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I’m dragging my feet in his wake, doing my best to keep apace with him. For as soon as I slow down, he pulls the chains that are attached to manacles on my wrists and a metal ring around my neck. And if he does it with a jerk, then I’ll keel over right into the muck the road has turned into because of the recent downpour. And I wouldn’t like to stain my new, and so far, the only, clothes I have. Well regardless, this shirt and caftan are much better than the half-rotten rags they raised me from my grave in.
There is a crowd of curious onlookers gathered on the either side of the road. Even though they huddle together, especially when we walk past, they still can’t contain their curiosity – they haven’t ventured out to the middle of nowhere in these small hours for nothing, right? Thick, dark clouds have overcast the autumnal sky and it’s impossible to guess if it’s still morning or if the sun has already started on its way back to the horizon. I can literally feel that nip in the air that signals the upcoming winter. While they were pulling me out of the ground an hour before dawn, I saw my breath escape in tiny clouds of steam and heard the hoarfrost squeaking and crunching underfoot when I stepped onto the grass.
The faces of the people who see me show the whole range of human emotions: from curiosity, to awe, and even terror. But then again, why should I be surprised? I’m sure it’s not every day that they have an opportunity to see a creature from legends and old folk tales raised from the dead. But I have no intention of becoming an exotic beast shown off to entertain the audience, so I lower my head and hope my hood will allow me at least to ignore the prying stares.
Of course, I couldn’t escape those stares even if I tried. My scarlet cloak is too conspicuous against the pale background. My lips break into a thin smile as I realize they have dressed me in these ritual robes on purpose, to remind people of my origins and what I really am. Yes, my sisters and I used to wear these to stand out against the winter landscapes and snow-white shrouds that our Goddess owned. But now I’m splashing through the mud, leaving stains on the hem of my cloak. It shouldn’t bother me at all but that nagging feeling of resentment has already extended its tentacles and is reaching for my chest.
There were seven of us, including me. Maras. This is the name people gave us. We can do things common people do: drink, sleep, fear, die, and scream with pain. The only difference is that we were all marked by Morana, the Goddess of Death, when we were ten years old, and have been destined to do her bidding ever since. You are special, some people said; your mission means more than life, echoed others while taking us away from our families to bring us up in keeping with their illusory higher cause. I wish they’d repeated that to my sisters, now that their flesh is decomposing in the mass grave. Or they might have been burnt and my body alone had the bad luck of remaining intact.
A while ago they may have been right, we might have been special. But everything’s changed.
I died a long time ago and now the world is a far cry from what it used to be.
He finally tugs at the chain and I stumble forward staining my boots even more. If it were anyone else, I would just hiss my curse and the person would bolt, scared out of their wits and worrying that the few words that have escaped my lips might bring bad luck to his whole kin. But with this man, all I can do is look up in terror and see that black-and-gold mask that hides his whole face, partly covered by the shadow from his hood. The mask reminds me of some beast, probably a jackal, with black holes where the eyes should be. Anyone would wonder if there even is a human being behind the mask. Though whether he is human is also a big question. There’s a rumor that there’s no face at all, just the darkness itself or a bare skull. No one can say for sure as no one has seen it and lived to tell the tale. Creatures like him are called Moroks. They serve the Shadow, which has no beginning and no end. It’s nothing but emptiness, silence and endless loneliness.
I drop my gaze and ask for forgiveness. Then, I awkwardly pull my foot out of the mud with a mortifying squelch, to be able to continue walking. I don’t have the guts to look up at him again but I can feel the pressure of his unwavering stare. Two platoons are accompanying us so as to hold back the crowd and prevent them from getting their hands on me. But it all seems a bit excessive, as no one would approach me, even at knifepoint, while Morok is in the vicinity. If I could, I myself would put as much distance as possible between us.
“How can we be afraid of anyone, we, marked by Morana herself?” I remember asking one of my sisters. Well, somehow, we can.
Absolutely everyone is terrified of Moroks.
And it was a Morok who raised me from the ground three days ago and by enabling me to walk and talk, magically tied me to him. I can breathe only while he is breathing. And it’s only the creatures like him who are capable of such sorcery. No one’s offered me a mirror, so I have no idea how I look, though during the first night I surreptitiously touched my face here and there and didn’t feel anything out of the ordinary, except for the hollow cheeks. While examining the rest of my body I just noticed that my skin had a cadaverous look to it and my long, black hair has turned grey. It doesn’t look silver now, just plain grey, like a mouse’s fur. I look at my hands with disgust: the fingers are too thin, like bones wrapped in a bit of skin, and I dread to think what my face looks like right now. Though people are not scattering away in repulsion, which I take as a good sign.
“The skin tone will get back to normal in a while,” Morok croaked a few hours ago when I kept scratching the skin on my wrists hoping I could rub that bluish tint that reminded me of death off my hands.
I froze, horrified. The sound is distorted because of the mask but I suppose it’s the voice of a man, though it’s impossible to tell his age or even if the voice is pleasant or not. I just had the time to register a cold and empty feeling spreading in my chest while he spoke.
“And my hair?” Why do I even worry about that?
But he replied, for the last time during our journey, “Your hair will stay as it is.”
I didn’t probe further.
“We’re here!” I hear the prince announce in a loud voice. He pulls on the reins and his horse comes to a halt. The road stops here. I see that we’ve reached the edge of the woods.
“HALT!” thunders the captain, also pulling on the reins.
All the soldiers, Morok and me come to a standstill and the common people stay fifteen yards behind, not daring to come any closer.
The prince faces me and smiles. He must be happy with the place though I still have no idea why they have dragged me all the way out here, so I don’t rush to join in his cheerfulness. I turn my gaze to the gloomy woods ahead. The trees are mostly leafless and their bare, gnarled limbs stick out in different directions. The further my gaze penetrates the gloomy darkness, the more the fir trees try to block it, and it becomes impossible to make out what is hiding there, in the shadows.
The prince dismounts gracefully and sets off in my direction. Unlike the other men, he hasn’t got any armor on. He’s wearing black trousers and a buttoned-up black coatee with long tails, which fits his well-shaped figure perfectly. The gold-thread embroidery and epaulettes highlight his high status and position of power, though his proud bearing and confident gait could do the trick just as well. He walks past Morok without a flicker of fear on his face, and my guard follows him with his gaze.
“Well, Mara, now, I hope you can show us what you can do.”
The prince speaks gently and the smile reaches to his warm, hazel eyes. He says it as if he is actually asking for my help, but he isn’t. He doesn’t look older than nineteen, the same age I was when I died. But he’s a prince and I’m his prisoner and a walking corpse. He nods to the captain, who hands him a sword, which the prince, in his turn, offers to me.
“Do you want me to chop some wood for the fire?” I ask indifferently.
“Watch your tone when talking to His Royal Highness!” the captain roars.
“It’s alright,” the prince chirps with the same gentle smile.
I may be afraid of Morok, but this Prince Daniel and his soldiers – please! The worst they can do is kill me, and to me that’s not even a threat. The prince takes another step towards me and leans forward so that his voice doesn’t carry.
“Let me repeat, Agatha. I would love to see what you can do.” I try not to reveal my surprise at the sound of my name, I wonder where he knows it from. “It took me a lot of effort to convince my father that your revival is in our own interests. Please don’t make me regret that. You may be dead but don’t forget that I can say one word and you will be sent to a place far worse than where you are now.”
The words make me break out in a cold sweat. I cast a sidelong glance at Morok, who must have heard everything as he’s standing closest to us. Prince Daniel is right. He can utter one short word and Morok will send me to the Shadow. And it’s not death, it’s worse.
“What shall I do?”
“Good girl!” The prince is pleased. He grabs my hand, pulling me closer, and gestures towards the woods. “People say there’s a ghoul dragging young women off to his den, and he’s hiding there. Ghouls are your specialty, right?”
“Right.”
“There are not many evil spirits left in this area, but according to the folk legends, it was Maras and Moroks who used to help people get rid of them,” he goes on, taking no notice of my reply. “Unchain her,” he orders to Morok.
“Your Highness, are you sure it’s safe?” the captain butts in, eyeing me suspiciously.
“Stop worrying, Dariy. You’ll get yourself more silver hairs,” the prince brushes him off. Dariy frowns. “Don’t you know the powers a Morok has? These chains are just props, so that the crowd feels safe. Otherwise, we don’t need them.”
Morok steps closer and starts unfastening the manacles on my wrists, and then from my neck too. I try not to jerk nervously when his long fingers in black gloves brush my skin. Morok is a head taller than me. I can’t guess at his build as his body is covered in black armor and wrapped in a black well-worn cloak. But the shoulder-straps under the cloak make him look broad-shouldered and intimidating. When he’s standing close to me, I want to crouch down and stay as inconspicuous as possible.
“She’s magically bound to Morok and can’t get too far. And even if she attempts to escape, he will track her down in no time. He will follow her trail like a hound. Is that right?”
Morok nods in response and I sigh with relief when he finally steps away from me. I barely have time to rub my neck, sore from the metal ring, before the prince takes hold of my arm and drags me to the edge of the woods. He’s either mad or just stupid. The others at least have the sense not to touch me.
“Agatha,” he sings out my name with something verging on fondness, “I must admit that a lot of time has passed and people have forgotten about the true powers given to you by Morana, and what is left are silly tales to frighten little children and a bunch of fools.”
“And what do they say about us?”
“Hm, for instance, that in winter, you walk among the houses in the dark and call out names. Whoever answers – dies. And some people say that after you die, you continue roaming the earth but carrying your head under your arm.”
I gape at him wondering if he’s just made it all up or if people have really turned us into spooky fairy-tale characters.
“But I was brought up on ancient legends,” the prince goes on completely unperturbed, “about you, Maras, ridding the world of evil, severing the lifelines of tyrants and bestowing the gift of longevity upon the noble monarchs who were good to their subjects. About your scarlet cloaks standing out against snow-white landscapes, your ivory skin with rosy cheeks and ruby-red lips and flowing jet-black hair.”
I’d say he’s mocking me, if not for that dreamy look in his eyes when he runs his fingers through his fair hair, which only barely covers his ears.
“I heard each of you was young and beautiful, a mirror image of Morana herself.” The prince finally turns his gaze back to me and his awe is replaced by condescension, a shade of pity in his smile.
I can hardly keep myself from cringing when he sympathetically pats me on the wrist and holds on to my hand. I want to pull it away but he keeps it tightly in his grasp.
“It’s such a shame I never had a chance to get to know you and your sisters at the peak of your power. I wish I had lived when all the fairy tales were real. But we’ll have time to chat. I’d love to hear some exciting stories about your life. But now, please get rid of the ghoul.”
Prince Daniel stops somewhere between his guards and the edge of the forest. This time I take the sword out of his hands and stand motionless unsure what to do next. The prince folds his arms on his chest and looks at me expectantly.
“Would His Highness like to step back a little?” the corners of my mouth twitch when I see he understands that what I’m really saying is that he’d better clear off.
“He wouldn’t.” His smile becomes even wider, showing his snow-white teeth. “I prefer watching from the first row.”
“Have you ever seen a ghoul?” I’m trying to put him off his stride.
“I’ve seen colorful pictures in the books,” he retorts, obviously not taking the situation seriously at all.
“Then, would you be so kind as to lend me your dagger, too?”
The prince cocks an eyebrow, realizing that if he does, he will be unarmed. He doesn’t have a sword on him. I’m trying to keep a straight face watching his hesitation. I suppose he didn’t read his fairy tales carefully enough if he thinks his dagger could protect him from me. Though even to attempt to kill him would be a stupid thing to do.
“This dagger is my lucky charm, so I hope you’ll give it back to me soon,” he says offering his weapon to me.
“By all means,” I reply stiffly, taking the dagger and heading to the edge of the woods.
Ghoul.
The prince’s information might be incomplete and partly distorted but most of what he was mumbling is true. It only sounds sinister that we were marked by the Goddess of Death, in reality we often did more good than harm, though maybe in an unexpected form sometimes. We can lay to rest something that has been dead a long time but has been clinging to the past life, reluctant to leave this world. That includes ghouls, demons, ghosts, souls of drowned people and other evil spirits. To kill a ghoul, you have to be fast. You have to know that you must cut off the creature’s head and hands, that you need to keep away from its teeth, and that the first spot where it will try to bite you is your neck. And even if you kill it, you have to burn the remains right away, otherwise all your effort will be futile. And that’s only a ghoul. For different spirits there are different rules, and very few people know how to deal with them. But Maras or Moroks can do it all on our own.
Maras have the power of seeing and touching things people can’t see. I only need to touch the spirit to sever its lifeline and give it another chance to move on. That’s exactly what we used to do with my sisters. We would send lost souls on their way to the next world.
It was the primary task of all Maras, but then we got dragged into politics. We started severing the lifelines of the rulers who had brought devastation on their land and people, the tyrants who had nearly destroyed their own countries.
There was a rumor that even before I was born, my sisters bestowed longevity upon two kings. This was also one of our powers but no one knew back then that you had to keep this information a secret, otherwise it would become the thing that’d destroy us. And that’s exactly what happened.
We are not immortal and our mission is dangerous, so a lot of sisters died in the process of cleansing the world from evil. And even if a Mara manages to live a full life, it will only be one and a half times that of a regular person’s lifespan. Before, there was a balance, there were always seven Maras. If one Mara died, another ten-year-old girl would be marked by Morana.
But now I’m the only one left and I can’t see any point in doing people good in return for the evil they have caused us. But first things first, I need to free myself from these ties with Morok, which means I’ll have to behave myself for a while. And in the end, I’m also curious why they risked so much to revive me. Somehow, I don’t think they did it just to get rid of a ghoul.
I throw back the hood and sniff the air trying to smell the ghoul. He’s sleeping in the shadow of the fir trees, waiting for dusk, when the sunlight won’t disturb him anymore. The stench of rotting flesh is easy to distinguish from the fresh fragrance of the woods and the smell of damp soil.
Prince Daniel wants a show, so why not.
And I strike up a song, a quiet ritual prayer set to music. My lips break into an involuntary smile when I hear the prince and his soldiers let out a collective sigh of admiration. It’s not only Maras’ faces that are beautiful, our voices, too. We need these to summon the evil spirits, which come running as if hypnotized. It makes hunting easier but there’s also a side effect…
I notice that Morok has got it all. He’s admiring neither the voice nor the tune, instead he unfolds his arms and starts walking towards me with an intensity that wasn’t there before. But I raise my hand and surprisingly, he freezes, probably deciding to give me a chance.
To be honest, I’m taking a huge risk. Maras only used to attempt a summoning song if at least three sisters had their back. But my own death made me somewhat reckless.
I keep singing for another few minutes. The sound vibrates in my chest, my lungs fill with oxygen and sounds are being pieced together in familiar words as if on their own.
I can feel them waking up. Just as I anticipated, the ghoul is not the only spirit that can hear me. I can feel a low hum spreading through the earth and vibrating in my legs. The birds fall silent terrified by the creatures that are hijacking their home. I finish the song and cast away my cloak, which would only constrict my movements. Under the cloak, I’m wearing plain black trousers, a simple shirt and a buttoned-up caftan in a shade of burgundy. None of it is going to protect me from a blade, nor fangs or claws, but at least I can move quickly. I tighten my grasp on the sword and the dagger, my spine prickling with the anticipation of the on-lookers behind me. I breathe out and start counting to myself, sensing each of their steps.
Nineteen…
Twenty…
Twenty-one…
“Dear Agatha…” the prince starts, he’s already tired of waiting.
Twenty-three…
“Are you going into the woods or do you need some help with that?” He’s almost sneering.
Twenty-four…
Twenty-five…
The first one springs out of the woods earlier than I expect. A foul creature, which looks more like a demon than a human being, but of course he’s neither. He has thin arms and legs with long, deadly claws, greyish skin with an obnoxious green tint is wrapped tightly around his bones, and the mouth is filled with razor-sharp fangs. I block his way when he’s trying to dart towards the soldiers. I dodge his claws diving under his outstretched arm and thrust the sword from behind between his neck and his shoulder. The sword enters his body and I hear the revolting sound of his skin being ripped apart and his collarbone being shattered. The creature trips and falls down in a heap. Everything happens so fast that no one lets out so much as a squeak. But I can see the prince’s face turn white when he glimpses the wrinkled skin of the ghoul, now lying prone in the withered grass. It’s an old ghoul who’s been treading the earth for a long time and his shriveled skin and rare patches of shaggy hair look sickening. I lean in to finish the job and to show them some real magic. To thrust a sword into the creature is no big deal, anyone from those standing around me could do that. I touch the ghoul’s neck lightly with the tips of my fingers and grasp them, sparkling, iridescent, pale golden threads stretching along his spine. Threads of life.
This is our special power. We see these threads of life and can either strengthen them or if we want to, sever them. There should be three of them but the spirits have only one or two left, the others already torn. This ghoul still has two whole ones. I straighten up, holding the glittering threads in my fist, like a trophy, and stretch them as far as possible so that common people can see them too. And then, locking eyes with the prince, who doesn’t even try to hide his admiration, I tear them by jerking my hand upward. The ghoul’s body shudders and becomes still, now for good, and the threads disappear.
My palm is sore, there are two deep cuts where the threads cut into it. But there’s almost no blood as my heart doesn’t work, it doesn’t pump that red liquid through my veins anymore. I hide the cuts by balling my hand into a fist. I should have just cut the threads with a dagger like we always did before. But I put on a show in front of Prince Daniel on purpose, so that he knows that, if need be, I can cut off his life threads just as easily. I’d hoped he would be terrified, but there’s a glint of keen interest in his eyes and an almost happy smile lights up his face. The smile of a person who’s found a diamond instead of a quartz. But I don’t have much time to dwell on the thought as another ghoul jumps out of the woods. I turn to him now only clenching the dagger in my hand and wait for him to attack me. But the creature ignores me and makes a quick about-turn. I have just enough time to swing around and throw my dagger into his head before he jumps at the prince. The ghoul collapses right at Daniel’s feet.
I’ll give him that, the prince doesn’t pass out. Just takes a few steps back. There’s no trace of a smile on his face anymore.
“Oh, my Goddess…” I sigh, realizing my mistake.
I exchange quick glances with Morok. I can’t see his face or guess at his emotions but I have a feeling we are thinking about one and the same thing. I had expected all the spirits to attack only me but forgot that I’m a walking corpse myself. The creatures are attracted to warm blood. I run up to the second ghoul, pull out the dagger and cut off the threads before he can get up again.
“Should I be worried, Agatha?” the prince asks with some tension in his voice.
“Of course not, Your Highness!” I lie. “Or would you like to swap the first row for the last?”
He doesn’t have time to retort as there are new creatures rushing out of the woods. Though it’s only one ghoul and three ghosts. The latter are easier to deal with. I guess these are the souls of people the ghouls have dragged into their dens. But what surprises me is Morok’s behavior, he steps forward and puts some distance between himself and the prince so that the spirits see him first and Daniel later. He probably could finish off these four spirits with his bare hands but instead he turns to me and nods, waiting for me to… protect him? Or is he actually helping me by letting me deal with those on my own?
Maybe he has a fraction of sympathy for me, a Mara who has to prove her usefulness to the royal offspring so that he doesn’t think he’s revived her in vain.
My guess proves true when I see that the creatures dash to Morok and he doesn’t even turn to them, just keeps staring at me. If he weren’t that dangerous and terrifying, I would yell at him calling him every single, filthy swear word I know, but I only have time to rush to him to catch the first ghost stretching his long fingers out to Morok. The ghosts are easier to deal with because their bodies are not made of flesh and blood, instead they seem to be created from something soft, like concentrated energy. They don’t leave physical wounds but one touch of their fingers is enough to make you go mad. Their powers are useless against Maras though, so I stick my dagger-holding hand inside the ghost’s body and cut the threads stretched along the spine.
I hold my breath so as not to smell the stink, but the slime on my dagger hand and the revolting sight of it all catches up with me and I start feeling nauseous. The ghost vanishes at the exact moment when the ghoul jumps at Morok and I recklessly throw myself in front of him to protect him with my own body. I don’t allow myself to let out a scream, only a hiss, when the ghoul sinks his fangs into my shoulder and they pierce through it, shattering a bone. I’d hoped I wouldn’t feel the pain, but hell I was wrong. The pain is almost as acute as if I were alive. The ghoul drives his claws into my other shoulder and clings to me like an enormous leech. His repulsiveness sparks a fury deep inside and I tear him off me, widening my own wounds in the process and exacerbating the pain. As soon as he’s on the ground, I kick it hard and thrust the knife into its neck. It takes me far less time to deal with the other two ghosts. I make sure I cut the threads each time. The ghosts vanish right away but the ghouls, or rather the heaps of bones and flesh that are all that remain of them, are left behind spreading their putrid smell.
I come to a halt and try to catch my breath. I suppose that’s it for today. There’s no one else crawling out of the woods. I take stock of the damage: torn clothes, lacerated wounds that expose injured muscles. There’s more blood than on my palm but no real bleeding. However, the pain is still throbbing and my arms start to go numb. Morok is gazing at my wounds with such indifference, that I can’t help shooting him a dirty look.
“That was fabulous! To kill so many, all by yourself!” Prince Daniel is grinning at me, almost ready to applaud.
I have to fight the urge to stick his own dagger into his stupid, hazel eye and wipe that charming smile off his face. But instead, I stretch out my hand, returning his weapon. Captain Dariy comes running with his soldiers in his wake, to check on the prince.
“Burn the corpses,” I give the order to the Captain and he passes it on to his soldiers.
Daniel accepts my red cloak from one of the soldiers and stepping behind me gently throws it over my shoulders, covering my gruesome wounds.
“It hurts,” I almost whisper.
“Can it hurt?” the prince asks Morok with surprise in his voice.
“Yes, but the wounds will heal in a few days.” Morok’s voice is as low and flat as usual, with zero emotion.
“But I’m… dead… my body can’t heal…”
Morok turns back to me and I instantly regret saying anything.
“Our connection. You will be healed with the help of my powers. The same ones that make you walk and babble right now.”
I bite my tongue and wince in pain. I’d love to ask when the wounds will stop hurting but I don’t dare try his patience.
“Are you satisfied with the performance, Your Highness?” I do my best to keep the contempt out of my voice.
“More than satisfied, my dear Agatha!” He gently wraps my hand with both of his. “Now, it’s about time we cleaned you up and introduced you to my father.”
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220 years ago
“How lucky!”

“The family is blessed!”

“Marked twice!”

The villagers are whispering to each other, huddled together around the house where six Maras, their scarlet cloaks standing out against the snow, are gathered to meet their new sister. And I am among them.

That’s because one of us died of old age last week. And as soon as she let out her last breath, we all felt that a new sister was born, the one who is to take her place. And it is the first time I’m welcoming a new member to the family.

We are already a few days into the first winter month but snow has taken its sweet time this year. The landscape stayed grey and brownish with rotten leaves and sticky mud covering the earth, the legacy of frequent rains, for what seemed like an eternity. But no sooner than we set off on our journey, what does it do? Start snowing – heavily, all day and all night, blanketing the ground and slowing us down.

When we finally arrive at the village, it is after midday. The sky is a dazzling blue, the sun is high and its rays are reflected off the painfully white shroud of snow. The villagers freeze when we brush past them in our scarlet cloaks and the ground is crunching under our boots. I’m thirteen and till now I have been the youngest sister.

I became a Mara three years ago, a week after I turned ten. It happened the same way it does to all of us. Only ten-year-old girls with jet-black hair can discover these powers.

“Are you happy, Agatha?” asks Irina, whose hand I’m clinging to.

Irina is my mentor. It is she who is responsible for my training. She must be around seventy years old but looks no more than thirty. Maras live longer than ordinary people. Up to nineteen, we grow just like everybody else and then our aging process slows down significantly. Or so I was told. That’s why even the oldest of us, who has turned one hundred twenty-three years, looks about fifty.

Irina, like other Maras, has long black hair, a beautiful face and a pleasant smile.

“I’m nervous,” I mumble. “Do you know who she is?”

“No.”

“And when you came to take me, you didn’t know either?”

“We didn’t. You feel that invisible thread… we all feel it as if she’s summoning us,” I nod and she smiles at me. “So, we follow the thread till we find her, our new sister.”

“Why is everyone whispering?” I mutter again, looking around me.

I’ve hated being the center of other people’s attention since I was little, but now thanks to my garments and my powers, everyone notices me, wherever I go.

“Who knows… they might have an idea about who the new sister is,” says my mentor, a mysterious smile playing on her lips.

We arrive last, the other sisters are already gathered in front of the house. We are not going to enter though; everyone knows why we are here. At this very moment the parents of our new sister must be wrapping her in warm clothes and packing some food for her journey… and saying their goodbyes. They must be doing the same things my parents did a few years ago. I’ve never seen them since.

Even if I’d wanted to, I wouldn’t be able to see them because they left our village. That’s another rule. After a girl is taken by Maras, the family must leave. It keeps newly marked Maras from running back to their parents’ home in the first few years of living in the temple, before they get accustomed to their new family.

You can’t run to your parents if you don’t know where to run.

The villagers, too, start gathering around the house. They stand behind us, buzzing with anticipation, casting occasional glances at the closed door. Some people are wondering out loud how beautiful the girl is going to be. Everyone knows she’s going to have a fair complexion and jet-black hair, matching Morana’s. But all Maras have different eye-colors, so there’re no rules here. The Goddess herself is said to have dark-brown eyes, almost black. Irina has hazel eyes and Kira – brilliant green, like dewy grass on a summer morning. My eyes are blue, as cold as ice so my mom used to say. Like beautiful half-transparent ice.

The sisters stand in complete silence, waiting for the family to finish their preparations. I am the only one shifting my weight from one foot to the other, trying to keep warm. I’m looking round a small vegetable patch in front of a simple one-storey house, the lopsided roof of which, like everything else around it, is blanketed in snow, making the walls look almost black. The curtains on the windows are closed, allowing no curious glances inside. White smoke billows from the chimney showing that the family is at home. By the time the door opens, my hands are freezing. I breathe the tiniest cloud of steam onto my cupped hand for the last time and look up.

“Mom…”

Irina gives my left hand a gentle squeeze. She is still holding it in hers but doesn’t resist when I pull it out and take a few steps forward.

“Agatha!” My mom gives a sob.

I hesitate. I’m looking at my parents who are standing in the doorway not daring to take a step towards me. They are not sure if it’s allowed. I glance at the house again, not knowing what to believe, if it is even possible. Peering out from behind their backs is my little sister. She is wearing a blue, winter fur-lined jacket. We were never rich; I would even say we were pretty poor, and this simple winter jacket must be the most expensive item of clothing my sister owns. It brings out the color of her eyes, which are also blue, like mine, but a darker, deeper sky-blue. Our mom often told us that we were beautiful, but even back then I knew it wasn’t true. My sister is the real beauty, you just can’t take your eyes off her. Her complexion is fairer and her hair is darker and shinier than mine, and she has enormous eyes. She always looked like a fancy doll and she still does.

Our mom opens her arms, still sobbing, and without any further hesitation I run up to her and fall into her embrace. Then I hug my dad. I also try to pull my sister in but I can’t reach her.

“That’s true then…”

“The second daughter in the same family!”

“What a blessing!” the villagers are whispering louder now, watching us with rapturous attention.

I look back at my sisters, Maras, and I see them smiling. But these smiles are thin and sad for, unlike the villagers, they realize what a tragedy it is for the family. They know people only talk about the blessing till it comes to their own house and forces them to give up their own child.

And my parents have to give up a second one.

I feel a treacherous joy rising up in me, mixing with bitter disappointment. I know this pain of separation, I know the lessons my sister will have to learn the hard way, the destiny that awaits both of us. We are destined to live a lonely life, devoid of love of our parents or a husband. We can’t marry, our lives are dedicated to ridding the world of evil. I don’t want that for my sister. But the warm feeling that I’m no longer alone is already spreading inside my chest.

“Anna,” I reach out for my baby sister again and now, she presses against me like she used to when she was a baby.

My father wipes away the tears before they fall, but my mother is not trying to hide hers. She cries openly, gently stroking my hair. They don’t say anything to the other Maras because they know that no pleas or threats will stop them. Anna will be taken away no matter what, even if she has to be prized away from her parents’ arms.

They say there used to be families that tried to escape and save their daughters from their destiny. But it would always end the same way. The girl would be either given up voluntarily or taken from the arms of already dead parents. So now, no one even tries to resist. No girl who was marked by Morana has ever managed to escape her fate.

But no family has ever been ‘blessed’ with two Maras either. I glance at the Maras again and it hits me. Anna must be special.

Irina steps forward and gives me her hand. I grasp it like a straw and follow my mentor. My other hand is still grasping Anna’s, so I’m dragging her away too, to some new, magical world that she’s only heard of from the fairy tales and legends. The world that will become her new reality, so different from the one we used to dream of, huddled together around the fire on cold, winter evenings.
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I grit my teeth when Prince Daniel orders his men to find a white steed for me, even if they had to turn the whole village inside out in the process. The more time I have to spend in his company, the more annoyed I become. His childish enthusiasm and the way he talks about the old legends, which for me are (or rather used to be) harsh reality, are really starting to get to me.

“I don’t need a white steed, Your… Highness.” I add the last word under Dariy’s intense and hostile stare. I’m doing the best I can not to snap at him that the dislike is mutual.

Daniel turns to me and his lips break into a ready smile. Either he doesn’t notice the way he sets my teeth on edge or he’s doing it on purpose, just to have a little fun at my expense. And judging by the fact that his smile that doesn’t stretch to his observant eyes, I’m gravitating towards the latter.

“Oh, my dear Agatha, but you do! For two centuries people have thought of Maras as a thing of the past…”

“We are.” I butt in.

“…and here you are, in your scarlet cloak…” he goes on paying no heed to my comment. “…entering the capital on a white steed. A living legend. White is one of your colors, isn’t it?”

“It is, but…”

“Good!” says Prince, turns away from me and shouts to his soldiers to double down on the search.

I feel an overwhelming urge to give him a good kick, but one glimpse of Morok stifles it immediately. He’s standing still like a statue, in his black armor and his black-and-gold mask, half hidden by the hood. If Maras’ colors are red, black and white, Moroks are said to wear only black and gold.

The Shadow’s servants are just as real as Maras or evil spirits, but back when I was still alive, they were somewhat of a legend or a cautionary tale for Maras. They have a similar job to ours, they lay lost souls to rest. But if Maras were always easy to reach and anyone could come to the temple and ask for our help, Moroks are hard to come by. Rumor has it that there are only three to five Moroks out there at any one time and only a few people know for sure where their temple is or if they have one at all. Moreover, not many people would have the guts to reach out to them even if they knew how to. Maras are merciful, even when we sever the life threads tying you to earth, we offer a chance of reincarnation, of life after death. The soul finds its peace and flies to the Goddess, who will determine its next life form. Death at Morok’s hand is… the end. There’s no rebirth, no second chances. Some say that Moroks can also send a soul to the Shadow forever. No one and nothing is there, there are no smells or sounds, it’s neither hot nor cold in the Shadow. Just an eternal excruciating emptiness that you can’t escape. The mere thought of that place, impossible even to imagine, makes me shudder.

Kings used to take interest in Maras for our ability to prolong a life. But a Morok has a different power, to raise the dead from their graves by tying them to him. One Morok can only raise one person. However, I still haven’t figured out how they managed to raise me from the dead. It’s been two hundred years since I died. Why hasn’t Morana taken my soul? Why hasn’t my body completely decomposed? However, now is not the time to pester my convoy with questions. For now, I’m just watching the prince and Morok as carefully as possible. And that’s another mystery: why is a Morok helping a prince in the first place?

Apart from this one, I’ve only seen a Morok once. It was when I was seventeen. That Morok was wearing a raven mask. I know each Morok has his own mask, it’s magically tailor-made to suit each particular servant of the Shadow and is given some additional powers. But neither when I was seventeen nor now can I seem to muster enough courage to pry further.

I am back in my room at an inn. It’s our last stop on our way to the capital. We’ve already been on the road for about a week. The rumors about a live Mara who has been raised from the dead and showed her powers by vanquishing a few ghouls have spread quicker than we expected. I hear people ooh and aah whenever they see our procession. But as soon as they glimpse Morok, they huddle in small groups, apprehensively watching us pass by.

As it has turned out that manacles are excessive and Morok could hunt me down easily without them, Prince Daniel has decided to discard them. But barely a minute passes without me wondering if I can ask him to put them back on, if it means I don’t have to travel on Morok’s mount together with the Shadow’s servant himself. The first time, he lifted me up like a sack of potatoes and sat me down right in front of him, pressing hard against his chest. But he relented when the pain in my shoulders made me hiss. Since then, Morok has been gentler while helping me on his horse, but for the first couple of days every time he put his arms around me from behind, I shuddered with fear. On the third day, the fear didn’t subside, but I learnt how to relax my muscles while sitting so close to this monster.

Back in the room, I’m packing my few possessions. Prince Daniel treats me now a bit less like a puppet he has taken hostage, and more like a welcome guest. How ironic. These cute gifts he’s been showering me with, like a hair comb with an exquisite bone handle from one village, a piece of fragrant lavender soap from another, a brand-new dress to replace the caftan, ruined by the ghoul, from a third village, just make me want to roll my eyes. But beggars can’t be choosers, so I gratefully receive all the presents with a smile, albeit condescending. It’s all I can manage, considering that the prince can be showering me with gifts one day, and tossing me back into the grave the other.

The wounds have already healed, just as Morok promised, and even my skin has turned a shade pinker. In one of the villages, I finally found a full-length mirror. I wanted to see how bad a walking corpse could look like. On the whole, it was better than expected.

I smell like lavender because of the soap, my skin doesn’t peel off anymore, and my body is not falling apart. On the contrary, with each passing day, I’m starting to look more and more like a living person. At the beginning, my skin did have this blueish tint to it, but now it’s just a bit paler than normal. I have lost a lot of weight and my jawline is sharper than I’m used to, which makes me look older than nineteen. But Morok has reassured me that it will get even better and the more time passes, the more I will resemble myself. Apart from my hair and eyes. My once jet-black hair has remained grey and my eyes have become lighter and foggier, which makes me look eerie.

I shoot a glance at a small mirror on the table and wrinkle my nose in distaste as soon as I find the reflection of my eyes. I was never as beautiful as my sister but nor was I bad-looking or spooky.

Since the start of our journey, I’ve found out that not only do I feel pain, but I can also become tired. That’s why I have to spend my nights sleeping. I breathe too, though I’m still not entirely convinced that it is necessary, I do it by force of habit. My body is functioning from force of habit too, it is just doing what it is used to. My breath can quicken or slow down depending on my emotional and physical state. I don’t have to eat because I don’t feel hungry, but sometimes when I see or think about food, my mouth starts watering. Morok has told me that I can taste some dishes I crave if I want to refresh my memory about their taste, but my body does not really need food. The most unusual feeling, however, is the sense of stillness in my chest, where my heart should be beating. But to that Morok said that it would re-start when I am stronger, and then I will be almost indistinguishable from normal people, because it will start pumping blood through my veins and my skin will turn the right shade again.

I take some stibnite from my purse and line my eyes with it. I also cover my lips with a special paint. Those, too, are Daniel’s presents. I used to use stibnite when I was still alive, but instead of lip-paint we would use juice from different berries. Progress can’t be halted; people have come up with new ways to make themselves more beautiful. Well, the make-up is an improvement, but my outlandish eyes are now even more pronounced than before.

“I wonder what my Goddess would say if she knew that I too am a spirit now”, I say aloud, unable to keep the bitterness out of my voice.

“She won’t say anything. Your Goddess couldn’t care less, just like everyone else.”

The sound of his voice makes me start. I didn’t see him enter the room.

“What do you mean?”

He doesn’t answer, just shrugs his massive shoulders and gestures me out of the room. It is time for us to leave. I toss the rest of my things into a small bag and follow my guard.

“Yarat is only a day’s ride away now, my dear Agatha,” the prince reminds me, while Morok helps me onto a white steed.

The prince found one after all. And I catch myself thinking that my scarlet cloak does look nobler against the white of the horse’s back. I smile, patting the white of the horse’s neck. The steed is beautiful indeed, with its long mane and silky tale. It’s a pity its magnificent body will be stained as soon as we start on this muddy road. Though fortunately, it didn’t rain much yesterday.

“So, you can smile,” the prince says with a grin when Morok has stepped away.

My smile vanishes. But I continue stroking the horse’s mane and meet the prince’s gaze.

“I do not allow myself to smile for the fear you might fall in love with me, Your Highness.”

He only grins wider.

“And what if I already have?”

His question catches me off guard. Daniel runs his fingers through his golden locks with a look of satisfaction on his young face. He must be waiting for an answer but I keep silent, ashamed at my loss for words. My life has consisted of worshipping my Goddess and training and killing evil spirits. Maras can fall in love but what’s the point? If you have been chosen by Morana, you can never get married, your fate is to serve the Goddess. Most sisters, me included, preferred to banish these feelings knowing that there is no future there. So, my experience of flirting is almost non-existent, which is more than can be said about the prince. I have a hunch he will defeat me in these verbal duels more than once. The only thing Daniel fails to take into account while playing his little game of seduction with me is that I hate princes. But now I can think of nothing better than straightening myself in my saddle and ignoring the question completely.

“I will take it as a yes,” grins Daniel and mounts his horse.

“A yes to what?” is all I have time to say before he trots away.

I let out a scoff of frustration and brush my hair back to put on my hood.
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Winter has always been our favorite season. Not only because my sister and I have been marked by Morana, the Goddess of Winter and Death, but also because it is the time of year when magic seems to envelop the whole world. I especially love a night after a snowy evening, with a full moon makes the snow shimmer and twinkle like stars. And the frost in the air bites your cheeks and tickles your nose.

I breathe out a small cloud of steam, wrap myself tighter into my fur-lined scarlet cloak and take a few apprehensive steps towards the woods. My legs in high, winter boots sink into the snow up to the middle of my shin.

I cringe when Anna overtakes me at a run and dives into the snow, breaking its perfectly smooth surface. She laughs merrily, throwing snow in the air with both her arms and legs, and then squeals when some of it falls behind the collar of her jacket. My lips break into a smile but I quickly recover myself. I sheepishly glance up to the temple and press my index finger to my lips, urging her to keep quiet.

It’s been a month since I turned fourteen and Anna became a Mara one winter ago. The second and coldest month of winter has come. Koliada, Maras’ favorite holiday, has already passed. The sisters have made the round of all the neighboring villages, receiving gifts and making sure no evil spirits made a home there. Anna is too young for these outings and I was left behind to keep an eye on her. We were both disappointed and sulky because we weren’t allowed to dance around the bonfires with the others or visit village dwellings to sing carols and get treats in return. But sisters Irina and Kira were unbending and we have no choice but to stay put.

However, the sisters come back when the carols and bonfire-dancing give way, with the last glimpse of twilight, to the traditional worshipping of Veles, the God of Earth and Water and Livestock, when villagers ask for good harvest and healthy cattle. This is no place for Maras, so the sisters head back to the temple for a bit of rest. The temple keepers are busy catering to the sisters and Anna and I have a little time when we aren’t supervised, so she talks me into having a walk beyond the temple.

“Come on, Agatha! There’s a lake over there and its banks should be covered with cranberries. If we gather enough, we can even ask someone in the kitchen to make your favorite cranberry juice!” Anna is struggling to get back on her feet, still half-buried in snow. She is trying to get the snow out of her hair, but some of the strands are already wet.

“We mustn’t go so far, silly.” I come up to her and put her hair up so that it doesn’t cool down her neck and put her hood up, afraid she could catch a chill. “It’s after dark already. If someone notices that we are gone, we’ll be in trouble. Do you feel like dusting all the library shelves again?”

I grin as she wrinkles her pretty nose, cleaning is not something she enjoys. Irina tries to straighten her out by punishing her mischief with chores, but so far to no avail.

“It’s not far! I just want to show you something.”

She looks up at me with anticipation, fidgeting with impatience and the same time, I take my eyes off the blueness of her gaze and turn to the temple again. It towers over us, its grey walls almost black against the white woods. Only a few windows are alive with the orange light of the candles. Everyone else is already asleep in their beds.

I look beyond the temple, at the dark sky, and try to come up with an excuse. I want to say it’s too dark to go, but the moon is bright and the snow reflects its light, painting everything silver.

“Okay,” I yield. “Let’s go. But make it quick.”

Anna gives a skip of joy and sets off to the northeast, to the border of Serat. Her legs sink in snow with every step but she doggedly trudges on. I’m taller than her, so I move faster and I catch up with her in no time. I smile at her and take her mittened left hand in my bare right one.

We know the land surrounding the temple pretty well because we are not allowed to venture much further yet, so we’ve spent our time exploring all the paths in the vicinity. Now, even with the earth blanketed in snow, it’s easy to find our way. We’ve been walking for no more than ten minutes but Anna is breathing heavily. She puffs and pants, doing her best to show how exhausted she is. I know what she’s after, so I let her climb on my back and carry her for a few minutes. It seems to cheer her up, she’s riding piggy-back, happily swinging her legs and clasping my neck so tightly my hood falls back revealing my mane of dark hair. The crisp air touches the scruff of my neck but my little sister is rubbing her cheek against mine, so I forgive her for that, as well as her whining.

Now all I can hear is my own heavy breath and the crunching sound of the snow under my boots. There’s also an occasional hoot carrying from the thick of the woods, adding more magic to the night.

When we reach the lake, I put Anna down and we both sigh in awe as we take in the view before us. We’ve seen the lake in daylight, but never at night. The frozen lake stretches out in front of us and the bright disc of the moon is reflected in it like in a mirror. The cracks in the ice look like white and blue veins.

But with a happy cry of “Cranberries!” Anna breaks my reverie.

I obediently follow her in the direction of the berries. The sooner we gather them and return to our warm beds, the better. The night is beautiful but freezing. My toes are already numb with cold.

I spot the blood-red berries in the snow and can almost feel their taste on my tongue. If we gather enough, we can make not only juice but also sugared cranberries and maybe even a cranberry pie.

“Agatha,” Anna says in a dreamy voice, “what’s a morok?”

I wheel around and look at her in bewilderment. I’ve no idea where she has heard the name from. I was told about Moroks only in my second year as a Mara.

“They are Shadow’s servants,” I answer cautiously.

“And what’s a shadow?”

“The Shadow is the place where the most rotten souls go, but it is also the darkness that rules that place.” I check if the berries are hard enough. But they are already frozen, so they shouldn’t mess the inside of our pockets. We have no baskets with us.

“Where did the Shadow come from?”

I pluck a handful of cranberries and toss them into the pockets of my cloak, taking my time to ponder the answer.

“There are a few legends, and only those who have already moved on and met the Goddess know which one is true.” I finally say, evasively.

“Come on, Agatha, tell me at least one!”

“And then you’ll be too frightened to sleep and will recoil from every shadow on the wall,” I snort, watching her shaking the snow off a fir branch to shower herself in snowflakes.

Anna keeps pestering me for a few more minutes and I cave in.

“Okay, there are various legends out there. But most of them are incomplete. One says that Morana’s own shadow rose after it was stepped on by the dead. The most popular legend though is the one where Morana grabbed her own shadow and cut it off to help her deal with rotten souls: those of the greedy and selfish and other evil. And the Shadow has been following our Goddess ever since, separate but forever connected to Morana.”

Somewhere in the middle of the story, my sister stops fooling around and starts listening closely.

“So, Moroks are evil?”

“As far as I know, they aren’t. But even Kira doesn’t know what they are hiding beneath their masks. And she’s the eldest.” I almost whisper.

“Sister Yana says everyone is afraid of Moroks and if you look one in the face, you’ll die.” Anna whispers back.

Of course. Yana loves telling scary stories. Although, what stories can you tell that are scary enough to frighten a Mara, who kills evil spirits herself? But Yana managed to do just that. She told Anna about Moroks.

“I don’t know if that’s true. Irina has warned me that if you meet a Morok, you should hide. And whatever happens, don’t try to look under the mask. So, you should do the same. If you see a Morok, do as you’re told and hide.”

I keep cramming berries into my pockets, when I suddenly hear her laughing. I turn to her but Anna’s not there. It takes a while to find her in the dark but I finally spot her on the frozen surface of the lake. I freeze with horror and the berries spill out of numb fingers.

“Look, Agatha! I saw some boys doing it a winter ago, before you came. They taught me a little.”

Anna is standing thirty feet away from the lakeshore. She starts running, picks up speed and pushes herself forward to slide on the ice… but tumbles over, laughing like crazy. I notice that I’m shivering, not with cold but tension.

“Anna, come back! Come back here!” My voice is squeaky and unfamiliar. I tell her to come back but I can’t move a muscle, as if it is me on that ice.

I was still in my third year as a sister when I was told never to set foot on the ice of that lake because it’s never thick enough to take the weight of a person. But Anna hasn’t been told that yet or she has but the warning has fallen on deaf ears. I’m standing as close to the lake as I dare, praying for the ice to be thick enough to take the weight of a slim girl.

I shudder when she stands up and falls down again, landing on her backside and sliding even further away from me. Her laughter carries all the way across the lake.

“Anna, come back here, please!” I cry again, trying not to sound too scared. If I step on the ice myself, I’m sure it will crack.

“It’s not so slippery here,” she yells back with disappointment and takes a few steps back towards me. We can both hear the sound.

Anna looks down. From her feet snake-like cracks start sprawling in all directions. She bows her head a bit and takes another step, slowly this time. The next cracking sound is almost deafening. I watch her with my heart in my mouth. She looks up at me and the fear in her eyes is unmistakable. Her lower lip starts to tremble. I throw back my cloak and stand there in my light caftan.

“Anna! Run to me!” I try to yell but my voice cracks like ice and I hope I’ve managed to say it loud enough for her to hear.

She does and she dashes to me. When she’s nervous, she becomes even more awkward. She manages three steps but the ice is really cracking now, big pieces come loose and the dark water splashes on the surface. Anna slips on the water. I don’t wait to see what happens next and bolt forward, carefully maneuvering between the cracks, leaping from one chunk of ice to another.

Anna is first to go under. She squeals and falls into the water, her head disappearing beneath the black surface. I dive in right after. A rasping shriek escapes my lips as soon as the icy-cold water touches my skin. I spot my sister’s cloak billowing on the surface, find her and pull her up to the surface. Anna is sobbing uncontrollably. Her teeth are chattering and she’s beating against the water with one arm, the rest of her body must have gone numb from the cold.

The water is freezing and it seems like I’m being stabbed by a thousand knives. But my fear pushes me forward and I steadily move towards the end of the lake, pulling my sister behind me. When I reach the shore, I haul her onto the hard surface first and crawl after her on all fours.

My fingers are stiff as I strip Anna of her soaked clothing and wrap her into the only dry thing we have left, my cloak. She keeps sobbing, shivering from the cold and the shock. I’m not much help as I’m shivering all over too. But the fear of almost losing my sister is more numbing to me than the cold.

Irina is teaching me not to succumb to fear, to act, no matter what. And I try to heed her now.

“A… nnna… ppput… yourrr… arms… a… rrround my… nnneck.”

I help her onto my back and try to set off towards the temple again. But my legs don’t cooperate, my knees begin to buckle and pain shoots right through me. Anna does what she’s told, for once, and clutches my neck, almost suffocating me.

I manage about five feet but my breath is heavy and wheezing. I’m freezing, my numb fingers can hardly keep Anna in place… but I see Irina rushing towards us and tears start running down my cheeks before I can stop them. My sobs turn to wails, even louder than Anna’s, as I fall into the soft snow and let Irina run the rest of the distance.
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Yarat. The capital of Araken.

So many years have passed and the landscapes have changed. My memories help me to orientate myself a little and I realize that we are traveling northwards. I see some new villages that have sprung up, a few roads have widened and the outlines of the woods are different to how they used to be. Some places I used to know are just nowhere to be seen. We are moving along this unfamiliar road and I recognize a couple of places, while all the rest are completely new to me. But I’m happy to learn that Araken still exists and Yarat has remained its capital. Even though, when I was alive, I only visited it twice. The first time, all Maras were asked to attend the new king’s coronation and the second time we came to rid the woods from evil.

We, Maras, do not belong to any kingdoms and do not serve any kings. The woods adjoining our temple are considered Maras’ territory and are situated right on the border between two kingdoms: Araken and Serat. An ocean washes the western borders of the countries and on the east a mountain range creates another natural border. No one crosses the mountains and no one comes from the mountains. Maybe the world ends there or just people.

Maras do not take sides or have favorites; we help those who need it. Whether the people of Serat have needed us, or the citizens of Araken, we rush to their aid. But I’m glad it was the Prince of Araken who raised me from the dead. If it had been the heir of Serat, I would have broken his neck before he even breathed a word.

“Your Highness,” I address the prince after a few hours of our monotonous journey, “if you don’t mind me asking, why are you so interested in Maras?”

“Where should I start?” the prince drags out with a smile; he’s probably flattered that I spoke to him first. “My mother died when I was young, just five years after my little sister was born. The king, I mean my father, was not particularly interested in my upbringing and I spent too much time with nurses and my siblings, my little sister and my elder brother Nikolay. My brother loved reading to us and his favorite tales were those of Maras and Moroks.”

“A questionable choice of bedtime stories,” I put in.

“True. That’s what any adult would have thought. But we had a choice between you and goblins.”

“What’s wrong with goblins?” I ask, nonplussed.

“Well, they are awful monsters, for one.”

“They do look weird because of the skulls instead of faces, but they are pretty harmless.” I object.

“You call those thugs harmless?!” Daniel looks at me like I’ve gone mad. “I’ve heard they can be up to ten feet tall; their horns look like tree limbs and their eyes are blood-red.”

“Well, the blood-red eyes are nonsense,” I shrug. “More often than not, they don’t have any, just a bare, animal skull where the face should be.”

“Even better! Empty eye-sockets definitely look more harmless than red eyes,” the prince snorts.

I can’t help but giggle and the sound is strange and unfamiliar. I seem to have forgotten how to laugh and the giggling is strained and a far cry from that beautiful resounding laugh I used to have.

But he’s right. I am used to goblins and knowing that they are just wood spirits protecting animals and plants, I take no notice of their eerie appearance. For common people, they must look sinister.

“Well, I guess they might look a bit fearsome,” I cave.

“A bit?” the prince calls back and his lips break into a smile when he hears me laugh again. “As we’ve agreed on the monstrosity of goblins, I shall continue my story.”

I nod waiting for him to speak.

“My sister didn’t mind either way as all tales were horror stories to her. But as you might have guessed, I am not a fan of huge wood… spirits. So, I chose the tales about you. What can be more fascinating than beautiful girls who bring merciful death?”

“Outlandish princesses?”

Daniel waves my taunt away and continues with the story.

“I wasn’t wrong. I listened, enraptured, to every story. I was totally fascinated by them! I asked my brother to tell me the same stories again and again and I never got tired of them. Brother had not expected such a reaction though, otherwise he might have kept the stories to himself. The most popular one, apparently, was where Mara Silvia defeated two demons on her own to protect a group of innocent children.”

Silvia. I’ve heard the story, too, even though it happened long before I was born. Everyone’s heard it. Demons are huge monsters and you’re lucky if you can beat one, but two…

“To be honest,” Daniel goes on, “the stories that I loved the most were the ones about you and your sisters. I truly admired the last Maras and your bravery in the face of what happened to your sister Anna.”

My cheerfulness is gone like it was never there. That’s what my sister’s name does to me.

“There’s nothing to admire, Your Highness,” I say drily, “there is nothing romantic about death.”

“Well, it may be small consolation, but then I believe you would agree that walking the earth again is quite an improvement on lying in it.”

I turn my head a little to catch a glimpse of Morok, who’s following us at a respectful distance. He’s sitting very straight on his black steed and looks straight ahead. He doesn’t fidget or look around. He positively looks like a statue.

I lean sideways, a bit closer to Daniel so that my voice doesn’t carry.

“Your Highness, how come a Shadow’s servant is helping the Crown?”

“It is said that Moroks appear where and when they are needed, so it is useless to seek them out,” the prince answers mysteriously. “After Maras were gone, common people had it particularly bad and they hoped that Moroks would step in to do Maras’ job. But they just vanished. Some people say they left because of you, but no one knows the real reason.” Now Daniel leans towards me. “You can’t really ask them, can you. Moroks are not really big on conversation.”

I try to stifle a giggle and just nod in agreement.

“Some say that Moroks are people too and they need to pay for their food. And who can pay more than the king himself?”

“Morok is working for you for gold?” The idea seems ridiculous at first, but come to think of it, I can remember occasional stories about Moroks running errands for the Crown and not out of the goodness of their hearts. Maras see taking gold for their work as unbecoming. We’ve never asked for pay, people used to make offerings of their own volition.

“They are sometimes called hired shadows now,” Daniel’s voice is no more than a whisper. “Some people say that times have changed and the Shadow has lost the last shreds of its dignity.”

I keep silent and contemplate his words.

“The Shadow’s never had dignity.” The flat but loud voice from behind startles us both. Morok must have come closer during my conversation with Daniel and overheard part of it, if not the whole thing.

He says no more but for a while. And Daniel keeps silent, too. I pull myself together and decide to ask him the last questions that have been on my mind since I was raised from the dead.

“Does Serat still exist?”

“Unfortunately, it does.”

“Who is ruling it now?”

“The younger son of the late king Aleksey, Severin Lasnetsov.” The prince looks almost pensive now. “Actually, it should have been the eldest son, his name escapes me, but he died when he was still a child.”

“What are the relationships between the kingdoms?”

Daniel cocks his head a little and gives me a searching look. I tried to keep my voice steady while asking the question but I’m not so stupid as to believe he won’t suspect the reason for my curiosity.

“Araken and Serat are at war. After what they did, my ancestors had no choice. At the beginning, it was a full-fledged war, but now it has turned into a protracted conflict. There are occasional clashes on the border but no real battles. However, we keep a close eye on the enemy and shoot on sight whenever anyone crosses the border from Serat.”

I can only nod as my voice fails me. I grit my teeth and tighten my grip on the reins. My leather gloves creak in protest.

“Not to worry, my dear Agatha. One day, we will wipe Serat from the face of the earth. I will not rest easy till I do. And when I do it…” the prince waits for me to look up at him, “…it will be for you.”

6

“Anna, that is a pretty dress but it won’t do for training. You should wear trousers and a shirt.”

It’s not the first time I have to tell my little sister off for wearing the wrong outfit for her training. She hates working out. I’m not a big fan of running, push-ups and pull-ups myself, but it’s part of our job. Our duty is not only to worship and serve Morana, but also to look beautiful in our scarlet cloaks. Strangely enough, our looks play an important role, too, and there is a host of rules we must obey. But be that as it may, I still believe that our ability to kill evil spirits remains our main asset. Yes, we can see and sever threads of life but to be able to get to them we must fight, and for that we need training, just like common people.

I can understand my sister though, I loved pretty dresses too. I used to try to make myself more beautiful, wanted to draw admiring glances of both men and women, like the ones they cast at my sister now whenever we enter a town or a village. But soon enough, I abandoned those attempts and started dedicating more time to mastering the art of swordplay. So, my go-to outfit became figure-hugging trousers and shirts and caftans the color of blood. These are normally men’s clothes, but a few sisters dress in a similar fashion, as it is more convenient for horseback-riding and for battle. The temple keepers sew more feminine fits for us so that we can wear them both at work and at court, if need be.

“What help will your sword be if you get entangled in your own skirt?”

I’m chiding her right out in a light temple hall, where any Mara can see us, or hear us for that matter because I’m making no effort to keep my voice low. Though my loud tirades may also be the reason other sisters prefer to steer clear of this particular hall. When I turned fifteen, other Maras re-assigned me the task of looking after Anna as they were eager to create the best possible conditions for her, the ones none of us could have. I’ve always been nice to my baby sister, tried to protect her from any harm. I thought the transition to the life of a Mara was hard on her.

Anna is slim and delicate and every time she’d told me she has trouble breathing after a few minutes of running or that she can’t lift a sword (though she is pretty good with stilettoes, fighting knives with long thin blades), I’ve believed her. When she came up with a hundred excuses for missing training and swore that she’d never do it again, I believed her.

I believed everything she told me before I realized she was taking advantage of me.

My little sister knows she has a pretty face and those big eyes you can’t say no to, so she very quickly learnt how to make the most of it by manipulating people and always getting her way. Even the eldest and strictest of sisters melt before her. I suspect they see a daughter in her rather than a younger sister. I know that Anna does not have ill intentions though, she’s just being selfish. She doesn’t want to do things she doesn’t like.

In a month, Anna will turn seventeen. Her theoretical knowledge is excellent and she’s diligent when it comes to study, but she still can’t hold her own in a fight. And part of that is my fault, I’ve been too lenient with her. So, I have dug myself into a hole, which almost consumed me half a year ago.

On that day, four sisters including me and Anna, were sent to one of the lakes to deal with the souls of drowned men. A few people from the nearby village thought they’d seen dead people walking near the lake. We found four of them.

These souls are disgusting but they aren’t as quick as the ghouls in the woods around the lakes. Nevertheless, even souls were too quick for Anna. Years of training didn’t help much and she was standing there brandishing her sword without touching the dead. It was a sheer stroke of luck that I noticed just as a soul almost seized her. What I needed to do was to chop off its head but there was no time, so I just pushed Anna out of the way throwing myself in her stead. The creature sank its rotten teeth into my arm and dragged me off into the water. If it hadn’t been for sister Yana, who saved me, I would have drowned.

Since that day, I’ve tried to be stricter with Anna: I’ve told her off more and indulged her less. I sigh every time Irina teases me for having turned grumpy and cranky. I don’t enjoy lecturing my sister but I don’t have much choice.

She continues staring at the stone floor, sheepishly fidgeting with the long sleeve of her crimson dress and black corset. I refuse to be swayed by that innocent pose.

“Anna!”

“Sister,” she answers obediently, lifting up her sky-blue eyes to me. But as soon as she realizes her charms aren’t working, she drops all pretense. “Come on, you know I’m not cut out for this! It’s not that I don’t try! I’ve memorized every evil spirit and how to kill it!”

“I know but…”

“It’s when it comes to weapons… I just… can’t! I’m not as strong as you. I’d love to be… but I can’t!”

“You know very well I don’t have any special talent. It’s the result of regular training and hard work.”

Anna falls silent, she has nothing to say to that. And it’s not the first time we’ve had this talk either. I take in a deep breath and let it out, trying not to give in to anger. It works. I take my sister by the shoulders and make her look me in the eye.

“Anna, I love you and I know you. If I could, I would send you home right now, I would spare you this fate. But I can’t…”

The corners of her mouth turn down. She knows it but can’t accept it. She’s still clinging to a childish hope that I can somehow save her from this life. But I can’t, no one can.

“Other sisters see I can’t keep you in check. I am sure it won’t be long till they re-assign your training to someone else. Do you really want that?”

“I don’t.”

“Then you will go change and come back for training.” I nod.

“Okay. Sorry, it won’t happen again.”

How many times have I heard that?

“You promise?”

“I promise,” she mumbles and gives me a hug.

I hug her back, stroking her back and a wave of her jet-black hair. Suddenly, I take a step back.

“Anna, where did you get this dress?”

She looks agitated and I don’t like it. I hold her by the shoulders and she tries to escape my grip but I’m stronger, so she yields.

“Anna,” I repeat sternly.

“I’ve bought it,” she says uncertainly.

“We don’t have this kind of money! What is that? Serat silk?” I gasp feeling her sleeve. “It must have cost a fortune!”

She seizes the opportunity and breaks free. She runs a few feet and turns back to me.

“Don’t be mad, Agatha. It’s just a gift.” She tries on that sheepish grin of hers again but I know better. This is too big.

“Who is rich enough to give you such a gift?” I ask her.

“It… it doesn’t matter…”

“Yes, it does!” I run up to her and grasp her elbow so that she can’t escape again. She’s still shorter and thinner than me but she runs faster. It’s a pity she does it in all the wrong situations.

“Was it a man?”

She bites her lower lip and this childish habit gives her away.

“You didn’t! He… How… How could you…” I struggle to get the words out, incredulous, unable to calm myself this time.

I look around to make sure there are no witnesses and drag her into the nearest room. She doesn’t resist and obediently shuffles behind me, lifting the skirt of her dress, which tangles around her feet. I double check the room is empty and lock it from the inside. The place is dark and dusty but I couldn’t care less. I put my hands on my hips and turn to Anna, cutting her off from the door too, just in case.

“Who is he?!”

Anna refuses to look at me again and dusts off her sleeve instead.

“His name is Arian, he’s the Prince of Serat.”

The breath I was unconsciously holding escapes in an exasperated sigh.

“Anna, you know it will never lead to anything! And a prince…”

“I know I’ll have no husband!” she snaps suddenly.

I am speechless for a moment. It’s the first time she has dared to speak to me like that. I didn’t even know she could. She notices my confusion and her boldness is gone. Her shoulders sink and she lowers her head again.

“I know,” she repeats, “but why is it so wrong that I want a little bit of love? It’s not forbidden, is it?”

“It’s not that, Anna. He’s a prince. The path of politics is paved with razor-sharp knives. If someone learns about you, you could be in danger. If the king decides, for instance, that a Mara is not worthy of his son and your affair is tarnishing the Crown…”

I suddenly feel exhausted and sink into a wooden chair. It’s beautifully carved, but blanketed in dust. Anna comes up to me and I take her hands in mine.

“I’m only nineteen, sister. I can try to protect you from evil spirits lurking in the woods and under the water, but I can’t protect you from political intrigues, let alone a broken heart. And if you love him, your heart will break. It will break the moment you’ll have to part. Does he love you?”

“Yes,” she says with a serious expression on still a child’s face.

“And do you?”

“I love him, too.”

“Oh, Anna…”

She smiles at me and starts stroking my hair, not as shiny as hers but just as black.

“Don’t worry about me, Agatha. I have never been so happy! If you could just see his smile… it’s so charming. And his hair is like gold, and when you feel it, it’s even softer than Serat silk! I’ve never seen anyone so handsome…”

A dreamy smile is playing on her lips, but my smile is rueful. I don’t know what I’m feeling anymore. I’m angry with her and I worry like crazy, but maybe I’m also jealous. Everything seems to just fall into her lap. She will even know love, however fleeting, and I’ve only been loved by my parents and have already forgotten how it feels.

“Alright, sister, so be it. I won’t interfere with your happiness or try to talk you out of this madness. It’s beyond my powers.”

Anna is beside herself with joy. If I wasn’t holding her hands, she would start twirling. But I give her hands a squeeze to get her attention back.

“But I want you to introduce me to him.”

“You won’t go threatening him or anything, will you?”

“Maybe just a little,” I say with a straight face and she believes me and shoots me a frightened look. I let out a laugh but then put on a serious expression again.

“There’s one more condition.”

“Oh no…” she moans.

“I’ll keep silent and won’t tell the sisters anything as long as you start working hard. I want you to get really serious about your training.”

She knows it’s a trap. She’s breathing noisily and tries to find a way out. But there’s none, so I try not to look too smug.

“Okay, okay, I promise,” she finally gives up.

“He must be really handsome.” I laugh and dodge when her hand lashes out at me.
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Yarat has sprawled.

It is my first thought when we climb the hill and the city stretches out before us. Yarat sits on a plain on the north-west of Araken. But the city is growing and I catch myself thinking that in a few decades it will probably swallow the gulf port too. The heavy clouds are blocking sunrays and the city seems gloomy. High spires of temples and the gilded roof of the royal palace look duller. We are still far away and all the houses are tiny, like children’s toys, with the palace standing out against them. It has several storeys and it’s longer than it is wide. However, it takes up a huge area and the adjacent square looks enormous even from where we are standing.

I am used to the life of an isolated temple, so I’ve never liked big cities, let alone capitals. I’ve only been to the capital of Serat once. But even then, I didn’t have time for sightseeing, I dashed through the city and the only thing I had time to take note of was a somber palace faced in grey marble. I’ve visited Yarat a few times, and it leaves me unimpressed. But I’m sure this trip will be especially unpleasant.

I turn my gaze to the Quiet Gulf in the distance. Its waters are always calm thanks to the three islands in the bay that break any ocean waves.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Daniel trots up to me on his steed. Morok falls back, but only by a few feet.

They still don’t trust me. And they are right, of course. Moreover, I prefer Morok’s silent company to that of Captain Dariy, who snaps at me every few minutes or so because I am not being respectful enough towards His Highness.

“What? Yarat?”

“Exactly.”

I breathe in the cool, salty air and wrap myself tighter in my cloak.

“Just a city.” I say drily and turn to leave. When I pass Morok I swear I can hear him snort. I look up at him in surprise but his face is as unreadable as ever.

“I seem to have wound up raising the most impertinent of Maras from her grave,” Daniel says loudly with a wide grin.
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When we finally enter the city, the sun is already setting and the sky is growing darker by the minute. We move unhurriedly through the streets of the capital, and I’m trying not to swivel around in my saddle too much, though I’m curious to see how much people and their lives have changed.

Many years back, when I was still alive, the houses were all made of wood; now the capital is full of stone buildings, two, three and sometimes even four storeys high. The facades are decorated: the poorer houses have folk-art carvings framing their windows (the legacy of traditional, wooden nalichniki), the more affluent houses however, are more ornate and plastered with stucco. Before, only the main roads were paved, but now I see stone everywhere, so people can get around the city pretty easily even after rain.

Merchants are covering their stalls and closing the shops, which signifies the end of the working day. Other citizens are heading home too, but as soon as they notice Morok, they speed up or just choose a different road to steer clear of the Shadow’s servant. I keep turning my head, trying to get a better look at all the devices people have come up with to prolong evening life in the city. Men are lighting candles inside big lamps in the main square and wide streets and putting burning torches into special sconces made of metal. The light allows the citizens to see the road and the outlines of most buildings and the horses can walk without stumbling.

The square in front of the palace is paved with big stone slabs, which makes it easier to ride on. The air is filled with the clatter of our horses’ hooves. The palace is a bit long but it’s completely symmetrical. It’s painted in white and sand and is richly decorated with gold, columns, and stucco. The palace is mostly three-storeys’ high, but the central and two parts on the sides are even taller. And if my memory serves me well, there should be beautiful gardens at the other end of it.

I take in the façade as we ascend a wide staircase leading to the grand entrance. The palace has changed, too. It has more extensions now and more ornaments. In my time, there was almost no gold on the exterior. The walls are now adorned with the silhouettes of firebirds, Araken’s coat of arms. You can see the golden image of this mythical creature against a crimson background on each flag in the city. But all this splendor does nothing for me. I was never susceptible to luxury and now even the mention of a royal family makes me nauseous.

“Are you going to drag me to the king in chains, Your Highness?” I ask Daniel poisonously.

We are almost at the entrance and I’m still in manacles. They put them back on when we were approaching the city and explained it away by saying it was just a way to reassure the citizens.

“It’s not every day that they can see a Mara, raised from the dead and walking the streets. Some still believe you are the stuff of myths and legends.” The prince had shrugged guiltily as the guards snapped the manacles back in place.

“You don’t say. I thought raising people from the dead was Your Royal Highness’s favorite hobby,” I’d grunted back.

“If they were all at least half as beautiful as you are, I would definitely think of taking it up,” he’d grinned, defeating me again in this word-fencing game.

This time at least they only handcuffed me, sparing my feet. But it was enough to remind me that I was no more than a puppet in their game. Daniel is the puppeteer and the others are my guards. I should never forget that.

So, I thrust my handcuffed hands under his nose again. I wonder if he’s really going to throw me to his father’s feet, chained and humiliated, like a trophy.

Daniel looks me up and down and turns to Morok.

“Do you think we should expect any surprises from our dear Agatha?”

“I don’t think so. But I would have a guard at her side at all times while she’s in the palace. Someone you can trust.”

“Right…” The prince is contemplating the suggestion and I’m shivering in the chilly air, looking from one man to the other. Whatever they decide, I wish they would do it soon. “Thank you, Morok, you may go.”

Morok nods, turns around noiselessly and goes back down the stairs. He takes the bridles of my white steed and his own black mount and leads them away, to the stables, I suppose. It dawns on me that he’s not going into the palace with us. That realization makes me anxious. Morok is scary but I’ve gotten used to having him around. He’s the only one among all my guards who has similar powers to mine and does not belong to this world. And now I’m completely alone, again.

The moment I step over the threshold, through the enormous wooden gates, a wave of old unwelcome memories washes over me. I can see the richly decorated halls of another palace and other heavy gates that became the last obstacle between me and my revenge. The obstacle I couldn’t overcome. Fear and fury rise up in me and are about to take over but I make myself breathe in, breathe out, and return to the present.

Immediately past the entrance, we find ourselves in a gigantic hall. The doors on the left are locked but there is a suite of rooms stretching before us on the right. I can also see another marble staircase covered with red-velvet carpet, leading to the second floor. The walls are painted in gold and crimson with little silver elements here and there. The columns are adorned with grapevines, also made of gold. And when I look up, I see the ceiling decorated with stucco and massive, gilded chandeliers that seem to be pressing down on you, even though they are many feet above your head. Everything looks too expensive and oversized.

The prince interrupts my thoughts. “You’re right, Agatha, it would be wrong to drag you to my father in chains. Come along.”

I follow him upstairs. On the second floor, the prince turns right into a long corridor. It’s darker here as there are no windows, but there are enough candles mounted on the walls to be able to get around. We walk the whole length of the hall and stop in front of a carved, wooden door which is no different from the other five we’ve just passed.

“This will be your room.”

I don’t have time to answer as he flings the door open and I find myself squinting, expecting it to look like a prison cell, apart from the gold on the walls. But to my surprise, when I peek in, all I can see is a simple room in deep green shades. There are just a few gold touches, but that much I can take.

“No red?” I arch an eyebrow and turn to Daniel.

“Sorry, Agatha,” he smirks, “we didn’t have time to create a room especially for you, but you will find plenty of red in your wardrobe. I will send you maids; they will help you wash and change. I will be back in an hour.”

He takes off the manacles, somewhat reluctantly, and nods.

“But please don’t go telling the servants you’re dead, you’ll just scare them off.”

“I don’t believe I’m able to unscrew my head and stuff it under my arm.” I roll my eyes remembering the rumors he’d shared with me about Maras.

Uncharacteristically, the Prince doesn’t smile, just shoots me a searching look, turns on his heels and leaves. Now I can look around properly. The room is not big, but there are two large windows opposite the door. They reach almost to the floor, so the room must be bathed in sunlight during the day. In the middle of the room stands a massive four-poster bed. Next to the bed is a dressing-table, and a little further, a wardrobe. A huge, crystal chandelier hangs from the ceiling and I am careful not to walk right under it as I’m afraid it will crash down and pin me to the floor. I walk up to the wardrobe and the doors creak open with a sense of foreboding. I’m right, of course, Daniel did go wild. I browse through brand new cloaks, gowns, trousers and shirts, all in scarlet, black or white. I shut the doors and make a mental note to tell Daniel that a Mara can wear other colors too.

As promised, Daniel sends me two lovely girls, Inna and Marina, who help me take a bath and make me look presentable. I’m not used to being waited on, so I try to refuse their help. They just smile respectfully and help me anyway, ignoring my feeble attempts to do everything myself. I suspect they haven’t been told who I am as they do not ask questions or cringe when they touch me. They actually are a lot of help, but I manage to at least talk them into letting me take the bath on my own.

“M’lady, there’s a strange spot on your back. Would you like me to call a healer?” Marina asks me while she’s helping me with the corset.

Inna comes nearer too and examines my back.

“Maybe you would like to put on another dress?” she suggests.

Marina answers before I can say anything. “No, His Highness wanted this particular dress.”

“So, it was His Highness who ordered you to clad me in this revealing dress with open shoulders?” I turn to them indignantly.

My maids lower their eyes.

To be honest, the dress is gorgeous. The color is more crimson than scarlet. The hem of the skirt and the sleeves are embroidered with real gold thread and delicate lace and the corset is embellished with pearls and rubies. I don’t remember ever wearing anything as beautiful, or as revealing, for that matter. The cleavage is at least a few inches too low for my liking and my shoulders are completely bare, which makes me want to cover myself with my hands. I look like an expensive doll and the fact that Daniel ordered me to wear this dress feels humiliating. The anger is bubbling up inside of me again but something touches the skin on my back and I start.

“I am sorry, my lady,” it was Inna, “but that spot…”

“What about it?”

I turn my back to the mirror and crane my neck to see what is so strange. What I see is a dark, almost black, spot on my shoulder blade that looks like the palm of a hand. Shadow’s touch. A sign that marks my connection with Morok. It’s the spot where he touched me when he was reviving me. The thought sends a shiver down my spine but I turn back to the maids and try to look reassuring.

“Oh that. It’s just a birthmark, that’s all. I can cover it with my hair. Could you help me brush it back?” I ask sweetly.

The girls look at me with a hint of suspicion in their eyes but they do not dare to pry further. They brush my hair so that it falls down my back in a waterfall, though a smaller and lighter waterfall than it used to be. They also line my eyes with stibnite, powder my face and paint my lips. There are so many jars, flasks and tiny bottles on the dressing-table that I’m afraid to even touch them, having no idea about their contents or purpose. But the girls seem more competent, they swiftly pick up this jar or that bottle and apply colors that match my dress. In the end, when I open my eyes and see my reflection, it’s not an unpleasant sight.

“You are breathtaking, m’lady,” Marina says with a shy smile.

“Thanks to you.”

“I meant m’lady is breathtakingly beautiful even without the dress or the makeup. I am sure His Highness will appreciate your beauty.”

“His Highness can shove…” I glimpse a startled look on my maids’ faces and check myself. I put on my best smile and force myself say: “I hope he will be satisfied.”

The prince seems to be into collecting beautiful things. And he must be considering me a new object in his collection.

As soon as the thought forms in my head, the door to my room flies open. It is not the prince who strides in though, it is four guards.

“Excuse us, my lady. We have been sent to accompany you to the Great Hall.”

Four fully armed men, and I am not even allowed hairpins, let alone weapons. Maybe Daniel fears I might kill someone with the hair comb he gave me.

In an act of desperation, I actually cast a quick glance at the dressing-table, but my hair comb is not there.

“Lead the way.” I sigh, standing up and hitching up the hem of my dress. Two guards are walking in front of me and two more are bringing up the rear.

It takes us at least five minutes to get to the Great Hall, though it is situated on the same floor. We weave through corridors and passages, in and out of halls till I completely lose my bearings. But the guards finally stop in front of heavy doors and throw them open. I straighten up and fold my hands somewhere in front of my belly, the way women do at court. I enter the hall, the clicking sound of my heels against the polished floor loud in my ears. Apart from that, it’s almost silent, there are only a few people speaking in hushed voice somewhere in the distance. I was expecting to find a crowd gaping at a living Mara, but the hall is almost empty.

I take a look around and see that the hall is indeed enormous and spacious, I guess it is where all royal balls and events are normally held. The walls are flickering with gold, a line of sculptures stretching along each of them. The ceiling is covered in frescos, which I can see even at this dark time of the evening due to hundreds of candles lighting the room. There are a lot of windows, too, and by day the hall must be dazzling, with all the gold reflecting the sunlight. But now the windows are dark and I can’t even guess what is beyond them.

I spot a table to the right, laden with dishes for the evening meal. On the left, there’s a throne, elevated on a platform and towering over the hall. In the throne sits the current King of Araken, Dmitry Rakhmanov. One glance at the king is enough to see that the demanding task of ruling the country has taken its toll on his health and hasn’t left him many years to walk the earth. His hair must have been the color of gold before, but now it is almost completely silver, and his thinning beard and mustache too are peppered with grey. I can spot a few bald patches on his head despite the servants’ best efforts to hide them by brushing the hair to one side. He must have lost a lot of weight, too, because his red and gold caftan is too baggy, making the king look even older. His hazel eyes are clouded and his whole body speaks of his fatigue. He’s resting his head on a hand, propped on the armrest. Next to the king’s throne, there are three smaller ones, probably for his heirs. One of them is occupied by a pretty, young woman in a powder-pink gown. Her golden hair falls in a thick braid down her left shoulder and loose locks frame her face, making it even more charming. Behind the throne, I can make out Daniel, absorbed in conversation with a dark-haired man. The prince is wearing a spotless crimson doublet, he has clearly had a bit of time in which to clean himself up too. The dark-haired man is dressed in a simple, black caftan. Though they are of more or less the same height, in every other sense they look like complete opposites.

“Brother!” The woman calls to Daniel and rises from the throne as I approach.

The prince is so absorbed, he hasn’t noticed me come in, but now he and the other man turn their eyes towards me. The dark-haired stranger looks me up and down with his brilliant green eyes, claps Daniel on the shoulder and vanishes somewhere behind the thrones. The prince pays him no attention now as his eyes are fixed on my dress. I hope he is not looking at my cleavage.

I face the king, who stares absently in the distance, but then blinks a few times and finally turns his attention to me. When he realizes who I am, he stands up from the throne with his head held high and his eyes adopt a proud expression. I’m relieved to see he still has some strength left in him. It would be more challenging to try to negotiate with a feeble old man. The only absent member of the Royal family is the elder son and the heir to the throne, Nikolay.

Daniel steps down and sets off in my direction but I raise a hand motioning him to return back to his place. Maras might have lived out in the wilderness but we have been taught the ceremony of court. I curtsy, not taking my eyes off the king, and he nods approvingly. Daniel glances at me in surprise, then grins and goes back to stand to the right of his father’s throne. Now they are all looking at me, I can clearly see their resemblance, all three have light hair and hazel eyes.

“Welcome to Yarat, Mara,” the king starts.

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

“I must admit, when my son suggested this idea, my first impulse was to refuse. I was skeptical and didn’t truly believe it even vaguely possible. But, when all the others have failed so gloriously, I had to resort to this plan in the end.”

The king and his children sit back down on their thrones and I am left standing at the foot of the platform. I’m still in the dark as to why they resorted to this plan. Why raise me from the dead? Getting rid of a few ghouls is hardly worth so much trouble. So, when the king pauses and looks at me expectantly, I keep my silence.

“Well,” he is forced to continue, “you already know my son Daniel. And this,” he points to the left where the golden-haired woman is sitting, “is my daughter Elena.”

“Your Highness.” I turn to the princess and bow my head.

“Welcome, Mara. Your name is Agatha, is that right?” She has a pleasant soft voice. “Brother has told me so much about you. I should say, I’m impressed and glad to have you here. You look wonderful.”

“Did you expect to see a half-rotten corpse, Your Highness?”

“I don’t know… I mean of course not but…”

“I was expecting to see some signs of decay myself when I first saw my own reflection. And I was no less surprised that Your Highness when I didn’t see any.”

Princess nods in response, a little embarrassed. I glance back at the king, who looks even more exhausted now, and decide to cut the courtesies short so that we can finish our conversation before he nods off. Besides, I feel tired myself, it’s been a long day.

“Your Majesty, let us cut to the chase. Your son has not yet explained to me why I am here.”

The king gives Daniel a quizzical look and turns back to me.

“About a month ago, my elder son Nikolay was poisoned.”

“Did he die?” I prompt as the king doesn’t continue.

“No, thank gods. Nikolay is my heir. I have been raising him to be a king. I wanted, when my time comes, to pass the country on to a strong and competent ruler. I wanted someone who would put an end to this long-running and fruitless conflict with Serat and would help return Araken to its former glory. If he dies, it’s all been in vain.”

So, the king and his heir want to end the war. The king’s voice has a definite edge to it now. I cast a fleeting glance at Daniel, but he doesn’t seem to mind that his father doesn’t even consider him a worthy successor to the throne. His smile is easy and relaxed and he is scanning around the hall absent-mindedly. Princess Elena still has the same discreet smile on her lips.

“Are you planning to sign a truce with Serat?”

“What was that?” the king seems to have zoned out again.

“Peace. Do you want to make peace with Serat?” I repeat slowly trying not to let my irritation show.

“There will be no peace now!” The king throws up his arms. “But gods know, I tried! We had an agreement with Aleksey Lasnetsov that his son would marry Elena. But Aleksey is dead and the other one, Severin, just went and married another, throwing the whole deal out the window!”

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Elena pursing her lips.

“You tell me, Mara, haven’t I done EVERYTHING? Haven’t I been kind and FORGIVEN him?” the king raises his voice and bangs his fist on the armrest.

I try to stay calm telling myself it’s not me he is angry with. The king stares somewhere above my head, probably not even seeing me.

“I’m sure you were terribly kind, Your Majesty.”

“I still offered him a truce! If he had just gotten rid of his fiancée,” the king spits the word out with obvious distaste, “and taken Elena as his true wife. I gave him a second chance, but he THREW IT IN MY FACE! Do you know what pitiful excuse this suckling gave me?!”

“He said he’d fallen in LOVE!” the king pounds his fist again and almost yells the last word, so that Elena starts and seems to shrink in her seat.

I just stand there watching all of them, watching their reactions. I see now that Daniel only pretends to be disinterested and distracted but he’s listening to his father, his eyes are cold and his lips have become a thin line. Then a slight movement behind the royal family catches my eye. It’s that dark-haired man again. Daniel must really trust him if he’s allowed him to stay during such a delicate conversation.

“I’d say good riddance, Your Majesty,” I say.

“What was that?”

“I’m saying you’re probably better off without this marriage. The Lasnetsovs have traitor blood, I learned that the hard way.” I raise my head higher and look the king in the eye. “You shouldn’t have even promised the princess to them. Their word is worth nothing, as you’ve seen for yourself. You hoped that after the truce Nikolay’s throne would be safe. But why did you think marriage bonds would stop Severin from attacking Araken? I say it would have been worse had the wedding taken place. Elena would be their lever of pressure on you.”

“He wouldn’t have dared,” king Dmitry says more quietly and with less certainty.

I cock my head and give him a cold smile.

“I remember thinking the same about the Prince of Serat. And now I see where I am and remember why I died.”

“So, the rumors are true… He did that?”

“Yes, and I heard it from the victim herself, while she was bleeding to death in my arms.”

“Horrible, horrible,” Dmitry repeats even more quietly, stroking his beard pensively.

“I told you, father, that they are behind the poisoning! Isn’t all the evidence pretty conclusive? They know I’m not a rival for them,” Daniel cuts in.

“So, you believe Nikolay has been poisoned by Serat?”

“I do, Agatha. There’s proof, we’ve even found the poisoner who’s confessed everything,” Daniel nods.

I’m still holding my hands in front of me and they’ve gone numb. So, I unclasp them and drop my arms to my sides, allowing myself a more relaxed pose.

“What do you want from me, then?”

“To prolong Nikolay’s life,” the king replies.

I scoff but pull myself together as soon as I see the expression on the faces of the royal family.

“Do you understand what you are asking for? When we prolong someone’s life, time freezes for them. If we prolong an old man’s life, he will not grow younger, he will just be old for longer, since the charms won’t let him die a natural death till they wear off. If Nikolay is in a bad condition now, and I put such charms on him, he will suffer from the poison in his body for many years to come without the mercy of death.” I can see their faces turn paler by the word. Could they really have no idea about how these charms work? “How is he now?”

“He’s… unconscious.” The princess almost whispers.

“Then he will remain dead to the world till someone decides to stab him in the chest to spare him the pain.”

A hush falls over the room. I give them a second to process what I’ve said and look out of the window, trying to make out the silhouette of the garden or the city skyline, anything.

“However,” I say, turning back to them and cutting off Daniel who has already opened his mouth, “I can TRY to strengthen his life threads. He will be healed and it will allow him to live the number of years he was destined to live, but no more. For that, I need to have a look at him first, to see if there’s anything left to work with and if there’s even a flicker of hope left.”

The king sighs with relief. “Of course!”

“But what am I to get in exchange?” I ask impassively.

The three of them look startled, they must have forgotten that they have brought me here as a guest, not a prisoner.

“Freedom,” Daniel finally says.

Freedom?

I can’t keep a straight face this time and burst out laughing. I don’t remember the last time I laughed like that. The members of the royal family tense up but don’t interrupt me, waiting for my laughing fit to subside.

“And… and how, pray tell, are you going to give me freedom, Your Highness?” I try to compose myself. “Are you going to give me the grave you raised me from as a present?”

“We will give you freedom,” Prince Daniel repeats as if he hadn’t heard my retort, “and life, and revenge, and so much gold, you will want for nothing.”

With his every promise my face grows darker. How dare he give me hope, when he knows he can offer me nothing but the last offer on his list. No laughter is left in me when I turn to the king.

“That is a long list of rewards for an attempt to wake up your son.”

“You are right, it’s not the only favor we are asking of you. You will get all of that and more if you help us get our revenge on Serat for poisoning the prince. As my attempts to finish the war with peace have failed, we’ll finish it in a strike.”

“Do you intend to use me as a hired knife? No one dares to offer that to a Mara.”

“No one DARED to offer it.” Dmitry corrects me. “Has your own death taught you nothing? Hasn’t it at least relieved you of these duties? Didn’t Morana herself wipe her hands of you, leaving you to rot in the cold hard earth instead of taking your soul?”

He has a point. But I still grit my teeth with fury and irritation.

And only Daniel steps forward and asks me the right question.

“Don’t you want to take your own revenge on the Lasnetsovs?”

“I do.” I agree reluctantly.

“You will not only get it then, but by killing Severin, you’ll also pave the way for a peace that is overdue between the countries.”

I take a moment to think it over again, but then go back to the most important question, withholding my decision for now.

“How are you planning to give me life?”

“Morok.”

It takes a while for the meaning to sink in, but when it does, I look back at Daniel trying to see a hint of mockery in his eyes, but there’s none.

“He’ll never agree to that.” I exhale, still in a state of shock.

“He already has.”

I have heard of this special power Moroks have. Once in their lifetime, a Morok can fully revive a person, giving them back their life instead of just tying them to him. But it is dangerous magic. A Morok takes part of himself, of his own life, and gives it to someone else. Afterwards, he will never be as strong as he used to be. From other Maras, I’ve heard that Moroks hardly ever use this power, and when they do, they use it to revive the relative of a loved one. What’s the point in giving something that valuable to a complete stranger?

“How much have you paid him? What have you promised? It’s not something anyone would give away easily, let alone a Shadow’s servant.”

“Well, that is none of your business.” The king waves me off dismissively and sits back on his throne.

“So, you will make Morok revive me, reward me with heaps of gold and then you’ll let me go… Just like that?”

“Just like that.” The king nods wearily.

“Unless you decide to stay, of course,” Daniel hurries to add.

I’m smoothing out the folds of my skirt, thinking. Then raise my eyes again to face the king.

“In this case, I would love to meet His Highness Prince Nikolay tomorrow.”

Daniel beams back at me.
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I’m nervously pacing the room, almost bumping my head on the walls but not even noticing. This is the chamber where Anna and I live. It’s small but clean and cozy. The stone walls are painted white, the ceiling is decorated with simple patterns and our narrow beds stand at the either side of the room, opposite each other. There are two desks but one wardrobe, but it’s so big, it’s more than enough for us both. In winter, the room can get chilly, so there’s also a fireplace and a wolfskin rug on the stone floor by the hearth. In the evenings, Anna loves lying on the wolfskin next to a crackling fire, reading a romance novel. We don’t have a lot of such literature in our library so she always asks the temple keepers to buy a new one whenever they go to one or the other capital to run some errands. I glance at Anna’s unmade bed and see another half-read book left next to the pillow.

This year, I have officially become a Mara. I’ve completed my training and passed all the exams, proving to the other sisters that I have all the necessary skills and knowledge. So, in a few more months, I will have a room of my own.

But I’m still here and I don’t feel like a Mara. I’m chewing my nails, feeling helpless and powerless, and almost out of my mind with worry. Two hours ago, I was furious with Anna for breaking the curfew and not returning to the temple before dark. But now, it’s after midnight and my anger has given way to anxiety.

It’s been about six months since she told me about her relationship with the prince. Anna hasn’t introduced me to him yet but I’ve stopped pestering her as, to my surprise, she has been a most diligent student, training with a determination uncharacteristic of her. I can’t say she’s doing excellently, but she can hold her own in a swordplay and has more stamina. She even runs and does all the other physical exercises pretty well. I almost decided this Prince is actually good for her.

But then he did something neither Anna nor I expected from him. He proposed. And when Anna said she was not allowed to get married, he said if he couldn’t have her as a wife, he would never marry anyone, but his heart would always be hers.

I snorted loudly as she was retelling this to me. I wouldn’t believe a word of such nonsense. But my sister was gazing at me with her big, blue eyes full of love and hope, and I didn’t have the heart to destroy her dreams.

However, thanks to their love story, for the last six months, Anna and I have had a much better relationship too. Six months without big fights or little daily squabbles, six months of Anna walking on air, her happiness rubbing off on all of us. Six months…

I hear some noise and whirl around. I throw open the door and dash out of the room, looking for the source of the sound. But there is nothing there. I stride through the twists of narrow corridor and reach the courtyard. Everyone who’s entering the temple through the main entrance has to pass through the courtyard, so I can’t miss her.

I step outside, on the soft, white snow, wrap my arms around myself, and curse myself for not taking a fur cloak with me. I can see my breath escaping in small clouds of steam. This year, winter has come early. It’s two more weeks till the end of autumn, according to the calendar anyway, but it’s been snowing for ten years straight already. The temple is surrounded by woods and while I’m staring at the dark wall of trees, it suddenly hits me. I have no idea where to look for my sister. Stupid, I’ve got so used to this new happy and obedient Anna, that I stopped asking her weeks ago about her rendezvous place with the Prince.

I jump from one foot to the other, trying to warm up. The snow crunches under my feet, the sound is strangely satisfying and it eases the tension for a minute. I take my eyes off the entrance and look down. As if of their own volition, my lips stretch into a smile when I jump back to the other foot and my leather boot sinks into the snow, making another crunch sound. It’s freezing out here and my hands are growing numb with cold, so I decide to rush back to the temple to grab my cloak and return immediately to the courtyard to be the first to see Anna and tell her off like never before. I try to convince myself I’m still angry with her, but in reality, my worry has left no space for any other feelings.

I ball my hands into fists so that the nails sink into my palm. I hope it will give me another distraction and help reduce my anxiety. Many years have passed since that day on the lake when I first felt this crippling fear.

“Agatha!” I jump at the sound of Irina’s voice and almost slip on the icy steps.

“Agatha, here you are!” Irina is running towards me from the other end of the courtyard, clumsily navigating her way around a fountain in the center, which has already been shut off. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere! I thought you were back in your room!”

I’m confused and trying to figure out what I might have done to get punished or told off. Have I forgotten something? Or has Irina noticed that Anna is missing and now she’s going to chew us both out? Anna for breaking the curfew and me for letting her.

“Irina, I can explain…”

“We don’t have time,” she grabs my hand and pulls me back through the corridors, inside the temple. She’s talking as we go. “Agatha, something is terribly wrong. Hurry!”

She speeds up and is almost dragging me behind her. Now I can see we are running towards the western tower. That’s where there’s the library, classrooms and healers’ quarters.

Irina tries to talk, breathing heavily. “Why… haven’t you… confided in us?” She glances back at me and I see pity in her eyes. I wish it was anger. “You should have… told… us about Anna’s relationship… I’m sure you’ve tried… to talk her out of it but couldn’t… We could have tried too… It could have been prevented…”

Her voice breaks at the end and I feel my heart stop.

“Where’s Anna?” I manage to get out. I feel dizzy and the corridor swims before me.

“Sister Kira spotted her from the window on the third floor and sent a temple keeper to help her right away. My Goddess, our little sister turned out to be stronger than we dared to hope.” I can hear something like admiration in her voice. “I’ve always suspected there is strength behind all her airs, strength like yours.”

She’s right, I’d also noticed that in her once she’d started taking training more seriously. She’d begun to experience the thrill of sparring fights, became more confident with her sword and, now and again, when she managed a good lunge impossible just a week ago, her eyes would glint with excitement. In these moments, I thought she looked more like me than ever.

“We don’t know how long she’s been walking out like that.” Irina catches her breath but doesn’t slow down. “But she only started crying when she saw help coming. Stupid! You were both being stupid!”

Irina finally comes to a halt at the very end of the corridor, in front of huge oak doors, so dark they seem black. She hesitates only for a second before she finally lets go of my hand and throws the doors open. I’m instantly overwhelmed by the cacophony of dozens of anxious voices. I can see almost all the Maras gathered in the room, with our healer and a few temple keepers among them. No one stands still, there’s a lot of running and shouting. Yet I can still spot the red-brown stains on skirts and hands. Temple keepers, unlike us, wear cream, linen garments and the red of the blood stands out on their dresses.

“Where…” I don’t have time to ask the question because I’ve spotted Anna.

The voices grow quieter and I feel hundreds of feet away from them. Time freezes. I see Anna lying on one of the hospital beds, her face unnaturally pale, blood trickling from a corner of her mouth. She’s still wearing her beautiful red and white dress, but now it’s almost completely red. Kira, the eldest sister, is standing over her, pressing her hands to Anna’s stomach, trying to stop the blood. My sister is moaning with pain, tears streaming down her cheeks. But when she sees me in the doorway, she breaks out crying like she did when she was just a baby.

I run to her, trip over something and fall, crawl to her bed and stop there, kneeling next to her. She stretches out her hand and I grab it in both of mine.

“Agatha… I’m… s-sorry.” She doesn’t stop crying, and I’m trying to get a better look of her wound but my vision is blurred and there’s too much blood.

“What… what happened?”

“I didn’t listen… to you. I shouldn’t have… been… seeing him.”

I give her hand a squeeze. The temple keepers are hovering over us, the eldest keeper is yelling orders, but I can’t make out the words, my whole attention is focused on my sister.

“Who did this to you?!”

“Arian…”

I can’t breathe. It’s wrong, how can it be?

“He betrayed… me. He wanted intimacy… and I refused…”

Anna is suddenly shaking violently and starts coughing blood. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Kira cut the dress on Anna’s stomach so as to clean and sew up the wound. Anna stops coughing and I breathe out noisily.

She turns her head back to me.

“He didn’t like… that I resisted… he wasn’t… himself.”

Her voice is weak but urgent. Her eyes are fixed on mine and she seems to have forgotten about the pain. I remember the medicine lessons and my stomach drops, I glance at her legs, and they are not moving.

“So, he thrust… a knife… I… your lessons… I managed…” her lips stretch into a weak, red smile.

She doesn’t feel the pain.

“…to knock him out. I could… I didn’t let you down… I…” her eyes are glazed and the smile is fading, “I should have… killed him… back then… couldn’t… forgive me…”

Anna’s eyes are not focused on mine anymore, she’s looking through me as if not seeing me at all. I’m almost choking but I don’t let myself cry, not now. I stroke her hair and try to smile back at her but my lips tremble and my smile looks more like a grimace of pain.

“You did well, sweetie. You don’t have to… apologize… Everything will be…” I catch a glimpse of her wound again, already cleaned but looking even worse now, and hear the healer whisper that some organs were perforated. I banish these thoughts from my mind. “Everything will be fine now. We’ll heal you and everything will be just fine.”

Anna is looking at the ceiling now, her gaze foggy. And I am still kneeling at her side, wincing at every stitch of the needle, sewing Anna’s wound.

“And then…”

“Then… what?” Anna makes a visible effort to focus again.

“Then I will kill him with my own hands and you will stand by and watch.”

Anna tries to grin but she coughs instead, bringing up blood again.

“P-promise?”

“Promise.”
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Next morning, I’m woken up by my maids. They have been ordered to help me wash and dress for the afternoon. Inna brings me breakfast: boiled eggs, fresh crusty buns, berry jam and strong black tea. They still seem to be under impression that I’m a living person, so not to disappoint them, I spread some jam on one bun, stuff it into my mouth and wash it down with a few sips of hot tea. It tastes so good that I close my eyes and focus on the flavors. My jaws are sore and awkward from the lack of use and I bite my tongue.

Fortunately, Daniel spared me his choice of garments today and I ask Inna and Marina to find me something comfortable. They rummage through the wardrobe for a while and bring me a simple red dress. It has an A-line skirt and a lace top. I like it as it covers my whole body up to the neck, leaving only hands and feet bare.

While Marina is putting the finishing touches on my makeup, I glance in the mirror and note that today I look even better and more alive than yesterday. However, my heart is sitting still in my chest and my cheeks are pale as milk.

“Come…” I don’t have time to say “in” as the person who has knocked on the door obviously needs no permission to enter.

“Agatha, you look better and better every day!” Daniel’s sweet smile spoils my mood. Does he ever look serious?

“Your Highness.”

“Your Highness!”

My maids greet the prince almost at the same time, giving a low curtsy. I don’t answer, not even bothering to stand up from my soft pouffe in front of the dressing-table.

“Thank you for your help. Please leave us now,” he says to the maids.

As soon as they vanish behind the door, someone else enters the room. With some surprise, I realize it’s the same dark-haired man Daniel was talking to in the throne room yesterday. He closes the door behind him. Now I can have a close look at them both. They do look like complete opposites, apart from the fact that they are of more or less the same height. The other man looks a little bit older, he’s probably around twenty-two, he has shoulder-length black hair and his eyes are the color of emerald. He’s wearing simple trousers, a white shirt and an unbuttoned black caftan. His outfit provides a sharp contrast to Daniel’s royal garb. The top buttons of his white shirt are undone too, which creates a devil-may-care look about him. And I must admit, it suits him. He examines me from head to foot for a few seconds and then turns to the prince with a contemptuous smile playing on his lips.

“So, that’s really her?”

I don’t like him already.

“Are you sure it’s that famous Mara?”

“Yes,” I answer before the prince can open his mouth. “And this famous Mara is not deaf.”

“Agatha, let me introduce you to Aaron,” the prince says gallantly, “Aaron, this is the famous Mara.”

Aaron hardly bows his head, all the while keeping that disdainful smile.

“Aaron will accompany you everywhere while you are in the palace,” Daniel answers my silent question.

“You mean he’s my guard?”

“He is,” Aaron cuts in.

“Unfortunately, I can’t be at your side for the whole of your stay, so he will be helping you with everything. Don’t hesitate to ask him questions about anything you might need to know. And if you need something from the city, he will help you with that too,” the prince adds in his usual sweet voice.

“So, a guard, a babysitter and a servant?” I ask with a sneer and notice that Aaron is not enjoying the conversation.

“Maybe not in these terms, but on the whole, yes.”

“Thank you, but no.”

Both men look at me in surprise.

“I’d prefer Morok. I’ve grown used to him and he looks more…” now I give Aaron a long appraising stare, “impressive.”

Okay, I might not be being completely honest here. Aaron looks pretty strong too and not half bad on the whole. Where Daniel is fit but slender, Aaron has broad shoulders and looks more muscular, he must be training a lot. I’m sure he can stick up for himself but I have a hunch he will be more of a pain than help. Morok is at least quiet.

To my surprise, Aaron doesn’t look offended. He folds his arms on his chest and chuckles.

“Morok is not allowed into the palace, Agatha. We wouldn’t like him to scare off all the servants. And he’s at peace with that.” Daniel offers me his arm and I don’t refuse, knowing that he would probably get his way in the end. We step out into the corridor, Aaron following a step behind us, like a shadow.

“I see you trust that man, Your Highness. Who is he? A relative? A close friend?”

“A friend.” Daniel nods with a smile and brushes a lock of golden hair back from his forehead. “We met three years ago when my father sent me to yet another military academy. Aaron is the heir of a rich noble family, living in the north of the country. His parents have died, he left his uncle to look after the estate and decided to seek his fortune in the capital. Dear Agatha, I would never entrust him with your protection if I wasn’t sure he was up to the job. Aaron was top of our class in the academy and has been my bodyguard for over two years now.”

Daniel affectionately pats my hand resting on his arm and I turn my head a little to look at Aaron. The man is walking right behind us and I’m sure he can hear every word, but you would never tell. He’s looking at the walls with a bored expression on his face, flexing the muscles on his arms and shoulders, he even yawns, a bit too theatrically, when our eyes meet. There’s no trace of drowsiness in his eyes.

I don’t ask anything else and we walk on in silence. We go up the stairs to the third floor, make a few turns and enter the room that turns out to be Nikolay’s bedroom.

The Rakhmanov’s heir is lying in a spacious bed, his head resting on half a dozen pillows and his body half-hidden by a huge duvet. The room is affluent and awash with gold, as befits the heir to the Crown. But the prince himself looks more like a shadow than an actual person.

There are three women in the room. Two must be maids and the third, sitting at the head of the bed, is Princess Elena. She is reading a book out loud, hoping her brother can hear. As soon as she notices us in the room, she asks the maids to leave us. I’m guessing she wants to discuss her brother’s condition in private.

“I am delighted to see you. So, we can finally find out if there’s anything else we can do for our dear Nikolay. Aaron!”

The princess almost jumps to her feet when she sees my new guard. She throws the book.

“Your Highness,” Aaron bows with a smile.

“I thought you had run off somewhere again! We didn’t finish our conversation last time. When did you get back?”

“Yesterday. I’m sorry, Elena, I wanted to drop by but I was tired after the journey and went straight to bed.”

I am surprised to see Aaron stay on in the room when all the servants have left. It seems not only Daniel but Elena, too, trusts him wholeheartedly. Elena comes up to my companions, chirping, but I’m not listening anymore. I go straight to Nikolay’s bed.

“He was poisoned a month ago?” I ask not turning my head and looking at the pale face.

“Yes,” Elena says quietly.

“How long has he been out?”

“At first, he was in an awful state, but then his pain subsided and he started lapsing into unconsciousness. He woke up a few times, but last time was over two weeks ago.”

“How old is he?”

“Twenty-five,” Daniel answers.

He looks older. I almost say it out loud but stop myself just in time. His facial features betray his kinship to the royal family, but unlike his siblings, Nikolay has almost blond hair, cropped quite short, so that it scarcely touches his ears. I lift his eyelid; the pupil reacts but weakly. He has blue eyes. He must have taken after his mother. I suppose the prince was strong and fit, before he was poisoned. But now he is skin and bones, his face is haggard and his cheeks hollow. He is pale but his skin has taken on a greyish tint. I take a closer look at his flaking nails and the bluish skin underneath and purse my lips.

He won’t survive much longer like this.

“Have you found out what he was poisoned with?” I ask.

“We still don’t know for sure but the healers suppose it was a milk of the poppy overdose, normally used in small doses to aid sleep. They say that’s why he didn’t die on the spot.” Daniel comes up closer, fidgeting nervously and watching my hands. “Do you need anything else?”

“I need you and your guard.” I wave in Aaron’s direction. I see him arch an eyebrow. “Help Nikolay sit up and try to hold his head in place.”

Both men do as I say without further question. Elena takes a few steps towards the bed, watching us with interest. I sit down on the bed, behind the prince.

“What are you going to do?” the princess asks.

“I want to have a look at his life threads. To understand how far he’s gone.”

“You can do that? I mean, we read about these charms in the legends but I didn’t know they were real.”

I look up and meet her eyes, glinting with curiosity. I recognize the expression. Now that she’s standing just a few feet from the bed and from Daniel, it finally hits me.

“You’re twins!” I exclaim.

Daniel gives me a surprised look, shoots a quick grin at his sister and turns back to me.

“You didn’t realize?” he grins wider.

I shrug my shoulders, not sure why it seemed so important. I turn back to Nikolay and run my fingers down his neck trying to feel the threads. As soon as I touch them, his skin starts glowing, the gold of the threads shining through. The princess gasps and Aaron only frowns.

I don’t pull the threads for the fear I might tear them as I notice that two out of three are glowing much duller as if they are growing thinner by the second. I have two weeks tops to do my work before one thread breaks. Not even asking for permission, I lift his shirt and spot a few sores on his back. I stand up from the bed, gesturing to Daniel and Aaron that they can lay the prince down again, and go over to the window. I’m looking down at the main square, lost in thought.

“So, will you be able to help him?” Elena is the first to break the silence and ask the question that is on everyone’s mind.

“It’s possible. But first, I need to strengthen his body. I will need to make two potions. The problem is he only has two weeks left.”

“What do you mean, two?” Daniel turns pale.

I bite my lip wondering if I shouldn’t have said that.

“What will you need?” asks Aaron without a trace of his usual smirk.

“I will need you to go to the city and buy dried mint, valerian, dog-rose berries, haws, salvia…

“Sal… what?” Aaron cuts in.

“…and heather.” I pace in front of the window, remembering the recipes and ingredients. “No, haws and heather I will need fresh, you’ll have to gather them.”

“Salvia?…” Daniel asks too.

“I mean sage. You can apply the leaves or make an ointment. He’s going to have more sores on his back, it will help soothe them.” I pace some more. “You’ll have to go to the woods to get haws and heather.”

“Agatha…” the prince starts carefully, coming up to me and hugging me. I start and break out of my reverie. “…let’s see what our healers have in stock first, shall we? If they don’t have the herbs you need, we can look in the city.”

I nod, slipping out of his arms, noting that the hug was discreet but not entirely unpleasant.

“Elena, please take Agatha and Aaron to the main healer. I will go and update father.”

“My pleasure.”

Daniel catches my hand and, before I have time to jerk it back, gives it a kiss.

“Thank you for giving us hope, dear Agatha.”

For a moment, I’m actually glad my heart still can’t pump blood down my veins and that I can’t blush. Daniel turns on his heels and strides out of the room.

“Do you always see the threads?” Elena asks in a fascinated voice while we are stepping out of Nikolay’s bedroom in Daniel’s wake.

“Not if I don’t look. We try not to touch the threads of living people.”

“Why?” she asks in surprise.

“It’s not really a rule… but it’s…” I’m groping for the right word. “…private. It’s like violating someone’s privacy, breaking into their private space and life. No one likes their room being broken into while they’re standing naked. And if you touch the threads…” I can’t find the words again, “…anyway, we just don’t usually do that.”

“So, for you it’s like a naked soul?”

“Something like that, yes. We only touch the threads of the dead as we need to cut them to free the soul.”

“Thanks to Daniel, I spent my whole childhood listening to the tales and legends about you and your sisters. And it’s so strange to be walking next to you now. Right, Aaron?”

We turn to the man, who’s trudging behind us.

“I don’t know much about Maras,” he says with a shrug. “Apart from the fact that they are all dead.”

“Well, Daniel certainly knows a lot. He seemed to fall in love with Agatha back when he was a child,” she giggles and I trip over a fold in the carpet but manage to catch myself. Aaron puts on his disdainful smile again. “I remember he used to ask Nikolay to tell him your and your sister’s story again and again.”

“Daniel has always had strange taste.” Aaron taunts and I get an overwhelming urge to punch him.

“Agatha, I know your sister’s story,” Elena continues, “but what about you? Did you have a sweetheart?”

The question pulls me up short and Aaron almost bumps into me. Elena gives a soft laugh, takes my hand and pulls me forward down the corridor. I should be annoyed but the princess, with her charming laugh and prying questions, reminds me of Anna, who also loved asking personal questions and was never put off by other people’s incredulous reactions. So, my thoughts go back to Anna again and I walk on, as if in a dream.

“So, there was no one at all?” Elena doesn’t give up.

Her voice jerks me back to reality. “We aren’t allowed to have a family.”

“And date?”

“Date… we can.”

“So, you can kiss and…”

Aaron clears his throat loudly.

“I apologize for my curiosity. I’ve been reading too many romance novels lately,” Elena says quickly. It’s another thing she has in common with Anna, so I forgive the princess instantly.

“Romance novels?”

“Yes, stories of love and passion. Maras don’t read those?”

“My sister loved them. But our daily reading consisted of textbooks, herb encyclopedias and books about different creatures we might come across.”

Elena gives me a sympathetic look and twirls a lock of golden hair.

“I prefer novels. They’re fascinating. I even gave one to Aaron once, in the vain hope he’d become more… attentive. I’d say ‘romantic’ but the word doesn’t seem to suit him.” She casts Aaron a reproachful glance.

“I don’t see how reading about kisses is going to help me. I can manage that without instructions!” he says with such indignation that I struggle to stifle a laugh.

The princess and I turn to look at him and for the first time I can see a hint of a blush on his cheeks.

We finally reach the part of the palace where the healers’ quarters are situated. We are walking between the hospital beds and I take in the familiar smells of medicinal herbs and disinfectants, the look of the greyish linen on the beds… The memories wash over me before I can banish them and knock all the wind out of me. I stop next to one of the beds, clutching the rails and struggling to catch my breath. Elena is already at the other end of the room, looking for the main healer.

I’m having a panic attack. But I’m dead! I don’t need to breathe because I can’t die! That’s just ridiculous!

I had my first panic attack right after Anna’s death, and then they came and went. But I didn’t live long enough to start seeing it as an issue. And now these attacks continue to plague me, even after my death, when I don’t have anything to be afraid of anymore.

I try to upbraid myself for this moment of weakness, but I can’t because I’m still choking. For the people here, my sister’s story might be just an ancient legend, but for me it happened only a few weeks ago! The years in my grave don’t count.

Aaron takes my right palm in his and starts massaging it with his fingers. His deft touches are so unusual that they wipe the memories of the past from my mind and I look up at the man. He keeps his eyes on my palm and doesn’t stop.

“You are okay, you are safe,” he says in a quiet and reassuring voice.

“But I didn’t…”

He looks up sharply and I fall silent. When he’s sure I am not saying anything else, he goes back to my palm.

“It’s all in the past now. She’s not suffering anymore. She is far away, in a better and calmer place than we are. So, just breathe. No harm will come to either of you now.”

His soothing voice calms me down and the panic subsides. I can breathe normally again. I wonder how he knew that I was thinking about my sister. Does anyone know that she died on a hospital bed? Was it written in the legends that we did all we could, cleaned and sewed up the wound, stopped the blood, but she still died five days later? After I swore my vow to her, she fell asleep and never woke up again. I didn’t leave her bedside, I didn’t sleep, I begged, I cried but she was deaf to my pleas. And on the fifth day, when I couldn’t keep my eyes open anymore and dozed off for a moment, she died.

“I thought you said you don’t know much about Maras.”

His fingers stop tracing my palm and his lips stretch in a thin smile.

“Attentive, are you? It will be a lesson for me, to be more careful about what I say.”

“The healer is waiting for us.” We didn’t see Elena return for us. She looks at my palm in Aaron’s hands and frowns. “What happened?”

“Nothing, everything’s fine,” I answer.

I try to get my hand back, but he won’t let go. He grins at me conspiratorially and pulls me to the other end of the room where the healer and his supplies must be.

“Come on, the healer’s waiting!” he calls to Elena over his shoulder. She looks taken aback.

We have a chat with the healer and it turns out a lot of the herbs I need are stored in the healer’s pantry. However, just as I thought, all the berries there are dried and I need them fresh. There’s also too little sage for the ointment, so I order him to grind the leaves and apply the mush to the sores. I also tell the servants to examine Nikolay’s body more carefully, not to miss any new sores, and to give him a special broth to bring him some of his former strength back. They must also give him more water, judging by the look of him, Nikolay is already dehydrated and it is going to get worse.

Elena leaves after an hour but Aaron has to stay, he’s my bodyguard now. It takes me two more hours to go through all the herbs in the pantry. I snort every time Aaron shifts his weight in the wooden chair, groaning with boredom.

“I will need to go to the city to buy a few more herbs,” I say to him, putting the box of dried dandelions back on the shelf.

“You can tell me everything you need and I’ll get it for you,” he says enthusiastically, clearly happy to see that we are almost done here.

“No offence, but I’m not even sure you can tell salvia from nettle.”

“Sav… what?”

“Sage!”

“Say sage then!”

“I wonder how His Highness came up with the idea of giving me you as a helper. Can you even hold a sword?” I taunt, dusting off my dress.

“If Mara, who speaks an old-fashioned tongue and is over two centuries old, would like to test my sword skills, I would be glad to invite m’lady to my training tomorrow,” he says mockingly.

“Are you calling me old?”

“Noo,” he drags out the word with such an insolent grin that the urge to give him a kick comes back to me. “I wouldn’t dare.”

“I accept your invitation, or challenge, and will join the training.”

“Oh no, I meant you could stand on the balcony and admire my swordplay.”

“Scared to take me on?” I arch an eyebrow at him.

“Daniel has told me that Maras used to train diligently, but you are less than half my weight,” he objects, standing up and coming closer. “It will be too easy.”

“If you’re afraid you’ll lose, I can let you win.”

“Well, I guess you don’t leave me much choice, Agatha,” he continues with a smile. I get a feeling he wants to goad me, too. Where did that rivalry come from? We only met this morning.

“That’s decided then. And today I’ll go into the city,” I say, walking around him and stepping out into the main hospital hall again, quickly striding between the beds before another panic attack can hit me.

“Good,” he catches up with me, “but I can’t go with you.

“Why?” I’m already in the corridor, so I slow down and turn back to him.

“I… my skills are not enough in the city. That’s an order. I either have to run the errands on my own or you have to be accompanied by Morok.”

I start walking again, thinking it over, and he falls into step beside me.

“So, they still consider me dangerous?”

“Maybe. Though it’s for your own protection, too. The rumors about a Mara being raised from the dead have spread like wildfire. I won’t be able to hold back a crowd. But for Morok it shouldn’t be a problem, no one will have the guts to attack him.”

He catches my elbow and pulls me to a stop, making me face him.

“Yes, yes, you’re right,” I agree reluctantly. “People are superstitious and a walking corpse, especially a Mara, bodes no good.” I notice a flicker of sympathy in his eyes.

“I’ll find Morok for you. Wear something warm and meet him at the main entrance.”

Not waiting for an answer, he whirls around and walks away down the corridor. Watching him go, I notice how smooth and stealthy his gait is. He could sneak up on you and you’d never know. Daniel might be right when he said Aaron was good with weapons. At least, he would make a great hired knife.
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Following Aaron’s advice, I first go to my room to change from my dress into trousers, a simple shirt and high, leather, fur-lined boots. It’s chilly outside and I’m guessing it will snow in a few days’ time, so I’m putting on an embroidered red caftan, also lined with black fur. I put on the hood to hide my long hair that still stands out in a crowd of living people because of the color.

Morok is waiting for me outside, at the foot of the main staircase. He’s holding the bridles of two horses and I recognize mine. Morok looks exactly the same as he did when we last saw each other, he hasn’t even changed his worn-out cloak. I can’t say I’m glad to see the Shadow’s servant but I’m not afraid of him either.

We don’t greet each other. I walk up to my white steed silently but can’t help but gasp when I feel strong arms lift me by the waist and sit down on my mount. Morok used to do that when the wounds on my shoulders were still fresh and I couldn’t lift myself into the saddle.

“I don’t need that anymore but… thank you,” I manage.

Morok gives a little shrug and swings himself into his saddle and rides off. I catch up with him and we trot side by side towards the vibrant streets. The day is too short in late autumn and the sun is already on the decline. We need to hurry if we want to get there before the market closes for the day.

“You were there when the prince found me the steed. Do you know his name?” I ask just to break the awkward silence.

Morok turns his head to me, his mask hides all his emotions and it’s impossible to tell if he’s remembering the name or cursing me for opening my mouth.

“I don’t know. You can name him yourself, if you want.”

His voice is still gloomy and expressionless, distorted because of the mask, but I’m already used to it, so I don’t mind.

“I wonder what he’d like…” I murmur, leaning forward and stroking the horse’s neck.

“In case you haven’t noticed, it’s a mare.”

He’s right, I hadn’t. I didn’t even look, just assumed it was a stallion. I must have had a surprised expression on my face as Morok gives a satisfied chuckle.

“What about Snowflake?” he suggests unexpectedly.

This cute word jars so much with Morok’s whole image that I just stare back at him. Who would have thought this word could sound so glum?

“Beauty?” he suggests again in a deadpan voice.

“Goddess, no.”

“Honey? Angel? Cookie?”

With every new option my jaw drops a little lower.

“Lily? Dolly? Grace?”

“No, NO!” I’ve finally found my voice. “Please stop!” I can’t take it anymore and burst out laughing.

“Mm… Jewel?” He adds on purpose.

“Oh Goddess,” I can hardly catch my breath, still laughing. “Did… did you just make a joke? I didn’t know Moroks have a sense of humor.”

“Should I continue then?”

“NO! Please don’t,” I even raise my voice a little as I can’t laugh any more, I already have stitch. “I will call her Morok if you don’t stop,” I warn him when I hear him take a deep breath to offer me another stream of ridiculous names.

My mare is shaking her head, obviously not happy with my suggestion.

“I’ll call her Blizzard.”

Morok nods approvingly.

“And what’s your horse’s name?”

“Sugar.”

“Are you joking again?” I can’t really tell.

“I tamed him with the help of a few sugar cubes.” He says with the same serious voice but I can swear he’s smiling behind the mask.

“I’d never have thought…”

“Thought what?”

“That a Morok could have a horse called Sugar… or that a Morok calls his horse anything at all, for that matter.”

When we reach one of the central streets, I look around and see that the city has indeed been transformed. Now, during daylight, I can see that most houses in Yarat are painted in light colors: subtle yellow, light blue and beige. In the capital, the façade of each house is decorated but the most impressive and richly ornate buildings are temples. They tower over the city, taller than ordinary houses and even the royal palace. However, in none of these temples do they worship my Goddess.

The streets are packed with people hurrying home after a long working day. The roads are lined with carts and small stalls. The place is buzzing with voices and activity, but Morok and I spoil it all.

Wherever we go, the voices instantly drop to whispers or fall silent. Children stop laughing and gape at us with their mouths wide open. Adults pull them away from us and step aside themselves, as far as possible, as though they might catch some terrible, deadly disease from us. Even the merchants pause their beckoning and haggling and watch us apprehensively from behind their counters. I can hear the words “Morok” and “Mara” whispered here and there around us. The rumors must have reached the capital too, then. And if someone hasn’t heard them yet, they will be enlightened instantly by the obliging bystanders.

At first, I feel conspicuous and self-conscious under all the stares but then the feeling wears off and I take a leaf out of Morok’s book and just stop paying attention.

“Here,” my companion points to the stables, “we will leave our horses here. The herb shop is across the street.”

We dismount and tie the horses to the poles. Morok gestures to a boy in the stables to look after them. The boy doesn’t answer, just hides behind the sack of oats, trembling.

“I’ll leave it here then,” Morok says, throwing a silver coin on the wooden stool nearby. “Take it before someone else does.” He turns away from the boy and leads me out of the stables. I’m surprised by his generosity.

“Our connection,” I start, deciding to take advantage of his good mood, “how does it work? Can you feel or track me anytime?”

“Not necessarily. Only when I need it. It’s not unlike your own powers. You can only see the threads when you intend to find them.”

“And can I feel you?”

He waits for three carriages to pass and we cross the street.

“You can if I’m badly wounded.”

“So, if I… I mean if someone, say, were to stab you, I’d feel that too?”

He notices my slip and chuckles.

“Well, if you decide to stab me, first you’ll feel the pain like nothing you’ve experienced before and then you’ll die, the same moment I do.”

“And if you survive?”

“You will, too. But then I might strangle you with my own bare hands, you know, by accident. So, I don’t recommend it.”

I nod with a grin.

“So, I see you’ve stopped trembling like a leaf next to me.”

“We’ve heard so many horrible rumors about Moroks,” I confess, glancing up at him. He shows me into a small shop with herbs.

“I hope you don’t believe I have darkness instead of a face behind that mask.”

I bite my lip, not daring to admit that this is exactly what I believe. But we’ve spent over a week in each other’s company. Morok helped me out with the ghouls and didn’t try to hurt me, on the contrary, was pretty gentle and even joked and kept the conversation going. I can’t call us friends but I’ve become used to him.

“I thought at least Maras didn’t believe this nonsense. But you’ve turned out to be no better than common village girls.”

“Say it again, but to my face.”

“And you’ll do what, exactly? Stab me with a knife?”

I feel our conversation circling back to where it started and frown. But I have this strange feeling again that Morok is smiling, though you can never tell for sure. He doesn’t go into the shop himself and goes back to stand at its entrance, waiting for me to find all the necessary herbs.

The herb-seller rushes to meet me but stops dead as soon as I throw back my hood and she can see my hair and clothes. She must have guessed who I am, as she’s keeping her distance now, while I’m walking around the shop, looking for the right herbs. Then, ignoring her scared expression the best I can, I come up to the woman myself and list all the necessary herbs. I ask for more sage than I need, intending to throw some of it in Aaron’s face so that he can finally remember both of its names. It takes the woman about a quarter of an hour to gather all the herbs. When I’m stepping out of the shop, I can see Morok leaning his back against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest. People try not to come near him and make a detour when they can. They are even more afraid of him than of me.

“Finished?” He stretches out his hand and I give him the bag. “Have you found all you need?”

“No, tomorrow or the day after, we’ll have to go to the woods. It’s about a day’s ride from here. I need to gather haws and heather.”

“Then, we need to do that before the first frost. Are you talking about the woods on the border with Serat?” He gives me a gentle push to show that we can cross the street now.

“Yes.”

“I’ll accompany you but it’s not a good idea.”

“Why?”

“Because during the war the woods…” Morok doesn’t finish and jumps in front of me, his arm stretched out protectively.

A big ripe tomato bursts against his shoulder, then another and another. They are followed by a handful of salt. The tomatoes leave wet stains on Morok’s cloak and drop back on the pavement with disgusting splats. I look around and see a group of children, whose determination seems to vanish under my glare. They drop the rest of the tomatoes and scatter in different directions. The people around are holding their breath waiting for us to curse them or worse, take their souls. But Morok just brushes off the rest of tomatoes and salt from his cloak and walks on.

“Those were aimed at me,” I mumble.

“They were,” he agrees. “But you Maras are so impractical with your scarlet cloaks and everything, black is better for the stains.”

The more time I spend in his company, the more I realize that everything we thought we knew about the Shadow’s servants is wrong. It seems that they are people, after all, not just a shadow behind the mask. Now that all my sisters are dead, this Morok may be the only living soul who understands the baggage of the past and the feeling of being feared. I glance back at the salt on the ground. Showering someone with salt is a superstitious way to ward off a ghost. But tomatoes are just their way of telling me I’m not welcome here. Maybe their parents tried to make them behave by telling scary stories one time too many about Maras, lurking in the dark and kidnapping naughty children.

I kick another tomato the children have dropped with the toe of my boot. It’s only been two hundred years and people have already forgotten all the good Maras did for them.
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Anna died today, at dawn. She held up for five days but by the second, I could already see the sisters and temple keepers shooting me sympathetic looks.

They knew.

But I couldn’t accept it.

I closed my eyes to all the signs and refused to prepare myself.

She died when I dozed off, her hand in mine. And when I woke, eight hours later, she wasn’t there anymore. The sisters had already taken her body away to wrap it first in a white shroud and then in Anna’s scarlet cloak.

There are three days of praying ahead. We ought to pray for the Goddess to take Anna’s soul right away, giving her a new, better life. Otherwise, the soul can wait for years, like many others, lost somewhere between the worlds. But my head is pounding and the corridors swim before me and I can’t bear the thoughts about my duties.

My little sister whom I should have protected.

She didn’t even live long enough to see her training through.

I can sense the other sisters behind me, hovering, wanting to console me. But Irina knows better and doesn’t let them disturb me or interfere with my grief. She has seen me furious, when anger rose up in me and seemed to swallow me whole, but she has never seen me grieve. I never thought I could, till this day.

For the first few hours, I just stare right in front of me with unseeing eyes, but then suddenly everything comes into focus and the world becomes painfully clear. After sunset, when everyone has gone to bed, I start packing. I don’t think about what I’m doing, my body moves on its own. I leave the room and my feet take me through the familiar corridors. You can get to Ashor, the capital of Serat, in four days if you ride your horse hard all the way. I try to remember all the villages I can stop at on the way so as to change the horse. We don’t really have any armor in the armory, we just call it that from force of habit. So, I put on figure-hugging trousers, a black shirt and a beautiful red caftan with a black trim. If I face death, I might as well look my best.

The armory hosts a large choice of weapons but I pick two stilettoes, the same long knives Anna preferred in her training, and my favorite sword of a medium length. Finally, I put on the scarlet fur cloak, shuddering with disgust. I would prefer something black, but there’s not a single black cloak in the whole temple.

“Will you try to stop me?” I ask Irina, when she jumps in front of my horse, just a few feet away from the woods. Behind the woods, there is Ashor, the royal palace and the golden-haired Prince of Serat, my sister loved so much. I can’t wait to thrust my knife into his neck.

“Agatha, you know we can’t kill people of our own volition.”

“People didn’t use to hurt Maras either. There’s always a first.”

“Anna said he’s a prince, Agatha.” Irina wraps her own cloak a little tighter around her shoulders.

“Kings and princes die at the knife just as quickly as any commoner.”

“And just as effectively as Maras.” She shakes her head sadly and I realize she won’t be able to stop me, but will try to talk me out of it anyway.

“Someone has dared to lift a weapon against a Mara. Irina, are you sure that next time it won’t be me who will die at that weapon? Or you? Or some other ten-year old Mara?”

Irina doesn’t answer, her lips a thin line. People’s attitudes to Maras have started to change and we’ve all noticed that. We do our work – ridding Araken and Serat from the evil spirits before they can hurt anyone – fast and efficiently. So much so, that people start believing there weren’t any evil spirits in the first place so why do they need Maras anymore? There are fewer and fewer offerings, villagers and townspeople don’t want to share their money and belongings. They are not motivated by a fear of creatures lurking in the shadows of trees or under the smooth surface of lakes anymore. They do pass on the legends about famous Maras, like Silvia, who killed two demons all on her own, or Olga, who died protecting her village in Serat from ghosts, whose numbers had soared because of a lean year. But we are seen as mere shadows of these Maras’ former glory.

“You can’t do it. You won’t be able to defeat all the guards to get to the prince.”

“I know, that’s why I’m going alone.”

“Agatha…” I can hear a plea in Irina’s voice. She’s more like a mother than a sister to me. I never wanted to do anything to hurt her. I never disobeyed her and have always been faithful to her and to our Goddess.

I hesitate, but only for a moment. By the way, where has our Goddess been all these days? Has she punished the prince? Has she killed him? Is she torturing his soul as we speak? Somehow, I don’t think so.

“The prince,” I spit out the word like a curse, “tried to defame her!” I almost yell. “And then he stabbed her with a knife!” But then I see the pain in Irina’s eyes and continue in a calmer but firmer voice. “It was the last thing I promised her. And I won’t break my promise. Tell the sisters I love them. And that I would do the same for any of them.”

I steer my horse around Irina. She doesn’t try to stop me anymore, she doesn’t even turn her head, just stands there staring at the temple. I slap the reins and the horse breaks into a gallop.
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I only get to Ashor at the end of the fifth day. There was a snowstorm a few days ago and I had to wait it out in one of the villages on the way. While I was staying there, I found out that the rumors about a Mara having been killed had already spread widely. I suppose some temple keepers love to chat with the townsfolk when they go shopping for food.

At my previous stop, I stole a black cloak and stuffed my own cloak into a bag swinging from my saddle. So, I sit in pubs, unnoticed, stuffing myself with food to get some strength back. And the villagers sit there next to me, talking excitedly about the recent news, about my sister, not even bothering to keep their voices down.

When I finally enter the capital of Serat, it’s already twilight. Torches light the way for the evening travelers. But I don’t look around, just gallop along the streets, not taking my eyes off the palace spires.

I cross the bridge that divides the city into the northern and southern parts and the sound of hooves against the stone pavement rings in my ears. When I reach the main square in front of the palace, I slow down and lift my head to see a gloomy grey-stone palace towering over me. Now the sun is gone, the palace looks deadly dark, only orange lights in the windows betray the life inside it. The palace seems even taller because of the spires soaring into the sky. I lower my gaze to see about ten guards have appeared in front of the entrance.

“The palace is closed for visitors! His Majesty won’t see anyone today, the next audience with the King will take place in a few days. Come back next week.”

I rein to a halt and dismount a dozen feet from the guards. Taking no notice of the warning, I take the bag off the saddle and give the horse a little slap, so that it can retreat to a safe place. There are almost no passers-by but the few that happen to be in the square step back to the opposite end of it, sensing the tension and watching me closely.

“Didn’t you hear?” The captain of the guard raises his voice, looking at me in surprise. “The palace is closed!”

I unfasten my cloak and throw it back. Then I take my scarlet cloak from the bag and kick the bag away.

“If you don’t leave, we will have to…”

The captain trails off as I throw the scarlet cloak over my shoulders. It is a dress cloak, embroidered with silver thread, characteristic of Maras. I pull my long black hair from under the cloak, in case the guards still have doubts as to who is standing in front of them.

“Mara…” the people at the other end of the square and the guards exclaim together.

“His Majesty… won’t see anyone…” the captain repeats in a less confident voice as I take out my sword and one knife.

“THE PRINCE HAS KILLED MY SISTER!” I thunder. I want as many people as possible to hear.

“It isn’t…”

“YOUR PRINCE TRIED TO RAPE A MARA! AND WHEN SHE PUT UP A FIGHT, HE… killed her.” The last words I almost hiss. “Get. Out. OF MY WAY.”

“He touched a Mara?”

“How could he? They are…”

“They are marked by Morana herself.”

“He brought the Goddess’s fury upon us!”

“What if Maras stop protecting us?”

“Who will protect us from the evil?”

“A Mara… was raped?!”

The captain and the other guards hesitate, listening to the incredulous and indignant whispers of a growing crowd behind me. Twenty more guards step out of the palace and line up behind the first ten.

“GET ME THE PRINCE!” I yell, my eyes on the second-floor windows, where I can see the light flickering through the curtains. I start pacing in front of the guards like a predator whose prey has managed to slink back into its hole. “HE DARED TO HURT MY SISTER AND HE WILL PAY!”

“You can’t get into the palace and His Highness won’t come out. Go away, Mara!” The captain throws back his shoulders, reassured by the number of guards behind him.

I realize there’s no chance I can get through all of them. But I lift my sword and decide that if they don’t step aside, I will drag as many of them as possible with me to the grave. I’m definitely not going anywhere. The guards unsheathe their swords too, and I throw the corners of the cloak back a little to open my hands and shoulders.

Suddenly, I can hear some commotion behind me. Someone cries out, then another and another, till the air is filled with scared cries and gasps. Even under the flickering light of the torches, I see the captain stare behind me, growing paler by the second. I turn around and see all my sisters, the other Maras, walking towards me, the crowd parting before them. There are all five Maras, all five left. In the lead are Kira and Irina. I lower my sword and gape at them, lost for words. They, too, are wearing dress cloaks, the best we own. And each Mara has a sword in her hand. They have come to support me.

Maras stop right next to me. In their eyes I see what I missed before.

The anger at their fate and a thirst for revenge.
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A piece of a boiled potato plops back into his plate when Aaron sees me right in front of him and misses his mouth with a spoonful of what has to be soup.

“You walk like a ghost!” he says annoyed, wiping the drops of soup from his shirt.

Morok and I came back about an hour ago. The Shadow’s servant left me in front of the entrance, just like last time, and having taken the herbs to my room, I decide to have a wander around the palace. I had been planning to get a bit more familiar with the huge building and maybe even find the armory while no one is watching me. But I only find the kitchen. Deciding that a kitchen knife is worse than a dirk but better than nothing, I enter the kitchen and run right into Aaron. He is sitting at the table, having dinner completely alone. He’s wearing black trousers and a white shirt.

“Why are you alone?” I should go and continue my search but I’m tired, so I sit down at the table, opposite him.

Both the table and the chairs are pretty high. This must be where the servants cut fruit and vegetables, there are knife marks and juice stains on the table. Now, it also has plates with food, cutlery, a jug of water and a few glasses on it.

“I love eating alone,” says Aaron between mouthfuls.

“Should I leave?”

He swallows and lifts his brilliant green eyes to meet mine.

Anna used to tell me that her heart skipped a beat when Arian smiled at her for the first time. She said he gave off a mesmerizing golden glow.

“One day, Agatha, you won’t be able to take your eyes off a man’s smile, either,” she would say with a giggle, elbowing me playfully under the ribs.

I hadn’t really understood it till now. I could easily take my eyes off Daniel’s sugary smile. But now I can’t stop staring into the eyes of my sullen and at times mean guard.

And my heart can’t skip a beat, it doesn’t beat at all.

“No,” Aaron says after a minute’s consideration and looks back down into his plate.

“I thought you were going to watch my every step.”

He gives a shrug and leans lower to the plate, his hair falling on his forehead.

“I don’t have to follow you to notice that you’re trying to steal a knife.”

My eyebrows go up. He’s looking straight at his plate, and before he was staring into my eyes, there’s no way he could see my hands. Aaron drinks up the rest of the soup right from the plate and puts it back on the table. He smiles at me with such sympathy, or pity, that I purse my lips.

“Agatha, in case you don’t know, what you are hiding is a dessert knife. It’s blunt.”

I scoff and toss the knife back on the table with a clink. I’d stuffed it into my sleeve while he wasn’t looking. At least I thought he wasn’t. The man nods.

“Good girl. You’ve spared me looking for it myself.”

“It might be blunt, but it could go into an eye,” I argue with marked indifference.

Aaron sits back in his chair and fold his arms on his chest.

“When are you going out for the other ingredients?” he changes the topic.

“Tomorrow or the day after. Morok will come with me.”

Aaron gives a nod and I remember that Morok didn’t answer my question.

“What’s wrong with the woods on the border, anyway?”

He bites his lips contemplating the answer. I lock my fingers on the table and wait.

‘When Maras died, no new ones were marked. And what’s even more weird, is that your bodies didn’t rot. Nor Anna’s body. It was found in the temple. The temple keepers all fled when they learnt about you and it was left there unburied. It lay there for a long time but she looked just like she did when she died.”

Aaron’s voice is even and calm, he’s giving me the hard facts. But I can’t help but grit my teeth, once again banishing the memories of Anna lying on her deathbed.

“From what I’ve heard, people thought that the Goddess was furious with them for killing her servants. They decided that she hadn’t taken your souls back because she wanted you to roam the earth like evil spirits and avenge your deaths. So, they buried you in separate graves, not marking them in any way. They hoped that a thick layer of earth would keep you from rising up again. That’s why it was quite a challenge to find you.”

“And Anna? Do you know where her grave is?”

“No,” says Aaron quietly. “As far as I understand, Daniel started looking for your grave long before Nikolay got poisoned. He was enthralled by the tales about Maras and you in particular. So, he wanted to raise you but didn’t have any reason that would convince his father to do so. It was no easy task to find a Morok either. And to talk him into raising someone from the dead was even harder.”

“What happened next?”

“After Maras’ death, Araken declared war on Serat because their prince had the audacity to kill your sisters and their soldiers had the stupidity to kill the rest of you. Now, both countries were left unprotected. There were no more Maras. No one to kill the evil spirits roaming the earth. Maras’ job was given to Moroks, people hoped they would help them deal with dead souls now. But then, the impossible happened. The Shadow’s servants rebelled.”

“No way,” I gasp.

“They felt outraged by the way people had treated you, and them. So, they just upped and left, leaving people to deal with problems on their own. At first, the soldiers from both countries tried to stop them, then they tried asking them, pleading with them, but nothing helped. Whoever got in Moroks’ way, died instantly. Moroks chopped heads off without waiting for the end of a sentence.”

I shake my head, incredulous. It’s difficult to believe that the Shadow’s servants took our side and avenged people for the pain they had caused us. I turn my head to the doorway as if Morok is standing there. I feel an urge to ask him what he knows about this story and if it’s true at all.

I turn back to Aaron. He stands up to pour himself a glass of juice. He hesitates a second and then pours another one and offers it to me.

“You don’t have to,” I say eyeing the glass suspiciously.

But he doesn’t move his hand, so I take the glass.

I sniff at it and the memories rush back again. It’s cranberry juice.

“It’s my favorite,” I say. “How did you know?”

He shrugs again and sits back down.

It may be a stupid question but it’s something that people don’t usually include in legends. It’s something only my sisters knew about me. While I’m finishing up my drink, Aaron continues.

“Then, a real war broke out. The troops often wound up clashing in the woods on the border between the countries. And you know better than me what happens in places where a lot of people die a violent death.”

“Evil spirits spring up.”

“Exactly. There were tons of them: ghouls, drowned men, ghosts. The woods were teeming, and after a while, the soldiers were fighting with them more than with each other. Then, Araken said that they would declare a truce in exchange for Prince Arian’s execution. It was their condition.”

“And did Serat agree?”

“No, but it didn’t save the prince’s life. Araken sent hired knives and Arian was killed, even though he kept swearing till the very end that he hadn’t touched a Mara in his life. He even insisted…” Aaron leans towards me and lowers his voice conspiratorially, “that he had never known Anna. He said he’d been framed, that there was a plot against him. Even now, Serat holds by this story, that’s why relations between our countries are still strained.”

I scoff again, thumping my glass on the table. Fortunately, it’s already empty, otherwise it would splash all over my shirt.

“Bastards! Two hundred years have passed and they still can’t admit it! My sister herself told me about their affair!”

Aaron frowns and stares at the table, his jaws clenched tight. Suddenly, I’m curious to know what he thinks about the Lasnetsovs. Does he hate them as much as I do or does he care at all?

“Here you are!” We both start when Elena enters the kitchen.

At this moment, I realize we’ve been talking with our arms on the table and our heads leaning towards each other. I jerk back and I see Aaron do the same. Probably, now the whole scene looks even more suspicious. The princess pretends as if she hasn’t noticed anything odd, but when she comes up to Aaron, she runs her long fingers along his shoulder and buries them in his hair. I make an effort to keep my face straight but I get an overwhelming urge to stand up and leave. I feel awkward and out of place, the princess’s gesture seems too intimate for me to see.

“Agatha, have you found all you need?” Elena turns to me.

“Almost. We were just discussing my upcoming trip to the woods, to get the other ingredients.” I glance at Aaron. He doesn’t shake her hand off but his whole body is tense. “Have the woods been purged?”

“No. Moroks started coming back only a few years ago and as I’ve said they don’t help people anymore. They haven’t forgotten or forgiven anything. They only work for money if people manage to offer enough to make it worth their while.”

So, the woods must be pretty dangerous and I have to be careful. I probably shouldn’t go too deep. Well, I’ve found out all I wanted to know. I nod and stand up to leave.

“Thank you. I’ll go back to my room now.”

When I’m already at the door, I hear the sound of a chair being pushed back. Aaron sprints behind me.

“I’ll go with you.”

“Where? To my room?” I raise my eyebrows again. The princess looks even more puzzled.

“No. To the woods.”

“Are you mad?!” Elena cries out and runs up to us. “She’s a Mara and you’re just a normal person, you’ll die there!” She grabs his hand.

I cock my head to one side, eyeing him. He might want to look a man, but he’s just a green boy and he’s being stupid. I won’t be able to protect him on my own. My lips break into a condescending smile.

“No, I’ll go with Morok. The Princess is right, it’s dangerous.”

Before he can say anything, I turn around and leave the kitchen.
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“What are you doing here?” I moan, looking at Irina.

“I woke up Kira and she raised the others,” she answers in a calm voice.

“But it’s the end. It should only be mine.”

“We haven’t asked, let alone forced anyone, child,” Kira says, her green eyes flashing at me. “We all had a choice and we all chose to follow you.”

“And it’s not only your end, Agatha,” Yana adds, “it’s the end of our era.”

“Don’t be greedy, Agatha” Sister Lilian grins. “You can’t have the end of an era all to yourself.”

“Anna was our sister, too. And today should teach them that no one can treat a Mara the way they did.” Lada is the only sister who isn’t smiling. But she’s always like that, calm and a little gloomy.

Lada is also the first to throw her cloak back to open her arms. All the other Maras follow suit. The guards and onlookers let out a collective gasp and I can’t help but grin, admiring the courage of my sisters.

So, Anna is special. She is the one all Maras will die for.

I take a deep breath to yell for the prince again, but one of the guards takes a step towards us and fires his crossbow. He must have wanted to make a warning shot. I jump back when I see that the arrow is aimed at my feet but the crossbow bolt bounces off the stone slab and almost pierces Yana’s leg. At the last moment, I chop it in two with my sword.

We all gape at the splinters, which almost cost us a second sister, in mute astonishment. We’ve been given the answer. Maras unsheathe their swords in a unanimous gesture.

“I’ve always considered you my best student,” Irina brushes her long hair back and locks her eyes on mine, “now is your chance to prove it.”

“We will distract them,” Kira says in a low voice and jerks her head in the direction of the guards. “Take Irina, she knows the palace, and try to make your way inside.”

“And you?”

“Don’t worry about us. And don’t turn around, Agatha. Don’t turn around!”

Kira looks about fifty but she’s still slim and beautiful, despite the wrinkles around her eyes. She must have years of experience under her belt, so it comes as no surprise to us when she takes a few swift steps forward, whirls gracefully around and sinks the sharp blade of her dagger right into the neck of the guard with the crossbow.

The guards wake from their stupor and rush forward, and we move forward to meet them. Kira and Lilian are marching at the front, clearing the path as they go, then Irina and I follow, and the others bring up the rear. I don’t attack, only deflect the hits and thread my way through the guards, moving towards the entrance, Irina by my side. Dodging another blow, I glance around and see how quickly and easily the other Maras fend off the guards’ attacks. Even their cloaks are no hindrance to them.

We have been taught to be fighters, to be good with weapons. But we’ve been trained to fight evil spirits. Them we can kill without a second thought, as if they’re already dead.

No one has ever taught us to ruthlessly kill people. No one ever thought we’d need it. So, Maras hesitate a few seconds before delivering the final blow. These seconds are enough for the guards to thrust their swords deep into two of my sisters.

When I reach the gates to the palace, I ignore Kira’s instructions and turn around. I see that Lilian is wounded and Yana is dead.

Irina pulls me forward into the palace and I lunge at the next set of guards with an ear-splitting scream of pain and fury. I hack away at anyone who has the misfortune to get in my way. Five minutes into the palace, my dagger arm is soaked with guards’ blood and the handle is slippery in my fingers. My cloak is slashed in several places and the hem is wet and heavy. Irina, who has been trying to take on most of the attackers, has a gash on her left thigh.

“The Great Hall!” She yells to me, killing two more guards. “Down this corridor!”

I nod and only turn around once to see a line of bodies in our wake. The palace is filled with cries and moans. But from the other wing, I can see a new wave of guards running towards us and there are too many of them.

We turn around the corner and I almost trip over the red carpet underfoot. At the end of the corridor, we finally see our goal, tall oak doors, decorated with a golden floral pattern. The doors to the Great Hall. A dying guardsman tells us that the prince and the king are still there. They’d gathered in the Hall a few hours before to discuss my demand to hand over the prince.

“Agatha, go!” Irina pushes me forward and whirls around to wait for the crowd of guards, approaching us. She can give me a few seconds.

I hesitate.

“GO!”

I start and take the last look at my mentor. I know we will see each other again, soon enough, when Morana takes our souls back and gives them a new, maybe better, life. With this comforting thought, I leave Irina and dash down the corridor.

I run so fast, I can’t stop in time and bump right into the doors. They don’t budge. Locked. A moan escapes my lips, I lift my sword and bring it down with all my might. A deep gouge appears in the oak but the doors still won’t open.

I bring my sword down again and again, hacking at the wood. The gouge deepens. Just two more times.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Irina fall down. I lose sight of her scarlet cloak as a crowd of guards running towards me blocks my view.

I roar and deliver the last blow to the doors. There’s a loud crack. I give the doors a push. They fly open and someone grabs my cloak. I whirl around and feel the first blade piercing my body and getting stuck in the wooden door behind my back, then the second and the third. The pain is blinding at first, but then there’s no pain at all, only blood filling my mouth and overflowing, streaming down my chin and neck, flowing to the floor. I choke. It grows strangely quiet. I lift my eyes to my killers. There’s no whooping or jeering, they are staring at me in terror. Then, I understand that I must be dying. Pinned to the door and but a few feet away from my goal.
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“When are you leaving, my lady?” Inna asks, putting the finishing touches to my hair.

She has divided my hair into two parts, the upper part has been made into two braids and fixed around my head like a crown. The lower part is loose, falling down my back.

“Tonight.”

“I’ve heard you are heading off to the woods on the border with Serat. It is a dangerous place!”

“It’s alright, I will be accompanied by Morok.”

Marina peeks from behind the wardrobe door.

“This monster will be accompanying you?” She clutches the caftan she’s selected for me to her chest. “Is that true that he has a bare skull instead of a face?”

“Silly, how should m’lady know that? Everyone knows that you’ll die if you see his face.” I stifle a smile, remembering Morok’s complaints about these rumors.

“Don’t worry, he will be there to protect me,” I reassure my maids.

“Is it wise to set out on such a dangerous journey so late? It gets dark early,” Inna shakes her head.

“With all the stops, our journey will take a day and two nights. We’ll get there right after sunrise,” I explain with a smile. “You’re right, it’s better to go into the woods in daylight.”

“We will prepare clothes and food for the journey and leave it all here.”

I nod, wondering if I should leave the food behind. But maybe Moroks need to eat.

“You look much better today, m’lady,” Marina tells me while helping me into a dark-red caftan. “You were so pale before. Try to finish up your food when we leave. You will need your strength. This morning, Sir Aaron himself has helped us with your breakfast.”

I glance at the tray. There are soft-boiled eggs, fresh soft bread with apple jam and cranberry juice. Okay, he knows about the juice but now he has guessed my favorite jam, too.

“He’s also told us to remind you about the training you have promised to join,” Inna smiles at me. “Would you like us to see you to the Training Hall?”

“You don’t have to, just tell me where it is.”

“First floor, in the middle corridor. Go straight, then turn left. After that, it will be easy to find following the sound.”

The girls curtsy and leave. I take the glass of cranberry juice and smile at the thought of training. I haven’t trained in a long while. I’m curious to see Aaron’s skills and if they are indeed better than mine. I also wonder how good Morok’s swordplay is and if he’ll agree to train me if I ask. I know nothing about Moroks’ technique.

My body might not have decomposed but my muscles have noticeably shrunk. I wasn’t awful on that first day with the ghoul, but not good, either. I slipped and let the creature come too close. If I wasn’t already dead, the wounds could have killed me. Irina used to call me her best student for my diligence. I would work hard every day, polishing the same blows and maneuvers till the sweat stung my eyes. I already knew I had to protect not only myself, but Anna, too. Only all this training didn’t help me to protect her from love. Now I can only hope that Morok was right and my body has regained some of its former strength over the last weeks.

I go downstairs, following the maids’ instructions. They were right, I can hear the cries and sound of fighting from many feet away. Judging by the voices and banter, Aaron is training with Daniel.

I follow the sounds and find myself in a spacious high-ceilinged hall and enormous windows with closed half-transparent curtains that allow sunlight into the room but make it less dazzling. The hall is almost empty but for a few stands with training weapons and one stand with real weapons right next to the facing wall. The high ceiling creates great acoustics and the blows and cries echo off the walls. I freeze in the doorway watching Aaron waiting for Daniel to open and slamming him hard in the chest with his boot. Daniel falls onto his back and slides a little on the smooth wooden floor. His training sword flies out of his hand and falls at my feet.

“Agatha!” Daniel exclaims, jumping back to his feet.

He beams at me without a trace of embarrassment. The prince walks up to me and picks up his sword. His dark grey shirt is drenched in sweat and is clinging to his lean body.

“I’ve missed you,” he whispers, kissing the back of my hand. I freeze, abashed.

“Daniel, shall we say I’ve won by default?” Aaron calls to him, standing a few feet away from us.

I lift my head and we lock eyes just for a second before he turns back to the prince.

“If you had any manners at all, Aaron, you’d know that when a lady enters, a gentleman should greet her,” Daniel calls back with a chuckle and walks back to where his training partner is standing.

Aaron gives me another appraising look, just like the one I noticed when we first met, shoots me a brief smile and focuses on the prince.

“The Crown doesn’t pay me for my manners, it pays me to kick your royal ass. And I’m not finished for today.”

“Agatha!” I look around and find Elena in a lilac dress, sitting on a small sofa with her legs tucked under her and her hands holding another book. “Come over here, they talk more than fight.”

I walk up to the princess and sit down next to her. She’s right, it takes a few more minutes of jesting before Aaron and Daniel finally go back to fighting. I watch them closely, noting that they are both pretty good. They move fast, dodging and raining blows on each other. They must have been training for a while but even if they are flagging, it doesn’t show. If I had to confront either in a real battle, with steel in his hand, it wouldn’t be easy. Though, if I’m being honest, Aaron is still better, if weak on his defense. I decide that I’ve figured out both their strengths and weaknesses when I notice Aarons lips twitch with a hint of a smile every time he leaves a leg or an arm exposed and Daniel takes advantage of that. In the next few minutes, my assumption proves right and I tense up. I also notice that Aaron sees most, if not all, Daniel’s mistakes and sometimes his sword hand will jerk instinctively as if to strike, but doesn’t.

He’s letting Daniel win! At first, it alarms me, but then I remember that he is fighting with one of the Princes of Araken, and a friend. He probably doesn’t want to kick his royal ass too hard and maim him.

“How do you find my brother?” the princess asks, suddenly.

I take my eyes off the training and turn my head to her. She brushes her hair back and rests her cheek on her fist. The book lies forgotten in her lap. I have an uneasy feeling she has been watching me for a while.

“He seems to be a good man,” I say apprehensively.

Elena gives a scoff, clearly unhappy with the answer.

“I’m asking if you find him attractive.” She smiles, showing her even teeth.

“He is… um… a charming young man.”

“You are basically our peer. You died at nineteen, didn’t you?”

“I did.”

“So, you have nothing else to say about Daniel?”

“He seems very…” I’m groping for words, not sure what answer she is expecting, “…kind.”

She chortles.

“And do you, Elena, love Severin?”

Her laugh stops abruptly but I see no resentment in her face. She looks pensive.

“I’ve only seen him a few times. That was over five years ago. I probably thought I was in love with him. He’s very handsome and we only saw each other briefly, so I could only love his looks and his manners,” she shrugs.

“So, he didn’t break your heart with his refusal to marry you?”

“No, but he hurt my pride. Severin swapped me for some girl, only gods know where he found her, without batting an eyelid.” She slams the book shut. “Maybe, he met a witch and she cast a spell on him? I don’t know how else to explain such stupidity. I was stifling all my feelings towards other boys, didn’t even allow myself to look at them, knowing that he was my betrothed. I knew our marriage was important because it was intended to bring the long-awaited peace to both countries.”

The princess swings her feet off the sofa and starts adjusting her dress with curt brushes of her gentle hands.

“Of course, I’d hoped that after the wedding, one day, we would really fall in love with each other. Though you probably know that marriage for love is a luxury for women in my position.”

I nod. Royal marriages often come with political mileage, and princesses are seen as bargaining chips. I feel a rush of sympathy for Elena. She is spared this fate now, but no one knows how long her luck will last.

“Severin sacrificed peace for his selfish urges,” she adds bitterly.

“Is there any information about his fiancée?”

“Queen of Serat now,” she spits the words out like poison. “Not really. Severin does a really good job of protecting her privacy. Our spies have found out nothing. We don’t know what she looks like or even her name. She must be a witch! And if she’s not, Severin is even a bigger fool than I thought he was.”

“Happy to hear you’re not in love with him anymore.”

“Why?”

“I won’t have a guilty conscience when I slit his throat and end the Lasnetsov dynasty. I will finally finish up what I started two hundred years ago and what all my sisters died for.”

Elena nods approvingly and squeezes my hand.

“And when you’re done, you can think about my brother.” She leans to me and adds with a sly grin: “It will make me very happy.”

“Would you like to join me, Agatha? His Highness is tired.” Aaron smirks and nods in Daniel’s direction. The prince does look exhausted.

I take off my caftan, accept the sword from Daniel’s outstretched hand and walk to the center of the hall.

“Are you sure you’d like to continue?” I ask pointing the sword at him. His dark locks are sticking to his horsehead and neck. “You look pretty tired yourself.”

“Well, then you’ll have a chance of winning.”

He attacks first, but his lunge is almost lazy, he’s testing me. I easily dodge it and parry the second blow.

“Do you really find Daniel kind and charming?” Aaron asks me in a low voice when we cross the swords, his head an inch from mine. “What would you say about me, then?”

For a second, I’m taken aback. He had time to eavesdrop, too!

“Since the moment I saw you…” I say, taking a step back and freeing my sword, “you’ve been a huge pain in the ass.”

“Glad to hear I’ve left an impression,” he says with a wry smile.

I make a few feints and lunge forward, aiming at his legs but he jumps back. Aaron aims a stab at my side but I sidestep his blow, change my sword hand, spin around and hit him on the left shoulder with the flat of my sword.

“Nice trick,” he grunts, rubbing his shoulder. He’ll have a big bruise tomorrow.

Now he tries to deceive me with a feint but I check his blow at the last moment. We continue moving in a circle trying to figure out each other’s weaknesses.

“Maras turn out to have a good technique.”

“If we had met when I was alive, you’d have been dead already.”

“Is that so?” Aaron fakes surprise and I see a challenge in his eyes.

He makes another lunge at me, but this time he’s much faster and more dexterous. I parry, but that was a close call. I realize that he was pretending before, and only now starts showing his real skills. I duck and his sword whooshes above my head. His torso is open and I punch him hard in his stomach. He coughs and I hiss, shaking my hand. I wanted to hit him, but I’m not sure who’s hurt more. His abs are like stone and my hand is sore. I want to ask him to lift his shirt to make sure he’s not hiding any armor underneath it. The thoughts distract me and Aaron rains a flurry of blows on me, the last of which I parry a second too late and his sword catches me in the leg. I trip and he stands over me pointing his sword at my neck.

“You didn’t pay attention,” it’s not a question.

“Just wasn’t quick enough. Didn’t want to work up a sweat and hurt your ego with my victory,” I lie.

“I thought you were trying to boost my ego by admiring my abs,” Aaron teases me, taking back my training sword.

“I was just counting the prince’s footprints on your shirt.”

Daniel and Elena burst out laughing and I remember they’re there.

“You might have been better at swordplay, Aaron…” the prince stands up laughing and hands me my caftan, “…but in a word fight Agatha beats you hands down.”

“I yield.” Aaron gives a mock bow.

I never regarded my ability to throw jabs at people as something positive. This character trait of mine was the reason the other sisters would call me a grumbler and try not to argue. Only Lilian and Anna would sometimes exchange barbs with me. So, now I’m surprised and pleased to hear praise for my quick wit. Though I try not to show it.

“Will you teach me?” Elena jumps from the sofa and grabs Aaron’s arm, pressing herself close to him. He tenses up again but doesn’t shake her off.

“Whatever Your Highness wants.”

“I’ll go, I need to have another look at Nikolay and make a brew before I leave.” I throw the caftan back on my shoulders.

“Wait, I’ll go with you,” Aaron says, putting away the swords.

“You don’t have to,” Daniel tells him firmly. “I’ll take Agatha to Nikolay and then to the healers myself. Stay with Elena, teach her a little.”

Daniel and Elena exchange a look. Daniel must be trying to leave them alone on purpose. I glance at the way Elena is clutching Aaron’s arm and realize that she told me the truth when she said she didn’t love Severin anymore. She seems to have found a man she can both love and marry. Aaron is a good match.

“Then, we’ll see each other in a few days, Aaron,” I nod to my guard and he doesn’t reply, just gives a slight nod back.
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I sigh with relief and Morok turns to me.

“Sorry,” I guess the sigh was too loud, “I feel like I’ve just broken out of a cage. It’s so much easier to breathe out here. But of course, that’s stupid, I don’t need to breathe.”

“It’s not,” he just says with a slight shake of his head and his black and gold mask catches the sun.

About three hours ago, we left the palace and set off on our journey to the woods on the border between Araken and Serat. We’d had to keep our pace slow within the city’s walls as there were a lot of people out on the streets. We rode in silence, constantly feeling the weight of wary stares on us. And finally, an hour ago we passed the city gates and broke into a gallop, letting the horses stretch their legs and feel the wind. Fields, villages and trees have been whooshing past us in a blur. We’ve decided to follow the main road connecting Araken and Serat, which in my time was a wide busy road, but now is abandoned and overgrown. We’ve only met three travelers so far, who scrambled away in fear as soon as they saw Morok.

We have about two hours left before sunset. There’s an autumnal chill in the air but the sun is still warm enough not to wear a hood or wrap yourself in a fur-lined cloak, burying your nose in your hands to keep it warm. However, I’m glad Morok reminded me about bringing my gloves, without them my fingers would have already gone numb with cold.

When the horses get tired, we slow down and I turn my head to Morok.

“What do you think about the Rakhmanovs?”

“The same I think about any other royal family. Nothing good.”

“Why are you working for them, then?”

I wait for his answer but it doesn’t come. After a few minutes have passed, I decide that Morok doesn’t want to discuss it with me. But after about five minutes, he suddenly starts talking.

“I heard rumors that the prince was going to raise a Mara from the dead. That he managed to find your grave, which I couldn’t find myself. That’s why I came to him and offered my service.”

“Why did you need to raise a Mara?”

“I had my reasons.”

I’m waiting for him to elaborate but he doesn’t.

“I heard that Moroks rebelled after Maras’ death. Is that true?”

‘Yes,” he answers simply.

“But why?”

“You belong to a new generation of Maras. By the time you were born, your sisters had been denied the truth for hundreds, if not a thousand, years. But our mentors told us everything.”

“What truth?” I steer Blizzard around a deep hole in the road.

“Have you ever wondered why Maras can only be girls and Moroks are always men?”

I have. I even asked Irina and the other sisters but for the lack of a better answer, they said that Morana represents the feminine principle of the universe and the Shadow stands for the masculine one.

“Initially, Moroks and Maras were like brothers and sisters. We were close and supported each other. Although we have different powers, our goal is the same. People have always been afraid of the Shadow and its servants, so they tried to keep their distance from us. But Maras craved love and respect, they wanted people to admire them. So, they decided that they didn’t want anything to do with Moroks anymore and they should go their separate ways. And this is exactly what they did. But we haven’t forgotten our connection, that’s why we rebelled and that’s why we still haven’t forgiven people for the way they treated you.”

I lower my eyes, ashamed, and struggle to gather my wits. I have always been wary of Moroks though I don’t remember them ever hurting Maras. They’ve seemed scary to me, and to all my sisters, because of their ties with the Shadow. But now it turns out we needn’t have been afraid of them and we have this connection between us.

Among other thoughts, I catch myself wondering if I can trust him. But why should a Morok come up with a story like that?

“So… are you my warden or my defender?” I ask hesitantly.

“Defender.”

“In the beginning, Daniel threatened to send me to the Shadow, I mean that he would order you to do that…”

Morok breaks into laughter. It’s a peculiar sound, low and gloomy. The vibration of his mask sends shivers down my spine. If there’s indeed a person under the mask, it does a good job of distorting all the normal sounds beyond any recognition. Morok doesn’t scare me anymore, but it’s like listening to someone laugh from the bottom of a deep well.

He stops laughing and surprises me again with his answer.

“If he had dared to order me anything of the sort, I would have squashed his head between my bare hands right there and then. And then I’d have done the same to every single soldier of his.”

I jump when I feel my heart give a beat. It’s weak, but it’s there. My body is completely out of practice and it shakes violently. Then I feel the second beat.

Third.

Fourth.

“What is it?” Morok watches me clutching a hand to my chest.

Fifth.

And it’s still again.

I rub the place with disappointment, trying to get it beating again, but nothing happens.

“I thought for a moment that my heart had re-started. But then it stopped again.”

“It happens. It can have a few more false starts but then it will go back to working properly again. I can only revive a fully functioning body.”

“So, if my heart doesn’t re-start, you won’t be able to revive me?”

“Correct.”

“How do you know all this? Have you already raised anyone?”

“I’ve had some experience.”

We are cutting it close as it is and the dark heavy clouds gathering behind our backs may make our journey even more challenging. I can only hope they will bring rain, not snow. Otherwise, we will not only be delayed, but we’ll lose the opportunity to gather the herbs. So, we ride the horses hard and only stop when neither they nor we can go any further. To our relief, it doesn’t rain after all, and it’s not too cold either, so we decide against looking for an inn and set up camp under a few trees near the road. We make a fire and Morok hands me one of the two sleeping bags he has with him. I take it and offer him the basket with provisions that Inna and Marina have prepared for my journey.

“I don’t need to eat. But you’re saying that you have a face under that mask, so you should have a mouth, too,” I say airily.

Morok chuckles and accepts the basket.

“Are you going to take off your mask?” I try to sound nonchalant and busy myself with arranging my sleeping bag next to the fire.

“No one has seen me take off my mask. Are you eager to die again?”

“I thought you said you were going to protect me,” I look at him suspiciously.

“That’s exactly why I’m not going to take it off.”

I don’t press, just nod. He’s nice to me. Probably nicer than any Mara deserves. I remember his story about Maras turning their backs to their partners or even brothers. If I had known that before… If Maras and Moroks had stood together, I’m sure we would have won. My sisters wouldn’t have had to die and I would have killed the prince.

With these thoughts filling my mind, I wrap myself in my cloak and get into the sleeping bag. I turn my back to the fire and Morok on purpose, so that he has some time to eat. Though even if I wanted to peek, I’m not sure I could. My eyelids are heavy and as soon as I find a comfortable position and relax, I drift off.
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Our journey takes another day and another night and, two hours after sunrise, we finally arrive at the woods on the border between Araken and Serat.

“My Goddess… What happened here?”

“War,” Morok reins to a halt and Sugar stops right beside Blizzard.

The woods are so different from how I remember. When I was alive, it was a magnificent pinewood with a mysterious cool fog blanketing the earth in the mornings. That wood was a deep shade of green for most of the year. Only in winter the snow sprinkled the branches and covered the earth, adding even more magic to the place. We loved walking in the forest with my sisters, fresh snow crunching under our feet. We would often come across villagers from both countries scouring the woods for viburnum and hawthorn berries. The red of the berries standing out clearly against the snow.

These woods look like there’s been a wildfire. Most pine trees are bent and warped, the trunks grey or even black. But the trees are not broken, they stand proudly, guarding their territory. They are so tall now that I have to throw my head back to glimpse their tops. The wood is also denser than it used to be and I can’t see further than a few feet ahead of me. The earth is covered with old pine needles and half-rotten cones. This forest does not look welcoming but we have no choice. I know where to look for the herbs and berries I need, so I hope it won’t take us more than a couple of hours. I’m sure Morok will be as glad as me to be in and out without encountering too many obstacles on our way.

I look right, then left. The line of the woods is almost unnaturally even, and there’s no sign of its end in either direction. That’s why the woods are known as Endless.

“How dangerous is it?” I ask, dismounting.

Blizzard refuses to go nearer, she’s stamping her hooves and shaking her head violently. So, I’ve decided not to torture the animal and instead take her back to a few birch trees, standing alone and barely a few dozen feet from the woods. Sugar is no better, so Morok dismounts too, takes the bridle and follows me.

“Quite dangerous. Evil spirits are not the only problem. There can also be Serat soldiers there.”

“Well then, let’s hope the spirits find them first,” I say indifferently.

“Have you always been so mean or is it a gift from death?” Morok snorts.

“I don’t know what surprises and scares me more: your sense of humor or the fact that you can joke,” I retort.

“If you consider this a sense of humor, you should see how I rip out people’s eyes and drown kittens just for the fun of it.”

He sneaks a glance at my face and I can’t hide the horror with a trace of revulsion in my eyes. He bursts into that gloomy laugh of his again.

“Do these activities suit me better?” he asks me with mockery in his voice and I turn away from him to tie my horse to one of the birches.

I feel a bit ashamed that I didn’t pick up on the sarcasm and took his words seriously, even for a minute. I should stop seeing him as a monster. Suddenly, I see him offering me a medium-length sword and two long daggers.

“Has Daniel allowed you to give me weapons?”

“Do you still think I take orders from that boy?” he says with wry contempt in his voice.

I grin, take the weapons and attach them to my belt. Morok hangs a longsword over his shoulder and attaches another dagger to his belt, too. I remember a few stories about Shadow servants’ swords, so I take a closer look. At first sight, it’s nothing special, just a long straight sword in a dark, leather scabbard. The leather must have been black once but now it’s so worn that it looks grey. Even the pommel is very simple. According to those stories, Moroks’ weapons have special powers and are extremely valuable, so are passed down from generation to generation. The blades of their swords are silvered, which helps to kill ghosts and other spirits, and engraved with magical signs that allow them not just to kill, but to sever the life threads right away. Moroks know where the threads are but, unlike Maras, they can’t see them.

We are moving towards the woods now and I fall a few steps behind my companion, examining his cloak, too. Before, it had looked like an old worn piece of black material, but now I notice something strange about it. I stretch out my hand to touch it.

“I heard that you came to the Lasnetsovs’ palace alone first. You knew that you were going to die there. Is that true?” I start and jerk my hand back before Morok can see it.

“Yes. I wanted to be alone with the prince. To look him in the eye, take his head in my hands and crack it open against his own throne.”

Morok stops dead and turns to me.

“What did you say?”

“I said that I would gladly rip out his eyes and golden hair with my own hands and his cries of agony would be music to my ears. But he’s beyond my reach now, so all I can do now is end the Lasnetsovs’ lineage. Fortunately, Severin is the only heir and it won’t take long.”

Morok stays silent this time and we step into the shade of pine trees. We’ve agreed to talk as little as possible in the woods, not to attract too much attention of the creatures now living beneath this cover of dried-up leaves, pine needles and moss. As I have a pretty good idea where to find the ingredients I need, I’m leading the way with Morok walking in my wake. Despite his own weight and that of all the weapons on him, he doesn’t make a sound and now and then I turn around just to make sure he’s still there.

I don’t like it here. In the woods, it’s unusually quiet and there are none of the smells you would expect to have in a forest. I remember the fresh smells of grass, flowers and trees, but they are now replaced by mold and ageing. However, the longer we walk, the fewer charred trees come into view. The wood becomes greener and more alive, but it’s wild and overgrown as if it’s trying to ward off unwelcome visitors. Half an hour later, we step into the part of the forest that hasn’t been touched by fire at all, but the densely growing limbs and branches block out almost all the sunlight and we are left in an eerie twilight. It’s warmer here as there’s no wind either. When we finally step out of this overgrown part of the forest, we find ourselves in a copse of pine trees, where the distance between the trees is bigger and it’s easier to walk.

We find heather first. To my surprise, there’s a whole clearing full of purple flowers. There’s much more than I’d dared to hope for. I hitch up my cloak and kneel down to gather what I need. Morok puts a bag next to me where I can toss the flowers and looks around. In the eerie silence, I can hear an owl hoot several times. I cut off a handful of heather with my dagger, then some more. I’d rather have extra in store, I can’t say for sure how much brew Nikolay will need.

It takes me a while longer to find hawthorn, though. The spot I remembered is not there anymore, there are only two small trees left. I gather what I can, but it’s not enough, and I lead Morok deeper into the woods. Luckily, we soon find four more trees. To speed up, Morok helps me to pick, tossing the berries into the basket. I watch him grab a handful of berries and squeeze them too hard. He swears when the juice runs down between his gloved fingers. I giggle. He continues cursing under his breath, shaking the skins of the berries from his hands. It only makes it funnier and I can’t help laughing.

“Stop it, it’s not funny,” he grumbles.

“Believe me, it is! Does my laughing offend you?”

“No, I like it.”

Laughter gets stuck in my throat and I cough instead. Morok nonchalantly wipes his hand on a bank of moss and goes back to gathering berries. But I can’t stop staring at him. Maybe, if I ask him, he’ll help me escape… What if I do it now?

I shake my head to get rid of these silly thoughts.

I don’t need freedom, I need revenge. I don’t want to drag Morok into that and risk his life, too. Five of my sisters already sacrificed their lives for something I failed to fulfil. I don’t want Morok to be another sacrifice on the list.

An hour later and we’re already on our way back. My companion is leading the way now and I’m walking a step back, allowing myself to relax and stop looking for shadows lurking in the dark.

That’s why Morok, who hasn’t let his guard down, sees them first. He grabs my wrist and pulls me away from the path, intending to escape the danger. But the creatures are too close not to smell us.

I have time to spot four ghouls among the trees but I have a hunch there are more hiding in the dark.

“Get ready,” Morok tells me quietly and puts the basket and the bag away, out of harm’s way.

I take out both daggers, not daring to take the sword as I’m not sure there’s enough space between the trees to swing it. I try to step forward but Morok pulls me back.

“I’m already dead, it would be best if I take them on,” I object.

“Don’t be stupid.”

“If you die, I’ll die, too.”

“Just a while ago you trembled like a leaf as soon as I came near, and now you don’t think I can kill a few ghouls?”

“Fair point,” I grunt.

Morok takes the sword from the scabbard and grins when he sees the expression on my face.

The scabbard and the pommel might look ordinary, but the sword itself is a masterpiece. It’s black and engraved with silver patterns, and in the middle of the blade there are signs, among which I even spot the ones belonging to our Goddess Morana. Just more proof that Morok was telling the truth. We are connected.

“Don’t worry about me, my little Mara. I’m not ready to die,” he tousles my hair mockingly.

To hide my uneasiness, I stare at the approaching ghouls.

“I hope it’s not the same hand you’ve just squeezed the berries with,” I grunt back.

He doesn’t have time to retort as the first creature pounces at us. Morok takes two steps towards it and raises his sword. The creature’s head hits the ground at the same time as the headless body slumps a few feet away. Morok deals with the second ghoul just as easily and moves towards the third. A movement out the corner of my eye pulls me out of my stupor and I have just enough time to wheel around and thrust a dagger somewhere between the ghoul’s neck and shoulder. Then, I jerk my hand to the left, slitting its throat. I lift my eyes and see seven more ghouls rushing to Morok at full speed, attracted by the smell of his warm blood.

They have approached us from behind.

I free my dagger and kick the first ghoul away from me, it will be harmless for a while. I jump in front of the next two. They lunge at me and I dodge the gnarled fingers of one spirit and sink the knife into the eye of another. I have to maneuver between the ghouls, which try to rush around me to get to my living companion. I kill four and throw a dagger into the fifth. My other dagger gets stuck in the body of a sixth creature. I tried thrusting the blade into its heart but missed and it got caught in the ribs instead. The ghoul takes advantage of my hesitation and sinks its claws into my right forearm. I can’t stifle a cry when it rips my caftan sleeve together with my skin, hurting the muscles. I only have my sword left but I can’t take it out with my left hand and the ghoul is still clinging to my right shoulder, trying to get to my neck.

“No way,” I hiss through gritted teeth.

I might kick the ghoul in the stomach but then I’ll rip my wound even more, the creature’s claws are still buried in my muscles. But I don’t have time to come up with a better plan because the last creature is approaching me now. I brace myself for the pain and raise my leg. Suddenly, I feel Morok putting one arm around my shoulder and thrust the other hand with the dagger under the ghoul’s chin. The blade goes right through its head; the ghoul stops snapping its teeth and falls in a heap. Morok kills the seventh spirit with his bare hands: when the creature approaches, Morok grabs its head and jerks it to the side, the skin on the ghoul’s neck rips and the body slips to the ground.

I sink to the earth, too, while Morok kills three more, they jump at him from behind the trees. He moves swiftly but without an affected gracefulness. What he does is neither play nor an art form, just work. When there are no more new spirits jumping from the shadows, he walks around chopping heads off the ghouls I have killed. I didn’t have time to sever their life threads so they may rise again.

Then he comes up to me while I’m trying to take the second long claw out of my forearm.

“Do you need help with that, little Mara?”

“Thanks, I’m good,” I mutter through clenched teeth, finally pulling out the claw. “Have you decided to give me a pet name, too?”

“Aren’t you the youngest Mara?”

I finally take out all the claws and push the creature’s hand away. Then, I feel for its life threads, grab them in my fist and pull them out. Morok watches me in silence while I stretch the threads I’ve pulled from the creature’s head and cut them off with his dagger.

“Actually, my sister was the youngest.”

Morok says nothing but offers me his hand. I take it gratefully and pull myself to my feet. I examine the Shadow’s servant, there’s not a single scratch on his body. He worked so fast and clean that not a drop of blood tainted his cloak either, only the gloves. My pride doesn’t allow me to turn around and see how many creatures he killed. But I’m guessing a lot; because he was so busy, he didn’t even notice the ones that sneaked up on us from behind.

“Hey!” I start when he rips a piece of cloth from my scarlet cloak and starts bandaging my arm.

“If it gets infected, it will take longer to heal and the pain will be worse.”

“It’s a new cloak! Couldn’t you rip a piece from yours? It’s pretty shabby anyway.”

Morok chuckles. “Would that I could. Our cloaks are a continuation of the mask, they hide our hair and bodies.”

I forget about the pain and examine the material.

“They are shadows, sewn together. You can feel it if you want.”

Suspiciously and with a degree of fear I stretch out my hand, but jerk it back as soon as my fingers touch something soft, like a heavy fog. My fingers didn’t sink into the shadows but there’s a slight dent in the material where I touched it. I clutch my hand to my chest, not daring to touch the shadows again.

“Why does it look so worn-out then?” I ask, surprised.

“Not all shadows are black.”

“All Moroks have different masks. Is it true that they are all tailor-made?”

“Yes, the mask should reflect what’s hidden beneath.”

I don’t understand what he means by it. I stop pestering him with questions, remembering that we are still in the forest and I’m not looking forward to meeting more evil spirits. They were right, the woods are teeming with them. Morok helps me to retrieve my daggers, picks up the bag and the basket and we carry on, out of the woods. I don’t let myself relax anymore, just cradle my right arm in my left and look around warily.

I let out a sigh when we manage to get out without coming across any other creatures. We come to our horses, divide the herbs and the berries into a few bags and hang them onto the saddles. We agree to have a rest a bit further down the road as neither Morok nor I want to linger by the woods.

On our way back, we are both exhausted and have little energy left to talk. The first night back on the road, I fall asleep as soon as my head touches the ground. Next morning, it takes me several minutes to wake up and register Morok, shaking my shoulder and telling me we need to move on. The next day and night we ride our horses hard again and only on the last morning before we are back in the palace, do I allow myself to slow down. Morok doesn’t urge me on either. I let Blizzard slacken the pace and his Sugar falls into step.

“You asked me about the Rakhmanovs before. Will you stay with them after you’ve helped Nikolay?” Morok asks me a few minutes’ ride before we reach the capital, probably just meaning to break the silence.

“I don’t know. Maybe they’ll ask you to put me back into my grave if I fail,” I shrug. “To be honest, I know too little about them. Anything you can tell me?”

“I don’t know much myself. Only that Dmitry used to be a good king but he’s aged. The heir, Nikolay, was born from Dmitry’s first wife, but takes after his father. People expect him to finish what his father started: reinstate the peace between the countries and purge the Endless Woods of evil spirits. The forest could do with some purging, as you’ve just seen for yourself.”

“Daniel and Nikolay are not brothers?”

“Half-brothers. They had different mothers.”

I remember that Nikolay looks a bit different, too.

“Rumor has it that Dmitry had a mistress and the twins were conceived when his wife was still alive. But soon after, she died. And to this very day, no one knows if she died a natural death or was killed by the mistress, who didn’t want her children to be born bastards. So, this is how the king ended up re-married.”

I listen to the story and nod, adjusting the bandage on my arm. The wound is closing but my fingers are still numb and awkward and it’s really uncomfortable to hold the reins in my left hand.

“But then, five years later, Daniel and Elena’s mother, who was already the queen, died too. Of fever.”

“Queens of Araken have an unenviable fate,” I sum up.

We fall silent as we arrive at the city gates. The sun is already setting and fortunately, no one, apart from the guards, comes out to greet us. At the foot of the great staircase, Morok gives me the bags of heather and the basket of hawthorn berries and retrieves his weapons. But before he turns away to take the horses to the stables, he grips my elbow with a sense of urgency that makes me turn to him.

“I have to go away for a month or two.”

I purse my lips, realizing I won’t like the feeling of being left alone again. Especially now, now that I know Morok is on my side. But I keep these thoughts to myself and nod.

“While I’m away, try not to get into too much trouble, little Mara.”

First, I keep silent, but when he turns away, I blurt out:

“Can’t promise that. So, you’d better come back soon.”

As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I feel abashed. In my head it didn’t sound so flirty. Morok freezes and turns his head a little. I can only see a corner of his jackal mask. He gives a subtle nod.
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It’s not late enough to hope that everyone’s already asleep, so I tiptoe around the corridors, having no desire to see Daniel tonight. I’m too tired to listen to his sweet talk, let alone come up with polite replies. First, I take the heather and hawthorn berries to the healer. I’ll make the brew tomorrow. Then, I gingerly look out in the corridor and having noticed no one, apart from a few guards, make a dash to my room.

Once I’m inside, I quietly close the door behind me and lean my back against it, closing my eyes for a moment to let me catch my breath. Then, I light the candles, throw the cloak to the floor and struggle to take off my caftan without hurting my wounded arm too much. When I’m finally down to my shirt and trousers, I take a sympathetic look at the heap of torn clothes on the floor in front of me.

Three days ago, they were beautiful, brand-new clothes, and now the caftan needs a new sleeve and the cloak is probably ruined.

I sit down on the corner of my bed and want to take off the bandage, too, to deal with the wound, but the door to my room flies open and I start.

“Sorry, didn’t want to scare you,” Aaron notices my reaction and closes the door more carefully.

“You wouldn’t had you remembered your manners and knocked first.”

He is walking towards me but stops and turns back to the door with some confusion in his eyes, as if it’s the first time he’s heard about knocking. In his arms, he’s carrying a bowl of clean water and a few cloths.

“What’s that?”

“For your arm.” Aaron gestures at my forearm, bandaged with a piece of my scarlet cloak. The bandage isn’t really scarlet anymore, it’s dirty and stained with dried blood. Morok had suggested changing the bandage several times but I’d refused. The wound would have had to be washed and cleaned and I didn’t want to take too much of Morok’s water, he didn’t have much as it was.

“How did you know?”

Aaron gives the soft chair a few pats, suggesting I come and sit down.

“We were told. You might be sneaking around the palace noiselessly but there are guards in the corridors, and they have eyes. One of the guards said he saw a bandage on your arm.”

I change the seat and allow him to deal with the wound. I would have just taken off the old bandage and probably washed the wound, but if Aaron is offering help, I don’t see any reason to refuse. He puts the bowl on the dressing-table and takes a chair for himself. He sits down and pulls the chair so close to mine that my right knee is squeezed between his two. I try to free it.

“Don’t move.” Aaron notices my desperate movements and squeezes the knee harder between his legs, leaving me with no choice but to yield.

I open my mouth to say something spiteful instead, but I can only hiss, as he rips off a piece of the bandage stuck to the wound.

“Weren’t you taught to change bandages in that temple of yours?” He grunts and shakes his head, tossing the first piece onto the table.

“I didn’t want to steal my babysitter’s job. Then, why else would Daniel give you to me?”

I curse involuntarily when he tears off another piece of material. I want to take my arm back but Aaron doesn’t let me, he has it in his iron grip.

He examines my arm. “It’s not that bad. It’s healing. Looks like you have more blood flowing through your veins now.”

He’s right, last time, a few weeks ago, the bandages didn’t stick so much. Aaron washes off the dried blood and dirt, then silently puts on a new bandage.

“Daniel is at the Senate’s council, together with his father. He’s asked me to take you to the study to talk to the king.”

I sigh. My long-awaited and well-earned rest has to wait, again. Aaron laughs quietly and hands me a new caftan. I eye it sulkily but still throw it on my shoulders. At least he’s not asking me to change into a dress.

“I’d joke about sleeping when I’m dead, but you didn’t let me do that either.” I stand up grunting and follow Aaron out of my room.

He takes me to a spacious room with bookcases and shelves crammed with thick ancient-looking volumes covering the walls. There are also a few soft armchairs and a coffee table. The furniture piece dominating the room, however, is a huge mahogany desk standing in the middle of the study. The king is sitting at it, poring over some papers with a tired expression on his face. He hardly moves when I enter. Aaron stays behind the door and Daniel, whom I didn’t notice before, comes up to me and examines my arm.

“You should be more careful, Agatha. Don’t make me worry about you,” he gives a thin smile and squeezes my hand.

I open my mouth to retort but the king voice booms from behind the desk.

“Glad to have you back in one piece, Mara. But I need results. When is Nikolay going to wake up?”

I remember where we are and take my hand back from Daniel’s. I walk up to where the king is still sitting, while Daniel unbuttons his caftan and plops back in one of the armchairs, crossing his legs.

“I will make the brew tomorrow. It will help His Highness get some of his former strength back. And in the evening, I will attempt to strengthen his life threads. After that, we’ll have to give him this brew every day till he wakes up,” I rattle off, hoping against hope that it’s the only reason they have summoned me.

“Can’t you just wake him up right away?”

“I can’t unless you want him to die.”

“Damn it!” The king thumps his fist on the desk and the inkstands bounce. “We’ve tried to keep my son’s poisoning from the Senate as long as possible. As I’ve said, I didn’t want to send my people to die! But bloody soldiers from Serat have ventured out again and they have been seen on our land! It’s the first time in many years.”

“By the way, it was near the place you were with Morok. You were lucky to escape them. A rider brought word but an hour before you came back,” the prince pipes in.

“Correct,” the king continues, “I had hoped they’d be as scared of those damnable woods as our soldiers were. But Severin seems to be up to something. Mara, I need you to get him out of my way as soon as possible!”

“I will, but Nikolay’s time is running out. I can’t leave him now,” I shrug a little and a sharp pain shoots through my right arm. I need rest.

“How many more days will you need?”

“If he lives, maybe a week.”

“A WEEK?!” The king jumps to his feet but soon enough sinks back into his seat. “In a week, we’re going to have a celebration at the palace. It is the two hundred and fifty-fifth anniversary of the Senate, all the council members will be here. I can’t cancel that…”

“Five days, if we’re lucky,” I give him a flicker of hope but that’s the best I can do. I’m not going to promise him any more than that, or I’ll be the one to pay if the deadline isn’t met. You have to be careful with kings.

“We’ll pray that luck is on our side then. We have to show Nikolay to the Senate, alive! Rumors are spreading already. And if they decide that Serat is to blame for the poisoning, I won’t be able to hold the war off any longer. You can go,” the king dismisses me and turns to Daniel. “Son, update me about any changes. If Nikolay wakes up, I want to be the first to know.”
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Next morning, Aaron is the first to greet me. He seems to have resolved to help me with everything, even cleaning and preparing the berries for the brew. Aaron is calm and quiet, so I don’t mind him much, but half an hour later, Daniel walks into the kitchen and soon enough, Elena finds out that we are all here and decides to join us, too.

These two are like a stone around my neck. They chatter nonstop and constantly get in the way. It’s a small kitchen in the middle of the palace and I’ve taken it over for the time being to make as much brew as possible. I turn away from a huge pan of boiling water and see that Aaron is the only one who’s finished his task, sorting the good berries from the mashed ones, and is now starting on the second job, chopping the roots with a razor-sharp knife. They would never let me hold that knife myself, so I delegated the task to my guard. The prince and his sister have abandoned their chores and are wearing similarly bored expressions on their faces. I’d love to kick them out but I have a hunch they’d object to such treatment, so all I can do is turn back to my pan and carry on working in silence. Aaron sneaks a sympathetic glance at me while they’re not looking.

“What can I help you with, Agatha?” Daniel jumps to my side and asks this pointless question for the umpteenth time. This time, he also puts his hand on the small of my back.

Aaron drops the knife with a thud. I want to turn around to make sure he hasn’t cut his finger off but I’m distracted by Daniel’s hand, that’s slowly crawling even lower down my spine.

“I’d appreciate it if Your Highness would take his hands off my back and step away from the pan,” I add heather and mint to the pot and continue stirring it slowly, “both can be dangerous to his health.”

I don’t try to keep my voice low and I hear Aaron snort behind my back. Elena’s soft laugh joins his, and she says, “I’ve told you, Daniel, your advances only work with girls who are already eager to jump into your bed.”

The prince doesn’t remove his hand, he steps closer. He stands behind my back now and puts his chin on my left shoulder.

“My sister wants me to believe that I don’t know how to flirt. Do you find it unpleasant, Agatha?”

He whispers the words, his mouth almost touching my ear. It gives me goosebumps. There have only been a few times when men have tried to flirt with me, but it was always pretty simple and straightforward. They gave me flowers, sneaked looks at me, held my hand in theirs. But no one has ever dared to press against me like that. I’m torn between the urge to hit the prince with the hot spoon on his fair head and to keep standing there. If we were alone, I would probably even go for the latter but I don’t like the feeling of Aaron and Elena watching us.

“You’re constricting my movements, Your Highness.”

Daniel nods mournfully and steps back, leaning his shoulder against a herb and spice cupboard.

It’s almost noon and the brew is close to ready. I suggest they go and have lunch. Daniel and Elena agree gleefully and leave the kitchen at once. Aaron lingers a little and he’s the only one I thank sincerely for his help.

Finally, when I have the kitchen all to myself, I finish the brew in silence, pour a full glass and set off to Nikolay’s room. Two guards meet me outside his door. But many people in the palace already know who I am, so the guardsmen let me in, no questions asked. Nikolay doesn’t look any better, but fortunately he doesn’t look any worse either. I examine his back and smell sage. Good, so the healers did everything I asked. I remember what Morok had said about Daniel and Nikolay being only half-brothers and take a closer look at the elder brother, finding more and more proof. Then, I bend the prince’s head back a little and pour the brew in his open mouth myself. I try to do it slowly so that his body has time to swallow instinctively.

When I’m done, my so-called helpers enter the room. I ask Daniel and Aaron to help Nikolay sit up again and sit down behind him.

“Aaron, keep the prince in this position. Daniel, Elena, please stand back a little so that I can have more light.”

“What are you going to do?” Daniel does as he’s told.

The princess follows suit. She’s nervous and is clutching her brother’s arm. With her other hand she’s fidgeting with the collar of her dress. Then she bites her lower lip and moves even closer to Daniel.

“I’m going to strengthen his life threads. It will take a while, so whatever you think I’m doing, whatever you want to do or say…” I cast a look around and stop at Aaron’s brilliant green eyes, “don’t.”

“I thought you were going to do that tonight,” the prince objects.

“I thought so, too. But I expected Nikolay to be in a worse state. Now, he doesn’t look that bad, so I see no reason to delay. If we’re lucky, the prince can even wake up before the Senate gathers in the palace.”

“Go on then,” Daniel agrees.

I run my fingers down Nikolay’s neck and spine, making the life threads glow under my touch. The threads haven’t changed either: two are still giving off a dim glow. Very carefully I hook it with my finger and slowly pull it out, just enough to take it firmly in my hand. Out of the corner of my eye I see everyone tense up. One twitch and it can break. But the thread is still quite elastic and it stays whole for now, so far so good. I hold it tightly in my fist and swallow hard as now will be the really hard part that I have not told anyone about. The thread is going to get warmer and warmer and finally, scorching hot, but I must not let go. I close my eyes and start singing the prayer in a quiet and slightly shaky voice.

It’s been a long while since the last time I sang it, so I sometimes fumble for the right lines but I don’t stop, hoping that the words will come back in the process.

Daniel has already heard me sing. Elena ahhs too loudly and presses her hand to her mouth. Aaron keeps silent.

The first time I sing the prayer falteringly and stumbling a bit where I can’t remember the words quickly enough, but then I open my eyes and sing it again with more confidence, and then again, stretching the minor keys. With every time the thread glows brighter, almost like the thread on the right, the healthy one. I wince when it starts burning my palm. The acrid smell of burning flesh fills the air. Aaron smells it first. He opens his mouth and then closes, clenching his jaws. My brow is soaked in sweat but I only stop singing when the skin on my hand starts making a sizzling sound and I can see that the thread has thickened to its normal size. Only then do I carefully put it back in its place.

The silence is deafening. The corners of my lips twitch a little when I reckon that they are still silent because they don’t realize there is no need to be anymore.

“You can let it out now.”

“Idiot!” Aaron spits out, reacting faster than the other two.

“Is that all?”

“No!”

But to my surprise, he doesn’t add anything else, just purses his lips with an air of irritation. Daniel kneels down next to me, examining my palm.

“Aaron is right,” the prince is angry, too. “Only yesterday, I told you not to give me any more reasons to worry.”

“Then you’d better leave the room as there is one more thread left.”

“How are you going to continue with a hand like this?” Elena asks in disbelief and comes nearer to have a look at my palm. But as soon as she glimpses the black line surrounded by angry blisters, she turns away.

My hand does look disgusting and it smells worse. I try clenching and unclenching my fingers but a few blisters burst and start bleeding.

“I have a special ointment and clean cloth ready in my room, so I’d be grateful if someone would help me clean and bandage my hand after I’m finished. Aaron?”

“Okay.”

“I will finish up with my other hand. Fortunately, I still have two.”

Daniel just moans in response to my weak attempt at a joke and steps back. Elena turns ashen-faced and runs out of the room, covering her mouth with her right hand. Aaron doesn’t move, he is still holding Nikolay in place. I breathe out, muster up my strength and gingerly pull out the other dim thread. I ball my other hand around it, swallow hard trying not to think about the upcoming pain and break into song. Strangely, this thread takes more time and by the end of it, I’m struggling to get the words out through my clenched teeth, wincing from the pain and stench. The skin is hissing and my hand starts to shake. Aaron watches me closely and his fingers clutch Nikolay’s shoulders. He relaxes only when I finally fall silent. I put the thread back and drop my hand onto my lap with a moan. My fingers are still twitching uncontrollably but I take another look at the result of my work. Now, all Nikolay’s life threads are sound, bright and alive.

“I’m done. Aaron, please put Nikolay back into bed.” I stand up struggling to keep my face straight. “Your Highness, please tell the king that everything went well. I’ll be checking on him every day. Now we can only wait.”

The prince nods and turns to Aaron, who is gingerly laying Nikolay’s head back on the pillows and wrapping his body in his duvet. The heir’s overall state hasn’t changed yet, but his cheeks have grown a little pinker and the breathing steadier and deeper.

“Aaron, please take good care of Agatha.” It sounds like a grumpy order. Daniel leaves and Aaron and I are the last to walk out of the room.

My guard opens the door for me since I can’t touch anything without a searing pain shooting through my hands, and we set off to my room. We walk in silence and his anger is almost palpable.

Aaron starts talking only when he opens the door of my room ahead of me, but I lean against the doorway and start sinking to the floor.

“I thought you were okay!”

Not really. My palms are pulsating now and the throbbing pain reaches my temples. I want to cry and howl.

“Never show your weakness in front of royal members,” I smile crookedly, leaning against his shoulder now. “That’s what my mentor told me. She, by the way, liked royalty no more than I do.”

“Does it mean that I’m insignificant enough for you to trust me?” Aaron tries to switch back to our witty banter but it doesn’t look like a joke now, his face is too serious.

“You are not fair-haired and not a prince, it’s two more scores in your favor.”

He helps me onto the pouffe and finds the bowl with clean water for washing the wounds, pieces of clean cloth, and ointment already prepared on the dressing-table.

“Do you have a thing about fair hair?” he asks.

“Yes, something like that… Ouch! Careful!”

I bite my lip when he straightens the fingers on my right hand and a few blisters burst again. Aaron doesn’t say anything, just stands up, goes to the bathroom and returns with another bowl of water. He puts it down in front of me, takes my wrists and thrusts both my hands into the icy water. It feels like my palms are burning again.

I cry and try to break free from his grip, spit out curses, plead with him, but his expression doesn’t change and he keeps holding my hands under the water. He only takes them out when my pain gets duller, and his own hands become covered in red and white blotches from the cold.

“We should have done that right away,” he says in apologetically, carefully wiping my hands with a towel.

And he’s right. Again. The first time I strengthened a living person’s threads, Irina pulled me out of the house as soon as I was finished and put my hands into the nearest snowdrift. The snow melted around my palms, turning pink, and then red. I crouched there, whimpering and begging Irina to let me go.

I nod and a lock of hair falls onto my face.

“Have you done that before?” Aaron asks as if reading my thoughts. But then I think he’s just trying to distract me while treating my burns.

“Yes, once. It’s a painful procedure so we don’t do it often. Moreover, not all Maras can take this pain and there’s only one chance to strengthen the threads.”

“What do you mean?”

“You can’t break it off before the thread is healthy again. If you slip or pause or let the thread go before that, the second time it won’t work, no matter how hard you try.”

Aaron unscrews the jar of ointment and the smell of aloe fills my nostrils. I jerk my hand instinctively when he starts spreading the cool salve on my right palm. But his hand, holding mine, is so warm and reassuring, that I relax and continue my story.

“I was fifteen. It was a cold January. There was a small town, called Zarich, not far from the temple. It looked more like a village. I don’t even know if it still exists.”

“It does. Now, it’s a real town,” Aaron replies readily.

I nod again, noting that he’s listening to me carefully even though he’s busy bandaging my hands. I sense a warm feeling spreading inside me.

“Good to know. Back then, there was only one healer in that so-called town, his name was Aleksey. He was no more than forty but his hair was completely grey. Maras often came to him for advice and I’d known him from the moment I became one. He was always kind to me and treated me like any other girl despite my scarlet cloak. His wife’s apple pie was the best I’ve ever tasted.”

I see Aaron’s lips stretch in a smile and feel embarrassed by my sentimentality. So, I go back to my story, trying to keep it simple, cutting out the personal details.

“He was a kind man and treated everyone he could, even if they couldn’t afford his services. That winter, he went down with the flu that he caught from one of his patients. He recovered from the illness but it took a toll on his health and he could barely walk afterwards. Among the Maras, only the eldest, Kira, and my mentor Irina could strengthen life threads. But Irina decided that I should do it too, Goddess knows why. And there was only way to check if I could… by doing.”

I falter, remembering the numbing fear that I’d felt, realizing that if I’d failed, Aleksey would die. And it would be my fault. Only that fear helped me forget about the pain and see it through.

“Did you do it?”

“I did.”

“Did he live a long life?” Aaron is now gently bandaging my other hand.

“I’d love to think so.” Aaron looks up at me, surprised by the uncertainty in my voice. I smile sadly and give a little shrug. “I died first.”

“Done,” he says, returning my newly bandaged hands onto my lap. “You’ve done what you could for Nikolay and you won’t hold a sword any time soon. Morok is gone and you have a week off ahead,” he enumerates slowly and I give him a quizzical look trying to guess what he’s driving at. “So, you have nothing else to do but enjoy my company for a whole week.”

I see a wide grin playing on his lips, showing his snow-white teeth, and I suddenly remember my sister’s words about a smile you can’t take your eyes off.


15

It’s turned out Aaron wasn’t joking when he said that he was going to be by my side all week. Next morning, he’s waiting for me right outside my bedroom and I run into him as soon as I walk out.

“Are you ready?”

My maids, who are a few feet behind me, jump at the sound of his voice. Then, they see Aaron too and he smiles and nods at them.

“Shouldn’t you be breakfasting with Daniel and Elena?” I ask, raising an eyebrow at him.

“I should,” he agrees. “But Daniel is busy today, so I thought that maybe you would like to join me.”

“I’ve already had some breakfast,” I say carefully, remembering that Inna and Marina are still standing behind my back.

“Then, you can watch me eat,” he doesn’t give up and ignoring my exasperated stare, gestures to follow him.

I open my mouth to decline his invitation, which doesn’t even sound like one, but Inna gives my back a gentle nudge, making me take a step forward.

“You should go, my lady. Aaron is kinder than he wants to appear.”

“How do you know?” I ask doubtfully, turning to her.

“He is a friend of His Highness, but he’s kind to all the servants. He knows many of us by name.”

I decide to take her advice and follow Aaron. I’d struggled to button up my shirt with my bandaged hands this morning and my maids helped me change into a dress with long wide sleeves. Unlike my other red outfits, only the skirt of the dress is scarlet and the top is all lace and gold-thread embroidery.

We reach a kitchen and I realize it’s the same one where I tried to steal a dessert knife.

“Well, if I have to sit here with you, tell me about yourself at least,” I say sitting down at the same table.

This time we are not alone, there are a few kitchen maids serving Aaron breakfast. Today, he’s wearing a black shirt under a black caftan, richly embroidered with silver patterns. I see that he hasn’t buttoned his shirt up to his neck, as usual a few buttons are left undone. He runs his fingers through his thick, black hair and fixes his eyes on a bowl of oatmeal and fruit, laid out on the table before him.

“Do you have questions or should I start from the very beginning?”

He lifts a spoon and waits for the maids to leave. I’m not rushing him.

“Start where you want. Do you have a younger sister, for instance?” I break the silence when we have the kitchen to ourselves.

“I do, but it’s a brother,” he wolfs down a few spoonfuls of his oatmeal.

“Are you two close?” I lean my elbows on the table and rest my chin on my hands, smiling nicely and demonstrating that I’m ready to listen.

Aaron looks up at me in surprise and starts coughing, covering his mouth with his hand. I don’t know why he found my words so unusual but I put on an even bigger smile and continue gazing at him.

“Not… not really,” he says when the cough stops. “I haven’t seen him much since I turned ten. My parents wanted me to be closer to the palace, they assumed that my place was at the royal court, so they sent me to the capital to study. I came back home once every few years and didn’t stay long.”

“Have your parents died?”

“Yes.”

“And your brother?”

“He’s alive and lives on our estate. My uncle looks after him. Last time I saw him was when Daniel went to get you. A year before that, I went home for four months. I got news that my uncle was ill. And before that, I saw my brother right after our parents had died. I came to check up on him.”

“Do you love your brother? Or have you grown apart?”

“I do. My brother and uncle are the only family I have left.”

“What is your uncle like?”

Aaron shoots me a wry look and goes back to his porridge. I wait for him to swallow and continue.

“My uncle is a good man but, in his youth, he liked to live lavishly. Fortunately, we had enough money to pay for his lifestyle but I was worried when I had to leave my little brother with this spendthrift. Surprisingly, our estate is still standing and my uncle has turned out to be a good guardian. He lived alone for a long time before that, he doesn’t have his own family.”

“You’ve finished the Academy, haven’t you? Why didn’t you come back to your brother?”

“I can’t. I have some unfinished business in Yarat.”

He falls silent and gets back to his breakfast. I watch him closely for a few more minutes, waiting for him to continue. But he doesn’t lift his eyes and pretends not to notice me. That’s hardly a story, but I don’t pester him anymore. We are not friends and I don’t want to pry too much into his life. After all, he doesn’t bother me with questions about my life. But for some reason I can’t explain why I feel disappointed. I sit back and ask something I wasn’t intending to. At least not in the way I do ask.

“Does this business have hazel eyes and a soft laugh?”

Aaron freezes with his spoon in the air. He looks up at me and his eyes are searching my face, struggling to understand who I’m driving at. It takes him about ten seconds. He slowly lowers the spoon and puts it back onto an almost empty plate.

“What’d you say if that business had contagious laughter and light-blue eyes?” The corners of his lips go up.

“I’d say that’s absurd.”

“Well, I’ll say the same to your question. But I’m flattered.”

He finished up his porridge and gulps down his tea so fast that when I react, he’s already back on his feet.

“Flattered?”

“By your jealousy.”

“I’m not…” I start indignantly.

He suddenly turns to me and presses his index finger to his lips, urging me to stay silent. I tense up and listen.

Somewhere in the palace, the guards and servants are going about their business but I don’t hear anything out of the ordinary. I turn to Aaron and he looks back at me with a sly grin. Such a simple trick and I fell for it.

It’s not only breakfast. For the next three days, Aaron drags me everywhere with him. I sit opposite him at breakfast and dinner. At lunch, I check up on Nikolay and my guard spends time with Daniel and Elena. Sometimes, I sit and watch Aaron train with Daniel. Once, my guard even takes me on a tour of the palace. He walks me through a long portrait gallery but I get bored somewhere in the middle of it. Most Rakhmanovs have blue or hazel eyes, the color of their hair ranges from fair, almost blond, to light brown, with an exception of a chestnut mane here and there. Many of Daniel’s and Elena’s ancestors have the same delicate features. When I can’t look at the rows of similar-looking faces anymore, Aaron leads me into the garden. It’s almost winter and there are no colorful flowers or bright green grass, the fountains are dry and silent, and the garden looks grey and gloomy.

From time to time, I attempt an escape, turning into one of the corridors while Aaron walks on, too immersed in another of his stories about the palace. But each time, my guard finds me just a few minutes later. He knows the palace like the back of his hand. And in the evening, when I finally get a little rest from Aaron, the baton passes to Daniel, who brings me gifts or continues his cheesy flirting.

On the fourth day, Aaron finds me again. I’m hiding in the library, an enormous hall with thousands of bookshelves. I’m sitting at one of the tables, leafing through the book of legends about Maras. The book smells of age and dust, the pages are yellowed but the scarlet of Maras’ cloaks in the illustrations is still bright. When I first noticed a red spine with golden letters, I walked past on purpose. I didn’t want to be reminded of my death. But then, I hesitated and went back to take the book. I was curious to learn what had fascinated Daniel in the stories about us. What had they written about my sisters? How did the witnesses tell the story of my sister’s death and the prince’s betrayal? But I started reading from the very first pages, trying to find something, anything about the connection between Maras and Moroks. Is there anything here about the relationship between Morana and the Shadow? Though the book looks more like a compilation of legends and fairy tales rather than facts.

“Here you are,” Aaron sits down opposite me. “Have you found anything of interest?”

When I don’t answer, continuing to turn the pages in silence, he leans forward and tries to read the text upside down.

“Ah, a book about Maras. Daniel’s favorite. I’m sure he knows each story by heart. And I’ve hardly read any.”

“Why?” I look at him.

“No reason. You’re right, let’s see what they’ve written about you,” he grins widely and jerks the book towards him. I try to catch it, but I’m a second too late and my hands hit the table. I howl with pain.

“Careful, dear Agatha,” Aaron sings, repeating Daniel’s intonation. I curse him but he replies with an even wider grin.

“Don’t worry, I’ll read aloud.” He starts turning the pages quickly. “Right, Legend of Olga… Diana, the only Mara with a different hair color… Famous Silvia… Mara Adelya… here’s a story about her prolonging the life of one of the kings of Serat…” Aaron keeps reading out the names and I nod remembering the old stories. “Huh, here’s a story about a Mara and… a Morok.”

“What?” I break out of my reverie.

“They… loved each other.”

“What do you mean?!” I stretch out my hand to grab the book but he ducks and reads:

“…a Mara called Dana found a wounded Morok in the dead of the woods. She felt sorry for him as she knew that she had her sisters and Moroks were lonely creatures who went their separate ways as soon as their training was at an end. Dana took off his mask to clean the wound on Morok’s neck and healed him. She kept it a secret from her sisters, unsure of their reaction. Morok fell in love with Mara and didn’t want to part. Mara loved him back but she remembered her vow that did not allow her to have a family of her own. She didn’t want to take Morok’s chance at happiness away as she knew Moroks did not take the vow of celibacy. So, she tried to drive him away but he would not leave her side and became her shadow, protecting her from evil, rain and sadness. Dana could not bear this any longer and wanted to run away with Morok, away from her duty and fate. But she remembered about her sisters’ fate and she decided to tell them everything and do as they say. Her sisters…”

Aaron frowns, biting his lip thoughtfully, and continues to read to himself. I lunge at the book again but he dodges.

“What did they say?”

“They allowed it. Because “…never before did Mara and Morok want to be together. They were both marked. And the sisters didn’t deny Dana their blessing and gave it willingly. They were pleased to see that at least one of them had found happiness, despite their difficult fate. That day, Morok found a home and he started living with Maras, guarding them like his own sisters. Ten years later he was killed protecting two Maras, and they wept for him as for their own brother and Dana left soon after.”

I stare at the lacquered surface of the table unblinkingly, tracing the pattern of the wood with my eyes. My thoughts are far away and I feel the taste of ash in my mouth. Dana was lucky as few Maras have been. Ten years of happiness. It’s so much but so little at the same time.

“This should be about you… Chapter Last Maras.”

I come back to earth again and see Aaron opening the book somewhere closer to the end.

I suddenly feel shy and exposed. What if there’s something personal there? Though there was nothing in my life I could be ashamed of. But my body is still tense and I wonder if he might find something in there about me that I would like to keep to myself.

“Here’s a little background information at the beginning. Aha, here you are: “Agatha, black hair, light-blue eyes, became a Mara after the death of Mara Anastasia, who died naturally, of old age. Full-blood elder sister of the last ever living Mara, Anna. Former temple keepers described Agatha as a beautiful girl with a stubborn streak, who trained hard every day to be able to protect her younger sister.

She is said to have killed her first ghouls when she was thirteen. It was told by a few children who got lost in the Endless Woods and saw two evil spirits. The boys tried to run away and met a Mara, who was of almost the same age as them, gathering mushrooms. Maras are forbidden to fight evil spirits before they turn sixteen. But the children claimed that she did not run away and stayed to protect them. About her person was only the knife she’d been using to cut mushrooms. The children swear that they saw…”

There are a few wrinkles on Aaron’s forehead now. I bite my cheek.

“…her tear one of the ghoul’s life threads with her bare hands after losing her knife fighting the first spirit. Mara showed the children the way out of the woods but did not reveal her name. Later, it was ascertained that at that time only one Mara fit the description given by the children. Her name is Agatha.” Is it true?”

Yes, the description is a bit dry but close to the truth. Of course, there’s nothing there about how I threw up from the smell of the creatures’ blood sticking to my hands. Nor do they know about the time after, when I was whining and whimpering while the temple keepers sewed up the skin on my hand, torn by the threads.

Still, I couldn’t stop watching and listening to Aaron’s voice reading the story. It was personal. I hadn’t told anyone about it, not even Irina. She had been my mentor and I’d broken the rules. I must have run away. Though she might have guessed the truth from the wound on my hand.

“Almost. It wasn’t that easy.”

I look down at my bandaged hands. It occurs to me that I don’t have any old scars. Threads leave narrow but deep cuts that do not disappear without a trace. When I was alive, I had these lines of lighter skin on my palms that reminded me about the times when I’d used my hands instead of a blade. But when I was raised from my grave, there were no scars, as if my body had repaired itself. Aaron turns over a few pages and starts reading aloud again:

“People say she came alone. She threw away her black cloak, donning a scarlet one instead, revealing to the guards who it was standing before them. The crowd gasped as one when she demanded the guards give her the prince who had killed her sister, also marked by Morana. The wind ripped at her hair and cloak and her voice was hoarse with pain. She told the people the story of the prince’s betrayal and the crowd shared her hurt and anger. The guards denied her request and then, she unsheathed her sword, alone against a few dozen…”

Aaron’s voice trails off again, his eyes scanning the lines telling about the last minutes of my life. I decide that he’s probably not going to read any more of it out loud when I hear his voice again.

“The last Mara, Agatha, died a few feet away from her revenge. Her death was so awful, that Arian, Prince of Serat, took each of the three swords out of her lifeless body himself. He wrapped her in his own royal cloak and according to the guards, knelt beside her for hours, asking forgiveness and swearing that he had never touched Mara Anna.”

When he reads out the last lines, surprisingly, there’s no anger inside me, or anything, for that matter, so I just snort and Aaron lifts his eyes to mine.

“The prince should have said it to my face, before all my sisters died.”

“Would you have believed him?”

“I’d have heard him out. And then killed. It would have been fair and my other sisters would have stayed alive.” I frown, realizing that there could have been hundreds of other scenarios in which they wouldn’t have died. But what happened, happened.

“I see your hate hasn’t faded, even though over two hundred years have passed.” Aaron closes the book, puts it back on the table and pushes it to me.

“For me, almost no time has passed.” I pull the book closer. “It’s like it has just happened.”

“Not a bad book,” his expression of indifference is back. “But Daniel says there’s a special one.”

“Special?”

“A compilation of the fullest and the most authentic information about Maras and Moroks,” Aaron nods gravely. “It was written by a Malakhy Zotov one hundred years after your death. It’s called “On Maras and Moroks. The Forgotten”. Daniel found out that there was a lot of trustworthy information in there but he couldn’t find a copy. The author only wrote a few and who knows… they might have been burnt or destroyed long ago.”

“MY LADY! My lady,” Marina runs up to us, red-faced and out of breath.

She clutches the corner of the table to steady herself and we are waiting for her to say something. Looks like she has been looking for us for a long time.

“His Highness… has… woken up! Asking for you! Couldn’t find!..”

Aaron and I exchange looks and push our chairs back simultaneously, realizing that she’s talking about Nikolay.
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“What’s wrong with him, Mara?” the king snaps at me as soon as I enter the room. “He’s awake but he’s not himself. He’s mumbling something incoherent!”

The room is crammed. The king with his three guards, the healer, a maid, Daniel and Elena, and now Aaron and I are all standing around Nikolay’s bed.

I ignore the king’s question and sit down on the bed to examine the prince. He barely reacts to what’s happening, but his pupils dilate normally and he grunts when I touch his eyelids.

“Close the curtains, bring us some water and soft food, like porridge,” I order to the maid, and when she’s already at the door, add in loud voice, “not hot!”

Then, I turn back to Nikolay and check his pulse and muscles. It’s hard for him to talk, but that’s to be expected. Everyone is watching me, waiting for my verdict, and I finally turn and face the king.

“The prince is healthy, but he can’t leap to his feet right away. He needs some time to fully recover. Now, the best thing we can do is give him something to eat and drink before he falls asleep again. But each time he wakes up now he’ll be feeling better than before.”

I support the prince’s head and give him my brew. He hesitates, but then takes a few sips.

“In two days, all the Senate will be here. Will he be ready by then?” The king asks me again.

“Not ready to get up from his bed, but he may be well enough to speak by that time. If we’re lucky, he’ll be able to sit. If you need proof that the prince is alive, tell the Senate that he’s been taken ill and take someone from the council with you to Nikolay to make sure. But you shouldn’t parade him in front of the whole council yet.”

“It’s a good idea, father,” Daniel chips in.

Nikolay mumbles something for a few more minutes and then falls silent, having dozed off again.

“Good, then that is what we will do. Mara, you are invited to the celebration, too. I want the Senate to see that you are real and discuss our plan about Severin with them.” The king is ordering me to join the festivities rather than asking. He smoothes his parade tunic and leaves, two of his guards in his wake.

“Our poor brother,” Elena sits down on the corner of the bed and takes Nikolay’s hand in hers. “But now he’ll wake up and everything will get back to how it used to be.”

“Double the number of guards outside this room,” Aaron orders the last of the king’s guard in the room. He nods and leaves.

“Right,” Daniel approves thoughtfully, and turns to the girl healer, standing in the corner of the room, “look after my brother. Make sure there’s always someone in the room and there’s enough food and water in case he wakes up. If anything is wrong, send for me or Agatha right away.”

“Of course, Your Highness.”

“Do you need to do anything else?” Daniel asks me.

Today, his hair is brushed back and his tunic is formally buttoned up to his neck. He’s unusually stern, but as soon as he looks at me, his expression softens and he smiles.

“No, now he only needs time to recover.”

“Aaron, as Agatha will attend the celebration, you’ll have to go, too. Will you be so kind as to accompany my sister?”

Aaron glances at the princess with the expression that’s impossible to read and bows.

“I will be delighted.”

“Great! Then, Agatha, you don’t mind me accompanying you?” Daniel comes up to me. A question like that from a prince is not really a question, in the same way as what he said to Aaron was not asking for a favor.

“I don’t, Your Highness.”
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That night I have a nightmare. It’s not me who breaks into the palace in Ashor now, it’s Anna. She’s prowling the palace for the prince, desperate to avenge my death. I see her die, three blades ripping her body apart and blood from her mouth gushing to the floor. She’s still conscious when a prince, resembling Daniel, runs out of the hall. His face becomes contorted with pain and despair as he’s struggling to pull one of the blades, stuck in the oak door, out of her body. He only manages it at the third attempt. The guards standing around them don’t dare to offer help while he takes out the other two swords and her body slumps to the ground. No one catches it. The prince wraps her in his royal cloak and swears that he has never done her any harm.

I wake up in a cold sweat and for a while longer, I toss and turn in my wide bed, waiting for the last memories of the nightmare to vanish into the night. But as soon as I close my eyes again, I see my dead sister.

Judging by the moon hanging high in the night sky, it’s only less than halfway into the night and still long way to go before sunrise. I get up and throw a warm dressing-gown over my nightdress. In the darkness, I step out into the hall, where everything reminds me of Ashor and my dream again. I walk forward, looking for a veranda or a balcony, anywhere I can have a breath of fresh air. Then I remember about the balcony next to the portrait gallery Aaron showed me. I tiptoe up the stairs to the third floor and find my way pretty quickly in the moonlight streaming from the windows. I open the door to the gallery and stop in the doorway. It’s dark and freezing inside. There are only a few half-burnt candles in enormous gold candlesticks, sitting on a table in the middle of the room. The light is flickering in the wind, the door to the balcony is wide open. I wrap my dressing-gown tighter around my shoulders and notice the silhouette of a person, sitting on one of the sofas with his back to me.

The sofa Daniel is sitting on is right opposite his brother’s portrait, but the prince is not looking at the painting. He’s leaning forward, his elbows on his knees and his head bowed. His unkempt hair falls onto his forehead, hiding his face from my eyes. He only notices me when I walk across the hall and close the balcony door. I can’t die again, but Daniel could catch a nasty cold.

“Agatha, it’s you,” he smiles weakly and leans back against the velvet back of the sofa.

He’s wearing simple black trousers and a half-unbuttoned white shirt. He might have woken up from a bad dream, too, or maybe he hasn’t gone to bed at all. I try not to look at his almost bare chest as I sit down next to him.

“It’s freezing here, Your Highness.”

“Call me Daniel now,” he sighs.

“What are you doing here, Daniel?” I don’t argue for a change and use his first name.

“I’m thinking. And what are you doing here in the dead of night?”

“I had a nightmare.” I sit back, too, and lift my eyes to the huge portrait of Nikolay in his parade tunic.

He is depicted waist up, his light-brown hair brushed back. He is smiling back at us with an official, composed smile.

“I should thank you for bringing back my brother. You have managed to save him after all.” Daniel looks up at the portrait too, but there’s no joy in his voice, it sounds tired and sad.

“But you had been planning to raise me long before Nikolay was poisoned, hadn’t you?”

He hesitates and I realize he’s wondering if he should lie or just admit the truth. Fortunately, he goes for the latter.

“I had.”

“Why?”

“Maybe Elena is right and I had fallen in love with you,” he says staring at the floor.

Had he looked at me and smiled while saying that, or taken my hand the way he’s already become accustomed to, I could believe him. But now I know it’s not the whole truth, there’s something else there.

“Barely a day after we met, you swore to reduce Serat to dust just for me.”

Daniel gives a strained laugh.

“I’m surprised you remember this. Now, I don’t have a choice, I must keep my promise and avenge both you and my brother. After you enjoy your revenge and kill Severin, we will make Serat part of Araken and the Lasnetsovs’ time will be over.”

He’s describing the plan without a trace of bravado or bragging, just like a boring and exhausting chore that has to be done.

I nod but, after my nightmare, my head and my heart are empty and I don’t feel any excitement at the prospect of revenge.

“What’s the reason behind your hate? Why are you against the peace with Serat?”

Daniel puts his arm on the back of the sofa and sighs. He doesn’t rush with his answer, carefully thinking about what he’s going to say.

“With the Lasnetsovs… everything just happens for them, falls miraculously into their lap… but in exchange they just… break everything,” he starts slowly, turning his gaze to me. “They killed Maras, leaving people vulnerable and defenseless, an easy prey for evil spirits. The people of Serat might not have forgiven their leaders but they haven’t stood up to them either. Serat has been given chance after a chance. They could have given up Arian and got it over with, but they refused and plunged both countries into centuries’-long war. Severin could have taken the most beautiful princess as his wife and return the peace to his land, but he waved her away. Sometimes, I wonder if they’ve got what they deserved even once or if karma has spared them. Are they worthy of this luck if they’ve destroyed the world where Maras, servants of the Goddess, were walking among ordinary people and even helped them?”

Now, without his tunic or official-looking smile, the prince actually looks his nineteen years. And he sounds like a child who’s been filling his favorite fairy tales with secret meaning that only he can see. The problem is that he’s only heard the stories about famous Maras and their glorious victories. He knows Maras as beautiful girls marked by the Goddess, who lived extraordinary lives. I think back to the book I found in the library, it says nothing about the dozens of Maras who died untimely deaths, alone and uncelebrated, at the claws of revolting creatures. No one knows how many of us died because we weren’t fast enough, even me. In my nine years in the temple, I didn’t muster enough courage to finally ask Irina and Kira how many sisters they had already lost by the time I joined their family.

“You truly believe that, don’t you?” I ask without a smile and go on, not waiting for an answer. “I don’t remember any heroic deeds or glorious victories in my life, but I remember the overwhelming stench of ghouls clear as day. I remember the taste of the water in that lake where I was almost drowned by disgusting dead creatures. I remember monotonous days in the temple, spent in unrelenting training and learning. And I remember thinking “that’s what my life will look like from now on.”

Daniel listens to me closely, with a grave expression on his young face. But I’m grateful that there’s no pity in his eyes. Pity is the last thing I need right now.

“Have you ever wondered how many Maras died for no good reason, without anyone even knowing their names? I could have become one of them…”

“You could, but I assure you, everyone knows your name.”

“Maybe, but at what cost? Five of my sisters died because of my folly. If I hadn’t rushed to the Lasnetsovs’ palace to have my revenge, they might have lived many more years… and who knows? They might have been happy.”

“Or they might have been killed just a while after,” Daniel argues.

“They might,” I agree.

“But you’ll never know. What’s done is done. Just like I will never know what my world would look like if Maras were alive.”

I smile, glimpsing his stubborn streak. My words might have sown the seeds of doubt in his soul, but they won’t sprout till he can see the proof with his own eyes. He’s one of these people who would believe something stubbornly and with all their heart until they are proven wrong.

“Agatha, will you stay with me to watch how I destroy their palace and avenge you and everyone else they have wronged?”

He moves closer and takes my hand carefully, not to hurt my palm. I turn to him and see his eyes shining with hope. I want to say ‘yes’ just not to destroy that hope but I don’t know what I want yet. Sometimes, I wonder if I should ask Morok not to revive me after my work here is done after all, and return my body to its grave. To give me peace. Everyone I’ve ever loved has been rotting in the ground for about two hundred years… Whom should I live for now?

“Whom should I live for?” This question puzzles me so much that I involuntarily say it out loud. I only say it under my breath but the prince hears it.

“Live for me. Allow me to be your friend, for now, and maybe then something more, too. Please, give me a chance. At least, try.”

I’m touched by his pleading, his vulnerability. No one has ever asked me anything like that, no one has ever craved my attention like that. So, I don’t object when Daniel puts his arms around my waist and buries his face in my shoulder. I must confess I’m even enjoying this unfamiliar intimacy and sincerity the prince can afford when we’re alone in the dead of night and there’s no one watching.

I remember the indifference in Daniel’s voice when he told his father that Serat did not take him seriously. His serenity when the king mentioned Severin refusing the princess’s hand in marriage. How kind he has been to me, though I’ve refused his advances again and again. He has been growing up in the shadow of his elder brother’s glory, just like I grew up in the shadow of my little sister’s beauty. No one ever paid attention to me whenever she was near.

“You still smell like the lavender soap I gave you,” he breathes out and gently touches my neck with his lips.

I feel hot, then cold and a shiver goes down my spine, but it is not an unpleasant sensation. My mouth dries up and I can’t say a word. Only when Daniel pulls back and I can breathe again do I realize I’ve been holding my breath. He blushes and asks for forgiveness. He probably thinks that I’m angry with him for his audacity, so he avoids my eyes. He helps me to my feet and leads me to my room. I don’t resist. There’s a strange, warm sensation filling my body and keeping me from saying anything. It scares me. I remember Morok and wonder if I could hide from this feeling behind the shadows of his cloak. Then, strangely, I remember Aaron. He’s the only person inside the palace I trust, at least a little bit, and who’s not expecting anything from me in return. But he’s first and foremost, Daniel’s friend and he serves the Crown, so I’m not sure I can confide in him.
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On the day of the celebration, I try not to leave my room more than I have to. All this fuss and hectic running in the halls annoys me. I only venture out once, in the morning, to check up on Nikolay. He wakes up more often now. He spends about four hours awake and then drifts off again. But four hours are more than it was before. He can also recognize his family and speak coherently. He can eat light food and sit by his own effort. When I drop by, we chat a little about random, unimportant things like the weather or palace news.

“I’d never have thought he would be so taken by these tales,” he shakes his head a little with surprise in his eyes. I lift a spoonful of porridge to his lips as his arms are not yet strong enough for him to do it himself and I’ve let the maids go and have breakfast of their own while I stay with the prince.

“Tales?”

“About Maras, about you in particular. But before, they were just stories and now you are sitting on my bed, spoon-feeding me, while still being dead. First time I thought I saw you, I decided I was dead myself.” The prince has a soft voice and his genuine puzzlement keeps me from taking offence at his words.

“Life is an unpredictable thing, Your Highness. Nursing the heir of Araken back to health two hundred years later, with my heart sitting still in my chest, was not exactly how I saw my future either.”

The prince grins and swallows a mouthful of porridge.

“Thank you for saving me.”

“You’re welcome,” I answer airily and offer him another spoonful.

I offer Nikolay a hand to see if he can stand yet. His knees buckle and he slumps and leans heavily onto me. I manage to remain on my feet and help him back into bed. I reassure him that he will be able to stand on his own soon and he nods and thanks me again. I was expecting a capricious prince but Nikolay takes his bedrest and physical limitations stoically. He doesn’t complain when I feed him thin, tepid porridge or make him drink my sour brew.

When I’m finished with the prince, I pop into the library, snitch a few books and sneak back to my room. I’m dreading the evening. The mere thought of dressed-up crowds and social small talk makes me break into a cold sweat. I can’t wait for this day to end! Two hours before the arranged time, I shut down my book and note that Aaron hasn’t looked in on me at all. Today, of all days, when I would even welcome the distraction of his company, he decided not to show his face at all. He’s probably busy with Elena. I irritably push the book away from me and it falls onto the floor with a loud thump. Inna and Marina, who are preparing my dress for the evening, jump at the unexpected sound and turn to me.

“Something’s wrong, my lady?”

“Nothing apart from my lousy mood,” I mumble grumpily.

“You don’t like celebrations?”

“I don’t like crowds.”

“You don’t need to worry. You’ll always have His Highness and Aaron at your side.”

I nod absent-mindedly.

“Has Morok come back yet?”

Both girls look up at me in surprise.

“No, m’lady. Aren’t you afraid of him?” Marina wraps her arms around her as if the temperature in the room dropped even at the mention of this monstrous creature.

“I used to be. But I’m not anymore. Don’t you know who I am? Aren’t you afraid of me?”

Inna and Marina lower their eyes, abashed, and then turn back to the dress, straightening a few wrinkles.

“We didn’t know for a while. So, when people said that you were a Mara, we already knew you and weren’t scared of you,” Inna answers my question.

That’s something.

“What about you? Do you like working in the palace?” I try to distract myself with pleasantries.

“Yes, we are treated well here,” Marina answers with a smile. “We are servants but we are paid well. Fortunately, in the last few years, there’s been less fighting and fewer lean winters. Back when the war was in full swing, work in the palace was the only thing that kept our families from starving to death. I have two younger sisters and Inna has a sister and a little brother.

I nod. It’s good to hear that the Rakhmanovs treat their servants well and pay them fairly.

“What can you tell me about Aaron?”

He had preferred Elena’s company to mine today, so I can gossip about him behind his back with a clear conscience.

“The first time he showed up in the palace was about three years ago,” Inna starts, giving the gown a little shake. “Everyone noticed the prince’s friend, young and promising. He’s handsome, too. Back then, he had short-cropped hair. We also heard that at first he didn’t get along with the prince at the Academy. But soon, they discovered that they had common interests, swordcraft and old legends.”

“What legends?”

“The stories about Maras and Moroks,” Marina chips in.

“Are you saying that Aaron has been interested in Maras and Morok for a long time?”

“I don’t know how long exactly, but he was the first who supported the prince’s idea. That’s how they became friends. At least that’s what we heard from the other maids.”

Little liar. He told me he hadn’t read the books and didn’t know anything about Maras. I clench my teeth, thinking about the ways I could use this new piece of information against him. I force back a smile and ask the girls to continue. I guess, my smile has got a murderous look to it because the maids are shooting apprehensive looks at me now.

“A year later, Aaron became one of the prince’s bodyguards. Now, he’s also the captain of Prince Daniel and Princess Elena’s guard.”

“Has his brother ever visited him here?”

“We’ve heard that he has a brother… but no. He’s never visited.” Marina shakes her head.

“But Aaron went to see him, not long before you came,” Inna adds.

I give another nod and stand up when the maids turn to me with the dress in their hands. This time, I don’t even have to ask, the gown is obviously Daniel’s choice. Just like that first one, it’s absolutely splendid, with an embroidered top and a full skirt. It has a low neck and open shoulders. It’s scarlet but the bodice, sleeves and part of the skirt are covered with a black and twinkly semi-transparent material, that makes the dress look a bit gloomier. On the skirt, the colors blend from a darker red where the black material is added to bright scarlet.

I run my hand over the rich material, indulging myself for a second. A smile plays on my lips… but it vanishes as soon as Inna starts lacing up my corset, which reminds me that every beauty has its price. Because of the open shoulders, my mark is visible again and the maids leave my hair down, just adding curls to it with hot, iron tongs. When my makeup is done, too, Marina comes up to me, holding a box of black velvet in her hands.

“His Highness insisted…” I frown at the word but she opens the box revealing a massive ruby necklace.

“I understand.”

I don’t have a choice, so I lift my hair with my hands to let them fasten this beautiful collar on my neck. Its weight reminds me of the iron ring I had round my neck after I had been raised from the grave. I should tell the prince that I don’t care for this kind of jewelry and don’t expect him to buy my friendship.

I look at my reflection in the mirror and don’t recognize myself. I never had such expensive dresses or jewelry when I was alive, no one made my hair fall in rich curls down my back and shoulders. And the hair itself was never that grey color I see in the mirror now. My face used to be softer and my jaws not so sharp. And I never was as stunning as I am now. This beauty scares me. There’s something eerie and artificial about it. My maids have managed to turn me into a magnificent doll that lacks only a healthy blush and a beating heart.

I thank the maids and they leave. I keep sitting in front of the mirror, thinking that Daniel should have revived my sister instead. These dresses and gems, celebrations and balls would have really suited her. The life at court would have suited her. Even the prince wanting to be her friend and then, who knows, maybe something more, would have suited her. I brush the rubies with my fingers and think that it’s Anna who should have it all, not me. She’s the youngest of us and she deserves another shot at life. She deserves to be happy.

I start when a warm palm touches my bare shoulder. Aaron is standing right behind me. It’s the first time I see him dressed so officially. His black shirt is buttoned up to his neck and his black juste-au-corps is lavishly embroidered with silver patterns. On his waist, I see a long dagger, probably more of a beautiful prop than a real weapon. His recently brushed hair is already mussed up because of his habit of running fingers through it. I meet his brilliant green eyes in the mirror and see worry.

“Agatha, is anything wrong? You look like you’re going to cry. Do your hands hurt?” He kneels down next to me and take my hands in his to examine the wounds.

They have almost healed. The skin is a new, unfamiliar pink and I my fingers are not nimble enough yet, but there’s no blood or burn marks. I don’t even need new bandages.

“Aaron, do you think Daniel will be able to find Anna’s grave?”

He lifts his eyes to mine and his face becomes pensive when he realizes that my sadness isn’t connected with my wounds.

“Why?” he asks carefully.

“I want to change my side of the deal with the king.”

“How?” His expression hardens and while he’s struggling to keep calm, his words become curt and hard.

“I will keep my side of the bargain. I’ve healed Nikolay and I will kill Severin. But in exchange for that I want them to find my sister’s grave and revive her.”

“Which means that you will return to your grave.”

“Yes. But it’s the right thing to do.”

Aaron gets back on his feet and we hear the bell signifying that the Senate has joined the guests and the celebration is about to start.

“You have to go back to Elena. It’s not only impolite, but also dangerous to be late for a date with a princess.” I force a smile but he doesn’t smile back, just keeps looking at me with disappointment, or anger… I still can’t read his face.

Then he wheels around and leaves without a word. I wait for a few minutes and set off out of the room too, just to run into Daniel. The prince has chosen a tunic of the same shade as my dress. He, too, is wearing all scarlet and black, apart from gold epaulettes.

“It’s time to party, dear Agatha.”

I manage a smile and take his arm. I’m hoping against hope that Daniel doesn’t like dancing and I’ll be able to sneak back to my room in a few hours.
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“Serat has attacked one of our squadrons! They stole into our land, killed over two dozen soldiers and slunk back to the Endless Woods!” The king hisses in my ear as soon as we enter the Great Hall. The same room I was brought to on my first night in the palace.

Only now it’s completely packed. The walls are lined with long tables with wine and various delicacies for the guests. The middle of the hall has been left empty for the ball, and the musicians are standing to the left of the platform with four empty thrones. The air is filled with food smells, soft music and humming voices. The guests have fallen into smaller groups and are standing with goblets in their hands, discussing the latest events and exchanging their opinions.

The king grabs my elbow and takes me to one side. Daniel doesn’t follow us, so as not to draw even more attention.

“We need to finish our business with Severin as soon as possible, Mara.”

“I know, Your Majesty. And now we can, because Nikolay has woken up and I can leave. But I won’t go through the Endless Woods alone, not while it’s teeming with evil creatures and Serat soldiers alike.”

“I can’t give you an army. We need Severin’s death, not an invasion. I don’t want a full-on war, so we can’t let Serat’s citizens find out that we’ve had anything to do with their king’s passing.”

The king notices some guests glancing curiously in our direction and leads me to a table, laden with delicacies, pretending to be hungry.

“I need Morok,” I say.

“Only him?”

“Yes. Morok, like me, does not belong to either country, so even if they find out it’s us, they can’t trace the assassination back to Araken. Moreover, Morok will help me with the evil spirits.”

“But Morok will only be back in a few weeks.”

“So, we don’t have a choice. We have to wait.”

The king stares at me with displeasure. He pours a glass of wine and thrusts it in my hand, then pours another for himself and drains it in one gulp. I keep looking at him, waiting for an answer.

“Alright,” he agrees, plonking his glass back on the table. “Let’s hope the Shadow’s servant returns before Severin comes up with something else.”

“What do I have to say to the Senate?” On a whim, I take a sip of my wine and screw up my face at the sour taste.

“Nothing. They are enjoying themselves now and I’m going to introduce you to them. After that, leave it to me. You can have some fun with my son and go back to your room whenever you feel like it.”

I don’t like the phrase about having fun with his son and to keep myself from retorting, I take a few bigger sips from the glass. Dmitry may seem a fair king who wants the best for his people sometimes, but he’s just as arrogant and stuck-up as any other royalty.

I realize I have to spend more time in his company, so I cling to my glass like a lifeline. But it’s already half empty and I have no idea how many more times I’ll be on the verge of losing my temper before the evening is done. If Irina were here, she would deal with the situation easily, but I was never one for anything that required patience: dancing and diplomacy lessons weren’t my strong suit but I excelled at sword training where I could let off steam.

“My lords, let me introduce you to that famous Mara, Agatha. She’s a true legend. And thanks to my son Daniel, she’s also the last and only living Mara today,” the king introduces me to a group of middle-aged men in parade tunics.

There are about a dozen of them, all with silver in their hair. Some seem to have kept themselves in shape, while others have obviously overindulged themselves and grown a paunch. They are looking me up and down in silence. The ones standing further away from me start whispering to each other, but the three men right in front of me address me directly. Having held my hand gallantly during the introduction, the king now releases it, allowing me to relax a little.

“So, you are that Agatha who tried to kill Prince of Serat?” one man asks me.

“Yes.”

“But you weren’t successful?” The second man asks.

“I wasn’t.”

“So, it was your sister who was disgraced?”

“She was killed, not disgraced.” I’m doing my best not to spit into this pompous fart’s face.

“I hear all Maras died because of your sister,” someone says from behind. But it’s not a question, so I bite my lips and keep silent.

They keep firing their crass questions at me and adding what they see as insignificant comments. But I answer some of them, while purposefully ignore the others and think to myself that I’m going to see this torture through because now I know what I want in exchange. And insulting the king and the Senate is probably not the thing I need right now. Although, the king has already lost any interest in me and is discussing some different business of the Crown with two counsellors a few feet away.

“My apologies, my lords,” I feel the same warm hand touch my back and lean against it with relief.

“Aaron! How do you like working for Daniel? Rumor has it, the younger prince is hard to please and even harder to catch,” one of the men standing further from us says with a smirk.

“To my luck, His Highness runs slower than me, so he finds it hard to escape my supervision,” Aaron answers with a grin and a few members of the Senate nod, smiles on their faces. “By the way, this Mara here has promised to tell me how they used to slit the throats of those who were stupid enough to insult them. If you don’t mind, I’ll steal her from you and we will finish that conversation.”

His smile is so polite and good-natured that the men don’t even understand the barb. They smile back and wave for us to go.

Aaron puts his hand around my waist and drags me aside. I don’t have time to thank him before he leans to my ear and whispers:

“I’ve told Elena I was going to get the drinks and would be a minute. I couldn’t listen to them talking to you like that. But my minute is up, so go back to Daniel.”

I’m holding my breath when his lips touch my hair just next to my left ear. He’s talking in the same dry and detached manner he had before he stormed out of my room. I don’t know what to say and he gives me a little push in the direction where Daniel is standing and disappears in the crowd.

I take a few more sips of wine and leave the glass on the nearest table, feeling unusually light. I come up to Daniel and take his offered arm, in an all too familiar gesture. I follow Aaron’s advice and try not to leave Daniel’s side for the rest of the evening, hoping that I can just smile to whoever talks to him and wait for this ordeal to end.

“Are you feeling well?” Daniel asks, stroking my hand, as we move away from yet another person wanting to introduce himself to the prince. “You’ve been quiet.”

“I’m well, Your Highness. I’ve just had some wine and it’s turned out it still has some effect on me.”

“Normally, alcohol makes people cheerful and you look like you’re going to be sick.”

I look back at him with a weak smile, he describes my feelings quite accurately.

“I say what we need is at least a little fun, Agatha! It’s a celebration after all, though a pretty lousy one at that.”

I understand what he’s driving at. “Believe me, I dance even worse than I cook!” I try to resist but the prince is already dragging me to the dance floor.

Daniel laughs softly and presses me closer to him. I stare at him realizing that he’s not joking and he’s really going to dance with me. I notice Aaron and Elena shooting us surprised looks. They are swirling elegantly not far from us. Their movements are smooth and beautiful, and their feet barely touch the floor. Seeing them dance makes me feel even worse.

“No way… are you afraid?”

Daniel starts waltzing very slowly and I hold my breath, feeling my body tense up and my legs go numb. I remember what Sister Lilian, who was the best dancer we had, said to me. She told me off for mistrusting my partner and consequently, messing up my steps. Anna echoed the others saying that I “just” have to trust my partner. But that’s what I did! I trusted, tried to relax but still made mistakes.

The prince doesn’t react when I tread on his toes again but I’m counting the mistakes in my head.

Five.

And it’s only the middle of the waltz.

One full circle brings it to six.

Seven.

Daniel is struggling to keep his face straight.

“Do you have something against my shoes?”

“I don’t… I’m sorry, Your Highness.”

“Are you apologizing to my shoes?”

I take my eyes off my feet and look my partner in the eye. I forgot about the rule of thumb, don’t look at your feet.

“Sorry,” I repeat stupidly.

“Look at her, she’s almost blushing…” The prince whispers, hiding his smile. I try to look anywhere but him, struggling to calm my nerves and cursing the musicians for such a long waltz.

“Are you having fun, Your Highness?” I mumble grumpily, noticing his beaming face out of the corner of my eye.

“You bet. We should have opened the evening with this instead of me listening to deadly boring people for two hours. And about that night in the gallery…”

“What about it?”

“I thought that I should apologize for my behavior… for being too close…”

“I accept your apo…”

“I thought,” Daniel goes on ignoring me, “that I should apologize, but to be honest, I only regret one thing.”

He tightens his arm around my waist.

“What do you regret, Daniel?” I ask more gently, though I’m not sure I want to hear the answer.

“I regret stopping,” he smiles.

My eyes shift to his lips involuntarily and the music finally stops. I sigh with such obvious relief that Daniel laughs again. He takes pity and leads me off the dance floor, allowing me to rest. But my luck always runs out too fast, and naturally, in a few moments we are joined by Elena and Aaron. The latter puts one hand behind his back gallantly and stretches the other one toward me, inviting me to the next dance. Alarmed, I shake my head and take a step back. Daniel grins when I bump into him.

“I saw you trying to maim the prince by leaving him without his toes,” Aaron says with a wry smile playing on his lips. “So, my duty as his guard is to check how big of a health hazard you are to His Highness, and if I have time, to teach you a few moves.”

Elena is hiding a smile behind her wine glass. She’s wearing a flowing light-blue dress and together with her hair down like this, she looks like a gentle spring flower. A breath of fresh air among dark and official-looking parade tunics.

“I’m afraid, you don’t have a choice, Agatha. He’s offered you a hand and you can’t refuse,” Daniel pipes in and gives me a little push towards Aaron.

I put my hand in his with such wariness as if it’s a wolf’s mouth. Aaron clenches it in his and drags me to the floor. He puts his right hand on my back and pulls me closer to him. His left hand is holding mine in a confident but not too tight grip.

“Relax and keep your eyes on mine.”

I do as I’m told, hoping that if I don’t argue with him, he’ll let me go after just one dance. He’s leading well and with almost a natural ease. Either the dance with Daniel refreshed my memory or Aaron is just that good, but this time I’m making fewer mistakes.

“How do you find the party?”

“Awful.”

His eyebrows go up.

“Well, that’s… honest,” he smirks.

“If I’d said I loved it, you’d never have believed me anyway.”

“You’re right, I wouldn’t.”

We continue waltzing and the silence becomes awkward. So, I sigh with relief when Aaron starts the conversation again.

“So, I read that book about Maras we found in the library…”

Liar. I almost say it to his face but stop myself. From my maids, I know that he’s been researching Maras for a long while.

“…and learnt that you used to have etiquette and even dancing lessons. It was also said that before, Maras used to be frequent guests at court and made the best councilors, when need be. But Agatha, why are you so bad at dancing then?”

I step on his toes on purpose this time. Aaron makes a wrong step but then gets back in rhythm.

“Eyes, Agatha,” I lift my head and look into the green of his eyes. To my surprise, he’s not smiling and looks quite serious most of the time.

But then I realize I don’t have to be the only one trapped till the end of the dance. I squeeze his hand a bit tighter and finally relax my body, allowing him to lead unhindered. Aaron feels that waltzing has become easier and he squints at me in suspicion.

“You’re lying.”

These three words are enough for a chink in his armor. He pulls himself back together in a matter of seconds but I remember how Irina taught me to give people time to defend themselves, that’s how you can get more information out of them.

“What are you talking about?

“You know more about Maras than you’re letting on.”

“Sure,” his body relaxes. “I told you I read that book.”

“You’ve known it all for a long time.”

He keeps silent.

“Why are you so interested?” I don’t let him off the hook.

His pupils narrow and his movements become more abrupt. He needs a few more seconds to compose himself this time. But he finally does and looks back at me with a smile that doesn’t extend to his eyes.

“I was interested in your powers. I was curious about what life threads look like. Now I know.”

It’s only half-truth at most. If it was really all, he would never have resisted so much.

“Why did they raise me, out of all Maras?”

“Daniel wanted to raise you from the very beginning. He was looking for your grave only.”

“Did you influence his choice?”

His smile is more genuine now but also gloomier. He lifts his hand, making me swirl and press my back against him. He dodges my question by running his palm down my shoulder and then to my forearm. I feel the heat of his body and watch his fingers slide down my arm, transfixed. His touch is so sensuous I can barely hear the music. This moment seems to be too intimate to share with the whole hall full of strangers but I can’t help a sigh escape my lips. When we face each other again, I struggle to remember my question.

“So, you did,” I answer for him. My mouth has gone dry and I swallow, trying to get rid of this confusing feeling. “I can guess at Daniel’s reasons, but what are yours? What do you want from me, Aaron?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re lying again.”

“Obviously.”

Aaron’s honest answer is the last thing he says as the music stops and he takes me back to where Daniel and Elena are waiting. It is the right call as he knows I won’t pester him further in front of them. But he’s mistaken if he thinks I won’t come back to this conversation later.

Daniel offers me wine as a courtesy and they all give me quizzical looks when I take the glass from his hand and gulp down what must be half of it. It gives me courage.

“Daniel, I’d like to change the conditions of our deal.”
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The prince gives me a surprised look but leads me to the nearest empty room, no questions asked. Aaron, as the prince’s bodyguard, follows us.

“What would you like to change, Agatha?” Daniel asks, sitting down in one of the armchairs.

I wait for Aaron to close the door. He does and then stands with his back to it, cutting me off from the exit.

“I want you to find my sister Anna’s grave.”

Daniel gestures for me to take the other armchair. I sit down on the edge of it, facing Daniel. I can’t relax, so I keep sitting stiffly with my back straight. We are sitting close to each other but Daniel leans forward with his elbows on his knees and rubs his hands together pensively. He studies my face.

“What do you want to do?” he asks.

“I will finish up my part of the deal. I’ll kill Severin. But afterwards, I want you to find Anna’s grave and I want Morok to raise her and revive her.”

Daniel’s hands freeze. Aaron doesn’t make a sound and the room plunges into deafening silence. I can even make out the distant music from the Great Hall.

“Do you understand what you are asking?” the prince asks with a chill in his voice and I can see disappointment in his hazel eyes.

“I do.”

“Morok can’t revive you both. He can’t even raise and sustain any resemblance of life in two people at the same time!” The prince starts explaining anyway, obviously unsure that I know what I’m doing. “Which means, my dear Agatha, that you’ll have to die again…”

“I’m not alive yet.”

“…you’ll have to lie down into the cold ground…” he ignores me.

“Your Highness…”

“…and you will never get another chance…”

“Daniel!”

“WHAT?” He snaps and sits up so abruptly that I keep myself from jerking back.

He’s massaging his temples and breathes in noisily. I look around to glance at Aaron but he doesn’t interfere. He’s standing with his straight back to the door and looking straight ahead, showing no sign of hearing what’s being said.

“Agatha,” Daniel starts again, calmer, “do you remember what I asked you that night? You didn’t reply and I took it as a yes. But it turns out you had already decided everything.”

I keep silent, even though it’s not true. That night, my silence had meant yes. But tonight, looking at all this jewelry and luxury, I’d changed my mind.

The prince sits back and starts drumming his fingers on the wooden armrest, not taking his eyes off me. I grip a piece of my skirt.

“You’re not going to back down, are you?”

“No.”

“And if I lock you up?”

I shake my head, doubtful that Daniel could do such a thing. But he’s a prince and who knows what he may do to get his way.

“If you do, the thing you asked of me that night will never happen.”

The candlelight brings out the gold of the prince’s hair but also adds an angry orange tint to it. We are looking daggers at each other.

“Okay,” he yields, “give me time to think. You are asking me to find Anna and I’m not sure I can do that. So, I need time.”

I nod and stand up. Daniel jumps to his feet, too, and steps closer, closer than we’ve ever been before, and grips my shoulder. I want to take a step back but my way is blocked by the armchair. With his left hand still holding my shoulder, he takes my chin in his right and raises it so that I look straight in his eyes.

“But if I do, the terms of the deal become unequal. If you’re going to leave me without even granting me a chance… Are you ready to give me something else in exchange before you go?”

He’s speaking quietly but urgently and I don’t know if Aaron can hear us. I have no idea if he can see the prince running his thumb up my neck as a sigh escapes my lips. Daniel’s eyes darken and I realize what he is asking. I won’t even push him away if he attempts to kiss me right now. I feel goosebumps on my arms and I can’t understand if the thought of him kissing me is scaring me or if I’m anxious for him to make the first step. I’m not sure how much I’m ready to give up for the price of reviving my sister but I will know when…

“Yes, when you’ve found her grave.”

Daniel smiles at me gently and strokes my cheek, enjoying a few more moments of this intimacy.

“Aaron, take Agatha back to her room. She’s had a long day.”

Daniel steps back and I put a safe distance between us. Then I turn to my guard and he steps out of the room and holds the door for me.

There are more people in the corridors than usual, so we walk in silence. Aaron hasn’t said a word since we left the room. I stare at his straight back and wonder how much he heard. The further away I am from the prince and the longer I am with Aaron, the more I want to know what my guard thinks of my decision to change the deal and the price I’ll have to pay for it.

We are leaving the open part of the palace and turn the corner to enter a long corridor of rooms. No guests are allowed here and we are alone. I can sense Aaron’s irritation… or is it anger? He’s clutching the handle of his dagger and is mumbling something, as if there are too many thoughts in his head and he needs to get them out. I see him trying to undo the buttons at the neck of his shirt with stiff fingers. And I hear him mention my name a few times.

“Aaron?” I call warily as we are approaching the door to my room.

He starts as if he has forgotten about me being there.

“What has angered you?”

“You!”

I’m startled and have no idea what to make of that answer. For a few seconds, I can’t say anything and the next question won’t form in my head.

“Dammit! So much has been done and now it’ll all fly out of the window,” he spits. “And all I hear is Agatha, Agatha, Agatha!”

“What are you…” I only have time to say.

He throws open the door and waves me inside. It’s almost dark in the room, only a few candles are still burning, so that I can see where I’m going when I return to my room. I step inside and Aaron follows, unable to stop the stream of ramblings.

“Everywhere! First, he, then she, too! Only your name each bloody day!” He shuts the door and grabs my elbow pushing me to the wall. He holds my hand making me face him.

I don’t feel the pain when my back hits the stone wall and continue gaping at Aaron, completely puzzled now.

“Agatha this, Agatha that! Every day! Agatha…” The last word escapes his lips with a moan as if pronouncing my name causes him physical pain.

I take a deep breath as he steps even closer, pressing me against the wall. His right hand is still balled around the handle of his dagger but he cups my neck with his left and pulls me closer. For a second, I see hesitation in his green eyes, as if he’s deciding whether to stab me or…

“Agatha…” he breathes out one last time before pressing his lips to mine.

My eyes close. It’s not my first kiss, but the ones I had before were simple and awkward. This one is different. My body reacts faster than my mind and I kiss him back, enjoying the softness of his lips. The kiss doesn’t seem so urgent anymore, it’s sweet, intoxicating, like the first sip of strong wine. I realize I want more. But the first strong beat of my heart yanks me back to earth. I push Aaron away and slap him across the face. The slap is harder than I intended and he falls back a step, stunned by the unexpected blow.

He lifts his eyes to mine, pressing his cool palm to his reddening cheek. We are looking at each other, not sure what to do or say. And then, my heart beats for the second time. Third.

Fourth.

It beats so hard that I feel the blood starting to flow through my veins. My cheeks flare up.

Seventh.

Eighth.

Aaron watches my skin becoming pinker, transfixed.

Twelfth.

Thirteenth.

“My heart…”

“It’s beating?” Aaron prompts.

“Yes… I think so,” I smile and look in his green eyes, feeling the warmth spread to my limbs.

Aaron’s lips spread in a genuine smile. He walks up to me and presses his ear against my chest. He puts his arms around my waist and his long black hair falls onto my neck and my cleavage. The warmth in my body becomes a fire and my heart is thumping. I press against the wall. Aaron notices that my breath has become heavier and lifts his eyes, dark in the twilight of the room, to my face.

“May I?” His question, breathed out just an inch from my lips, is ridiculous. But his voice is deep and sensuous and I don’t feel like laughing.

“Yes,” my lips move faster than my brain remembers the word ‘no’.

But Aaron freezes, his face reflecting his internal struggle.

“But I shouldn’t.” He puts his hand on the wall next to my head and pushes himself back, as if it is physically hard for him to get away from me.

He steps a few feet away, and then as if deciding that it is not enough, takes three more steps. I watch him with disappointment. He swallows and takes a few deep breaths, steading himself, and then says in his usual calm voice:

“It’s late. Have some rest. It’s been a long day.”

He walks around me, careful not to come too close, and puts his hand on the bronze door-handle. He hesitates a moment but then pulls the door with a jerk of fierce determination and steps out. I press my hand to my chest and feel my heart beating steadily, my head light and empty. Now that my body is fully functioning, Morok can revive me. But it’s too late, I’ve decided to give this chance to my sister.
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I need plan B. Next morning, my heartbeat wakes me up and it hits me that I can’t rely on Daniel’s word. He can lie that he’s looking for Anna’s grave. He can lie that he couldn’t find it or that her body has decomposed. I should tell Morok. I must convince him to help me find where my sister is buried. But the king has promised him something for me. Some kind of pay and it should be exorbitant if the Shadow’s servant has agreed to give up part of his powers for my revival. The sole fact that Morok is not going to send me to the Shadow does not mean that his desire to help me will outweigh the Crown’s proposal. If he were completely on my side, he could have freed me already and let me go or leave with me.

I need to find out what they have promised him. And promise more. My maids look at me with surprise when I ask them to find a comfortable but pretty dress. My refusal to put on the first one they select because its neckline is not low enough surprises them even more. Marina and Inna already know how I hate revealing dresses. But the only way for me to find out what they offered Morok is Daniel. And the prince likes gowns with promise. The maids go back to browsing through the wardrobe and finally find the dress that fits my goal. It’s crimson, pretty simple and with a skirt not too big to hinder my movements, but with open shoulders and a decently low neck.

I don’t enjoy the thought that I’ll have to use Daniel’s affection to wheedle information out of him. But it gets worse when I enter the dining room, guessing that the prince is having breakfast, and see Elena and Aaron at the table. My eyes find Aaron’s and I feel my heart quicken and the memories of last night wash over me. I wheel around trying to look like I went in by accident, and almost bump my head against the doorpost.

“Agatha!” I hear Daniel’s voice and freeze, bracing myself against the door I almost ran into.

I take a deep breath and turn around trying to look nonchalant. The prince is sitting at the head of a long table, Aaron to his right and Elena to his left. Both look bewildered but Daniel breaks into a ready smile.

“Please, sit with us. As you’re already here.”

On the either side of the table there are three guards eyeing me warily, probably assessing how dangerous I might be.

The table is huge. At least fifteen more people could be seated here. I wonder how loudly the prince will laugh if I sit down at the opposite end of it. But after a brief hesitation, I walk up to them and sit down next to Aaron, deciding that it’s better than sitting opposite him and trying to avoid his eyes. He silently pours juice into a glass, puts it in front of me and goes back to his plate. Elena frowns. She seems to be out of sorts, even her dark grey dress made of some thick material is different from her typical pastel-colored ones. She massages her temple.

“To what do we owe this pleasure?” Daniel asks, cutting the last puffy syrnik on his plate. He forks a small piece and dips it into the jam. I watch him, mesmerized, remembering how long it has been since I last ate something.

“Wrong door,” I lie.

“I see,” the prince smiles politely but I see he is not fooled.

“Did the celebration end well?” I change the topic.

“I wish,” Elena sighs, winces and starts massaging both her temples.

“My poor sister is suffering from a hangover.”

“I wouldn’t have one if you three hadn’t left yesterday, leaving me there alone.” The princess purses her lips and gestures at Aaron with her glass. “And you promised to come back!”

“I’m sorry, Elena,” Aaron says with an apologetic smile. “I got a splitting headache from that music and decided to go straight to my room.”

I turn my head a little to see Aaron but he keeps ignoring me, paying more attention to his breakfast.

“Because of you I had to talk and dance with Oleg and Vadim from the Senate! Only wine kept me from dying of boredom because of their stupid agriculture talk!”

“Ah, sister, you’re the only one who can put up with their blabbering.”

“And it always ends with a morning headache,” she winces again and looks down at her untouched plate in disgust.

“How’s Nikolay? Did the Senate see him?” I change the topic again, taking a sip of the juice.

Cranberry, my favorite.

“Yes, in his bedroom. I heard the Senate was satisfied, but I wasn’t there to see it,” says Daniel.

“Would you like to have a walk in the park after breakfast?”

Everyone looks up at me in surprise but I’m gazing in Daniel’s eyes. I see that he’s surprised and unsure about my motives but still smiles, setting his fork aside.

“I’d love to. Even better, I’ve already finished my breakfast.”

“Me too,” Aaron cuts in and puts down his fork, too.

“You too what?”

“I’ve finished my breakfast, too, and I’m coming with you. I’m still your and Agatha’s bodyguard. And it’s even easier to keep an eye on you when you’re together,” Aaron explains drily, getting back to his feet.

“It’s really not necessary, Aaron. Nikolay is out of harm’s way and I’m the least important prince again. You can loosen your grip around my freedom’s neck now,” the prince smiles coldly but his friend ignores the warning.

“It’s your father who pays and orders me, Daniel. I’ve already given you too much freedom recently, even let you go to the other side of the country alone to get Agatha.”

“Because you went home yourself,” Elena rests her chin on her hand and looks at Aaron.

“Because I had a chance to leave since Daniel decided to take Morok with him.”

The prince clenches his jaws but yields and gives a curt nod.

“As you wish. But I hope you’ll relax and stop fussing when Nikolay becomes king.”

I didn’t count on anyone else coming, let alone Aaron. When we come up to the glass doors leading to the garden, the servants bring us warm clothes. I watch warily as Aaron adjusts his sword and dagger hanging from his belt while Daniel is wrapping a warm caftan around my shoulders. He’s treating me like a helpless doll but keeping my plan in mind, I’m playing along by showing that I enjoy his attention. In reality, it’s annoyingly excessive.

The sky is overcast. I breathe in the chilly air and think that it will probably snow in a few hours or maybe even minutes. Thanks to the warm blood in my veins, I can feel the temperature better. My nose and cheeks turn red almost immediately when we step outside and I bury one hand in my warm pocket. The other hand has to stay out in the cold as I take Daniel’s arm.

“I should say the garden looks much better in summer,” the prince assures me, looking around bare trees, silent fountains and withered grass with displeasure. The only things that make the garden look alive are avenues of pine and fir trees.

“I’m sure it will look beautiful when the snow comes,” I chip in.

“If anyone else had suggested having a walk outside, I would have refused right away. The weather is pretty miserable.”

“Why did you agree then?”

“Because you suggested it and you never suggest anything.” I arch an eyebrow. I should have pretended to be abashed, but I’m no good at this whole flirting thing yet. I hope my flushed cheeks will make up for it.

“So, you don’t want to be king?”

“The crown only looks like a beautiful piece of jewelry, but in reality, it’s the shackles that only death can take off. Why would I want to limit my freedom even more, when I already have him?” Daniel gestures in Aaron’s direction, who follows us like a shadow, walking silently a few feet behind. The cold doesn’t seem to bother our guard, his cheeks are just slightly flushed and his neck is bare, though the chilly wind rips at his hair and clothes. I want to tell him to button his caftan but I bite my tongue. I shouldn’t give him hope if I’m going to return to my grave soon. And that kiss… shouldn’t have happened.

“But you promised me you’d turn Serat to ashes?”

Daniel frowns.

“You’re right, Agatha. Do you want me to come to Serat with you to kill Severin?”

“I appreciate the thought but no. Severin is mine. Moreover, I’ll have Morok with me. It will be easier for us to get it over and done with quickly if there are only the two of us. But I will be grateful if you could write the true story about what Arian did to my sister and why I ended his lineage in the history books. Tell people how the Lasnetsovs refused a peace offering because of their arrogance and greed. How all Maras died because of them and how people have to suffer the consequences.”

The prince nods gravely and a lock of fair hair falls on his forehead.

“I will, but I will keep my promise, too. I will wipe Serat off the map. By the way… you look different today.”

I don’t understand what he’s trying to say by that and blink, perplexed.

“Your face, a blush. Has your heart started beating again?”

“Yes, last night.”

“I wonder what happened… or did it re-start all on its own?”

“It did,” I shrug, forcing a smile and trying not to look at Aaron. “And I wonder what you promised Morok.” I change the topic before the prince can ask more questions.

I try to seem indifferent and distract Daniel by pressing closer to him and entwining our fingers.

“For raising you from the grave?” Daniel asks distractedly, then frees his hand and puts his arm round my shoulders instead, pulling me closer to him and leaning down to my cheek. “A lot of gold. An obscene amount.”

My breath becomes heavier as I feel Aaron’s eyes on us, but fortunately Daniel seems to think I’m just excited or nervous. I don’t draw back when he plants a cool kiss on my cheek but close my eyes and try to banish the thoughts of Aaron’s warm lips from my mind. Damn him! He spoilt it all with his stupid kiss. He re-started my heart and filled my thoughts. I shoot him a sharp look and he looks back with irritation.

“And for the revival?”

“For the revival?” the prince echoes in a soft voice, pulling me even closer to him… but then draws back when hears the guards calling him.

“Prince Daniel! Your Highness!” Two guards run up to us and come to a halt. “The king is asking to see you!”

“Right, later.”

“Now, Your Highness. The king said it couldn’t wait.”

“So, he told you to bring me to him?” Daniel clarifies with a chill in his voice.

“Yes.”

I did smell the snow in the air but when it comes, it’s still a surprise. The first soft snowflakes land on my face, hair and caftan. We all stand transfixed for a moment, out faces lifted to the grim sky.

“Alright,” Daniel breathes out at last. “We will make sure to finish our conversation tonight, Agatha.”

The prince gives my hands a gentle squeeze and sets off towards the palace, followed by the guards. I lift my head for the last time, watching my Goddess taking over the world, and then wheel around and go back to the palace. When I walk past Aaron, he grabs my hand.

“Stand still.” He makes me straighten my palm and starts pulling a leather glove on my reddened fingers, stiff with cold. Then he does the same to my other hand. His expression is still annoyed. When he’s finished, he looks up at me and I take a step towards him. Without saying anything, I button up his caftan so that the fur lining warms his chest and neck. I do it with no less irritation, as if looking after each other is bugging us both.
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“Are you insane?!” The king goggles at Nikolay and then turns to the guards. “Bring Mara!”

I’m already here and walk into the room just in time to notice a puzzled look on the king’s, Daniel’s and even the guards’ faces. I left Aaron downstairs and went to Nikolay’s room to help the prince work on his walking. I didn’t know the urgent meeting was taking place in his room.

“What happened, Your Majesty?” I break the awkward silence, lowering the glass with the brew on the nearest table.

“Check my son again. I have to be sure that he’s in his right mind. He’s talking nonsense!” The king slumps into a soft chair next to the window. He looks exhausted.

“Father, I am well and I know what I’m saying!”

Nikolay is sitting up in bed. He looks good, his skin has a healthy tint to it, he’s gaining some weight and his hair has got some of its luster back. I pick up the glass again, come to the side of his bed and offer him the brew. While he’s drinking, I’m examining his fingers and the skin color beneath his nails. When I’m satisfied with what I see, I put his hand down. I see no sign of illness. Nikolay is already used to my touch and doesn’t react at all when I take his pulse, too.

“I can’t see any issues,” I say to the king. “The prince is healthy.”

“Check his life threads, too. They are the most important thing, right?” The king says grumpily.

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” I try to back out.

“What can go wrong?” the king asks irritably.

“We prefer not to touch the life threads without a serious reason. It makes people feel… strange… like it’s too priva…”

“I said check them! He’s going to be king soon and I need to make sure I’m passing the crown on to a sane person,” Dmitry cuts me off.

I look at Daniel for support but he only nods, his lips a thin line. Nikolay sits up straighter, allowing me to sit back behind him.

“I apologize in advance,” I whisper to him from behind.

“It’s alright, Agatha,” he smiles, turning his head to me. “Just check them.”

I like Nikolay more and more, he’s kind to me and is probably the only person in the palace who’s not trying to take advantage of me or use me in some plot of their own. I run my fingers down his neck and the threads light up at my touch. They look strong and healthy, but as I’ve started, I need to make sure. When I hook all three threads with my finger, Nikolay starts, but I put the other hand on his shoulder to keep him still. Nikolay gives a soft moan, closing his eyes. Daniel takes a step forward, probably thinking that I’m hurting his brother and intending to stop me, but he hesitates when I pull the threads a little to check their elasticity and Nikolay breathes out with another moan and a smile. He’s not in pain. I try to finish as soon as possible to break this awkward silence in the room. I run my finger along the whole length of the threads and Nikolay arches his back a little. Finally, I put the threads back and carefully let go of them.

The elder prince turns away from me, embarrassed, and I smile knowingly and pat him on the shoulder.

“Everything’s fine,” I say to the king and notice a snowstorm outside the window.

“Why is he insisting that Severin didn’t poison him then?!” The king throws his hands in the air in exasperation.

“I told you, father! Severin didn’t do that!”

“Stupid boy! Your brother has found evidence! He found a Serat citizen who confessed everything!”

“How? Under torture?”

“You don’t believe me, brother?” Daniel asks coldly.

Nikolay gives him a wary look.

“I’m sure that Serat didn’t poison me. And you are planning to kill Severin and start an even bloodier war than we already have! I’ve told you, I’ve been corresponding with Severin and we’ve been mapping out the peace treaty. He’s been always ready to meet us halfway, conscious of the war devastating his lands, too. Especially now, when winter is coming!”

“And your proof is that peace treaty?” the king asks skeptically.

“Exactly! Father, Severin signed the treaty first! And he sent it to me. Lasnetsov tied his own hands by signing that document and he put himself, his throne and his country in jeopardy by sending it to me.”

“And, of course, the document has been lost!” the king snaps.

“Yes!” Nikolay yells back.

I take a few steps back till I feel the wall behind me. I’m not sure I should be here. But I don’t dare leave the room without the king’s permission.

“Damn it!” Nikolay runs his fingers through his hair, brushing it back. “I saw the treaty with my own eyes! I hid it in my room and then I got poisoned… and now I can’t find it! While I was ill, almost everyone in the palace came into my room at least once! There’s no way I can find the traitor.”

“Severin might have changed his mind and sent his man to kill you and steal back the document,” Daniel cuts in.

“As far as I gathered, the only Serat citizen that has showed up in Yarat was caught right away and didn’t survive long under your torture,” Nikolay says. “So, I’m not sure how he could have had enough time to poison me and find the treaty. They say you had him arrested on the same day I was poisoned. It’s more likely the traitor is inside this palace. There are much more supporters of war than peace.”

The king gets to his feet in irritation.

“I could probably believe that if Serat soldiers had not attacked ours just a few days ago on our side of the Endless Woods!”

“Father!”

“Enough, Nikolay! I’ve made a decision. I don’t want you to rule, sitting on Lasnetsov’s powder keg that can go off any moment. Mara will kill Severin and it will be the end of it.”

Nikolay turns to me, shocked.

“So, you are the hired knife?”

I nod curtly.

“But you don’t know him…”

“The Prince of Serat killed my sister and then his guards killed me and all the other Maras, that’s all I need to know.”

“But that was Arian! And he paid dearly for what he did.” Nikolay shakes his head with disappointment. “Agatha, you can’t kill Severin for what his ancestor did. It’s easier to come to an agreement with one person than confront the whole country. There’s no telling what Serat citizens will do when their king is dead. They have a queen now; she might take over.”

“So, Mara will have to kill the queen, too,” the king cuts off his son. The anger flares up in me, it was not part of the deal and I’m not going to kill a woman I know nothing about.

Nikolay sighs, realizing this argument will get him nowhere. I’m tired of the bickering, too, so I take the empty glass and walk to the door.

“Agatha!” Nikolay says to my back, “you have to think long and hard before you do what you are asked.”

“It’s part of my deal, Your Highness. I’ve already thought it over,” I reply drily, without turning around.

If it was my revival at stake, his words might have planted some doubt in me. But I’m doing it for my sister, so I can’t afford these thoughts.
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I silently curse Nikolay and his righteousness, thumping a few heavy books on the library table the next morning. I’ve gathered all the books I can find on the Lasnetsov dynasty, as well as the Rakhmanov one. Nikolay’s words about me knowing nothing about the person I’m going to kill got to me after all. I sneeze from all the dust and throw open the first book. After leafing through a couple of dusty tomes, I realize there’s surprisingly little information on Serat’s rulers over the centuries. There are no portraits or a proper royal family tree. It seems the Lasnetsovs are guarding their family matters well.

Hours later, all I have found about Severin is that his parents’ names were Svetlana and Aleksey. The former king and queen. Svetlana Lasnetsova died young, four years after the birth of her second son, Severin. Severin had an elder brother, Aleksandr, with two years between them. But Aleksandr died when he was ten. So, all that was left of the Lasnetsov family was King Aleksey and his younger son. When I reach the date of Aleksey’s death, I feel a pang of pity for Severin. A few years ago, he lost the last member of his family.

I get angry for allowing myself to feel anything but hate for the descendant of Prince Arian. So, I shut the book, releasing a cloud of dust into the air, and push it away.

From one of the other tomes, I find out that Aleksey was a successful and fair king. He reduced ordinary people’s tax and when the winter turned out to be long and lean, he opened the royal barns and gave away his own grain supplies to support his people. He was the first to improve the situation between the countries by halting the attacks on Araken. They only kept an army for defending their lands from Araken troops and never harmed civilians. Rumor has it that King Aleksey even found a few Moroks who agreed to gradually rid the Endless Woods and neighboring villages of evil spirits in exchange for royal gold.

Now I’m glad Aleksey is already dead and he won’t have to die at my hand. I would find it difficult to slit someone’s throat when I know they’ve taken such good care of their people. Severin has been king for only a few years, so there’s no information about his reign at all. All I manage to find about my victim is his age. Now, he is twenty-four. And Princess Elena was right, there’s not a word about the queen.

I cast a wistful glance out the library window. Yesterday’s snow has blanketed the earth. The sky is still overcast and it looks like twilight even though it’s only afternoon. That said, winter days are so much shorter.

I haven’t seen Aaron or Daniel since we met in Nikolay’s bedroom and I haven’t bumped into Elena since yesterday’s breakfast. I haven’t seen Morok for ages. There’s still a week or more before he comes back. The Shadow’s servants live longer and travel more than Maras, so he might have heard something about Severin. But it’s still a long time before I can ask.

I put the books back on their shelves and drag myself back to my room. I want to change into something more comfortable than a dress and check up on Nikolay, though it’s going to be harder than normal because he’s definitely going to try and talk me out of my revenge.

I put on figure-hugging trousers, a black shirt and a fitted crimson caftan, adorned with black embroidery and set off for the prince’s room. It’s already getting dark outside, so there are at least a dozen candles lit in Nikolay’s bedroom and as soon as I come in, I can make out the princess’s silhouette to the right of the bed. She’s sitting next to her brother, reading out loud.

“We need the girl alive, she’ll go with us,” the witch said to her guards. She would be dragged to a far-away land to be sold at a slave market. But neither the girl, nor her friend were ready to go down without a fight…” Elena trails off and looks up from the battered book when I close the door.

“Agatha, wonderful! I wanted to talk to you!” Nikolay is not smiling at me anymore and I sigh, having a pretty good guess at what he wants to discuss.

There’s no one else in the room apart from us three.

“Where’s the maid? And the healer?” I ask Elena, when she closes the book and steps away from the bed.

“I let them take a break and go have dinner.”

I offer the prince another glass of brew. He winces but takes it without complaining and gulps it down. I’m sure tomorrow, he’ll be able to stand and even walk. Despite our differences, I’m glad to see that he’s doing so much better. It’s also good to know that such a sensible and kind man will become the next king.

“Agatha, have you thought about what I said yesterday? Are you still determined to have your revenge?”

“Yes.”

“But you can’t get your sisters back!” His words don’t hurt so much as I’ve told that to myself over and over again. But his voice is higher than usual and it’s the first time I see Nikolay angry. “Think about the repercussions! Your actions can lead to hundreds, even thousands of people dying a violent death! It’s not only soldiers, there will be casualties among civilians, too! Agatha, people will starve!”

There’s an urgency to his words, he grabs my wrist when I sit down next to him to take his pulse. He holds my hand tight, not letting me to stand up.

The door opens and Daniel walks into the room. He looks preoccupied and his eyes widen when he notices me.

“What are you doing here?”

“What I do every day. Checking up on Nikolay.”

“Why now? You usually do that after lunch!” he says nervously and closes the door carefully.

“I was in the library,” I shrug.

“Don’t listen to Daniel, Agatha,” Nikolay squeezes my hand but I keep staring into the younger prince’s eyes, trying to figure out why he’s so annoyed at my being here. “Don’t start a w… war.”

Nikolay spits out the last word together with a mouthful of blood, which splatters my face, hands and even the top of my shirt. I wheel back to him. Nikolay is coughing and choking on his blood, still trying to say something. The room swims before me. I don’t understand. Nikolay turns his gaze from me to his chest and I follow his eyes. There’s a small dirk sticking out of his chest, right where his heart is. I cry out and jump from the bed, bumping into a bedpost. But I don’t feel pain, I watch Nikolay’s life oozing out of him. The last thing he does is look up at the indifferent expression on his sister’s face, who steps away from the other side of the bed. Her hands, too, are spattered with blood.

“WHAT HAVE YOU DONE, YOU STUPID COW?”

“I DID WHAT YOU DIDN’T HAVE THE GUTS FOR!” Elena yells back at Daniel.

They are standing at either side of the bed in which their elder brother is lying motionless, the duvet soaked in his blood. Nikolay’s pale face has an expression of shock and one of his stiff hands is still balled around the handle of the dirk in his chest.

I shake my head. My heart is beating like crazy. I can’t breathe. I back away from the bed.

“We had a plan! You’ve spoilt everything!” Daniel’s only reaction to her twin stabbing their brother is that of anger and irritation and it shocks me even more.

I don’t understand.

“I warned you,” Elena snaps back at him. “I told you to get her away from Aaron!”

“I gave him to her as a guard!”

“I saw there was something going on between them! I supported you, when it came to Severin, and discarded the idea of winning him back, so that you have a good excuse for a war. But I told you right away that Aaron was mine!”

“He is yours! I told you I would arrange your wedding as soon as we’re done here. But we needed Agatha!” The prince doesn’t even glance at me, just waves in my direction.

“Now, we don’t!”

“DO YOU HAVE ANY IDEA HOW MUCH TIME, GOLD AND EFFORT I SPENT TO FIND HER GRAVE?!”

“And could you have done what you had to by yourself, brother?” Elena sniffs.

“Yes! I’ve done it all and you’ve just ruined a perfect plan! Why did you do that with Agatha in the room? She shouldn’t have been here!”

I back away again but trip over some animal skin on the floor and almost tumble over. I continue moving back slowly, till I almost fall into the fireplace, I can feel the heat of the fire on my back. I can hear everything they are saying but my mind is foggy. I can’t understand how they can stand there bickering over the body of their dead brother. I should scream, I should call the guards, but I can’t even breathe. Everything is blurry. I need to clear out but I keep standing there, rooted to the spot, unable to believe that Nikolay, whom I fully healed, has been so brutally killed. Killed by the people who raised me from my grave for his sake!

Elena shoots Daniel a look of wry contempt, walks around the bed and kneels down next to where Nikolay’s body is lying. I stand transfixed, watching her grip her brother’s shirt soaked with blood and start wailing and weeping noisily.

It’s like someone has lashed across my bare skin with a whip. The princess’s betrayal feels like that first blade that pierced my body on the day of my death.

The second blade is thrust when Daniel gives me a look of pity but doesn’t stop his sister.

It takes the guards surprisingly long before they burst into the room. It’s been at least twenty seconds before the beginning of Elena’s show. Though it feels like an eternity. Aaron leads the guards. He looks at me and his eyes widen when he notices blood on my face and clothes. My hands are bloody, too, and they are still trembling. Aaron takes a step towards me but then turns his eyes to where Nikolay is lying.

“Why were there no guards at the door?!” Aaron thunders at the soldiers and I remember that when I entered the room there was no one outside it.

It was planned well in advance.

“GUARDS!” Elena cries again. Her face is back to being sad and gentle as befits a heart-broken but still beautiful princess of Araken. “Arrest the assassin! She’s betrayed us! Lock her up in the dungeons!”

I want to grip Aaron’s clothes and tell him the whole truth, cling to his caftan and cry hoping that he will believe me. But I don’t make a sound and keep standing as if frozen. I can’t make him look like my accomplice.

“Daniel?” Aaron asks the prince hesitantly.

“Take Mara into custody,” Daniel replies irritably. “Aaron, make sure she stays there.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Aaron clenches his jaw and there’s fury and mistrust in his eyes when he turns back to me. He grips the handle of his dagger and nods to the guards. Now, I feel the last blade enter my body. This one is the worst as the pain from the first two has already registered in my brain and the last one makes it excruciating.

The guards close in and I don’t resist when they push me against the wall unnecessarily hard. I cut my forehead against a piece of stucco and blood starts trickling down my face. Because my heart is working now.

They handcuff me harshly behind my back and jerk me away from the wall. After a few steps towards the door, Elena’s theatrical cry is joined by the toll of what must be an enormous bell. The sound must be heard in all of Yarat. It rings once, then a second time and third. We freeze. I know what the sound means, it hasn’t changed in two hundred years. I look up at Daniel as he turns his gaze to the window and the night behind it. Now their dialogue with Elena makes sense to me. Daniel didn’t lie when he said that he’d done what he had to.

“The king is dead,” one of the guards whispers.

“Long live the king,” another replies quietly.

“Long live the king!” The other guards repeat louder.

“Take Mara to the dungeons,” Aaron cuts off this farce, looking at Nikolay’s body.

I glance back at the elder prince for the last time, too. The prince I’d saved and liked, despite our argument. Under my breath, I pray to my Goddess to take and look after his soul. And then I’m pushed out of the room.
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Out in the hall, the iron grip of shock and disappointment gives way to anger. I wake from a stupor and a wave of fury engulfs me.

I was obedient and patient, I’d done all that was asked of me.

I let them put manacles on my wrists and ankles and play with me like a puppet.

I allowed them to dress me up, hug me and feed me promises.

I put up with the pain and healed Nikolay, only for him to be stabbed in his own bed.

Nikolay’s blood is still on my hands. I rip one hand out of the handcuff, tearing off my skin and shooting acute pain up my arm. But my fury drowns out the pain and I hit one guard in the face with my elbow. I kick the second one between his legs and his armor does not protect him, so he doubles over. I whip away the third guard’s dagger and stab him in the arm. It’s quite a wide hall, so I have enough space to fight. I hear noise, wheel around and see more guards running my way. More guards are coming towards me from the other side of the hall too now. I smile bitterly, thinking about how my fate of being killed in a palace is going to repeat itself.

I can’t force myself to kill the soldiers whose names and faces I already know, so I dodge and cause minor wounds instead. Another guardsman attacks me, I bump his head against the wall and he loses consciousness. I keep fighting but I know I won’t escape. I should stop and let them toss me into the dungeons or return me to my grave, what else can they do? But I can’t stop. My heart is aching with disappointment and betrayal and I can’t ease that pain.

Someone catches me in a headlock from behind, cutting off my oxygen, and lifts me off the floor. Someone who knows that oxygen doesn’t matter to me but I have feelings like any other person. The panic washes over me and black and yellow spots start floating in my eyes. The person twists my hand and the dagger drops to the floor, I clutch at the arm around my neck and hear a familiar, but cold voice.

“Calm down. The prince needs you alive.”

I remember the same voice telling me that I was safe here while the voice’s owner was massaging my palm. I hate him more than anyone else at this moment. I trusted Aaron with my weaknesses. I want to gouge out his stupid green eyes but only have time to touch his lips. He tightens the grip on my neck, my body goes limp and I sink into darkness.
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I come to in a dark cell. I don’t know how much time has passed since the king’s and Nikolay’s death. Since the day when Daniel, Elena and Aaron showed me their true colors.

The cell isn’t big but, luckily, it’s pretty dry and clean. The cold, hard floor is covered with straw and there’s a narrow bed with a simple wool blanket on it. They have left a bowl with icy-cold water and a cloth for me to wash off the blood. There are no guards stationed outside the cell but I hear their muffled voices in the distance.

Daniel is king now and he has put me somewhere deep underground. There isn’t a single window down here and no way of knowing if it’s day or night now. The more time passes, the more lost I’ll become. I won’t know how many days, seasons or years I’ve spent here. The place is dark, there is only the dim light from a few torches some feet away from the cell. At either side of me and even opposite me are other cells, but they are all empty.

They put me at a distance from everyone else on purpose. So that I can’t find out anything that’s going on. And there’s no way of knowing how long they intend to keep me here. I shiver and my palms start to sweat when it hits me that I’m not ageing and Daniel can keep me in this cell for as long as he needs to ensure my submission or till I go mad. I’m sure I’ll start begging for the sunlight at some point, though. Maybe it was Elena who decided to put me here to get back at me for Aaron and I having something. Did she order someone to spy on us or did she guess that we’d become more than friends, I wonder.

From my face and hands, I wash away the blood of the prince that I saved. I also clean the deep cut on my forehead and the patches on my wrist where the skin has come off. It’s freezing in here. When I’m done, I sit down in the corner of the cell, hiding in the shadows and analyzing everything that happened, trying to figure out the signs I missed. Was there a moment when I could have gleaned Daniel’s true intentions but chose to look the other way? Or maybe he didn’t plan to kill his elder brother but Elena’s anger got the better of her?

The more I think about the ease with which the princess thrust a knife into the heart of a man who used to read her bedtime stories, the more the anger boils inside me. There’s so much of it, I’m shaking. I only stop when I notice than I’m grinding my teeth and fantasizing about breaking the princess’s long neck with my bare hands.

Can the war be the reason for it all? They wanted me to kill Severin. I wanted it myself. Elena wanted it because Severin had turned her down. Daniel wanted it… I don’t know why. Why does he hate Serat? The king and Nikolay hadn’t wanted the war and when Nikolay was poisoned, a Serat hired knife was immediately and conveniently arrested and forced to confess that it was he who had tried to kill the heir to the throne. And that incident had made the king hate Serat and want to kill Severin, too.

But the plan fell apart when Nikolay regained consciousness and started swearing that Severin had not attempted to kill him. Nikolay was against the war. With more time, he might have changed his father’s mind and convinced him not to send an assassin to the last one in the Lasnetsovs’ lineage. Is that the reason? Daniel’s desire to wipe Serat from the face of the earth, burn their lands and spill their blood? Or is he so desperate to punish Severin for turning down his sister?

I shake my head a little to clear it but it doesn’t help. I seem to be fumbling for the right answer in the complete darkness. I can feel that it’s here somewhere but still, it escapes me. All the guesses seem plausible but not enough.

I’m missing something.

Did Daniel poison Nikolay himself? But why? To talk his father into waging a war on Serat or to make him splash out on my retrieval-from-the-grave scheme? He needed me for something but his sister’s temper ruined his plan.

The questions I don’t have answers to tire me and I drift off.

I wake up in the same darkness. It’s deadly silent. I can only hear the distant sound of a crackling fire and water dripping in the next cell. Someone must have dropped by as the bowl with the dirty water is gone. I don’t know how long I’ve been sleeping but nothing has changed. I kneel down and move around the cell, feeling the floor for anything that could be used as a weapon. A loose stone would do. But I find nothing but dirty rags under my bed and a few wooden splinters that couldn’t even be used to take out a guard’s eye. I grip the bars of the cell in desperation and rattle it. It doesn’t budge. I feel the lock with fingers. I see no way out.

No one brings me food because they know I don’t need it. So, there is no way to count the days. I lose all touch with time.

I sleep, wake up, brood, rage, and sleep again.

My hair and hands become greasy and the cuts are healing. But I still have no idea how many days have passed, it could have been weeks, but I can’t tell. Sometimes, I remember Morok and wonder what they are going to tell him. Whether he’s back in the palace yet or not. Whether he’ll fly into a rage when he learns about my imprisonment. Whether he’s going to believe Daniel and think that I killed Nikolay…

At first, I hope he won’t do anything stupid and try to get me out of here. If he’s just a person, like me, his death will be no different from any other… They just might have to send more guards to take him down. I don’t care that my own life will end together with that of the Shadow’s servant, but I don’t want him to die. However, after what seems like an eternity in timeless darkness, I start hoping that he will kill them all to get to me, instead.

I thought I’d be happy to hear human voices again, but now that I hear whispers and muffled steps out in the hall, I only squeeze myself into the furthest and darkest corner of the cell. As soon as I hear the door creak open and see the orange light of the torches reflect in her golden locks, I spring back to my feet. Next to the tree-huge guards, the princess looks so frail with her long fingers and tiny wrists. It turns out you don’t need strong hands to kill your own kin. A rotten soul is enough.

“Leave us,” she tells the guards in a low voice.

“But His Majesty has ordered…”

His Majesty… So, Daniel has already been crowned.

“I’ll be all right. Wait for me outside the door.”

The guards hesitate for a moment but obey the princess’s orders. I wait for them to close the door and rush to the bars and stretch my hands toward her to strangle her right there. But my hands grab only air, a few inches from her face. The princess doesn’t bat an eyelid, she knows what a safe distance is.

“Haven’t you got it yet? I’m smarter than you.”

Bitch.

I stop trying to get her and grip the bars again.

“What do you need? You’ve got what you wanted. Daniel is king now.”

“I’ve just come to gloat,” she shrugs. “By the way, I never liked you.”

“Your brother did.”

“He’ll get over it. He’ll be better off without you.”

“What’s the matter? Aaron doesn’t pay you any attention? Does he miss me?”

Her mask of indifference gives a crack and she looks at me with disgust.

“Daniel has already told Aaron he will be my husband. Daniel is king and his word is law. So, don’t dare mention my husband’s name ever again, Mara.”

“The taste of his lips won’t be so easy to forget,” I smirk, knowing the princess’s weakness. “Though I doubt you know that. Or that you know how hot his palms are against your skin when he pulls you to him, for that matter.”

I tremble a little from the fury boiling inside me, and the unwelcome memories rushing back at my own words.

Elena looks shocked for a second and I wait for her to take a step forward so that I can catch her and rip her golden hair out and then smash her pretty face against the bars of my cell. But she gives a little shake of her curls and moves back a step. I keep smiling as I know I’ve still managed to cause her pain.

“Shut your lying mouth, Mara.”

“What,” I deliberately over-do my surprise, “did your people only spy on us in the garden and kitchen? The best part happened behind the closed door of my bedroom, Your Highness.”

I guess my lies can harm Aaron but he has betrayed me, too. So, let him have it.

“Now, even my brother won’t stop me from ordering your ugly head chopped off,” Elena almost hisses.

I shrug and go for the kill.

“Watch out, Your Highness, one day my name might escape Aaron’s lips at just the worst possible moment.”

She wheels around and walks away so fast that I start laughing. I’ve never been like that, mean and evil, spitting out lies like venom. But I’ve been alone here for a long time and I’m sick and tired of everyone treating me like a pawn in their game. I didn’t ask to be part of this game in the first place, it was them who dragged me into it.

The next days of loneliness stretch out and become unbearable. At some point, I start pacing round my cell, feeling the walls close in around me. I panic, I talk to myself, I pull at my hair. I remember clutching the bars and yelling, cursing all the Rakhmanovs still walking the earth. Sometimes, I just lie on the floor and laugh and cry hysterically at the absurdity of my situation. Daniel only raised me from my grave to put me in a new one. At least in the previous one I wasn’t conscious.

One day, I wake up to see Inna outside my cell. It’s so unexpected that I don’t believe it’s real first and think I’ve started hallucinating. Why is my maid here?

“Clean her up. You can do that down the hall.”

Aaron’s voice is quiet and distant, he’s standing somewhere to the right of me but I can’t see him. I stand up and grip the bars again.

She nods and staggers back a little when she sees what I’ve become. “M’lady, how long have you been here?!”

“Aaron…” my voice is hoarse but calm. I hear my former guard stop in his tracks but I still can’t see him. “How long have I been here?”

“Almost three weeks. Inna will help you bathe but don’t even think about attempting a break-out, otherwise she will pay with her head for that.”

I think I’ve misheard it. Neither sentence makes any sense. I come back to reality only when Aaron leaves and the door to my cell opens with a metal clink.

I watch it open with suspicion, it seems an illusion, a trap. But Inna stretches her hand towards me and leads me in the other direction from the door. We enter a bathhouse. It smells like mold here but there’s water and an old copper bathtub. There are no windows here either, but the room is lighter due to the lit candles on the walls. While the girl is helping me take off my stiff and stinky caftan, shirt and trousers, I notice her hands tremble.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to attempt a break-out or hurt you in any way.”

“I know. I volunteered to help, I’m just nervous,” she forces a smile and helps me into the bathtub.

“Thank you.” I wrap my hands around my body, take a breath and lower myself into the cold water. I start shivering right away.

“We don’t have much time, m’lady. If you have questions, you should ask now.”

I’m surprised by this courageous girl and I’m grateful for her kindness. Inna starts pouring water onto me and scrubbing off the dirt. She has even brought the lavender soap with her. But I remember that it was Daniel who gave me the soap and the smell makes me sick. I focus on Inna again.

“Is it morning?” I ask the first question.

“No, it’s almost night. Everyone’s in bed.”

“Has Morok come back?”

“Not yet, but people say he’ll be back soon.”

“Is Daniel a good king?”

“Seems so. Little has changed inside the palace but people are talking about the upcoming war with Serat. Rumor has it that you killed Nikolay because you were in cahoots with the Lasnetsovs.” I snort but Inna continues. “His Majesty is trying to keep these rumors in check and says that an assassin sneaked into the palace and you just happened to be in the room.”

“Do you believe that I killed Nikolay?

“No!” She answers without hesitation and I relax a little. “I know how much you’ve done for him, how you looked after him. I know that he got better because of you.”

“What happened to King Dmitry?”

“The healer said that his heart stopped. That’s why he died so suddenly. The pressure had been too much for him. But some people believe that it’s also Severin’s doing as we lost both the king and the heir on the same day,” Inna finishes in whisper and looks around at the door.

Of course. Poison again.

She lathers my hair with the soap and then rinses it. She repeats it three times till my hair is clean again. My skin is covered in goosebumps and I’m freezing now.

“How’s… Elena?”

“The princess is devastated. She cries a lot. People say she’s been in a state of shock ever since she saw her brother’s body.”

Conniving bitch.

“The prince… His Majesty has decided to marry her off to Aaron and send them both to an estate somewhere so as to give his sister some time to get over her shock. His Majesty believes that a loving person and time away from the palace will do her good.”

I almost burst out laughing but catch myself. So, Daniel is trying to send his dear sister away. I wonder if he’s afraid he’ll get a knife in his chest, too.

“And Aaron?”

“He…” Inna thinks for a moment, “seems unchanged. Maybe a little graver but he’s got more work now that he’s the head of the king’s guard.”

I ball my hands into fists while Inna is drying my hair with a rough towel. She helps me change into clean black trousers and a shirt, and to help me warm up, drapes a brand-new scarlet caftan with black embroidery over my shoulders.

“Are they preparing me for something?” I ask my last question before I sink back into empty darkness.

“I don’t know, m’lady. Aaron came to me and Marina and asked for help, without any explanation. I agreed.”

She squeezes my hand, trying to reassure me and with sympathy on her young face she locks me up again and leaves me alone.
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It’s amazing what cold water and the feeling of freshness can do to you. The numbing despair is gone and I can think straight again, so I start analyzing.

There is a reason for my cleanliness. Either Daniel wants to see me or Elena has already arranged a chopping-block for me.

I find out in about three days. I’m not sure about the time, but I slept three times.

I awake to someone handcuffing my wrists. My eyes fly open and I meet Aaron’s attentive stare. I try to jerk to hit him in the face with the iron on my hands. He seems to have foreseen this attempt as he’s holding the chain attached to the handcuffs so tightly that I can’t move my hands at all.

Aaron’s wearing thick black trousers and on his shirt there’s black ring-mail. His arms are covered with leather bracers and his shoulders seem even broader due to the pauldrons adorned with silver. His back is concealed by a large, black cloak. His hair is longer now but he still wears it loose. Aaron looks unusually detached and there are big shadows under his eyes. I’m now quite sure he’s leading me to my execution.

What has Elena come up with? A noose, an exe or an arrow into my heart? But I have a hunch that after what I told her about Aaron, she’s going to burn me at the stake, like a witch. This way, even Morok won’t be able to restore my body.

I smirk at my own thoughts. Aaron looks at me, puzzled.

“What’s funny?”

“I’m wondering.”

“About what?”

“About what kind of death the bitch princess has in store for me.”

To my astonishment, Aaron chuckles.

“It does not befit a man to laugh at his wife,” I say with a grim smile.

“Not wife, just a possible bride,” he says indifferently and pulls the chain, making me stand up from my bed.

So, there’s been no wedding. Yet. Which means, I can keep taunting the princess if she dares to show her face down here again. I revel in my thoughts of revenge and to spite Elena more, I grip Aaron by the edge of his chest armor and pull him down, forcing him to lean lower to my face. Before he can do anything, I cover his lips with mine. But out of the two of us, it’s me who’s surprised as he immediately returns the kiss. He puts his arms around me so tightly and presses me to him so hard that my ribs hurt. He’s the one kissing me now. He opens my lips with his tongue and kisses me greedily and hastily as if he wants to enjoy it while it lasts. Heat spreads through my body and I forget why I kissed him in the first place. I forget that I hate him and where we are. He smells like metal and leather and I breathe it all in greedily, a welcome diversion from the sound of the dungeons.

He steps back first, loosening his grip around me and picking up the chain again.

“You’ve let Elena believe that we slept together,” the edges of his lips twitch a little as he tries to suppress a grin.

“And did you need much time to convince her otherwise?” I ask cocking my head to one side.

“I didn’t.”

“You didn’t what?”

“I didn’t try to convince her otherwise.”

I arch my eyebrows and his lips finally stretch in a smile, but it’s a grave one.

“I said I enjoyed it.”
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Aaron and two more guards take me to the first floor. I breathe deeply, enjoying new but familiar smells. A whiff of cooking and freshly baked bread emanating from the kitchen, the smell of dust next to the tapestry, and the fresh scent of snow on the soldiers’ boots as they come in from outside. I relish every blast of chilly air we feel whenever someone opens the window to air the room while we pass by. I peek outside the windows whenever I can and see the garden blanketed in snow and the last red line of the sunset on the horizon. The snow glows and twinkles in the orange-red light, streaming through the bare tree branches.

I’d like to stand and enjoy this view for longer but Aaron pulls at the chain again and I take an awkward step forward, almost tripping over my own feet. It looks like the whole thing is repeating itself again. The only difference is that a few months back I was trudging through mud and now I’m being dragged along palace corridors. I’m still a prisoner though.

Aaron leads me into the king’s study. Before it was Dmitry sitting behind that massive mahogany table, but now it’s Daniel. He stands up from an easy chair and waves for the guards to stay outside the door. Aaron detaches the chain from my manacles and steps back but doesn’t leave the room.

“Agatha…” Daniel shrugs off the brand-new scarlet and gold tunic from his shoulders and remains in a white shirt. I have time to spot a gold silhouette of a bird embroidered on his parade tunic. A firebird, Araken’s coat of arms. I watch warily as the new king walks around the desk and comes up to me.

“Stay there,” I say coldly when there’s still about ten feet between us.

Daniel takes a few more steps and stops. I’m waiting for him to speak.

“What happened… It shouldn’t have been like that. I never planned to frame you or for you to find everything out like that,” I hear regret in his voice.

I cock my head to the right and take him in. He’s wearing his hair shorter now and brushes it back. This way he looks older and somehow more impressive. There’s no coquetry about him now. I see a king in front of me. His new status suits him. But life suited Nikolay, too.

“Is it the only thing you regret, Daniel?” My voice is so thick with disappointment that I can almost feel it on my tongue.

“No, I regret many things, but I still hope that you…”

“I what?” I cut him off. “Will become your friend?”

“That you will understand,” he clenches his jaw but doesn’t react to my insolence.

“Tell me at least one reason.”

“I’ll tell you all of them when we are finished with Serat.”

“Do you really think that our deal still stands?” I am completely taken aback.

“Don’t you want to have your revenge?”

“REVENGE?!” I snap. “I do! Though Arian’s descendants are not the first on the list now!”

“Do you mean to say that I am first on your list?” Daniel comes up close but I slap him in the face hard and my right manacle cuts his cheek.

Aaron makes as if to interfere but Daniel turns and barks: “GET OUT!”

The king sinks his fingers into my shoulders so that I can’t move my hands. He squeezes them so hard that I hiss with pain. Aaron won’t leave but Daniel pays him no attention now, pulling me closer to him.

“I had to keep you in the dungeons for three weeks and I’m sorry for that,” the young king says through clenched teeth and I feel his breath on my face. Drops of blood trickle from his cut onto the collar of his white shirt. “I’d rather have you at my side. I’ll find a way to explain. You’ll understand.”

I keep silent and breathe in the metallic smell of blood.

“You know she’s my twin. What she did is inhumane and surprisingly stupid but I can’t blame it on her and get rid of her. She’s my sister.”

“And Nikolay wasn’t?”

“You don’t know anything!” Daniel gives my shoulders a shake.

“And the king? He wasn’t your family either? It was you who killed him, not Elena.”

He purses his lips.

“What do you want from me, Daniel?” I look past him, ignoring his body so close to mine.

“I want you to kill Severin.”

“I won’t. Send me back to my grave. Give me back the rest you disturbed.”

Daniel’s eyes become harder and he leans forward to my ear.

“I heard you screaming down there, alone. I wanted to get you out, take you in my arms and soothe you. But I couldn’t. Now that I can, you want me to release you. But I don’t want to.”

His detached, almost dead voice sends a shiver down my spine. He traces a line on my neck with his lips and touches the lobe of my left ear.

“You’ll go back down and when you’re ready to be with me, tell the guards. One word, Agatha, and you’ll be here, upstairs, with me. And I will give you anything you want. Wouldn’t it be smarter to spare yourself the torture and agree now?”

“No.” My voice trembles as I dread being dragged back to the dungeons.

But to stay here and struggle not to cave in and give him what he desires would be harder than fighting with the darkness alone in the dungeons.

‘Then, I’ll wait for you to change your mind. Remember, one word. I’ll be waiting for you, Agatha.”

Daniel straightens his back and pushes me to Aaron. I don’t even notice him reattach the chain to my handcuffs and I don’t see Daniel go back to his desk. A fog comes down around me and everything becomes blurry.

How long will I be able to hold out? A month? Two? Half a year? I’m not sure I won’t start begging before the winter is over.

I’m tripping over my own feet and can hardly see where I’m going when Aaron drags me out into the hall. My knees buckle and I fall sidewards, bumping my head on the wall. Aaron has to support me at the waist and almost carry me along the corridors. He says something to the guards and they leave, so he’s dragging me on his own. I plant my feet against the floor and refuse to move forward. The horror of being thrown back into that cell engulfs me. My breath gets heavier and I can’t find a surface to lean against, I start screaming but Aaron presses a hand against my mouth and pulls me into the nearest empty room. He sits me down in a soft chair and kneels in front of me.

“Agatha! Calm down, just breathe,” he starts massaging my palm with his thumbs, like he did before. “Take a deep breath and breathe out slowly. I’m not taking you back to the dungeons.”

He keeps talking and I watch his long deft fingers till my breath slows down and the world comes back into focus. Only now I can see his face clearly.

“Better?”

I nod weakly and my head won’t lift back into place, as if it weighs a ton at least.

“Listen to me carefully and keep silent, okay?”

I make an effort and give another nod. Aaron takes off my handcuffs. I don’t try to hit him because I feel there’s a catch.

“I will get you out of this palace. We’ll get away, Agatha. But it won’t be easy, there are a lot of guards here. So, I need you to focus. I need your help. I need to know that you can defend yourself.”

“You’re lying.”

“No.”

“Do you believe that I didn’t touch Nikolay?”

Aaron snorts as if the mere notion is absurd.

“Of course, I know that it was Elena. I realized as soon as I entered the room that day.”

“Why didn’t you tell the guards?”

“Because it’s more complicated that it seems. Daniel is right, you know nothing. And the little you do know is a lie.”

I’m lost. I just shake my head stupidly and he keeps talking.

“You were raised from the grave right in the middle of a war. A war of lies, misunderstandings and deceit. No wonder you don’t understand anything, Agatha. But I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you everything I know and everything I’m sure of as I, myself, haven’t figured it all out yet.”

I relax a little and allow myself to believe him. I’m ready to trust him just because he’s not going to put me back into the cell. Let Elena kill me, but there’s no way I’m going back into that darkness.

“Morok will find me,” I manage.

“Morok is not here yet. And when he comes back, let’s hope the Shadow’s servant will take our side.”

I nod again, hoping he will. He can help me escape, run away from the palace and leave them all behind.

“Are you ready to go with me and help me unravel this tangle of lies, to understand what it all started with?”

He stands up and offers me his open hand. When I keep sitting, refusing to accept his help, he smiles and offers me his other hand with two daggers in it. He’s giving me the weapons that I can use to kill him on the spot. He trusts me to make the right decision. I take the daggers, and only then take his hand and he pulls me back to my feet.

“Daniel will kill you,” I say as he’s helping me to attach the weapons to my belt.

Aaron laughs grimly.

“Let him try.”

“Why are you helping me?”

“I’ve told you. I’ve stayed here because I had business in Yarat. Your laughter may not be as merry as it used to be but your eyes are as blue as ever.”

I blush when I remember our conversation in the kitchen and realize that he wasn’t joking. Aaron might have stayed here all this time just for my sake, but in that case, I don’t know anything about him either.

“I’ll put the manacles back but we’ll go in the opposite direction. We need to get to the stables. We’ll take the horses and gallop to a spot in the city. There, everything is already prepared for the journey.”

I agree but still swallow hard when he puts the manacles back on. Aaron buttons up my caftan to hide the daggers.

He leads me from room to room, picking the corridors for the servants when he can and making hundreds of turns. He knows better than me how to get to the stables. To my embarrassment, I’m not even sure exactly where they are. When we travelled on horseback, Morok always met me right by the palace with my horse’s bridle already in his hand. While we meander through the palace, we come across a number of servants and guards, but they notice Aaron and greet him politely, without asking questions. After fifteen minutes of wandering through the halls, we find ourselves in a small study. Aaron takes the door-handle but before he has time to pull it, we hear the deafening sound of a bell. Aaron curses.

“What’s the matter?”

“It’s the guards. They know you are not in the dungeons.”

“How far are the stables?”

He takes off my handcuffs, I won’t need them now. There’s no point pretending anymore and I’ll need my hands free to help defend us.

“Not far, one more hall. There’s a door to the stables there.”

“And they’re probably waiting for us there.”

“Probably,” Aaron nods.

We hear people running past the door of the room we’re hiding in. Judging from the sounds of feet and clinking metal, we are not wrong about the direction in which the guards are going. Aaron doesn’t move, just keeps clutching the door-handle.

“To hell with them! Let these gods choke on their secrets,” he spits out when I open my mouth to ask what he’s going to do.

Aaron grabs my hand and turns to him. He takes off his black cloak and drapes it over my shoulders carefully, silently fastening it at my neck.

“Aaron?”

“All because of you,” his accusing words jar with the gentle way he’s touching my cheek. “I’ve asked you not to get into any trouble.”

“Well, it wasn’t my doing!” I start defending myself and he falls back a step with a grin.

But Aaron has never asked me that.

Aaron sees the realization in my eyes and takes a jackal mask behind his back. He puts it on, hiding his face. The room darkens and shadows start slithering down the ceiling and walls like snakes. They crawl onto his body and form a familiar cloak behind his back.

I press my back against the wall and cover my mouth with my hand, unable to take my eyes off this fascinating but eerie scene. When the room lightens up again, Morok puts black gloves onto his hands and throws his hood over his head, covering half of the mask, too.

Now, Morok stretches out his hand to me and I start at the hollow voice behind the mask.

“Let’s go, little Mara. Let’s see how King of Araken will try to kill us.”

I want to hit him or at least give him a hard kick for all the lies and for those three weeks I spent in the dungeons. But instead, I ignore his hand and put my arms around his waist, pressing close to his chest. I know I can trust him because Morok doesn’t serve anyone. I have more questions now but I can ask him all of them when we are out of here. I’ll be able to go wherever I want.

“I’ll take it as a yes,” he says, stroking my hair.

Now I know that it’s Aaron’s emerald eyes behind this mask, it seems to me that I can even recognize his distorted voice, at least his intonations. I draw back and we both take out our weapons. Unlike me, he also has a sword. But it’s not a Morok’s sword, it’s Aaron’s ordinary blade.

He leads the way. We come across four guards in the hall. We take them unawares and kill them before they have time to cry for help. After weeks of empty darkness, I have no scruples about killing them – they stand between me and freedom and none of them will ever help me if I get locked up again.

We don’t talk. Aaron doesn’t need to turn around to know I’m following him. Morok’s connection to me helps him sense me and find me if need be. He leads me into a narrow hall, throws open a simple door and we find ourselves in the stables.

The stables are packed. There are horses, twenty-five armed soldiers and Daniel. They all wheel around and freeze when they see us.

“Morok, what are you doing?” Daniel asks calmly, straightening up.

“Leaving.”

The king glances at the weapons in our hands and at the blood on the blades.

“What have you done to Aaron?”

“Got him out of my way.”

“Take away your weapons and give Agatha back. Then, you can clear out.” Daniel doesn’t take out his sword but lowers his hand to the handle. The guards tense up.

“Don’t order me, little king. I’m not your servant and Mara is not your property. If she wants to leave, she will leave with me.”

Daniel takes out the blade and clenches his jaw. He doesn’t even ask me, he doesn’t care.

“Take them both alive,” the king orders to the soldiers, but they remain in their places, shifting the weight from one foot to the other. They are wary of attacking a Shadow’s servant.

Morok smirks, swinging his sword.

“What, no volunteers to go the Shadow?”

Just like the soldiers, I look up at Morok, wondering if it’s a joke or if he’s ready to send all these people to the endless emptiness.

“Shall we start with the king, then?” Morok cocks his head to one side and takes a step towards Daniel.

The first guard attacks from the right but I’m faster and catch the sword aimed at Morok with my two parrying daggers. Daniel shoots me an offended look, as if I have just betrayed him. I can barely keep myself from spitting in his face. I turn back to the soldier whose sword is still blocked by my daggers and kick him in the stomach. He falls back and his sword drops to the floor with a clank. The other guards wake from their stupor, too. Morok kills the first two. He leaves a deep cut in the first soldier’s chest and thrusts his dagger into the other’s neck. Five soldiers grab Daniel and drag him away from the fight, though he’s trying to resist. He’s king now and his guards can take him to a safe place by force if there’s a danger to His Majesty. While Morok is finishing off his fifth enemy, I take out two more. I slash at the legs of the first and he falls down in a heap and slits the other’s throat. I don’t really have to fight back, I can just dodge the attacks as now I can see how fast Aaron really is. I understand why he slowed down and made mistakes on purpose while training with Daniel. He couldn’t show his true abilities. But now he sees his enemy open and slashes his hip in a fraction of a second, then changes hand and kills the soldier on his left without even taking another step. Irina taught me to use my left hand so I sometimes change my sword hand in battle, too, but not as effortlessly as Aaron. However, I keep in mind that, unlike me, he’s alive and if he dies, I’ll die with him, so I have his back and kill two more soldiers attacking from behind.

When there are no more obstacles between us and the horses, I turn back quickly to look at the pile of bodies we’ve left behind and feel nothing. I turn back to the only five soldiers left defending the king and take a few brisk steps towards them to finish off Daniel, when Morok grabs my hand.

“Not now.”

He straightens up and waggles his sword in Daniel’s direction.

“You can take your little king back, we don’t need him today,” Morok says to the guards with wry contempt in his hollow voice; he drags me back to the horses, helps me onto a steed black as night, and jumps into the saddle himself.

“You can’t leave, Agatha!” Daniel shouts after us when Morok steers the horse to the exit.

“We’ll see,” Morok says calmly and our mount breaks into a gallop, setting off into the city in a falling darkness.
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Morok is pressing me to his chest with his left arm and holds the reins in his right hand. We ride the horse at a gallop till we find ourselves among narrow streets where we have to maneuver carefully. The chilly air makes my cheeks go red and my fingers clutching the pommel of the saddle go numb with cold. But apart from that, I’m pretty warm and comfortable, thanks to the cloak that Aaron has wrapped me in and the heat of his own body behind me. I know Yarat too badly to understand where we are going but Morok is weaving through the streets on purpose, no doubt because Daniel must be assembling soldiers to send after us as we ride.

Aaron reins to a stop in front of an ordinary-looking barn. There are dozens of similar barns with corn and straw along the street, so I wonder how he’s recognized the one we need. He dismounts first, then puts his hands around my waist and helps me down, too, ignoring my protests. It’s really not necessary, I can dismount perfectly well by myself. Then, he takes the bridle and leads the horse into the barn. Next to the building, as he’s promised, Sugar and Blizzard are waiting for us. They are already saddled, with bags of supplies, woolen blankets and sleeping bags that will probably be of little help in this weather, but it’s better than nothing. Morok’s sword is also attached to Sugar’s saddle.

“Where are we going next?” I ask when Morok comes back outside. He hangs his sword on his back and kicks the one from the palace away with an expression of hate and disgust.

“Somewhere Daniel will never go.”

Morok jumps into his saddle but I hesitate. I haven’t gotten a clear answer to my question yet.

“Where’s that?”

“First, the Endless Woods.”

“Why would we…” I trail off realizing where he’s planning to take me. “Are you suggesting hiding in Serat?”

“Yes.”

“But why?”

“Because you and I can go anywhere and Daniel can’t show his face in Serat. Shall I give you a hand again with that saddle?”

I get into the saddle, having no desire to check if the last phrase was a joke or not.

“Moreover…” he continues thoughtfully, turning his horse around and I do the same, “the answers to most of your questions are there.”

I don’t like the idea of going to Serat but Morok is right, it’s the best place to shake off Daniel’s pursuit. There, we can find a little warm inn and decide what to do next. I’m sure that even if Daniel’s plan to kill Severin fails, he’s going to start the war anyway. And this time it will last till one of the two kings goes down. And I don’t know who I’d be rooting for. Severin, the descendant of the prince who killed my sister, or Daniel, who killed two members of his own family and tossed me into the dungeons.

I suddenly get an urge to kill them both myself and leave the countries in chaos, without any kings at all, letting them pick their own leader. One or two, doesn’t matter.

I shake my head, banishing this gloomy thought from my mind. Who am I to decide the fate of two countries? And there’s no telling who’ll be the next to sit on the throne. It might be some bastard who doesn’t give a damn about their people. Severin and Daniel are at least trying to improve their countries, in their own ways, even though they’re not able to co-exist peacefully for some reason.

The moon is already high in the night sky when we leave the city and move north along the familiar road. To our luck, the landscape is blanketed in white, reflecting the moonlight, so we can ride even at night. An hour later, it starts to snow again. Big fluffy snowflakes are landing on our cloaks. There’s almost no wind, so it even gets a bit warmer. Another advantage of snow is that it helps cover our horses’ hoof marks. Morok is galloping along the part of the road where the snow has already settled and I follow him. We can’t talk like that and I don’t have an opportunity to ask any of the questions that keep popping up in my head. But at least the lack of two sets of hoof marks of horses riding next to each other may disorientate our pursuers.

We ride all night and a bit before sunrise, our horses start stumbling. I see Aaron slump in his saddle. I at least had chance to sleep and rest in my cell. But when was the last time he got some sleep?

“You need to rest,” I say looking straight ahead, at his stooped back.

“We are not far enough yet.”

“But the horses need rest, too!”

He keeps silent and his horse breaks into a trot. I follow.

“Damn it, Aaron! We’ll ride the horses to death. Then, we won’t get far in this snow.”

“Okay,” he agrees reluctantly after a long pause. “In about fifteen minutes, there’ll be a few abandoned houses to the left of the road. We’ll stay there.”

He’s right. As soon as the sun peeks from behind the horizon, we see a few lopsided wooden houses. We pick the one that has a barn, which seems to be in a decent condition. But there are about two hundred feet of untouched white surface between us as the house, so we have to waste another quarter of an hour reaching the woods so as to hide our trace and approach the houses from the other side.

It’s dry but still quite chilly inside the barn. There are a few cracks in the timbers of the two-storeyed building, so it’s not completely dark inside. The rare sunbeams, penetrating the cracks, enable us to see each other and the silhouettes of things in the barn. We take the saddles off our horses, letting them rest on the layer of old straw. I’m holding on but Aaron is in a bad way. He pulls the mask off his face and slumps on a pile of straw with a moan. His cloak disappears and he’s left wearing only his black armor.

“We’ll rest for a few hours and ride on,” he says with a slight wince.

“You need to eat something and get some sleep. Then, we’ll ride on,” I bring him a bag with food supplies.

I sit next to him watching him chew on a piece of dried meat and a slice of bread and wash it all down with kvass. He offers me some a few times, from force of habit probably, but I refuse. He needs it more. We don’t know how much longer we’ll have to stay in Serat.

“Go on, ask,” he breaks the silence and bites a big, green apple with a crunch while I braid my hair so that it doesn’t fall into my face.

An hour ago, I’d had so many questions! But now that I can ask them, they all vanish without a trace. He looks up at me in surprise after a few moments of my silence. I’m struggling to remember even one.

“How old are you?”

Aaron gives a quiet and soft laugh.

“Is that what interests you the most? How old do I look?”

“Twenty-two.”

“Pretty close.” Another crunch. “Maras’ ageing slows down after they turn eighteen. For Moroks it’s twenty-two.”

“So, you’re older?”

“Yes, but it’s nothing compared to your two hundred years. I’ve already been alive for twenty-six years.”

I nod, satisfied with the answer.

“Do they take you away at the age of ten, too?”

“Yes. But when we turn eighteen, we finish out training and can go wherever we like.”

I purse my lips with envy. Maras could never dream of such freedom.

“You are Morok. Does it mean the whole story about your family is a lie?”

“Part of it is true. My parents died and I do have a little brother, who lives with our uncle. I sometimes check up on them.”

“What were you doing in the palace?”

“Earning money.”

“You know I wasn’t asking about that.”

“I need more specific questions then.”

By the way he leans towards me and his lips stretch in a grin, I realize he’s teasing me with his wordplay. Though I don’t understand why. Maybe he’s just enjoying it. But I can’t be mad with him now. I notice that the shadows under his eye have become bigger and his eyes tend to glaze over now and again, betraying his weariness.

“When was the last time you slept?”

“Two days ago. I didn’t plan to get you out today. I had hoped I’d have at least another day to prepare.”

“Why did you do it today then?”

“Your screams,” he shrugs, avoiding my eyes, “and Daniel with his order to throw you back into the dungeons. I’d hoped he wouldn’t do that. When you panicked on our way back, I was afraid you might lose your sanity down there.”

I bite my tongue to keep myself from asking more questions. We don’t have much time here and we need to make the most of it. Aaron does not have a cloak now as he gave me his back in the palace and Morok’s shadows vanish when he puts the mask away. So, I remove the cloak from my shoulders and tuck it around him. Then I retrieve one of the wool blankets from the bags and throw it over him too. Finally, I get under the blanket too, pressing myself close to my companion.

“Are you afraid I’ll freeze to death?” he asks with the usual mockery in his voice.

“If you die, I’ll die.”

“Practical. That’s exactly how I imagined you,” he grins. “Wake me in an hour,” he adds and drifts off before I can ask anything else.

I nod but he doesn’t notice. His arms go limp and his cheek slumps against the back of my head. I now feel tired too, but I don’t allow myself to close my eyes. We are still too close to Yarat to let our guard down.”
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“Your pity could cost us our lives,” Aaron scolds me when I wake him up in four hours. “One hour would have been enough!”

“Enough for you to fall off your horse before the day is done.”

He keeps grumbling, putting the saddle back on Sugar and Blizzard after him. But the fact that he has enough energy to grumble is a good sign, it means four hours of lying in one position with my eyes wide open were not in vain. My back though is so numb, I have to spend a few minutes stretching. Of course, Aaron doesn’t pass up the chance to tease me with his “two-century-old lady” comments. I cursed him right up until I could finally feel all my limbs again.

“I didn’t do that for you. I did it for the horses. I don’t want Sugar to break his legs, tired of lugging such a monster on his back,” I retort. “Though I admit, I’m a little surprised by Daniel’s hesitation.”

“He must have called the Senate. He can’t muster a big army without their consent. We’ll be extremely lucky if they don’t consider that losing Mara and Morok is an important enough reason to lose more soldiers. They can refuse the king. Then, we’ll only have fifty guards to deal with tops.”

“You call fifty guards against us two extremely lucky?”

“Better than several hundred,” Aaron shrugs indifferently. I watch him give each horse an apple from his open palm and I can’t come up with a single witty retort.

He is Morok, he can send souls to the never-ending darkness and condemn them to ever-lasting torment. He is a servant of the Shadow, the darkest and the most mysterious power that even Maras know nothing about. His sword brings anyone down quicker and surer than the black death. And at the same time, he calls his horse Sugar and doesn’t forget to add a treat to his oats.

I give my head a little shake to clear it. I’m confused and don’t understand what is true and what is a lie anymore. I thought I knew Aaron at least a little and it seemed to me that I knew a lot about Moroks. But this person in front of me consists of only a few layers of truth and I feel that there’s more to him than I already know.

“We need to go.”

He puts the mask on again and the shadows rush to his side, forming his cloak. I watch on with no less fascination that the last time. But now there’s no fear inside of me, mere curiosity. He hangs the sword over his shoulder and we get into the saddles to continue our journey.

When we are back on the road, we can see the hoof marks of about three riders in the snow. It’s too few for an armed unit, but they might have been sent ahead to get the lie of the land. Aaron suggests entering the woods that stretch to the left of the road. We move slowly under the shadows of the pines. We can’t ride faster here and it will take us longer than expected to get to Serat. But it’s worth it if we can manage to confuse our pursuers.

“It’ll take us a few more hours and we should come out of the woods when it’s already dark,” Morok explains. “It’s good. The darkness will hide us from unwelcome eyes even on open terrain.”

“Does anyone in the palace know that you are Morok?”

“No.”

“What did you do in Yarat?”

“I told you, I was making money.”

“Yeah, yeah, and then switched to being a babysitter and a guard. And then decided to collect girl’s hearts, too,” I snort.

“Well, I was actually doing it all at the same time.” I ignore him.

“Were you there because of me?”

“As Morok, yes. But as Aaron I spent a little over three years there, gathering information. I deliberately entered that Academy so that I could get to know Daniel. I’d heard that he was obsessed with Maras, and Moroks know more than you can find in books so it wasn’t hard to earn his trust.”

“You were never friends?”

“For me, he’s just another prince. And the ease with which he threw me to his sister, like a trophy, shows that I was only a bargaining chip for him, too.”

“Why did you pretend to be his friend?”

“I’ve told you that Moroks rebelled after your death. But after centuries, the story looks blurry and vague. It all happened too fast and all the eye-witnesses, Anna, you, the other Maras and Arian were killed. So, the story has been passed on by word of mouth; many details have been lost and even more have been added. But the war is still real.”

Aaron speaks thoughtfully and quietly, so I steer Blizzard closer to him to hear him better.

“I went to dozens of libraries and browsed through hundreds of books. I looked for the descendants of the temple keepers to find out what they know. But then one day, I decided that if your bodies are not decomposing, I can raise one of you and get a firsthand account of what happened. Initially, I was looking for Anna as she was right in the middle of this conflict. But to find your two graves turned out to be even harder than the others.”

“Did you find Anna’s grave?” I ask urgently.

“No. But I learnt that one of the Araken princes had squandered lots of gold trying to find out more about Maras. So, I decided to assist him, hoping that the gold would open the door to knowledge I couldn’t get to before.”

“So, you got closer to Daniel to find Anna’s grave?”

“No, yours. Because Daniel was looking particularly for you and I decided that you would do, too.”

I sigh and wrap the cloak tighter around my shoulders. The weather has been kind to us today, the sky is a bright blue, there’s no wind and the sun’s rays are warm on my face.

“For three years our efforts were in vain,” Morok continues. “And I had already been thinking about leaving both palace and prince, when Daniel finally found you. You were buried on the southern border of Araken, in a half-destroyed mausoleum next to an ancient temple. Daniel started looking for a Morok and at about the same time Nikolay was poisoned and all the talk about the war with Serat started spreading.”

“Who poisoned Nikolay?”

“At first, I didn’t know. But if we take into account all we know today, I’d say Daniel. Though I believe he didn’t want to kill his brother, he only poisoned him to get leverage on his father. And it was a smart move, the king was ready to do anything to find a Morok and finally supported Daniel’s idea of raising a Mara from her grave. Though it could also have been Elena who poisoned him… they are together in this.”

“I get that Elena wanted to blame it all on Serat. It seems she lied when she said that Severin’s refusal to marry her hadn’t hurt her,” I start thinking aloud. “But to kill her brother because of that? Why did she hate Nikolay so much?”

“This we still have to figure out.”

I nod.

“So, after that you started living a double life as Aaron and Morok?”

“Yes, that was when I came to Daniel as Morok. I needed to find out where your grave was but Daniel kept it secret from everyone, even friends and family. But he’d tell Morok everything he knew. So, since then, I’ve been playing both roles. To my luck, Morok is free to do whatever he pleases and even princes and kings are wary of us.”

“I bet! Have you looked in a mirror?”

Morok turns to me, showing his black and gold mask in all its glory. The eye sockets are still dark and bottomless and any light vanishes in that darkness.

“Your fear amused me at first. But after riding for hours, Sugar picked up on your anxiety. The poor thing suffered for a week.”

“I’ll remember to make it up to him with a sugar lump later.”

“And how are you going to make it up to me?” To my astonishment, Morok lifts his mask. It’s still on his head though and the cloak is still in place, but now I can see Aaron’s face.

“Isn’t having full control over my life and body not enough for you?” I arch an eyebrow at him.

“Do you think I’ve used my powers at least once, apart from when I raised you from the ground?”

“Haven’t you?”

He laughs grimly.

“You, Maras, indeed know close to nothing about us.” He shakes his head and puts his mask back on his face. “I’ll show you, but later. Now, we need to speed up.”

He’s right, the distance between the trees has got bigger and the road is coming back into view. We move back into the shadow of the trees again but not too deep, so as to be able to see and hear what’s on the road without being seen ourselves. We find a suitable path and break into a trot.

We come out of the woods just in time. The last rays of the setting sun stream along the snowy fields. I breathe out a small cloud of steam and rub my reddening nose, trying to warm it up. We’ve decided to keep moving at night, when the darkness can help us stay unnoticed. Had we not made a detour, we would have been in the Endless Woods by the sunset. But we are late. And if we stop anywhere else, we’ll only reach our destination tomorrow evening. However, time is not that important, the important thing is not to run into Daniel and his guards. I don’t know how confident Aaron is in his sword skills but I doubt that we’ll hold out against fifty people. And if there are more than that… it doesn’t bear thinking about.

A shiver runs down my spine when I realize what’s at stake. If Daniel catches me, he’s going to lock me up again and keep me in the dungeons till I break down. Till I’m ready to be whoever and whatever he wants me to be to him. But the king knows that my life depends on Morok’s, so he can’t kill him.

He’s probably going to put him into a similar cell. But there will be no words to help him escape the darkness. And when Daniel learns that it was Aaron who betrayed him, he’s going to torture him his whole long life. Moroks have about the same life span as Maras and Daniel will only have to do enough to sustain Aaron’s life to have me at his side till he dies. But no one says the king can’t torture Morok or make him go mad.

I watch Aaron’s back wondering if he realizes the risk he took when he decided to help me. My mouth goes dry and a new wave of fear washes over me when I think about what could happen to my friend. I’ve already lost my parents, Anna and all my Maras sisters. I can’t lose Aaron, too. I make up my mind to protect him whatever it takes. If the worst happens, my body shouldn’t survive. In this case, Daniel won’t need to keep Aaron as a prisoner.

There should be nothing left of my body, so that there’s nothing to revive. Only then will Daniel stop pursuing Morok and my friend will be able to escape.

All night, we alternate between gallop and trot. A few times we make short stops by the road to let our horses rest, Aaron have a quick bite and me – have a stretch. At sunrise, we come across a tiny village and break into a barn, like a couple of thieves. But we check the house and it’s empty, the owners must have left somewhere. This barn is smaller, darker and warmer than the last one. We feed the horses and I don’t even remember drifting off. It’s convenient that I don’t need to eat, but it’d be better if I didn’t get tired. According to Aaron, he wakes me up after an hour.

“I’d give you more time but there’s a group of soldiers in the village,” he whispers to me, while tossing the supplies and blankets back into the bags.

“How did you find out?”

“While you were sleeping, I went out to get these,” he throws me a pair of worn-out leather gloves. “You’ve been holding the reins in your bare hands in this cold. That’s stupid.”

I stare at this unusual gift. The skin on my hands does look awful. It’s red and dry and there are painful cracks on my palms and fingers.

“One more day and they’ll start to bleed. Put them on.”

I do as I’m told, still not sure how to react. Will a simple ‘thank you’ be enough or should I add that he’s a fool to risk his life for virtually nothing?

“Did you steal them?”

“Sorry, little Mara, there are no clothing shops here,” he says in a mocking voice.

I suppress a grin and enjoy the warmth of the gloves. But we have to get back to the less pleasant topic.

“Where are they now?”

“Must be checking the main street and the inn and asking villagers about us. The village is small, so we don’t have much time, they’re going to be here soon. We have to clear out. And we won’t make any more stops.”

“How far are the woods?”

“Quite far, but we should have enough time before the horses reach their breaking point.”

We move quietly through the houses and return to the main road without running into soldiers. We are only seen by a few villagers who are already stoking fires or going to the barns to check on their chickens or milk the cows. As soon as they see Morok, they run back into their houses and close the curtains.

We speed up and only stop when the horses need to catch their breath. The rest of the time, they gallop along the road and I silently thank my Goddess for melting the snow and putting off the next snowstorm. We couldn’t ride so fast if the road was blanketed in fresh snow. But the sky is already overcast and it might snow again in the evening. The horses pick up on the pressure and break into a gallop of their own accord when the road straightens out again.

Hours come and go and we are getting closer and closer to the border. Morning becomes afternoon and afternoon is replaced by evening and there’s still no pursuit. At one point, we even forget about the danger and what’s at stake here and enjoy the ride. Sugar cuts me up and Blizzard stomps irritably, raising a shower of snow and pieces of frozen earth. When Morok wheels his horse around and gallops off, Blizzard rushes after them. She turns out to be pretty feisty. I only nudge her once and laugh merrily when we overtake Morok’s Sugar. We race each other for another hour, soaking in the peaceful silence and the last rays of the setting sun. The landscape is painted in orange and scarlet. I finally forget about my nerves and relax a little.

I turn around to Morok, who’s fallen behind now, to shoot him a victorious smile. The wind rips off my hood and a lock of hair flies into my face when I hear his cry. The fields seem to reverberate with his threatening voice. I start.

“STOP!”

Blizzard trips, even though I’m sure the road is clear. And she sends me flying from the saddle. I have just enough time to protect my neck and head from the fall and turn my body to reduce the impact. The thick layer of snow also helps to break the fall. However, when I pull myself up with trembling arms, I see that my cloak is ripped and I feel a cut on my cheek. My shoulder hurts and my ribs will probably be bruised for a week. But fortunately, there are no broken bones. When black spots stop jumping in front of my eyes, I turn around to where Blizzard is standing again. She fell down too, but seems unhurt. She’s stamping her hooves, neighing nervously, when Morok tries to take her bridle to calm her down.

“Agatha!”

I hear the emotion in his voice even when it’s distorted because of the mask now.

“Are you alright?”

Blizzard only calms down when I limp to her and stroke her gently. I’m still grinning stupidly as the adrenalin from our race is still numbing the pain a little. Aaron looks disconcerted and feels my head with his fingers, thinking I might have hit my head and gotten a concussion.

“I’m okay,” I wave his hands away, “no deadly injuries.”

“Funny,” he says grimly.

“But I don’t understand what happened…” I take a step back and glance at the road.

“A trap. Made in a hurry but effective for riders.” I follow his eyes and see freshly dug holes in the road.

They are scattered around without any particular system, so that a horse will fall into one while galloping. Fortunately, Blizzard only stepped on the edge of the hole. She lost her balance but didn’t break a leg. We decide to walk the rest of the way, just to be on the safe side. We only have to climb a small hill and the Endless Woods will come into view. Morok and I are walking slowly, we both have a feeling there’s a bigger trap prepared for us.

And we are not wrong.

As soon as we climb the hill, we see the familiar line of bare trees, twisted from the fire. They seem even darker than before against the white snow. Our trap is stretched in front of the woods, cutting us off from our destination. There’s no mistaking them, the first line of soldiers is holding banners bearing the golden firebird of Araken against a red background.

“So, he managed to convince the Senate after all,” Morok says indifferently, counting the soldiers, “though not completely.”

I silently do the same and find five lines with twenty-five people in each. In front of the soldiers stands Daniel. He looks calm and doesn’t move when he notices us. The king has brought over a hundred soldiers against two of us. My palms are sweating under the gloves but my friend looks confident and relaxed.

“Aaron,” I call him by his name quietly, though the soldiers are too far away to hear.

“Mm?”

“If it comes to it, promise me you’ll leave me behind. You’ll be able to get through without me.”

He doesn’t answer.

“No,” he finally says in a calm voice. “Who told you we can’t get through them together?”

Morok pulls the bridle and walks on. I follow him but do not abandon my attempts to change his mind.

“There are over a hundred soldiers there!”

“I said no, little Mara.”

“He needs me! Please! Just don’t let them catch you and then, break off our connection so that I can die before he tosses me back into the dungeons. You know that Maras can’t kill themselves,” I continue urgently while Daniel is still out of the earshot.

I’m sure Morok knows that. Suicide is not only a sin for a Mara, but it’s the end. It’s considered a betrayal, an attempt to escape your duty and fate of serving Morana. The Goddess will never take your soul and it will go straight to the Shadow. As much as I’m horrified by the prospect of being locked up in the dark cell again, it’s the lesser evil compared to the Shadow. Morok turns to me and puts his arm around me, pulling me closer.

“Just as I’ve said, Agatha, you know nothing about Moroks. And now you’ve seen my face, you seem to have forgotten that we are feared for being awful monsters. I don’t like reminding the world about it, but Daniel leaves me no choice.”

He falls silent as we stop in our tracks about fifty feet from Daniel. It’s too close. I look around his host again, they are all on foot with heavy armor on every part of their bodies, they will be clumsy in this snow. Maybe Morok is right and we still have a chance to break through this line and hide in the forest. Daniel’s armor is finer and richer. The dark grey metal of the chest plate and pauldrons is enameled with gold and silver patterns. The ring-mail protects his legs and torso and his boots have metal on them, too. So, it won’t make much sense to aim at his legs. But on his shoulders, there’s a long scarlet cloak you can pull and bring him to the ground. He’s not wearing a helmet and I have an unrestricted view of his golden hair brushed back again and a frown. He’s not gloating or smiling or looking at us with contempt. Daniel knows that Morok and I are not as easy to catch even with a hundred soldiers on hand to help you.

“Agatha!” he calls to me. “Let’s end this silly quarrel right now. Come back with me to Yarat.

“You call it a quarrel? You’re treating me like a puppet,” I breathe out startled by his insolence.

“I’ll give you everything! Anything you want…”

“I want FREEDOM!” I cut him off and get another frown.

“Agatha,” he sighs tiredly, “if you come to me now, I promise Morok will live. He’ll be free to go.”

Aaron is clad in leather with ring-mail. There is a hundred of soldiers, all in metal against him and me. My thoughts are going in circles as my eyes trace the lines of soldiers in front of us, trying to find a weak spot. Suddenly, Morok puts his hand on my head and strokes my hair, not taking his eyes off Daniel. The king narrows his eyes and he raises his head, clutching the sword at his waist.

“Haven’t you got it yet, little king? Mara’s mine. We have a connection so strong you could never even dream of. You are just an ordinary man, who’ll age and die,” Aaron’s petting me like a good dog, I feel the irritation rise up in me. But I keep it in check, guessing that Aaron has a plan, and I don’t shrug off his hand. “And we… we will be together for many years after your death. Our lives will become one and as they say in fairy tales, we’ll die on the same day. Together.”

“Agatha, are you sure you can trust him? Can you trust someone who raised you from the grave for heaps of gold and is now dragging you over the border, where I won’t be able to protect you anymore? Serat might just have promised him more gold.”

Damn him! Morok’s hand freezes on my hair.

But I banish these doubts, not allowing Daniel to mess with my head and undermine my trust to Aaron. He revealed his biggest secret to me. He told me that he was Morok.

“That’s enough,” Aaron cuts him off, taking his hand away himself. “Step aside, little king. Believe me, you don’t want to become my enemy.”

The soldiers behind Daniel’s back start fidgeting. They are not allowed to talk but they start exchanging glances and the sounds of steel being pulled out of leather sheathes fills the air.

Suddenly, I can feel a strange vibration in the air. The deafening hum is emanating from Aaron. But neither Daniel nor the soldiers show any signs of hearing it. The king keeps on talking but I can’t make out a word because of all the buzz. I turn to Morok and I swear I can see his shadow cloak ripple as if the shadows themselves are moving restlessly. They are anxious, too. The shadows of Morok’s hood also seem to move, they lower themselves onto his mask and the gold on it becomes dimmer and gloomier.

“Be ready to jump into the saddle, little Mara,” he tells me with difficulty. At the same time, I hear the first cry in the line closest to the woods.

At first, it’s a warning, but very soon it becomes a cry of terror and ends with a moan of excruciating pain. Then comes the second cry, the third, the fourth and the air becomes filled with this disturbing cacophony. The lines of soldiers crumple and there’s carnage. They were not expecting an attack from behind. Daniel turns around to see what’s going on and Morok grabs me by the cloak and drags me to the horses. I jump into my saddle, leaving questions for later.

Now, straightening up, I can finally see what all the noise is about. Evil spirits are rushing out of the woods. There are dozens of them. I can see as many as five more ghouls jumping out at the same time. They sense warm blood and sink their fangs into the soldiers’ necks. Sometimes, they are not so lucky when a soldier’s neck is protected with armor, so they just scrape the metal with their claws. There also a few ghosts, to add to the chaos. Morok gives a grim laugh and I realize that it’s all his doing. He has summoned the spirits to create this pandemonium and enable us to sneak past the soldiers, unnoticed. Daniel thought that he had us cut off from the forest, but did not expect to find himself in a trap.

The king and a few captains are giving orders, trying to re-group and thwart the attack in an organized manner. But by the time they finally manage to restore order, about a dozen soldiers are already dead, their blood painting the snow red. I break into song. The same song I sang on my first day out of the grave, acting on Daniel’s order. But then, I was singing it quietly and carefully. Now, my voice is filled with hate and is getting louder by the minute. It sends the ghouls and ghosts into a frenzy and they come for the soldiers with even more blood lust.

“Agatha! Stop it!” The king is crying but I continue singing with a smile.

Morok unsheathes his sword and I take out my dagger. I glance at the spot on Daniel’s neck that is left bare and unprotected and tighten my grip on the handle, feeling the urge to throw the dagger and get it over with. But then I remember that in this case, Elena will be the next one to sit on the throne and she is sure to plunge both countries into chaos just to find me and burn at the stake.

Aaron steers his horse closer to mine.

“We’ll have to break through this mess. I will take on the creatures but keep an eye out for a blade or fangs anyway and follow me closely without looking back.”

I nod. Sugar takes off first and breaks into a gallop. Blizzard follows. Daniel is shouting something after me, but I’m not listening. Morok finds a weak spot in the line of soldiers’ and moves forward without slowing down. The soldiers notice another danger and scatter, afraid of being trampled to death by Morok’s horse or of catching the blade of his sword. Morok swings his sword left and right, chopping off the creatures and a few people’s heads.

The combination of people’s cries and the stench of the creatures, mixed with the smell of blood, makes Blizzard anxious. But as soon as we are in the middle of the fight, she darts forward to the woods. Morok’s Sugar stops suddenly and kicks one of the ghouls in the chest, getting it out of the way. Blizzard can’t wait and turns to the right, still making for the woods. I can still see Morok’s cloak here and there out of the corner of my eye but he can’t clear the path for me anymore.

One ghoul catches my horse’s neck with its claws but I thrust the dagger into its eye. Blizzard is snorting loudly when I kick the ghoul away. It had enough time to leave a few cuts on Blizzard’s neck though, but nothing serious. We lunge forward again, making our way through a chaotic mix of people and ghouls and I see even more evil spirits walking out of the woods.

I wonder if Morok summoned all the spirits he could find in the woods. My heart starts thumping in my chest when I realize I’ll have to break through their dense line.

There are too many.

This thought throbs in my temples. They will attack Blizzard first, bringing her down and ripping her body apart, taking me with her. I’m trying to find Morok, but I can’t see him now in this mess. I have about fifteen seconds before I run right into the spirits. I lean sideways from the horse when I spot a sword sticking out of the ground and yank it out.

His owner won’t need it anymore and I need something longer than daggers.

Ten seconds. I chop off the head of another ghoul aiming for Blizzard’s neck.

Seven. I finish off the soldier who’s staggering around, his hand pressed against a huge gash in his throat. My horse has to walk on the bodies more often than on the ground.

Five. I want to squeeze my eyes shut not to see the moment we clash with the crowd of evil creatures, but I don’t let myself a blink.

I have to be fast. It’s my only hope.

Three. I start when Morok almost flies in front of me and cuts into the crowd of evil spirits.

It’s not only his sword and his horse’s kick, there’s something else scaring ghouls and ghosts off. They scatter away as soon as they sense Morok and the path clears before us. Our horses see a way out of this bloodshed and gallop on, breathing heavily.

A sigh of relief escapes my lips as soon as the dark of the woods envelops us. We don’t stop and continue riding as fast as we can. On either side of us we see more and more spirits moving in the direction of Daniel and the rest of his soldiers. They don’t pay us much attention. They watch us with their white eyes but don’t attempt an attack.

We are going deeper into the woods and the cries and clanking sounds of the metal become muffled and then vanish completely. We keep going till the flood of creatures runs out and there are no charred trees anymore.

Our horses start tripping over roots, they are exhausted. Morok slows down and loosens the reins, I follow suit. We rein to a stop among tall pine trees, where the ground is still covered with old pine needles. If there had been snow here, it must have melted long ago. My adrenalin wears off and my body starts aching all over as if my every bone is sore. My heartbeat is out of whack, too, and I dismount in an attempt to calm it down.

I’m distracted by a quiet clank. I wheel around and see Morok’s sword on the ground, it must have slipped out of his hand. Morok dismounts, too, but as soon as his feet hit the ground and he lets go of the saddle, his knees buckle and he collapses. I run over to him, afraid that he might have been wounded in that chaos. Morok is still conscious and tries to pull himself back to his feet. But he can’t stand for long, he leans against the nearest tree and slides back down.

“Stay there!” I keep him in place when he tries to stand up again. “What happened?”

It’s so dark now that I have to feel his head and body almost blindly, looking for wounds. He doesn’t resist but starts laughing weakly when I palpate his neck.

“Have you decided to come on to me? If I was wounded, I would already have bled to death,” Aaron lifts the mask and I hear his normal voice though hoarse with exhaustion.

“Shut up,” I snap and notice his red smile.

His nose is bleeding profusely, blood flowing onto his chin. Feeling my eyes on him, Aaron licks his lips and scrunches up his face.

“What’s wrong with you?” I gasp and turn his head to see if his ears are bleeding. He might have fallen at some point and banged his head.

“Hold on, there’s something else I need to do,” he brushes my hands off.

I watch in horror as his eyes darken and glaze over. My ears get plugged again and the pain in my bones and muscles becomes more acute as if the pressure is too high. Aaron continues looking through me. The whites of his eyes turn grey and he’s looking straight ahead with unseeing eyes. His nose starts bleeding again.

Something’s wrong.

My pain becomes unbearable and I clench my teeth and watch his skin growing paler.

“Enough!” I cry, shaking his shoulders. When nothing changes, I shake him harder.

He’s going to kill himself. My heart skips a beat and wonder what exactly scares me about it: that Morok will die or that I will die with him. I would prefer dying fast, like I did last time, not sitting there, watching my friend bleed to death.

I lift my hand to slap his cheek but he catches my wrist.

“Did you really want to hit me?”

His eyes are coming back to normal. The pain in my whole body subsides a little and I relax my clenched jaw.

“What did you do?” I ignore his joking tone.

“I’ve decided that there are enough evil spirits in the woods as it is, so I ordered them to stop killing and go back into the forest.”

“Can you control them?”

“Yes. Maras can summon evil spirits with their songs, forcing them to venture out of their hideouts. But we, Moroks, are pretty evil ourselves, so we can also control them. But it takes a lot of strength.” Aaron takes a pause to slow his breathing and licks the blood from his lips again. “I can control one or two easily but there were dozens, hundreds of them there. I made a few dozen leave the woods, the ones I could reach, the others followed them having sensed the blood.”

“Is that why we managed to escape? You forced them to disperse and let us through?”

“Yes, that’s why I needed you to follow me. That was the only way I could have enough power to clear the way ahead.”

He’s trying to wipe the blood from his face with his hand.

“It’s almost killed you,” I say accusingly, watching him smudge the blood over his cheeks.

“Did you feel something?” he asks, surprised.

“Yes, pressure and pain. It felt like my eardrums were going to burst.”

“Sorry for that. I was tired, so you could partly feel what I did.”

“You’re lying again. You said yourself that I could only feel it if you were deadly wounded.”

“I keep forgetting that you’re too observant,” Aaron smirks.

He tries to get up again. I offer him my arm and he doesn’t refuse it. At first his legs are wobbly and he leans on my shoulder, but with each step he regains his strength and I finally let go of him when we arrive at Sugar. Aaron clutches the saddle just in case. I pick up Morok’s sword from the ground, wipe it carefully with the remnants of my cloak and put it back into the scabbard. Aaron is stroking Sugar’s neck, soothing him. He leaves his mask lifted, allowing the cool air to bring him truly back to his senses.

Blizzard has walked off a bit. Her once snow-white belly and legs are splattered with mud and soldiers’ blood. But her neck is the worst, it’s smothered with the stinking blood of the ghoul that tried to bite her. I rip a piece from my cloak and try to rub away the stains.

“We have to keep going. We don’t know what’s happened to Daniel, so we’ll only be safe when we cross the border.” Aaron gets back into his saddle with some visible effort.

I’m worried at the way his usually straight neck is slumped and his hands are glued to the saddle to keep his balance. I mount Blizzard and steer her closer to Sugar. If he starts falling to the side, I’ll have time to catch him.

We don’t break into a gallop, but ride pretty quickly. In half an hour, it starts snowing. Huge fluffy clumps of snowflakes land on the ground, the pine tree branches and on our hoods. The silence around us is surprisingly serene. I feel my eyes stinging with cold and lack of sleep, but my body relaxes, lulled by the rhythmic sound of our horses’ hooves and hoots of night owls in the woods. The slow falling snow puts me into some kind of trance and for a few minutes I forget about all the bloodshed on the edge of the woods, about possible pursuit and about the king of Araken, who might be lying on red snow with a ripped throat, stiff and lifeless. I even forget that we are going to a country, the rulers of which killed everyone I ever loved. I breathe in the cold air and feel my lungs burn.

Morok doesn’t allow himself to relax yet. And he’s right. Now, we can both hear the sound of hooves and the clanking of metal behind us.

The night birds fall silent.

“Go on!” Aaron yells at me, lowering his mask. “Go as fast as you can! The border is a road that goes right through the woods, you won’t miss it! Don’t stop till you’ve crossed it!”

He doesn’t move till Blizzard sets off and breaks into a gallop, maneuvering between the trees. I duck the low hanging branches and press my cheek to my horse’s neck. The snow flies painfully into my face. I hear cries behind me and I’m almost sure that one of them is Daniel’s. I whisper apologies to Blizzard every time I have to slap the reins to urge her forward. I turn around and see that Morok hasn’t fallen far behind me but Daniel and the rest of his soldiers are right on our heels. Unlike ours, their horses have had a lot of rest, they were probably waiting somewhere not far from the woods.

Three soldiers catch up with us and try to separate Morok and me but I do what I’ve been told and focus on the road ahead, desperately looking for the border. Blizzard bursts from the trees and we find ourselves in a clearing. It happens so suddenly, that it takes me a few seconds to take it in and realize that it is the border. A treeless line, about fifteen feet wide, stretches in either direction as far as the eye can see, dividing Araken from Serat.

“HALT!” The captain of Araken’s soldiers roars when Sugar jumps out of the woods too.

Neither Morok, nor I stop before we cross the border and find ourselves under the protective shadow of the other side of the woods.

We are now on the territory of Serat.

Daniel and his fifteen soldiers freeze at the edge of Araken woods. We wheel our horses around to face them. There’s still a possibility that Daniel is desperate enough to follow us across the border. I watch warily as his horse paces along the clearing, not daring to step out on it, as if it’s not a piece of empty land but rather a wall of fire. Daniel is looking at Morok and his face is distorted with hate. His sugary smile suited him more. He’s breathing noisily. He can see his goal, it’s so close, that he can just reach and take it, but even that is too far.

“Agatha! I’m begging you!” His expression softens when he turns to me with sadness in his hazel eyes. His horse takes an apprehensive step forward but doesn’t go any further.

Now, I can see his chest plate splattered with blood and a wound on his left shoulder. His left arm is dangling uselessly at his side. There are a few scratches on his neck and blood on his face, but probably the blood of the ghouls he’s killed.

I don’t say anything, stunned by the idea that he’s still expecting something from me.

It’s over.

Morok and I dismount and let our horses rest. If Daniel does go ahead and crosses the border, they are too tired to help us escape anyway. Sugar and Blizzard walk off a few steps, and Morok comes closer to me. He’s stronger now, his gait is confident and his voice is calm.

“Go back home, little king. These woods are dangerous and your family doesn’t have many heirs anymore,” he says drily.

“You…” Daniel breathes out with loathing, “you planned it all.”

Right, now he’s blaming his own sins on Morok. I’m too tired to retort, so I rub my face wearily and wonder why we are talking to him at all. I take Morok’s wrist and pull him away, but he doesn’t budge. He keeps staring back at Daniel. I can feel his fury and I’m completely puzzled.

A shiver runs down my spine when I sense them. I can’t hear anything yet but I feel hundreds of eyes on me. I clutch at Aarons bracer, trying to warn him, while swiveling my head around. I know the danger is somewhere close, and sure enough, I hear a snap of a twig right behind us. And then a rustle of the leaves to the left of us.

On the right.

Everywhere.

Everywhere in Serat woods.

I squeeze Aaron’s wrist tighter but he doesn’t move. Though I’m sure he can hear that we are again, in a trap. Daniel takes his eyes off Morok and looks past us, his face becomes even graver. I wheel around and see them, too. Grey-black uniforms, metal chest plates and ring-mail are shimmering in the dim light of the moon, covered with wispy clouds. Snow is falling lightly now and single snowflakes land of their pauldrons and cloak hoods. Each one has a sword, attached to the belt.

It’s hard to count them in the dark but there must be at least forty.

It is a Serat host. Severin’s soldiers.

I feel like there’s a coiled spring inside me when I realize we are standing between two enemies and I don’t know which way we will be attacked. Will Daniel’s patience run out first and he lunge forward to try and drag me back to the other side of the border? Will Serat soldiers try to arrest us though Maras and Moroks are free to walk wherever they like? Has Severin somehow got wind of Daniel’s plan to use me as an assassin? Does he intend to hang me himself how?

The soldiers stand in a half circle, about ten feet away from us. However, their swords are still in their scabbards and arms hang calmly at their sides. There are only two men holding the banners of Serat. They don’t look like they are going to attack us, but I don’t let my guard down and put my hands on the handles of the daggers.

Morok gives the soldiers a brief glance over his shoulder and then turns back to Daniel and to my astonishment, lifts his mask. The King of Araken grows pale when he sees his friend’s face beneath the mask. Only he can see Aaron’s face as Araken soldiers turn hastily away, remembering the rumors that anyone who glances under a Morok’s mask will die on the spot.

“Is all this blood on your hands worth it, Daniel?” Aaron asks icily.

I see Daniel’s hazel eyes dart around. He’s trying to wrap his head around what’s just happened. It takes him about fifteen seconds and in the meanwhile, I can’t keep myself from sneaking wary glances at Serat soldiers.

“So, all this time, it was you. Always you,” Daniel is saying under his breath, stunned by his realization. He lifts his eyes back at his friend. “So, you did plan the whole thing. Now, I understand why your face seemed so familiar… though I had only seen you once before…”

Daniel trails off, turns his gaze to me and his lips stretch in a condescending smile. He starts laughing, first quietly and then out loud till he’s roaring with laughter. It’s not hysterics, he is actually laughing. I’m confused and completely taken aback by his reaction. I even forget about the soldiers behind my back.

When Daniel’s laughter finally subsides, he looks at Aaron again and says, “Great! It’s even better! Now she will definitely kill you!”

He shoots me a smile. But it vanishes at the same moment Aaron’s grin appears on his lips.

“I’ll tell her the truth, Daniel.”

Aaron makes a pause and continues.

“The truth that I’m sure you know. And then, I’ll let her try to kill me. But are you sure that after Agatha hears me out it’s not your throat she’ll want to slit?”

They know something I don’t. There’s a missing piece of information. I look at one, then the other, till one of the soldiers cuts in:

“Your Highness, we need to go.”

The words make my head swim. I seem to have forgotten how to speak. They were the words of a soldier from Serat. My body reacts faster than my mind and I back away from Aaron.

“Agatha,” Daniel says my name as if it’s a plea for mercy. I don’t understand anything.

“You’re right. It’s time to go,” Aaron answers the soldier.

His Highness.

I don’t know which side is my enemy. And then, with a shiver, I realize that both are.

“Go on, tell her your last name,” Daniel smirks while Aaron watches me take a few more steps away from him.

My eyes find the banner of Serat again. A silver silhouette of a beast against a dark-green background. I tilt my head a little. Is it a fox? A wolf?

“All Moroks have different masks. Is it true that they are all tailor-made?” I asked and he said that each mask reflects what is hidden underneath it.

“I thought you said you were going to protect me.”

“That’s exactly why I’m not going to take it off.”

It’s not a wolf or a fox. Serat’s banner is a jackal. The same beast that’s on Morok’s mask. All inside me freezes when I look Aaron in the eyes and find no guilt or regret in them. He’s not smiling or taking a step towards me, his eyes are focused and grave. He’s not trying to explain anything.

“Your Highness, shall we handcuff Mara?” The same soldier again.

Aaron hesitates for a few seconds and nods.

I’m too shocked to resist when four soldiers rush to me and put heavy manacles on my wrists. I hardly have the strength to shake them, just to make sure it’s not happening in my head. Just to make sure that soldiers from Serat have just handcuffed me the same way Araken soldiers did a few months ago.

Araken soldiers walk up to Daniel and try to convince him to leave. They see that Serat is not going to give me away and there’s nothing else for them to do. But Daniel is not done.

“TELL HER YOUR NAME, LASNETSOV!” He yells.

Aaron doesn’t react to his last name but it’s like a slap to me. I wake up from my stupor. I can’t reach the daggers, so I have to do without. I hit one soldier in the face with the iron on my hands. There’s another one standing not too far away, so I thrust an elbow into his stomach. I dart to Aaron. I have to be quick, so I move with big swift steps. I don’t need a sword, I’ll strangle him with my bare hands.

“Agatha, please…” Aaron moans, showing a flicker of the man I thought I knew. But I don’t stop and he lifts a hand.

He just lifted a hand but I trip over my own foot and my manacles seem to have gained a few more ton in weight. They pull me down and I fall down right at his feet, my face in the snow. I scream and try to pull my hands up from the earth, but in vain. My feet are not moving either, though there are no manacles on them at all. Lasnetsov kneels down before me. His cloak of shadows spreads around us on the snow.

“I’ve told you that I didn’t use my powers on you, but you’ve left me no choice.” He’s not even apologizing, he’s blaming me! “I’ve told you, you know nothing about Moroks.”

“What have you done to me?!” I hiss and try to wipe my face, wet with melted snow, against my shoulder. I make another attempt to move my hands, but they don’t budge.

“I can control the dead. Convince them of anything, instill thoughts so that they become their own. I can do the same to you because you are…”

“Not alive either,” I finish the sentence for him. I don’t try to move my limbs anymore, just stare at the manacles.

He’s just convinced me that they are heavy. He can make me get up, dance, serve, kill, whatever he wants. Is it a better fate than going mad in the dungeons in Araken?

“How did you do it, Severin? How did you manage to pretend to be one of us for so long? You lived in my palace!” Daniel yells again, realizing I won’t be able to kill Morok after all.

“Here, you’re mistaken, Daniel. But it’s an easy mistake to make, we do resemble each other,” Aaron grins.

My manacles return to their normal weight and Morok makes me get up and then, puts his arms around my waist and helps me into my saddle with an already familiar gesture. It’s a new horse the soldiers gave him. He mounts it himself and sits down behind me like in those first weeks, pressing me to him with his left arm. Two other soldiers take Sugar’s and Blizzard’s bridles and lead them into the woods.

“Severin has been faithfully ruling the country all these years,” Morok says calmly but loudly enough for Daniel to hear. He picks up the reins with his right hand.

With his left, he presses me even closer and I feel his voice reverberate in his chest.

“My name is Aleksandr. Aleksandr Lasnetsov. I’m Severin’s elder brother.”

Aleksandr. Aleksey’s elder son. The boy who’s been considered dead. Who had been told to die when he was ten.

“So, Daniel, as you might have guessed, I wasn’t too happy to hear that you were planning to kill my little brother.”

Boys who are destined to become Moroks are also taken away when they turn ten. It must have been easier to pronounce him dead, than to put him in any more danger. And when a Morok comes of age, at eighteen, they can do what they like, so he must have decided to return to his brother.

Ironic. That must be the only thing Morok didn’t lie about. He has a little brother.

I don’t know what Daniel is feeling or what emotions are reflected on his face as Aleksandr wheels the horse around. Taking me with him, in manacles, like a trophy, and surrounded by his soldiers, Aleksandr is moving north, towards Ashor, to take me to the place I’ve already died in.
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