’t help but feel sympathy for him, so I took a deep breath and nodded. “Sure.”

      The guard nodded and descended from the dais. The man in the silk tunic watched as the guard gestured for me to follow him out the door.

      I glanced back at the crying King on the throne one last time before leaving the room, the doors slamming shut behind me. Then I looked back at the guard. “Um, I’m really sorry to ask. Do you know how long it will be until I can leave?”

      “I do not,” he answered simply.

      I sighed. Of course not. “What’s the big deal, exactly? I don’t understand. Was she- Was the woman I found someone who knew the King Regent?”

      In front of me, the man nodded his head.

      “Yes. Avairion was the reigning Queen of Atthio.”
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      A few minutes later, I was in a guest suite on the second floor by myself.

      As soon as the door shut behind the guard who escorted me up, I sighed and leaned against the wall.

      “What the fuck?” I said out loud to myself.

      For a split second, I thought maybe they were talking about someone else, and there’d been a mistake, but that wasn’t possible. The name was too similar. Avairion sounded like Aviri simply removed Rion’s name from hers and got her new moniker that way. It would explain why the symbol on her armor had been on the trees leading up to the castle of Atthio.

      My first instinct was to be livid at her. She sent me completely unprepared into the situation when it would have been just as easy to give me a simple warning. It was just as irritating that she apparently had to keep her distance, so I couldn’t even ask her all the new questions I had, though perhaps that was the best way to avoid any yelling given my current emotional state.

      I walked over to a big wooden and velvet-covered armchair next to an ornate fireplace and sank onto the seat, running my hands through my hair and rubbing my face. I tried to organize the questions in my head, so when I saw Aviri, I’d know what to say first.

      My initial question would have to be: Why did she lie? Followed quickly by, What was her real reason for running away? Was there anything else she had kept from me for some unknown reason that I could certainly benefit from knowing? And was there a more obvious reason that this place had sent assassins after her?

      I let out a groan of frustration. No wonder she had been painfully vague anytime I asked her anything. She’d been hiding something massive. The most invasive thought in my mind was wondering what else she had been hiding from me and how much I could actually trust her.

      After a few minutes of stewing, however, I managed to calm down. It was undeniable that she had lied to me, sure, and I still had a bunch of questions to ask her. Despite that, it was undeniable that Aviri had gone pretty far out of her way to save me. I hadn’t realized it until the past few days, but she had mentioned in Cherissey that she’d captured the kiregare a while ago. It was just a two-day journey from that part of Solivann to Cherissey, had she traveled that direction immediately, but she hadn’t.

      For some reason, she went out of her way to head southwest, the opposite direction, and save me. And she certainly had saved me. If it weren’t for her, I was positive I’d be dead by now.

      Back in Eon, once Elle turned me in to free her father, I needed a plan to get out. Apparently, Solivann wasn’t very familiar with grease fires. I taught Elle and her sister Kaia how to set one, and they made it happen. That distracted the soldiers guarding me so I could escape. After Elle came to help me, though, one of the soldiers returned. It took every ounce of wit and strength Elle and I had to survive the fight with the soldier who was so many classes above the both of us. Only after that did we realize that Aviri had single-handedly killed two more soldiers before they could even get to us, for no discernible reason.

      There was a chance that she saved me simply because she always planned to use me for her massive escape plan, but she had no way of knowing I’d agree. Even if she were sure, she was prepared to kill almost a dozen soldiers just to make sure I made it out of Eon alive. If she’d gone to all of that trouble, I owed it to her to see this through and trust that she knew what she was doing, right?

      Once I made a minimal amount of peace with my situation and the fact that Aviri had hidden something so major from me, I finally lifted my head to actually look around the room. Like the outside of the castle, the walls were made of gray stone. Sleek panels of wood covered the floor. In addition to the fireplace and the luxurious armchair, the room had a gold and red velvet four-post bed, a wooden bedside table, a dresser with a mirror and a basin of water, two large windows, and two paintings on the wall.

      Unlike the paintings downstairs, these weren’t portraits, but rather scenic images. One was of a large lake from the view of one of the shores, while the other was of a woman kneeling next to a pond in the woods. If the woman in the painting was a real person, I had no idea, since her back was facing the artist.

      Admittedly, it was a nice room, but I had no plans to stay here. I didn’t even go over to check the bed, knowing I’d be drawn in by how soft it was.

      The guard said when he asked me to stay that I could roam around the castle if I wanted. That seemed like just as good an idea as staying in the room and stewing over my unanswered questions. I left the room and walked out into the second floor. Unlike the first floor, there weren’t separate rooms. From what I could tell from the inside of the castle, the entire thing was shaped like an uppercase I, and in the upstairs section, the entire top and bottom lines of the I contained rooms with windows down the middle walkway.

      As soon as I left my room at the bottom of the I, I saw guards at either side of my door. I paused for a second, thinking I should just retreat back into the room, when one of them looked at me and nodded cordially. I hesitated before nodding back and walked up halfway through the hall, wandering over to the window by the garden. They didn’t stop me, so that must mean it was okay.

      Now that I could stop and look closer, the intricacy of the garden was suddenly quite obvious. From above the yard, I could see that everything had been planted strategically. The edges of the garden next to the stone walls were covered with ivy so thick you could only barely see the stone. On the ground in front of either wall were rows of what looked like pale pink rose bushes. At the end of the wall, just before the line of trees in the forest, were decorative trees that had bright orange flowers blooming in the place of leaves. I’d never seen them that color before, so I could have been wrong, but they looked like crepe myrtle trees.

      In the center of the garden were rose bushes planted in the shape of the symbol I’d seen on Aviri’s armor and on the trees leading up to Atthio. The bushes were covered in white roses and lined with small, bright red flowers. Throughout the rest of the garden were small patches of flowers that were so small they looked more like weeds than intentional plants.

      On the other side of the building on the top floor were three more doors. I walked over to see if they could be opened, thinking they led to a library or study perhaps, when one of the soldiers from my guest room barked at me.

      “Stop!”

      I turned sharply at the sound of his voice. He hadn’t moved from his post, but he was talking to me.

      “Guests are not permitted in any of the royal chambers. Please return to authorized areas of the castle.”

      “Sorry.” I blinked at the formal order but nodded. “I didn’t know.”

      Holding up my hands defensively, I walked back toward the front, the south side of the hall. There were three doors on this side as well, the middle one leading to my guest room.

      “What else is up here?” I asked the guards. “I don’t want to go anywhere I’m not allowed.”

      “That is a set of adjoining rooms for guests,” the other guard answered, his tone a bit calmer than the others. He gestured to the room on the west side. “On the other side is the library.”

      I nodded a thank you and walked over to the door to the library. A handful of people sat among the bookshelves. One of them was sitting over a book, but he looked like the only one. An older woman was reading, but she had a pair of hands made of light, of dua, holding up her book. I stared in wonder as the hands flipped a page with one finger. Another person had a book open on a podium, and his hands glowed with a thin glove of dua around them. He flexed his fingers as though he was trying to imitate something he was reading in the book.

      As badly as I wanted to stay and question each one of them about what they were doing, I had some more pressing questions at the moment, and this didn’t seem like somewhere I could get those answers. My concern at the moment was Aviri.

      I headed down the staircase next to the library until I got back to the first floor, passing a few wandering soldiers on the steps. On the first floor, I noticed a couple of doors I hadn’t seen before and headed over to them. There were more guards lining the hall next to me, but no one started shouting, so I figured I was fine.

      I turned the handle to the door underneath the library, and my nose was immediately met with rich smells. The noise of pots and pans fell on my ears, and I realized before I even got the door open that this was the kitchen. I glanced inside and saw dozens of people in silk tunic uniforms rushing around. There were hands made of dua using real knives to cut and sort ingredients, as well as real people using their own hands to cut ingredients with knives made of dua. The last thing I wanted was to cause any trouble or interrupt someone working, so I was quick to shut the door.

      It was enrapturing to see it all used so casually. Aviri was the only one I’d really seen use dua as anything other than a weapon, but this entire castle was full of people who were so advanced in using it that it was second nature to them. As much as I needed to focus on the task at hand, I couldn’t help but wonder how I could possibly do what they were doing.

      I walked around the hall leading to the front door to the other side, where there was another door. I tried that one, but it was locked, and there were no sounds or smells to tell me what it might be. When that didn’t work, I followed the wall to the hall in the middle of the castle with the windows on either side. There was a door that led to the marble courtyard. That seemed as good a place as any to sit and waste time until I could leave.

      As soon as I stepped out of the door, I paused. In the middle of the courtyard, four people had been practicing some sort of magic drill with dua before. Now there was a single woman. I couldn’t get a good look at her aside from being able to tell she had dark brown hair that reached the middle of her back, pulled into more intricate braids, and wore more of a grand silk dress than some of the others I’d seen.

      Her back was turned to me. I watched as her hands moved through the air, but they weren’t the only things. There was a wave of light moving through the air at the same pace she set with her hands. I felt like the beam of dua she was guiding was meant to have a more defined shape than the worm crawling through the air, but it was just as impressive to me.

      She lifted her hand up above her head, and the creature of dua circled her, wrapping around her body as it climbed into the air above her. It made it a few feet before I noticed her hand twitch, her fingers closing slightly, and the creature dissipated like Aviri’s horses.

      “Hello.”

      I jumped at her voice, not expecting her to have seen me with her back turned. That was naïve on my part, of course, given that the very first thing I learned to do with elan was to see things around me with my eyes closed.

      She turned around to face me, and I finally got a good look at her. Her features, like her jaw, her chin, and the shape of her forehead, were all defined but rounded. She had a flat nose and light pink lips that formed a near-perfect circle, all set in a face of tan skin. She was a bit paler than I was. In addition, she wore a kind smile on her face. I could also see what she was wearing. There was a light, see-through fabric dress underneath blue satin. The outer layer had a slit all the way up her leg, and the front of the dress had a deep v that reached her stomach. The only thing that kept her from being completely exposed was that light gossamer layer beneath.

      “Hi,” I nodded, swallowing the nervous lump in my throat. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt. Please, let me--” I reached for the handle of the door to go back into the castle, but she shook her head.

      “No, it’s not necessary. I was running drills, that’s all.”

      I nodded, staying silent for a moment before I realized she was waiting for me to make some kind of introduction. “Um, hi. My name is Ren. I’m, uh, visiting, I guess.”

      “I know who you are.” The woman crossed the courtyard to stand about four feet away from me. “You found her body in the woods.”

      “Yeah, I did.” I bit my lip and nodded. “Did you know her?”

      “My name is Rose. Cacao Class, Princess of Atthio.” She let out a sad laugh, and I noticed a melancholy expression on her face. “Avairion was my sister.”

      “Oh shit.” A chill went down my spine when she said that, and I froze. “Oh, I mean, um… I-I’m so sorry. I can’t, like, it… That has to be hard to hear.”

      She put on a patient smile during my small ramble and nodded. “Yes. It is.”

      “So…” I hesitated before continuing, not really knowing what to say. What kind of small talk did you make with someone to whom you were lying about the death of their sister? “You, um, you’d be the younger sister, right?”

      Rose nodded. “Yes. Avairion was born first, and she was made Queen a few years ago.”

      “I see. Are you-? I know this has to be a stupid question, but are you okay?” I asked, hooking my thumb in the belt of my scabbard, gently tugging on the leather as a way to dissipate some of my nerves.

      She sighed, averting her gaze a bit. “I… It pains me to think that she’s gone.”

      When Rose spoke, her voice hitched in her throat. I tensed up with a sense of guilt when it did.

      “I’m very sorry for your loss, miss. Oh, or, um, Your Majesty? Highness? I’m sorry, I don’t come from a place with royalty, so…”

      Though her eyes seemed to well with tears, she laughed. “Princess or Your Majesty is typical, but you can call me Miss. What was your name again?”

      “Miss,” I nodded, a bit relieved that she seemed amused. It had struck me that everyone who’d introduced themselves so far had identified their rank, and I hadn’t. “My name is Ren So. Dragon Class.”

      “Ren So, Dragon Class,” she repeated. “Nice to meet you.”

      “You as well,” I smiled. “If it helps, she, um, she didn’t look like she suffered any pain.”

      She smiled sadly at me. “That does help. I hope you’re right.”

      “Were you two very close?” At the risk of manipulating the situation at hand to my advantage somehow, I realized that this might be one way of getting some of my questions answered, since Aviri wasn’t there to answer them herself.

      Rose sighed and turned out to look across the courtyard. Those same symbols that represented the royal family were carved into the stone of the walls as well.

      “Not since we were very little. She was elder by six years, which was just long enough for her to fascinate me and for me to irritate her. But she was always independent, anyway. She never liked to be inside or attend parties. I used to think that was the strangest thing…”

      That made a lot of sense. But I couldn’t exactly say that. “Really? Why was that?”

      “I couldn’t say,” she shrugged. “But she was always like that. The worst part is knowing… knowing that something happened to her. But I knew I’d never see her again. At least now, I’ll never wonder where she is.”

      Her voice trembled, and I saw a tear slip from her dark brown eyes and roll down her cheek. Rose was a bit paler than Aviri, most people were paler than Aviri, but she still had smooth tan skin. Though they were sisters, they didn’t exactly look alike. All of Rose’s features somehow seemed softer and gentle.

      “What do you mean?” I forced myself to stop focusing on her skin. “You’d never see her again?”

      Rose sighed. She turned and strolled over to a stone bench sitting against the wall. I followed her absentmindedly and sat next to her while she began to explain.

      “She didn’t want to be Queen. It was never something she looked forward to, but I always thought she’d do it, anyway. Then after our mother died, she lost it. She was adamant that she not rule Atthio. Our father was in mourning. He wouldn’t even entertain the thought.”

      “How long after your mother died did she…?”

      “A new Queen wasn’t supposed to be crowned for a year and a half,” Rose explained. “The entire time, Avairion was manic. She wasn’t the sister I always remembered.”

      I had a hard time picturing Aviri as manic in any sense of the word. She’d been nothing but calm and put together since I’d seen her, never flinching in the face of obstacles or danger.

      “Miss,” I frowned, half-convinced there was some mistake made. “How do they know the hunter I found was Avi - Avairion?”

      “The sash. That embroidery is for Atthian royalty only. No one outside of Atthio would know how to replicate the pattern. And she had one just like it, that our mother left to her when she died…”

      Rose’s face betrayed her emotions as she leaned over and dropped her head in her hands. She took sharp breaths while her shoulders began to shake. I tensed up, unsure of what the proper thing to do was. Was I even allowed to touch her?

      I bit my lip and put a hand on her shoulder in an attempt to offer her some sort of comfort. “I’m sorry for your loss, your Highness.”

      It took Rose a second to calm down, but she did. She sat back up and wiped her eyes. “I did my mourning a long time ago. It’s just revisiting old memories that make it hard.”

      That I understood. Recalling my time back home was really the only difficult part of being here sometimes. I had actually come to enjoy living in this magical world, but when I began recalling all the things and people I missed…

      “She always loved to watch the hunters,” Rose continued. “When we were little, she got our father to agree to let her train with them. She even went out on a few hunts. It wasn’t until after our mother died that she asked if she could join them and abdicate the throne. Our father refused, of course. She begged him for over a year. Finally, he had her coronated, and we all thought that was the end of it. She couldn’t argue anymore. It was over and done with. The next day… she left. She left a note saying she wasn’t coming back, and she was refusing the crown.”

      “I see.” It was so hard to imagine Aviri as a Queen. I mean, she was brave and intelligent. It wasn’t like I thought she’d make a bad leader. Just something about the regality of it all didn’t match up with the woman I knew. Of course, that was probably exactly why she left. “So your father just remained King?”

      Rose shook her head. “King Regent. Regent is a very important word, and he was always insistent that we use it. A Regent rules in place of the monarch while they’re absent. Father said he was only the Regent until Avairion returned. He never wanted to believe she had really abandoned us.”

      My chest grew tight, and my muscles began tensing. Everything seemed much more straightforward when Aviri had described it to me. She made it seem like she left her shitty family, and now they wanted her dead. I just had to hand someone her hair and leave. This was all much more complex. They were in mourning, and I couldn’t help but feel responsible.

      But if they were in mourning, why had they sent assassins after her?

      “What’s going to happen now?” I asked. I’d told them all that I never met Aviri or spoken to her while she was alive, so I had no recourse to ask about the assassination attempts.

      “Now…” She sighed thoughtfully. “I’ll become Queen. Technically, I could be crowned now, since she abdicated her throne several years ago. It’s more likely my father will demand we wait another year and a half, in honor of her. I think I might prefer that as well.”

      I looked over to see Rose’s jaw quivering. She looked as though she were holding back tears. As much as I wanted to press her for more information, I knew it wasn’t the best time. I stood from the stone bench and turned to her for an awkward, rather unceremonial bow.

      “I’m sorry if anything I asked upset you.”

      “Not you, Ren. Just the circumstances. Still,” she gave me a sad smile and stood herself, “I think I’d like to be alone for a bit. It was a pleasure to meet you. I hope you enjoy your time here.”

      Rose gave me a shallow curtsy before heading past me back into the castle, leaving me alone in the courtyard. I headed over to the edge of the courtyard with a sigh and looked out at the kingdom below me and the trees past it. Somewhere out there, Aviri was waiting for me. And I wasn’t sure when I was coming back.
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      I stood in the courtyard for a while and did my best to conjure dua on my own, but I didn’t even know where to start. Aviri hadn’t given me tips or pointers or anything. When that failed, I decided to go back to the library and kill time there. The other people in the library continued their own practice or research while I watched their every move, hoping to pick up on something. I even looked through a few shelves of books, but everything I could find seemed to relate to history or lore, nothing that would help me work with elan or dua. The whole time, I waited for someone to come to summon me to talk to King Regent Rion.

      That never happened.

      After a while, I finally asked one of the guards upstairs near my room when I could speak to the King. He went to check and returned half an hour later to tell me that the King was overwhelmed with grief and couldn’t bear to see me yet, so my presence had been requested for another day.

      “I’m sorry.” I shook my head as I stood in the doorway of the guest room. “I’ve really got to get going. I understand the King is mourning, but--”

      “The King requests you remain for another day,” the guard repeated, his voice firmer than before.

      My brow pulled together. “I understand, but I have--”

      “Ren,” he barked. I nearly jumped at the commanding tone in his voice. “The King Regent has requested that you remain in Atthio for another day, and he appreciates your compliance with his request. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to ask. Thank you.”

      Nothing about his voice was welcoming, but I got the message. Required would have been a more appropriate word to describe this so-called request.

      “Fine,” I sighed. The guard nodded and turned to go report to whoever he was supposed to report to.

      I spent the rest of the night in between my guest room and the library. Given how much I’d been traveling the past few days, I should have appreciated the break, but I was most anxious at the idea that Aviri was expecting me to return and I wouldn’t be there. My only hope was that I could get through the next morning and speak to the King as quickly as possible.

      That night, they brought food to my room, but the next morning I was invited to join the family for breakfast. Apparently, for meals, tables were brought out into the throneroom and set. It reminded me of the high school I went to, where we had to fold up the cafeteria tables every day at the end of lunch. It was inconvenient, to say the least.

      “Good morning, Ren,” Rose smiled at me as I walked into the room. “I’m glad you were able to join us. Come sit.”

      There was an open seat next to her that I went to take. The table could have comfortably seated about fourteen people, but it was only set for seven. The King sat at the other end of the table with an expressionless face. The rest of the table was filled with people in equally grand silk robes and tunics, so I assumed they were either family or some sort of royal officials and advisors.

      “Good morning, your Majesty.” I nodded as I sat down. “Um, do you think I could speak to your father this morning?”

      Rose looked over at the King and sighed. “He hasn’t said a word since yesterday. I don’t think he can bear to speak to you yet.”

      That’s what I was afraid she was going to say.

      “I understand. Unfortunately, I had arranged to meet someone who’s been expecting me. If I don’t leave Atthio soon, they’re going to worry.”

      “Oh,” she nodded. “I understand. It’s not a problem. After breakfast, we can dispatch a messenger to explain why you’re late.”

      “No,” I said quickly, panicking as soon as she suggested that. “No, thank you, I appreciate it. That’s not necessary. It’s just some issues that are quite time-sensitive.”

      “Of course.” Rose smiled politely, but I could tell she didn’t quite understand. Something about her expression threw me off as well. It almost looked like she was disappointed. “I’ll speak to him after we eat and explain. I’m sure he’ll be glad to let you go.”

      “Thank you, Miss,” I smiled with relief, also feeling a little validated. Her phrasing made it abundantly clear that despite how kind everyone was, I was as good as trapped here until the King got what he wanted, when he wanted it.

      With that squared away, I felt comfortable focusing on the meal. The table held everything from eggs to fresh bread to steaming plates of fish. I couldn’t help but be a bit shocked at the caliber of food for the meal, only because I’d learned over the past couple of months here that most people didn’t eat much for breakfast. Even when we weren’t on the road, people tended to have a bit of bread, and that was about it. For a moment, I thought maybe Atthio was different until I realized everyone around the table had just a few bites of food on their plates.

      So in every universe, the extremely wealthy were wasteful, apparently. It was hardly surprising. God forbid they don’t go a single meal without such excess.

      I, however, had eaten very little aside from bread, apples, and cheese during the six days I was traveling, not to mention the two days before that it took to travel to Cherissey, or the two-day journey between Grave and Eon before that. After all of that, it was hard to let strange social customs keep me from absolutely stuffing my face.

      “Was your name Red?” one of the women at the table asked.

      “Oh,” I swallowed the bite of food in my mouth and looked up. She wore very simple silk robes, and her pale blonde hair was shorter, only to her shoulder. “Ren. Ren So.”

      “Ren.” She nodded with a warm smile. She looked to be maybe ten or so years older than me and had soft, rounded features on her face. “It’s an honor to meet you. I’m Iyana, Cacao Class and her Majesty’s Maid.”

      “Nice to meet you too.” I smiled even though I felt a little awkward, given that I’d just been stuffing my face.

      “Are you a nomad?” Iyana asked.

      “Um, at the moment.” That was technically true. “I’m due to meet a companion so we can travel, uh, west.”

      Rose tilted her head, joining the conversation. “North or south of the mountains?”

      “South.” Shit. Now I was going to have to remember these lies in case someone asked again. South. West. South. West. I didn’t even know what was in that direction, but I sure hoped it was believable.

      “Isn’t that Solivann?” Rose asked.

      A sudden lump formed in my throat. “Um, yes? I believe so?”

      “Solivann?” Iyana laughed lightly. “What business do you have there? They’re the ones that don’t like outsiders, yes?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded, an almost ironic smile on my face. “They really don’t. I’m happy to see that Atthio has a more welcoming disposition.” I raised my cup with gratitude toward Rose, who returned a smile.

      “I hope you continue to feel that way about Atthio, Ren.”

      “Where are you from, originally?” Iyana asked.

      “Where I come from, that’s considered a rude thing to ask.” I couldn’t resist giving her a sarcastic grin and a wink.

      Iyana immediately looked mortified, but as soon as I laughed, her tension was relieved. “Well, you must have many stories from your travels. Would you mind regaling us with a few of them?”

      “Um, sure.” Now it was my turn to tense up. “I’ve—”

      I was saved from having to bullshit even more when the large doors leading to the rest of the castle were flung open. In marched a group of about eight men. Half of them wore silver armor, while the other four wore dark grey silk robes that had red trim and embroidery. The same Atthian royal symbol was on all of their chests. The men in robes had much longer hair, which explained the difference in their dress. Elle had told me once that as a fighter, she could train in more versatile and protective clothing, but once fighters reached a certain skill level, it was expected that they could perform well without needing armor or flexible clothing. The four in robes must have been the higher-ranking members of the group.

      Those eight were escorted by two armored guards I recognized from around the palace. They all marched in line until the two escorts suddenly stopped and knelt to the ground, bowing their heads. Immediately, seven of the men from the group followed suit, dropping to the ground in reverence for the King, I assumed.

      Only one of them stayed standing, merely bowing from the waist instead. He seemed to be the leader of the group, with long reddish-blonde hair in a single braid that fell over the shoulder of his robes. He was also the first to rise.

      “King Regent,” he nodded then remained silent, waiting for a response.

      Silence hung in the hall. The King barely even looked up, and he certainly didn’t stand to greet the man. One of the other guards that had been in the room for a while stepped forward from the wall.

      “Knight Commander Hayle. Welcome back. We hope your journey was safe and prosperous.”

      The man’s gray eyes darted back and forth between the absentminded King Regent and the guard who offered the greeting. Something about his expression gave me a chill, and the fact that his eyes weren’t on me only relieved me.

      “Clearly,” the Knight Commander began with a stiff tone, “it was not prosperous. I am sorry, my King. We tracked her west to Laylan then lost her trail to the south. We merely stopped to inform Your Highness of the shortcomings and see if any new leads had been discovered, and we’ll set out tomorrow morning to—”

      “No, you won’t,” the King finally spoke. His voice was dry and distant, lacking every sense of familiarity the Knight Commander had. “She’s gone.”

      Hayle blinked. “Excuse me?”

      The King fell silent once again, his eyes never lifting to meet the soldier. The guard who’d greeted the party cleared his throat.

      “Knight Commander, Queen Avairion is dead.”

      Hayle’s face dropped. He was already a pale man, but if I didn’t know any better, I might have thought what little color was there drained from his face entirely.

      “I-I… Excuse me, but that’s not possible, Officer. I’ve been tracking the Queen for years, using scouts as well as my best men. If she’s managed to evade me, it’s unlikely she fell to any other forces. And if, God forbid, she did, I would have found her body.”

      As he spoke, my blood went cold. This man was leading the search party for Aviri. His speech horrified me for two reasons. First, if there was any doubt that she was dead, then he wouldn’t stop looking for her, and he seemed very doubtful. But second, and most importantly, if he had led her search party, that meant he was the one who’d been trying to assassinate her.

      The guard shifted uncomfortably where he stood. “Knight Commander, I—”

      “Who says the Queen is dead?” Hayle glared.

      That was exactly what I was hoping he wouldn’t ask.

      Most of the eyes in the room turned to me, save for the King’s, which remained staring blankly into the wall before him. Hayle and the other men from the search party followed the gaze of the guards and the others in the room and turned to me as well. The Knight Commander’s cold eyes locked with mine, and yet another switch flipped in my mind.

      I recognized him. I couldn’t tell before, but there was a distinctly familiar sense of anxiety that I felt when our eyes met that I’d felt before. I just prayed he didn’t recognize me as easily.

      “Um,” I stood slowly as the room waited in expectant silence. “Knight Commander Hayle, was it? My name is Ren So. I was traveling and came across the body of… the Queen.”

      His gaze narrowed challengingly. “Is that so?”

      “Yes.” Fuck. My throat was so dry, my voice nearly cracked as I spoke. I felt compelled to explain further, to cover for myself, but every lie I told was going to be another one I had to remember and another chance for me to slip up, especially in a world where I knew very little.

      I recalled one of the first things Solem, Elle’s father, told me when I met him, and I began rambling off more information than he asked me for. He told me to answer the question that was asked. No more. That seemed like the best option here. The lack of information clearly put the Knight Commander off in my answer, which assured me that it was probably the smart way to answer.

      “Did you bring the body with you?” he asked after a moment.

      I shook my head. “I didn’t have the means to carry her that far. If I’d known who she was, I would have made more of an effort.”

      “Where exactly did you find her body?”

      Panic built up in my mind as I realized I didn’t actually have an answer. I hadn’t discussed a believable lie with Aviri, not to mention as soon as he asked, the names of every country, city, and forest in this damn world disappeared from my mind.

      Without really knowing what I was going to say, I opened my mouth to answer when I was interrupted. Everyone’s attention was drawn to the end of the table where the King sat. His head was in his hands, and there were barely audible sobs accompanying his shaking shoulders.

      Whatever reverence the guards had for their Knight Commander, they were able to look past it suddenly.

      “That’s enough,” the officer who’d addressed Hayle barked. “Knight Commander, your party is dismissed. Welcome home. The King Regent—”

      There was an awkward pause for a moment. I frowned in confusion for a split second before it hit me. He wasn’t the King Regent anymore.

      The Officer took a deep breath and continued. “The King will speak with you later.”

      Another sob escaped the King, who was doing his best at silencing himself. As I looked over and sat back down, I realized even Rose had her hand over her mouth to silence herself while tears streamed down her cheeks. The mournful scene seemed to freeze for a moment while everyone took it in. For my part, I tried desperately to evade the guilt gnawing in my mind.

      “Very well,” Hayle finally said, bowing his head. Without another word, he turned to leave. The soldiers behind him parted to let him through before following, none of them missing a beat in their march step. The door closed behind them, and as soon as they did, Iyana reached across the table and set her hand on mine.

      “Ren, we’re all going to go now.”

      As she spoke, everyone began to rise from the table as though by command. I looked around, standing myself. The only two who remained seated were Rose and King Rion. A couple of guards remained still in the corners, but the rest moved to open the doors for everyone to leave.

      I must have looked as lost as I felt because as I left the table, Iyana came over to escort me from the room. No one said a word until we were all gone and the doors to the throne room shut behind us.

      “How did you all know to leave?” I asked Iyana.

      “Respect,” she said simply. “The King and the Princess were in an exceptionally vulnerable state. It was improper for us to be present.”

      “Wow. So, anytime they’re upset, You all just know what to do?”

      “Sort of,” she shrugged. “We all hold them in such high regard. It’s just the way it works. They’re our monarchs, our superiors. If we become aware that they’re compromised, it’s our responsibility to remove ourselves. And for them to cry, in front of us… I can’t begin to explain how rare that is. I’m the Princess’s own maid. Before yesterday, I’d never seen her shed a tear. And if I told anyone I watched the King cry? I would be shunned for even mentioning something so private.”

      “Really?” Obviously, I understood the concept of respect and reverence, but it was still hard to comprehend on such an extreme scale. “I’ve never lived under a King or anything.”

      “I can’t imagine what that’s like.” Iyana shook her head. “I’ve grown up with this family.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She drifted toward the courtyard, and I followed her out the door. The morning air was distinctly cool against the bare skin on my face and hands like an early fall morning back home. The sun was on the other side of the building, so it wasn’t shining aggressively on the courtyard, though I could see the line in the village below where the castle’s shadow extended.

      “My family is distantly related to the late Queen, King Rion’s wife and Princess Rose’s mother. Once Avairion was born, the late Queen contacted my mother since I’d been born a few years earlier. Since we were to be close in age and related, it made me a good candidate for her maid.”

      “Maid?” My brow pulled together as we sat on one of the stone benches. Iyana brushed her shoulder-length golden hair out of her face. She didn’t look anything like Aviri or Rose. The sisters had tan skin and dark features. Even Rose, the softer of the two, had more defined features than Iyana. Her face and features were rounder and all quite soft. Still, she looked quite elegant. “A maid is someone who cleans up and stuff. It’s not exactly a royal position, right?”

      She laughed, her lips pulling into a bright smile.

      “Not exactly. A maid is merely a companion. I got to move to the castle and be educated along with Avairion and Rose, and I was always there for them. When we were little, we would play together, and as we got older, I took on a more formal role. I keep her company, offer guidance if she wishes for it, things like that.”

      “For Rose?” I cocked my head. “Or Avairion?”

      “I grew up mostly with Avairion.” Iyana nodded. “I was intended to be her maid, but she was hardly ten before it was clear that she didn’t want one. It was my job to help teach her to follow rules and tradition, so naturally, she hated me.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at that. It certainly sounded like Aviri.

      “How much have you heard about her?” she asked.

      I felt my face light up a bit. If she was about to offer information, I would certainly take it. “Just that she preferred hunting and fled the night she was crowned Queen.”

      “That she did.” Iyana nodded. “She… and mind you, I mean no disrespect to her… was just always different from everyone I’d ever met. She had such particular interests and tastes, always so sensitive.”

      “Sensitive?” I raised an eyebrow. That didn’t sound right. “A hunter? Sensitive?”

      “Sensitive to elan,” Iyana corrected. That made more sense. Suddenly, a new smile formed on her face, and she laughed at whatever thought was brewing in her head. “Did you happen to notice there are no vases in the palace?”

      “Vases?” I blinked. “Oh! Flower pots? I- No, I didn’t notice before, but now that you mention it…”

      “She used to get so angry at them.” Iyana chuckled. I smiled as I recalled where this story was going, but it was interesting to hear from another perspective. “She explained why so many times, but the rest of us didn’t quite understand. Now it’s been so long… Oh, I can’t even remember what the reason was. It had something to do with the plants, the flowers, and their elan. Anyway, she’d run through the palace with a stick or even weapons if she could pilfer them from the armory. She’d just swing them through the air and smash as many of the vases holding flowers that she could.”

      “Really?” I laughed as though I were hearing this story for the first time. “Did she break them all?”

      “No. Luckily, before she was tall enough to reach them, the King and Queen had the sense to hide them in storage. If someone sent one as a gift, they’d either hide it straight away or find it shattered. Then when she left… Well, King Rion would never have put them back out. Not knowing how much she hated them.”

      A sad look crossed her face. I tried to give her a comforting smile.

      “You know, where I come from, people are so eager for power. The fact that the King has such reverence for his daughter, even in her absence? It’s admirable.”

      She sighed. “He loved her so dearly, Ren. Even when she was smashing pots and saying she never wanted to rule, she could do no wrong in his eyes. He never wanted her hunting, not because she was a girl or because she was royalty. It was just because he was so petrified she’d get hurt. For so many years, it was his worst fear. Now…”

      “It must be hard for him.” I nodded slowly. “For all of you, I’m sure.”

      “Honestly…” Iyana lifted her gaze to look toward the door and around the courtyard as though she were looking to see if anyone was around. “I would never suggest that anyone celebrated the loss of the Queen. She was revered before her rule and still during her absence, and she will continue to be praised in her death. But many of us made our peace with her loss years ago. Those of us who knew her never thought her the type to change her mind, so when she left, we did our mourning back then. I never saw Princess Rose cry, but we discussed the topic for hours. We never thought she would die, but we never thought she’d return either.”

      I still had a thousand questions. The biggest problem was I had no way to ask them without admitting I knew more than I’d let on. But if she was so revered and loved by everyone, especially her father, why had Hayle’s search party been attempting to assassinate her?

      No one had mentioned since my arrival any remote hostility toward Aviri. Something about that was triggering alarms in my mind that I wasn’t in a position to put to rest.
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      It wasn’t long after that when another woman came and told Iyana her presence was needed elsewhere. That left me to wander around the castle yet again. Of course, I didn’t do much wandering. The last thing I wanted was to run into Knight Commander Hayle, especially in private. I wasn’t sure my lies could stand up to his scrutiny. I wasn’t sure I could handle his glare. It had unnerved me as much today as it had the first time I saw it.

      Instead, I remained in the courtyard. Rather than sit on the bench where anyone walking through the castle could see me through the windows, I went and sat on the ground under the window so that I was harder to see. The line from the castle’s shadow had retreated, so half the courtyard was bathed in direct sunlight. All the better for me to blend into the shadows, light as they were.

      It was there I stayed until I heard the door to the courtyard open. I jumped to my feet as a mingle of voices seeped out of the castle.

      “Find him, please. I’d like to invite him to- Ren!” Rose came out into the courtyard with a man in dark red robes and long silver hair followed by two guards.

      Rose waved her hand dismissively, and the guards bowed before returning to the castle while she headed toward me.

      “Good to see you again, Your Majesty.” I bowed my head.

      “I was just going to ask if you wanted to join me,” the Princess smiled. “I’m about to do my training for the morning.”

      “Training?” My ears perked up. “What kind?”

      The silver-haired man came over to answer. “Princess Rose does an hour of spiritual training mid-morning, followed by a brief study, then physical and spiritual drills to start the afternoon.”

      “Spiritual? That means regarding elan and dunamis, right?”

      “Right.” Rose laughed a bit at my question. “I’d be so grateful if you joined me.”

      “It would be my pleasure.” I smiled casually though inside, I felt like I was buzzing. This was exactly what I’d been looking for. Now not only was there a mentor to teach me, but it was a royal mentor, possibly even the same person who taught Aviri to do all the amazing things I’d seen her do. “Actually, where I’m from, people don’t use dua much, so I have no real experience with it.”

      Both Rose and the older man looked shocked to hear that. Finally, Rose’s face relaxed, and she nodded.

      “Oh, I didn’t realize, you must be from Solivann, then?”

      “Near it,” I nodded. “Close enough that they don’t practice dua.”

      The Princess smiled. There was still confusion on both of their faces, but, as with most situations where lying turned out to be convenient, the acceptance that there could be something they didn’t know and a need to be polite overpowered the desire to question me.

      “It’s been years since I trained a novice,” the older man said and walked a few paces in, closer to where I was standing, “but I can certainly do so. Only if the Princess wishes to…?”

      “Of course I do.” She smiled and moved to the center of the courtyard. I followed and stood next to her, trying to ignore the sun in my eyes.

      The man nodded and bowed from his waist. “Then it’s my pleasure to train you today, Princess Rose and guest.”

      “Ren,” I nodded. “Ren So. Dragon Class.”

      “Ren So,” he repeated. “Lyad, Magnolia Class.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “Ren So?” Lyad asked. “Tell me what you do know.”

      That was tricky. To introduce myself as someone who was Dragon Class and then reveal that I knew, well, nothing…

      “Very little, sir,” I shook my head. “Channeling elan through breathing and focus to strengthen myself and a few other small tricks.”

      “Very well.” He raised his eyebrows. “I won’t insult your home, but know that you’ve been severely under-taught for someone of your level. Let’s fix that.”

      I couldn’t help but smile and nod. “Yes, sir.”

      I tried to remind myself that whatever I had to learn, it would take longer than a one-hour session, but I felt practically giddy. I’d been so anxious to leave Atthio because I was desperate for Aviri to take me to find a mentor who could teach me dua, but I’d achieved that here and now.

      Lyad had us start by closing our eyes and sitting on the ground. At first, I thought that would keep me from being blinded by the sun until I remembered what exactly we were doing. One of the few things I had learned how to do in Solivann was to see without using my eyes, so without prompting from Lyad, I pictured the surrounding courtyard until I could see it in real-time, all in my mind, without ever opening my eyes. Without turning my head, I could turn my gaze to look at Rose, even see the town behind us.

      “Focus your elan to one part of the body, to your right hand,” Lyad instructed.

      I did as he said, keeping my eyes closed but still watching the scene. I focused my elan into my right hand like I’d done multiple times during fights. I could feel it was stronger, and it felt protected as though it had a strong glove around it, but that was it.

      Rose’s right hand, however, began to glow. Or, rather, something around her hand began to glow. It was like a thin film of light that formed in the air just around her skin. Lyad clearly noticed the difference between Rose’s performance and mine. I watched him nod and look at me.

      “Ren, you don’t know how to channel elan enough. Like the people in Solivann, you only push it to your fingertips. Never past them.”

      As he spoke, he held his palm up and closed his hand around nothing. Well, it looked like nothing, until a dagger glimmered into existence, fully made of light, in his hand. He pointed the tip at the ground and began to drag it along the floor of the courtyard, not enough to harm it, but enough that I could hear the weapon grating against the rock. This creation of light was solid.

      “How do I do that?” I asked with perhaps a bit too much enthusiasm in my voice.

      Lyad and Rose both smiled in amusement. I didn’t care. I needed to know. The weapon dissipated as Lyad dropped his hand, returning it to his knee.

      “Ren, Rose, stretch your arms out in front of you, as far as they can go,” he directed.

      That seemed a bit useless. Still, I obeyed. We both stretched our arms flat in front of us.

      “Now,” Lyad nodded, “stretch them further.”

      I took a breath and pushed my arms further forward, lengthening the muscles even more.

      The man smiled. “That is how you make elan into dua. You, Ren, think you are pushing yourself far, but you can push farther. Now, channel it into your right hand again.”

      We dropped our arms, and I set my hands on my knees, focusing my energy into my right hand. I tried to ignore the fact that Rose’s hand was glowing again with instant success. I just had to put everything I could into my right hand.

      Of course, nothing happened.

      I took a deep breath, trying not to get disappointed immediately. This was going to take time, of course. I had to remember that.

      “Now push farther,” Lyad said.

      I nodded. My eyes were still closed, but in an attempt to focus, I abandoned watching the scene around me, my mind falling to sheer black. I tried to focus even more of the elan in my body to my right hand. I struggled, but felt it strengthen my hand a little more. Other than that, it did nothing.

      “Push farther,” Lyad barked.

      I felt my face scrunch together in frustration and focus. I was pushing as far as I could, and nothing was happening. Still, I took another breath and tried to reach farther. Even though my eyes were closed and I couldn’t see anything, from one side of my vision, I could see a light getting brighter through my eyelids. That must have been coming from Rose.

      “Now relax,” Lyad nodded.

      I opened my eyes and took a deep breath, dropping my shoulders in frustration. “Why didn’t it work?”

      “You’re just now learning.” He shook his head. “It requires a lot of practice.”

      “But I’m an adult, and I’m Dragon Class. Doesn’t that mean I’m supposed to have a better connection to elan?”

      “It does, but if you’ve never tried to channel it in this way, of course, you’re not going to get it right away.”

      I hesitated before nodding, still frustrated at the situation. Lyad must have been able to see that. After a moment, he stood to his feet and gestured for us to get up as well.

      “Another thing you can do with dua is to affect objects around you, so we’ll focus on that.” As he spoke, he pulled out a small compass from his pocket. He held it up for a second, then set it on the sill of the window behind him, stepping out of the way. “You see the compass, so bring it to you. Princess, you may go first, then return the compass for Ren.”

      Rose nodded. I watched her look at the compass and gently raise her hand toward it. A hand of light appeared over the compass. When Rose moved a finger, so did the hand. She lowered her own hand and grasped at nothing, while the hand lowered itself and picked up the locket. Rose turned her palm upwards and made a ‘come hither’ gesture with her fingers. That pulled the hand to her. It floated through the air in our direction for a moment. Finally, Rose extended her opposite hand, palm out, and stopped the hand of dua over her outstretched hand, then used her right hand to drop the compass and catch it with her left.

      “Very good,” Lyad nodded. “Now return it.”

      A similar series of movements in reverse had the opposite effect, carrying the compass back to set it on the window sill. Once it came to a rest again, both Rose and Lyad looked at me expectantly.

      I bit my lip a bit nervously. “So… how do I start?”

      Lyad came over to stand next to me. He lifted his hand and looked at me.

      “You’re going to focus your elan into your hand, then extend it beyond yourself. It’s just what you were trying to do a moment ago, but now you have an objective to focus on. Instead of just channeling it to your hand, you’ll channel it through your hand, across the courtyard.

      I nodded and raised my hand like his. I didn’t close my eyes this time, wanting to focus on the compass. I did, however, channel all of my energy, every bit I had, into my right hand. Once I did that, I tried pushing it further, out of my body, and over to the window sill. I took deep, calculated breaths as I pushed. My hand began to tremble as my focus intensified.

      Breathe. In. Out. Push. Breathe. In. Out Push. Breathe…

      An hour later, Rose led me from the courtyard to the garden. In an hour of training, I’d accomplished very little other than getting sweaty and frustrated. After that, the fact that Rose decided to cancel her studies for the moment and spend more time with me was a double-edged sword. It made me feel good to know that my demeanor hadn’t turned her off completely, but it made me quite self-conscious of the fact that the clothes I was wearing were a few days old and now sweaty.

      “You did very well,” she smiled politely as we stepped into the garden. I hadn’t actually set foot in here before now. Most of my exploring had been done in the library and the courtyard.

      “You don’t have to lie,” I smiled patiently despite the frustration I felt with myself, “but thank you.”

      “You’re not meant to get something like that on the first try, and it’s not your fault that your country didn’t practice it.” She walked over to the pink roses next to the ivy-covered stone walls. “Perhaps you can bring what you know back to them and change their ways.”

      I wandered over in between the line of bright red flowers and the pink rose bush next to Rose. I hoped she didn’t suddenly have burning questions about where I was from. “Perhaps.”

      “Where did you say you came from? In Solivann?”

      Shit.

      “No, just south, actually. But it’s close to Solivann, so they share some of their practices. Or, lack thereof, I suppose. They don’t use dua, just like in Solivann.”

      Thank goodness I was a cool liar. That skill had come in handy a few times thus far.

      “I can’t imagine how a whole country can go their whole lives without ever using dua,” Rose muttered. She lifted her hand to look at it as though she could see the elan running through her veins. “It’s an extension of you. It’s quite literally who we are, and they’re cut off from that. Isn’t it miserable?”

      “Yeah,” I muttered. What she said made me recall something Elle had told me weeks ago. She said something always felt like it had been missing for her. I wondered if she learned about dua, learned how to use it, if that would complete whatever she felt she lacked. “Thank you for inviting me to train with you.”

      “My pleasure.” She began to wander around the garden, and I followed her. “I wanted to apologize for this morning. I’m sure that was shocking to see.”

      “Oh, well, yeah, but I’m sure it was worse for you and your father. I’m so sorry.”

      She sighed and nodded. “It’s going to be hard for a little while. I think my father will feel better now that Hayle’s returned. They’re very close.”

      “Who is he, exactly?” I tilted my head.

      “Hayle?” She blinked. “Oh, he’s the highest-ranking soldier in Atthio. He’s been a part of the guard since he could walk, practically. His father was Knight Commander before him, I think, so he trained Hayle for the position. He was in the castle a lot as a child while my father was growing up, so they grew close. He was always there for him, when my mother died, when Avairion disappeared, everything. He’s always been there to offer guidance and companionship to him.”

      I nodded. “So… can you tell me about his search party? Why would he be so adamant that he would have found her? The world is very vast. He said himself he lost her trail.”

      “He’s as prideful as a King, if not more so.” Rose sighed. “Avairion left maybe five years ago? For a while, father was sure she’d return on her own, but he always had scouts across the world looking for information, subtly of course. Then two years ago, someone said they were certain she was in some town off the coast, so father sent a full-blown search party. Hayle offered to lead it. The town was a bust, but father asked that they continue searching for her. They’d return every few months or so to get new leads or update us, but never found anything.”

      “A search party? As in, to look for her? Bring her back, like, to rule as Queen?” I questioned, hoping to get an answer I wanted without needing to ask for it directly.

      “Yes, of course.” Rose chuckled at the silly specificity in my question. “What else would a search party be for?”

      “Right,” I smiled, laughing it off. “Of course.”

      “So,” she took a deep breath as though she were preparing to ask a big question, “where… where did you find her?”

      Aha. That was it. Luckily, since breakfast, I’d been thinking about what I would say in case I did get asked. The best kind of lie was wrapped up in truth, weren’t they?

      “I found her in Solivann,” I recounted. “I was going to meet someone in Blessed Rain over in the mountains, so I decided to cut through Solivann. I think it was called… Fetter Forest? Anyway, she was there. I asked everyone in the closest down if they recognized her, but no one did. Someone did say there was a kiregare loose in the forest, though. If she was living as a hunter, I’d bet someone paid her to catch it.”

      “Oh.” Rose nodded. I could see the sadness in her face, but it was clearly better in her mind that she knew about her sister’s fictional death. “I can’t imagine her… killed by something like a kiregare…”

      “It was a strong one,” I added. “Besides, anything could have happened. The forest was full of shoddy traps by some locals. Someone could have gotten hurt and put herself in danger to save them.”

      That she had done. Well, I wasn’t sure how much danger she was ever in, but she’d still gone out of her way to save me, twice in that forest alone.

      “You’re probably right. She was exactly like that.” A small, sad smile pulled at Rose’s lips. “She could hold a grudge like none other, but unless you gave her a reason to, she’d go to war just for you…”

      “Um,” I tensed up, a bit concerned suddenly, “I’m sorry. I’m not used to being around royalty. Iyana said… If you’re upset, I can go, leave you alone, and all that…”

      “No.” She laughed and shook her head. “That’s fine. I’m all right.”

      I smiled and nodded. Being around an actual royal person honestly didn’t feel real. Much of this world felt like a fantasy, but something about that seemed like the strangest thing.

      “Hey, what do you call these?” I asked, stepping over to look at the orange trees.

      As I got closer, the smell that wafted over was familiar. They were definitely crepe myrtle trees. I’d only ever seen those trees bloom pink versus the warm orange color I saw now, but that had happened before. Sometimes, I’d see something almost similar to my world with a slight difference. Usually, the names differed in cases like that as well.

      “Flute pains,” she smiled, coming over to stand beside me. “Why? You’ve seen them before, surely?”

      “Oh, yeah,” I nodded quickly. “I can just never remember the name.”

      I looked up through the bright orange flowers that lined the edge of the forest when something shifted. At first, I wasn’t sure what, so I moved closer to the tree and glanced through the branches. I could see the branches in the trees beyond, just a myriad of brown bark. But if I squinted and looked closely, I could almost swear I saw the tip of a braid swinging among them.

      “Hey, Rose,” I said quickly. I prayed that she hadn’t seen what I’d seen yet.

      “Mhm?” she smiled casually.

      “You don’t think your father is ready to speak to me, is he?”

      “Oh, no. I’m afraid not. He was improving until Hayle returned. Now… I can’t tell you how distressed he is.”

      “Of course.” I nodded, turning back to face the castle so she would do the same. “Would it be possible for you to convey to him my deepest condolences that he was put in that position this morning?”

      “Hm? Oh, yes,” she nodded. “I could certainly do that.”

      “Thank you,” I smiled. “Would you now, please?”

      “Oh. Yes, of course,” she nodded and bowed her head before turning to head in the castle.

      I waited for a moment to see if she passed by the windows, but the King must have been somewhere else, because she never did. Another moment to make sure no one walked by and saw me. Then, as soon as I felt safe, I ducked behind the orange blooming trees and into the woods.

      “Aviri?” I called softly. If anyone heard me, it could be the death of us both, but if she was here, it would make all the difference. I’d been worried about her ever since the guards asked me not to leave Atthio, but had no way to contact her.

      I took another step on what seemed to be brush across the ground, loose leaves and spare vines from bushes. Beneath the bushes, however, the ground dropped off to a small hill I wasn’t expecting. I tumbled forward, immediately hitting the ground. I continued to roll for a few feet as the incline continued, eventually landing on my back. My face and hands were covered with scratches.

      “Ren!” I heard a voice cry in a hushed whisper. Still, I knew the voice.

      “Hey, Aviri,” I groaned as I sat up.

      I didn’t actually see her come down from wherever she was hiding in the trees, but I felt her hand on my back as she helped me to my feet.

      “Are you alright?”

      “Me?” I cringed from the sore spot where my shoulder hit a tree. “Yeah. I’m awesome. How are you?”

      She rolled her eyes and grabbed onto a low tree branch nearby, pulling herself back up.

      “Wait! Are you just gonna leave me again?”

      “No,” she shook her head, sitting atop the branch. “I just can’t be on the ground. I told you that. If I want to move through Atthio, I need to use the trees.”

      I blinked, a sudden self-awareness reminding me how strange this whole situation was. “Right.”

      “I got concerned when your half-hour trip ran a full day long,” she said with an eyebrow lifted, as though I were the one who had explaining to do.

      “Right. Well, it turns out that when you come to inform a kingdom that their reigning Queen is dead, they insist you stay for questions that the King can’t ask you because he’s distraught,” I scoffed.

      Her face stiffened, and she hesitated before nodding. “I understand.”

      We were each silent for a moment before I shook my head.

      “Aviri, why didn’t--”

      “I didn’t want you to ask any more questions,” she answered coldly, a matter-of-fact tone in her voice. “I know you must have them.”

      “You should have warned me about what I was walking into!”

      “Keep your voice down,” she hissed. “I had no choice. You wouldn’t have agreed to help me.”

      I frowned. When I spoke next, my voice was softer.

      “You don’t know that. I would have helped you. I might have been able to help you better if I had a plan ahead of time.”

      She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again. I watched as she shook her head then dropped it in one hand, holding onto a branch with the other to steady herself.

      “I’m sorry, Ren,” she said at last. “I thought… If you found out what I’d done, you wouldn’t want to help because my actions were cowardly. I ran from Atthio… I abandoned them.” There was a tone, something in her voice I hadn’t heard before. It was a vulnerability.

      Aviri was always put together. She seemed so strong and impossibly powerful. For her to admit something like that was almost painfully human. Obviously, she hated that. For me, it was refreshing.

      “Everyone makes mistakes, Aviri,” I shook my head. “I’ve made plenty of my own. I won’t judge you for yours. I just want to understand what’s going on.”

      She sighed and nodded, looking me in the eye. That was impressive. If I had just admitted to something I felt was shameful, eye contact was the last thing I’d want to make with someone. She was still very brave, whether or not she even realized it.

      “Everything I told you about why I left?” Aviri said, then took a deep breath. “I meant it. I couldn’t stand the idea of spending my life within these walls. Telling people what to do, following rules, being responsible for every little detail of balls and festivals instead of getting to spend my life in the forest, where things have life, have breath… I couldn’t stand it. I thought when I grew up, I would feel differently, but that never happened. After my mother died…”

      I nodded. “Rose said that was when you asked to join the hunters.”

      I saw her shift when I said her sister’s name. Obviously, that was either something she’d been very intentionally avoiding thinking about, or else she’d been thinking about little else. Still, she simply nodded.

      “Yes. I realized then that I wasn’t ready. I never would be… But my father refused to consider it. I kept thinking I could get him to agree, and then a year and a half later, they crowned me the Queen. And I was so terrified.”

      “You left that night,” I said softly. “I heard.”

      She sighed. “I thought if I were crowned Queen and then abdicated the throne, that would be good enough. I could leave, rather than be banished. I never thought they’d send search parties or that my father would rule as a Regent instead of King.”

      “Something about that doesn’t make sense.” I frowned suddenly, leaning against a tree on the shoulder that wasn’t throbbing. “Everyone says your father loved you. He can’t speak, he’s so distraught, and he ruled as a Regent because he wanted you to come back. So why send assassins? And in secret, no less. No one here knows about them. Everyone keeps calling it a search party, meant to return you alive.”

      “Wait, really?” Aviri blinked. I watched her eyes drift off to the side as she thought hard about something, calculating possible answers in her head before she finally muttered an answer. “That doesn’t make sense…”

      I nodded in agreement. “Is there a chance you were wrong? That they weren’t trying to assassinate you?”

      “No,” she scoffed. “I know a trap when I see one, and I can smell poison from a mile away. Not to mention the fact that everywhere I traveled for a year, I was met with those things. That’s not a coincidence. They’d pay tavern keeps to act as lookouts for me and poison my drink if I ordered anything. Luckily for me, I only drink places where someone owes me a favor, so they tipped me off.”

      I reached up to rub my chin as I thought about the situation. That was a pretty clear sign to me that she wasn’t delusional about this.

      “Ren,” she said, “I don’t trust whatever is going on. You need to leave soon.”

      I bit my lip. “I tried to leave last night. The guards said I was required to stay until the King felt well enough to question me.”

      “Question you about what?”

      “About you. Where I found you, how you died, things like that. But he’s mourning, so he won’t see me.”

      “Of course he is.” She sighed and rolled her eyes.

      “I don’t blame him.” I shook my head. “They’re in mourning, Aviri. They miss you. He always thought you were coming back.”

      She looked at me, her brows creased together. “Don’t feel sympathy for him. You had a job to do, and you did it. He’s collateral damage.”

      “He’s your father.”

      “I know that!” she barked and was immediately taken aback by the fact that she’d raised her voice, as was I.

      I moved closer to the tree where she was. Whatever was going on, there was a lot more emotion in her mind than she was going to let out right then.

      “I’ll try to leave as soon as I can,” I assured her.

      She took a second to breathe before nodding. “I’ll stay close in case you need me. Once you’re able to leave, just head back in the direction you came. I’ll find you. I promise.”
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      I hiked back up the hill which was no real difficult task aside from the fact that I felt like an idiot. There was a hole in the brush that I could pull myself through and find my footing near the crepe myrtle trees again. The garden was still empty, fortunately. I was a bit paranoid that someone had come out and heard my conversation with Aviri, but I was hoping she was so perceptive that she would have noticed if anyone was in earshot.

      I brushed the leaves out of my hair as I walked along the line of white roses when I had an idea. If I had nothing else to do, I might as well practice dua. I reached down and grabbed a small cluster of the orange flowers that had fallen in my hair and set them on top of the white flowers, so they stood out. After that, I walked back next to the window, so there was a bit of space between me and the flower.

      I took a breath and focused all my energy into my right hand, lifting it as though I were reaching for the flower from about seven feet away. When I felt like I had channeled all my energy into that hand, I took a deep breath and tried to push more. I visualized the dua and what I thought it would look like: The white light hand suddenly forming above mine, floating toward the white flowers, drifting down to pick up the orange blooms and hold them in its palm.

      Nothing happened.

      I dropped my hand and shook out the sore feeling in my arm from holding it up and stretched my neck, taking a deep breath. It was okay. This would take practice. I tried to tell myself that every time I failed, I was still one failure closer to succeeding.

      I decided to sit down against the wall and just work on the first exercise Lyad had shown me. I set my hands down on my knees, channeling all my energy into my right hand. Once it was all there, I pushed harder, trying to channel more.

      I kept up at that for a while before I exhausted and frustrated myself enough. Finally, I stood and decided to head back into the castle. If I had to stay here, I could at least get a shower.

      As I walked through the hall toward the stairs of the castle, I kept my right hand flexed and tried to channel energy to it still, just in case. I pictured the people I’d seen before in the library turning pages or in the kitchen with knives, even when I first saw Rose with the large worm of light above her head. I suddenly regretted not asking her earlier if I could see her do that again. Maybe I’d have another chance before I found a reason to leave.

      “Excuse me,” I said to the guard at the top of the stairs. “Since I’m not sure how long I’ll be here, could I get a shower?”

      The guard nodded and pointed down at the royal wing, the same place I’d been yelled at and told not to go the day before. “Princess Rose and the King have said you’re free to make use of their wing during your stay.”

      I blinked, a bit surprised at the gesture of hospitality. That hadn’t seemed like the main concern when I was practically threatened into staying. Still, it was appreciated. I went to the guest room I was staying in to see if any of the clothes I had in my bag were cleaner than the ones I was wearing, though they were decidedly not, when instead I found a set of pressed clothes on the bed. I went over to pick them up. They looked like they’d fit. The tunic was a white color, almost lavender but too light, with royal blue embroidery on it, though instead of that symbol on the front like most of the robes and armor people in the castle wore, there was a dragon coiled around itself on the chest, with small, intricate patterns stitched along the seams and edges that seemed more decorative. The pants were soft cotton made of the same matching royal blue as the dragon. I grabbed those and headed off to the royal wing for a shower.

      The royal wing was somehow more grand than the rest of the castle. I couldn’t tell how large it was from the rest of the castle, but suddenly it was clear to me where all of these people stayed. The halls extended on the length of several rooms when they finally ended at a staircase that led downstairs where I could only assume more rooms were.

      I wandered down the hall, looking for a door that looked like a bathroom. Every room had an equally grand door, so I had no way of actually knowing, but the last thing I wanted was to walk in on someone in the royal wing. I ended up standing in the hall, surrounded by closed doors for about fifteen minutes before someone came up the stairs against the back wall.

      I asked him where the shower would be, and he directed me to the first door in the entire hallway to my left, the first door I passed upon coming in. Perfect. Of course, it was.

      After that strange experience, I had one of the most luxurious showers I could remember. The soap was light and gentle, the water was incredibly warm, and I was halfway sure the bathtub was made of pure gold. At the very least, it was coated in it.

      The robes fit snug and looked good, save for the fact that they clashed a bit with the rough, forest green boots that had been given to me by Elle back in Eon. Of course, I wasn’t quite planning on being on the cover of Vogue anytime soon, so it didn’t bother me.

      As curious as I was about the rest of the royal wing, despite the fact that it had been ‘opened’ for me, it didn’t feel quite right or even safe to wander around. If someone saw me and thought I was somewhere I shouldn’t be, I didn’t want to deal with those consequences, so as soon as I left the bathroom, I went straight for the door that led from the royal chambers wing back to the rest of the castle.

      As soon as I stepped through that door back into the windowed hallway, a chill went down my spine. I was met with a piercing pair of gray eyes that looked almost disappointed they couldn’t literally shoot daggers at me.

      “Knight Commander Hayle,” I managed to say with a surprising amount of confidence despite how absolutely terrified I was. Something in my gut told me everything about this man was bad news.

      “Ren So.” He said my name slowly, as though he were chewing the words, preparing to spit them out. “Good to see you. Again.”

      I clenched my jaw. The way he said that gave everything away. He certainly wasn’t referring to our meeting this morning when he said that.

      “Again?”

      “Yes.” He nodded slowly. I was immediately distressed at how slow and calculated everything was with him. It felt like whatever was going to happen was being dragged out. “I didn’t catch your name when I first met you. What a surprise when you sat at breakfast with the royal family this morning. It took me most of the morning to realize where I recognized you from…”

      “Yes.” I nodded, a quick and short movement. I wasn’t going to play his game. “You were in Grave a while ago.”

      As I said that out loud, something seemed to click in my head. I realized that morning when I saw him that he was the man I made eye contact with at the bar in Grave many weeks ago. But Aviri said that she led Hayle and his search party somewhere west called Layland and then faked a trail going south. That was the complete opposite direction of Grave. It was possible they just passed through on their way to Atthio, but for them to just now return in the time it took me to go from Grave to Eon to Cherissey to Atthio didn’t make sense.

      “Yes.” A creepy smile spread across his face. “There was a very unlucky man who made the mistake of bumping into you.”

      “The mistake he made was insulting my companion.” The man had simply planned to cause a distraction and maybe get into a shouting match over spilling my drink, but he shoved Elle out of the way when she demanded an apology. I wasn’t going to let anyone treat her like that.

      “If I remember correctly,” Hayle tilted his head as he spoke, “something very peculiar happened during that fight. Two very peculiar things, actually.”

      Dammit. Those were the things I was hoping he didn’t remember. They were the things I didn’t have answers for, so if he asked questions, I didn’t even know how to lie about them. My best bet was to change the subject.

      “Would you really like to continue asking me about a month-old bar fight, or do you have anything else worth my time?”

      “Of course.” He raised an eyebrow. “I do have some more prevalent questions. Would you begin by telling me what I asked this morning? Where did you find the body of the deceased Queen?”

      “Fetter Forest, near Grave.” I resisted the urge to clarify and add details before he asked for them.

      “I was in that forest twice around the time that you were in Grave,” Hayle frowned. “It was a pathetic forest with nothing but wolves. Queen Avairion was a master hunter. I can’t imagine a wolf actually ended her life.”

      “I didn’t know her,” I shrugged, “but I heard from some trappers in Grave that there was something loose in the forest that wasn’t usually there. If she was hunting it, it could have surprised her, or maybe she saved someone from it. Grave’s trappers are pretty shit at what they do. Their toys littered that forest.”

      He scoffed. He couldn’t deny that I was right about that. “What was loose in the forest?”

      “The trappers seemed to think it was a vicious herald. Who knows if they were right?”

      “Right…” He sighed. “So, forgive me for prying, but I’m still confused. So you’re traveling through Fetter, and you find a body. And… then what?”

      “I recognized the symbol on her armor.” I nodded at the window that opened above the garden, where the same shape was planted in rose bushes. “I knew it was Atthian, and her armor seemed high quality. I figured she must have been important.”

      “Mhm. And… you just waltzed up to the castle and told the palace guards ‘your Queen is dead,’ and they took your word for it?”

      I couldn’t help myself as a bit of a smug smile formed on my face. “Well, I was riding a horse, but yes.”

      Hayle’s eyes seemed to blaze. He clearly wasn’t amused.

      “So you say you didn’t know she was the Queen? And how did you find out? Any number of hunters could have died that far from home. Why her?”

      I shrugged. “I hoped to make it easier to identify her. She had a very unique sash, so I took part of it and one of her braids. The guard at the gate recognized it, and they told me who she was.”

      “One last question then.” He nodded his head. “Why are you still here?”

      I gave him a patient smile. “I would like to leave as soon as possible. I’m meant to answer any questions the King might have, probably the same ones you just asked, but understandably he’s been too bereft to ask.”

      “Ah. So, you just decided to wait patiently for the end of the Atthian King’s mourning period?”

      “Believe me,” I raised an eyebrow, “it was made clear I didn’t have a choice. Even so, I’m happy to help the King’s grief any way I can.”

      “Well, you’re quite the noble man.” Hayle smiled at me like a cartoon villain. I might have laughed if I didn’t feel queasy speaking to him. “What have they told you of her? The Queen?”

      “Um… I’ve been told that she enjoyed hunting and didn’t enjoy being Queen.” Honestly, I couldn’t remember whether most of what I knew came from Rose, Iyana, or Aviri herself, so I figured it was best to play dumb.

      He nodded and glanced out the window at the garden into the woods. “She was named for her parents. King Rion’s wife, her mother, was named Vera. It was fitting. She was to be their successor once their reign came to an end.”

      I’d heard people mention the King’s late wife, but no one had actually been specific about her.

      “Avairion… I see.”

      “Yes,” he continued. “And Avairion had some of her mother’s best qualities, as does Rose. She was a lovely woman who loved her family and her country deeply. So when she passed suddenly, everyone was in shock. It was a horrible loss for everyone, but her family took it the worst, of course. The King hasn’t been the same ever since, but I think Avairion took it the worst. She had a breakdown, completely. She would run through the halls kicking and screaming when the guards tried to find her. She refused to meet with any of the royal advisors and swore she would never take the crown. She would disappear for days on end, anytime the hunters went off, following them around, but she always came back. Until her coronation.”

      I nodded. “If she didn’t want to become Queen, why did they make her?”

      “You speak of it as though it’s a punishment. Being crowned Queen of Atthio is an honor that comes once in a generation, and she had it. She wasn’t chained up in a basement.”

      “But if she felt that strongly about it, would she have made a good Queen at all?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “That’s a bold thing to do, questioning the integrity of the recently deceased Queen of Atthio.”

      “Forgive me if I’m not used to ceremony.” I sighed, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. “There’s not exactly much of it where I’m from.”

      “Of course,” Hayle nodded with a polite, sharp smile. “Finally, the King decided to send out a search party, and of course, I offered to lead it. I’m the King’s oldest, most trusted advisor, and I’ve known his daughters since the day they were born.”

      I’d have to give them each my condolences. “So what about Rose, then? She seems polite and intelligent, and I haven’t seen her kicking and screaming. Why not just make her Queen instead of her sister?”

      “Well, now the King will,” he assured me. “Rose… She’s a good girl. She’ll do as she’s told. After the period of mourning, she’ll make a lovely Queen, and Atthio will finally have a strong ruler again.”

      I raised my eyebrow. “Are you implying King Rion lacks strength of his own?”

      “No,” he frowned at me. “But the King… A part of him died with the late Queen Vera long ago. He hasn’t been the same since. Grief has clouded every decision he’s made since that day, like choosing to crown his eldest daughter despite her manic behavior, rather than give the throne to his youngest. Now his grief is fresh again, and it will eat at him for another year and a half. Rose has a good head on her shoulders. She will mourn her sister, but she’ll make strong decisions, one in particular that I think will make her reign even better.”

      “Okay?” I blinked. “And what’s that?”

      Hayle smiled again. I hated his smile. “Can you keep a secret, Ren So?”

      “Yes.” I furrowed my brow, not sure I even wanted to hear what he was going to say.

      “I’ve been courting the Princess for years.”

      When he said that, my stomach screwed up in a knot. I really hoped that meant something different here.

      “You mean Rose?” I clarified. “Courting, as in…?”

      His smile pulled up just a tick on one side, making it distinctly more like a smirk. “For the past few years, she and I have grown closer. I’m the only one who truly understands what she’s been through, losing her mother, practically losing her father, then losing her sister, all within a couple of years? It was quite a lot for her. She needed companionship, and God love her, Iyana is useless. I offered her company. Guidance. Affection, even, when she needed it.”

      That thought made me sick. Moreover, it really didn’t make much sense. I couldn’t picture Rose ever seeking affection of any kind from him.

      “Aren’t you her father’s age?” I asked with a cocked eyebrow.

      He frowned but nodded. “Yes, I am. Luckily, she’s not small-minded enough for that to bother her.”

      There was a difference between being small-minded and just noticing when someone was creepy, and he was definitely creepy. However, that had less to do with his age and more to do with, well, everything. “Right. Was there a point to bringing that up?”

      “Yes. I believe Rose will make an excellent Queen. And it is my hope that before she’s coronated in a year and a half, her father decides to grant her a husband. I planned to ask him on this return trip if I could marry her soon. Of course, now that I’m back for good, that only means that can happen sooner.” My distaste must have been a little too plain on my face to be considered polite because when Hayle looked at my face, he glared. “Perhaps we’ll be lucky enough that your presence will continue long enough to attend a wedding.”

      “I hope not,” I said firmly.

      “Hm. Thank you for indulging my questions, Ren So.” He bowed his head about halfway, which seemed more like an intentional sign of disrespect than anything else, and began walking past me toward the royal wing.

      “Hey,” I called, turning around as he opened the door to the wing of bedchambers. “I have a question for you now.”

      “Yes?” He grinned with sticky politeness and nodded, never removing his hand from the door.

      “You said you tracked her west, then lost her to the south… so what were you doing in Grave?”

      His face fell at my question. “My travels take me a wide variety of places, and I had scouts all over with dozens of leads, many unfruitful. That one apparently panned out. If only I’d been there at the right time, like you.”

      “Right,” I scoffed. “One more thing. When I saw you in Grave, that was… how many weeks ago?” If it was somehow possible, his face fell further. He knew where my question was going. “Where have you been since then? And why didn’t you mention it this morning?”

      There was a pause as he absorbed what I said. Finally, after a while, he nodded. “Nice to meet you, Ren So.”

      With that, he turned and walked through the door, slamming it shut behind him.
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      I hid in my room for a while after that, mostly just because I didn’t want to run into him again. I felt like I needed another shower simply after speaking to him. But I knew I couldn’t remain in that damn room forever, especially when Aviri was waiting on me. I had some more questions now after hearing what Hayle had to say about her, but it didn’t seem necessary to take his word for anything. Every word from his mouth seemed crafted and coy in a way I didn’t trust.

      After calming myself down, I decided to grab the few things I’d brought with me, mostly some small snacks stuffed in a bag and my sword, strapped my weapon to my waist, and opened the door to my room to see a familiar face.

      “Iyana?” I asked. She had her hand up as though she had just been about to knock on my door when I opened it. “What are you doing?”

      “Oh, hello, Ren. I was just coming to see you. Were you going somewhere?”

      “Um, sort of.” I stepped back behind the door. “Please, come in.”

      She smiled and came in, going to sit in the velvet armchair. As she did, I set down my bag and leaned against the edge of the bed.

      “Is everything alright?”

      “Of course,” she nodded. “I wanted to see how you were doing. I heard you trained with the Princess earlier? How did that go?”

      “Oh, not great.” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. She quickly looked concerned, so I shook my head. “I’m just from a place that never used elan or dua, so I’m starting from scratch with this. Lyad started to teach me, but it’s going to take a while, clearly.”

      “I see.” She smiled sympathetically. “You know, you could stay here and continue to train?”

      I gave her a slight smile. “I appreciate the offer. Unfortunately, I have other business I need to attend to.”

      “You mentioned that this morning.” Iyana tilted her head. “What are your current engagements?”

      “Oh, um.” I bit my lip while I tried to figure out a believable but safe answer. “I have a companion in another country that’s expecting my visit. If all goes according to plan, she should have some work lined up for me, but I could lose the job if I don’t get there soon. That’s sort of where I was going. I was hoping to find the King and ask him to dismiss me.”

      “I see.” A slightly sad look formed on her face. “By all means, that sounds quite important. We’ll certainly miss your company, Ren.”

      “I’ll miss yours as well,” I nodded politely. “I appreciate all of your help, Iyana. You cleared up a lot of my questions.”

      She stood and cleared her throat before smiling. “It was my pleasure, Ren. I’ll leave you to your request for the King. One of the guards can take you to him.”

      I stood as well, pulling my bag back up to my shoulder. “Thank you, Iyana.”

      She headed for the door, and just before leaving, she turned back once again. “And make sure you follow them. When you tell the guard you want to see the King, go with him to make the request. He won’t refuse if you’re at the door.”

      I went up to lean against the doorframe as she left and made her way down the hall to the royal wing. After a moment, I walked up to the nearest guard, trying to remain confident.

      “I need to request an audience with the King, now, please. How would I do that?”

      The guard’s face turned downward in a look of confusion. “I will go speak to someone.”

      “I’d like to come with you.” I recalled the last time I asked, I was stuck in my room for half an hour for the guard to only return with a no, so hopefully, Iyana’s advice would bring me a different result.

      He was clearly taken aback by the request, but he nodded. “You may follow me.”

      “Thank you.”

      He set off toward the stairs, and I followed him down. When we got to the first floor, we got a few strange looks from the other guards, but I didn’t care. I’d be gone soon, and it wouldn’t matter. It wouldn’t matter that this place had weird clothes and customs, it wouldn’t matter that the Knight Commander was about to marry Rose, and it wouldn’t matter that I’d lied. Aviri and I could leave, and I could find a tutor.

      There were guards outside the throne room, so the King must have been inside. They all looked confused, even a bit suspicious to see me following the guard with my bag over my shoulder and my sword on my hip.

      “What is the King doing?” the guard escorting me asked.

      One of the others stepped forward. “He’s speaking with his advisors.”

      “His guest requests an audience.”

      The two guards by the door shared a look, but the one that had stepped up nodded. “Very well. Let me see.”

      He turned sharply and opened the door just enough to step inside. I could hear something as he announced what I was there for, but the door was so thick I couldn’t make out any specific words of the question or the response.

      “His advisors,” I said to the guard from upstairs. “Does that include the Knight Commander?”

      The guard nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Great…” I muttered under my breath. That wasn’t going to be great. But all I had to do was make it through this one last conversation, and then I’d be free. A minute later, the guard opened the door to the throne room.

      “You may speak to the King.”

      I blinked, pleasantly surprised. I half expected to be turned down. I nodded to the guard and walked into the throne room. The tables from that morning had been completely cleared away and stored somewhere, so the large room was empty save for the throne upon the dais where the King sat and the men next to him, one of them, of course, being Hayle. I tensed my jaw in preparation for the potential conflict ahead.

      I wasn’t quite sure what to do, so I simply bowed from the waist. “Forgive me, your Highness, for not being familiar with your customs.”

      He waved his hand dismissively. He looked like he’d been crying, but at the moment, he seemed okay.

      “What do you need, Ren?”

      “King Rion,” I said as I stood up straight, “I apologize. I know you’re in mourning, and I’m sympathetic. But I can’t leave until I know you have the answers you need. Unfortunately, I have personal engagements beyond Atthio.”

      He nodded slowly. “I… I just have a few questions.”

      The King proceeded to ask me about Aviri’s body. Where I found it, how she died, and what the state of her body was. I lied the best I could, trying to come to terms with the fact that he was fighting back tears the entire time.

      “Thank you, Ren So.” The King finally nodded, his voice close to breaking as he spoke. “That… That’s all I needed to hear.”

      I nodded and bowed to the King once again. “My pleas--”

      “King Rion.” I looked up when Hayle’s voice interrupted me. He stood at the King’s shoulder with a hateful look on his face. “I don’t believe this man.”

      I straightened up, and my brows pulled together. “Excuse me?”

      “What do you mean?” The King stood himself and turned to Hayle.

      “All due respect, my King, I don’t believe he found her body.” Hayle shook his head. “I told you, I met him in Grave, just northeast of Fetter Forest, where he said he found her. I passed through Fetter twice around that time. There was no sign of her, at all. Not to mention, there’s never been news of a vicious herald in Fetter, in all of Solivann.”

      It was ironic to me that was the part they had trouble believing, when that was the only part of my story that was absolutely true.

      “I don’t mean to sound rude, but what do you believe was my purpose for coming here?” I countered. “To travel weeks out of my way to feed you a false story? I’ve never met anyone from Atthio. Why would I do that?”

      Hayle shook his head, ignoring me to focus on the King. “You know my level of skill. You know the skill level of the scouts you have sent out to look for her. If she were in Fetter forest, especially if she had died in Fetter forest, we would have heard of it from our people, not this stranger. Besides, why come so far out of his way just to tell us some measly hunter is dead? He claims he didn’t know who she was before. I don’t believe that.”

      “Why would I do that?” I glared.

      The King frowned himself. “What are you saying, Hayle?”

      “Excuse me, Your Majesty?” One of the guards stepped forward. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but if there is a question of whether your guest has lied or not, I should let you know that the artifacts he brought do have a connection to Queen Avairion. The same elan from her things left behind years ago runs through the blood and the braid.”

      The King stayed standing, but he leaned against the throne for support. When he finally spoke, he shouted as though he were in the middle of a screaming match, despite the deafening silence around his words.

      “Why must my daughter die a dozen deaths in two days? Is it not enough for her to die once! You all keep killing her!” When he finished screaming, he dropped back into the throne, his head in his hands.

      Hayle leaned down to speak into his ear. “Your Majesty, I am so sorry. Your daughter has only suffered one death… but I think I know who is responsible.”

      Hayle made eye contact with me as he stood up straight. I frowned, unsure of what exactly he was implying.

      “If the blood and braid are hers, we know for a fact she wouldn’t have given them up to this man willingly. That means he took them… When I saw this man in Grave, something was severely wrong with him. I watched him shatter a knife with his bare hands. If he has her blood, that means--”

      King Rion stood quickly. I saw hatred and anger across his face as he suddenly glared at me. I took a step back, intimidated by his expression alone. Then he screamed.

      “Seize him!”
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      I didn’t let a split second pass. The second the King began yelling, I ran.

      There were dozens of guards in the rest of the palace. I couldn’t go that way. At the very back of the room, there was a door that I’d seen servants go in and out during breakfast that morning. It was almost completely hidden, but it was the best chance I had. Before the King finished his command, I had already sprung into motion.

      The guards around me didn’t process what was happening until I was halfway through the room. Their armor clanged behind me as they followed. I ran around the dais where the King and Hayle were shouting at the guards to get me. I didn’t know what would happen if they caught me, but I didn’t have any desire to figure that out.

      It didn’t occur to me until I was about four steps away from the door that it could be locked, but it was too late to change my mind. I thanked the Lord when it wasn’t. The door pushed open easily and opened up to a large room with rugs and banners and the tables from earlier. The walls were lined with doors, probably to other rooms, and there were stairs going both up and down.

      Luckily for me, I was small and wearing robes rather than the broad-shouldered guards wearing metal armor behind me. That was an advantage. I squeezed in the small crevice between two of the tables. There was another one on the other side that was set up, ready to be eaten at, and I jumped over it. It wasn’t a big deterrent, and they could run around the edge of the room and get to where I was.

      But before they could do that, I darted for the nearest staircase. I wasn’t sure what that would achieve. The second floor was just as much a trap as the rest of the castle, but it was one of the precious few options at the moment, so I took it.

      As I made my way up the stairs, I could hear the guards’ armor crash together as they tried and failed to squeeze through the small crevice like I had. A few of them decided to run around the large room, but by the time they made it halfway, I was on the second floor.

      It was the same hall I’d seen earlier that day but from the other end. Thankfully the ground was solid, so they couldn’t watch where I was going from the first floor. I decided to run through the hall, trying all the doors I could. If I was lucky, maybe one had a trellis I could climb down. If I was really lucky, one room would have a private staircase. At the very least, I’d take my chances with a window.

      The first two doors I tried were locked. The third opened, but it was a closet with no windows. I didn’t need to hide. I needed an escape. The fourth door I tried opened, so without thinking, as soon as I saw light from the windows, I slid in the room and shut the door, locking it behind me.

      “Ren?”

      I turned around to see Rose in the thin gossamer gown that was more clearly than ever meant to be worn under something else. She was sitting in front of a vanity mirror next to a grand four-poster bed with a roof and curtains and a wardrobe against the other wall with trinkets on top, surrounded by art.

      Shit. This was her room.

      Rose stood from her chair, a kind look of concern on her face. I tried not to get too distracted by her see-through dress as she spoke.

      “Ren, what’s going--?”

      There was a sudden clanging of metal boots against the ground outside. I reacted quickly, putting all my weight against the door. Just in time, too, because the door handle jiggled as someone tried to open it. Luckily, it gave as much resistance as any other locked door, so they quickly moved on, the shouts fading down the hallway.

      Rose was smart enough to wait until the voices faded before she spoke, and when she did, she barely spoke above a whisper. “Ren, what’s going on?”

      “Rose,” I took a deep breath, shaking my head as I turned to face her, “there’s been a terrible misunderstanding. I never meant to--”

      “Stop.” She shook her head, a small smile on her face. “I understand.”

      I paused. “You… do?”

      Rose took a few steps, closing the gap between us. She took my hand, pulling it close to her chest. My eyes lingered on the fabric covering her nipples. Fabric was a rich word given how utterly sheer it was. The shape of her breasts as she pressed my hand between them drew me in.

      “Ren,” she said softly, prompting me to tear my eyes away from her body and up to her eyes, “I understand.”

      Before I could respond, Rose leaned in and kissed me, wrapped her other hand around my neck to pull me close.

      There was a chance she completely misinterpreted what I meant, but I certainly wasn’t going to argue with her. I wasted no time kissing her back, letting my free hand find her waist and bring her body against mine. She kissed me as though she’d been dreaming of this moment for ages.

      He slid my hand down her chest and over to one of her breasts. I was quick to take over and begin caressing her as a moan escaped her lips. I pushed against her, and she began backing up until I had her pressed against the bedpost. With one hand on her chest, my other hand moved down to grab her ass.

      Rose’s hands moved to my waist. At first, I thought she was just pulling me closer until I realized she was unbuckling the belt attached to my sheath and dropped the sword by the foot of her bed. Then she had moved one hand under the front of my robe to grab the place where it tied shut inside. She pulled the string loose, so the robe fell open and rubbed her hands against my bare skin. It was my turn to moan, less because of what she was actually doing and more because of all the places my mind wandered, the things I wanted her to do.

      I felt her shift, and suddenly, her lips were gone from mine. At first, I thought she had pulled away because she wanted to stop, and I would have been fine had that been her intent. Instead, I opened my eyes to see her lying back on her bed, grabbing my hand to pull me on top of her.

      I shed the robe and my bag along with it so that I was just wearing the royal blue trousers and climbed over her to resume kissing her. She reached over, pulling another string tied around the curtain on her bedpost. It fell, and with it so did the thick gold and light green curtains, covering the area between the posts. There was a bit of light that bled through the curtains so that I could just see her, but we had all the privacy you could hope for.

      I parted my lips, and she reciprocated immediately. Her hands rested on my waist, gently running her fingernails over my skin. A shiver shot down my spine, and I reached down, pulling the bottom of her dress up just enough so that I could place my hand on her waist. It wasn’t until that point that I realized she wasn’t wearing anything under the gossamer dress.

      She moaned as I clawed hungrily at her skin. I pushed her dress up higher above her chest and pulled my lips from hers, moving them to her breasts. I grabbed one with my hand and massaged it as I kissed her other nipple, sucking gently on the skin. She moaned again, just a bit too loud for my comfort.

      I reached up with one hand to cover her mouth and lifted my head just for a second to say, “Shh.”

      She nodded and breathed heavily, running one of her hands through my hair. I moved to kiss her other breast, and as I did, I felt her hands on my waist once again, but they weren’t just caressing me this time.

      The cotton trousers I’d been given tied together at the sides. Rose grabbed those as well, pulling them so that the pants came loose. I moved my mouth up to her neck, gently taking her skin between my teeth as she moaned softly.

      “Rose,” I purred just below her ear. “Tell me what you want.”

      She moaned again. “Ren… I want you to fuck me.”

      I shivered, shifting my position so that I could give her exactly what she wanted. I sat back, pushing the pants off. I was already hard, but when I pulled back and saw the way her pussy was already wet, I felt even more blood rush between my legs. I put my hands under her ankles and lifted her legs up to rest on my shoulders. Rose gasped as I did that. I wasn’t sure if she’d ever had sex before, but the shy and excited look on her face made it clear she’d certainly never had it like that.

      I placed my hands on her hips and pulled her closer until my head was at her entrance. I could see she was biting her lip to keep silent, but she still whimpered a little. I hesitated for a second, and I was so glad I did. I watched as she let go of her lip, and her mouth slowly formed around one word.

      “Please.”

      With one hard thrust, I was inside her. She gasped again, immediately letting out a soft moan. I leaned forward, which intensified the sounds she was making in tandem with an increase in pleasure for us both as her legs were pushed back against her chest. I leaned in close to her and began thrusting in and out. She immediately let out a moan, so I reached up and covered her mouth with my hand.

      “Shhh… If you make noise, Princess, I have to stop.”

      Her moans faded into pleasurable whimpers, but she nodded. I removed my hand, letting it drift down to massage her breast as I moved in and out of her. I felt a wave of heat wash through my body as I alternated between slow, intentional movements and fast, passionate thrusts.

      I leaned forward a few more inches, shifting the angle I was at inside of her. Even I moaned at the pressure from her body as it quivered for me, and I thrust deeper inside her.

      That was the breaking point.

      Rose gasped, and a loud moan escaped from her throat. Before I could remind her to be quiet, there was a voice at her door.

      “Princess? Are you alright?”

      “Shit!” I hissed. As miserable as I felt doing so, I pulled myself away from her, quickly pulling back up the blue pants and tying them sloppily around my waist. All the while, there were knocks at the door that demanded entry.

      “I’m fine!” Rose shouted, swinging her legs off the bed and pulling the curtain back while she handed me the robe. “Please, let me have my privacy!”

      “Princess, let us in!”

      I had just pulled the robe up over my shoulders when the door split down the middle. It was torn off its hinges and fell into the room with the last person I wanted to see standing behind it.

      “You,” Hayle sneered. His eyes went from Rose and her practically invisible nightgown to me, sloppily half-dressed. I’m sure it didn’t help that the loose cotton trousers did nothing to hide my boner.

      Realization spread across his face as he realized what he’d walked in on. The minute of shock he experienced gave me the time I needed to think of what to do next. There was a door surrounded by guards, not to mention a very creepy man who’d just caught me fucking the woman he wanted, and there was a window. Any day, I’d have taken the window. So I did.

      Before I could think it through and realize how bad an idea it might be, I grabbed my sword and smashed it into the glass, then launched myself through the window, holding tight to the sword. I’d left my bag, but it was better than being caught, and I had a weapon that I barely knew how to use, so that was good, right?

      I had the foresight to use the time I spent falling through the air to channel elan as much as I could throughout my body, focusing mostly on my hands and feet. That was helpful, for sure, but certainly wasn’t perfect protection. I landed on my feet but immediately fell on my shoulder. I managed to just barely keep my head from hitting the ground. Luckily this area outside the castle was covered in dirt and grass rather than stone, or I think I could have actually broken something.

      I heard shouting from upstairs in Rose’s room and realized I had no time to babysit my injuries. A few feet down, there was an open window, so I pulled myself up to my feet and limped over as fast as I could. I could almost move at top speed.

      When I got in the room, I looked around and didn’t see anyone. I couldn’t hear anyone either. I was in a large room full of beds with wooden trunks at the end. There were a few loose clothes lying around, and it hit me that this was sort of a dorm for servants and maids. I didn’t know how much time I had, but it wasn’t a lot. Quickly, I pulled my clothes off, including the green boots that Elle had given me, and opened the nearest trunk. Near the top was a black cotton shirt, which I grabbed, then I dug through until I found black trousers and pulled them on. They actually fit rather well for something so random. I’m sure it helped that I was smaller, and the servants were likely underfed and overworked.

      There was a pair of black leather boots in the chest, and I grabbed those as well. I was able to get them on, but they were too large to be comfortable. Still, it wasn’t like I had time to shop around every pair of boots in the room, so I went with it.

      I grabbed my sword, leaving the other clothes on the floor, and went to look out the window. I couldn’t see anyone, but I could hear footsteps coming from the hall outside the room. I began to panic and anticipated the door being flung open again, but the footsteps passed. They were probably going outside to find me.

      I grabbed the clothes I’d left on the ground and stuffed them in the trunk before shutting it, so the room looked untouched by me. Once I began to hear voices coming from outside, I took that as a cue to slip out of the room, through an actual door this time.

      I found myself back in the room filled with tables and rugs. I took a second to put the belt for my sheath back on before I began to look for an exit. I wanted to run back up the stairs and see if Rose was okay, but I didn’t have time. Every second I wasn’t being chased, I was lucky.

      As I moved from door to door, I pulled a ribbon off the hilt of the sword I carried. It was short and decorative, but it let me pull my hair back into a short ponytail. Anything to make me look slightly different from afar was helpful.

      I found one door that opened into a small closet, but this closet had a small window in it. I shut the door behind me and grabbed a wooden crate, pushing it against the wall under the point of escape before pulling myself up and through.

      I had jumped out of Rose’s room on the east side of the building, and if I had a relative sense of direction, I should be coming out on the west side. This wasn’t the side with a forest on it, unfortunately. That was where I needed to get to so I could find Aviri. Still, no one in the town was looking for me, so that was preferable.

      I carefully picked my way down the steep hill that separated the castle from the town beneath it. There were a few people around the nearby buildings that looked confused, but I could use that to my advantage.

      “Excuse me,” I said to the nearest person, keeping my hand on the hilt of my sword. “Have you seen any suspicious activity?”

      The man blinked, his first thought clear on his face. You mean besides you? Still, he shook his head and answered.

      “No, sir, I haven’t. Should we be concerned?”

      “No,” I shook my head confidently. “We’re looking for a man who escaped, but we don’t believe he’s dangerous. If you see anything curious, report to the castle and inform the nearest guard.”

      “Yes, sir.” The look of confusion dissolved from the man’s face, as well as those around us. “Of course. Thank you.”

      I nodded and turned to walk north around the castle. I walked confidently, hoping to imply that I knew exactly where I was going. If I was right, that had worked. They all seemed to believe I was legit. If I weren’t concerned for my life, I might have taken a moment to celebrate such a successful act of utter bullshit.

      I kept my shoulders straight, my head high, and my hand on the sword as I walked through the town. No one else really questioned me. I had a large sword - though the sheath was a bit ill-fitting, it was the sword of a soldier - and clothes that came from the palace. Who were they to think I was anyone suspicious?

      With that confidence, I didn’t draw anything other than casual glances as I walked through the streets of Atthio. I kept a few streets away from the castle and moved through shadows when it was convenient without seeming suspicious. I walked for a few minutes at a casual, unthreatening pace until I made it around to the line of trees, exactly where I needed to be.

      I glanced back to make sure no one was watching me and moved behind a small building as though I were simply moving to patrol a different street. Once I was out of everyone’s sight, I darted into the trees, plunging as deep as I could to hide.

      The sun had started to go down, but it didn’t seem dark until I got in the trees. There was so much more shadow, and while some light made it through the leaves, the ground was mostly covered in shadow.

      Aviri had promised to find me, which was all well and good, except I didn’t know how long that would take.

      “Aviri?” I whispered into the forest. I glanced back, but the town wasn’t visible through the trees. I tried to keep to the curve around the castle rather than just wandering straight east until I was too far gone for her to find, but I was apprehensive about getting too close to wherever the guards may be looking for me.

      I wandered for a couple of minutes before I felt a hand on my shoulder and jumped. I was turned around, and without any warning, I felt a pair of arms around my shoulders.

      “Ren!” Aviri whispered, her voice clearly distressed. “What the hell happened?”

      “You have no idea how glad I am to see you.” Once I realized it was her, I hugged her back, releasing a sigh of relief. She held me for a moment before pulling back to look at me.

      “What happened?”

      “It’s a long story.” I sighed and pushed back a few strands of my hair that had fallen out of the ponytail. “I can’t be sure, but I think there are guards deeper in the forest on the east side of the castle.”

      She looked around as though to make sure we were alone and nodded. “Come on. I’ll show you somewhere the guards won’t look. Talk.”

      Aviri began walking through the trees, and I started explaining what had happened. After a few minutes, I finally realized that she had changed. She wasn’t wearing her leather armor, and I didn’t see her bag anywhere with her things. She did have a thick brown cloak on, however. As soon as we broke through the line of trees and began walking through the streets, she pulled her hood up.

      “Is that not going to draw attention?” I paused my story to ask.

      “No more than my face will,” she muttered. “Just keep talking like nothing is wrong.”

      I nodded and finished telling her about the events of the last couple of hours. I might have left out the part with Rose. I didn’t necessarily want to hide it from her, but it didn’t seem like the best time to tell the woman I’d been traveling with for almost two weeks that I’d just fucked her sister and almost got myself killed for it. When I finished my story, she was silent for a second before sighing.

      “Fuck. Fuck. We can’t stay here.” She stopped walking suddenly and whipped her head around as though she worried we were being followed.

      “Are you safe?” I frowned and shook my head. “If they think I killed you, will they just send another search party?”

      “I don’t--” She cut herself. I wondered why for a second when it hit me. From the moment we met, she knew what to do next. She always knew what we were going to face and how to deal with it. Now she didn’t. “I don’t know.”

      “It’s okay.” I reached up to squeeze her shoulder. “I haven’t known what was going to happen at any moment in the past two months, and I’ve been alright.”

      She laughed and shook her head at my sad attempt at a joke which meant it had done its job. “You’re alright? Look at where you are now.”

      “Yeah, believe it or not, I’ve been in worse situations than this. And each time I was, you showed up.”

      At that, she paused. Her smile fell, but her face was still soft. After a second, she nodded.

      “You’re right. We can figure it out. Right now, until I can- until we can come up with something to do next, we should rest. It’s getting dark. The soldiers won’t be able to find us where we’re going.”

      I nodded and followed her as she resumed walking down the now dark street. There were a few torches lit down the streets, so the town wasn’t in total darkness, but it was considerably harder to see.

      “Hey, Aviri,” I asked, “where are we going?”
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      We walked for a few more minutes. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought we were getting further from the castle, closer to the outer edge of the town. All Aviri would tell me was to trust her. Clearly, not too much had changed with her.

      We turned down a street that had no lights, so it took my eyes a second to adjust to the moonlight. I followed close, so I didn’t lose Aviri. It would have been too easy, given that she insisted on wearing her dark brown hood, making her a blob in the darkness.

      She approached a cluster of three buildings that all looked about the same height, two or two-and-a-half stories high, then nodded to the little compound.

      “Here it is.”

      I examined the buildings, but they looked normal. “What? Are we just going to hide out in a building?”

      “No…” She began to look around for something. “Come on.” She waved at me to follow her, and we made our way around the buildings to the back. I couldn’t tell what she was looking around for.

      “Hi,” a small voice said.

      Aviri and I both jumped at the voice. I had to look around for a second in the dark before my eyes could focus on a tiny figure a few feet away. Aviri hesitated and slowly removed the hood from her cloak.

      “Hi. Where are you going?”

      The kid looked around, then at the middle building in the cluster of three. He didn’t seem to answer, but Aviri nodded.

      “Us too,” she said. I was still completely lost, but I was getting a bit more comfortable with the feeling. “But I can’t find the ladder.”

      Ladder?

      The kid nodded and ran over to the back of another building a few feet away. It had a large pallet of wood propped up against the wall. He ran over to one side and reached in between the pallet and the wall, dragging out a ladder.

      In the moonlight, I could barely see Aviri crack a smile. “That’s brilliant, but how do you get it back once you’re up there?”

      “Someone always keeps watch,” the kid shrugged.

      “That’s no good.” She shook her head. “Come. Let me show you.”

      She walked over and grabbed one end of the wooden ladder. He was quick to grab the other end and help her, though he had considerably more trouble lifting the end of the ladder than she did. I stood back to watch, mostly because I had no idea what exactly needed to be done.

      They walked over, and Aviri lifted one end of the ladder, propping it up against the wall of the second building. Once it was steady, Aviri stepped back and looked back at the boy, leaning her elbows on her knees to look at him from his level.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Benji,” the little boy said. I couldn’t see very well, but judging by his height alone, he couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven, max.

      Aviri smiled again and nodded. “Nice to meet you, Benji. I’m Aviri. That’s Ren.”

      Benji nodded. Aviri gestured to the ladder with her head. The little boy turned and put his hand on a rung, but before stepping up on it, he put his other hand to his mouth and flitted his fingers quickly, making a bird call. That brought a smile to my face. It was the kind of thing kids did in boy scouts. Something about knowing that simple little act transcended across universes made me happy.

      There was another bird sound that came from the top of the second building. I blinked. Were we really just doing to get on top of a building? That was their guard-proof hiding spot?

      Benji began to climb the ladder. I looked to Aviri then went back to watching him. Once he reached the top, I expected to see him step up on the roof. Instead, he hoisted himself over the side and disappeared.

      I was taken aback and stared at Aviri. She simply smiled at me and nodded at the ladder. Hesitantly, I began to climb up the wooden rungs.

      When I made it to the top, I realized why Benji had disappeared. I looked over the edge of the wall, and instead of a roof, the top story of the building was empty. There were crates stacked up to form makeshift stairs for the drop down, and in the center of the floor was a small fire surrounded by Benji and two other small boys.

      I tried not to look so immensely shocked as I pulled myself up over the ledge and stepped down the crates until my feet reached the ground. The kids were all staring at me, including Benji. Now, near the fire, I got a good look at him. Like the boys with him, he was dirty. I could see his clothes were pretty ratty, and his hair was cropped short. A second later, Aviri pulled herself over the ledge and smiled down at everyone.

      “Alright. Watch this.” She leaned over the edge of the building, grabbed the ladder, and lifted it up over the edge, bringing it into the small room with us.

      The boys looked at her with as much confusion as I did. The ladder was so tall, it stuck way above the walls. She left it leaning up for a second before looking around and muttering something to herself.

      “Ah!” She smiled and walked over against the wall next to the fire, where there was a blanket stuffed against the wall. She reached to pick it up and moved it out of the way.

      One of the boys next to Benji sat up, clearly distressed. “That keeps it from being cold!”

      Under the blanket, there was a hole in the corner. Aviri just smiled. She pulled the ladder over against the wall above the hole and slid it down into the small crevice. It stuck out far, so it was easy to pull back out, but it was well hidden in the wall.

      The boys watched with wide eyes, and all gasped.

      Aviri took the blanket and put it back, covering the rest of the hole. “There you are. Now you can all be up here, and you don’t need someone to stay down as a lookout.”

      I couldn’t help but smile, both impressed with her makeshift hidey-hole and amused at the look of pure wonder on the boy’s faces.

      “Who are you?” one of them said.

      “How d'you know that was there?” Benji asked.

      “That’s so cool!” the third laughed.

      Aviri simply smiled and went to sit next to the fire. She looked over at me and waved me over, so I sat next to her and the shortest of the three boys.

      “You have to make sure no lights are on,” Aviri warned them. “But if you can get away with that, you’re all good. I put that hole there years ago.”

      “Did you build this place?” the taller boy who wasn’t Benji asked.

      She chuckled. “No, I just found it, like you did. What are your names?”

      “I’m Day,” the taller boy nodded.

      “Maylon,” the little one said.

      That made me stop. It wasn’t nearly as significant to Aviri, but it only took her a second to realize why I looked suddenly shaken.

      Elle’s family had taken me in. They’d give me everything they could, going so far as to risk their lives to offer me safety. Her father, Solem, her sister, Kaia, and her nine-year-old brother, who was also named Maylon. I hadn’t spent much time with anyone besides Elle, but I didn’t need to in order to develop the fondness I had for the entire family. So now, seeing this little boy huddled over a fire in the dark, hiding from the world around him, with the same name as someone I cared for, I was a bit shaken.

      “Day,” Aviri smiled, putting her hand on my shoulder and nodding at the boys, “Maylon, and Benji. I’m Aviri. This is Ren.”

      “Where did you come from?” Maylon asked.

      “I came from here,” Aviri said. “Ren came from far away, outside of Atthio.”

      “We’ve never seen you before,” Day frowned. “Why are you here? Here, here?”

      He gestured downward with his head, and I realized he meant the building. What were we hiding from? Aviri paused, unsure of how to answer that, so I did.

      “There was a misunderstanding. The King thinks I did something I didn’t do, so the guards are after us.”

      “They can’t find you here,” Benji smiled reassuringly. Something about the smile gave me the impression that he thought he was doing a good job at easing our worries, so I gave him a big smile back.

      “I’m happy to hear that,” I replied. “So why are you here? Are you running from the guards too?”

      The boys giggled at the implication and shook their heads. Benji answered.

      “We just don’t have anywhere else to go.”

      I could almost sense the air next to me shift. I looked over to see the expression on Aviri’s face had completely changed. Her playful and familiar smile disappeared, replaced by an almost fearful expression.

      “What?” she asked. “Why is that?”

      “Different reasons.” Day shrugged. He clearly didn’t have any idea why Aviri was so concerned. “Mayl’s mom and dad got sick and sent him out of the house, so he didn’t catch it too.” Aviri and I both looked over at the smallest boy, both fairly sure of what he was going to say. “They never got better.”

      My gut wrenched like someone was twisting a knife.

      “My dad had to join the royal guard,” Day went on, “so I stayed with my brother. Then he joined. I didn’t have anywhere else.”

      “You didn’t have any more family?” Aviri asked hopefully. I could see an almost desperate look on her face.

      Day shook his head. “They couldn’t afford another minute of sunlight, much less another seat at the table.”

      Aviri was getting worked up. Her bottom lip had begun to tremble, and she clenched her fists, digging her nails into her palm. I could see all of this, but I was still lost as to why. My heart broke for every one of these boys, but it wasn’t anything I hadn’t seen before. Aviri looked as though she’d never seen an orphan.

      I had a feeling there was another question on her mind, but she was hesitant to ask, so I bit the bullet and looked over at Benji. “What about you?”

      He kept his eyes on the small fire as he answered. “This is better than being home.”

      I furrowed my brow and glanced around at the others in the circle. Day reached over to touch Benji’s shoulder. “Can I tell them?”

      Benji nodded, pulling one knee up to his chest and resting his chin against it.

      “His mom died last year,” Day said, looking up at us. “His dad blamed him.”

      “Why?” Aviri asked incredulously.

      “The tax,” Benji muttered. “When the castle wanted a tax for every child, my parents couldn’t afford it, so we had to leave. We lost our home.”

      I saw Aviri swallow hard. “Where did you go?”

      “They spent all the money they had on a house northeast, by the forest,” Day said. “Houses up there are shit. So when winter hit--”

      “Mom died,” Benji said.

      The kids didn’t look happy during all of this, for sure, but there was a sense of resolve on their faces, acceptance of what they’d been through. Aviri, on the other hand, had a look on her face I hadn’t seen before. When I looked closely at her hands, I noticed they were trembling.

      “I don’t understand,” she said, her voice strained as she held back tears. “What is this tax?”

      The boys all looked confused. Maylon was the first to speak. “You’re from here, right? You don’t remember?”

      “Um, I’ve been traveling,” she shook her head quickly.

      “Every family had to pay a tax for every child,” Day explained. “Said the castle wanted to prove you could care for them. If you couldn’t afford the tax, you probably couldn’t afford the kid.”

      “I… I don’t understand.” Aviri shook her head. “Day, you said your father had to join the guard? Why?”

      The dark-haired boy rubbed the back of his neck. “Just was. It was another thing the King said everyone had to do. To strengthen the country and protect us, or whatever. Besides, after everyone started getting sick, they lost a lot of men.”

      “What were they sick with?” she pressed.

      “Same thing my mom and dad had,” Maylon said softly. “Almost everyone got sick with the red fever that year. It had never been that bad before.”

      “Aviri,” I reached over and set my hand on hers. She’d begun shaking more visibly. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

      Everyone around the fire watched as tears welled in her eyes, and she put her hand to her face, shaking her head.

      I brought my hand to her shoulder. “Aviri, it… I know it’s hard to hear. These things happen, though. These boys, they’re alright, that’s what--”

      “No,” she shook her head. “It’s my fault.”

      “Hey,” I frowned. “You can’t tell yourself that. This kind of thing--”

      “Ren! It’s my fault!” She wiped her eyes, but more tears quickly replaced those as she looked up at the boys. “I’m so sorry. Day, Maylon, Benji… I’m so sorry.”

      The boys looked as confused as I was. Benji frowned. “It’s not your fault.”

      Aviri’s lip trembled, and she looked down at the fire. “I never should have left…”

      Now, I understood. “Aviri, you never know what would’ve happened if you’d been here. It’s not like it was malicious. I’m sure the King was just doing what he thought was best.”

      She shook her head again. “This isn’t my father. He’d never do these things. I know him.”

      The three boys stared. From the looks on their faces, Day seemed to be the only one who put it together.

      “Your father?” Maylon asked.

      “The King,” Day nodded. “Right?”

      Aviri swallowed hard and nodded.

      “So,” Day continued, “if you left, that would make you--”

      “Yes,” she cut him off before he could say it.

      There was a heavy silence for a moment as Benji and Maylon caught up.

      “We’re not gonna bow to you,” Day frowned. There was a hint of opposition in his voice, but she wasn’t phased. She simply shook her head.

      “You shouldn’t. I never, never should have left. I was so scared after… I was a coward.”

      “What are you talking about?” I blinked. “What were you scared of?”

      She reached up to rub her face and push her hair back out of her face. “I ran away because I was scared, not because I wasn’t ready or whatever bullshit my family believes.”

      “But you’re a Queen,” Benji said. “What could scare you?”

      I stared at her in disbelief. After finding out she was the Queen of Atthio, I just took her word that she had no more secrets. I might have been angry again if I weren’t watching her at that moment, if I couldn’t see the regret and pain in her face. Whatever she’d kept from me, she’d kept from her family and her country as well, and it was tearing her up.

      “My mother,” she said softly. “I watched her die. I watched when she was killed.”

      At that, I frowned. People had mentioned her mother, but no one ever mentioned how she died. And certainly, no one had said anything about her being murdered.

      “She didn’t want me there when she confronted him for my safety, but I should never have listened. I had a bad feeling, so I went back to check on her. He heard me coming, and when I opened the door, I guess he panicked, and he killed her.”

      I was hesitant to even ask the question on my mind. “Who?”

      “Hayle.”

      Knight Commander Hayle. A lump formed in my throat, but I simply nodded. “Why?”

      “He’d been taking advantage of my father,” she sighed. “Hayle has known him so long, and my father, God love him, he was blind to the Knight Commander’s actions. Father began to consider an aggressive expansion to Atthio’s land by waging war, and my mother knew that was Hayle’s suggestion, so we decided to confront him together. She had me leave at the last minute in case he lashed out.”

      “Aviri,” I said softly, “why didn’t you tell your father?”

      She shook her head and wiped her eyes. “I just ran. I hid here. When I finally returned, he’d told everyone that a guard had killed her, and then himself. I tried to talk to my father, but Hayle never let me alone with him. I was terrified of him. I’d run screaming if he tried to get close to me. When we finally spoke, he made it clear if I told my father, he’d kill me too. So… I let him get away with it.”

      I bit my lip, shocked at the story she was telling me. I’d never seen her as anything other than confident and completely in control, so to hear of her so scared, and to just let someone get away with something so gruesome, I almost couldn’t believe it. But it had been six and a half years since then, and five spent alone as a hunter. I suppose that sort of experience hardened her to the woman I knew now.

      “I ran,” she went on, “because I knew he’d try to kill me once I became Queen. I knew better than to be manipulated like my father, but Hayle would never stand for losing power, not without a fight. I was terrified, and I couldn’t tell anyone why. So I left. I never even considered what would happen to Atthio. The taxes and the guards, even the sickness… If I stayed…”

      “If you stayed, would he have killed you?” I frowned.

      Aviri hesitated, but after a moment, she nodded. “Yes.”

      “Then things would have turned out exactly the same.” I set my hand on top of hers, hoping to offer her some kind of comfort. On some level, I was upset to know that she’d lied to me again, that she’d hidden something so massive from me, but all the things she’d done for me far outweighed those small transgressions.

      Benji reached over and tugged on Aviri’s sleeve to get her attention. “So what are you going to do now?”

      She reached up to wipe tears from her eyes and sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t think I can leave Atthio again, knowing what it’s like…”

      Now that felt like a gut punch. But before I had a chance to say anything, Benji continued.

      “You’re safe here now. The guards don’t know about this place. But the Sages will find it easy.”

      “Sages?” I sighed, bringing my hands up to rub my face. What fresh hell did I have to worry about now?

      “The Sages?” Aviri stared at the child with wide eyes. “The Sages don’t speak to the King anymore. They had a falling out over a decade ago, and they refuse to associate with Atthio.”

      “Nuh-uh,” Day shook his head. “When the Queen - Well, when you disappeared, they came to help. I mean, they never found anything, but they’ve visited a few times since then.”

      “Oh fuck,” she rubbed the bridge of her nose. “If I’d known that--”

      “What the hell are the Sages?” I asked a bit more forcefully than necessary.

      Aviri looked over at me. “The Sages are people who were born with an especially strong connection to elan. They’re based in Gold, west of here. Anyone can seek their help, but they rarely travel.”

      “Okay, a strong connection to elan? What does that mean?”

      “It means they know everything,” Maylon answered.

      Day rolled his eyes. “Not really everything, but they do know a lot. Most people can only use their elan and draw it from the Earth, but Sages can sense the spirit of others, and they can sometimes communicate with the land.”

      “Like interpreting dreams or prophesying,” Aviri added.

      That made my breath catch in my throat. Could they interpret dreams?

      “They came five years ago to track you,” Day nodded at Aviri. “But never found anything.”

      She shook her head. “I was too far. I didn’t stop riding for days. But if we’re still in Atthio when the Sages get here, it won’t take them five minutes to track us down if they have anything that belongs to us. That’s why I was staying in the trees. Ren, do they have anything of yours?”

      “Um, no,” I shook my head, though my thoughts were occupied by the idea of them interpreting dreams.

      If they could do that, maybe they could help me figure out what I’d seen up in Cherissey. I’d been doing a fairly good job of avoiding thinking about the way they looked, the surrounding smoke, or the chills I got from that man, but once in a while, an image would float through my mind, and I’d feel like I was going crazy all over again.

      I jumped when I realized Aviri was still talking beside me. “The Sages could get here anytime. I have to figure out a way to stop Hayle, but I won’t be able to do that if they’re tracking me again.”

      “You have to do something,” Day frowned.

      Aviri was quick to nod. “I know. I know, and I will. We just need time to figure out a plan.”

      “We can’t do that right now,” I said softly. “It’s late. For now, we should get to sleep.”
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      The next morning, as soon as we were awake, Aviri and I left the hiding place. Aviri said we weren’t far from the edge of Atthio, so the safest option, for now, was to leave until she had figured out a way to lure Hayle out of Atthio. Once he left, she would ambush him. Even she was quick to admit that it wasn’t the best plan, but we would at least be safe until she could come up with something better.

      “Where’s your bag?” I asked as we headed down the road out of Atthio. I begged her to walk with me, but she insisted that it wasn’t safe for her. If the Sages were close, they might sense her. Because of that, she decided to leave via the trees.

      “I left it in a tree by the border,” she called down to me as she moved through the branches. I glanced up and could barely see the leaves shaking. If she weren’t talking to me, I might not even know where she was.

      “Can you teach me stuff like that?” I asked. “I know you can’t teach me to use dua, but the acrobatic stuff, jumping through the trees. Can you teach me to do stuff like that? Or even riding horses?”

      “Is now the time to think about that?” she said, sounding slightly annoyed.

      “I’m always thinking about that,” I sighed. As I walked, I held up one of my hands and continued trying to channel all my elan into it, just hoping that any moment, I’d start to see light form around my hand.

      “I could teach you stuff like that,” she offered. “It would be useful to learn, especially while we’re waiting. We just have to get out of here first.”

      “Really?” I practically laughed at how excited the thought made me. Practicing and failing at using dua had made me so frustrated, so this was a welcome development. “How close are we to the border?”

      I continued walking while I waited for a response, assuming she just had to think about the answer. None came. A few seconds later, I realized I no longer even heard the rustling of the leaves. I paused in the road and turned back to the spot around where I last heard her voice.

      “Aviri?”

      “Ren!”

      I heard her voice back a few feet and ran over, looking for her in the trees, but I couldn’t find her. “Aviri? What’s--?”

      “Run!” I heard her yell from somewhere in the branches.

      Before I could even process her command, voices came from somewhere behind me. I glanced back to see four Atthian soldiers emerging from the woods on either side of the road, running in my direction.

      “Shit!” I shouted as I turned to run back down the road. I’d never been much of a runner, but adrenaline and fear were pretty intense motivators, so I was doing all right, keeping a good distance right up until the moment I felt something smack me in the back of my head.

      I fell to the ground and brought my hands back to cradle my head. I didn’t feel any blood. On the ground next to me was an arrow. Of course. The arrow had hit me, but it was made of metal, so it couldn’t pierce my skin. It did accomplish two things. First, it told me their intent was to kill me. Second, it slowed me down.

      A hand yanked on the back of my tunic, choking me as it pulled me to my feet. The next thing I felt was a fist to my gut. I doubled over and coughed as two of them grabbed my arms.

      “Where is the Queen’s body?” one of them sneered.

      I cringed as they tightened their grip. “What? Nowhere. I don’t--”

      Out of the corner of my eye, something moved in the trees. A second later, Aviri dropped to the ground, her hood covering her head. A blade of dua extended from her hand as she pulled her arm back and thrust it forward into the back of the neck of the soldier holding one of my arms. I felt his grip tighten, then fall off completely as he fell to his knees.

      For the first time, I saw a weapon of dua after it had harmed someone. The guard’s blood stained the blade, but the light shining through it made it look like pure gold. A drop fell from the tip to the ground, and slowly faded from gold to red in midair as though the dua didn’t just make it look gold, but rather made it gold. I’d need to ask Aviri about that later.

      If we survived.

      She spun the blade around to hold it straight up as one of the other guards lunged at her, pulling a real sword from his sheath. He was quick to throw it up in time to block a slash from Aviri. While he held her blade back with his, she held one hand out and closed it around the hilt of a dagger that formed from light. The soldier realized too late what she was doing, and he dropped his blade to block the dagger which he did successfully, but that left him open to her sword. Without a second thought, she slashed his neck.

      One of the guards shoved me to the ground and stepped on my back as they both ran at Aviri. I coughed as it became hard to breathe but kept my eyes up, even as they watered. They each pulled out their weapons, but one of them handed his blade off to the other one. I didn’t understand why for a moment until the guard with the swords went to swing at Aviri from two different angles. It took both of her own weapons to block him, and when she did, the other guard put one hand on her chest and slammed the other hand into her abdomen.

      I struggled to get to my feet as the scene before me began to make sense. The weapons in her hands disappeared as she was pushed back, stumbling to the ground. Her hood fell back, so she immediately raised one arm over her face, both in disguise and defense. The guards didn’t seem to register any recognition. Then again, they both looked barely older than we were. If they’d only recently joined, they wouldn’t recognize her as the missing Queen.

      The one with the weapons dropped one blade and raised the other with both hands as though he were going to end her.

      “Stop!” I shouted. I staggered forth a few steps, still struggling to breathe correctly, and grabbed the offensive guard’s arm. The other guard was quick to pull me back, but they both kept their eyes on me. That was what I wanted. “Leave her alone. It’s not her fault. I… I forced her to come with me.”

      The guard standing over Aviri glared. “You didn’t force her to kill those men!”

      “Yes, I did!” I shouted. I hadn’t really given much thought to this defense, but necessity seemed to drive a relatively sensible story. “We… We formed a bond back in Atthio. I seduced her and used that connection to force her to lead me over the border. I made her kill the guards.”

      The one that was grabbing me sneered. “It’s not possible. That connection doesn’t let you control someone.”

      “Are you sure?” I raised an eyebrow. “You hit me with an arrow, and it didn’t even cut me. Who’s saying that I can’t manipulate a stupid woman I found on the street?”

      Aviri looked at me in shock. If I didn’t know better, I might have even thought she seemed impressed. It was a believable story when you considered the fact that I should have been killed by the arrow. That made as much sense as mind control.

      Whatever I said, it must have worked.

      “Fine,” the armed guard glared, grabbing the other sword he’d dropped and handed it back to the other guard. “We’ll add their deaths to your crimes.”

      The other guard looked at Aviri as he sheathed his weapon. “You. Either get your ass back to the city, and thank the Heavens we aren’t taking you in too, or keep running. Cross the border and don’t come back, weak-willed slut.”

      She simply stared in disbelief. I got the feeling she was as shocked by not being recognized as she was that my lie worked. Without another word, the guards both grabbed one of my arms and began hauling me back to Atthio.

      As we walked, I called to Aviri in my mind. The connection I mentioned was believable to them because it was common, even if it wasn’t strong enough to control someone’s actions. Family had the connection, meaning if Aviri was close enough to Rose or her father and wanted them to hear her thoughts, they’d be able to. The connection was also formed from a physical bond. After I’d slept with Elle, I could sense her moods and some of her thoughts when they were particularly strong, and even send and receive signals with her. It was the only way I managed to escape Draco’s soldiers in Eon.

      Aviri and I, however, had never had sex. Still, from the day we’d met, she’d been able to send warnings and thoughts to me, and I’d been able to sense the things she had trouble speaking out loud. There’d always been other matters that were a bit more pressing, so I’d never quite questioned why it was that we seemed to have this mental link, but I’d chalked it up to her own power and strength with elan.

      Either way, it was still an advantage. It was hard to send her fully formed thoughts because it wasn’t something I was used to doing, but I tried to picture the things I wanted to say to her, to let her know I’d be okay and to stay safe.

      I got back equally vague feelings, which was odd given how strong she’d been able to communicate with me even just the day we met, but then again, if I was correct, that guard had blocked her connection to elan, the same thing she’d done so I could sleep in Cherissey. I could tell that she was feeling discomfort, even a bit of fear, but most prevalent in her mind was resolve. Many times before, I’d been mere inches from death when she came to my rescue, and I found myself faithful that she would again.

      As we got further apart, it was harder to communicate with her. The guards didn’t make it easy to keep up with them, either. My chest still hurt, not to mention the throbbing in the back of my head where the arrow hit me. Not cutting my skin didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. The guards made a point to walk just fast enough that I struggled to keep up, which gave them an excuse to pull my arms or push me.

      As we walked, I thought of the two guards back by the border. Something had bothered me when they died. Obviously, if it was them or me, I was grateful to be alive, but I couldn’t help the strange feeling in my gut. As we reached the town and began to pass people, all eyes on me, it started to make sense. Along the side of the road, we marched past a young boy who looked about thirteen. He stood there watching me, watching the guards, all alone.

      “Those men back there,” I said softly. “Either of them have kids? A son, or a little brother?”

      The guards were both confused by my question, and they weren’t very pleased either.

      “What?” One of the guards scoffed. “You feel remorse now? That’s fucking rich.”

      “I just want to know,” I said. “I met a boy a while ago with family in the guard.”

      “Stone had a daughter and a grandson,” the other guard sneered. “And Williams’ wife has a baby on the way.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. As horrible as it sounded, I was just glad to know neither of those men was Day’s dad. Of course, they would all have families and people who needed them. I knew that. And I had to try not to think about it. It was just different with Day…

      Both of the guards at my side were too young to have an early teenaged son. “Do either of you have a brother?”

      That was the wrong thing to ask, apparently. One of the guards grabbed me by the shoulders and shoved me to the ground. My face landed in the dirt, and I felt his knee digging into my back as I gasped for air. He grabbed my hair and pulled my head back.

      “Don’t you dare ask about my family, bastard.”

      I managed to muster up enough force to shift my body to the left toward his other leg. As his right knee slipped from my back, I kicked one of my legs at his left. He went tumbling to the other side, and I scrambled to my feet. I wasn’t trying to escape, I just wanted to get his damn knee off my back. It might have been considered successful if you ignored the fact that the second I got to my feet, the other guard slammed into me, knocking me back down.

      My shoulder hit the ground, and an armored foot quickly followed, slamming into my back. I cried out and tried to lift myself up to my hands and knees, but another foot knocked me back down.

      One of the guards spit on the ground in front of me, and at that point, they finally grabbed me by the shoulders and lifted me back up, pushing me forward to continue walking despite the sharp pain in my torso. If I thought everyone was looking at me before, they definitely were now.

      I cringed with every step from the pain shooting through my body. We walked for about another half hour before we finally reached the steps of the castle. It was especially difficult to make it upstairs, but lucky for me, if I started to lag behind, the guards would yank me up a few steps to make sure I could keep up.

      Something about the castle seemed different when I walked in. A place I’d been made welcome before now seemed to radiate hostile hatred directed at me. It was almost strange the way I could feel it. I hadn’t experienced anything like that since arriving in this world.

      The entryway and hall of the castle were almost empty. From the doors nearby and through the windows, I could just barely see people poking their heads out from behind doors and corners to watch as I was paraded through the building toward the door to the throne room. If I weren’t in so much pain, there was a chance I might have felt nervous, but instead, all I could think about was trying not to collapse with every step.

      Finally, the large wooden doors to the throne room were pushed open. I looked up to see King Rion on his throne. Three guards surrounded him on either side, along with Hayle, of course. The walls of the room were lined with more armed guards, half armed with crossbows and the other half with their hands on the hilts of their swords.

      The door shut behind me as the guards shoved me forward. I stumbled and fell to my knees from the sheer pain my body was in.

      “King Rion,” Hayle’s voice said from the dais, “allow me to do the honors and execute the bastard.”

      “No!” the King shouted before I even had time to worry about Hayle’s threat. I looked up to see him glaring at me. His expression was definitely hateful, but mostly it was just sad. “He knows what happened to her… He’s going to tell us.”

      “Your Majesty, I can’t begin to imagine the pain you must be in.” I swallowed the lump in my throat and struggled to stand to my feet. “I know you must be confused. I don’t know why the Knight Commander has decided to put you through even more pain, but I have no reason to lie to you. I’ve never been to Atthio before this week. I’m going to leave soon. Please consider that.”

      The King shifted in his seat, and his gaze darted away from me. That seemed promising. Was he considering what I said? The expression on Hayle’s face shifted quickly, and he grabbed the King’s shoulder.

      “These are all lies, my King. If he’s innocent, why did he run? If he’s so innocent, what was he doing with your daughter? My fiance?”

      My stomach twisted in knots. That thought was repulsive.

      “I can assure you both,” I said through gritted teeth, “I did nothing with the Princess that she did not ask me to do.”

      “He’s a filthy liar, my King.” Hayle’s eyes widened in shock before narrowing to a hateful glare while a sneer pulled at his lip. “Do you honestly believe that if Avairion were lying dead in a forest that I would somehow not have found her? Do you think so little of me?”

      I shook my head. “Your Highness, his pride isn’t as valuable as your judgment. I found your late daughter lying in Fetter Forest in Solivann. You can ask the guard I found that day, I told him I had no idea who it was. I brought the sash and the braid because I hoped they would identify her. If I were lying, why would I come here in the first place and offer myself up to your scrutiny?”

      King Rion brought his hand to his chin and rubbed his mouth. I could tell that this was eating him up, and the man had my sympathies. I wished the past few days had gone differently, but we were here now. Hayle and I each had an agenda. The King was a pawn we both wanted on our side. No Gambits. No Queen. No possibility of a draw. We’d made illegal moves and set out our decoys. Ceremony restricted the Knight’s movements, experience mine. I hadn’t been playing nearly as long as he had.

      Still, I’d made it this far.

      The King lowered his hand to grip the side of the throne. Hayle was quick to begin speaking. “Your Majesty, I--”

      King Rion raised a hand to silence him. If I’d had a camera, I would have taken a picture of the Knight Commander’s face. I’d venture a guess that the King had never silenced him before. The Monarch lowered his hand and sighed, shaking his head. He seemed to have made a decision…

      “Ren,” he began, “I believe--”

      The doors creaked open behind me, and the room fell silent. I turned to see a young man in robes rushing into the room. He ran up to the foot of the dais and bowed on one knee to the King.

      “Your Majesty. I’m so sorry to interrupt.”

      “Why have you?” King Rion frowned as the man stood.

      “The Sages,” he nodded. “They received your message, and they’ve arrived. Shall I dismiss them since the fugitive has been apprehended?”

      “No,” the King shook his head quickly. “Bring them in.”

      The young man nodded and turned to leave the room. Excitement bubbled up within me. When Aviri and the kids talked about the Sages, I thought about whether or not they could help me figure out what my dream meant, but I never thought I’d be in the same place as them. But if they were here now, that meant there was a chance. Of course, it would require the King deciding to release me and then one of them to give me the time of day.

      The room stayed completely silent until the door opened one more time. This time I turned to see the young man returning, leading a group of seven people. Most of the people in this world wore tunics with cotton trousers, things that looked traditional and intricate. The Sages put all of those to shame. Each of them wore full robes of varying jewel-tone colors that opened over a garment of white silk. The edge of the robes was lined with what had to be hundreds of crystals and gemstones in dozens of different colors. Everything about them looked ethereal. I half-expected the King to bow to them.

      I stepped out of the way while they walked to the middle of the room. Each of them bowed their heads to the King who stood from his throne and reciprocated the gesture.

      “King Regent,” one of the Sages stepped forward from the group. She looked to be in her fifties or sixties and was wearing a rich red robe and had blonde hair pulled back in a long braid that reached somewhere past her hips. Whoever she was, she was powerful. “We anticipated that you might have use for us today.”

      He nodded. “I do, Mel. Thank you for making the trip here.”

      The King looked at one of the guards next to the door that led to the wing behind the throne room. “Go get the items Ren brought three days ago. They’re in her room.”

      The guard nodded and left through the door. My pulse began to speed up. What exactly were they going to do? Aviri had said they could track her if they had anything that belonged to her. But since I was still here, would she have left Atthio in time? If she was still within the borders, what would that mean for them?

      I felt my breathing get heavier. My eyes darted around the room, from the King to the Sages, and finally landed on Hayle. He had been watching me. He’d noticed that I was nervous. And he had a disgusting smile on his face. I didn’t need any kind of a connection to know exactly what he was thinking.

      Checkmate.
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      The guard returned, carrying a folded cut of canvas flat across his arms. He crossed the room at a pace that felt somehow painfully slow and yet entirely too fast all at the same time. He stopped in front of one of the Sages, a woman with long black hair in an olive green robe, and bowed his head. The sage unfolded the canvas, revealing the bloody piece torn from the white and gold sash and the dark, golden-brown braid.

      The entire room, the guards, the King, even Hayle, we all seemed to hold our breath as the green-clad sage lifted the braid in her hands. She closed her eyes and tightened her grip, wringing her hands around the hair. Any second I expected her to proclaim me a liar and for someone to kill me on the spot.

      She merely paused and set the braid back down in the canvas. She went to lift up the piece of the sash, taking the bloodstained part in her hand and lifting it up near her face, as though she could smell whatever it was she was hoping to find.

      For a fraction of a second, I felt suddenly self-aware about how entirely ridiculous this scene was. A few months ago, I was a normal college student procrastinating on homework, and now a woman in silk and gemstones was sniffing a bloody rag to tell the King whether or not I was telling the truth. If I ever got back home--

      If. Usually, when that thought passed through my head, it was ‘when.’ Now, it was led by the word ‘if.’ That alone sent a wave of fear through my body.

      My attention shot back to the scene at hand when the Sage sighed and set down the fabric. I expected that to be it, but rather than give an answer, she turned and walked over to the window on the west side of the throne room.

      A guard from the opposite side of the room was quick to walk over and reach up to flip a latch before pulling the large windowpane inwards. I was positive those hinges weren’t on any other windows in the castle. If they were, the fact that I broke Rose’s window suddenly seemed a bit embarrassing.

      We all watched as the Sage stared out the window at the horizon for a moment. She lifted her left hand up and out the window as though she were trying to feel the wind. A soft light formed around her hand, but it seemed different from any other manifestation of dua that I had seen. Rather than a solid piece of light that she was conjuring, this faded into view and moved like a river through the air. It was almost like this was something that already existed, and she was merely reaching for it instead of bringing it into existence.

      The light disappeared in a second as the Sage returned her hand to her side. She turned around and began walking back toward the other Sages while the guard went to close the window. The green Sage went and stood in line with the red Sage, facing the King.

      “King Regent Rion,” she bowed her head. As she did so, her loose black hair fell over her shoulder, which wouldn’t have been notable if it didn’t completely shield her face from my view. “I recall your eldest daughter’s lifeforce from our most recent visits. Her spirit was always strong. I sense it in these. This sash is her blood. This braid is her hair.”

      The King nodded. The muscles in his face trembled as he took these things for confirmation that she was dead.

      “I can’t tell you exactly where she is,” the Sage continued, “but for the first time in five years, I sense her elan in Atthio.”

      There was a ripple through the room. The guards, previously all professional and stiff, looked to each other as though for confirmation. Hayle smirked with satisfaction. The King looked somewhere between elated and lost.

      He took a step off the dais to approach the Sages. That was the first time I’d seen him standing on level ground. He was at least an inch shorter than me. It certainly explained why he stayed on the dais quite often.

      “Sian, you’re sure?” The King said in near disbelief. “She’s here? And her blood, it flows? She’s not dead?”

      “No, she’s neither dead, nor injured.” The Sage shook her head. “Merely far. I’d venture a guess she’s either leaving or just arriving.”

      The King turned to Hayle and ran back up to him. “Knight Commander, you must resume your search. Take the guard, take the whole damn army, and find her.”

      The Knight Commander hesitated, a slightly harsh look on his face. I could tell the only thing keeping him from expressing his outright disdain was the need for propriety in front of the King.

      “Your Majesty, I’ll set out immediately,” he said at last. “But you do know what this means? Ren So lied to you. He swore he found Avairion’s dead body in Solivann. He had her blood, her braid.”

      The King turned back to me with a puzzled expression, working out what to do with me.

      “King Rion,” Hayle set his hand on the Monarch’s shoulder, “I can deal with him right now—”

      “No! He’s our connection to her,” the King said quickly. He stepped to the edge of the dais, clearly trying to keep his physical stature as intimidating as possible for a man who was about five foot six. “Ren So. This is your chance to make up for what you’ve done. Where is my daughter?”

      As hard as he tried, there was nothing intimidating about the man. Honestly, he seemed desperate. I shook my head.

      “Honestly, your Majesty… I don’t know.”

      “She’d never have given those things willingly,” he growled. “If he had them, he took them by force. If my daughter were in Atthio, she would come home.” I saw the guards in the room avert their eyes, as, on the last word, the King’s voice broke.

      I took a deep breath. I knew he was hurting, but if Hayle got his hands on Aviri, there would be a fight she might not win.

      “Knight Commander!” the King barked. “Find the Queen. Ren So has kidnapped her, and she’s held somewhere in our borders. Take all the men you need. Leave only enough to guard him.”

      His eyes turned hard as they glared at me. I frowned.

      “Guard me?”

      The monarch stepped off the dais and crossed toward me slowly with a sneer. “You’ll sit in the dungeon. You have three days, or until they find the Queen. At that point, you’ll face a public trial, one I can assure you that you’ll lose.”

      “I swear, sir, I have no idea where she is.” I swallowed the lump in my throat as I shook my head. “I brought you the braid and the sash because I was trying to help. I know nothing else. I swear—”

      “Take him,” the King loured, turning to march back up to the dais.

      “No, you don’t understand!” I shouted, taking a step to follow him when I felt hands grab me and pull me back by my arms. “I swear, I’m not the one who hurt her!”

      Two guards began to pull me away toward the door in the back of the room, the one that led to the royal wing. Hayle gave me a smug look as I was dragged past him. I would have been furious if my eye hadn’t immediately caught the bright colors of the Sage robes.

      “Help me!” I shouted desperately to the Sages. “Please, I had a dream I don’t understand! I need answers! I never hurt Aviri, I swear!”

      A fist connected with my gut just before I was dragged through the doorway back to the room with tables and banners. I doubled over as they continued to drag me toward the stairs. For a second, I wondered if I was being taken upstairs since that was the only other place I’d been. When we reached the staircase, the stars in my eyes finally cleared enough that I could see the steps going down.

      The guards pushed me down the stairs. If it weren’t for the vice-like grip they had on my arms, I would have tumbled down the steps. Small blessings, I suppose.

      The staircase leading down beneath the main floor was dimly lit, and the area was dark. There was a blue-ish gray hue to the entire area from the way the light caught the stone walls. At the bottom of the stairs, there was one single wooden door.

      One soldier went ahead, pulling a set of keys from a pocket within his armor to open the wooden door. The other soldier pushed me through to a hall full of iron doors. It was as long as the rest of the castle was and lit by torches along the wall. The doors only had small slits in them, so I couldn’t see if the hall was completely empty or if perhaps I wasn’t alone.

      The guards pushed me to the door in the middle at the end of the hallway. The one with the keys went to unlock it. To my surprise, when he opened it, rather than just a regular cell, it was a small pit. There were about five stone steps leading down into a round room with two torches lighting it.

      “How am—?”

      I didn’t even get to finish the question before the other guard pushed me into the room. I tripped down the steps and landed face-first into the stone. Before I could even pull myself up, I heard the door shut and lock behind me. My forehead and my palms stung from scratching against the rock, not to mention everywhere else that ached from the physical abuse from the past couple of hours.

      When I finally pulled myself to a sitting position, I checked my hands to make sure they weren’t bleeding. They were red, but no cuts or scratches. I put my fingers to the spot on my head that hit the ground, but there was no blood there either. So my skin was invincible to injury, but my internal organs seemed to be on their own.

      I took a deep breath and looked up to the door. There was no reason to expect or hope that it would open soon for any reason. Still, I found myself praying that the sound of it unlocking would meet my ears. Hell, even just footsteps in the hall would be welcome. I just didn’t want to think I was down there, beneath the castle, alone.

      Once I found my bearings, I could think at least a little clearer. My first plan was to direct elan toward my injuries. Sure, my skin was fine, but my ribs and shoulders felt like hell, not to mention the massive headache pounding against my skull. I crawled over to lean against the wall and pressed my hand against the place on my ribs that hurt the most, closing my eyes.

      I started with my breathing, envisioning elan through my body flowing through my body with every breath until it concentrated beneath my palm. A slightly cool feeling spread beneath my skin, relieving a bit of the pain.

      I’d done this before, but this was different. Usually, the relief wasn’t so palpable. It almost felt like there was more elan in my body than usual, so there was more of it to help heal the injuries. I moved my hand around my chest and my torso until the pain started to dissipate. I didn’t need my hand to guide it, but when it hurt everywhere, it helped to have something to use as an anchor for where to focus on.

      It felt like about an hour before the throbbing pain faded, and things went back to normal. I stood to stretch my legs now that I could do so without feeling sore and looked around the stone walls at… nothing. There was nothing in here. One long circular wall, a few stone steps, the iron door, and two torches. Nothing else.

      Without pain distracting me, I thought back to Aviri. She had stayed in Atthio. She knew how dangerous it was for her, but she decided to stay anyway, for me. I leaned my hand against the stone wall and closed my eyes, trying to focus on her like I did when the guards were dragging me away. She needed to know that the guards were after her now…

      For a few moments, it seemed like I was just thinking to myself until finally, it felt like she had grabbed onto one of my thoughts. I sensed that whatever I was trying to say to her, she received it. Earlier, it had been hard to form solid thoughts and send them her way, but for some reason, it was easier now.

      “They’re looking for you. The Sages sensed you, and they’re trying to find you.”

      I didn’t get an answer, not a solid one, anyway. I got a feeling that she knew what I was saying and that she wanted to know if I was okay, but that was it.

      “I’m all right. They gave me three days to tell them where you are. The King is putting me on trial.”

      That sent Aviri into a panic.

      “If I can get out of here, we’ll be fine!” I thought to her, hoping to calm her down.

      The day I met Aviri, I was in Fetter Forest. I’d scared Elle, so she ran off, leaving me by myself. The trail disappeared, leaving me lost until I wandered into a trap. The men who set it were pissed and were just about to take it out on me when I heard a woman’s voice.

      Aviri’s voice.

      Recalling that moment, the men didn’t react to it. She told me to duck before leaping over me with her horse, but when her voice sounded, they didn’t seem to hear it. That wasn’t a vague thought or a feeling. It was a command. I heard her voice. Then just earlier with the guards, she couldn’t do the same thing. Neither could I. Now I could.

      I turned back to look at the door when I heard footsteps coming down the hall.

      “Aviri, stay safe. I don’t know how close they are to you. Keep hiding. Someone’s coming.”

      With that, I let the connection with her dissolve as the footsteps grew closer.
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      I stared at the locked iron door for what felt like ages before the footsteps finally stopped and the sound of the lock turning echoed among the stone. When it finally swung open, there stood Rose. She looked down at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

      “Rose,” I said softly. I opened my mouth to say something else, but nothing came out. It was impossible to know what to say when I had no idea what she was thinking.

      She clenched her fist at her side and took a deep breath. As poor as the timing was, I couldn’t help but be mesmerized by the way her chest rose and fell as she breathed. The light pink dress she wore was a similar style to the one she’d worn the day we met, with the high slit and the plunging neckline, only this time, she wasn’t wearing anything beneath it. My mind raced with memories of her skin, her breath, her moans…

      “What did you do?”

      My eyes snapped back up to meet hers upon hearing her voice. “What?”

      Rose bit her lip. Her expression softened, revealing the sadness in her eyes. “What did you do?”

      “Rose, I swear, I never hurt her.” My brows pulled together, and I shook my head. “You have to believe me.”

      Her lip trembled, and she looked away, but she did lift the bottom of her dress to ascend the stairs. As soon as she was close enough, I took her hand, stepping close to her. She took a sharp breath, as though she were surprised, or perhaps scared of me. The sheer thought of that made me sick.

      “You lied.” She didn’t lift her head to look at me. “Why? Why did you come all the way here just to lie about finding her dead? Where is she?”

      I hesitated to answer, shaken by the tears that were pooling in her eyes. I reached up to catch the first one as it fell. She finally looked up to meet my gaze.

      “Rose,” I said softly, cupping her cheek in my hand. I wanted to tell her everything, but for her safety and for Aviri’s, I wasn’t sure I could. “I’m sorry I lied to you. I never meant to hurt you or your father. There were good reasons… at the time, it seemed… I just don’t know how to prove it.”

      She swallowed. “You came here with her, didn’t you? The Sages, they said she’s in Atthio.”

      I sighed and nodded.

      “And…” Something in her face seemed to soften as she continued. “When they brought you down here, you didn’t call her Avairion.”

      “What?” I frowned before that moment rushed back to my memory. “Oh, yeah.”

      “Why? Why did you call her Aviri?”

      I shrugged. “She told me that was her name. I didn’t know until I got here that it was really Avairion, or that she was the Queen.”

      Another tear fell from her eyes. She reached up to wipe it and stepped away from me toward the center of the cell.

      “Our mom called her that. She wanted her to have a name that was her own, that didn’t come from her or our father. But he wouldn’t let anyone else use it, even me. He said she was going to be Queen, and no one should be confused about her name.”

      I stepped up behind her, putting a hand on her shoulder. As I did, she turned to face me.

      “There’s no way you would have known that if she didn’t tell you,” Rose said softly.

      “Does that mean you believe me?” I breathed softly.

      She paused before nodding slowly. After a second, she wrapped her arms around my neck. I was quick to hug her back as I felt her tears on my shoulder.

      “So she’s okay?” Rose asked quickly.

      “Yes… For now.” I nodded and reached up to stroke her hair. “I don’t know what’s going to happen if Hayle finds her.”

      Rose pulled away to wipe her eyes. “I should… I should have known.”

      “What do you mean?” I frowned, rubbing her arm.

      “The night she left,” she shook her head, “the night of her coronation, she tried to fake her death.”

      “She never told me that,” I said with a sudden sense of shock. Was she hiding something more from me?

      “I came in to tell her goodnight, and… she was inconsolable. She wouldn’t tell me what was wrong. She just said she’d rather die than be Queen. I thought she was going to kill herself. She grabbed a dagger, cut her hand open, and started smearing blood around the room and knocking things over…”

      “What happened?” I frowned.

      Rose sighed. “I stopped her. I knew it would kill our father to think she was dead. I convinced her to just run away instead. So she left. I spent the whole night cleaning the mess in her room so he wouldn’t think she was hurt. It was bad enough to lose her only a year and a half after we lost mom. If he thought she was dead, I don’t think he could have survived it.”

      I nodded. That was a relief. It sounded like something she didn’t tell me because it just didn’t matter. Still, I wondered how long I’d be learning things like this about her, big things she didn’t admit because she was scared or embarrassed…

      “I’m sorry,” Rose sighed.

      “What?” I blinked and reached up to stroke her cheek. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I’m the one who lied.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I should have trusted you. After our mother died, I watched her go crazy, and then that night, I saw firsthand how irrational she could be. I love my sister, Ren, but I also know she’s not the same person I grew up with.”

      I tensed up and dropped my hand from her cheek. “Rose… You deserve to know the truth about your sister.”

      “What?” Her brows pulled together, and she frowned. “What do you mean?”

      I shook my head and went to sit on one of the stone steps. She didn’t hesitate as she sat next to me and took my hand. I bit my lip and squeezed her hand, recalling Hayle’s words earlier when he called her his fiance.

      “This is going to sound horrible.” I sighed, rubbing my face. I didn’t actually know how she felt about Hayle. I’d never actually seen them interact. All I knew was that she was more than just a bit enthusiastic about pulling me into bed the day before. “Aviri didn’t just go crazy. She didn’t lose it. She told me what happened. Hayle’s been manipulating your father. And… fuck, I know this sounds like bullshit coming from me…”

      It was hard to tell Rose something she didn’t know about her own mother, a woman I’d never met, but Rose was quick to shake her head.

      “Ren, what did she say to you?”

      I took a deep breath. “Your mother confronted him about it, alone. When Aviri came in to check on her, Hayle panicked. He killed her, not a guard or whoever he blamed it on.”

      I paused and looked over to check her face. It had lost all color, and her eyes were wide.

      “He’s after power,” I said, squeezing her hand. “Aviri didn’t think he’d ever stop, and she was afraid he’d kill her, so she left. She wasn’t afraid of being Queen. She was afraid of him… and she was right to be. His search party hasn’t been trying to bring her back to Atthio, he’s been trying to assassinate her. That’s why I came. She asked me to tell everyone she was dead so he would finally leave her alone. I’m sorry, I know he’s your fiance, but you have to--”

      “What?” Rose said quickly, standing to her feet. “I’m not engaged to him!”

      I frowned and stood as well. “He called you his fiance earlier, in front of the King. He said he’s been courting you for a while…”

      She cringed and shook her head. It took most of my self-control not to grin at that response. “He’s told me he finds me attractive, and I’ve politely refrained from gagging every time he does.”

      At that, I couldn’t help but smile and shrug my eyebrows.

      “He’s known me since I was born.” She sighed, the look of disgust plain on her face. “I’ve never spoken to my father about him as a Knight Commander, much less as a suitor. Why would he let him call me his fiance?”

      I shrugged. “If he can convince the King to wage a war and tax families to death, he can talk him into that. He probably did it after yesterday when he saw us--”

      “Right,” Rose said, dropping her head into her hands. “Hell… I was sick that he saw me like that. We never speak! Why would he decide to force me into an unwilling engagement, especially after what he saw yesterday?”

      “He wants power,” I said with confidence. “If he thought you were going to be the next ruler of Atthio, a marriage would put him on the throne next to you.”

      She covered her mouth with her hand and shook her head, taking in all the information I’d just thrown at her about her mother, sister, father, and new fiance.

      “Rose,” I squeezed her other hand, “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you all of this.”

      “I just… It’s like my whole life for the past seven years has been a lie,” she said softly, a slight tremble in her voice. She turned to me, taking both of my hands in hers. “Ren, I don’t want to marry Hayle.”

      “I know,” I nodded. “I… I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I swear, I’ll protect you from that however I can.”

      Her eyes glistened with tears at my words. I reached up to stroke her cheek with the back of my hand, ready to catch the tears if they fell. A soft, hopeful smile formed on her face, and she brought her hand up to mine, nuzzling against it with her cheek. I placed my other hand on the side of her face and slid it back through her hair as I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers.

      Rose parted her lips as they met mine and wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me closer. I took a few steps, guiding her back until she was pressed against the wall, and moved my hands down to her waist. The Princess slipped her tongue between my lips, placing one hand on my chest.

      I slid one hand down a few inches to the top of the slit on her dress, which reached up to the middle of her hip. She shuddered at my touch but didn’t hesitate to lean into my hand. I reached around under her skirt to grab her ass.

      She moaned against me in anticipation. I felt her hands leave my body, and for a moment, I wasn’t sure why until I opened my eyes to see her untie a bow on the back of her dress. When I realized it was hanging loose, I rested my hands on her shoulders and gently brushed the sleeves off of them. The satin gown fell to the floor, revealing nothing but her immaculate figure, this time completely bare. It was just as marvelous as it had looked through the gossamer gown.

      I pulled back from her only to pull my shirt off. As soon as it was gone, I grabbed her, pulling her close once again and returning my lips to hers, hungry for more of her. The fact that we’d been interrupted last time only served to build anticipation.

      One of my hands made its way down her leg and around to her inner thigh. I moved it up slowly until my fingers grazed the area between her legs. She was already wet. The mere presence of my hand made her moan against me. I shifted my fingers up, so they were pressing against her clit, untying my pants with my other hand.

      Rose moaned again at the pressure from my fingers. Her arms were wrapped around my neck, and I felt her lean against my shoulders. I slid my fingers down, gently pushing them between her lips, then slid my tip in her entrance. A tingly wave rushed through my body as I began to move the tip in and out, only barely penetrating the moaning Princess. Every nerve in my body felt like it had been electrified.

      She stopped kissing me to gasp and lean her head against the wall. “Oh, Ren…”

      A slight smirk pulled at my lips. I pushed into her further, about halfway, and she moaned while a shiver ripped through her body. My fingers made their way back to her clit, and I stroked around it while moving in and out of her, keeping my thrusts halfway. There was no break between her moans now. We were in a dungeon beneath the castle behind an iron door. She could finally be as loud as she wanted, and her whimpers and gasps were a symphony as they echoed off the stone walls.

      One of her legs began to slide up mine and hooked itself around my waist. I moaned myself and decided to give her what she wanted. I sped up my fingers and pushed myself all the way inside of her. She cried out so loud, I almost felt inclined to ask if she was alright. But I could tell from the expression on her face that she was enjoying herself just fine.

      She pulled me closer with her leg, putting almost all her weight on me as she leaned in, bucking her hips with mine, which helped deepen every thrust. I continued to speed up as I moved within her, my own voice joining her in a pleasurable chorus. One of her hands made its way into my hair, gripping tight, anchoring me to her, while the other dug her nails into my back.

      There was a sudden shift in her moans as though they became more desperate, pitching higher. I knew what that meant. I kicked up the pace with my fingers and my cock, putting more pressure around her clit as her voice rang out through the cell.

      Her moans finally broke into a sharp gasp. I watched the look on her face, and a chill went down my spine at how hot it was. Once her grip loosened a bit on my hair and I sensed she was done coming, I moved both of my hands to her waist, gripping them tightly as I neared my own breaking point.

      Her nails left a cool, sharp sensation in my back as they scratched my skin. I reached a sustainable pace and kept it for a moment, basking in every noise she made until I finally felt my pleasure climax.
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      As I helped Rose put her dress back on, I noticed tears in her eyes once again and frowned. “What’s wrong, darling?”

      She bit her lip and shook her head. “I don’t want to leave you here…”

      I looked up at the door. As long as she’d been down here, no one had come to check on us. I hesitated to even ask the question on my mind. “Can you get me out?”

      Rose looked at the iron door. She walked up the steps and pushed it open before making her way down the hall filled with cell doors. I hesitated to follow her and instead opted to just wait at my door.

      She got to the wooden door at the end of the hall and slowly opened it, poking her head out and looking up. After a second, she shut the door as silently as possible and came back to me, shaking her head.

      “There are guards up the stairs. They’ll be there for the rest of the day. I’ll check through the night, though. Maybe I can catch them during a break, and I’ll come to get you. Okay?”

      I smiled reassuringly and nodded, leaning in to kiss her again. That was for her benefit more than anything. Maybe I was negative, but I couldn’t bring myself to get my hopes up.

      “Don’t put yourself in danger,” I warned. “If he thinks you’re working against him, who knows what he’ll do?”

      She bit her lip and nodded. I reached up to brush a strand of hair behind her ear and stroked her cheek. She leaned in to kiss me one more time.

      “I’ll get you out of here,” she whispered. “I promise.”

      I nodded, a soft smile on my face as she went to shut the iron door to my cell. As I went back down the steps, I expected to hear her lock the door behind her, but the only sound was her footsteps against the stone. That was encouraging. Even if I didn’t open the door, the fact that I could made the small hole I was in feel less suffocating.

      As encouraged as I was by Rose’s desire to help, I tried not to count on it. I trusted her, of course, but if the guards stayed there all night, there was nothing she could do. Still, it was hard to sleep that night. I wasn’t sure whether it was nerves over the state of my situation or just the discomfort of falling asleep on stone.

      At some point, exhaustion must have taken over because the next morning, I jolted awake the same way I did when my mom would wake me up Sunday mornings for church. When I looked up at the door, there was no one there. I was alone.

      For a second, I couldn’t tell what had woken me up until I felt it again. There was a presence in my mind that I quickly recognized as Aviri. That was an immediate relief. If she was communicating with me, it meant that she was alive, and the first thing I sensed from her was that she wanted to know if I was okay.

      “I feel like I slept on a rock. I mean, I guess I did, but other than that, I’m fine. Are you safe?”

      I felt an affirmative response and sighed, a wave of calm comforting me. Not physically, of course. I was stiff as a board and groaned as I sat up to lean against the wall. But knowing she was all right brought me a sense of ease.

      “Rose is trying to help me find a way out,” I thought to her. I got the feeling that she was a bit surprised to hear that. “She told me about the night you left.”

      That caused her to pull back for a second. I waited for a moment before I felt a sense of curiosity creep into her mind.

      “Yeah.” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. I don’t know why it felt strange confirming to Aviri that I’d slept with her sister. I’d mentioned vaguely the relationship I’d built with Elle, but this was different.

      I was about to explain, but I think she sensed that, because I immediately got the feeling that she didn’t want any more details. She didn’t seem angry, though, and that was comforting.

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      The answer to that question didn’t feel like it came from Aviri. As strange as it was, I felt like it came from the surrounding walls. I furrowed my brow and stood, leaving a hand on the stone. I dragged it along the wall as I walked around to the other side of the cell.

      She was to the west. Moreover, she wasn’t far. I was almost shocked at how close she felt. How was it that Hayle hadn’t managed to find her yet?

      “Aviri, you have to stay safe.”

      She pushed back against that. Whatever she was thinking, she planned to stay close to the castle… for me. It was hard to tell exactly since I wasn’t getting direct words from her, but I almost felt as though she was there for me, staying close until I needed her.

      I sensed Aviri’s thoughts intensify. She was pushing. At first, I didn’t really understand what she was doing. After a moment, her mind clarified a bit. She was trying to form a thought, a solid thought, like I was doing. I bit my lip and leaned my head against the stone, finding that I longed to hear her voice again and see that she was safe. I just barely managed to protect her the day before, and I was terrified of something happening to her while we were separated.

      Words didn’t form. Her voice didn’t ring through my head. Her frustration, on the other hand, was quite apparent. I was still able to sense her emotions and feelings, at least. Perhaps I was misinterpreting, but I was getting what felt like a specific request from her.

      “Are you sure you want me to tell the truth?”

      Her response was affirmative.

      “All right… If I can’t get out on my own, I will.” There wasn’t much more harm that could be done at this point, right? After that, I sensed a goodbye from her end and sighed. “Stay safe.”

      Our connection faded, and a sense of loneliness overtook me. I hadn’t felt that when I was thrown in here in the first place, or even after Rose left. But having Aviri as close as possible, then being left to my own thoughts once more, it didn’t take more than a moment to begin to miss her. Even just sharing my thoughts with her was more of a comfort than I realized.

      Still, I had to get used to it. Aside from being alone, the most frustrating part was that I had no sense of time. My only light source was the torches, and they burned the same way day and night. I was assuming it was morning, but for all I know, it could still be the middle of the night, or it could be the next afternoon. It had been long enough that my stomach had started to hurt from hunger, and that was about all I knew.

      In the moments of deafening silence, when I could distract myself from how hungry I was, I began trying to think of solutions, but I was a bit strapped for options at the moment. I could leave the cell only to meet a horde of guards who thought I kidnapped their Queen and cuckolded their Knight Commander, and something told me that wouldn’t go very well for me. Other than that, I would just have to wait for help from Rose, or for whatever trial they planned for me to happen so that I could explain myself. Call me paranoid, but something about my situation gave me the feeling that justice wasn’t all too common here.

      My mind reeled from the feeling of futility regarding my situation until I heard the wooden door in the distance and more footsteps coming down the stone hallway. I jumped up and grabbed the door handle but paused before yanking it open. If this was a guard coming to check on me instead of Rose, it would probably not work in my favor if he knew the door wasn’t locked, so I jumped back down the steps and leaned against the wall.

      I heard a key moving around in the lock, so it wasn’t Rose. A second later, the door swung open, revealing Iyana.

      “Iyana?” I blinked. “What are you doing here?”

      She came down the steps without hesitation and handed me a small bag. “The Princess sent me. She told me what you said, the truth. She wanted me to tell you she would have come herself, but Hayle’s taken to personally guarding her bedroom.”

      Every muscle in my body tensed up. “Would he try anything?”

      “Not on the Princess.” Iyana shook her head, brushing a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “The King would have him killed if he touched her before their wedding.”

      I nodded slowly. “The wedding?”

      “Assuming there’s a wedding at all. I just meant in theory.” A half-smile pulled on her face. “The King won’t even consider it until everything with the Queen is resolved.”

      “Wait,” I blinked, “if Hayle is guarding her, who’s searching for Aviri? Um, Avairion?”

      “The men who joined him in the search party. And if what you told the Princess is true, that would mean they were all accomplices to the Knight Commander’s assassination attempts.”

      I sighed and rubbed my face. “Got it. Are they at least on their own?”

      “What do you mean?” She tilted her head.

      “Um, the Sages? Are they helping look for her?”

      “Oh,” Iyana shook her head. “No. They’re all in the castle.”

      I nodded. That brought up a whole new set of questions, although I couldn’t help but feel selfish regarding the timing.

      “Iyana, what are they doing? Are they advising the King, or Rose, or anyone?”

      “Not at the moment,” she explained. “The King has withdrawn again. As far as I’m aware, no one but the Princess can speak to him without direct answers about the Queen. The Sages are going to stay until the Queen is found, so at the moment, they’re just waiting, like the rest of us.”

      “Okay. Are you…? Is there a ceremony to speaking with them? Avi- Avairion told me anyone could seek their help. If you wanted to, could you walk up and ask for their advice?”

      “Yes.” She gave me a slight frown of confusion, but seemed to humor the thought. “They serve everyone. They’re well-respected, but if they’re here, anyone could approach them.”

      My pulse sped up ever so slightly in anticipation. It was probably a bad idea to get my hopes up, but I couldn’t help it. “Iyana, would you do me a favor?”

      As vague as that was, it seemed to put pieces together in her mind, and she nodded in understanding.

      “I heard that you called out to them yesterday before you were brought down here,” the handmaid observed.

      “Yes,” I sighed. “I had a dream recently. I think it’s supposed to mean something bad, but I can’t tell what.”

      For all I knew, that dream held answers that could get me out of the very situation I was in now. Iyana contemplated what I said for a moment before she nodded again.

      “Of course. I’ll see what I can do, Ren.”

      “Thank you, thank you so much.” A massive relief washed over me, and I took one of Iyana’s hands in both of mine. “You don’t understand what this means to me.”

      She smiled kindly and nodded. “It’s my pleasure, Ren. After putting yourself in a position like this for the Queen, Atthio owes you, whether they know it or not.”

      I smiled and nodded in appreciation, but when Iyana turned to go, I stopped her.

      “Wait! What did you bring me?” I finally opened the small bag and looked inside as she answered.

      “They weren’t planning on feeding you while you’re down here.”

      The bag held bread, cheese, apples, even portions of meat that were wrapped up. As soon as the smell hit me, my stomach made an embarrassingly aggressive noise, and I felt a particularly strong pang of hunger.

      To my dismay, Iyana caught that and laughed. “I’ll leave you to your meal.”

      I gave her a cagey smile and thanked her once again as she left, leaving the door unlocked behind her. It was a good thing she left, because there was nothing graceful or dignified about the way I wolfed down the food, starting with the meat. It had to be fresh, because it was still warm.

      In the time it took me to eat everything save one apple, Iyana must have followed through on our conversation. I was so focused on eating that I didn’t notice the sound of footsteps approaching, but the sound of a key clanging around in the unlocked lock on the door made me jump. I had all of fifteen seconds to wonder who was arriving before the door opened.

      “Ren? Is that right?” the woman said. Her voice was even and smooth. She looked to be in her late sixties or so with light, almost white hair that was tied back in a ponytail.

      I nodded. She wore one of the gemstone-clad robes, a bright lilac shade. The stones caught the torchlight and cast a few colorful reflections on the wall.

      “You’re a Sage?” I asked.

      She nodded back, a kind smile on her face. “I’ve been told the man who kidnapped the Queen of Atthio is not a threat to me. I can trust you?”

      “Yes. I just have questions. I never hurt the Queen, though.”

      Her eyes drifted around the small room as she descended the steps. There wasn’t exactly much to see, so I wasn’t sure what was so interesting to her. She stood in the center and scanned the cell carefully as though she were worried she’d miss something.

      “What are you looking for?” I blinked.

      “Hm…” she thought carefully before answering. “I’ve never been down here before.”

      I hesitated before smiling awkwardly. “It’s just a stone wall. You haven’t been missing much.”

      She frowned at me and shook her head. “You don’t even realize… No, Ren. This isn’t just a stone wall. This was the worst place in all of Atthio to put a prisoner.”

      “Why, um… What do I call you?”

      “Parrys.” She bowed her head. I repeated her name in my head. Parrys. It sounded like Paris, but the a sound was further back, like the word ‘par.’ “You know of elan, that it flows through everything in this world like a life force.”

      “Right. So?”

      She reached out and pressed her hand against the wall. “So, when this castle was built, they decided to put prisoners far underground, where elan is most pure, where they could draw from it to heal, to communicate, possibly even to escape.”

      I blinked and furrowed my brow, reaching out to touch the wall myself as though I’d be able to feel it pulsing like a heartbeat. I couldn’t consciously feel it, but I did recall the day before when I focused on healing myself. It had felt like there was more elan in my body than I was used to.

      “Parrys,” I began, “the connection you can have with someone, if I were in here, would my connection with them be stronger?”

      “Absolutely.” She nodded. “Something that may have been only a weak link before would be unbreakable on your part.”

      That explained why I could cast thoughts so clearly to Aviri all of a sudden.

      “So why would they put prisoners in here?”

      Parrys smiled with amusement and shrugged. “My guess is they just never thought about it. Their concern was putting prisoners somewhere they couldn’t escape. In theory, the underground is a good place for that. Only a Sage might notice the concentration of elan in here, and there’s no reason for a Sage to be down here.” She tilted her head towards me. “At least, not until now.”

      I nodded and leaned against the wall. “I was in Cherissey a while ago, Blessed Rain.”

      Before I even needed to continue, she looked as though she understood. “You had a dream you would like to better understand.”

      “Yes.”

      “Ren,” she said, taking a step over to sit down on the stairs, “I’ll do the best I can. Just be warned, with how little I know of you, it will be hard to extrapolate an accurate meaning. Any additional information you can share with me would help.”

      I nodded and took a deep breath before beginning my story. I wasn’t sure exactly what to include, so I just started from the beginning of the dream and looking for Elle in the forest. I let Parrys know that was something that had happened, but the resemblance to real-life ended almost immediately. I described finding Elle, her injuries, and her demeanor as she ignored them. Then I told her about the second woman in the dream.

      “Who was she?” Parrys asked.

      “Um…” I was hesitant to answer. I needed her help, but her organization had some level of loyalty to the King. If I told her the truth, would it be used against me?

      “Was she someone you know outside of your dream?”

      “Yeah.”

      She nodded. “Someone you’re close with, like you were close with Elle?”

      “I… I think so.” I wasn’t even sure what the answer to that was, so I did the best I could. “I feel closer to her now than I did before.”

      One of her eyebrows twitched up, clearly wanting more information. I recalled what Aviri said about being honest about her and sighed. “Queen Avairion.”

      I was expecting a look of shock, confusion, or something. But instead, she simply nodded. That was actually comforting. It meant she at least wasn’t immediately going to run and tell the King. With that, it seemed safer to be honest with her, so I told the Sage how I met Aviri and how she promised to help me find a teacher if I reported to Atthio that she was dead. In the dream, I was shaken when I had to watch her in pain, and then again when she disappeared completely. I described the smokey land, the ash on the ground, and the man I saw in the midst of it all.

      Parrys was silent for a bit as she thought about what I told her. Anxiety built in my chest as I feared whatever she might say. I had no idea what this could possibly mean, but I certainly didn’t picture it meaning anything good.

      “Ren,” she finally said, “where are you from?”

      I paused. How should I even answer? I considered lying for a moment before the look on her face sank in. She didn’t know where I was from, but she knew it was significant.

      “I’m from California,” I said. “In the United States. I came from a world outside of this one.”

      That did shock her. Her eyes widened, and her eyebrows raised. For a second, I worried she didn’t believe me, but quickly her expression relaxed. She nodded, accepting it as truth.

      “I believe I recognize the man you describe,” she said, suppressing an undercurrent of something dark. “Many of the Sages have had visions with him. They’re never good.”

      A lump immediately formed in my throat. “Who is he?”

      “His name is Draco.”

      That hit me like a ton of bricks. As soon as she said it, I felt as though I should have expected that. I swallowed hard before speaking.

      “If that was Draco, does that mean the place we were, the fire, the smoke, that ash… it belonged to, um…”

      “I believe it was Iskage,” Parrys said. “That was a town that he had his soldiers destroy decades ago. It’s near the south of Solivann.”

      I nodded. I knew exactly what had happened to Iskage. Well, I didn’t, but I know what the story was. Call me paranoid, but realizing that Draco had been lying and manipulating the entire country of Solivann for somewhere around fifty years, I suspected there might be more to what happened than anyone knew.

      “So, what does it all mean?” I asked.

      “Well,” she began, “I can only estimate. The dream happened so long ago, and I know precious little about you. So you understand that my interpretation may be imperfect, don’t you?”

      That was not what I wanted to hear, but I nodded anyway.

      Parrys returned my nod and sighed. “This sounds like a warning. Warnings rarely come to us without options, which means you can let this come to pass, or you can stop it.”

      “Stop what?” I frowned. “What’s going to happen to Aviri? Has something already happened to Elle?”

      “No. They’re collateral, they’re not the focus,” the Sage explained carefully. “Draco has spent his time in power destroying Solivann. Everyone knows he’s weakened their connections to elan, so much, so they don’t even know what to call it anymore. And they went down without any resistance. If he isn’t stopped, he’s going to expand until he’s corrupted the rest of the world.”

      I dropped my head in my hands and rubbed my face. That was… a lot.

      “So… how do I stop it?”

      “I can’t be sure,” she said, standing from where she sat on the stairs. “But I think you’ll find a way home, Ren. You’ll be able to return safely to California. You can do so, and Draco will likely succeed. Or, when the time comes, you can stay, and you may save the rest of the world from its terrible fate.”
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      I didn’t quite know how to process what Parrys said. I think she could see that, because after dropping that massive bombshell, she wished me good luck and excused herself. I sat against the steps for hours, replaying every moment from the dream in my mind. The way Elle and Aviri looked, the sound of them calling my name, and the feeling of smoke when it filled my lungs. Even though I knew it had been a dream, after all this time, it still all seemed so real.

      Replaying those moments was only plausible for a finite period of time. After about three hours, I started to feel like I was going insane, so I tried to find something to distract me from those thoughts. All I could think about was what Parrys had said. My mind managed to wander enough that I recalled her initial arrival at the cell.

      I reached up and pressed my hand against the stone wall, remembering what she’d said about the elan this deep underground. I wanted to say I could almost feel it, but that was just as likely my imagination as anything else. Still, even though I couldn’t consciously sense it, that didn’t mean it hadn’t had an effect on me. I’d been able to communicate clearly with Aviri, and healing myself went faster. Did that mean I could use it to my advantage in other ways?

      In Solivann, people didn’t really understand what dua was because it wasn’t common, but they could still use it. They just needed windows, places where the ground had been cultivated to channel elan from the Earth to the person. If this was anything like a window, I should be able to use dua because of the surrounding power.

      Keeping one hand on the wall, I rested my right hand on my knee and closed my eyes, breathing deeply. I envisioned all the elan in my body traveling into that hand. Just like yesterday, when I was trying to heal myself, I felt more of it than I was used to. It all flowed into my hand, but other than that, nothing felt different.

      That didn’t mean that nothing was different. I opened my eyes, and they were immediately drawn to the light around my hand. Just like I’d seen Rose do that day in the garden, it was like there was a glove surrounding my skin. I stared at it in disbelief, lifting my right hand and turning it over in the air. That seemed to shift some of the dua. Some of it merely faded where it was before, but a bit lingered around my hand on the edge of my fingertips.

      I took a deep breath to focus again and watched more dua form. This time, I moved my hand but made sure to focus on the dua moving with it, and it did. It was almost like my brain sending signals the same way they did to my limbs. I wasn’t used to it just yet, so I had to be intentional about every movement, but I was positive that with practice, it could be as second nature to me as moving my arm.

      I dropped the dua around my arm and glanced around the cell; the first thing my eyes landed on was the bag Iyana had brought me. I’d wrapped the apple core and loose crumbs up in the napkin and set them to the side, and the whole apple was left in the bag. After rushing to the other side of the small cell, putting me a whole four and a half feet from the bag, I focused all my energy and attention on it.

      The orange flower sitting on a bed of white roses flashed in my mind as I envisioned a hand made of dua reaching over and grabbing the top of the bag. I stretched out my arm to give my mind something to anchor the thought to and touched the wall with my other hand. A few loose sprinkles of light seemed to fade into the air in front of my hand, but then they would extinguish. Still, even that failure was far more successful than I’d been any other time I tried this.

      Now the only thought in my head regarding that dream was how disappointed I was that I’d spent three hours thinking about it when I could have spent three hours practicing this. Naturally, that was exactly how I spent the rest of the day. It took about an hour to get the dua to form and stay solid without touching my hand. I spent probably another hour and a half after that trying to mold it into the shape of the hand.

      I achieved that, more or less, but the day I met Rose, I recalled that she had been trying to form something that she didn’t quite accomplish, so that was hardly a knock to my confidence a few mere hours into my training.

      Eventually, when I was satisfied enough with the shape of the hand, or the blob shaped vaguely like a hand, I spent time trying to get it to move. I had to move my own hand and lead the creation of dua to mimic that while my brain built up whatever muscle memory it would need in order to do that without puppeteering the thing.

      My focus only broke when I heard footsteps and a key once again. I paused just long enough to watch the door swing open, relaxing when I saw Iyana again. She was carrying another bag, and from the smell of it, I could tell it was more food.

      “Hi,” she smiled. “I brought you more to eat.”

      “Thank you,” I spoke with an unmistakable grin on my face as I walked over to grab the other bag, pulling out the apple before handing it to her. As I did, she looked perplexed and tilted her head.

      “Forgive me if this comes off rude,” she blinked, “but you seem to be in a good mood for someone who’s spent two days in a prison cell…?”

      “Yeah, I am,” I laughed at that and nodded. “Look, watch this.”

      I set the spare apple from earlier on the ground and backed up against the other wall where I pressed my left hand against the stone, lifting my right. With one solid, focused breath, the almost-hand-shaped figure of dua faded into existence. Using my hand as a guide, I sent the dua forward and down to pick the apple up from the ground. It was a struggle to get a grip on the fruit, if I was honest, but I figured that was only because the shape was so vaguely defined. Still, in less than a minute, the hand was turned over and cradled the dark red apple in its bright palm.

      I gently set it back down to avoid bruising it, then dropped the dua and turned to look at Iyana. There must have been an immensely dopey grin on my face - Could you blame me? As far as I was concerned, I practically accomplished magic - because Iyana looked at me the way most people look at a kid when the kid is excited to show you something, and you have no clue what it is.

      “I’m sorry,” she smiled awkwardly. “I don’t understand?”

      I laughed a bit. Surely it must seem silly to see a grown adult so ecstatic over something she would have learned to do as a child, but there was precious little that could ruin my good mood about this, so I didn’t mind. “Do you remember how I told you I came from somewhere that didn’t use dua, so when Lyad was helping me train the other day, I wasn’t able to conjure any?”

      “Oh!” The realization hit her face, and she gave me a genuine smile. “Yes, of course. So this is the first time you’ve ever managed that?”

      “Yes!” As Iyana reached out to take my hands in what would have likely been a congratulatory handshake or squeeze, I wrapped my arms around her waist, lifting her up and spinning her around, reeling in my accomplishment.

      She gasped when I picked her up, holding tight to me to avoid falling. When I finally set her down, she laughed, resting a hand on her chest and taking a deep breath.

      “You’re quite happy about this, I see.”

      “I am!” I smiled, squeezing her shoulders. “I’ve wanted to do this for weeks. Aviri didn’t know how to teach me, and I couldn’t figure it out on my--”

      “Aviri?” she blinked, a confused smile on her face. “Oh! Right. I’m sorry, that’s just such a strange thing to hear.”

      “Oh yeah,” I nodded. “Rose told me no one was allowed to call her that except her mom. I’m not trying to be disrespectful, honestly. It’s just what I’ve known her as for weeks.”

      “No, it’s fine.” She shook her head. “I’m not insulted by it. Honestly, as awful as this whole situation is, I think that Queen Vera would be comforted to know that’s what she goes by.”

      That made me smile. “I wish I could have seen what Aviri was like back then, before her mother died.”

      There was a chance she’d be no different, but the Aviri I had known seemed to be defined by hard edges. It was easy to assume they were just part of her personality at first, but the more I learned about her life and her experiences, I wondered how many of those hard edges came naturally and how many were her way of coping with the fear she’d experienced.

      A slightly sad look formed on Iyana’s face. “I wish I’d known what was happening. Avairion and I never got close, but I still love her. If I’d been there for her, maybe things never would have gotten this bad.”

      I shook my head and placed my hand on her shoulder. “Iyana, you couldn’t have changed anything. If I’ve learned one thing about Aviri, it’s that she’s stubborn. She was going to make those choices no matter what. The only person to blame for any of this is Hayle.

      She bit her lip and nodded. “He’s still looking for Avairion, but none of his men have found her yet. If they don’t find her by tomorrow, he’s going to look for her himself.”

      “Does that mean he’ll be leaving Rose alone?” I raised my eyebrows, gears that I hadn’t thought about all day kicking back to life in my mind.

      “Most likely,” Iyana nodded. “If Avairion’s managed to hide for this long, I don’t think they’ll ever find her. She was always good at that. She taught her sister how to block her elan just to make it harder for her parents to find her when she wanted to run off.”

      I paused, taking in what she’d just said. Of course. I knew having your elan blocked meant you couldn’t have any kind of prophetic vision, but I hadn’t even considered the other effects it would have. Aviri had made it seem like the moment the Sages arrived in Atthio, they’d be able to find her, but since the soldier had cut off her elan in the forest, it was making her impossible to track. I was almost sure it was also the reason she couldn’t communicate as clearly with me at the moment.

      “So… Right, you said if she stays in hiding, Hayle will go out to find her himself? And he’ll leave Rose alone?”

      “Mmhm.” She nodded again. “Hayle is a skilled tracker, but the Queen is clever when she doesn’t want to be found. I could never prove it, but I think she used to find ways to hide in the walls when she wanted to get out of lessons.”

      I chuckled. “Normally, I’d say you can’t exactly hide in stone walls, but I think it’s probably best never to doubt her.”

      “Oh, so clearly you know her well,” Iyana laughed.

      That thought brought a smile to my face. I wasn’t sure how to answer Parrys earlier when she asked, but I wondered what Aviri would say if someone asked her if we were close.

      “If I stay much longer, someone’s going to get suspicious,” she smiled. “I’ll make sure you get fed tomorrow.”

      I bowed my head to her. “If the story of how I didn’t starve to death in the prison in Atthio’s castle ever gets told around a campfire, your name will be mentioned.”

      Iyana rolled her eyes as she headed up to the door. “Goodnight, Ren.”

      “Goodnight,” I waved as she shut the door, leaving it unlocked as usual.

      I ate slower that night. I wasn’t as hungry since I’d actually been fed earlier the same day, but also, once I was left alone again, I began to practice dua. Picking up food and bringing it to my mouth was the perfect thing to practice on. I was smart enough to start with the apple, and fortunate that I did, given how I dropped it about a dozen times. A few times, I got it to my mouth, but the pressure against the fruit as I bit into it was stronger than the hand I’d created, so it kept tumbling into my lap.

      Still, despite the repeated failures, I could tell it was getting easier and easier every time. I finally stopped practicing for the night in order to eat the rest of my food without making a mess. Pretty quickly, it hit me how drained my body felt. I’d been focusing so much energy on elan and dua all day and didn’t even notice how tired it left me.

      With a full stomach and a reason to be tired, falling asleep was much easier that night. There was still nothing comfortable about the stone floor, but I was still able to get a deeper sleep, and I woke up feeling less exhausted than I had the previous morning, which I considered a plus.

      The next morning, I awoke at what seemed to me to be a relatively normal time, but again, it was hard to tell when the only source of light was artificial. I used the time to eat some of the leftover food from what Iyana had brought me the night before and work more on dua. After recharging from a night of sleep and starting the day with a little more experience than the day before, I felt immediately positive about my progress.

      After another hour, I managed to form a solid, easily identifiable hand from dua. Sitting on the ground at the bottom of the steps, recalling how Iyana had left the door unlocked for me, I guided the hand up toward the iron door and grabbed the handle to pull it open. At first, nothing happened. The iron door was heavier than an apple, of course, so I probably shouldn’t have been surprised. A stubborn resolve took over, however, and I stood to my feet, drawing more power from the wall behind me as I tried again. A couple of times, I felt the door scoot about an inch, but it was mostly unmoving.

      I dropped everything for a second to psych myself up. Standing in the center of the cell, I took a deep breath, blew the air out of my lips in a trill, and shook out my limbs, hoping to get rid of any tension I’d built up and start again with fresh energy.

      Unfortunately, jumping up and down, shaking my arms back and forth, and blowing air through my lips like a horse is exactly what I was doing when the door swung open, and Rose stood there to greet me.

      I gasped and jumped back when I saw her, clearing my throat to seem casual, or really anything other than whatever I really was. She watched me with wide, confused eyes.

      “Hey, Rose,” I finally said with a cagey smile.

      “Hi,” she muttered as she came down the steps. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah,” I waved my hand and shook my head. “I was just trying to relax.”

      “Okay.” She blinked and set another small bag down on the steps. “I brought you food.”

      I smiled and nodded. “Thank you. So does that mean H… Um… What are you doing?”

      As I spoke, Rose started pulling her clothes off. Unlike most other times I’d seen her, she wore a particularly modest dress. It was light yellow with a high, solid neckline and long sleeves, and she wore a gold cloak over it. Well, not for long.

      The cloak dropped to the ground as she unpinned it, then she reached behind her back and started undoing a long line of buttons.

      “Rose,” I blinked, a bit surprised at the forward nature of her sudden stripping. “Are you--?”

      “Take your clothes off,” she nodded at me as she undid the buttons.

      “Um, all right,” I couldn’t help but laugh at the dry nature of her words. “There are more romantic ways to say that if you’re in the mood for--”

      “I’m getting you out of here.”

      “Oh.” Well, I had certainly misread that situation. I was just thankful she cut me off when she did. “What is your plan here?”

      “You’re going to put this on,” she said as she finished her last button and slid the dress off. She had one of the gossamer slips and a thin silk dress on underneath that one. “Everyone saw me wearing it. I went to the library, the kitchen, and took a walk around the grounds, with my hood down, and said hello to everyone. So you’re going to leave here, wearing this, hood up, and don’t speak to anybody.”

      I stared in disbelief as she outlined this plot. “What about Hayle?”

      “He left early this morning to look for Avairion. Change out of this the minute you get off castle grounds, find her, and the two of you, leave.” As she spoke, there was a resolve in her voice that gave me the feeling she’d been thinking about this all night.

      “Rose, what about you?” I frowned.

      “I’m going to stay here for a couple of hours and then leave.” She picked up the gown and the cloak to hand them to me. “Either the guards will have changed, and they won’t notice I’ve left twice, or they will notice, and you’ll be long gone. But you can’t hesitate. You two have to get out of Atthio as soon as possible.”

      “Rose, thank you. I can tell you put a lot of thought into this, and it’s a good idea. But I don’t think your sister will leave.”

      “What do you mean?” Something in her face softened at that thought.

      “Aviri feels like the state of Atthio is her fault.” I sighed. “The other day, we were only going to leave the border and hide until we could ambush Hayle.”

      “Fine.” Rose bit her lip and averted her eyes for a second. “Then don’t leave Atthio, but right now, he’s looking for her, and she’s out there alone. She’s been alone for five years. Just… find her.”

      There was fear in her eyes as she spoke. It was obvious that her plan for my escape was just as much for my benefit as it was for her sister’s. I’d grown up an only child, and while I had friends who had siblings, it wasn’t necessarily a bond I quite understood. But the bags under Rose’s eyes that implied she’d stayed up all night, the fact that she’d gotten overdressed and walked around the castle grounds just to make my escape possible, and the look on her face when she thought of her sister all alone, it was clearly not a connection she took lightly.

      This side of Rose was different from what I’d seen thus far. She wasn’t apathetic in the least when she thought her sister was dead, but there were a resolve and an understanding that the situation was immovable. Now though, when she knew Aviri was alive, nearby, and in danger, and the best possible solution involved me, a twenty-two-year-old man, wearing a princess gown as I snuck through a castle, she didn’t look like she was interested in discussion.

      “I’ll find her.” I nodded in agreement and pulled the black shirt off over my head, then took the light yellow dress and held it up in front of me. “Okay, I have no idea how to put this on.”

      She rolled her eyes, the slightest hint of a smile on her lips as she grabbed the bottom of the skirt and lifted it up over my head. “Here.”

      I held my arms up and shifted them until I found arm-holes to stick them through while Rose tugged the dress down. When the neck finally slid over my house, I took a deep breath, glancing down at the mountain of fabric I was wearing. How did she wear stuff like this on a regular basis?

      Rose stepped around my back and began to button up the dress. I shifted a little, very unaccustomed to the feeling of having someone stand behind me and close me up into a piece of clothing, especially when that clothing was a gown. The chest of the dress obviously didn’t fit, but the fabric was stiff enough that it kept the right shape rather than hanging loose. When Rose finished with the buttons, she put the cloak around my shoulders, and I reached up to button it closed myself.

      She came back around to the front to look me over. When I dropped my arms beneath the cloak, she adjusted the fabric so that it hung mostly closed over the chest, then took the hood and pulled it as far forward as it would go, so it hung in front of my face.

      My pulse began to race as she fussed over the clothes. Not because I was wearing a dress, but because I was going to be walking, unarmed, through a castle full of people who weren’t very fond of me. That was enough to make me nervous.

      “What’s the quickest way out of the castle?” I asked as I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      “You can walk out the front door,” she muttered, adjusting the fabric on the skirt, “but that means you’ll be walking right through all the guards. Your other option is to go upstairs and find Avairion’s room. You should be able to get through a passage in the wall.”

      If I weren’t so anxious about the whole situation, that might have made me smile. If I ever got a chance, I’d make sure to tell Iyana she was right.

      “Which room is hers?” I asked.

      “Upstairs, along the back wall to the north, that’s our father’s room. Hers is the first door west of the one. The door is usually locked, but there’s a key in my room. In the vanity, there’s a small jewelry box with a key in the bottom.”

      I nodded, trying to recall all the things that she was telling me. West of the King’s room. If the door was locked, the jewelry box on her vanity had a key.

      “How do I find the passage?”

      “There’s a canopy over her bed, just like mine,” Rose explained. “The side along one wall has a curtain along it, tucked between the bed and the wall so you’d never know it was there. It’s a little complicated to explain the exits if you don’t know the layout of the halls, but if you just follow it as straight as you can, it’ll take you to the front of the castle and open up on the side of the hill, so you can avoid the stairs. The sooner you leave, the better chance you have of not being spotted.”

      I took a deep breath again and listed all the information in my mind. It wasn’t a lot, but I was afraid one misstep would be my downfall, and I wasn’t sure what the punishment for this would be. Would they skip the trial and go straight to an execution? Or would they take it out on Rose?

      If I let myself follow that train of thought, I was never going to keep my cool long enough to do this.

      “Will you be okay?” Rose asked, a slight tremble in her voice.

      I nodded and took her hands, squeezing them. “Will you? Are you going to get in trouble for this?”

      “Only maybe,” she sighed, “but it’ll be worth it.”

      “If you’re sure,” I said. “I’ll let you know when we’re safe.”

      Rose nodded. I leaned in and kissed her gently, letting my lips linger longer than they needed to. I think I was putting off this plan. Finally, I did pull away, and I went up to open the iron door.

      “Oh, wait!” Rose said. “Here.” She handed me a small metal key that I turned over in my hand. “You have to give that to the guards when you leave.”

      I nodded, closing my fist around it as though that were not the single easiest part of the next half hour for me. I wanted to say something else to her, but nothing felt bearable to say. The thought of telling her goodbye somehow seemed wrong, but I wasn’t sure I had enough confidence to sound reassuring. I believe she felt the same. Instead, we shared a look and a feeling of mutually hopeful anxiety, and I turned to go, shutting the door behind me.
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      Walking down the hallway toward the wooden door, it seemed infinitely longer than it did coming from the other direction, and the knot in my stomach grew with every step. When I finally reached it, I cast another glance back at the last door in the hall. I felt myself reaching out to Rose with the connection we’d formed. It only took a second for her to latch onto it. With a deep breath, I turned back and opened the wooden door, half expecting the guards to grab me right there.

      Instead, the small room at the bottom of the stairs was empty. I gripped the key tightly in my hand as I began to climb the stairs, keeping my head down, so the hood fell over my face. I didn’t want to risk anyone seeing me, so I left my head down and closed my eyes. Without exposing my face, I could use my sense and connection to elan to look around as though my head were up and my eyes open.

      When I finally reached the top of the stairs, two guards standing watch bowed to me.

      “Princess,” one of them said.

      Without saying a word, I gently nodded my head and extended my hand toward him. That was difficult. I had to draw my arm back, so the gold sleeve of the cape didn’t expose my hand. Rose was lighter than her sister, but her skin was still darker than mine. Luckily, the guard opened his palm without a word, allowing me to drop the key in his hand without the fabric drawing back.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      Adrenaline raced through my body as I dropped my arm and walked away from the guards toward the staircase to the second floor, careful to keep my back to them and my hands close. From the looks on their faces, they didn’t even look suspicious. By the time I began climbing the steps, they weren’t even looking in my direction anymore. That let me relax as I reached the top floor.

      The King’s room was obvious. The door to it had intricately carved patterns, and the door frame had a thin gold rim around it. The other doors were still nice, but none were quite that grand. Looking at the back wall of the hall and to the left was the door that, according to Rose, led to Aviri’s room. I walked over and grabbed the handle. Of course, it was locked.

      I turned around and walked down the hall, trying to remember where Rose’s room was. When I’d found it the last time, I was panicking and just ran in the first unlocked door. Thinking back to that day, I went over to the stairs and retraced my steps over to a door, and when I grabbed the handle, it opened. Every muscle in my body relaxed considerably when I recognized the furniture as Rose’s room.

      I immediately found the key in the box she told me about and headed back to Aviri’s room, looking over my shoulder every few seconds. No one came. It was likely that most of the guards were out looking for her. I refused to let myself think about how much danger she was in; it would just be a distraction. The best thing I could do for Aviri was to get out of here and find her. Then we would come up with a plan to stop Hayle together.

      Her room wasn’t what I imagined it to be. I wasn’t sure what I imagined actually, but it still surprised me. It had the same stone walls as most of the other rooms. An emerald green velvet rug surrounded by gold tassels covered the floor. The same fabric covered the armchairs and footstool in front of the fireplace, and it all matched the canopy around her bed. The furniture was all made of dark, sleek wood. It was luxurious, which didn’t match what I knew of the hunter and skilled fighter.

      I didn’t have time to analyze the room. I walked over to pull back the canopy and climb onto her bed, pressing against the two walls until I found a place where the fabric pushed in along the north wall. It took a minute of tugging on the green velvet to pull it out from between the bedframe and the wall, but once I did, I saw a large hole in the wall the size of a door. Hiking up the large skirt of the dress, I swung my legs over the side of the bed and into the hole. I was still wearing the black boots that were a little too large for me, but the dress covered them when it was down. Theoretically, I just had to follow this secret passage, and then as soon as I reached the end, I could lose the getup.

      As soon as I dropped the canopy behind me, there was no light in the passage. That was a problem. I could feel that it was about three or three and a half feet wide, but if there were steps down or any kind of fork in the wall, I’d be in trouble. The rest of the castle was constantly lit with torches and candles, but there hadn’t been any in Aviri’s room, and I wasn’t sure carrying a torch in this tight a space would be safe, even if I did have one.

      My mind raced for a second before landing on what seemed like the only option: dua. When elan manifested as dua, it was light. I’d only seen dua during the day when it didn’t make much of a difference, but anything that glowed could be helpful here, right?

      I’d achieved dua in the cell. That was at least in part thanks to all the pure elan I’d been surrounded by, but I was sure I could do it again. I didn’t really have a choice. Aviri needed me, and so did Rose.

      I closed my eyes again and took a deep breath, recalling how it felt to channel elan into dua. The difference was immediately palpable. Down in the cell, I’d felt an excess of elan, and that made it easier to guide and manipulate. Compared to that, now it felt like squeezing blood from a stone. That just made me try harder.

      It took a few minutes, but I finally felt like there was enough elan concentrated in my hand. After all, I just needed a light. I opened my eyes to see whether or not it worked and gave one last push.

      A wave of relief washed through my body as a thin glove of light formed around my right hand. I smiled to myself, but didn’t waste any more time on celebration as I took in the area around me. The walls were the same stone as the rest of the building, but the area was dirty, as if these stones hadn’t been washed off before being put in the wall. If I put my other hand against the wall, I could feel the dirt under my hands.

      Clearly, seeking a light source before ever moving my feet was a smart idea. There was a small stone landing, but just past my feet, a drop-off fell into darkness with nowhere else to go. I knelt down, leading with my right hand so I could see what was in front of me. There was a thick wooden ladder leaning against the wall beneath the drop-off, but I couldn’t see the bottom of it. Still, it wasn’t like I had many options.

      I made sure to put enough focus into the dua so that it moved along with my hand, and I didn’t accidentally leave it behind as I turned around and put my foot against one of the rungs. The ladder seemed sturdy enough. It didn’t wobble back and forth, and that was a good sign, right?

      I started my descent down the ladder, going slow in order to keep up the light. It was impossible to look down and check how far I had to go, so I tried to envision the height of the second story of the castle and keep track of where I was. That was futile, of course. My foot hit the ground hard, expecting there to be another step. I put my other foot on the ground and turned to see a hallway stretching before me.

      Only a few feet were visible with the light I had, but it was enough to keep from falling down another drop-off, so I could step forward confidently. That being said, there was no way to know what floor I was on. The hall could have been along the first floor or somewhere beneath it for all I knew.

      It was straight for a while. The whole hall had a ceiling, but it was at least seven feet high, so I was fine. Finally, however, the walls began to curve, and there was a dip in the ceiling that I nearly knocked my head into when I didn’t notice it, but the floor stayed level. I crouched down to crawl on my hands and knees, immediately annoyed at how much fabric was around my legs and how tight the shoulders of the outfit pulled against my arms. After crawling for a few feet, I stopped and stretched until the seams at the top of the sleeve, and the buttons in the back tore apart, loosening the top of the dress.

      With the dress now ever so slightly less uncomfortable, I continued crawling, keeping focused on the dua around my hand the whole time. I went about fifty feet or so before the tiny hallway started to shrink. Just as I started to worry I wasn’t going to fit, the ground tilted downward and opened up. I shifted to slide down the small decline feet first, moving slowly in case there was a sudden drop-off again. My hand was following along against the wall, but after a while, the wall disappeared. I narrowed my eyes to try to see clearer, but there was just darkness around me. There was no more ceiling or wall.

      I stood up and raised my hand to cast the light upward. The ceiling looked to be around twenty feet high. That made me pause. A few minutes ago, I couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of me. It took a second to realize that the dua had gotten brighter. That must have meant I’d made it further underground. I started walking around the area in a forward direction, unsure of where to go from here. Rose said to go straight, right? Or did she give me a cardinal direction, like she had with the door? Not like that would be any help. I had no idea what direction I was facing, and there wasn’t any way to check.

      Every step I took was a nervous one. I was half afraid the dirt would fall out from under me. With the brighter light, I could just barely see what looked like a wall of dirt coming up. That didn’t seem promising. Looking around, I couldn’t see anything else, which didn’t bode well.

      Nearing the dirt wall, it became clear that it extended to either side. It didn’t look like there was any other direction to go in, nor did it appear to have any sort of exit. I expected there to be some kind of a door or the mouth to a cave, maybe.

      I took to walking along the dirt wall, running my hand along it. Just as my frustration was beginning to build, there was an aggressive tug on my neck. I whirled around but felt a hard resistance. Panic wracked my mind for a second, and I looked around until I realized the resistance was coming from the gold cape which had gotten stuck on something.

      That pushed my patience a bit too far. I roared in frustration and reached up to tear the cape off, throwing it to the ground and turning to continue looking for a door. After taking a breath, a thought nagged in the back of my mind. What had the fabric gotten caught on?

      I turned and walked back over, kneeling down to pick up the cape. Once it gave resistance, I realized it had gotten caught on a piece of wood. Everything was covered in dirt, so I hadn’t seen it in the dark, but the skirt must have brushed enough of it that the cape was able to snag on it. When the cape fell, it brushed more dirt out of the way, so some more of the wood was visible through the soil.

      My pulse sped up as I brushed the rest of the loose dirt out of the way. There was a full wooden panel set in the ground. It appeared to be nestled in a slight divot in the ground. I slid my fingers under one side and pulled the panel up, revealing a short ladder that led to a tunnel.

      I didn’t hesitate to step down into the hole and descend the ladder. At the bottom, the next tunnel was another short one, so I had to kneel down and crawl through. This time, I could see an exit. There was a hole in the ground and something covering it. When I got to the end of the tunnel, I pushed against the barrier, expecting it to give way immediately.

      That would have been too easy.

      I was surprised at the amount of resistance I felt. It appeared from what I could see to be just leaning up against the opening. I couldn’t see anywhere that it was connected or shut. It was like whatever covered the exit was a massive boulder or something. I feared that was what I was up against.

      I shifted around in the tunnel so I could push against the barrier with my legs. It was immensely frustrating to realize that I was only pushing myself back into the tunnel.

      My nerves ramped up quickly, and my mind raced with the knowledge that every second I was here, Aviri was being hunted, and Rose was sitting in a cell she didn’t belong in. They depended on me, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to let the last leg of this escape separate me from their safety.

      There was a chance I was missing something, like a special spot I had to push against, or maybe I needed to make a key out of elan or something. I dropped the dua around my hand and closed my eyes, trying to reach out with the connection I had with Rose. It was like extending an arm in the dark to find a light switch. I’d done it a few times with Aviri without knowing where she was, and I’d done it with Rose subconsciously, then just before leaving, so I expected to find her easily, but instead, I remained alone.

      I might have taken the time to wait and keep trying, but a sense of urgency was making me panic. When I didn’t receive a quick response, I retreated and began reaching out to Aviri. I was sure she’d be nearby. I’d found her several times from far away, so I was more assured she would reciprocate my connection.

      Once again, there was no answer.

      Surely there was a reason. There wasn’t as much elan to connect to. Rose was taking a nap. Aviri was hiding in the trees and focusing on not being found. Those were the things I told myself. Either way, I quit trying, opening my eyes and forming a ball of dua in my hand so I could see again, as though that were somehow going to help.

      Channeling the dua into my hand gave me an idea, desperate as it felt. I could use elan to heal areas of my body that were in pain, and it was a very pure source of power. That had to be worth something. I shifted around again so I could lean against the barrier with my arms and my shoulder. With a deep breath, I channeled as much elan as I could through me and into my upper body. Adrenaline mixed with the elan I was drawing from the surrounding earth, and after a few seconds, I felt the barrier shift and give way.

      Whatever I was pushing dislodged itself and fell forward. Sunlight flooded my vision, blinding me for a second. I held my hand over my eyes as I crawled forward out into the open air. Under my feet, I saw the thing that had been blocking my way. It was a large flat stone, shaped like the ones you’d use to skip across a lake, except it was the size of the hole I’d just crawled through.

      My eyebrows pulled together. That stone wasn’t large enough to give me that much trouble. Beneath that stone, however, was laying a large rectangular slab of rock, almost like a concrete floor you’d use when building, and smashed pieces of wood fell in the grass around it. Obviously, someone had stacked this stuff in front of the exit. As I lifted my eyes and they adjusted to the daylight, my blood ran cold when I realized why.

      Rose was right. The passage had opened up into the side of the mountain, tucked far enough behind the town that it was obscure. Or, it would have been obscure, if it weren’t for the fact that along this side of the hill, someone had stored a large number of building materials, and I’d just knocked over a massive pile of it... ten feet from a bunch of Atthian guards.

      Needless to say, they saw me standing over the debris, wearing the very torn and distressed dress they’d all seen Rose wearing that morning.
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      It wasn’t ten seconds before the guards seized me, with a couple of them taking the chance to show me exactly how they felt about, well, everything Hayle had accused me of. Kidnapping their Queen, fucking their commander’s fiance, and then escaping, they weren’t exactly warm to me. So with a black eye and a few bruises on my torso, I was thrown back into the cells in only about ten minutes.

      If the guards were shocked to find me escaping, when they went to return me to the cell only to find Rose willingly locked in there, they could have been knocked down with a feather. I couldn’t look her in the eye when I saw her, and not just because one of them was swollen shut, but I could sense surprise emanating from her in waves.

      The guards threw me back into the cell and took Rose away, along with the ripped, dirty dress. I spent the rest of my day in complete isolation aside from the guard who came to throw a bundle of clothes at me containing a thin rust-brown satin tunic and black trousers. I could only assume that they had stopped allowing Rose or Iyana or anyone visitation and had doubled guards patrolling the cells, so the solitary evening didn’t surprise me.

      Rose was inquiring about what happened, and I could feel her questions burning into my mind. Still, I couldn’t answer. I could only apologize. I spent the rest of my night laying on the stone floor and channeling as much elan through my body as possible, trying desperately to heal the injuries before the next day came.

      The next morning, after possibly the worst night’s sleep I’d had in weeks, guards storming into the cell woke me. Before I processed what was going on, they yanked me to my feet, and they were pulling me down the hall, up the stairs, and through the halls of the castle. It seemed like a ghost town. There were four guards escorting me, and no one else in the palace.

      I quickly realized why. They dragged me to the front door, and when it pushed open, I saw two large platforms had been built on either side of the stairs. The King and Hayle were on one platform. Behind them stood a throng of people, some guards but mostly just Atthian citizens, and every eye was on me.

      The guards shoved me down the stairs and pulled me up to the other platform that had a stake sticking out of it. They slammed me against the pole, and I felt one of them grab my hands and tie my wrists together. A chorus of abuse came from the crowd standing around the platforms. In their defense, assuming they’d heard the charges against me, I didn’t blame them. Actually, I wasn’t sure what all I was being charged with.

      I needed to come up with some kind of plan of escape in case just telling the truth didn’t work out in my favor. I scanned the crowd, looking for any sort of sympathy, some kind face to latch onto so I didn’t feel completely hopeless. The first face I recognized was toward the edge past the platform. Then a second and third face registered. Maylon, Day, and Benji were there. There wasn’t an ounce of hostility on their faces… They were there for me.

      I gave them a weak smile, hoping to ease the worry that was displayed on their faces, before I continued searching the sea of faces. Aside from the boys, there wasn’t much kindness in my direction. Hayle’s voice hit me like a wall of bricks when he spoke. It was shockingly loud; I could only assume that was some sort of elan technique.

      “Ren So is charged with deceiving the King Regent, kidnapping and assault of Queen Avairion, the rape of Princess Rose, the murder of two Atthian guards, attempted escape, and assault, imprisonment, and manipulation of the Princess.”

      I took a deep breath and sighed. That was going to be fun to explain. From the other platform, Hayle continued to shout out the evidence they thought they had against me. I tried to drown out his voice, trying to focus on standing tall and looking forward into the crowd.

      A twinge of hope sparked in my chest suddenly. Somewhere among the crowd, I was sure I recognized another face. Near the back, hidden under the hooded cloak, was Aviri. I reached out to her and could feel her reaching back, but she was clearly still weak. Her elan must still be blocked. I knew that had to have been uncomfortable, but if it was the only thing that kept the Sages and the guards from finding her, it was worth it.

      When I saw her, my mind began to race with a newfound determination. The last time a bunch of soldiers had tied me up, I’d been able to cut myself free with a hidden knife, but that wasn’t an option this time. My best bet would be dua. I’d seen Aviri, among others, create weapons out of dua that held even more power than metal blades. The problem was, I’d never made one. I had just barely been able to form a glove on my own without drawing from elan around me, and even when I did have the earth surrounding me to draw from, I could barely lift an apple.

      The sound of the castle doors suddenly interrupted my thoughts as Hayle’s voice caught my attention.

      “The Princess will give her testimony against the criminal.”

      I looked back over my shoulder at the steps of the palace and saw Rose being marched down the stairs by a guard who had a vice-like grip on her arm. She immediately looked at me and shook her head. Her mouth didn’t move, but I still heard her voice in my mind.

      “I told them you never hurt me. I told them it was my idea. I’m so sorry, Ren, I’m so sorry.”

      I shook my head, mouthing to her since I couldn’t send her full sentences. “It’s okay.”

      The guard pulled her up to the platform next to Hayle. She jerked away from the guard, who almost reached for her again when he received a signal from Hayle. I got the feeling that the crowd of citizens was the only thing keeping Hayle from having Rose tied to a stake as well.

      “Princess Rose,” the Knight Commander's voice boomed, “this man arrived in Atthio and told you the Queen was dead. Is that true?”

      There was an unmistakable glare on her face. “That’s what he said, but—”

      “The Sages have sworn the Queen is alive. So we know that he engaged in deceit, watching you mourn the loss of a sister who never died. The day the King learned of his deception, not only did he cause a scene, but that day he brutally forced himself upon you—”

      “No! He did not!” Rose shouted. Her voice echoed to rival his. She pushed past Hayle and grabbed her father’s hand, keeping her voice loud so the crowd could hear. “Ren never hurt me. He never forced me to do anything. Hayle walked in on us together, and he lied to you about what happened. He’s lied to you about everything. Ren was only trying to protect Avairion, and he was trying to protect us as well.”

      Hayle glared. “This man has clearly manipulated the girl’s mind.”

      When I realized he was going to keep lying, the confused and unconvinced look on the King’s face didn’t give me much confidence. The truth wasn’t going to sway them, I was sure of that. I needed another way out. Dua was my only option.

      “I was the one who told him to escape,” Rose pleaded with her father. “I brought him the clothes, I told him where to find the passage, and I insisted on hiding in the dungeon until he was free.”

      I watched the King’s face contort, looking frustrated and conflicted at his daughter’s words. Meanwhile, I tried to focus all the elan I could behind my back and into my hand.

      “Father,” Rose continued. There was a slight hint of confidence in her voice now, and I could feel that she thought she was making progress. “You have to know that he had his reasons for everything. Just—”

      “Stop!” King Rion hissed, sudden hostility in his face and voice. “There is no good reason for him to lie about my daughter’s death and keep her hidden from me!”

      “Your Majesty,” I called across the platforms. There was practically a gust of wind as hundreds of heads whipped around to face me. “I can assure you, your daughter has been safe with me. I was never a threat.”

      My eyes flashed to her face in the crowd for confirmation to reveal everything. As far away as she was, I caught a nod. With a deep breath, I turned back to the King.

      “I was never a threat to your daughter. She asked for my help. I met Queen Avairion when our paths crossed during travels, and she confided in me that the search parties her family had sent after her were not attempting to bring her home.” I thrust an accusatory figure at Hayle. “Knight Commander Hayle and his party set out to assassinate the Queen.”

      There was a collective noise of surprise from the crowd. I could see on Hayle’s face that he wanted to kill me right there. Luckily for me, ceremony and decorum restricted every move the Knight made.

      “My King,” Hayle began, “this is—”

      “The Queen asked for my help,” I spoke over him, which was hard since I couldn’t channel whatever power he was using to expand his voice, but I had the advantage of a few hundred people hanging on my every word. “She gave me the sash with her blood and the braid of her hair. Avairion asked me to turn them over and say I found the body of a hunter in the woods. She never told me she was the Queen, only that she needed my help… but since I have stayed in the castle, I learned more about Hayle and his deception of you.”

      Perhaps I should have anticipated the fist that came flying at my face before it made contact, but it was quite a shock when an armored knuckle smashed into my temple, sending me doubling over as much as I could with my arms tied to a stake.

      “You insult the honor and dignity of the royal family, and then you slander the Knight Commander!” one of the guards hissed. Looking up, I was almost sure I recognized him as one of the guards that returned from accompanying Hayle in his ‘search party.’

      I dropped the nonexistent progress I’d made on a weapon and began directing dua to the place where he’d hit me, hoping to stop my head from throbbing. I had a sneaking feeling that wasn’t going to be the last time someone swing at me in the next hour or so.

      That’s when movement stirred in the crowd. At the foot of the King’s platform stood the Sages, one of whom was traveling up the steps so she could stand to the height of the King and the Knight Commander. It was Parrys, the Sage who had helped interpret my dream. I felt my heart rate excel, clueless as to what she was about to say or whether it would help or not. I’d been keeping Aviri in my peripherals as well, and while Parrys drew everyone else’s attention as she ascended the steps, I noticed Aviri was moving through the crowd. I took a breath and shifted elan back to my hands, trying to create a weapon once more.

      “King Rion.” Parrys nodded her head respectfully. Her voice was as loud, if not louder than Hayle’s had been. “I can not sense any falsehood in the accused’s testimony.”

      “That means very little,” the King glared. Parrys, as well as the rest of the Sages, looked shocked at that response. “You can’t sense my daughter either. You’ve been no help for three days.”

      Underground, I’d been able to draw from the walls around me to amplify my own elan. If I was going to do something I hadn’t been able to accomplish before, I was positive I’d need that. Sure, the earth wasn’t surrounding me the way it was down in the cell, but it was still there. Maybe I could still use it. Aviri had told me about windows. Sure, there wasn’t one around here, but perhaps the same idea would help. I dug my heel into the stone platform and tried to sense the elan in that, down the wooden legs holding it up, and into the ground that they sat on, desperate to pull any of the earth’s lifeforce up to help me.

      Meanwhile, the King held up the sash I’d brought them days ago. “This man arrived in Atthio with a royal artifact covered in the blood of my daughter, the Queen. Since then, he’s manipulated the Sages and the Princess.”

      “Father,” Rose cried. “That’s not--”

      “Be silent,” Hayle hissed, grabbing Rose’s arm roughly and tugging her back by his side. As soon as I saw that, an aggressive fire flared up within me.

      Then a sharp pain cut into my thumb.

      I cringed, trying to disguise my reaction like I was clearing my throat. Luckily, all eyes were on the opposite platform where Rose tried to tear away from Hayle. I couldn’t see behind me, but I was sure I’d felt something slice my hand, and that could only mean one thing. Since arriving in this world, nothing had been able to pierce my skin except weapons made of dua.

      “Ren has refused to be honest about his motives and intentions, and has not revealed where he’s kept the Queen,” King Rion shouted. The look on his face almost made me pity him. His actions were misinformed and rash, but one look at the disgustingly satisfied smirk on Hayle’s face made it clear who the villain was.

      But I didn’t have time to pity the King for letting Hayle manipulate him. I shifted the blade in my hand and carefully tried to cut through the ropes while he continued to offer judgment.

      “The Knight Commander witnessed his assault on the Princess,” the King pressed on, “we have undeniable proof of his attack on the Queen, and our guards witnessed him kill two of my men and proceed to try to escape. With this evidence against him, I, the King Regent of Atthio, have no choice but to pronounce Ren So--”

      Finally, the rope snapped.

      “Guilty!”

      I dashed off the platform down to the stairs and ran up them toward the castle door. There was immediately a chorus of shouting behind me, but I drowned it out. The armored footsteps on the stone steps told me I was being followed.

      Going into the castle didn’t seem like the best idea. I couldn’t picture a very easy escape in that direction. Without thinking, once I reached the top landing on the steps, I preemptively channeled as much elan into my legs as possible without losing the small finger length blade of dua and launched myself over the side of the landing. One thing that had worked for me thus far was the fact that I was nimble, unlike the burly, armored Atthian guards.

      I landed on my feet about halfway down the hill. Landing on solid ground, I’d have been fine, but since I landed on an incline, I tumbled forward, awkwardly stumbling down the rest of the hill until I landed on my hands at the bottom. But I’d evaded the soldiers on the stairs, which should have given me a minute to pick myself up and figure out where to run.

      It should have, but it didn’t.

      Apparently, my attempted escape had been anticipated to a degree. While most of the soldiers had been surrounding the platforms, several dozen began running out from where they were stationed on the side of the hill below the castle.

      I pulled myself up, having to drop the blade I’d formed as I scrambled in the other direction. Unfortunately, the other direction was full of bystanders. I felt them closing in on me as I ran to the west, hoping to lose them among the houses.

      Something told me to duck. It wasn’t Aviri’s voice, like it had been in the woods. This didn’t come from anyone else. It was a gut feeling that seemed to bubble up from the sense of elan coursing through my body. So I ducked just as I reached a small stone building, rolling out of the way.

      One of the soldier’s swords collided with the stone right where my head had been. I turned back to see over a dozen of them, all armed, practically surrounding me as I jumped to my feet. Another guard swung at me, and I ducked out of the way, dashing behind a building and circling around it, coming out behind the guards. That wasn’t much of a deterrent, but it bought me a few seconds to dash back toward the wooden legs of the platform I’d just been tied to.

      My instincts told me to avoid the blades, so I did. Ducking under the scaffolding, which was built of intricate, overlapping beams, the guards closest to me were unable to swing without hitting one of the planks of wood rather than myself. I crawled through until I came out on the other side at the bottom of the steps. The large throng of people, whether they meant to or not, created a barrier between the guards and me so they couldn’t simply run around the platform.

      There was still a horde of soldiers I’d left on the steps, however. Instinct told me to duck as someone swung a sword at my hand. I jumped out of the way, but the guards were standing in front of the other platform, so I couldn’t crawl through the beams as I’d done before. They rushed to form a barrier between the civilians and me, which left me backing up the stairs once again.

      I looked back over my shoulder and saw four guards up by the door, making that no longer a viable escape route. I backed up the steps and looked back to face the guards below me. One of them, hand gripped firmly around the hilt of his sword, raised his weapon and thrust it at my chest. This time, I wasn’t fast enough to duck. The entire country of Atthio watched as this guard prepared to skewer me on the steps of the castle.
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      There wasn’t time to duck out of the way, but enough instinct kicked in that I sent a wave of elan to the spot on my chest he was targeting. Still, when the blade hit me, I was thrown back against the stairs. Hundreds of shocked voices gasped, and I distinctly heard Rose scream my name as they watched what should have been a swift execution.

      Did I have any time to feel satisfied with their reaction? Not particularly. Did I anyway? Well, yeah.

      The crowd stood in silence when I stood on the stairs. Not only was I alive, but there also wasn’t a wound anywhere on my body. From the look of shock and fear on the guards’ faces, Hayle had never told them how we met, and the soldiers in the woods never revealed what happened when they shot me with an arrow. Or perhaps they did, and no one believed them. They all saw it now.

      “What are you?” the guard who’d stabbed me asked. His voice was soft and shaking, and I doubted anyone else could even hear.

      I decided to test my luck and took a step down the stairs toward the guard, who immediately flinched back. My face pulled into a smirk. That must have shocked him back to his senses, because it only took him a second to get angry and swing at me again from the side this time. But now, there was no confidence in his eyes. His technique was jarred. Now I had the upper hand.

      Channeling elan into my right palm, I raised my hand directly in line with the angle of his weapon. When his blade collided with my hand, I closed my fist around it as hard as I could. That achieved a feat I’d only managed a few times before now, and usually only in high-pressure situations. His blade shattered in my hand.

      The guard stood frozen in fear once again. Without wasting any time, I launched at him. I was able to grab the hilt from his weapon out of his hand - that was all that remained - and moved quick enough to smash the pommel against the side of his head.

      That was the impetus that kicked the rest of the guards into action. They rushed at me, but this time I didn’t retreat. I rushed back, which was clearly not what they expected. The closest guard to me flinched when I came at him, swinging his sword at me in a panic. I caught the blade with both hands, and it shattered.

      I felt a blade connect with my back. I grunted when it hit me, but was quick to reach my hand behind me and under the sword, snapping it in half. My hands were red, but nowhere on my body was there a cut from the swords.

      I tore that sword from the soldier behind me. It had about a foot of the blunt part of the blade left, but it would make a good blunt force weapon for me. I spun around and swung it at the guard I’d just taken it from. He narrowly avoided it, stumbling back and tripping on the steps.

      The instinctual alarm went off in my mind that something was behind me. Of course, that was obvious. There were dozens of soldiers behind me. I spun around and lifted the forte of the blade so that it met another soldier’s sword in mid-air. I hooked the remnant of the blade in my hand and used it to force his blade around and behind his head, forcing him to drop it.

      The unarmed soldier immediately went to swing at me. I was standing a couple of steps above him, which did him no favors with angles. I ducked, crouching down on a step that put me at eye-level with his gut. Channeling elan to intensify the strike, I kicked his torso, knocking him back down the stairs, taking about six older guards with him.

      Another blade came at me. I dropped the broken one in my hand, but I didn’t catch the sword in time, so it connected with my shoulder, pinning me to the step. I shouted at the sharp sensation stabbing my shoulder, but I reached up to grip the blade. It was harder because the pain distracted me, but even so, it only took about thirty seconds before I felt the blade shatter with some shards raining down on me.

      With the pressure that guard had on his blade, when it was suddenly gone, he fell forward. I rolled out of the way and stood, lunging at another soldier who came at me with their blade.

      Four rough hands grabbed my arms and yanked me back. I fell against the steps, my head hitting the stone hard, and the guard that had been coming for me pressed the edge of his blade into my chest. Two guards I’d already disarmed were holding me down, so I wasn’t able to shatter the weapon.

      Still, I couldn’t help but scoff in the soldier’s face. A metal weapon could put pressure on me, but it would never do any damage.

      Aviri had told me a bit about the soldiers of Atthio and their training. They rarely used dua. Each of them was skilled and quite advanced in the techniques, but in general, they made an effort to avoid it in battle. When working with physical swords in large groups, it was easier to keep injuries on allies to a minimum, whereas dua tended to lead to more incidents of friendly fire.

      My assumption was that they would continue using only physical weapons, as they’d done the entire time. My assumption, however, was flawed.

      The smirk disappeared from my face as soon as a burning sensation began searing into my skin along the edge of his blade. It had begun cutting into me. I could just barely see light out of the bottom of my eye. Now he was imbuing his blade with dua. Now, it could hurt me, and he knew it.

      He sneered and pressed harder. I gasped from the pain, which only made it worse as my chest pushed into the dua. All I could do was watch as he took a breath and slowly began to slide the blade across my body, cutting deeper into my skin. I cried out in pain, for a split second wondering if I was about to die here, when I felt the blade fall over onto my chest.

      When I looked up, the guard that had been over me had a blade of dua sticking out of his chest. It retracted out of him, and when he collapsed onto the stairs below me, I saw Aviri behind him. She’d taken one of the broken sword hilts and used it as an anchor to create a blade out of dua that now glittered with gold where the guard’s blood stained it.

      She didn’t hesitate before running at the guards that were pinning me down. I saw her foot fly through the air and heard it make contact with one of them, who immediately let me go. I was able to wrestle out of the other’s grip, despite the burning gash across my chest. I grabbed the full sword that the other guard had dropped and swung it in his direction. I wasn’t an expert with a sword, but in Solivann, August had trained me with a quarterstaff, so I had some general knowledge that came in handy.

      The guard was quick to block my strike, but that was exactly what I needed. My sword never made contact with his. When he held up his blade to block, I spun around, using the momentum to swing the blade in the other direction where he’d left himself open. Stretching my arm pulled at the wound on my chest, but I couldn’t let that hold me back. The blade slammed into his hip, and I took a step forward to smash my elbow into his spine, sending him down the stairs and into another guard.

      Aviri was dealing with one of the other guards while another one came up behind her. Unlike the other soldiers, who’d used their metal weapons almost the entire time, he held a dagger of dua in his hand. I was almost certain I recognized him as another one of the guards from Hayle’s ‘search party.’

      I waited until the last second, when it was almost too late, before reaching out to Aviri through our connection to warn her. “Duck!”

      She did, quickly tumbling out of the way of the threat she couldn’t see just as the guard went to stab her with the dagger. When it didn’t find her, his momentum pushed it into the other guard. Before he could react, I thrust the sword at the one holding the dagger. His armor took most of the damage, but it was enough to send him staggering back where he lost his balance. Before he could find it, I kicked his chest, sending him over the edge of the stone staircase.

      I turned back to see where Aviri was when I froze as a bright blade of dua met my throat. I couldn’t step back or out of the way as I backed up against the edge of the staircase.

      “That’s enough!” Hayle shouted in my face. I saw Aviri over his shoulder, gripping her sword tightly. She looked terrified. I couldn’t quite tell if she was scared of Hayle or scared for me. The Knight Commander turned to look at the King, who was rushing up the steps.

      “Avairion!” King Rion cried, tears streaming down the man’s face as he grabbed his daughter and wrapped his arms around her.

      Aviri hesitated for a moment before dropping her weapon, the hilt clattering against the stone, and she hugged him back. I’d never seen the look I saw on her face at that moment before. When she spoke about leaving Atthio and abandoning her family, she spoke with such resolve. She’d decided it was best if they thought she was dead, which would mean she could never return to them. The entire time I’d known her, even since I arrived in Atthio, her family seemed to exist separate from her. When they spoke of one another, there was a dissonance as though she never quite fit the mold they expected of her. Because of that, it had never quite occurred to me how badly she might miss her family or just how deeply she loved them.

      “Your Majesty,” Hayle barked at the King. “Clearly, Ren has brainwashed the Queen.”

      “What?” King Rion frowned. He held his daughter’s hand with such fierceness I didn’t think he would ever let go again.

      “You saw it,” the Knight Commander sneered. “She stood on the steps of your castle and killed your guards to protect him. He’s a monster. Whatever magic he uses to shatter blades, he must have used to control her. She’s beyond gone. She must be executed along with him.”

      There were gasps from the crowd below us, but I shook my head as I raised my voice in challenge.

      “King Rion, you know your daughter. She’s the smartest person I’ve ever met. I couldn’t manipulate her if I wanted to. I was never a threat to your daughter, and I never sought to hurt her. The Knight Commander--”

      I stopped talking when the blade pushed into my throat.

      “You slanderous bastard,” Hayle hissed. “I’ll be doing the Queen a favor by getting rid of you.”

      “No!” Aviri screamed, grabbing Hayle’s arm and yanking him back. I relaxed considerably and reached up to cover my throat. There was a shallow cut that burned a bit, but it wasn’t nearly as serious as the gash on my chest. I channeled elan toward it, but it could only do so much to ease the pain.

      Hayle raised his arm like he was going to hit Aviri, but he stopped himself, though the look on his face made his thoughts perfectly clear.

      “Aviri left after the Knight Commander killed the Queen,” I announced. Aviri wouldn’t let Hayle kill me, and he certainly couldn’t kill her. If this was my only window to defend myself and tell the truth, I had to take it. “He murdered Queen Vera and blamed it on a guard. Aviri saw. She fled Atthio to avoid the same fate. Hayle wants power, and he’s manipulating you to get it. He killed your wife, threatened Aviri, and now, he wants to marry Rose just so he can take over.”

      Everyone was silent. The look on the King’s face reminded me of that morning at breakfast when he felt as though he was reliving Aviri’s death over and over again. I heard footsteps and glanced down to see Rose running up the stairs to take her father’s hand, trying to offer him any comfort possible.

      “A… Avairion…?” the King muttered.

      Before he could ask the question on his mind, she nodded. “Yes… I was scared. He said he’d kill me if I told you. I should never have left you, though. I should never have left Atthio. Hayle has been destroying the kingdom, father. He’s been using you to do it. I should have stopped him five years ago.”

      “There’s no proof for these lies,” Hayle hissed. “King Rion, they’re lying. They want to exploit you and ruin the country in the process.”

      “You’re ruining the country!” Aviri snapped, taking a menacing step toward him. “Requiring families to sacrifice their fathers and brothers to enhance the royal guard has left children to starve, and so have your new taxes. People have died because they can’t pay, losing their homes, leaving their kids orphans. I wouldn’t be surprised if you had something to do with the red fever either.”

      “These are all lies!” the Knight Commander shouted in her face. “You can’t possibly believe these, Rion!”

      “I don’t understand.” The King watched the scene with confusion and shook his head. “What is she talking about? What new taxes?”

      There was a pause as Hayle realized he couldn’t deny something in front of the entire country when any of them could prove him wrong in an instant.

      “In your grief, your Majesty, the Kingdom was suffering. There was a deficit, and since you left me in charge of the coffers, I thought it in your best interest that I fill them. Not just you, for the sake of Atthio.”

      Aviri turned to her father. “With his new taxes, if they couldn’t pay, they lost their home. I know at least one woman died from the conditions they could afford after the castle took their money. That’s not what you want for your people.” The scene was silent as the King took in everything that she was telling him. After a second, she continued. “You know me.” Her voice grew soft as she spoke. “It was wrong of me to abandon Atthio… But can you honestly imagine I would do so for no reason? Do you think I would send Ren here to fake my death if I weren’t scared for my life?”

      “Enough of this,” Hayle scoffed. “Your Majesty, when your wife was murdered by that guard, you know she turned manic. It’s clear this is a fantasy she created to cope. She’s unfit to rule Atthio. Moreover, she’s made herself an active enemy!”

      “And… the taxes?” The King asked. That gave the Knight Commander pause. “The red fever? I never knew it came back. Why wouldn’t you tell me that?”

      I could see in Hayle’s eyes that he was starting to panic, but he tried to stay calm, running his hand over his hair. “You were in mourning, my King. There was nothing that could have been done, so I wanted to spare you.”

      “I haven’t been in mourning for years. When was this outbreak?”

      Hayle paused, his gaze darting from the King to his daughters to me.

      In less than a second, the Knight Commander lunged at Aviri, who was closest to him. Rose reacted before anyone else. She grabbed her sister and pulled her out of the way. That didn’t phase Hayle. He simply grabbed Rose instead.

      “Rose!” Aviri screamed.

      A blade of dua was at her throat in an instant.

      “Hayle!” the King stared in horror. “Let her go!”

      “No. I won’t be doing that.” Hayle took a step up away from the King, pulling Rose with him. “

      The mob was shouting beneath us as though their cries would somehow sway him any more than the King’s own pleas.

      “I’ve spent my whole life working for what I have,” Hayle hissed. “And no one will take that away from me. I didn’t let Vera do it six years ago, and I won’t let it happen now. So here’s what’s going to happen. Avairion is here. She’s going to abdicate her throne. The King will marry Rose and me and then crown me as his successor. Otherwise, your sweet little princess is going to die.”

      As he spoke, he slid the dagger up her neck. She lifted her head to avoid it, and the sound of her hyperventilating felt deafening. I reached out to her quickly.

      “Rose, breathe. Just listen to me,” I directed my thoughts toward her so Hayle wouldn’t hear me. “I’ll keep you safe.” I did the same to Aviri. “Argue with him. Move up if you can.”

      The steps of the palace were around three and a half or four feet wide. Just enough for what I needed. The King held Aviri tight on one side, just a few steps below me while I was still against the other side. Hayle had Rose in the middle, a few steps above me.

      “Hayle, please, calm down,” Aviri said nervously. I felt her panicking and reaching out to me, but she had the foresight to keep her eyes locked on him, never even glancing at me. She pulled away from her father to step up slowly, holding up her hands. “We can handle this, but you can’t think this will happen that easily.”

      Hayle turned his head to watch Aviri. I didn’t dare to bend down to pick up any of the swords or their fragments, but I did take a deep breath, slid one hand behind my back, and closed my hand around the dua that formed. Once I did that, I slowly took half a step up the stairs.

      “Rose,” I said just to her. “Listen very carefully…”

      The Princess cast a glance at me, and I gave her an almost imperceptible nod for confirmation and moved up again.

      “Aviri?” Rose said, her voice trembling. “Hayle’s right. This is the only way to keep Atthio safe.”

      Hayle frowned, confused at her sudden agreement, but he wasn’t going to argue, so he let her go on.

      “Knight Commander,” she closed her eyes as her hands shook next to her side, “if I’m going to be your wife, I don’t want it to be through force. I might not agree with all your actions, but… I know you’ll make a good King…”

      I could feel in her mind that her words disgusted her, and they were just as revolting to hear.

      But they worked.

      Hayle smirked as though he’d won. He confidently removed the blade from her throat, caressing her shoulder with one hand.

      “I’m glad to hear that, my Rose.”

      Rose shuddered when he said her name. His attention was completely on her. I took my final step and called out to her one more time.

      “Rose, now.”

      The Princess wasted no time, launching down the steps and away from Hayle. During their scene, I’d been able to get behind him without attracting his attention. Before he could question what had just happened, the second Rose was out of the way, I stabbed the foot-and-a-half long blade through his chest, just beneath his shoulder blades to the left of his spine. I retained just enough from my college Anatomy course to know that was the best avenue for his heart.

      I could see his arms reach up to clutch at his chest in the second after the blade went through it.

      The faces of Atthio stared up at me, watching as their Knight Commander was killed before their eyes. The remaining guards looked lost. I could see conflict on a few of their faces, weighing their loyalty to a man they’d followed for years against their loyalty to the crown and their country. A few of them looked panicked. Those were the ones I recognized from his search party, clearly hoping that their own crimes wouldn’t ever be connected to his. Beneath them, the citizens simply looked shocked.

      There was pressure against the blade as he began to fall. I pulled the sword out of his back, and he fell to his knees, then tumbled forward onto the steps, which quickly flooded with his blood. The King stared at the body for a second, then staggered down the stairs to wrap his arms around his daughter.

      “Rose… Are you okay?”

      I felt a hand on my shoulder and looked up at Aviri. Something in her had completely shifted. Her greatest fear had been relieved. We shared a look for a moment before she pulled me in close and hugged me. I dropped the blade of dua and hugged her back, placing one hand protectively on her head.

      “You’re safe now,” I assured her.

      “Thank you,” she whispered shakily. “Thank you so much.”

      She only pulled away when the King came over and hugged her himself. As soon as she stepped back from me, I realized she was smeared in blood. Panic ran through my mind for a second until I remembered that she was fine. I was the one with a massive gash across my chest, in addition to the one on my neck. Rose was by the King’s side, watching me. I took her hand and squeezed it.

      “I’m sorry,” I shook my head. “I’m sorry you had to go through all of that…”

      Rose shook her head. “No, you have nothing to apologize for. If it weren’t for you… I don’t even want to think about what would have happened to Atthio, to me.”

      I smiled and nodded at her when the King’s voice caught my attention.

      “Your room is ready for you. It’s been kept up ever since you left,” he smiled sadly at his daughter. “I only ruled as your Regent. Now that you’ve returned, you can reign as Queen, like you were always meant to.”

      Hearing that stung. I was so relieved that it was all over and Aviri was safe, but I hadn’t considered the possibility that she might stay. After all, it made sense. Hayle was the only reason she’d left in the first place.

      “Ren,” Rose said, drawing my attention back to her. “You can stay too. You can study here with Lyad.”

      Before I could answer, I heard Aviri’s voice. “I can’t stay.”

      Rose heard that as well, and both she and her father answered at the same time.

      “What?”

      There was a sad smile on the Queen’s face. The Queen. It was so odd to think of her as a Queen. “Before I came here, I made a promise. I’m obliged to fulfill that.”

      I frowned. “Aviri, if you want--”

      “No,” she shook her head. “Ren and I have business to attend to.”

      The King looked shattered. “You’re leaving again?”

      “Yes. For a while.” Aviri squeezed his hand. “But now I can come back, and I will. In the meantime, you should step down as Regent, father.”

      “What?” he frowned.

      “Rose,” Aviri nodded, “you should rule. And not as Regent… but as Queen.”

      I looked over at Rose’s face and her expression of pure shock.

      “Avairion,” the King said, “we had this discussion six years ago--”

      “Six years ago, things were different,” she said with a smile. “I was rash, and I was scared. I’m thinking clearly now. Rose is better suited as a leader. She always has been.”

      Her father looked at her with desperation. “Please, don’t do this to me again.”

      “I’m not,” Aviri said softly, putting her hand on his shoulder. “I’m coming back this time. I promise.”

      The King stared at her for one of those moments that felt like it lasted an entire lifetime. Finally, he pulled her into a hug again.

      “We’ll keep your room ready,” he assured her.

      Aviri laughed but nodded. “I’ll expect it.”

      She pulled away and came over to her sister, reaching up to stroke her hair. Aviri’s eyes glinted as tears built in them, but they never fell.

      “You’re leaving again,” Rose whispered. Tears did fall from her eyes.

      “I have business to attend to.” Aviri leaned in and kissed her forehead. “Just like those trips mom used to take when we were little. I’m coming back this time.”

      “And I get to play Queen in the meantime,” Rose laughed sadly, reaching up to wipe her eyes.

      “No,” Aviri shook her head. “You’re not playing. You’ll be Queen, and you’ll make a damn good one. Better than me, for sure.”

      Rose hugged her sister again for a minute. When she finally pulled away, both sisters looked at me.

      “Will I see you again too, Ren?” Rose asked hopefully.

      That gave me pause. My first instinct was to say probably not. My entire plan had been to upgrade my class in order to meet Draco and try to return home. Parrys had said I was going to find a way home… but if taking it meant that everyone in this world, Aviri, Rose, Elle, all of them would be subject to the destruction Draco was going to cause… there was no way I could do it.

      “I hope so,” I smiled, taking her hand to kiss it.

      A sad smile appeared on Rose’s face. “I hope so too.”
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      “Ren?”

      Aviri was the first one to break the silence after we left Atthio. I admit, I was a little disappointed that she wanted to get going immediately. She said if we stayed for even one night, they would try to keep us there even longer, so we needed to get going. It was hard to argue when we were leaving for my sake, and I did appreciate how important it seemed to her to fulfill her promise to me. We walked to the edge of the town and reached the forest before she spoke.

      “Yeah?” I looked over at her.

      Aviri didn’t look at me. She kept her gaze forward and spoke almost inaudibly. “Thank you.”

      “Oh. You’re welcome,” I shrugged with a slight smile.

      “I want you to know that I’m not blind to the sacrifices you made for me. I…” She paused, getting choked up over her words. “I asked too much of you.”

      I shook my head. “You asked me to do a favor. You couldn’t have anticipated all of this. I’m just sorry you and Rose got hurt.”

      I did a double-take when I realized Aviri had stopped walking. I paused and looked back. “What?”

      “Are you serious?” Aviri frowned.

      “Um… Yeah?” I blinked, reaching my hand up across my chest, massaging the skin above the gash. The King got me a new shirt that wasn’t slashed across the middle and had someone bandage up my chest, which helped for sure, but my entire torso was still in pain.

      Aviri took a few steps to close the gap between us. “Ren, what the hell is wrong with you?”

      “I’m sorry, I’m lost.” My brows pulled together in confusion. “Didn’t I just rescue your country from a man who was trying to kill you?”

      “Yes!” She shouted.

      “Why the fuck am I being yelled at?”

      “Because--” She cut herself off and sighed, shaking her head to calm down. When she spoke again, she lowered her voice. “Because I asked you to do me a favor, and you spent the next week a royal prisoner and risked your life to help fix a mistake I should have taken care of years ago. And you’re apologizing that I got hurt.”

      I reached up to run a hand through my hair, cringing as the muscles tugged on my chest.

      “See?” Aviri scoffed.

      “What?”

      “Ren, you just went through hell. Because I asked you to.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry, maybe I lost too much blood. Whatever point you’re trying to make, I’m not following.”

      “You’re selfless.” She bit her lip and averted her eyes.

      I’d certainly never been accused of that before. “Is that a bad thing?”

      “Right now? Yes. Look at you.” She grabbed the red silk tunic I wore, balling it up in her fist. “I’ve done jack shit, and you nearly got yourself killed to save me, to fix my mistake. If you had spent five minutes of the last week putting yourself first, you’d have run out of that castle faster than anyone could follow, and you would never have looked back. You hid my secrets. You lied for me. You nearly died for me. Don’t you ever do that shit again.”

      She dropped my shirt. Her breathing was heavy, and her eyes looked brighter than usual. The stormy green was practically a bright emerald. I could sense that her emotions were overwhelming her, whatever they were.

      “Aviri,” I said her name softly. She looked shocked when she heard it, as though she were expecting me to respond in anger. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” Her eyes darted away, and she took a step back. “You just… You need to learn how to make sacrifices when your life is on the line. You have to be your first priority.”

      I frowned but made sure to keep patient. “And if I had done that? Where would you be? What about your sister?”

      Aviri didn’t answer. She simply shook her head.

      “I knew what I was doing,” I continued, taking a step into her. “I knew what I was risking. I’d never abandon you.”

      “You could have died--”

      “But I didn’t,” I said firmly. “Do you know why? The only reason I didn’t die was that you decided to risk your own life to help me, just like you did the day we met, when you didn’t know me, and again in Eon. Every time I needed you, you were there.”

      A tear slipped out onto her cheek. Her voice sounded hard, but I was sure that was simply to avoid sounding like she was crying. “I’m responsible for what happened to you. You got hurt because of me, and you nearly died because of me. I don’t ever want that to happen again. I need you to be selfish from now on.”

      “No. That’s not going to happen.” I shook my head slowly. “No matter what, I’m going to be there when you need me. It doesn’t matter what the risk is. I know you’ve been alone for six and a half years, Aviri, but you’re not alone anymore. I’m not going to let you get hurt again, not without a damn good fight. And if that means that I get skewered on the steps of a castle by some guy who looks like a Lord of the Rings elf, then so be it.”

      She let out a sound that was halfway between a scoff and a laugh, and the slightest hint of a smile pulled at her face. “What’s Lord of the Rings?”

      “Oh. Right. Nevermind.” I swear the thing I missed the most about my own home was being able to make pop culture references. “You get my point.”

      Aviri took a deep breath and nodded. I reached up to wipe the tear stain from her cheek.

      “I’m gonna be there for you. But that’s my choice. You’re not responsible if I get hurt.”

      She swallowed hard. “I’ll still do everything I can to make sure it doesn’t happen.”

      She relaxed enough that I felt comfortable smiling. She mirrored the expression before squeezing my shoulder lightly.

      “Come on,” she said, turning forward. I looked in front of us just as two horses seemed to fade into existence before us. A manifestation of dua that Aviri was quite good at.

      “You know, I actually think I missed this guy,” I chuckled, walking over to hoist myself up onto the animal. I couldn’t help but groan in pain at the sensation in my chest, but being able to sit for hours rather than walking was going to be worth it.

      “Are you okay?” Aviri frowned as she got up onto her horse with ease.

      “Yeah,” I waved her off, cringing a bit. “Where are we heading? You said we’re going to find me a tutor?”

      “Well, yes,” she muttered as we kicked the horses into moving. “If it’s okay with you, I need to make a stop somewhere else first.”

      “What?” I blinked. “Where?”

      I didn’t get my question answered until we arrived at a familiar house.

      “Aviri! Ren!” a bright voice answered the door with pleasant surprise.

      “Ralevainne,” Aviri smiled as we both bowed our heads to greet her.

      “What brings you all the way back here? Did you get your errand taken care of?” the woman asked with excitement.

      “Oh yeah,” I laughed. “We got that all taken care of.”

      “I came back for the armor we spoke about,” Aviri said. “A few weeks ago?”

      “Of course!” Raven stepped aside and ushered us into her house, which looked similar, but different from before. There were the same piles of materials, weapons, and tools, just moved around to new spots. “It’s almost finished. I left some of it undone so I could adjust it for you. That way, it’ll fit better.”

      Aviri grinned. She’d been looking forward to the armor ever since we left Atthio. She lost her Atthian armor during the days she was hiding from the guards and the Sages, but I recalled that she’d been planning on abandoning that anyway for the leather armor made from the hide of the kiregare.

      Raven went over to a stack of varying shapes and sizes of armor she’d made and dug through them before pulling out several unattached pieces and setting them on the table. Most leather armor I’d seen was varying shades of brown. Most of those pieces were dark brown as well, but had spots with white leather where the kiregare hide was.

      “Now,” the old woman said as she put the pieces out like a puzzle. There were four pieces for each arm and four for each leg along with two large breastplates. “Up to you. I can dye the white so it doesn’t look conspicuous in the woods, but I figured I’d ask first. Some people like the white.

      Aviri walked over and ran her hands over the spots of white leather. “No, dyed is better. Anything inconspicuous, otherwise I might never catch one of these again.”

      “So, is this stronger than normal leather or something?” I stood on the other side of the table.

      Both of the women looked up at me with excited smiles, and Raven nodded.

      “Oh yes.”

      “Normal leather only deflects metal weapons,” Aviri explained. “Dua cuts through most leather easily, unless it came from an extremely powerful animal. Kiregare leather is much harder to penetrate, even with dua.”

      I raised my eyebrows as my interest piqued. That intrigued me. I was fine against normal weapons, but dua was the only thing that could cut me. Raven had Aviri stand up straight and started fitting the armor to her body, using a pencil to make marks along the sides.

      “I didn’t mold it very much in case I got the shape wrong, so it’ll be stiff for a while. You’ll break it in, though, then it’ll fit like a glove.”

      “Ralevainne, I can’t thank you enough for this,” Aviri laughed.

      “You most certainly can.” The old woman smiled as she knelt down to mark the pieces against Aviri’s legs. “You ever catch one of these again, you bring it straight to me.”

      “You can count on it.”

      I looked at the pieces carefully. The breastplate was almost entirely white leather in the front and had panels of it in the back, whereas the pieces for the arms and legs only had small sections near the wrist and ankles. Obviously, the kiregare was small, so it made sense that it wasn’t enough for a full set.

      “How many hides would it take to make a full set of armor out of kiregare leather?” I asked.

      “Oh, wind carry his words,” Raven put her hand to her chest and sighed dreamily. “Three if they’re big. Four if they’re average.”

      “If I ever stumble on a nest, it’ll be your lucky day,” Aviri smiled.

      Raven stood, setting the pieces down. “All right. I won’t be able to finish this before tomorrow afternoon at the earliest. How do you feel about staying the night again?”

      I relaxed considerably. I had been hoping she’d offer that. “It sounds good to me.”

      “Sure.” Aviri looked disappointed, but she nodded. “As long as you don’t mind the delay, Ren.”

      “No! I don’t mind at all,” I shook my head quickly.

      “Good.” Raven had already been excited, but she seemed to light up even more at the idea of our company. “Where are you heading next?”

      “Umbra,” Aviri said. “I told Ren I’d find him a mentor. I know someone there I think could help.”

      It relieved me to stay the night somewhere, especially since the gash on my chest was still healing, but I was undeniably excited to get to Umbra. The fact that I’d managed to form dua at all extremely impressed Aviri, not to mention that I was able to use it as a weapon. I had been practicing on the journey to Cherissey, but I hadn’t really progressed much. I couldn’t even recreate the dagger after we left Atthio. Aviri said the adrenaline was probably what helped that day. Still, it was disappointing not to be able to do it again.

      Apparently, her friend in Umbra was a Magnolia Class fighter who owed her a favor. He also specialized in the manipulation of elan and dua. That thought was incredible to me. I’d seen what Aviri could do with dua, and for her to be only Dragon Class, there had to be so much more that this guy could do that I’d never even seen before. It was going to take us at least two weeks to get there, but if he could teach me to do half of what he could, it would be more than worth the wait.

      That evening, we all sat in front of her fireplace with tea - while tea worked the same in this world, it tasted slightly different, which was going to take me a while to get used to - and Aviri and I regaled Raven with details of what happened in Atthio. She was quite distressed when she heard about my injuries and insisted on applying some wound cream that her son brought back from a village he passed through two years ago. My skin felt like it was burning, but despite never using it before, she was sure it would help.

      That I’d survived at all impressed her and she was happy to know that the scabbard she lent me held up. After our stories, she went on to tell us what she’d been doing and making since we left. Her son had returned and was off again to sell more of her pieces, so his room was open for us again.

      “Raven?” I asked after a while of looking around at her weapons and listening to her stories of how she made them. I knew how forging worked. You heated metal and drew it out into the shape of a blade, then hammered, ground, and hardened it. I’d seen Solem do that exact thing in Eon. But she didn’t use those words. “What do you mean? Why do you say knapping and carving?”

      “Oh,” she stood and walked over to a big pot in the corner that held blades. She looked through a few of them before finally pulling out two. “Get your sword out.”

      I obeyed, grabbing it from where I’d leaned it against the wall and pulled it from the sheath, holding it in my lap.

      “Yours is made of metal. Probably iron. Most weapons are. They’re predictable and reliable, and I make plenty of those. But I specialize in other things. Elan runs through you. It runs through the trees and the ground, you know that. It’s in everything. In the process of taking metal and refining it to make it into a strong weapon, most of that elan dissipates. Some of it is still there, but it’s not enough to matter. I make weapons with things that haven’t lost their elan. Look at this.”

      She held one of the blades out for me to see. It was metal, like mine, but the spine of the blade had something in it. The sword was maybe two-and-a-half feet long, and a long strip of some crystal reinforced the center of the forte. I took the sword and shifted it, absolutely mesmerized by the way it looked in the light. The crystal was white, but every face glittered with different shades of the rainbow, depending on how the light hit it. As soon as I held it, I noticed how it felt in my hands as well.

      “It’s a lot heavier than a sword this size should be,” I muttered. “But…”

      Raven gave a satisfied smile. “But it feels better. Doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah. Like it’s stronger. Or maybe I’m stronger. It’s hard to tell.”

      “There’s not much of a difference when you hold it,” she chuckled, taking it from me, handing it to Aviri so she could feel it. Her expression shifted to one of surprise.

      “I’ve heard of elan-infused blades, but they’re rare to find. I’ve never held one before…”

      Raven nodded. “That’s true. They’re very hard to find, because they’re hard to make. Metal is reliable, but these aren’t. If every inch of that crystal is powerful, then that sword would be nearly unstoppable. But if I put crystals in it that are young and weak, it’s added weight, and it’s not worth it. Not to mention how hard it is to bind the mineral to the metal without it coming loose. It takes twice as long to make with a fraction of the chance of success. But it if works… Well, you feel the difference.”

      Aviri smiled and nodded, handing it back to her. “I certainly do. And what about that one?”

      The old weaponsmith set the crystal-clad weapon down and held the other blade up for us both to see. It was shiny, like metal, but it was pitch black. “This is the other kind of weapon I make. You can take metal, and you can put natural materials back into it, or you can make your weapon out of those in the first place. This is pure obsidian.”

      “Wow…” I reached out to touch the sword. This one was much different from the other blade. The second my fingers grazed it, I could feel the power it had, the elan within it connecting with my own. It was lighter than the other blade as well, despite being thicker in the center.

      “These are even harder to make, and possibly less useful,” she shrugged. “You need a huge deposit of the stone in order to carve out the right shape. One mistake, the whole thing is useless. I’ve made entire blades only to realize, after I finished, that the material was weaker than I thought, and that practically makes it a toy. But the good ones are worth the bad ones. Especially obsidian. I make some from jasper, from jade, but obsidian blades are the best. Nothing in the world can get as sharp as obsidian.”

      I reached out for the hilt, which was also made of obsidian and wrapped in black leather. The crossguard and pommel were leather-wrapped obsidian as well, and the entire thing had a diamond-like pattern embossed on it.

      “Raven, could I--?” I stopped myself short and looked up at her, then back to the blade, remembering I didn’t actually have any money here.

      Aviri quickly caught onto the thought in my head. “Ralevainne, how much for the obsidian sword?”

      I looked up at her and shook my head. “I don’t want you to do that.”

      She frowned. “Please, after everything you’ve done for me, it’s the least I could do.”

      I hesitated, uneasy at the thought of her paying for it, for some reason. Before we could continue arguing, Raven laughed. “How about this? I’ll give it to you for half. Next time you come to see me, you can bring me another kiregare pelt, or you can pay the other half then.”

      That eased my nerves a bit. Aviri smiled and nodded. “That’s great. Thank you, Ralevainne.”

      The woman turned to another corner and pulled out another sheath.

      “Oh no, I don’t need another--”

      “Yes, you do,” she chuckled. “That shitty one I gave you will tear that blade up. You need this one. It’s lined with leather on the inside that won’t chip the blade, and it fits it perfectly. I’ll just take the other one back.”

      I smiled, more than a little excited as I took the metal sword and slid it back into the wooden scabbard she had lent me and handed them to her.

      “You have to be careful with that,” she nodded at the obsidian blade, trading scabbards with me. “Obsidian is sharp, but it can be fragile. This slab was pretty powerful, so it’s stronger than regular obsidian would be. Just be wary.”

      I nodded, holding the blade in my hands. Now that it was technically mine, there was a thought I hadn’t been able to get out of my head since she described the weapon.

      “Ren,” Aviri called my attention, so I looked up at her. I could see on her face that she knew what I was thinking. She looked slightly concerned.

      I glanced back down at the weapon. “Do you think it’ll work?”

      “Honestly, I have no idea. Just be careful.”

      I nodded, stabilizing the blade on top of my legs. I took my left hand and set it against the edge of the blade, taking a deep breath before pushing my palm down and sliding it against the sword.

      “Ren!” Raven screamed. “What the fuck did you just do?”

      My fist clenched by instinct. I gasped at the pain. Aviri looked at me with wide eyes, just as curious about the outcome as I was. I locked eyes with her before looking down and opening my palm. My eyes went wide as the blood from the cut dripped down my hand.
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      Dozens upon dozens of wide eyes stared at me around the fire. I smiled, satisfied by my story and amused by their reactions.

      “I don’t think I screamed that loud, did I?” Raven frowned from where she stood behind my shoulder.

      “You absolutely did,” I laughed.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw her cross her arms and huff. “You can’t blame me.”

      At that point, it really sunk into my little audience that the story was over. As soon as they realized that, they started throwing out questions, though this time they didn’t direct them at me. They directed them at Raven.

      “Did he ever pay you?” One of the older girls asked. “For the blade?”

      “Technically, yes.” Raven laughed over the symphony of other questions being fired at her. “Still owes me a debt, though.”

      I rolled my eyes as she winked at me. “Well, let’s add to my tab. Come on. It’s time for dinner.”

      As soon as I stood up, the kids protested.

      “No! What happened next?” A young boy cried.

      “Why could the obsidian sword cut you?” An older boy next to him asked.

      “What about Rose?” A girl of about twelve demanded. “Did you ever see her again?”

      “Yeah, what kind of Queen is she?” Another girl pressed.

      I smiled at the kids. “I saw her again. And she’s a very good Queen. She’s helped a lot of people recover from what Hayle did.”

      “What about Day’s dad?” a small boy asked worriedly. “Or Maylon or Benji?”

      At that, I paused. It wasn’t fun to end the night on a sad note, especially when the kids asking were the same age as those boys. So I simply smiled. “They’re okay. Benji left Atthio. He even met Raven once. And Rose helped Maylon and the kids like him find families to adopt them, so he has a home now.”

      The only sad answer was that Day’s father had died a long time ago. He was gone before Aviri and I even met the boy. No one ever told him. His older brother wanted to stay in the guard, though he was given the choice to go home, but Rose began paying the royal guard a salary. Under Rion, Hayle only had them fed, clothed, and housed. So with compensation for his father’s death and the salary his brother could send back to them, Day got to move in with his extended family.

      “We want to hear more!” A younger girl whined.

      A taller boy next to her shook her shoulder excitedly. “You said Aviri was going to take you to Umbra next! That means we get to hear the armor story!”

      I laughed and nodded. “Yeah, that comes next.”

      Without another word, I began walking away from the fire and back to the village with Raven. The kids whined and pleaded around the fire, so I turned back to them.

      “I’ll tell you all another story tomorrow since she’s still fixing my sword.”

      “Is she fixing the obsidian sword?” someone in the sea of children shouted.

      Raven looked over at me with a raised eyebrow and a flippant smile before answering. “Yes, I am.”

      “How did it break?” A young boy asked.

      I smiled at the group of expectant faces, desperate for answers to their burning questions. “One story at a time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review. The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it.

      Do you want to miss out on my next release? No? Well, if you don’t join my Facebook group, follow me on Amazon, and subscribe to my mailing list, you probably will! Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they probably won’t.

      Follow me on Amazon!

      Join the Facebook Group!

      Get the news from my mailing list!

      But if you really want to make sure you get notified about my new books, join my Patreon. Because of the way Patreon works, there is no better way to ensure you don’t miss out on any exciting content, plus you get to read books early. How awesome is that?

      Check out the hot new content on my Patreon!
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