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Bounding over protruding roots, her steps were lithe as she ducked under arku tree arches through the dense woods of Olexia. Afternoon light pierced the leaves overhead, speckling the ground in shadows. The farther away she got from her mother, the faster Miri ran, pounding feet rushed by her rapid heartbeat.

She finally reached the road. It already felt like she’d been gone too long. Miri knew Daira would notice her absence soon, and when she did, she’d come after her.

Her chest stung with each panting breath, but she pushed harder, kicking up dirt with each impact of her leather boots. He was at least five minutes ahead. Green whipped by in a blur.

Once rooftops appeared between the trees, she slowed to a brisk walk.

Muted voices and the bustle of trade sounded nearby, so she slipped back into the woods. The backs of brick houses greeted her. Miri scanned for movement inside the unlit windows before creeping up to the nearest building. She approached, ducking behind a tree. Smoke drifted from the next-door neighbor’s chimney, but this one was still. With the dense foliage, the space between the houses was shielded from upstairs windows, and it allowed a view of the town square, albeit partially blocked by shrubbery.

Aside from the forty-odd market stalls that lined the open square, the town was unremarkable. With its dozens of stone and timber buildings, it was like any other small farming town. People milled about and browsed the wares, their indistinct chatting rising to Miri’s ears. They’d chosen Falcmor because it was market day, and the busier the town, the easier it was to get lost in a sea of faces.

She leaned against the house’s outer wall, the millopia vines that crept up it sticking to her sleeve. She squinted, searching the square for one figure in particular. There you are, she thought, her just-calmed pulse quickening again.

Tracking his movements, she watched Siymin as he perused the first row of vendors, strolling along, greeting people and eyeing the wares. 

Always the friendly one, she thought, a small half-smile lifting her lips. He moved to the next row, and Miri lost sight of him behind a group of shoppers. She ducked sideways, trying to see through the bush that hid her from the street. 

They moved, and she breathed easily again. He was smiling and chatting with a vendor.

Miri braced against the wall but quickly regretted it, wrist throbbing in protest. She sneered at it, adjusting the makeshift splint until it was more comfortable.

After three weeks of sneaking around the outskirts of civilization, she was exhausted. Constantly looking over her shoulder, rarely seeing Nick and never knowing if he was alright. It was like a sore in her gut that refused to heal.

Siymin was still talking with the vendor below, and they both laughed. Then he nodded, and they talked for another minute before exchanging coins for a wrapped parcel. She lost sight of him as he moved to the next row of stalls.

Miri slipped around the house’s other side, only to find a building blocking her view. She had to pass behind two more houses before she found somewhere else to sit and watch. Her eyes locked onto his figure again just before Siymin ducked into a shop at the end of the square.

She sighed, wishing she could see through the walls.

Her nerves rose as the seconds ticked on, even though she knew none of the townspeople would recognize him like they would Miri or her mother.

That was the price of her mother being a former queen, she supposed—and a dethroned one at that.

And with their matching features, right down to the short stature, long brown curls, and bright amber eyes, she was instantly identifiable as Daira’s daughter.

No shadows moved in the shop window, so she crouched, waiting for him to emerge.

She knew every supply run was a risk, but now that Siymin had to go alone, she felt a heavy ball of guilt resting in her stomach.

She winced, remembering the particular reason her mother insisted on this new arrangement.

There hadn’t been a whisper of LaKaio activity anywhere.

Two weeks ago, when Siymin and Miri carefully asked around at a local tavern, the locals had no news of LaKaio causing trouble lately—not since before their last battle with Garran and Zekta, though no one else was privy to that information.

Neither Daira, nor Miri and Siymin, were sure what that meant. They could only hope the LaKaio didn’t know Garran’s location. And that he remained in the dungeon where they’d left him. It was the same place he’d once imprisoned Daira, but now he was disguised as Daira with a glamor spell.

Though Siymin was the least likely to be recognized, the LaKaio knew him, and his connection to the queen and her daughter.

Her blood rushed just thinking about Siymin being cornered by a crew of Garran’s lackeys.

A spark of intuition in the depths of Miri’s head drew her from her anxious thoughts. It was an itchy sort of feeling, like someone was watching her.

She stepped back, obscuring herself from the square below. She tried to summon the power that had once allowed her to sense others’ presences, but couldn’t ignite it. Trying to conjure a fistful of flame yielded the same result, magic flickering in her hands but refusing to create anything useful.

She cursed under her breath, weighing her options.

She had to move.

Around the back of the next house, she followed a path through an overgrown garden leading to the main road. The square just ahead, Miri approached a produce stand and stopped, pretending to admire the crisp, green and red apples displayed there.

Cutting a sideways glance, she balked when two men in black and gray uniforms slipped between the buildings she hid behind moments ago. Did they see me? Please don’t see me, she thought, almost forgetting her cover and bending to roll a pumpkin and inspect the bottom.

“Prices are listed here,” a voice said. She tipped her head up. A gruff merchant stood over her, pointing to a chalkboard. “Special price on those squash today, two mediums for a copper, the same for two smalls.”

“Thanks,” she said, not making eye contact but sliding her gaze to the sign. She drew a silvery coin from her pocket and handed it over. “Just the apples, please.”

The merchant nodded, and she took a paper bag off the display. “You have a nice day now,” he said, already turning to another approaching customer.

“And you,” Miri replied with a polite smile.

At the end of the square, she passed the building Siymin disappeared into—a general store. She found a bench with a view of the door and sat. Taking paper and a pencil from her pocket, she pretended to check a list while snacking on an apple.

She unconsciously started sketching, and the outline of a flower emerged. Her eyes continued to flick up every few seconds. The flower had drooping petals and a slender stem—Miri didn’t know if she’d seen it before or if it was from her imagination, but she liked it. After fifteen minutes, movement finally flashed in the doorway and Siymin came down the steps, heading for the south side of town.

Though he blended in well, he was easy for Miri to distinguish. The slope of his lean shoulders, the blondish-brown color of his finger-long hair, the rhythm of his gait—it had all become so familiar.

She stuffed the note away and peeled off the bench, casually looking around as she followed him. Townspeople went about their days, some merchants restocking their displays as shoppers browsed.

Siymin was less than halfway down the market when he felt someone following him and glanced back. His eyes immediately widened when he saw the familiar face—and the two figures watching her from afar.

He spun and called out, “Jesanna!” Miri gulped, but he kept up the charade and walked toward her with a wide smile. He pulled her into a tight hug and said, “It’s so good to see you.” They moved to the street’s edge and stopped. “Holy Gods, Miri. How long have they been following you?”

She dared a look behind her, then gulped again. Two more uniformed men walked past them. They wore gray uniforms under studded black leather armor, swords sheathed at their hips. They headed into a tailor shop, not seeming to notice her.

Guild soldiers.

There’d been at least one squad in every town they’d resupplied at, between four and eight of the Council’s soldiers spending the night at local inns. It seemed they were only stopping to rest or resupply themselves, but that didn’t stop them from keeping the peace.

“Apparently, you look suspicious enough to follow,” said Siymin, removing his glasses to rub the growing ache between his eyes. He pulled his hand away, realizing he’d likely smudged his lenses, and dusted his hands on the pants of his brown jumpsuit. “I can’t believe you followed me.”

“I couldn’t just let you go alone.” Miri didn’t know what was worse—the hint of disappointment in his voice, or the lack of strength in her own.

“We shouldn’t speak about this now,” he said, glancing around. He couldn’t see the soldiers anymore and wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or a bad one. “Let’s just find the stables and leave promptly.” He offered an arm and she took it.

They walked another few blocks, keeping their faces neutral and trying not to look too excitable as they came upon a large but decrepit stable on the edge of town.

Miri hung back while Siymin continued inside, exchanging pleasantries with the keeper. “What do you have available?” he said.

“Well, it depends on what you’re looking for. I’ve got two nimble steeds, or a few more options if you want something sturdy and reliable for long travel...” Their voices trailed off as they moved farther into the building.
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A while later, Siymin returned, gripping the lead of a chestnut horse with two more in tow, one a dapple-gray, the other black with a white blaze and stockings.

“Do they have names?” Miri asked, letting the reddish-brown horse sniff her hand.

“This is Scout,” Siymin said, patting his haunch. “The gray mare is Spirit, and that one is her son, Storm.”

Miri timidly touched Scout’s muzzle with the back of her hand, and he nudged her fingers. “Nice to meet you,” she said, smiling.

Storm scraped the ground and let out a nicker, ears twitching at the people walking past them.

“The stable owner gave me the tack their previous owners left behind. It’s not in the best condition,” he said, only now noticing an alarming scorch mark on the edge of Scout’s saddle, “but it functions. I ordered a provisions pack from the general store earlier. We just need to pick it up, then we can depart.” He looked between Miri and the horse, noting a childlike light in her eyes as she stroked the creature. He lowered his voice, saying, “Do you... are you familiar with horses?”

“Not at all,” she replied with a small laugh.

“Right.” He nodded. “It’s okay. We’ll just walk out of town and I’ll teach you once we’re back with your mother.” He gave her brief instructions on horse safety, showing her how to hold the rope properly before handing over Scout’s lead. Siymin took Spirit and Storm, and they walked through town with the horses, going a street over to avoid crossing the market.

Miri liked the thump of Scout’s steps beside her own, and was relieved to find the people and noises didn’t bother him.

Three small crates waited on the store’s stoop. The clerk waved to Siymin and gestured that the supplies were his.

They lined up the horses and began loading the canvas saddlebags slung just behind each saddle.

“Do you think they’re watching us?” Siymin asked, raising his chin at the two guild soldiers perusing the market.

Miri’s eyes flicked up as she pulled cans of food from the crate and packed them into Storm’s left bag. “I don’t know.” She shook her head. “If they were already following me, I don’t want to risk staring at them.”

He smiled as if she’d said something cute. “Your magic, silly.”

“Right,” she sighed, her gaze locked on the cans disappearing into the saddlebag. “It’s... hard to tell.” Her eyes flicked up to him. She just couldn’t bring herself to confess. “It’s not like I can trigger a vision on command.”

“Oh. Right. Let me know if you sense anything.”

She mumbled in agreement and turned away, adjusting the contents of the bag that didn’t really need adjusting.

Siymin took a wrapped package from the pile of provisions and undid the twine bow. “By the way,” he said, handing her the parcel. “I thought you might need this. It’ll be cold before we know it.”

She unrolled the crinkly paper. Inside was a heavy, quilted cloak. The soft wool was deep brown, perfect for blending into a crowd or copse of trees. The early autumn winds often fluttered the loose fabric of her earth-colored jumpsuit, reminding her that it’d be cold soon. “Exactly what I needed,” she said. “Thanks.”

He replied with a tired smile and buckled the last saddlebag. He sighed, quietly reciting a verse about patience that his mother often quoted. The words returned him to a time of ease, and that memory both relieved and jabbed his pain. Though he tried to hide it, the weeks in hiding had drained him, too.

With everything packed away, they took the horses by the leads and headed back toward the main road.

Miri risked a glance at the two soldiers in the market as they passed. They should have triggered something, she thought, tightening her grip on Spirit’s rope. The soldiers paid no mind to the teens, loitering in the aisle and watching the patrons dutifully.

In the week after their fight with Garran and Zekta, Miri didn’t notice her lack of visions. But as the days passed and shock wore off, it became clear something was wrong.

And she still hadn’t had a single one. Though the occasional spark of intuition graced her with its presence, they were less frequent than ever before.

Miri wondered how she’d gotten through life without them before she and Nick came to Olexia. She laughed silently. Living, sure, she thought. If you can call it that. Seizures, doctors, searching for parents who weren’t even in that world. Some life.

As they reached the main road out of Falcmor, Miri again felt as if someone was watching her. She looked back, meeting the eyes of a soldier. He nodded at her and she returned it, hoping her rush of fear didn’t show as he turned away, continuing to patrol the market.

She quickened her pace to keep up with Siymin. “I think they’re watching,” she said.

“Just continue walking,” he replied. Siymin tightened his grip on the leads, but forced himself to relax. They were already past the last of Falcmor’s buildings, the trees of Olexia’s dense forests casting shadows over them.

Miri let her shoulders drop when she could no longer see the town over them. You’re too paranoid, she told herself. But no matter how hard she tried to ignore the little voice saying something was wrong, it only got louder. Soon it was roaring in her ears, palms spiking with sweat as she nervously checked over her shoulder again.

“What was that?” Siymin’s question seemed sudden, but she couldn’t reply, her tongue sour and mind racing with incoherent worry. “Miri?”

She stopped dead. Spirit backtracked as her head jerked sideways from Miri’s iron grip on the lead.

“What is it?”

Shushing him, Miri tried to summon a flicker of magic to her free hand, suppressing a growl when it wouldn’t obey.

That little voice disappeared, her intuition now whispering listen.

The leaves rustled. But not from the breeze.

Siymin halted too, watching the horses’ ears, but they flicked back and forth, as if unsure themselves where the noise had come from.

The trees lining the road seemed to draw nearer, the open wilderness now a prison of boughs as a pair of dark shapes stepped out from the shadowy foliage.

“Greetings!” the left one said, raising his gray-uniformed arm.

The soldiers matched right down to their brownish beards, trimmed just below the jaw, and their matching knit caps sitting above the eyebrows.

“How does the day treat you?” the right soldier asked, casually resting a palm on his sword’s hilt.

“Fairly well,” Siymin replied, “thank you.” He moved both leads to one hand, stretching his fingers as if sore from gripping the rope. “And yourselves?”

The left soldier shrugged, saying, “Too breezy for my taste, but at least the sky is free of clouds.” His posture was tighter than the other. And though he looked back and forth between Miri and Siymin, his gaze kept flicking between her eyes, as if trying to figure something out.

She knew then what he was. Clairvoyant.

Clairvoyants were a small subset of the known abilities, including Miri’s espy, and her mother’s ability to transfer thoughts by touch. Unfortunately, glamor spells were useless against clairvoyants. But did he recognize her as Daira’s daughter? She wasn’t sure.

Miri forced a bored smile, nodding and trying to will herself to disappear. It didn’t work.

“What brings you to Falcmor?” the left soldier asked.

“Market day,” Siymin said.

“Of course.” His smile didn’t reach the rest of his face. “Apples are just coming into the best of the season, aren’t they? Is your family’s farm nearby?”

Siymin shook his head, going along with it. “Not far.” He looked at the suns. “But we’re expected back before nightfall.”

“Of course, of course. We won’t take much of your time. Say, you kids wouldn’t have seen anyone acting strangely, would you? No one creeping around peoples’ houses, snatching things, maybe?” His eyes flicked to the full saddlebags and back.

Miri’s fists tingled at the accusation. Magic sparking to life as her muscles tensed for a fight. Spirit snorted, so she dropped the lead, wondering if the horse could sense the gathering magic.

“Whoa!” The right soldier raised a palm, his voice sharp and steady. “Let’s calm down now, miss.”

His companion’s hands flashed with swirling orange power, and a pair of shimmering shields appeared around them both. He took a defensive stance, brow shining with sweat.

At the thundering in Miri’s chest, her magic reacted, flaring.

Siymin dropped his leads too, the horses spooking and trotting a few yards away.

The right soldier flinched to fire, but he fell flat to the ground, his shield shattering with the impact of a sparking blue flare into his back. The left soldier didn’t have time to register his companion’s fall before a spell struck him too, his face going slack before he thumped onto the dirt.

“What were you thinking?” Daira hissed, standing from a crouch among the foliage and extinguishing the spell in her palm. “I can’t believe I let you out of my sight. I should have known better.” Miri made to reply, but Daira cut her off before she could even begin. “Later,” she sneered. “We need to clean this up first.”

“Are they... dead?” Miri asked, moving to the nearest soldier and nudging him with her boot.

Daira bent to feel for a pulse. “Thankfully,” she said, checking the other soldier. “I barely had a moment to conjure a spell.” 

Her mother’s long, dark brown braid was mussed, a few loose locks hanging free around her face.

The leaves behind her rustled, and Jaten scampered out of the woods. The tufts of white fur on the kopi’s large round ears twitched as he spotted Siymin. He bounded over, scaling him like a tree and perching on his shoulder, shining eyes scanning their surroundings.

Daira braced her boots against the dirt and raised her hands, a glow emanating from them as she levitated the first corpse. Her crow’s feet became more pronounced as she glanced at her daughter and Siymin, the latter looking back with owl eyes. She sighed, letting the soldier’s dense form drop. “We have to move them now,” she said. “Their companions will come searching soon enough. What’s their recall tone?” she asked Siymin.

He repressed his wide-eyed shock before whistling three repeating tones that had the horses heading back to them.

“Good,” Daira said, levitating the corpse again. “One of you scout ahead for a place to leave these bodies.”

Miri flexed her hand, pushing down the pulse of erratic magic that wanted to escape. She turned on her heel and went into the woods, Siymin and Daira following while floating the corpses and whistling occasionally to keep the horses with them. Jaten followed, bounding through the trees above and rustling the leaves, making clumps of yellowing ones fall onto them.

Miri wondered if her mother’s brutality was an inherent trait, or a result of her fifteen years spent imprisoned and alone.

Lost in her thoughts, she realized the land had been sloping down for a while now, and the road had disappeared long ago. Elderly arku trees surrounded them, their arching roots creating plenty of shadowed nooks. She stopped, and when the others caught up, they tucked the bodies away, hidden from sight unless peering eyes went searching.

When they were done, they saddled up and headed back. Spirit, being mellow and the smallest of the horses, became Miri’s, Siymin leading the mare from atop Scout’s saddle.

Daira was behind with Storm, manipulating streams of air to help cover their tracks. Once on the road, she continued her spell to remove evidence of their encounter with the soldiers.

They traveled for the rest of the afternoon, and in that time got Miri comfortable enough to take the reins. The ride was accompanied by long stretches of tense silence, broken only by rare, awkward comments about nothing important.

When the suns began to set, they strayed from the main roads, finding untraveled paths through woods and fields until it was too dark to continue, and they stopped for the night.

The tense silence continued as they pitched camp, gathering wood for a fire and heating cans of spiced hash over the low flame.

Miri scraped the bottom of her can, shoveling the last morsel into her mouth before discarding the tin and leaning back. Her body ached in complaint. She hadn’t realized how much energy and strength riding a horse for prolonged periods would take. Jaten crawled into her lap and curled his striped tail around himself, chirping happily as he settled in for a long rest.

Daira eyed her daughter thoughtfully, but Miri found the expression impossible to read.

“I allowed it to pass without discussion before,” Daira said after a while. “But your behavior has been unacceptable.”

Miri crossed her arms, looking down. “I couldn’t let him go alone.”

“It would only take one clairvoyant to see through the glamor and recognize you, and we’d have a monumental mess to clean up. You should thank the Gods it was so easy today. What if they’d confronted you in the market? What if they’d arrested you? I’m crafty with spells, but it wouldn’t take long for them to remove the glamors. And then what? What would you have done?”

“And if I hadn’t? He could’ve gotten hurt and we wouldn’t have even known until it was too late.” Miri’s fingers wrapped into fists at her sides, and she stared into the eyes that reflected her own.

“Siymin can handle himself,” she said sharply.

“Himself, yes. But a group of thieves or LaKaio, I’m not so sure.”

Siymin moved to intervene, but seeing the sparks of white energy gathering around Miri’s clenched fingers, he threw his hands up and raised his book to his eyes instead.

“I don’t know if this is about your brother or something else, but it must stop.” Daira touched her temples and continued, “You talked to those traveling merchants with no idea if any were clairvoyant. They could have recognized you, and we would’ve had to flee. Your brother would think something terrible happened, and he’d break everything to find you. You are so reckless. And just because a village boy in Ilfnook tries flirting with you, you strike him? If he deserved it, I’d praise you, but Gods, Miri, all he said was ‘hello!’ ” She took a breath, regaining her composure, and raised her chin at Miri’s bandaged hand. “That could have ended us. I won’t allow you to continue this sort of behavior.”

Miri laughed, her gut bubbling. “Oh, you won’t allow me? Just because you’re my mother, you think you can order me around? Or is that a leftover trait from being queen?”

Her mother’s shoulders dropped, and all the strength disappeared from her voice. “Everything I do is to protect you.”

“You don’t have to protect me.” Miri cringed inwardly, realizing that was almost too far.

“I know you’re hurt,” Daira said, “and you’re scared, but you need to be rational, Mirianna. Letting pain guide your compass is a shortcut to trouble, and you know it.”

Her mouth was set in a firm line, but her eyes were soft and still unreadable to Miri.

Daira and her daughter shared a long, silent stare before she said, “We should rest. Your brother’s expecting us at the clearing in two days, and I want to get far from Falcmor as quickly as possible.”

Miri shook her head and looked away. She placed Jaten aside before aggressively adjusting her bedroll and putting her back to the fire.

How can she not care about Siymin’s safety, after all he’s done? she thought. A mother’s protective nature, she supposed. But can’t that include him? Daira was willing to put Siymin in danger, but scolded Miri for trying to protect him.

And Miri thought maybe her mother wasn’t the person she’d hoped. Maybe her queenly posture and careful tactics were all a facade, barely covering the broken pieces underneath.

And Miri thought maybe she was becoming the same way.
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Sweat dripped from Nick’s brow. “I can’t do this,” he said behind grinding teeth. The spell started slipping from his grasp. Flies buzzed around his head as he struggled to maintain the glowing green power between his hands.

His throat tightened as his strength faded, and he let the unformed spell drop.

“Your mind wanders, Erinick.”

Nick reached down, limbs aching as he lifted his water pocket from the hard-packed dirt. “I’m doing my best here, Baledin.” He clutched the magical drink pouch, its rubbery texture sticking to his sweaty hand. He downed gulp after gulp, the natural sweetness of Olexia’s water still exotic to his Earth-accustomed tastes.

“During training, I am Instructor Baledin to you,” he scolded. His dark eyes narrowed. “You’re holding yourself back. I train boys of fifteen years to master this spell in days—less, usually. You are capable, so navigate around whatever is blocking you.”

“Yes, Instructor Baledin,” Nick said, panting and taking up his stance again. A sudden gust of wind rustled his buzzed brown hair, cooling his heated thoughts just a little. The air was sharp with a promise of the coming autumn chill, the last scorching days having passed in the weeks since Nick came to the city.

“Shall we proceed with training, or do you require a break for tea?” Baledin tugged his tailored vest into place as he paced before his student.

“No, Instructor Baledin.”

“Very well,” he said, a single brow raised. “Before we finish, let me see what progress you’ve made on your combat spells.” A wry smile lifted the corner of his mouth.

Nick clasped his hands and shifted them in a wide arc over his head. The motion of centering his Idol had become muscle memory, his mind sighing in relief at the regained control over his magic. Summoning that power, he found it swirling within him, as if eager to be used.

He summoned fiery sparks of magic, drawing it through his body and into his palms, a weak ball of yellow energy forming at his fingertips. One painfully long second later and he launched it toward Baledin with a push.

The instructor flicked his wrist and the spell fluttered aside, sailing into the sky and dissipating. “It perplexes me that even though you have measurable success training your elemental spells, your combat skills are still almost nonexistent.” The instructor turned his palm up, and a spell flared to life. With a flourish of his fingers, it shot into the branch of a nearby tree, obliterating half of it without a trace.

He stepped up to Nick and studied him. “Coming into your magic so late in life has left your power less malleable than a boy in his developing years,” he said, squinting at the young man. “I suppose it’s not unfathomable that you’ve already reached the pinnacle of your capability.”

Nick clenched his fist, a pulse of restlessness rushing through him. “I can do it, Instructor Baledin,” he said, struggling to ignore the intense eyes that seemed to bore right through his skin and into his bones.

“I’ve no doubt you believe that.” Baledin tugged his sleeve up, checking his watch. “That will be all for today. I’ve some things to do before this afternoon’s council meeting.” He pulled his sleeve back into place and gave Nick a stern look. “And be sure you’re not late again, would you? Yours is not the only reputation we’re trying to uphold here.”

“Yes, Instructor Baledin.” He bowed his head.

Baledin made to leave, nodding for him to follow.

Nick took a last glimpse at the ruined tree and moved forward. Daily training with a seasoned instructor, and I still can’t figure it out, he thought irritably.

Though the estate was within the city, its grounds were vast, the sprawling gardens backed by a two-story stone wall. It was almost enough to make one forget they were in Goopra’s capital.

The wooded corner had been designated training grounds long before Baledin’s time. Flanked by the stone wall and a hill, it was ideal for keeping uncontrolled spells from causing damage.

“You seem increasingly distracted these past few sessions.” He said as Nick matched his stride and they began ascending the grassy slope toward the estate house.

Nick shrugged, wiping the sweat dripping down his neck. “You all say I can do this—become a chancellor, get Miri and Daira acquitted. But it’s like wherever I go, people are just waiting for me to slip up. It’s getting under my skin.”

“That is understandable, given the circumstances.” Baledin stopped and gripped his shoulder firmly. “But you must have patience. We can’t rush this process.”

Nick nodded solemnly.

The few meetups with his sister and mother had been brief. In only a few minutes they would give quick updates, he’d leave them money, and they’d assure each other things would be alright before parting once more.

Nick wasn’t sure any of them believed that.

But had he not returned to the city after their last battle with Garran and Zekta, Kayta would’ve succumbed to her injuries—the ones she’d gotten by saving his life.

And if he’d never acknowledged himself as the dethroned rulers’ son, he wouldn’t have a chance at a chancellorship. Or the resources to search for a way back to Earth.

They reached a rear entrance, and Baledin gave him a well-meaning smile before splitting off.

Nick was alone for only a few moments before a woman in a brown uniform rounded the corner with a mop and bucket. “Good afternoon, Ildre-Erinick,” she said with a friendly smile.

“Good afternoon, Delorily,” he replied as they passed each other in the hall.

The rooms became more elaborate as he moved through the enormous estate, the plain white walls becoming detailed blues and purples throughout wallpapers and carpets.

Elenora said The Royal Estate belonged to his father’s family for six generations—seven, now that he’d returned.

He took a back staircase up, grabbing the smooth railing and heading for his rooms.

He shut the heavy double doors and left his dusty shoes in the entry, being careful not to brush against the fine sofas in the lounge and study connecting his and his cousin’s rooms.

His parents made the rooms for him while he was an infant, but Daira never moved him from the nursery during the few years Nick lived in Olexia.

He rounded the white poster bed and entered his bathroom, bathing and thoroughly scrubbing his skin before exiting. At the sink, he reached for his razor but froze, leaning forward just in time to empty his stomach into the bowl. He spat the foul blue substance from his mouth and grunted, reaching instead for his wood-and-bristle toothbrush.

Even now, weeks after taking it, Siymin’s montravrill potion still turned his stomach contents an outrageous shade of blue. In the moment, Nick hadn’t thought about the danger. It had allowed him enough power to use the enchanted mirror against Garran and Zekta. It was their only hope, and Miri’s visions showed her it would work.

But now? Nick wasn’t sure what havoc it wreaked on his body.

He finished cleaning up and opened his wardrobe, grudgingly passing over his light and comfortable options for something those in the city considered fashionable.

Nick pulled on fresh underclothes, the white over-shirt, shimmied into his itchy wool pants and buttoned the ankle cuffs, followed by the vest, closed at the front with more shining gold buttons that took far too long to coax into place. He slipped on his immaculate black boots and was finally done.

With a sigh, he scrubbed his hair and returned to the lounge.

“I could hear you huffing over your buttons from here,” Arker laughed from the sofa, shutting his book. “Did gremlins shrink your buttonholes again?”

With their mothers being sisters, the cousins looked alike in many places. They shared the same jaw and deep-set eyes, but their fathers’ traits shone through, too. Arker had rosy-pink cheeks, a shock of blond hair, and a lithe frame. Nick was taller, with a stronger build. His skin tone was warm, and deeper than his cousin’s, and his hair brown.

“You know, I bet you guys would get a lot more done around here if your outfits came with less buttons,” Nick said, closing the tiny ones at his shirt cuffs.

Smirking, his cousin put his book on the table before the fireplace. “Maybe that will be your first topic once you’re a chancellor: ‘Less Buttons for More Time.’ ”

“Don’t you have anything better to do?”

“Unfortunately not.” Arker clicked his tongue. “But you do. Are you visiting the infirmary before or after our excursion today?”

“I’m on my way now,” Nick said. “Meet you at the stables?” His cousin agreed, and Nick headed out the door.

Since his arrival at the estate, Arker and Nick had quickly formed a close friendship, seeming like they’d been so their entire lives. In a way, Nick supposed, they had. But they were both in diapers last time they’d seen each other.

His cousin didn’t care that Nick descended from great rulers. He treated him as an equal, and Nick was eternally grateful to have such a person in his new, complicated life.
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The infirmary glowed, sunlight flooding through the floor-to-ceiling windows and reflecting off the white walls. Nick went to the last bed in the row of three, finding Kayta wrapped up in her blanket and a book.

“You look like a male bird, strutting around in that outfit,” she said instead of a greeting.

“You say that like you’re not wearing pajamas,” Nick snickered, taking the chair beside her bed.

Kayta looked down at the mustard, two-piece hospital garb covering her less-than-five-foot frame and shrugged. “I make it very fashionable, thank you.” She stuck her nose up and held back a smile, her shock of chin-length pink hair swishing aside with the movement.

“How are you doing?”

She waved dismissively and set her book down. “Terribly bored. Tell me something interesting.”

“If you think you’re bored, you should try out my schedule.”

“Oh you poor dear,” she crooned, “going out all day, studying, training, walking around unsupervised.” Kayta gestured to her bed. “It all sounds so terrible. Please remind me, how many banquets have you gone to this week?”

Nick flashed his palms apologetically. “Alright, alright, you’re the most miserable one here. Better?”

She snorted. “Infinitely so. When are you leaving?”

“Soon,” Nick said, glancing over his shoulder at the sound of distant footsteps. “I have everything ready. I just have to check in with the doctor, then I’m leaving.”

“Do you think he’ll let me go with?”

He laughed, “Absolutely not.”

“ ‘Absolutely not’ what?” a voice in the doorway said, startling Nick. Doctor Natiem, a stout but little old man with groomed white hair and bright eyes entered, scribbling something on his clipboard.

Fumbling for an answer, Nick managed, “Kayta can’t... come riding with us. Right?”

“ ‘Absolutely not’ indeed!” the doctor said. “You might be on the path to wellness, but you’re not fit to go galloping through the forest.”

Kayta grumbled and sank back into her bed. “I want out!” she whispered harshly to Nick.

Doctor Natiem chuckled, saying, “And you will be, when you’re ready, but not a moment sooner. Now, if you pass your mobility test today, I’ll permit your evening walk in the gardens to be unsupervised from here out.”

Kayta’s sour mood disappeared, and she sat up straight, grinning.

“And how are you feeling, Erinick? Still no signs of nausea, vomiting, or headaches?”

“None.” The lie bit at him, but he pushed it down. For Miri, Nick reminded himself. When he’d arrived at the estate, the doctor made it clear that the potion’s strength limited his treatment options, and they would be experimental at best.

Experimental treatments would spend time he didn’t have to spare. And if anything went wrong... vomiting was a bearable if irritating symptom. The possible repercussions of an untested treatment were too great for him to risk.

“Very good to hear. As I’ve said, the effects of incorrectly brewed potions are so difficult to predict. You could be fine for weeks and then suddenly find yourself with a nasty case of hot-lumps. It seems you’re doing well, though.”

Nick unconsciously made a face, thinking hot-lumps sounded horrible and hoping he never had to find out.

The doctor fished a palm-sized wooden disk from a drawer and placed it on Nick’s forehead. After it confirmed his temperature was normal by glowing blue, he checked his pulse, looked down his throat, and then cleared him for the day.
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Nick wound through the halls and entered the vast kitchen on the ground floor. The room had enough space for a dozen cooks to work, with sleek countertops and an army of iron ovens. A yellow-uniformed cook looked up from his bread dough and wiped his hands. He tilted his head and asked, “May I help you find something, Ildre-Erinick?”

“I came to pick up a cake?”

“Of course,” he said, retrieving a white box from a nearby cabinet. “Chocolate, as requested. Chef hopes it’s to your taste.”

Nick peeked under the lid and smiled. It was loaf-shaped, baked in a paper mold and covered in thick, shiny icing. “It’s perfect, thanks.” He picked an apple from the counter and bid the cook a good afternoon.

Even though he was anxious to leave, Nick tucked the box beneath his arm and crossed the grounds at a careful pace.

The stables housed over fifty horses, the center hall elaborately decorated with stonework and dark wood beams open to the pitched ceiling above.

Arker and a stable hand chatted casually, the former waving when he noticed his cousin. “Are we ready?” he asked.

“Of course, Ildre-Arker.” He bowed his head and backed away as Nick approached. “Will there be anything else?”

“No, thank you,” Arker said. “We’re just taking a quick ride before the council meeting.”

Well, Nick thought, that’s not a total lie.

“Of course.” He returned to his work, swinging a stack of saddle pads over his arm and heading for the tack room.

Arker went to a nearby stall and unlatched it, greeting his white-gray gelding.

Nick did the same a few stalls down, sliding the door open and leading his horse out. “Hey Daybreak,” he said, patting the buckskin mare. He offered the apple, and she snuffed at it before accepting the whole thing, an echoing crunch sounding as she chewed.

The morning after his arrival, Arker had brought Nick to the stable and insisted he chose a horse. He recommended one of his prized thundergrays—a war-breed he reared himself. He’d said they were ‘Perfect for making an authoritative impression on anyone you should meet.’

But then, upon learning his cousin had never ridden a horse, he introduced him to Daybreak. Though not as extravagant, she was well-bred—and more importantly for Nick, mellow.

He secured the white box inside his bag before saddling up and following Arker through the grounds. He was far from Arker’s ease in the saddle, but Nick had picked up the basics without too much trouble.

They took a back gate into the city and kept to side streets, trying to avoid any crowds. The pace was painfully slow to Nick. “I wish I could jump there,” he said.

“At least you’re getting some more practice. Your turns are looking better, by the way.”

“Yeah,” Nick replied absently, watching people move out of their path as hoof steps echoed off stone walls and roads.

When they came to the city’s end, Nick checked that the parcel was secure before urging Daybreak faster. She broke into a gallop, followed by Arker, who caught up in seconds. They raced down the dirt road, trees whipping by in a blur of blue, green, and brown.

They approached the edge of the barrier, and it felt like a slowly rising weight. The magical, invisible barrier kept jumpers like him from using their abilities to teleport in or out of Goopra’s capital. The city constricted him. It was like he could only crawl when he wanted desperately to run.

But then, all at once, he passed the barrier and was finally free. He pulled Daybreak to a stop, but Arker didn’t notice at first, blowing past them and taking a moment to realize before turning around.

“There already?” Arker asked, coming up beside Nick.

He nodded in confirmation. “I’ll come back a few yards into the tree line.” Dismounting, he unfastened the needed bag, taking a deep breath and focusing on an image of the clearing in his mind. Using his ability, he vanished.
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Miri’s shadow passed over the pages of Siymin’s book every few seconds. He looked up, tilting his head. “You’re going to wear holes in your boots,” he said gently.

Miri stopped pacing and looked at him guiltily. She knew her pacing was a downward spiral of anxiety, but she couldn’t help feeling the need to move.

She went to his side. The dry remains of the millopia flowers crunched underfoot, their petals having finished shedding weeks ago. She wrung her hands, regretting it when a lance of pain shot up the flesh and tendons of her wrist.

The bruises peaked out beneath the bandage’s frayed edges, the small sticks splinting her wrist digging in on the underside.

Tree bark scratched her skin as she leaned against it. “I just hate this, being apart from each other,” she muttered. Miri resisted the urge to gnaw on her nails, which had gained a permanent brown layer under them despite her frequent washing.

Siymin rubbed his eyes, lifting his dark-framed glasses. He put the book aside and covered her hand. “He’ll be here,” he said with half his mouth turned up compassionately.

Miri glanced away, freckled cheeks pinkening. “Which part are you reading?” she asked, clearing her throat.

He opened the book again. “Sedations. Riveting content, really. I do love the way the entire book is a repetition of ingredient lists followed by instructions. There’s just so much variety.”

She managed a passable fake smile, and Siymin relaxed a bit. “Reading about sedations is boring you to sleep. Ah, the irony.” A spark of intuition tingled in the back of her mind, and she snapped her eyes up. “He’s almost here.” She watched the other side of the clearing in silence, and a few seconds later her brother appeared, his jumping ability instantly transporting him to the clearing.

Nick barely made it one step before Miri crashed into him with a hug. “Hi.” That was all he could say at first, laughing taking over any other words. A tightness in his chest lifted as he saw his sister, alive, smiling, and standing before him. “What happened? Are you okay?” he asked upon noticing the bandage.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” she said. “I just fell and tried to catch myself. What about you?”

“Yeah, fine,” he said. “You know, considering.”

His sister scoffed in agreement, then shifted aside as Siymin’s footsteps sounded behind her.

Siymin awkwardly offered his hand and Nick took it, appreciating the gesture from the teenage Olexian. A handshake felt strange after so much time trying to break the habit, constantly finding himself surrounded by Olexians. “Where’s Daira?”

“Out gathering firewood,” Siymin replied, looking back into the woods.

“Hey, check this one out,” Miri said to her brother. She centered her Idol, the magic within her unusually rowdy. She summoned a bulb of power from the churning mass inside herself, swirling her fingers and transforming it into a sparkling orange cone, the small end hovering before her lips. As she whistled a few short tones, the spell amplified the sound, sending the whistle deeper into the woods toward where she assumed Daira was.

Nick rubbed his ear, leaning away. “That was loud,” he laughed.

“Sorry. Siymin’s been teaching me some new tricks.” The spell sizzled, the amount of power flowing from her suddenly increasing, and she dropped the spell. Glancing at her hands with a tilted frown, she silently asked her magic, What are you doing?

Movement among the leaves caught Nick’s attention. “Is that her?” He jumped into the woods.

Daira startled when he appeared without warning, dropping a bundle of wood. Her surprised expression melted into a grin once she saw his face. “Oh, Eri—” She stopped herself. “Nick. I’m so happy to see you.” She reached out to hug him, but Nick quickly jumped them to the clearing, trying to avoid an awkward situation. Since returning to Olexia, he’d spent at most a few hours with his mother, and knew affection he wasn’t ready for would only worsen the uncomfortable tension between them.

They landed from the jump, and Daira smiled at her son in a sad sort of understanding.

Nick noticed she wasn’t shaken by the jump like most were the first few times. With her relaxed shoulders and unhurried gait, he wondered if his father had been a jumper, too.

He hadn’t broached the subject with his aunt yet, feeling like the king’s story was for his mother to tell. It crossed his mind to ask now, but he decided against it, not wanting to disrupt what would be a small moment of light in their current situation. One day I’ll learn everything about my father, he thought, surprised that the idea brought him some comfort.

Daira sat beside Miri at the cold fire, and Nick lowered himself with a groan, leaning his bag at his feet. “Who wants to go first?”

“How’s Kayta?” Miri asked eagerly.

“She’s doing really good. Even better than Doctor Natiem hoped, actually. She’s out of bed, and he just cleared her to go for walks alone.”

“Thank the Gods,” Daira said. “She must be very strong.”

“She’s something else.” Nick shook his head with a slight roll of the eyes. “But she’s back to her same old pain-in-the-ass self.”

“Well, that is truly unfortunate,” Siymin muttered in good humor, earning a laugh from Miri.

“Any news on Tella?” Miri asked.

“Nothing but dead ends. Even the investigator Elenora hired thinks it’s hopeless at this point. You still haven’t had any visions about her?”

Miri shook her head, glancing at the ground.

“What about my sister?” Daira asked, a slight tremble in her voice. “Is she well?”

His mother wore a constant mask of a queenly air. But as she spoke, he noticed a crack.

Nick nodded slowly before responding. “Elenora is good, and Arker too. I think they’re sort of overwhelmed. Just me being there has the whole place spinning like a teacup ride.”

Daira and Siymin shared confused glances, but Miri asked, “What’s it like there?”

“Living in the estate is... interesting. The building itself is pretty cool. Really easy to get lost in the back hallways and basement staircases. You’d love the gardens and libraries.” He smiled at his sister. “They’re like something out of a fairy tale.”

“They are beautiful,” Daira said, a memory seeming to overcome her.

Nick wondered how much it had changed in Daira’s fifteen years spent locked away. Some things were the same, but he had a feeling she’d hardly recognize her old home.

“Are you being treated well?” she asked.

He hesitated, scratching a shaving nick on his chin. “Most people are nice,” he said. “The staff of the estate are friendly, and my advisers are helpful. The whole Council thing though... it’s a lot to take in. Some people look at me like I have the plague, others don’t see me so much as an opportunity or a sideshow.” He shrugged. “So, not too bad, I guess.”

“But no one has tried to hurt you?”

“No. Elenora makes sure that unless I’m inside the estate, I’m not alone. I’m usually with Arker, but sometimes my trainer, Baledin.”

“Good,” Daira said. “I trust Baledin as my own kin. I know it’s stressful, being constantly watched, but it’s for the best.” A painful sheen crossed her eyes then. “Has anyone questioned your story?”

“It’s been hard to keep it all straight,” Nick sighed, shifting. “Elenora and Arker are the only ones who know the whole story—except for what happened to Garran. No one knows about that. I told Baledin and my other advisers that Garran got away after we fought them, and we don’t know where he is. They think he’ll come back any day now. That’s why they’re protecting me so much. The Council is in the dark about everything.” He looked at his sister and continued, “I don’t think Garran or Zekta told anyone about us and the mirror, either. It seems like everyone thinks I came to Olexia alone.”

He turned to his mother, puzzlement crossing his features. “There’s something else. No one knows they held you prisoner. They all think you’re dead, and I’ve been playing along. There were rumors after the festival, apparently, but Elenora says there’re always rumors about you being alive, me being alive, Miri—the Korren—scheming to take over.”

Daira said, “That was a thoughtful choice.”

“Wait,” Miri injected. “Why would people think you’re dead?”

Her mother hesitated, cringing. “When Garran and the Council dethroned us... things were complicated.”

“Complicated how?”

“It’s a longer story than we have time for.” She nodded at Nick. “I assume my sister and your advisers have told you about it?”

“Most of it, I think.” His eyes flicked to the horses tied behind them. “You’ve been staying out of sight, right? Because they can’t touch me, but you guys... the Council would make a whole back-to-back Saturday night special out of your trials. And if I’m not a chancellor—if they haven’t tamed the royal heir into their zoo of chancellors—it won’t end well.”

Daira scoffed. “A king by right, fighting for a scrap of advantage. Ridiculous. You should be leading armies, not playing their games. I still believe our supporters would stand by us if we could just gather them. You could be king.”

“Fifteen years has changed a lot,” Nick said, his jaw clenching at the rant he knew was coming. “The advisers say there’s no way we’d win. The Council’s army is massive, and a lot of the citizens like having a Council—it doesn’t seem like a broken system.”

“It is your birthright—”

“Just because I was born as something doesn’t mean I should be it.” His voice was sharper than he intended, and he took a breath before continuing. “I’ve already been chosen as a candidate for a council seat. If I play my cards right, I can get chosen for a first seat chancellorship in a couple more months. The advisers say the only thing the Council wants from me is my name. They want to scare off any chance of rebellion attempts by showing people that their old king’s son is one of them. After that, you can come back, and they’ll probably acquit you both and make a show of how forgiving they are.”

His mother’s face reddened and she looked ready to start an argument, but Nick quickly changed the subject, saying, “Apparently, we have something to celebrate.” He smiled mischievously and reached inside his bag, handing Miri the white box. “According to Elenora, today is someone’s birthday. Happy sixteenth, Miri.”

Miri beamed. “Thank you,” she squeaked. A waft of decadent chocolate and sugar hit her before she even unfolded the lid. “It smells amazing.”

He reached inside his satchel, taking the stack of wooden plates and passing them out. “Unfortunately, this is the closest I could find to a birthday candle,” he laughed, placing the tea light in the frosting. He snapped near the wick, lighting it with a quick spell. “Make a wish.”

Miri closed her eyes, drawing in a steady breath. She only had to think of her wish for a moment before blowing out the candle.

“What’d you wish for?” Nick asked.

“I can’t tell you, it won’t come true!”

Siymin marveled at the sibling’s strange tradition. Grabbing the cake and beginning to slice it, he said, “Happy birthday, Miri.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I’m just happy to know when it really is. I went my entire life knowing my birthday probably wasn’t the day I thought.” She gave a thoughtful expression to her mother. “But now I know.”

Daira stood to embrace her, eyes welling. “Happy birthday, my dear,” she said. The tears said she realized this was the first of her daughter’s birthdays she’d celebrated, and this didn’t escape Miri, either. “I had no idea it was already month ten, let alone the twenty-fourth day.”

When she pulled away, Miri asked, “When is Nick’s birthday?”

“He’ll be twenty years old on fourteen-two.”

“Your birthday is on Valentine’s Day!” Miri laughed.

“Damn it.” Nick hung his head in jest. He looked up and explained to Daira and Siymin, “On Earth—well, our part of Earth—that’s a holiday called Valentine’s Day where people celebrate love.”

“Oh, how sweet!” Daira said. “I certainly experienced much love on that day.”

Miri cackled when Nick buried his face and mumbled some unpleasant words. Her brother smiled good-heartedly and checked his watch, a sigh taking the temporary happiness away with it. “I have to go. Arker’s waiting for me and I can’t be late to another council meeting.”

Miri deflated, and the siblings exchanged almost-smiles, understanding that this was their situation, but also that they didn’t have to like it.

He took a few rushed bites of cake before setting his plate down and standing. Nick latched the saddlebag shut and said, “I’ll be back in six days, same place. Arker and I have to make our trips out look random.” The siblings reached to each other in a final loving hug, and then Nick backed away.

“I wish I could be there,” Miri said. “To see it all. To have your back.” She smiled grimly. “Six days?”

He nodded. “I wish you could be too. See you soon.”

Miri gave a brief wave, and her brother disappeared as quickly as he’d arrived.
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Nick jumped back to the woods just outside the city’s barrier. He stepped through a few yards of shrubbery before reaching the road, Arker waiting patiently with the horses.

“Are they well?” Arker asked.

“Yeah.” Nick nodded, patting Daybreak’s shoulder. “They’re doing okay, considering everything.”

“And you?”

He stopped, reins in hand, and raised a brow.

“Considering everything,” Arker continued. “Are you alright?”

“Fine,” Nick said, saddling up so he didn’t have to maintain eye contact. “We should get back. Baledin and your mom will kill me if I make us late.” He urged his horse forward, and Arker quickly followed.

Daybreak and the thundergray kicked up dust, racing toward the capitol side by side.

As they trotted down the city’s cobble streets, Nick felt the burn of watching eyes wherever he looked. Faces in shop windows turned toward him, seeming to linger and frown as they passed by.

He thought maybe it was just the expensive clothes and horse tack, or maybe people recognized them, but he couldn’t help the feeling that everyone compared him to his father. ‘Will he become a leader?’ ‘He can’t possibly live up to the king.’ ‘Will he ever try to take the throne, or will he become a chancellor?’ he imagined them wondering.

And Nick found himself wondering about some of the same things.

At the estate, they used a back gate and dropped their horses at the stable before heading to the main building.

“How long do we have?” Nick asked as the young men ascended the stairs together.

“Twenty minutes until the carriages arrive,” Arker replied.

They reached their rooms, changed and freshened up, and just as Nick exited his room to the shared study, a vile flavor scorched his throat and he had only a second to grab the nearest vessel—an ash bucket—before his stomach emptied itself.

“You need to see the doctor,” Arker said, noticing the figure at the open door. “Oh good, Delorily, if you wouldn’t mind.” He gestured to the bucket. “I’m taking him to see the doctor.”

“No,” Nick said, coughing up the last of his chocolate cake. “Don’t.” He spat out the remaining vomit and poured a glass of water from the pitcher on the table. His face contorted with another wave of nausea, but he managed to say, “We’ve got like five minutes. I’m good. Let’s go.”

“Really, Nick, you need to see him. This shouldn’t still be happening.”

“I’m not missing the council meeting because of your mothering. I feel fine.” He checked the clock and made for the door. “Let’s get going.” He turned to Delorily and said, “You can leave that, I’ll take care of it when I get back.”

She shook her head with a patient smile. “Our great king’s heir, cleaning up his own sick. Not while I’m on duty.”

“Thank you,” he said. Nick pushed down his shame and gave the best smile he could muster. He hurried down the stairs with Arker on his heels.

Just outside the grand front hall, they found Baledin and Elenora on the stoop. Standing beside them, Arker elbowed his cousin and Nick straightened his posture.

He took a quiet, full breath, looking out over the city aglow in morning sunlight.

Elenora said, “Lovely day, isn’t it? I trust your ride was refreshing?”

“Yes, Ildre-Elenora,” Nick said, using the respectful title for a person older—or more important—than himself.

“My boy,” Baledin said, “you’ll soon never have to utter that word again, once you’re a chancellor.”

Nick dipped his chin. No matter how he tried to look at it, he couldn’t picture himself as a chancellor. Sitting among them, talking about the country’s laws and policies and making choices that could affect so many people. I just wanna go home, he thought. Chancellorship first, home later. But that goal always felt just over the horizon.

The clip-clop of hooves saved him from any further conversation. The glossy black wood of the carriage matched the coats of the four stocky horses pulling it. Nick followed the others inside, remembering to clasp his hands and not cross his legs. So many stupid, useless rules.

As they traveled toward the high point of the city, the buildings and people whisked by outside. The ride felt too short, but they soon stopped and a footman opened the door.
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He’d seen it up close three times already, but the way the building hung out of the mountain still shocked him. Council Hall looked like someone had thrown the disk-shaped building right at Mendi Mountain and it stuck there, embedded in the rock. In reality, the stone was carved away to create the intricate structure that compared to no other. But no matter how grand it’s arched balconies, domed roof, and imposing pillars were, Nick thought it looked like somewhere joy went to die.

As they ascended the three flights of zigzagging steps across the face of Mendi Mountain, Nick stopped himself from staring straight up at the uncountable tons of stone over his head.

At the top, double doors flanked the greeting room. The wide open hall with a rounded ceiling and lavish rugs was a place for refreshments and socializing before the council meeting began.

Baledin leaned toward Nick and said in his ear, “Don’t follow Elenora and me around like a child at his mother’s knees. Go with Arker and mingle with the other young people. Introduce yourself to Chancellor Markitovsin’s daughter. Favor with her may earn you interest from her father.”

Nick ground his teeth but gave a respectful nod, separating from Baledin and Elenora to follow Arker.

A group of twenty-somethings were gathered around a grand but well-used fireplace. They chatted among themselves, clothing pristine and fingers gripping cider glasses.

“Arker, what a pleasure to see you!” said a shapely young woman with ruby-painted lips and a merry voice. “This must be your cousin I’ve been dying to meet.”

Arker smiled and said, “Juliayne, this is my cousin, Erinick. As I’m sure you’ve heard, he’s running for a chancellorship during the next election period. Erinick, this is Juliayne, she is, of course, the daughter of First Chancellor Markitovsin and intends to run in the next period as well.”

“The period after next, actually.” She clicked her tongue. “Father wishes for me to extend my education another year, and he’ll give my elder cousin his fifth seat this term. But I expect to take his place next year. You know my dear cousin—such a quiet young man. He isn’t exactly the right material for handling the stresses of a chancellorship.”

Her friends chuckled, but Nick suppressed an eye roll. Typical chancellor’s kid, he thought.

First seat chancellors could stay for a maximum of three, five year terms, and chose their own replacements once they retired. They were the forty highest-ranking officials in the country. Each one selected a committee of four sub-chancellors—a coveted position. These second, third, fourth, and fifth seat chancellors could be re-chosen yearly at the first’s discretion, though they usually kept their seconds—and often their thirds—for their entire term.

The duties of sub-chancellors ranged from fourths and fifths assisting firsts with paperwork to seconds and thirds judging legal issues. But their most important job was advising their first on every vote they cast.

“But in any case, it’s an absolute pleasure to meet you, Erinick.”

“And the same to you, Juliayne,” he said, stomach churning. The sickly sweet pleasantries were almost as nauseating as the montravrill potion still wreaking havoc on his system.

Juliayne rested her chin on her hand and said, “This must be so very... overwhelming. You must tell us, what is Terra like?” Her group of friends leaned in closer, their smiles and gleaming eyes void of any genuine emotion except hunger for the chance to place Nick on a rung of their social ladder.

“Well... it’s different,” Nick started, cringing at himself. “There’s no magic.” He swallowed hard. “But we have music, and art...” he trailed off, thankful for the waiter who appeared.

“Refreshments, anyone?” he asked, holding out a tray of bubbling amber drinks.

Nick almost sighed out of relief. “Yes, thank you.” He eagerly took a glass and sipped while the waiter served a few others in the group and then left.

“It seems my cousin is still finding Olexia overwhelming,” Arker said with an enthusiastic smile, clapping Nick on the shoulder. “Perhaps you could tell us about your recent trip to the Eskutis Islands, Juliayne.”

“Oh yes, did you get to see any volcanic eruptions?” one of Juliayne’s friends asked.

“Unfortunately not, but we visited the hot springs, and actually I have quite the embarrassing story about my brother that I’ve been dying to tell. Now, it started on the third day of our trip. We were waiting in line at mid-day and it was positively boiling out...”

Across the hall, something flashed in the corner of Nick’s eye, something light and swaying, and he tuned out the next part of Juliayne’s story to look closer. Whoever it was disappeared into the crowd and, try as he might, Nick couldn’t see them anymore.

Cold splashed his chest and Nick startled, his attention snapping back to the present.

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry,” the waiter from before said, snatching a rag from his pocket and dabbing off Nick’s vest. “Someone bumped me from behind when I was focused elsewhere,” he continued, thin mustache twitching.

Nick took the rag and said through a sigh, “Don’t worry about it.” He dabbed off what he could. His dark clothes concealed most of the stain, so he turned back to the group, listening to Juliayne’s story.

“... and that’s where the poor horse stayed! It didn’t come out for the rest of our time there, and my brother felt terrible about the whole thing, but it really wasn’t his fault at all.” They laughed and Nick joined in, hoping none of them noticed his mishap. But their sideways glances told him they had.

A clanging bell rang through the hall and saved Nick from any further embarrassment.

The chancellors and spectators separated, lining up at two sets of doors across the room. Two lines formed and Nick, Arker, Elenora, and Baledin stood together before the spectator’s doors, while the chancellors streamed through the other set.

Those deemed of high importance in the country could sit in on council meetings to observe. How these choices were made was a guarded secret, but once invited, a spectator could come and go as they pleased from council meetings for a full year.

Nick shuffled up the stairs behind his group, emerging at the top ring of the circular auditorium.

Below was the council floor of polished tiles surrounded by the two hundred council seats. The top rows of benches had space for more than double the amount of spectators, and it was mostly full every time Nick had attended so far.

Sitting between Arker and Elenora, everyone’s voices were a long, irritating rumble in his head. He looked up, trying to avoid eye contact with those who cast him curious glances. The mural on the ceiling caught his attention. He let his eyes follow the turns and curves of the floral ornaments, not recognizing the violet, almost neon flowers with petals rimmed in black. Does the paint somehow create an illusion, or are the flowers moving from a spell? he wondered, shifting his gaze to the rest of the picture.

The mural depicted a group of people staring up at a monstrous stone creature. It gruesomely ripped into an unspecified chunk of flesh, glaring with glowing eyes at the people below.

Arker leaned toward Nick, pulling his attention away. “Do you recall who the bald man in the green cloak is?”

“First Chancellor... Tarrik?”

“First Chancellor Torren.”

Nick silently cursed at himself and took out his black, leather-bound notebook, flipping to a clean page and scratching the name with his pencil.

“He’s also the leader of the guild. He was a supporter of your parents and would be a powerful ally, but he was one of the first to support the Council after the dethroning, so we’re not sure what his views of you may be.”

When he’d summarized the information in his messy handwriting, he looked up. “Right,” Nick sighed. “Anyone else I should keep an eye on?”

“Hm.” Arker scratched his nose in a more boyish manner than a noble one. “Well, sitting over there, with the blonde hair and maroon dress, is First Chancellor Usarti.”

The older middle aged woman sat in her chair like a puppet with tight strings, her back straight and hands carefully placed on the arms.

“I’d avoid her at every opportunity. She too was one of the original chancellors and hated the royal family.”

“Why?”

“Old grudges, port fees, who knows. She’s the head of the Usarti Shipping Company—it’s the largest in the country, and they mainly ship goods from Dasspal.” Nick flipped through his notebook, finding it listed as Dasspal - southern continent, tropical.

“Oh Gods,” Arker said, whipping back to face Nick. “She’s looking at us.” His already-fair skin became paper white.

“What? Who?” Nick scanned the room, trying to find the source of Arker’s sudden panic.

“Usarti’s daughter,” he said, slinking into his seat.

Nick raised his head to the spectator’s level, scanning the rows and rows of people. “Where?”

Arker lowered his voice. “Straight in front of us. Don’t make eye contact.”

“Why?”

“You met sirens when you were in the Octri Sea, didn’t you?”

“She’s a siren?” His eyes bulged.

“No, not literally, you fool. I mean she’s like a siren. She’ll draw you in with her beauty and charm, and then you’ll be too enwrapped to do anything about it. She leaves a wake of bachelors with every stride. And those are just the ones her family doesn’t scare off first. She’s their heir, and they protect her as if the city depends on it. Look.” He nodded toward her. “She has guards at all times and—stop making eye contact!” he hissed.

She sat directly across Council Hall, in the first row of spectators, and was in her late teens or early twenties. White-gold hair flowed over her shoulders, which were covered in a peach dress that made her golden skin glow.

“I think you’re being a little dramatic,” Nick said, looking back again. She chatted with one of her guards, then got up and disappeared down the stairs, but not before throwing Nick a quick glance.

“Nick?” Arker elbowed him in the ribs.

“What?” he breathed sharply, forgetting to for a moment.

Elenora leaned in and said, “Erinick, pay attention to the way these chancellors—” She stopped, noticing how the focus of his attention wasn’t on the meeting. She made an ungraceful, irritated noise. “Concentrate, boy.”

“Sorry.” Nick cleared his throat, adjusting in his seat.

Another bell rang, and the chatter dimmed. Standing in the center of the circular floor was the council mediator. His white robes didn’t quite touch the floor and they matched his thin hair. “Welcome to the first council meeting of the week,” he said. “Second Chancellor Tratori will begin today, speaking on the topic of incoming and outgoing port fees. Chancellor, you have the floor.”

Tratori took the floor and began a long speech about taxes and ships and pros and cons. Nick listened and scratched in his notebook occasionally, but Tratori had given almost the same speech the week prior, and had a tendency to repeat himself.

All the first chancellors sat in the front row, so it was easy for Nick to watch them as Tratori spoke. He leaned to his cousin’s ear and asked, “Is First Chancellor Usarti just bored, or does she not like what Tratori is proposing?”

Arker shifted in his seat and sat up straighter—he always found it easier to use his magic that way. He subtly tuned in to his ability, allowing himself to see the emotions of those around him. It was a careful effort to focus on just one person in such a busy space, with so many people crowded around, but he’d spent years training. Arker watched Usarti, and a shadow of resentment resonated from her. “Certainly the latter,” he whispered. Pushing his ability down was like shutting a too-full wardrobe that popped back open whenever it pleased. He latched that wardrobe door and sank back into his seat.

Nick thought Tratori would’ve gone on forever, had the mediator not rung the bell.

The chancellors and spectators clapped when Tratori was done, and the next chancellor took the floor doing much of the same thing. After two more hours, they broke for an intermission.

Nick stretched as he rose from his seat and followed the others back to the greeting room, Baledin just behind him. They reached the wide open room and the instructor stopped both Arker and Nick, pulling them aside. “Do you notice how these chancellors interact with one another?” He motioned toward two older chancellors who chortled while a third, younger chancellor between them turned red.

Nick squinted, trying to recall his aunt’s lessons. He knew one was First Chancellor Tomer, but only suspected the other was Second Chancellor Avice, though names were blurring together.

Baledin continued, “This is what frightens me, Erinick. Without Head Chancellor Garran to lead them, I worry they’ll soon descend into petty debates and let old animosities come between their choices. Not all of them are this way.” He covertly motioned to another group of chancellors chatting normally. “But there are plenty who’d be happy to continue following him because it brings them status. This is why we need you. We have a chance to shift things—restore the balance.”

Nick’s gaze again fell on the red-faced chancellor, and he lowered his head. But could he even make a difference? The only advantage he had was his name. Could that really be enough?

“Keep that in mind,” he said, patting their backs as he left for the bar.

Nick pinched the bridge of his nose and let out a heavy breath. “Is there anyone else we have to talk to?”

“Well,” Arker replied, “it wouldn’t hurt to try speaking with Chancellor—Oh Gods, she’s coming this way.”

As he said that, a swash of peach fabric caught Nick’s attention from the corner of his eye. As Chancellor Usarti’s daughter moved through the room, people parted for her—and the four guards behind her. She didn’t command attention with an imposing presence or sharp expression, like her mother. But something about the way she moved hypnotized Nick.

A throat cleared, and suddenly she was right in front of them.

“Arker,” she said, voice like honey. “How are you this fine afternoon?”

He looked ready to leap from his boots, but Nick’s cousin smiled and said, “Very well, thank you, Ildre-Cressida.”

“Oh, please,” she said, waving slightly, “I’m certainly not Ildre to either of you, and I quite hate the notion, really. Now, this must be your dear cousin.” Cressida turned her sea-green eyes on Nick, and that was enough to shake him from his trance.

“Indeed it is. Ild—uh... Cressida, meet Prince Erinick V.”

He shrugged and said, “I go by Nick.” It was only a moment after he stuck out his right hand that Nick froze, realizing his mistake.

Before he could react, Cressida exclaimed, “Oh, is this a Terra custom?” She copied the movement with an enthusiastic grin.

Nick laughed awkwardly and tried to cut off the red embarrassment creeping up his face. “Yeah,” he said, clearing his throat. “Like this.” He gently shook her hand, and his palm tingled with an unexpected zing, like static electricity.

“How interesting,” she said, eyes gleaming. “I should like to learn more about Terra. I’m having a few friends over for lunch the afternoon after next. If you’d like to come, you’re both welcome to attend.”

“That sounds delightful,” Arker said. “We’ll bring a recipe from Terra.”

“Marvelous.” She beamed. “It was wonderful to meet you, Nick.”

“And you, Cressida,” Nick said, bowing his head slightly.

She turned to leave, dress flaring out and guards following.

Arker’s face was flushed. “Did that just happen? Did Cressida Usarti just invite us to lunch?”

“Hell yeah she did buddy.” Nick clapped him on the shoulder, brows raised high.

Then his cousin’s face fell, and the stark white of fear replaced his flush. “And her mother isn’t happy about it.” He spun and walked in the opposite direction.

Nick scoured the bustling hall.

Against the right edge stood First Chancellor Usarti, whispering in the ear of one of her personal guards. She made eye contact with Nick, and her expression turned apathetic.

He gave a polite nod and turned away, catching up with Arker and trying to ignore the chill creeping up his spine. “She doesn’t seem particularly warm-hearted, does she?”

“A heart of ice would at least be a heart.”

Nick snickered and they returned to their seats.

Soon the rest of the chancellors and spectators returned, and as the council meeting started up again, Nick felt like someone was watching him.

He raised his eyes and found sea-green ones staring back. A smile crept onto one cheek, and he looked away.

Only to find another set watching him intently, the same color but focused like those of a disturbed viper.

Nick pretended not to notice the chancellor’s intense attention from below.

He sat awkwardly through the rest of the council meeting, trying to take notes and not to look at Cressida. Her amusement grew with each stolen glance, the small upturn of her lips turning into a silent laugh by the end of council.

“What, have your shoes told a witty joke?” Arker asked.

Nick’s head snapped up from watching his feet walk down the stairs toward the greeting hall.

“Why else would a man smile at his boots?” the blond continued. “Could it be, possibly, the attention of an enchanting young woman?”

Nick shook his head, not trying to wipe the grin from his face and said, “Dude, shut up.” They reached the bottom of the stairs and made for the exit.

Before they could reach it, however, Nick’s chest tightened and he stumbled.

“Whoa there,” Arker said, catching his arm. “I know council meetings can be arduous, but perhaps you should cut back on the cider.”

Nick remained silent, gritting his teeth and trying to regain his balance. Arker kept talking, but Nick barely heard him. For a moment, it took him back to the night they visited the Lake of Stars as spots popped into his sight.

He stumbled again, this time failing to keep his legs beneath him, and the world flashed from black and silent to light and chaos. Arker said his name, the sound muffled and quiet even though he was shouting. People rushed around them. Everything faded in and out before his skin burned like fire.

Then it all stopped.
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Miri turned away from where Nick stood moments ago. “So”—she clapped, her wrist throbbing in protest. While trying not to wince, she said to Siymin and Daira, “Now what?” Picking up her plate, she found the cake suddenly unappetizing and plunked the rest of her slice back into the box. 

Daira cast a long glance at her daughter. “If your brother asks about what took place, I won’t lie to him, you know.”

“He’s got enough to worry about,” Miri said.

“You’re trying to hide your reckless behavior from him.”

“I’m trying to hide anything that will stress him out.”

“Secrets are like wounds, Mirianna. They heal poorly if you ignore them.”

Miri nudged the ground with her boot, remaining silent and looking up at her mother through her lashes.

Daira sighed lightly. “What is that look for?”

Miri shook her head. “Maybe you should take your own advice.”

“What do you mean?”

“Every time I ask about when you sent us away, you dodge the question or change the subject.” Daira flinched at just the mention of it. “I understand it’s hard for you to talk about, but don’t Nick and I deserve to know?”

Her mother’s voice was soft but resolute. “I’m sure my sister has already given your brother many details.”

“Then fill me in.”

Mother and daughter were silent, their eyes locked in a game of willpower. They’d had this conversation before, and Miri never won.

Siymin cleared his throat lightly. “I’m going to see my family,” he said.

Miri broke first, whipping her head toward him. “What?”

“My family. I need to see if they’re alright.”

And I hadn’t even thought of his family, Miri thought. “You’re right,” she said. “We should check on them. Let them know you’re okay.”

Siymin jabbered, as if he’d been rehearsing it, “It’s not a dangerous journey, really. I should go alone, and you can stay here, out of sight.”

“No, Siy.” Miri shook her head, moving to his side and touching his shoulder. “We should stick together. And your family would never sell us out.”

Daira let out a long, quiet breath, tactfully interrupting them. “We”—she gestured between Miri and herself—“are not going anywhere.”

Miri bit back the bitter reply reeling to jump from her lips and said instead, “If it wasn’t for them, my magic would’ve burned me up days after Nick and I came to Olexia, and none of us would be here right now.”

Her mother paused, her expression sad and infinitely tired. “I see. And I suppose nothing I can say will stop you, then. How far is it?” she asked, fixing her eyes on Siymin.

“About half a day’s journey on horseback from here,” he said, looking toward the sky. “We can make it before dark.” Siymin drew his map from his supplies and unrolled it before him on the ground, the women crowding around his shoulders to study it. Miri loved how the enchanted drawings came to life, the paper’s slight pinkish glow behind them sending the grass blades billowing and ocean waves swelling.

“My family farms just outside Aldean.” He pointed it out on the map.

“Alright then,” Daira said with a slight sigh, shaking out her hands as if to fling the tension away. “Let’s decamp.”

They were quick to pack up all their supplies and head out of the clearing. The horses were slow as they navigated the woods, and Jaten hopped between branches beside them. Daira turned in her saddle, casting a thin, rolling wave of magic behind them to cover their tracks.

The more she got to know her mother, the more Miri wondered what her past was like to teach her such tricks. She wondered again what their life together could’ve been, had Daira never sent her and Nick to Earth. Would she have taught Miri these skills?

She imagined herself as a little girl, being instructed in magic by her mother, and part of her wished that had been her life.

These thoughts circulated in her mind as they traveled north for Aldean, all three keeping their eyes and ears open to any rogue strangers that might cross their path.
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Just past mid-day, they stopped for a rest, watering the horses at a creek and sitting in the shade.

Miri thought the chocolate birthday cake would taste like heaven after weeks of eating stale bread and canned beans, but it was ashy on her tongue, the celebration dampened without her brother.

Daira pushed to make good time on their journey, so it was a short break, but they all felt the itch to get far, far away from Falcmor.

Miri’s mind wandered back to the short-lived conversation with Nick. She looked at her mother, sitting atop Storm between her and Siymin. She stared forward, her expression hard. “Please tell me.”

Daira met her gaze, and her shoulders sank. “Mirianna—”

“ ‘It’s complicated.’ I know.” Her voice dropped. “But I need to know.”

“Alright.”

Miri blinked, surprised.

Siymin leaned forward in Scout’s saddle, waking Jaten in his lap as he prepared to speed up. “I’ll just—”

“Stay,” Miri said.

His brows drew. “Are you sure?”

She nodded. “You deserve to hear it, too. I want you to.”

He sank back, not sure where to look and settling his gaze on the horizon. Jaten happily lowered his head again, his position strewn across the front of Siymin’s saddle unbothered by the movement.

“Erinick and I were happy together, once.” Daira too gazed at the road ahead. “We met before he ever became king, and we fell madly in love. We had a wonderful life together. Garran and Zekta were some of our dearest friends. They had a beautiful little girl named Kanry. They were young to be wed with a child, but they were happy, and we all adored her.

“Erinick and I had a tumultuous love. We were both too headstrong for each other, I think. That became evident before we even married, but we still thought we were in love.

“Your brother was just a newborn when my husband became king. His mother had passed when he was young, and when his father died, suddenly we were barely grown and governing a kingdom on our own. But we had Garran and Zekta on our staff, along with his father’s staff. It was difficult, and we were husband and wife by title only. But our country needed us. So did our son.

“Things were dire—or so I thought. Garran and Zekta’s girl became ill, and they were driven to madness trying to save her. But there was nothing to be done—she had a degenerative condition to which there is no cure.

“When she died, they left their positions, and each other. Zekta became... volatile. And they couldn’t even stand to be in the same city. So she left, and we heard nothing from her for a long time.

“Garran remained in the city with us, trying to figure out a new life. He was disconnected from the world. He was different—colder. But still my friend. Then Zekta returned, and she was poison to him. She had shattered and pieced herself back up, but it was rage that held her together. Seeing her shook him from his stupor, and when he awoke, he saw what was happening to the country.”

Daira paused, drinking from her water pocket. Miri thought she saw moisture in her eyes, but Daira cleared her throat and continued.

“Erinick and I were on terrible terms by then. It wasn’t right, the way we treated each other. But we were under so much stress. He wasn’t ready to be king. I don’t know if he ever should have been. He didn’t want my opinions, and I had no power over his choices. We ruled as equals, but as the heir, he had the final say in all matters. It was a terrible combination of his grief, and the pressure of ruling a country on the brink of destruction that led him to make such poor choices.

“There was a blight that we couldn’t destroy. It started small, but soon it became a crisis, and we had a choice to make. Llihsedi is a country on the continent south of Haiada. They offered us the cure for this blight. But in exchange, they wanted us to dissolve our treaty with the sirens. The treaty said we wouldn’t harm the sirens so long as they remained out of designated waters. This pushed them to encroach on Llihsedi’s territory. The leaders of Llihsedi refused anything but complete termination.

“So Erinick thought he had no other choice. He accepted their terms, and I had to tell the sirens that the deal was off. The farms were saved, but fishing became dangerous again, and thus many suffered.

“When Zekta had returned... I realized how different she was. And I had this strange feeling that she was out for my blood. It was because you were with me, Mirianna. A mother can sometimes have a shadow of her unborn child’s ability, near the end of the pregnancy. Though I couldn’t be sure you’d have espy, I suspected. My mother had espy, and she passed a clairvoyant ability to me as well.

“She was a wonderful woman, your grandmother. You remind me of her.”

“What was she like?” Miri had tried to keep quiet, but the question escaped her lips anyway.

Daira smiled reminiscently. “She was strong in every sense—headstrong, heart-strong, full of conviction, and fearsome with her magic. But you mostly get your looks from your grandfather. Especially the hair.”

Miri ran her fingers through the tangled ends of her dark curls, trying to picture what he might’ve looked like. She had more questions, but held them in, waiting for her mother to continue.

She took another sip of water before doing so, her tone somber again. “There was something twisted about Zekta when she returned, and our country was in chaos. I knew that if I had to send my son and baby away, I would send them somewhere she couldn’t reach. I had hope that things would improve, but I needed to know there was a contingency in place.

“With the help of a few friends, I sent you to Terra. And in the time that took, you were born, and the country nearly collapsed.

“Garran and Zekta had grown in influence. They were trying to revolutionize, and many followed them. Even though my husband had been a terrible leader, many people saw him as a blotch on an otherwise functioning system. Many also simply feared change.

“We were fighting for control over the country, and we were well matched in numbers. But we began to lose, and Erinick was injured. So we hid the mirror, in hopes you’d find it one day and be able to use it against them, should they cause any harm to this country.”

“Why not just send the whole thing with us?” Miri asked.

“Traveling to other realms is complex, as you can imagine. Terra is rather... I suppose you’d say ‘far away’ or ‘disconnected’ from Olexia, though that doesn’t exactly explain it. It’s difficult to create a stable portal from here to Terra, and to do so there are some difficult limitations. The amount of power traveling through a portal cannot exceed the power of what created it. The mirror is incredibly powerful, so we could not send it whole. We hid the pieces so no one could use it to trap you.

“Erinick died trying to hide the final piece. I knew then that we’d lose. So I sent you away.

“I have been hunted, thwarted assassination attempts, and killed many. But that was the hardest thing I’ll ever do.”

She grew quiet, and Miri looked away, switching the reins to her other hand and shifting in the saddle. These were the details she’d asked for. She hadn’t realized how deep this story went, and it stirred more questions in her mind.

“With you safe and the death toll on both sides rising,” Daira continued, “I surrendered. Unfortunately, those who fought against the Council didn’t fight under my order. They fought for their desired system, and I had no sway in convincing them to surrender. They would accept nothing but victory or total defeat.

“So I called Garran to battle. The only way to stop the loyalists was total defeat. I hoped my death would be enough for them to drop their swords. He understood this.” She cleared her throat again, looking down. “But, instead of killing me, he only made it look that way. And then they locked me away.”

And left you to rot for fifteen years, Miri finished in her mind. She’d expected a grim story, but the way her mother spoke of Garran and Zekta... They were friends. ‘Dear friends’ according to her. How could they betray her like that?

The bubbling hatred in her gut reignited.
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When Siymin’s home finally appeared behind the distant grass, the suns were sinking toward the horizon.

Surrounded by fields of plowed rows, the house was a square of whitewashed stone walls sitting half underground. The above ground portion had long, skinny windows across it to let in the light, and a wooden staircase led down to the front door.

“Siymin!” a girl’s voice roared. Caramel locks billowing behind her, Siymin’s sister, who was younger by a year, bounded toward them on the dirt road.

Siymin jumped from the saddle and made up the distance in moments, crashing into an embrace. He pulled away and laughed. “Don’t cry, you’ll turn me into a mess.”

Elex laughed too, shoving him and saying, “Mother’s been worried sick, you kakaneko.” She grabbed Scout’s reins and smiled up at Miri and Daira. “Go in and rest, I’ll see your horses to the pasture.”

They dismounted and thanked the girl, handing over their horses. Miri and Siymin started up the path, but stopped when Daira’s footsteps didn’t sound behind them. “You coming?” Miri asked.

“Oh, I don’t think they’d want me—”

“Please, come in,” Siymin said. “They’ll be ecstatic to meet you.”

Daira took a heavy, steadying breath and followed. As they came out of the grass, a handful of young children stopped playing and ran toward them, hanging off Siymin’s legs and babbling about what he’d missed. He smiled and promised to tell stories later, realizing how much he missed the chattering of his nieces and nephews.

As soon as he opened the door, a chair scraped and clattered to the ground. Siymin’s mother rushed between the two long dining tables and through the spacious kitchen, tears running down her cheeks as she took her son’s face between her hands. “Where in hell have you been?” Although her words were harsh, her tone wobbled. She held him firmly, skin flushed and eyes dripping.

“I’ve been everywhere, Mother. Absolutely everywhere. You’ll never believe the stories I have,” he laughed, sniffling a bit. He stepped back once and said, “You remember Miri, but I’m sure you’d like to meet—”

Her voice lowered when she said, “Queen Daira, of the Octri Sea. Born with the ocean’s grace, the tide’s strength, and the heart of infinite hurricanes. I knew it!” she laughed. “I knew you lived on, and I knew this dear girl was your daughter the moment I first saw—” She stopped and hastily bowed at the waist. “My deepest apologies, Your Highness. It is an honor. I hope I have not offended you with my flippant tongue.”

Daira smiled with a faint blush on her cheeks, and Miri wondered how long it had been since anyone respected her mother that way. “Please,” Daira said, “it is I who should pay you respect, Mrs...?”

“Keltin O’Tryka,” she supplied.

Daira bowed back, and Keltin’s eyes went wide. “Ildre-Keltin, the honor is mine. Miri has told me you sensed the unbalance in her magic and sent her to Gidatuko. Without you, my daughter wouldn’t be standing here today, and for that, I am forever in your debt.”

Keltin turned beet-red and she fiddled with her apron, saying, “Oh, I did nothing special.” Her head perked up. “What a rude host I am. You all must be tired and hungry. I’ll fix you something to eat. Please, relax.” She motioned toward the dining area.

They sat wearily around the table, and Miri’s heart panged as she noticed the empty seat where her brother should’ve been.

Keltin brought them herb cheese, bread, and bowls of steaming soup. She then suggested to her gaggle of grandchildren that Jaten needed a good meal too, and they left long enough for the travelers to eat.

Elex poured herbal tea with honey for the table. “Siymin,” she said, “you must tell us everything that’s happened. We’ve been sitting here worrying ourselves mad about you, only to learn you’ve been out on some grand adventure.” She tisked with a hint of a smile.

“Well,” Siymin began with a heavy sigh, taking a steaming mug of tea. “I suppose I’ll start when we first met Nick and Miri...” He then recounted his adventures with the siblings so far, including the good and bad, but avoiding the personal secrets of Miri and her family.

“So it’s true, then? Heriotza has taken Tuko into her arms?” his sister asked, naming the God of Passing.

Siymin nodded, gulping back the knot in his throat. “We buried him in his favorite place among the trees.”

“Oh, my dear boy.” Keltin stood from her seat and wrapped her arms around her son’s shoulders. “I’m so sorry you’ve had to endure such tragedies. At least you’re home now, and safe from all that pain.”

“I suppose so,” he said with a small voice. “Where is everyone?” he asked, looking around and missing the bustle and noise that usually filled his home.

“They’ve gone to help Eldry and Corrin with their harvest,” Elex said. “Mother and I stayed to care for the animals, and those wild little things.” She nodded in the direction her nephews and nieces had gone.

He chuckled. “Strange as it may be, I’ve missed the silly chaos.”

They talked, laughed, and ate until sunlight gave way to darkness. When they were all far past groggy, they finally turned in and stumbled down to the underground bedrooms lit by soft lamps.
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In the late afternoon of the next day, they sat around one of the large dining tables snacking on fresh txiro.

Earlier that morning, they’d risen late, and Miri had helped Siymin and Elex care for the horses, paying close attention as they ran through grooming tools and the names for different pieces of tack.

They took much-needed baths and helped Keltin around the house, mostly keeping her grandchildren occupied so she and Elex could do what they wished in peace.

Miri discarded a scrap of the red and white-speckled rind, popping half the soft, mildly sweet flesh into her mouth. Her mind tingled with a spark of her intuition. A moment later, a muffled noise came from outside. She slid from her chair, creeping toward the door. “What is that?” she whispered. She pressed her ear to the wood, and all remained silent for a moment before the sound came again, this time louder. Miri’s pulse quickened as a familiar whoosh sounded outside. “LaKaio,” she hissed over her shoulder.

Siymin’s mother gasped, waving Elex to her side and murmuring, “See that the children make it to the basement tunnel. Tell them to go to the cider house and stay silent.”

“But, Mother—”

Keltin’s eyes were fierce as she ushered her daughter downstairs. “Go on now, quietly and quickly.” She shut the door behind Elex and centered her Idol. “They’re looking for you?”

“I feared this would happen,” Daira said, sighing.

Keltin nodded sharply and summoned a handful of flame, motioning for them to get away from the entrance. She concealed the spell with her body, but as she reached for the handle, the door shook in its frame. Keltin backed away and the flame in her palm flared.

A shadow crossed the window above. She stood beside Daira, both mothers in front of their children.

Another thump and they summoned spells, too.

“It only takes a few minutes for the little ones to get out. After that, if we can’t scare them off, we can run,” Keltin said, taking up a wide stance. The door rattled again.

“What are they doing?” Siymin strained to listen. “If they wanted in, they’d have blasted it down by now.”

“They’re baiting us,” Daira said. “The doorway creates a choke point. It’s easier to catch animals in their dens than the open forest.”

It shuddered again, and Miri rolled her eyes. “This is taking too long,” she said and stepped forward, elbowing past her mother.

Before Siymin could finish saying, “Miri, don’t!” she was done.

She flicked her hand and a flash of light sent the wood flexing and cracking, coming off the hinges and crashing to a pile of planks at their feet.

A blur of silver and green sped by outside, and all was silent again.

“What are you kakanekos waiting for?” Miri called. There was no response. She shrugged and summoned a ball of energy, blasting it through the doorway and out into the road. 

“Miri,” Daira growled in warning. “What are you doing?”

Miri strode outside, trotting up the steps with magic glowing in both hands.

Daira ran after her daughter, reaching desperately to reel her in, but she was too slow.

At the top of the stairs, Miri whipped her hands up, summoning a shield before the LaKaio’s magical grenade could hit her. The metal cube bounced off it and exploded, the concussion thumping against her shield and sending dirt into the air.

Another whoosh sounded as three LaKaio approached from the grasses, riding their signature silver hovering boards.

The black emblems on their green uniforms proved who they worked for. Miri felt a sliver of pity for Garran’s lackeys. Being born Fangra, they had no magic, and to some, Garran and Zekta’s promise of power was too sweet to resist.

Miri looked each of them in the eye and threw her head back in a laugh, dropping her shield. “You want some of this?” She motioned for them to move closer. “Come get it.”

Daira stood beside her daughter and summoned a shield around them both. “Miri, stop this.”

Miri stepped outside the shield.

The LaKaio moved, throwing their exploding cubes with ferocity.

She flicked her wrist, not bothering to shield herself as she pushed them back, cubes flinging into the field behind and showering the LaKaio in soil. Miri stuck out her bottom lip. “Don’t you have any better toys for me to play with?”

“Quit chattering, Korren,” the center LaKaio said.

Her head turned at the familiar sound of the female LaKaio’s voice. “You’re the one from the beach,” she said, walking toward her. “What was your name? Akia, right?”

The LaKaio’s eyes narrowed, but she said nothing. The other two stood on hairpin triggers, cubes in hand and watching, waiting for a signal from their leader.

Miri took another step. “So tell me, Akia, why would you disobey your boss by attacking us?” Her mind flashed back to their last battle with Garran. Nick had used the mirror on him, forcing Garran to call his LaKaio off and command them to leave the siblings and their companions alone.

“Our leader walks free again,” Akia said, her tone steady. “And he wishes to see you.”

“Yeah, see, that’s not gonna work for me. What is going to work is you telling me where he is.” Akia’s fingers twitched to her belt, but Miri said, “Do you really want to try that? I’ll bet Garran’s told you what I can do.”

“I have other tricks,” Akia said, hand going slack, “but they’re not much use when you’re wanted alive.”

“Oh, really? How nice of him,” Miri said, backing up a step and filling her hands with fire once again. “You can tell him I won’t extend the same courtesy.” Magic flickered in her palms and Miri smiled, but she lost the expression when it went out. She balked and stepped back, eyes moving to her empty hands.

Her attention barely shifted away, but that was enough.

Daira waved up a shield between Miri and the LaKaio just in time to catch the first cube, then seized her daughter and encapsulated them both. A spell whizzed by them, glowing as it missed its target and soared away. An onslaught of spells followed, and the LaKaio hurried to duck and evade. Siymin, Keltin, and Elex rushed toward them, magic in hand and firing shot after shot at the LaKaio.

“Miri, help them,” Daira said, half-dragging her daughter away while keeping the shield up around them both.

“I—” Miri stopped, centering her Idol again and trying to summon another spell. Her magic centered, but it didn’t cooperate, refusing to hold itself together. As soon as she tried to weave the raw power into some kind of shape, it fell back into shreds. She tugged at her power, cubes smacking into her mother’s shield. “Come on,” she muttered. “What’s wrong with you?”

Closing her eyes and taking a deep breath, Miri tried centering her Idol again. She finally got one handful of magic and flung it through the shield toward Akia.

The LaKaio barely dodged it, swaying atop her hovering board. She whistled a single, sharp tone, and her companions leaned back hard to reverse their boards, and they retreated down the dirt road.

They watched until the LaKaio’s shapes faded into the distance. Keltin pulled her son and daughter into her sides and shifted in front of them—an awkward movement, as Siymin stood more than a hand above her. “I must ask that you leave,” she said with a gulp. “Tonight. You’ve put my family in danger, and I can’t allow you to stay.”

“Mother, please,” Siymin said, pulling from her grip. “It’s my fault, not theirs. I had good faith that we’d lost the LaKaio’s attention. I thought... I thought the potential exposure outweighed the need to know you all were safe.”

Keltin smiled and reached to him. “It’s not your fault, my boy. You’re home now, and everything will be back to normal soon, then you’ll forget this whole mess.”

Siymin let her hand dangle in the air. “It won’t just go away,” he said. “My friends need me.”

Her face fell. “You can’t be serious? Siymin, they are not your responsibility. Your family is your responsibility, and we need you here, safe.”

His brows drew together. “I’ve followed compassion, as you’ve always taught us. And besides, it’s not only their trouble anymore. The people after them know me, too. If I stay, it could endanger you all further.”

“You belong here, home. We’ll figure something out.”

Elex made a sort of grunting sigh from behind her. “Oh, let him go,” she said. “You know he’s right. And he’s only ever dreamed of following a different path.”

“Elex, this discussion is not yours to interrupt.” Keltin cradled her forehead for a moment before saying, “Go and fetch the little ones.” She gave a sour look to Miri and Daira, but nodded for them to come along inside.

After Siymin’s sister disappeared into the basement, Keltin went to each small window and cast spells, the glass darkening with shimmering shields. As she finished one wall, small footsteps rumbled up the stairs and Elex reappeared with the children.

“Is everyone alright?” Keltin asked, bending to their level and grasping each of their chins to look them over. Their eyes flicked in every direction, as if expecting magic to fly again at any moment.

“They’re fine,” Elex said tightly.

“Good.” Keltin ignored her daughter’s attitude. To the children she said, “You all get yourselves to bed now. I’d better find you asleep when I come down there.” They turned on their heels and headed downstairs.

Keltin returned to her window spells and said, “Oh, that’s just lovely,” crossing her arms at a cracked pane above. “I need to finish here,” she said to the guests. “Elex and Siymin will help you with your horses and see you off.”

“Mother, please—”

“No, Siymin.” She pivoted, pinning him with a glare. “Your father and I have allowed you to gallivant around, exploring and thinking about life for long enough. It’s time to come home.”

His voice fell, heartbeat faltering. “I can’t do that.”

“You may be on the verge of adulthood, but you’re still my child and I’ll do what’s best for you.”

Daira tapped Miri’s shoulder and motioned for her to step away.

“We’ll be outside,” Miri murmured, casting a glance at Siymin before following her mother.

The air was cool and calm, with suns descending behind sporadic wisps of clouds and bugs chirping in the tall grasses all around.

“We’ll wait for them to discuss,” Daira said, noting the way her daughter’s hands wrung, eyes trained on the house. “But we should go back to the clearing. Maybe then we can figure out a way to warn your brother of Garran’s escape.”

“Yeah,” Miri agreed, voice far off.

“Are you alright?” She stepped nearer, studying the lines forming on Miri’s forehead.

“Yeah, fine.” Miri folded her fingers into fists, resisting the urge to chew her nails.

Daira pressed closer. “Your magic seemed to... stutter.”

Miri turned away, shrugging. “I’m just out of practice, I guess.”

“Miri,” Daira said, backing up but reaching for her hand. “Something is clearly wrong. I can only speculate, but whatever it is, whether it’s of body or heart, you can tell me. It hurts me to see you this way.”

“I—” Miri took a deep breath. “Garran’s coming for us. You know him. What will he do? Is he going to stop chasing us? Will he use minimal force?” She shook her head. “We won’t be free until one of us is dead. It’s either him, or us.”

Daira touched her head and sighed. “We won’t be free until your brother is a chancellor and can sway the Council to acquit us. Until that day comes, we will be wanted. But you’re right in guessing that Garran isn’t the type to give up. If he is back, we may need to take action.”

A hinge squeaked and Miri and Daira turned. Siymin came toward them with a tight expression, Jaten hopping along at his side.

Miri swallowed hard. “Hey.”

He shoved his hands into his pockets, looking at her mournfully from behind his glasses.

She tried not to let her face fall, but it was in vain. “It’s okay,” she rushed to say, smiling even though disappointment weighed on her.

He cracked a half-smile. “Is that your espy, or am I simple to read like a children’s tale?”

She closed a step between them, trying to keep her voice casual. “Your family needs you. We can handle ourselves, right?” She looked over her shoulder at Daira, who gave an encouraging nod.

He said, “It doesn’t feel right. But leaving when the LaKaio might return doesn’t feel right, either.” Siymin’s calm mask broke, his words speeding up as he tried to explain. “At this point, there’s no convincing her to let you stay. I want to go—I desperately want to, but—”

Miri stopped him by touching his elbow. “It’s okay,” she said in a hush. “Family obligations. I understand that.”

“I’m sorry,” he breathed, rubbing his face.

“Don’t be.”

They exchanged sad smiles, each silently trying to reassure the other.

Reluctantly, they prepared the horses. Miri tried convincing him to keep one, but he refused.

When they were done, Miri and Siymin stood a pace apart, staring at each other for a long moment and stalling the inevitable. She broke first, crushing him in a fierce hug. Her heart thumped when he squeezed back and lingered, murmuring in her ear, “I have faith this is only a temporary farewell, Miri bird.”

They pulled apart slightly, and she replied, “I hope you’re right.”

The house door squealed. Their fingers brushed one another’s as they broke their embrace.

“Siymin?” Elex came out, and Miri and Siymin stepped apart. She looked between them for a moment before meeting her brother’s eyes. “Go,” she said softly.

His throat bobbed. “I can’t. The LaKaio—”

“Father and the others are due home by sunset.” She looked at the sky and smiled. “We’ll be alright until then.” Her brother made to say something else, but she continued, “You know you won’t get another chance to leave. If those LaKaio are watching, maybe they’ll follow you.” Half her mouth turned up in a wry smile. “And if not, well, my magic practically counts for two people, so I can handle a few LaKaio riff-raff.”

“Elex—”

“I’ll tell Mother that you’re working in the barn and want to be alone. She’s busy fussing over the little ones, but she won’t be for long.”

“Elex—”

“Siymin, I’m your junior by a year, not an oblivious little sister. You’ll never be happy here, and I can’t just watch you—”

He cut her off by hugging her quickly and saying, “Thank you.”

Elex returned it, grinning. “We all love you, Siy. Now go on, get out of here.” She shooed him off, and he took to Scout’s saddle. Jaten scaled his leg and settled down in front of him.

“Write home occasionally, would you?” his sister said.

“As soon as I can, I will,” he promised.

“You watch yourself now, aright?” she said, turning serious.

“Of course. And the same to you.”

They smiled knowingly at one another, and she waved as they turned to leave. They walked back up the narrow path, and he looked back, finding her still watching. He waved once more before they continued on their way.
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Nick’s nose burned at the bitter scent of a cleaning product. He peeled his eyes open, finding a dark window in front of his infirmary bed. Sheets rustled and he squinted at the hazy figure beside him.

Kayta lounged in her infirmary bed beside his, engrossed in a leather-bound book. He cleared his throat and found it dry, reaching for a pitcher of water beside him.

Her eyes snapped up at the movement. “You’re awake,” she said, setting down her book. She took a small ceramic bell from the bedside table and shook it.

Nick wondered if this was another oddity of Olexia, or if his hearing was going, because the bell didn’t make any sound.

“You alright?” she asked as he poured a glass of water, drinking deeply and gesturing that he was almost finished. A belch left his mouth as he put the empty glass back. He swung his legs over the bed’s edge and Kayta said, “I wouldn’t.”

He tried to stand anyway and regretted it the moment his bare feet touched the chilly, freshly mopped floor. A pulse rushed to his head, and he gripped the mattress. Darkness pulsed, and sleep almost took him under. His limbs were heavy and weak.

The scratchy white shirt—which he didn’t remember putting on—rubbed against something stuck to his rib cage. He lifted the edge of the tunic and touched the bandage covering much of his abdomen. Confusion mingled with his still-foggy thoughts as he tried to connect his lack of pain with the bandage’s presence. The skin there was tight, but he couldn’t sense much beyond that.

“You should sit, kakaneko, before you fall and crack your head.”

Nick’s face made something resembling a grin, and he returned to bed, pushing on his aching temples. “What happened?”

“Clearly, someone doesn’t like you.” Kayta picked up her book again, flipping to a marked page.

Memories of the council meeting flashed. Arker calling his name, people rushing around. “Well, if they were trying to kill me, they didn’t do a very good job,” he mumbled, looking himself over. “What is that thing?” he nodded to the silent bell.

“It calls the doctor. They only work for short distances though. Something about shields and interference.” She shrugged.

“How long?” he asked, noting the darkness outside.

“Only about six hours,” she said. “They treated your injury at Council Hall but couldn’t wake you, so they brought you here.”

Steps echoed, and Arker, the doctor, and Elenora joined them. “Oh, thank the Gods,” Elenora said, going to her nephew’s side.

In his dazed state, Nick momentarily saw Miri in his aunt’s place. He shook his jarred mind, and Elenora reappeared. “What happened?” he asked again.

The doctor held a wood ring to his forehead while Elenora asked, “At some point yesterday, someone spilled a liquid on you, yes?”

Nick blinked, the details still blurry. “Yeah, a waiter.” The dots connected, and he glanced to his bandage. “What was it?”

“It was a poison, triggered from afar by a spell. They poured it on you, left the area, and set it off. Don’t you worry,” she said, taking in his expression. “First Chancellor Torren has already found the person responsible.”

“The guild leader?”

“Correct.” Elenora nodded. “He interrogated many suspects before the waiter who quickly confessed and... well, I shall spare you the details and say that he died of his own will, with a method similar to how he attacked you.”

“All his organs turned to liquid,” Kayta said. Elenora gave a stern look, but the Fangra teenager shrugged. “I heard you say so earlier. Did he fail, or was he only trying to scare him?”

The doctor removed a tool from Nick’s ear, lips pursed in thought. “It’s difficult to say, I’m afraid. I did my second instructional year of medicine studying under a doctor specializing in poison treatments. He didn’t see many uses of these types of poisons. To be set off from afar, they require a concentration of belortuga, and that’s only found in the tropical regions. Whoever this was has heavy pockets, certainly. In any case,” he continued, looking in Nick’s other ear. “Your burns are not severe, but expect discomfort for a few days at least, and you must limit activities and exercise during that time, too.”

“I feel fine now.” Nick shrugged.

A knowing grin spread over the doctor’s face. “That’s because of the numbing salve. You’ll not be getting such a strong one once it wears off.”

“Why?”

“If you weren’t in pain from your injury, you’d be off sparring and riding and Gods know what else. But if it hurts, you’ll be less likely to do it.”

“Fair enough,” Nick said with a tired laugh.

“Torren wants to speak with you tonight,” Elenora said. “As long as you’re feeling well enough.”

Nick rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, sure.”

“Do you have any other symptoms?” the doctor asked, taking up his clipboard and pencil.

“I’ve got a killer headache.”

“Nausea? Vomiting? Dizziness? Tingling? Vision impairment? Ear ringing?”

“None.”

“Liar.”

“What?”

“Your cousin tells me you’re still getting sick from the montravrill potion. I told you to keep me updated with your condition.” He removed his glasses, eyes sharpening on the young man. “I’m worried about the long-term effects that it may have on you. With the most recent events”—he gestured to the bandages—“this could pose a serious threat to your health.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. That’s never something you want to hear your doctor say, but it’s true. A potion like that, made by an amateur... I think you’re lucky. So don’t test your luck.” He put down the clipboard and patted Nick on the shoulder, leaving with Elenora and Arker.

“So, we’re roomies for the night?” Nick said.

“Unfortunately,” Kayta replied. “I’ll try not to smother you in your sleep when your snoring wakes me.”

Nick snorted and rolled back into bed. “What’re you reading?” he asked as Kayta curled into the comfort of her blankets and book.

“The Gidoea—The Great Script.”

“What’s it about?”

“It tells stories to teach lessons. I just finished The Loss of the Ships. It’s about a fleet searching for a castaway said to be the savior of their land, but it’s really a bakaro.”

“A what?”

“A...” Her brows knit together as she tried to figure out a different explanation. “A creature—a spirit of sorts—that comes from the unknown, through cracks between the worlds, and enters the body of a living person. It makes them commit awful acts and, in the end, kills them. At first, it’s a whisper urging them to do bad things. But it grows stronger each time they obey. Eventually, it takes complete control.”

A rush jolted up his spine at the idea. “Yikes. And those are real?”

“Rare, but real,” she said, adding, “supposedly. No one knows for sure.”

He frowned. “What’s the lesson about?”

“That you should follow the truth of your conscience before the word of others.” She considered a moment, then said, “Also, ‘don’t follow bad impulses.’ ”

“So what happens?”

“The bakaro invites them onto its island, and soon the ship’s captain realizes what it is, and that he’s infected with one too. He gives his life to protect his crew. He dies, and Hallon, God of Light, revives him for his bravery and selflessness.”

The door swung open, and Arker stepped inside the infirmary. “Incoming,” he said, motioning vaguely at Nick. “Chancellor Torren.” He waved at the door, breathless from rushing ahead to warn his cousin.

Nick rolled out of bed, the burns on his chest already stinging as he moved. He tugged the blanket into place, sitting atop it and brushing his hair into what he hoped was a more presentable state. He’d learned quickly that appearance mattered to those in the city, and improper grooming was a fast way to lose respect.

Nick straightened the loose tunic on his shoulders and footsteps approached. The doorway filled first with his aunt, then a large man, both tall and wide, in gray robes. His skin was fair, his head bald. The only sign of Torren’s age were the sparse white eyebrows hovering above his muddy blue eyes.

He came one step closer than Nick was comfortable being to a stranger, saying in a deep voice, “I hoped we would meet under better circumstances.” He offered the customary greeting, eye contact never breaking as he raised a palm to his cheek and swiped it forward, holding his hand up before dropping it. “I am First Chancellor Torren. It is excellent to see the heir of our forgotten throne integrating himself into our new system as a candidate.”

Nick bowed his head and offered the same greeting to the man. “Thank you. It’s an honor, First Chancellor Torren. And please, call me Nick.” He shifted his voice into the respectful, proper tone that Elenora and Arker had taught him.

Torren’s eyes shone. “You don’t prefer your father’s name?”

He shook his head, resisting the urge to look away first. “I wasn’t raised with it. I feel like it’s not really mine.” And it’s a reminder to everyone who hated him that he’s my father.

“But it’s your right. That you were born a king’s son makes you ‘Prince Erinick.’ No one can argue against that, nor can they strip you of it.”

Nick nodded, not sure how to respond. “What can I do for you, Chancellor?”

“Ah, a direct man.” He smiled, emanating a sort of power and status Nick found intimidating. “I came to ask you about the events during and after council last night.” He glanced at the others. “Shall we speak in private?”

“No,” Nick said. “They can stay, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course. Did you notice anyone acting strange? Anyone who looked out of place?”

“No one besides myself.” Nick smirked.

Torren laughed and took a seat in the doctor’s chair beside his bed. “Can you describe the waiter you interacted with?” Torren took out a notepad and flipped to a new page, pencil waiting.

Nick noted the waiter’s basic features and recounted everything he could remember.

“That matches with the man who confessed.” Torren said, snapping the notepad shut. “Unfortunately, we have little in the way of clues. My second and I suspect this was part of a grander plan. In my experience, someone who confesses and offs themselves is rarely the one who concocted the scheme. It’s likely that the waiter was a puppet in a grander operation, so at this point in time we must be wary of any coming events.

“As a candidate, you’re entitled to protection by the Council. So, in the interest of not only the Council but also my conscience that I recommend you take additional security of guild soldiers until we can uncover more.”

Behind Torren, Arker’s eyes went wide. He shook his head, silently begging him to turn the offer down.

“That’s very generous of you,” Nick said slowly, wondering why Arker was so adamant but trusting him. “So generous that I can’t accept.”

“Are you certain?” Torren raised a pale eyebrow.

Nick nodded, and the chancellor shrugged. “It’s your choice. As long as you understand that whoever has planned this could target you again.”

Nick bit his tongue and glanced to his cousin, who nodded positively this time. “Thank you, but I’m sure. I appreciate your support and protection.”

“Wonderful.” Torren stood. “I’ll let you rest, but if you recall any more details, don’t hesitate to send a note to my office at Council Hall.”

“Thank you again, Chancellor. Have a good evening.”

“And you, Nick.”

With that, Torren left, and Nick waited until they couldn’t hear his steps anymore to say, “What was that about? Wouldn’t some security be good?”

“With the secrets you’re trying to hide,” Arker said, “having guild soldiers at your heels would be dangerous. At least this has allowed us one good thing. Torren seems to like you, so if you aren’t selected as a first seat chancellor, you might consider applying to work under him.”

Nick sighed, exhaustion dragging him into a slouch. “They really have no idea who’s out to get me?”

“I wouldn’t say that. There are a dozen chancellors I can think of who could be capable—who would want to do worse—not to mention any citizens.”

Nick sank farther back into his pillows. “I could figure it out damn quick if I could use the mirror.” He wouldn’t mention that it could kill him, especially if he used it with another montravrill potion. Doctor Natiem said it must have been pure luck or will of the Gods that Siymin’s potion didn’t kill him, let alone that it worked at all.

Nick thought his ancestor Queen Carra must have been highly powerful to not only use but to create the mirror that allowed those of her bloodline to control other people’s actions.

“Even if you could,” Arker said, “that wouldn’t gain you any favor with the chancellors, or the people.”

“He’s right,” Kayta said. She smirked at him. “You’ll just have to win them over with your charm. Arker tells me you’ve caught the eye of a chancellor’s daughter, so that’s a start.”

“I didn’t tell you that.” Arker squinted in confusion.

“Not directly.” She shrugged. “I have talented hearing, though.”

He dipped his chin with admission. “Well, you’re right, anyway. Cressida Usarti is about to ensnare him. He won’t know it until it’s too late.”

“He is weak-minded like that. You should have seen him when we met a siren,” she snickered. “He was pining like a schoolboy.”

“Will you two shut up?” Nick laughed, throwing his head back.
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“You have a visitor, Erinick,” Elenora said, hands clasped as she stood in the doorway of his and Arker’s lounge.

The space between Nick’s eyes creased as he lifted them from the book that couldn’t hold his attention. “Who?” He sat up.

After a night in the infirmary, the doctor had released Nick, ordering him to rest and avoid exertion. He’d walked the gardens twice, practiced his combat spells to little success, and ended up in the lounge flipping through dense tomes recommended by Elenora for his education.

His aunt’s lips parted to answer, but she stepped aside when the visitor said, “It’s only me.” Cressida swept into the room. “Good afternoon, gentlemen.” With her white-gold hair pinned up, all attention went to her cream dress with gold accents that shimmered in the afternoon light as she moved. She cradled a basket in one arm, its contents hidden by a cloth.

Arker’s chair scraped as he stood and hurried to bow his head. “Good afternoon, Ild—uh... Cressida. To what do we owe your company?”

She smiled wryly at Nick and said, “Considering recent events, I thought a friendly visit was in order. And I wanted to deliver this care package personally.” She pulled the cloth from the basket to reveal a bottle of cider, a carved wooden box, and two parcels of food. “I figured you could use a little fun.” Her eyes gleamed with a hint of mischief, and Nick grinned.

They invited Kayta to join them, and once she was escorted upstairs, they unpacked the basket, pouring themselves tall glasses of cider. The parcels had sugar coated cookies and salty pretzels, which they started eating while arranging the game.

It had several sets of glass pieces shaped like various animals, and a large game board with winding trails and obstacles along the paths.

“I haven’t played Crossings in years,” Arker said. “This is a charming set.” He admired the intricate detail of his kopi piece.

“Thank you.” Cressida cleared her throat. “My father gave it to me when I was little. It’s always been a favorite of mine.”

They organized the board and told Nick the basics, letting him keep the card that explained each piece’s function. Everyone had an identical set of animals—a different color for each player—and dice decided the number of spaces on each turn. The goal was to get across the board while avoiding the other players’ pieces, using the unique powers of each animal against the others to slow them down.

Nick sipped his cider as he watched Cressida make the first move, her pigeon sliding forward and pushing Arker’s lion into a pit of mud for three turns. She asked, “How are you finding council, Nick?”

He shrugged, watching Kayta move her horse figure. “It’s a lot, but I think I’m getting the hang of it. Almost filled out my second notebook, though.”

She nodded in understanding. “My first few months had my head spinning as well. But things have been different these last few weeks. With Head Chancellor Garran missing, the meetings tend to... meander, sometimes?”

Arker clapped as he stunned Kayta’s horse with the confusion power of his kopi and moved closer to the end. Kayta snorted with irritation and brought her cat two spots into the battle.

“No kidding,” he scoffed. “It’s definitely been an adjustment.”

“What do you miss about Terra?”

He thought, My sister, my home, normal life without magic and daily life-or-death. But Nick held back his desire to voice those complaints. “Lots of things, I guess,” he said, shifting his bear piece forward one spot, still unsure of the game’s rules. “Friends and family, my regular, boring life. But you know, circumstances change.”

“They certainly do,” she said, moving her pigeon down the board and incapacitating Arker’s horse. “When I was a girl, I thought I’d live a quiet life, being the youngest child of a chancellor, and a shipping company owner. But when my father and older brother passed, I was suddenly the one who all my family’s hopes fell on.” She idly swirled her glass, eyes cast into it.

“I’m sorry,” Nick said. And he didn’t just mean for her losses. He understood all too well about being thrown into a life you didn’t expect.

She waved him off and said, “It was long ago. I’m glad I had them for the time I did. Besides, if it hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have my darling younger brother—Mother and my step-father’s little surprise,” she smiled. “Change can bring good things, too.”

“Well said,” Arker added. “A toast.” He raised his glass, and the others followed. “To new friends, and those we’ve lost on the journey to them.” They drank down the last of their first glasses and poured seconds.

They continued sipping their drinks and moving pieces around the board, the game funnier and their laughs louder as their bellies filled with cider and silly games and good company lifted hearts.

Nick moved his horse and sent Kayta’s pigeon into a pit of snakes. “Hey!” she said, a smile cracking her face. “How dare you harm the pigeon of your hero?”

“ ‘Hero’ my ass,” Nick chuckled. “We both know you did it for the glory.”

“And some recognition I got.” She shook her head in mock distaste.

“What do you want, a medal?”

“Maybe!” They laughed, and then someone knocked at the door.

“Come in!” Nick called.

Elenora entered, heels clicking as she rushed toward them. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I must speak with Arker and Erinick about an urgent matter. I’ve arranged a carriage for you outside,” she told Cressida.

The young woman nodded deeply. “Of course. We’ll have to pick up the game another time.” She swiftly packed the pieces and bid them a good day before heading out.

“What is it?” Nick asked, the cider warmth in his cheeks draining at the panic in his aunt’s eyes. Please don’t be Miri, he thought.

She drew an envelope from her pocket and handed it to her nephew. “This just arrived.”

Erinick was scrawled across the front in a messy splotch of ink. Nick pulled out the single piece of paper inside and read it once, his brows knitting together.

“What does it say?” Arker asked, leaning closer.

He gulped, looking up at them before reading it aloud. “ ‘Renounce your candidacy or lose your life, and the accelerator girl.’ ” No matter how many times he reread it, Nick couldn’t believe it. “Someone has Tella.”
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Crystal glasses upon the table rattled when Baledin slid his chair back. “It’s clear what we must do,” he said. “Stepping down from candidacy is, for now, the smartest choice.”

The war room was tucked away in the center of the estate. Nick imagined his ancestors standing at the large round table, a map spread before a king while he and his men considered their next moves.

“Let’s not jump to a decision,” Oksario said, his gray beard moving as he spoke. He was of the Rongrite race, their long-lived nature making him an ideal adviser, as he’d been for both Nick’s father and grandfather. The wavy pattern down his neck and slight point to his aging ears reminded Nick of Tuko, though that’s where the similarities ended. Where Tuko had been patient if strict in his magic tutoring of youngsters, Oksario was a blunt and calculating ex guild soldier. “We must consider every option before we decide.”

“It’s a shame we have no espy gifted to help us,” Alaria said. She was of middle age and strong build, also an ex guild soldier, with a scar running past her right eye to her chin. “We could have this solved in minutes.” She glanced longingly at the clock, which read after midnight.

Nick rubbed his aching eyes. “I can’t just quit. You’ve all worked your asses off, and you were right in thinking they’d want to bring the king’s son into their system. Someone on the Council nominated me as a candidate, but a first seat chancellorship is still a long way off. And I’m not about to let some bully like Garran push me around.” He opened his mouth to say more, to reveal what gnawed at him so fiercely that spitting it out would feel like expelling water from his lungs. But his mission was bigger than himself. Miri, he thought, and with that the burning desire to free himself from lies disappeared. He sighed quietly, shifting in his seat.

He wasn’t built to be a leader—he didn’t want to be a leader. But if becoming a first seat chancellor was the best chance at getting Miri acquitted, he’d chase it until his feet bled. Anything to make sure she was safe, and they were free to search for a way home.

“It’s not him.” Elenora shook her head. “Garran doesn’t play games. He is... calculated. And he would never harm a child.”

Nick couldn’t help snorting. “Really? Because from what I’ve seen of Head Chancellor Garran, he would do something exactly like this.”

Alaria leaned against the table’s edge. “Your decision doesn’t change based on who is behind this. If you don’t do what they ask, can you live with this child’s blood being spilled in your name?”

“I disagree with Elenora,” Baledin said, lips pursing in thought. “Garran has changed since he formed the Council. He grew distant, careless—erratic, even. With what he’s lost, a man could easily become a monster.”

Something about how Alaria’s eyes shone when she looked at Nick made him reel inwardly. This woman could rip his guts out before he knew what happened. “You killed his wife,” she said. “He won’t just walk away from that.”

“I didn’t—” Nick stopped, almost saying that it had been Miri who’d killed her, but he shook his head instead. “It doesn’t matter. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was behind this, but I’m not completely convinced, either.” He waved the ransom note. “If this was Garran, and if it was about Zekta, he’d just kill me. Wouldn’t he?”

Elenora’s lips set in a thin line, and she didn’t have to consider the idea. “Garran has allies and resources all throughout this city,” she said. “If he wanted you, his methods would be more...”

“Deadly,” Nick finished the sentence with a grim nod.

“Sophisticated, I was going to say,” she replied, her voice as soft as her smile. She reached for Nick’s shoulder and squeezed, giving a pat that was more awkward than assuring before removing her hand.

The gentle gesture reminded Nick of his mother, his mind painting a picture of Daira’s face. He tried to focus on the image, but before he could grasp the vague but growing feelings in his chest, Baledin’s low voice broke the silence.

“I agree. We don’t call him ‘King of the Council’ for nothing,” Baledin said. “A king of his own making, only disguised as a chancellor.”

“There you have it.” Nick flicked the note with panache. “Someone else thinks I’m a threat. They think people will rally behind me, I’ll tear down everything they’ve built, take away their power—whatever. The Council itself wants to indoctrinate me and make a big show to anyone left who’s loyal to the old ways. Garran would know that, wouldn’t he? He led them for fifteen years.”

Arker said, “Head Chancellor Garran is an intelligent man, and he’s had the Council in his hands since he founded it. He couldn’t see you as a threat. No offense,” his cousin added.

“So maybe it’s not Garran. But then who? The chancellors know they hold the power. As far as I understand it, the few loyalists left stay quiet because they’re afraid of speaking against the Council, and there aren’t enough out there to win, right?”

Baledin nodded in confirmation.

“So why bother scaring me away?”

“Maybe they have information we don’t,” Oksario supplied. “Is it possible that they suspect a rebellion and want to snuff any spark before it can ignite?”

Nick shook his head. “But I’m not doing anything like that. I don’t wanna cause any trouble. I’m playing a quiet game here.”

“But you clearly desire to become a chancellor.” Alaria said. “Yet, you’ve not told us why.”

He hesitated and looked at Baledin. They were going to ask at some point, he thought. Even though his instructor trusted Alaria and Oksario, Nick kept Miri’s presence in Olexia a secret from them all. If one wrong person learned about his sister, the siblings would lose any chance of a free life. He only hoped now that he was a good liar. “I want to follow in my father’s footsteps. I may never be a king, but I can honor him by taking a chancellorship.”

Alaria ran her tongue over her teeth. “And you’re happy with the arrangement? Forfeiting your crown to become one in a sea of voices?”

“Of course.” Nick swallowed.

“Yet you have no desire to change things? To remove Garran from his place as head chancellor and allow the Council to run as it should?”

Nick blinked. “What?”

He looked to his aunt, who confirmed this with a reluctant nod. She said, “There are those among us who hoped you would reappear one day and take your throne.” She met his eyes. “But after the rebellion in those early days of the Council, that dream is little more than water on the horizon. We hope that once you’re a chancellor, we can maneuver and create alliances until we have power to remove the position of head chancellor entirely.”

Nick gnawed the inside of his lip in annoyance, but as the realization hit him, he suppressed a sudden urge to bite right through it. “That’s why you’re helping me.” He laughed bitterly. “And all along I thought you just wanted council seats of your own. I’m an idiot for believing that for a second.” A fire blazed to life in his chest and he stood, sliding his chair back.

“ ‘We’ll build a team together,’ you told me. ‘You’re a shoo-in for a first seat, and we’ll be your humble minor chancellors!’ ” He leaned forward with a sharp smile, the kind that only appears when one has been betrayed. “You wanna use me? Fine. But I’ll do the same. Let me make myself crystal clear. I am not your rebel leader. I am not your savior. And I am not your prince.” His voice was low and rough with his final statement. “I’ll be your puppet, give you your rush of power, overthrow whoever the hell you want. When it’s over, I’ll hand you the keys to the circus, and you’ll figure out how to send me home, back to Earth, where I don’t have to deal with any of this crazy shit. No strings.”

Oksario and Alaria looked at each other. His silent threat rang clear. Help me, or I’ll walk out and leave you on your own.

Nick turned, tugged the door open, and prayed to God they wouldn’t call his bluff. He needed them as much as they needed him.

Arker followed him out a moment later, and they walked down the ornate hallway in tense silence.

Once his pulse stopped thrumming in his ears, Nick stopped, leaning his back against a window. His cousin released a strained sigh and said, “That went well.”

Nick cleared his throat in embarrassment and said, “I’m sorry. I’m not... I don’t want this.” He turned and gestured vaguely to the ceiling. A static feeling crept up his spine, and Nick shuddered.

“That’s understandable,” Arker said. “My mother really wants the best for you, but you can understand her hatred for the Council, right? Her blindness toward them, for what Garran and Zekta did to her sister?”

Nick grunted in response. His aunt’s want for revenge was low on his priorities list. He hadn’t intended to react so fiercely, and a pool of guilt filled his chest.

“I can’t imagine being thrown into this world,” Arker continued. “You were given this life, but not raised to endure it.” He placed a hand on his cousin’s shoulder. “I’m sorry things have gone this way, but you can’t change the past. We can only carry on and choose better for the future.”

Nick knew Arker stuck by his side out of not only blood, but friendship, too. And he was learning that such genuine support was rare.

“Are you alright?” Arker tightened his grip as Nick’s skin paled.

Nick pushed on the base of his skull, trying to get rid of the strange prickling sensation. “Something’s wrong.”

“With what?”

‘Nick.’

He shuddered. “Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Arker asked, looking around.

Nick glanced up and down the corridor. Once, twice. They were alone. He shook his head, feeling like static was circling his brain. “I thought I heard—”

‘911,’ said another phantom of sound passing through his mind.

He cradled his head, the static peaking before vanishing entirely. He cursed, jumping up. “I need to go. Now.”

“What? Where?” Arker followed, struggling to keep at his side as Nick picked up speed into a jog.

“I think Miri’s in trouble.”

They forewent saddles, not having a second to spare. Nick jumped onto Daybreak and they galloped through the back gate, Arker and Winternight at their side. The burn on his belly zinged in complaint of the rough ride, but he kept going, struggling to remain upright without the usual tack.

They raced through the mercifully sparse avenues at that late hour, Nick’s ability sensing they were closing in on the barrier as they neared the city’s edge.

They passed the last row of buildings inside the city, the dense foliage of the woods absorbing them. Finally, they broke through the barrier, and Nick didn’t bother to leave Arker behind, using his ability to take them and their horses to the clearing.
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Miri yawned, admiring how the firelight flickered in Siymin’s hazel-green eyes. He clapped his book shut and clicked off the lantern, swatting at a bug buzzing his ear in the darkness. “It was worth a try,” he said consolingly.

She centered her Idol again. “Just a few more tries,” Miri said, trying to corral a bit of the magic inside her. She wasn’t sure how to do what she was trying to do, but she needed her magic to behave long enough to try.

“My dear,” Daira said carefully, crouching at her daughter’s side. “I know I said mind communication was your grandfather’s ability, but that doesn’t mean you have it as well.”

“I already have two abilities,” Miri said. “And that’s supposed to be impossible. My espy, and yours of passing thought by touch. So theoretically, why can’t I have three?”

Daira sighed, rising. “Just don’t wear yourself out too much, alright? We never know when we’ll need the energy to defend ourselves.”

She cleared her mind once more, centering her Idol again. She concentrated on how her intuition usually felt—like she tried to leave the window of her mind open for the universe to show her future events and truths. Miri cornered a morsel of her magic and caught it. Smiling, she swirled it around inside herself and molded it without thinking too hard. It sparked and dissipated, as if it’d been used up.

She gasped lightly. “I think I did something.”

Siymin raised a brow. “It worked?”

Miri shook her head. “I don’t know, but something happened.” She yawned again, leaning back and not caring that she was lying on rough ground. Sleep tried to drag her under and she submitted to it, watching Jaten curl up on Siymin’s lap.

Sometime later, the air shifted and her eyes snapped open, a rush of cold fear shooting through her as she jumped up. “It worked!” she said upon seeing her brother appear across the clearing.

“What’s wrong?” Nick asked, climbing down from his horse. “And how did you do that? What was that?” He rubbed the base of his skull, glad the static sensation was gone.

“I don’t know! I just thought maybe I could send you some kind of message. I tried for hours. Didn’t really know if it worked, but I used up a lot of energy trying to figure it out.”

“Nothing’s wrong? Everyone is okay?” He surveyed his sister, mother, and Siymin, all gathered around their small fire.

“We’re alright, but we have news,” Daira said.

A throat cleared behind Nick and he stepped aside to let Arker by. “Right, sorry. Miri, this is our cousin, Arker.”

He made to give the customary greeting, but Miri embraced him instead, saying, “Nice to meet you.”

“And you, Miri,” he laughed as they pulled apart. “You look just like our mothers.”

She nodded in agreement, saying, “This is Siymin, and as I’m sure you can guess, Daira.”

The former queen came forward and took her nephew’s hands. “I don’t suppose you remember me. I thought you’d outgrow that frosty hair of yours, but apparently not.”

“My mother did as well.” He smiled, glancing toward his locks.

“So what happened?” Nick asked.

Miri’s smile faded. She motioned for them to gather around the fire. Once they were all seated, she took a deep breath and watched Jaten as he sniffed around at the newcomers’ feet, rubbing against Arker’s boots. 

With a gulp, Miri told them. “He escaped.”

“How do you know?” Nick asked at once, the firelight casting shadows that matched his grim expression.

“LaKaio,” Miri said. “We went to check on Siymin’s family and they came looking for us.”

“Was anyone hurt?”

“No one,” Daira said. “And the LaKaio all fled. They claimed he commanded them to bring Mirianna back alive.”

Nick shifted, wishing he’d had time to reapply the salve before leaving. The skin under his bandage burned, no doubt aggravated by his frantic ride.

“What’s wrong?” Miri asked when her brother’s face contorted in pain.

“Had some fun of my own yesterday. I’m fine—” He raised his hand before Miri could jump to any conclusions. “But someone wants me to step down from the candidacy. And whoever it is claims they have Tella, and if I don’t, they’ll kill her. The advisers couldn’t agree on who it could be, but I think with this new information it’s safe to say this is him.”

“No,” Daira said. “Garran would do many things, but harming a child isn’t one of them.”

Nick scoffed. “We’re talking about the guy who hunted us, sent his LaKaio to kill us—imprisoned you, for God’s sake. Yeah, he seems like a real saint. He’ll do whatever it takes to get his way.”

“We can’t be certain these events are connected. The person threatening you could be Garran, but I say it’s unlikely.”

“I’m not so sure,” Miri said. “When we got back to Tuko’s house,” she danced around the rest of the statement—and found him dead, “Tella was gone, and then when we fought them, they were using her ability to strengthen their spells. Now he’s out, and coming for revenge.”

Arker’s brows came together, and he said to Nick, “Didn’t you say Garran fled after you battled him?”

Nick winced. “I might’ve told you a variation of the truth.”

His cousin took this in stride, and went on, “Well, if that’s the case, we have a problem. If this is him, which evidence strongly points toward, he’s planning something big, and it will put an end to our plans and cement his place atop the country.”

“We have to take Garran out.” Miri said, that bubbling magma stirring in her gut. “Now.”

Nick’s expression softened. “I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “And I’m not about to go through all this bull with the Council for you to get hurt while I’m playing court jester. You’re mad, I get that, but please, just... we need to lie low for a little longer. Then we can get revenge and go home.”

“If he’s planning something big, we have to move before he does.”

Daira chimed in with, “I’m inclined to agree with you, but with your magic acting this way, do you think you should go after anyone?”

“My magic is fine,” Miri said. “This is time sensitive.”

“Wait.” Nick shook his head. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing.”

“Something,” Daira insisted. “She can’t hold her spells, and I suspect her espy is acting up, too.”

“There’s nothing wrong with me!” Miri exclaimed. The embers of their fire erupted in a flash. She gasped at a buzzing behind her eyes, but didn’t have a moment to examine the feeling before the ground shook beneath her.

They all froze, eyes wide and connecting with each other’s as the seconds passed and the shaking lessened, then stopped. A light flurry of yellow leaves fell around them.

“Was that an earthquake?” Siymin asked, perplexed.

Nick blinked at his sister. “Did you do that?” he whispered, as if afraid his voice would bring it back.

Miri made to reply that she didn’t, but before she could, she collapsed. Pain slashed through her head and she wanted to grasp it, but her muscles disobeyed, spasming and sending waves of sharp ice up her limbs, freezing them in place.

Everyone rushed to her, trying to pin her down and hold her still, but Nick pushed them away. “Stop, stop, give her space,” he said. “It’ll be over soon.” He rolled Miri onto her side and waited, watching closely.

After moments that felt eternal, the strangling agony blazing throughout her body faded. Miri sucked in huge breaths of air, rolling herself upright. “Something’s happening,” she panted, one eye clutched shut in pain.

“Your episodes stopped once you got control of your magic,” Nick murmured. “What changed?”

Miri shook herself, trying to regain focus of the world around her, which was blurry. “That wasn’t... It wasn’t a regular episode. There was a vision, but I couldn’t see anything.” She took a few deep breaths to steady herself enough so she could speak. “Something just happened. Someone did something... wrong. Something that’s going to cause... pain. So much pain and death and destruction.”

“Who, my dear?” Daira smoothed Miri’s hair from her face.

“I don’t know.” She looked at her brother. “But you should go.”

“I can’t leave you like this.”

“I’m fine. They’ll think you’re involved if you’re not there to help.”

“You saw that?”

“No, I didn’t see anything. I just felt it. People, their emotions, thoughts.” She deflated. “I’m not sure.” A wave of pain zapped through her brain and eyes, and Miri cradled her head. She rocked her head back and forth, flashes of the catastrophic blind vision flickering in her mind. “You need to go.”

“Okay,” Nick breathed. “You promise you’re okay?” She nodded.

To his mother he said, “Now that Arker’s seen this place, you guys should move somewhere else, in case his brain is...” He gestured vaguely to his head. “Probed.”

Arker winced but added, “He’s right.”

“I have a place,” Daira said. “Here is an alternate meeting location.” She touched her son’s hand and sent the information to Nick’s mind.

“Got it. Call me if you need me, otherwise I’ll see you when we already said we’d meet.”

“I’m glad we finally met,” Arker said to Miri and Daira. “Hopefully next time it’s under better conditions.”

They agreed, and the two young men took their horses’ reins. Nick jumped them away, leaving them alone in the wild once more.
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“I’d prefer to leave immediately, but I’m sure we’re all much too tired for travel now,” Daira said, gazing up at the dark sky beyond the leaves.

“Where are we going?” Siymin asked.

“A place my family owns. My grandfather once used it as a hunting cabin. It’s been abandoned for many years, but father took Elenora and me to see it when we were young.”

Miri volunteered for first watch, drawing her new cloak around her shoulders. She leaned against an arku tree while Siymin clicked off the lantern, surrounding them in the expansive darkness of the rural woods.

Even though she was exhausted, Miri knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep. Jaten sat at her feet and curled up, also dozing off.

What is Nick doing out there? Did he make it back okay? she wondered. Miri tried to picture what his days were like in the city. Was he confined to studying in a library all day? Did his mind wander to thoughts of home?

All her anxiety came crashing back, and Miri wished again that she’d been born into a normal life. She could hardly imagine herself with that kind of life now, but she ached for it anyway. If she’d been born on Earth to average parents, things like clairvoyant dreams and magic portals would be plots of late-night movies. And when the film was over, she would only worry about school projects and family dinners.

Miri had once wished she’d never found Olexia in the first place, but watching her mother and Siymin sleep beside her, she couldn’t wish for oblivion to her true life. Even though it was untamed, this was her world, and she was determined to learn its twists and turns.

Her magic bubbled up, hot and angry, and she centered her Idol. Why are you acting like this? she asked it. There was no response.

The hours passed, and she plucked dry leaves and petals from the ground, rolling them, folding them, tearing them to tiny pieces while she wondered what might have been, had she just been born normal.

If only, if only, if only.

Miri stayed so deep in her thoughts that she didn’t notice the night pass. The gray light of predawn settled over their camp, and she roused her companions with gentle words.

“Why didn’t you wake me for second watch?” Siymin asked as he sat up from his bedroll. He folded back the blanket, chill morning air rushing over him.

“Wasn’t tired.” Miri shrugged, not looking at him. She rifled through their food stores and took out dried fruit and oats for their breakfast.

Siymin exchanged a glance with Daira, but said nothing more. She’d have time to rest at mid-day, at least. He whistled into the woods and waited for the horses to return. When they did, he and Daira packed up camp. The only sounds in the clearing came from the rustling of packing and Miri stirring oats over the rekindled fire.

They ate, used their water pockets to wash the dishes, and were off as the first sun peeled away from the horizon.

After riding for a few hours and stopping to water the horses at a creek, they moved along quickly before the afternoon caught up.

They hugged the woods and traveled in the shade when possible, taking the main road south, guided by Siymin’s map and Daira’s experience with the countryside. Jaten followed, hopping through the branches beside them or perching himself in one of their laps, nodding off on the journey.

After a long lull of quiet, Daira said, “I have fond memories of this trail.”

Miri turned to her mother, who rode beside her. “Yeah?”

“Mhm.” She nodded. “It was, oh... a long time ago now. My ship dropped me off at the southern coast of Hiada. They had a shipment down the coast and couldn’t take me to Goopra’s bay. I was supposed to follow the river north until I reached the road’s fork, and travel northeast for the city. It should have been an uneventful journey, but I ran into some... unsavory characters, we’ll say, and I had to make a quick getaway. In the commotion, I got turned around in the woods and lost my map. But what else would you expect from a sea-bred girl in a vast forest?”

“How did you find your way?” Siymin asked.

“Eventually I found a road and a passing farmer gave me directions, so I made it there just fine, albeit a few days late and hungry as a bear. I’m glad it happened, really. If I’d reached the city on time, I never would have met Erinick.”

“Why?” Miri asked.

“After I finished my business in the city, I met up with my ship. I brought paperwork that changed our destination, and it was on that voyage that we met.”

“So what happened?” Miri asked.

Daira patted her horse and smiled at her daughter. “My ship, the Sasontzi—well, at the time it was my father’s ship—was a cargo ship. We mostly went from the smaller cities on the southern coast to Goopra and back, but sometimes we crossed the treacherous waters of the Octri Archipelago. This was one such voyage. My father was captain and tried avoiding a particularly vicious storm by taking an alternate route through Gathrimmon’s Pass. Erinick—prince at the time—had gotten lost on a sailing trip around the islands and was being lured through the water by a siren, along with his friends. I was in the crow’s nest, and I spotted them trudging across a bank of sand.” She made a walking motion with two fingers through the air. “By the time we got there, they were almost underwater. I ripped Erinick out of the waves by his jacket, saving his life.”

“The sirens didn’t lure you and your crew in along with them?” Siymin asked.

“Oh, they almost did. As soon as I got Erinick to shore, the others were following into the sea. I’d heard the stories of sirens all my life—I know people who were taken by them—but I tried to use my magic anyway. I don’t know if it’s something within me given by the Gods, or just the strength of my will, but no siren has been able to ensnare me, and my magic works against them.”

“So does mine!” Miri said. “You don’t know why?”

Daira’s eyes widened. “When did you encounter the sirens? Was it when you found the piece of the mirror hidden in the cave?”

“Yeah,” Miri said. She told the story of how they’d found that piece of the mirror, and how Miri had saved Kayta, Siymin, and Nick from the siren.

“But they easily lured your brother?”

“Oh, for sure. He was the hardest one to break from her control.”

“Interesting,” Daira said thoughtfully. “I’m one of only a few people the sirens know who can resist them. When I was queen, I made deals with their clan leaders. Those were the first known instances of civil relations between them and, well, anyone. I wish we knew why you and I are different, but that’s for the Gods to know, I suppose.”

“I guess,” Miri said with a shrug.

Another bout of silence passed, and Miri’s thoughts ran through it wildly. Two abilities, she thought, three now. And I can resist sirens. Why? Do I get it all from her, or does this have something to do with my father? She only wished her mother would talk about him.

“I’ve been contemplating something,” Daira said after they slowed to a meandering pace. “What if we disappeared? Left this whole mess behind us and took alternative names in a place where no one knows us.”

Siymin muttered something about scouting ahead and hurried his horse to a trot, giving the mother and daughter a few dozen yards of privacy.

“Honestly,” Miri said through a sigh, “I’ve thought about it.” She steered Spirit alongside Storm, still not used to directing a horse. “When we were sleeping on the cold ground and eating the last of our food, waiting for Nick and worrying if he was okay. I thought about it. What if we went somewhere where ‘Queen Daira’ and ‘the Korren’ meant nothing? I guess we could find work and make a quiet living.” She shook her head, not sure how to put it. “But if we did that—if we ran away to the middle of nowhere, and spent the rest of our lives afraid of being found—Nick wouldn’t be happy. I don’t think any of us would.”

Daira nodded, considering. “Sending you and your brother to Terra was complicated. That’s why I sent you there—it’s practically impossible. It takes an inordinate amount of power, and an ingredient we can’t get.”

“The addresser?”

“No,” Daira said, eyes cast to her hands, which gripped the reins too tight. “Something much more precious than that.”

“That’s not my point,” Miri said. “I don’t want to go back. If I do, the episodes might start again. I can’t take that anymore.”

“You must tell him that.”

Miri sighed roughly. “Nick is working to become a chancellor so we can be free of the Council, and Garran and the LaKaio, and everyone who wants to hurt us. Whether I want to stay here or go somewhere else when it’s over won’t change what needs to be done.”

Daira turned, taking her eyes off the road ahead. “You’re brave, Mirianna. Before you were born, I dreamed of whisking you and Erinick away to live on the sea. My life froze when I was locked up.” She shook her head. “And I emerged to find my country unrecognizable. A Council instead of a kingdom, my children grown into adults, dear friends betraying me.” She gulped, speaking to the horizon. “I’m lost in my own world.”

Miri’s mouth twitched, and she said, “Seems like we all are.”

[image: image]

They hugged the Ibbi River’s main branch through most of their journey, and rested briefly for the afternoon, continuing southeast away from it after that.

The light of Olexia’s twin suns waned as they came up a forgotten path through dense woods, a mountain range rising in the distance.

Old trees in perfect rows obscured the building ahead, windows and brick hidden behind curtains of yellowing leaves. As they approached, Daira centered her Idol and cast a little spark of a spell. It flew from her hands and bumped into an invisible wall before them. The glittering light spread out in a dome that covered the entire house.

“It’s safe,” Daira said.

The tall grass whispered hush-hush as the horses moved through it toward the building. Rotted fence posts peeked out between the blades. They removed their supplies and stowed the horse’s tack in a lean-to before letting them loose in the pasture.

“I’d hardly classify this as a cabin,” Siymin muttered, looking up at the once-grand house.

“Yes, I suppose not. It’s more of a lodge, I think.”

Daira pulled overgrown vines from the door handle, hinges creaking as they entered the kitchen. Their shoes stirred up thick dust from the hardwood floors as they explored the main level. The house was decorated with dark wood, trim loaded with spider webs and wallpapers of deep blues and greens were faded where sunlight snuck through the shutters. The dining room still had its untouched table and chairs, the two lounges storing only a few half-eaten sofas, and the study bare save for a desk.

Upstairs were six bedrooms and three bathrooms, rotted mattresses making the air musty.

They made the east lounge their bedroom and unpacked as much as they dared. Miri slid open the window with a grunt, finding one of them swollen shut. She ripped away handfuls of stocky grass through it, using the blades to sweep the floor cleaner, brushing what she suspected were mouse droppings away from where they’d be sleeping and eating.

They found wood still stacked under the eaves behind the kitchen and used them in the fireplace, slowly scaring the chill from that room. Jaten plopped down beside the hearth and stretched his clawed paws out, just as tired as the others were.

Miri scooted her bedroll closer to the warmth and sat cross-legged, soaking up the comfortable heat. “How can we find him before he finds us?” she asked.

Daira paused her rummaging and said, “How do you mean?”

“I mean we have to go after him. So do you know how to track him down? Do you have any tricks?”

She squinted, then motioned around them. “We are in no position to seek revenge, Miri. Especially against someone like Garran.” Daira shook her head dismissively.

Siymin snapped his pack closed and stood, suddenly finding the need to check on the horses and be somewhere he couldn’t hear their conversation.

Once the thud of his footsteps faded, Miri said, “You know we won’t stand a chance if we wait until he makes a move. This is our opportunity to get him before he gets us. If we don’t strike now, we lose. Game over.”

Daira let her hair down and shook it out, massaging her temples. “We have no edge against him. Garran has the LaKaio, his own power, and many strong allies, I’m sure. All we have are the three of us.”

“Then what? We just wait here for Nick to fix things? We sit around and hope things get better?”

“Waiting to strike is a tactic in its own right.”

A gust of wind blew through the lounge and Miri stood, throwing the window shut and sitting down again. “Then when?”

“We have to be careful, Mirianna. We’ve no room for errors, and you’re letting the desire for revenge cloud your judgment.”

“He kidnapped Tella. He had Tuko murdered. He tried to kill us.” She pointed toward wherever Siymin had wandered off to.

“And Garran will pay for his crimes. But not like this. Washing your rage with blood will only stain it.”

“Are you...” Miri squinted at her mother. “Are you trying to protect him?”

She sighed. “It’s not that simple—”

“How can you feel anything for that monster? Give me one reason I shouldn’t kill him, just like he killed Tuko.”

Daira’s eyes were slits. Her voice broke as she said, “Because you’re not like him.”

Miri scoffed, and she trained her gaze on the flickering flames. “Are you sure about that?”

Daira paused. And that was enough for Miri to know. “How long have you known?”

“I didn’t,” Miri said. Her stomach plummeted. “Until you just confirmed it.”

Daira gulped. “And?” she asked, hardly above a whisper.

“And it changes nothing.” Miri met her mother’s eyes again, and she could’ve sworn they were ablaze. “I don’t care that Garran is my father. I’m going to make him pay for what he’s done.”
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The estate’s glowing windows were a beacon ahead. Nick and Arker urged their horses faster. They turned them over to the stable hand, who answered with only a shake of the head when asked what was happening. As they made for the main building, Nick realized how well his cousin had taken the jumping sickness, pushing through it without complaint as they raced for the city.

Shadows whisked across the walls as they entered the stately house, following the rising chorus of arguing voices.

The ballroom was the largest of the estate’s rooms by far, sitting at the end of a long hall, somewhat separate from the rest of the building.

The voices grew louder as Nick and Arker passed through the carved double doors. Dozens of people were trying to talk over one another at once. The cousins shared a concerned glance.

“It may very well be a natural occurrence,” a Fangra chancellor whose name Nick couldn’t remember said.

The room was chaos. Chairs were arranged in a makeshift council chamber, circles of them lining the marble floor. Nick wasn’t sure where to look. Almost every chancellor was present. Some sat and others stood, everyone talking and plenty arguing. He and Arker remained on the outer edge, clinging to the wall and shifting between herds of people. A hand tapped his shoulder, and he spun.

“I wondered if you’d be here,” Cressida said. “It’s madness, isn’t it?” She wore brown pants and a shirt in place of her usual gown, hair falling unbound over her shoulders. “I’ve never seen them this way.”

“Do you know what happened?” Nick asked, stepping closer to hear her over the din.

“No one does. Some think it was simply a quake, but others disagree. We rarely see them in this region, and when we do, they’re mild—barely detectable. In recorded history, there’s never been one this strong.”

“What’s the damage?”

“Almost nothing, thankfully.” She shook her head. “A few tumbles and bumps, but it wasn’t enough to collapse any structures.”

Arker leaned in, watching the chancellors wave their hands, trying to make a point. “So what are they arguing about?”

Cressida huffed a laugh. “Nothing. Everything. They can’t seem to find their left shoes, let alone organize enough to decide if they need to take action.”

Nick tucked that piece of information away. So, this is what Baledin’s been talking about, he thought. From what he’d seen so far, the Council functioned just fine without Garran. But when a real issue needed their attention, it became a different story entirely.

“And they’re here because...?” Nick surveyed the inner ring of chairs where the first chancellors sat.

“The epicenter was near Council Hall,” she said. “This is the nearest place large enough. It’s always been the backup location because of its security. Council Hall looks undamaged, but they haven’t finished evaluating it yet.” She leaned in farther, her chin almost touching Nick’s shoulder. “Until then, you’re stuck with this troop of screeching kopi, unfortunately.”

Nick snickered, and Cressida swept away, absorbed into the crowd of spectators just as Elenora came to stand between her son and nephew. Voice low, she asked, “And where have you two been?”

Arker gulped. “We were out riding when the quake happened. We returned as quickly as possible.”

“In the middle of the night?” Elenora pursed her lips. “If you boys are going into the city doing Gods know what, at least tell a better lie than that, for my sake.”

“Ask the stable hand!” Arker whispered, his neck reddening at the scold. There was nothing like the strict eye of a mother that could send grown children cowering.

Elenora raised a brow but turned back to watching the meeting.

“It is not a question of what is happening,” First Chancellor Usarti said, those around her quieting. “But what precautions we must take until we understand the risk of damage and injury, should this happen again.”

Four chancellors jumped in at once, and soon the arguments started up again.

Louder, Usarti asked, “Please, may we hear from the seismologists again?”

A wiry man in dark robes stood, cleared his throat, and read from a notebook. “At this time, we believe this was an isolated event and do not predict any following quakes.” The chancellor’s voices started to rise again, but he overpowered them. “However! However, this being such an anomalous event, we can’t say for certain.”

“I have a proposal,” Chancellor Markitovsin said, rising from his seat. His brown robes made his pale skin look sickly, and his narrow frame agreed with that impression.

First Chancellor, in his second term, Juliayne’s father. The information came to Nick’s mind like a flashcard he’d memorized for an exam.

Chancellor Markitovsin waited for a bit of quiet before saying, “If there is any chance this will happen again at a greater scale, we should shrink the jumping barrier for ease of evacuation, in case it becomes necessary.”

Some chatter started up again, but a younger chancellor’s voice stood out. “It should be removed completely.”

Nick found himself nodding in agreement. “He’s right,” he said. Nick froze, not sure why he’d opened his mouth at all.

First Chancellor Torren raised a hand and proclaimed, “Fifth Chancellor Wymund is reminded that his notions are to pass through his superiors.” He trained his pale blue eyes on Nick. “And candidates are reminded that tonight’s discussion is not open to them—observe without obstruction or you will be removed, both of you.”

Nick felt flames of embarrassment lap up his neck and he cringed, stepping back from Torren’s gaze.

“In any case,” Torren continued gruffly. “If this is the beginnings of an attack, lowering the barrier is exactly what the enemy would want. If anything, we should increase the barrier radius until we can be sure this isn’t an attempt on the city.”

Nick took another step back, holding his tongue. If they made the barrier larger, it’d take him even longer to get to Miri, should there be another emergency. He felt someone’s stare and turned, finding a man about his age with thick raven hair watching him. The man gave a tight-lipped nod before walking away, and Nick realized he must be Fifth Chancellor Wymund. He stowed that information away.

Arker remained silent at his other side, though his fidgeting was enough to tell Nick he’d taken a risk.

Elenora’s eyes were wide when he glanced back at her, but she didn’t move, probably fearing drawing more attention.

Nick wished he could disappear right into the floor.

A honied voice brushed past him. “Well, that was entertaining. I don’t think I’ve ever heard First Chancellor Torren so upset.”

Nick cleared his throat, not turning from the action as Cressida stopped at his side. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

“I disagree.”

He scoffed. “You think embarrassing myself is a good idea?”

“It shows you’re bold. That you’ll say what’s on your mind—I think many chancellors will see that as a positive trait when choosing a successor.”

He smirked, humming in consideration. “That’s one way to look at it.”

Cressida suppressed a laugh, though no one would’ve noticed, given the noise in the room. “Can I still expect you two tomorrow?”

“Absolutely,” Arker piped up, holding back a yawn and shaking his head, blond hair flipping to the side. “We’ll be there, yes, certainly.”

“Marvelous,” she said, still smiling as she walked away again. “See you then.”

Arker looked between his cousin and the girl as the crowd swallowed her. “Are you trying to die alone?”

Nick’s brow furrowed. “What?”

Arker smiled. “I suppose this isn’t a Terra custom, then? You needn’t be gekin gifted like me to know what she’s thinking. Coming and leaving like that means she wants you to follow her.”

“Where?” He scanned the space, seeing the young woman’s guards a few steps behind her across the room.

“No, the where doesn’t matter, it’s about showing your interest. If you’re interested, you’re supposed to follow.”

“Interested? Oh—” He stopped, considering. “Should I?”

Arker shrugged. “I’m not your nanny. I’ll caution you, though, to consider what could come of it. Cressida Usarti could be a powerful ally, but if things were to end poorly between you two, she’d be a powerful enemy, too.”

He then noticed First Chancellor Usarti’s stare, and held it for only a moment before turning away. “Too complicated,” he decided, shaking his head. Making an enemy of a first chancellor by means of her daughter wasn’t the reputation he wanted.

Standing near the center of the floor, Second Chancellor Tratori said, “I do wonder again about the implications of keeping the jumping barrier, though.” Nick’s eyes widened, and he listened. “Yes, it protects us from surprise enemy invasion—to a point—but at what cost? Our armies have just the same limitation. It could cost us precious minutes.”

“The benefits outweigh the risk,” Torren said. “This is a measure taken on Head Chancellor Garran’s authority—there’s no point in discussing it now.”

“But where is he to defend this choice?”

“The head chancellor does not need to defend his reasoning.”

“Gentlemen, please!” the mediator said, stepping onto a chair and making himself heard. “This is off topic. Unless either of you have something more to say on the current topic, please relinquish the floor.”

A throat cleared loudly behind Nick, and he turned.

The Fangra Chancellor who’d spoken earlier in the meeting stood before him. He was about forty and just shy of five feet tall, bright orange robes complementing his pale yellow hair and bronze skin. Nick’s brain scrambled for a name, but before he could embarrass himself the chancellor said, “I don’t believe we’ve met, candidate Erinick. I am First Chancellor Teppin Noxahn. I must say, I’ve never seen a candidate speak up like that in a council meeting.” He laughed openly. “You intrigue me. You must feel strongly about a subject to do such a thing.”

“I... do feel strongly about it, Chancellor. But that was out of line.”

“Don’t judge yourself so quickly, candidate. I’ve already selected my replacement, but if you don’t make first seat, I recommend applying to work under her. We both appreciate a firm voice.”

Nick fumbled for words and found a few. “Thank you, Chancellor,” he said before the man left. Cressida was right, he thought with surprise.

To Arker he asked, “Did you hear all that?”

His cousin nodded. “I certainly did. It seems you’re making impressions, which is more than a lot of the other candidates can say.”

“Did I just completely screw things up?”

“Apparently not.”

“Can you... you know?” He raised his chin at the chancellors.

“Right, yes.” Arker paused, scanning the room and using his ability to read the emotions of those around him. “First Chancellor Usarti is livid, but she’s speaking to her daughter, so I suspect it’s about her, not you.”

Nick leaned aside, peering around the people in front of him to see Cressida crouched at her mother’s side, exchanging rushed words and furrowed expressions. “Anyone else?”

“First Chancellor Markitovsin is amused, probably because of you and Wymund. Wymund himself is worried. Third Chancellor Fellun is hungry.” He grimaced. “Tratori’s fourth is thinking about Wilken’s third—gross—and First Chancellor Torren is... well, he’s certainly not pleased.”

“Probably has something to do with me and my mouth,” Nick grumbled.

“I’m not sure,” Arker said. “He’s upset, at least. Worried, or even scared, perhaps? It’s difficult to tell his exact shade of emotion. Some people are hard to read.” He shrugged.

“Is he worried about the earthquake? Maybe they’re hiding how bad it really is.”

Arker sighed. “I don’t know. But I sense a bit of that from everyone here tonight.”
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Nick woke to a loud knock. Early afternoon light blazed through his curtains and he clenched his still-shut eyes.

“Are you awake?” Arker’s muffled voice asked from outside his bedroom.

“No.” Nick pulled his blanket up and buried himself in the bedding.

“I’m coming in, stop me if you’re indecent.” The door creaked and footsteps quieted as they hit the rug. “We’re to leave in just under an hour.”

Nick grumbled, “Do we have to?” The impromptu council meeting the night before had stretched into the early hours of the morning, and they had stayed until the end, slumped against the wall and prodding each other when their eyes glazed over.

Arker laughed. “When Cressida Usarti invites you somewhere, you do well to make a great impression and nothing less. Besides, you wouldn’t want those treats of yours to go to waste. The kitchen will have a fresh batch ready when we leave.”

Nick harrumphed and rolled in his sheets again. On my one day off from Baledin’s damn training.

“Alright, but don’t blame me when you’re the only one not freshly shaven.”

Arker left and Nick dragged himself from bed, washing, shaving, and dressing with his eyes half-shut. He guzzled two cups of coffee before making it outside, where their horses waited for them.

Arker shoved a few mint candies into Nick’s hand, and he gnawed them to hide the coffee on his breath. He followed Arker’s lead through commerce streets, and they turned down a row of wealthy homes. A few more turns and they arrived at the row of tall and narrow houses, stopping at the far end.

The brick was pristine and windows glistened, but the real feature was the greenhouse behind, nearly half the size of the generous home itself. An a-frame structure of glass panes held up by whorls of greening copper that matched the leaves pressing against it from the inside.

They tied the horses up and went to the stoop. Nick adjusted his shirt and Arker knocked. He shifted his weight, then moved the basket of treats to his other hand, suddenly paranoid he’d missed a button and quickly checking his vest.

Footsteps echoed beyond, and the door opened.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Cressida said, her smile brightening. “Please, come in.” She swept the door back and let them in. Her dress was white and long, bright light from above sheering the fabric over her shoulders and arms.

Quickly pulling his eyes away, Nick followed Arker inside. The entire rear wall was made of windows, the view obscured only by an iron staircase spiraling upward. A set of wide doors led from a dining area into the greenhouse—which was nearly as big as the house itself.

“Wow,” Arker said, eyes full of childlike wonder. “It’s stunning, truly.”

“Thank you,” she said, leading them toward the dining table set for five.

Nick put his basket among the plates of appetizers and peered out into the greenhouse. “How long have you lived here?” he asked, looking up at the towering trees and flowering vines. There were trees and flowers he hadn’t seen before, some with fronds and wide leaves, others with mesmerizing striped trunks. Parts of the glass were fogged up, droplets of water scattered across them.

“Two,” she hummed, “three years. It was mostly bare, but I saw it’s potential.” A twittering floated through the air. “And there were no birds, of course.” She whistled back and a finch-sized pink bird came through the doorway, landing on her outstretched palm. “This is Teacup. I had a pair of these lovelies brought up from Dasspal. They add so much life to the greenhouse.” Teacup bounced and chirped again before flying off into the leaves above, earning a chuckle from Cressida.

“You saw the potential?” Arker asked. “Is this not your family home?”

“No.” She gestured to the windows, the kitchen. “It’s mine. Even my mother’s estate didn’t have space for the both of us, unfortunately.”

To avoid an awkward pause, Nick quickly asked, “How are the trees so big?”

Cressida suppressed a laugh when she replied, “I had a growing company mature them. Pricey, but worth it. I wasn’t gifted with patience.” Her eyes danced over Nick, and something about how she did it made him take a steadying breath. A knock rang, and she ducked away to answer the door.

Too complicated, he reminded himself, pushing down any of those thoughts.

Arker leaned toward Nick and said with an elbow in his ribs, “Gods, you are slow at this. Compliment her.”

Nick glanced sidelong at his cousin. “On what?”

Arker laughed like a crack of lightning and said, “Whatever you admire, you fool. Be genuine.” He shook his head, smiling.

Before he could respond, footsteps sounded, and Cressida returned with two more guests. Dressed in detailed outfits of clean lines and ruffled lace were a man and woman, about twenty five.

Cressida said, “I’m please to introduce Trevion Elletson, and his half, Magda Daalan. Trevion, Magda, these are my new friends Arker Moeiurva, and his cousin candidate Erinick.”

There was a pause like thick fog, and they shifted awkwardly.

Magda’s face twitched with an unrealistic smile. “Pleasure,” she said, giving the customary greeting.

She handed Cressida a corked glass bottle of light pink liquid.

“Millopia lemonade, how lovely,” she said with a careful smile. “Please come in, I’ll pour some for everyone.”

Magda moved to follow her, but Trevion touched his half’s shoulder, saying, “Actually, we can’t stay. We just wanted to deliver our apologies in person.”

Nick’s stomach dropped. Was his reputation so polarized that some people wouldn’t even associate with him?

Cressida’s voice changed like a thrown switch, a sharp undertone lacing each word and cutting through her polite smile. “Of course. I understand. Another time then?”

“Absolutely,” Trevion said.

Cressida walked them out and said farewell, waving as their carriage pulled away.

Nick looked at Arker, who whispered, “They’re likely close friends with the other candidates. Associating with the competition is a quick way to become shunned, it seems.”

Cressida shut the door, and her face dropped once she turned around. “That went well,” she said with a sigh.

Nick wondered if he’d just ruined his friends’ social lives. Surely Cressida’s reputation wasn’t easy to tarnish, being the daughter of a first seat chancellor. But he wondered if coming here was a mistake.

“I’m so sorry about that,” Cressida said breathlessly, sitting at the table and spreading a napkin in her lap. “But I don’t much care what they think. More for us, huh?” She motioned for them to join her.

They sat across from her, and she poured a round of the millopia lemonade. She sipped it, her face crinkling in disgust, and she spit it back into her glass. She grabbed the bottle’s neck and walked to the sink. “Unless either of you want this?” Her brows raised in question, and when they both answered that they didn’t, she tipped it over, the liquid going glug-glug down the drain.

Something about the way she moved with assurance distracted Nick as she plunked the empty bottle down and returned to the table, unwrapping the basket. “Now, what do you call these?”

“Uh—” Nick cleared his throat, reaching for one and raising it. “Chocolate chip cookies.”

“Creative.” She smirked, trying one for herself. “Lovely how the sweet and rich flavors play together.”

Arker smiled like he’d heard the most hilarious joke, and a stifled laugh escaped him. Nick looked between his cousin and Cressida, whose cheeks turned rosy.

“Oh Gods. Your ability is gekin, isn’t it?” she said.

“I’m sorry,” Arker rushed to say. “I didn’t mean to intrude, it’s just that, well, sometimes thoughts are so strong that I can’t block them, but other times it seems random, too, and—”

“It’s okay, Arker,” she laughed. “I shall try to be more careful of my thoughts.” She glanced at Nick and back.

Arker’s shoulders loosened, and he nodded with gratitude.

“Well, since it’s just us now,” she said, standing. “I suppose we can continue our game of Crossings. Your friend Kayta won’t mind, will she?”

“We’d better start anew,” Arker laughed. “She’s terribly competitive, you know.”

“I did get that sense,” she replied, bringing the box over. “They’re poor company anyway,” she said in a softer voice to Nick, drawing his stare away from the door. “I only thought to introduce you because Trevion is an equestrian enthusiast, as I noticed you are, Arker.” She moved her kopi piece forward.

Nick didn’t realize he’d glanced at the door again, but his attention snapped back when warm fingers touched the back of his hand.

“Don’t let them bother you,” Cressida said. “I thought there was a chance of something like this happening—though I didn’t expect them to leave under a thinly veiled excuse.”

“You knew they wouldn’t want to be seen with me?”

“In their circle—friends of candidates—they’re extremely loyal to a select few, hoping to rise to a candidacy and chancellorship themselves one day. If they believe something, like being seen with a controversial person, could harm their current alliances, they’ll avoid it.”

He studied her, and could almost feel Arker breathing down his neck, hoping he’d give an appropriate reply. “You’re not worried about the same thing?” He gestured between them. “If it’s social suicide, why invite us in the first place?”

She tilted her head, considering. “Maybe I choose to commit such an act. Maybe I’m growing tired of their world of pleasantries and false friendships.”

Nick snorted. “I can see that. Trevian and Magda seem like great company.”

“I suppose they make an impressive pair, for their lack of an entire brain between them.” This had Nick and Arker laughing, too. “Besides,” she crooned, “they must be mad if they don’t want to spend their afternoon besting the kingdom’s heir in a children’s game.”

Nick met her smiling eyes and moved his bear forward, contemplating his next move with care.
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Kayta put her book aside as a knock rang through the infirmary. “You have a visitor,” Elenora said, peeking through the door. “A young lady by the name of Ninnian Rutario.” Her brows furrowed at the expression Kayta was making. “Shall I turn her away?” 

“No,” she sighed. “Let her in.”

Elenora swung the door open and disappeared down the hall.

Ninnian’s sheet of slick black hair hung loose over her paper pale skin, plain brown clothes miniaturizing the Fangra teen in the pristine white room. “May I come in?”

“What are you doing here?” Kayta asked, lips tight.

Ninnian shrugged, smiling. “I came to see the gardens. And I supposed that while I’m here, I might as well visit you, too.”

Kayta let the tension in her back drop and she untucked herself from bed, gesturing to the chair beside it. “The grounds are vibrant. I got to walk them alone recently—for the first time.” She gestured down at her still-healing body. Though she appeared normal, if tired and weak, her hands trembled as she shifted to sit up unsupported. Some days were better, and some mornings she felt almost normal again, but then her energy would disappear and she’d be back to fragility.

Ninnian fiddled with her bracelet of wood beads. “What happened?” she asked, glancing about the room.

“How long do you have?” Kayta laughed. She explained how Zekta’s spell had hurt her, that the doctor had healed her, and how long she’d been in the infirmary.

“So, you’re a hero now?” Ninnian smirked.

Kayta scoffed and rose from bed. “Want to see the best parts of the gardens?”

Ninnian accepted and Kayta shoved on her slippers, leading her outside. She took a full breath of afternoon air, cooler with each day as the freezing parts of autumn approached. She tried not to wobble, taking careful steps.

“Are you sure you should be out?” Ninnian held her hands out as if to catch Kayta should she fall.

Kayta waved her off. “I’m fine. My balance and strength are returning quickly. I’ll be well enough to leave soon.”

“Good,” Ninnian said. “Which path should we take?”

Kayta walked to the leftmost route that eventually led around to the same place. While arku trees were strung about the area with their changing leaves, the true beauty of the estate’s gardens was the sheer number of collected species. Not only trees, but flowers unlike any Kayta had seen, the layout of paths thick with flowering bushes making serene sections and picnicking areas all over the grounds.

“I suppose we won’t be seeing much of you from now on, then.”

“Why?”

Ninnian brushed a low branch with her fingers. “Someone staying here wouldn’t want to keep in touch with their old crew of runners. You’re clearly doing well for yourself and don’t need us or our way of life anymore.”

Kayta stopped. “So you came to see how I got out, is that it?”

“No,” she sighed. “I just... I’ve been looking for you for weeks. No one had a clue where you were, and I was driving myself mad thinking you were dead somewhere, just to discover you’re living here.” She gestured to the grandness of the estate.

Kayta kept walking. “And?”

“And, finding out you were fine but hadn’t bothered so much as a letter... that stung.”

She clenched her teeth, but continued walking beside Ninnian. “I’m sorry I upset you. I didn’t mean to.” Was it wise to reveal she now considered Nick and the others friends? That she wanted to stay with them and find honest work? Probably not, she decided. “And you’re wrong. I’m not living some grand life. I wanted something, and to get it I had to help people. We got it, I got hurt, and they felt obligated to fix me.” Kayta cringed inwardly at how harsh that sounded, but knew it was for the best. I can’t get them involved in my old life, she thought. It’s too dangerous, and not their problem, anyway.

“So you’re coming back?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You’re staying here, then?”

“I didn’t say that.”

They fell into silence for a few paces, gravel crunching under their shoes as they continued to stroll along the path, looking everywhere but at each other.

“The Prospector is desperate for runners again,” Ninnian finally said.

A stone dropped in Kayta’s stomach. “How desperate?”

“Dozens,” she said, her voice soft.

Kayta stopped. “Are they defecting, or...?”

“No. It’s getting more dangerous, it seems. And he’s raising the output minimums, some of us by two or three times the amount.”

She squinted. “For what? Last I knew, demand was down.”

“He’s stockpiling. Some think he’ll take the eastern continent’s market.” They reached the halfway point of the path’s loop, turning around the bend. “Like the entire market in Goopra and Bertyl aren’t enough.”

“Gods damn him,” Kayta growled. “What is he up to?”

“No one knows,” she said solemnly. Her head perked up, and she said, “But I came for your help. We’re planning something big, but we need magic wielders.”

Eyes locked on the estate roof through the thinning leaves, Kayta said, “I can’t. They won’t want to help, anyway.”

“Kayta, please.” She took her by the arms. “I can’t watch him do this anymore. You know most of the young ones don’t survive long. We have a good plan. We can do this. We’ll own ourselves, and we can do what’s right.”

“None of it’s right, Ninnian. You can’t sell that filth to people with a clear conscience.”

“But we can get rid of him. He’s a blight to this city. Don’t you want to give him what he deserves?”

Kayta kept walking, wishing she could endure a faster pace. And here I foolishly thought she was a friend.

Ninnian tugged her arm and Kayta stopped, sunlight glistening off the tears welling in her old friend’s eyes. “Forget the past. The Prospector is hurting people now. Isn’t that important?”

“Forget?” Her voice rose with every syllable. “Forget?” Tears pricked her own eyes, but they didn’t escape, the anger overpowering. “The Prospector is greedy and despicable, but it is nothing compared to what Garran took from me.” She pointed sharply to the city beyond. “There are people out there grieving like I did, and I’m going to stop it. I can’t save everyone, but I can stay here, with them, and stop a different evil before Garran hurts anyone else. I’m saving up my favors, and I won’t just give them to you.”

Ninnian’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I know it broke you, losing your brother—”

“Don’t you mention him to me,” she rasped, now glaring at Ninnian.

Then, a ringing scream from the house had them rushing inside.
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They could hardly find a place to stop. The gate was wide open, carriages, horses, and people moving about the estate’s lawn and driveway all the way into the street.

Nick and Arker exchanged worried looks and tied up their horses. They trekked up the drive, the expressions of those they passed confirming this wasn’t a social event.

On the stoop, Elenora wrung her hands, giving directions. “What’s going on?” Arker asked, shifting aside to let someone pass.

Elenora grasped her son’s hand, voice delicate and eyes soft as she said, “There’s been a murder. Delorily was killed sometime this afternoon.”

Arker opened and closed his mouth, but nothing came out.

“Where?” Nick asked, eyeing those who walked past them.

“In the ballroom—Erinick, don’t—” She stopped because her nephew was already out of earshot.

The corridors were busy, people moving through them like intersecting seas while soldiers prowled, interspersed among the traveling herds.

Nick zigzagged through the deluge, his mind blurring as he caught rogue elbows and dirty looks, cutting people off as he moved toward the ballroom. Ropes barricaded the entrance, only a dozen individuals inside.

He made to step over the rope, but paused when a hand brushed his shoulder. He turned to find Elenora beside him. “First Chancellor Torren has his best team assessing the crime scene. That is inspector Velutus.” She pointed to a gruff man of late middle age with rough skin and a deep-set sternness to his features. “First Chancellor Torren assures us he will discover who has done this.”

Nick stepped inside, eyes locked on the blood-stained sheet covering a form on the ground. Numbing more with each step, he got closer. His ears rang. This is all my fault.

Inspector Velutus approached Nick and said, “I believe this is addressed to you.” He cast a brief spell and a piece of paper inside a ball of shimmering magic floated toward them. It read, You had a choice. Who will suffer for you next, Prince?

His eyes focused on the brown shoe tip sticking out of the sheet. The blood was drying in black gobs around her midsection. Nick stepped back, ears ringing louder as he stared. Arker pulled his arm, and Nick’s body automatically followed. He kept pulling until they were outside the room, though Nick only vaguely noticed the change.

Kayta was there, her pink hair standing out among the sea of gray and black uniforms. “You’re back,” she said, trying to meet Nick’s eyes, though they were locked on the floor. “Hey.” She snapped in his face. “Wake up.”

“This is my fault,” he muttered, numb.

Torren joined their small circle and said, “I wanted to give my condolences.”

Hearing the chancellor’s voice, Nick looked up, forcing himself to pay attention, though he could hardly understand the words behind the high-pitched ringing in his ears.

Torren continued, “These matters are the worst part of my job as guild leader.”

“Thank you, First Chancellor Torren,” Elenora said. “This loss has truly shocked us.”

“I hope you’ll consider carefully what you do next, Erinick,” the chancellor said. “If it were myself, I wouldn’t bow to such a gutless coward. But in any case, we will do our best to solve this, and stop them from doing such things again.”

Nick balked inwardly at the chancellor’s bluntness, but supposed that was the expected view of someone with his experience. “Thank you, Chancellor,” he said, almost without thinking. “We’ll discuss our plans and come to a decision.”

Torren nodded and stepped over the rope, walking away.

Nick gulped. “Do they know anything?” he asked, forcing every word out. “Any clues?”

“Nothing,” Kayta said. “I was in the gardens when another maid discovered her. They keep saying it’s ‘clean.’ ” She raised her chin toward the Inspector’s crew. “No clues to be found.”

“You couldn’t have known,” Elenora said, moving to put herself in Nick’s line of sight. “Threats to chancellors and candidates are not uncommon. Erinick.” She got his attention then. “This is the weight leaders must bear. Find your strength. We’ll help you make your choice.”

My fault. Nick swallowed the numbness in his throat. “I have to step down from candidacy.”
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Early light streamed through the broken shutters and Miri cleared her throat, the decrepit manor’s dusty air having dried her out overnight. They’d spent the previous night soaking in baths heated by their own magic, scrubbing the dirt from their skin, and filling themselves on nutritious food.

“Are you awake?” Miri whispered, earning only a slight hum from Siymin. She reached over and prodded his shoulder, smiling tiredly. “Where’s Daira?” she asked, noting the empty bedroll.

Siymin sat up, hair sticking out at odd angles. “I don’t know,” he yawned, putting on his glasses. “Getting firewood?” He motioned toward the now-cold fireplace, brushing his stray locks back.

Miri rose, and her heart dropped.

Only two packs were leaning against the wall, and a slip of paper sat on her mother’s vacant bedroll.

She got up and retrieved the note, reading it twice before wadding the paper and tossing it into the empty hearth. “Gone,” she said, voice empty.

“What?” Siymin removed Jaten from his lap, which earned him an annoyed trill from the red kopi.

Miri tried to burn the note with a quick spell but growled when her magic disobeyed, refusing to create even a sputtering flame.

Siymin moved to the fireplace and picked up the paper, brushing the ash from it. He raised his brow, asking for permission, which she granted with a nod.




My dearest Mirianna,

I’ve come to realize I was wrong. Running is not the answer. We belong here in our country, and I’m prepared to fight for that future. I fear if your brother fails, it may require us to shed blood. I’m going to connect with some old friends who can help, should it come to a battle. I knew you’d never let me go alone, but it’s too dangerous for you and Siymin to accompany me. We will prevail, but only if we have patience to make the correct moves. Please wait here for my return in a week at the latest.



She was already in the hallway when he finished. “Miri?” He followed her.

Her curls bounced as she hauled the door open and stepped into the dewy morning. She dropped to her knees in the plush grass. The scent of freshly broken blades washed over her and she ripped a fistful from the ground, needing something to keep her tears from spilling. “How could she just leave?” her voice broke. Again, she added in her mind.

Siymin sat beside her and hesitated, not sure what to say. If Daira never came back, Miri would be heartbroken. But he worried more about how she’d feel if her mother did return. By the look on Miri’s face, he thought it’d be anything but polite and loving. “I don’t know,” he said.

She sniffled, wiping a tear. “Do you think... do you think she’ll come back?”

He whispered, “I suppose we must trust her.”

Miri froze, eyes wide and breath held. Siymin gently touched her shoulders. “What is it?” he asked.

She gulped the knot in her throat. “I don’t know if I can do that—trust my mother. She sent us away fifteen years ago to protect us. But now I wonder if that was ever really the case at all. I don’t know,” she said, surprised at herself. Miri and Nick had lived their lives just fine without their parents, but now that Daira left them once again, Miri was hollow in a way she didn’t expect. Then she asked, “Where do you think she went?”

He considered his answer for a moment. “I hope she left to get help. Based on the person she’s shown herself to be, I believe she’ll keep her word.”

Miri plucked a long piece of grass and fiddled with it, tying knots and trying to stop the tears trickling out. “What if she never comes back?”

“Then we’ll find our own way. We can stay here for a while and decide what to do. If we choose to go elsewhere, we’ll leave a note.” He touched her side with his elbow. “It’s not as if we’re helpless.”

A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Have you always known what to say, or did you have to practice at it?”

“A bit of both, I think,” he chuckled.

Miri sighed and laid back, the overgrown trees mottling her view of the blueish-gray morning sky. “So, what do we want to do?”

Siymin reclined with her. “I suppose Daira wants us to stay put until she returns.” 

“But?”

“But,” he said, smiling. “I wouldn’t assume for a moment that you’ll actually do that.”

“I don’t know where to start.” She sighed, shaking her head, hair tangling in the grass. “What is this life?”

“Ah, that’s the question of the ages, isn’t it?”

Miri shoved him playfully. “You know what I meant.”

“Shouldn’t I be asking you instead? Only you can predict what will happen next. We can say how we want things, but we won’t know until they happen—or until you have a vision and tell us of the future.”

“Alright.” She blew out a long breath. “Then I want to look for Tella first. She’s out there somewhere, and she needs us. And if I’m going to trigger a vision of where she is, we need to go back to the Lake of Stars.” And maybe that will reset my magic to normal, too, she thought, sitting up and brushing dust from her pants.

Siymin grabbed an armful of firewood before following her inside.

Miri knelt beside her bed, rolling it into a tight bundle.

“What are you doing?”

“Packing,” she said, reaching for the tie.

“You want to go now?” He squatted at the fireplace, neatly stacking three logs.

“No time like the present.” She shrugged, stuffing her bedroll into its protective sleeve and pulling the drawstring. Her stomach grumbled then, and she looked over her shoulder at Siymin. “Maybe after breakfast.”

He laughed, then took out some oats and used his water pocket to soak them in a small pan from their supplies. “Does it have to be the Lake of Stars? If I were Garran, and I were looking for an espy, that is the first place I’d go.”

Miri shook her head. “I haven’t seen anything about Tella this whole time. We have to try.” She reached to light the fire, but pulled her hand back before Siymin could see, remembering how her magic had disobeyed last time. Hopefully the lake will fix this problem, too. She turned away, loading their scattered supplies into the packs to distract herself.
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After eating, they packed the remaining supplies and prepared the horses. As expected, only Spirit and Scout were outside, because Daira took Storm.

In the later hours of the morning, they rode northwest from the lodge. Following the little-traveled roads to the river. Once they crossed it at a questionably stable bridge, it was nearing dark, and they stopped for the night.

Miri claimed first watch that night, knowing she wouldn’t be able to sleep with her mind so full of thoughts but empty of solutions. Jaten kept her company, prancing about in the trees and searching for something to catch. He found a thumb-sized beetle and dropped it to the ground, swatting it around and hopping away from it whenever it buzzed.

Despite her melancholy, Miri chuckled at the kopi’s game.

She grimaced when he finally pounced on the beetle and bit through the crunchy shell, its green insides oozing from his mouth.

Their pace was remarkably slower the next day, as once they’d crossed the river, there were no roads leading to their destination. It was later in the afternoon when something began singing to Miri. A slow, ethereal voice sang a melody without words that only she could hear. It wasn’t like the siren who drew her in with no choice about it. The lake was announcing its location, and that it was waiting for her.

The Lake of Stars was still miles away, sitting west of the Ibbi River nestled in the roots of two mountains, but Miri’s blood already pulsed at the power, skin tingling as they approached.

Last time, Nick jumped them to the lake, so when Miri and Siymin arrived, the view was different.

Coming down a small path, the horses’ ears twitched and Scout shook his head. The air was full of static, and even Siymin’s nose prickled at the magic in the air. They passed the last trees, dirt turning to sand below hooves.

Trees surrounded the lake, some of their roots dipping into the pool. The silence was vast and unnatural. Not a bug whirling or bird rustling leaves was to be heard.

Gentle waves of blackish-blue lapped up the sandy shore, rocking reflections of white stars on its surface, though none were in the sky yet.

Miri’s shoulders dropped, and she dismounted, slipping off her boots and socks and dropping her cloak beside them on the shore. Her feet left sharp impressions in the wet sand as she approached the water, eyes locked forward.

Siymin didn’t speak. The air’s electricity told him this place was not for him, and the wind seemed to whisper that he shouldn’t interfere. Last time she was alright, he assured himself, watching.

She kept walking, her knees soon submerged, and shoulders following three steps later.

The lake beckoned to her, its song blocking out the world. The dark waves swirled as if inspecting her espy and deciding what to do with it. Then the water retracted, closing her in the center of a whirlpool, rising around her but not touching, the lakebed now dry underfoot.

The lake hummed, testing, feeling, judging. “What have we here?” it asked, voice only audible to her. “A child of mine, yes, but her mind is murky. Whatever to do?” The hole closed gently, and the flood rose again, this time pushing her up until she floated on her back.

Miri’s heart dropped as the lake moved her, but then it whispered, “Do not worry, child. I understand you.” And she relaxed, forcing her fear behind a barrier. She needed this desperately.

The lake hummed, “This is not a wound I can heal.” Then the white reflections on the surface rushed toward her, and they lifted Miri from the water, a bed of white stars beneath her as they placed her on the shore, her clothes and hair dry.

Siymin didn’t ask any of the questions on his mind, but he waited, watching her turn toward him with a look of equal parts confusion, fear, and frustration.

“It’s never spoken to me before,” she said, hands shaking at her sides.

“... The lake spoke to you?”

She nodded, staring back at it. “It’s not just powerful. It’s alive.”

“The lake is alive?”

“Not exactly. But it has a soul. A voice and a mind and a heart,” Miri said in wonder.

“That fits my definition of life.”

The power of the lake’s magic clouded her mind. She couldn’t think straight. Miri grabbed her things and got in the saddle, leading Spirit into the woods.

Siymin followed, questions stuck in his throat.

She nudged her horse forward and kept going. It took a few miles of distance for the pull of the lake to lessen. Miri stopped and dismounted, sitting against a young arku tree’s trunk.

He rested too, and offered her some dried fruit, trying to pretend he wasn’t hanging on the words she hadn’t expressed yet.

“It didn’t work,” she answered at last. “The lake said—well, it didn’t speak so much as... imply—it said it couldn’t fix my ‘wound.’ ”

“What wound?” His brows came together.

Miri looked at her boots. “Something’s wrong with me.” She took a deep breath, the cool evening air rushing into her lungs. “My magic... something’s wrong with it. I’m not sure why, but it’s not listening to me. I can’t get it to do what I want.”

Just like Daira said, he thought, mouth set in a tight line. “Is it similar to when you first came here? Before you learned to control your power?”

“No, not like that. Before I understood my magic, I couldn’t communicate with it. It was like we were operating on different frequencies. Now it hears me, but is disobeying. I thought maybe it was stress and it would go away, but it hasn’t and it’s freaking me out.” She hesitated, but then said, “And my visions are gone, too. That weird... blind vision after the earthquake was the closest I’ve gotten.”

Siymin leaned his head back. “And you hoped coming here could right your visions and thus restore order.”

“Pretty much.” Miri chewed on a piece of the dried fruit. She hated keeping secrets from him and was ready to be done with all of them. Does he need to know everything? Does he want to know?

Something told her yes. But wouldn’t he see her differently?

She thought differently of herself, and the realization that she was Garran’s daughter had shaken her to the core. He was a vengeful man who took what he wanted and didn’t care about repercussions as long as they didn’t stop his plans.

That was half of herself.

In her mind, Daira’s traits couldn’t make up for the poison of Garran in her blood. A cup of cream-sweetened tea was ruined by just one drop of bitter sludge.

She was tainted.

“There’s something else, too.”

He met her eyes, and the way he did it almost caused her to take it back. “The truth is... King Erinick wasn’t my father.” He was quiet, so she continued. “Daira told me the night we freed her. I wasn’t sure what to think at first, but it made sense, I guess. Nick and I are similar, but we don’t look exactly alike, and our abilities are totally different, too.” She shrunk into herself, mouth twitching to the side. “I didn’t know who he was until the other day, when you left Daira and me alone to argue—thanks for that, by the way.”

He nodded.

“At first, she wouldn’t say who my father was. I stopped asking after the first couple of days. I assumed she was ashamed. Maybe she was. I’m ashamed,” Miri said, eyes trained on the tangled grass between her fingers.

“Don’t be.” He touched her hand and brushed a piece of hair from her face. “Whatever it is you need to tell me, you coming into existence has nothing to do with your choices.”

“It’s Garran,” she blurted it out, as if saying it quickly would lessen the blow. She winced.

Siymin froze, fingers still touching her hair. “Holy Gods,” he breathed, hand going slack. He reined in his expression, but shock still spread across his features. “That... wow.”

Miri barked out something like a laugh. “You’re taking this well,” she said.

“That’s...”

“Yeah.” She slumped back against the tree. “So... I don’t really know what to do with that information. What I do know is I need to get that bastard before he finds me.” Is a bastard calling her father a bastard ironic? she wondered.

“What did you have in mind?”

She sighed. “First, find Tella. Once she’s safe, we can go after him. I just can’t see how we’re supposed to find her.”

“Since this didn’t work”—he jabbed a thumb over his shoulder toward the lake—“I have an idea. But we have to go back to the house.”

“The lodge?”

“No.” He winced. “Tuko’s house.”
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“He’ll have ruined his reputation,” Baledin said. “You think he’ll be chosen as a chancellor after he bows to such a coward?”

A choir of angry voices filled the war room as soon as Baledin finished.

Nick shifted in his seat, arms crossed. It still felt right to gather his advisers before making his formal announcement, but he hadn’t expected it to take such a hectic turn. They were equally divided, Elenora and Oksario for the movement, Alaria and Baledin against it.

Baledin rubbed his face. “Alright, enough!” The others continued to talk, but he spoke over them, “Although we may disagree, Erinick has the final say in this matter.” That finally quieted them, an embarrassed flush creeping up his aunt’s neck. “Are you sure this is the move you want to make?” the instructor asked.

“I don’t have a choice,” he replied. “If I don’t step down, more people will get hurt.” He straightened his shoulders, looking each of them in the eye. “And I can’t live with that.”

Alaria leaned forward, scar twitching as she spoke. “Doing what they demand is no better than rolling over like a submissive mutt. If you’re going to show you have the authority your blood demands, you must stand up, show they have no power over you.”

Elenora’s expression was pensive as she supplied, “He cannot put his ego before such a danger. If his advisers are split so equally, it shows us there isn’t one right solution.”

“I agree that there is no correct answer,” Oksario said, ever stern and wise among the argument. “But the better of two poor options is still better. We can’t know what will happen, and if Erinick steps down, we’ll have done our part in protecting him. As long as this threat is hidden, I recommend he steps down. Perhaps when we find the culprit, he can run again for a chancellorship next year.”

Nick winced. Miri, stuck in hiding for that long, he thought. That would suck. There was only a month until the retiring first seat chancellors would choose their replacements, and the rest would choose their minors. And he doubted First Chancellor Torren would find the killer before then.

He’d have to take matters into his own hands.

Oksario said, “Consider another view. Perhaps choosing to protect lives over his own self-interest will be viewed as a noble and wise decision. I’m sure many chancellors would see him in a brighter light after such a sacrifice. He could gain respect—something I fear is lacking from his reputation. Yes, they may want him for his title, but if any have yet to solidify their opinions, this may gain options for the future.”

The instructor tucked his arms behind his back and stared off in thought. “I suppose that could be one benefit. A different angle than Alaria and I were considering, certainly.”

“I disagree,” she said. “I know the chancellors more than anyone here, and far more are vicious than compassionate.”

Nick rested his hands on the table, rising from his seat and leaning forward. “I’m stepping down,” he said coolly. “Whatever happens because of it, it’ll be for the better, because I’ll know I didn’t get anyone killed for my benefit.”

He glanced at his aunt, a proud nod accompanying her modest grin.

“If this is your choice,” Baledin sighed. “I suppose we must accept it.”

Alaria harrumphed but added no more statements, her opposition clear.

Nick slid his chair in, steadying each adviser with a sharp look. He ground his teeth, gaze catching on Alaria’s puckered expression. “Thank you for your advice.”

In the hall, Arker rose from the bench when his cousin exited the war room. “What happened?” he asked.

Nick cleared his throat. “I’m removing myself from candidacy,” he said. But he thought something else, directing the thought toward Arker.

“I see,” he said, eyes going wide. “Well,” he raised his voice awkwardly, “I suppose that’s for the best.”

They continued walking in silence, only speaking again when they shut themselves in their study.
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Nick held the folded paper between his thumb and first finger, trying to keep it pristine. He stifled his foot from tapping the stone floor of Council Hall, struggling not to let his eyes stick on Cressida, who was in her usual place across the room from him.

The building was declared safe after their meeting at the estate the previous night, and so council was returned to its normal place and time. Early that morning, Nick had stopped by to put himself down for a two-minute announcement of resignation, as they required candidates to make.

Everyone was just settling into their seats, their idle conversations dull in the background as he waited. The mediator finally rang his bell and gave the standard introductory speech that felt twice as long as usual to Nick. He said, “But first, we’ll hear a brief message from candidate Erinick. Candidate, you have the room.”

He felt as if every eye in the chamber snapped to him as he stood. Murmurs spread across the spectators, and the chancellors looked upon him sternly.

Nick cleared his throat. He exchanged a glance with Arker, who tapped his fingers rhythmically on the seat. “Thank you, Mediator,” he said, addressing the room while he tried not to look at any pair of staring eyes in particular. “Considering recent events,” he began, speaking in a slow, formal tone. “I have decided that in the best interest of not only myself but also in the best interest of those around me...”

Arker’s fingers still tapped beside him, the beat speeding up.

Nick cleared his throat again. “Including my fellow candidates,” he drew out the pauses between his words, “the chancellors themselves, their families, friends, and, of course, my own family... and friends...”

Arker’s quiet tapping rolled to a stop.

“... that I formally renounce myself as a candidate for chancellorship.” He sighed, taking his seat and feeling the eyes peel away as the mediator rang his bell.

“Oh.” Nick shot from his chair, almost forgetting the paper he gripped. Reading from it, he said a little too quickly, “Ildre-Elenora Moeiurva would like me to announce that we’re hosting a life celebration the evening after tomorrow, for the tragic loss our household suffered this week. Chancellors, candidates, spectators, and family are all invited.”

“Thank you,” the mediator said, his mouth twisting in annoyance. “Next we shall resume the discussion on amesta trafficking from previous sessions.”

Nick took his seat again and pretended to be invested in the conversation, waiting for Arker to finish scratching in his notebook. He didn’t look away, but when the pencil stopped he asked, “What do you think?”

“I think,” Arker said, “we have a few candidates of our own.” He slid a piece of paper to his cousin and Nick took it, reading the list of names. Longer than he was hoping for, but not impossible.

“Don’t worry,” Arker said. “We can discount many of these easily, if we’re smart.”

“Alright.” Nick turned back to council, paying special attention to the chancellors whose names Arker had written.
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Once council broke for intermission, Nick and Arker stood and went to the greeting room. Arker touched his head, wobbling slightly as he rose.

“You okay?” Nick asked.

“Fine,” Arker said, squeezing his eyes shut a moment. “I rarely use my ability to that extent. It’s quite taxing.”

They found Alaria among the hall and Nick ripped the paper in half, pressing the bottom part into her palm. “Arker noticed these people were happy that I stepped down. See if you can get anything.”

Alaria grew a cat’s smile and said, “Clever, boys,” as she walked off, heading toward the first person on her list.

Arker located the first person on their own list, and the cousins moved toward them. “You should know,” he said to Nick, “there were plenty of people upset about your resignation. Our new friend being one of them.” He motioned to Cressida.

Nick put the thought aside as they stopped in front of the chancellor. “Third Chancellor Rosaleen Fellun, how good to see you,” Arker said, thanking a waitress as he took a drink from her tray.

“And you, spectators,” Fellun replied, the last word emphasized with a hint of amusement. She was a tall woman, standing a bit higher than Arker himself, and had an especially sophisticated air about her, wearing a perfectly pressed gown that covered everything below her ears.

“Tell me,” Arker said, honing in on her aura of emotion with his ability. “What do you think of the discussions so far today?”

“Interesting, I suppose,” she said. “Third Chancellor Mattera made some good points.”

“Indeed she did.” Arker gave a polite smile, reading simple annoyance from the chancellor. He nodded and they parted ways, heading back to the edge of the room. “I think she just dislikes you personally.”

Nick scoffed. “She can get in line.”

Alaria meandered past them and said, “Third Chancellor Lamoree is suspicious.”

“It’s not Fellun,” Arker said as she moved away.

Nick and Arker continued their parade of questions from chancellor to chancellor, but they mixed in a few conversations with other candidates and spectators to obfuscate their plan. They found the refreshments and took cups of popcorn, Nick not sure how he liked the sweet and spicy dusting. Arker pointed out a young man with raven hair. “Fifth Chancellor Wymund is a bit... jealous, maybe? It’s hard to tell. Maybe he’s trying to move up seats and was glad for less competition.” The more complicated the emotions, the more colors he saw in a person’s swirling aura. Some were simple—gold for joy, red for anger—but when they became stacked and conflicting, the aura became muddy, only hints of color appearing when one emotion spiked over the others.

As they approached, Nick held his breath. “Good afternoon, Fifth Chancellor Wymund,” he greeted, forcing out pleasantries. “I was wondering, what were your thoughts on Third Chancellor Mattera’s view about the first topic today?”

“Very interesting, certainly,” the young chancellor said, smile not meeting his eyes. “It’s not an issue I’m particularly versed in, though.”

“Of course.” Nick smiled the same way, and it ate away at him a little inside. There was an awkward pause. He felt compelled to bring up the last council meeting, but thought that might make it worse.

Rolling his eyes at himself, he thought, Forget it. I’m doing this my way. “Do you like this?” He tossed a piece of popcorn into his mouth.

Wymund laughed. “Is this not how you prepare it on Terra?”

“No,” Nick said. “We toss it in melted butter and salt.”

Arker didn’t hide his grimace. “Blec—I mean, that sounds... different.” He snickered, and Wymund did, too. He excused himself from the conversation, rushing off toward another chancellor who was waving at him.

“I don’t suspect him any longer,” Arker said.

Rising voices stole their attention. Across the room, Alaria and First Chancellor Usarti spoke, the people nearby giving them a wide berth, with Usarti’s guards at her side.

“Are you trying to interrogate me, Alaria?” Usarti said, her voice ringing in the now-quiet hall.

“Of course not, Chancellor,” Alaria said. “I only—”

“If you’re implying I had something to do with the recent tragedy, you are welcome to speak with my legal adviser.”

Alaria licked her lips, not breaking the intense eye contact. “I have implied nothing, Chancellor.”

“You’d do well not too,” Usarti said, stone faced guards on her heels as she swept away.

Arker released a tight breath and muttered to Nick, “Well, that went down the gullet like gravel, didn’t it?”

Just then the mediator rang his bell and intermission was over. The hall shuffled into lines and they filed into the council chamber once more. They found their seats, and council started up again.

Nick tried to focus as the chancellors drawled on and gave passive-aggressive rebuttals, but he couldn’t help occasionally glancing over at Cressida.

This time, her eyes met his for a moment, then turned to Arker.

His cousin startled and raised a hand to his chest. He cleared his throat, then hissed, “She wants to speak with you.”

Nick’s brow furrowed, but he stood, muttering something about relieving himself.

“And tell her she doesn’t have to shout,” Arker added. Nick bit back his laugh and tried to seem bored as he walked to the greeting hall. He waited near the bar, getting himself a drink, milling around and looking at the paintings decorating the space.

Staring at those intricate works, memories of grade school museum trips surfaced, which brought thoughts of summer afternoons with Miri looking for cheap ways to use up the time. Historical museums were their usual destinations, shabby buildings hidden among obscure towns.

They’d walk around the stuffy rooms, gazing at the pictures and inventing stories behind them. Miri would always pick the prettiest images, making up tales about star-crossed lovers and grand adventures, while Nick would make her laugh with his ridiculous stories about the ugly ones. He smiled at the memories, wishing she was there now, though she’d have to do all the talking—none of the paintings in Council Hall were particularly ugly.

The door to the spectators’ staircase clicked open and shut behind him, and then Cressida came to stand beside Nick, sipping on a glass of cider. “It’s lovely, isn’t it?”

He held back saying how much Miri would love it, and said instead, “It has good movement. Reminds me of the beaches back home.”

“The mysteries of Terra continue to intrigue.” She smirked, fidgeted with a delicate ring on her first finger. “I wanted to tell you it’s not Fellun or Wymund. Wymund just wants to change chancellors next period, and Fellun hated your father. If I remember correctly, they had a rivalry of sorts.” She chuckled. “A rivalry with a king. Can you imagine?”

Nick smiled, spinning his glass mindlessly. “No,” he said. “Were we that obvious?”

She laughed, and it was like a spring breeze. “Did you think you were being cunning, hopping from chancellor to chancellor with that gekin gifted cousin of yours?” She jabbed his ribs with her elbow good-heartedly. “I wouldn’t worry, though. The chancellors are used to candidates and spectators buzzing around them, feeding their egos and vying for recognition. They don’t give the rest of us much thought.”

“But you do?”

“I’m aware that people who pay attention to the happenings of council are often individuals of interest. And I’m especially interested in those who might share my personal views. Those two criteria usually intersect,” she said, eyes finally dragging from the oil waves to Nick’s gaze.

“Is that a fact?”

“It’s a pattern,” she answered, shrugging lightly. “And patterns eventually reveal facts.”

Nick nodded. In the gentle, golden light meant for illuminating the paintings, she looked like one of them—attractive, ideal, detached. He almost felt bad for the portraits at how easily he forgot them with a single gaze into swimmable, sea-green eyes. “But they don’t always show the facts you expected, do they?” he said, unknowingly lowering his voice.

“I suppose not.” She smiled, turning back to the painting. “Is the ocean predictable where you’re from? Does it ebb and flow like ours?”

“It does, but I wouldn’t call it predictable. It’s wild—strong willed.”

“But beautiful?”

“Yeah.” She held his eyes hostage for another moment before he cleared his suddenly tight throat and looked away. “By the way, Arker wants you to know that you don’t have to yell.”

She laughed then, and it was even more melodic than before.
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“I can go?”

The doctor sat back with a grin. “You are healing well and now need to regain your strength. I want you to exercise lightly and often, lots of walking at first, then transition to heavier activities as time passes.” Kayta made to get up, but he added with a pointed look, “This does not mean you should wander the city getting into trouble.”

“Of course,” she said, plastering a smile across her face.

“And I expect to see you here every other afternoon for the foreseeable future.”

“Of course,” she repeated, hopping from her bed and slipping on her own boots—a welcome change from the infirmary slippers. Kayta bid the doctor a good morning and left the small infirmary. Throughout the estate, staff were sweeping and scrubbing all around, chattering about party preparations for that evening.

She found her way to Nick and Arker’s lounge, surprised at how the stairs didn’t tire her.

She knocked before letting herself in, finding Nick asleep in an armchair. “How was council?” she called.

He snapped awake and glared at her. “Huh?” he groaned, reaching for a bucket beside his chair and coughing into it.

Kayta winced. “Rough training this morning?”

“That, and Siymin’s damn potion.” He spit a chunk of blue sludge into the bucket. “It’s got me all messed up.” He rubbed his eyes, looking at the clock. “Guess I missed breakfast. You need something?”

She shook her head. “Doctor Natiem let me leave. I’m going into the city to see a friend.”

“You want us to come?” He gestured to Arker’s closed bedroom door.

“No. I’m going to catch up on whatever I’ve missed. Something strange is happening and I need to find out more.”

“Something to do with me? With the ransom?”

“I hope not,” Kayta said, eyes downcast. “But it seems all our problems are connected these days.”

She left him and used an employee gate to enter the city. She wrapped her cloak tighter as chilly air seeped through the opening. The weather was turbulent during this season, sometimes still warm during the day, but nights were always cold enough to chase most people indoors.

The streets weren’t busy yet, and Kayta walked past a few familiar haunts—the cannery, a washing maid’s shop, and the old Crow’s Inn. 

When she arrived at the underground’s entrance, she wished she’d brought a lantern, somehow forgetting how shadowed the ramshackle three-story building was, tucked between the towering factories and warehouses.

The lichen-coated door shook with her three quick knocks, followed by two, and finally a single one. The door swung in and her fingers brushed the stone walls of the rounded, unlit corridor. Machinery rumbled in the distance, and Kayta continued down the humid hallway.

After passing the many identical, unmarked doors, she stopped at the correct one, repeating her knocking sequence and waiting. 

The door creaked open and she stepped inside the empty but cramped common area. She went into the next hallway and headed for her room, but paused in the frame when someone called her name.

She winced before turning and found Ninnian behind her.

Kayta’s mouth opened, but shut again when she couldn’t find the right words.

“Hello,” was all the dark-haired girl said.

Kayta motioned toward her room, and Ninnian followed inside. She sat tentatively on her small bed, the old wood frame squeaking.

“I’m sorry,” Ninnian said. “For what I said. It wasn’t fair of me to ask that of you.”

“It’s okay,” Kayta whispered. “I understand.” She met Ninnian’s night-brown eyes. “Something’s going on, isn’t it?”

Her shoulders dropped and she sat beside her, lowering her voice. “I knew you saw it too. The similarities. Before they covered the body.” She shivered. “I can’t stop wondering if it was him. Did that maid know something? Or maybe she just had bad luck.” Ninnian sighed, and they were both quiet.

“This place is like a graveyard,” Kayta said. “Where is everyone?”

“Like I said, out on runs. No one is getting enough time to sleep with the new demands for output. He’s driving us into the ground with all this extra work, and he’s not being careful. It’s mostly junior runners.” She rubbed her fingers. “It’s terrible, training them and knowing they might not last long. He doesn’t seem to care anymore, only if they’re getting the amesta they’re worth before...”

“Are more being arrested, or is it the sickness?”

“The sickness. He’s shortening the instruction time, so they barely have a chance to get accustomed. Only the strong ones make it past their first two weeks.”

“What is he doing?”

“I don’t know.” Ninnian cradled her head. “I overheard something. But I don’t understand what it means. He said there was someone powerful he was bringing in, but they weren’t ready yet. Whatever that means. I don’t know what to do.”

“You should flee,” Kayta said, touching her hand. “You should come back with me. We can hide you, give you a horse and send you somewhere far away where the Prospector won’t find you.”

“I can’t leave the others behind. I’m staying.”

Kayta wanted to insist she didn’t. Wanted to convince her into fleeing, or doing something else, anything that would be less likely to end in Ninnian’s death. But she knew once this young woman’s mind was set, there were no words that could change it. “Then tell me all that you know. If it’s connected to what’s going on with my friends... They’ll help.”

Ninnian’s eyes tightened. “Now they’re your friends?”

A beat passed without an answer. “What do you know?”

“I told you everything,” she said. “The way the wounds in that maid’s body bubbled, the blade that killed her had to be coated in amesta extract. Stronger than we’d ever sell, too.”

“It could still be a customer. Just because amesta was involved doesn’t mean someone here is.”

“Yes, but in The Royal Estate? That can’t be a coincidence. All those years ago, do you know who first banned amesta in the country?”

Kayta thought for a bit, then shrugged. “All I did during lessons was sleep and pray for them to be over.”

“Right.” Ninnian smiled, seeming to remember classes together. Her smile died away as she continued, “It was the old king himself, Kayta. The dethroning was the best thing to ever happen for this business, and for the Prospector.” She stared at her expectantly.

The pieces snapped together in Kayta’s mind. “It was Nick’s father who banned it, and if he turns out to be anything like his father—oh.”

Ninnian spread her arms wide. “Exactly.”

Kayta resisted the urge to throw something, not seeing anything suitable in her vicinity, anyway. Why does it all have to be so complicated? she thought. “I should go,” she said, standing. “I don’t want to be here if the Prospector decides to visit.”

“These are strange times,” Ninnian said. “Be careful.”

“And you,” Kayta replied, nodding instead of saying goodbye.
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“Alaria has already tried tracking spells,” Arker said, fingers tapping the desk. “And if she hasn’t come up with anything, we won’t be able to.”

“It’s not even worth a shot?”

“Alaria’s stronger than us, I’m sure. She does these things regularly, you know.”

Nick sighed and brushed over his hair, shoulder aching from the brutal training that morning. 

Baledin insisted on supplementing Nick’s magic training with swordsmanship. ‘Because you cannot rely on magic alone,’ the instructor had said. ‘Magic may run out, but you can still fight afterwards.’

He shut the textbook he struggled to make any sense of and plunked his head on the desk. The wood oozed an old paper scent, like everything else in the estate’s library.

“Don’t get disheartened,” Arker said. “There are plenty of texts to look through. Maybe one among these very shelves has the answer we’re searching for.”

Nick stared at the looming pile of books they’d collected and tried not to pull a face. “All the magical abilities people have around here, but speed reading isn’t one of them?”

Arker laughed, “Unfortunately, I’ve never heard of such an ability.”

Nick harrumphed, staring out the window. The quickly setting second sun sent the glass of the vast windows glinting, the study area of the two-story library lit perfectly for their needs. Where in the world are you? Nick wondered, thinking of the redheaded little girl. Are you even in this world?

The door creaking open interrupted his thoughts and Elenora strode in, heels clicking with each stride. “Alright boys, enough of this for now. I need your assistance.”

Nick gladly shoved his chair back and left the books behind. They followed her to the ballroom, her step echoing to Nick: Where is she? Where is she? Where is she?

As he helped hang pink banners and push the banquet tables against one wall, he thought of Tella. 

While he arranged chairs and spread candles across tabletops, he tried not to picture where she might be. He struggled to suppress the guilt wracking him about having a party when she was still missing. He shook the thought from his head, reminding himself that this was the Olexian equivalent of a wake.

The guests began to arrive, and Nick greeted those he passed on his way back to the library. He chose another book from the stack and found the glossary, trying to block out the din from the growing party. He only made it a few pages when the door swung open.

“I didn’t take you for the studious type,” a honey voice said as a greeting.

“Depends on the subject,” Nick said, closing the book and trying not to look tired. He straightened his shirt collar and sat up, suddenly conscious of his stray hairs.

“Do you intend to hide from the party the entire night?” Cressida perched against the desk, fingers tracing a stack of books.

“Not exactly a party, is it?” He propped his chin against his hand, looking up at her.

She pursed her lips, and Nick opened his mouth to compliment the purple-red makeup that made them shimmer. He inhaled but then stopped, perplexed. What am I doing? he thought to himself, lowering his eyes to the table.

“A life celebration is a type of party, I suppose.” Cressida shrugged, her movements casual as always, voice mildly bored. “Food, dancing, drinks, and speeches. I assume these things are different where you’re from?”

“We don’t so much celebrate as mourn and drink until we feel better.”

“Ah,” she said in understanding, hair shushing across the shoulders of her lilac dress. “The funeral is the following day. But before we say final goodbyes and bury them forever, we show them how much we care—we honor them with revelry. Then they can leave us knowing they are loved.” The longer she sat so near to him, the more detail he could see in her eyes. From far away they were sea-green, but up close appeared crisp like winter pine, dark in places and bright, almost blue in others.

“That sounds nice.”

“Come see it for yourself,” she said, reaching for his hand. Nick felt as if someone had splashed him with ice water, his daze shattering. “Skipping a life celebration is disrespectful to the lost, you know.”

She led him out to the hall, the bottom of her dress sweeping the floor as they entered the ballroom on quiet feet.

Too complicated, Nick reminded himself. Their hands slipped apart, and he awkwardly shoved his into his pockets.

The band played vibrantly while chattering guests spilled into the hallway. They found Arker, and he pulled away from a group of candidates.

“Thank you for saving me,” he sighed with a laugh. “Everyone suddenly wants to know all about my amazing cousin.”

Nick scoffed. “Now that I’m not their competition, I’m a sideshow freak, huh?”

“Not a freak,” Cressida said. “Maybe... a curiosity.” She scanned the room, then asked, “Drinks?”

“Yes, please,” Nick answered.

She left them for the refreshments table across the ballroom, weaving between other guests.

“You’re hopeless,” Arker laughed, seeing the light in Nick’s eyes as he watched her. “You can dance, can’t you?”

Nick turned, eyes coming into focus again. More and more people moved around them, heading to the open floor space.

“Well yeah, but I don’t... I shouldn’t. Right?”

“Forget what I said about her shrew of a mother—yes, Cressida would be an unstoppable ally, but forget that too.” Arker gripped his cousin firmly by the shoulders. “You’re allowed to go after what you want, Nick. It’s that simple.”

Am I? he thought.

She turned from the table and headed back to them.

Arker let go and said, “Ask her to dance.”

Cressida approached, handing him a glass of bubbling liquid and sipping her own.

“Thanks,” he said, taking a sip of the spiced drink. She smiled then, and something within him snapped. “Do you wanna dance?” he asked, offering a hand.

Her eyes gleamed and she didn’t hesitate before answering, “I do,” and accepting his hand.

The song ended, and they set their drinks aside, heading for the open space. The other dancers gave the duo a wide berth, and the music began again, changing. Nick and Cressida pressed their right hands together between them and waited, eyes locked on each other.

The melody came alive and they walked in a circle around their hands, closer together than many of the other pairs. Cressida held her skirt with her free hand. As the music sped up, so did their steps. But their eyes never left one another’s. The chandelier light gleaming off their skin, they danced. And her smile lit Nick up, infectious and reassuring in its beauty. It was something he wanted to see again and again.

He laughed, their steps quickening, them and everyone else almost tripping over their own shoes as the music sped up, stumbling and smiling as only the deftest of feet could keep up now.

Cressida laughed too and gave up, nearly taking a tumble herself. She wove through the dancers, beckoning Nick to follow.

Once in the hall, their eyes met, and they burst out in laughter.

“You’re quite the dancer,” she said, a smile plastered on her painted lips as they meandered down the hallway side by side.

Nick scoffed. “Oh yeah, I’m a real ballerina.”

“Wow,” she breathed, stopping at a tall window and admiring one of the garden’s oldest trees. “I just added a pink arku like that to my greenhouse this summer. It’s amazing how grand they can grow when they’re not crowded.”

He hummed in response. “I think I know a view you’ll like,” he said, and nodded for her to follow.

Evening light streamed through the wide windows across the upper balcony of the library, the stacks glowing. They padded up the steep, narrow staircase, shoes clicking against the balcony’s tile floor.

“It’s the perfect time of year, isn’t it?” Cressida said, her nose inches from the glass. The gardens sprawled beneath them, the paths, flowers, and changing leaves a rainbow of foliage across the acres of rolling views. “I suppose it’s just as wonderful in the spring, though.”

They faced the window, but both watched the other in their peripheral vision. Mendi Mountain rose behind the city beyond, a stone mammoth standing over the buildings below. Nick couldn’t help turning to her, his mouth dry at the sight of evening light against her features.

She noticed him and held his stare. “Something strange is happening around us,” she said.

Nick nodded slowly for her to go on.

“I sometimes wonder if I... if those I’ve always trusted are still worthy of my trust.”

“Yeah?” he said, a humming whisper.

“I fear, then, if they were trustworthy to begin with.”

“Because you were conditioned to believe them from the start.”

“Exactly,” she breathed. Her eyes flicked down, then up again, and she fiddled with her gold rings. “There is something strange happening in my city, and I need to stop it. I fear whoever is doing these terrible things to you is ingrained in the Council. I want to help you figure it out, before everything gets too messy.”

Swallowing, he blinked at her. “Things are already messy, Cressida.”

“Those I’m supposed to trust hide issues from me, and those who are supposedly my friends only act that way for their own benefit.” Her voice was softer than he’d heard it before. 

Nick twisted, leaning against the stone window sill and keenly aware of just how close they were. “That sounds lonely.”

“I’m used to the feeling, I suppose—always surrounded by people but still alone.” She huffed a laugh, breath brushing his skin. “You’ll have to excuse my self-pity. I’m not the best company.”

His face turned up in an open half-smile. “Out of all the schmucks I’ve met in this God damned world so far—in any God damned world—I think you’re great company.”

She snickered at the odd compliment. “That’s just the chancellor’s circle. Those who stand to gain something from you are often the worst sort of friends, if you’re someone in my place.” She paused. “Being a first seat chancellor’s daughter, I mean.”

Their eyes met again. Then hers flicked to the door and she sighed. “They’ll think we’re up to something nefarious if we don’t return soon.” Her grin was a conspirator’s grin, and she let half a step of space close between them.

“Who are those conspiring chancellors and candidates to call us nefarious?” He grinned, leaning his head back until frosty glass touched his scalp. “But you’re probably right.” He rose, feeling the heat of her body for just a moment as they stood inches away. She spun and made for the stairs, waiting for him to match her stride before continuing into the hall.

As they came within sight of the ballroom she said, “I would like to speak with Lamoree’s third tonight. I find him particularly interesting.”

“Arker thinks so, too.” Nick said. “But first I have to talk to someone else.” He split off from Cressida and went directly for the figure sitting alone. “You got anything?” he asked.

“No.” Kayta poked her food with a fork, her opposite elbow braced on the table, hand cradling her chin. “I only found more questions. So many questions,” she muttered.

“But nothing urgent?”

“No.” She stabbed a roasted carrot and chewed it dejectedly.

“Alright then,” Nick said through a breath. He left her to wallow and went to the freshly placed food across the room.

The spread was piled with steaming dishes wafting the spicy-sweet scent of Goopra’s signature foods. Nick craved the now-familiar flavors as he scooped a plateful for himself and sat with Kayta, a fresh glass of cider alongside his meal.

As he tucked in, two more plates clicked against the table, flanking him.

Nick cleared his throat. “They’re looking at us,” he mumbled, making eye contact with Chancellor Lamoree at a table across the room. His eyes skipped to the person next to Lamoree, finding Chancellor Usarti there, her guards hovering.

Cressida laughed loudly beside him and said, “Well, it seems my mother and I can agree on something. The other keeps poor company. Don’t mind her.”

Arker cleared his throat. “How is your research coming along, Nick?” he asked, struggling not to look back at those watching them.

“Nothing yet,” was all Nick said, eating and trying to ignore the aggressive stare of Chancellor Usarti. He looked away, but found another table of gawking candidates. Everywhere he turned, someone seemed to stare.

Cressida leaned forward, blocking Nick’s view of the ogling candidates. “Don’t mind them,” she said with a tisk. “I’ve long-since stopped caring what they think.” She picked up her glass and held it out. “For Delorily.”

The others followed and Arker added, “A kind soul we will miss dearly.”

“For Delorily,” Nick echoed.
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Miri thought the magical shroud around the house seemed like some kind of terrible joke. She watched Tuko’s house appear as they crossed through the shroud, air shimmering as the illusion disappeared. The door was still shut, exactly as they’d left it, with a star burst from the LaKaio burned into the wood.

The previous day, Miri couldn’t endure the sound of the Lake of Stars’ song, so they rode until dark before stopping to sleep, taking a few hours to rest before continuing just before dawn. Travel was easier once they were across the river and back on roads, so they pushed the horses and were able to arrive in the afternoon.

A familiar hollowness filled their guts as they walked through Tuko’s house, the air stale.

“It shouldn’t be this way,” Siymin said. His eyes burned as they took the kitchen’s back door outside, the now-overgrown turf of the training area greeting them. They strolled in silence to Tuko’s favorite spot and ultimate resting place, sitting beside him.

Miri twisted her fingers through the grass and said, “I wish he was here. He’d know what to do.” She took Siymin’s hand, and they listened to the wind in the trees.

Siymin remembered days spent training, guided by old Tuko’s wisdom.

Miri thought about how she might make things right for him. Her father had ordered Tuko’s death. She didn’t think that was something she ever could make up for. But she’d try. She sniffled. “Thank you for teaching us. For saving me.”

Siymin smiled sadly at her, then placed their hands over the grave. “We won’t fail you, Tuko,” he said. “We’ll find her. I promise.” He stood then, pulling Miri up with him.

They wiped their stray tears and walked back to the house, only letting each other go once inside.

The ladder to the loft was covered in black boot prints, and the latch of the hatch broken.

Jaten followed, not hesitating a moment and climbing the ladder after them. He ran forward between Miri and Siymin’s feet, sniffing the paper sheets spread across the floor.

“What happened?” Miri said.

Pages littered the floor and bed. Dozens of books were ripped apart and scattered across the ground.

Siymin turned in circles, shaking his head at the damage. “The LaKaio were behind Nick when he came back for the potion book,” he said. “I hope they didn’t get hold of what we need.”

“Well,” Miri sighed. “Let’s find out.” She knelt in front of the first shelf and ran a finger along the spines, reading the titles as she went. Siymin did the same at the next, and they sorted through the books, the only sounds being the occasional scrape of a book leaving the shelf or being clapped shut and slid back.

“I’ve never been up here before,” Siymin said after a while. “Whenever we needed to study something, he’d retrieve it for us.”

“Did Tuko train all of your siblings?” Miri asked, putting another book away.

“Most of us required little help. He oversaw our training though, being a family friend, but only my eldest sister and I required anything beyond basic instruction.”

“Oh?” Miri moved to the next shelf.

“Well,” he laughed, “when my magic first came in, I almost burned our barn to the ground.”

She turned to him, eyes wide.

“My ability is the weakest in my entire family, but my casting is average. The unbalance made me spontaneously set things alight when I would try to do something else. My father was there, thankfully, and we didn’t have to replace much, but it could’ve ended in disaster.”

“So, you’re the problem child, then?” she teased.

“Oh no,” he laughed again. “That’s Ryupert. It was just bad luck that my mother was away the week my magic came in. My unbalance wasn’t severe, but it made learning to center my Idol hard enough that I needed Tuko’s help.”

“Yikes,” Miri said with a chuckle. “What’s this?” She held up a worn brown book, the spine cracked and mottled with stains.

“The Great Script,” he said, barely looking up. “It’s a religious text.”

“Tuko must’ve read it a lot,” she noted, carefully opening it to the marked page. “The Legend of Mendi. What’s it about?”

“That’s my mother’s favorite,” he said, smile reaching his eyes. “It’s about a farmer who creates a creature of stone to hunt the wild cats that killed his cattle. But then the creature becomes greedy and the Gods give the farmer a diamond hatchet to put the monster to sleep. The monster then becomes Mendi Mountain. When we were misbehaving, she used to say it would awaken and eat us if we didn’t settle down.”

“Funny,” she mused, glancing over the story. “Is it true?”

Siymin shrugged. “I don’t know. Some accept the stories as genuine history. Others take only the lessons from them.”

She hummed in response and put the book back, moving to the next one.

They shifted around the room, carefully searching each shelf. When they both had a stack of potentially helpful books, they sprawled on spare pillows across the floor as they read.

A while later, Siymin sat up and rubbed his eyes, glasses going crooked before he righted them.

“Did you find something?” Miri asked, watching his eyes flick down the paper.

He pulled his lip between his teeth and skimmed the rest of the page. “No,” he said, deflating. “I don’t think so. This is more theory than anything.” He shut the volume and set it aside, pressing on his strained eyes.

“We’ll figure something out,” she said, reaching over to touch his shoulder. “It’ll just take some time.”

“I only hope we have enough of that.” Siymin sighed and picked up the next book.
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As afternoon turned to evening, they read on, migrating from the loft, to the kitchen, outside, and back again, all while searching through endless books for something to help them find Tella.

“Siymin,” Miri said urgently, bolting from her place sprawled across the grass. His head snapped up at the sudden break in silence. “I might’ve found something.”

He came to sit beside her and looked at the open book in her hands. “What is it?”

“I think it’s a spell that lets you track someone.” She tried not to get too excited as she read the page again. “We need an object she’s touched, and a sprig of... what does this say?” She squinted.

“Corryberry,” he said, smiling. “Tuko has a few corryberry bushes planted somewhere out there.” He pointed his chin to the woods behind them. “He has dozens of herbs and plants just in case he ever needed them.”

“This sounds complicated,” she said, studying the detailed instructions. “Do you think we can pull it off?”

Siymin hummed in consideration, reading it too. “I’m sure between us we’ll figure it out. Whether we can correctly perform it is another matter. It appears we have to wait until midnight.” He flipped the page. “And we only have an hour to cast it.” His head tilted in thought. “I don’t know, Miri. This seems above our abilities. But I’m willing to try,” he amended upon noticing her pursed features.

“Oh,” she said, reaching the notes at the end of the instructions. “Of course,” she sighed. “There’s a catch.”

“Oh,” Siymin repeated, pulling in air between his teeth. “This complicates things. Even if we do everything right and it goes perfectly, I don’t know what the risks are.”

“Why would it need to blind you to work?”

“Look.” He pointed. “It says the blindness will only last until the spell ends.” He shut the book, removing his glasses and rubbing his eyes. “It’s how this type of magic usually works. Just like making the montravrill potion, this channels old magic. That, and it’s an object-assisted spell, which are notoriously volatile.”

“So all that adds up to a recipe for disaster,” Miri muttered.

He laughed then. “Yes, I’d say so. If ingested, corryberry is toxic. It can cause temporary vision degradation that usually resolves on its own after a few days—but only if you eat a small amount. A large dose will lead to permanent blindness. I’m certainly not an expert, but with the given information I presume it must have some kind of connection with the ingredients used.”

“Okay.” Miri sighed sharply through her nose. “We’re short on time. I’m willing to take the risk.”

Siymin stood, offering to help her up. “I don’t foresee us finding a better option. Not any time soon, anyway,” he said, looking over the stacks of books they’d already checked.

She took his hand, her back aching in protest as she stiffly rose and followed him into the woods. They wove through the wooded area behind the house, and after half an hour of wandering, they found the corryberry. They were tall, rounded bushes of long, sweet-scented green needles. Small unripe berry buds hung from the delicate stems, ready for their season in late fall. Using a pocket blade, they carefully cut a few sprigs, the dry forest filling with the corryberry’s aroma.

The second sun’s light was still shimmering on the horizon when they returned to the house. Just as they reached the back door’s threshold, Miri felt it.

A small, strange disturbance in the air.

She paused, listening.

The whirling of LaKaio boards sounded, and Miri and Siymin skittered inside. They sat behind the kitchen counter, breathing heavily as they listened. They summoned magic to their hands.

The sounds stopped. Footsteps thunked up the stairs outside. She cursed at herself for not bracing the door earlier. The broken latch clicked, and the door creaked open.

Siymin’s eyes widened when Miri sprang up and bellowed, “Get out,” at the four LaKaio hovering in the doorway. She slung a fistful of energy at the leader, but the spell fizzled out before it could connect.

The intruders froze, their leader making eye contact with Miri. “Wait—” Akia said. The LaKaio beside her reached for a cube at his belt, but Akia cautiously raised her fingers, halting his movement.

Miri engulfed her fist in magic, an energetic and swirling spell appearing to her relief. “You wanna play with fire? Let’s see what you’ve got.” She crouched and threw it at them, the erratic and swirling blue-green spell connecting with the left LaKaio’s board, sending him to the ground. The others floundered for cover while he shifted in pain.

Siymin ducked behind the counter and pulled Miri with him.

She stared at her hands, holding them up before her face and squinting. “That’s not what I wanted you to do,” she muttered.

He growled her name, shaking her attention back to the present.

Miri curled her fists, eyes full of defeat. “I’ve got nothing, Siy.” She tried to summon fire again, but her magic simply refused. “I can’t cast anything!” she whispered.

“Gods help us,” he said. Siymin took a deep breath before shifting into a crouch and rising, still partially covered by the cabinets. “That was your only warning!” He brought a flashy spell to his fingertips and stared down the intruders, heart pounding. “We don’t want to hurt anyone, but we will if you don’t leave now.”

Miri stood without hesitation. Whatever it was they came for, they wouldn’t get it. The expression in her eyes conveyed that, because one of the LaKaio reached for a cube at his belt. Siymin fired, and the LaKaio dropped, unmoving.

“Get out,” Miri growled, managing a small fistful of sparks but nothing else, praying they couldn’t tell the difference between a few flames and a spell that could kill.

“We’re going,” Akia said. She raised her hands slowly, focusing on Miri from behind her tilted brow. She motioned to the others and they rushed to grip their fallen companion, dragging him away on whirling boards.

Miri said, “Tell Garran he can kill me himself if he wants me dead so bad.”

“Believe me or don’t,” Akia replied, leaning back slowly on her board and retreating. “He wants you alive, kakaneko.”

Miri and Siymin waited until they were out of sight to drop their spells and look at each other. She ground her teeth, and there was a sharpness in her eyes he hadn’t seen before.

“Once Tella is safe and I find that bastard,” she said, stomping to the front door and slamming it shut. “I’m going to kill him.”
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Siymin’s lantern flickered, casting strange shadows on the surrounding garden. Bugs chirped in the woods beyond as he laid the book open on the ground, leaning closer to the light. He checked once more that they had everything and took a small knife from his belt, summoning a gentle flame and running the blade through it.

“Why the blood?” Miri asked, cringing at the thought of metal slicing into living flesh.

“Since it’s a cooperatively cast spell, we need to anchor it to one person.”

Miri reached for Siymin’s hand that gripped the dagger’s handle. “Are you sure I can’t do it?”

After a momentary pause, he took on a careful tone and said, “That would be ideal, because you’re so powerful and could surely withstand it. But with your magic’s recent... instability, I’m afraid of what could happen. This isn’t like the spells we use every day. This spell, the montravrill potion, they’re old magic. Tuko is among the last who protect these works.” He ran a hand over the open page. “It’s tricky. A slight error and who knows what might go wrong. And we only have one chance.” He raised his chin at the fabric doll nestled in Miri’s hands.

Her mouth creased as she gave the toy a long glance. Even though he was right, she still didn’t like it.

Siymin touched the blade to his forearm, holding both over the wooden dish. With a slight application of pressure, blood pooled from the incision and he was careful not to let the knife go too deep. He waited for enough to spill over the twine inside the bowl. When it was done, Miri pressed a cloth to his skin with one hand, wrapping it tightly in place with a strip of bandage.

The length of cord drank greedily, and once it was saturated, Siymin wound it around the corryberry cutting.

Miri winced at the pungent iron scent as she placed the doll atop the bundle.

They grasped hands, each touching the ingredients with their free one. She took a deep breath of chill night air as they nodded at each other and began the spell, channeling their magic.

Letting out a sliver of flame, the bundle ignited beneath their fingertips. As they focused their energy and thoughts on the little girl, it burned fast and bright, the green needles curling and turning to ash.

A tightness grew in Miri’s throat as they watched it burn, a pungent smoke invading her senses, and she suppressed a cough.

The fire extinguished unexpectedly and they whisked back their hands, looking down at the unharmed doll.

She studied it closely. “Did it work?”

The moment Siymin lifted the toy, he gasped in surprise. “Yes. It worked.” He whipped his head from one side to the other. “I... can’t see anything.” He gulped.

She leaned forward, waving in front of his face. “Nothing?”

He snickered. “No, but I can feel the wind from your hand. Wait. Do... do you hear that?”

Miri held a breath and listened, but heard only the sounds of night. “What is it?”

“It’s just a whisper.” A smile turned up his lips, his gaze far off but eyes sparkling with amusement. “The spell says ‘This way.’ ”

“Let’s get to work, then.” She stood and guided him up. She didn’t let his hand go until they were inside, and she sat him down in the kitchen while she filled their packs. Jaten woke up from his napping place on a stuffed chair in the corner, chirping happily and climbing up to Siymin’s shoulder, watching her. She smiled and gave him a cracker, which the kopi munched messily, spilling crumbs all down his red fur and the front of Siymin’s shirt.

After that, she steered Siymin to the pasture, where she realized she’d have to tack up the horses on her own. With the moon still rising behind the trees it was strenuous work, the only light coming from their two lanterns. It took longer than Miri wanted, as Siymin had to remind her of each step and couldn’t see what she was doing. Once she finished, she guided his hands to the straps and he felt for the correct tightness.

She took out the map and asked, “So, which way are we supposed to go?” Only then did she realize the map wouldn’t help him.

“This is going to be difficult, isn’t it? The best I have is a general direction,” he laughed. “Oh Gods, this should be fun.”

“We’ll figure it out,” she said through a sigh. “Just give me what you’ve got.”

Siymin raised his arm, first finger extended. “That way.”

“North. I can work with that. Let’s head down the path toward the city and go from there.”

Plan agreed upon and horses ready, they set off, but this time Miri led Scout and Siymin while driving Spirit, Jaten perched on Siymin’s lap.

Siymin tilted his head, as if trying to see around the darkness that consumed his eyes. The spell whispered in his ear. The voice was vague, distant. If he’d tried to put a face to it, he’d only come up with a general collection of androgynous features. It didn’t tilt or waver, remaining a steady reminder that spoke only to him.

The moon had risen enough to provide some light, and Miri constantly scanned the woods, ears on alert for anyone coming their way. They soon arrived at a fork in the road, and she announced they were stopping before slowly bringing Spirit to a halt. She urged Scout forward, getting him right beside her gray-speckled mare. “We’re at a crossroads. Which way should we go?” Her eyes kept flicking to the doll clenched in his hand as if it might come to life. “What’s it doing?”

“It’s whispering. It only says one thing: ‘This way.’ ”

“Do you think anything went wrong? With the spell?”

“It appeared to be successful.” He turned to her, but his eyes were focused above her head, which made Miri grin. “Though I’ve never used this spell, so I can’t say for sure. It still wants to go that way.” He pointed northward then.

She took the map from her pack and unrolled it, finding their location easily. Both roads continued slightly north, one going northeast, the other going northwest. “If you had to say more to the left, or the right, which would you say?”

He thought for a moment, leaning as if he were straining to hear. “Left, I suppose.”

“Alright. Left it is.” She pulled her lips in and clicked for the horses to move along.

An hour later, Miri shifted in the saddle, stretching one arm at a time as she examined the dark forest. The beauty of Olexia continued to take her breath away, even though each phantom of movement made her back stiffen as if an enemy were around the nearest trunk.

But it was still astounding.

Leaves glowing in the moonlight, scents of moss and flowers competing for her attention, the arched roots and wide trunks of arku trees. She wondered how long it would be until the novelty of Olexia wore off.

Her senses pricked as she realized they must be close to the montravrill fields by now, but she relaxed, remembering that the harvest season for the rare plants was over and there were likely no LaKaio patrolling an empty field.

“Miri,” Siymin said, snapping her from her thoughts. “It changed.”

The curly-haired young woman halted the horses and Siymin raised his arm, pointing more west. “That’ll take us off the road, Siy. You sure?” She turned back, but remembered he couldn’t see her face.

“I’m certain,” he said, gaze distant. “It’s been getting louder over the last twenty minutes or so.”

So she nudged their tiny convoy onward, letting the horses set the pace to what was comfortable for them.

“Doing good back there?” she asked after a while, struggling to hold in the yawn begging for escape. She knew Siymin was just as exhausted. Miri wondered how long they could keep up the routine of short nights before they both succumbed to a deep sleep.

“What?” he said, voice booming.

She pulled them to a stop.

“It’s getting stronger. It whispered before, but it’s louder now.”

“You don’t have to shout.”

“What?” He leaned forward.

“How far?” she asked, raising her voice enough for someone across a road to hear.

Siymin shrugged, now speaking only a bit louder than normal. “I think we’re close. Wait. It changed direction.”

“She’s moving?”

He didn’t answer, so Miri repeated herself.

“Huh? Oh. Yes. That way.” He pointed again, and they continued, following his instructions.

Every few dozen paces he called out, and Miri shifted the horses until he felt they were going straight toward the spell’s call.

It was another half an hour later when Miri shivered, a tingle running down her spine. She’d questioned the validity of this spell an hour ago, but kept quiet until now. “Siymin, look,” she said, stopping. Miri pointed to the ground, but then remembered again that he couldn’t see. “In the dirt, there’s horse tracks—our horses’ tracks.”

“Why would it take us in a circle?” he wondered, holding up the doll as if it would answer.

“It’s been a wild goose chase this whole time.”

“This makes no sense.” He shook his head. “Why would it send us this far and then suddenly go awry? Perhaps something threw it off, like a magical field, or a spell over an area we passed through.”

“Or it just didn’t work.” Another zing shot through Miri and she swung a leg over the saddle, getting down to stretch. “You said these kinds of spells were temperamental. Maybe we looked away, or the wind was blowing in the wrong direction.”

He fumbled for his saddlebag and shoved the doll inside. “Wait—” Siymin froze, eyes darting back and forth. “Miri,” he breathed. “Have I missed something? Wasn’t the spell supposed to end when I set the doll down?”

Her brow creased. “I think so,” she said, opening her pack and retrieving the book. She read the page again, her voice falling. “You’re right. But you still can’t see?”

“I no longer hear the voice. But I see... nothing.” He moved his head around, searching for any source of light.

Jaten climbed from Siymin’s lap to the horse’s rump and Miri watched him stretch and crouch, about to jump onto a nearby branch, but he stopped. His large round ears twitched, and he looked at her, then back at the empty woods.

Then the feeling came like a punch to Miri’s gut. Something was about to happen. Before she could utter a warning to Siymin, the air changed and a voice behind Miri said, “Greetings.”
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The air was wholly still.

Siymin’s mouth gaped. He knew that voice, too.

Miri steeled her nerves and turned on her heel. Hands behind her back, she tried to summon something—anything—that could help her.

He looked much as he had weeks ago, his features sharp and eyes icy against silver hair, but a shadow of untamed beard, the skew and wrinkle of his clothes, and the dark circles piqued Miri’s curiosity.

Siymin summoned a spell, but Garran lifted a finger and froze him in place. “Before you start blindly throwing spells at me,” he said pointedly, “see that I came alone, and unshielded.” He let Siymin go and waved at the surrounding air, as if to show it was true.

Miri tried to control the shock and curiosity on her face, but her heart hammered and she knew her thoughts and emotions were clear. With her magic failing her and Siymin still blinded, they were defenseless. She stared at Garran and prayed he’d continue talking.

“I’m sure you’re wondering why I’m here,” he said, leaning against a tree. He paused for someone to interject but went on when met with silence. “Well, the truth is,” he sighed, looking at his shoes for a moment. “I need your help.”

Miri let a brow raise, and she continued staring without a word.

“As you may be aware...” He cleared his throat. “I am currently presumed missing or dead by all but a few of my closest allies. No one knows my whereabouts”—he gestured around them—“not even my LaKaio.” He matched Miri’s intense stare. “The last time we met, things were complicated—still are, complicated. But something is happening, and I can’t stop it myself, nor can I afford to reveal myself just yet. I will admit, this situation is uncomfortable, and I wouldn’t be coming to you if I could help it. But you’re the only person I know of with the amount of power I need. And the need to stay hidden, like myself.” His roguish smile made Miri take pleasure in the thought of burning his face.

“How did you find us?” Siymin asked, staring in his general direction but focused nowhere.

“Ah,” Garran said. “That was quite the challenge. I tried the few locating spells I know, but found some wickedly tangled protections around you both. No doubt thanks to your mother,” he grumbled at Miri. “But it looks as if luck led me here today. I was searching for the accelerator girl, as I assume you are? I followed an odd pull in this direction. It seems she, too, has spells hiding her from the world.”

Something snapped inside Miri. She didn’t let her voice break as she said, “You expect me to believe you’re looking for Tella when you’re the one who took her in the first place?”

His eyes shone, but she couldn’t guess why. Something about the way he paused, just looking at her, made her think maybe he knew. Would it be better if he knew, or not? she thought. Would he want to protect her, like he had the daughter that he’d lost? Or would he see Miri as a mistake he’d rather forget? He almost had a hint of pain in his eyes. Did he ever love Daira? Was he even capable of love?

Garran shook his head, a tight sigh escaping his mouth. “There is so much you don’t understand.” He paused, pondering a moment. “I ordered my people to remove her, yes. But something happened later, while she was in transit after the... scuffle. I don’t know where she is.”

Miri gulped. In transit to where? What force could make Garran come to them for help? She had too many questions, and too much hate for the man who brought them. “What do you want, exactly?” she said, not trying to hide her contempt.

He didn’t even blink.

The eye contact between them was sharper than a razor, calculating and raging and swirling with possibilities and secrets. “I want your help.”

“With?”

“With stopping something that threatens my country, and the world beyond. Droves of people will fall, and when it’s done—when it leaves Goopra in shambles—it will move on to the next city, then the next, growing ever more powerful with everyone it destroys.”

He crossed his arms as if shielding himself. His own unawareness of the effect, the way he unconsciously tried to protect himself... Shivers snaked over Miri’s shoulders. Garran was truly scared. That made his presence even more frightening.

The blind vision flashed in her mind. She’d only gotten vague senses, but they were powerful impressions of danger and destruction. “What are you talking about?”

He sighed. “You must understand, this completely overshadows what I planned. It all got out of control so quickly and... well, to be honest, I need help to clean up the mess my wife made, before it’s too late.” He paused and Miri was ready to demand straight answers when he continued, “We awoke something. A power that’s been dormant for thousands of years. Zekta tricked me. She convinced me it would get us what we wanted, and now everything is in danger. I can’t stop it on my own.”

“And that is?” Siymin asked, annoyed.

“It has many names. But it’s most commonly known as the Mendi Ekora.”

“That’s a myth.”

“It is very real, I assure you,” Garran went on. “And worse than it sounds. In the coming days, the quakes will increase in power and frequency. Then the monster will rise, destroying the city and consuming its inhabitants.” He paused, but added, “I think.”

“You think?” the teens said simultaneously.

“Well, it’s a legend. The spells were... cryptic.”

Miri narrowed her eyes. “You’re telling me you somehow lost Tella after you kidnapped her, were tricked into waking up a mythical monster, and now you realize that was a stupid move, so you’re asking for our help? What kind of idiots do you take us for?”

His response was sharper, and the Garran she knew appeared for an instant. “I’m not playing mind games, child.”

“How can you expect us to trust you?” said Siymin.

“I don’t.” Garran was quiet again, and he partially raised his palm as if to calm an ornery horse. “We can be allies and work to end this threat, but I know you’re not foolish enough to trust me.”

And it was something in the way his eyes dulled during the last statement that stirred a stomach-dropping realization in Miri. “He’s serious,” she whispered, as if it were too blasphemous to be spoken.

No, she scolded herself, he can’t be trusted. He killed Tuko. Her rage simmered, and she reached without thinking, fingers tingling with energy as she tried to summon it, but it refused.

Miri wondered, could he be telling the truth? Either that, or he’s a better liar than I thought. There was nothing disingenuous in his expression. It was weariness and defeat, with a hint of pleading.

She cursed quietly, snuffing out the attempt at a spell in her hand.

Garran backed up slightly, his head twisting as he looked between them both, puzzled. “Something is wrong,” he observed. “With both of you.” He looked at Siymin, who stared blankly above Garran, still blinded by the tracking spell. “But they’re not connected?”

Siymin bristled beside her, and Miri touched his arm. “It’s alright.”

“How long?” Garran asked, hands clasped behind his back.

She took a lengthy pause before answering. “Since the last time we met.” Miri’s back stiffened, her shoulder squaring. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing his judgment scared her. Does he know who I am? she wondered. What he is to me?

He hummed in consideration, eyes flicking up a moment. “Strange,” he said. “But you.” His attention snapped to Siymin. “A cut off tracking spell, isn’t it? If that was Tuko’s old corryberry recipe, I’m not sure whether to commend your bravery, or chuckle at your naivety. You need to burn the object to dissolve the connection. The blindness should resolve itself over a few hours. Assuming you did the spell correctly, I suppose.”

Siymin stilled, and Miri knew he’d just realized Garran was right.

“Well, I understand if you require time to consider, but we don’t have long. I’ll leave you to figure out whether you want to save the country and civilization beyond. I’ll return at mid-day.” Garran turned, walking back through the dark woods, seeming to disappear into the night.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]


Nick’s muscles complained as he lowered himself to the sofa, eyes closing and quickly giving in to sleep.

It was short-lived, as a swift kick to the boots roused him soon after. He shot up and regretted it, his head thanking him for the sudden movement with a wave of pain.

“The curse of cider is that you don’t know what it’s doing until it’s too late,” Arker said, smiling as Nick slumped back into his chair. “Get ready, we leave in half an hour.”

“I just got back from training with Baledin.” He covered his eyes, blocking the morning light. “Can it wait?”

“I’m afraid not,” his cousin replied. “Cressida asked us to meet at our earliest convenience. Apparently, she has something important to discuss. Your conversation last night must’ve had an impact.”

Nick groaned, but roused himself enough to wash and dress before getting into the carriage with Arker.

The front door of Cressida’s house swung open as they arrived. “Aren’t you tired?” Nick asked as she let them in, her face bright with no lingering trace of last night’s party.

“You’ll have to learn to keep up with us,” she laughed, throwing his cousin a knowing look. “Coffee?” she asked, taking a kettle off the stove as her guests sat at the table littered with documents.

“Yes, please.” Once she turned, he rubbed his face, trying to stave off his sleepiness.

Arker peered at the pages in curiosity. “What is all this?”

Cressida poured three cups of steamy brown liquid, saying, “I’ve been collecting information for a while now. Strange things are happening in this city, and I think it’s all tied up in the Council. It started a few weeks ago. Chancellors Garran and Zekta were... unsettled. They were distant, leaving during meetings, missing them altogether sometimes, which isn’t alarming on its own, but by the way they were acting, something was happening.”

“That’s when...” Arker stopped, looking at Nick.

Careful. No one can find out about Miri, he thought to his cousin. “That’s when I got here—when I came to Olexia.”

“That was my suspicion,” she said, bringing over a tray of mugs and sliding documents away to make room for it. “And with Chancellors Garran and Zekta’s disappearances, it’s no wonder everything has become so messy.”

Nick almost laughed. “No kidding.” He browsed the mess of papers over the table. They were all written in the same neat script, some dated with council meetings and others seeming to be running notes. There were a few pages with chancellors’ names across the top, and chunks of text penciled underneath them. “What do you have?”

Shifting the folders aside, she replied, “I’m not sure yet. I’d like to hear your side of what happened with your maid.”

He hesitated, looking at Arker, who nodded slightly in return. He thought her trustworthy enough to share a bit of their information. “There is a little girl who’s missing,” Nick said. “Her name is Tella. The LaKaio took her because of her ability, and we don’t know where she is. I got a note before Delorily... before she was killed. Someone says they have Tella, and if I didn’t step down from candidacy, they’d kill her.”

Cressida hummed, but didn’t respond for a while, staring out the window before turning back to her papers. “That cements my suspicion. I believe this was the work of a chancellor, and not a candidate or otherwise. They made their disdain for you and me obvious last night,” she said, trying to conceal the disdain in her voice.

“But you—you’re Chancellor Usarti’s daughter,” Arker said, perplexed.

She reached for a cup of coffee and stirred in a spoonful of sugar. “My... status has only a bit to do with my mother. I have other duties that keep me in the Council’s interest.”

Nick could see the questions in Arker’s face, but he kept them to himself and asked, “Which chancellors do you think are capable of this?”

Cressida laughed humorlessly. “Most of them. Blackmail, murder. The lot of them are as vicious and desperate as starving beasts. The more important question is, who feels threatened by you?”

It was Nick’s turn to laugh. “What, they’re scared of little old me?” He leaned against the table and sipped at his steaming coffee.

Her brows tightened and she snickered. “You’re neither little nor old, but yes, they are. They may hide it well, but they are afraid of you. Of what you could represent. And they should be.” She seemed to notice the empty chair then. “Your friend Kayta, she couldn’t make it?”

“Kayta has her own agenda. I don’t know where she ran off to,” Nick said.

Arker rubbed his eyes and yawned, leaning back.

“I agree,” she said, getting up. “Coffee’s not enough. Let’s get some pastries. I could use fresh air, and then we can look over what I have here.”

They headed out on foot, the chill morning refreshing Nick’s tired skin and waking his mind. An exterior basement door he hadn’t noticed before opened, and he startled before realizing the two men who exited were Cressida’s guards. They hung back at a single hand gesture from her, matching their ambling pace but keeping a distance as they headed into the city streets.

The cobble was pristine, not a loose stone to be found as they ambled past shops just opening for the day and people airing out rugs from balconies above. They walked for a while, enjoying the quiet morning until they arrived.

Something about the green walls made Nick stare before entering the bakery behind the others. The establishment’s name was etched in gold across the tall windows spanning the front of the shop, announcing it was called Sallahan’s Sweets and Bakery.

The glass cases were pristine, curving over trays of baked goods, dozens of delicate pastries and cookies carefully arranged and permeating the air with their aromas.

But it was the back wall that drew Nick’s attention. Adjacent to the main cases and a short line of customers, behind the dining area where patrons sat with their treats and drinks, was a wall of packaged candies on display. He went to it, seeking something, but not sure what. Arker and Cressida followed, silently curious.

He reached for a box of blue and pink confections, the candy so glossy they reflected the lights above.

“Anything in particular you’re looking for?” The voice made him turn, breaking the strange trance. The woman was older, her apron smeared with frosting. “Oh—” She stopped, taking in the group one by one. She met Nick’s eyes and said, “Are you...? My apologies.” She shook her head and looked down.

“I am.” Nick shrugged, then turned to his friends and asked, “Have I... been here before?”

“You most certainly have.” The woman smiled. “Your family was here to celebrate our 100-year anniversary. You knocked over a display, and Mr. Sallahan found it amusing. He renamed the treat.” She pointed to the wall, and he read the card beneath a red and yellow candy: Prince of Mischief.

Nick laughed, wondering why he’d remembered this place. “Sorry about that.”

“That’s alright,” she chuckled. “You weren’t the worst-behaved toddler in our shop that day.” She smiled at Arker sweetly, whose cheeks reddened.

The woman packed a box of their requested pastries and waved Cressida off when she reached to pay. “Free for you, dear.” She pulled a handful of wrapped candies from under the counter and slipped them inside. “Have a wonderful day,” she said, pushing the box forward.

“Thank you,” Nick said.

They walked back, enjoying the sounds of the city waking up all around them. “It appears this city still has a place for you,” Arker said. “I wonder where, exactly, it wants you.”

“Unfortunately, some of it wants him fertilizing its gardens,” Cressida said, suddenly melancholy. “But yes.” She met Nick’s eyes, the box of pastries tucked under one arm. “People remember you fondly, and with everything they know and suspect about what happened to your family, there is likely a great deal of sympathy you could use to your advantage. Should you choose to,” she added.

Nick studied his boots. “That’s what my advisers are banking on. But the thing is, I didn’t wanna be part of this in the first place.” He kicked a pebble down the street. “I’m not the person they think I am. I don’t wanna be a chancellor, or a king—definitely not a revolutionary.”

“But?”

“But... if I have to, I guess I’ll figure out how to get over it.”

After a pause, Arker said, “At least we have a plan to discover the chancellor who wants you gone. Well, Cressida does. She just came up with it.”

“It was only an idea.” She blushed slightly. “But it’s a start.”
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They found their way back to Cressida’s house and laid out the details of their scheme. They planned and organized until daylight faded, and continued long after that. The next morning, Nick, Arker, and Cressida gathered Kayta and the advisers and stood around the war room table. The lantern hanging above illuminated only the table, the edges of the windowless office coated in thick shadows.

“You actually have something like that?” Kayta asked, leaning in.

Cressida answered, “I do. It’s not perfect, but it’s close to the highest known quality. I’m confident that the side effects will be written off as symptoms of too much ale.”

Oksario nodded thoughtfully, gray robes rustling. “A bold—if not dangerous—move. If we are discovered, it could end our reputations. Though it could yield a swift answer to many issues.”

“I understand the risks,” Nick said, bracing his hands on the table. “But I can’t take this anymore. It freaks me the hell out knowing someone is watching me, making sure I follow their rules while they play me like a piece in their game.”

Alaria’s mouth twisted in thought, the scar across her cheek wrinkling with the movement. “I find this idea acceptable. What do you think, Ildre-Baledin? Elenora?”

The instructor said, “While I am concerned about the possible repercussions, I too agree that the current position is unsettling. I’m not convinced the person we seek is a chancellor, but recent clues lead in that direction. I believe it is a chance we should take.”

Elenora added, “I feel unqualified to supply an opinion, but mine is that it’s the best idea I’ve heard yet. If we—” She stopped, gripping the back of a chair.

A rumble slithered through the floor, growing stronger.

Nick’s vision blurred as they ducked under the large black table, reaching to haul Kayta along. Cressida crouched beside him, casting a shimmering orange shield over them. Everything shook, and they were pinned in place with a stronger wave, a stack of mugs falling from the table and shattering around them in a puzzle of ceramic fragments.

Another shudder rolled through the room. In the distance, something fell, booming like thunder.

They sat, waiting for the quake to end, and glancing at each other in concern.

Oksario conjured a minor spell and instantly their bodies stilled, the balancing magic taking away the worst of the shaking. Those few seconds felt like minutes while they waited, their surroundings rattling.

When it finally stopped, they remained frozen for a moment, exchanging looks with each other in the silence. Then it broke, and they got up, righting their discarded chairs and stepping around the shattered mugs.

“These aren’t normal earthquakes,” Baledin said, wrenching the door handle with an iron grip.
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“Our only topic today is that of the quakes,” the mediator’s voice echoed through the estate ballroom where council gathered once again. “Third Chancellor Lamoree will inform us on what we know about the events. Chancellor, you have the floor.”

“Thank you, Mediator,” Chancellor Lamoree said, standing from among the first row of chairs. He was a tall but skeletal man with gaunt features, deep-set eyes, and thinning brown hair. “It has been determined that the quakes experienced throughout the city in recent days are not earthquakes. At least, not like we are familiar with. The seismic society has discovered that, although they appear to be similar, they are different. Instead of originating at a fault line, the point of tension is much higher up, sitting just below Mendi Mountain. This is not something of natural consequence. It is believed, but not confirmed, that the quakes are magical in nature. That is all we have, for now.”

Like the last quake, this one caused little damage, but a few decrepit, abandoned buildings nearest to the mountain had partially collapsed, and teams were already working on tearing down anything dangerous. The hospitals saw a small surge of injuries, but it was nothing they weren’t prepared for. The doctor’s association, which Nick hadn’t heard of until now, had planned for the possibility that the first earthquake wasn’t the last.

Looking right at his cousin, Nick thought, Do you think this is Garran?

“Thank you, Chancellor Lamoree,” the mediator said, taking the floor again.

Arker shrugged and murmured, “It’s possible. Though I agree with the others that it would be out of character.”

“I’m inclined to agree,” Elenora whispered from behind them.

Wait, does she have the same ability as Arker? Nick wondered.

“No.” His cousin smirked. “She’s just paying attention.”

“Next,” the mediator continued, “First Chancellor Usarti wants to move the conversation toward potential causes of the phenomenon. Chancellor, you have the floor.”

“Thank you, Mediator,” she said, remaining seated as her voice filled the room. “Anyone who has thoughts on what could cause these events, please speak up. I motion to open the discussion to the present candidates and spectators.”

“I second the motion,” Chancellor Torren said.

To Nick, Arker muttered, “I’ve never seen them do that before.”

A beat of confused quiet passed before another chancellor spoke up. “I am most concerned with whether this is an attack, or the unintended consequence of some other, unrelated force, like the Ura Forest’s floods.”

The chancellors and spectators alike turned to those beside them and chattering exploded through the room as theories spread and evolved.

“If this is an assault,” Chancellor Torren said, voice booming above the din, “I would be inclined to first look to Bertyl. Tensions have been building between our countries as of late, and their old tactics included creating distress from inside their adversarys’ own systems.”

“Perhaps it’s a sign from the Gods,” another chancellor said, the newness to her fifth seat obvious in her fidgeting and darting eyes. A murmur washed over the room. “If we have upset them, it could mean they wish us to mend things.”

As Chancellor Lamoree said, “Do the priestesses sense tension among the Gods?” the chamber quieted again.

From the back of the crowd, a tall woman with heavily wrinkled skin stepped forward. The left side of her robes was yellow and the other gray, the fabric whispering as she came to the center of the gathering.

Her face creased as she smiled at the chancellor, nodding in thanks. “For some time we’ve sensed growing unrest among the Gods. But this is nothing new. The unrest began building decades ago, and there is no evidence of any connection. We don’t believe this is the Gods’ doing.”

“Thank you, High Priestess Rivere,” Torren said.

The woman bowed from the waist and retreated into the crowd.

Usarti raised a condescending brow at the young chancellor who had proposed the idea. “Or perhaps the Mendi Ekora has risen.”

The young chancellor went pale and red at the same time and slunk into her chair, disappearing behind her superiors.

Usarti met Nick’s eyes, sharp and unforgiving. “Perhaps it has decided to right the wrongs of our land.”

Silence echoed as Nick held her glare. The aggressive nature of her accusation didn’t go unnoticed. His tongue darted out, and he spoke as the thought entered his mind. “ ‘The monster. He will rise.’ ” Every eye in the room homed in on him.

No one talked for another beat. Then the high priestess asked, “What do you speak of?”

“Zekta. Before...” He swallowed. “The last time I saw her. She said something like that. She had espy, didn’t she?”

Chancellor Usarti didn’t respond, but Chancellor Lamoree did. “She was.” The skeletal chancellor studied Nick, seeming to search for something. “Do you believe this was a prediction she made based on a premonition?”

“Did she say anything else?” a voice in the crowd called.

“I’m not sure. She seemed... glad about it—hopeful, I guess. I don’t know if it was a vision or not, but it’s possible this is what she was talking about. They could be behind this whole thing.”

Chancellor Usarti laughed, “You speak without understanding, boy.”

Nick was about to bite back a response when Third Chancellor Fellun spoke up. “He may be close to an idea, actually,” she said. “We consider the Mendi Ekora to be a myth, but we know there is something inside Mendi Mountain, and that it’s powerful. Perhaps...” She shook her head, as if not believing the words she was about to utter. “Perhaps the legend is more real than we once assumed.”

A wave of excited chatter spread out again, and the consensus was clear. He made a point.

Usarti grimaced, waving off Fellun. “Chancellors Garran and Zekta have this country’s best interest in mind, always.” She turned her attention back to Nick. “When you got hold of that artifact, they knew it was dangerous in your control. You’re lucky not to be imprisoned.”

Nick cocked his head. So Garran hadn’t kept everything about their past encounters a secret. That, or Usarti was just fishing to confirm her suspicions. He schooled his voice into a clear, powerful tone. “Why aren’t I, then?”

Suddenly, every breath in the room was held.

One side of Usarti’s mouth twitched up. “If it were up to me, you would be.”

“Isn’t it though?” He put his hands in his pockets.

Elenora touched his back as if to say, Easy now. Don’t say anything you might regret.

He paused, keeping the room’s attention rapt. “Chancellors Garran and Zekta came after me because they thought I was a threat to the Council. That I would hurt them, their power, or their country. I just wanted to go home.” Every eye watched, some with disinterest, some with anger, and a select few with carefully concealed smiles.

“And your sister?”

Nick crossed his fingers inside his pocket. He’d spent hours deliberating what to say if someone asked about Miri. If he denied her existence altogether, anyone who knew otherwise through Garran and Zekta would see him as a liar. But if he admitted she was in Olexia, those same people might hunt her down.

“So interested in rumors, are we Chancellor?” He gave a sly smile. “Like I’ve said, I intend to find a way home. Me and mine are no threat to you and yours.”

He scanned the room before stepping back, Cressida’s eyes smiling without her mouth showing it. Nick forced his gait to stay relaxed, almost lazy as he left.
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“I’m not going to trust him just because he’s asking for our help.” Miri sighed, cradling her head. Afternoon was fast approaching, and they were no closer to making a choice.

So far their options were: run away and disappear, go into the city and reveal herself as the Korren, try to kill Garran when he returned—which Siymin wasn’t keen on thanks to Miri’s fickle magic—or listen to his plea and hope that would reveal the truth.

“You must agree that if he can prove it’s true, we have to consider his proposition,” Siymin said, meeting her eyes.

Garran had been right about burning the doll. Once he’d left, Miri flipped through the book and found a handwritten note in the back pages instructing to do exactly that. Siymin’s vision was initially hazy, but once the first sun rose, he could see as well as before. “We should at least hear what he wants. And what he’s willing to give us in exchange,” he said with a pointed look.

“What did you have in mind?”

“To start, our lives would be infinitely easier if he ensured our safety from the Council.”

Miri straightened her spine. “Why didn’t I think of that?” she wondered aloud.

“Maybe because you’re preoccupied with revenge.” She gave an incredulous look, but let him carry on. “You have every right to hate him, but if there is something we can gain, perhaps you should be open to other forms of retribution.”

A dozen yards away, the horses spooked, and Miri sensed the air shift. A little way into the woods, Garran appeared, his image peeling into existence. As he approached, she found herself asking, “You’re not a jumper. How did you do that?”

He rotated his arm to show an engraved silver band around his wrist. “I didn’t transport myself, only turned off my invisibility device. Difficult to come by, but worth every coin. Not nearly as useful as having a jumper for an ally, though.”

Miri tried not to gape as she looked at him. It took no small amount of will to push her feelings and questions down deeper. She couldn’t show weakness. She wouldn’t allow her conflicting feelings to make her weak. Before speaking, she glanced at Siymin for a shred of strength. “We need proof.”

Garran studied them for a moment, his slowness to answer seeming to Miri like a ploy to keep power over the conversation. “Within the next hour or so, we’ll experience another earthquake,” he finally said. “And it will be the strongest yet. Were you close enough to the city to feel the previous ones?”

Miri’s brow wrinkled. “Ones?” She looked at Siymin, who shook his head slightly.

“There have been two so far. The first was five days ago, the second was just this morning, and it was stronger than the first.”

Siymin looked up, calculating hours and distances. “That can’t be. We were farther from the city at the time of the second one, yes, but not far enough that we wouldn’t have felt at least aftershocks.”

“That’s my point exactly. They’re not normal quakes. They’re concentrated—localized.”

A curt nod from Miri. “What else?”

Garran’s head tilted. “What more can I say?”

“You could’ve made us feel a fake earthquake. How does that prove anything?”

“I understand my word is weightless compared to your suspicions of me, but—”

Then the ground shook. Siymin’s knees buckled and Miri stumbled to the ground, Garran barely catching himself on the nearest tree.

A wave of wrong washed over Miri and she instinctively tried to throw up a shield, but her magic sputtered, curving out of reach. Pressure built up in her chest as fear spiked.

A snap sounded, and Miri rolled, but she was too slow.

A blur of brown and green dropped from directly above her.

It stopped.

Miri froze, unsure if she was catching up with the world or if time was catching up with her. Unblinkingly focused, she saw the massive branch hovering only feet above her.

The rumbling earthquake stopped, and her shock shattered. Miri chuckled, then laughed in a hysterical, uncontrollable, post-adrenaline manner. Something about how the branch looked—poised to crush her to death but just waiting—sent her rolling in fits of laughter that cramped her stomach.

Siymin gripped her arm and gave a great tug, sliding Miri through the dirt and away from the hovering bough above.

His hands outstretched, Garran gently let the tree down, and Miri got a better look at it. The branch was nearly as big around as she was, and was over half dead, most of it bare and cracked with a few sparse areas of leaves along one side.

And it would have killed her on impact.

Miri brushed herself off as Siymin looked on in worry. “I’m fine,” she said, then turned to Garran.

The man’s eyes sagged, their icy color seeming dull. “I understand that with our history, it’s impossible for you to believe a single thing I say. But you must see that I didn’t come here to hurt you, or fight you, or use you. I need your help for the greater good.” His voice lowered, softened. “Circumstances have changed.”

The way he looked at her then, it was with a deep-hidden plea. Miri knew he wouldn’t allow himself to show any hint of such a weakness if he weren’t truly terrified. If the earthquakes were anything to judge on, it seemed this was a threat larger than just him or them. It was a hazard to everyone. Including her brother, who was in the heart of the city, near where these quakes were originating.

Miri decided she’d have her revenge, but for now, there was another problem to be dealt with. “Alright,” she said, stepping toward him. “Show me.” She reached for his arm and he allowed her to take it, eye contact never breaking. She channeled her mother’s ability then and was thankful when it cooperated. Her curiosity piqued again about how she had this power. No one had two abilities, but somehow she did.

Her mind touched Garran’s, and she prepared for his shared memories and thoughts, but Miri ripped her hand back. “What is that?” she snarled. Even the inside of his mind was frigid and bitter. A cold blanket surrounded everything like a sheet over the old furniture of a forgotten room. She almost expected her breath to fog after that bone-chilling cold struck her.

A corner of his mouth turned up. “With your mother’s ability, can you blame me for protecting my thoughts? I’m ever-so-curious how you inherited double abilities. I’ve never heard of such a thing.” His eyes were far away and back again in an instant.

Does he know? Could he know? What if I told him? She stopped her wandering thoughts, sure it was about to show on her face. Miri couldn’t help but study Garran’s features, the slant of his nose, the curve of his cheeks, the mottling of spots across them. Half of herself.

She seized his arm, and the veil dropped, revealing a vast mind behind it.

When Miri first discovered that she could use her mother’s ability, the power had called out to her, begging to be used and showing her its capabilities. She hadn’t tried using it since they’d rescued Daira.

Rescued her from the prison where Garran kept her locked away for fifteen years.

She had to grip her magic and twist it into cooperation, sifting through Garran’s mind, following emotions more than images, sounds, tastes, or sensations.

Fear hit her first. He was afraid of what was coming. Good, she thought, maybe he’s telling the truth.

‘I am.’

She startled, not expecting to hear Garran’s voice inside her head. ‘Creepy,’ she thought.

‘You’re the one inside my mind,’ he laughed.

Miri was vaguely aware of Siymin moving up to her side, and of the power he’d summoned to his hand.

‘Tell your half he can calm down.’

Irritated, she thought, ‘We’re not—never mind. Help me out. What am I looking for?’

‘It’s over here,’ he said, amused.

His mind reminded Miri of an aquarium. She wove through his thoughts, following a path of memories and feelings on display.

The memory he stopped at was clearer than the others, its colors and details sharper.

A wide and tall man with a sickly, old-yet-youthful face stood before Garran in a dim room.

‘His name is Bruskolus,’ Garran said. ‘We’ve known him for many years. He was a geological professor at one of our most prestigious schools.’

Garran was quiet then, letting Miri watch the scene unfold.




Bruskolus, Garran, and Zekta were gathered around a table in a study, rain falling outside dark windows. “I’m concerned with what I’ve been seeing,” Bruskolus said, leaning over a map on the desk, Zekta beside him.

Garran asked, “Is there any time frame you can give? Years? Weeks?”

Bruskolus shook his head. “My best estimate is a few months at most, but that could all change quickly. Tomorrow, it might be hours.”

“And you’re sure? This isn’t just some... natural stirring?”

“Of that, I am certain. The Mendi Ekora is awakening, and soon it will be too late to stop it. The Ekora will rise and leave the city in ashes.”

Zekta’s gray skin seemed darker in the dim room. Her brown hair fell over her shoulders, revealing a pointed ear as she gazed up at her husband. “This is something we must do, dear love, for our people.” She stepped to him and pressed a kiss to his cheek, eyes sparkling.




The memory ended, and Miri withdrew from his mind.

She gasped, breathless. “I don’t understand,” she said, touching Siymin’s arm and sharing the images with him. “You told us this was your fault—that you did something.”

Garran swallowed, fingers rubbing his sleeve cuff. “Everything they said during that conversation was a lie. They tricked me into believing the country was in danger. Bruskolus was a friend and trusted scholar. I’d never had reason to doubt him. I thought... I thought I had to do this to keep my people safe.”

“Do what, exactly?” Siymin asked.

“Bruskolus came to me with a spell. They needed someone with powerful magic to help cast it and put the Mendi Ekora back to sleep. But the creature within the mountain wasn’t about to rise on its own. They wanted to awaken it.”

“So you helped them cast the spell,” Miri said. “Thinking it would stop this thing—”

“When really I woke it up,” Garran finished. “I suspect they’d already tried to raise the Ekora but were too weak.”

Miri and Siymin shared a long look that communicated their choice. She turned back to Garran. “Okay. Tell us what you need and we’ll go from there.”
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Miri forced herself to breathe slowly, in and out. Siymin’s shadow moved behind her closed eyelids every few seconds as he paced. “That’s not helping,” she snickered. Her eyes popped open to find him paused, hands wringing and attention darting between Miri and Garran.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, forcing himself to sit down and taking a place across from her on the forest floor.

She nodded and went back to her breathing. How did I do this before? She didn’t remember how it felt, or what piece of the knotted ball of magic inside her she’d pulled on to call her brother. She imagined untying the knots, wondering what that might do. Shaking her head to concentrate again, she centered her Idol with purpose.

‘Nick,’ she thought. ‘I need you.’ Miri collected images and thoughts of their current location, and tried to imagine writing it all on a note, sending it flying through the world straight to him. She could have sworn something like ‘I’m coming, hold on,’ echoed in her mind.

“I think I did it,” Miri said. “I guess he’s on his way. It takes a little while to get outside the city’s boundary.”

They waited together, minutes passing in a tense, full silence. Miri tried not to watch Garran, who leaned against a tree and looked nowhere in particular. But she didn’t want to look at Siymin, either. Every time she did, her heart thumped in worry about if she was making a mistake.

After what felt like far too long of sitting there and waiting, a familiar voice rang through the clearing.

“Miri—” Nick stopped, focus closing in on Garran. He used his ability to jump from his horse and appear in front of the man.

Miri moved, snapping out her hand to stop Nick from hurting him.

Her brother had already summoned a ball of swirling magic to his fingers, poised to fire everything he had. An image of setting the man ablaze entered his mind, and he smiled, aiming.

“Wait!” Miri shouted, rushing to him and grasping his arm. She showed Garran’s memory to her brother.

Nick’s mind reeled with confusion, then understanding. He stepped back, but didn’t extinguish his spell. Finally tearing his eyes away from Garran, he looked at his sister.

“Things have changed.” She sent her own recollections of the hours of conversation between herself and Siymin, and those with Garran.

“I—” He stopped, shaking his head. There were too many thoughts in his head, and he forced himself to go through them, to hear and see the memories Miri had shared instead of just absorbing them.

So Garran was behind this after all, he thought. But was he the one trying to kill Nick? In Miri’s memory, he heard Garran say he didn’t have Tella, and he felt how Miri believed the man. Nick wasn’t sure what he believed yet.

After a moment, Nick looked around. “Where is she?” he asked.

“Daira left. A couple of days ago.” Miri gave him those memories, too. The note, bits and pieces of the events between when they’d last seen each other.

After so much time spent locked away, Nick hadn’t known what to expect from Daira. But somehow this was exactly what he expected. Abandoning them once again.

Miri saw the gears turning in her brother’s mind, and the flash of anger on his face. She’d been careful to avoid sharing her final discussion with her mother.

When she drew her hand away, Nick said, “I still don’t trust a thing out of his mouth.”

She said, “None of us like it.” Her secret scratched at the inside of Miri’s chest, begging to be released. How can I tell him? she thought. Miri wondered if it would it break his heart, knowing that Garran was her father? Would he ever see her the same way? She forced the itch down with a steadying breath. It’s not the time. “But I believe him,” she said. “How bad are the earthquakes in the city?”

His shoulders stiffened. “That last one caused some damage. And they’re pretty positive it’s not just a natural disaster.”

“Show me,” she requested, touching his hand. She didn’t wander into her brother’s thoughts like she had Garran’s. She only waited for him to bring the images to her.

“Just think about what you want to show me,” she said, sensing his hesitation.

Nick did, showing her the recent council meetings and his memories of the earthquakes.

‘Should we show him?’

He cursed and startled at the sudden voice in his head.

‘Sorry,’ Miri laughed, still in his thoughts. ‘What do you think?’

Nick replied, ‘I don’t want to, but it would be helpful.’

‘I agree.’ She retreated from her brother’s mind and offered her hands to Siymin and Garran, sharing Nick’s memories with them.

When it was done, Garran hummed in consideration. “It seems my chancellors are struggling. I didn’t expect this much chaos because of my leave.”

“They have no idea what’s going on,” Nick said. “Their heads are on sideways.” He didn’t hide the sneer and wince as he spoke. “If this thing is rising, what can we do?” Just asking for Garran’s opinion made his blood sizzle.

“First, we need to find out what, exactly, Bruskolus did.”

“What do you mean?” Miri asked. “Weren’t you the one who cast the spell?”

“No.” Garran shifted. “Bruskolus crafted it, I only supplied the extra power.”

Carefully, Siymin joined the conversation, saying, “I didn’t know it was possible to supply raw energy through someone else that way. How was it done?”

“It requires an exceptional amount of control and care,” Garran said. “That is, to do it without killing both parties. You’d do well with a bit more of both, wouldn’t you?” He tisked.

Embarrassed, Siymin stuffed his hands into his pockets and looked at the ground.

“So how do you figure out what that Bruskolus guy did?” Nick asked, crossing his arms.

The icy-eyed man said, “First, we’ll go into the city and review my research. That’s why we need you. I’d rather not waste time traveling by foot or beast. I have some texts that can hopefully point us toward answers.”

“Why us?”

Garran sighed patiently. “It took multiple people to raise the creature, so I assume it will take the same or more to put it back. Your sister is powerful, if her past demonstrations have been accurate. As to why you in particular... If Bruskolus and my wife could betray me like this, I’m not inclined to work with anyone. Not even the chancellors. Everyone here now wants—or needs—to stay in the shadows as much as myself.”

“Sidebar?” Nick nodded for Miri and Siymin to step away, putting space between them without turning his back to Garran.

His sister’s eyes were hollow as she waited for him to speak. She seemed older now, somehow, and he knew. While Miri put on a tough exterior, her heart was broken.

He didn’t even know what to say. Daira claimed to have left in search of bringing reinforcements, but he saw Miri had doubts. And so did he.

Their mother was his sister’s weakness, and he knew enough to conceal that in Garran’s presence. He pushed down his anger for Daira and returned to the matter at hand. “I understand. I don’t like it,” he amended. “But I know better than to tell you not to do something.” A smile pulled up the edge of his mouth.

Miri looked back at Garran, who was pretending not to listen in on their conversation. “Good. Because I’ve got a lot to do.”
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Nick jumped them and their horses to the edge of the city’s jumping barrier, still among the trees and a dirt road. He checked his watch. “I have to go. Be careful, yeah?”

Miri smiled a little and said, “Always.”

He nodded and sped off on Daybreak toward the city.

“Right,” Garran sighed, watching Nick’s horse kick up a cloud of dirt. Raising his hand, Garran flicked his wrist, casting a small spell of shimmering silver.

Miri’s nose twitched, the glamor tingling as it spread across her skin.

To her, they still looked like themselves, but Siymin told her how they now appeared. Miri’s dark curls became straight blonde hair, and her rounded features sharpened into those of a woman a few years older.

Siymin appeared a bit older too, with long black hair and a crooked nose. Garran’s pale eyes and hair became brown, his skin tan as if he’d been harvesting crops.

He even placed one on Jaten, turning the kopi’s white and deep red fur to a mousy brown that reminded Miri of a toy poodle.

“It’s best to keep the changes subtle and unremarkable,” he told them while packing his board in Spirit’s saddlebag.

Siymin swung into Scout’s saddle, then scooted onto the pack just behind it, Miri taking his place a moment later. He shifted awkwardly to get his legs in front of the packs on either side, holding onto them. Though it wasn’t ideal to have two people on one horse, they only had a short distance to travel, and the horses would have a few days of rest once they reached the city. 

That, and Siymin was still wary of Garran. If this was a trap, he wanted a chance for them to escape together.

Garran expertly took to Spirit’s saddle and they departed.

Their ride was accompanied by silence, the only sound being hooves against dirt.

When the occasional wagon or group of travelers passed, Miri tried to keep her shoulders loose, forcing a bored expression as she returned a friendly wave. It would only take one clairvoyant person to find us out. Though she knew the odds were slim—clairvoyant abilities were rare, and only a few with espy were born per generation. Miri tried to work a stiff knot from her shoulder, and a moment later Siymin’s hand brushed under her fingers. Warmth grew against her skin as the spell soothed the tightness in her muscles.

She sank back in relief, not realizing how tight the knot had been. “You’ll have to teach me that one,” she said, turning to him with a grateful smile.

Her weary eyes tugged at his heart. He wondered how she shouldered her vexation with such grace. Siymin gripped her fingers and murmured, “We have to go through fire, but at least we’ll emerge renewed.”

Miri drew his hand away from her shoulder, holding onto it and resting them on her hip. “I hope you’re right,” she sighed.

The city appeared ahead, its buildings cropping out above the trees and windows glinting in afternoon sun. The streets were so calm compared to the last time Miri saw them. Dancing, drinking, and revelry were replaced by quiet travel, shopkeepers, and the occasional group of children playing games with stones and cards, or play-fighting with wooden swords and shields.

They wove through the city behind Garran, keeping to the side roads but avoiding tight alleys.

Soon they arrived at an inn, the sign above the door reading The Hare & Fox. The neighborhood was neither disheveled nor opulent—it was unassuming, which was their goal.

Garran said, “I assume you won’t want to stay with me.”

He waited outside while they reserved a room, Miri taking the horses to be stabled and fed. They stowed their gear in the cramped room, two single beds each pressed against opposite walls with a foot of space between them, a washbasin and small wardrobe flanking the door.

Once finished, they joined Garran outside and he motioned for them to follow. He led them through the streets, traveling only a few blocks before they came upon a row of townhouses. He stopped at one near the middle. “Wait here,” he said, disappearing inside.

Jaten, clinging to Siymin’s jacket to avoid the horses in the street, jumped from his perch and slid through the front garden’s iron fence.

Miri and Siymin leaned against the fence, watching people strolling by. “What are we getting ourselves into?” she asked.

Siymin huffed a laugh. “Trouble, most likely,” he said, “and mortal danger, too.”

She smiled. “Don’t forget eternal damnation for helping him.”

“I have to disagree with that one. We’re not helping him. We’re helping them.” He nodded to the citizens of Goopra going about their lives. “If anything, we’re ensuring our souls are immortalized.”

“So, you’re only in it for the glory, then?” A cunning smile pulled at the edges of her lips.

He was quiet for a moment, gaze slipping to his shoes. “Glory, fame. Who cares? I get to help people.” He met her eyes. “And doing it with you makes it even more worthwhile.”

She shoved him playfully and laughed, earning the same from him. “Don’t get all gross on me. You’ll distract me from all the heroism I have to do.” She stuck her nose in the air.

The door opened behind them and Garran said, “You may come in.”
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Miri didn’t know what she expected, but the bare-bones house wasn’t it. The downstairs was a single room, both a kitchen and living area. A mismatched dining set was pressed against the wall, and a pair of padded chairs sat before the hearth.

The only thing of note was Garran’s research. Piles of papers and books on and around the nicked table, scribbled sheets pinned to the wall. Some underneath were in organized lines, but those on top were pinned in increasing haphazard, as if he’d lost patience for order.

“It’s a safe house,” he explained. “No one will find us here.”

Siymin brushed a stack of books, gleaning that most were The Gidoea. “Why so many copies?”

“I’ve been collecting as many versions as possible. They’re all various translations of the original work. Most are identical, but some have slight variances in the stories.” He picked up a pair of books and plopped one in each of their hands. “Forget all this for now.” He waved to the mess of research. “First just read The Legend of Mendi. This is the common version.”

Miri opened hers and found the index, the paper rough against her dry skin as she flipped to the right page.

It wasn’t the longest tale in the collection, spanning only a few pages. As she read, the story drew her in.

A cattle farmer named Liial wakes up to discover his herd slaughtered by wild cats. In his grief, he creates a creature of stone for revenge and calls it the Ekora. Liial and the Ekora roam the land hunting these cats, and the monster grows each time it eats. When they’re all dead, the Ekora continues to seek food and eventually turns on villages of people. Liial begs the Gods for help, and they turn his hatchet to diamond, giving it powers to stop the Ekora and put it into a deep slumber. It was so large after its rampage that its body became Mendi Mountain.

The mountain standing over the city of Goopra.

When she was done, Miri asked, “So was the monster created by the Gods, or by Liial’s magic?”

“That is one discrepancy,” Garran said. “In these versions”—he lifted his copy—“Liial uses his own power to create the creature.”

“But that’s not possible,” Siymin said. “Magic as we understand it can’t create life, nor can it restore it.”

“But,” Garran continued, grating his teeth. “Another version tells a slightly different story.” He set down the book and picked another from the table. “The common translation says, ‘Resting head in hands, he wept and wept until his eyes were devoid of tears. He decided then that he wouldn’t let this crime go unpunished, and so Liial turned to the stones beneath him and, with the will of the Gods, he gave life to something the merlak cats couldn’t pierce with their fangs.’ ” He flipped another one open. “But this translation says ‘...and so Liial turned to the stones beneath him and, with the pain of defeat, he gave life to something the merlak cats couldn’t pierce with their fangs.’ ” Garran scooted in his chair. “So as you can see, there are minor discrepancies.”

Siymin heaved a breath, rubbing his eyes. “And depending on the version, we’d be looking in different directions for a solution.”

“Exactly,” Garran said.

Miri’s brows furrowed. “Why is there more than one? If there are spells for understanding languages?”

“Translation spells are useful,” he said with a patience Miri didn’t expect. “But for someone to receive one, the person casting it must be fluent in the chosen language. These verses in their original form are thousands of years old, much older than any translation spell. And because of the way they’re written, it’s thought that what we call the ‘original texts’ are actually translated from other, even earlier versions of the stories, which are lost to us. No one living today knows it well enough.”

Siymin hummed in thought, skimming the story again. “It’s possible that this creature was never alive. The legend makes it sound like Liial created life, that the monster made its own choices, had a consciousness. What if it was just an enchantment? Could Liial have been controlling it the entire time?”

“I had that idea too,” Garran said, putting the books aside and sliding them onto the table. “But if that were true, there wouldn’t have been anything for me to wake up in the first place. I’ve never seen Bruskolus so much as levitate a spoon, so I don’t believe he could create something like that himself. No, there is something sleeping in that mountain, and we upset it. I upset it.”

“What are the other differences between these versions?” Miri asked.

Garran opened another copy to the marked page. “I’ve looked through over three dozen editions, and only two have conflicts in The Legend of Mendi.”

Siymin spotted a unique work among the copies of The Gidoea on the table. “ ‘The Legend of Mendi is believed to teach many lessons,’ ” he read, “ ‘but the most prevalent are greed and revenge. Understood to be one of the oldest stories in The Gidoea, The Legend of Mendi is also thought to show us what we mortals can be capable of, if we’re pushed to extreme measures and allow our negativity to guide us.’ ” Siymin shut the book. “I read this in school. It theorizes on like that for a few hundred pages.”

“Indeed,” Garran said. “I’ve read The Legend of Mendi repeatedly, and reread the books published about it over again, but I still have nothing to show for it.”

Miri picked up Hidden Lessons: The Gidoea. Reading felt like the least productive way to stop a monster threatening the city, but she cracked the book open, flipping through pages. “The obvious choice is the diamond hatchet,” she said. “But you would’ve found it already if you could.”

Garran swallowed as she gave him a sharp stare.

She’d murdered his wife. Miri had killed this man’s wife, and here she was, working with him. And he was her father. She tried to ignore the fact that Zekta was her step-mother of a sort. Just what my hellish fairytale needed, she thought. An evil step-mother. Something Nick once said felt truer than ever. Olexia is a nightmare.

“I don’t know if the hatchet is real,” Garran admitted. “Some of these so-called scholars speculate about its existence, meaning, and location, but none have any answers. No museums advertise that they possess it—which, if they did, they wouldn’t have it long after that. If only we could use the Council Library. There are bound to be more editions.” He shook his head. “But they’ll probably lead in the same circles.”

Miri and Siymin shared a glance. “I think I know just the guy for the job,” she said, a slight grin pulling at her lips.
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It took two hours for Nick to find them.

Miri had tried in vain to send images of the place they wanted to meet, but after a half hour of trying, she just focused on the intersecting street names. She told Siymin and Garran that she sensed ‘interference’, suggesting there might be shields around the estate. But in reality, her magic sizzled and swerved, slipping away the moment she reached for it. They couldn’t know how badly she was losing, fighting for a grasp on her own power.

The air had turned chill while they were reading in Garran’s safe house. They’d gone to the end of the block and found a bench, sitting in the after-sunset glow, waiting.

Siymin cracked open the copy of The Gidoea he’d brought along, pretending he could pay attention to it. Sitting between Garran and Miri, he tried not to flinch every time either of them moved.

“You know, if you turn the page you can read what happens next,” Garran said after a while, peering at him sideways.

Siymin bit his tongue, realizing he’d reread the same passage several times.

Miri cleared her throat, asking, “Are you sure Jaten is okay?”

They’d left him at Garran’s safe house with an upstairs window beside a trellis cracked open.

“He’ll be alright.” Siymin repressed a grin, finding her worry both unnecessary and sweet. “Kopi like their time alone, and I’m sure he’ll enjoy exploring the garden.”

She nodded, turning back to scanning the road. Just then, Miri spotted her brother walking toward them and waved. Nick came to sit beside her.

“I almost forgot who I was looking for.” He pretended to rifle around in his bag. “Those glamors are convincing. What’s up?”

“We need to use the Council Library,” she said.

He laughed. “No way.”

“Yes way. We need to figure out how to stop this thing, and fast. They have books we can’t see anywhere else—books that might have answers.”

“I mean there’s no way I can get you in there. They barely let me leave the house.” He nodded to their cousin who was perusing the window of a nearby shop. “I told Arker I needed a change of scenery and some time to myself. This is as close as I get to alone outside the estate.” He made brief eye contact with him.

“You don’t trust him?”

“I do... It’s just everyone else that I don’t trust. People have so many abilities, Miri. I can’t tell who can read thoughts. And the less people who know what’s going on, the safer you are.”

She opened her mouth to tell him that if he truly trusted Arker, he should tell him the truth, but she stopped, realizing just how hypocritical that would be. Miri sighed instead and said, “All we need is for you to visit the library. We can handle the rest.”

Garran cleared his throat and tapped the device on his wrist. “This allows me to render us invisible for a short period. You just have to open the door.”

Nick grit his teeth. The sound of Garran’s voice stirred terrible memories and a desire to inflict deadly spells on the man. “Alright,” he sighed, standing. “I can do that.” He crossed the street and walked up to Arker, putting on his best bored-but-interested expression. “You’ve told me so much about this great library. Any way I could see it today?”

Arker nodded encouragingly, saying, “Of course! Nothing like a few hours spent learning about the city’s rich history, or diving into a great classic novel.” He swiveled, and Nick followed toward the shadow of Mendi Mountain.

A block later, once there wasn’t anyone nearby to overhear, Nick said to his cousin, “Don’t look, but Miri and Siymin are behind us.”

“Oh?” Arker didn’t turn, but a muscle in his neck feathered as if resisting the urge to glance back.

“They have a theory about the earthquakes, but they need to do some research.”

“Ah, and here I thought you were finally taking an interest in your education.” He smiled. “Unfortunately, we’re barely allowed inside.”

“They have a way around that. All we have to do is open the door.”

Arker glanced over his shoulder. “And who is their friend?”

Nick sighed. “You don’t wanna know.”

“Holy Gods,” he breathed, head snapping forward. “That can’t be who I suspect.”

“You can tell?”

“My ability of reading emotions is being blocked, and few people have a mental shield like that. I can make an educated guess. Why in hell aren’t they killing each other? Oh, Gods.” He winced, feeling the fear and anger Nick tried so hard to suppress. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

“Later,” he grunted.

The great rounded shadow of Council Hall loomed over the surrounding buildings, blocking out the sun with its pale-stoned walls jutting from the mountain. They climbed the endless zigzagging staircase, passing off-day visitors. Scholars, chancellors, candidates, and citizens admired both the building and the views it provided. The nagging voice of his conscience told Nick to say something. He directed a thought toward his cousin, ‘Sorry for lying to you. I’m terrified that someone else will find out about her.’

“Your fears are understandable,” Arker replied. “I’m not hurt. But you should recognize by now that I support every choice you make.”

Nick cleared his throat, suddenly heavy with guilt. “Yeah, I know.”

They shared discreet smiles and continued on their way.

The young men paced themselves, trying to appear as if enjoying their day and going about unimportant business. They paused beside the railing, giving their shadows a chance to catch up.

Miri let her eyes wander as they strolled along the open walkway of arches encasing the front of Council Hall. The city below basked in the last glowing dregs of daylight, a few faint rays still visible over the horizon. She released a heavy breath as she realized how big this capital really was.

Siymin’s fingers brushed hers as he gripped the railing and gave a reassuring smile.

Garran came to stand behind them. “Is anyone looking?”

Surveying the room, Miri answered, “No.” A group of uniformed students gawked at the painted ceiling in the open area beyond.

“Hold my shoulder, each of you.” He turned around, the teens doing as he asked.

He waved over the metallic bracelet and it activated. A sheen of magic surrounded the three of them as a prickling sensation washed over Miri. “Don’t let go,” he said under his breath. “And stay as close as you can. I’ve never used the device for more than one person before.”

They moved beside Nick and Arker, their cousin startling when Miri leaned between the young men and whispered, “We’re ready.”

Nick tapped Arker’s arm and pretended to point at something in the distance before mentioning the library and pulling him along. They carried on their way to a wide set of doors down the open hall. Through it was an equally wide staircase leading down into the mountain.

The air staled as they descended, and Miri’s underarms dampened at the realization that someone might notice how there were too many footfalls for just Nick and Arker.

A pair of young students trotted down the stairs on their left, wearing matching blue jackets and striped ties undone at the collars.

Miri held her breath as Garran stopped. He slowly slid toward the wall, the teens pressed between him and the stone. The students offered Nick and Arker the customary greeting as they passed, not taking a second glance at the space behind them.

Once they were gone, the group collectively resumed breathing, and they kept walking.

Down, down, down the stairs went.

Miri looked back. The top of the staircase had long-since disappeared, but the bottom wasn’t visible yet, either. It took another few minutes to reach it, where a set of ancient, triple-height doors stood like the mouth of a giant creature. Miri shuttered, realizing they were now literally in the belly of the beast.

A squat attendant sat off to the side, his desk a mess of books and papers. “Names,” he requested in a bored tone.

Arker approached and said with no small amount of pride, “Prince Erinick V of Goopra, and Arker Moeiurva.”

The man grimaced as he scribbled their names on green note cards and handed them over. “You have green clearance. No removal of texts, no entrance to blue, gray, or black sections, and no liquids or foods of any kind—including potions, which are not to be brewed inside the library. The library closes to green clearance attendees in four hours. Be out by then.”

Name tags pinned, Arker gave a polite smile to the attendant, who replied with a frown and a dismissive wave.

The doors opened silently and Arker stepped through, but Nick paused. He turned back to the attendant, hand braced against one door. “Sorry,” he said, “but uh... what’d you say? We have three hours?”

“Four,” he grunted, not looking up.

“Right, thanks,” Nick replied. The presence of bodies slipped behind him and he said, “Have a good night,” before stepping inside and letting the doors close.

The seemingly mile-long staircase now made sense. They were on the bottom level of the library, seven more rising above. Each was ringed by a catwalk, staircases interrupting the seamless, neatly packed bookcases at regular intervals.

Ahead was a grand chamber, ceiling domed high above. Cathedral windows frequently broke the back wall’s bookshelves, letting in unending evening darkness. The window wells were yards thick, holes punched through the stone of Mendi Mountain for air flow and extra light.

As they entered, the library’s sheer size was revealed. The section they stood in was only the entrance. Two other wings branched off either side of the main hall, the ends so far away that they were gray and blurry.

Many people milled about in matching blue jackets, carrying folders and books, some gathered at tables, others searching the stacks or chatting among themselves.

It wasn’t hush-quiet like the libraries Miri was used to, but the patrons were respectful with their tones, lending a vibrant atmosphere. Lanterns littered every table, light cutoff only in the darkest corners and aisles.

Arker paused, letting them gawk before moving on and leading them to the east wing, telling Nick and their invisible companions about the library’s history, how it was built by the royals a few hundred years ago, and the Council took it over after they formed.

They ducked down a darker, unpopulated row of shelves, and Nick checked their surroundings. “It’s safe.”

Garran swiped his hand over the wristband, and they reappeared.

Nick glanced at his watch and said, “Can you guys leave on your own?” He gave his sister an apologetic look. “We have a ‘party’ to host tonight.”

Her brows drew at his tone. “Sounds fun?”

“Not even a little,” he sighed. “But we have to be there. I’m sorry. You sure you’ll be okay?”

“Our exit will be easy,” Garran replied. He conjured a small spell and waved a hand over Miri and Siymin, changing their glamors into younger teens with blue jackets. “Just two students here,” he said, casting the same spell over himself. “And one scholar.”

Nick sighed, looking each stranger in the eye. A shiver ran up his neck when he remembered that the stranger’s face was actually his sister’s. “Good luck,” he said. “And be careful.”
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“Nice to see you. Thank you for coming. Enjoy the refreshments.” Nick lost count of how many times he’d uttered those phrases in the span of an hour. Cressida straightened a centerpiece, and he came up beside her. “How many people did you invite?”

They’d placed three long tables in a triangle—odd, but ideal for their purpose tonight. The dining hall Cressida and Arker selected was near the kitchen, with access to the gardens and plenty of doorways in case of trouble. A dozen guild soldiers milled about the halls and corners of the room, watching. Whenever this many chancellors gathered, they were sure to follow.

“It would be rather suspicious if we only invited chancellors and candidates,” she said, turning to him.

“Who are they?” Nick asked, surveying the party. He didn’t recognize even half of the guests.

“Friends, acquaintances. People we’re not worried about.” Cressida touched the decorative comb in her white-gold hair and brushed her long, deep pink skirt, the matching top revealing a ribbon of sun kissed skin as she did.

She reached up to adjust his collar, her hand dropping to his upper arm and resting there. He wasn’t sure if she could feel the raised scar beneath his shirt and jacket, but it suddenly itched. He’d received the injury from Zekta during one of their previous battles for Queen Carra’s mirror. It had healed over, but he still felt a phantom twinge of pain in the scar tissue every now and then.

“We got this, Cress,” he said, smiling warmly and weaving the comb farther into her locks. His grin morphed as sleek metal licked his fingertips. “How did you hide a knife in there?”

Shrugging nonchalantly, she said, “Every respectable lady always has at least two weapons at her disposal.”

He laughed, brushing her fingers with the backs of his. “I guess I’m not respectable, then.”

“Certainly not.” She mocked a pout and pushed off of him, a conspirator’s smile across her lips as she beckoned him to follow into the throng of guests.

They chatted, flattered, and schmoozed until Nick thought he might collapse from boredom. Then the call for dinner rang, and he suddenly wished they could go back to the talking and flattering.

He found his seat between Cressida and Arker, knee bouncing beneath the table as he scanned the dining room. Guests conversed all around, but he was looking for one person. Elenora finally sat down, giving a subtle nod that had Nick’s nerves skyrocketing.

It was done.

The staff brought out pitchers of the spiced wine with deep seasonal flavors.

Now they only had to eat, drink, avoid the wine, and wait.

Nick rose from his chair and held up his goblet, rapping it with a spoon. “A toast,” he proclaimed, quieting the room. “To friends, family, and health. Drink and be merry!” The guests gave a cheer, and he pretended to take a swig before sitting. As they brought the meal out, he waited with bated breath, hoping things went according to plan. If someone noticed, their scheme would crumble, and Nick would be in deeper trouble than ever.

“It’s a quality wine,” Cressida said, touching his shaking knee under the table cloth. “It was the correct choice.” When he met her eyes, he found a reassuring smile that momentarily distracted him from the assaulting worries.

“Right,” he sighed, lifting his fork and stabbing a seasoned potato. “How long?”

“Half an hour, maybe more with all the food.”

“Where’d you get this stuff, anyway?”

Cressida lowered her voice, leaning toward him. “My father left me everything when he passed, including his lifetime collection of potions. He loved to experiment with brewing and creating his own concoctions.”

“That’s... really cool,” Nick breathed. “Was that his ability? Potion making?”

She snickered, hand flying to cover her mouth. “No,” she said, composing herself. “Brewing is not an ability. He was a jumper, actually. It was a hobby. I spent many of my childhood afternoons collecting ingredients with him from obscure places and brewing up dangerous concoctions into the night.”

Nick smiled but inwardly melted, neck flushing from embarrassment as he wished he’d paid more attention to Arker’s lesson about abilities. “I’ll let you lead the conversations,” he said, changing the subject. “And while Arker reads them, I’ll ask questions.”

As they finished eating, people moved to the lounge furniture around the room. The band played a jolly frock, and many rose to dance. But Nick, Cressida, and Arker came together, moving from group to group and greeting more guests.

A few minutes later, it was as if someone flipped a switch.

The giggling began on one side of the party, traveling across it like a wave.

Nick and Cressida shared a glance. ‘It’s working,’ he thought to Arker, earning a small nod from him. ‘Cress doesn’t know how long we’ll have. We need to move fast.’

Another nod, this time with a bemused expression. ‘Cress now, huh?’

Nick rolled his eyes and thought a few rude words at his cousin, making him chuckle.

They approached a balding chancellor, his shirt buttons in distress, and drew him into their conversation. “Third Chancellor Pandelay, how is your family?” Cressida asked.

He sipped his wine and smiled. “Oh they’re well, they’re well, thank you for asking.”

“So,” Nick said. “What do you think about First Chancellor Komali’s second?”

He squinted slightly and declared, “I don’t like her. She’s hot-headed and doesn’t know when to—” His hand zipped to cover his mouth and he blurted, “Oh, my. I’m so sorry! I think I’ve had a bit too much to drink.” His cheeks flushed, and he stepped away. “If you’ll excuse me.”

Cressida grinned and said, “Let’s work quickly. They shouldn’t remember more than a haze if we got the dosage right. Chancellor Komali!” she called. “How are you this fine evening?”

“Well, thank you dear,” the chancellor said, falling into their trap. Her sagging cheeks were already rosy as she added, “Your friends are quite handsome, aren’t they? You’re not seeing either of them, are you?”

The young woman’s eyes narrowed in amusement, and she held her smile. “Not presently.”

Nick cleared his throat, looking everywhere but at the drunken old woman. He tilted his head and asked, “Tell me, Chancellor, do you know who ordered the attack on me?”

“Oh, the attack on you? No, I’ve no idea what that’s all about. If you ask me, they’re wasting their time worrying about you. You’re nothing more than a mild annoyance, a fly buzzing a summer picnic, perhaps.”

Nick gazed down and pulled his lips in. “I agree. Enjoy the party.” He smiled, the gesture not touching his eyes.

Nick sighed as they strolled toward the nearest straggler, a wiry man with deep lines in his face. This should be fun, he thought grimly, remembering the chancellor from previous meetings.

“Patience.” Arker tisked.

“Chancellor,” Cressida said as they approached their next target. “How are you finding the night?”

“I hate these kinds of parties,” he grunted. “Not even a real party, is it? Just an enormous block of wasted time.”

Nick clenched his eyes to keep from shouting inappropriate words at the man, then asked, “Who’s trying to kill me?”

“Am I supposed to know that?”

“Do you?” The tall young man pinned him with a look.

“No,” he sneered. “I don’t. Get some better music, at least!” The chancellor stalked away toward the band.

Through a breath Arker said, “He’s pleasant.”

Nick muttered a curse, then said in the same quiet voice, “This isn’t working.”

Cressida gripped his arm and said, “We only have a brief window of time before the potion makes them too drowsy and wears off. We just have to keep going.”

He nodded guiltily. “It feels wrong, knowing...” He stopped. Knowing what’s really happening inside the mountain, knowing they had a finite amount of time to find the person who’s holding Tella hostage. He wanted to tell her everything. Wanted to spill all his secrets right there at her feet.

If she saw the conflict in his eyes or not, he didn’t know. She said, “For now, this is all we can do. Depending on what we find out, there may be more to do later.”

He nodded, half in thanks and half in guilt.

She turned away, moving to the next person on their list.

“First Chancellor Rukorn, how are you this evening?” Cressida beamed.

“How am I?” Rukorn said nervously, his trimmed beard twitching. His voice was hushed and fervent as he said, “I just lost my savings at a gambling hall. How do you think I am? My wife cannot find out what I’ve done!”

Nick suppressed a groan. The chancellors’ petty problems had started grating at him. He was trying to uncover a murderer, and the city sat on the edge of destruction, and here they were worrying about boring parties and angry spouses. “Who wants me dead?”

Without hesitation, Rukorn replied, “Lots of people! So many of us wouldn’t blink at the sight of your head on a pike. I’m just irked that someone else beat me to it. Clever bastard, whoever he is. And you.” He pointed a brittle finger at Cressida. “You’re a slicker hellcat than that mother of yours. Stay away from my son. The last thing I need is a vala like you ruining my name.”

Nick stepped up to the chancellor, faces almost touching as he glared down at the man. “That is enough—” But he stopped when Cressida touched his arm.

“Don’t worry, Chancellor,” she crooned, gently pressing Nick back. “Your boy is in no danger from me. His sordid disposition makes certain of that. It appears that trait comes from his blood.” Her glowing expression didn’t fade, even as she seethed her insults.

“Listen here, vala—”

“Enjoy the festivities, Chancellor.”

His face wound in a gnarled scowl, but his eyes darted to the other guests, and he seemed to come to his senses enough to fill his mouth with more wine and walk away.

“He’d speak to everyone that way whether or not his wine had our extra ingredient.” She laughed, but her smile dropped. Noticing Nick’s tight expression, she said, “Our time is more valuable than that.”

The night continued in the same way for another few hours, Cressida, Arker, and Nick hopping from chancellor to chancellor and getting at best more embarrassing secrets and at worst more disrespect. Soon the guests began retiring, the potion wearing off those who lingered.

“Well, this has been a monumental waste of time,” Nick said as they waved to the last departing group.

Through his smile and wave, Arker said, “At least we have some interesting information from many chancellors, should we come to need any.”

Nick looked at him sideways as the guests disappeared down the hall. “I didn’t take you for the blackmail type.”

“Normally I would say it’s beneath me, reserved for use by scoundrels and crooks. But after tonight”—he shivered dramatically—“I wouldn’t mind watching some of their lives crumble.”

They returned to the dining hall and helped pack away decorations. Once the young men were alone, Arker looked up at his cousin, stuffing a paper flower into a bag. “So,” he said, his voice bloated with teasing. “Cress?”

Nick shot him a look and kept cleaning silently.

“Well,” Arker said, a suspicious smile gracing his lips. “I think you two make a very sweet, very vicious couple. It’s terrifying, really. Oh and imagine the children! They’ll be little bakaros, that much is certain.”

Nick swatted at him with an empty paper bag, but his mask of annoyance cracked, and a grin appeared between the pieces.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]


Kayta’s fingers trembled as they brushed the rough paper. The note whispered shush against the blanket as she pulled it off her bed.

She recognized the handwriting’s delicate swoops. Had once seen it daily, when Ninnian would hand out assignments to the runners.




Kayta,

Things are worse than we first thought. Watch out for yourself and keep your friends in sight. They’re in danger. What we suspected seems to be true. I’m sorry, but I’m leaving. It’s not safe for me here anymore. I hope this is only a temporary farewell.

—N




A wave of shock washed over her, leaving her lost for words. Kayta dropped the note from her fingers and left it there as she ran.

Out the ornate guest room door, down the long hall, a turn, through the shorter hall.

So many stairs, she thought impatiently, boots thumping down each carpeted step.

One more hall, then a pair of grand doors leading into the dining hall.

The party was over, and cleanup was well underway.

Kayta located Nick in the large, half-decorated room and rushed to him, his conversation with Elenora, Arker, and Baledin ceasing as she approached. “I know who it is,” she panted, sliding to a stop between them.

“What?” Nick asked.

She dropped her voice, reeling in jagged breaths. “I know who’s trying to kill you.”

“How? Who?” Baledin demanded.

Kayta looked side to side, knowing rooms sometimes had ears. “Somewhere else.”

Nick nodded, and they followed him like a parade to the war room. They barely closed the door and gathered around the table before Kayta said, “He’s known as the Prospector.”

Baledin laughed then, pulling out a chair and taking a seat. “The Prospector? The Prospector is a ghost.”

“Maybe,” she said. “But even ghosts can be found if you search in the right places.” She leaned forward, bracing her hands on the thick black tabletop. “The way they killed the maid looked like his work to me. But there was no way to know, so I said nothing. I don’t know why he’d do this, but now I’m certain. It’s him.”

“Who are you talking about?” Nick asked.

“The Prospector is most known for their drug business,” Baledin said. “Amesta, nasty stuff—highly illegal, too. The Prospector runs major operations all over the continent, but has never been caught—they’ve never been seen. Are you saying you work for them?”

Kayta shook her head. “I’ll need reassurance that I won’t be punished, if I tell you what I know.”

Baledin glanced at Nick, who nodded. “Are you sure?”

The young man met Kayta’s eyes. His voice was wholly emphatic as he answered, “Yes.”

“Then you have my word,” the instructor said, gesturing with a palm. “Continue.”

“I used to work for him,” she confirmed. “But I settled my debts last year. I started working in the underground when I was twelve. I was a runner. It was my job to carry the product from one place to another, undetected.”

“How do you know this is him?”

“The way they did the killing. It’s all just how he always does it. Amesta extract coating the knife, killing them in a public room, to show he’s capable of taking anyone’s life, wherever he wishes, however he wishes. And he never uses an assassin. Always makes his own kills.” She looked around the room. “He’s powerful, too, to get into this estate with all your protections. I’m not sure what happened, exactly. But a friend from my old team left me a note. She’s been prodding at trouble and I think it bit her back. She confirmed it was him, and she ran.”

“What does this guy have against me?” Nick asked.

“I would guess one of two things,” Baledin said. “Either he’s worried about you taking your throne and upsetting his business, or it’s personal.” He sighed. “Kings of the past have been killed for less.”

“But he didn’t want to kill me,” Nick countered. “He threatened, but didn’t kill me when I didn’t do what he wanted. He wanted me to step down on my own.”

“Or he wants something from you.” Baledin leaned forward, thumping a finger on the table. “Maybe they assume you’re powerful. You’re a prime target for blackmail, and if you rise to a high chancellorship like we expect... That would be a damn good reason to keep you alive.”

Elenora chimed in then. “Is it possible this Prospector person is behind the earthquakes, too?”

“I don’t think so.”

Baledin’s eyes narrowed at Nick. “Why not?”

He cleared his throat and hesitated. “I know what’s going on with the earthquakes.” Nick cringed at how quick he’d been to answer and wondered if there was any harm in telling Baledin and Elenora. God, he thought. I’m questioning every conversation these days. “I’m pretty sure the person causing them isn’t the one behind this.” He looked to his cousin and thought, ‘Should I tell them?’

Arker nodded in approval.

Nick took a steadying breath, then told them. “It’s Garran. He claims to have accidentally set off the thing that’s making the earthquakes.”

Baledin balked, face shifting with curiosity and worry. “Well, what is it?” he urged after schooling his expression.

“The Mendi Ekora.”

There was a pause before Baledin asked, “He told you this? You’ve had contact with him?”

“He’s trying to stop it from rising and destroying everything in its path. But he can’t do that on his own, so he asked my sister for help. He doesn’t want anyone in the chancellors’ circle to know where he is or what he’s doing. Garran doesn’t trust them—which I find kind of ironic.”

Confusion flashed on Baledin’s face before understanding took it over. “You should have told us,” Baledin said, making sharp gestures. “And thank you for informing me, your adviser, about how this mythical sister of yours actually exists. That might’ve been information to bring up sooner. You put yourself and everyone here in danger meeting with him. Gods damn us all, Erinick! You’re smarter than this.”

Nick’s teeth ground at the implication. “I’m not your little responsibility,” he stated. “You think I want my sister working with him? You think I trust him? He says he can stop this, and if I’d told you, you would’ve sent soldiers after him. I don’t trust him. But Miri wants to handle this, and I trust her. So yeah, I didn’t tell you.”

He looked to his aunt, rage growing with each syllable. There was no stopping him now. “By the way, she left. Your sister spent her entire life apart from her children, supposedly to protect them, and when her daughter needed her most, needed her help, her protection, she took off.”

In his mind he replaced ‘she’ with ‘my mother’ and clenched his teeth to banish the burning emotion rising in his stomach. Did she ever care at all? he wondered. How could she just leave?

Elenora blinked slowly. “I’m sorry,” she said, voice low. “It seems Daira is not the person she once was. That much time in the dark can change the stability of one’s mind.”

Nick laughed humorlessly. “This is exactly what I expected from her, but somehow I still got let down.” He shook his head and made for the door, noticing a slight rumble in the ground as he left.
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The words were so jumbled together Miri could’ve been convinced she was reading about ppells, sotions, and cnchantments, because that’s how much sense the books made to her.

The floor rumbled faintly beneath her feet, but it was unmistakably another earthquake. Across the table, Siymin and Garran froze, eyes shifting in anticipation. The tremor faded, and the library was quiet once again.

“What if we’re still here when the creature rises?” Siymin asked, keeping his voice low and looking at the stone ceiling in concern.

“This library is below the mountain,” Garran said, adjusting in his seat. “And heavily shielded. But if it does occur, my chancellors will lift the jumping barrier, and Nick will surely come to your immediate aid. I’m not concerned.”

Miri raised a brow and shut A Decryption of The Great Script. “This is hopeless.” She pressed her aching temples.

“No, it’s not,” Garran said, turning the page. “If any hints about the hatchet’s location exist, they would be here somewhere. We can work out the rest from there.”

“You sound certain of that,” Siymin noted.

“These are trying times, boy.” The man shot him a look. “I won’t pretend to have every solution.” He shut the book, waiting for a group of scholars to pass before he continued. “But it does no one any good if we sit around thinking all is hopeless. If we can find the hatchet, I think we can use it, with the help of Miri’s espy.”

She winced. “You’re betting on me to figure out how to work the hatchet?”

“Yes, and no,” he said. “When your brother used the mirror, did he have to utter any words?”

She shook her head.

“Exactly. Enchanted items don’t require a specific spell. They’re... intuitive. So that’s what I’m betting on.”

“Wait,” Siymin whispered. They turned to him. “Is this... is this true?” He read aloud, “ ‘The ‘heart of the mountain’ is thought to be a leftover piece of the Mendi Ekora. Though not much is known about it, it was confirmed centuries ago that there is indeed a large gemstone in the center of Mendi Mountain.’ If this ‘heart of the mountain’ is literally the Ekora’s heart... is this a way to kill it?”

Garran said, “I’ve already read that text, you can move on from it. It says that Mendi Mountain has an ancient strength within, and it is mighty. Removing it by magic would take more energy than anyone’s ever had. You’d have to burn yourself up. And it’s all speculation, anyway. No one truly knows.”

“Not even potions to boost our power would help?” Miri asked.

“No.” Garran blew out a breath. “When one burns up, it is not simply the draining of your magic. When you try to use more than you have... it creates a reaction. We don’t know why or how it happens, but when someone burns up, they create a tremendous burst of magic the moment before they die.”

Siymin nodded. “No potion or spell could come anywhere near the damage of a burn up.”

“And that’s the problem—no one knows.” Garran gestured to the mountain above. “This thing has been here longer than our ancestors’ ancestors. It’s a looming mystery, and I don’t intend to burn up just to find out. We focus on the hatchet. That’s where we have a chance.”

“So where do we look, then?” Siymin asked.

Garran tipped his head back and stared at the library ceiling for a few moments. “Since we’ve found no clues about its location so far,” he sighed, gesturing to the table full of books between them. “I have one idea. The estate has always been shrouded in lore. It is said there are tunnels beneath it, and among them is a room of valuables. In all our time there since childhood, we never discovered them. But maybe with your ability the three of us could find these rumored passages, and they could lead us to Liial’s artifact. If any of my chancellors knew of tunnels and entrances, it would be First Chancellor Torren, but I can’t risk revealing my situation yet. Not even to him.”

Miri agreed distantly, finding it strange to imagine Garran as a child. She wondered if his gray hair was always that way, or if it’d been a different color at some point. And who was we? Did he mean the king, or Zekta? Or even her mother?

Though she attempted to ignore her questions and keep reading, Miri found herself constantly glancing up at him across the table. As the evening wore on, she focused again, rereading The Legend of Mendi, then perusing another volume about the history of the region’s weather patterns.

It was later into the night when a zing ripped up Miri’s spine, making her shiver. Siymin cast a questioning glance, but with a quick look she conveyed it was nothing. She tried to shake the feeling, but it crept into her mind like a fog. Was someone... watching her? Scanning over her shoulder, she found only silent, dusty shelves, but when she turned back, the lamp in the center of their table flickered.

Miri’s eyes shifted between Siymin and Garran, but they didn’t notice, obliviously studying away. She rolled her shoulders, neck aching from her hunched-over posture.

Garran snapped his book shut, startling Siymin as he plunked it down with a slight groan. “I was hoping to find something else here,” he said, covering a yawn. “But we’ll be shooed out any minute, so we’d better turn in and pick this up first thing tomorrow. Hopefully a good night’s sleep will help us see an answer.”

Miri yawned too, stretching as she rose and gathering a stack of texts. They followed Garran, depositing their books into a cart and making for the exit. Leaving the library was a simple matter of walking through an unguarded door. The staircase leading up was long, but not even a fraction of the one coming down, ending at street level.

Siymin explained to her as they left, “It’s a one-way shield, so you can leave freely, but entrance is restricted.”

“Better not forget your jacket,” Miri chuckled as they walked into the sharp night air.

They followed Garran back to his safe house and picked up Jaten. Garran reverted their glamors to those he’d used when they entered the city, and Miri, Siymin, and Jaten headed back to The Hare & Fox.
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The folks of the inn didn’t take a second look at Miri and Siymin when they carried their dinner plates—if a dinner after midnight was still considered dinner—upstairs, shutting out the quiet noise of the few patrons left in the common room below.

As they enjoyed their hearty stewed meat and potatoes, Miri realized how hungry she’d been. Alongside them, Jaten enjoyed a bar of dried fruit, seeds, and insects that Siymin retrieved from his pack.

The savory meal left them full and satiated, an exhausted drowsiness overcoming them both. After eating, they put their dishes in the hall and sat beside each other on the left bed.

Miri sighed, rolling her fatigued neck. Her father. She was working with Garran, who was her father, to save this city from a monster of his own making.

Her ability to keep a neutral face had worn off with the last of her energy, and Siymin pulled her in, Miri resting against his shoulder. “Gods, this is insane,” she said, rubbing her temple at an oncoming headache.

He hummed in response, the sound rumbling through her. “You’re becoming an Olexian.” She could hear a slight smile in his voice. “You said Gods, plural, not singular like you and your brother usually do.”

Miri laughed tiredly, falling back and pulling him with. She sighed, staring up at the wooden ceiling beams.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

She grunted, unable to form the proper words. What wasn’t the matter?

“I see, well,” he said in a mock-serious tone. “That is quite the problem. Is there anything I can do?”

When she looked up, his eyes glinted, even after everything. That was something she admired about him. He could find a spark of light in every dank and drooling cave of wretched events. “Tell me about something. Something else to think about.”

He rested his chin atop her head and cleared his throat over-exaggeratedly. “The Mirianna bird is native to a wide area, from the subtropical southern border of Haisera to just below the northern mountains. It prefers to make its nest in the nooks under arku roots, but will settle anywhere it sees fit. They are resilient, despite their size.”

She tisked. “I’m a perfectly normal height, thank-you-very-much.” He laughed, and she looked up to see the way his cheeks and eyes creased genuinely. “Thank you,” she said.

“Spouting facts happens to be one of my favorite hobbies.”

She reached up and removed his crooked glasses, putting them on herself. “I mean for everything.”

“I know,” he said, voice going quiet. “Taking calamitous adventures with you is also a favorite hobby of mine.”

“You have terrible eyesight,” she said.

“Even without them I can see—”

Giggling, she covered his mouth. “Nope, gross, don’t.”

He jerked his head sideways and grabbed her hand playfully. “I can see how much of a snarky hellcat you are.” He snatched his glasses back, replacing them.

She laughed as Jaten jumped up and rubbed against her for attention. He turned around and sat between them, rolling onto his side and pawing at Siymin when he didn’t receive their undivided attention. They both scratched the little kopi, and he chirped happily, settling in.

“How many other worlds are there?” she asked after a while.

Siymin considered. “I couldn’t say,” he said. “Theoretically, there are endless realms, all interconnected by a complex network of traveling halls. We know of a few, though. Sixteen, if I’m not mistaken.”

“Are they hard to get to, like Earth?”

“Not all of them, no. There are two I know of that are fairly easy to get to—for those experienced in opening portals, that is—but they’re different from Olexia. One is uninhabited, and most of it barely supports life. The other is populated, but still small. They are generations behind our technology, but they are generally curious and eager to know us. Many have moved here, and some Olexians live there, too.”

“What about the other ones?”

“They’re largely unexplored. Or lost to us. There is one called Maitgar, which was once open to Olexia, but the Falbanae shut out everyone after the Great War.”

Miri yawned, leaning into Siymin. “Can I ask you a personal question?”

He yawned too, and said sleepily, “Anything.”

“What’s your ability?”

A laugh sounded through him. “That’s not what I was expecting,” he admitted. “My ability is of the guidance family. It allows me to help people calm themselves—some animals, too. It isn’t strong, so it only works to dull fear or sadness, not take them away.”

Miri’s brows drew as she thought of times he might have used that on her. “You can manipulate emotions?”

He shook his head, shirt rustling beneath her cheek. “Not manipulate. Guide. I only show the path to peace. They choose to follow or not.”

“That was you?” Miri realized. “When Nick got hurt, and then before we faced Garran and Zekta?” Her fear was cushioned during those moments—it was small, but she’d noticed. She thought those moments came from strength and solidarity. Those had been the most frightening times of her life. She thought Nick was going to die, seeing him struck by Zekta’s spell when they tried to take the mirror. And when they fought in the field and won a scrap of freedom.

Ear still to his chest, Miri heard Siymin’s heartbeat speed up. He said, “I didn’t mean to, I mean, I wanted to help—”

“No, it’s not that,” she said, reaching for his hand. His concern burned something in Miri’s chest and she shut her eyes. “I’m just... tired of it. I hate him, but I don’t want to have to, but I do. And now my mother...” Despite her best effort to push them back, tears came to her eyes.

“Oh.” He shifted, pulling her in tighter and wrapping his arms around her.

“I wish it would all disappear.” She sniffled.

“I know.”

Siymin activated his ability, and though her troubles still harassed her, the sharp edge faded to a duller ache and the tears slowed, the bitterness on her tongue melting away. She covered another yawn and sighed, patting Jaten. Thank you, Miri mouthed, and he brushed her arm soothingly in response.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“You don’t have to apologize for being vulnerable. I think we’ve moved past that, Miri bird.”

“No,” she said. “I’m sorry for everything that’s happened. For my crazy family drama taking you away from your family, for you having to be here instead of there, helping them.”

He gently replied, “Stop that. You’re not taking me away from anything. I was going to go off on my own path, no matter what. I just found a reason to make it sooner. And as far as helping them, I’m doing that, too. Knowing a council candidate means I can know unfiltered information about what’s going on behind those doors. If the Council voted to increase their payments, I can tell them beforehand. And if Nick becomes a chancellor, even better. He’s the best way in that my family or I could hope for. I choose you and your adventures every day, Miri.”

She shifted, pecking his cheek. “And I’m glad you do.”

He didn’t reply for a moment, then cleared his throat and said, “We should rest.” She saw the bright flush on his cheeks, and her own burned with the same feeling. “Strangely, I’m not looking forward to all the reading we have to do tomorrow.”

She smirked and wiped her dried tears. “Who are you and what have you done with Siymin?”

He chuckled and untangled himself, collapsing onto the other lumpy mattress.

Sitting up, she carefully bent her wrist. The pain had receded over the last few days, so she unwrapped it and tossed the fabric-and-twig splint to the floor.

Siymin rolled over, reaching for the lantern, and said, “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” she repeated, getting comfortable in her bed too as he clicked off the light.

But even though she was exhausted, Miri turned in her sheets, mind wandering until she finally dozed off a while later.
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Crack.

Miri’s eyes snapped open.

Foggy moonlight crept through the shutters of their room at the inn. Her instincts said to spring from bed, but Miri waited. Probably just the staff cleaning up, she tried to convince herself, remaining still and listening. Her shallow breaths felt too loud in the quiet hour. It was dark, but she could see a little.

Jaten chirped, watching the door as he jumped onto the wardrobe beside it. Miri slipped her pillow from under her head and tossed it at Siymin, who sat up instantly. He rubbed his eyes, putting his glasses on and looking at her.

She pointed to the door, then cupped her ear and made vague gestures that, along with her frightened expression, told him something was amiss.

He nodded in understanding, and they stuffed on their boots as quietly as possible. The creek in the board beside Miri’s bed hadn’t seemed so loud earlier, but now it was like a blaring alarm.

We should have slept in shifts, she thought. Though they were both so exhausted after all their traveling and research that she doubted either of them could’ve stayed awake. Miri centered her Idol at the same time Siymin did, summoning power to her hand and breathing in relief when her magic obeyed.

They shifted toward the door. Miri’s mind ached with the yellow haze of a vision, but her head pounded as if someone took a brick to it. A vision was desperately trying to show her something, but she saw nothing. No image, no sound, no emotion. Not even a scent.

Broken dishware scraped against the hallway’s wood floor. Then silence.

The silence was too heavy to be the inn’s staff or another patron. Miri looked at the small window of their room. Too narrow to squeeze through, and they were on the third level, anyway. No way out.

Siymin had the same thought as he moved on quiet feet. He pressed an ear to the door and Miri waited, holding her breath. He pointed to the left. Whoever it was, they’d gone farther down the hall.

“Stairs,” she said, less than a whisper.

He nodded in agreement.

They cast shields over themselves before he delicately twisted the knob, listening through the crack. Music no longer played downstairs, and the inn’s main hall was quiet.

Siymin put Jaten over his shoulder and the kopi gladly hung on to his clothes, watching them. Slowly, he pulled the door open just wide enough to slip through, both of them thanking the Gods it didn’t have a squeak as they slithered out.

The moment she was through, a presence pricked Miri’s senses and she turned.

Light from behind spilled around the large figure, their features shrouded in shadow. Their head tilted. Then magic came to life and they fired. Miri and Siymin’s shields cracked and absorbed the blows, but were already failing as the stranger readied another spell.

Miri conjured a pair of white, fear-fueled spells, backing into the wall and moving toward the stairs. Siymin was right beside her.

Downstairs, someone was shouting.

Miri’s first shot grazed the stranger’s shield, and the second missed entirely, punching a hole in the wood ceiling and making roof shingles crumble around them.

The stranger turned to the side, effortlessly dodging Siymin’s spell.

Miri extinguished her spell and rebuilt her shield. He came closer, and they retreated another step, Miri’s head pulsing with another vision trying to show her something. Not now. She ground her teeth from the effort, magic slipping from her grasp.

She clenched down on her magic and fired. The spell flew at the stranger, changing in color and shape as if fueled by some force Miri didn’t know she had. Her brownish, sparkling spell was twice as powerful as she expected.

The stranger’s shield shattered on impact. Miri’s following shot grazed their shoulder as they twisted to avoid it. Barking in both pain and surprise, they blocked against Siymin’s next attack, gaining a step on the pair.

The stranger’s right hand burst into a ball of green power, reaching to charge it at Miri.

She fumbled for another spell, but her magic dodged, panic rising in her chest as it slipped farther away. With a frustrated cry, she raised her fist to channel all her strength, but only a lick of fire appeared for a moment before winking out.

The attacker stared at her with a devilish smirk, features blurred in the darkness, only the crooked line of a mouth visible, making them look like a mannequin. 

A hand grabbed Miri’s arm and gave a great yank. Siymin pulled her down the staircase, feet thundering against the creaking wood as they dashed into the main hall, empty save for the staff. A spell flashed, taking a chunk of plaster down behind them.

The innkeeper rushed toward them, followed by two brutish employees, and a cook. “Whoever is up there, you’re not welcome in my establishment!” he shouted.

The brutes hurried upstairs as other guests poured down them in their nightclothes, wide eyed and angry, demanding an answer about who woke them up and if there was a problem.

Miri and Siymin made for the door but were stopped by the cook in his greasy apron. Siymin rocked on his feet, and Miri grimaced, waiting for the brutes to return. A minute passed, feeling like an hour.

From the top of the stairs came a deep voice saying, “Whoever it was is gone. And we’ll need a new window in the hall.”

Siymin made to say something, but the innkeeper held up a hand, coming over to them. “I don’t much care what is going on, I just want it out of my inn. You have five minutes to pack up and leave.”

Miri thought it was gracious of him to allow even that.

They returned to their room without a word, accompanied by the inn’s employees to collect their belongings. The hallway was littered with wood slivers and roof tiles mixed with shards of glass. There was no sign of the stranger who attacked them, only a shattered window gazing at them with its empty frame.

The employees followed to the stable, watching them warily as they saddled Scout and Spirit and headed off into the early morning light, traveling toward the edge of the city.

Miri didn’t know where they were going, but she craved the close quarters of the woods. They rode in silence, heads snapping around at every small noise, their nerves still on high alert.

A while later, when they couldn’t see any signs of civilization behind them, Siymin sighed and asked, “Do you want to summon your brother?”

“He’s got enough to deal with,” she replied after giving it a moment of careful thought. “I think we should go to the safe house. Garran has it covered in all kinds of shields. Maybe they can hide us from whoever that was.”

He couldn’t help but snort, the sound strange coming from him. “Who else knew where we were, Miri?” he said, voice inflated by the adrenalin still circulating his body. He caught Miri’s eyes, spreading his arms out in frustration before dropping them and sighing again. “We have to stay rational and explore the most logical possibilities.”

She nodded but considered what he was saying, looking around the quiet forest. “Us helping Garran isn’t rational, Siymin.” She patted Spirit and took a calming breath. “But we’re doing it anyway. If there’s even a chance he’s right, no matter how insane it sounds, we have to try.” She surprised herself with how easy that was to say.

“Even if it’s just a trap, and he only wants to kill us?” Siymin’s tone was so casual she wanted to laugh.

“Yes, even then.”

He didn’t respond immediately, their horses continuing at a slow walk, and Miri sensed a tenseness growing between them. She thought this was it. This was the straw that would scare him away. Suddenly her words didn’t seem like enough to convince him.

Before she could open her mouth to add something, he said, “Once you say it, it sounds so easy.” To her surprise, he chuckled. “It even sounds like we have some sort of plan.”

She smiled. Of course he’d take it all in stride, she thought. That’s just who he was.

After finding a stable near Garran’s safe house, they boarded the horses and continued on foot.

The first sun was just rising over the city as they arrived.

Miri knocked, and the lock clicked open, but no one was behind it. “Hello?” she called, locking the door behind them. They dropped their packs in the hall and searched upstairs. His bed was made, and the fireplaces were cold.

They returned to the first level, and Siymin started a fire to remove the chill as they waited for Garran to return. Miri slumped into a worn padded seat before the hearth, resting her head against the solid wooden edge of the chair. “Who do you think that was?” she asked, unable to shake images of the dark stranger from her mind.

“I have no idea,” Siymin said, leaning back in the other armchair. “Maybe she wasn’t there for us. Perhaps we just got in the way. You never know what sort of folks are staying at an inn, after all.”

“She?” Miri raised a brow. “I thought it was a man.”

“Huh.” He paused. “I would swear it was a woman—of medium height and substantially built, but certainly a woman. Fear and stress can cause distorted memories, I suppose.”

Miri’s heavy lids drooped, but she replied, “Even though my visions aren’t working, I can still see through glamors. I’ll bet they wanted to hide, whoever they were.”

She didn’t realize she’d dozed off until what felt like a moment later, Siymin flicked on a lamp. “He’s back,” he said, rising and going to the hall.

Miri shook herself awake, a single lamp grimly lighting the room.

“Well, you two certainly take ‘first thing’ seriously,” Garran said with a slight smile as he entered the safe house living area. As he set his bag down, the man looked between Miri and Siymin, taking in their expressions. “What happened?” he asked.

Yawning, Miri said, “We had a problem early this morning.” She explained the night’s events, and Garran listened, remaining silent until she finished.

“This worries me,” he said. “If someone knows who you are, this will hinder our mission at every turn. I’ll change all our glamors, but it likely won’t make a difference now that they’re on your trail. What did they look like?”

“That’s the other thing,” Siymin answered. “We’re not sure. We suspect they were using a glamor, too. I saw a woman, but Miri saw a man.”

“I see,” Garran said contemplatively. “Well, I’d wager Miri’s perception is more accurate, considering her ability.”

“Somebody has it out for my brother,” she said, reaching for her water pocket. “Could it be the same person? Or someone who’s looking for you?”

Resting his chin on a wrapped fist, Garran was quiet for a moment. “I wouldn’t be so quick to guess. They are equally likely, as is something else entirely.”

A thought shot through Miri, her pulse quickening at it. “What if they followed us?” she asked, peering at the covered window as if she could see through it.

“Unlikely,” he said, waving the idea off. “Your mother has dozens of protections on you, and so does this safe house. We could never track you—” His voice lowered, and Miri knew who he meant. Zekta. “We had to rely on our LaKaio’s information and my wife’s espy to find you.”

At the reminder of her mother, Miri’s throat burned. She cleared it and motioned to the door. “Where were you?”

“Right.” He nodded. “Outside this city, there are tunnels, running all the way to the Ura Forest and branching out toward our southeastern coast. I tasked my LaKaio with protecting the land above these passages when we formed the Council, because they lead somewhere no one should go. I’ve long suspected that those tunnels connect with the ones that are supposedly under the estate and city itself. Though I’ve spent countless hours searching for glamors or hidden passages, nothing of the sort was to be found.”

He reached over and pulled a large scroll from his satchel. “I... borrowed this from the city surveyor’s office.” He unrolled the paper, revealing a yellowing map of the city’s northern districts. “It’s the oldest part of the capital, you know. The area surrounding the estate. It seems like this map was for adding plumbing systems some many decades ago. You can see where the walls used to be.” He ran a finger along a pair of lines running in a half circle outside the city, each end touching opposite edges of Mendi Mountain.”

“This must be at least a hundred years old,” Siymin remarked, noting the blank areas where new buildings had since been built. Jaten jumped onto the table and Siymin removed him, the kopi chirping in protest.

“Exactly,” Garran said, flipping the corner over to reveal the date. “And that’s where it helps us. They’ve developed over this area since then.” He circled part of the map. “Which means they also built over this.” He tapped a small insignia.

“What is it?” Siymin asked, counting dozens of those marks across the map.

“As best I can figure, these indicate anomalies in the land, a slope, a hole, something like that. But this one is directly south of the estate. And there is another here.” He pointed at the blank area of the paper, straight below the first. “I think they’re entrances.”

“These tunnels,” Miri said. “How didn’t they know? The people building over them, I mean.”

“Until we formed the Council, the royals’ committee approved all construction plans in the city. With how well the estate was built, it’s easy to assume whoever made the passages had some powerful shields and glamors around the entrances.”

“You have a plan, then?” Siymin asked.

Garran pointed to one symbol. “I was scouting these all night. These three are now residential lots, this one is a tavern, and this one is in the middle of a busy street covered by paving stones. I was about to give up, but I checked just a few more, and that’s when I found this one. We can get into it without raising suspicion. It’s partially hidden by a building, and there is heavy tree coverage all around the area.”

Siymin hesitated, looking closer at the map. “Is that what I think it is?”

“If you think it’s a graveyard, then yes.”
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“Rumors are circling that the chancellors will begin evacuations today,” Alaria said, ripping open a delicate bread roll.

Nick took a swig of his drink—a cold coffee concoction promising an energy boost with its strong flavors. Training with Baledin that morning had been especially taxing, the instructor requesting that Nick work on only his defense spells until he found some modicum of success. He’d managed a flicker of the spells, though he couldn’t hold them and always lost control moments later.

Now he was gathered with his advisers, aunt, and cousin, in the estate’s informal dining room, breakfast set out while they conversed. He bit back a yawn, resisting the urge to down his entire beverage.

Footsteps sounded in the hall and Kayta and Cressida entered the room. “I agree,” Cressida said, voice like honey. “They’ll argue about it for a while, but yes.” She closed the door behind them.

Baledin put his fork aside, wiping his mouth with a crimson napkin. “This is a closed meeting.”

Nick waved for the young women to join them. “They know everything. And Kayta seems to hear through the walls, anyway.”

Alaria watched cautiously as Cressida poured herself a cup of tea and sat beside Nick, surveying the table. “I can see your distrust in me, Ildre-Alaria,” she said, reaching for an egg tart. “But I assure you, I’ve no intention of running off to my mother about your conversations. We are not on speaking terms, anyway.”

Oksario looked to Arker and asked, “What say you, gekin?”

Nick’s cousin nodded, saying, “She is trustworthy.”

That seemed sufficient for Baledin and Oksario, who dove back into the discussion. “Even if the evacuations began weeks ago, we’d still have many losses if this creature rose soon,” Baledin said. “I’m afraid to mention what we all understand—if it’s anything like the story says, no amount of evacuation could ever be enough.”

“The chancellors won’t let word of this slip until it’s too late,” Alaria said.

“How haven’t they started already?” Nick scoffed. “They don’t know exactly what’s coming, but still, they understand that it’s bad, and people are in danger.”

“They worry about mass panic,” Cressida said. “The Council hasn’t dealt with anything of this scale before.”

Kayta hummed sarcastically. “If only we knew someone close to the Council, who could spread this kind of news. Someone the citizens would believe.”

Baledin laughed sharply. “If Erinick went around spouting secrets like that, he’d be jailed in an instant, and lucky if he was left to rot instead of executed. He’s already on the precipice of such a fate.”

Kayta shrugged and snagged a pastry from the tray.

“Your party yielded no leads, then?” Baledin asked.

“No,” Cressida said. “We vetted everyone from the Council that we invited. Since it isn’t any of them, and Arker dismissed the rest using his ability, either we’ve overlooked someone, or we’re looking for someone outside the chancellors’ circle.”

A sharp knock sounded before the door cracked open. “I hope I’m not interrupting?” First Chancellor Torren asked, stepping into the room.

Baledin wiped his mouth and waved to the seat beside him. “Not at all, Chancellor. Please join us and help yourself.”

He remained where he was, saying, “Thank you, but I only come to deliver news.”

“What is it?” He set down his drink.

“It’s of a private nature,” he said, eyeing the group. “For yourself and Erinick.”

Nick exchanged a pensive glance with Cressida before rising and stepping outside the room.

Baledin pulled the door shut behind them. “What news?”

Torren clasped his hands and murmured, “I have insight I believe may interest you. A source of mine tells me Head Chancellor Garran is in the city, and that he is up to something. You haven’t heard from him, I assume?”

A string of curses ran through Nick’s mind, and he gulped. “Not a thing,” he answered lightly.

“That is unfortunate,” he said. His stare lingered for only a moment, but that revealed the truth. He knew Nick was lying to him.

“Do you know where? Or what he’s doing?” Baledin asked, his voice level.

“Unfortunately not, as of now,” Torren replied. “He was spotted roaming the city early this morning, but he evaded my source. Said he ‘disappeared right into the night.’ I suspect he was simply smarter and quicker than my informant, but no matter.”

“You trust this person?” Baledin asked.

“I do.”

“Why would he be wandering the streets without a glamor?”

“He wasn’t,” the chancellor said. “My source has sources of his own. It was one such clairvoyant gifted person from which this news comes. I have my men searching for him now, but with no clairvoyants of our own, it could be a fruitless search.”

“Thank you for the information, Chancellor. Please keep us updated on your investigation.”

Torren nodded. “Of course, Baledin.” He made eye contact once more with Nick before walking off.

They slipped back into the dining room, Nick leaning on the table, pulse thumping in his throat. As soon as Torren’s footsteps faded, he hissed, “He knows. He knows I was lying about Garran.” He cursed under his breath, turning and gritting his teeth, scrubbing his hair and trying to keep his reaction in check.

“I’ve known Garran a long time now,” Baledin said. “If he doesn’t want to be found, he won’t be.”

“If I may, Ildre-Baledin,” Cressida said. “Garran may be good, but so is Torren. He’s the guild leader for a reason. And Torren has known Garran for a long time, too.”

The instructor shook his head. “We have to believe Garran is being careful, and that he has a plan. That whatever they’re doing, they can accomplish it without being found out.”

Arker braced his forearms against the table. “He was in distress,” he said.

“Torren?” Nick asked, taking a seat.

“Yes. I’m not sure what it was, exactly. He was guarding his mind, but I sensed some kind of... unrest in Chancellor Torren. He’s worried and strained—afraid, even.”

“Did he and Garran have personal issues?”

The blond young man considered. “Not that I can recall. They agreed on many subjects during council.”

‘Nick?’

Nick tried not to startle when the voice-that-wasn’t-a-voice echoed in his head. He schooled his face into neutrality, nodding as if listening to the others as they continued to speculate.

An image of a stone bridge entered his mind. It was blurry, the colors pooling like a rained-on watercolor. Images kept coming, but they were even blurrier than the last, little more than vague blotches.

‘Parsons.’

He waited for more, another picture or word to help him find them, but nothing else came. Nick looked from side to side and coughed roughly into his sleeve, pushing his chair back. The conversation stopped, but he didn’t quit coughing, standing up and gagging. He never thought he’d be grateful for the distress Siymin’s potion caused his body, but he found it surprisingly easy to conjure up a gag and wet cough. “I’m going to see the doctor,” he said, heading out. Miri needs me, he thought loudly, hoping his cousin would pick it up.

From the hall he heard Arker say, “He was unwell last night, too.” A small wash of relief hit him at the aid in his escape.

He continued coughing the entire way, not sure who could be listening.

The infirmary was empty except for the doctor, who said upon seeing him, “Hello Erinick. Feeling alright?”

Nick shut the door. “Pencil and paper?” he asked.

His brows furrowed, but the doctor opened a drawer and handed Nick what he requested. “Is this issue of the physical, or the mental?”

“Uh, physical. Can you keep a secret?”

“I am legally obliged to do so.”

“Great. Give me a second.” He sketched in silence, the doctor watching. “I’m no artist.” Nick turned the pad around. “But do you recognize this? I need to find it.”

The doctor squinted as he studied the crude sketch. “There are many bridges like this all over the city. May I ask why?”

“Uh... no. Sorry.” He flipped the pad back around, frowning at the drawing. “Does ‘Parsons’ mean anything to you?”

“Of course. Parsons is a district of the city, just south of here.”

“Great,” he grumbled, ripping the page from the notebook and folding it into his pocket. “I didn’t sleep well, and now I have a killer headache.”

The old man gave him a look of warning, but said nothing against his claims. “If you’re feeling so ill, take these herbal supplements”—he handed over a small amber bottle—“and rest in bed for the day.”

“Thanks doc, will do,” Nick said, slipping out of the infirmary.

The halls were quiet, and he took a lesser-used door, leaving the property through a back gate.

Nick walked south, going on foot for fear of drawing attention with a horse.

He walked for half an hour before the street signs changed from wood to metal, signaling that this was a different neighborhood. Nick stopped at a street vendor, browsing a minute before picking up a cloth doll with a shock of orange hair. “Isn’t there a bridge around here?” he asked with a feigned polite conversational tone.

“Yes, a few blocks down that way,” the vendor, an elderly woman with long gray hair, said, pointing vaguely. “Daughter?” She gestured to the toy.

How old do I look? Nick wondered. “Uh, no. My niece,” he made up quickly, giving a friendly smile as he handed her a few coins. “Thanks,” he said before tucking the doll in his pocket and heading off. He continued walking another few blocks before turning in the direction the woman had pointed.
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The city’s layout was more familiar to Nick each time he ventured into it, the eccentricities of its streets, alleys and boroughs easier to navigate as he learned them. He spotted a bridge ahead, but as he approached realized it wasn’t right. This one had red stone and was surrounded by tall brick buildings.

A passer-by told him the next bridge was farther down the same road, so he kept walking until he found it. It was a quiet area of the city, undeveloped lots on one street, and a shining new row of houses on the other. On the bridge, two men and a woman leaned against the stone railing, chatting amongst themselves. “Hey,” the young woman said, waving.

Nick kept walking. Was she talking to me? As he reached the end of the bridge, a hand grabbed his arm and spun him around.

“It’s me, dummy,” she said.

“Right,” he laughed, gesturing to his sister who appeared to be someone else. “This glamor thing is kind of creepy.” Nick followed her toward the others and they moved off the bridge, putting the brick wall of a building to their backs.

The left man cast a brief spell and Nick saw the strangers transform. “The spells are still in place,” Garran assured him. “I simply allowed you to see through them.”

“Not like it would matter,” Nick said. “Someone recognized you last night. Chancellor Torren said his ‘source’ spotted you, but they lost you.” Just the fact he could talk to the man without throttling him astonished Nick. The desire thrummed in his ears, but he pushed those thoughts aside. It felt wrong helping Garran. But protecting Garran meant protecting Miri and Siymin. He caught himself glancing at them, realizing he was watching for signs that they were okay. That they weren’t under Garran’s spell, and they still wanted to be there.

Garran cursed through gritted teeth. “I should have known Torren would look for me.” He added in a mutter, “That slithering vermin, pretending to care while hoping one of his men discover my decapitated corpse.”

Nick’s brow rose in concern. “Do I need to worry about him?”

“No. He wants me. Chancellor Torren knows that if I come back, he’ll lose the modicum of control I assume he’s gained in my absence. Am I also right to assume they think all this is my fault?” he asked, gesturing to the mountain behind the city.

“Yeah,” Nick confirmed. “Seems like no one knows anything about it, or you, though. Do you have any leads on fixing our little problem?” He craned his neck, Mendi Mountain seeming to loom ominously ever since he learned what lurked inside.

“We have a plan,” Miri said. She quickly filled him in on their next steps, leaving out the lore and details.

He blinked at his sister, then breathed, “If you get caught—”

“If we don’t find this stupid hatchet, the entire city will be wiped out, and every-freaking-thing else with it.”

“I understand that, but—”

“We’re going, Nick.”

“I’m not trying to stop you,” he blurted before she could cut him off again. “I know you’ll trust your instincts, and they’re usually right. Just... be careful, will you?”

“Always,” she said with a smile, which made Siymin snort, and she swatted his shoulder in response.

“There’s buzz about the Council doing something big today,” Nick said. “But I think I can get out of it. Can you put a glamor on me?”

“No,” Garran said, shaking his head. “If they’re planning something important, we’ll all need to know about it right away. Your sister can summon you once we’re finished.”

Nick’s lips pursed in hesitation. “I know I can’t use my ability in the city, but another pair of eyes and hands is still helpful in a fight.”

“They may well have valuable information we can’t access,” Garran pressed. “Go sit in on the meeting, and report when you’re summoned.”

“I think he’s right, Nick,” Miri said. She grimaced, hating how the words sounded coming from her mouth.

Her brother started to disagree, but stopped. “If that’s what you want, Miri. But seriously, be careful. Please.”

“You too,” Miri said. “If that Chancellor Torren is looking for Garran, he could put the dots together pretty quick.”

The siblings shared a knowing glance before Nick reluctantly turned, walking back into the city.
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There was absolutely no one there, and Miri decided to take that as a good sign. Moss coated the newest graves, and the oldest ones were smooth, names and dates long worn away by the elements. Sunlight pierced the spaces between the leaves overhead, the entire graveyard bordered by ancient arku trees whose roots pushed fence posts out of their holes.

Small stone buildings punctuated the lot, their mortar cracked and roofs slanting with age. They walked down the winding gravel paths long overgrown with grass, quiet and casual with their steps, as if visiting a lost friend.

It took a quarter hour to walk to the farthest corner of the graveyard where one of the oldest crypts sat, untouched for decades. As they approached, a growing pressure built in Miri’s chest, a pull that told her they were headed in the right direction. They moved to the building’s side and scanned for onlookers, finding none but the dead.

Miri followed that invisible call toward a massive tree against the fence. “This?” she asked, not looking away.

“I don’t know,” Garran said. “It’s in this area, but the map is vague.”

She touched a knobby arched root and a pulse shot up her arm. “Something’s here,” she said, enthralled by the whispering guide. After so long without even the suggestion of a vision, and now finally her espy spoke again. The comfort of hearing just a trace of her ability filled Miri with swirling energy.

She ducked under the roots and stepped toward that alluring answer. “I found something,” she said over her shoulder.

A metal door hid beneath the tree’s overgrown roots, which were interlocked in all directions.

“Bingo.” She reached around an entwined pair of them and twisted the knob, the door swinging in on silent hinges. A waft of damp, lichen-scented air made Miri cringe. Squirming, she stuffed herself between the roots and landed in the doorway, summoning a bit of light to her hand. “Come on,” she said.

Siymin and Garran knelt beside the gnarled roots, looking down at her incredulously. “Um, Miri?” Siymin carefully said. “I don’t think we’ll all fit down there.”

She rolled her eyes and stepped farther inside, watching his expression shift to surprise. “Never mind.”

They followed, wriggling through spaces between roots and stepping into the tunnel behind her.

Inside was dark, the walls rounded and made of cool stone. Miri brushed the rough surface, continuing carefully. The tunnel was straight as far as she could tell and seemed to go on for eternity with no other passages or turns. She looked behind them, finding they could no longer see the door.

“Are we following your ability, or just intuition?” Siymin asked as they crept along.

“A bit of both,” she whispered back.

They traveled on, ears at attention for the slightest noise not of their own making. A scurry here, scratching there, but there were no footsteps or voices.

Thin streaks of blurry light did little to illuminate the burrow, creeping in through indeterminably spaced drainage grates above.

Eventually they came to a circular chamber with five other tunnel entrances, another small grate in the high ceiling.

Miri repressed the urge to question her instinct, heading for the passage straight ahead. Garran and Siymin followed without hesitation, none of them eager to linger in the open space.

It was after nearly an hour of walking on in the dark that Garran asked in a tired drawl, “Have you had a vision of what we’re looking for?”

“No,” Miri said, summoning another flash of light. She’d started turning it on and off to conserve energy, only using her magic to check the way ahead until they reached that point. She shivered. His tone brought back memories of their previous meetings. Her palms pricked with sweat despite the cold tunnel air. Things have changed, she reminded herself. Miri cleared her throat. “You’re welcome to take the lead if you think you know better.”

“I wasn’t criticizing,” he said. “It was simply a question.”

“Nothing you say is simply anything,” she muttered, putting her light out. He didn’t respond, but Miri felt an awkward shift in the air between them. Poor Siymin, caught between us. She smiled to herself and resisted reaching back to touch him.

A breeze blew over them, a slight howl somewhere in the distance. They froze, listening. “Now what could that be?” Siymin wondered aloud.

The wind subsided, and all was quiet. They continued, but took lighter steps.

After another half hour, they stopped for a short rest. Miri sat against the wall and closed her eyes, listening to Siymin’s breaths beside her in the darkness. He touched her hands, and she rested on his shoulder, burying her face into his cloak, which still smelled of forest and rich smoke.

“What are you thinking?” he asked, voice low.

“I’m trying to sense what’s around us,” she said. “But all I’m seeing are dead ends and mice. Lots and lots of mice. A lot of the tunnels are blocked off, like they caved in or something.” Miri grasped his hand tighter, pushing her thought into his mind, ‘I’m still not having visions, but I have feelings from time to time. Heightened intuition, I guess.’

He shifted closer in response. She obviously didn’t want to share that information with Garran.

Siymin was glad then that he’d left Jaten at the safe house—kopi hated having nothing to climb, and he didn’t know what dangers could be in the mysterious tunnels beneath the city.

They sipped from their water pockets and sat for a few more minutes before going on their way again, Miri still in the lead.

Another crossroads chamber stood ahead, and the back of Miri’s mind prickled. Just before they came into the space, Garran’s footsteps stopped. Miri and Siymin halted, listening.

Boots scraped the ground ahead, the sounds echoing. Steps came, went, and faded.

They held their breath until it was quiet again.

Miri stepped one foot into the chamber and startled as a lantern flicked on. She raised her arm to block the blinding light.

“Who do you serve?” a voice called.

Miri hesitated, then summoned magic to her hand. “You first,” she said.

“No, you first,” the voice insisted. “And what’s your business?”

Miri shifted her outstretched palm, eyes adjusting to the brightness as a figure appeared. “That’s none of your concern,” she said, channeling an authoritative tone she’d once heard her mother use.

The voice grew sharp and dismissive as the person came into focus. “You can’t be down here.” He was a Fangra teen, no taller than Miri, with a shaved head. He reached for his belt, where a collection of their magical, cube-shaped grenades hung.

Siymin stepped forward. “We all serve the Prospector here. Foolish of a runner to question the business of his proxies. Be on your way before we remember your face.”

His tone quickly changed to one with a heavy dose of respect. “My apologies, proxies.” The light flicked off, and he scuttled down the left tunnel.

Miri waited until the footsteps faded, then led them into the chamber and through the passage on their right. “How’d you know?”

Siymin chuckled in a whisper, “I’ve spent a little too much time around Kayta, it seems.”

“I’d say just the right amount,” she said. “We’re getting closer.”

There was a dripping in the distance, and soon their feet splashed into puddles. Miri lit the space ahead, revealing a wall of stone that blocked the tunnel, a trickle of water streaming through it.

“You don’t know where you’re going, do you?” Garran asked.

Miri whipped around and plowed past him, stomping back down the tunnel.

“If you don’t know, tell us already. We’ve been here at least two hours and have found nothing.”

She ground her teeth. “Right now, we’re under the west side of the estate’s property. There are horses that way.” She pointed north. “And a lot of people that way.” She pointed northeast. “They built the tunnels like a maze, and I think that’s the point. In case you haven’t noticed, these tunnels are old. Things like that happen.” Miri pointed to the cave in. “The room we’re looking for is that way. If you can hear a little voice in your head telling you where it is, then by all means, take the lead. I might be psychic, but I can’t see everything.”

Siymin pressed himself against the wall, trying to melt into it and disappear.

“Listen, girl,” Garran said, pointing at her sharply. “If you’re not able to bear being wrong, you’ve got one hell of a time coming for you. Stop pretending to know everything and admit the truth—you’re lost. This isn’t a game. This city and everything beyond it is on the edge of destruction, so excuse me for trying to get us there before people start to die.”

She huffed and turned again, starting back down the tunnel. “I know where I’m going. It’ll take a while, but we’ll get there,” she said.

The man grudgingly followed, but he remained a few extra paces behind the teenagers.

Miri took them down one tunnel, but found another dead end. The next try felt closer, but they came upon the same thing there. As they continued down the next tunnel, however, the prickling in her mind picked up, sending a shiver down her back.

She turned on her magic again to light the way. At the end of the tunnel stood a dark archway, clear of debris. Beyond it was a spiral staircase that led downward. “We’re close,” she said, a stone rocking under her foot as she began descending the steps. The rounded walls echoed their footsteps as they went, around and around for what felt to Miri like three stories, until they arrived at the bottom.

Siymin lit the space for them, revealing a corridor lined with doors, another staircase on the far end. Miri dragged her fingers over the first four doors until she came to the center one.

She reached for the rusty iron knob, but halted when Garran hissed, “Stop,” shooting out a hand and waving it over the door. His spell shimmered, and a shield bounced his magic back in ripples, showing how it protected the room.

“If this is the room I suspect it is,” Garran said, “it’s most likely shielded to keep out anyone your family didn’t want inside. It doesn’t feel like an alarm-triggering shield.” He brushed the air repeatedly. “It could be...” His voice faded as he noticed Miri’s concentrated, unblinking eyes. “But you can tell better than I can, can’t you?” He tilted his head, waiting.

The strange ability that spoke to her when they’d rescued Daira appeared again, whispering secrets. “It’s... complicated. I don’t see this one like I could the ones before, but I know it’s there. It shouldn’t alarm anyone, but the ones behind it... I can’t tell. It’ll let me in though, and I think I can bring you in after.”

“What are you using?” Garran asked. “How can you do that? It takes months of dedicated training to begin learning the detection of hidden shields, let alone to understand what you’re looking at. And you can already sense stacked ones. How?”

“I don’t know,” she answered defensively. “And it doesn’t matter. Let’s get what we came for.” She reached for the knob again and drew the door open. A beat passed and nothing happened. “I’ll take that as a good sign.” Miri took Siymin’s hand, nodding for him and Garran to do the same.

He grasped the teen’s shoulder and followed.

Siymin used a spell to illuminate the room as they stepped inside.

It was smaller than Miri expected, and there was less glittering gold and more sheet-covered furniture, too. It was messy, more reminiscent of a grandmother’s attic than a treasure chamber. Piles of books peppered the space, along with crates stacked to the ceiling on all sides. But against the back wall there was an open area, allowing access to a display case.

Behind the glass, on cushions of all different colors, sat a collection of crowns. Some glinted with jewels and others were tarnished, untouched for who knew how many years. But the two brightest ones were near the front, plaques beneath them reading King Erinick IV and Queen Daira.

“I always wondered what happened to these,” Garran said. “The king would’ve put his away for good once your brother was crowned.” He pointed to the crown just behind the first, a silver ring with perfect tines and swirling vines. The metal was beveled in places for jewels, large dents near the points where shining gems were supposed to be added. Along the bottom edge was a smooth band—unlike the others, which were engraved with text all the way around. Nick’s crown was a blank canvas among a collection of masterpieces.

“And you made sure that never happened,” Miri said bitterly, the reply a surprise to even herself.

Garran’s jaw set and he stepped back once. “You’ve no idea what I lost in the fight for this country.”

“Right, yeah, you’re so selfless and benevolent, training child soldiers.”

While Miri’s tone was dripping with everything she felt, Garran’s was flat and steady.

“My LaKaio willingly sign up for this life. I have no contract holding them here. There are countless youths roaming the streets. I offer them employment and a place to live—a place to belong. You speak ill without understanding even a fraction of the truth.”

“That doesn’t excuse the way you—”

“You speak to me as if you’re the most knowledgeable and righteous person ever to live, but I assure you, you know nothing of this world. If you think of me as only some tyrannical leader, you are more of a naive child than I thought.”

The inside of Miri’s cheek bled as she bit down on it, the metallic flavor of blood filling her mouth as her rage swelled. “You betrayed them. They were your friends, and you betrayed them.”

Garran’s tone raised slightly, a wicked smile cresting his face. “You don’t know your parents, child. They weren’t the graceful-leaders-who-could-make-no-mistake that you seem to think they were. They tried. I will allow them that. But when she sent you away, Ira—” He cut himself off with a bitter laugh, shaking his head as he dismissed the rest of his speech. “Your mother’s traits are strong in you,” he said, voice low and calm once more.

And I hope yours are weak, Miri thought. She walked off to a stack of crates. Siymin reached for her gently, but she pulled away. This is what I deserve, she thought. I don’t want him to take the pain away.

She climbed the side of a crate, wood creaking beneath her as she hauled herself up. Splinters dug into her palms and knees as she followed the little voice still whispering, guiding her to a box near the back. She dug her fingers into the lid and barked at the strength it took to open it. The hinges squealed, and the top smacked against the other crates, letting out the musty scent of rotting cloth and a cloud of dust.

Miri reached inside, finding a slim box the length of her forearm. It had strange writing on it, but she looked past that, opening it and delicately pulling away silken fabric to reveal what was within.

The diamond hatchet was so clear it was almost invisible, the blue fabric tainting it with color. Miri lifted it, a chill running over her skin wherever it touched the artifact. Carved into the handle was an image of a bull’s skull with swirling patterns all around it, and the blade glinted as she shifted it.

“I found it,” she said, turning to find Siymin standing atop a crate, watching with a worried expression. “Let’s get out of here.” She crawled out and maneuvered down, handing the hatchet to Siymin. 

The moment her feet landed, the door crashed open.

“You there! Don’t move!” a man called from the hallway. “You will be taken into custody for breach of council property and theft. Come easily or suffer the consequences.”

“Oh hell no,” Miri muttered, flaring magic and ducking behind the crates. She fired from behind them, sending a swirling ball of energy into the hallway. Bobbing her head back and forth, she glimpsed at least four uniformed soldiers outside. She raised a shield, jumped around the corner, and fired another shot at them, taking part of the door frame down in a flurry of splinters.

“We surrender!” Siymin yelled. “Miri, stop!”

She turned to look at him. His hand was empty, and Garran was gone.

“Okay!” she said, extinguishing the magic and slowly raising her arms. “Okay.” She reached for him, wanting to press a thought into his mind, but before she could, large soldiers came in and shoved them to the ground. Textured stone bit into Miri’s cheek as they bound her hands, and her eyes locked on Siymin’s, wide with fear.

They were hauled up and pushed from the room, the soldier’s grip hard enough that Miri winced as they were led toward the staircase at the end of the hall.

Siymin hadn’t hesitated. He’d barely made eye contact with Garran before tossing the hatchet over to him and watching the man disappear with the help of his invisibility device.
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The grating whine of the closing cell door rang in Siymin’s ears long after the soldiers left. The cold stone seeped warmth from his knees as he knelt before the wooden door, studying the lock and looking back at Miri occasionally.

She’d been sitting that way for hours—or what felt like it. It was hard to tell when the only thing breaking the darkness was a sliver of light under the door.

Miri refrained from growling behind her teeth. She breathed deeply again, centering her Idol for the dozenth time. “Nothing.” Her eyes popped open and she stood, dusting off her pants. “I’ve got nothing. I can’t sense anything around us, and I don’t think I...” She looked around, realizing that someone could be monitoring them. “I can’t make contact.” Miri paced, three steps one way, wall, turn, three steps the other way, wall, turn.

“They’re most likely using multiple methods to suppress our magic,” Siymin said. “And I doubt I can break this lock without any.” He studied how the entire knob was encased, no seams or access screws on the inside. “And even then, it must be designed to hurt me if I try.”

“I’ll keep trying,” she sighed. “It’s only a matter of time before someone comes to question us.” Miri leaned against the back wall and slid down it, enjoying how cool it was. She closed her eyes, attempting to take calming breaths, but they only heated her blood more. She sifted through her powers and looked for the little power that let her connect with her brother.

‘Dungeon.’

It wasn’t much to go on, but it’s all she knew about their location. Somewhere dark, underground, and miserable. She sent out the single word repeatedly until her mind was weary, waiting for a response. None came.

No matter how fascinating and helpful her extra abilities were, they felt useless. She felt useless. She replayed the last day repeatedly in her mind, thinking of all the different ways she should have seen the dangers, all the ways she should have been more careful.

Siymin had rapped on each stone, pressed his fingers over every seam in the bricks, and kicked at the corners of the cell before accepting there was no simple way out. He settled down to think and rest for a while.

A time later, footsteps sounded outside, and they both shot to their feet, positioning themselves on either side of the room. A small panel in the door opened, revealing a shadowed face and dim light that blinded Miri and Siymin. “What the hell happened?”

“It worked,” she breathed, going to the door. “We got caught, that’s what happened. Find the keys and let us out!”

“I can’t,” Nick said, keeping his voice low. “There is no key. The cells are sealed by magic, and only certain people can open them. I had to bribe a guard just to get down here.” He cursed under his breath, the weight of their situation settling on his chest. “I’m gonna get you guys out. Just give me some time.”

“We don’t have time,” Miri said. “Garran’s going to stab us in the back, and he’ll probably put you in here with us.” A scrape sounded somewhere in the distance.

Nick thumped his head against the door in frustration. He sighed, pausing. “I don’t know what to do, Miri. Torren is going to question you sooner or later, and he won’t go easy. I have a bad feeling that if he finds out who you are, we’re all as good as dead.”

“I thought I was the one who was supposed to get bad feelings,” Miri said with a solemn smirk.

He gave a closed-mouthed chuckle. Nick could scarcely believe their situation. How did we get here? he wondered.

“How long do we have?” Siymin asked from behind her.

“A couple of hours,” Nick said. “Council starts soon, and Torren will definitely be there, so he’ll probably come straight here after. It’s almost helpful that you did something this bad. If it wasn’t, the soldiers would have question you already.”

“So we’re supposed to just wait here?” Miri asked.

“Give me two hours. If I can’t figure something out by the intermission, I’ll bring the cavalry. Either way, be ready.”

She sighed. “Alright. Where are we, anyway?”

“Under Council Hall. Not as deep under the mountain as the library is, but still pretty far down. I gotta get back up there. I’ll see you soon.”

That explained the carriage ride, she thought, nodding once. “Be careful.”

Her brother closed the slat, leaving Miri and Siymin in darkness again.
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Nick found Arker in the almost empty greeting room of Council Hall, leaning against a pair of padded chairs. Council had already started.

“It’s them,” Nick said, swallowing the lump in his throat. “Only Miri and Siymin, though. Garran somehow slipped through their fingers.” He glanced up anxiously. Being inside Council Hall now gave him chills, knowing what lurked within the very stone under his feet. The creature could come to life at any moment, and they’d all be killed.

Arker swore under his breath so colorfully that Nick raised a brow. He’d never heard his cousin use language like that.

“What the hell am I supposed to do?” He shifted. “I can’t just leave them in there. Torren’s going to rip into their minds, and that’ll be the end. And Baledin can’t get them out?”

Eyes cast down, he shook his head. “Torren, his top commanders, and a few first seat chancellors are the only other people with the clearance to release prisoners, I’m sure.”

Nick uttered some choice words of his own, brushing a hand over his hair. “We’re so royally screwed.”

“Indeed.”

“You got any ideas? Otherwise I’m going down there with all the firepower I can find and hoping for the best.”

Arker watched a group of spectators walk up the stairs toward the council chamber. “It’s unfortunate Chancellor Usarti isn’t at our disposal. I think she’s senior enough to free them.”

Nick balled his hands and tucked them under his arms. “Cress and her mom aren’t talking to each other. There’s no way she could convince her in time, even if the chancellor didn’t hate my guts.”

Arker sighed. “Then you should try First Chancellor Rukorn. He might be able to release them. If that doesn’t work... I’m ready to fight for their freedom. No matter what, we’ll free them before Torren can do any harm.”

“Okay,” Nick breathed. “We can do this. We can do this.” He wasn’t sure if he was trying to reassure Arker or convince himself.

“I just saw him a few minutes ago. Rukorn sits on the west side, and he’s wearing a red coat. Good luck,” Arker said.

Nick trotted up the right set of stairs, heart thundering. They had skipped the grace period of drinks, the subject of today’s council urgent enough for immediate discussion.

He finally reached the top, and the mediator was already giving his introductory speech.

Nick slowed to a hasty walk so as not to draw attention, but it felt like a snail’s pace. He located the red coat among the crowd of chancellors. He ignored the sideways looks they gave him and hurried down to the first row. “Chancellor Rukorn,” he said, suppressing his uneven breaths. “A word?”

The chancellor squinted but stood, following Nick a few steps away from listening ears. “May I help you with something, Erinick?” the man asked, his grayish skin wrinkling as he waited for an answer.

Nick gulped. How do I even ask this? “Chancellor Torren asked me to come directly to you. He wants two prisoners brought to him immediately.”

Rukorn’s eyes narrowed. “And why would he do that?”

Nick let out a heavy breath. “I don’t have time for this. You were wasted at the dinner party we threw. Do you remember what you told me? I don’t wanna have to, but I’ll spill your secrets if it comes to that.”

“You would threaten me, boy?” His voice rose. “I’ll have you know—”

“Your wife doesn’t need to know about the money.” His stare held Rukorn in place, and the man deflated. “But she will if you don’t help me. Right. Now.”

The chancellor’s face contorted, but he restrained his rage, considering. “Fine,” he whispered. “But not a word gets out, understood?”

Nick nodded fervently, motioning for him to go first and following the chancellor through the rows of seats toward the door.

They were only a few paces from it when the mediator below said, “You have the floor, Chancellor Usarti.”

“Thank you, Mediator,” Usarti’s voice echoed through the chamber. “Erinick, if you’ll be so kind as to stay.”

Nick froze, a knot lodged in his throat. He turned slowly to find Usarti’s sharp eyes on him, along with those of every person in the room. He paused, then announced, “I have urgent business.” Steps shuffled around him and a hand landed on his shoulder. He spared a glance back. Four soldiers blocked their way.

Nick’s eyes locked with Cressida’s, who stood beside Arker among the spectators, jaw hanging in shock.

“For those who aren’t already aware,” Usarti said. “Earlier today, two criminals broke into the estate intending to steal precious artifacts, and our guild apprehended them.”

A ripple of chatter spread across the spectators. The chancellors remained quiet, but they listened intently.

“Recently,” she continued, “Chancellor Torren brought to my attention his suspicion about a connection between the royal heir Erinick and the quakes tormenting our city.”

At that moment, a muffled grinding came from the ground, and the center of the circular floor shifted, a section of the tile twisting and rising. Columns of stone followed the piece of flooring, and with them were six figures standing on a platform.

Nick’s stomach dropped.

On the platform stood four soldiers and two prisoners. Though cloth covered their heads, Nick knew.

Usarti went on, “Chancellor Torren suspected these criminals were using glamors to hide their identities, and so his men removed them.” She turned to the soldiers and nodded.

They pulled the cloth bags away and Miri’s curls tumbled out, amber eyes wide and searching the room.

No. The thought pulsed through Nick as fast as his heartbeat. No. No. No.

Gasps shuddered across the spectators, and it shocked even some of the chancellors, looking to those around them with questioning glances.

“The family resemblance is uncanny, isn’t it? I present to you the long-lost Korren, the second child born to King Erinick IV and Queen Daira. Chancellor Torren?”

Torren stood. His pale blue eyes shone, and his towering figure commanded the room’s attention. “It’s true,” he said, voice booming as he projected it to chancellors and spectators alike. “They have been conspiring to overthrow our Council and put Erinick back on the throne.”

“These are serious accusations,” someone said. Chancellor Wymund, the young fifth seat chancellor with inky hair, stood. “What proof do you have?”

“I assure you, Chancellor, that my best interrogators have found evidence of their plots, deep within their minds,” Torren replied. “Tomorrow, I will try them for their crimes.” To the guards around Nick he said, “Bring him.”

A moment later, Nick was on the ground, his hands bound and a metallic taste in his mouth, cheek pressed against the smooth tile floor.

Somewhere above him, a soldier said, “You are hereby taken into custody for conspiring against the Council.” He wrenched Nick to his feet.

The ground rumbled, but it wasn’t another hidden door. Chancellors and spectators gripped their seats, and the doors slammed from the tremor. Some cried out in fear, being tossed to the floor, but the quake only lasted a few seconds.

Then all stilled and was quiet again.

“You’re wasting your time,” a clear, bright voice said. “They’re not the ones responsible. Once you realize that, it will be too late.” Cressida stepped forward, eyes trained on her mother.

“Enough, Cressida,” Chancellor Usarti said. “Whatever he’s told you is a lie. Don’t allow this man to drown you with him.”

She looked at Nick.

Nick looked at his cousin, and directed a thought toward him, ‘I’m sorry.’ Arker blinked, shock reigning his features. Arker shifted to walk toward him, but Nick pushed another thought, ‘No, don’t. They’ll take you, too. Tell Cress the same.’

Arker stopped and touched Cressida’s shoulder, speaking gently to her. When she turned back, tears sprung to her eyes.

The soldiers shoved him toward the stairs.

The chancellors and spectators stood silently as they hauled him away, staring with shocked expressions or smug grins.

They put a bag over his head and walked him to the center of the room, forcing him onto the platform.

They led him down hallways and staircases, only removing the sack when they threw him into a dark cell, much like the one he’d found Miri in just a short time ago.
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The first thing he did once the cell door closed was try to use his ability. It didn’t work, just like it hadn’t the thousand times he’d tried while being dragged along by the soldiers. Next he tried to summon magic to his hands, wanting to burn his way out, but couldn’t manage a single spark.

Then he called out to anyone who might be there. He didn’t get an answer. Nick kicked the door until his foot and ankle could bear no more blows.

He yelled at everyone and no one.

He cursed out whatever gods were listening.

He spoke to his parents.

Nick let his lungs empty themselves, let his voice go weak with a last cry. He sat on the pitiful layer of straw on the stone floor and waited. Royally screwed. He knocked the back of his head against the wall repeatedly, maybe to punish himself, maybe to numb the pain.

He ignored the voice at first, not sure if it was real. For a while, it said fragments of what sounded like words. Only after the rushing in his ears subsided and was replaced by cold, numb acceptance, did he answer.

‘Miri?’ he thought in return.

‘Who else would it be?’ she scoffed.

Despite everything, he laughed. ‘You okay?’

‘If you count emotional turmoil as okay, then yeah.’

The cell shook with another mild earthquake, a dusting of loose mortar dropping onto him from the ceiling. Nick wondered how deep under the city he was. It felt like the soldiers dragged him down a hundred flights of stairs, but it was hard to judge without seeing how many times he went around the spiral plunging into the mountain.

‘Where are you?’

‘Locked in a dark room somewhere. Different from before, but the same kind of cell. You?’

‘Same. And Siymin?’

‘They put him down the hall from me. He’s sleeping, I think. Can you see or hear anything?’

Nick crawled to the door and pressed his ear against a sliver underneath it. ‘Nothing.’ He backed up to the rear wall and sat against it. ‘Baledin trusted Torren. God damn it.’ He hit his head against the brick again. ‘You know what’s funny? If you were in the city this whole time instead of me, you would’ve had a vision of Torren planning this, and we wouldn’t be here. Is that ironic?’

Nick somehow felt a wave of sadness through a wordless thought from Miri. ‘I haven’t had a single vision since we got Daira out of her prison weeks ago.’

‘What do you mean?’ He tilted his head.

‘Something’s wrong with me. My magic is all over the place, it just keeps fizzling out and misbehaving.’ She sent her memory of when the LaKaio were at Siymin’s home and her magic disobeyed her.

Nick didn’t know what to say. She’d never kept a secret like this from him before. Though it stung, he understood why she wouldn’t tell anyone. It couldn’t be easy, just getting control over your magic and then having it ripped away, especially when your ability was so needed by your friends. After a minute of quiet he sent, ‘I haven’t had the chance to ask yet, but how are you doing all this? You can call me across a huge distance with just your mind. It’s not a spell, and it’s not your ability. So what is it?’

‘Honestly?’ she responded. ‘I have no idea. Daira’s ability is sharing thoughts by touch, and somehow I can do that, too. She said her father’s ability was mind communication. But I can only do that with you, and it’s easier the closer together we are. It’s a lot more difficult now, because they’re suppressing my magic in here, but I can still do it. Three different abilities just shouldn’t be possible.’

Nick tried to summon a handful of magic again, but still found it blocked. ‘Mine, too.’ Another span of silence passed, and he breathed the musty dungeon air. ‘I really thought we could make this work. That we could sort all this out and find a way home.’

‘You mean go back to Earth?’

‘Where else?’

He sensed uncertainty from her.

Then she said, ‘I don’t think I ever wanted to leave Olexia. I’d rather be miserable here than miserable and sick back home. I don’t know what they’ll do to us, but if it doesn’t go well... I want you to know something.’

There was a long hesitation, and he asked, ‘What is it?’

‘It’s about Garran. He—’ Her thoughts stopped, and a surge of fear shot through him.

‘Miri?’

‘Hold on, I hear someone.’ A pause. ‘Footsteps,’ she told her brother. ‘Someone’s coming.’

‘Soldiers?’

She shushed him. Another pause. Then she sent him sounds. There were no voices, no clatter of weapons, either. Just shoes tapping outside her cell door. He felt her steel her nerves, ready to fight for every second she might have left. Then she said to him, ‘Not soldiers. Nick, if this is it, I love you, and I’m sorry I ever got us into this.’

A pulse of fear, anger, and sorrow pressed against his mind as Miri shut off the connection between them.
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The footsteps stopped.

Miri held her breath, back pressed to the wall beside the cell’s entrance, jaw clenched in anticipation.

With a click, the heavy door swung out on silent hinges.

An arch of yellow light spilled over the chamber’s stone floor. She watched the light ripple and waver. Then the shadow of two figures appeared from nowhere.

Miri held her breath, listening to the rustling of clothes and the hesitant scrape of a boot.

“Huh,” a voice laughed. “I half-expected that wouldn’t work. The arrogant idiots didn’t even bother removing my resonance from the locks.”

She let herself breathe again, stepping into the light. ‘It’s okay,’ she sent to her brother, sensing a wave of relief from him. “Your timing is perfect.”

“Your friend here is quite a hellcat,” Garran said. “I went to the estate for your brother, but found her instead. She threw forks at me until I convinced her I was coming to rescue you.” A smile spread across half of his face and he gestured to Kayta beside him. “Oh, you thought I was going to leave you here?” he said, taking in Miri’s expression.

“Can you blame me?” she asked, stepping into the hall. The moment she crossed the cell’s threshold, she summoned a bit of magic and asked her intuition to search for Nick. It called her in his direction. ‘Hang tight, we’re coming to get you,’ she sent to him.

“No, I suppose I can’t.” Garran shifted. “Where are your boys?” He looked down the corridor and back again.

“Nick’s downstairs,” she answered, then called down the hallway, “Wake up Siy!” Miri turned, taking in Kayta for the first time. She moved toward her without hesitation and offered a friendly grasp of hands. “Kayta, how are you?”

She bobbed her head, sharp pink hair swooshing forward with the sure movement. “Much better. Back to normal—mostly.” She frowned down at herself. “A little slower than before. But healthy.” A small smile accompanied another nod.

“Miri?” Siymin’s tired voice came from behind another door, muffled by the thick wood.

She slid across the floor toward him, a wide grin on her face. “We’re breaking out,” she said. Garran waved, and the lock clicked, hinges squeaking as Miri gripped the handle and yanked it open. Siymin dashed out, and Miri stumbled as he bumped into her. She took his hand before hurrying toward the staircase, followed by the others.

They went down one floor, and Miri forced herself not to rush in, waiting for Garran to peek around the corner to check for soldiers. He took a few steps down the hallway before motioning for them to come along.

Miri shot down the hall, still attached at the hand to Siymin, letting the strange guidance direct her. “Nick?” she said hesitantly, stopping at a cell.

Standing on tiptoes, she unlatched the door’s small hatch. Her brother stared back from the other side. But as she reached for the handle, a shard of dread stabbed her gut, and she dropped to the ground. “Hold on!”

As she spoke, the walls shook with the start of another earthquake.

Siymin fell beside her, and they grasped each other, tucking their heads in and crouching against the wall.

The doors rattled in their frames, and the hallway bobbed as if floating in the ocean during a tumultuous storm.

There was a crack from somewhere distant, and Miri hoped the entire city wasn’t crashing down above them.

Five seconds passed, then ten.

And they began to worry this was the final earthquake.

The world shuddered, and they coughed on dust and debris showering around them.

But then the shaking lessened. And soon it became only a slight rumble.

They uncurled themselves, Siymin and Miri sharing a fearful glance before standing, still clutching each other. Kayta and Garran were also bracing themselves against the walls, and Miri asked, “Anyone hurt?”

The world wobbled underfoot as they rose.

They all answered that they were unharmed and looked at each other with heavy gazes. “Good,” she said. “Let’s use the hatchet before the next one hits.”

Garran swiftly unlocked Nick’s cell, and he joined them in the hall, patting his sister’s shoulder in greeting. There was no time for tearful reunions, no matter how much their eyes burned with fear and relief.

They made for the stairs on quick and quiet feet, and Miri tied her hair back. Garran led them up, up, up, passing five levels before turning into another dark hallway.

A few twisted passages later, they were in the back rooms of Council Hall. Garran navigated them with ease, and soon they reached the front room with arched windows. The light blinded Miri, Nick, and Siymin’s unaccustomed eyes, burning even through their squinted lids.

Garran straightened his shirt and faced the group, beckoning them closer. “It won’t be long until they notice you’re gone, and the last thing we need is soldiers coming after us while we’re trying to use the artifact. So first, we must get the chancellors’ support.”

“How?” Nick asked. “They know Miri is the Korren, and we just broke out of jail.”

“Exactly,” Garran said with a sly smile, a sheen in his eyes as he made for the council chamber.

They entered the greeting hall, steps echoing in the large, empty room. The doors to the council chamber were closed, and no sound traveled through them, though Nick was sure the chancellors still had to be inside.

Just before they reached the door, a booming voice behind them spoke, startling Kayta. “Head Chancellor Garran,” it said.

They froze. Many pairs of footsteps followed the first.

Garran cursed under his breath. Gripping his sleeve cuff between his fingers, the man slowly turned, and so did the teenagers.

Chancellor Torren stood at the opposite end of the greeting hall with a handful of guild soldiers at his side and a smug look on his face.

Garran smiled, and the shine rivaled Olexia’s twin suns. “Greetings, Chancellor Torren,” he said. “I’m just on my way to counc—”

“I know exactly what you’re about to do, Head Chancellor.” A darkness swept over Torren’s pale eyes, his gaze sharpening as it passed over Garran’s companions. “And I’m afraid I can’t let you do it. I’ve some business of my own, and I won’t have you muddying it with your...” He tilted his head in consideration. “Grand reappearance.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Garran replied, hand twitching at his side. “But I’m afraid I, too, can’t let you muddy things up today.”

A wholly unnatural air flooded the room as Torren said, “It appears we have a problem, then.”

Miri suppressed a shiver, staring at the strangely familiar man. It was something about his voice... No, she thought, there’s no way.

Garran clicked his tongue, shoulders squaring. “It appears we do.”

Miri blinked hard, questioning if she could believe her own eyes. “It’s you,” she said, the realization hitting her like a meteor. “You’re the one who woke the Mendi Ekora.”

A beat of silence passed as her statement settled. “What?” Garran asked reluctantly, not taking his eyes off Chancellor Torren.

Miri swallowed a nervous lump. When Garran first showed her the memory, she had noticed nothing strange about the man he called Bruskolus. She realized with surprise that her espy hadn’t completely failed her. It had showed her in Garran’s memory that Bruskolus—or Torren, which one he really was, she didn’t know—wasn’t who he pretended to be.

A Cheshire smile split Torren’s pale, greasy face. “You’re a troublesome little espy, aren’t you, Korren?” He waved a hand over himself and cast a spell, though the glamour didn’t trick Miri.

To the others, he transformed into the man Garran knew as Bruskolus. A stout man with ruddy brown hair and a gnarled nose.

“That’s not possible.” Garran said, lips parted in disbelief. “I’ve known Bruskolus for over twenty years.” He looked up, meeting the other man’s stare. “Why?”

Torren leaned back and laughed, a wicked and uncomfortably sharp sound. “Bruskolus, what a weak-minded fool. Taking his place was a mercy. I must admit, Zekta was a resourceful one, for a temporal. I have many names and faces—Chancellor Torren, Bruskolus, the Prospector. What the situation demands. You’ve no idea what’s happening in this world you call yours. You were useful for a time, Garran, but no longer.” His eyes shifted, flashing like black lightning. “They may be of use,” he said to the soldiers. “Take them alive and do be careful with the espy. She’s special.”

The soldiers raised glittering orange shields over themselves and moved into an attack formation. They surged forward and Garran backed up, his group summoning shields and magic to their hands, air rippling with power as they did.

“Oh, don’t make this difficult.” Torren tisked, holding his soldiers in place with a single raised finger.

A silent understanding passed between the teens as they exchanged a quick glance. They would fight with everything they had, for they all knew this was a last stand. If they lost this battle, the Ekora would kill them along with everyone else. They matched Torren’s stare, grounding themselves for a battle and pouring magic into their shields.

“Very well,” Torren said, lowering his finger and releasing the soldiers.

Miri’s flame crashed into the first soldier before he made it a single step, but he held fast and they advanced as one, shields glimmering as they moved. A volley of spells came from her side, magic ricocheting and shields deflecting them.

“Earthquake!” Miri barely uttered the word before the floor rumbled.

A disturbance shifted the air, and a mighty groan echoed around them. They let their spells rip forward, finding their marks but bouncing off shields. Miri fired flame after flame, grunting as she launched another spell.

Within a moment, the soldiers and Torren were on top of them, the room still shaking under their feet as the groups clashed. Spells zipped through the air, deflected by shields and crashing into the ceiling above.

Plaster rained around them, the paint colors decorating the floor as they fired and defended and shot one after another.

Miri blocked with her conjured shield, boots sliding on the dusty ground as she held against the attacks. From the corner of her eye Siymin prepared to launch a ball of fire, but stumbled when the room shook again, this time knocking most of them off their feet.

Kayta helped him up, keeping behind the shields and ripping a knife from her boot, waiting for an opportunity to use it.

The soldier in front of Miri fired, again and again, gaining an inch with each hit as she slid back farther and farther. She risked a glance sideways. The others were losing their ground just as quickly.

She tried to remain standing, twisting her boots as she held up her cracking shield, spells hitting her from multiple sides and weakening it each time. The soldiers outnumbered them two to one, and Torren stood behind, a calm sort of madness in his expression.

Miri growled, trying to keep her flickering shield intact. In the moment she’d need to conjure a new one, the soldier would get in a shot and it’d be over.

Even though the soldiers were instructed to take them alive—and her group was fighting with deadly spells—she knew the soldiers would win. She might be powerful, but a trained, battle hardened warrior could still easily best them.

Her power flickered, and a bolt of fear struck her stomach. She charged, slamming her shield into the soldier’s and making them both shatter. He fell, concentration dropping as she took him by surprise.

A ball of furious energy loosed from her fingers, the soldier’s body flailing as he died at her feet.

Miri conjured another shield and moved beside her brother.

Garran and Siymin were back to back, soldiers on either side closing in on them. Garran obliterated a shield and made to strike, pushing the soldier down with a force of magic and leaving him motionless. Before he could make the final blow, another rushed them and he turned, striking.

Blood sprayed the edge of Siymin’s face and he twisted. Kayta was beside him with her blade in the knocked down soldier’s throat, fingers dripping as she shook droplets off her knife.

Nick was vaguely aware of Torren standing behind the soldiers, smiling as he watched the fight. “Don’t wanna get your hands dirty?” Nick called, grunting as he fired again.

“On the contrary,” he replied.

Miri’s shield shattered with one more hit, and she made to summon another.

But her magic flickered.

Electricity pulsed through her muscles. The soldier’s paralyzing spell sent her body seizing and locking up as she crashed to the ground, hard floor cracking her lip and chin. She heard Nick call her name, but her ears rang and she stared at the blurry ceiling, crevasses breaking the sweeping landscape of the painting.

Three soldiers came down on Nick, his shield failing as the same spell struck him, meeting the tile as his legs gave out.

Kayta fell a moment later, followed by Siymin, and finally Garran.

The ground rumbled under Miri’s ear. But it wasn’t the earthquake this time. It was the vibration of footsteps.

Chancellors filed into the room and stopped, surrounding them and watching as Torren came to stand over them. He studied Miri, hovering with a questioning squint. “What are you?” he mumbled. “I’ll enjoy learning what lies beneath this unassuming exterior.”

A weak spell shot toward Torren, but he waved it off like a buzzing fly. She could hardly turn her head to look, but Garran’s hand was outstretched, wrist just lifted off the floor.

Dust entered her lungs as she panted, making her cough. She grimaced, teeth and tongue heavy as the spell paralyzed her. “Go to hell,” she growled, spitting plaster and blood from her mouth.

Torren smiled wickedly. “You have no idea what a lovely place hell is for something like me.” He moved toward Garran, fingers twitching as he said, “You don’t intrigue me anymore.”

A torrent of magic roared in Miri’s ear, her power blooming within and begging to be used. The aches in her body disappeared behind the winds and rains of magic coursing through her veins. With a flick of her hand, she ripped Torren off his feet and tossed him to the ground; his arrogance had left him unshielded.

The spell holding her shattered at a mere thought toward it.

She rose, deftly stepping between her companions’ frozen forms.

The soldiers made to jump on her, but she pressed one hand out, using a concussion of magic to blow them back and send them crashing into the crowds of chancellors and spectators surrounding them.

Torren stumbled up to a knee, but Miri gripped the back of his cloak, forcing him back down with the aid of her magic.

She broke the spells holding the others and to her surprise, a shield appeared over them, locking them inside with Torren. Miri looked up to find a pretty young woman with white-gold hair looking at her. Not closing them in, she realized as she turned to follow the young woman’s gaze, but locking the soldiers—and everyone else—out. She nodded in thanks, and the others scrambled to their feet.

Miri lifted Torren into the air, his legs kicking wildly to get free. She said, “I don’t know what you’re playing at, but it stops here.” She fired a wicked, crackling ball of magic. His body shook as it surged through him, but he remained. She tried another, confusion becoming frustration, followed by a small volley of spells. But still he remained, ever smiling.

“What the hell?” she said, turning to Garran.

Garran fired two powerful spells that had no impact. He frowned, saying, “I don’t know. That should have been more than enough to take out a bear.”

Robes now flaming at the hem, Torren laughed, that same fearsome smile chilling their blood. The building rumbled, the chancellors around them staring in disbelief.

“We don’t have time for this,” she growled. “Nick, cuff him.” She raised her chin toward the restraints hanging off the nearest dead soldier’s belt.

She lowered Torren just enough for her brother to reach his wrists, the cuffs glowing as they latched, preventing him from using any magic while restrained, then put him down.

Nick turned, suddenly aware of the chancellors and spectators. “Can I have your attention, please?” he called, letting his voice fill the room.

The chancellors listened while the spectators looked shocked. “The earthquakes are Chancellor Torren’s fault. We’re not sure why he’s doing this, but if we don’t help them stop it now”—he pointed to Garran and Miri—“the city will fall to the Mendi Ekora and countless people will die.”

Garran gave an encouraging nod as his fellow chancellors looked at him. They stared, wide eyed, as they stood in a semicircle around them. Whispers rippled about his sudden reappearance, and the room stirred.

Garran dusted off his shirt and straightened it, saying, “Greetings, friends,” with a voice he’d spent his entire life perfecting to command attention. “I know you have questions. You’re wondering where I went, and what is happening to our great city.” His eyes caught the gazes of a few chancellors. “I’ve been looking into the matter and took my leave because of it.” He cleared his throat. “That, and other matters.”

The chancellors considered this, many glancing to Usarti in question. Garran met Usarti’s sharp stare and said, “You all know Erinick.” He gestured with an open palm. “He’s been a tremendous help during my absence, monitoring things for me.” The whispers started up again. “I was searching tirelessly for a solution to this mess. After a careful investigation, I’ve come to the truth. For reasons yet unknown, Chancellor Torren has awoken the Mendi Ekora, and intends to use its destructive powers against the capital and our world beyond it.”

“And what are we to do about it?” asked Usarti, voice cutting the thick air.

“We have a plan,” Garran said. “But you must have faith in me.” He looked over his shoulder at the others. “In us.”

“So, you disappear and suddenly return to save us all, with the Korren at your side?” Torren’s shackles jingled as he shifted on the floor.

Miri whipped a hand out and tried again to at least knock him unconscious. But her spell failed. Her stomach dropped as she saw how close the chancellors were, pressed just inches from the large bubble around them. She didn’t need her espy to tell her this could end in blood, and fast.

“He has a point,” Usarti said, coming farther forward. “How can we know this isn’t all your scheming? And why have you allied yourself with this-this... delinquent?”

Garran’s head tilted as he considered. “I’ve held the Council together for fifteen years, Chancellor Usarti. But if that’s not enough for you, she has an unimaginable amount of power rivaled only by my own. Through our previous interactions, my dear wife learned my magic and young Miri’s here are comparable in strength. And so if anyone can help me put the monster back to sleep, it is her.”

Usarti sneered and started to reply, but Nick cut her off, saying, “How do we know it’s not you?” with a note of mocking in his tone. “You can’t seriously be petty enough to do this right now.” He lifted his chin and raised his voice before she could utter a response. “You’re chancellors for a reason. Your sole responsibility is to this city and its protection. Head Chancellor Garran has been searching for a solution to this problem—he lost his wife and he allied with us to solve this problem. If that isn’t satisfactory for you, then be my guest and stop us, but we’re going to end this thing.”

A little sigh of relief shook his shoulders as no one moved to do so. Nick motioned to Cressida, who dropped the shield she had protecting them.

“Baledin!” Garran called. “I believe you’re now guild leader, so ready your men and send teams to clear the area around Mendi Mountain.”

Baledin emerged from the crowd and made straight for them, Cressida, Arker, and Elenora just behind. Nick’s instructor looked at him, and the young man gave a sure nod.

Understanding that this was bigger than their grievances, Baledin said to Garran, “We’ve already evacuated the area. I’ll send teams there at once.” He then turned to Cressida and said, “In this state of emergency I lift the ban on jumping within the city.” They pressed one hand each together, their other hands drawing signs in the air, fingers leaving trails of sizzling white power.

A wave of magic burst through Nick, making him stumble. A sudden sense of freedom washing over him. He jumped to the other side of the room and back again. The barrier that constantly pushed against his ability was gone. He jumped again, farther away this time, getting used to the feeling.

“Take your emergency posts across the city,” Baledin said to the chancellors. “Enact evacuation protocol one.” With that, many pockets of the remaining chancellors and spectators vanished.

Nick stared for a moment as he realized he wasn’t the only jumper. He didn’t have time to count, but thought at least six had jumped, each of them taking a group of others with, until his small group was the only one left.

“We need to move, now,” Garran said, turning to Miri. “I don’t know how long we have before things become rocky.”

Miri’s gut rolled with fear, her intuition screaming that something was wrong.

“Now,” Garran continued, “first we need to—”

“Nick, jump!” Miri cried.
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There was quiet in the following moments as they looked to Miri with unasked questions. The flat-topped building Nick had brought them to was three blocks from Council Hall and Mendi Mountain.

She took a single step forward, eyes locked on the peak and breaths shallow as her companions waited.

A tremor so strong it felt like the ground itself might split apart shook the city. It ripped their feet from under them and they threw shields up as boulders fell from mountain ledges and crashed into buildings below, smashing paving stones and shattering windows.

Garran reached into his jacket, body shuddering as he pulled out the diamond hatchet. “We have to do this now!” he said, struggling to close the space between himself and Miri.

Miri quickly centered her Idol, ears ringing from the cacophony. She struggled to block out the noise and fear, closing her eyes.

She felt Garran’s presence hovering just in front of her, and she wrapped her hand around the hatchet’s smooth diamond handle.

It greedily sought to draw their power.

The instant she gave a drop, the hatchet locked onto her magic, gulping it like a parched man in the desert.

Above the din, Miri’s heart pounded, thump thump in her ears. She winced as the hatchet’s pull strengthened, breaths becoming sharp at the humming energy draining from her body.

Nick watched with horror as the mountain shook and pieces of stone larger than horses tumbled away, rolling past them into the city beyond. One wrong boulder would send the building beneath them crashing down. Near the top, a section of rock defied the others, rising toward the sky, so slowly but too fast at the same time. “Miri!” he warned, looking back at them.

Miri growled as a sizzling heat grew against her palm.

The hatchet pulled their magic like a greedy fire, but it was burning too hot.

She ground her teeth, biting into her cheek as she struggled to remain upright and keep her grip on the artifact as the world shook beneath them. A steadiness took her over, and she let her eyes slip open, finding Siymin beside her, stabilizing Miri and Garran with a spell. She gulped, taking a calming breath and managing a slight nod to him.

Sweat dripped from Garran’s forehead, his hands trembling as he fed more and more of his magic into the artifact, glowing white along with it.

Nick stepped back from the edge. “Come on, come on,” he muttered, waiting for something to change; waiting for the limb made of hundreds of tons of stone to stop moving. “Guys!” he said over his shoulder and the noise. “It’s not working!”

Miri risked a glance away. The distraction allowed the hatchet a fraction of control, and she convulsed. A riptide pulled her magic away, and it slipped like air between her fingers. Blood filled her mouth, and she coughed, struggling against her loosening grip. She met Garran’s eyes, their harsh blue conveying what she thought, too. Something is wrong.

Searing pain lanced through her palm and she ripped it back, Garran startling and letting the hatchet drop. It fell with magical heaviness, the diamond artifact ringing as it hit the stone roof, cracking the tile it landed on.

She pulled air through her teeth and balled her hand, then shook it out, trying to flick off the pain. Miri didn’t have another second to think about the burn.

The rumbling withdrew. The shaking, tumbling, and movement ground to a halt. In a few moments, the dust began settling around them. They stared at Mendi Mountain in silent awe of its sheer size and the volume of its awakening.

After the moment of shock wore off, Nick turned back to his sister and said, “You alright?”

Panting, Miri looked to the others, who all watched with concern. Still clenching her fist, she swallowed hard. “I... it just kept taking and taking.” She grimaced at her palm, the flesh rippling with a fresh burn. “It was so hot,” she said, carefully unfurling her hand. “What-what is that? Did it...” She peered at the hatchet below with shock. “Did it brand me?”

“And why didn’t it do the same to me?” Garran wondered, baring his unmarred skin to them.

“What does that mean?” When she inspected the mark, a strange sensation went through her, though it was distant and vague. She shook off the feeling, reaching for her shirt sleeve and ripping a strip away to wrap her hand. “That thing drank me dry.” She cringed as the fabric irritated the brand.

“Why did it stop?” Garran said.

Nick’s face went slack, eyes darting between Miri and the man. “You guys sound like it didn’t work.” He looked up and back again. “It did work, didn’t it?”

Gaze heavy as she met her brother’s, she said, “No. It didn’t work.” She coughed, dust clouding the air. Another slight tremble came, as if the creature were laughing at their failure. “Do you think the hatchet lost its power over time? Can an enchantment made by gods... wear off?”

Garran frowned crookedly. “I haven’t the slightest idea.”

There was a moment when they paused, worried eyes meeting worried eyes, where they waited for the next answer. For the next plan. The wind picked up, blowing dust into their faces as they continued to stare at one another.

“So what are we supposed to do?” Miri asked Garran, voice cracking with the draining tears and grit in her throat.

He replied bitterly through his teeth, “I don’t know.”
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The estate was dim. As Nick landed the jump, he noticed a palpable stress circulating the entrance hallway.

Voices echoed distantly, and the dejected group followed. They entered the ballroom, no one noticing them at first.

“That’s my entire point!” Chancellor Fellun pounded the makeshift war table, its many combined legs and tops shuddering. “I don’t have a place for that many people to go!” Her back was to the door, and the chancellors across from her lost their contemplative expressions, mouths going slack. “What?” She whirled, jaw slacking too, as she took in the newest additions to the room.

Pockets of conversation dimmed as they stepped forward, Miri feeling every eye locked on her and Garran.

Garran cleared his throat. “We have news,” he said to the gathered crowd. “We hoped that using Liial’s artifact would put the monster back to sleep.” He looked around, tense expressions greeting him from all angles. “Unfortunately, the Ekora continues to stir.”

Murmurs spread across the chancellors, and a few spectators gasped, a shriek sounding from the back of the chamber.

“This is your fault,” Chancellor Usarti hissed, viper eyes trained on Miri. “You dare show yourself before the Council when you are the one causing all this? A korren is a curse that brings destruction.”

Miri’s pulse thumped, but it was still too quiet to drown out the woman. Once, she would have cowered or slinked away, but though her magic was nearly out and exhaustion glazed her mind, Miri stepped forward again, a chandelier above illuminating her. “If you want to point fingers, try turning yours around. Torren was under your noses the whole time, and none of you saw it coming.” The voice that came out wasn’t quite hers, but an echo of her mother’s. Miri felt a spark of pride at the realization, but a stab of sorrow followed it. She wished her mother was there to see her now, and wondered if she’d be proud of the woman she was becoming. Miri cleared her throat and said, “Let’s focus on saving the city, if you don’t mind.” She gave a mock bow, holding the woman’s stare.

The chancellor’s mouth worked to form a bitter response, but Garran joined Miri in the light.

“If we’re done throwing blame?” His brows were high on his forehead and he caught the glance of a few chancellors. “Good. Now, please update us on the situation.”

Usarti’s lips puckered, a reply just begging to escape, but she glanced at Garran again and reeled in whatever it was.

As Miri escaped to the room’s edge, she thought some of the chancellors appeared amused or pleased at how she’d left the woman speechless.

Siymin beside her, Miri leaned against the cool tile wall and slid down it. Even with a clear path to the door, she shifted uncomfortably whenever a chancellor or soldier looked her way for more than a second.

Miri rested her head against the cool wall, and Siymin scooted closer, letting her lean against him. She let her eyes shut, knowing she may need every drop of strength soon.

Nick watched as a few different chancellors began speaking at once, and Garran lifted both hands. “You’re wrapped up in twigs when the trunk is about to fall. Quiet!”

They silenced in a moment.

He then understood every comment ever made about Garran. The man commanded attention. He spoke with an eloquence that was melodic and strong, his movements regal and comfortable. He was most at home under the scrutiny of a crowd.

To a wiry old chancellor, Garran asked, “How long?”

The man looked to the woman beside him before saying, “By our estimate, we have just over an hour until the next quake. We believe it could take up to four more quakes for the—er... final event—to occur, but we’d be lucky if it takes more than three hours.”

“So there you have it,” Garran said. “The Mendi Ekora will soon rise. It appears we have two choices. Flee, and hope it doesn’t find us, or try something else.”

“What do you propose, Head Chancellor?” Usarti asked.

Nick watched as Garran sucked a tooth, eyeing the woman. “I’m open to suggestions.” He looked around, but the moment anyone met his gaze, their eyes darted away like fish from a bobbing crane. Waiting, the chancellors remained quiet for once.

Though his advisers had repeatedly told Nick how different the chancellors were without their leader, he hadn’t realized the amount of influence the man truly held over them. Yesterday, they had been a room of bull-headed, nosy, power hungry beasts. But now? Now all but a few were submissive and sulky, crossing their arms and shifting awkwardly to avoid the attention they’d clawed for only a day ago.

It was half-baked at best, Nick only opening his mouth as it took shape, but he said, “I have an idea.” Like a magnet, every set of eyes focused on him. “Cressida.” Standing just beside him, she raised her brows in question. “Your ability has to do with shields, doesn’t it?”

A sharp nod. “It does.”

“Is it possible to hold down the Ekora with one?”

“Something that powerful...” She shook her head, white-gold hair shifting. “Not once it rises. Even if I had other guardians with me—I can only guess—but I’d say a few minutes at most, and that’s generous, before we’d all burn up. It would take an army of guardians to contain it for any useful stretch of time. We just don’t have enough of us to create anything lasting.” She glanced around the room, a few nodding in agreement, including Baledin.

“How many of you guys are there?”

After considering a moment, she said, “We have fifteen who’d be willing to try. Shielding is an uncommon ability, and we keep quiet until we’re needed.”

“What if you had a boost to your power?”

A look of understanding and surprise came over her, and she nodded enthusiastically.

“I don’t wanna ask you to use them, but what do you think?”

Before she could respond, Chancellor Usarti’s voice pierced their conversation. “Absolutely not.”

Cressida stuck her chin out. “If we can delay the monster for even a little while, we could give people time to put space between them and the danger. That alone is well worth the risk.”

“Just because your father—”

“Father left his work to me, and I’ll use it how I choose. The collection will be destroyed along with everything else in the city, so why bother trying to conserve them?” Her voice softened a bit when she added, “He would want his potions to help people.”

“I don’t care if you pour them all into the sea or burn the house to embers,” her mother snapped. “I don’t want you and our only guardians getting crushed to death on a fool’s errand.”

“I understand. But it’s our choice. The Gods gifted us with this ability. When we allied ourselves, we swore to protect this country with our power, and our lives. I won’t go back on the vows I made, and neither will they.”

Baledin gave an encouraging look, and she continued, addressing the staring eyes of those all around. “My father was a brewing enthusiast, and he spent the last weeks of his life making various potions. He even managed a few montravrill potions. Unfortunately, his mind wasn’t sharp near the end, so I don’t know the quality of the brews. For those unfamiliar, this is a potion used to channel old magic, allowing the user a considerable boost in power, should it be prepared correctly.”

“I took one of them,” Nick said. “Not one of Cressida’s, but a montravrill potion. I was sick as hell afterwards, but it worked.”

“Where does this leave us?” Garran asked. “Could this give any substantial delay?”

Baledin said, “There’s no way to guess. Hopefully it will allow hours, but we don’t know how powerful the Mendi Ekora is, nor how much power the potions will supply.”

To Chancellor Noxahn, Garran said, “Are there any other weaknesses you know of? We suspect that if the heart stone is real, it could be the key to destroying the Ekora for good.”

“Well,” Chancellor Noxahn said, “I think there is. If the basis of the story is right—which given recent events, may hold some merit—then we can assume at least part of the lore is too. Many versions of The Gidoea state there is a heart stone within the Ekora. We believe this is the best choice for trying to kill the monster. The trouble is, we don’t know how to get it, let alone destroy it.”

Nick looked around, then at his sister. “It’s too protected, right? You tried to use the ax, but it didn’t work. Do you know why?”

Miri straightened, the attention now locked on her. She resisted fidgeting and looked at the chancellors. These were the very people she’d been hiding from all along, now awaiting her answer. Bitterness bubbled in her chest. Her fear of them was gone now, and the only thing left was dejected resentment.

Voice exhausted, she said, “The artifact was like a vortex, trying to take every ounce of magic it could. That makes me think this theory has some truth behind it. We think to get the heart stone out of the mountain, you’d have to burn up. A montravrill potion won’t do it, because the hatchet needs the end of someone’s magic. The very last drop of their power. That’s the only way to get to it.”

Miri sank back down, eyes begging for rest. She didn’t care about looking weak anymore—especially not to the chancellors. A sigh escaped her, and she laughed to herself, thinking, I wonder if they’d hate me more, or less, if they found out that I’m Garran’s daughter.

She didn’t know why her cousin Arker, sitting beside Nick, coughed then, the sound startling against the quiet room.

Arker tried to keep his eyes from popping out and glanced quickly at Nick. Did Nick know? Arker looked to Garran and wondered the same thing. He cursed his ability then, and himself for letting his guard down enough for Miri’s thought to slip into his mind.

Garran shifted a map spread across the table, contemplating. “If Miri and I couldn’t give it the right combination of energy, no one else can.”

Usarti asked, “Because of the strength of your combined power?” There was a slight waver in her voice.

Garran tipped his head slightly. “Yes,” he said, voice low and cool. “We’re the strongest among us by far.”

At that moment, a familiar, deep rumble sounded around them, the walls groaning with the stress of another earthquake.

“You said an hour!” Garran bellowed, gripping the edge of the table.

“Well, we were wrong!” the wiry chancellor replied. The chancellors dispersed, the hidden jumpers among them taking those they were responsible for. In a few moments, the room was almost empty.

“Sorry sacks of lard!” Garran said.

Cressida yelled over the din, “Nick,” grabbing his arm to catch his attention. “I need to get the potions from my house.”

“Okay,” he said. “Just hold on a sec.” Nick jumped himself across the ballroom, crouching before Miri and Siymin, who were curled into each other as the shaking continued. “Hey! Cress and I are getting the potions. Do you wanna come?”

“No,” his sister shouted back. “You should save your energy.”

“Okay.” He touched her hand in reassurance before going back to Cressida, silently asking if she was ready before jumping them out of the rumbling room.

Miri clutched Siymin’s jacket as he held a shield over them, her magic all but gone. The shaking slowed, and they followed Garran, crawling under the tables together. A thick wood slab was over their heads, but Siymin kept the shield around them, shifting it like an umbrella so it covered all three. The man nodded in thanks.

“You should know the truth,” Garran said. “I doubt Daira will ever tell you, even if she does return. I assume she told you what happened, leading up to the day they sent you away?”

Miri nodded hesitantly, but remained quiet.

“Your mother and I were close, once. All four of us were. After we formed the Council... Knowing what she and her husband did, I couldn’t stand to look at her. So I tasked Zekta with hiding Daira away. I never thought she’d keep her in such cruel conditions, even after everything.”

Miri still couldn’t tell if he knew. “What did they do?”

He continued. “Zekta and I had a daughter. My little Kanry. When she passed, we saved a piece of her magic, encapsulating it so part of her may live to adulthood here in Olexia, as is the tradition for dying children in my wife’s culture. It was to be released on her twentieth birthday.”

Miri covered her mouth, remembering her mother’s story about sending them to Earth. She had said it took a precious ingredient. One they couldn’t find again. As the world around her still rumbled, the one inside Miri crashed to pieces. How could she do something like that?

“Erinick knew of this practice.” Garran’s voice grew thick with emotion, and Miri barely recognized the person before her. Garran had seemed so emotionless at times, she’d wondered if he were really alive at all. But it was because of this that she believed him. Believed he was telling the raw, uncoated truth. “He stole Kanry’s essence, and they used it to send you both away from this land. I didn’t truly understand the nature of people until the moment I learned what they’d done. That’s who they are.”

Miri swallowed a hard knot of bitter grief. “Did she know what it was when they used it?”

He shook his head. “No.”

Miri tried. She tried not to show weakness, especially in front of Garran. She tried not to break down and let her fear and anger and confusion eat away at her. All she could manage then was to turn away and curl into Siymin’s shoulder.
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Cressida’s home was unchanged, and Nick took a deep breath of the steadier air. The earthquake wasn’t so strong farther from the mountain.

The jump didn’t faze Cressida for a moment; her features remained sharp and concentrated on her task. She moved to an unremarkable closet and opened the door, revealing hanging jackets and a broom. Her fingers wove sharp shapes in the air, leaving trails of light as she did. Shoving the coats aside, she revealed the back of the closet, which was now at the top of a staircase. Nick followed her down, ducking under the frame, old wooden steps creaking as they descended.

Glass cabinets lined the small basement, brick walls behind them all but hidden. Their shelves were full, dozens of potions in various glass bottles, some the size of a thumb, others larger than a mug.

She reached into a drawer against the wall, retrieving a cloth bag and a pair of leather gloves. She handed the bag to Nick, waving him over to stand beside her. After pulling on the gloves, Cressida carefully unlatched the rightmost cabinet. “Some of these can burn flesh from bone with a single drop. They’re perfectly harmless inside the vials.” She threw him a sideways glance. “Usually.”

Nick gulped as she reached for a group of small blue potions, gently placing them one at a time in the bag. Just seeing the familiar color turned Nick’s stomach, and he had to look away, fearing he’d give the floor a matching hue. “So,” he said, trying to think of anything besides his bubbling stomach. “Is telling each other your abilities a third date kind of thing or...”

Despite the concentration on her face, she laughed. “Not everyone touts their abilities like you jumpers.” She looked away for a moment, giving a sly smile. “But yes, I’m more than just a chancellor’s daughter. As a guardian, I can create shields that do more than the usual protections against spells or falling stones. I play a vital role in keeping this city safe from invading enemies.”

“Do we have many enemies?”

She placed another vial into the bag and it clinked against the others. “Not presently. But one wrong negotiation could quickly land us in a war. And should that happen, I, along with a handful of other powerful guardians both on and off the Council, will prevent the enemy from jumping in droves of soldiers and sacking the city.”

“But why stop everyone from jumping? Why not wait until something actually happens?”

She shook her head. “It’s not the system I’d choose, if it were up to me. But it’s not.” Cressida packed the last potion and tied it shut. “These things are so... twisted up in other issues. Image, politics, it’s all entwined, isn’t it?”

If it wasn’t for the Council’s image and politics, Tuko might still be alive, Nick thought. “Is that everything?”

“That’s all of them. The guardians are to meet in the estate’s back garden during emergencies.”

Nick offered his hand, and she accepted it.
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The leaves fell like rain around them as Nick jumped Cressida to the estate gardens.

As she’d said, Baledin was one of fourteen gathered beside a large pink arku tree. The group was only chancellors and guild soldiers, which surprised Nick. They all wore tight expressions among the rumbling earthquake and dim light from a single decorative lamp.

Cressida took a deep breath, wobbling slightly from the jumping sickness. He brushed her shoulder but stopped as the other guardians noticed them.

“Be right back,” he said, jumping to the infirmary alone.

After quickly explaining the situation to Doctor Natiem, Nick and the stout doctor returned, the latter with a brown suitcase over half his own height. A swirled insignia stamped into the leather front designated it as an emergency kit. He remained tight-lipped, standing by dutifully.

Nick returned to Cressida’s side and crossed his arms, waiting.

She straightened and cleared her throat, clutching the bag of potions. “You all need to hear the entire truth,” she said. “I don’t know the quality of these potions. My father’s disease was progressing rapidly when he made many of them. An incorrectly brewed montravrill potion could kill you. You’d likely experience organ failure, convulsions, and a painful, slow death. Or, if you’re lucky, only mild symptoms, like Nick.” She threw him a quick glance. “The bottles weren’t marked, so we’ll draw doses at random. If any of you wish to leave with your families instead, please depart now.”

The guardians looked around, but none moved.

“Very well.” Cressida reached into the bag and removed a vial, then passed it along. Each guardian drew a dose. One remained, and she put it into her dress pocket. “May the Gods be with you,” she said, uncorking her bottle. She turned to Nick and slipped her fingers into his. “Father, Kallahan, I hope today is not our reunion,” she whispered before taking it in one mouthful.

Nick grimaced, the flavor of bitter beans and berries a phantom on his tongue. He squeezed her hand, and she tossed the vial to the ground, watching the others down their doses.

But he couldn’t look away from her. He didn’t know how Siymin’s attempt at the same potion went wrong, and the thought of her suffering the same, or worse, stirred his gut. He stared at her unblinking, searching for any sign in her features, as if his stare could protect her.

Fear had gnawed at his heart, and all Nick’s assurance slipped through the hole it left behind. He stood silently, begging whatever gods might listen that her father was more skilled than Siymin, and for them to have a little luck.

He swallowed the tightness in his throat, and it surprised him, tracing his thumb over the back of her hand. Her expression was a modest one that tried to reassure him as she returned the squeeze.

When he stared into her eyes, images entered his mind. Those pictures were of leaving Garran half-alive inside a deep, inescapable cavern and never returning. Those thoughts briefly satiated his blazing, boundless hatred for the man.

He looked away, chest expanding with a hard breath.

Baledin pulled in his lips, tongue flicking out in distaste.

The other guardians stood still, watching each other expectantly, with Doctor Natiem doing the same.

Including Cressida, only three of the guardians were women, and Nick wondered if this ability was more common among men.

The chancellor beside him dropped, a horrible cry ripping from the man’s mouth. Another followed.

The doctor jumped into action, moving faster than most his age could. The snow-haired old man knelt next to the nearest patient and opened the bag, pressing a ring of wood to her forehead.

Three more fell. They coughed and spewed, and before Nick could process it, a viscous purple substance flooded the grass. He realized with horror it was their blood and the potion mixing.

Nick whirled to Cressida. “Are you okay?” He took her face between his hands, fingers trembling slightly. He scanned her, not knowing what to look for, and she covered his hands.

“I’m fine,” she said, her voice calm and conveying confidence.

“What can we do?” he asked, helplessly looking on at the sick guardians.

She guided him backward, making sure the doctor had enough space to work.

The five strewn across the lawn were groaning and curled up, some writhing while others laid motionless. The first to fall was in the worst condition, his mouth dripping with purple foam and eyes shut. Nick looked away, focusing on the doctor’s movements as his lips set and he pulled a syringe from his case, injecting the woman. She gurgled but rolled onto her side, coughing with more energy than before.

Stomach reeling, Nick’s mind was in a fog. The sounds of those lying on the ground were muffled, a distant groan behind what held his attention.

The rumble of Mendi Mountain.

It buzzed through his shoes, joints aching from the constant vibration.

“Erinick,” Baledin said, seizing his shoulder and snapping him into the present. “Take us somewhere higher and closer.”

“But they—”

The instructor’s hand tightened, and he put himself between Nick and the dying. “We let fate decide, and it has. It’s time to go.”

Reluctantly, Nick jumped the remaining ten away, but not before taking a last glance at the five lying on the ground.
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He brought them to the same rooftop where Miri and Garran had tried to use the hatchet a short time ago.

Not wasting a moment, the guardians came together in a circle and centered their Idols.

“Cast well, friends.” Baledin said, voice raising against the groaning and tumbling of the mountain behind them.

Nick stood back, helplessly watching as they began a lengthy casting sequence, hands working to draw glowing trails in the air, fingers creating intricate shapes as they gestured, the work of their ability coming to life. He didn’t know magic could look like that.

As they went on casting, bright paths of light whizzed through the dust, spheres of magic shooting toward the mountain. The area between the guardians glowed brighter as the spell’s strength grew. Soon it looked like a new star forming between them, the luminescent bulb growing with every gesture their fingers made. Sweat formed on their skin, the magic’s light glistening off of them.

The ridge behind them rumbled, larger stones tumbling from its peak as the shaking increased. Nick wondered if it knew what they were doing.

Baledin remained steady, but two of the younger guardians—both guild soldiers—shook, hands becoming lazier with each repeated movement.

One’s legs buckled, and he tried to continue casting from the ground, arms drooping and head swaying. The man’s eyes closed just before he collapsed, limbs going slack as he stopped casting.

Out of nowhere, the chancellor beside Baledin fell, her magic dimming as she fainted from exhaustion.

They were giving everything, creating with the last dregs of their power, just moments away from burning up.

The remaining eight continued, brows hardening with the extra weight as the weakest two fell away.

Baledin’s hair was dark with sweat, and Cressida’s skin paled, a chalky shade to both their faces.

The star was now so bright Nick had to cover his eyes. Another guardian dropped to one knee, the younger soldier from before, her arms drooping as she continued to cast.

Baledin called out something Nick couldn’t hear, and the guardians slowed together, making a final set of gestures before adding a different motion. With that, the star shot up, heading straight for the mountain.

He held his breath as it traveled, a blinding glow flashing across the buildings as it passed. The sphere reached the peak and dispersed, bursting in a bloom of magic as it touched stone, covering almost half the ridge in a shimmering patch.

The movement and noise of crashing rock wound down like a giant engine coming to a halt.

Nick turned back and the guardians all sat in exhausted heaps, panting, some emptying their stomachs onto the stone roof.

Then all was quiet again.

He looked at them with a silent question.

“Not long,” Baledin said, voice rough as he mopped his forehead. “It’s even stronger than we thought.”
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Once Nick landed the jump to the estate ballroom, the guardians who could manage walking stumbled forward.

The nearest chancellors quickly rose and offered their chairs while Doctor Natiem continued to work on the fallen guardians sprawled across the floor. He called for a group of soldiers to help, and they carried them to the infirmary.

Nick saw Miri seated beside Garran and Siymin at one end of the enormous table.

A presence entered his mind, and she asked, ‘You okay?’

‘I’m good,’ he replied before jumping to them. It took more effort than usual, his entire body aching as his magic began to drain. He centered his Idol before sitting next to her.

Baledin dropped heavily into a seat across from them and Garran asked, “So?”

The instructor was gulping from a cup of water, and gestured to Nick.

“They bought us some time,” the young man answered for him. “Don’t know how much, but not a lot, so whatever we’re doing, let’s be quick.”

There was a beat of quiet where Garran’s eyes shifted between everyone at the table. Nick knew they were thinking the same thing. It has to be someone. He tried to ignore how much their shared opinion bothered him.

“No,” Arker said, staring at Chancellor Fellun as his ability picked up her stream of consciousness. “We’re not drawing a random name. Someone has to volunteer.”

“What do you mean?” Chancellor Usarti asked. “There is nothing to debate here. We’ve delayed the monster as long as possible. Now we flee.” She looked at her exhausted daughter and rose. “We can get away if we leave immediately.”

Nick’s wary squint at the woman became a rage-fueled, stony expression. He stood, chair clattering over as he jumped across the room. “You’re going to abandon them,” he said, stooping down to press his face closer to hers. “When they don’t know what’s coming? They think it’s earthquakes.” He looked up, scanning the downturned faces of the remaining chancellors. Nick ground his teeth. “Cowards,” he growled.

Usarti held his stare. “As if you’re better,” she said. “You’d hurt anyone to protect the Korren. We can all see that plainly. Don’t pretend to be mightier than any of us, your highness.”

Nick shook his head, a spark of outrage rising in his chest. “Pray to your gods now.” He laughed as his bitterness grew, and it was an almost cruel sound. “Because when this is over and we’re both dead—”

“I’ll go,” Arker said, voice echoing in the otherwise silent room.

Nick whirled, and Baledin gave the young man a patronizing look. “No, you won’t, boy. It will be me.”

“Neither of you are going,” Elenora said.

“Enough,” Garran barked. “No one is sacrificing themselves. We’ll find something else.”

He reached for the nearest decanter and took a swig before passing it around. “It’s no montravrill potion.” He smirked, idly spinning the diamond hatchet on the table. “But this will do.”

Miri stood, and she unwrapped the cloth from her hand, wincing as the rough fabric unstuck from the pulsing wound. “When we tried to use it, the hatchet did this to me.” She raised her hand. “I’m not sure what it means, but I think it has to be me.”

Diagonally down her palm, from her first finger to her wrist, wasn’t just a burn; it was an insignia. A triangle with a curved line through two sides. Miri thought the line looked like a scythe blade and hoped it wasn’t an ominous sign.

“Hallon,” Kayta whispered from across the table.

“What?” Miri asked, barely able to hear her.

“Hallon. That’s the symbol of Hallon.”

Miri raised a brow at Siymin beside her in question.

“God of Light,” he said.

“What does it mean?”

Eyes locked on her palm, he replied, “I don’t know.”

The floor groaned, and everything went dark.
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Miri awoke, cold floor trembling beneath her cheek. She coughed, dust and dirt flying down her nose with every breath. The air was hazy with it, rubble littering the ground all around. Miri wiped her itchy face, finding blood on her fingertips and a dripping wound on the back of her head.

She grasped the figure beside her and shook Siymin awake. He groaned and rolled over, then growled, cradling his arm.

Miri reached out with her magic and almost cried in relief when her mind connected with a familiar presence. ‘Nick,’ she thought to him.

‘I’m fine,’ he replied.

She sat up, gasping at the sharp pain in her right side as she twisted into a sitting position. With the amount of tenderness, she knew there was at least one broken rib. ‘What happened?’ she asked her brother, hand hovering above the painful spot in her side and biting her lip.

‘Their barrier didn’t hold,’ he said. ‘We’re out of time.’

Miri tried to shake off the daze, pulling her shirt over her nose for a few breaths with less dust. The room rumbled again with the now-familiar stirring of the Mendi Ekora.

As she regained her senses, Miri took in the room’s state. Boulders had fallen from Mendi Mountain and crashed into the estate, no doubt into dozens of other buildings in the city, too. The ceiling was half-shattered, pieces lying around them, the large table broken into a pile of wood.

‘Garran’s gone,’ she sent, still searching. Panic flooded her chest. ‘He was right next to me. He’s going to try using the hatchet.’

Footsteps crunched through the dirt. Then Nick was standing over her, helping Miri and Siymin to their feet.

She winced, leaning awkwardly and trying to stand without aggravating her injury.

Nick glanced around the ruined room, hearing signs of life but unable to see who remained. “We’ve gotta get out of here,” he said before jumping, bringing whoever else was still alive with them.
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The flat-topped building remained in the chaos. It was dark, but the city burned with moonlight, street lamps, and glowing windows.

Nick’s power had drained from the extra passengers, having brought along anyone he could sense among the rubble.

He turned around, taking a headcount. At least six missing, he thought. He realized his family and friends, the people he cared about, were still among the living. And wondered then if someone really was looking out for them.

He stepped toward the edge of the roof, head reeling with dizziness as he looked at the road below where fleeing citizens carried armfuls of belongings and small children on their backs.

A force knocked him back and Nick landed hard against the stone rooftop, a gray blur passing in front of him and heading straight into the air.

“What the hell was that?” he grunted, rising.

Miri watched as the gray mass stopped high above, snapping out bat-like wings. It was a creature of stone and tusks that defied gravity. Tucking in its wings, the creature dove for the city below.

Another joined it. Then a few more. She dared a step closer to the edge and looked down, hand hovering over her twinging broken rib.

In the streets below, some of the fallen boulders rolled and cracked, morphing into more of the creatures and taking to the sky with their powerful wings.

“They’re like... gargoyles?” Miri said, watching them circle the mountain, their black-gray tusks and horns sticking out at odd angles.

Arker helped Siymin tie his injured arm up with a jacket, pinning it in place. “The stories made no mention of anything like this,” Siymin said. “What are they doing?” His wide eyes followed the creatures’ tiny shadows in the sky as they glided around the peak, numbers slowly growing.

Miri searched the base of the mountain for one figure. “I don’t see him.”

Groups of soldiers were gathered there, blades sheathed and hands alight with magic, firing at the gargoyles as they came near enough to hit. The gargoyles turned on them, dodging the soldiers’ spells as they descended.

“What’s the plan, Miri?” Nick asked, voice raising over the rumbling. He summoned a spell and shield, and those behind him who could did the same. When she didn’t answer, Nick stepped into her line of sight. “We need to find Garran,” he said. “We don’t know if he’ll be able to destroy the heart stone by himself, if he gets it out.”

“Yeah,” she managed, voice breaking as gargoyles closed in on the soldiers below. It took every ounce of her will to keep focused and not go into a panic-induced frenzy of firing on the creatures as they took innocent lives.

“Baledin!” Nick called. “Where can we take them?” He gestured to the survivors of the avalanche.

“Anywhere near the estate,” he said, hesitantly watching the swarm grow. Nick knew Baledin had seen true battles in his lifetime, and the way these creatures shook even the hardened instructor sent a strike of fear through the young man.

A moment later, he took the survivors outside the estate’s great iron gates, hunks of rock strewn across the lawns, some of them shifting into the flying creatures. “Get somewhere safe,” Nick said to them before jumping himself back to the rooftop.

“Hang on guys,” he told his group, jumping them all to street level, intercepting a troop of soldiers headed for the mountain.

“You’re with us!” Baledin told them. He motioned for them to come closer, the two dozen armor-clad warriors shifting and pressing in. His blinks were slow, drained from the shielding spell.

Nick took them all to another rooftop a few streets farther from the chaos. The soldiers were unaffected, as jumping was part of their training. “We’re looking for Head Chancellor Garran. He’s somewhere in the city. I don’t have time to explain, but be ready to destroy something powerful.”

He turned to his sister and asked, “You got anything? Miri?”

She heard him, but couldn’t shake off her stupor. Unmoving, Miri listened to distant cries. Those creatures were hurting people. Citizens. Innocent lives. A sharp jolt snapped her back to reality.

“Miri,” her brother said, hand on her shoulder and eye contact intense. “You with me?”

Her far-off stare lingering, she answered, “Nothing.” She gulped, glancing away again. “I’ve got nothing.”

“Alright,” Nick said, “look around, especially on rooftops, and near the mountain. He’s wearing a black coat, probably holding a shiny object about yea big.” He held his hands apart at the approximate size of the hatchet.

They spread out across the rooftop, looking in every direction and scanning the city for any sign of Garran. A minute passed, and when they’d found nothing, Nick gathered them again and took everyone to the next flat-topped building a few blocks over.

The moment he landed the jump, a gray blur smashed into the stone beside them, cracking the floor with its heavy body. It had a strange combination of boar and bat features, long limbs ending in four-finger claws, crouched with wings splayed wide, lips curled in a snarl over stone tusks.

The soldiers shifted into a formation and summoned spells, shields shimmering and magic flaring.

The creature dodged the initial wave of attacks, jumping into the air and using its powerful wings as a boost. In a matter of seconds, it smashed into the rooftop again, knocked several soldiers off their feet, and then sprang up. Coming down on a fallen soldier, talons dug into shoulders, cries of agony sounding as it carried him away and left behind dribbles of blood. Another soldier barely clipped its wing with a spell, but the gargoyle dipped slightly from the impact and carried on flying toward the mountain.

“What are these things?” Nick shouted, his last spell leaving only a silver loop in the air where the creature was just a moment ago.

Two heartbeats later, another gargoyle landed on the roof and Miri let two charges of fire loose. Her spells found their target, but had no effect. It leaped to them, the concussion made by its wings so strong they stumbled back.

They hit it with fire, but it didn’t even notice the magic and launched back into the air.

“Execute a trial volley!” Baledin called, the soldiers beside him summoning an assortment of spells that lit the rooftop in a rainbow of colors.

Nick switched from the comfort of elemental spells to combat magic. He cringed as his first shot came out weak, flickering and wobbling through the air before sailing harmlessly into the night and fizzling out. He centered his Idol and rallied his power, calming himself for a second try.

The gargoyle gave a shrieking roar as Nick’s next spell grazed its arm, taking a fist-sized piece of stone with it. A soldier’s shot shattered the creature into a pile of rubble.

“So,” Baledin said with a rip of laughter, “you can manage combat magic.”

“When push comes to shove.” Nick grinned, going to the edge of the roof. “Where would Garran go? Unless he had a jumper, he can’t be far from the estate.”

“Is that him?” a soldier asked. They rushed to his side, and he pointed at a figure. “There, just between the brick buildings, on the street.”

The man below waited for a younger teen to catch up, ushering him along in the opposite direction.

“No,” Miri said, voice trembling with irritation. “Not him.”

Nick scoped out their next destination, choosing another distant roof. “Let’s keep moving. Miri?”

“I think we’re too far out,” she replied, tearing her eyes away from Mendi Mountain. “He must’ve gone another direction.” She motioned vaguely.

“We’ll go back to the first rooftop and work east from there.” Nick jumped them there. 

The soldiers were still unaffected by the jump, but most of the others had turned green in the face.

“Look!” Kayta said, pointing at the mountain’s peak. The gargoyles swarmed, many carrying indistinguishable shapes as they circled the summit. They continued to collect, more and more joining the flock with every tumble of stones from the mountain.

But they weren’t just swarming. The creatures swooped into the streets and returned with thrashing figures in their clawed grasps, hauling their victims toward the peak of the mountain.

Nick cursed and jumped them to the next rooftop. They fanned out again, searching frantically for any sign of Garran.

“Come on, come on,” Miri muttered, scanning alleys, balconies, and overhangs.

People flashed by in the streetlight below, an occasional horse or hovering board moving among the herds. Fleeing citizens flooded the road beneath. The wind carried the cries of children, arguments, and screams of fear to their ears so far above it all.

Glass smashed and spells fired as the creatures attacked, blazes of orange and blue and green streaking the night.

Miri had to bite her lip to keep concentrated on searching for Garran instead of worrying about them.

Finally, something caught the corner of her eye. “There!” she exclaimed. A few blocks down the road, a white glow came from the upper level of a building, streaks and sparks shooting against the windows, too bright to be lamps.

The next moment, they were all crammed inside a living room, thanks to Nick’s jump. Garran stood before them, obscured by the blinding light emanating from the diamond artifact in his grasp.

Before they could move, a shockwave of magic burst through the room.
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Garran fell like an anchor to the floor, the hatchet landing beside him on the ornate green rug.

Miri dropped to her knees, gripping his warm shoulder and turning him facing up. Fingers shaking, she pressed them to the column of his throat.

She tried the other side, adjusting, then went back again, pressing harder.

Swallowing hard, she retracted her hand, making a fist to hide the tremble. “He’s dead,” she said, voice rough.

His empty, icy eyes stared back, and Miri found herself unable to turn away.

“Let’s go.” Baledin turned to his soldiers, hastily giving orders and regrouping the squad. A shriek sounded somewhere in the building below, a woman’s deep long howl. She cried out, her words indistinguishable. Before any of them could move to help or even question where she was, it ceased abruptly.

The apartment they found themselves in lacked half its walls, rubble and dust littering the staircase. Its rooms were large and lavish—or they had been only hours ago.

The remains of a tea service cracked under their feet. The fragments of plates and cups had a matching, delicate millopia floral pattern.

Miri gripped the edge of a thick curtain partially pinned beneath chunks of stone and tugged it free, lowering it toward Garran’s body. She started to cover him, but halted.

It was at that moment she saw herself in him.

He was selfish. Bitter.

Miri was constantly searching for ways she differed from him. But she saw the similarities that created small pieces of herself. Not just freckled cheeks and the curve of their cheeks, but a piece of her spirit.

Garran, who wouldn’t back down, who, when nothing remained, kept walking until the fire consumed him.

If it was simply out of spite for those who’d wronged him, or if he actually had a shred of honesty, she didn’t know.

In those regards, they were the same. Miri wondered what else she’d inherited, and if those traits caused her mistakes and misfortunes.

His traits, her mother’s pride and stubbornness. They were a caustic combination. She was a puzzle of their worst attributes, with mismatched pieces forced together haphazardly to make one messy, incomplete image.

Where guilt and anxiety should have bubbled up, she felt only a deep hollowness that pulled in all other emotions like a swirling vortex.

Staring at his still-warm corpse, her magic was silent and eyes dry, her only sensation a bitter, earthy flavor.

And she still hated him.

Hated everything about him. His egotistical personality, the things he’d passed down to her, the way he smiled like Olexia’s suns depended on it for light.

She hated that even in death, he had power over her.

Over her feelings. She’d been robbed of even mourning her father. Because she despised him, there was no closure. No bittersweet goodbye. No hope of meeting again in some afterlife with a joyous reunion.

When she had assumed the king was her father, there was a detached sort of understanding. She understood she’d never have a father. But at least Miri knew where she came from.

Things were easier then, she thought. Then it all got so complicated.

Nick watched but didn’t interrupt, confused by his sister’s deep reaction to Garran’s death. They’d both wanted to kill each other. The idea of that man being wiped from the world lifted a weight from his spirit, and he wondered what Miri was thinking. He understood how events meant different things to different people, and they were allies, yes, but he still didn’t understand her sorrow.

Movement outside caught his eye, and he turned just in time to see that a dozen gargoyles headed for them. Before he could sound an alarm, they crashed into the balcony and smashed through the glass doors a moment later.

Miri only raised her hand slightly, still not looking away from Garran’s cold eyes, and let a spell loose that reduced the creatures to nothing in a second.

She flexed her fist at the surge of fresh power coursing through her, and had to center her Idol.

Still out of control, huh? she asked her magic. She wished it would respond, just once, to tell her what was going on. Behind her, the heavy presence of the others became a sudden weight on her back. “It didn’t work,” was all she could find to say, clearing her dry throat.

As if in response, the Mendi Ekora still rumbled.

Miri’s lips tightened as unlimited frustration filled her, but she reached forward, pushing Garran’s eyelids closed.

With his stare broken, something snapped and she could look away. She searched for the Ekora’s heart around his body, but found nothing. She scooped up the hatchet, the diamond artifact still warm from his hands. “Why didn’t it work?” she whispered.

Outside, another wave of gargoyles carried people off in their talons, flapping powerful stone wings.

“We should go,” Nick said hurriedly.

She nodded, tucking the artifact against her chest and rising.
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Nick jumped them to a rooftop on the edge of the city.

The Mendi Ekora somehow shocked him more from far away. It was difficult to tell up close just how large it was. The monster was so enormous it appeared to drift, limbs shifting as if weightless through space.

Its form was taking shape now, easier to distinguish from a distance. One arm rose toward the sky, the other pushing against the ground.

It was trying to stand.

The gargoyles were now mere dots buzzing around the peak.

“So what,” Kayta said, voice squeaking. “We just sit here and watch the city fall?” She turned to Nick. “We can’t leave them.”

He gestured sharply to the capital beyond. “You wanna run back there and die with them, be my guest.” His words were harsh but had lost all emotion, taking on a gray tone. “There’s nothing left to do, Kayta.”

A wave of shaking rippled across the city, making them wobble.

The Mendi Ekora had finally pushed itself to its feet, and they saw for the first time what it really looked like.

It resembled the shape of a man, with a head, torso, two arms, and two legs. Its three-digit hands opened and closed as it outstretched its arms of boulders, one much larger than the other.

The Ekora raised its head. Cascading rivulets of dirt and stone spilled over the peaks and ridges of the mountain like water over a treacherous fall as it shook off centuries of overgrowth.

Even miles away, the booming and grating reached their ears and the building beneath.

Two yellow lights that might have been eyes spun and flashed, as if the creature was looking around. It opened its mouth, jaw gnashing as it tested the set of stone teeth inside.

As they watched the monster try to free its feet from the ground, Miri held the artifact tight. Her voice broke as she said, “He was my father.”

Nick blinked, then tried to reply, but none of the right words came. What could he say that wouldn’t make things worse? He shut his gaping mouth and turned away, looked back, and was still lost for words.

“Garran, I mean,” his sister added, eyes cast away awkwardly. “Not like it matters. But I thought you should know.”

Nick gulped past the dirt granules on his tongue. “At least he tried—”

“No,” she stopped him, her voice the steady calm that sometimes came with a broken heart. “There is no ‘at least.’ Just because he tried to stop this doesn’t make him good. He hurt lots of people. And he was my father. That’s all.”

They lapsed into an empty quiet. In the distance, the gargoyles swarmed toward the head of the Mendi Ekora, a gray cloud amassing around its peak. They streamed into the mouth, being consumed by the monster along with the people they carried, dozens of citizens disappearing down the gullet of the gargantuan creature.

“We’re out of ideas, then?” Siymin asked, turning away from the terrible sight. “We’re out of chances?”

Miri took one step toward the edge of the rooftop, watching the chaos. “There’s nothing left to do.” It would destroy the city in a few days at most, and she knew many wouldn’t survive.

Nick put a hand on his sister’s shoulder, but she brushed it off. “You wanna go back, don’t you?”

She laughed humorlessly. “Maybe I do. This is where you tell me it’s my funeral. That I can’t help anyone anyway, so why bother?”

“No.” He shook his head, hazel-green eyes filling with a cool steadiness. “This is where I ask what you want. You, and them.” He glanced to Kayta and Siymin. “What do you want?”

Siymin removed his glasses, wiping the dust on his pants. “I understand it’s futile,” he said, replacing the frames. “But eventually, the Ekora will hurt someone else I love. So I’ve no desire to run.”

The monster continued to gorge on the people brought to it by the gargoyles. There was a constant stream of them disappearing into the Ekora’s mouth with people in their talons, and more of them shot into the sky from the mountain’s base.

Miri said, “It’s not like we could do anything helpful.” The curly-haired young woman flexed her hand absentmindedly, the brand still aching. “I’m running on fumes as it is. You must be, too.”

Nick centered his Idol and admitted, “Yeah.”

“So what’s the point? We’d only die to make ourselves feel better.” She bit her lip, tears springing to her eyes. “Like that matters.” Miri went right to the edge, grit crunching beneath her shoes as she leaned against the stone railing.

Siymin followed, standing beside her. “If it doesn’t matter, why not try?” He stretched forward to put himself in her line of sight as she stared at the horizon. When Miri didn’t react, he returned to his previous position, staring out too. “I don’t recognize you today. The Miri I know believes in hope. She believes there’s always a way to make a difference.”

Voice tight, Miri said, “She didn’t know what I do.”

“And what’s that?”

“That the world doesn’t work how we want it to, but we can always count on it to allow the worst possible outcomes.”

He looked at her, waiting for those golden eyes to fix on him. Siymin leaned a little closer, one arm over the railing. “I need to do something, Miri.” He stretched out a finger toward Mendi Mountain. “I either need to go out there and fight against that monster with everything I have, or I need to go home and help my family run. Either way, I must protect them. But I can’t sit here and wait for the world to become a blazing inferno.”

She didn’t answer, but her chin dipped and she crossed her arms on the railing, resting her head on them. “I don’t know, Siy. I don’t know what I want. I don’t know what we should do—or what’s right to do. I don’t even know what I am.”

“I know exactly who you are,” he said in a fierce whisper, shifting close to her ear. “You’re the one who—with less than a month of training—faced two of the most powerful people in our land. You’re the one who dragged us around the country and found Queen Carra’s mirror.” His breath was warm against her skin, his voice ardently gruff. “You are kind even in pain, brave when afraid, strong in your conviction, and giving when you’ve already sacrificed everything. You are Mirianna, and nothing less.”

He reached for her, and she lost her strength, sinking into his embrace. The tears were streaming by the time her cheek met his shoulder.

When she looked up at him with welled eyes and a broken spirit, his heart couldn’t bear it and he had to pull her closer, resting his head against hers.

Somewhere in the city below, a bell tower rang, barely audible over the rumbling of the Mendi Ekora.

Miri sniffled. Her cheek pressed against his neck, she said in a small but strong voice, “I want to be glad he’s dead, but this stupid little part of me wishes he wasn’t.”

He murmured, “You’re allowed to mourn the loss of your father, Miri.”

She shook her head. “It’s not right. Not when he’s done the things Garran has.”

“No,” he said, “it’s not wrong. You spent so long looking for the man you hoped he was. You are not mourning Garran. You’re mourning the idea of your father. You’re grieving for the person you wished he was.”

Miri blinked.

A bit of calm seeped through her as she absorbed the idea.

Half of her came from Garran, and she hated him. But she didn’t have to hate herself.

Because even though half of her came from him, it had become wholly hers the instant she became herself.

She wasn’t just a product, wasn’t just half Garran and half Daira.

Miri was, foremost, herself.

Eyes still closed, she sniffled again and said, “I’m sorry I got you into this.”

“Oh, no.” He brushed a thumb across her cheek, and she raised her head, looking at him. “Don’t dare think for one second that I’m here out of obligation. You may have stumbled into my camp by chance, but this?” He gestured around. “I want to be right here. Actually,” he amended, pointing back to the mountain. “There is where I want to be. But I’ll be here, until you realize you want to be there, too.”

“You’re right,” she said through another sniffle, bringing her hand up to wipe her tears. “I do want to be there. But I don’t see how we’re supposed to—” Her sentence cut itself short.

A familiar yellow haze clouded her eyes, and a buzzing filled her ears.

Miri gasped as a vision pulled her in, but she didn’t hear more than an instant of the sound.

The foggy vision swirled and flashed, but once it cleared, the images were sharp. The feeling reminded her of a dream, where she had the vague sense it wasn’t real, but wasn’t conscious enough to influence anything.


She stands where she is now, Siymin before her. Her body becomes weak, and she lets herself lean against him. He asks what’s wrong. She looks up at him with tears in her eyes and says, “They’re coming.”



The vision changes.


Now Miri is in the woods, riding her horse beside Siymin’s. He turns to her and puts down the doll in his hands. He looks to the sky, then at the surrounding woods. “Why would it take us in a circle?” he says.



The next vision came a moment later.


Miri and Siymin walk through the little town of Falcmor together.




The LaKaio attack Siymin’s home. She and Siymin say goodbye. Exploring her mother’s lodge. Waking up in a smoky room and finding the note that breaks her heart.



She understood. Her visions had never really disappeared. She’d just been unable to see them. Tuko had said emotions are the key to controlling magic, though she’d never truly understood how much. It was easier to cast when she was calm, but she’d never imagined that her anger and self-hatred could cause her magic to barricade itself from her.

The visions rushed through her mind, the recent memories flashing by as she watched and re-experienced them.


Talking to Garran. She wants to kill him. Reading late into the night together. Going after the hatchet. The dungeon. The rescue. The plan.

His death just minutes ago.



The visions slowed, like swimming through mud after the breakneck speed of the ones before.


She sees the sprawl of the capital, The Mendi Ekora rampaging in the distance, crushing buildings with every step as it breaks free.



It changed again.


The city of Goopra is a haze on the horizon. The vision bobs slightly, a peculiar up-down-up.

She bends to the side, trying to get a better view of the port ahead. Standing on tiptoes that aren’t hers, she leans her arms on the ship’s front railing.

She steps back, turning around. The ship is a marvel. Wood red as cherries, the three masts’ sails flapping in the wind of a coming storm. High above the white fabric flies a crimson and gold flag bearing a symbol—a laurel behind an image of the impressive vessel.

In the crow’s nest stands a woman of exceptional beauty, scanning the distance through a spyglass. “We won’t make it!” she calls down to the other passengers.

They stand about the deck, pressing against the rails and watching the far-off city. Miri watches as she’s allowed her first good look at the gathered people. All women, all young and beautiful with glistening skin and musical voices speaking amongst themselves in a strange language she doesn’t understand.



The haze faded, and Miri was standing back on the rooftop overlooking the city, arms still around Siymin. Her eyes were wide, and she sank into him for a moment, her breath difficult to find.

“What’s wrong?” Siymin asked, worry wracking his features.

“They’re coming,” she said. “Nick!”

He was beside her before she finished his name.

“We’ve got work to do.”
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Miri beckoned her brother closer, placing a hand on the side of his face. She opened the channel between their minds, using her mother’s ability to share her vision.

Nick blinked at the yellow images that skittered through his mind with a fuzzy sensation. He cursed, eyes going wide. How are there so many? he wondered. After centering his Idol, he sighed. “I’m running low on magic. I don’t know if I can bring them all in before I run out.”

“Do what you can,” Miri said. “We’ll need as many as possible. Take them somewhere near the estate, so you won’t have to go so far.”

He closed his eyes.

The vastness of the dark in-between spread out in his mind and he searched farther past the city and past the bay, miles and miles out into the sea.

Among the abounding water there were a few steadier planes where he could land, though they all bobbed up and down with the waves. He couldn’t figure out which ship was the right one, though he eliminated a few that seemed too small or too large to match the one Miri had shown him. But after a few moments, Nick realized that only one ship was approaching—the rest were fleeing the city. He prepared to jump, suddenly realizing he’d never tried landing on a moving target before.

Cool mist sprayed his skin, the overwhelming scent of salty brine hitting him. The vessel was exactly how it looked in the vision, down to the hundred-odd passengers all pressed against the railings. He stood in the center of the deck, no one noticing him as they were watching the city on the horizon.

“Daira?”

The head of familiar curly dark hair turned, and in an instant the women had surrounded him, staring him down with a frightening lack of humanity in their expressions. Their eyes seemed so much deeper compared to any other beings he’d seen before, like the difference between a pond and the darkest trench in the sea.

“It’s alright!” Daira called, coming down from the prow with a broad smile. “It’s alright. This is my son.”

The passengers backed away, but not far enough for Nick’s comfort. He tried not to shiver, telling himself it was the sea spray.

Sirens. A ship full of sirens surrounded Nick. A few words of their magic could make him jump from the bow and drown himself, all the while happier than ever.

He cleared his throat, legs stiff with hesitation, and stepped forward. He looked side to side and then back. “Miri sent me.”

His mother stopped beside him. “What’s happening to my country?” she asked, voice low. “Show me.” Daira slowly reached for her son, touching his face.

Nick cringed at the sensation of someone else watching his memories. It felt like someone rifling through the only truly private place he’d ever had. He showed her a quick but comprehensive recap of the events that led them into their current situation. He tried to hide the angry thoughts about his mother, but they came out anyway, each memory linked to the next like an unbreakable chain falling from a rooftop.

“I see,” she said solemnly. Still touching his face, she pressed a thought into his mind. ‘I deserve to be called worse things than that, Nick.’

And even though he’d meant every word in the moment, he regretted it all. She hadn’t abandoned them—she’d gone for help, and was trying to protect her children. Just like always.

Daira dropped her hand and addressed the rest of the ship, voice carrying across the deck. “Everyone, your attention, please!” Almost as one, the sirens shifted to face Daira in a haunted sort of way, like puppets all controlled by a single puppeteer. “Nick is a jumper. He will transport us to the city where we’ll aid in defending it. Nick,” she said to her son, eyes sharp, “we are ready.”

Though the sirens unsettled him right down to his bones, Nick steeled his nerves and pushed away images of drowning. “Alright!” he called over the wind. “I’m low on magic, so I’ll take ten at a time.”

The sirens shifted, efficiently organizing themselves into nine groups without uttering a word.

He found his mother’s expression hard to read, lines creasing tightly but eyes bright, almost smiling. “What?” he asked.

Her mouth twisted, and she fixed her eyes on the horizon, their contact with Nick’s becoming too heavy. “Glimpses of your father sometimes catch me by surprise. As a baby, you looked more like me than him. But I think you have his heart.”

The comment pulled him from the present, and Nick found himself lost in a torrent of emotions not entirely understood. The more he learned about his father, the more he looked forward to learning about him. But there would be time for that later.

“They’re ready,” Daira said, gesturing to the sirens.

He nodded stiffly, walking to the middle of the nearest group. Daira smiled like she knew he didn’t fully trust her, but wanted to reassure him, anyway.

Nick took the first ten to a rooftop across from the estate, teeth rattling from the monster’s attempts to free its trapped feet. “Wait here,” he told them before disappearing.

On the rim of the city, he rejoined his group, Miri and Siymin still leaning against the stone railing. “You ready to do this?” he asked.

When they looked at him, he realized that all of their expressions were full of hope. The same terrifying, fragile hope that he allowed to continue inside himself. Maybe, just maybe, they could succeed.

“We’re ready,” Miri confirmed, grasping Siymin’s hand.

With a sure nod, Nick took them to the sirens he’d already brought into the city. “I’ll be back.”

Miri watched him disappear, and before she could even process it, he’d returned with more sirens. He popped in and out, and after three more groups, she expected him to be done, but her brother continued. In less than two minutes there were over eighty sirens standing on the rooftop, all dead silent and staring up at Mendi Mountain with slacked jaws.

They were strange to see in a group. None bore marks of age, nor any of youth. They wore a pallet of light, neutral clothes and bright, oceanic tones, some with hair or skin of deep blue, others pale turquoise, like shallow waters. Their eyes were hollow as they watched the rising monster, its booming raucous and crescendoing like a horrible symphony.

Once Nick delivered the last group, he finally let gravity take him. Panting, he laid flat on his back and studied the quick-moving clouds against the dark sky. His chest burned, lungs flaming and mouth bitter as he fought against each breath.

Miri’s face appeared above him. “Are you okay?” she asked, voice gentle with concern.

He groaned. “Scraping the bottom of the barrel feels like shit, in case you were wondering.” He raised a hand to his pulsing head and gladly took the water pocket she offered, sitting up just enough to drink.

“I’m sorry to ask,” she said consolingly. “But can you make one more jump? We need anyone who’s left at the estate, too.”

Nick gargled a few barbaric noises but lifted his arms, his sister heaving him from the ground. He took a few swigs of water and a deep breath before jumping again.

After the jump, a dizzy sleepiness threatened to take him into darkness, but he pushed past it, slapping his own cheek to wake himself.

The estate’s front rooms were less damaged than he’d expected, the ballroom taking the worst damage from the boulders. “Hello?” he called, noticing grit in his mouth. Granules of plaster and stone still floated among the air, making the hallway appear as if a fog had crept in through the windows.

“In here!” a familiar voice echoed in an adjacent study. Just the sound of her friendly tone lifted his over-tired state just a little, that voice a beacon to his weariness.

Down the hall, he found Cressida, Baledin, Elenora, Arker, and three guild soldiers gathered around a table with water pockets in hand, a map of the city spread across the tabletop. Their expressions seemed to shift as he entered, changing from tight concern to a slight, if perceptible, relief.

Cressida’s lilac dress was tattered, haphazardly ripped to her knees, as if to avoid tripping while running. “Have you found something?” she asked, moving toward him.

The worry in her sea-green eyes derailed his train of thought. He wanted to reach for her, but held back. He’d realized days ago that his cousin was right; before Nick knew it, she’d ensnared him in every way. And he was alright with that.

Nick shifted his gaze away and asked, “Where is everyone?” 

She hesitated. “The other guardians thought it would be best for them to help with evacuation.”

“Right.” He cleared his throat, then looked each of them in the eye. “We have something, and need your help, if you’re willing.”

“Anything,” Baledin replied instantly.

And even after Nick laid out their plan and its dangers, no one changed their mind, and no one ran.
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Nick relinquished his loose grip on consciousness the moment he landed on the rooftop. He barely had time to lower himself before the world went black, a quiet sleep taking over him.

“Nick?” Miri rushed to his side, and the sirens huddled in groups around them. “What happened?” She touched his neck, relief flooding her as his steady pulse thumped against her fingers.

“He’s alright,” Siymin hurried to assure her, sliding a bag under Nick’s head. “It’s just his body trying to protect itself from burning up. He’ll wake up eventually, but we can’t do anything.”

He looked to be sleeping peacefully, the normal tension between his eyes relaxed. Reluctantly, she left him there and turned her attention to the others. Daira was behind her, eyes heavy as she reached for her daughter.

Miri returned the embrace. She had so much to say, but Daira held her off, saying, “Later, my dear. For now, we’re needed.” She raised her chin to the rising monster in the distance. “What have you seen?”

“Not much. I only saw that we needed you.”

Daira smiled proudly, and the expression left Miri’s heart heavy. Daira said, “The Sisterhood offers their power to protect the city, and I have an idea how to use it against this threat.” Her fingers flicked, silently asking permission to share her thoughts.

Miri allowed it, letting her mother press ideas into her mind.

Miri pulled back and said, “Sounds like a plan.”

Daira nodded and her posture stiffened. A blink later and she transformed into the queen she once was, her voice becoming commanding and stern while still gentle. To those gathered, Daira announced, “With the Sisterhood’s combined force, they’ll coax the Ekora back to sleep. We must give everything we can to this spell, and hope that it is enough to pacify the threat.” She looked over her shoulder at the rising arm of the giant. “We’ll only have one chance to do this, because they will use all of their power.”

Miri’s vision shifted to a familiar hazy yellow, and it snapped back after only a few seconds. “Wait,” she said as the premonition cleared. She growled in frustration and swallowed the dust that coated her mouth. “It won’t work.”

“Are you sure?”

“It might have worked, if the Ekora hadn’t risen yet. But it’s too late.”

Daira cursed the Gods under her breath, eyes closed, and she pulled in her lips, thinking. “Is there anything else?” she whispered.

Siymin stepped forward. “I have an idea,” he said, looking down at Nick. “It’s a poor chance, but it could lend us the edge we require. We’d need a jumper, though. None of you are jumpers, are you?” he asked the few non-sirens among them.

“No,” Cressida answered, “He’s the only one here.” She reached into her pocket and retrieved something, holding the vial in her palm. A montravrill potion. “I have this,” she said, looking at Miri warily. “But I don’t know the quality.”

Daira began to protest but her daughter cut her off. “Do it. He would want to.”

“It could kill him,” Cressida warned. “Out of the other fifteen I had, five were toxic.” She licked her lips nervously, eyes flicking to his sleeping figure.

Miri grasped her worried mother’s hand. “I’m certain. He’d rather take one last stab in the dark than curl up and wait.”

Cressida knelt, prodding Nick’s arm with a level of familiarity that surprised Miri.

He didn’t stir, and Cressida looked at Miri with a silent question that was answered with a nod.

She pressed the small vial to Nick’s mouth and spilled the contents inside.

He bolted up, the world fuzzy and disorienting to his recently awakened mind. A hand clamped over his mouth, and then he noticed the nauseating flavor.

Nick blinked at the person, not recognizing her at first. His chest filled with slithering fear as he realized what she’d just done. Then he noticed Miri and relaxed.

He gulped back the unpleasant potion, the watery bean and berry flavor worse than he remembered.

An instant rush of energy flooded his body, and he stood. The images of the guardians liquefying from the inside out flashed so violently that Siymin had to repeat himself twice.

“We need to find Tella,” Siymin told him again, raising his voice even louder. “It’s too late for the sirens alone. She’s the last hope.”

Nick shook his head, forcing himself to focus. “How? We don’t even know what happened.”

“We’ve been talking about it,” Kayta said. “Siymin and I. We think Torren was the one who took her.”

“And we thought,” Siymin continued, “you could use the mirror on him to discover where she is.”

“Any chance you feel a vision about her coming on?” Nick asked his sister.

She shook her head, looking at the Ekora. Miri couldn’t believe he was going right under the creature, like an ant running under the feet of an elephant. “Be careful,” she said, her voice trembling. Daira touched her shoulder, and Miri saw her mother was barely containing a stark protest to this plan. But they had to try.

“Take me with you,” Baledin said. “You’ll need my permission to enter the dungeons.”

Reluctantly, he jumped away, taking Baledin with him.

After they disappeared, Miri shivered, watching the vision unfold in her mind. It was eerie, seeing the entire city around her reduced to rubble, only to flash back to reality and see it whole again.
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Dust rained from the cracked stone ceiling. Nick and Baledin braced against the dungeon corridor wall, waiting for the tremor to subside. Whenever the Mendi Ekora shifted, it sent the entire city rumbling.

Before jumping to the dungeons, Nick had made a quick stop by his room in the estate, lifting the floorboard under his bed and retrieving the mirror. The shiny glass looked so innocent, but as soon as he touched it, his gut wrenched with a hollow feeling.

They’d fought with ferocity for Queen Carra’s mirror, the memories overcoming him as he glimpsed his reflection in its glass. Its gold, gilded frame was weighty, though once he fed it a drop of power, the object would feel heavier than seemed physically possible.

The capability to control others’ actions. He recognized how dangerous it was the first moment he used it. That’s why he’d refused to use it again until now, even when it could have solved his issues. It wasn’t something he thought should exist at all. Nick didn’t think himself worthy of wielding such an object, and he knew his own intentions. He’d considered destroying it more than once since they found it, but could never bring himself to do it. Unfortunately, it was too precious an advantage to give up.

The hallway stopped shaking after a few more rough jolts, and Nick pushed himself off the stone.

Mirror in hand, he jumped himself and Baledin to the far end of the hall. His instructor nodded to the soldiers flanking the door.

Without a word, the left soldier took a lantern from the hook beside him and warned, “Don’t get too close,” while handing Nick the light. “We had to take excess measures to restrain him.”

“That thing is not of this world,” the other added grimly.

“Thanks.” Nick tried not to grimace.

Baledin clapped the young man’s shoulder. “Good luck,” he said, waving his hand. The lock clicked, and the door swung open.

Even with the lantern, the cell’s corners were dark, bricks damp in places and the floor dusty, devoid of even hay.

In the center, Torren’s hunched figure shifted under the new light. Iron shackles stretched his arms between the walls, hands shaking and rattling the chains that pinned him in place. He raised his bald head, sweat dripping from his pale skin and filling the small room with a sour stench.

Nick’s nose wrinkled at the gruesome scene.

Torren’s smile cracked the drying trails of blood down his face, the brown-red substance flaking off around his mouth. There were no wounds under that blood, though. They were only smears from the soldiers wrestling him into the extra restraints.

The four already-inflamed gouges ran from his left ear to his right collar bone. Fresh blood escaped the swollen skin as he laughed. “What, come to kill me before the monster can? Thirsty for revenge, Prince?”

Nick held back the gag that begged to escape as he realized where the blood came from.

Torren had tried to slit his own throat—with his bare hands. He’d rather die in such a brutal way than sit and rot.

Nick feared this task would be even more difficult than he’d anticipated. If Torren still had his free will, he wouldn’t let a single secret slip.

Shifting, Nick took the mirror between his fists and gave it a sip of magic, arms shaking as he struggled to restrict the flow of power. It only wanted to take and take until it drained everything from him. He extended it, reflective side pointed at Torren. “Tell me where Tella is,” he commanded.

Torren’s mouth pinched shut and he reeled backward, back arching as he roared. His body started emanating a glow and his skin became lighter than its usual pallor shade, now a chalky white. He groaned, and it turned into a laugh as he spit a wad of coagulated blood onto the ground. “I won’t break so easily,” he sneered, eyes flashing with a silent dare. He snapped his arms in their chains for emphasis, their rattling echoing against the stone walls.

Nick knew then that Torren was different. Garran was powerful, and even he couldn’t resist the mirror’s strength. He wondered if Torren’s power was that much stronger than Garran’s, or if he was something else entirely.

Adjusting his grip, he fed Queen Carra’s mirror another trickle of magic, and it ate like a starving wolf. “Tell me where she is.”

A deep rumble shook them, and Nick tried to ignore it. Torren couldn’t know how desperate he was for this answer, though he suspected that was obvious anyway.

Torren roared again, and it faded into a dry, painful laughter. He spat, this time almost hitting Nick’s boot. “You’re just a sad little rat! You stupid beasts don’t understand. You don’t have a clue! What pointless lives you live, thinking all this is important.”

The earthquake receded, and Nick gave the mirror another swig of power. His mouth went dry, the montravrill potion the only thing keeping him from burning up. He could feel the darkness of sleep begging to take him under, but he resisted. With a grunt he repeated the command, “Tell me where Tella is.”

Torren’s roar became a bellowing cry, Nick’s ears reeling from the sound. The bald man bowed forward, head cracking against the stone floor with teeth-shattering force.

The room shook again, this time taking one of Nick’s exhausted legs down with it.

But he rose.

And he let the mirror take another tremendous surge of power, heat lancing through his body. “Tell me where she is,” he said, managing a shallow breath through the pain.

Torren’s next howl was agonistic and unnatural in its shattering volume and pitch.

But it contained the answer.
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Once the cell door clicked shut behind Nick, he braced himself against the hallway wall, stomach churning, not just from the intense drain on his magic, but also the gruesome sight.

A hand grasped his shoulder, and Baledin said, “You did well. Now let’s finish this.”

Nick took three beats to breathe, then forced himself to rise and jumped them back to the rooftop. He left Baledin there, but brought Cressida along, jumping to the location Torren had given.

They stood in a rundown part of the capital, on a street corner surrounded by old brick houses. Tella wasn’t tucked away on a remote island in the middle of nowhere, and she wasn’t in a secret hideout miles underground. She’d been right under their noses the entire time, locked up within the city.

“Can you break through them?”

“The shields aren’t too complex,” Cressida replied, “but they’re quite strong.” Eyes closed and hands moving through the air, she twirled the magic between her fingers, drawing intricate symbols and lines with the golden light. “Removing them would take too long,” she said, the street shaking below their feet. “But I can make a channel through the shields for you.”

While she worked, Nick looked around. People rushed past them, the fear on their faces striking the same feeling through his chest. Shoes slapping stone, parents ushered crying children along as they coughed and squinted in the dusty air. How many are going to die? he wondered.

“Nick?” Unsure how long had passed, he realized Cressida had been calling his name, and he found her face riddled with concern. “I made a way through. Can you sense it?”

His exhausted state made him more apt to getting lost in his thoughts. He shook them off and searched with his ability, sensing places he could land a jump. In the darkness-that-wasn’t-dark, he felt the barriers surrounding the building they intended to enter. Letting his power guide him, he found an opening in the shields waiting for him. “Got it,” he said before jumping them in.

The exterior was surprisingly normal, considering the interior had fake curtains over barred windows. It was small and unremarkable, plaster walls intact, creaky wood floors worn in high-traffic areas. The downstairs was bare of furniture, not even a poker beside the spotless hearth.

Summoning magic to their hands, they moved toward the narrow staircase, Cressida in the front doing additional work to detect traps or shields.

A rush of fear hit Nick as he realized. If Tella wasn’t there, there was no hope for them. He gulped it back, trying to keep his hopes high as they crept up the steps. At the top, they came to a cramped landing with three doors.

Instead of ordinary wood, they were made of a dark, bluish metal. With heavy locks instead of knobs, the frames were bolted into the walls, a slot in each door just big enough for giving a meal.

He motioned for Cressida to wait, listening. The only sound was the rumbling of the now-constant earthquake.

Looking around cautiously, he called, “Hello?” His own voice felt too loud for the eerie building.

A moment passed and then, from behind the last door, a whimper sounded.

“Tella?”

The whimper repeated, this time sounding something like an affirmative.

He breathed, almost laughing in relief. “It’s us, kiddo.” To Cressida, Nick asked, “Can I jump into the room?”

She closed her eyes again, twirling more magic and checking for danger. Her eyes popped open after a minute and she answered, “Yes, it’s safe.”

Without hesitation, he took them inside.

The chamber was clinical, empty save for a bed, water tap and basin, and a wooden box that Nick guessed was a toilet.

Beside the door was a small curled figure dressed in tattered clothes, knees clutched to her chest.

Slowly lifting her head of wild and tangled orange hair, Tella looked up at them with her wide brown eyes. She shifted to stand on shaking legs, pressing herself into the wall.

Cressida hung back, working her spells again. “The way out is ready when you are,” she said gently.

Nick knelt before the girl, taking something from his pocket. “Hey kiddo,” he whispered. “I’m gonna use my ability and jump us out of here. Is that okay?”

Eyes welling with fearful tears, she nodded in agreement. Nick gave her the fabric doll. It was just longer than his hand, its hair a vibrant orange, exactly like hers. “Here we go.” He counted down from three, and jumped them away.
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When they landed from the jump, Tella went utterly still, her hair twitching in the wind as she took in the sight for the first time. Towering higher over the city than the mountain ever had, the rocky edges of the Mendi Ekora sliced through the dark and dusty sky.

Rubble crunched beneath Nick’s shoes as he stood ready, scanning the dozens of sirens. He grimaced at how they waited together, reminding him of a robot army from a science fiction film. Their eerie lack of outward emotion made his hand twitch, itching to summon something to protect himself.

Their power was vast, and a heaviness hung in the air with their mere presence.

Miri and Siymin rushed to them, and the little girl latched onto Siymin, arms wrapping around his legs. They knelt to her level, shifting so they blocked her view of the monster.

“Hey,” Miri said softly. “I know you’re scared.” Carefully, she reached for the girl’s empty hand, the other clutching a doll, and Tella let her take it. “And you have every right to be. And angry, and sad, and a million other things.” She pointed out into the city, to those still fleeing through the streets. “All those people, they’re scared too, and they need our help. We’re going to stop that thing.” She stuck a thumb over her shoulder. “All of us. We have a spell, and—well, we need you to make it stronger. Can I show you?”

Tella nodded and Miri reached for the side of her face, gently passing the images to her mind. “Do you think we can swing it?” she asked, brow raised.

The girl hesitated, but bobbed her head in agreement.

“Okay,” Miri said, smiling with relief. “Let’s get to it.” She stood and led the timid girl to the still-silent sirens. “It’s alright,” she whispered. “They won’t bite.”

Tella shifted, ducking a step behind Miri. The sirens’ eyes were so empty, lacking warmth or friendliness. She’d heard tales of them in the storybooks Tuko used to read her, but these people weren’t as monstrous as she’d pictured. None had needle-like teeth, nor were they trying to lure her into the sea. But the Mendi Ekora was exactly what she’d imagined, rising above the city and casting it in shadow.

Somehow, the sirens were more concerning to her than the living titan threatening to pulverize everything in its path.

Miri raised her voice, announcing to the others, “We’re ready.”

All at once the sirens moved, bare feet scraping against dirty stone as they shifted around each other without uttering a single word.

Miri then wondered if they had another way to communicate that wasn’t verbal.

They spread out across the rooftop, each one seeming to know her place in the spell. They joined hands, forming a long, weaving line. One end walked forward, moving to stand just beside Miri. They shifted inward, soon surrounding them and coiling into a spiral with Miri and Tella at the center.

“It’s okay,” she assured the little girl again as her shoulders tightened at the closing space.

The approaching storm brought a harsher wind, a sharp chill following them as it tugged at their clothes.

As the sirens began chanting, Nick could’ve sworn that they’d created the foul weather. It picked up as their voices grew louder, gray clouds forming above them faster than a normal storm would.

Their words were long with little space between, syllables complicated with both sharp and soft tones, familiar sounds mixing with the ones unique to their tongue. They began swaying, wind billowing their light clothing. Each siren bobbed with the movement of the last, as if a wave passed through one to the next.

Eyes pinched shut, their necks wrenched all the way back, faces pointed skyward. Darkness of night surrounding them, their spell electrified the air, a charge forming on their skin and making the hair on Nick’s arms stand up.

An electric blue glow appeared, shifting and collecting until it turned into snakes of light slithering from one siren to the next, the tiny, grass-size threads of magic growing with each arm it passed over.

Sharp, icy raindrops plummeted from the sky. Miri held tight to Tella’s hand, stomach sinking as the Mendi Ekora got closer to freeing its legs. Their spell glowed brighter with every passing moment, soon reflecting off the falling raindrops surrounding them in an ethereal halo of light.

A crash sent the building shuddering and made the outer ring of sirens topple to the ground.

Nick and the few others outside the spell leapt into a defensive formation, summoning spells to their hands to protect the others. He was all but depleted, the last drops of montravrill potion fading from his bloodstream.

Gargoyles had punched a group of man-sized holes through the roof, clear into the building below. Nick exchanged a worried glance with his mother, both approaching the holes and peering inside.

Miri’s vision flashed with amber. “Back up!” She barely got the warning out before a shower of plaster and wood exploded from the holes like geysers as gargoyles emerged, raining litter down on them as they shot into the sky. Nick stumbled and fell backward, bracing himself with an outstretched arm.

Brain rattled, he stood, bumped and sore, but otherwise unharmed. Daira was still lying beside the hole, shifting. He rushed to her side, carefully rolling his mother onto her back.

The injured half of her face was already swelling, skin shredded, her cheek a crimson mess that bled in too many places.

A gargoyle had collided with her at full speed, the impact ripping flesh and breaking bone.

A scrap of meat hung from her chin and she shoved Nick away, rocking to her knees.

Chips of building material smacked the back of Nick’s head and he turned. The gargoyles were high above, dark specks that grew bigger with every second as they plummeted toward them again.

“Shield them!” he called, summoning a shield over himself and Daira.

Cressida’s white-gold hair came free from her ribbon as she created glowing shapes with her fingers, a domed shield appearing over the sirens. Baledin did the same, but his power was so drained he could only manage a partial shield covering a few of the sirens.

“I can’t go any farther!” Cressida said, grinding her feet into the stone and holding strong. “I’m almost depleted!”

Nick looked up again. The gargoyles showed no sign of slowing as they sliced through the air, wings tucked in tight and horned noses pointed straight down.

Daira groaned, wrenched herself up and stumbled toward the guardian, each movement a challenge. She stretched out, reaching for the young woman and crying in agony as she missed a step. Her breaths came raggedly as she fell, only a yard short of her destination.

“It won’t hold against them!” Cressida said, eyeing the incoming creatures. She met Nick’s eyes, a flash of fear shared between them.

It was both too slow and too fast.

Nick scrambled to his feet after his stumbling mother.

The gargoyles closed in, a whistle preceding the snap of stone wings springing free as they slowed, preparing to carry them off as a meal for the rising Mendi Ekora.

Daira crawled blindly as she gasped, fervently reaching for Cressida.

Nick spared a glance at those remaining outside, realizing they were holding small shields over the sirens as well. Nick tried to conjure a shield too, but his magic balked at even that, his power slipping.

Cressida wanted to look, but couldn’t risk any distraction from her spell. Arms shaking, her strength seeped into protecting the sirens, a heat burning inside her chest. A gargoyle smashed into the shields, exploding into rubble on impact. Baledin’s partial shield shattered, and he fell to the ground, unconscious.

Another followed.

Fire blazed in Cressida’s gut, and she coughed out a growl of resistance. No. Not yet, she willed it.

When the next gargoyle crashed, she wailed, one knee buckling under the strain. Magic slipped from her with every moment that passed. Her body flared with white-hot pain, head thumping with her pulse.

The shield cracked, spider web lines stemming from the impact point. Cressida grit her teeth, forcing herself back up under the spell’s weight. The next one would punch clear through, straight into Miri, the little girl, the sirens, and their last hope.

As another creature closed, she gasped. A huge breath of pure, cold relief.

Fresh power flooded her like a tidal wave of strength. The creature hit, and she didn’t even flinch, watching its crumbled remains roll off the shimmering surface.

Warm blood dripped down her ankle, and Cressida risked a look, finding a form sprawled at her feet, fingernails digging into the flesh of her leg.

The queen’s mouth hung open in a silent cry, her glassy amber eyes tipped toward the sky.
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Every time a gargoyle hit the shield above their head, Tella’s hand flinched in Miri’s. She smoothed the girl’s hair soothingly as they waited, watching the creatures of stone rise and dive toward them like meteors from the sky.

The sirens’ chanting had morphed into a mumbling song, the words nonsense to Miri, broken by the occasional screech that startled both her and the little girl, though she tried not to show it for sake of keeping Tella calm.

The glow of the sirens’ skin became brighter by the minute, their bodies now a collection of radiating magic spiraled around them.

Miri couldn’t see much beyond the circles of sirens, but her mother rushed across the rooftop, then dipped toward the ground. She didn’t come up again.

Another gargoyle hit the shield above, and it gave a resounding crack. She pulled Tella close, protecting her as best she could.

At this rate, it wouldn’t last long enough.

The spell continued, and then Cressida disappeared from view.

Miri’s hand shook, but she pushed it behind her back, trying not to scare Tella, though she was already sufficiently terrified. Miri watched anxiously, and the girl moved closer, burying her face in Miri’s clothes.

Something was wrong. The vague movements of those beyond the sirens shifted, parts of Nick’s head and shoulders visible over their heads.

Cressida reappeared, and a moment later, the shield strengthened with a pulse of magic that had Miri’s skin tingling, all the cracks across the surface glowing and then disappearing.

Then amber flashed in Miri’s eyes. Above the noise she cried, “Everyone inside!”

Heart pounding against her ribs, Miri choked on her own breaths, turning to the monster. The haunting vision from earlier was beginning. Everything would soon become rubble.

A deep, echoing crack shot through the city, bouncing off every building as the Mendi Ekora freed its feet, countless tons of stone now loose from its prison of earth and gravity.

There was indistinct shouting from outside, and then the dome shimmered.

Cressida created a door in the shield, and the others moved toward it. Another wave of gargoyles shot from the bottom of the mountain, swiveling for them in mid-air.

Nick gulped back the fear in his throat. “Go!” he commanded, taking the rear of the group.

The city would fall in a matter of hours. At least he could buy them time to get under the shield. Baledin’s teachings flooded his mind, magic moving without thinking.

He summoned his energy and fired at a fast-approaching gargoyle. Miss. It kept coming. Nick cursed and shot again. Another miss.

Beside him, Siymin managed a hit and clipped a creature’s wing. It scrambled, trying to slow its plummeting descent, but it dropped into the dusty city below.

The world seemed to spin for a moment, Nick’s body rushing with adrenaline. He shook his head. Get a grip, he scolded, backing into the shield’s opening behind the others.

Inside the dome, the sirens glowing blue magic now pulsed.

As if expecting Miri’s question, the nearest siren to her opened her heavy eyelids, shocking black eyes splitting her green skin. “Soon,” she said, voice somehow steady even after exerting so much.

“It has to be now!” Miri cried.

The siren extended her arm as if it were made of lead.

Miri touched Tella’s shoulder, catching her attention. The little girl looked up, brown eyes shining with fearful tears. “Ready?”

She bobbed her head once.

Miri took a deep breath, intending to shout for them to take down the shield. But before she could, the shield shimmered and peeled away from the sirens, shrinking to cover only the others, as if someone had read her mind.

Here goes nothing, she thought.

She kept a firm grip on Tella’s hand, a bubble of fear bursting within as she reached for the siren’s extended arm with her other.

A cry ripped free from Miri’s chest, loud and shrieking.

The power was inhuman. A tangy, syrupy magic seeping into every crevice of her body, joints filled with an ancient darkness. The molasses-thick magic kept her in an isolation where she was unaware of anything else, focused on the flow of energy coursing through her.

Outside the spell, a vague ache gnawed at her limbs, growing to a fiery pain with each passing second. Her hands still grasped the siren and the girl. She tried to move, to adjust against the pain, but it locked Miri in place. She couldn’t stop the spell if she wanted to. It would see itself through.

Miri was only a conduit to their spell—a buffer. Tella couldn’t handle the strangeness of the siren’s magic. She’d seen as much in her visions. But with Miri acting as an in-between, she could funnel Tella’s ability to amplify the spell—hopefully enough to take down the monster. If it was successful or not, the visions hadn’t shown.

The dark and fire and pain shattered away to light and cold and exhaustion. Miri tried to open her eyes, tried to listen to the world around her, but all that filled her senses was a riptide of magic dragging her out into the ocean of the siren’s spell.


Time passed, or it didn’t.

She wasn’t sure if it even existed where the spell took her.

It was a Place without sights or sounds, scents or sensations, but the environment was also more vivid than her mind could comprehend. There were senses she couldn’t have while in a body.

The aura of the Place was so clear, so shocking, the bite of air and crunch of sand just concepts, but stronger than the same physical phenomena could ever be.

“You aren’t dead, if that’s what you’re wondering,” a musical voice said, amused. “Merely existing between somewhere and nowhere.”



Before Miri could react or ask questions, she returned to that boiling-sap pain, heat rattling her body, but fading.

Slowly fading.

Light came back all at once, dust entering Miri’s throat as she gasped in a huge breath, eyes finally opening. She let the heaviness of gravity take her down.

Tella lay beside her, chest rising and falling as if she slept deeply.

Miri sat up.

She was laying among rows and rows of sirens, most still joined at their hands.

Much was the same, but one thing had changed.

Silence.

The city was as silent as midnight in the dead of winter. No rumbling, no cries or shouting, no footsteps. Just quiet.

She found the strength to turn her neck. Where the Mendi Ekora had once stood, now only the mountain remained—on the outside, at least.

“You did it,” her brother breathed, stepping over sirens to help her stand. Some of them had already stirred, sitting up and looking around in confusion, many cradling their heads. Miri pressed between her eyes, feeling a growing pain there, too.

She allowed Nick to lead her away, Siymin speaking gently to Tella behind them.

“No.” It came out as a whisper past Miri’s lips. “No.” Crashing to her knees, the impact made her teeth sing. She lifted Daira’s limp hand, mouth working silently as tears burned and flowed. Her voice cracked as she said, “I just got you back.”

Nick knelt beside her, covering his mother’s lifeless amber eyes and closing her lids. He discreetly wiped the congealed blood on the back of his pants, then gingerly gripped his sister’s shoulder.

She lost all strength and leaned against him, shaking, crying, yelling, but numb at the same time. “I just got you back,” she whispered, not sure if it was out loud.

Nick hushed her, pulling his sister in and trying to keep himself together. Both of them exhausted and overwhelmed, the siblings were vaguely aware of the sirens getting up behind them. Soon they gathered around them, Daira’s body in the center, and knelt, hands clasped in their laps as they began to hum.

It was a haunting melody, and though the sirens must’ve been as drained as everyone else, they seemed to put care into each tone. Miri thought they must have greatly respected her mother for them to mourn her even though she wasn’t one of them.

Miri’s world flashed dark for a moment, then filled with the yellow haze of a vision.

When she returned to the present, she hiccupped. “It’s not over,” she said, words slurring as she stood on shaking legs. Miri shuffled to the edge of the rooftop overlooking Mendi Mountain. “It’s still alive.”
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“What do you mean? Miri?” Nick stepped in front of her, trying to get her attention.

An ancient rage still seethed under the mountain’s quiet exterior. Miri’s stomach lurched with dread as amber flashed in her vision again. 


The monster’s power thrums, waiting, barely contained by the spell.



Nick lowered his voice, rife with concern. “C’mon Miri, talk to me. Please?”

She stared at Mendi Mountain, unblinking. “Take me back to him,” she said hollowly.

Her brother couldn’t refuse. He gripped her shoulder and jumped them away.

The penthouse apartment was lifeless. Miri’s gaze immediately slid to Garran’s body, sprawled where they’d left him.

He’d grown cold, lips starting to turn a bluish tint. She took the hatchet from inside her jumpsuit, the stretchy fabric at her waist holding it tight against her hip.

Clutching it against her chest, she looked out the window. “Did you ever suspect?”

Nick hoped she was asking him, and not the corpse of her father. “No,” her brother answered. “I wondered sometimes, I guess, if we were siblings at all. With a past like ours, I think those kinds of questions are expected.” He went to stand beside her, looking over the city, too. “But I didn’t want to know. In case we weren’t. I didn’t care, Miri. You’re my sister—you’d still be my sister no matter what.” Nick shook his head. “But this”—he gestured over his shoulder—“he changes nothing, Miri.”

Her voice broke as she said, “I know.” She pulled in a shaky breath and lowered the artifact, turning it over in her hands. “I just...” She closed her eyes against the tears threatening to spill. “I got more than I asked for, didn’t I?” she laughed humorlessly. “I wanted to know where I came from—who my parents were. Now I know, and I wish I didn’t.” Another long look at Garran’s body behind her. “She’s dead, Nick. Mom’s dead, and it’s my father’s fault.” She sniffled, futilely wiping her tears as more constantly followed.

Nick wasn’t sure what to say. But he decided then that he hated Daira for hurting Miri like this—even though she hadn’t really abandoned them. She’d tried to save them. “It’s still in there?” he asked, nodding at the mountain in the distance. “The Ekora?”

“I had a vision,” she said. “The sirens lulled it back to sleep, but it’ll wake up again soon.”

“When?”

“Before sunrise.”

His eyes widened. “Tonight?”

“Yeah,” she confirmed. “Actually, the first tremor should happen right about...” She held up a finger and paused. Three seconds passed before a slight but noticeable quake rumbled below them.

Nick swore colorfully and pivoted, shoving a vase from a table and sending it shattering against the wood floor. “How the hell do we fight this thing?” He scrubbed his face. “It’s like a goddamn cockroach.”

By the time he turned back, it was too late to stop her.

Mouth hanging open, Nick wrapped his hands around the diamond artifact and tried to rip it away, but the spell kept it tightly in her grasp.

He seized her wrists, trying to pull her arms apart, but they were linked to the hatchet. Only she could release them.

Miri had never seen him like this, and it shattered something within her. Tears streaming down her face, she watched Nick try to take the artifact.

The hatchet swallowed her dwindling magic supply and created a white glow.

She tried to speak, to apologize, but nothing came out, the spell taking all her energy.

The brand on her palm burned like it was fresh again, the pain turning into ripping-hot agony.

She wasn’t sure when Nick started screaming, but it was the worst sound she’d ever heard. Her heart broke in two at the look on his face when he stopped trying to pull the hatchet away. When he realized it was no use.

It wasn’t fiery pain. And it wasn’t bone-chilling fear.

It was an unending numbness, and somehow that was worse.

Watching his eyes turn bloodshot, tears running down his cheeks, blanched and flushing at the same time. Hearing the crack in his throat as he cried her name, strands of saliva between his teeth as he broke down.

He slammed to his knees and reached for her, begging. “Please don’t do this, please.”

‘I’m the only one who can,’ she replied with her mind, almost forgetting that she could. ‘The brand of Hallon allows me to use the hatchet. I was chosen. I’ve seen it in my visions. I can save them, Nick. I can save them all.’

‘No.’ He said it aloud, too. ‘Please. Please.’

‘It’s all going to be okay. I promise.’

Then the numbness took over. The physical world faded, leaving her in a place of only darkness, her brother’s pleas a distant echo.

The mountain’s shadow hovered in that endless darkness, its ancient power radiating a deep and unending rage.

Even though she had no form, the hatchet was heavy.

She didn’t know what force allowed her to do this, but it required no effort on her part. The process simply was.

Miri held the diamond artifact out toward the Mendi Ekora, and she gave in. Allowed it to have everything it wanted—her magic, her life force, her soul. It felt like all three were draining.

The Ekora rumbled, somehow shaking the realm where tangible sensations didn’t exist.

She let go, wholly committing and letting the spell take her over and use her as a conduit to remove the heart stone of the monster.

It roared and screamed, but she remained numb. The small part of her mind that was still aware of the real world felt relieved beyond recognition that the spell wasn’t agonizing. That the end of her life wouldn’t be too painful.

There was a pull toward the center of the mountain.

And her question was finally answered. The Mendi Ekora was alive, but it didn’t have a soul.

She thought that maybe the monster wasn’t so monstrous. It was just another animal, doing as its nature demanded.

Miri felt sorry for the creature. It was only acting as it was created to. Following its survival instincts.

‘I’m sorry you have to die,’ she said.

The spell shifted and grew, twisting vines of magic balling up and entwining with each other until the knot was so tight that the pressure alone could level a city.

It groaned under the strain of its own weight. Then, with a pulse of power, the numb darkness cracked.

The Ekora split, a brilliant light spilling through from beyond. The crack spider webbed through the creature, blinding her as it cleaved the creature’s essence into chunks.

Miri’s body was heavier than she remembered, as if they’d been separated for a long time. Like putting on winter boots after a long summer. She faded, the darkness and bright light giving way to the grayness of the tangible world.

The fading turned to magma in her chest.

She was burning up.

Nick watched her stand there, glowing brilliantly and still gripping the artifact. She was like a star.

Miri crashed to the ground a moment later, and he dove to her side, checking for a pulse.

Alive.

Then, as if it’d been there the whole time, a heavy stone the size of a football appeared, resting on her stomach. She rolled, and the shiny green mass hit the floor with a thump.

He called her name and her eyes flashed open, but they were distant.

She coughed, hands rushing to her chest as her skin became sickly pale.

Nick touched her arm, trying to give his sister a stream of power, but he didn’t know how. He jumped her to the estate and screamed for the doctor.

As footsteps thundered behind, Nick’s gut twisted and Miri met his eyes. Despite the tears streaming down his face, he smiled at her, grasping her hand between his. “It’s okay.” He gulped. “You’re okay. I’ve got you.” He brushed her tangled curls away, continuing to speak nonsensical, soothing words.

People crowded around them, and her fingers went limp. He let out a sob that turned into a cough.

Nick begged her to come back.

He prayed someone would return her.

He offered himself in exchange to whoever would take it.
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Miri’s bones were on fire, and her blood turned to ash. She gratefully let the cold absorb her when it outstretched a soothing hand.


She again found herself in that vivid emptiness. The sensation of waves crashed against her bare feet, but there was no ocean in sight, nor any wetness to her skin.

“No, you’re still not dead,” a strong voice announced with an undertone of humor. “Not quite, anyway.”

“Where am I?” Miri asked, searching around but feeling dizzy, unable to reference any point of distance or space in the beautiful void.

“Here,” the voice said. “You might prefer this.”

Everything shifted. Then she stood on a beach. The vibrant sensations were tangible, though now they somehow seemed muted. The Place reminded her of the Octri Sea, where she first met Garran, unaware at the time of who he was.

“I often forget how much you temporals depend on sensory,” the voice said apologetically. “I suppose you’d like to see me, too.”

A man appeared beside her, and the first and only descriptor that came to Miri’s mind was ‘statuesque.’ He was as if a surrealist version of Michelangelo’s David came to life, the completeness of his beauty incomprehensible. His clothing reminded her of a Greek hero, though he wore no armor, only simple cloth drapes that hung richly from his body.

Miri touched her palm, a phantom zing tingling across it.

His long golden hair rustled as he turned to Miri. “You won’t find any markings on your body here,” he said. “This is only a projection.”

Looking up at him, she asked, “So you’re really... You’re Hallon, God of Light?”

He chuckled sweetly. “Yes, I suppose I am. I prefer just Hallon, though. And you’re Mirianna the Korren—but you prefer just Miri.” His posture softened, and a wave lapped up his calves.

She gulped, not sure how to respond. “What is this place?” she asked, looking back to the second sun setting over the sea. “What happened to me?”

“I chose you to wield Liial’s Hatchet, and you chose to wield it.”

“Did it work?”

He nodded. “It did. You ended the Mendi Ekora for good—something not even Liial accomplished in his time.”

“I don’t understand.”

Hallon only smiled and shook his head slowly, as if unaccustomed to moving a physical form. “There’s someone who’d like to see you.” His face lit up with a sunny grin and he stepped aside, making room for a figure behind him.

Miri’s eyes filled with tears before she even opened her mouth. “Mom,” she breathed, closing the space between them with a single leap and crushing her mother in an embrace.

“Oh, my dear, brave girl.” Daira’s voice was music to Miri’s heart, lifting her spirit.

“I-I thought you left us—but then you came back, and with the sirens and—” She grunted at her own babbling and backed away enough to look into her mother’s amber eyes, reflecting her own.

“I’m so sorry, my love. I never intended to hurt you. I was trying to protect you, to bring the help I thought we needed to win our freedom from the Council.”

Miri hugged her again. “I’m sorry I yelled at you, and I’m sorry I thought so many bad things about you. I’m sorry in general, really,” she laughed.

“Don’t you dare apologize.” Daira gripped both sides of her daughter’s face. “You made the right choices, considering the circumstances.” She stroked her hair and dried Miri’s tears. “I see you’ve met Hallon.” She smiled. “Thank you for allowing me to see her.”

He gave a deep nod and said, “Of course.”

“Is... is he here?” Miri asked timidly, looking beyond her mother’s shoulder.

“No, Garran isn’t... he’s...” Daira looked at Hallon, unsure how to reply.

“Garran is...” He considered, gaze shifting diagonally. “Elsewhere,” he finally settled on. “That’s all I can say, I’m afraid. You and I speaking now at all is actually quite the special circumstance.”

“Why? What circumstance?”

He grinned, eyes crinkling with delight. “Well, we rarely get to send one of you back. It’s rather exciting, really.”

“Back?” She gulped.

“Yes. You may have burned up and given your life to save countless others, but you’re not finished yet.” He pointed his chin at the sea, as if they were on an ordinary island and not another plane of reality altogether. “You’ll find things are different upon your return.”

“Like?”

Hallon chuckled, visibly amused by her mortal questions. “Your extra abilities won’t be accessible, for one.”

“That was you? You gave me more abilities?”

“I can say no more,” he replied, a knowing smile gracing his perfect features. “I would tell you everything, truly, but we’re bending the rules as is.” He looked down the beach as if someone had called to him from far off. “I must return you soon. I’m sorry your time together is so short.”

Miri and Daira crushed each other in another hug. Her mother said, “It’s alright, love.” She pulled back and touched Miri’s face. “Follow only the voice of your heart.” She pressed a finger against Miri’s chin, lifting it gently. “Never forget whose daughter you are. And watch out for your brother—he’s bound to get himself into trouble without you.”

Miri squeezed her once more before backing away and drying her tears. She stood before Hallon and smiled at her mother.

He raised a hand and snapped casually, a glint in his amber-brown eyes.



The beach disappeared, and she plunged through dark, then cold, then hot, then light before inhaling a sharp breath and squeezing the hand firmly holding hers.

In one of the estate’s undamaged hallways, Nick’s eyes went wide as his sister’s bulged open, darting in every direction as the world still felt hazy and far off.

Miri shot into a sitting position, and Dr. Natiem’s glasses fell off as he jumped away, startled by her sudden revival.

Things were blurry, and Nick babbled a few incoherent sentences before Miri fully snapped back, everything coming into focus. She gripped her brother’s shoulders and said, “I’m good,” with an exhausted breath.

He swallowed with difficulty and continued to stare at her. “You’re good?”

Miri grinned and gestured down at herself. “Still kicking. I’m staying topside. The daisies will have to wait a little longer.” Though her body begged for rest, she laughed, and it was with genuine humor. “Whatever it takes for you to get the message.”

Nick blinked at her, then at the doctor, who had righted his glasses and now held a medical ring to her forehead. It finally clicked. “Thank God,” he breathed, hugging his sister.

Miri smiled to herself, turning her palm over to reveal the mark of Hallon. “No kidding,” she chuckled.
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Miri wrung out the cloth again, a dribble of red-brown staining the steaming bowl of fresh water. The laundering work was hard, but at least she could sit—a welcome respite from running between doctors and patients with bandages and salves.

She wiped her brow, stray pieces of frizzy hair sticking to her damp wrist. Placing the rinsed rag into the washbasin, she reached for another, scrubbing off the worst of the blood before tossing it with the others.

The last few weeks were nothing but going-going-going until they were asleep on their feet, only to rise for the next shift and do it all over again.

Over half the estate was destroyed or unusable after the Ekora disaster, but there was plenty of space left in the remaining dining rooms, offices, and hallways to help take strain off the city’s hospitals.

They were just getting accurate counts of the damage. Thousands lost their lives from falling stones or the gargoyles, and thousands more were still unaccounted for. But the great city of Goopra remained.

Miri finished rinsing the last soiled rag and lifted the basket. The estate’s original kitchen in the basement—unused since before her grandparents’ time—had become a massive laundry room, the traditional wood hearths perfect for boiling bandages and sheets.

She dropped off the dirty laundry and slung an empty basket on her hip. Around the corner, upstairs and outside, she stopped at the clothesline and squeezed the hanging rags to check their dryness.

Sighing at their damp state, Miri summoned a light wave of hot air to finish the job.

She flexed her hand. Hallon’s mark still glazed her skin, a zinger shooting through it whenever she thought of him or that Place between worlds.

Miri collected the cloths and went back inside, taking a steadying breath of the autumn breeze before letting the door shut behind her.

At the end of the hall, the clock caught her eye. Almost dinner time, she noted, stomach grumbling. She peered into a study that had temporarily become a brewing room. “Getting hungry?” Before she finished speaking, Miri grimaced, coughing. “Gods, that smells awful. What is it?”

Cressida lifted her head from an array of equipment, bubbling beakers and used mortar and pestles strewn across the many desks. “Hungry, no,” she said with a little laugh, waving away a waft of steam. “This is wellinwood root.” She held up a vial of grayish liquid. “It’s Doctor Natiem’s favorite recipe for scar salve. Though it does require copious amounts of sweet herbs to cover the scent.”

“Ah,” Miri said, nodding. “I’ll let you get back to it.” She left in a hurry, clearing the odor from her sinuses with a few heavy exhales. “Don’t go in there,” she warned her brother in a sing-song way as they passed each other in the hall. He just smiled tiredly, wiping dusty hands on a greasy rag.

As she turned down the next hallway, Nick coughed from the study entrance, and Miri laughed. She distributed clean rags at the various stations around the lower level, a stack beside every sink and medical table—of which there were many.

She returned the empty basket and exchanged her soiled smock for a fresh one, washing up and heading for the dining room.

Previously an opulent space, it was now full of basic tables to accommodate the three-hundred-odd people working and living in the make-shift hospital.

Miri thanked the cooks as she took a plate, remembering that in two days, she’d be on kitchen duty. Instead of sitting among the packed benches, she left and turned down a few halls, hot drink in one hand and plate in the other.

The estate’s library remained as it was, the tables on the bottom floor littered with medical texts where the physicians-in-training studied when they could.

Miri smiled as she glimpsed her favorite student. She climbed narrow stairs to the next level, sitting across from him under the wide window. “Hey,” she said, leaning against the wall and letting her shoulders drop. She picked up her roll, spreading butter on it as Siymin began eating, too.

His tired smile eased her spinning mind. “Was it a good day?”

“Yeah.” She nodded. “It was a good day.”

Footsteps sounded, and Nick and Cressida joined them, Arker and Kayta only a minute behind.

This had become their routine. No matter what kind of day it had been—patients lost, or bodies aching—they gathered for dinner among the peaceful stacks.

Miri thought then that her birthday wish had come true in its own way. The siblings were together, and, though things were different, they were improving.

Each day was easier as it passed, and soon the number of people who recovered finally outnumbered those they’d lost.

The city outside was in a sorry state, but with clean-up crews working constantly, the streets began to clear of rubble.

Eating and talking, they lifted each other up, long shift after long shift. They played cards until it grew dark, when they’d head off to the busy bunk rooms throughout the estate for much-needed sleep.

When Miri lay down each night, she would smile to herself and think of her mother, who she felt was watching over her.

A few days after the Ekora disaster, they’d held a private funeral for Daira. It was strange for Miri, mourning her mother but also knowing she’d see her again. She missed her, but the knowledge that she was still somewhere lightened her spirit.

Every time she looked at Kayta, she remembered their conversation after they’d laid flowers on the freshly turned dirt.

“I’m sorry about Garran,” Kayta had said on the dewy morning.

Miri had replied, “Don’t be.”

“I mean I’m sorry he’s your father.”

Her response came easily, as it was something Miri had wanted to say for days, but hadn’t known how. “I’m sorry my father got your brother killed.”

Kayta’s voice then became unusually soft. “He’s been avenged,” she’d said.

Miri had just put an arm around her friend’s shoulders and wiped her tears.

Nothing was perfect, but she knew that soon the good things would outweigh the bad.
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“Siymin, mail!” Miri called, shuffling the stack of letters between her hands. She trotted up the estate’s purple-red staircase into the east wing. Her feet still wanted to dodge left at the top. A medical station had blocked the hall for so long, and it was in her muscle memory. She laughed at herself for doing so every time.

It seemed only yesterday that the halls were full of cots and she was washing bandages, hauling laundry, and delivering meals throughout the busy hospital-house.

Over a month ago, Hallon had sent her back. And six days had passed since the last of the injured were discharged or moved to a proper facility.

Of the five guardians who took the toxic montravrill potions, two survived. Miri would never forget the joy in the estate when they were allowed to go home.

She passed Nick and Arker’s rooms, and her own, before coming to Siymin’s. The door was wide open, and he had the window cracked, a chill autumn air freshening the sparsely decorated space. Jaten sat on the windowsill, the little red kopi’s fur blending with the changing leaves outside. Ears twitching as Miri entered, he offered a friendly chirp that made Siymin look up from his desk full of papers and books.

His engrossment in his studies broke once he saw her, a sweet smile turning up half his mouth. She plopped down nearly a dozen letters, and he balked. “These are all for me?” His brows creased as he flicked through them, his name scrawled across each envelope.

“You’re surprised? Your family always has a lot to say.” She shrugged, a grin pinching her cheeks. Miri leaned against the desk, perching on the edge.

As he lifted a silver blade and slit the envelopes open, one after another, his heart lifted with excitement.

His eyes were bright as he skimmed the pages, summarizing as he went, “My eldest sister had her fifth child, a healthy boy, named Millo. The squash harvest was profitable this season... and one of my niece’s magic came in.”

“I’m glad they’re doing well,” Miri said. She glanced at the clock. “I have to get ready. See you downstairs?”

“Hm?” He looked up again. “Yes, see you then.”

She left him to read and headed toward her rooms, down the hall and across from Nick and Arker’s.

The wallpaper was sky blue, with a pattern of silver flowers. Ornate carved furniture decorated the space, a large painting of a mirianna bird hanging on the back wall. It was certainly fit for a royal child, but Miri winced every time she thought of herself as that. Elenora had decorated the room for Miri before she was born.

The night after the Ekora disaster, Elenora had unknowingly offered her the most precious gift she’d ever received—a promise to answer questions whenever she wanted.

She learned what her life would’ve been, had Daira never sent them to Earth.

All those years ago, Daira and Elenora hatched a plan, when the queen learned she was expecting Miri.

Daira would remain at her normal duties for as long as possible, and her sister would claim to be with child, wearing a stuffed belly and all.

Before Daira began showing signs of pregnancy, she would ‘set off’ on a trip across the sea—a voyage that would take just longer than the rest of her baby’s gestation. In reality, she would have sent her ship and loyal crew on the trip, one of them disguised as her with a glamor. Meanwhile, Daira would’ve hidden in her family’s lodge until her child arrived.

Then Elenora would retire to her home for a few days, and emerge with a newborn who looked close enough to either herself, with dark curly hair and amber-brown eyes, or her blue-eyed and blond-haired husband.

Elenora had known all along whose baby her sister carried. But the old laws were worded to mean that either of the rulers may have only one child.

Miri would have grown up running the halls of the estate, playing with her ‘brother’ Arker, and ‘cousin’ Prince Erinick. And no one but the sisters would’ve been any wiser.

Miri sat at her vanity and smoothed a bit of sweet-scented oil over her hair, separating it down the middle.

An aristocratic girl, going to the finest schools and leading a charmed life of travel and luxury. It was strange to think what it would’ve been like, had things gone differently.

She twisted small sections of hair back, holding them behind her ears with decorative pins and adjusting the strands until she liked it.

Thoughts and daydreams of what she might have done during that life occupied her mind as she applied a rosy balm to her lips and cheeks.

A knock sounded as she finished up, and Elenora came sweeping in. “I realized this morning that I forgot to add anything formal to your wardrobe,” she said, holding up a covered hanger. “So I pulled this from your mother’s. Cressida says it’s still in style, so I thought you might wear it today. What do you think?”

She removed the cover, revealing heavy folds of a silky maroon dress. Miri touched the fabric, surprised by how thick it was. “It’s perfect, thank you.” She smiled, pressing a kiss to her aunt’s cheek.
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An hour later, Miri gathered her skirt and descended the estate’s main staircase, hand brushing the smooth wood railing.

Hooves clomped down the gravel outside as a carriage arrived for them. Siymin stood alone in the foyer below, black formal outfit a surprising contrast to his usual green and beige.

She smiled, peering at a clock above the door. “I’m not late, am I?”

He turned and blinked up at her, mouth parting before he found his words. “Not at all, you’re perfect—er, your timing—is perfect, I mean. Not to say you don’t—” He stopped, chuckling at himself. “You are perfectly on time, and you look beautiful.”

As she reached the bottom step, Miri had to pinch her lips together to suppress a laugh. “Thanks, Siy.” She smiled at his pinking cheeks, taking his offered hand. They watched the approaching black carriage pulled by matching shiny-coated horses. Normally they wouldn’t take one—every horse that could be spared was hauling rubble away or transporting supplies across the city—but this was a special occasion.

“What?” Miri asked, feeling his gaze settle on her.

“Nothing,” he said. He looked away, an expression she couldn’t quite read crossing his face. “I missed you.”

She laughed, eyes rolling. “I didn’t take that long getting ready.”

“Well, it felt like an eternity.” He didn’t mean the time it took her to get dressed.

Miri gave him a deep, earnest stare and squeezed his hand between both of hers. “I’m back, Siy. And I’m not going anywhere.”

His lips parted in a smile, and he nodded.

She often caught him watching her that way, as if he still couldn’t believe she’d survived. As if he suddenly remembered Hallon himself chose her to wield great power, and she’d been sent back to the realm of the living for her bravery.

Nick, Kayta, and Arker came downstairs, also clad in their best outfits. “You guys ready to rock’n’roll?” her brother asked, fidgeting with a button at his wrist.

“Yeah.” Miri sighed contentedly.

A minute later, as the carriage pulled up to the portico, Elenora descended the stairs wearing a navy gown, trailed by a little flame-haired girl in the same color. “Well, don’t you two look lovely?” Miri said, making Tella beam.

After the Ekora disaster, Elenora hadn’t wasted a moment taking Tella into her care. She moved her into the estate, breaking out Arker’s old toys and constantly spoiling her with treats and games.

The little girl still hadn’t said a word, though.

Doctor Natiem assured them she was physically fine, but traumatized more than she showed. Tella was strong, and the only thing left was to have patience and cooperation.

They filed into the carriage, cramming onto the benches beside each other. Nick adjusted his jacket and glanced out the window.

“You nervous?” Miri asked, smoothing her skirt.

“Nah.” Her brother shrugged, but a half-smile gave away his true feelings.

They rode in electric silence as the morning sun shifted to a blushing autumn afternoon. Soon the building came into view, its white columns and steps gleaming against the burnt fall colors all around.

The new Council Hall was in the heart of the city. One of the largest buildings to survive the disaster, it was hardly recognizable from its previous use as a church, though it wasn’t much like the churches Miri and Nick were accustomed to with its Colosseum-style seating and lack of a roof.

After a ride that seemed too quick, the carriage stopped outside the new Council Hall among a flock of others like it. They stepped out onto the echoing stone entry, Mendi Mountain standing silently in the distance.
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“Repeat after me,” the mediator said, voice echoing through the silent stone chamber.

Miri’s breath caught in her throat, and she absentmindedly gripped Siymin’s hand beside her. She didn’t take her eyes off the center of the room, where her brother stood before the council mediator.

All around Nick, the chancellors wore their ceremonial garb—heavy robes and halo-shaped caps beaded with colors to represent the five levels of chancellorship.

Nick squared his shoulders as the mediator handed him a gilded book radiating white light. “Read the passage,” he said, a slight, knowing grin on his lips as he motioned to the marked page.

Nick gulped, nodding slightly to himself. His eyes flicked to the book, then up again, locking on his family among the sea of audience members.

Miri smiled and gave a discreet thumbs up.

He suppressed a grin, but it slipped out anyway. Clearing his throat, Nick returned his attention to the paper. His heart thumped as he read aloud, “ ‘I, Erinick V—son of Erinick IV and Daira Baxata, and son of Olexia—commit myself to protecting Goopra and its people. I vow to uphold the laws set before us, to use my place as a chancellor to do well by my country, to take action using my best judgment, and to vote unbiased and without corruption. I will uphold my vows to the Council as long as I hold a chancellorship.’ ” He let out a quiet sigh, glad he hadn’t stumbled.

The mediator cracked open a chest at his feet, removing a new ceremonial hat, purple beads shining in the afternoon light.

The young man bowed so he could reach, the hat surprisingly heavy as it came to rest upon his head.

“As Mediator, I now introduce you to all as Chancellor Erinick of the First Seat.”

The room exploded with applause, and Nick looked back at his sister, who was on her feet along with the others, clapping and smiling proudly.

He walked up the steps toward his place. Toward the seat that would be his for the next few years, directly beside another who’d been sworn in only moments before himself—Chancellor Baledin of the First Seat.

On the floor, the mediator began swearing in another new chancellor.

They had over a dozen first chancellors joining the Council. Rebuilding was slow and arduous, and the capital would never be the same. But Nick thought maybe that was for the best.

Most of the Council’s losses were deaths, but a few had left on their own.

It was the news of Garran’s death that finally sparked a change in the Council. They’d voted to remove the position of head chancellor and distributed his duties among the first chancellors.

Baledin clapped his shoulder. “Welcome, Chancellor,” he said, a gleam in his eye. “It might not be your crown...” He adjusted Nick’s hat, setting it back a little to match the angle of his own. “But you should wear it with pride.” His expression changed as he took in Nick’s tight mouth, and Baledin shoved an index finger at the padded chairs beneath them. “You’ve earned this seat. You proved yourself to this country, and they decided you were worthy of representing them. Let the future judge your deeds, and have faith in your peoples’ choice, Erinick.”

Nick nodded, a sudden tightness in his throat. His gaze wandered back to his family. He only hoped to do it right.

Nick watched them sit, Cressida saying something to Miri and then both of them snickering. Arker lifted Tella so she could see over the adults in front of them, and Elenora dabbed her eyes with a kerchief.

For them, he’d go through fire.
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Miri raised her glass and clinked it with a spoon. “To Nick!” she proposed, getting the modest gathering’s attention. The estate’s informal dining room glowed with purple paper streamers dangling from the ceiling. “Congratulations, Chancellor.” She smiled mischievously at her brother.

“Here-here!” The others raised their glasses too, crystal glittering in the candlelight.

“So Nick,” Arker said, putting his glass down. “What will your first topic of discussion be? Buttons, perhaps?”

Nick’s laugh came out uncontrolled, his head rearing back. He shrugged off his unbuttoned jacket and tossed it behind him, already warm from his first drink. “Oh, for sure.” He undid the buttons pinning his white shirt against his neck and said, “I’m gonna have to find someone who can make sweatpants.”

“Good luck with that,” Miri laughed.

The double doors banged open and Baledin entered, trailed by a troop of guild soldiers. “Sorry to interrupt the festivities, but we have a problem,” Baledin said, expression grim. “He’s gone.”

Nick’s heart jumped. Torren. Hanging his head, he said, “I hope to God you mean he’s dead.”

“No. He escaped. Refused his meal at the last check-in two hours ago. We don’t know how, but my men are doing a full sweep of the dungeons as we speak, and I have a team investigating the cell.”

Nick cursed behind his teeth. “How far do you think he could’ve gone?”

“If he left his cell and the dungeon, he could go anywhere he wished.”

“Where would he go first?” Nick pinched the bridge of his nose. “His home? We need a list of his potential allies, and—” He stopped as footsteps approached the room. “What is it?” he asked as a guild commander entered.

“They’ve discovered something,” the commander told Baledin. “My men searched the prisoner’s cell, and they found this.” He unwrapped a small cloth in his upturned palm, revealing a rough, greenish-white stick just longer than a finger.

Nick squinted at the object, stepping closer. “What is that?”

“Dried amesta,” Kayta answered from behind him, pushing off the chair she was leaning against. Every eye in the room gave her a questioning glance.

Baledin said, “Why amesta? What use could this have in escaping a dungeon?”

“Amesta has many uses,” she said, hesitating. Kayta’s instinct was still to protect the Prospector’s secrets. Torren, Bruskolus, the Prospector—she never knew how to think of him. But she shoved that all away. Kayta had left that life behind, and these people had her eternal loyalty. “Young and fresh, it’s an addictive drug. Matured and dried, it’s a powerful ingredient for magic. One use is transportation to Maitgar.” She motioned to the soldier’s hand. “That one’s all used up.”

Baledin’s expression shifted to a painful grimace as he seemed to realize something. “Of course amesta comes from Maitgar,” he grumbled. “I should have known. And he’d be the one to discover it, all while keeping it hidden.” He lifted his eyes to meet Nick’s and said, “Torren has not only escaped his cell and our dungeons, but our world, too.”

Nick shook his head. “So what? He’s not our problem anymore?”

“On the contrary,” he replied. “If I know Torren—and I know him well—he won’t let what happened here pass without revenge. He must be planning something, and whatever it is can’t be good for us.”

“Why? What’s in Maitgar?”

“Maitgar is the realm of the Falbanae. They sealed the traveling halls to Olexia after the Great War. Well,” he corrected himself, “that’s what we thought. Torren somehow found a way there long ago, all under the guise of this Prospector character, and has been selling amesta in Olexia since.”

A beat of silence passed, then Miri startled everyone with her sudden statement. “It’s horrible,” she said, gulping past her dry throat. “Maitgar... He’s going to drain all their magic, and they’ll all die.” Her voice was hoarse as the vision came to her.


Torren hovers over a spell, a crackling ball of sickly green energy swirling and growing at his command. The very ground of Maitgar loses its vibrant color, and droves of innocent Falbanae fall. Without their world’s magic, all Falbanae in Maitgar perish.




And by draining that world, Torren’s spell leeches adjacent ones. Including Olexia.



The amber faded from Miri’s sight, and she met their fearful stares. “We have to stop him.” 

[image: image]

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Thanks for reading!
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Olexia Legends 3 – THE DESOLATE REALM is coming soon, and you can get updates by visiting my website:

sydneyfaith.com

Reviews are the lifeblood of authors, and if you left one on your favorite retailer’s website, I’d be eternally grateful. Each one helps new readers find my work, in turn supporting me and improving the series.
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The Legend of Mendi

Want more Olexia?

The exclusive short story The Legend of Mendi details the Mendi Ekora’s creation, and can be read for free at sydneyfaith.com
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