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 The Mausoleum 
 
    Merrick 
 
      
 
    ICY FINGERS OF GRIEF gripped my heart as I ran across the courtyard bricks with a stargazer lily in my hand. Crisp dawn air filled my lungs. Despite the biting wind, sweat dampened my forehead and heat surged under my skin. Chest heaving, I slowed onto the road that led to the royal family mausoleum, about a mile from the castle. 
 
    The circular tomb towered over the broad plain. Twelve massive pillars carved from the same gray stone held up the domed ceiling. Above the entrance a symbol, the Eternal Ring, had been etched. Six concentric rings, like ripples from a stone dropped in water, representing the six aspects of magic: soil, air, fire, water, light, and dark. 
 
    The sentinels painted on the outer wall held out their swords, protecting the royal dead. I stopped to read the adage from our ancestors etched along the archway of the iron door: Death is only the beginning of our path to what is beyond. Enter with clarity. Enter with love. Enter to celebrate new life. 
 
    I focused on the keyhole and curled my index finger, allowing a kernel of magic to flow through me with a warm, tingling sensation. The metal door creaked as it swung open. I took the first step down and swiped at cobwebs. The scrape of iron meeting stone echoed inside when the door locked behind me.  
 
    I stilled as a cold breeze stroked my face like a soft wave of ocean mist, and musty air tickled my nose. Swallowed up by walls built by long gone ancestors, I quickened my breath. 
 
    Breathe, Merrick. There are no ghosts in here. Don’t be a coward. 
 
    Dust particles danced like butterflies within a shaft of light. The glass dome overhead not only let in the morning sun, but illuminated the painting of three stunning goddesses—Mothers Nimue, Viviane, and Myneve—on the glass, casting jewel-toned prisms over the caskets. Their hands interlocked on the hilt, the blade blazing a white fire. The Eternal Mothers’ flowing dresses and their long silver hair glowed like moonstone against the light. 
 
    All former rulers of the Dumonian Empire and their descendants had been buried here. The most recent casket, my mother’s, lay on a raised dais, circled by twelve steps. It had been months since illness had taken her life, but it seemed like only the day before.  
 
    I prepared my heart to be crushed again as I climbed the last steps. 
 
    “Your favorite, Mother.” I swallowed hard and placed a pink stargazer lily on top of the glass casket over the spot where her hands crossed on her chest. I’d plucked one from the castle garden on my way every time I visited her. 
 
    Mother’s face was almost alive. Her closed eyes were coated with teal, her cheeks with rose, and her lips ruby. Small, hammered-gold leaves intertwined with white baby’s breath crowned her forehead and wove through her brunette hair.  
 
    She wore a long, alabaster dress, and she looked like a goddess in deep slumber. Regardless of how peaceful she appeared, my heart knotted with gut-wrenching pain. 
 
    Through Father’s magic, Mother’s body had been preserved. She would stay beautiful forever and so would the white rose petals scattered inside the casket. 
 
    “Mother, I’m here. You look like you’re sleeping.” As my words caught in my throat, I brushed my fingertip over the medallion Mother had given me before she passed away.  
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    Mother almost knocked the water bowl by her bed when she fished something out under her pillow with a trembling hand. “My gift to you. You will need it one day.” 
 
    Her fever never relented, even after all the medicine she had taken. The healer couldn’t diagnose her disease or its cause. He’d only said that her illness could be a remnant of the Blood Plague that had killed so many infants the year I was born. 
 
    Mother uncurled her fingers, revealing a thin leather braid looped through a six-ringed silver pendant.  
 
    “An Eternal Ring?” I cradled the medallion with both hands. The polished metal, cold and smooth to touch, seemed ordinary, but Mother wouldn’t have given it to me if it weren’t special. 
 
    “This necklace was passed down within my family. I received it from my mother when she …” Her weary voice stumbled on the final word. “Passed.” 
 
    “Nonsense, Mother. You will get better. We just have to calm the fever.” My weak voice faltered in its effort to give her hope as I tied the leather around my neck. 
 
    “No.” Mother spoke with more energy than a sick woman should have. “Listen carefully.” She pulled me closer until my ear rested on her fever-scorched lips. “The walls have eyes and ears. Be careful what you say. Trust no one, especially your father. Not even your brothers. One of your brothers will betray you. I’ve seen it in dreams. I have a gift of foretelling. No one knows, not even your father.” 
 
    I jerked away, bristling at the seeds of distrust she planted. Father, Rodern, and Jediah, the only family I would have after Mother passed. If I couldn’t trust my own family, who could I trust? 
 
    Mother was near death and delirious. She had been talking rubbish ever since she became ill, so I played along to give her peace. 
 
    “If your heart is worthy and pure, this pendant will help you in dark times,” she said. 
 
    I wiped beaded sweat from her forehead with a cloth and placed it back inside a water bowl. “How will it help me?” 
 
    “That will depend on you. It works differently for everyone.” 
 
    I rubbed a thumb over the ridges of the six rings. In all the years we’d been taught magic, Mother had never once mentioned a pendant. It looked ordinary, though she claimed it wasn’t. But how could I trust what she’d told me in her delirious state of mind? 
 
    What was so significant about it?  
 
    “Thank you, Mother. I’ll treasure it forever.” I shuddered a quiet breath, trying to remain strong, as her chest rose and fell with much effort. But her gentle smile said she was pleased. 
 
    Mother sensed my torment and rested her blazing fingers over my wrist. “It’s okay, Son. It’s what the goddesses wanted of me. Do not weep for me when I’m gone. I will be silently walking beside you, and I will always watch over you. I love you, Merrick. Even when I’m gone, I’ll love you still.” 
 
    Her whispered words slammed into my chest, crushing my lungs to leave me breathless. I dropped my head on the mattress and stripped away the man I’d become, down to the small boy for the last time, and let the tears fall. 
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    I opened my eyes as my head rested against the cold, unforgiving glass of my mother’s casket. Rolling back my shoulders, I shoved away the memory.  
 
    Trust no one, especially your father. One of your brothers will betray you. I had become a prisoner of those words, always looking behind me. 
 
    After I gave Mother a reverent bow, I dashed down the stairs. Morning meal awaited, and Father would be expecting me.  
 
    I pushed the door open with a wave of my hand and sprinted out. Then I peered over my shoulder to ensure the door closed. As I admired the ruby-red glow stretching across the endless blue sky, I ran with Mother’s love. 
 
    I knew her spirit watched over me. If she could talk, she would say … Run, Merrick. Do not be late. Trust no one. 
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 The Basement 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    I GAZED OUT THE WINDOW at the endless sea of blue streaked with white, gilded clouds. Behind the clouds, the sun stretched and yawned to end another monotonous day, sinking just beyond the snowcapped mountain. Three round moons rested in a cluster. Each moon represented the three goddesses always watching over us. 
 
    People meandered in and out of the stores, carrying sacks full of goodies. I yearned to be at the marketplace with a family of my own, instead of imprisoned behind the walls of the Dumont Orphan School. 
 
    “I despise that girl.” I regretted my words. It made me feel weak and ungrateful when I had a lot to be thankful for.  
 
    “Which girl?” Rocco gripped the metal latch on the window and bumped my shoulder. 
 
    The only window in the basement allowed just enough room for two people to peer out. He parted his lips to apologize but stopped when I nudged him. A head taller than me, he had the perfect view of the ground level of the marketplace, and unlike me, he didn’t have to rise on the tips of his toes. 
 
    I pointed, but the distance made it impossible to pinpoint her. “That girl with the curly hair and pretty yellow dress. She’s holding a small bag and standing with her parents.” 
 
    “Where? There are too many people. I see the statue of the emperor.” 
 
    I had discovered the basement and grown daring enough to break a rule. I had been sneaking away to be alone in my thoughts, except a few weeks ago when Rocco had followed me. 
 
    “She’s right there next to the meat store.” I pressed my finger to the glass, but I became momentarily distracted. 
 
    My stomach rumbled as my eyes passed over the dress shop to the bakery, its window display lined with rounded loaves and fist-sized buns. The remembered aroma of fresh, hot bread filled my nose and wrapped my body in warmth.  
 
    “Oh, there she is,” Rocco said. “She’s not as pretty as you.” 
 
    The bread staled in my imagination as heat rose to my face. “You think I’m prettier?” I propped up my chin, pretending to be bold. 
 
    A ray of sun kissed the tips of his hair, illuminating the golden brown. And when his face inched closer to mine, mischief glittered in his deep green eyes. My breath stopped, heart drumming faster. Rocco’s handsome face became more apparent than ever before. 
 
    After working in the gardens all day, he smelled of soil and sweat. A faint hint of honeysuckle masked his masculine scent. Even with dirt smeared on his cheek and grass stains on his homespun clothes, he was perfect.  
 
    “You’re prettier.” He cleared his throat. “And just because she has parents and we don’t, doesn’t make her any better than us. You are worthy. You are deserving. Don’t ever forget that.” 
 
    His fervent words pierced through my heart. He had no idea how much they meant to me. Though I believed in my own worth, sometimes I needed to hear someone else confirm my faith. 
 
    Rocco draped his arm around my shoulders and pressed his head to mine, a gesture only made when we were alone in the basement. We weren’t allowed to have physical contact in our orphan school. 
 
    Rocco’s chest rose and fell as he sighed. “One day, we’ll have a family of our own and you won’t have to envy that girl. I’ll buy you pretty dresses and all the fresh baked bread your stomach desires.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. Rumors had spread in our school that Rocco had a crush on me, but rumors about so-and-so in love with so-and-so always floated around. I never believed them. They were usually false, made up to embarrass someone. 
 
    Rocco and I had been good friends since childhood, but his prediction hinted the rumors might be true. Did I want them to be true?  
 
    “What if I don’t want to marry you?” I shoved him, then glanced over my shoulder to the old wooden door when I thought I heard it creak. A warning bell in my gut urged me to leave. The door had no lock, and though the basement had no obvious purpose, we were strictly instructed to stay out. 
 
    Rocco stumbled and regained his balance in a shadowed corner, chuckling. “You will because one day I’ll be emperor. They’ll knock down Emperor Istan’s statue and build one of me, grander and better in the middle of the marketplace.” He spread out his arms. “You will be my empress, and we’ll live in luxury and bathe in gold water.” 
 
    “Shhh … don’t say that,” I snapped. An eerie sensation crawled over my skin. 
 
    Rocco rolled his eyes. “No one is here.” 
 
    I took quick strides toward him and gripped his shirt in both fists, anger giving me strength. His eyes grew wider. 
 
    “I’m serious,” I said. “If anyone hears you wanting to be emperor, they’ll report you and get a handsome reward. Emperor Istan is crazy.” 
 
    “He’s not. You should know better than to believe those rumors. We hear them all the time in this stuffy place.” 
 
    I knew about stuffy. Our travels beyond our school were nonexistent without an escort. After we turned eighteen, we would be allowed out to be on our own. Some of us would find work within a trade. One more year, then freedom. 
 
    I released Rocco and focused behind him to scores of straight lines carved into the wall, as if someone had used a dagger to draw them on the wet cement and it had dried that way. I’d never noticed them. Had they always been there, hidden in that dark corner?  
 
    Rocco took a step closer to me, his eyes glinting mischievously. “You’re worried about me?” 
 
    My heart thumped erratically under his predatory stare. I dragged my feet back and I bumped into a dusty wooden desk, the only piece of furniture in the room. Rocco parted his mouth to say something, but the bell rang six times, breaking the playful tension.  
 
    I gave him a wicked smile and ran to the door. Rocco hooked his arm around my waist and swung me around before I touched the doorknob. Our bodies pressed together until I thought the warmth would melt me. 
 
    Locking our eyes, he said in a smooth, velvety tone, “Let me open it for you.” 
 
    He laced his fingers through my hair. Pleasant sensations shivered through my veins, right down to my fluttering stomach. Damn him for making me feel like a puddle of mess.  
 
    While Rocco turned the knob and peered through the crack, I craned my neck back to the window. If I twisted the metal latch, I could open the glass just enough to squeeze through. Just then an intense heat flooded through my body and electric tingles shot to my fingertips.  
 
    The room spun, and my unsteady legs wobbled. Whispers of ghosts murmured in my ears as the walls caged me in, and every chicken-scratch mark on the wall glowed like the dawn breaking through the crack of darkness. So bright. I squinted as the hue of yellow and orange threatened to gobble up the room. 
 
    A hallucination? Or was a demon possessing my mind to see things?  
 
    Other kids told stories of ghastly creatures called dementa, with bony features and metal teeth who ate children. And if you’re not careful, they stole your soul. But Rocco seemed unaffected. 
 
    I called out for him, but no words left my parted lips. They remained in my mind, bouncing against the invisible walls of my own prison. 
 
    Breathe. Just breathe. 
 
    Thick, heavy air pressed on my chest. I needed air. I needed out. I needed to open the window. 
 
    The room stopped spinning, and the light on the wall faded. The latch on the window began to unhook itself. Surely the stuffy air and all the rumors about magic among my peers had played with my mind. 
 
    I blinked to clear away the cobwebs in my brain, but my eyes did not lie. Had I done that? Impossible. Magic was forbidden for the commoners. Only royalty and highly ranked nobles had the ability anyway.  
 
    Magic had been once gifted to all people by the goddesses centuries before. Over time, people misused it for evil deeds, and thus lost the ability. Magic had died eventually, but stayed among those of royal blood to keep the empire in order. A privilege and responsibility. 
 
    Before I could take a step to examine what had been done, Rocco’s calloused hand slipped into mine and he pulled me into the hall, my mind occupied with the latch and the lingering strange sensation on my fingertips. 
 
    Rocco cracked the door open into the courtyard full of students streaming to the cafeteria. He dropped my hand and pushed the leafy vines that concealed the door out of the way, giving me just enough room to squeeze through and file in line. Perfect timing. 
 
    Tall rose bushes with red, white, and pink blooms lined both sides of the brick walls, filling the air with their heady scent. Intertwining vines slithered up the walls with no beginning and no end in a thick mat, bearing leaves five times the size of my hand. 
 
    Just before we entered, Rocco stole a kiss on my cheek. When he sneaked kisses before, I’d taken them as a gesture of friendship. But this time, it meant something more.  
 
    My face burned. Perhaps the words we had exchanged made it different. Maybe it was the way he made my heart soar when he looked at me after the kiss—a bit dreamy or desirous. I cherished the new sensation, but I felt uneasy about it because the scholars frowned on such things. 
 
    When I sheepishly looked away to the courtyard to avoid meeting Rocco’s eyes, my stomach dropped. Mariam, the headmaster, stood watching us, her lips tight. Her long, red hair covered half her glowering face. Her dark green eyes followed me, like a slow-moving thunderstorm full of deadly potential, but she retained her position. 
 
    Had she seen Rocco kiss me? Had she been there the whole time? Worse, had she seen us come out of the secret door? 
 
    I decided not to trouble Rocco and kept it to myself. But what had happened in the basement? Had a demon tried to possess me? I’d much rather think it was magic, however impossible. 
 
    But … what if? 
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 Morning Meal 
 
    Merrick 
 
      
 
    THE AROMAS OF GRILLED MEAT and fresh bread churned my hungry stomach when I entered the dining room. A plate of my favorites had been set for me by one of the servants. My father and brothers were already seated. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Rodern cocked a brow. He was a year younger than me, but he always wanted to know about my whereabouts. 
 
    I ignored him and took a seat next to Father at the long table in the center of the marble-lined dining room. The wooden chair, inlaid with intricate gold swirls, seemed extra heavy when I pulled it out to sit. The painting frames, the plates and bowls—everything about the dining room had some sparkle of gold. Mother’s favorite color. 
 
    “Sorry, Father.” I dipped my head. “I went for a run. I washed up and came quickly.” 
 
    “Don’t be late again.” Father’s thick eyebrows lowered, and his lips thinned under his precisely trimmed beard. 
 
    Father’s tone had not softened since the day Mother had passed away. I understood. Not only did he grieve, but he was an emperor before a father. 
 
    “Your hair is still wet.” Jediah, my youngest brother, snorted. “At least you tied it back and you don’t look like a rag today.”  
 
    Jediah playfully narrowed his deep blue eyes at me, taking a bit of bread. His eyes were like mine—Mother’s eyes. My shoulder-length hair, though damp at the back of my nape, didn’t make me look like a rag. But my sixteen-year-old brother liked to exaggerate. 
 
    I picked up a fork and poked it through the egg yolk. Thick golden liquid oozed around my slice of bread.                
 
    Father cleared his throat and wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin. “Let’s talk about the party. In honor of Merrick’s eighteenth birthday and to remember those who died from the Blood Plague, our people will step inside our castle and celebrate by Lake Delmona.” 
 
    “Must we have a party?” I sipped juice from a gold-rimmed glass, trying to buy time to think of something clever to say, but I came up with only ungrateful, childish things. “I don’t need or want one.” 
 
    The day I was born should have been especially joyful. It had fallen on a once a century event, the day the three moons became one. But the Blood Plague had attacked our kingdom, striking families with mysterious internal bleeding. None of the other infants born that day survived.  
 
    Many called it a curse. Mother and Father had shielded me through magic, but the people of our kingdom had had no protection. It seemed cruel to celebrate my birthday and remember the dead from the Blood Plague together. 
 
    Father’s jaw worked as he chewed roast pork. “Your mother spent a great deal of time planning it. Let’s see to it her time was not in vain.” 
 
    Guilt seized my breath and silence cut through the air. The soft breeze rustling the leaves carried through the open window, and the sweet scent from the fresh-picked honeysuckle on the table went stale and cloying, suffocating the room. Mayra, who had entered carrying a tray of assorted fruits, stopped midway when she sensed the tension. 
 
    Mayra had been Mother’s favorite servant. She’d hardly smiled since Mother’s death, at least not in front of the emperor. 
 
    “You may enter.” Father waved a hand. “After you’re done, fetch the tailor for Merrick. He needs to look his finest.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” She set the tray of fruits on the table, bowed, and scurried away. 
 
    “What about my suit, Father?” Rodern’s dark, curly locks fell behind his ears when he looked up from his plate. 
 
    “I’ve already spoken to your tailor and Jediah’s.” Father furrowed his brow and sighed, as though speaking took much effort. 
 
    Rodern’s lips twitched at the corners. His dark brown eyes, so like Father’s, were often cold and cunning, but at that moment they glowed with happiness. Until he focused his attention on me.  
 
    “You went to see Mother, didn’t you? That’s why you were late.” 
 
    I took a gulp of my cold juice to calm my anger. It didn’t work. “So what if I did? What does it matter to you?” 
 
    Jediah stiffened, his gaze darting between Rodern and me as he twirled the spoon in his hand, likely deciding if he should say something in my defense. Father didn’t say a word. I didn’t know if he cared. 
 
    Rodern’s face turned red as the apple on the fruit platter. “Why do you go? Mother isn’t there.”  
 
    I took a calming breath. “I know, but her body is. And in a way, it feels like she’s still alive. Seeing her helps me clear my head and keeps my sorrow at bay.” It was the most I’d ever spoken about my pain to my family. It felt good, but I hated I had to explain. “Why don’t you go visit her? You’ll know what I mean.” 
 
    Rodern released a raucous laugh and looked at me like I was insane. “That’s ludicrous. Why would I go see the dead?” 
 
    I took another obvious breath, stressing my irritation, but I said nothing. 
 
    “He’s afraid of the burial vault.” Jediah’s eyes hinted in mischief. “He’s afraid of the dark, spirits, and enclosed spaces.” 
 
    Rodern pounded the table with his fist. “Shut your mouth or I will beat you. I don’t think Mother would care if I went. Merrick was her favorite.” His hard gaze locked with mine. “So why should I go?” 
 
    My brothers and I should comfort each other in our grief, but instead we were divided. Rodern stored bitterness and jealousy in his heart. How long had he been so angry? I should have known. I could have ended his nonsense. 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t too late to fix whatever storm brewed between us. Or maybe I made too much of nothing at all. 
 
    “To pay your respects, idiot.” My fists rounded to tight balls on my lap as I clenched my jaw. Talking to Rodern was like talking to a tree. “Mother loved all of us equally. If your heart is closed and your eyes are blind, your loss. It’s a shame you feel that way.”  
 
    “That’s enough!” Father slapped his open palm on the table. 
 
    Plates rattled and the food bounced higher than physically possible—and stayed. Our forks and knives hovered in midair, pointed at our chests, mere inches away. Oil paintings of landscapes shifted upside down, and the pale gray tablecloth lifted like a flying carpet, corners flapping. Even his wavy hair floated above his shoulders, and his eyes turned dark like the dead of the night. Father’s magic filled the room with a smell that reminded me of blades clashing, a metallic scent that sat bitter on my tongue. 
 
    Jediah gasped and pushed back from the table, panic stricken. Rodern flexed his fingers, ready to strike back. I remained tranquil as the summer breeze. Be still. Calm. Father means no harm. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time I’d seen Father’s temper, but he’d never pointed weapons at us. Since Mother’s death, he had turned colder and he seemed angry more often. Maybe I didn’t know the man beside me. Perhaps there was a darker side Mother tried to warn me about, creeping out to the surface. 
 
    Trust no one, especially your father. One of your brothers will betray you. Mother had been delusional on her deathbed, I reminded myself. 
 
    Father finally let go of his magic. Utensils and food dropped and clanked back in place. “You’re done. Go to your scholars.” 
 
    Rodern’s nostrils flared. “But I’m not—”  
 
    Father’s cold gaze sliced across the table. “I don’t care. You should have been eating instead of talking. If I have to ask again, the fork won’t be at a standstill. You hear me, boy?”  
 
    I pushed my chair and filed toward the door. Rodern and Jediah sprinted to their rooms while I lagged behind. Just as I turned the corner in the eastern wing, I smacked into an invisible wall. 
 
    Chills shivered through my blood, as the ancient trio of Father’s Council halted in front of me. Their invisible, raw power coiled around my chest and I couldn’t move, let alone speak. Though they made no sound, their energy pierced to my marrow—hot and cold, twisting and bending—taming my own magic. 
 
    I refused to look into the hole where their faces should have been. Their long black robes and the black shrouds reminded me of dark spirits children told tales about during bedtime stories. 
 
    The three members of the Council had never said or done anything wrong by me, but I would fear anyone with magic powerful enough to hold me against my will. Being older than a century marked them as a kind of phantom, and their foresight of the future made my skin crawl. 
 
    They had disliked it when my mother gave advice to my father. Their existence created bad tension between my parents, and they had influenced Father to make decisions I didn’t agree with, like the type of herbal medicine given to my mother. I blamed her death on them. I despised them. 
 
    I snarled under my breath when they loosened their power. “Move out of my way or let me pass.” I spoke with a king’s arrogance, hiding my fear and resentment, but they didn’t move. 
 
    “Merrick.” Three emotionless voices slithered in my mind as one. “Do not fear when the time comes. If you risk everything, you will gain what you seek.” They walked around me with fluid grace like spirits in the flesh, leaving me baffled. 
 
    As I sprinted down the eastern wing, the Council’s words echoed in my mind. Fear what? What will come? What in burning skies did they mean?  
 
    The Council supposedly foresaw the future. As far as I was concerned, if they couldn’t stop my mother from dying, they were useless. Besides, I had nothing to risk, and I sure as hell didn’t seek a thing. 
 
      
 
  
 
 
 
    Chapter
Four 
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 The Announcement 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    ROCCO AND I GOT IN LINE and grabbed a tray. We each picked up a plate of chicken, rice, string beans, and bread and marched to our assigned seats amid the row of tables that filled the vaulted room. Rocco’s voice became lost in the murmurs of hundreds of our peers, and he blended into the forest of black pants and gray tunics with the other boys. 
 
    I rushed to the long table while keeping an eye fixed on Mariam. Her red velvet dress fit snugly at the top, and the billowy lower half swayed across the tile floor as she gracefully walked to the elevated podium. 
 
    She looked like a goddess in the evening light filtering through the glass ceiling and lighting her path. Though she had never raised her voice or shown a reason for me to dislike her, besides her cold fondness for rules, something about her hinted at deception. I didn’t trust her. The room went still, with not even the scrape of a fork on a tray by the time the headmaster reached the podium.  
 
    A hand yanked me down. My butt met the wooden bench. I had been the only one standing. My cheeks heated, and I shrank from the curious eyes on me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Thalia whispered, her walnut-colored eyes worried. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her unwanted scolding as I swung my legs around and placed the tray on the table. 
 
    “Good evening, everyone,” Mariam said. “The scholars and I have decided to accept Emperor Istan’s invitation to celebrate Prince Merrick’s eighteenth birthday at the castle.” 
 
    The students’ cheers and clapping filled the dining room like musical bells. Mariam had opted for us not to attend the Empress’s funeral. We shouldn’t mourn the empress’s death when we should celebrate her afterlife, Mariam had said. To attend or not was not our choice to make either way. The headmaster dictated every facet of our lives until we turned eighteen. 
 
    Mariam raised her hand and continued when the noise faded. “You will be placed in groups and escorted by your scholar.” 
 
    When my table of twenty girls glanced around, the scholars in their loose, purple robes had positioned themselves around the room. I spotted Delphi, my scholar, her slick black hair in a perfect bun. 
 
    Delphi was not just my scholar, but a mother to the twenty girls. She was the only mother figure I’d known and loved all my seventeen years of existence, and there was nothing I wouldn’t do for her. 
 
    “Remember the rules,” Mariam cautioned. “Don’t forget your manners, and do not stray from the group. The castle will be filled with many people.” 
 
    I jerked when Jezela kicked my foot under the table. Her curly auburn hair bounced when she giggled. 
 
    “What?” I mouthed, half listening as Mariam stressed the rules. 
 
    “Prince Merrick.” She placed her hand over her heart, and her turquoise eyes twinkled. “I love him.” 
 
    “Jediah is my favorite,” someone murmured. 
 
    “Rodern is mine,” another girl proclaimed in a whisper. 
 
    Thalia glared at us, cutting our giggles short. Candern next to me and the girls on the other side of Jezela chuckled, nodding in agreement. 
 
    We had seen Merrick and his brothers before, but I had never acted silly like my friends. The princes were as handsome as a dream and just as untouchable for orphans like us. 
 
    The gulf between our station in life and the princes’ was too wide. And I wasn’t a dreamer. I didn’t pine for what I couldn’t have, though I acted out of jealousy at times. The plain and simple truth of my life was set right in front of me. 
 
    “I have a gift for everyone.” Mariam’s words piqued my interest. “We can’t go to a party without the proper attire, especially when celebrating Prince Merrick’s birthday.” 
 
    Though the shock held us silent, the smiles on the girls’ faces brightened the room. As for me, I frowned. I preferred the girls’ uniform—black pants and a beige tunic. In addition, we had never received a gift from the headmaster, not even on our birthdays or during Moon holiday when we celebrated the goddesses once a year. 
 
    “Before your meal gets cold, I will conclude my speech,” Mariam said. “Family is not only created by blood, but within the heart. Always remember, clear your mind of evil thoughts, and only then can your soul be clean. Light over darkness. Good over evil. Love above all.” 
 
    “Light over darkness. Good over evil. Love above all,” we repeated the latter part of our school’s mantra. 
 
    Mariam descended as gracefully as she had appeared, and still no one made a sound. The headmaster’s presence always commanded authority, even when she wasn’t speaking. Two by two, the scholars filed behind her like a long stream of purple ribbons, their stoic faces turned forward. But Delphi caught my eyes and gave me a wink. 
 
    Something warm and loving tugged my heart. As soon as the last scholars stepped out, the room burst into life again. 
 
    “We get to finally wear a dress,” Jezela squealed, holding her fork over her plate. “I’m going to get Prince Merrick to dance with me.” 
 
    Thalia rolled her eyes and swallowed a bite of string beans. “He’s not going to dance with us. We’re just commoners. We’re nothing to him.” 
 
    Jezela’s cup thudded a bit harder when she placed it down after taking a sip. “I know that, but we can wish. Don’t crush it.” 
 
    Candern nudged me with her shoulder as she tore a section off her hard-crusted bread and the freckles on her nose stood out when she leaned closer. “You never know. It’ll be his birthday. Maybe the brothers will dance with many girls.” 
 
    The girls giggled. 
 
    Candern jerked her chin toward the front of the room. “Two tables ahead of ours. Rocco has been staring at you. Maybe he’ll ask you to dance?” 
 
    My face flushed. “How do you know he’s been staring at me?” Keeping my head down, I chewed a bite of tough bread with determination. 
 
    Candern smiled mischievously. 
 
    “Thalia thinks we should just dance with our own boys.” Jezela picked at her beans and flicked them away from her rice. “I really despise beans.” 
 
    “That’s not what I said.” Thalia jabbed a fork in the air toward Jezela. “I merely suggested we dance together so no one feels left out. I would feel terrible if you were all dancing and I wasn’t.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “Besides, Rocco and I are good friends, and if he did ask me, it would be purely out of friendship.” 
 
    “When are you going to open your eyes, Idrisa?” Jezela looked over her shoulder. “I’m going to ask Amos since Rocco won’t even give me the time of day. He only has eyes for you.” 
 
    “You did, didn’t you?” Thalia pursed her lips, her eyes narrowing accusingly. 
 
    “Did what?” Jezela’s voice rose an octave, but the slight curl of her lips indicated Thalia’s accusation was right. 
 
    I had no idea what they were talking about. Worrying about Mariam and whether she’d seen Rocco and me coming out of the basement and the kiss, I was too preoccupied to follow their gossip. 
 
    Candern leaned closer, pushing her blond hair away from her face. “You kissed him?” 
 
    A wicked smile played across Jezela’s face. “Tongue too. Now I know why it’s forbidden. Holy heavens, it’s amazing. It’s like …” Her eyes danced like she was thinking of a word. “… like what drinking too much wine must feel like. You know how it makes grown men dance around in the marketplace? You don’t feel like yourself and can’t get enough.” 
 
    “Jezela. You have to stop.” Thalia’s concern showed on her unsmiling face. “What if you get caught?”  
 
    Jezela waggled her eyebrows. “What if I don’t? Don’t worry, Mother. We’re careful.” 
 
    As the girls carried on, I lifted my head and found Rocco’s table. On cue, he turned away from his friends and met my gaze. He gave me a heart-pounding smile and winked. 
 
    Rocco was my best friend. Of course he would find me in the crowd. He always looked out for me. Then I thought about what he’d said at our secret hiding place, about marrying me. What if they were just words? What if they weren’t?  
 
    When Amos caught Rocco’s attention by stealing something from his plate, I glanced up at the darkening sky through the grand glass ceiling that gave me the impression I was dining outside. The sun had disappeared, replaced by the moons and the pinprick lights of stars.  
 
    I shivered from the slow drift of cool air seeping through my bones when the double doors opened. The students drifted toward their corridors. Some would do their homework, and others would probably mingle until the bells rang. 
 
    “Are you ready to go?” Thalia held her tray up and threw one leg over the bench. Jezela and Candern had already stood and were waiting for me. 
 
    “Go on ahead,” I said. “I have something to take care of. I’ll meet you in our room.”  
 
    I got up to place my tray in its bin. A bitter breeze whirled around me like a small tornado when I stepped outside, powerful enough to steal my breath. I folded my arms in front for warmth and scanned the courtyard to make sure no one was around. Then I ducked around the corner of the dining hall, and opened a door to sprint up three flights of stairs to the roof. A secret place where I hid from the world and could be alone in my thoughts.  
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 The Lesson 
 
    Merrick 
 
      
 
    “PRINCE MERRICK, ARE YOU all right?” Mayra asked. 
 
    Mayra’s short gray hair bounced on her shoulder when she came toward me in my bedroom with her brow furrowed. She carried a tray with a teapot and two cups, and placed them on the table between two sofas.  
 
    I plopped on the bed, trying to hide my scowl, but she had been my personal servant since the day I was born. She knew everything about me, my quirks and expressions.  
 
    “I’m fine. I want to stay in my room all day, that’s all.” I spread my body across the silk coverlet and gazed up at the high ceiling.  
 
    She stopped short from my bed and frowned. “Nonsense. You will do no such thing.”  
 
    “Where’s Gylden?” I shoved my arms under the pillow.  
 
    Gylden was a rare miniature species of winged reptile called draca. My mother had painstakingly bred them. A mere six inches long, draca had jeweled scales, owl-shaped heads with narrow snouts, and tails as long as their bodies that glowed in the darkness. They flapped about on gossamer wings, making entertaining pets. 
 
    Gylden had royal blue scales and butter gold wings, the colors of our empire, the reason Mother had chosen him for me. She’d given each of us one to care for when she and Father traveled to other kingdoms or empires. The duty eased the pain of separation and taught us responsibility. 
 
    Mayra plumped a final sofa cushion and met my gaze. “Gylden is with the gardener to be fed and have his talons trimmed. I’ll bring him back as soon as he’s done being pampered.” 
 
    “Lucky fellow.” I sighed. “That’s my job you know.” 
 
    “Your job is my job too.” Mayra bent over and dusted the table between two sofas with a cloth she pulled out from her pocket. “Knox will be coming. Do you need me to get anything ready?” 
 
    I went over the list of things I had to do in my head. “Do I have my training clothes? Are they clean?” 
 
    The corners of Mayra’s eyes crinkled as she straightened and the line on her forehead deepened. “You shouldn’t have to ask. I’ve had them ready for you all your life.” 
 
    I chuckled to cover up my stupidity. Mayra walked to my bed and dusted the bedside table, then straightened her long, shapeless black dress. She looked like a sack of potatoes. 
 
    I sat up and rubbed my temples. “I guess I’m nervous for my birthday celebration. I don’t want it.” 
 
    It was part lie and part truth. I didn’t want to burden her with my worries about my brothers, and I couldn’t tell her what bothered me most. The things Mother had whispered on her deathbed, even though it had been months.  
 
    The walls have eyes and ears. Trust no one. Had she meant Mayra too, who seemed to love me like her own? No, not Mayra. Not her. Please not her. 
 
    Mayra walked across the room, past the desk and the bookshelf, and pulled back the royal blue velvet curtain that reached the high ceiling. I squinted as sunlight seeped through. Not a cloud drifted in the infinite sea of peaceful blue sky. 
 
    “Your people will love to see you,” she said. “You need to show your face once in a while so they can grow to respect you.” 
 
    “They see Father. He’s the emperor, not me.” The words flew out of my mouth like I didn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    “One day you will be.” 
 
    I don’t want to be. 
 
    Mayra poured two cups of tea, placed them on my desk, and then hovered by the door. “You remember the dance your mother taught you, right?” 
 
    “Why?” I narrowed my eyes, and then shifted my attention to the window.  
 
    One lonely cloud crept across the view. I wished I could be that cloud, floating away from the stuffy castle walls. How would it feel to live like the commoners with no worries to give them gray hair? 
 
    “Why do you think?” Mayra regarded me for a moment. “It’s the only festival where anyone can ask anyone to dance. A prince can ask even a common girl. You can pick the prettiest one from the crowd. Or…” Her eyes seemed to dance with mischief, catching the sunlight through the window. “Perhaps the prettiest one will ask you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to dance with anyone.” I shifted my gaze to the sofa, embarrassed that I sounded like a spoiled child. “And why are you standing by the door?” 
 
    The smell of hot metal tickled my nose and the door swung open on its own. I bolted off the bed, thinking it was Father, but instead my scholar had used his magic. He glided in, wearing a tall, conical hat, a dark blue gown dotted with tiny stars, and a long cape. His salt-and-pepper hair stuck out in tufts around the hat. He looked like an overly used broom. 
 
    Knox bowed, his grin as wide as his face. “How do you like my costume?” He held his arms out and paraded in a circle. 
 
    Mayra and I exchanged a smile, both holding our breath in an effort to not laugh.  
 
    “Is that for Prince Merrick’s birthday party?” Mayra’s lips twitched. 
 
    “Yes.” He gave a satisfied grin and pointed at the two desk chairs. The chairs slid out. “It’s time for your lesson.” 
 
    “I’ll be back, Prince Merrick.” Mayra turned the knob and glanced over her shoulder at me. “The tailor will be here soon. I’ve already discussed the design with him. And don’t worry, it won’t be anything similar to what your scholar is wearing.” 
 
    My scholar furrowed his brow. “What’s wrong with my attire?” He walked to the desk as smooth and soundless as a ghost. 
 
    “Everything.” Mayra rolled her eyes and shut the door behind her. A second later, the door opened and her head popped through. “Prince Merrick. Drink your tea before it gets cold.” She disappeared and the door clicked shut. 
 
    “Women.” Knox sat down and took a sip from the cup. “They’re so sensitive, difficult, and they expect you to read their minds. If only I could master mind reading. Anyway, where were we?” 
 
    I sat next to him, raised my hand to will a leather-bound book from my bookshelf to land on my desk, then I flicked my finger to turn the pages. “We left off … right here.” 
 
    Knox placed his cup down. “The lesson for today. How to ask a girl to dance.” 
 
    I blinked and lowered my eyes on the page in astonishment. “What? Where does it …?” I crossed my arms and scowled when I realized his intention. “I know how to ask a girl to dance. I don’t need a lesson on such a foolish thing.” 
 
    My scholar hiked an eyebrow and brushed lint from his cape. “You’ll have girls lining up for you, hoping you’ll ask them to dance. And when you find a pretty one, you might get tongue-tied. Don’t make me say I told you so.” 
 
    “I’m not interested.” My nostrils flared in annoyance, and I’d lost control and spoke louder than intended. 
 
    Breakfast had left me in a foul mood. My dread for the birthday gala increased every time someone mentioned it. 
 
    Knox stroked down his long beard and gave me a pointed look. “Went to see your mother, didn’t you?” 
 
    I sighed and dipped my chin. 
 
    He released a long, shuddering breath and patted my back. “In time, it will be bearable. I promise. I miss her too.” 
 
    My heart. Please, make the pain go away. 
 
    I massaged the back of my neck and frowned. “I still don’t understand. The Blood Plague struck almost eighteen years ago. She sheltered me from the disease. Why couldn’t she have done the same for herself?” 
 
    Knox pointed his index finger, magic turning the pages of our study book. “Perhaps by the time she realized what was happening to her, she was too weak to protect herself. That is my assumption. I won’t discourage you from looking into the matter. However …” He leaned closer. “Please do not let anyone know you’re searching for answers, especially your father and his Council. The walls have eyes and ears. Be careful.” 
 
    “My mother told me the same.” I raised my hand to my chest to feel the bump of Mother’s pendant under my shirt. I’d kept it a secret as she had asked. Not even my scholar or Mayra knew of its existence. 
 
    “Did she, now?” He narrowed his eyes. 
 
    I didn’t like how I was being scrutinized. “Is there something you’re not telling me?” 
 
    “I only share what I can.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?”  
 
    He ignored my question and my rude tone. “If you make some progress in your field training later this afternoon, I will teach you a spell.” 
 
    Knox was a Magus, a master of spells. He didn’t speak much about his people and their secretive order, and I never asked more than he was willing to share. 
 
    “Prince Merrick, your mother wouldn’t want you to limit yourself because of her death. She would want you to thrive.” 
 
    Thick, heavy air released from my lungs, then something hard pressed on my chest and stole every bit of my happiness. I scrubbed my face, wishing he would stop talking about Mother and pointing the blame for my actions at her. 
 
    “I know,” I said curtly. 
 
    “Do you?” He raised his tone. “You haven’t passed a field test since your mother’s passing. Your brothers are catching up to your level.” 
 
    I twitched my nose and squinted. “Rodern and Jediah have a long way to go to catch up to me. Besides, the training got harder. I can’t just make magic do what I want.” 
 
    Knox clucked his tongue. “That’s where you’re wrong. Magic does what you tell it to do. You have to own it to control it. I think you just need a little bit more challenge, or perhaps a motive.” 
 
    “Fine.” His criticism hurt my pride. I would show him. “Ask me to do something. Anything.” 
 
    Knox glanced around my room until his gaze settled on my cup. “Your tea is cold. Warm it up.” 
 
    Easy. Come on, old man, give me something challenging. 
 
    I concentrated at the dark water, pulling energy from my core. Heat flared through my bones. The liquid bubbled in an instant, steam rising. 
 
    “Very good.” Knox patted my head. “I’m so glad you can do something so trivial.” 
 
    I scowled.  
 
    Knox crossed his arms and his lips spread. “Use the power of water, air, and above, and do something else with your tea.” 
 
    His smirk gave me a wicked idea. Twirling my fingers all at once, I drew water out in front of us from the teacups. As I projected my magic further, I willed it to form into the shapes of animals my mother adored. A draca, a dog, and an owl.  
 
    With each different animal shape, Knox nodded and made a soft sound of approval, but he wasn’t impressed. When I had the liquid circling around his head, he glared. 
 
    I chuckled, imagining his face and hair dripping tea, but then anger replaced my humor. 
 
    “This is an insult.” I pounded a fist on the desk. “I’m capable of more.” 
 
    “Precisely. See how easy it was for you? The training field is different, but you have the ability to master it. Show me you can lead your men to battle. Your father talks of possible threats to our empire. We need to be ready.” 
 
    “Threats?” I cursed under my breath. 
 
    When I let go of my magic, the tea floated back into the cups like soft waterfalls. Not a drop spilled. 
 
    “Threats or no threats, you always need to be ready.” Knox scratched his head under his ridiculous hat. “Now, where were we?” 
 
    I yawned and slouched against the chair. It was going to be a long day. 
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 Another Day at Dumont 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    MOST SCHOOLS DIDN’T TEACH fighting skills, but Dumont Orphan was no ordinary one. Our peers were our family, and the school was our home.  
 
    In the morning we had basic studies, boring classes with stern scholars. But after lunch, we trained with weapons. Swords, lances, and crossbows. Those who wanted to join the emperor’s legions trained harder so they could pass the physical strength test.  
 
    I dodged a dull sword and lunged forward with my own. Wess, one of Rocco’s good friends and my sparring partner for the day, leaped back and I missed. 
 
    Wess dragged one leg back and raised his weapon. “Come on, Idrisa. Don’t fight like a girl.” 
 
    Anger flared at his mockery, and I sidestepped when the blade came down at me.  
 
    “I am a girl, idiot,” I gritted through my teeth. “And if you’re not careful, I just might cut off your tiny balls.”  
 
    Wess growled. I smirked and swung at his leg. His hair flapped across his face when he jumped over my sword and landed in a crouch. I didn’t give him a chance to rebound. I charged, but my feet slipped and I missed again, landing on my knees. I cursed the stars.  
 
    Wess twisted his wrists, and his blade clanked against mine, knocking it to my hips. His blow missed me by a hair when I flattened myself against the gravel-strewn dirt. I rolled once and sprang up, my braided hair slapping my back. 
 
    Metal upon metal, our dull swords clanked across the square sparring courtyard, the sound bouncing off the brick walls. My throat burned. Sweat beaded on my forehead, and my arms throbbed from his powerful strikes. 
 
    I wondered whom Rocco sparred with. A boy or a girl? We would exchange stories afterward. I tuned out the grunts, curses, and sparks from other sparrers. One second of distraction meant a win or a loss. I had every right to be on edge. Every girl wanted to take my top ranking, especially Thalia and Jezela, who ranked second and third. 
 
    Wess’s muscles flexed through the tight, black uniform when he blocked and attacked. His eyes lowered to my stomach when my training shirt rose and exposed my skin. 
 
    Did he think it would rise higher? His fault for lusting after me. 
 
    I took advantage of his weakness and swiped my leg against his. He fell with a thump and kissed the ground. I got on top of him with my knees on either side of his back and pressed the tip of the sword on his neck. 
 
    “Do you surrender?” I smiled from the satisfaction that I had won so quickly. Wess ranked just below Rocco, the boys’ top fighter. My pride blossomed like a wildflower. 
 
    His chest rose and fell with heavy breaths. “I don’t.” 
 
    Shock replaced my victory grin. In the moment of confusion, Wess rolled out from under me. I tumbled to the side and my sword clanked a few feet away. When I jolted up, he hit my back with the hilt. I cursed and stumbled, but found my footing and picked up my weapon. 
 
    “Hey,” I warned as I threw a daggered gaze at him. 
 
    I had prayed before sleep that Wess would not be my sparring partner—little good that did. Wess had big bones and big muscles. Not only did he tower a head taller than most male students, his biceps were thicker than most boys’ legs. But I had one advantage over his strength. I was smaller and faster. 
 
    Wess’s lips spread in a wicked grin. “Your scholar told me I didn’t have to follow the rules today. She said to give you a hard time.” 
 
    A pang pricked my heart, but I brushed it away. I snarled and raised my sword to my chest in a defensive stance. 
 
    Delphi wouldn’t want me hurt, only challenged. She had told me once before she would do anything to push me to be the best. Now was as good a time as any, I guessed. I peered up to the balcony where the scholars stood watching. Delphi held no expression. 
 
    Wess’s cold dark eyes pinned me as he circled me. Rocco lingered behind Wess, concern etched on his face. Then Thalia, Jezela, Candern, and the other students, even the young ones, gathered. 
 
    They must have finished their sparring. How long had Wess and I been at it? Too long, from the way my body ached and protested against moving another inch. 
 
    They want to see a show, so I’ll give them one. 
 
    Wess attacked. I pivoted and twisted my weapon to the side to block, and with all my strength, pushed his sword up and away. He leaped back in time, and I missed when I drove in to strike. My hands trembled, and my muscles burned from overuse.  
 
    I cried out when Wess’s sword hit my upper arm, and I dropped my weapon. When I reached for my sword, he rammed the hilt against my stomach. I gasped in air, and then vomited spit as I clutched my middle. 
 
    Rage seared through my veins, scorching heat rippling through my body the way it had in the basement and zapping me with pulsing energy. The heat surging through me felt foreign, and I didn’t know whether to embrace it or fight it. The pain and fatigue vanished and a fierce hunger to defeat my enemy came strong as I picked up my sword. 
 
    Come and get me. Let’s see if you can hit me now? 
 
    I invented wild explanations for the madness that came over me. I had been overworked and was simply tired. I desperately wanted the sparring to end, and instinct took over. But somehow, I blocked every strike from Wess with ease.  
 
    I had no answer as to how I’d become so skillful. I pivoted, swung, and twisted, blocking and attacking like a master warrior. 
 
    The crowd gasped, bits of conversation reached my ears. 
 
    “Why are the scholars allowing this?” 
 
    “Who do you think will win? Look at Wess’s muscles.” 
 
    “I never knew Idrisa could fight like a sentinel.” 
 
    “Bring him down. You can do it. He’s weaker with his left.” Rocco’s words seemed to echo in my head as though he stood next to me.  
 
    I ferociously attacked Wess’s left side. He missed a swinging blow when I twisted around, an error he would think about for days, and fell to his knees.  
 
    Before he could get up, I slammed my foot against his chest and pressed my weapon on his throat when his back hit the gravel-strewn dirt. Never would I make the same mistake again and get down on my knees where he could touch me. 
 
    “Do you surrender now?” My tone was cold and breathless. I furrowed my sweaty brows, annoyed I had to ask him a second time, and wondering how in the skies I had moved with such grace and skill. 
 
    “I surrender,” he croaked. Panting, his chest heaved just as fast as mine. 
 
    The crowd cheered and my friends gathered to pat my back. As words of praise went through one ear and out the other, I lifted my chin to stare at the balcony where the scholars observed.  
 
    Delphi had disappeared and Mariam stood in her place. When she eyed me like a vulture, I turned away. I swallowed my victory and could not rejoice.  
 
    Had I done something wrong? Regardless, nothing seemed to please her, and no one seemed to be able to make her smile. But why did I care? Delphi was my scholar, the one who mattered to me most. 
 
    “Idrisa.” Rocco swung me around.  
 
    I bit my lips as my stomach stung with the lingering pain.  
 
    “I never knew you could fight like that. I thought …” Rocco let go of me like he had touched fire.  
 
    He had forgotten physical contact was not allowed. He ran his fingers through his hair and backed away. The curve of his tight muscles stood out, and the uniform clinging to his body did not ease my lust. Damn my eyes.  
 
    I had seen him wear that outfit every single day. What was different this time? It was all that flirting. His words were messing with my mind.  
 
    I lifted one eye to Mariam, but she was nowhere to be seen and the balcony had been cleared of scholars. Thank the stars. I had no idea where the energy had come from, and I had no explanation for all that had happened. But one thing for sure, I would keep it to myself. 
 
    The crowd parted, giving Wess a path. I flinched when I saw him striding toward us. My body remembered his strength, his power, and his unforgiving blows. I wanted nothing to do with him. Never in my sparring years had anyone hurt me as he had. 
 
    Wess extended his hand, sweat beading on his forehead. “Congratulations. You fought well. I didn’t mean—” 
 
    Wess stumbled, hauled backward by Rocco.  
 
    “Don’t go near her ever again.” Rocco glared hard enough to burn a hole in Wess’s shirt.  
 
    I lunged between them. Fighting warranted punishment, and I didn’t want Rocco to take a fall in my defense.  
 
    “He’d been given orders,” I said, still catching my breath.  
 
    Rocco pushed back his shoulders, fists rounded and tight. “He could have hurt you or worse.” He jabbed his finger on Wess’s chest. “You are no gentleman, and you are not my friend.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry, Idrisa.” Wess clenched his jaw, taking a step back. 
 
    “It’s fine.” I tilted my chin high, but I didn’t mean a word I said. But I had to show good sportsmanship. However, I had won, and I had crushed his ego. And that was good enough for me. 
 
    “Let me see your arm.” Rocco grabbed my hand before I could protest. 
 
    A bruise would probably show by evening, but so far it was fine, aside from lingering throbbing. My stomach felt worse, but I kept that to myself. Rocco would carry me if I complained. 
 
    “Who gave the order?” Thalia frowned, her eyebrows angled at the center. 
 
    “Wess said Delphi,” I said. 
 
    My friends’ mouths dropped open in shock, for Delphi was their scholar too. 
 
    When I lifted my arms to retie my braided hair, they trembled from the ache. I bit my lips, wincing, and tried not to show it on my face. 
 
    “It’s time to go.” Candern scowled. “I have kitchen duty today. And we need to change. I’ll see you later. Thalia, walk with me.” 
 
    “I have kitchen duty too.” I frowned at the thought of the never-ending pile of dishes I would have to wash with my jelly arms.  
 
    “You’re lucky, I’m washing clothes today.” Jezela rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I’ll take you there,” Amos said to Jezela, and they meandered out of the courtyard together. 
 
    I headed to my room, Rocco beside me.  
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 Delphi’s Chamber 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    OUR DINNER CONVERSATION revolved mostly around Merrick’s birthday party, but I didn’t pay attention. My mind was occupied with Lady Mariam. So far, she hadn’t said anything about Rocco and me sneaking out of the basement or the kiss he gave me. But I also hadn’t seen her since she’d watched from the balcony during sparring.  
 
    I supposed I had nothing to worry about. The headmaster would have enforced the rules of our school by now and used me as an example. But when Delphi summoned me after dinner, my worries flooded tenfold. 
 
    When I arrived at her chamber, I stood under the arched doorway rubbing my sore arm. The pain Wess had inflicted on me with his sword still lingered and doing chores all afternoon made the ache worse.  
 
    Delphi faced the window, reciting the star prayer. I didn’t want to interrupt her, so I waited on the threshold. The small window above her showed a darkening sky and the three moons. Looking at the biggest star, shimmering like the heart of the night, I recited the poem in my mind with her. 
 
    My star twinkles in the sky, the brightest star in the night. Shine your light upon me, and always let me see. Bless me with your peace and love. Embrace me from high above. Give me strength when I am torn. And let me not be scorned. When my light dies, take me to your home. Let me be like you, the star that gives new hope. 
 
    One of Delphi’s lessons danced in my head—We all have a light inside us like the stars. The light is the anchor to the goodness in you. Never let your light burn out, for if you do, hope and courage will be buried so deep you won’t be able to find it again. 
 
    Candles on the table glowed in the dim room, giving off a lavender scent. She had once told me lavender helped relax the mind and soul. Out of her scholar uniform, she revealed a plump body in her casual clothes—a loose tunic and pants. Dark, wavy hair fell below her shoulder blades.  
 
    When she turned, her warm smile reassured me she’d meant well during our sparring, and Wess had taken her words out of context. Delphi would never hurt me. From the moment I’d arrived at the school as a baby, she had not only been my scholar, but I thought of her like a mother. 
 
    “Did you call for me?”  
 
    “Come in, Idrisa.” 
 
    Her cheerful tone eased my tension.  
 
    Delphi had never asked for me right before bedtime, let alone in her private room. What if Lady Mariam had told her what she had seen and wanted Delphi to scold me? My pulse quickened. 
 
    Calm down. You’re overreacting. 
 
    “Why am I here?” I strode past the worktable and bed, over to the bookshelf covering the back wall, as tall as the ceiling and filled with books. Had she read all of them? Her small chamber, unlike mine which housed twenty girls, made me feel I had been shoved inside a shoebox. 
 
    “Why do you look so scared?” Delphi’s warm hand touched my cheek, meeting my gaze. Her eyes narrowed and her fingers halted in the midst of stroking my hair. “Did you do something you shouldn’t have? You didn’t try to leave the school grounds, did you?” 
 
    “Of course not.” I swallowed a lump of lies—lies to deny sneaking away with Rocco to the basement. 
 
    Delphi knew me well. When she’d taken a group of us to the marketplace, I had sneaked away to the bakery shop. The owner had been kind enough to give me a sample of fresh baked bread after seeing my school uniform.  
 
    I didn’t want the baker’s sympathy, but I really wanted the bread, so I’d taken her charity. Delphi had given me an earful that night, but she hadn’t reported me to Lady Mariam. 
 
    When we went to the marketplace again, Delphi made an effort to take our group to the bakery. It was then I knew she had a special place for me in her heart. She never married and didn’t have children of her own. I wondered if she thought of us like hers. 
 
    Delphi furrowed her brow as she reached over to her sturdy worktable and grabbed a spool of white ribbon. Stretching it out, she measured my height and then circled it around my waist and my chest.  
 
    “Good gracious, Idrisa. You need to fatten up a bit more before the party. You’re skin and bones. The Prince won’t like dancing with a stick.” 
 
    “At least I have a figure.” I stiffened, hoping Delphi didn’t think I was comparing myself to her. Oh, stars. I should be more careful how I speak in front of elders. “Maybe you should take me out of chore duties this week so I can save my energy and fatten up for the party.” I flashed a nervous smile, only used when I made a fool of myself. 
 
    Delphi’s lips twisted at the corner and her eyes gleam near the candlelight. “Everyone else would comply, but you always have something else to say, plotting to get what you want.” She set the ribbon on the table next to the scissors, and I prepared for more lectures. “I’m not scolding you. It’s a good trait to have. Always think ahead.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. I was unsure how to respond. I had always been chastised for my sassy remarks. I thought of plenty to say but kept my mouth shut. 
 
    Delphi moved the ink bottle and parchment to the back of the table and laid out samples of fabrics bound together to look like a colorful book. 
 
    She placed a fabric next to my face. “I think I like the lilac on you the best. It brings out your brown eyes and hair. Now, go sit on my bed so I can measure your shoe size.” She waved at the tidy bed two feet away. 
 
    “Why?” I plopped on her mattress, expecting to bounce, but I barely moved. Stretching one leg out, I propped the end of the heel on the tile floor. 
 
    “You can’t wear those shoes with a pretty dress.” She grimaced and bent to her knees with a white spool of ribbon.  
 
    After she measured my scuffed boots, she cut the ribbon, wrote my name on it, and laid it on the table. 
 
    Before I lost my nerve, I asked, “Do you know who my parents were? Did you meet them?” 
 
    We weren’t allowed to ask questions about our parents, but I hoped Delphi might give in while we were alone. I didn’t understand the secrecy. Some of the younger ones had been brought to our school because their parents abandoned them, and some mothers had died giving birth, and other mothers gave birth out of wedlock. But as for Rocco and my friends in my year, I had no clue. Except for Wess. 
 
    Wess had arrived a few months ago. He claimed his parents had mysteriously disappeared, and he’d come knocking on the door because he had nowhere else to go. Rocco, who had the biggest heart, immediately took a liking to him. Maybe Rocco had made a mistake. I rubbed the soreness on my arm again. 
 
    She closed the fabric book and cleared her throat. “You know we’re not allowed to—” 
 
    “Sorry.” I dipped my head low and shifted on the bed with nervousness. “The words just came out of me before I could stop myself. I won’t ask again.” 
 
    I worried she would kick me out with a tongue lashing. Mostly Delphi was gentle, but when she got angry, she raised her voice and could be harsh and cold. 
 
    Delphi closed the door and sat next to me. Then she took my hand into hers. “I understand. I’m also an orphan.” 
 
    The shock of her words silenced me. 
 
    Delphi let go of my hand and her gaze pierced into mine. “What I’m about to tell you, you must never tell anyone. You’ll put me in a bad position with Lady Mariam and the law of the Dumont Orphan School. Do you hear me?” 
 
    Lady Mariam would send her away. I would never forgive myself if that were to happen to Delphi on my account. 
 
    I held her gaze earnestly. “You have my word. I swear it with my life and to the goddesses.” 
 
    She inhaled a deep breath and let out a longer one. “One of the emperor’s soldiers brought you to us when you were an infant. He said he’d found you in the river inside a basket. We don’t know who your parents are or were.”  
 
    I had imagined being told that my parents were young and they couldn’t afford to have a child. But they loved me so much they had put me up for adoption. But this … what Delphi had said, sounded like lies to hurt me. But Delphi would never. 
 
    She glanced out the window to the stars. “I’m so sorry, child. Sometimes the truth hurts but is necessary. I’m telling you this secret so you’ll stop searching for false promise as I had when I was in your position.” 
 
    I didn’t know whether to hug her or cry as peaceful silence stretched between us. 
 
    Delphi patted my back, breaking the quiet. “Do you know what skill you would like to learn?” 
 
    I gazed down at my dirt-caked nails. “I haven’t given it much thought. Maybe sewing or baking. You know how much I love bread.” I snorted to bring back life into the room. 
 
    Delphi shook her head and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Or you can continue to stay with us and become a scholar.” 
 
    Dusting the lint off my tunic, I stalled. I didn’t want to sound ungrateful, nor did I want to make it seem like she had no sense of my character. In truth, I couldn’t wait to leave the school. I wanted to see the world, to travel to other kingdoms and empires, and my most secret wish was to be somebody notable. I had no idea what that might mean, but I needed to be more than just Idrisa the orphan. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. 
 
    “Well. You don’t need to tell me today. Just think about it.” 
 
    I gave a wry smile. “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Ask it and then I’ll see.” When Delphi’s tone changed from motherly to a strict scholar, I knew I’d tiptoed on the border of her patience. 
 
    “Where does magic come from?” Since the commoners didn’t possess such a gift, rumor spread of its origin, but I had always been curious and wanted to learn more.  
 
    She considered me for a second. “Tell me what you know.” 
 
    I sighed with relief. I’d thought she would tell me to head to my chamber.  
 
    “Our world began with three moons.” I glanced out the window to the night sky. “Each moon housed a goddess. The goddesses were so lonely that they created a world where they could be together. They had to live in a cold, misty place like the moon. So they formed an ocean. Then the sun, and life on land, humans and animals.” I looked at her for confirmation.  
 
    “That’s right.” Delphi nodded, folding hands together on her lap. “And Dumonia in the east was the first empire the goddess had built. The goddesses wanted to be closer to their people, so they constructed lakes, rivers, and streams so they could travel wherever and whenever they liked. That’s why the goddesses are also called the Ladies of the Lake. And also Eternal Mothers.” 
 
    “Oh …” My pitch rose higher. “I never knew they were called something else.” 
 
    Her eyes gleamed with the tale of our beginning, and her voice grew zealous. “Over time, the goddesses created other empires, and within empires were kingdoms, and each empire and kingdom was ruled by an emperor and empress. The royalty was gifted with magic, and each moon cycle, they would meet with the Ladies of the Lake to discuss the state of their people.” 
 
    I shook my head in confusion. “I thought common people had magic too.” 
 
    Delphi stretched her legs outward and yawned. “That’s true. When a child was born, the parents would take them to the Eternal Mothers to be blessed in the water and receive the gift. But humans became greedy and used the magic for evil. The goddesses refused magic to newborns. Over time, magic faded and no longer existed in commoners. But once in a while, a common child is born with magical powers.” 
 
    At her last words, my heart leaped to my throat. Could I be that once-in-a-while child? Surely I had imagined what I’d seen in the basement. I needed to go back. But magic wouldn’t happen only in basements, so I tamped down those hopes. But what about the way I’d fought Wess? Something had kindled inside me. 
 
    “What kind of evil purpose?” I asked. 
 
    Delphi frowned. “To kill, to possess. Greed, lust, revenge, hatred drove their souls. So, in much despair and disappointment, the goddesses sank back deeper into the lake and gave power to three beings from each empire, who would live for eternity and be the intermediaries between the Ladies of the Lake and the people. We call them the Councils.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen them before.” I said. 
 
    “Nor I, but they possess great magical powers, and they can foretell the future. I’ve heard they look like demons. The reason they cover their faces.” 
 
    Footsteps padded outside the room. I held my breath, but no one knocked. I rubbed at my arms. Delphi mentioning the word demon gave me the creeps. So I inhaled the lavender scent to calm my nerves. 
 
    I was more interested in the demons, so I asked, “Have you seen such creatures?” 
 
    A shadow glazed over Delphi’s face by the flickering candlelight when she turned to face me. “Yes. The Council and the emperor protect us, but they scurry outside the impenetrable magical barrier around our empire, looking to possess human souls or eat human flesh. They are the reason no one from another empire may pass through any empire’s barrier without its emperor’s permission. When you are old enough to be on your own, do not travel outside without guidance.” 
 
    Goosebumps skidded along my back and I shivered. The cool breeze seemed to come from nowhere, like a ghost’s breath meant to warn me.  
 
    I sat up taller. “Why didn’t the goddesses send all the demons to Netherworld?” 
 
    The goddesses created the Netherworld, a place where evil souls go after death. They are punished there for eternity. Many believe the afterlife is in the stars or perhaps on the moons with the Ladies of the Lake. 
 
    Delphi considered my questions and folded her arms. “Perhaps to remind us what we have done, to keep us in check, so we don’t make the same mistake.” 
 
    “What do they look like?” I lowered my voice, trying to hide my fear, but the quiver in it betrayed me. 
 
    “The worst thing you can imagine.” Delphi’s voice matched mine. “Hags, kouks, and dementas are just a few. There are many unnatural things described by the travelers lucky enough to survive the encounters.” 
 
    Her eyes, round as full moons, did nothing to ease my fear. I had heard stories in passing, and older children told them to scare the young ones, but to hear they existed from Delphi, my mind raced with nonsense thoughts, back to the basement. I didn’t know if I wanted to go back there ever again. What if they lived inside those walls? 
 
    I clutched at my tunic. “What about Lady Mariam when she travels? Is she not afraid?” 
 
    “She’s escorted by the Council’s apprentices called Magi, who are skilled with not only magic and spells but with weapons. They are not as powerful as the emperor and the Council, but powerful enough to kill the evil creatures. Mariam is a Magi. She has been studying spells, but she has much to learn. Knowledge of spells can take a lifetime.” 
 
    “Where does Lady Mariam travel to?”  
 
    Delphi slid off the bed, her manner letting me know I’d overstayed my welcome. “She visits other orphan schools in other kingdoms and empires. Lady Mariam is the master of all orphan schools. We’re lucky to have our school as her home.” 
 
    Not so lucky for me. 
 
    “I’ve said enough, Idrisa. Others will think I favor you if you stay in my chamber too long.” She placed a hand on my back and practically shoved me to the door. 
 
    My lips tugged at the corners. “Do I need to call another student for you?” 
 
    “No. I’ve already measured everyone.” She twisted the knob and pulled.  
 
    A cool gentle draft snaked around me. 
 
    “So then, you saved the one you favor the most for last, didn’t ya?” I tried to lighten the mood and winked. All the talking about evil demons left me uneasy. 
 
    Delphi’s face—tight and emotionless—told me she would never admit she favored me. 
 
    She clasped her hands together under her chin. “Light over darkness. Good over evil. Love above all. May the goddesses watch over you while the sun sleeps. Stay out of trouble and go straight to your chamber.” 
 
    A part of me wished to be embraced, like a mother to a daughter. It wasn’t the first time I yearned for physical contact from Delphi, but I did especially that night, after finding out that my mother had left me inside a basket in the river. How cruel or sick had she been to leave her own flesh and blood to be drowned or eaten by a wild animal? 
 
    Get a hold of yourself. Delphi is not your mother. She has to take care of nineteen other students.  
 
    I offered a quick bow. “May the goddesses watch over you while the sun sleeps.” 
 
    I left with no resolve. I came out of her chamber just as I’d entered, intense and worried. But I had learned more than I ever thought I would about magic and the Eternal Mothers. 
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 Precious Moments 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    I HARDLY SLEPT THROUGH the night, and I avoided the basement. Delphi’s talk about hags and other demons had scared me so that I never wanted to leave the school grounds. Though we didn’t attend classes on the weekends, we never escaped chores. 
 
    Seven days a week, this school owned us. After my group had folded the laundry, we mopped the chambers with the scent of soap and vinegar burning our noses.  
 
    “I’m too excited to work.” Candern, normally swift but diligent, swept hurriedly without a care in the world, missing spots and shifting dirt into little piles. 
 
    “We’re not racing.” Thalia rolled her eyes, rubbing the beaded sweat off her forehead. “Do a good job once, or we’ll have to do it again.” 
 
    “I’m not racing. I’m getting work done.” Candern tossed her blond braid back, shimmering like gold in the sunlight. “Stop being a mother.” 
 
    Thalia bumped her broom on the ground. Though it only made a soft sound, it got Candern’s attention. “I’m not acting like a mother, but I will if you act like a child.” 
 
    I stopped dusting the cobwebs off the corner ceiling and tapped their butts with my broom. They looked to me with venom in their eyes.  
 
    Thalia and Candern got under each other’s skin for reasons I couldn’t comprehend. Thalia’s motherliness could and did get on our nerves at times, but I never stopped her. Sometimes we acted out of line, and we needed someone to put us straight, even if the scolding came from a friend. 
 
    “Sorry,” Candern said, pushing the broom slower, leveling her eyes to the ground. “We should try to be on good terms.” 
 
    Thalia bristled. “You’re right. I’ll try to be more of a friend and less of a mother.” 
 
    Candern waved a hand. “You being a mother keeps us grounded.” 
 
    “Promise me.” I ignored the other girls glancing our way. “No matter where life takes us after we finish school, we’ll always keep in touch. We’ll always be there for each other.” 
 
    Thalia and Candern wrapped their arms around me, smiling, and my heart soared. We rarely had such affectionate moments. 
 
    Thalia smiled. “Jezela wants to be a seamstress and design beautiful dresses worthy of an empress. Candern wants to own a jewelry shop.” She reached for my hand. “You want to travel the world, and I think maybe become the first woman to write a book about your adventures.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Thalia let go of me and placed a hand over her heart. “And I want to be a scholar, just like Delphi, and stay within these walls to help children like me. I’m so lucky to have all of you in my life. I don’t know how I would have lived without your love and friendship. I swear to the goddesses I will be there for all of you. My friends come first.”  
 
    Tears filled her eyes, and ours did the same. 
 
    “I promise too,” Candern whimpered, her lips trembling as she spoke. “I tease Thalia for acting like a mother, but in truth you have been the kind of mother I wished I had. And, Idrisa, you have always been our strength and our leader, making us dream of better for ourselves.” 
 
    “We are four sisters.” I gripped their hands tighter, wishing Jezela were with us. “Family is not only created by blood, but within the heart. Forever may our bond be strong. And like the stars, may our light never die.” 
 
    “I’d like to join your group if I may?” A baritone voice startled me. 
 
    My lips spread wide. Rocco leaned against the wall with his hands inside his pockets. How long had he been there? I swear that boy was a ghost, appearing out of nowhere without a sound.  
 
    Thalia used her stern tone, shaking her finger. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people, especially a group of girls.”  
 
    “Of course he can.” Candern wrung a lock of hair behind her ear as an impish grin spread. 
 
    “It depends on what you have to offer?” My tone came off too playful. 
 
    He waggled his eyebrows, and a grin that stole my heart flashed on his face. “I have lots to offer, especially in bed.” 
 
    Thalia and Candern dropped their jaws. The other girls nearby giggled, and soft whispers were shared among them, no doubt about Rocco’s handsome face, sculpted body, and abundant charm. 
 
    “Why are you here?” My burning face put me in a foul mood. I didn’t want the other girls to get the wrong impression of Rocco and me.  
 
    Rocco twitched his eyebrows and lit his signature heart-melting grin. “Lady Mariam told me to tell everyone to get ready. The carriages will be arriving early.” 
 
    Excitement filled the hallway, and we dashed to our room. After I bathed, I slipped on the dress and put on pretty shoes. Twenty of us bustled among the cots and lined up shoulder-to-shoulder. Cedar wood filled the air with a comforting smell as fire blazed in the fireplace and kept us warm. 
 
    We helped each other button the backs of our dresses and pin up our hair. Delphi had crushed pink, white, and red flowers to stain our lips, cheeks, and eyes, just enough to highlight our faces. I had never seen so many pretty girls in one room before. 
 
    When we gathered in our finery, we told Jezela what had happened during our chores. How bickering had turned into a crying, loving session. She wished she had been there, and we told her she had been in spirit. 
 
    Jezela wore a lively yellow ball gown trimmed with lace. Candern’s blushing pink and white gown made her appear like a delicate, beautiful doll, and Thalia’s elegant crimson dress accentuated her dark hair and fair skin. 
 
    I stood in front of a tall mirror behind the chamber door and didn’t recognize myself. Loose curls dangled by the side of my face. Crushed-flower paint highlighted my cheeks and lips. The lilac dress fit tightly over my chest, showing a slight peekaboo of my womanly figure, and the lace at the sleeves and the bottom of the dress made it elegant and royal. Though I’d fretted about going to the party, I would be lying if I didn’t admit I was a bit excited. 
 
    Jezela, Thalia, and Candern joined me, closing tighter. Three of us were about the same height, but Candern stuck out like a sore thumb, two inches taller than the rest. We looked so happy. Our faces beamed with color, and we stood tall and proud like princesses. 
 
    You are worthy. You are deserving. I remembered Rocco’s words because they rang true for all of us, every single orphan. 
 
    Delphi entered our chamber, her eyes beaming as she stood by the door.  “The carriage is here. It’s time.”  
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 The Training 
 
    Merrick 
 
      
 
    PATCHES OF WHITE COTTON covered the canvas of the blue above. Despite the chilly air, the sun warmed my skin, producing a wave of euphoria deep to my bones as I descended the castle stairs leading to the courtyard.  
 
    I past the groundskeepers trimming the leaves and branches of the trees and hedges, while maids adorned them with colorful streamers and ribbons for the party. Watching the preparations made me nauseous. I didn’t want any of it.  
 
    My heart split as I walked through Mother’s garden filled with roses, lilies, hydrangeas, and unique wildflowers gifted by the royal families from other empires and kingdoms. A dozen of Mother’s favorite pets, dracas, fluttered about the water fountain, then around a white owl perched on the branch. Dogs chased each other and rolled on the grass.  
 
    I peered up to the second level of the castle. Captain Otis, Father’s right-hand man, walked down the length of the balcony that extended outward to the front entrance where the sentinels scattered about in protective stances, swords sheathed by their sides. The sentinels wore polished black armor, and they carried dark gray shields with Dumonia’s emblem painted in gold, backed by royal blue. Four circles linked together in a straight line, representing courage, strength, wisdom, and endurance.  
 
    In full soldier’s armor and with a sword made from the finest steel inside my sheath, I sauntered on the cobblestones to the training field, enclosed by tall stone walls. My scholar, dusting something off my shield and a helmet he held, waited with my legion of soldiers, armed and ready by the iron gate. 
 
    I think you just need a little bit more challenge, or perhaps a motive. Knox’s words rang in my head. He had set up the magical training drill, and I had a feeling the experience would be nothing like I’d ever had before. 
 
    “Ready, Prince Merrick?” my first commander, Zieke, asked, adjusting his helmet.  
 
    I gave the older man a respectful nod, then to Dante and Axel behind him.  
 
    “Of course he’s ready.” Knox smacked my back, pushing me forward. 
 
    Had I not respected and loved that man, I would have shoved him back. Instead I snarled like a wild beast. Laughter rumbled in his chest, which enraged me further. I still resented his prodding about my failure on the training field after my mother’s death. He had no right to judge.  
 
    In fact, he should be more compassionate since his parents and much-younger sibling had passed away during the Blood Plague, and he was the only one left to carry on his family name. He knew my pain, and more. Could a person ever recover from such devastation?  
 
    I drummed my fingers on the hilt. “Only four of us? Last time there were ten.” 
 
    “You won’t always have a full cohort.” Knox handed me my shield and placed the helmet on my head. “Your brothers have already been through this training. Don’t disappoint me. I have a reputation to uphold.” 
 
    “Really? I might just take my time.” I furrowed my brow as I pulled out my sword.  
 
    “Go. You start now.” He hiked an eyebrow, mischief written on his face.  
 
    I dropped my jaw. “But I didn’t have time to plan with my men.” 
 
    “You were too busy talking to me, and you’re still wasting time.” 
 
    I scowled and marched along a pebbled road into the training drill, my men beside me as we passed through the gate. Although the magical training ground never killed trainees, my heart hammered in my throat. The experience felt too real. 
 
    Something lurked in the air, prickling over my skin.  
 
    “You feel that?” I glanced about the hills surrounding us. 
 
    “No, but ...” Zieke’s response faded with a sudden gust of cold wind. 
 
    I had forgotten for a moment my soldiers had no magic.  
 
    My pulse raced. Sword by my side, I waited with anticipation. Then with a whoosh, countless trees popped from underground, most barren but some with dead leaves clinging to spindly twigs. 
 
    Damn you, Knox.  
 
    Knox knew how much I hated the forest. Not just because I had failed a similar test the last time, but because I felt so small among the trees. I lost all sense of direction when surrounded by them. I wished I could burn down the forest, but since I had already used fire during the last session, I had to draw magic from another aspect, the rules of the test. 
 
    The forest groaned an ancient tune, coming to life as the thick branches arched, creating a rib-like cage with its thorny twigs hovering over us to block the sun. A fortress indeed, standing proud and deadly. A slithering wind carried a foul burnt scent, a forewarning of what was to come. 
 
    Dante sighed and unsheathed his sword, clenching his jaw. 
 
    I cautiously took a few steps back, measuring the distance from tree to tree. “Get ready.” 
 
    “If we get through the forest, I say we put trees in Knox’s room as a gift.” Axel snickered. 
 
    We shared a quick chuckle and fell silent when the snap of twigs breaking echoed. Swallowing hard, I tightened my grip on the hilt. Branches shot at us like spears from every direction. 
 
    No time to run, and impossible to hide. 
 
    “Holy mother.” Axel’s bronze face blanched, peering up at the flying branches. 
 
    “Down!” I yanked Dante to his knees, and my other men followed suit. I stood with my arms reaching to the sky. 
 
    Blue light zapped like lightning around us from the shield I had created, but I didn’t know how long it would hold. Every stab from the branches weakened me, adding more cracks to the barrier. As they hit my buffer faster, my raised, trembling hands sank lower. 
 
    “Got any plans?” I groaned, pulling at my magic with all my strength. 
 
    “Eventually, the forest will run out of branches. Can you just protect us until then?” Zieke’s dry humor always surfaced when we were in the most danger. 
 
    “Sure. We’ll just wait here until nightfall.” I blinked when more branches slammed the barrier, each time getting closer to breaking it down.”  
 
    “Sorry, my prince, but you’re the one with magic.” 
 
    Zieke was right. Whether we made it out alive was up to me.  
 
    My arms strained as did my voice. “I hate to do this, but we need to split up.” Sweat gathered under my helmet and trickled down my temples from the pressure of holding the safeguard. The blue light began to fade. The weight of it consumed my mind and energy. “If we find the mother tree, we could end this quickly. On the count of three. Raise your shield. Ready. One…” 
 
    My soldiers and I looked at each other to confirm with a nod. 
 
    “Two. Use your enemy to shield yourself. They won’t injure themselves. Three.”  
 
    I dropped my magic and ran. I hid behind the thick oak tree as sharpened branches rained down at me. The branches stopped shooting, and the makeshift forest became dead silent. I took a peek around the thickness of the forest to call my soldiers.  
 
    “Zieke?” 
 
    “Here.” The voice echoed to my right. 
 
    “Axel?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” I heard from the north. 
 
    “Dante?” 
 
    “I’m hit.” 
 
    I cursed. “Stay there. I’m coming. Zieke and Axel. Guard me.” 
 
    Cautiously moving from tree to tree, it seemed Knox had another surprise for our team. Broken tree limbs slithered at me like pythons through the dirt, over the fallen leaves and gnarled roots of the colossal trees. The branches curled, tips sharp, as an extension of the trees’ arms, ready to attack. 
 
    While Zieke and Axel watched my back, I dodged a branch trying to knock me over. I outran the others as I shoved the branches away with my shield. Then I found Dante. 
 
    Dante leaned his back against the tree trunk for support with his injured leg stretched out. He had some scratches on his face and blood soaked his quaking thigh where the branch had penetrated. I threw up a hasty shield around us and dropped to my knees. 
 
    As I slapped his helmet to distract him, I inhaled a deep breath and yanked out the branch. His eyes shot wider, a look of betrayal written on his face, as he bit his bottom lip to hold in his scream. When we got back to the castle, Dante’s wound would be only a figment of our imagination, but for now he would feel torturous pain. 
 
    “I’m going to stop the bleeding.” I glanced around, making sure a branch wasn’t over our heads and the magic shield held strong. Then I pressed my heated palm over his wound and pushed my energy into it from within.  
 
    Dante winced and bit his lip. Light faded from my hand. I couldn’t heal him, but I stopped the bleeding. 
 
    “Thank you, Prince Merrick,” he murmured weakly, his grim face pale under the soot. 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. I need to get us out of here first.”  
 
    With my sword up and ready for an attack, I released my magic and helped him to his feet. I wished I could create a protective barrier around all my men, but the energy would drain me. 
 
    I draped one arm around Dante’s waist and guided him to an alcove created by small boulders. He would be safe there if he stayed hidden. Zieke and Axel went ahead without me. Just as I reached them, a branch wrapped around Axel’s ankle and jerked him up. 
 
    “Axel,” I hollered. 
 
    Axel tried to cut himself loose, but his sword didn’t make a dent.  
 
    What do I do now? Not fire for sure. Not water. Not air. 
 
    “Prince Merrick, whatever you decide to do, hurry.” Panic and desperation rose in Zieke’s tone. His sword slashed from side to side while his shield dented from their swinging blows. 
 
    Dropping to my knees in the middle of the forest, I placed my hand on the cool dirt. Unforgivable heat poured out of me as I willed it to the base of the mother tree stationed to the south of the forest, about twenty yards away. I had spotted her on my way to help my soldiers. 
 
    When I noted clumps of trees surrounding a small one in the center, I knew the small one was the mother. So very clever of my scholar to hide the mother tree among the giant ones and make her the smallest. If I terminated her, the other trees would stop hunting. 
 
    As my power shot through the soil, the ground rumbled. The roots uplifted and spread when my magic reached the outer trees. At first, I thought the roots were getting ready to attack, but I was wrong. The trees surrounding the mother yanked out of the ground as if a giant hand had plucked them, including the one that had imprisoned Axel. I would pull out every tree to get to the mother if I had to. 
 
    Heat rushed through my veins and my arms trembled when I pushed harder. The remaining surrounding trees toppled over with a loud crash, leaving the mother exposed. She boomed a thunderous crack as she stretched to the sky and expanded to her full colossal size, covering the sun. 
 
    Holy mother of goddesses! Her branches shot out like hundreds of arms reaching for me. 
 
    Sucking in a deep breath, I released every ounce of my energy in a spear, sending it straight to her trunk, hoping I would reach her before she did me. 
 
    I was too late. Her branches covered me layer by layer, swallowing me whole, scraping and shoving me deeper into the ground. Pain ripped through me from the crushing sensation. My soldiers’ voices became a murmur of blurred noises as they tried to pull me out. 
 
    Darkness became my serenity, and death filled the empty void in my soul. I no longer felt the ache in my heart as the mother tree drowned me and took strength from my grief.  
 
    Deeper and deeper I sank into the suffocating soil, and I wanted to float into the isolation and die. The thumping of my heart faded in the numbing cold. I felt nothing. I was nothing. Just a pitiful speck of dirt. And yet, somehow, peace filled the hollow space in my chest. 
 
    Coward. That was what I let myself become. I hid behind the curtain of pain, let my heart bleed and my soul be damned. The distant voices of my men calling out for me and the image of my mother inside her casket became my lifeline. 
 
    No. This peace I longed for isn’t real.  
 
    It felt so wrong to have such tranquility, as if to wipe the memories of Mother’s passing. When I realized what was happening, icy chills pierced my bones as the dirt burying me held me firm. 
 
    I latched on to the thought of my men as I heard their pleas. In this magical battle, they would die after the mother tree killed me. Images of them being stabbed by the branches, their bodies bloody, gave me strength to fight off the energy holding me captive.  
 
    Deep within the recesses of my core, as I willed all the strength I could summon, I started to claw my way up, past the spoiled soil and slimy roots. Blue light shone from my fingertips getting brighter, and within seconds I shot out of the dirt while the cage of branches exploded around me. The mother tree wailed a gut-wrenching cry of defeat.  
 
    On my knees, I spat out soil, dusted the dirt off my eyes, and told my soldiers to get back. The mother tree began to teeter. Perfect time for me to give her the final blow.  
 
    I extended my arms toward her. Blue lightning-like tendrils shot out of my fingertips, soared across space, and pierced through the layers of wood and into its heart. As I saw my mother in bed the night of her death, telling me to trust no one, my body trembled and the wind whirled violently in the forest, mimicking my anger.  
 
    Why couldn’t my father and his Council have saved Mother? Why couldn’t I? What good was magic when it couldn’t protect the ones we loved? 
 
    My steady hand pressed on the scorched ground, magic sizzling all around the base of the mother tree. Not fire, but a blue light—a pure raw power. Blinding light expanded and spread through the veins of her trunk, reaching the tips of her branches and remaining dead leaves.  
 
    A beautiful sight, like the first break of sunrise, had it not meant death for the tree. 
 
    I’ve got you now, and I’ll end you.  
 
    To my surprise, the tree shrilled with an ear-piercing screech, and the few remaining branches moved weakly like arms thrashing their way to me, but my soldiers easily struck them down. 
 
    “Merrick,” a tender voice cooed, coaxing and caressing me. “Stop. You’re hurting me. Merrick, please. The tree and I are one.” 
 
    That voice. Mother’s voice, so real, broke me into pieces afresh. It had been months since I’d heard her voice. Each plea twisted the dagger already in my heart deeper. 
 
    “Please. Don’t hurt me, Son. I can’t breathe. I want to live.” 
 
    “Mother?” 
 
    A vision of my mother alive and well appeared in front of the mother tree, floating toward me with open arms. Her hair fell to her waist, crowned with baby’s breath, and her white dress billowed with the phantom wind. 
 
    I wanted to run to her, to be held in her arms. So real. Not dead. I stood up. 
 
    “No! Stop!” I hollered. 
 
    Zieke’s distant voice asking me if I was okay snapped me back to reality. I shook my head to make the illusion go away. Mother was dead.  
 
    My magic began to waver, so I closed my eyes as I tried to drown out her voice. My anger drove me over the edge as I repeated the words in my mind. “I will not give in. I will not fail. My mother’s death will not be the end of me.” 
 
    I dropped to the ground again. With one last push of my remaining power, my knees digging harder on the earth, I opened my eyes to see a blinding light blast through the tree. Then the tree turned jet black and every last branch and leaf was burned to a crisp. The tree toppled over, roots exposed, and then … something went wrong. 
 
    My men swayed, standing before me. Their mouths moved but no words floated to my ears. White dots floated in my line of vision and I could no longer feel my weakened muscles. I blinked to focus. Blinked again. And then darkness swallowed me whole. 
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 Meeting with the Council 
 
    Merrick 
 
      
 
    “PRINCE MERRICK.” ZIEKE’S VOICE hummed in my head. 
 
    I jolted up, the ground tilting. “Prepare … get ready …” 
 
    Like a drunken man, I stumbled back, my words came out incoherent and incomplete as I tapped my scabbard for my weapon. Empty. My head pounded with the same force of someone whacking me with a shield. After I took off my helmet, I squeezed my eyes in hopes the pain would go away. 
 
    Clearing his throat, Axel took my helmet from me, then presented my sword. Sunlight caught the polished steel blade. My head throbbed. And for the love of goddesses, my whole body thrummed achingly. 
 
    Zieke cleared his throat again, a bit softer this time, and a funny noise squeaked out of him. A snort perhaps? 
 
    “Prince Merrick. Seems like our training has ended.” 
 
    At Zieke’s words, my eyes shot wider. Still coming out of my stupor, I took a second to take in my surroundings. We were back at the entrance to the training ground. The scratches on their faces, gashes and blood from the branches, and dents on their shields had disappeared. 
 
    Knox stood before me, amusement on his features. “Did you find time to drink ale, Prince Merrick? How impressive. Was the battle not challenging enough for you?” 
 
    Squaring my shoulders, I scowled. “To be honest, I believe we did a fine job. Dante got hurt. But at least he didn’t die.” 
 
    That sounded awful in my mind, even worse when I said it out loud. Why did I need to prove anything to my scholar? For starters, he was my scholar, and aside from my mother and Mayra, he was the only person who treated me like I mattered. Not my position as firstborn prince. 
 
    “Very well,” Knox said. “You delivered your point. Well done today.” 
 
    I glared at him. “What? That’s it? You’re not going to tell me how I failed miserably because I blacked out at the end?” 
 
    Shut up, Merrick. Why do you torture yourself? 
 
    “I’m not here to criticize. According to the rules of the training trial, like you said, no one died, and you won the battle. Now. I must take you to a meeting with the Council.” 
 
    I walked across the courtyard after Knox. Rather, I stumbled and practically hauled my feet, one after the other. The ache subsided somewhat, but my coordination recovered slower apparently. 
 
    When we entered the meeting room, voices turned to silence. Otis, my father’s captain, head of the sentinels, sat to my father’s left at the round table, so I took my position on his right, with Knox pulling out a chair beside me. Rodern and Jediah sat with their scholars opposite Father. 
 
    The glowing orbs throughout the room gave enough light, but the lighting made the Council look like dark spirits in their black robes and heavy black veils. I wondered what they looked like underneath. 
 
    On the rare occasions when the Council joined us for a meal, they never ate. They were immortal and had lived since the beginning of time, so perhaps eating was not good for their health. They also avoided the sun. I’d never seen them in the light of day. 
 
    “Sorry for the delay. Prince Merrick was in the middle of training,” Knox began to explain, his rested palms on his lap. “I learned of the meeting after we had begun.” 
 
    Father raised his hand. “It’s fine. I’d rather have Merrick finish. I’ve called this meeting because the Council has good news.” 
 
    “What’s the good news?” Rodern asked. 
 
    His scholar placed a hand on Rodern’s shoulder, a reminder to keep quiet. The Council didn’t like for us to speak when not spoken to, to keep the meeting moving and in order. 
 
    Father raised his head higher, looking proud. “I’ve asked the Council to speak to the Ladies of the Lake on my behalf, to create an indestructible sword made from the purest crystals. Rumors have spread of other empires wanting to take over Dumonia, and I would like to prepare us for battle. I pray there will be no war in our lifetime, but the Council has seen that it will be inevitable.” 
 
    “Did the Council see which empire would strike first?” Jediah sat up taller, and his gaze darted from Father to his scholar in worry. 
 
    “No. We did not,” the Council’s three voices said. 
 
    Everyone else also flinched. An eerie shiver racked my gut every time they spoke. Three mystical entities thinking and speaking as one was impressive and frightening at the same time. I should have been used to it since I’d known them all my life, but every time seemed new. 
 
    I recalled their unwelcome words in my mind. Do not fear when the time comes. If you risk everything, you will gain what you seek. I growled under my breath, exasperated by their riddle. 
 
    “When can we see the sword and armor?” Rodern’s eyes glowed with greed, his mouth practically salivating. 
 
    Rodern jumped at any chance to swing any weapon, whether to make dents on the tree or slice through a field of grass to increase our muscle strength. His fierce need to be the best made me afraid of what he might do if he possessed a magical sword. 
 
    His hunger for power made me think of my own safety. Though I should never harbor thoughts of my brother wanting me dead, Mother’s dire deathbed warning belted in my mind like the finale of the opera. Trust no one. 
 
    “The goddesses will present the sword during Merrick’s birthday celebration,” the Council said. 
 
    It was bad enough we had to celebrate I was the only newborn to have survived the Blood Plague. Presenting such a gift would diminish the memories of those who had passed. My stomach roiled. 
 
    Breathe. Don’t make a fool of yourself again. 
 
    “Will they gift the sword to all of us?” Otis arched his thick dark eyebrows, and lowered his hand to stroke his long beard. 
 
    Even I knew the answer. Though having a sword specifically crafted by the goddesses would be an honor, they wouldn’t present such a precious gift to everyone in our court. 
 
    “We can ask,” the Council replied. 
 
    The Council waved their hands in a circular motion over the table, mumbling words of the ancient language. The center of the table lowered, and a twelve-inch sphere called the Seeing Crystal rose. A lightning bolt flashed from within. The white liquid inside churned, then finally settled like early morning dew. 
 
    “I am Mother Viviane, the Lady of the Lake, the voice and god of your world,” a tender, yet sultry voice entered my mind. “I’ve come to your call with my sisters, Nimue and Myneve. Ask your questions, Council.” 
 
    My heart raced at the excitement of hearing Mother Viviane. My brothers’ and the scholars’ wide eyes told me they felt the same. Before, the Council had contacted the Eternal Mothers with only the emperor around, so this had been our first. 
 
    “We need to know more about this sword.”  
 
    I was surprised by the command in Father’s tone. I would have assumed even the emperor would humble himself to the goddesses, but apparently not him. 
 
    Father frowned and grumbled under his breath when Mother Viviane didn’t answer, and the Council hissed in our ears. I cringed at the punishing sound.  
 
    Why not scold only Father, I wanted to say, but didn’t. 
 
    “She will not respond, human.” The Council’s unified voices cut through my eardrum like a knife. “You must keep to the rules and speak through us.” 
 
    “I am not just a mere human. I am the Emperor of Dumonia,” Father challenged. 
 
    “Do not forget who gave you that power,” the Council’s voices thundered. 
 
    Silence sliced through the air. Father ground his teeth, and his fingers tightened on the table. One day his ego would be the cause of his own destruction.  
 
    The Council regained their composure and lowered their heads to the radiant light as one. I couldn’t tell if they were conversing with the goddesses, but I wondered humorously if they’d fallen asleep. I hated that I couldn’t see their faces to read their expressions. 
 
    The white mists swirled again, revealing a beautiful sword with a crystal blade and a gold handle. Simple but stunning. After many minutes passed, the Council finally spoke. 
 
    “There will be only one sword powerful beyond imagining, given to the truest of heart. The sword will be presented at Lake Delmona in Dumonia.” 
 
    Father pressed his body forward, veins protruding from his neck “If there is to be one sword, then it’s mine. I don’t want anyone to have knowledge of the sword beforehand, not even my siblings. Let the other empires dare to threaten me. I will hold the instrument of their destruction.” His hungry, threatening eyes eased. “The meeting is dismissed. Do not speak of this weapon, even among yourselves.” 
 
    I sprinted out of the meeting and exited through a back door of the castle, passed the servants’ corridors, and stepped into one of my sanctuaries. 
 
    Boots and hooves shuffled, and a soft neigh reverberated. 
 
    “Prince Merrick.” Zena’s hazel eyes twinkled with joy as usual.  
 
    I could always count on her to make me smile. It seemed she was attending to my horse. Rubbing the nape of my neck, I entered the stable, welcoming the scent of leather. The wood chips piled in the back corner cut the animal smells. 
 
    Zena was a year younger than me, and we had been friends since childhood. Our friendship remained solid since Zieke was her father and her mother a castle seamstress. Her family lived on the castle grounds, and we saw each other often. When I needed to talk, though I tried not to often, I would turn to her in the quiet night at the stables.  
 
    I didn’t want rumors of our friendship to cause problems for her. Men would stay away if they thought I had taken an interest in her. She was of marrying age, and I had to be careful. 
 
    “I needed to go for a run,” I said. 
 
    “That bad?” Zena stood several feet away from me, keeping her distance in case someone entered. 
 
    Instead of responding, I collapsed on the stack of hay and locked eyes with my horse—a stallion my mother had given me before she’d passed away. She’d named him Reyes. Mother had told me that Reyes meant noble and courageous in some forgotten language, as she would want me to be. 
 
    As Zena brushed Reyes’s brown mane, I followed the movements and wondered what it would feel like if her soft fingers laced through my hair. When my eyes fell to the curve of her waist, I felt like I had violated our friendship. 
 
    I cleared my throat and peered up to the crisscrossed wooden beams. “Do you ever get the feeling like you don’t belong? Like you’re meant to do something else? I know it sounds silly, but I can’t see myself as the next emperor.” 
 
    Zena kissed Reyes’s forehead and brushed his head. “I know exactly what you mean. Perhaps you don’t want to be the emperor because you don’t respect your father. I think you would make an excellent one, though.” 
 
    My cheeks warmed. “Thank you for your kind words, but—” 
 
    “But your mother recently passed away, so it’s natural to feel like you don’t belong anywhere.” Zena smiled, sympathetic and kind. 
 
    Enough about me. I needed to talk about something lighter, so I got up and stood on the other side of Reyes and stroked his thick, bristly mane. “If you know exactly what I mean, do you also feel out of place?” 
 
    “I would like to be …” She waved a hand, giggling. 
 
    “What?” Her contagious laugh had me chuckling. 
 
    “One of your sentinels?” Her words came out in a question. “That way I can always be there for you, my prince. Some women sentinels are as skilled as men. With the right training, many of us could be strong enough to be in your legion.” 
 
    I had thought the sword leaning against the wooden post had been placed there by mistake, but now I didn’t know. Zieke liked to sharpen swords and help the blacksmith during the times I didn’t require his service. I also knew Zena enjoyed helping. Putting two and two together, I understood. 
 
    “I already have a handful of women sentinels in my legion, but I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Her eyes beamed and her beautiful smile heated my blood. 
 
    “I’m not sure if your parents will approve.” I stroked Reyes’s head. 
 
    “Father will.” She jerked her chin toward the sword. “He’s been training me with all sorts of weapons.” 
 
    I hiked an eyebrow. “I would like to see what you can do. We’ll duel privately. If I think your skill is good enough, then I’ll have you next to your father’s side.” 
 
    Zena placed her hand over mine by Reyes’s muzzle. The warmth of her hand awakened something inside me. When she realized she was touching me, she backed away and the sunlight caught her auburn hair.  
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t mean … I’m grateful you are considering my wish. But what would the emperor say?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the emperor. My legion is my concern.” 
 
    Zena’s hazel eyes, like Zieke’s, glistened against the light beaming through the stable. “I don’t know what to say, Prince Merrick.” 
 
    Her happiness put a smile on my face.  
 
    “Prove to me you’re worthy to be in my legion.” When I winked at her, she ducked her head with a shy smile. 
 
    “Here.” She handed me the reins. “He’s ready.” 
 
    “Thank you for always lending me your ear. You always cheer me up.” I pulled on the reins, guiding Reyes. 
 
    “But I didn’t say anything to make you feel better.” Her eyes narrowed in confusion. 
 
    “It’s not what you said, but mostly how you made me feel. Perhaps you’ll save a dance for me. It will be your birthday gift to me.” I put a foot in the stirrup, swung my leg over the saddle, and took off.  
 
    I thought about my last words to Zena as cool wind brushed my face. I’d hope she didn’t interpret my words as an interest.  
 
    But maybe, just perhaps, I’d meant them. 
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 Let the Party Begin 
 
    Merrick 
 
      
 
    ROSE PETALS SCATTERED ABOUT the long white fabric that stretched from the castle entrance to the base of my throne. White represented purity and safety. Red, passion and love. Purple, wisdom and wealth. Blue, strength and loyalty. Green, harmony and fertility.  
 
    Ribbons of similar colors laced from tree to tree along either side of the walkway, creating a festive atmosphere. And along the balcony, our flags bearing the gold emblem on a field of royal blue waved with the soft, fall breeze. 
 
    All morning long I had sat on the throne in front of the courtyard as commoners came and went, wishing me well and paying their respects. Every so often, the groundskeepers added more petals to keep the walkway fresh. By Father’s choice, the other emperors were not invited, but they had sent representatives to present their gifts. 
 
    “Welcome representatives of the North Empire of Redwinn,” the announcer boomed through the horn. 
 
    About twenty men wearing red and gold armor approached. Drums pounded to their march, then were replaced by soft instrumental music when they stood before us. 
 
    A sentinel from Redwinn with thick eyebrows, a sharp nose, and a hard, square jaw, broke away from the line. A black tattoo of foreign symbols traveled down his neck, and I assumed lower since I couldn’t see beyond his cloak. A line of tiny red gemstones studded his forehead above his eyebrows. 
 
    People from Redwinn, women and men alike, tattoos and jewel-studded rings decorated their bodies, and they emanated a scent of incense and fragrant oil. 
 
    The representative bowed on bended knees. “Emperor Istan, we’ve traveled many days in honor and celebration of your son, Prince Merrick. We present these gifts.” 
 
    At a flick of his wrist, his sentinels bowed beside him. Each opened a large chest filled with gold coins or gems—rubies, emeralds, sapphires, amethysts, diamonds, and many others. 
 
    The commoners, crowded behind barricades to watch, gasped with awe and filled the court with praises. Father, sitting above me on his own throne next to Mother’s empty one, nodded his own approval. 
 
    Other kingdoms and empires came and went, presenting expensive fabrics, paintings, wine, perfume, and jewelry. The last empire from the south, Dew Haven, gave us pearls, edible exotic creatures, and surprisingly, two beautiful maidservants named Unice and Nika. I blinked, astounded by their last gift. 
 
    The people of Dew Haven had webbed hands. Though when their fingers were not spread out, they looked ordinary. I had been told when Dew Haveners were close to the water, their facial features shifted and layers of skin sprang out behind their ears so they could stay underwater for a long time. And supposedly, their toes molded together into something like a fish tail to give them better momentum to swim. 
 
    Though I had never been to their empire, and I had never seen these changes, I peered at the representatives’ hands curiously. I could have sworn, Unice, one of the maidservants with long silver hair and violet eyes dared a glance at us. Something about her told me she was no ordinary one. Servants always kept their heads down, but her eyes darted about, observant of people around her.  
 
    There was more to her than met the eye, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Perhaps I was wrong, my judgment off. I let my thoughts of her drift and pretended to enjoy the party. 
 
    Rodern, sitting to my right, leaned closer to me. “Would you care to share your maidservants, big brother?” 
 
    Rodern had been half asleep, and I was sure the sentinels lining the courtyard against the walls and rooftops had been too, until they saw the beautiful maidservants from Dew Haven.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. He hadn’t even wished me happy birthday when he’d had the chance all morning, but instead he wished to take my gifts. There were two ways I could respond. One, tell him I wished a demon would come while he slept and turn him into a kouk, or be a good brother.  
 
    Thinking of my mother, I decided to be the latter. My heavy heart held memories of her, especially knowing she was the one that had planned the decorations, the food, and the design of the parchment invitation. Every fine detail of my party had been her idea. 
 
    I waved a hand at the gifts waiting. “You can have whatever your heart desires. My gifts are yours, including the maidservants, provided you treat them well.” 
 
    Rodern pinched his eyebrows to the center and examined my face. I supposed it was not the answer he’d expected.  
 
    “In that case, I thank you,” he said. “But after they tidy your room, of course.” 
 
    “How about me?” Jediah leaned closer, his shoulder bumping mine. 
 
    “I suppose they can divide their time between cleaning your wings of the castle.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to Zieke, Dante, Axel, Knox, and Mayra. Rodern’s and Jediah’s scholars and personal servants stood with mine behind my father, who was flanked by sentinels in full armor. I didn’t understand why he felt the need to be protected in his own castle. Every single person had been thoroughly checked and all weapons had been confiscated before they could clear the gates. 
 
    When it was time for the midday meal, the castle was no longer open to the public, and we entered the formal living area where my uncles, aunties, and cousins awaited, drinking and talking. 
 
    My aunt Gailin, my father’s third brother’s wife and queen of Soriano Kingdom, greeted me first. Her puffy, silver dress showed her cleavage, and she pressed against me when she leaned in to kiss my cheeks. 
 
    I cringed at the heavy wave of her floral perfume. 
 
    “Prince Merrick. You look marvelous. You grow more handsome every time I see you.” 
 
    I wish I could say the same for you. “Thank you, Queen Gailin.” 
 
    With less paint on her face, she could look decent, I wanted to say, but instead I treated her with the same kindness my mother had, as my mother’s advice echoed in my head. 
 
    You never know who your enemies are. Hold tight to the ones you trust, but hold your adversary tighter. 
 
    “You’re looking well. How was the trip?” I asked. 
 
    If I recalled correctly, Gailin was the same age as my mother. She had treated my mother unkindly. Perhaps my mother’s beauty threatened her. Or perhaps she didn’t like the idea of my mother being the Empress of the East Empire and Gailin the lesser queen of her kingdom. 
 
    She took a sip of wine from the flute in her hand and adjusted her jewel-encrusted, silver crown. Caressing my arm longer than she should have, she purred, “I hate traveling. It’s not good for my skin. However, for my brother-in-law’s eldest son, I would do anything.” 
 
    “You’re too kind.” I wanted to throw up. Everything about our conversation seemed fake. 
 
    “Don’t take all of Merrick’s attention, Mother.” My cousin Tristus, who had turned nineteen recently, stood beside his mother. From the sound of his slurred speech, he had already imbibed plenty. 
 
    If I had an overbearing mother like his, I would too. The way she gawked at me so indecently, I wouldn’t be surprised if she was sleeping with her sentinels. 
 
    “I’m only giving my respect to our future emperor.” She ran a hand down my arm. “But I must make my way.”  
 
    “Sorry. My mother can be …” He watched her meander to Rodern with the same enthusiasm and ruffle his curls. 
 
    “She’s being kind.” I didn’t know what else to say.  
 
    Tristus took a quick gulp of the liquor and placed the empty glass on the tray one of the servants held in passing. His brown eyes stole a lustful glance at her and then back to me.  
 
    “I saw you last at your mother’s funeral. How are you, by the way?” 
 
    I picked up a glass of sweet wine from the same servant and drained it. “I’m fine,” I mumbled with a straight face. 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow. “You’re lying. I can tell you’re not the same.” 
 
    “How so?” I bristled at his assessment, but since I liked my cousin and he had always been kind to me, I brushed it off. 
 
    “You’re not … how should I say, fun. There is a coldness in you. Maybe you need a woman to warm your chamber.” He snorted, his short black hair gleaming almost blue in the sunlight streaming from the window. “It does wonders for your body and soul.” Tristus smacked my back. “Why don’t you come visit me, and I’ll show you a good time? Don’t bring your brothers. Come alone.” 
 
    I took another glass from a servant. “I will think on it.” 
 
    After I made my rounds greeting the rest of the extended family, the whole party sat on the ever-stretching rectangular dining table that held about fifty of us. My stomach folded on itself at the sight of succulent meat.  
 
    Roasted chicken and pigs, shiny with oil, were displayed in the middle of the table and side dishes were scattered about. Countless servants waited on us, pouring refreshing drinks and filling our plates with delicious food.  
 
    Because Father was the oldest of his seven siblings, most of my cousins were younger than Jediah. The younger ones sat at the kids’ table, while we sat with the adults, bored by talk of politics and grown-up gossip. 
 
    “Something or someone is terrorizing our kingdom,” Petro, my father’s youngest brother, said. 
 
    The room went silent. His kingdom was the closest to our castle so this worried me. 
 
    “You’re always vexed about something.” Father released an audible breath. 
 
    The metallic scent of magic filled my nose, and the crystal chandeliers above shook a little, revealing Father’s anger.  
 
    Petro’s eyes burned in fury, and his wife, seated next to him, frowned. “That’s because I care about my people,” Petro said. “I know everything that happens within my—” 
 
    “Maybe you don’t—” Father cut in. 
 
    “Let him speak,” Father’s sister said from the other end of the table, sounding bored. 
 
    “Thank you.” Petro wiped his mouth with a cloth. “I believe the demons have found a way to enter your protective barrier. A few men who guard the barrier not only were drained of blood, but their eyes were taken.” 
 
    The room grew colder. Men muttered and the women let out soft gasps of horror. 
 
    “That’s not all,” he went on. “Some sort of symbol is etched on their chests with something sharp. Inside a large circle are three circles connected together, one on the top and two on the bottom.” 
 
    Father’s other sister, sitting in the middle section of the table, tilted her head our way. “What in the stars does that mean?” 
 
    “Nothing good if it appears on murdered men,” Gailin said, pushing roasted potatoes to one side of her plate. “But maybe it’s a symbol, perhaps like the Eternal Ring.” 
 
    I brushed at my necklace under my shirt at the mention of the Eternal Ring. 
 
    Tristus shifted in his seat and cleared his throat. “I’ve heard rumors among the people when I traveled about that symbol. They say it represents dark magic. Though I’m not sure what to believe.” 
 
    I scowled at the thought of dark magic we had learned to fear, and Jediah, sitting next to me, raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “The Council may be able to advise us if you don’t believe Tristus.” Rodern shrugged, cutting up a slice of beef and chewing it loudly. Not a speck of concern crossed his face.  
 
    “Dark magic?” Father pounded the table, and all the forks and spoons lifted in midair and stilled for a brief moment. They dropped in place when he calmed. “The Council and I protect us from such evil. It does not exist in our empire. I can’t say for others.” 
 
    His temper, it seemed, didn’t faze his siblings as they continued eating as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Gailin’s husband, Victrus, third born, tapped on his wine glass. After one of the servants poured more, he said, “I’m sorry, Brother. I hate to bring up a sore point, but if once in a while a non-royal can be born with magic, then it is possible to have a non-royal be born with dark magic. And who knows how many have been living among us. Nothing is certain.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” Father’s tone sharpened. He might as well have spat on Victrus’s face. “The Council, my captain, and I search by the Seeing Crystal gifted by the goddesses every single day. The same one our fathers and ancestors have used to track the non-royals with magic for centuries. If we do find one with magic, the Council strips their power, and they are unable to pass it down.” 
 
    “But what if—” 
 
    Father didn’t let Victrus finish. The doors leading to the garden banged open, the scent of metal on cold air whirled around the room. Then the doors shut. Father’s temper seemed worse when his siblings were around. 
 
    “That’s enough.” Father closed his eyes, I assumed to repress his anger, but the water inside the glasses began to bubble. It stopped when he opened his eyes. “There are children here. I will not let this topic be discussed during mealtime, and certainly not during my son’s celebration. There will be no more talk of this. We have more pressing matters at hand. The Council has predicted a war, an uprising from another empire.” 
 
    “Who?” Ravana’s voice sent chills down my spine. Her magic was not only more powerful than mine, but as powerful as Father’s. 
 
    Ravana, Father’s sister, second born, rarely spoke, and when she did, her hard, flat voice had me wishing she hadn’t. Wishing she didn’t have the magic that prolonged her life. She should have deep wrinkles, but like all of royal blood when they hit maturity, magic slowed her aging. Regardless of her cold beauty, she’d neither married nor had children. 
 
    Ravana continued without waiting for a response. “Certainly, none of the other empires have strong enough magic. The Dew Haven, Redwinn, and Whisterfield Empires are no match for us. Brother, I will leave my kingdom in the hands of my captain to stay behind to help you solve this matter.” 
 
    Father sighed. “I don’t think I need—” 
 
    “Nonsense.” The bridge of Ravana’s nose wrinkled when she narrowed her eyes. “You know my magic is as strong as yours. You need me. And I won’t let your ego be the downfall of your empire and our kingdoms. Your wife has passed, the goddesses bless her soul, and you need a woman’s opinion. You need someone strong like me to make sure nothing of importance slips by you. You have been in mourning, and that can make you soft, to feel empathy when there should be none.”  
 
    Her every word hung in the air, frosted over. I wondered if the goddesses had made a mistake and had given her a heart of ice. 
 
    “We have the Council. We don’t need you,” I said with conviction.  
 
    I should have kept my mouth shut, but I would say anything to keep her away from our castle. Ravana was Mother’s least favorite of my father’s siblings, but my father’s favorite. Though my mother had always been polite, Ravana had only been allowed to visit when Mother got sick. 
 
    “The Council doesn’t know what they are saying.” Her dark eyes squarely locked on mine in a how dare you speak against me glare. “They only glimpse the future, but they can’t be precise. What good are possibilities? And how do we know for certain they speak to the goddesses? What if they have their own agenda?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t say such things, Ravana,” the youngest sister, Amlain, the prettiest one and my mother’s favorite, whispered harshly. “The walls have eyes and ears. The Council can hear you.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” Ravana held up her chin and rolled her eyes. “Let them know how I feel. Maybe then they’ll do something about the demons and strike down the other empires that are threatening us. Why can’t they take care of the matter before their prophecy carries through?” 
 
    No one said a word. After several long beats of silence, the soft clinking of glasses and utensils stirred everyone to continue to eat. 
 
    Tristus raised his glass to me when more pleasant conversation started up again. “Like I said before, come visit me, and I’ll show you a good time. We can travel to the west empire, Whisterfield. The women are beautiful, and the ruler is not so …” He eyed my father and Ravana and then looked back to me. “Not so rigid and stiff. From what I have observed today, you really need to get away, cousin. Looks like Ravana is staying. May the goddesses help you.” 
 
    I clinked his glass. “Like I said, I’ll think about it.”  
 
    I realized then that Whisterfield had not sent a representative to present a gift to me. I didn’t care about materialistic things, but I wondered if something happened between us. And I wondered if Father and my aunt were at fault.  
 
    After the midday meal, we went back to the front courtyard. We still had the lantern party and then the ball. Worn and exhausted, I didn’t know if I would have the energy to curl my lips into a decent smile or mutter another “thank you.” 
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 Dumonia Castle 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    TEN GIRLS SQUEEZED INTO a carriage, and three other carriages tailed behind us. I took the padded window seat next to Thalia while Jezela and Candern sat behind us. As the wheels rumbled, I stared at the sky, watching the sun dip lower as the three moons grew bigger and brighter. 
 
    We traveled through towns. Then we passed the vast sea of farmland and rice fields, through the lazy hills and valleys, snaked along riverbanks, and finally cobbled city roads leading to the castle. 
 
    In the slums of Callior, the capital city, we passed families who lived on the streets. Their tangled hair, dirty faces, grime-smeared and tattered clothes nearly brought me to tears. Their thin, bony features reflected weeks, if not months or years, of malnutrition.  
 
    They lived inside makeshift homes made from scraps of fabric and clothes stretched over wooden frames, too thin for freezing winter nights. They held out tin cups, asking for donations, which I had none to give. 
 
    One day, when I made something of myself, I would help these people. 
 
    I thanked the stars. Though I didn’t have parents, I had food and shelter. Why didn’t Istan help the poor? Did he not know his people were homeless and starving? Or did he not care? 
 
    I didn’t know much about politics, in truth, not much about the world. I realized we had been sheltered, kept safe, living in a bubble Mariam had created. 
 
    Had Wess lived in one of those cities? We weren’t allowed to ask questions. If it were true, then a part of me understood Wess’s aggression and I felt sorry for him. 
 
    Another part of me wanted to hurt him for hurting me. Revenge was a powerful soul-consuming demon. 
 
    When we arrived, bluish velvet blanketed the sky, the tiny dots of light and three moons radiant against the dark night. I made out the jet-black silhouette of mountains and curvy hills behind the castle, ominous-looking, like giant beasts shadowing above.  
 
    On the way, Delphi explained the rules. Do not wander about alone. Dance with anyone we wanted, but mind our manners. The scholars would not be dancing, but watching us instead. 
 
    Delphi passed the parchment invitation to the guard. After he checked our carriage, he led us through the grand iron gates set in a gray stone wall. 
 
    As soon as I stepped in, a bitter, metallic scent wrapped around me. It reminded me of the smell of blades being sharpened. My pulse throbbed in my ears and set my teeth on edge. I had never smelled something so acrid and strong before, but I brushed it off as excitement. 
 
    I gaped at the sight of the castle, the fortress constructed of unbreakable, clear crystals as Delphi had described, gifted by the goddesses in times past. Gold and blue sparkling lights punched the sky in a pillar from a high turret, making it grander and bigger. A stairway to the stars and beyond. 
 
    At ground level, lights twinkled on trees, ribbons and streamers of many colors decorated the courtyard and hung along the balcony, rooftops, and every inch of the castle. Dazzling.  
 
    Farther up, statues of the royal court had been sculpted out of ice. To its left, a water fountain spurted on the statue of the three goddesses.  
 
    I nearly tripped on the cobblestones. The back of my shoe got caught in a crack. Damn those shoes. I wanted to run around and see everything and not be hindered by them. 
 
    Music, delightful clapping, and the sweet aroma of baked goods boosted my spirits and caught my attention toward the west wing of the castle. The castle seemed more like a carnival, but a better version of the ones I had seen in the marketplace.  
 
    A man swallowed fire, another lifted a giant rock with one hand. We passed by a man doing hat trickery, a fortune telling booth, and a man juggling bottles. 
 
    A soft, soothing humming and flickering lights caught my attention among the branches of a nearby tree. When I pushed aside the leaves, a delicate animal about six inches long peeked out.  
 
    Its body had scales like a fish, its head was shaped like an owl with a narrow snout, and a tail as long as its body glowed in the darkness. It fluttered about on gossamer white wings. 
 
    “Draca,” I whispered as not to disturb them. 
 
    Not just one draca, but three of the rare creatures batted their brightly colored wings. They must be excited too. I smiled when one landed on my hand. I wanted to take it back to school. When I lightly caressed its head, it purred a beautiful sound. 
 
    Thalia poked my arm as we moved along. “Put that back.” 
 
    I frowned and stuck out my tongue as her voice had scared it back to its family on the branch. 
 
    “Hurry.” Delphi waved her hand. “Stay behind me.” 
 
    It took some time to get used to Delphi’s hair and gown. She’d stepped out of Delphi the scholar and into a beautiful woman. She was one of few women I saw wearing white, a beacon in the night. 
 
    Thalia and I linked arms. So did Jezela and Candern. Even with our swift strides, people bumped us from behind. I lifted up my dress so it wouldn’t get stepped on, and followed the crowd, weaving around citizens and sometimes nudging shoulders. 
 
    “Some people are so rude.” Thalia crinkled her nose. 
 
    “They’re just eager like us,” Jezela chimed in. 
 
    “There are so many guards.” Candern peered up at the balcony and almost tripped. 
 
    “Watch it, Candern. You’ll bring me down with you,” Jezela scolded. 
 
    Thalia giggled. “Now that I would like to see.” 
 
    “Girls. This way.” Delphi raised her hand, ensuring we saw her turn. 
 
    Why she felt the need to do so was beyond me.  
 
    The path curved, and we had no choice but to follow the crowd and the floating, glowing orbs. They were about the size of my head, and something bright yellow swirled inside. 
 
    Damp, mossy scent filled my nostrils as we rounded the corner and the massive lake appeared, stretching almost to the horizon. The sentinel in charge of the line handed me an unlit clear lantern, small enough to hold within the palm of my hand, and told me to stand on the bank of the lake. 
 
    “My feet hurt,” Jezela grumbled and walked awkwardly, teetering from one side to the other. 
 
    “These shoes are uncomfortable,” Candern whined. “Can we take them off?” 
 
    Thalia reached over and smacked Jezela and Candern on the head. “Be quiet. The Blood Plague memorial ceremony is about to start.” 
 
    “Hush,” a few women standing behind us scolded. 
 
    I dropped my shoulders, wishing I could disappear. 
 
    “Girls.” Delphi threw razor sharp glares at us. A warning. 
 
    “Where’s Mariam?” I realized I hadn’t seen her yet. 
 
    “She couldn’t make it,” Delphi whispered.  
 
    Shoulder to shoulder, we waited for the royal court. The orbs floating about kept us warm, and more glowed around the lake to give us light. I flinched when a trumpet blasted nearby. 
 
    “Welcome, people of Dumonia,” a man greeted us through the horn, loud enough to resonate to all the people, no doubt magically enhanced. “We are humbled and honored you have come to celebrate Prince Merrick’s eighteenth birthday. It is my privilege to introduce you to the royal family.” 
 
    In a section where the castle ended and the lake began, the ground opened up. The royal family stood on a rising stage. As they walked to the lake, the stage lengthened and expanded toward the water.  
 
    Behind them, sentinels followed. The crystal walkway dipped to the same level as the lake, making it seem like the royal family walked on water like goddesses. A glorious sight. 
 
    “I see you.” Rocco’s breath brushed against the tip of my ear. 
 
    I turned and my breath hitched. Rocco was dressed in elegant attire, with his chin-length hair slicked back, showing his perfect features. For a second, I wondered if he was an illusion. 
 
    White ruffles around the collar stuck out of his snug-fitting, royal blue dress coat. The light blue sash belt tied around his waist accentuated his figure. And the cloak looked similar to the one the princes wore. He looked like royalty.  
 
    I smiled at Amos, who stood beside him dressed the same. But my lips turned downward when Wess stepped up beside Amos.  
 
    Rocco leaned closer, snapping me out of the foul mood. “I know you like what you see, but you don’t have to stare.” His smug grin, that made even city girls stop to appreciate a handsome male, made me smile. “By the way. You look beautiful. Turn around, you’re missing the show.” 
 
    Thalia tugged my sleeve. “What are you doing?” she whispered harshly. “You’re supposed to hold out your lantern.” 
 
    “Welcome, everyone,” Emperor Istan announced. “In honor of my son, Prince Merrick’s birthday and the ones we lost to the Blood Plague, we will all light a lantern. In return, the Ladies of the Lake will reveal your true heart. If your lantern turns white, your heart is pure. If it turns purple, you are wise and you may find a new apprentice or find a hidden skill. Blue for strength. You will conquer your troubles. Green means fertility. Some of you may find out you’re having a baby.” He chuckled. “And for red, you just might find your future mate tonight.” 
 
    The cheers sounded like raindrops pattering on the lake. 
 
    “Now, lower your lanterns and let them shine,” a man instructed through the horn. 
 
    In waves, people let their lanterns go on the water and stepped away, taking turns so as not to push anyone in. One by one, colors popped out of the darkness. A green there. Red to the left. Blue sailed ahead. Many more colors glowed and illuminated, reflecting light along the lake like magical fish swimming toward the royal family. Such an enchanting and magical sight. 
 
    “Mine is blue,” Jezela squealed. 
 
    “Purple.” Thalia shrugged. 
 
    “Oh my stars. Red.” Candern giggled, placing her hands on her cheeks. “I might find my soul mate tonight.” 
 
    I stared at mine, watching it sometimes collide with the neighboring lantern as it moved farther and farther away. While everyone else’s decorated the lake with beautiful colors, mine showed none, and from my angle, turned black instead.  
 
    Did black have a meaning? Maybe the emperor had forgotten to mention it? Surely there had been a mistake. I continued to focus, never blinking, believing it would change. Perhaps it needed more time. Perhaps I had many colors and it couldn’t make up its mind. 
 
    “You didn’t share yours, Idrisa.” 
 
    Jezela’s voice floated to my ear. Then a tug from her snapped me back, and other people’s voices became clear and joyful, laughing and shouting out their color. 
 
    “Red.” I lied, because I didn’t know what to think, and because Candern had said red and hers was the last I’d heard. Cursing under my breath, I faked a smile. 
 
    “Mother, look. That one far away has no light,” a little girl said. She tugged an older woman’s shirt and pointed to the lake. 
 
    I scowled at the little brat. 
 
    Good heavens. What is wrong with me? 
 
    It was just a lantern, and if people were dumb enough to believe the color matched their hearts and desires, then they were idiots. The emperor probably used magic to light the color randomly to impress the gullible commoners. 
 
    Before I did something I would regret, I pushed my friends forward with the crowd, a few heads behind Delphi. Tired and starving, I paced swiftly. I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. 
 
    When we reached the front courtyard, tables were set up in sections with various foods on small plates. I felt sorry for the servants who had to wash and dry mountains of dishes.  
 
    I focused on the beautiful streamers, some curling down the trees and balcony, while others draped like flowing leaves. And every few feet, the floating orbs gave light and heat. I wished we had magical orbs at school. 
 
    As the instrumental music soothed my soul, I caught a glimpse of the royal family taking their places on the center stage under a canopy to block the soft fall breeze. Prince Merrick strutted like a general to his seat. He was dressed in fine, tailored royal blue with gold trim and buttons. 
 
    He slumped when he slid into the seat. Just with a grand party and everyone kissing his feet, I assumed he would smile more, but sadness lurked in his eyes. My heart went out to him. 
 
    What did a prince have to be sad about? 
 
    “Have you tried the chicken?” Jezela shoved a plate in my hands. “Why aren’t you eating?” 
 
    I took a bite of a chicken strip, but I had lost my appetite the second my lantern turned black. 
 
    “Eat up,” Delphi said. “There will be nothing for you to eat when we go back. The kitchen is closed. You also have one hour to roam about the grounds. Stay close to each other. You have until the bell strikes ten times, no later. Meet at the front. Am I clear?” 
 
    “You’re letting us wander on our own?” Thalia’s eyes grew wide. 
 
    “You’re not on your own. You better not be.” Delphi pressed her lips together, scowling. If her tone didn’t frighten my friends, her expression did. 
 
    “Let’s go. We don’t have much time.” Thalia pulled me by my elbow, her shoes clicking faster with each step. “I want to dance, and I want to see the rest of the castle.” 
 
    “Wait for me.” Jezela’s voice carried with the wind behind us. 
 
    As we rushed across the grand patio, weaving through the crowds, my wretched shoes pressed my toes painfully into a point. Passing the tables, we picked up pastries shaped like crowns and sword-shaped cream puffs. We stopped when guards blocked the doors. 
 
    “Wrong direction. If you want to dance, you’ll have to go upstairs.” One of the guards directed us to his left. 
 
    The winding stairs carried us three flights up. The music grew louder as we got closer and dancing couples floated gracefully across from one end to the other in circles. Just like below, hanging lights and ribbons decorated the structure. Tables and chairs were also set up for resting, topped with the light orbs and flower arrangements. 
 
    “Is that Rocco?” Thalia set her eyes on a couple passing us by with the stream of dancers. 
 
    “He’s dancing with Carmella?” Jezela’s tone rose, but thank goodness music hid her surprised shriek. 
 
    “Carmella, as in the cook’s help?” It was Candern’s turn to boil my blood. 
 
    “Are we going to stare at him all night and waste our time?” I rolled my eyes.  
 
    I grabbed a glass from a server carrying a tray. Many servers carried trays filled with appetizers, dessert, and drinks. I had no idea what I drank—something sweet, sending warmth down my stomach—but I wanted more. 
 
    The four of us danced. When the music ended and started up again, Amos grabbed Jezela, and Candern and Thalia partnered up with boys. 
 
    As for me, I snuck down the stairs and around corners to a different floor where I could look out at the lake. Although it was impossible to spot my lantern, I hoped to see mine wasn’t still black. 
 
    As I placed my hand on the balcony rail, I leaned forward, but I couldn’t see far enough. The wind tousled my hair and cloak and pushed me back. The lights from the lanterns still sparkled over the glittering surface, a mesmerizing vision holding me hypnotized as I continued to search. 
 
    “Come. Come to the lake,” a female voice echoed, chilling my bones. I looked over my shoulder, but there was no one there. 
 
    I shook my head. The voice sounded loving and kind and yet deadly lethal. Hearing voices only meant something evil stirred in my mind, or some kind of malice wanted me. Either way, it wasn’t good. I needed to go back to my friends. 
 
    “Come to the light. Come to the lake.” The voice cradled me, tempting me, and tugging me away like an invisible hand. 
 
    I backed away, blinking, trembling, and clutching my cloak tighter. My body blazed with heat I shouldn’t feel in the cool breeze, my palms itched and burned. Could the demons live inside the protective barrier? Were they with me now? Were they invisible? 
 
    “Come. Come. Come,” the voice sang, dragging out the melody of those words. 
 
    I reasoned the voice inside my head had been from the sweet drink I’d had earlier. I turned away from the lake and spotted Rocco on the other end by the winding staircase, peering down with his back toward me, his blue cloak billowing with the breeze. What was he doing there? He had been dancing with Carmella not too long ago. I didn’t know he had come down.  
 
    His height and his wide shoulders, strong like a sentinel’s, seemed a bit larger in the half light. I breathed a sigh of relief. He would make me feel safe and bring me back to reality, so I tiptoed to sneak up on him, planning an insult. My heart thumped as I grew closer, but once I saw the figure entirely, I froze.   
 
    “If you’re here to ask me to dance, I’m tired and I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    Rude. But something was different. Not Rocco’s voice. No, not Rocco.  
 
    “Did you not hear what I said?” 
 
    His tone was soft and yet stern as he turned around. His eyes pinned me still. His hand on the hilt shoved inside a scabbard warned me to stay away.  
 
    Oh goddess. 
 
    “I-I—Prince Merrick. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know it was you.” My pulse raced as I rambled on. “I thought you were my friend. He wore a royal blue cloak like you. In the dark I couldn’t tell. His name is Rocco.” 
 
    Merrick took a step forward. Six plus feet of crown prince stood in front of me. It was the first time I had come face-to-face with this gorgeous being. I acted like I didn’t care, but being inches apart, his ever-so-blue, twinkling eyes holding mine, I became lightheaded.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to sound rude.” He raked his hair back. “What kingdom are you from?” 
 
    The moonlight cast a glow around him. My rapid heartbeat slowed and something soft and tender calmed me. Was he using magic to make me feel that way? Or was it simply his presence? And why was he alone at his birthday party? 
 
    Kingdom? He thought I was royalty? 
 
    “I-I …” Should I lie? “My name is …” Skies. Did he even ask for my name? I couldn’t recall. 
 
    “Would you do me the honor of dancing with me?” he asked. 
 
    My cheeks warmed. His baritone voice sent a wave of desire shivering through my belly. And for a second, I felt as though I’d betrayed Rocco. Silly thought. I wasn’t sure what I’d heard, but when he offered his hand, my heart hammered in joy and fear. 
 
    In the moonlight, my eyes traced the curve of his clean-shaven, chiseled jaw, defined cheekbones, smooth lips, and the beautiful blue eyes that matched his royal blue cape. Then I dropped my gaze, overcome by his beauty. But his eyes were somber, like he had lost a piece of himself.  
 
    His mother’s death must have been cumbersome for him. I could only assume, for I’d never experienced death of a loved one before. 
 
    I reached for his hand, but my head told me to stop, to tell him I wasn’t a princess. Did it matter? He could ask anyone tonight. He could even ask a servant if he wanted to, so I let him think me a princess. 
 
    You are worthy. You are deserving.  
 
    And even an orphan had every right to dance with the prince tonight. 
 
    I held my chin up high, gave him my best smile, and said in a princess-like tone, “I would love to.” 
 
    When the tips of our fingers touched, I sucked in air. An electrifying sensation shocked my body and coursed down to the tips of my toes in a single jolt. I had been transported back to the basement, lights flashed like chicken scratches in my mind, but clearer, showing me a symbol—rings within outer rings, like ripples from a stone dropped in water.  
 
    Something raged inside me, as hot and cold met and tangled and pulsated, and then it swiftly died as it came. Merrick must have felt something too, from his disturbed expression. His hand went to his chest, right below his collar. We locked eyes for a second, afraid to exchange words. Had he seen the same vision? What had happened? 
 
    “I’ve been looking all over for you. You owe me a dance.” 
 
    “Rocco,” I murmured, and turned to see him walking toward me out of breath. “I should go. My friend—” I began, but the prince had dashed down the winding staircase behind him.  
 
    What had spooked him to rush off without a word. But … the symbol I’d seen. What did it mean? Had the prince seen something too? 
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 The Dance 
 
    Merrick 
 
      
 
    ALL I NEEDED WAS FIVE minutes, just five minutes to be alone in my private thoughts and grieve my mother with no one staring at me. A moment to thank her for the party she had arranged. I also wanted to escape my aunts and uncles. 
 
    During dinner, our conversation centered around demons. Enough was enough. Didn’t they have anything better to talk about, like how to help our people who were starving and the homeless? 
 
    I excused myself then tried to find a quiet place on the balcony on the other side of the castle, overlooking the lake. The glowing stars were a reminder that each loved one who passed away watched over us, or perhaps they were merely a beacon of hope for all the lost souls. I wanted to think the brightest was my mother. 
 
    Footsteps took me out of my thoughts. I scurried back to a brick wall with a door to the servants’ corridor. Then a girl appeared, looking out to the lake frantically and mumbling to herself.  
 
    Her lilac dress and her cloak billowed behind her in the chilly breeze, and I wondered if I should be a gentleman and offer my cloak. When her hair tossed to the one side, it exposed her beautiful face. My breath stopped. 
 
    I wondered from which kingdom she visited. Should I approach her? And if I did, what would I say? I wasn’t good with the females like my brother Rodern. He could sweet talk his way into any woman’s heart. Me on the other hand, my looks and position got me whatever I wanted. I never had to put forth the effort. 
 
    When I asked her to dance with me and took her hand, an electrifying sensation passed down my body so fast, I sucked in a breath and I jumped away from her. I slapped my pendant. For the first time, the Eternal Ring vibrated softly and felt alive. Then an image appeared in my mind, making me tremble, making me regret I had asked her to dance. 
 
    I’d thought Uncle Petro had been making up a tale to get attention when he talked about the monster that killed his people and left a mark.  
 
    Inside a large circle are three circles connected together, one on the top and two on the bottom. No. Impossible. How could such a pretty girl be …? 
 
    There must have been something in my drink. But she felt something too. The shock in her expression, and the sharp breath she let out were evidence. We locked eyes, neither one of us spoke.  
 
    Had she seen the same symbol as me, or had my magic showed me who she truly was—a wielder of dark magic. 
 
    Lucky stars, a male’s voice broke us apart, and when she turned toward him, I descended the spiral stairs amid orbs floating every few feet. I ran so fast I almost tripped. 
 
    Passing the kitchen and earning surprised stares from the servants. I took the west wing stairs back up and walked out. The path led me straight to my brothers, dancing with partners, and women lined up for their turn. 
 
    “Prince Merrick. Have you come to find me?” Zena asked timidly. Wringing a lock of her hair around her finger she continued, averting her eyes, “If you’re busy, I can wait my turn.” 
 
    I had intended to excuse myself but I knew it took courage for her to ask me. And after all, I had asked her to save me a dance. Backed into a corner, I felt I had no choice.  
 
    After I offered my hand, I bowed and she curtsied, and then I hooked my arm around her waist. We moved to the music, sliding across in line behind another couple. When we turned in a circle, my heart slammed up my throat. The girl. She danced with the fellow who’d found her—the one she’d called Rocco.  
 
    They looked so happy, smiling. She didn’t look like a killer, though I wasn’t sure about him. I thought he was going to attack me from the ferocious stare he gave me. When the girl craned her neck, our eyes met, and she gave me the same bright vivacious smile. I could have stared at her all night. 
 
    Perhaps seeing the dark magic symbol had been a mistake. Maybe fatigue and sitting through endless demon conversations had caused me to imagine something sinister when she’d surprised me. Yes, that had to be it. So I smiled back and shifted my attention to Zena. 
 
    “Do you know her?” Zena asked and then seemed to shrink a little lower. “Sorry. You don’t have to answer my question, Prince Merrick.” 
 
    Zena’s blue fluffy dress rustled when I spun her and brought her back into my arms. When she quirked her lips, she reminded me of Zieke.  
 
    “Zena. Stop calling me Prince. I’m just Merrick.” 
 
    She smiled. Her curls bounced by her cheeks when we parted, and then we came together as we kept time with the music. 
 
    “I have something for you, Merrick.”  
 
    My name came out of her like a soft hum. 
 
    “I hope it’s something I could use as a weapon.” I chuckled, raising my hands. Then I walked in a circle around her. 
 
    “Perhaps. I designed it.” Her stiffened body relaxed when I gathered her in my arms again. 
 
    “Knox already presented me with the best present ever.” I chuckled, recalling how ridiculous he looked. “He didn’t wear the original outfit he showed Mayra and me. Have you seen it?” 
 
    Zena let out a boisterous laugh, backing away, then coming toward me. “He told us about it. He said he found it when he cleaned his house and wanted to play a joke on you.” 
 
    A sharp snort escaped my mouth. “Playing pranks. I should return one.” 
 
    Zena walked around me, stepping in tune with the music. “You’ve been warned, but not from me. I’ve heard your scholar knows a lot of pranks. And that was nothing.” 
 
    “I see.” Amused, I twisted my lips at the corner. 
 
    “Your mother is proud of you. You know that?” She stiffened again, almost apologetic. 
 
    I frowned at first, befuddled by her sudden change of our talk, but I let it go. Zena hadn’t meant any harm. She had told me that expressing my hurt would help me heal faster.  
 
    “What did I do?” I asked. 
 
    Her shoulders eased, and her friendly tone came back. “You’re dancing well. You didn’t step on my toes. Didn’t you tell me she taught you this dance?” 
 
    I chuckled. Perhaps the first genuine laugh I’d had all day, except for when I’d spoken with Tristus, who was dancing with every woman he set his eyes on.  
 
    “She did indeed.” I spun her, and brought her back so close our lips almost touched. 
 
    Our eyes met and lingered, and then she looked away shyly. I’d had a slight crush on Zena since we’d been old enough to make friends. Then Zieke had become my captain. I had only been ten then, the age Father deemed me old enough to hold a sword. With Zena being Zieke’s daughter, I kept my distance.  
 
    The music ended and everyone applauded.  
 
    “Prince Merrick, could I have the next dance?” someone asked. 
 
    When I straightened, a crowd of women awaited me. 
 
    Between the night air, the music, and relief the party was ending soon, I stuck around to be the prince they had expected. Though none were as beautiful as that girl. I shook off thoughts of her, bowed to the lady in the purple dress, and glided in line with other dancing partners. 
 
    After a few dances, my patience wore thin. My feet hurt, my dress shirt clung to my back from sweat, and I wanted to sleep. I didn’t know how the ladies could wear such pointy shoes with sharp heels on the back. I excused myself to take a small break and promised to return. 
 
    High-pitched giggles cut through the din when I grabbed a glass of water off the table. That girl and her friends stood clear away from couples dancing and they were looking right at me. I drank from the cup and placed it down. 
 
    “If I hadn’t said it before, happy birthday, big brother.” Jediah slapped his arm around my shoulders and used my body to lean on. 
 
    He stank of alcohol and had red lip prints all over his face. 
 
    Then someone draped an arm around me from the other side. “I don’t think I wished you a happy burp day.” Rodern stunk worse than Jediah. “I mean … birthday.”  
 
    His weight against my side caused me to sidestep with Jediah still holding me.  
 
    “Why they call it a birth … day?” Rodern slapped my back. “You …” He jabbed a finger at my chest. “Have already been born. No need to call it birth … day. Should be called age … day. So happy age day. You’re one year older than before.” He chuckled and would have slipped had I not gripped his arm. “Thaaans. You saved me.” 
 
    I scowled. “It’s time for bed. Both of you are making fools of yourselves.” 
 
    “No. No. No. I’m not a fool.” Jediah let out a horrendous burp.  
 
    The girls standing nearby giggled. 
 
    Rodern extended an arm while the other one held firm on my shoulder. “Mother would be proud. She did a wonderful job. It’s too bad she won’t be around to do one for me. I think I miss her.” He paused for a few seconds and then continued, “No. I don’t miss her. ’Cause she didn’t love me.” 
 
    “Yes, she did!” Jediah shouted. “She cared about everyone and everything. She even loved the plants and animals.” 
 
    I gestured to a few of the sentinels.  
 
    “We’ll take care of them, Prince Merrick.” A sentinel peeled Jediah off me. “The party is almost over. Please enjoy what your mother had planned for you.” 
 
    They dragged my drunken brothers to the double doors closed for the public. Then I flashed a glance back to that girl and her friends. Her friends were standing where I’d seen them last by the dancers, but that girl walked away. 
 
    Her gait, a boastful swagger with such confidence, and yet with feline grace piqued my interest. That girl with gorgeous brown eyes, a cute bunny-like nose, and a bow-shaped mouth that made you think what it would be like to kiss her, headed toward the stairs.  
 
    Where was she going? Curious, I followed. 
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 Ladies Of the Lake 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    AFTER I DANCED WITH ROCCO, I joined my friends. As they gossiped about who danced with whom, how they had drunk wine, the haunting voice returned, whispering over the music of the harps and pipes, coaxing me to go to the lake. 
 
    I thought perhaps I was drunk, being unused to wine. But the voices grew louder in urgency, pounding painfully in my head. My vision blurred momentarily as I stumbled a step.  
 
    “Come, Idrisa. You cannot run. You cannot hide from your destiny.” 
 
    Oh, skies. How did it know my name? I needed the voice to stop, for I wanted to claw at my own brain and rip off my ears. This thing might haunt me forever.  
 
    Why the lake? Maybe the lake wanted to know why my heart was so black? 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I told my friends and rushed off before they could stop me.  
 
    I weaved around people dancing and dashed down the stairs. I sprinted on brick paths, holding my dress off the ground, until I reached the walkway made of crystal where the royal family had strolled along earlier. Though the translucent walkway was thick and sturdy, my heart squeezed, and my stomach roiled the farther I went.  
 
    Darkness stretched before me like a shapeless blanket of night. Icy water stung my feet and soaked the bottom of my dress and cloak, making it difficult for me to walk. The lanterns floated away, but one lantern stood alone—my very own, black as night, black as the lake below me. Could my lantern sense me? 
 
    I stopped when I reached the end. What was I doing here? 
 
    Go back, fool. Run. 
 
    I was just about to turn when the voice in my head hummed a tune with ancient words. The somber melody rose an octave higher and dipped lower. A song of death, a song of horror and grief, and yet beautiful and profound, like the voice, raw and pure. 
 
    “I’m here. What do you want?” Why was I talking to the water?  
 
    I wrapped my arms around my chest when the breeze blew harder, water slamming against the walkway. Perhaps a warning of something terrible to come. 
 
    “Idrisa.” It sang my name, a soft tune filling my mind with bliss. 
 
    “Why is my lantern black? Why have you put it in front of me?” I shouted, desperate for answers. 
 
    Something glowed inside the lake, the size of an orb at first, then illuminated brighter and closer, like the birth of a new star. I threw my arms up to protect myself but the glow shifted, and then split into an image of three women.  
 
    Their long, silver hair and flowing white dresses blazed like milky fire, and brilliant light shone where their faces should be. I couldn’t stare without blinding myself. 
 
    “We welcome you, Idrisa. Do not be afraid. We are the Eternal Mothers,” they said in unison. Their voices sounded in my head like a hypnotic and celestial chorus. 
 
    My heart lurched to my throat. I curtsied, awed and humbled they’d appear before someone like me. Surely there was a mistake. 
 
    “What do you want with me?” I asked, my voice shaky.  
 
    “You are the light and the dark of this world. Within you lies strength, courage, and hope. Your time has come.” The Lady in the middle held a beaming sword that hadn’t been there before.  
 
    The sword rose from the lake, no doubt a hallucination. I shivered, an icy blast of wind nearly knocking me back as mist sprayed over my face. I didn’t know how deep the lake reached. If I fell, I doubted I could swim in the freezing water. 
 
    “I am Eternal Mother Viviane, the voice of all. I present to you, Caliburn.” The white light from the blade, like a thousand diamonds blessed with inner fire, beckoned me to reach out for it. 
 
    Your time has come? “What do you mean? Is it my time to die?”  
 
    “The truest of hearts and the blood of the firstborn, to restore the balance from once torn. Kingdoms shall rise and fall and empires alike, but only the blessed ones can save them all. You must live, Idrisa. You must fight. Most of all, you must have faith and accept your destiny. Now, take Caliburn and run.” 
 
    Before I could ask more questions, rapid footsteps vibrated on the walkway. I spun around, sword forgotten. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Wess snarled, coming toward me.  
 
    “Why are you here?” I projected my voice as loud as him. 
 
    Had he followed me? And why was he so mad? Could he not see the Ladies of the Lake? But I couldn’t anymore. They had taken the sword, the only weapon I could use, and vanished. Perhaps they hadn’t been real but a figment of my imagination and I had gone insane. 
 
    The bell rang once through the castle. Skies. I had to get going. You have until the bell strikes ten times, no later. Delphi is going to be so mad. 
 
    Wess stopped a few feet from me, his eyes filled with warning. Something glinted in his right hand. A dagger? Where had he gotten one? 
 
    “You need to be disposed of.” Wess’s eyes glinted cold and malicious, and he approached me with a weapon raised. 
 
    “Stay away from me.” I broke into a cold sweat and glanced around for anything to shield myself. Nothing. Of course there would be nothing. I stood in the middle of the lake for crying out loud. 
 
    “Nobody can help you, girl born of wicked seed.” 
 
    The second bell resonated through the air. 
 
    “I’ve done nothing.” I gasped for air, shuttering from fear and cold.  
 
    “You have done plenty. People like you with dark blood must die.” 
 
    Do something. Say something. Stall him. 
 
    “If you hurt me, Rocco will never be your friend. You’ll get kicked out of our school. Think about what you’re doing.”  
 
    My words seemed to fuel his fire, his voice grew louder. 
 
    “I don’t care about Rocco and I don’t care about the stupid school. After I kill you, I’ll have everything I want.” 
 
    “Help me.” I prayed the goddesses would hear me.  
 
    Would the Ladies of the Lake watch an innocent, unarmed girl be slaughtered? If Wess hurt me and dumped my body into the lake, nobody would know he had killed me. What if he went after my friends and kids at our school? What kind of crazy monster had he become?  
 
    I leaped to the side and almost fell into the water when Wess slashed at me. My impractical shoes slid on the glass walkway. He struck out again, and when he missed, he slipped, one knee down. His wild, desperate eyes followed me as he cursed under his breath. 
 
    After he found his footing, he lunged and landed a brutal punch on my cheek, the force dropping me flat on my back. Icy water drenched the back of my cloak, dress, and hair, lapping at my skin.  
 
    The Eternal Mothers had not heard my desperate prayer. The goddesses did not care as their phantom bodies rippled in the lake, appearing again. But someone did. It was the voice I knew like the beating of my own heart. 
 
    “Wess, get off her. I’m going to kill you,” Rocco bellowed, his distant voice swallowed by the savage wind. 
 
    When Wess glanced away, I ran. I tried to dodge around him, but he gripped my cloak, yanked me down, and straddled me. His fingers gripped my neck, the other hand raised the dagger high. 
 
    Icy water stung my bones as it rippled over my body, the water might as well have been a blanket of snow coating my bare skin. It took every ounce of my will to even talk.  
 
    “Wess,” I croaked as I tried to push him off. “Think about what you’re doing.”  
 
    When he loosened his grip, I struck his face with my fist and then I clawed at his eyes with my other hand. 
 
    “Bitch.” He slapped me across my face. 
 
    White dots floated and I tasted blood on my cut lip. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    He gripped my neck again. “I’m getting rid of something that shouldn’t have been born.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I wheezed, my face burning from lack of oxygen. 
 
    The bell had already struck ten times, and my friends must be looking for me. The walkway vibrated under pounding steps. I assumed the sentinels, and though relief settled in my core, it was replaced by the certainty of death.  
 
    It would only take a flash of a second for Wess to plunge his dagger through my chest, but at least the sentinels would know who had done it. My friends would know not to trust Wess, to know the true monster in his form. 
 
    Stars blurred and the three moons blended together, almost becoming one. With no more strength in me, my outstretched arms fell wide. My right hand trailed in the water, and just as I said my prayer to accept my fate, something solid formed in my hand. 
 
    A searing sensation surged up my arm, through every vein, bone, and muscle, as new energy awakened. Thunder blasted and sizzling, silvery-light struck the object I held. I should be dead, but instead I lit up in pure, blinding light, and Wess jolted off me. 
 
    When I scrambled up, Wess attacked. I blocked his dagger with my sword. He flew back, legs and arms flung forward like I had punched his stomach with powerful force. After landing on his back, he slid across the walkway, knocking sentinels that arrived into the lake. Water splashed on either side. 
 
    The sentinels, Merrick, and Rocco stared at me, terrified or awed. I couldn’t tell until … Burning skies. I held the sword. A sword worthy of goddesses. I looked to the water, panting, mist escaping my opened mouth. The Eternal Mothers had vanished, replaced by floating lanterns. 
 
    The crystal blade and molten-gold hilt felt impossibly light. Stunning. Glorious. The blade shimmered in white fire. Something that would happen when sunlight had touched at the precise angle. It felt like … mine. How? Why? 
 
    I knew then my life would never be the same. 
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 Judgment Room 
 
    Merrick 
 
      
 
    I FOLLOWED THAT GIRL to the lake. The unyielding, powerful wind battered me. Was she controlling the weather?  
 
    When she stepped on the walkway, the lanterns gathered at the edges toward her. Since she was using magic, I assumed she had to be royalty. 
 
    I’d never seen her before, so which empire or kingdom had she come from? Father ensured no casual visitors came from other empires, so how had she and her friends slipped by? She didn’t look like she could hurt anyone, but I couldn’t shake the image of what I had seen when our hands touched. 
 
    I paused at the entrance of the walkway. Something illuminated under the lake as if the bright moons had taken a dip in the water. I spotted a boy running toward the girl, who stood at the edge. Then Rocco sprinted toward them. What were they doing there? 
 
    The boy raised something. A dagger! I had to do something, but I collided against an invisible shield. 
 
    Summoning my magic, I pressed my hand on it to break through, but nothing happened. What in goddess’s name? The attacker must have used magic, but how strong was he to block me? His magic shouldn’t be more powerful than mine in my own empire.  
 
    The girl struggled with the attacker, fighting for her life, as I tried to punch my way through the invisible barrier. Wind and icy mist tore at me and choppy waves roiled the surface of the walkway. 
 
    Come on. Come on. Break. 
 
    I tried again as I poured every ounce of energy into the shield, but again it seemed useless, and the wind stung my eyes. Behind me, the castle bell began its bellowing ring. The party had ended, and I needed to bid farewell to my guests. 
 
    Thunder boomed like an angry trumpet and lightning branched across the sky, crackling and hissing, down to that girl as she lay on the walkway. My father and his sentinels crowded around me, watching the spectacle. When the attacker flew backward, the shield broke. 
 
    “Get her. I want her alive,” Father’s angry bellow dropped to a low whisper. “Find out who she came with and round them up. I want answers.” 
 
    “Yes, My Emperor.” Otis bowed and raced off. 
 
    The sentinels dashed for them at my father’s command and I sprinted ahead. The girl, eyes wide and mouth agape, held a sword in front of her chest. Not just any sword, but the sword the Ladies of the Lake had promised Father, glistening like pure starlight. Its crystal blade and gold hilt were unmistakable. 
 
    How did that girl claim the sword? Several sentinels grabbed the knocked-out attacker. When they reached for Rocco, he punched one of the sentinels and stole his weapon. I held up my hand, silently instructing the sentinels to give me time.  
 
    Rocco drew his arm back. “Idrisa, stay behind me.” He swung the sword from side to side, stopping us from advancing. “Stay back. I swear I’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Listen.” I raised a hand to show him I was no threat. “Put down the sword. Do as I say, and you won’t get hurt. If the emperor’s sentinels intervene, I can’t promise your safety.” 
 
    Rocco took a step back, pushing Idrisa with him. “You get your royal ass the hell away from us. We’re leaving now. Tell your guards behind you to back away.” 
 
    “Rocco, please. Do as the prince says. He can help us.” Idrisa shook his shoulder, but Rocco shrugged her hand off. 
 
    I tried again. “Listen to her. Both of you are in deep water. Idrisa is holding a sword that belongs to the emperor. She could be hanged for stealing. And you attacked a royal sentinel and took his sword. You will be executed if you don’t surrender. It’s your choice.” 
 
    Rocco inched backward. “No thanks. The emperor has the final say. He’s not going to just let her go on your word.” 
 
    He was right, but I wanted to stop the stalemate before it got out of hand. 
 
    “Rocco, please.” Idrisa shook his arm. “We have no other option.” 
 
    “I’m trying to help you both,” I gritted the words through my teeth. 
 
    Fools. My borrowed time had run out. Extending my hand, I willed Rocco’s sword to me with magic. I spread my fingers with my palm out, magic restraining Rocco in place. Then I gestured the sentinel closest to me to take them both into custody. 
 
    Idrisa went willingly, the sword dangling unthreateningly in front of her. “I’m sorry, Prince Merrick.” Tears streamed down her face. “I didn’t know what I was doing. The Ladies of the Lake appeared …” 
 
    She trailed off and as I stared at the blackness where the light had been, the palpitating water and wind had calmed completely. I stared so hard I imagined I could see the bright light I had seen earlier from a distance, but getting dimmer until only a speck shone far beneath the placid surface. 
 
    Two darkened lanterns bumped each other on the water. I recognized mine with gold trim around it. But who did the other belong to? Afraid of what Father would think, I had used my magic to create purple light around mine when my lantern turned black. 
 
    Another dark lantern drifted nearby, besides the two in front of me. Then another floated toward the three until there were six clustered together over the spot the light had disappeared. A dim golden light started to get brighter and then spread out in six ripples, connecting the six lanterns floating together—an Eternal Ring. What did it mean? And who was showing me the symbol? 
 
    A commotion erupted. I whipped around to see one of the sentinels yelling at Idrisa. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I stormed toward them. 
 
    “She dropped the sword, but she … she did something to it,” a sentinel said. 
 
    I glanced at Idrisa trembling violently, her eyebrows drawn in confusion. The once sparkling sword Idrisa had held was not the same, and the magic seemed to have left it. The crystal blade turned plain metal, and the gold handle dulled. Mystical sword indeed. 
 
    “Grab it.” I released a heavy sigh.   
 
    The sentinel’s head dipped lower like he was ashamed or embarrassed. “I can’t. None of us can.” 
 
    I frowned and reached down to pick it up. “How heavy can it be,” I grumbled, but I couldn’t either. 
 
    I tried again, using strength from my magic, but it wouldn’t budge. I pushed down my pride and peered up at that girl.  
 
    “Idrisa, pick up the sword and don’t do anything foolish. You don’t want Rocco’s death on your hands.” I hated threatening her, but I didn’t want anything to go wrong in the precarious situation. 
 
    Her eyes hardened with disgust. After she wiped her tears, she picked it up effortlessly. I blinked at the unfathomable sight. Though the sword remained ordinary, the blade shimmered, then faded. The sentinels escorted her, and she carried the sword like it was merely a stick all the way to the judgment room inside the castle. 
 
    Father already sat at his golden throne engraved with intricate designs and adorned with gemstones. My mother’s throne sat empty. Lit orbs floated about the room, illuminating the attacker, unconscious inside a golden circle inlaid in the stone floor. 
 
    “Your Highness, the prisoners,” one of the sentinels announced by the entrance.  
 
    The other sentinels dragged Idrisa and Rocco into a different golden circle adjacent to the attacker’s.  
 
    Idrisa looked scared, but she held her chin high as she shivered. Her wet dress and cloak left water streaks behind her. Through magic attuned to my father’s obsessive need to have the room spotless, the stone floor soaked up the water. 
 
    Father’s eyes burned with fury. “Where are the girl’s friends?” 
 
    The double doors opened. The girls and the sentinels rushed in and made their way to Father. 
 
    “Sorry, Emperor Istan, for being late. They weren’t cooperative,” a sentinel said. 
 
    “Please, let us go. We have done nothing wrong,” a girl in a crimson dress pleaded, but she looked like she could take on a sentinel had she been given a dagger, not because of her build but because of those fiery eyes. 
 
    A girl in a yellow ball gown straightened her dress when she was released and wrapped her arms around Idrisa. “Idrisa. Rocco. What’s going on? Why are we all here?” 
 
    “Jezela, I’m so sorry.” Idrisa hugged her back, trembling. 
 
    “We’re all alone,” the girl in the pink and white dress whimpered and sniffed. 
 
    “No, Candern. We have each other.” Idrisa’s soft words did nothing to comfort her friend. 
 
    Candern placed her hand over her mouth in an effort to stop the sobs from escaping. Idrisa stepped forward, still holding the sword. When she took a step toward the edge of the golden circle, she yelped and jerked back. The magical golden line prevented the prisoner from escaping by producing flames.  
 
    Idrisa sank to her knees with her head down. “Your Highness, please let my friends go. This is all my doing. The Ladies of the Lake told me to go to the—” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Father roared, and his eyes grew darker. “You’re telling me the Eternal Mothers spoke to you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Idrisa replied, her head still low. “They spoke to me in my mind and appeared in the water with this sword.” She raised the blade higher. “They called it Caliburn.” 
 
    Father walked down the dais steps. “A sword with a name?” He looked amused, but his frown returned. “You’re lying. That word is a part of a spell, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No, Sire. I wouldn’t do you harm. I swear it on my life.” Her voice left her in desperation. “I don’t know any spells.” 
 
    “Are you a hag disguised as an innocent looking human?” Fear hinted in his tone. 
 
    “No.” She raised her head with a horrified expression. “Why would you think I am?” Then she cowered again, dropping her tone to a soft whisper. “They are terrible to look upon, are they not? I’ve only heard of them, but I’ve never seen one.” 
 
    “What empire are you from?” 
 
    “From Dumonia. We live in your empire.” 
 
    Father approached closer, almost touching the golden circle. Though no flames would singe him, he stayed behind for his protection. “Let me ask my question again. Are you a spy? Which empire sent you?” 
 
    “No one sent me, my emperor. I’m from Dumonia. The village of Dumont.” 
 
    “What are your parents’ names?” 
 
    “I have none.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Almost seventeen.” 
 
    “Get up and look at me.” His emotionless voice sent goosebumps down my arms. 
 
    Idrisa slowly stood and finally locked her teary eyes with my father’s. “Please. I know it sounds crazy, but you must believe me.” She glanced my way, like she was asking for my help. 
 
    Father moved closer, so close that his breath passed the circle. “Did you know the Eternal Mothers promised me that sword? Of course you didn’t, because you are not of the royal family. This is my castle. Everything here belongs to me. Now give me what’s mine before I rip out your heart.” 
 
    Idrisa sniffed. “Yes, My Emperor. I never meant to have it.”  
 
    Rocco’s fists squeezed tight at his sides, as though he readied to bolt at the emperor. He was either crazy or he had guts. Or perhaps he was a simpleton. 
 
    Father raised a hand and released the barrier. Idrisa passed the weapon through the golden circle, but as soon as he grasped the hilt, the sword dropped, weighing more than Father could handle. It clattered against the stone. 
 
    The flame shot up and Idrisa yelped and jerked back. I would have helped, but I reminded myself she was a prisoner. Rocco came to her rescue, cursing and slapping the last of the flames, and then he wrapped her in his arms. 
 
    Father lowered and gripped the handle, but couldn’t pick it up. He swung back to Idrisa. “What did you do, girl?” A calm tone belied the rage in his eyes. “You want to play games? So can I. Which one of your friends shall I kill first?” 
 
    The girl in the crimson dress stepped forward, her trembling hands by her side. “We are still children according to the law, and we have done nothing wrong. Please, hear our plea.” 
 
    “Stop. Thalia.” The one called Jezela pulled her friend away. 
 
    “Silence.” Father pointed his finger at Thalia. 
 
    An invisible hand slapped Thalia, her head whipping to the side so hard she fell to the ground. Jezela and Candern helped her up, trying to comfort each other. 
 
    “Please show mercy.” Idrisa got down on her knees again. “I’ll do anything you ask. Please don’t hurt my friends.” Her tears fell as she sobbed. “Wess tried to hurt me. That was when the sword came to me. I did not look for it or ask for it. It was just in my hand. Caliburn helped me. I’m grateful it saved my life, but I know nothing more.” 
 
    Father tilted his head sideways at the attacker. Wess had just awakened, rubbing a hand over his head and then his battered face. The shallow cuts had stopped bleeding, but the wounds were raw, fresh, and red with anger. Not good enough. I wished Idrisa had hurt him more. Anyone who attacked a girl deserved worse if she was innocent. 
 
    But was she? 
 
    “What’s going on?” Wess’s gaze bounced to everyone in the room, even to the sentinels next to Father’s throne and those lined along the walls.  
 
    “Wess.” Father cleared his throat and adjusted his crown. 
 
    Did Father know him? 
 
    “Yes, My Emperor.” He lowered his head. 
 
    “Do you know that girl? The girl you tried to kill?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness. She stole your sword.” 
 
    “Liar. I’m going to kill you.” Rocco strained against Idrisa’s grip while she whispered in his ear. 
 
    Wess ignored the threat, keeping his eyes cast on his drenched pants. 
 
    “Why would you want her dead?” Father asked in a casual tone. 
 
    I cringed at his deception. That tone meant he had something cruel up his sleeve. 
 
    “She has committed a crime against you.” He rubbed the back of his head, most likely the area he had hit on the walkway. 
 
    “What do you think I should do with your friends?” 
 
    Wess slowly craned his neck to face Rocco and the girls. With a malicious grin and empty eyes, he said, “They’re not my friends. You should kill them all.” 
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 The Accusation 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    SILENCE SLICED THROUGH the judgment room. A sentinel’s armor creaked when he shifted. Jezela’s muffled whimpers, the fabric rubbing together as Candern rumpled her dress inside her fists, Thalia’s shoes tapping against stone, and Rocco’s deep, heaving breaths all sounded louder than they should have in the grand chamber. 
 
    Why was Wess lying about me stealing the sword? I didn’t understand his motives, but when he’d told the emperor to kill us all, I swayed on my feet, and my pounding heart raced even faster still prisoned inside the golden circle.  
 
    The heavy wooden door crashed open. 
 
    “Look who I found lurking about.” A woman I had never seen before wearing a silver crown held Delphi by the arm, tugging her toward the circle. 
 
    Delphi stumbled over her own feet, but the woman’s gait was effortless and graceful. She glided on the air with liquid fluidity. Her crown’s tall pointed prongs looked sharp enough to be used as a weapon.  
 
    The lady with the silver crown had to be a queen from one of the Dumonian kingdoms, since gold was reserved for the empress. Her sparkling midnight dress hugged her upper body and fluffed out at the bottom in a stiff bell.  
 
    The long sleeves widened toward her hands, passing her fingertips. She could hide an entire loaf of bread under her sleeves if she wished. A long cape dragged behind her, the same color as her dress, clipped with three crescent moons over her cleavage in front. 
 
    Her pale face and flawless skin had a timeless, frightening beauty, but nothing about her exuded warmth. Not her voice, not her features, and not the way she tossed Delphi into the circle like discarded food scraps. And she reeked with an acrid metallic scent. Statuesque, but pure evil incarnate. I pictured her being the queen of the Netherworld. 
 
    Delphi’s presence gave me courage, but she couldn’t help us. It would be better for her if she weren’t here at all. 
 
    A few feet behind the lady trailed a man in black, armed with a sword like the sentinels, but in fancier armor with gold trim around the collar, his cuffs, and buttons. As he strode across the floor, sentinels saluted by clicking their heels together, holding out their swords with both hands and then returning their weapons to their chest. 
 
    That man stopped beside Merrick, who seemed to absorb everything without a word. Did he not care about his father’s unjust action? The prince might not get his way, but he could still speak his mind. 
 
    “Who is she?” The emperor’s eyes widened, almost afraid. 
 
    Delphi raised her chin, a worried expression in her eyes. “I’m their scholar. I beg you to release them. They haven’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    “Silence!” the woman shrieked. “The emperor didn’t ask you.” 
 
    I winced. Delphi said nothing but squared her shoulders and straightened her back. 
 
    “Ravana, my dear sister.” The emperor’s composed voice sent chills to my core, as menacing as a deadly beast about to spit out venom. “Let me speak to this woman, but first let me speak to Otis.” The emperor shifted his attention to the man next to Merrick. “Everything went well, I assume?” 
 
    “Yes, my Emperor. We told the guests the royal family had gone to bed, and we thanked them for coming. I’ve also escorted all your family members out of the gate. The gates are closed and locked, and the servants are cleaning.” 
 
    “Good. Job well done. I’m going to need your assistance.” 
 
    “Anything, My Liege.” 
 
    The emperor paced around the large circle and rubbed his jaw with his index finger and thumb, seemingly in deep thought. Then he stopped in front of Delphi.  
 
    “Tell me, scholar. What do you do when a student steals something from the school? You punish them, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” Delphi folded her trembling hands. Fear was written on her face, the crease on her forehead more evident. Even her tone changed from steady to a quiver. “But the girls haven’t—” 
 
    “No, no, no scholar.” The emperor clucked his tongue, shaking his head. “You weren’t with them the whole time, were you?” 
 
    “I assure you, they are good girls. They wouldn’t steal from—” 
 
    “Would you swear it to the goddesses on your life?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered solemnly. 
 
    “The girl you call Idrisa, she stole a sword from me. What do you have to say to that?” 
 
    I wanted to scream at the emperor. The injustice of the accusation left me helpless with fury. 
 
    Delphi looked at me, and her face softened into a wide smile. “You must have the wrong girl. I’ve known her since she came to the school as an infant. Her entire seventeen years. She’s a good girl.” 
 
    The emperor placed his hands behind his back and continued his stride around the circle, taking his time, and stopped in front of the sword with a click of his heels. “You see this sword, scholar?” 
 
    “Yes, My Emperor.” 
 
    “I can’t pick it up. No one can, except for Idrisa. Why do you think that is?” 
 
    Delphi blinked confusedly and slipped her hands inside her cloak pockets. “I don’t know. Idrisa has no magic, I assure you. These orphans have no privilege. They work hard every day. Surely there’s been a mistake.” 
 
    “Mistake?” The ground quaked, sensing the emperor’s anger, and then stopped. “Are you saying I made a mistake?” 
 
    “No.” Delphi held out her hands like she was calming one of her students. “I only meant it couldn’t have been Idrisa. Someone must have set her up.” 
 
    “Idrisa. Come pick up the sword.” The emperor waved his hand, like if he was merely asking me to join him for a friendly chat. 
 
    “She’s just a child. She means no harm.” 
 
    A hint of Delphi’s lavender-scented candles soothed when she wrapped her arms around me, and tears streamed down my cheeks. I felt her love and the need to protect me through her embrace. I had always wanted her affection, and once I felt it, the love a mother should have given me instead of tossing me into the river, I cried a bit more. 
 
    “Thank you, Delphi, for always being there for me,” I murmured. I needed to tell her how I felt for it might be the last time. “You were the mother I wished I had.” 
 
    “Don’t keep the emperor waiting.” Ravana snapped her finger, using her magic to force us apart. Delphi and I jerked. “How pathetic. Crying and hugging won’t save any of you.”  
 
    Then she raised her hand to stroke something on her finger, like the way one would a pet or a child. Her ring? She had sparkling rings on almost all her fingers. But it wasn’t a ring. Something black moved. 
 
    Its fuzzy, ropelike body coiled around her right index finger. A bulbous head with no eyes opened its mouth wide and sank sharp teeth into her palm, and then it licked away the drops of blood it drew out. 
 
    What in the goddess was that? 
 
    “Pick up the sword now.” The emperor glared, his tone harsher than before. “I’m not going to ask you again.”  
 
    Rocco walked with me to the edge of the circle and intertwined his fingers with mine. He was letting me know he was there for me, silently telling me to be brave, and then he released me. 
 
    After the emperor let me through, I stood before him.  
 
    From inside the circle, he’d looked intimidating, but up close, face-to-face, oh goddess, I might as well be a helpless mouse before a lion. He was a head taller than me, muscles like steal, and his daggered stare alone could have killed me. 
 
    When he released a low growl, I hastily picked up the sword, and a warm sensation of power surged from it through my body, like it had the last time I’d held it. I felt powerful, warriorlike, like I could take down all the sentinels in this room.  
 
    “Let me show you what happens when I grab it from her.” The emperor did, and the sword fell from his grip and clanked on the stone. Then he said, “Idrisa, pick it up.” 
 
    Like before, I held it up without effort. 
 
    “As you can see.” The emperor waved a hand toward me. “She stole the sword from me. Now I have to figure out a way to unwork whatever magic she cast.” 
 
    “But that’s not Idrisa’s doing, Your Highness,” Delphi pleaded. “It’s impossible. She possesses no magic.” 
 
    “You swore it on your life, didn’t you?” 
 
    Delphi took a step back, seemingly preparing for a magical strike. “And I still do. Idrisa has no use for such a weapon. She has never stolen from her friends or from the school, and she would never steal from the emperor.” 
 
    Istan idly twisted the gold ring set with sapphire gems on his fingers. He called to the side, “Otis, what is the punishment for stealing?” 
 
    “Death, Your Highness.” 
 
    “No,” Delphi whimpered.  
 
    My heart stopped and my stomach coiled. Everyone who could help me was inside the circle, and I stood alone. 
 
    The emperor stroked my face as tears blurred my eyes. “Don’t worry, girl, I don’t plan on killing you yet. Not because I believe you, but because I need you alive to extract answers. But there needs to be a punishment. After all, your scholar swore on her life, and she lied.” 
 
    “I didn’t lie. There’s proof only that the sword is somehow bound to Idrisa, and even you don’t have an answer.” Delphi’s chest rose and fell with her desperation. “Please, hear me. She didn’t do it.” 
 
    Istan snarled. “You dare to challenge me? But I do have proof. Wess.” 
 
    Wess snapped his head up, and though he tried to stand bold, his shoulders hunched. “Yes, Your Highness?” 
 
    “I give you permission to come out of the circle. Tell us who you’ve been working for.” 
 
    Wess hesitantly stepped out, eyeing the boundary on the floor. “You, My Liege. I’ve been a spy for you.” 
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 The Magical Sword 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    MY HEART LURCHED TO my throat. I couldn’t believe Wess was the emperor’s spy all these months. Rocco bucked against Delphi’s grip cursing, but she held him firm. Thank the goddesses. Rocco might have crossed the barrier in flames just to get to Wess. 
 
    Istan’s wicked grin spread on his face. “Wess has told me Idrisa has shown strange abilities, like having more strength than she should when sparring and closing the door without touching it.” 
 
    “Liar. He’s a coward and a sore loser.” Rocco pushed at Delphi again, but Delphi’s grip held strong. Then Rocco’s eyes darkened, and he stopped struggling. “It was me. I have magic, not Idrisa.” 
 
    “No, Rocco. Stop it.” It was bad enough I had been accused. I didn’t want Rocco adding to that list. The emperor would be insane enough to kill all of us just to prove he could. 
 
    “Another lie?” Istan threw up his hands. “How many lies must I ferret out tonight? Sorry, my son, but blood will be shed on your birthday.” 
 
    The prince said nothing, who continued to stand by Otis with wide eyes and a hand over his chest, close to his throat. What was he hiding under his shirt?  
 
    “For your punishment, Idrisa, you must kill your scholar,” the emperor said. 
 
    “No.” My eyes hopped from Delphi to my friends. “I won’t do it. You’ll have to kill me first.” Foolishly, I raised Caliburn. 
 
    As Ravana circled around me soundlessly, she slipped her hand inside the long sleeves of her dress. “So brave, but such a fool. Don’t you know we can snap your neck without laying a finger? Shall I show you?” 
 
    “No.” I pointed the sword at her with my trembling hands, and the blade glowed. 
 
    Ravana backed away, but retained her grim composure. “Yes, you say? That makes me so happy.” Ravana gave a foxlike smile and shifted her attention to the emperor. “Brother. Do you require your spy’s assistance any longer?” 
 
    Wess pulled up his hands, his gaze darting back and forth to the emperor and Ravana frantically. “My Emperor. I served you well and can again. Send me anywhere. You promised me gold and land, but I won’t take it. I’ll do more work for free.” 
 
    Wess had spied on us and tried to kill me for gold and land? He’d pretended to be our friend when all along he’d twisted a knife in our backs. He wore a mask of deceit. But a question haunted me. Why did the emperor need a spy in our school? 
 
    The emperor said nothing, didn’t even look at him. Ravana pulled out her hands from her sleeve to reveal a jeweled dagger with a silver handle, too small and pretty to use as a weapon. 
 
    “Wait.” Wess took several steps back, as many steps as the queen took toward him. “I can work for you, Queen. Anything you want.” 
 
    “Silly boy. I have all the help I need. Oh …” She gurgled a laugh. “Did you think I was going to kill you with this dagger?” She ran her hand against the smooth, shiny silver blade. 
 
    Wess swallowed, his face flushing in deep red. “I-I—” 
 
    “I could, but why would I get it all bloody when I can do this instead?” The Queen snapped her fingers. 
 
    Bones cracked, and Wess’s cry reverberated in the air. His right arm bent awkwardly and fell limp to his side. 
 
    “Or I could do this.” She snapped her fingers again. 
 
    Wess dropped to one knee, the other streaming blood from a hole full of shredded skin and splintered bone. He screamed, a high-pitched, tortured sound, panting and quaking. 
 
    I gagged and looked away. I didn’t care if he was broken apart, but I couldn’t stomach it.  
 
    “Please. Stop. I’ll do whatever you want.” Wess’s eyes rolled back to oblivion. 
 
    Though I wished him death for what he’d done, I felt sorry for him, horrified at the depth of Ravana’s cruelty. I almost pleaded for him … almost. Sweat beaded his forehead, and his breath tore from him in ragged gasps, louder than anything else in the room. 
 
    “I don’t like traitors and spies, even if they are on our side.” Ravana’s lips slowly curled, a sickly-sweet gesture, as the furry snake undulated around her fingers. 
 
    Wess’s neck twisted, and a crack vibrated in the room. He dropped to the floor with a swoosh and thump. No noise escaped my open mouth, but my friends screamed. I had never even heard of magic so powerful. 
 
    “Silence!” Otis hollered. 
 
    Sentinels snapped their legs together, swords pointing outward, ready for his command. 
 
    “I was merciful. He’s lucky I didn’t gut him piece by piece first,” Ravana said to no one in particular as she stroked her pet. “Now you.” She pointed at me, her cunning eyes calculating and scheming. “Since you won’t do as the emperor asked, and I can’t kill you, I’ll help you instead.”  
 
    Before I could say anything, she pointed at Delphi and traced her index finger toward me in midair. Pulled like a rag doll, Delphi slid past the circle barrier, straight toward my upraised sword. I tried to move, but I couldn’t even twitch. The queen’s magic held me in place. 
 
    “No!” My desperate scream hurt my throat, and I trembled against the force compelling us. 
 
    Delphi stopped like she had collided with a wall, an inch from my sword. Someone had stopped her, and it wasn’t the queen. I loosened a long, relieved breath. Perhaps I had been wrong. Perhaps she’d only meant to scare me. 
 
    “Who is using magic against me?” The queen’s nostrils flared, and her eyes in mad fury darted to me, my friends, and even to Merrick. She stomped toward us, her shoes clattering against the stone. 
 
    My relief was short-lived. Whoever had used magic against her was no match for the queen, for it seemed she was determined to get her way. Ravana passed the golden circle, then … 
 
    Delphi gasped as her eyes grew wider. Something shiny poked through her chest from behind, and a red liquid spread on her dress. Then blood streamed between her lips as if her mouth had overflowed with too much wine. The shiny thing withdrew, and Delphi collapsed on the floor.  
 
    No. This isn’t real. Delphi can’t be dead. 
 
    The queen stood over Delphi’s body, a bloody dagger in her hand, and her lips twisted in a hideous grimace. Time stood still and everything moved too slow. My blood drained out of me and I felt like I had bathed in ice. My mind could not fathom what had happened at first, until it hit me fast and fierce. 
 
    A guttural howl left me, pain tearing me into pieces. 
 
    “Delphi.” I dropped to the ground beside her, sobs racking my body in waves. 
 
    Blood soaked Delphi’s white dress and pooled around her. Crimson painted the polished stone and spread. 
 
    Blood. Blood everywhere. So much blood. 
 
    “Delphi.” I let go of Caliburn and slid my trembling arm under her neck. “I’m so sorry. I did this to you. This is all my fault. You’ve been so good to me.” My sorrow rang from every corner of the room as I screamed, “Delphi!” My body shook, and the pain swallowed me whole. 
 
    “Idrisa.” Delphi’s soft cry startled me. “Go to Whisterfield. There, you will discover who you truly are.” She shuttered a breath. “Don’t let your light burn out.”  
 
    Her weak hand rested on mine, and she whispered more confusing secrets, asking me not to forget, but I didn’t have the chance to ask for clarification. 
 
    She closed her eyes and murmured the star prayer, “When my light dies, take me to your home. Let me be like you, the star that gives new hope.” Then she was gone. 
 
    “No. No. No! Delphi!”  
 
    My friends’ wailing enraged me further, but became quickly muted as blood rushed to my ears. As I pushed Delphi’s hair away from her face, her blood on my hand smeared on her cheek. Delphi’s blood. My scholar’s blood. Why?  
 
    I would never see Delphi’s smile. She’d never scold me. And I would never feel her motherly love ever again. From these thoughts I peered up with a deadly snarl, a wild animal ready to be unleashed. 
 
    Then something inside me snapped, driven by hurt, anger, and loss. 
 
    Grabbing Caliburn, I stood, Delphi’s blood dripping from my fingertips. Her blood had soaked into the stone, and the drips from my hand rolled like marble balls and vanished into the crevices where the slabs of stone met, like she was too dirty, unworthy to spill on the royal grounds. 
 
    My eyes narrowed on the queen, hungry for revenge, for her death, and to give her the same pain as she had given me. I wanted to rip out her heart and squash it like an annoying bug, especially when she stepped inside the circle, taunting my friends with the dagger she’d used to kill Delphi. 
 
    “Leave my friends alone.” I shifted, ready to strike her down even if it meant my death.  
 
    I shouldn’t talk to a queen with such disdain, especially one who thirsts for death. She could kill me if she wanted to with a snap of her finger, but I didn’t care. If I were to die, I would die fighting. But the emperor wanted me alive, and his protection emboldened me.  
 
    The queen held out her dagger to tease me. Goddess, I wanted to kill her. I imagined taking her ridiculous crown and stabbing it to her chest. The edges were sharp enough. I had never felt such intense hatred before, but it instilled will and arrogance, and perhaps stupidity, I didn’t know existed in me. 
 
    “Go ahead and enter, girl. I dare you to try it. See what happens.” She mockingly lifted her eyebrows. “The emperor wishes you alive, but that doesn’t mean I can’t break your bones.” With a wicked sneer, she snapped her fingers. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    I braced myself for pain and the unsettling sound of my bones breaking, but I was untouched. A warm sensation oscillated through my body from the sword. That sensation felt foreign, yet familiar, as it crackled and buzzed and took hold of me like a second layer of skin.  
 
    I had no explanation for what it meant, but I welcomed the power. Magic surged through my body, and I let it guide me. 
 
    The queen snapped her fingers again and again while I remained standing. She screeched, “Why aren’t you broken?” 
 
    I began to march toward the queen with my sword pointing at her, determined to go through the circle, even if my body burned up entirely. “I am worthy. I am deserving. I am Idrisa from Dumonia Dumont Orphan School. And I will stop you from killing my friends.” 
 
    As if the sword could read my mind and what I wanted to do, white fire sizzled through the blade and soared to life. The sword recognized its master. Ethereal and heavenly indeed. 
 
    As the need to save my friends came stronger and became my one true desire, the light burned brighter, sensing my desperation. Silver and gold light laced together in long sheen tendrils and zapped out from the crystal blade. It stretched past the circle and struck the queen, sending her across the room. Her body slammed against the double doors. 
 
    “Apparently, I don’t need to be inside the circle, old hag.” I raised my chin and squared my shoulders. 
 
    Then the power and strength of magic left my body as fast as it came, leaving me drained. Empty. So cold. The ground tilted under my feet and the room spun, and darkness engulfed me. 
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 Dungeon 
 
    Merrick 
 
      
 
    WHAT JUST HAPPENED? What in goddess’s name just happened?  
 
    Father had broken with custom. In the judgment room, the Council needed to be present, and the accused had the right to a defender to speak for them. But none of that had taken place. I had never seen Father so furious. His anger was driving him to madness. 
 
    I wanted to speak up, but I bit my tongue in hopes I could get answers. Idrisa being the only one able to hold the sword proved a profound mystery, and she had no proof she was telling us the truth—only her words, and the sword coming alive just for her.  
 
    My gut instinct told me Idrisa had no idea why the sword had chosen her. I should have spoken my mind, but my opinion was not wanted.  
 
    And I was a coward. 
 
    Wess was my father’s spy at an orphan school. I gathered that much when Idrisa told my father she had no parents. But why did Father need to spy on orphans? He had never shared his agenda with me, and I didn’t expect him to as the emperor, but why Dumont Orphan School?  
 
    Had the Council revealed a prophecy about someone like Idrisa? And whose magic was powerful enough to keep Delphi from being impaled on the sword? 
 
    When Ravana killed Delphi, Idrisa rose like a wild beast, and Caliburn was the lightning. Idrisa sent my aunt flying across the room in a silver flash. Everything happened so fast I had no time to react as Ravana collided with the door and slumped to the floor, smoke rising out of her body like a snuffed candle. 
 
    Father rose from his throne with wide eyes. His facial muscles were pinched hard, his body trembling in rage. The sentinels nearest my aunt carried her to a healer’s room at Father’s order.  
 
    It took a lot more than that to kill a magic being. But Ravana had killed an innocent woman. She had killed to show off her powers, and that she was above the people without magic. 
 
    When Idrisa cried her scholar’s name, my own wound ripped open. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. Idrisa’s pain gripped my chest. 
 
    Oh goddess. Please stop this ache.  
 
    I closed my eyes to tame the torment eating away my soul, but it didn’t help. So I focused my thoughts on Idrisa. Had the magic come from her or the sword? I assumed it had come from the sword when she collapsed. She had been the vessel for the sword’s power, and it had overwhelmed her. 
 
    “Take them all to the dungeon.” Father’s gaze settling on Idrisa’s friends, huddled together except for Rocco, who stood close to Idrisa without touching the circle. “And clean up the mess.” 
 
    “Yes, Emperor.” Otis dipped into a bow.  
 
    One of the sentinels carried Idrisa, while her friends were escorted out. 
 
    “Merrick.” Father pressed his hands to his forehead. After a long sigh, he narrowed his eyes to me, looking as exhausted as I felt. “I want you there with Otis when he locks them up, and I want you and your brothers present when the Council interrogates them tomorrow.” 
 
    “As you wish.” I bowed and turned to leave. 
 
    I paused in front of Delphi, her blood almost smelling like iron-scented magic. I stopped not for any sentimental reasons of my own, but because those orphan children would grieve for her. She had been their scholar and their mother figure. 
 
    Ravana had no right to kill her. For this, and because I knew what it felt like to lose a mother, I despised her even more. I wanted to be out of there as quickly as possible and be in the solitude of my own room, but that would have to wait. 
 
    Cold air seeped through my bones as I followed the sentinels down the spiral stairs to the dungeon. Moans from other prisoners hummed a gruesome tune. I’d almost forgotten how miserable and dreadful it was down there. 
 
    The only other time I had come had been when I was ten. Father told us he would lock us up if we didn’t behave. The prison looked just like it had then, and exactly how I’d remembered. Cold, lonely, and utterly terrifying. 
 
    The floating saffron orbs stationed above every cell gave little light to the dark, musty underground, and the stench of something dead filled the air. The four girls were thrown in one cell and Rocco in another. The girls huddled around Idrisa, whimpering, but they shed no more tears. Rocco paced his cell and cursed under his breath. 
 
    “Girls.” Otis gripped the cell bars with stubby fingers. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way. It’s up to you. Now, which one of you is going to tell me how to break the bond between Idrisa and the sword?” 
 
    As Thalia’s eyes darkened in fury, her nostrils flared. She rose and threw herself against the bars. “You’re an idiot, captain. Do you think we would still be here if we knew the answer? None of us knows, not even Idrisa. Where was your brain in the judgment room? Stop being lazy and figure it out.” 
 
    I almost smiled at Thalia’s brash defiance, but the urge died when the captain jabbed the pommel of his sword into her stomach. Thalia dropped to the ground with a grunt, clutching her middle. Her friends protectively pulled her back to Idrisa. 
 
    “Captain. You’re excused.” I didn’t want him near the prisoners. He seemed too eager to hurt them. “Take your men with you and make sure to tell the night guards to bring them blankets and clothing.” 
 
    Otis scoffed. “We don’t give prisoners blankets and clothing.” 
 
    “Do as I say.” I glared, my tone harsh and cold. 
 
    “Anything else, Prince Merrick?”  
 
    I didn’t like his tone, nor did I like the way he said my name. 
 
    I wanted to put him in his place with a punch to his nose, but violence was not how I handled things. “The Council will speak to them tomorrow. You have no authority to ask questions tonight. And that’s a command, not a request.” 
 
    Otis glowered, but he dipped his chin in surrender. I stayed behind to ensure all the sentinels left, and as soon as I hit the first step to leave, someone cleared his throat. I halted and turned to the prisoner.  
 
    “You know we’re innocent, Mighty Crown Prince, so why don’t you do the right thing and let us out?” 
 
    I sauntered to Rocco’s cell, keeping my distance. We were about the same height, with similar dark hair in length. In his royal blue attire and cloak, he could pass as me from the back. No wonder Idrisa had mistaken me for him. 
 
    “You know I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Why not?” His brown eyes flickered glassy black under the orb light. 
 
    I took a step closer, pulling back my shoulders. “You’re lucky I’m even talking to you. How dare you address your prince in such a manner?” 
 
    I sounded like an arrogant prick, but I wanted him to know I was in charge. I didn’t believe what Father did was right, and Ravana had no right to kill our people, but the sword did belong to Father. Questions needed answers, and we all needed the truth. 
 
    Rocco scoffed, dusting off the hay clinging to his damp pants. Then his rigid posture eased, and he smeared more dirt on his cheek when he scrubbed his face. “We’re innocent. We’ve done nothing wrong, but that crazy queen will kill us just like she killed Delphi. How can you stand there knowing your father and that crazy bitch will shed innocent blood again?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “Now you ask me for help. You should have listened to me when I offered earlier. It’s too late.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll claim the guilt, but let the girls go. I’ll owe you something, anything.” 
 
    I flicked my wrist and pulled Rocco against the bars with a steely magical grasp. “You already sealed your fate when you refused my help. And so did Idrisa when she foolishly picked up the sword.” 
 
    “Wess would have killed her.” His words strangling through the bars. “She didn’t know, I swear it.” 
 
    “Save your breath for the Council. Here are some words of advice for tomorrow. If you wish to live, tell the truth. Get rid of the smug grin and don’t act like a pompous ass who’s too good to speak plainly.” 
 
    “So you mean don’t act like you?” 
 
    I willed my magic to press him harder to the bar. If I wanted to, I could have crushed his bones. 
 
    “Prince Merrick.” Candern’s sweet and tender voice caught my attention. “Please let him go. We’ve seen enough blood for tonight. You’re not like your father.” 
 
    I couldn’t look at her, but something snapped inside me. I never wanted to be like Father, and yet powerful forces were at work. Many more lives could be at stake.  
 
    “Your friend has a big mouth, Candern.” Dropping my hand to my side, I released the magic, but gave him a shove with the invisible force, and he stumbled into the wall behind him. 
 
    I barely heard Rocco’s grunts or Candern thanking me as I sped out of there. 
 
    You’re not like your father echoed in my head. Something in the pit of my gut told me I might be the only person who could save those idiots, and my father was up to something with his sister. 
 
    Trust no one, Merrick.  
 
    But I needed to trust someone. 
 
    My feet went quickly down the hallway, I halted when I almost ran into Unice and Nika. They were dressed in maid uniforms, a royal blue long dress with a gold wrap belt. Their hair was in one long braid down their backs. No color on their skin to highlight their pale faces, but they were beautiful in their simplicity. 
 
    “My Prince.”  
 
    I didn’t know who had addressed me, but they bowed in unison.  
 
    Unice’s radiant violet eyes met mine when she straightened her spine. “We are on our way to a meeting. The emperor has instructed we be properly trained.” 
 
    “Very well. Carry on,” I said and meandered on. 
 
    My scholar stood in front of my door when I reached my room. As exhausted as I was, and as much as I wanted to jump into bed, his presence gave me some comfort. 
 
    “Knox? Is something wrong?” 
 
    He waited until I was close enough. “There are quiet whispers among the servants. Is it true? The sword and the girl?” 
 
    I opened the door, tugged my scholar in, and closed the door behind us. The floating orbs brightened like sunrise with my presence and so did Gylden. He flew to land on my shoulder in a flurry of golden wings. Gylden purred and snuggled against the side of my neck, his four talons hooked into my thick tunic.  
 
    “Good to see you too,” I cooed to Gylden. 
 
    Gylden made a cute sound as if he understood.  
 
    Knox cleared this throat. “Well?” 
 
    My mind reeled back to the judgment room. Father’s angry words and Idrisa pleading for her friends. I placed Gylden on my bed, draped my cloak over the sofa, and loosened a few buttons. 
 
    “It’s true.” I sat on the sofa. “I tried to lift the sword myself and I couldn’t. Father tried and he couldn’t. I thought the sword was a gift for the emperor.” 
 
    “We all thought the same.” Knox waved his hand, and the orbs began to warm up the room as the mist inside the orbs swirled in orange and red, reminding me of the Seeing Crystal. 
 
    “Ravana killed an innocent woman. She was a scholar at Dumont Orphan School,” I said with venom, a fraction of how much I despised my aunt, even though what had been spoken in the judgment room should not be shared.  
 
    Ravana shouldn’t have been there. She was not the empress of the Dumonian Empire. She had no right to kill our people without a trial. I couldn’t wrap my mind around any piece of what had taken place. Why had Father allowed his sister to act with such cruelty and authority in his own castle? Perhaps he didn’t care. 
 
    Knox placed his head down with a disapproving sigh and sat next to me. “She needs to leave. She’s not good for our empire and not good for your father. Your father is cutting everyone out and only listening to her.” 
 
    My shoulders drooped, feeling the heavy weight of what was impossible to accomplish. 
 
    I rubbed the back of my nape, confused. “Maybe the Ladies of the Lake thought Idrisa was the emperor because she was in the right place? Is it possible for the Eternal Mothers to make a mistake?” As soon as I said those words, I realized how stupid it sounded. Rubbing my temples, I added, “Never mind. Of course they wouldn’t.”  
 
    Leaning back on the sofa, I took off my boots and closed my eyes. Perhaps if I cleared my thoughts, I could get some clarity, but my mind refused to shut down. The goddesses had given Idrisa the sword and not Father. Why?  
 
    Had they changed their minds? But why would they? Idrisa had no use for such a powerful weapon. She was an ordinary orphan girl. Father had an empire to protect.  
 
    “What is she like? Does she possess magical powers?” Knox asked. 
 
    “Who?” I opened my eyes.  
 
    He folded his hands on the bump of his belly. “Idrisa.” 
 
    I wanted to tell him I had seen the dark magic symbol when Idrisa and I had touched, but the memory of Mother’s words stopped me. Then an image of Idrisa appeared in my mind as I recalled how she made my heart sing when I’d first seen her. 
 
    I glanced at Gylden resting on my bed. “From what I’ve observed, from what I sensed, she doesn’t have magic. She’s just a commoner from Dumont Orphan School, but I could be wrong.” 
 
    Knox focused on my bookshelf and rubbed his chin. “The goddesses have a plan. I don’t know what it is, and I don’t think the poor girl knows. And her friends? Anything special about them?” 
 
    “No. I didn’t sense anything from them either. Did you come here to gossip? Did you fancy a woman at my party?” I raised an eyebrow, lightening the mood, more for me than him. After what I had been through the past hour, I needed to wind down. 
 
    “No one in particular. But I saw you dancing. You do know how to ask a lady to dance after all.” He snickered. “I actually stopped by to give you a gift.” 
 
    Knox reached inside one of his cloak pockets and placed a small, leather-bound book, the size of my palm on my lap. 
 
    “What is that?” I picked it up. 
 
    “A book of spells. I’m going to teach you one lesson at a time. I had this made especially for you, for your birthday.” 
 
    His gift made me forget my troubles as I ran a finger over the smooth leather cover. “Thank you. I don’t know what to say.” I flipped the pages. “A healing spell. Invisibility spell.” I cocked an eyebrow. “Faking death?” My tone rose a pitch higher, unintended. 
 
    “You never know.” He shrugged. 
 
    “Do you have a spell that can bring someone back to life from the dead?” I asked softly, thinking of Mother. 
 
    A frown replaced Knox’s grin. “If I could, I would. Even if it was against Magus Law, I would do it for you.” 
 
    I swallowed, and my voice grew hoarse. “I know you would do anything for me, even give up your own life. And know that I would do the same for you.” 
 
    He nodded. “I hope that time never comes for either of us. It’s beyond late, and I must get my beauty rest.” He strode to the door, his long royal blue cloak sweeping across the floor. Knox halted and looked over his shoulder. “Your father doesn’t know I’m teaching you, and he must never know. Magi take vows never to teach spells to anyone who is not in a Magus family or who is not a formal apprentice, but I promised your mother I would.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “These spells have passed down from generations, and since I don’t have a child, I think of you like my son.” He stroked his beard and let his voice trail off. With a flick of his finger, the door opened. “Good night, Prince Merrick.” 
 
    I wanted to ask him questions, but he was far gone. Beat beyond exhaustion, I needed to get some sleep and be in top shape for whatever came the next day. 
 
    After I washed, I collapsed on the bed, Gylden’s soft head curled up next to me. Though he smelled like fish, his favorite meal, he gave me comfort. My little friend. 
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 The Council 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    I WOKE TO THE STENCH of excrement and something prickly underneath me, and cold air stung my bones. I opened my eyes to an unfamiliar ceiling. Jezela, Candern, and Thalia sat close to me, looking pale and exhausted. Then it all hit me—the party, the Ladies of the Lake, Wess, Caliburn, Delphi, the judgment room, and then the darkness. 
 
    How had I willed the power within the sword? Ravana had torn my heart out when she killed Delphi. Over whelmed with grief, I had become insane and thought I had a shot at besting her. 
 
    I sat up as tears pooled my eyes. I gripped my chest to ease the ache that seemed to expand and stretch with each breath. When I glanced down at my hands, Delphi’s blood had been wiped off, but the palm that held the sword stung and was marked with a faint red circle. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked. 
 
    “We’ve been sent to the dungeon,” Thalia said, her tone flat and cold as the brick walls enclosing us. 
 
    I hugged the tattered blanket. It had a burnt scent, but I felt grateful to have one. The only other thing that gave us warmth was the dirty hay under me, probably ancient as the castle and infested with lice. 
 
    Chains hung from the walls, and soft sounds of dripping water echoed in the distance. Our dresses and cloaks lay in a pile by the metal bars, and our shoes were lined neatly in a row. I assumed Thalia had placed them there. When I saw mine, I looked down at my body. 
 
    “Who changed me? Who gave us clothes? What happened?” My voice grew hoarse and panicky with each question. I, too, wore oversized pants and a tunic with flat shoes that exposed our toes. 
 
    “Prince Merrick ordered the captain.” Jezela rubbed her turquoise eyes blotched with redness, blinking away her tears. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We changed you and not …” Candern sneaked a glance at the guard passing by and grimaced. “A stranger. Your dress was soaking wet.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I itched and rubbed at the rough fabric on my arms and legs that seemed somewhat clean. After tugging the strings loose, I retied them so the pants wouldn’t fall. 
 
    “How did you get the sword?” Thalia’s tone hardened, her brown eyes almost black in the dimness. 
 
    Did she blame me? 
 
    “I don’t know.” I shook my head, wishing I hadn’t listened to that stupid voice telling me to go to the lake. “You were there when I explained it to Emperor Istan. The Eternal Mothers appeared and gave me the sword. If they hadn’t, Wess would have killed me. I should have let him kill me, and then you wouldn’t be in this mess.” Tears threatened to fall as I folded my trembling hands together. “I’m so sorry. They should have only taken me. I’ll beg the emperor to release you. I don’t understand what’s happening. And Delphi … why?” 
 
    I curled into a ball and sobbed. The image of Ravana holding a bloody dagger and Delphi’s body stained with crimson wouldn’t go away. 
 
    Jezela and Candern tried to comfort me as they cried with me, but Thalia turned away. In many ways, she reminded me of Delphi. She could be as hard as she was tender. 
 
    “We didn’t get to give Delphi a proper burial.” My words muffled into my hands. “What have they done with her body?” 
 
    When no one said a word, I knew she had been incinerated without a care. Delphi had a big heart. She took care of us. Being our scholar was her whole life. We were her life. She deserved better.  
 
    Jezela gave me a forgiving smile and stroked my hair. “It’s not your fault, sweet Idrisa.”               
 
    “We know you wouldn’t steal the sword,” Candern said, her face a pale smudge in the dimness with no sight of her freckles. 
 
    “Then I suppose you can’t explain the lightning that flashed out of the sword?” Thalia adjusted her tunic and scratched her leg. 
 
    “No.” I turned my head to the brick wall, stained with something dark. Blood? 
 
    “I’m sorry, Idrisa. I didn’t mean to make you feel worse.” Thalia gathered hay to cover a dead rat and kicked at one coming closer to her. 
 
    Jezela yelped and covered her mouth, scooting closer to me. 
 
    Thalia kicked at more straw. “I’m sure the other scholars will send word to Mariam to let her know we didn’t come back from the party. She’ll come and save us. I know she will. The emperor has to listen to her, right?” 
 
    “Right.” I sounded convincing, though my heart believed otherwise.  
 
    I had to stop sobbing, had to think of some way to help my friends. They didn’t deserve such a fate. After I wiped my tears, I thought of Rocco.  
 
    “Rocco?” I hesitated to ask in fear of the answer. Since I had blacked out, I didn’t know where he was. 
 
    “He’s fine.” Jezela cupped her toes with her hands to keep them warm. “He’s in the next cell.” 
 
    I jumped up, cold ground stinging my feet, and the icy still air continued to seep through my bones. “Rocco. Are you there?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Rocco,” I shouted.  
 
    A whip cracked against the bars, and I flinched. Then a guard appeared, dressed like a commoner in pants and a tunic. 
 
    “You keep your mouth shut. Where do you think you are?” 
 
    “Idrisa,” Rocco said. “I’m fine. Are you hurt?”  
 
    My thudding heart eased a bit at Rocco’s voice. 
 
    “I said shut your mouth.” The guard cracked his whip again and moved toward Rocco. 
 
    “Rocco. Please. Just don’t say anything. We’ll talk later.” Rocco would make the guard angry to distract him from me. 
 
    The shuffling of steps descending stairs in the direction of the corridor had me scurrying to my friends. A figure appeared, wearing a brown cape with a hood covering the face. One by one, the stranger slipped tin cups and wooden bowls of porridge through the bars. Thalia waited until the person moved to the next cell before handing us each a cup and bowl. 
 
    Candern sniffed. “This looks like … oh goddess … I can’t even. It’s …” She grimaced. 
 
    “I will never complain about beans again.” Jezela placed her lips to the bowl then pushed it away. 
 
    “Eat. You need your strength.” Thalia held the bowl to her lips. “This might be our only meal.” 
 
    I stared at my cold mush longer than I should. Then in one gulp, I swallowed all of it, almost choking. It tasted as bland as rice and felt like sand in my throat. After I gulped down the water, I placed it back where the servant had left it, and so did my friends. 
 
    Boots sounded on the spiral stairs. Otis and several sentinels came out of the shadows. 
 
    “Time to see the Council.” Otis unlocked and opened the door. “Back away and put your hands up.  
 
    We scrambled to our feet and put on our uncomfortable shoes. I’d thought they would cuff us, but instead, two sentinels held each of us by the arms as we proceeded out of the dungeon. Rocco trailed behind us, flanked by four guards. He too had changed into simple prison attire. 
 
    They took us back to the judgment room and shoved us inside the golden circle. The emperor sat on his throne, looking refreshed, but wrath flashed in his eyes, and next to him stood Ravana, fully recovered. 
 
    Her black lace dress bared her pale chest, fit her curves, and flared into a train at the bottom. She wore the jeweled dagger fastened by her waist. Had she not been so wicked, I would say the dress was stunning.  
 
    She stalked me with a cunning look, and her smug smile promised revenge. She stroked the ugly creature looped around her finger and it hissed, showing tiny fangs. It weaved around and under several of her other fingers and then coiled back to its original place. 
 
    Off to their right, the three princes sat in less ornate chairs, wearing leather training armor, royal blue cloaks to match the blue band crisscrossed in front with gold trim on cuffs and buttons. A man with a plump belly and beard stood next to Merrick. He wore a long black gown. And next to the emperor, the three Councils wore all black from head to toe. 
 
    Why did the Councils hide their faces? The sight of them had shivers skidding down my back. If death walked the earth, he would look like the emperor’s Council. And near the circle on the ground, where I had dropped it last, lay Caliburn. 
 
    “Idrisa. Are you okay?” Rocco held me in his arms.  
 
    Though I didn’t deserve to smile, and there was nothing to smile about, seeing Rocco pulled it from me. “Yes. And you?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. We need to talk, but obviously not now.” Rocco picked a few pieces of straw from my hair and dropped them on the ground. The hay disappeared right before my eyes, the way Delphi’s blood had. 
 
    Though her body was no longer there, I could still picture her lifeless form and all the blood around her. Most clearly, I remembered the bloody dagger in Ravana’s hand. 
 
    “Silence.” Otis whacked Rocco on the head with a rod staff. “Keep your hands to yourself.” 
 
    Rocco cursed under his breath. A few sentinels entered the circle, and we shrank away. The circle was our safety net, and I wanted the intruders out. 
 
    “Council. The accused are standing before you,” Istan announced. “Idrisa, step forward.” 
 
    Rocco rushed to my side. I met his eyes, silently letting him know I was fine, and then I moved. I eyed Merrick, who made no eye contact with any of us, but flattened his lips together. On the other hand, Prince Rodern’s eyes roamed my body longer than they should. The youngest prince fidgeted, looking uncomfortable. 
 
    “Idrisa is the only one who can hold the sword,” the emperor said. “She declares the sword has a name. She called it Caliburn.” The emperor turned toward the man with a beard. “Knox.” 
 
    “Yes, Emperor Istan?”  
 
    “Does the name Caliburn sound familiar to you? Could you tell me if that word is part of a spell?” 
 
    Knox considered the emperor’s questions. “No, My Liege. There is no such word.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Very well. You’re excused.” 
 
    After Knox bowed, he left. 
 
    “Council. I’ve already shared the details with you,” Istan said. “You may proceed with caution. Idrisa claims to have no magic, but as you are aware, magic comes in different forms. Find a way to break the bond. I want my sword.” Istan glared at me with so much anger I thought his eyes would shoot fireballs. 
 
    The Council moved with such grace into the golden circle, floating inches off the ground, like an empty black cloak gliding on a phantom wind. Delphi and I had recently chatted about how we’d never seen the Council, and the thought brought me close to tears again. When Rocco tried to inch toward me, Otis placed his rod in front of Rocco’s chest as a warning. 
 
    “Idrisa.”  
 
    The three Councils spoke as one, and the hair on my arms stood. Though I couldn’t see their faces, they spoke to me in my mind.  
 
    “Do not fear, my child. We’re not here to harm you.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” I asked softly, afraid if I had said the wrong words, they would banish me to the deepest part of the abyss. 
 
    “To look into your mind. If you resist, it will not be pleasant. Relax. Take a deep breath and stay still.” 
 
    Before I could say anything, I felt the pressure of three pairs of hands resting on my head as heat and cold melded and tugged inside my head. Then, as if my memories had a physical form, I felt the Council splitting my skull apart.  
 
    Pain seared every inch of me, but I couldn’t cry out. I knew I shouldn’t resist, but those were my memories, and they had no right to go inside my head. I also didn’t want them to find any evidence of any of my wrongdoing, and I especially didn’t want them to see what happened to me in the basement. 
 
    Something anchored me while the Council tried to pull the other side. A beam of blue light from the Council seeped into my head, pushing harder than before. But from a place deep inside me, a place I never knew existed, silver light shoved out the blue.  
 
    I screamed with my hand out, wanting to tell them to stop. Too late for words. Metallic silver light flared around us and I became an explosion. The Council and I burst apart. 
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 Blood Plague 
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    THE COUNCIL JOLTED UP and immediately regained composure, while I landed hard on Otis. Rocco yanked me off and Otis cursed, straightening his uniform and craning his neck. I wish I would have crushed him. 
 
    The emperor stood from his throne, his mouth agape. The veins on his neck protruded, and eyes were like flames. “Council. Tell me it was your doing and not hers. Not even I can block you from my thoughts. Tell me you found something.”  
 
    “The magic is not from her.” The Council moved like ghosts. One second they were next to me, and then they stood in front of the emperor. “From what we have seen in her memories, it is true that the goddesses gave her the sword, for reasons we do not understand.” 
 
    The emperor trembled, his fingers clenching his cloak. “I asked for the sword, not her.” 
 
    I ducked. A few of the floating orbs burst, sparkling like fireworks and raining down in shards. Magic done by the emperor. 
 
    The Council stepped away from the orb underneath them. “We saw something of interest in her deepest memories.” 
 
    The emperor banged the throne’s armrest. “If it’s not about the sword, I don’t care.” 
 
    “You will care about this. She’s a survivor of the Blood Plague.”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head vigorously. “I wasn’t born during the Blood Plague.” 
 
    Dead silence sliced through the room. The emperor’s eyes rounded so large I thought they’d pop out of his sockets. 
 
    “Impossible.” Storming down a few steps, Istan pointed toward the golden circle. “What about them?” 
 
    “We would have to enter their minds.” 
 
    “No.” I stood in front of my friends, stupid to think I could somehow stop it from happening. 
 
    “No infant survived the Blood Plague except for Prince Merrick.” Ravana rolled her eyes, sounding bored. 
 
    When all eyes went to Merrick, he lowered his head. He didn’t like the attention.  
 
    Ravana’s nails magically narrowed into jagged points, and then she poked her hand to test the sharpness. A large drop of blood seeped out of her palm. I shuddered as the ugly creature flung itself to the wound, its body rippling as it sucked greedily. 
 
    What in the skies was that creature? 
 
    “If she survived, then how many others lived?” The emperor sat back on his throne, his face paling in defeat. “You dare lie to your emperor, orphan girl?” 
 
    “No. I swear on the Eternal Mothers. I’m almost seventeen. Next week will be my birthday. You can ask …” Delphi, I almost said. “My friends and the others, we’re all seventeen.” 
 
    When the emperor’s eyebrows drew together, I realized I had made a mistake. 
 
    Istan’s gaze bounced to each of my friends. He tilted his head, eyes rounding bigger. A thought had ripened. “How many at Dumont Orphan School are seventeen?” 
 
    His question made my racing heart pound faster. “I assure you, none of us are eighteen.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked, girl. Tell me what you know.” 
 
    Why did it matter if some survived? Shouldn’t it be a celebration? Of course not for our evil emperor. Something wasn’t right. 
 
    Stroking her pet, Ravana meandered toward me, every step poised, graceful, and toxic. Goddess, her eyes stabbed at me like I was a pincushion. My lips parted to tell the emperor again that none of us were eighteen, but words never came. Ravana’s hypnotic stare made me want to wet my pants as she entered the circle, her ugly pet hissing at me. 
 
    “More lies. A liar and a thief,” Ravana purred, her words so soft yet so lethal. “Lies. Lies. Lies.”  
 
    She shifted her body toward the emperor, who rested his elbow on the armrest. With his fist tucked under his chin, he focused his dazed eyes far away.  
 
    “Brother. What shall we do?”  
 
    As she inched toward me, my friends backed away, and Otis locked his arm around Rocco. 
 
    I shivered. “You don’t have to do any—”  
 
    “Shhh …” Ravana’s nails raked along my cheekbone. 
 
    Had she pressed harder, she would have sliced through my skin. 
 
    “You don’t get to tell me what to do, little girl. You have no idea how much I want to carve you into pieces. Since I can’t, I think I’ll kill your friends instead.” With lightning speed, she yanked Jezela into her arms.  
 
    Jezela’s body went rigid, her turquoise eyes wild with fright. I sucked in air as terror gripped around my throat, and my hands flew to my lips to suppress a scream. 
 
    Ravana’s nails hovered by my gentle friend’s neck. “It’ll be so easy to slit her throat.” She let out a dry humorless laugh. “Answer the emperor, or your friend dies.” 
 
    “No. Stop it.” I held out my hands in desperation. 
 
    “Wrong answer, girl.” 
 
    A grunt from Prince Jediah stopped Ravana. “Father, please. They haven’t done anything wrong. They survived the Blood Plague. We should have healers figure out how they did. Then maybe we could help others like Mother. Others might contract it later in life if she did.” 
 
    Both of Jediah’s brothers looked at him with eyes wide. Then Merrick’s jaw muscles twitched, and Prince Rodern nudged Jediah with his elbow and shot a warning look.  
 
    “You don’t know what you’re saying, child.” The emperor raised his voice, adjusting his cloak, and then tugged the ruffled neckline of his white shirt. “They will spread the disease faster than we can find the cure. They likely have loosed the plague on us again, or will. And … your mother died because of them.” 
 
    “No. That’s not true,” I said, and lowered my head. I shouldn’t be disrespectful but I also wanted to voice the truth. 
 
    A tingling hot sensation wavered through my body again, like a kettle over a low flame. Calm down. Calm down. Breathe.  
 
    I couldn’t let them know what lurked inside my body. Whether good or evil, the emperor would kill me with his bare hands if he thought I had magic. 
 
    “How many of you are survivors?” The emperor’s knuckles turned white as the marble pillars stationed about the room. 
 
    “I don’t know. I really don’t know.” I shook my head feverishly. 
 
    Thalia moved closer to me with her chin raised. “We’re not survivors of the Blood Plague. Had you not killed Delphi, she could have answered your questions. We don’t know anything. We’re merely students.” 
 
    “Enter their minds, Council. Now.” The emperor punched the saffron cushion underneath him. 
 
    “No,” was all Thalia could say as the Council surrounded her in a blink. Then Thalia screamed like her lungs were on fire. 
 
    They read Jezela’s, Candern’s, and Rocco’s. At least now the emperor would know without reservation he was wrong. But … 
 
    “They are all children of the Blood Plague.” The Council’s voices seemed shocked, almost afraid. 
 
    “It’s not possible,” Thalia shrieked, folding her arms to her chest. 
 
    But it was possible if Mariam and Delphi had lied to us. About fifty of us in my year had been brought to the school as babies. They could have lied and told us we were two when we’d really been three. Delphi would know, but she was gone. 
 
    “You can ask the other scholars. They can explain,” I shouted my random thoughts. “Lady Mariam, our director, she’s coming the …”  
 
    Had I said too much? But where was Mariam? Had the other scholars not informed her about us missing from the school? And if they had, did she not care? 
 
    The emperor twirled his ring on his finger, looking into the distance. Hopefully he heard my words and was contemplating mercy.  
 
    The emperor sighed. “What shall we do, Sister? We can’t afford to have this happen again. Not after all we have done.” 
 
    A soft, diabolical purr escaped from Ravana as she walked away from the golden circle. Her eyes darkened and pulsated like a thunderstorm ready to burst. The room went dead silent as we awaited her verdict. 
 
    “Kill every single one of them,” Ravana hissed. “The scholars. The little brats. And burn the school down. I don’t want any survivors. Not even an insect.” 
 
    “No,” I yelled.  
 
    My friends’ wails joined mine. 
 
    All those children, students, and scholars. My home, the only home I’d ever known. The emperor wouldn’t, would he? When he smirked, I had my answer. I had to do something. This was my fault. The goddesses’ fault. Help us, I prayed.  
 
    Why go through the trouble of giving me the sword when I didn’t know how to use its power? Despair and rage controlled me. The air warmed and the tingling sensation in my hand burned hotter, until I was holding unadulterated power, however impossible it seemed. Wind whooshed through the room, strong enough to ruffle hair and clothes. 
 
    I closed my fists when orange light burst from my palms like a birth of the first pure light. On the ground, Caliburn began to rattle. Anticipation choked off my breath. Everyone stared and backed away. Then the blade flared with lustrous silver and soared into my hands like a bird flying home. 
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    EVERYONE REMAINED MOTIONLESS. Silent. Even the air stilled after a gust of unnatural wind blew through the room. Idrisa remained rooted to one spot, staring at the sword in her hands. Was she even breathing? 
 
    I expected her to blast my father with the light from Caliburn as she had Ravana, but nothing happened. The blade turned from metal to crystal, but the golden handle didn’t shine the way it had before. Magic from Caliburn failed her. And the fierceness in her eyes vanished. 
 
    “You dare to threaten the emperor?” My aunt stomped toward the circle, pointing at Idrisa. “Punish her by death, Brother.” 
 
    Idrisa, trembling, dropped the sword. “I don’t know how that happened. Please. You have to believe me.” 
 
    “You cannot kill her,” the Council’s trio of voices reverberated in the room. “The sword is bound to her. If you kill her, the sword will be lost forever.” 
 
    “Then tell me what to do, Council. That’s your job.” Father poked at the air, stressing his point. 
 
    “She must fall in battle, fighting for a righteous cause,” the Council said. “Then the bond can be broken and passed to another.” 
 
    “There’s no battle to fight as of yet.” Father scrubbed a hand down his face. “Time is running out. I need this sword today.” 
 
    I understood Father’s urgency, but he sounded like a spoiled child. 
 
    Ravana sauntered toward me, her hideous pet cuddled in a ball on her middle finger. If I hadn’t known better, I’d say it was a black gem. With my head held high, I refused to look at her as she stood before me. 
 
    “Tell me, future emperor, do you have any suggestions? You don’t seem to want to be here, so I want to know your thoughts.” 
 
    My heart raced faster. I hated how her proximity raised fear in me. She had never asked for my opinion before. She must have an agenda.  
 
    I gave in and finally met her gaze. “You have taken over the judgment session, over which you have no jurisdiction. My opinion is of no consequence.” I kept my voice neutral, avoiding hints of bitterness. 
 
    She inched closer, her lips almost touching my ear. “Someone has to make decisions, since it seems as though you are still a boy and have no thoughts in your pretty head. And you harbor a soft heart for our enemies. You want me to let them free, don’t you, Merrick?” 
 
    How did she know? I had tried to keep my thoughts off my face. Everything about the judgment session was unjust. Burning down an orphan school and killing the innocent had no justification. How could she suggest such an act?  
 
    I’d always thought she had a cold heart, but I hadn’t thought she was evil. But what did I know of her? At that moment, I realized I didn’t know her at all. 
 
    Perhaps the rumors about my aunt were true. She had the reputation of being a monster in her kingdom. I’d heard she would kill a servant if she had a bad day, and there were no representatives to speak for the accused in her judgment room. People were afraid of her, inside and outside of her castle. 
 
    “You fancy Idrisa, don’t you?” Ravana’s brow arched. “I saw the way you looked at her during your party.” 
 
    “I don’t.” I kept my voice as low as hers, narrowing my eyes as I suppressed the heat rising to my face. Keep calm. Don’t let her sense any kind of emotion. “So keep your observations to yourself.”  
 
    Backing away, she clucked her tongue. “Such a waste. A handsome emperor with an iron fist could rule our world. But a soft emperor will tear it down. Be careful, Prince Merrick, people are watching you.”  
 
    A threat. One she would likely keep. 
 
    “And I would be careful if I were you.” A quiet warning as I peeled my eyes away. I refused to waste any more of my time or my breath on someone like her. 
 
    Her threat meant nothing to me. And if I were dethroned, I wouldn’t care. I didn’t want the responsibility of giving death sentences anyway, even for the guilty. 
 
    My aunt stepped to Rodern and whispered something in his ear. His eyes grew wide, and I wanted to erase the smirk off his face. He then whispered something in return. After Ravana pulled back, she looked at Jediah, who turned away. She shook her head, disappointed. 
 
    “My emperor.” Ravana twirled, her long black dress sweeping the ground like a veil of evil spirits. “At least two of your sons have the potential to be the next ruler. You’re going to like their ideas.” She looked over her shoulder and winked at me, her eyes beaming in ravenous victory. 
 
    I wanted to vomit.  
 
    My aunt idled toward the throne to make us wait. My palms sweated with my anticipation. Knowing her, she would make up things to her advantage. 
 
    “What did you say?” I whispered harshly at Rodern. 
 
    “You’ll see.” He let out a soft, menacing chuckle. 
 
    Ravana smoothed her dress and sat on my mother’s throne … My mother’s throne. She had the audacity to sit on my mother’s throne? Goddess help me.  
 
    I ground my teeth, and anger roared through my veins. It took all my will not to attack her. I wanted to take her crown and bash it through her gut with the points inward. But I locked that rage away quickly for my brothers’ sake. If I acted on it, she would kill me in front of an audience. And I would never give her that satisfaction, not if I could help it. 
 
    After what seemed like an eternity of watching me for a reaction as she stroked the gold armrest embedded with gemstones, she finally spoke.  
 
    “Prince Rodern suggested we place them in a tournament to the death in the arena, for our entertainment. I think it’s a splendid idea. In fact, Prince Merrick suggested they fight the beasts. What a perfect time to test them out, to see how well they will do in the battle.” 
 
    That bitch. What beasts? 
 
    That thread of willpower keeping me from striking her almost broke. I had suggested no such thing, but I couldn’t speak. She had used her power to freeze me in place and seal my lips.  
 
    I fought with every ounce of magic in my blood. But she had lived longer and had more powerful magic. Idrisa looked at me, hate and betrayal written all over her face. I still couldn’t move. Could they not see magic held me? 
 
    Father’s eyes gleamed and he stood. “I will make an announcement to our people. In three days, we will have a tournament. It’s been over a year since the last one.” Father sat back down and trained his eyes on Idrisa. “I’ll make a deal with you. If you win, I’ll burn down the school. If you lose, the school will be safe. And if you die first, we can end quickly and your friends can go home.” 
 
    “That’s not a fair deal.” Rocco tried unsuccessfully to yank away from Otis. 
 
    “We’re not sentinels.” Thalia marched closer. “You’re ensuring Idrisa’s death. The emperor is not fair. I demand another bargain. I know our rights.” 
 
    “Silly girl. You have no rights when I’m here.” Ravana smiled, but so much evil lay in that gesture. 
 
    Jezela and Candern blanched, already looking defeated. Idrisa just stood there saying nothing, but she seemed a world away. If she ended her life first, surrendered to the beasts, she could set her friends free. 
 
    I felt sorry for her. The lives of those she loved rested on her shoulders.  
 
    Idrisa raised her head, fists squeezed by her sides. “I’ll take that deal if I’m the only one in the tournament.” 
 
    “No.” Thalia linked her arms to Idrisa’s. “You can’t do it alone. You’ll die.” 
 
    “We have no choice. I have no choice. I can’t …” Idrisa inhaled a deep, shuddering breath as drops of tears streamed down her face. “I will end it quickly, and then you can all go home.” 
 
    “Not without you.” Jezela huddled against Idrisa’s other side. 
 
    Candern moved to her friends. “Forever may our bond be strong, and like the stars may our light never die. We either live together or die together.” 
 
    The girls smiled sadly in unison. I wished I had such affection for my brothers. They were not blood sisters, but clearly bonds of the heart held them together. 
 
    The echo of my aunt clapping broke the sweet exchange. “How … what’s the word? Cute. Or maybe pitiful. The deal is final. You can all be the beasts’ meal and die together.” 
 
    “Otis,” Father said. “Take them back to their prison. Give them access to a bath. Give them a servant’s meal. They’ll need proper shoes. And for the appearance of fairness, let them attempt to train themselves with weapons. Otis, make sure Idrisa takes the sword Caliburn to my study. She won’t be using it during the tournament. It wouldn’t be fair to the beasts, though I’m beginning to believe Idrisa has no idea how to control it.” 
 
    “Fair to the beasts?” Rocco shouted and cursed, pushing and shoving Otis even with his arms tied back. 
 
    “Shut that boy up.” Father pounded on the armrest. “Take them to the dungeon. This meeting is over.” 
 
    I stormed out of the judgment room as soon as Ravana’s magic released me, but my brothers called me. 
 
    “What do you want?” I kept my tone level, even though I wanted to punch Rodern in the face. 
 
    He pushed me behind a pillar outside the room into the dark shadows where we couldn’t be seen. Jediah followed right behind. 
 
    “Listen,” Rodern said sternly, his eyes grave and boring into mine. “I can be difficult, but I’m not heartless. I did suggest a tournament. Idrisa with her sword and Ravana. Our aunt used magic on me, that bitch. And I assume she did it to you too. I know you can smell magic when it’s being used. Didn’t you sense it?” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder, ensuring nobody was around. “I did, but the entire room reeked of it, so I couldn’t tell exactly who was using it and when.” 
 
    “I think she wants to take over the empire.” Jediah scrubbed the back of his head, clearly still upset. “She’s making decisions for Father, and Father submits to everything she says and wants. I understand why he wants the sword, but it’s making him crazy.” 
 
    “We need to do something before …” Rodern glanced over his shoulder and then back to us. “It’s too late.” 
 
    I waited until a group of sentinels passed by. “I have an idea, but I can’t tell you. You’ll have to trust me.” 
 
    “What do you mean you can’t tell us?” Rodern placed his hand on the pillar, his fingers flexing with agitation. 
 
    Rodern surprised me. Maybe things weren’t as bad as I feared between us. If a time ever came when we needed to stand against our aunt, we had to be on the same team. For the first time in months, I believed we were. 
 
    Jediah grabbed my shirt and shook me with uncharacteristic anger. “You can’t help them, Merrick. If Father or Ravana find out, I don’t know what they would do to you. And I can’t lose you too.” 
 
    Sometimes I forgot Jediah was only sixteen, but out of the three of us, he had the biggest heart. In some ways, he was the bravest, like the way he’d spoken out in the judgment room. I wished I had been a better brother to him after Mother passed away. Maybe I’d find the missing piece of me one day, hopefully soon. 
 
    Guiding his hand gingerly away from me, I said, “Don’t worry. I’m not a fool.” 
 
    But something wasn’t right. What had Father meant by We can’t afford to have this happen again. Not after all we have done. Perhaps those words meant nothing, and I was being paranoid. 
 
    “We’ll talk later. We’re late to our lesson.” I left without a second glance to my brothers. 
 
    Just as I rounded the corner of the hallway to my room, my scholar walked right through my closed door. Then he appeared from the other side and gave me a knowing smile. He’d known I was there watching him. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Stupid question. That could only be a spell. “Teach me.” 
 
    “As you wish.” Then he slipped through the door again. 
 
    I entered my chamber and took out the book of spells Knox had given me. I trusted my scholar enough to reveal where my secret compartment was located, inside a wall next to my bookshelf. Besides, he was a Magus. If he wanted to, he could find it with a spell. As I held the book in my hand, I glanced around for Gylden. 
 
    Knox seemed to notice my distraction. “Mayra told me to tell you she took Gylden to the garden to get some fresh air.” 
 
    I nodded. Thank the goddesses for Mayra. 
 
    “So, what spell have you memorized?” He plopped on the sofa, patting his belly. “I’ve had a big meal this morning, but it didn’t settle well in the judgment room.” 
 
    I frowned, sat across from him, and opened the book. “I haven’t had time to look through it. Ravana and my father are insane. You weren’t there to hear about the tournament they’re arranging. The five prisoners pitted against the beasts. What beasts? Do you know anything about this?” 
 
    My scholar stroked his beard. “On the contrary, I was on the other side of the door listening, so I heard all the commotion.” He smirked, and then his lips pinched to the center. “But the beasts? I have no idea.” 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck. “Can you find out?” 
 
    Knox raised an eyebrow. “Why, Prince Merrick? What is in it for you?” 
 
    I was taken aback by his question. “Father is not himself, and he’s letting his sister act like the empress. She sat on Mother’s throne today.” I rounded my fists and almost pummeled the table. “I wanted to say something, but …” I sighed and slumped my shoulders. 
 
    “I think you’ve found your purpose.” Knox socked the air with his fist. His enthusiasm was unnerving. “Whether you agree with me or not, something or someone has given you a reason to stand up.” 
 
    I should tell him what I had seen when my skin had brushed against Idrisa’s, but I let it go. It had been only that one time, but I hadn’t touched her since. It was nothing. It had to be a fluke. 
 
    The sword had bonded to her, so she must be pure of heart. She couldn’t be evil like my aunt. At least I didn’t think so. And as for my purpose, it was to get through day by day, trying to heal my pain. 
 
    My brothers and I had never seen or fought in a war. Our lives were simple, and we never had anything to fight for. We really only had one purpose, to rule our empire when it was our turn. However, I’d become occupied with Idrisa and her friends and the mysteries surrounding them.  
 
    Why was Father so angry they had survived? Did he really blame them for Mother’s death? In truth, I did have a new purpose, though I wouldn’t admit it to my scholar.  
 
    “How did you go through the door?” 
 
    I stopped flipping through the pages when I landed on “Walk through walls.” Symbols I had never seen before and numbers appeared on the page.  
 
    I released an annoyed sigh. “I don’t understand this. It’s written in the ancient language. It’s older than you.” 
 
    Knox let out a boisterous chuckle, his belly jiggling. “It is. Those symbols and numbers are there to protect the book just in case it gets placed in the wrong hands.” He jerked his chin to the book. “Blow on it. It knows your breath.” 
 
    I did as instructed, and words I could read but did not understand appeared. 
 
    “Others will not see the same as you,” Knox explained. “Read it.” 
 
    “Ego ego diu non solida, sed a vitro mundo. Deduc me in umorem et ut nobis concedas transitum.” I took a frustrated breath. “It’s long. What does it mean?” 
 
    “I am no longer solid, but a clear glass. Make me into liquid, and let me pass.” 
 
    “It seems so simple in our language, but—” 
 
    “It’s the reason why spells are not written in common language. Then anyone who had magic could master them.” 
 
    I shrugged. “True. So what do I do next?” 
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    We stood by the closet wall. He rested his palm on the wooden door, ready to demonstrate. “Place your hand on the door and close your eyes. Take a deep breath and say the words inside your mind. You must let the power of your magic inside guide you through. If you’re hesitant, it won’t work. If you lose focus, it won’t work.” 
 
    I did as I was told, closed my eyes, cleared my head of all thoughts, and lifted the book in my hand. “I can’t see if I close my eyes.” 
 
    Knox snorted. “The reason you’re supposed to memorize the words. Common sense.” 
 
    “I know,” I grunted. “Can I do it with my eyes open?” 
 
    “I merely told you to close your eyes to help you concentrate, but if you can do it with your eyes open, then do it.” 
 
    As I read from the book, my other hand still on the door, I said the words, feeling every syllable into my existence and releasing magic from my soul. A warm sensation coursed through my blood, then a cold breeze wrapped around me.  
 
    Fire and ice collided, blending, expanding, twisting, and then my hand, light as air, slipped through. I pushed in farther and farther, halfway through. Then something went wrong. I was stuck between, half of my body on either side. 
 
    “Why am I stuck?” Luckily, my head wasn’t stuck or conversation would have been difficult. 
 
    Knox’s chest shook with laughter. “If only you could see yourself.” 
 
    “I can.” I scowled and then chuckled. “Get me out, please.” 
 
    My scholar murmured ancient words as he tugged my arm. “I forgot to tell you something. You have to keep saying the spell until you’ve passed through.” 
 
    I rubbed the arm that had gone through just to make sure it was in one piece. “You forgot?” I let out a fake laugh that time. “Or did you intend to play a prank on me?” 
 
    He claimed innocence, but the twinkle in his eyes gave him away. 
 
    “Zena told me about you.” I gave him a challenging stare and sat back on the sofa. 
 
    “Did she now?” Knox paced about the room as I flipped through my spell book. 
 
    “Let’s try the invisible spell next,” I said. “I would also like to learn how to block someone from using magic on me, and then I would like to learn about your potion spells.” 
 
    Knox grinned ear to ear and sat next to me. “Very well, then. Let’s go to my study.” 
 
    “I also need a favor from you.” 
 
    He lifted his eyebrows, and then his eyes sparkled. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    With a grim smile, I said, “I’ll let you know soon.” 
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 A New Awakening 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    OTIS SHOVED US TO THE BACK of the servants’ corridor where the women bathed in a large basin. We shivered as we washed up in the soapy, murky cold water and changed clothes.  
 
    Afterward, we were taken to another room, and we ate better food than before—a roasted chicken leg and rice. Then Otis told a guard named Patron to toss us back into our prison. Shoes made of brown stretchy fabric with thin soles that covered our toes were lined against the wall. Luckily, they fit almost right. 
 
    I tucked into a ball in the back corner, shivering from the cold air, hiding my hands. A faint red circle on the palm I held the sword in deepened, more prominent. I’d thought it was from the impact and the magical object, but the mark hadn’t gone away.  
 
    I’d thought Merrick would be sympathetic and plead mercy for us. And Rodern, who had suggested we all die for entertainment, was a steaming pile of horse’s dung. The princes, except for Jediah, were cowards.  
 
    “Idrisa.” Jezela plopped beside me on the stone ground and attempted a smile. 
 
    Candern kicked the hay to make a pile between Jezela and Thalia, and sat on top of it. “Do you think the Council is telling the truth? Are we a year older than we’ve always thought? Can they really tell by digging into our memories?” She tapped her head. “I don’t even know what they saw.” 
 
    I was surprised they were speaking to me. I wouldn’t have blamed them if they hadn’t. After all, they were in this position because of me. 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. If what the Council said is true, I don’t understand why our scholars would lie to us about our age. I would understand if maybe they thought people would think us cursed somehow for surviving the Blood Plague, but I’m not sure that’s it.” 
 
    “I’m still in shock.” Jezela frowned. “Then I wonder what happened to our parents.” 
 
    Unlike my friends, Delphi had told me how I had been brought to the school, and I would never share it with anyone. I’d sworn to Delphi. Even in her death I would keep that promise. But I wondered if she’d told me the truth.  
 
    Thalia broke her stare away from the wall. “We have no time for wondering. First we need to fight the beasts.” 
 
    Candern shuffled hay under her shoes. “We need to make a plan.” 
 
    Thalia tossed me a blanket beside her. “Don’t punish yourself by allowing yourself to be cold.” 
 
    How did she know? She was always intuitive. I didn’t deserve comfort, even something as simple as staying warm, and I didn’t deserve their kindness either. 
 
    “We need to get ready.” Thalia’s features tightened, her eyes bold and determined. “We have one advantage. The emperor doesn’t know we’ve been trained with weapons. When they let us out to practice, we pretend we don’t know what we’re doing. Then when we fight the beast, we give everything we have. I’ll let Rocco know of our plan when I get a chance.” 
 
    “But if we win, the emperor will burn the school.” I rubbed my face in hopes it would clear my head. There had to be a way to outwit Istan and Ravana. 
 
    Thalia moved closer to me. “Not if we can get word to the school.” 
 
    I lifted my head from my knees, and a slow burning hope grew brighter. “How?” 
 
    “Leave that up to me.” A smile played across her face.  
 
    If anyone could come up with something clever, it would be Thalia.  
 
    Thalia cleared her throat. “Meanwhile, Idrisa, you need to figure out how to control Caliburn. Let’s not dwell on the mystery of the sword but rather accept it and use it to our advantage. Strike them down with the gift from the Ladies of the Lake and show them the truest of hearts will prevail. We’re getting out of here, sisters. I don’t know how, but we are. We have to believe we can.” 
 
    Guilt and blame had smothered my light and courage, but after Thalia’s speech, it awakened me. 
 
    Never let your light burn out, for if you do, hope and courage will be buried so deep you won’t find it again. Delphi’s words of wisdom to me, I wouldn’t forget. 
 
    I leaped up, the blanket I’d clung to pooled around my feet. “We’ve trained all our lives. Let’s not put that to waste. We can defeat the beasts. How big can they be? There are five of us.” 
 
    “The goddesses chose you, Idrisa.” Candern rose by my side, looking at me with reverence. “For what, I don’t know. But Thalia is right. We have to believe.” 
 
    “I believe.” Jezela stood, dusting the hay off her pants. “We should find out more about the beasts and how to defeat them. I don’t know who we should ask, but someone must be willing to give us help.” 
 
    I was just about to say something inspiring when Patron banged the cell bars with his staff.  
 
    “Up. It’s time to play with weapons.” He chuckled as he unlocked the door. “Good luck, children.”  
 
    After he let us out, he released Rocco and guided us through dank corridors, past the stables, past the servants’ housing, and then finally to our destination. 
 
    Tall wooden walls surrounded the training grounds. Behind them, fresh snow frosted the distant mountains. Some men trained on the hard-packed dirt or wrestled on the grass. I had never seen so many men in one place, and there were too many to count. Thousands, I supposed. 
 
    The sentinels must take turns training in shifts. Those men sparring, bow shooting, and knife throwing wore plain, loose clothing instead of the sentinel uniform. Some seemed to be novices. I could tell from the way they failed to dodge a swing from their opponent. 
 
    Men were staring at us, either gawking lustfully or pityingly. Rumors traveled fast, whether you lived in the city slums or the countryside, whether you were rich or poor, and apparently even in a castle. I assumed they had heard about the tournament since the emperor had said he would announce it. 
 
    As I continued to glance about the men in training as we followed Patron, my treacherous body reacted to Merrick, despite my fury when I spotted him. Merrick and his brothers were sparring with sentinels on separate fields, away from everyone else. And though my brain commanded me to look away, the woman in me watched his strong muscles flex as he moved gracefully about the lush green, swinging, twisting, blocking, and even using his magic to flip over four of his opponents like a carnival tumbler. 
 
    My mind and heart struggled at the sight of him. He was so handsome, dashing, and charming. His royal blue eyes so sad and hollow, yet so beautiful and intense. He wanted to kill us, and he’d sold us out to the emperor, my mind reminded me. Then something hard jabbed my chest, breaking my trance. 
 
    “Here.” Otis shoved a bucket of rusty throwing knives at me, and I stumbled a few steps back. “I’m placing you at the knife-throwing station.” 
 
    I scowled, watching Rocco and Thalia veer to the sword station, a perfect opportunity for them to discuss our plan.  And Jezela and Candern were sent to the bow and arrow post. I had been too busy staring at Merrick to notice we were separated. 
 
    About ten round targets on a wooden pole were lined in a row—three feet high and wide. Men stood behind a marker and threw from thirty feet, as one man stood behind each pole to retrieve the knives. 
 
    Knives thumped one after the other against the circular targets, almost in a rhythm. I placed the bucket down and stood behind the longest line with my head lowered, wanting to be invisible. 
 
    “Do you know what to do?” a kind young man asked. 
 
    “No.” My face warmed as the lie left my mouth. 
 
    I knew exactly what to do, though Thalia was a better knife thrower than me. She could hit the bull’s-eye, whereas I hit mostly around it. 
 
    He snorted softly, making an effort not to offend me. “Just watch and learn. Keep your eyes trained on the target at all times. Keep your arm muscles tight and let your wrist do all the work.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I felt grateful he even cared at all. 
 
    “I hear you are to fight the beasts in a tournament?” someone asked from behind me. 
 
    Burning skies. I knew that voice. I turned and my stomach lurched to my throat. “Prince Jediah.” My voice trembled out of my mouth, barely a whisper. 
 
    His blue eyes seemed darker close up, like indigo. He shared similar features with Merrick. Thick eyebrows, straight nose, strong chiseled jawline, and kissable lips … Oh skies, I couldn’t believe I’d just thought that.  
 
    He was sixteen but carried himself older. Outside the judgment room, he seemed relaxed and playful. Sweat trickled along his temple, and his training attire clung to his hard body, which was slimmer than his brothers’. 
 
    Stop thinking about their bodies, I chastised myself. 
 
    Jediah grinned. “Keirn has given you a great tip, but we can’t help you fight the beasts. We have no idea what they look like.” He shook his head. “I just want you to know that if I could get you and your friends out of it, I would. If you are truly survivors of the Blood Plague, we should be throwing you a grand party.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I didn’t know what else to say, but I wanted to say … Your father is a horrible emperor, and Ravana is the evilest bitch. I hate them both. 
 
    “Keirn, could you do me a favor?” Jediah asked. 
 
    “Anything, My Prince.” 
 
    “I want you to help Idrisa. Be her mentor and guide her. Teach her what you know. She has two days to …” He bit his lip, inhaling an agitated breath. “To learn how to use these weapons. And if Otis stops you, let him know I gave the command.” 
 
    Keirn placed a fist to his heart and lowered his head. “It will be my honor.” 
 
    With a faint smile, Jediah left before I could thank him. At least one of the brothers cared. From the corner of my eye, I spotted Rocco and Thalia waiting for their turn, giving me a curious look.  
 
    As I pretended to observe, Keirn gave me words of advice I half listened to. I couldn’t stop thinking about Delphi, about the beasts, and Mariam. And most importantly, what I needed to do. 
 
    If my death would save them all, I would do it. I had no other choice unless Thalia could assure me she had sent word to our school. Delphi was first in command when Mariam went traveling. With Delphi gone, Leandria would take over.  
 
    Would she know what to do? Where would she take all those children? There was no place to hide. Harboring fugitives was a crime against the emperor. No one would help. 
 
    My heart pressed harder inside my chest, consuming my air as my thoughts ran wild. I had to accept my fate and do what was right, no matter the cost. 
 
    I glanced over to Thalia and Rocco sparring, pretending not to know what they were doing, and then to Jezela and Candern, who were failing miserably, missing their targets. I stole glances at Merrick, who walked about the field, and a few times our eyes met. 
 
    How could someone who seemed so sweet, who had asked me to dance, suggest we fight the beasts? I resolved not to think of him. He didn’t deserve my time, but my friends did. I only had two days left with my friends. There was so much I needed to say to them, but if I did, they would know I planned to sacrifice myself.  
 
    “Watch me first, and then you can try.” Keirn flung the dagger and hit the red center.  
 
    The men around my station glanced my way, trying to hide their mocking smiles, and some lifted their eyebrows, others snorted, and many whispered to each other. I squeezed my fists and bit my tongue from speaking out.  
 
    My ego urged me to show them what I could do. Don’t be stupid, Idrisa. Stick to the plan. You’ll have a chance to show them in the battle. I bit down my tongue and focused back to Keirn. 
 
    “Your turn.” Keirn handed me a dagger from my bucket. 
 
    I threw it, not giving much effort, and it landed on the dirt about three feet from the target. The snickers grew louder. I wanted to shout at the men to mind their own business. What right did they have to laugh at me? Did they know our lives were at stake? Did they even care? 
 
    Keirn shook his head and sighed. “You have to put in more muscle strength or you’ll never hit the target.”  
 
    “Let me try again.” I gave a little bit more push, that time reaching closer. 
 
    Keirn nodded with an encouraging grin. “Keep going. Loosen your wrist.” 
 
    Every time I hurled the knife, I purposely missed the target. And every time I missed, I wanted to hit the target even more. 
 
    “Maybe you can try something else,” he said wearily, hiding his disappointment.  
 
    He took me to another station and I accidently kicked a pile of bolts on the grass at our station. After he showed me how to nock an arrow, he handed me one. I aimed and released my fingers. The bolt missed the wooden block by two feet.  
 
    Keirn ran his hand down his face and reached behind me. “Let me guide you, if I may?” 
 
    I nodded, pinched my lips together, feeling bad for making him think I had no idea what I was doing. 
 
    “Perhaps I can help,” said a familiar voice.  
 
    I stiffened as sweat and something sweet spiraled around me, and then Merrick’s chest replaced Keirn’s. Oh goddess. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. I wanted his hands off me. He had no right to touch me after his betrayal.  
 
    He must have locked me in some kind of magical spell, for my heart danced with a melody created just for the two of us when he held me tighter. I should be mad and push him away. Or better yet, shoot the arrow through his heart. But that thought went away when my right palm tingled like an invisible caress. No symbols flashed before my eyes like the last time we’d touched. 
 
    “I want you to know Ravana lied.” His warm breath brushed the tip of my ear. “She used her magic on me so I couldn’t speak. I don’t know anything about the beasts. I never knew we had them.” 
 
    It felt odd to have the arrow drawn back, pointing to the target but going nowhere. We stood there as men stared and whispered. 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” I sneered, conflicted, even though I had a hunch he spoke the truth, even though his warm breath touching my skin sent pleasurable tingles through my blood. 
 
    I wanted to believe the prince who had asked me to dance, the prince everyone seemed to admire, was kind and good. 
 
    “Believe what you want. I didn’t have to tell you anything.” He gave me the same sassy tone back. “Now let your fingers free.” 
 
    I did as he asked, because I had no choice. The arrow soared and hit the red center dot on the target. The man behind took the arrow out and stepped away. 
 
    “We’re doing it again. Don’t move.” Merrick reached down to the pile of arrows and nocked one on the string. “Listen and learn. Close one eye and focus on the target. Inhale a deep breath and release when you exhale.” He guided my arm back. “Think of the arrow as an extension of your arm, stretching to the red dot. Feel the wind and let it guide the bolt. Don’t lose your concentration even for a second. Now. Let go.” 
 
    I inhaled and exhaled, then released. The bolt soared and whacked on the target. 
 
    “Again,” he demanded. 
 
    We did it several more times. I’m not one of your servants to order around, I almost said. “Why are you helping me?” I asked instead. 
 
    “Because it’s the right thing to do. And if I’m wrong about you, you better pray to the Eternal Mothers for mercy because I’ll kill you myself.” 
 
    What in goddess’s name did he mean by that? What did he think I was?  
 
    I let go of the arrow, watching it fly through the air. Turning toward him, I pointed my bow at his stomach, ready to jab it into some soft place. 
 
    I realized then the prince hadn’t helped me when a few men applauded and Keirn gave me a wide smile. I had hit the target on my own. With too many witnesses, and Merrick furrowing his brow at me, I lowered the weapon with a nervous smile. 
 
    The prince leaned closer, his shoulder touching mine. “Every time you shoot, remember my words. Remember the way my body felt pressing yours, the warmth of my hands, and how much stronger and courageous you felt. The heat of my body will linger on yours until after the tournament. Your punishment for wanting to hit me with the bow. Good luck sleeping. Try not to think of me.” 
 
    With that, he left me dumbfounded, my lips apart. Damn him to the stars. I wanted to punch his face. 
 
    “Prince Merrick.” A pretty girl with long braided hair and gorgeous hazel eyes walked beside him. “Are we still sparring today?” 
 
    “Zena.” The prince’s eyes beamed with joy. His arm started to go around her waist but dropped by his side instead. “Of course. I did promise, didn’t I?” 
 
    Secret lovers? 
 
    Unreasonable jealousy bubbled in my chest. How silly of me to think … I shut down my thoughts. My focus went out of whack when he was near.  
 
    Curse you, Merrick. I don’t need to feel you to make me stronger. I am my own self. Idrisa from Dumont Orphanage School. I am worthy. I am deserving. You can’t take away who I am. 
 
    Out of anger, and to prove to myself that I could, I nocked an arrow and released, straight to the target dead on.  
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 Prince Merrick 
 
    Merrick 
 
      
 
    BURNING SKIES. Flirting with Idrisa had been an abysmal idea, if I could have even called that flirting. What the hell happened? It hadn’t started out that way. When I’d seen her and her friends trailing behind Otis, I’d pitied them. 
 
    I’d merely meant to give Idrisa some words of advice and let her know I wasn’t a bastard who would throw her to a beast to be eaten alive. But when I’d touched her, I hadn’t wanted to tear my hands away. 
 
    When I’d pressed my chest to her back and wrapped my arms around her, a warm welcoming sensation had coursed through my blood. I’d found comfort that somewhat soothed the ache in my heart, and I’d believed she felt the same when she eased into my arms.  
 
    No symbols appeared in my mind like the first time we’d touched, but something I couldn’t understand passed between us. At least on my end. And like before, my pendant vibrated softly. Only with her. What did it mean? 
 
    Rocco’s evil eye had given me more cause to take my hands off Idrisa. Either he was protective of his friend, or he cared for her more than he should. I guessed the latter, but I wasn’t sure if Idrisa returned the same feeling. 
 
    And why did I care? 
 
    “Prince Merrick. Are we sparring today?” 
 
    “Zena. Of course. I did promise, didn’t I?”  
 
    Thankful for the distraction, I almost wrapped my arms around her as she matched my steps to the stable. I blew out a frustrated breath from being so sick of always having to look over my shoulder, wondering who was watching. 
 
    Zena was quiet until we entered the stables, a familiar leather-and-wood chips scent filled my nose. 
 
    “Is it true?” She headed toward my horse. “I overheard Father talking about the beasts. And the prisoners are to fight in a tournament with these … these beasts?”  
 
    I rubbed Reyes’s head and stroked the silky length of his body. His muscles twitched as if he could sense my worry. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s true. I’ve never heard Father talk about the beasts. This has to be something new. I wouldn’t be surprised if Ravana had a thing with the demon from the Netherworld and gave birth to some abomination.” 
 
    Zena giggled and picked up a broom. She began to sweep the hay for a clear path for sparring. She wanted to spar in private. Otherwise people would talk. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised either.” Zena cackled a soft laugh. “I fear for the prisoners. I don’t know what they did to deserve such a fate, but I know you can’t share.” 
 
    “I wish I could tell you, but it’s better you don’t know. Honestly, it’s all lies anyway.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up as she continued to sweep. “I have information that may help. I’ve heard some things.”  
 
    I stopped caressing my horse and leaned against the wooden beam with my arms crossed. “What have you heard?” 
 
    She came closer, looked behind her, and then back to me. “It might be nothing, but the servants that work the prison grounds have mentioned a hidden passage. One that they are forbidden to enter. If such a passage exists, perhaps the beasts are in there.” 
 
    We had been told to stay away from the dungeon for obvious reasons, but if the beasts were to be hidden, that sounded like a perfect place. 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “Where do they think this secret passage exists? Can you give me the exact location?” 
 
    “Go to the last cell of the dungeon, take the spiraling stairs down to the last level, past the long dark tunnel until you can’t go any farther. There’s a wall there, but the servant swore they heard noises behind it that sounded like an animal’s cry.” 
 
    “I’ll have to check it out.” After reaching behind the wooden beam, I eased forth a sword I had seen resting there and swung at Zena, slow enough I could stop the momentum had she not been ready for me. 
 
    She raised the broom in time to block, pivoted and grabbed her sword from its hiding place, behind a lump of hay next to the beam. “Pretty clever, Prince Merrick, but I’m always ready.” 
 
    “Good. You should be.” 
 
    We moved in a circle like a slow ballroom dance over the packed clay ground, my heart thumping to the beat of silent music. With the swords in front, our eyes locked, daring each other to make the first move. 
 
    “Is that a threat?” She lunged, nicking my shirt. Her eyes grew wide and apologetic, and she was about to say something when I whacked her sword back up. 
 
    “Never stop for any reason,” I snapped. 
 
    The clang of metal upon metal spooked some of the horses as we moved from stall to stall. Sparks from our colliding swords flashed like lightning and our quick steps tossed bits of hay into the air. 
 
    Zena dashed to the middle, taking us to the open space she’d cleared. I followed behind but stopped to dodge her blow as some odor assaulted my nose. I paused a fraction of a beat to see Zena impishly curl her lips. 
 
    She giggled. “Never follow a woman who knows her domain well.” 
 
    I was about to ask what she meant when one leg slipped from under me and shot straight out. I landed on one bent knee. “What in goddess’s name?”  
 
    “I’m afraid you stepped on horse dung.” She let out a boisterous laugh. “Most likely Reyes’s.” 
 
    “Shit.” I rose to my feet, my voice low and threatening. “Never underestimate how playful I can be.” Brown footprints marked the ground as I ran after her. 
 
    “No. No. No.” She ran from beam to beam, giggling, and sometimes almost slipping on hay. 
 
    “When I catch you, I’m going to make you sit on it.” 
 
    “You are no gentleman.” She laughed, a beautiful sound to my ears. 
 
    In that moment I forgot my troubles. I became a boy long forgotten, chasing his childhood friend. When I finally caught her, I grabbed her waist. Zena pushed at me as I dragged her toward Reyes’s stall. Nobody was around to judge or point fingers as I laughed and let go.  
 
    Until … 
 
    “Zena!” 
 
    We froze.  
 
    A sword’s tip pinned my back, and then it was released. “Prince Merrick. I’m so sorry. My apologies. I thought … I didn’t know it was you.” 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck, heat rising to my face. Had it been another girl it would have been fine, but Zena was his daughter. Zieke knew of our friendship, but playing the way we did when we were younger was no longer acceptable at our age. 
 
    “We were sparring.” I cleared my throat, straightening my training shirt. “With your permission, I would like to offer your daughter a spot in my legion, standing next to you.” 
 
    Zena’s eyes grew wide and glossy, and her lips spread to a beautiful smile. 
 
    Zieke looked at his daughter and then back to me. “Are you sure, Prince Merrick?” 
 
    “Before you saw us acting like children.” I cleared my throat again. “She proved herself to me. You have taught her well.” 
 
    Zieke placed his fist on his chest with his head down. “It would honor her and our family to have my daughter in your legion. Thank you, My Prince.” 
 
    I too pressed my fist to my chest. “You and your family have been like my own. It’s my honor.” 
 
    Zieke peered up, his fist still to his heart, and his eyes filled with pride and gratitude. “Thank you.” He nodded and said, “Knox is looking for you.” 
 
    I had snuck into my scholar’s room last night and took a potion called belladonna. Depending on the dosage, one could fake a death. He might likely ask me if I had taken the bottle with me.  
 
    I threw up my hands. “Doesn’t he have anything better to do?”  
 
    We shared a good laugh, and I headed out. The servants and sentinels bowed respectfully, passing me as I strode back to the training field. I cocked an eyebrow, watching Rodern spar with Jezela and Candern, giving words of advice. Leave it to my brother to work with two women at a time. 
 
    Rodern tilted his head to me in greeting, and I did the same. He had one of those grins that was hard to read. Was it genuine or cunning? I could never tell. Then his eyes grew bigger, a warning, but it was too late. 
 
    I collided into something hard and cold water splashed on my chest. My body stung in shock like I had been dumped into an ice bath. 
 
    “Burning skies.” Idrisa shrieked. “I’m so sorry. I had my head down. I didn’t see you.” 
 
    When I recognized her apologetic urgent voice, my anger immediately burned out. Water soaked her face and tunic. With her mouth open and eyes wide, she held a small water bucket, now empty.  
 
    I felt horrible, so I took off my shirt and wiped her face, but stopped then realized my tunic was soaked. What in goddess’s name was I doing? 
 
    “It’s not necessary but thank you.” She ran a hand down her face as her eyes landed on my bare chest. Her cheeks turned red like the clouds reflecting the setting sun, then she scowled. 
 
    I hid my grin. Idrisa and I were hot and cold. Sometimes we spat at each other, and sometimes something tender passed between us. But then I remembered her fate, and my stomach roiled. I would try to find this secret passage on my own tonight and look for the beasts. Any information I could find might help in battle. 
 
    I shoved my arms through the sleeves of my wet tunic. “Now that you’ve seen my chest, I guess you won’t be able to sleep tonight.” 
 
    I sounded arrogant, but I would have said something nice had she not cursed under her breath at me. I’m no gentleman. 
 
    Perhaps Knox should teach me how to treat women better, even when she was at her worst. Before she could say anything, I used magic to dry my shirt, and as an apology, I dried her shirt too, then walked away. 
 
    When I reached my scholar’s door, I muttered the spell in my mind I had memorized and went through the door with my eyes closed. I grinned at my accomplishment as I stood in the middle of my scholar’s room. 
 
    Knox had his back to me, shoving his legs into his pants.  
 
    He cleared his throat. “I’m very pleased you’ve mastered that spell, but the next time I might be completely naked. You should knock before you enter. I am most certain I taught you some manners.”  
 
    “Sorry. You called for me?”  
 
    I distracted myself by glancing toward his tidy bed with the green duvet to match the velvet curtain pulled back. Sunlight filtered in and bathed my skin. After he buttoned up, he sat behind his long, messy table.  
 
    On top of the table were dark bottles of all sizes filled with potions, pills, and herbs. Off to the side were small stacks of books, a few of which were open. 
 
    I pulled out the chair on the other side of him and slumped. Engaging with Idrisa always left me flustered. She consumed my thoughts, and I had a driving need to help her. 
 
    Knox folded his hands, elbows on the table, and looked at me like a father ready to scold his child. “Have you been stealing some of my potions? The one called belladonna?” 
 
    “I-I …” I stumbled even as I had expected him to ask me about it. “Technically, I borrowed them. Don’t worry, I was going to return them today.” I gave him a sheepish grin and shrugged. 
 
    “Good. I don’t want them to fall into the wrong hands. If swallowed by accident or if taken too much of—” 
 
    I sat up and leaned closer. “I know. Death.” 
 
    He lifted his brow. “You planning to kill someone?” 
 
    “No, of course not. Have you found any information about the beasts?” Killing was not my intention, but I didn’t want to tell him what I was up to until I had it all planned out. 
 
    “I can’t see your father. Ravana won’t let any of us see him. But the servants are talking about a possible secret passage.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know,” I grumbled and scrubbed the back of my neck. 
 
    “A giant person is sometimes called a beast.” He waggled his eyebrows.  
 
    “Or a beast could mean a small but hideous creature, like the one Ravana has wrapped around her finger. There’s got to be a way to stop this.” I sank back into the plushy cushion. 
 
    He tilted his head. “Why do you care?”  
 
    Knox had the kindest heart, and though I knew he wasn’t in favor of this tournament, his question threw me off. He was always challenging me, making me think, and generally giving me a headache. 
 
    “You never cared when we had tournaments before.” He shuffled glass bottles to the side of the table as he spoke. “Of course, they were thieves and murderers, but then again, there were no beasts.” 
 
    “Idrisa.” I whispered her name for fear if I said it louder, my heart would burst. Then I reminded myself I felt sorry for her and nothing more. Besides, Rocco seemed determined to claim her. Not that I cared. 
 
    “What about her?” Knox matched my tone. 
 
    I had to trust someone or I would go insane. Mother had asked him to teach me spells. She wouldn’t have asked him if she didn’t trust him, the more reason to prove I could. So, I told him about the symbol I had seen when Idrisa and I had first touched. 
 
    I rested my elbows on his desk. “Do you think she was born with dark magic? If she even had it. She would have escaped or done something to help her friends, don’t you think? Besides, I usually can sense when magic is being used, but I sense nothing from her.” 
 
    Knox pointed at his bookshelf behind him. One thick book popped out and landed on his desk. The pages flipped on their own and stopped at a symbol.  
 
    “Let me explain something,” he said. “This symbol first appeared when the Ladies of the Lake created our world. The three circles represent the moons, our goddesses. The circle encompassing them represents our world. Over time, magic grew, and so did the kingdoms in each empire, and dark magic emerged. So, the Eternal Ring became the new symbol of the empires. Then the first symbol became associated with old, dark magic. Some of us, like me, remember the symbol to be good. After all, you saw it just once, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” I urged to tell him how my pendant vibrated only for her, but I decided not to tell him. He didn’t know about the necklace mother had gifted me. Perhaps it was best not to say anything for now. 
 
    “But …” He closed the book, sending dust into the air, and floated the book back into its place. “After the tournament, I need you in the training field. We have much to cover.” 
 
    I groaned and rolled my eyes, but he was right. I loosened an impatient sigh. 
 
    Knox slammed a hand on the table and his eyes beamed. “Today, we can work on another spell and do some mental exercises, learning to control magic when others are forcing theirs on you.” 
 
    I frowned. “It would have come in handy earlier in the judgment room.” 
 
    A soft knock had my heart pounding. Who would be visiting my scholar at this time of day so close to dinner? Knox waved a hand, and the door opened.  
 
    Mayra entered with a smile, holding a tray. “Hello, Prince Merrick. You missed your afternoon tea. Since I knew you would be with your scholar, I thought to bring it now.” 
 
    I stood to retrieve the tray and placed it on the table as I sat back down. “You don’t need to chase after me. I can miss one day.”  
 
    Mayra was adamant I drank my afternoon tea. She never let a day go by. Mayra had told me it was one of mother’s request on her deathbed and she had to abide by her wish.  
 
    The teapot had been hand painted with gold swirls and white flowers. On a matching plate was finger-sized sweet round buns with blueberries and sugar sprinkled over them, chocolate spread on spongy bread, cream stuffed in round bread balls, rice cakes coated with cinnamon and nuts, and smoked chicken between two thin bread slices. 
 
    “This is Mother’s china.” My heart went to a dark hole, taking every ounce of my will to swim back up. 
 
    Mayra’s eyes pooled with tears as she dipped her head. “I promised your mother I would make sure her boys would never forget her.” She shuttered a breath and regained her composure. “She said you would be hurting the most. She also said if I made you get used to seeing the things she favored, such as the teapot set, you’d think of the happy times, her love for you, and in time, these things wouldn’t hurt as much.” 
 
    The room went quiet and still, and I was certain the ghost of my mother sent a soft breeze, coating my skin with warmth. Her love filled the air, and I couldn’t help myself as I clenched my fingers so hard the whites of my knuckles showed.  
 
    She should be here with us. Something didn’t add up. I’d always known there was more to her death than the lingering plague, and I would find out. 
 
    “Thank you, Mayra. I know how much you loved her, and she loved you like a sister.” 
 
    Mayra dabbed the corner of her eyes and patted my back. “Drink your tea before it gets cold, Prince Merrick.”  
 
    I picked up the dish of goodies and handed it to her. “My mother was very generous, even to prisoners. Could you please entrust someone to deliver them to Idrisa and her friends?” 
 
    Mayra’s smile grew wider. “That’s very sweet of you.” 
 
    I nodded with my gaze lowered to my boots. Accepting compliments didn’t come easy for me. 
 
    “I believe he’s finally learned how to steal a woman’s heart.” Knox chuckled. 
 
    “What?” I held up my hands. “I’m not trying to steal anyone’s heart. I’m just trying to extend peace after what Father has done.” 
 
    “No need to get flustered, Prince Merrick.” Mayra smiled. “I’ll take care of it tomorrow morning. The prisoners are not allowed to have anything after supper.”  
 
    After Mayra and Knox exchanged snickers, which I had no idea what about, she left.  
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 Sweets and Memories 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    “FROM THE PRINCE,” said a female voice.  
 
    The brown-cloaked figure was not the same person who had brought our meals every day. She slipped the tray of desserts under the prison bars and backed away.  
 
    At first, my stomach twisted with excitement as I stared at the puffy cream and chocolate, and then I recalled how it had taken me a long time to sleep last night. The hay hadn’t softened the hard stone under us, and even with the old tattered blanket, the cold draft chilled our bones. The four of us had slept huddled together in a filthy corner. 
 
    I missed my simple bed. I missed my simple home. I missed my simple life. For so long I had dreamed of adventuring off the school grounds, being more than simple Idrisa. I hadn’t been able to wait until I was free.  
 
    Little had I known that part of my life gave me peace and security. Had I known those things could be stripped from me so easily, I might not have been so eager to leave. 
 
    I rushed toward the desserts. “Tell the spoiled crown prince we already ate this morning, so no thanks. We don’t want it.”  
 
    I tried to tame my anger, but when I thought about what the prince had said to me last, my blood boiled. It wasn’t the messenger’s fault. Don’t get mad at the people giving you food. They might poison it. 
 
    “What? Stop.” Jezela dashed next to me, her curly, auburn hair bouncing. “Are you crazy? You don’t have to eat it, but I want it.” 
 
    “I do too.” Candern’s tired green eyes gleamed with sweet hunger. 
 
    Jezela picked up the tray and set it down between Candern and Thalia, who were already seated on the ground eagerly waiting. The figure didn’t say anything and left. 
 
    I gave in and picked up the rice cake coated with cinnamon and nuts I had drooled over. Watching everyone was mouth-watering torture, so I gave into my temptation.  
 
    If I were to die tomorrow, I might as well eat whatever I wanted. Then I wondered if Rocco had been given any. If he had, I was almost certain he wouldn’t have eaten it. 
 
    Jezela wiped the chocolate off her lips with her finger and then sucked it. “Do you remember when we were about ten and someone was kind enough to donate dessert for everyone in our school?” 
 
    “How could I forget?” I picked at the blueberries from the finger-sized sweet round buns with sugar sprinkled over them. They practically melted in my mouth. 
 
    Thalia picked up another sweet. “It was the first and only time the whole school went dead quiet. We were all busy stuffing our faces.” 
 
    Jezela made a small whimpering squeak, suppressing a sob. “I miss our school. I miss Amos.” 
 
    “I miss our school too.” Candern’s lips trembled and she looked away. “I never thought I would ever say that.”  
 
    The piece of bread I swallowed got caught in my throat. I had to admit I felt the same. I missed being safe. Most of all, I missed Delphi.  
 
    I chucked the half-eaten piece. The cream smeared against the wall, and the bread was lost to the hay. 
 
    “Dinner for the rats,” I groaned. 
 
    I had broken our little escape from reality. My friends’ faces blanched, and they stopped eating too. 
 
    I shoved my hands on my face. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. It should just be me in here.” They placed their hands on my arms and shoulders. “How can you still want to be my friends? I’m putting you all through hell.” 
 
    “Idrisa,” Jezela said softly. 
 
    One word, my name, to let me know she was here for me, that she understood. But that only magnified the guilt. I peered up to see the sincerity and warmth in her eyes, and the shame lessened a fraction. 
 
    “Do you remember when I took some apples from the cook?” Thalia’s eyes twinkled against the orb light. 
 
    “What about it?” I wondered why she brought it up as I sat crisscrossed.  
 
    Jezela smiled, her lips twitching with amusement. “I remember. I think we were about twelve. That was the first time I realized I didn’t like her.” 
 
    Candern folded her arms to her chest, shivering. “I couldn’t believe you did it, Thalia. Out of all of us, you would be the last person to steal anything.” 
 
    Thalia smirked. “I knew it was wrong, but there were buckets full of them. I didn’t think I would get caught. Seriously, how could you know four apples were missing?” 
 
    I bobbed my shoulders. “Maybe she was watching. But you took not one for yourself, but four so we could have some. You thought of us too.” 
 
    “When the cook gathered us up and demanded to know who had done it …” Thalia looked at me with softness in her eyes. “Idrisa was the first one to confess. She said, ‘I did it. It was I alone.’ It was then when I learned what true friendship meant. Then we all confessed. The cook got so mad she ended up giving us extra dish-washing duty.” 
 
    “But we laughed so hard.” Jezela giggled, staring at the wall like she could see it happening. “I remember we had a water fight.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Candern chimed in. “We got so wet. We even had soap in our hair and on our clothes.” 
 
    “What I’m trying to say, Idrisa,” Thalia took my hand in hers. “Don’t blame yourself. We certainly don’t blame you. You need to give us more credit than that.” She stressed the point by narrowing her eyes at me. “Family is not only created by blood, but within the heart. Whatever the problem, whatever the cost, we stick together. And I know if the roles were reversed, you would be giving me this talk.” 
 
    “I know,” I said wearily, watching Jezela and Candern dab the corner of their eyes. 
 
    Jezela began to itch the palm of her right hand and then hid it behind her back. Then Candern rubbed her right palm against her leg. I would have dismissed it, but seeing their actions made me think of my own. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    Jezela uncurled her fingers. “I don’t know what happened or how I got this.” 
 
    Candern held out her hand next to Jezela’s, and so did Thalia and I. The four of us had the same indentation, except mine was more prominent, revealing a large circle. Inside it were three circles connected together, one on the top and two on the bottom. “What do you think this means?” I asked. 
 
    “Could this be a symptom of the Blood Plague?” Jezela whispered, her eyes wide in terror. “Are we going to die?” 
 
    Thalia put her hand down, her face marked with concern. “Don’t show your hand to anyone. Don’t talk about it either. If anyone asks, say you got hurt in training. It can pass as a bruise or scrape for now. We’ll figure it out later.” 
 
    “Well, since we’re talking about odd stuff.” Jezela nibbled her lips, her gaze darting between us. “I lied about my lantern. It didn’t turn blue. In fact, it kind of turned … black.” 
 
    Thalia frowned. “Mine didn’t turn purple.”  
 
    Candern cleared her throat, shamefully dipping her head. “I lied too. What do you think it means?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but mine was black too,” I said. “Maybe ours were defective.”  
 
    I let out a soft snort, and then another loud foreign sound escaped through my nose. Then more snorts burst out. I had the giggles, and I couldn’t stop. My friends joined me as laughter echoed down the dungeon walls. 
 
    We didn’t care who heard as we belted like insane girls to the nightmare around us. It was better than crying. It felt good to laugh as tears soaked our eyes, like the times when we were back in school, back in the safety of Dumont. 
 
    When our laughter died, Thalia straightened and held out a hand in warning, raised her index finger to her lips, and said one name, “Otis.” 
 
    Otis interrupted our peace and took us to the training grounds. We trained all day, and again we did poorly on purpose. But unlike the day before, my body felt sore, and I worried we were in no condition to battle the beasts.  
 
    After we ate dinner, we were sent back to our prison. We were so exhausted that we fell asleep after saying a prayer together, asking the goddesses to watch over us. We lay side by side to keep warm, but shared no memories of our past. No words could comfort us anymore. Time was running out, and dread loomed over us like a thick blanket. 
 
    Light flickered from the orbs as I tossed and turned. A soft, humming tune from a harp strummed in my ear. The melody sounded familiar, filling my heart with sadness and loss.  
 
    I thought the song played in my dream, but when I opened my eyes, it continued its dips, rises, and swirls, the sound beautiful and timeless, touching to the depth of my heart. I stood and walked to the door, the crinkle of hay too loud in the quiet night. 
 
    Wrapping my fingers around the bars, I glanced around. The guard to the left had dozed off, and there seemed to be no one playing instruments. Foolish thought. Of course no one would play music to soothe the prisoners’ souls. We didn’t deserve such a privilege. But where had it come from? 
 
    A beautiful voice sang, and I could hear her clearly. “Ego ego diu non solidumm sed a vitro mundo. Fac me in liquida, et Factum est mihi.” The words of the song repeated continuously.   
 
    Though I had no idea what it meant, I said them in my head. And as I whispered the hypnotic lyrics, my hands went through the bars. I became a living spirit, and then the rest of me followed. 
 
    I looked at my fingers and down the length of my body. Impossible! How could that have happened? I turned back to where I had stood a second before to see my friends sleeping. I had to be sleepwalking because my vision seemed hazy, white frost coating the edges. I should be deathly afraid, and yet my inner voice told me not to be. 
 
    “Idrisa. Come,” a voice beckoned me. 
 
    I recognized the voice, the same voice that guided me to the lake. 
 
    Like a puppet on a string, I followed the Eternal Mothers’ command, passing Rocco and the other prisoners fast asleep. I spiraled down and down the stairs. An icy stinging breeze whipping down the corridor nipped my nose. Then the voice led me down a labyrinth of tunnels, the floating orbs giving enough light. 
 
    A massive rocky wall blocked my way. I had to tip my head way back to see the top. 
 
    Why was I here? 
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 Children of the Lost 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    A BLAZING LIGHT EMERGED from the center of the wall and extended, spreading as big as the twelve-foot wall, and then turned and stretched to form a large circle. Inside it, three circles connected together, one on the top and two on the bottom. 
 
    I glanced at my palm and then back to the wall and gasped. It was the same symbol. What did it mean? My mark illuminated just as bright. I tried to hide it inside my pocket, but it shone through the fabric.  
 
    My hand began to gravitate toward the wall without my consent. Like a key to a lock, I pressed my palm to the wall. Stone groaned against stone, and the wall split in the center. Dust clouds blanketed my view. 
 
    If I died here, we wouldn’t have to fight the beasts. Was death waiting for me? Had the goddesses answered my prayer and chosen to end my life so my friends could finally go home? 
 
    A sharp, moist breeze took my breath away, and strewn dirt revealed a path. Orbs lit the way dimly, and the spell lifted to clear my vision. A narrow, rickety bridge swayed gently ahead. 
 
    One second, I was standing by the giant stone, which closed behind me, and the next I stood in the middle of the bridge. A thump made me wonder if someone had followed me, but I saw no one. The voice inside my head urged me to move forward, so I did, but my movement seemed controlled by someone else. 
 
    Up ahead was the biggest tree I’d ever seen, and behind it, utter darkness. A gentle, light-dappled stream flowed at my feet. Every part of the tree glowed honeycomb yellow—the trunk, the branches, and even the roots that jutted out of the ground like long, overlapping spider legs. 
 
    In the middle of the trunk, a large molten-red light pulsated like a throbbing heart, and where there should have been leaves, glowing eggs the size of my hand hung on the branches. There must have been thousands of the eggs. 
 
    Touch me, it seemed to say as I marveled. 
 
    I ran my fingertip along the warm surface of one of the golden eggs reflecting red and orange. I jumped back when something black swirled inside and wanted to break free. 
 
    Touch me, it seemed to say again. Hold me, Idrisa. See what I see. Feel what I feel. The voice’s command grew strong, and its pull held me firm. 
 
    “We are the lost children.” Many childish voices resonated like one, filling the cavern. “Our souls have been taken. We’ve been held prisoner for eighteen years, lost forever to the world. We’ve been waiting for the blood of the firstborn.” 
 
    I swallowed, shocked and afraid. Lady Viviane had said, The truest of hearts and the blood of the firstborn, to restore the balance from once torn. If they were referring to me, they had the wrong person. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” I asked. 
 
    “Restore balance and free us.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean. I’m only one girl.” 
 
    “There are more of you. There are more children of the lost, living with magic in the world. You are one of them. Hold us and you shall see.” 
 
    I cupped the closest egg. The circle on my palm warmed and pulsated in response. Then with a flash, a vision appeared in front of me, people I’d never met. I reached out to touch a young man’s arm, but my hand went through him. A sentinel spoke to him by his home.  
 
    “You need to tell your people to get out now,” said a sentinel whose face could not be seen, looking over his shoulder as fire blazed on a rooftop. 
 
    A man glanced to the front door. “My wife just had a baby. We can’t travel.” 
 
    The sentinel grabbed the man’s tunic and shoved him into the brick wall. “The emperor has gone mad. The Council predicted a child will be born when the moons become one, who will reign over the emperor. He ordered us to kill all the newborns.” 
 
    The man’s eyes grew wider. “Where would we go? We’ll be torn apart by demons if we pass outside the shield.” 
 
    “Give your child to me. I’ll make sure your baby is safe.” 
 
    “Why should I trust you?” he sneered, fire in his eyes. 
 
    The sentinel took a step back. “I’ve been giving you details of the emperor’s weakness, and today is not the day to not trust me. I’m risking my life for even talking to you. Hurry. The sentinels are already here.” 
 
    “Why not gather our people and go to war?” 
 
    The sentinel looked behind him when footsteps pounded. “We don’t have enough men. You need to take your wife and run. They’ll know she had a child from the healer’s records.” 
 
    When the thunderous sounds of panicked horses and terror-filled screams pierced the night, the man went inside and came out with a baby in his arms swathed in a blanket. 
 
    The man kissed his baby’s forehead and handed his child to the sentinel. “Go. Please keep him safe.” 
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Rocco.” 
 
    The vision pushed me back as a teardrop crept down my face. Rocco. Oh, Rocco. I had just seen his father. Rocco should be here, not me. Before I could ask the spirits in the tree, the vision pulled me in again. 
 
    Blood painted the wall. Crimson liquid spread over the ground.  
 
    I stood in front of a bed where Rocco’s father and his mother lay dead, blood soaking their clothes. I thought about my parents. Had they faced the same fate? Had they placed me in a basket hoping someone would save me? 
 
    Dead, bloody bodies waved in and out of my mind as the sentinels struck them with their swords. Fire burned through wood, brick, and plaster. Flames shot to the sky, to the beautiful stars and the three moons coming together as one. 
 
    The revelation slammed into me and then decimated my soul. The emperor had ordered the parents and the infants to be killed, and then he’d burned them all to leave no evidence. There had been no Blood Plague. 
 
    No Blood Plague!  
 
    “Show me my parents.” I pressed harder on the egg as I whispered to the tree when the vision ended and the peaceful darkness filled my mind.  
 
    It was greedy of me, but I didn’t want to pass up the opportunity when it already showed me a piece of the past. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Please show me my parents,” I begged, sobs at the edge of my voice. 
 
    The tree showed me Dumonia Castle instead. 
 
    No. No. No. 
 
    I almost chucked the egg in frustration, but I reminded myself I was sent here for a reason. I could have asked thousands of times and the tree would only show me what it wanted me to see.  
 
    Ravana paced in the judgment room and halted in front of Istan, who sat on his throne. “Brother, this is the only way to ensure you’ll rule as long as you live, and get rid of magic these infants shouldn’t possess.” Ravana’s voice was as light as the feather floating about the summer breeze. 
 
    Istan blanched, and his back curved to a hunch. “But we don’t know who will be born with magic. There has to be another way. We can’t slaughter every single infant and their parents.” 
 
    Ravana veered to the golden circle on the ground, then focused on her hideous pet wrapped around her finger. “I’ve already got the lists from the healers. Since we keep records of newborns, we’ll have them captured in no time. Besides, we won’t be killing all the infants. We’ll need to trap the souls of those with magic to breed our beasts. It takes magic to make magic. My plan is already in motion. I know where and how to store their souls.” 
 
    Istan rubbed his chin. “What do we do about the bodies?” 
 
    Ravana strutted to her brother and stroked his hair, her fingers intertwining with his dark curls. “Have the sentinels burn the homes and leave no evidence. Then I’ll help your people forget anything about the slaughter. You tell your people a blood plague killed many. Tell them homes had to be burned to stop the spread of the disease. And in the future, honor those who died. Welcome those who mourn their loved ones, and let them light the lanterns on Lake Delmona in remembrance of them. The people will love you for that.” 
 
    “My wife will find out.” The emperor bristled. 
 
    “Adelia is too busy to realize our plan. She only cares for her stupid animals and flowers.” She leaned closer, inches from his ear. “You’re the emperor, not your wife. Act like one. Besides, she will be giving birth to your first son. She’ll be too busy.” 
 
    “We can’t do this. What if she finds out later?” 
 
    “Then I will deal with her.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare touch her, Ravana.” His weak voice held no conviction, and he shrank when Ravana’s nostrils flared. 
 
    Her eyes beamed in satisfaction. “Oh, don’t worry, dear brother. There are other ways to get rid of a person, and I may know a trick or two.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed, looking dismayed and perhaps afraid. “What about the dukes, lords, and town councilmen? How are we going to hide their bodies?” 
 
    The tree expanded my view to …oh, burning skies. The dukes, lords, and city councilmen, were all dead. All one hundred of them, dead. Their necks were twisted awkwardly, and some bodies were mangled and drenched with blood.  
 
    Ravana picked at her spiky nails and her voice turned playful. “Let’s try something new. I’m bored with incinerating bodies. Besides, we need to hide the evidence. We’ll just tell their families we had no idea what had happened after they left the castle. Perhaps we could suggest demons had captured them.”  
 
    When she snapped her fingers, the bodies turned liquid, and were sucked through the ground, the way Delphi’s blood had been. The tree must have felt my despair, horror, and anger, and brought me back to the present.  
 
    I dropped to my knees and clutched my chest, pulse racing. The emperor’s greed and a stupid prophecy had turned him mad, influenced by his sister. That’s why the emperor was so angry to find out a handful of children of the Blood Plague survived. It all made sense. 
 
    I shouldn’t be alive. Fifty of us in Dumont Orphanage had survived because of a kind sentinel. Had it not been for him, we wouldn’t exist. But did we all possess magic? Did I? 
 
    I had never confirmed I had magical power except for Caliburn, but the sword was a gift from the Ladies of the Lake. I hadn’t conjured it up, and I had no idea how to draw magic from the sword.  
 
    Delphi had told me a sentinel had found me floating inside a basket in a nearby stream. Had she lied about that too? And if it were true, what about my parents? 
 
    “It’s time to go, Idrisa.” The voices seemed panicked. 
 
    A loud roar reverberated through the air and then another. Three pairs of ember-red eyes glowed, from as high as the ceiling. 
 
    I bristled, and my heart thundered. “What was that?” A stupid question. It had to be the beast. 
 
    “It will eat us,” the voice said. “Hurry. You must go. The beasts are coming.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Run!” 
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 The Findings 
 
    Merrick 
 
      
 
    OUR SCHOLARS EITHER DIDN’T KNOW about the secret passage or they had been told not to tell us. I’d studied the layout of the castle and explored halls since childhood, and no secret passage had ever been mentioned or shown on any maps.  
 
    My brothers surely would have said something, even teased about it had they known. I thought about asking them to come along, but this was a journey I needed to take on my own, to keep them safe, and because of my mother’s forewarning. 
 
    I waited until the darkness covered the land, and I went to the other side of the dungeon, avoiding the temptation to visit Idrisa. I went straight to the tunnel Zena had mentioned by going down the east wing stairs. A searching, frigid breeze nipped like ghost breaths as my boots thumped too loudly on the stone. When I reached the end, I thought I had mistaken the directions. Then I spotted Idrisa. 
 
    How in goddess’s name had she freed herself, and worse still, how did she know of the secret passage? She looked like she was under a spell the way she walked with her eyes focused straight ahead. 
 
    The wall began to light up in bright red circles, and then revealed the ancient symbol. Idrisa rested her hand on the wall before the wall disappeared. I followed behind her, but she couldn’t see me. I had learned the invisibility spell in time to wander about the castle grounds unseen. 
 
    To my surprise, a cavern materialized. About halfway over the bridge, Idrisa’s spell must have been broken. She glanced over her shoulder when I accidentally stumbled over a cluster of pebbles, but she couldn’t see me. 
 
    I followed her to a beautiful, enchanted-looking tree. I didn’t understand how such beauty could be alive and glowing, like the morning sun in a dark cavern with no sunlight. The tree gave enough light that I could see Idrisa as she approached it, but not beyond. Who had placed such an anomaly in the deepest part of the castle, and why? 
 
    When Idrisa touched what looked like eggs hanging from the branches, lights sizzled to make a connection with her. She seemed to stare at something I couldn’t see. So I laid my hand on the smooth, warm egg surface. It vibrated under my palm. What appeared in front of me, playing out like a play, turned my world into a nightmare.  
 
    Something must be special about Rocco. Why else would the egg reveal his name? Worse, there was no such thing as the Blood Plague. Father and my aunt had killed our people, and though I had no evidence, I could assume Ravana had killed my mother. And all those dukes, lords, and city councilmen. They’d been murdered, and their bodies sucked to the ground. Only dark magic could hide so great a crime. 
 
    I couldn’t fathom it. No, I didn’t want to believe. Father traveled for meetings, perhaps to cover up what had been done. 
 
    What had the Council done while our people we swore to protect were purged? Though I had been wrong to blame the Council for Mother’s death, they hadn’t stopped Ravana. They were also guilty. And what about the Eternal Mothers? Why didn’t they do anything about the killings? 
 
    A feral growl reverberated from the blackness beyond, and then two more. Not one but three? The collective children’s voices rose. The beasts are coming. Run. 
 
    I ran behind Idrisa, ensuring she was protected. I wanted to see what the beasts looked like, but I also wanted to know how she’d gotten out of her prison. As soon as we passed the wall, Idrisa seemed to become spellbound again as she moved back to her cell. 
 
    Idrisa had muttered the walk-through-walls spell. How did she know? Had she been taught like me? But she had come from an orphanage school. No Magus taught there.  
 
    Had Knox taught her the spell without letting me know? It didn’t seem possible. He was risking everything just to teach me because Mother had asked.  
 
    I thought about going back to the cavern, but I couldn’t open the secret door, so I dismissed my thought. Consumed with rage over the knowledge of what Father and Ravana had done together, I went to my room. 
 
    Gylden fluttered his splendid wings and circled around my head, happy to see me. Then he set himself on the mantle of the fireplace.  
 
    Mother said to trust no one, especially Father. Mother must have found out what Father had done and confronted him, and my aunt … I was going to kill her. Make her suffer slowly. Death would not come easy for her. 
 
    How could Father murder his own people? He seemed to have gone over the edge when Mother passed away, but obviously it had happened before I had been born. I’d thought his behavior was out of control because of grief. But maybe Mother had been the only thing holding him back. 
 
    There was no Blood Plague. 
 
    A guttural sound escaped me as I swept books off my desk and shouted, “No Blood Plague. No Blood Plague. No Blood Plague.”  
 
    Gripping my hair with my hands, I paced about the room as books flew off shelves and crashed against the wall, one after the other, faster and faster. The curtains rattled, my bed shook, and the wind cycled like a tornado. 
 
    Gylden shrilled a high-pitched sound, but that didn’t stop me. He was safe and away from the tunnel of books tossing about, their pages flapping. So, I pushed more magic through my veins. One book knocked a teacup off my desk. The leftover tea inside splashed across my face, and the cup collided against the wall, breaking into pieces. 
 
    I stopped my magic just before the door flew open. 
 
    “Prince Merrick.” A petite figure charged in. “I apologize for barging in without your permission. I heard the ruckus and I wanted to make sure you were …” Her wild eyes flew to the empty bookcase, and then back at me. 
 
    Stunned to see Mayra in my room at that hour, I stood frozen in place. I cleared my throat, wiped liquid off my face and then raked my hair back. Her presence, reminding me of my mother, soothed me. My erratic breathing slowed, but I felt ashamed. 
 
    “What are you doing?” She gazed down at the pile of books, her eyes wide in shock. 
 
    “I broke my mother’s teacup,” I murmured like a child who had been caught red-handed. 
 
    “It’s all right. She has many.” She closed the door behind her. Out of her daily uniform, she wore a long dress and a cloak. 
 
    “What do you know of the Blood Plague?” I blurted, too distraught to be thinking clearly.  
 
    I shouldn’t have asked Mayra, but I desperately needed an answer. Maybe she knew something helpful. 
 
    Mayra picked up a book and then another, purposely taking her time. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    I took the books from her, forcing her to look at me. Her tired eyes filled with concern.  
 
    “My mother told you things, didn’t she? She trusted you. What did she tell you?” 
 
    “You need to go to bed. It’s late.” She inhaled a deep breath. “What will happen to—” 
 
    “Don’t try to change the subject. Please, I need to know.” I dropped my voice lower. “I know there was no Blood Plague.” 
 
    Mayra took my arm and guided me to the sofa. I dropped the stack of books onto the cushion beside me and prepared to listen. 
 
    “You mustn’t tell anyone.” She crinkled her eyebrows. “Your father went crazy when the Council told him about common children being born with magic, and a child who would take over his empire when the moons became one. The emperor told all his brothers and sisters at a gathering, but no one paid him any heed. Your mother and I suspected Ravana had listened when she stayed behind. Ravana had visited often and told us she wanted to stay to see the first child be born—you, Prince Merrick, but it was a lie. The sentinels were sent out that night.”  
 
    “I know the rest.” I dropped my head into my hands, elbows resting on my legs as a wave of nausea flowed through me. 
 
    “There’s much more.” She shook her head and folded her arms to her chest. “These children survived because of your mother. She sent out her most trusted guards to help the families escape. Also, your mother asked for help from the Master of the Orphanage School. These children were told lies to keep them safe, especially their age. Ravana and the emperor never found out what your mother did that day, but over the years, Ravana must have found out your mother knew what they had done. I believe she poisoned your mother so slowly that her magic couldn’t save her.” 
 
    “I’m going to kill her.” I squeezed my fists and clenched my teeth over my rage.  
 
    To my horror, the tea table rattled, reminding me of my father. I placed my hand on the table to stop the shaking with a calming breath when Mayra gasped and flinched.  
 
    “Sorry,” I said, feeling ashamed. “Ravana must have had someone do her dirty work for her, or how else would mother be poisoned when she wasn’t around? How could Mother stay with Father after knowing what he had done?” 
 
    “Your mother loved your father very much. She blamed herself for not guiding him to the right path. But she stayed because she had nowhere else to go. The emperor would find her no matter where she went. Leaving would have been treason. She stayed to ensure your aunt would never influence your father again. Your mother believed Ravana was solely behind the Blood Plague, and your father stood by her decision because he was too stubborn and greedy, and only cared about keeping his power.” 
 
    “I’m going to show that woman she messed with the wrong family.” My pulse raced, blood drumming in my ears. 
 
    Mayra placed a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry about Ravana right now. Think of those children in the prison. They need your help. Don’t let your mother’s death be for nothing. I don’t know what you can do. Even if they do survive the beasts, Ravana will find a way to ensure their deaths.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can.” I ran a hand along my medallion tucked under my shirt and hoped my plan would work. It had to. 
 
    “Thank you, Prince Merrick. Your mother would be proud of you. I miss her very much.” Mayra dabbed the tears from her eyes with her cloak. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “It’s okay.” I placed soft fingers on her arm. “I’m glad you didn’t leave me.” 
 
    She peered under her eyelashes, looking surprised. “I wouldn’t leave you. You’re like a son to me.” 
 
    I rubbed the back of my head and squeezed the knot there. “I meant to say, you never got married or had a child of your own. If you ever feel—” 
 
    “Nonsense. My days of childbearing are over. Now.” She stood. “No more talking about me leaving.” She eyed the stack of books. 
 
    “No, Mayra. I’ll clean the mess. It’s late. You get some sleep.” 
 
    “Very well. May the goddesses watch over you.” With a low bow, she left. 
 
    Tomorrow. I hoped my plans didn’t fail me. It was the least I could do for Mother, since I couldn’t help her when she lived. 
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 The Beasts 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    “TRY NOT TO DIE.” Patron shoved me through the open iron gates.  
 
    As soon as the audience saw me stumble out of the shadows, boos and cheers thundered in my ears. I squinted at the sun, my eyes adjusting from the dungeon’s darkness. Rocco and my friends gathered closely as we surveyed the enormous arena. People crowded shoulder to shoulder on tiered stone benches. Stone walls towered to protect the audience. 
 
    Dumonian flags waved and danced, the smell of grass and livestock in the breeze. And in the middle of the arena, the royal family and the court sat, as the sentinels guarded on an overhanging balcony covered by thick glass, no doubt unbreakable.  
 
    Istan stared down at us with steely eyes, and Ravana’s expression beamed with wicked satisfaction. The three princes showed no emotion as usual, and their court crowded behind them. 
 
    “This place is so big.” Jezela squeezed my hand, taking everything in. 
 
    She trembled so much the vibration shook my arm, but I was shaking too. 
 
    “I can’t believe how many people are here.” Candern linked her arm through Thalia’s, twisting her neck from side to side to soak in the crowd staring at us. 
 
    Rocco placed a hand on my shoulder, standing beside me, as his eyes met all of ours. “If you think you can get a good hit on any of the beasts without getting hurt, then do it, otherwise stay behind me. If we get split up, we regroup right there.” He pointed to the iron gates. 
 
    When I’d gotten up that morning, I had wanted so badly to tell him how I’d seen his father and how much his parents had loved him. But there never seemed to be the right time, especially when I would have had to explain how I’d passed through the bars, found the secret passage I shouldn’t have known existed, and spoken to a tree that had sprouted golden eggs that showed the past. 
 
    Yes, it would sound like I had lost my mind. But Rocco deserved to know. And though he never expressed how he felt about being an orphan, I knew he felt as I did, even with his cocky front. But I would never get that second chance since I planned to sacrifice myself. After all the deaths, after so many losses, the remaining children of the lost had to survive. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” a man shouted from the stadium. “Where’s the beasts?” 
 
    “We came to see a show. Criminals against beasts.” 
 
    “Criminals deserve to die a bloody death.” 
 
    A woman gasped, covering her little son’s eyes. “Show mercy.” 
 
    “This is pathetic. They’ll be slaughtered,” someone from the far end yelled. 
 
    “Ignore them.” Thalia scowled. “Have they no shame? This is not sport. They want to see blood and death.” 
 
    “They want blood?” I huffed, anger seizing me as I gauged the distance to the flimsy basket in the middle of the arena that was filled with weapons. “We’ll give them blood, but it won’t be ours.”  
 
    My will to survive and to keep my friends alive surged like a living thing. Was it courage? I didn’t know until the crowd started to chant. 
 
    “Release the beasts! Release the beasts! Release the beasts!” The stomping of feet to the chant sounded like a horse race. 
 
    “Welcome citizens of Dumonia, to the tournament of death,” a voice boomed from inside the emperor’s balcony. 
 
    The cheers erupted again. When the announcer started talking, the noise quieted down. 
 
    “We’ve gathered the orphans from Dumont, accused of stealing and murder. If they can beat the beast, they’ll be set free.” 
 
    Drums beat faster.  
 
    The pounding rallied the crowd to cheer louder.  
 
    Then a growl shook the structure.  
 
    Another growl, and then another.  
 
    People gasped.  
 
    A pair of glowing red eyes, then two pairs, then three appeared in a dark tunnel on the opposite side of the coliseum. A metal clang of something large straining against chains sent shivers through me.  
 
    Three beasts? My heart thundered and my muscles slackened. Air escaped me in sharp rapid gasps. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. I had to get a grip before fear imprisoned me, and made my muscles like blocks of clay. I could not let my friends down. 
 
    “When the horn blows, the tournament begins,” said the announcer. 
 
    “Grab your weapon and stay close to me.” Rocco’s voice, stern and confident, gave me hope, as his eyes set on the basket in the middle of the arena. 
 
    “I’m scared.” Jezela rubbed her arms, trembling. 
 
    “Me too.” Candern blanched and clutched her stomach. 
 
    Thalia gripped them by their shirts and shook them. “Always think ahead. Do you hear me? It’s the only way you’ll survive.” 
 
    “Together,” I said.  
 
    I wanted to tell them it would be over sooner than they thought, but I stopped myself. My plan had been to step in front of the beast and let it gobble me up so my friends could go home, but when I heard the beasts’ cries, I lost my courage.  
 
    Be brave for Delphi, and for my friends. Be brave for all the children and scholars in Dumont Orphan School. But most of all, be brave for yourself. 
 
    I was ready to die. 
 
    The horn blasted. My heart and stomach slammed in the middle, and my blood shot to my head. Thumps shook the ground, and unearthly caterwauling reached the sky, an omen of carnage to follow. 
 
    “Oh goddess,” I breathed, shuddering, huffing air out of my mouth to keep control of my fear.  
 
    Three heads that shared one giant body emerged from the shadow, its four taloned-feet churning up dirt as it walked. Its long snouts hissed smoke from the nostrils, and one head opened its mouth. White mist rolled out and froze the area it touched on the ground.  
 
    Its dazzling violet-and-yellow-scaled body glistened in the sunlight. The massive, vibrant wings spread, ready to take flight, and the end of its serpent-like black tail bristled with spikes. 
 
    The beast looked like a colossal three-headed draca, but more deadly. Ravana’s beast. The one she had produced out of the souls of the lost Blood Plague children.  
 
    “Run!” Rocco snapped us out of our astonishment, dashing ahead of us to the basket. 
 
    I followed behind Rocco, my friends sprinted beside me. I picked up a shield and a sword and my friends did the same. Rocco and I reached again for one of the two bow-and-arrow sets. Then Thalia grabbed daggers, the only weapons left, and then we backed away toward the wall. 
 
    Two of the beast’s outer heads scanned the cheering crowd. The middle head’s eyes focused on us. Its long neck lowered, teeth chomping. 
 
    “Oh my stars,” Candern kept saying. 
 
    “Raise your shields,” I shouted. 
 
    Our five shields together created one big barrier as we made our way back to the gate. I’d thought the beast would freeze the armor, but instead released fire. Burning skies! The scorching heat became unbearable and the shield handle burned my skin. If the beast didn’t stop soon, we would have to drop the barrier and make a break for it. 
 
    The beast shrieked in pain, and the heat stopped. I looked around for Rocco, and then peeked over the shield. Rocco had left us without me knowing and circled the beast and stabbed its tail. 
 
    “Watch out!” Rocco ran back to us. 
 
    The tail thrashed, hitting and bouncing off the wall, and then it whipped around to slam against our collective shield. We broke apart at the force, and I hit the gate hard. My world spun with white dots floating at the edges of my vision. A blur of red came toward me, but I couldn’t register what it was in time to move. 
 
    “Idrisa.” Thalia shoved her body against mine and we tumbled on the ground together. Had it not been for her, I would have burnt to ashes. 
 
    The beast roared, swinging its tail at us again. The five of us sprinted back together and held up our shields. The tail pounded on us, denting our shields and pressing us lower to the ground. 
 
    “We have to do something.” Jezela winced.  
 
    The beast turned and clawed at our barrier, trying to pry it apart with its talons. I jabbed my sword through the space between my shield and Thalia’s, plunging through the tip of its leathery feet. The beast shrieked, and a huge drop of blue blood splattered on the dirt. It stank of dead fish. 
 
    The crowd went crazy with cheers, excited to see the first blood.  
 
    Another drop splashed on my face and clothes. When the beast cowered away, giving us time to gather ourselves, Rocco and I readied our bows and arrows, and Thalia held the daggers. 
 
    All three beastly heads whipped around at the sound of our scattering feet. Three pairs of eyes that promised death watched us scramble. Its long necks waved like snakes through grass, swift and graceful, and its mouths opened to swallow us whole. 
 
    The three heads collaborated. Two outer heads puffed out mist, turning the ground to ice while the middle head snapped at our backs, keeping us on the run. We slipped under the beast’s belly to buy us time. It would have a difficult time finding us hiding low.  
 
    Since the belly was too high to reach, we moved closer to the hind legs and slashed at its bulging muscles. Then Rocco and I fired arrows where we thought a heart might lie, and Thalia flung her knives, but our weapons bounced off its scaled hide. 
 
    The beast howled and thrashed, slipping on the icy ground it had created. Thank the goddesses, the ice had not spread too far and wide, just around the monster. But I was trapped near its tail, unable to escape as it continued to try to find its footing. 
 
    “We’re going to get squashed if we don’t get out.” Candern stabbed the beast in the rear with her sword again to keep it from crushing us. 
 
    The beast wallowed and wailed, but managed to right itself. Then the middle neck tucked its head under, its gaze deadly and piercing. It seemed to say, I’ve got you now. 
 
    Due to the position of its head, its own belly caught fire when it blew flames at us. A foul smell choked me as its skin blackened and smoked. It lashed out, writhing wildly. Just as I lunged for the wall and managed to dodge out of the way, it dropped to the ground and rolled to its back. The other two heads sprayed icy mist to put out the flame that spread from its belly, and then it flipped over. 
 
    Crazy, brave Rocco jumped on its tail as the crowd cheered with approval and excitement. He raced across its back and straddled the middle head like a horse, stabbing countless times. Blue blood splattered against the wall. 
 
    The middle head slumped down and Rocco held on to his sword lodged in its skull to keep from falling. The crowd gasped and then cheered as the other two heads crashed against the middle head in attempt to knock Rocco off.  
 
    “We have to help him.” I ran in front of the beast, waving my sword. “Here, you filthy thing!” 
 
    Thalia rushed toward me, but Candern held Jezela against the wall. The beast stilled when it homed in on me, giving Rocco enough time to regain his balance. He slid down its back, and flopped on the ground. I backed away, with nowhere to go and nowhere to hide as the beast’s cry boomed, freezing the whole arena ground. 
 
    I screamed in horror when its spiked tail whipped at the wall and sent Jezela and Candern flying. They landed hard, face down on top of each other. Red liquid pooled around them. 
 
    No! My heart jumped to my throat and I couldn’t move, refusing to believe what had just happened. 
 
    Thalia and I tried to go to them, but the beast threw a ball of fire straight for us, and we had to dive apart. Rocco tried to come to our aid, but he was fighting off the beast’s tail. The creature snarled at Thalia, and frosty air rolled out of its mouth. 
 
    Thalia curled her body inward, tumbled, and thumped against the wall. She leaped away from another icy blast, but lost her sword. With a cunning glance at Thalia, the beast swallowed her weapon in one gulp. 
 
    A smart and deadly beast—not a good combination. 
 
    Rocco slid across the ice, riding on his shield, his arms held out to keep his balance. The crowd roared with applause until he reached Thalia. I tried to go to them, but the tail tried to crush me, pounding the icy ground repeatedly as I dodged the blows. 
 
    I raised my shield as shards of ice flew. The crowd gasped and then hushed. I couldn’t see around the beast’s tail. What happened? When the tail swung up for another blow, I did a foolish thing and ran under the belly. I slid to a halt in front of a large mass of ice. 
 
    The beast had frozen Rocco’s and Thalia’s bodies together. 
 
    I screamed. They couldn’t be dead. I could still help them. Had I sacrificed myself earlier, this could have all ended, but everything had happened so fast. My plan had fallen apart when we started defending ourselves.  
 
    When the beast spotted me, it opened its mouth and huffed out a breath. Its rotten breath blew over me. Then an idea planted in my mind. 
 
    I stood in front of Rocco and Thalia with my shield in front. “Burn me. I dare you to burn me.”  
 
    Perhaps a fire attack would be enough to melt the ice and set Rocco and Thalia free. But instead, its gnawing sharp teeth came straight at me. 
 
    If I moved to the left, the left head would tear through my bones. If I moved to the right, the right head would swallow me whole. Perhaps it was meant to be, and this would be my end. After all, if I died, then the Emperor wouldn’t burn the school down, and as the Council had said, the bond with Caliburn would be broken. It was time. 
 
    “Come and get me,” I hollered, lowering my shield.  
 
    The Emperor and Ravana lit with victory smiles, and the three princes held no expression, but their eyes narrowed in concentration. What were they doing? 
 
    I crept away, keeping the beast away from my frozen friends as I raised my sword. If I were to die in its mouth, I would rather die knowing I had at least wounded it.  
 
    As the beast swooped toward me, I asked the goddesses to take my soul to the place of beyond where I knew Delphi rested. And perhaps if my parents had gone there, I would finally get to meet them. But when the right head’s mouth opened, ready to swallow in one gulp, it stopped. 
 
    Its eyes were glued to something red glowing in the middle of my frozen friends. It pulsated like a heartbeat, reminding me of the tree in the secret cavern, growing brighter until it consumed the whole ice block. Instinctively, I crouched and hid behind my shield. 
 
    The ice burst like shattering glass and Thalia and Rocco thumped on the ground, trembling, teeth chattering, and immobile. They needed time to regain themselves. I had to lure the beast away. 
 
    One of the ice shards had plunged through the beast’s middle head by its nostril. When it dropped its head, already weakened by Rocco’s blade, I took the clear path and plunged my sword into an eyeball. That cost me when the beast roared and thrashed. The left head swatted me from the side. 
 
    My body soared upward and flattened against the wall and dropped. My bones rattled and every inch of me felt broken. But strangely, I never hit the dirt. Instead, I levitated a foot off the ground. 
 
    I had no magic. Someone had saved me. Someone from the crowd? 
 
    When the force released me, I picked up my sword and shield and ran with all my might, taking the beast away from my friends. Jezela and Candern were still on the ground, bloody but they seemed to be breathing, and Rocco and Thalia needed more time.  
 
    My feet slid on the ice. The beast reached me in four thunderous steps. I had no way out, pinned against the stone wall. 
 
    “Kill her! Kill her! Kill her!” The audience’s chant rang through my ears. 
 
    As I glanced around the crowd, shaken by their bloodlust, I spotted the only figure wearing a brown cloak. She had to be the one who delivered the dessert. Did the stranger want to see us dead too?  
 
    The beast released its unyielding wrath, switching back and forth—fire, ice, fire, ice. Though I cowered behind my shield, it would not hold much longer.  
 
    I coughed from the smoke. Utterly exhausted, I dropped my shield and fell to my knees. Through my hazy vision, Rocco rose, attempting to reach me, but even at full strength he would be too late. 
 
    The beast locked eyes with me, and though the monster could not talk, it seemed to smirk, saying, I’ve won, little human. You’re no match for me. Snarling, steam rising from the nostrils, it snapped its serrated teeth. 
 
    It was the moment I had been waiting for, just the beast and me. I had found peace, and my heart and mind readied for my demise.  
 
    I closed my eyes and welcomed death, for any second I would be its snack, but a familiar energy surged through my veins. The symbol on my palm glowed. The symbol swirled around me, and like a winter blanket, gave me warmth and comfort. And a little voice inside me, a tiny beacon, wouldn’t let me give up. 
 
    Time seemed to still, as the vision of the three goddesses appeared before me. Regal and divine, they floated in the breeze. Just as they had appeared at the lake, blinding light blasted around their phantom bodies and in place of their faces.  
 
    “Blood of the firstborn,” their collective voices boomed in my ears. “You are born from hope and dreams and the love of thousands. Do not fear. You will always win when you fight with genuine intentions. Accept your destiny. Claim your ancestors. Now. Rise.”  
 
    Their demanding celestial voices beckoned, and new hope arose in my soul. Something hot and cold entwined, and plaited through my body like an old friend. Vines of silver and molten-gold light glowed around me. At first, I thought the cold was from the ice beneath me, but what I felt was far different. 
 
    My body began to pulsate like the heart from the tree, and a new strength and will fired through my marrow. That once-timid voice inside, now bold and fervent, guided me as I raised my hand. 
 
    “Caliburn, rise. I claim you,” I shouted with my new brave voice. 
 
    Thunder cracked so loud the crowd shook. The clouds darkened and night conquered day, and then lightning crashed in fury above us, sparkling like a magical light show. 
 
    The arena trembled, and something battered the walls again and again with an insistent beat. Though impossible, the royal balcony crystal shattered when something flew through it like a celestial fireball, heading straight for me.  
 
    I raised my arm and Caliburn landed in my hand. 
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 The Event Unfolding 
 
    Merrick 
 
      
 
    I CLOSED MY EYES, wishing I were somewhere else and not inside the raised stadium. 
 
    Bile rose from my stomach. It took every ounce of my will not to kill my father and that woman with my dagger, and pretend everything was fine, that I didn’t know they had slaughtered infants, families, dukes, lords, and city councilmen from our empire, based on a murky prophecy. 
 
    Father’s greed and misplaced trust in his sister had ruined him. I bet Ravana intended to eventually deceive my father and gain control of the empire. As much as I wanted to tell my brothers of what I knew, I kept it to myself. I didn’t know if I could trust them. Mother’s words had tattooed themselves into my brain. One will betray you. And also to keep them safe. Sometimes ignorance was bliss. 
 
    I agonized with the prisoners as the beast stomped toward them where they huddled by the iron gate. The crowd muttered as the full size of the draca-like beast became apparent, with three heads waving. Not three beasts, but one. 
 
    Had Ravana taken one of Mother’s draca and created that abomination with the magic of imprisoned souls? If it were true, I had to do something. I would not let my mother’s animal, nor any other animal, be used. She could experiment on herself for all I cared. 
 
    The crowd erupted in cheers when the beast roared, and then it was chaos. 
 
    The prisoners’ skills with weapons surprised us all. The ease in which they swung and blocked, they had to have been trained besides the pathetic two days my father had allowed. Father and Ravana hid their shock well, but Father stiffening in his seat and Ravana digging her nails into the armchair said it all. 
 
    What kind of orphanage school had they come from? 
 
    Even with their skills, they were no match for the mountainous beast. The three pairs of red eyes I had seen in the secret cavern became real, smoldering in the daylight. 
 
    What a perfect time to test them out, to see how well they will do in the battle, Ravana had said. Them? How many? And if there was more than one, were they all under the secret cavern? 
 
    I had thought the beast would breathe out fire, if anything at all, but instead they had been able to summon two powers—fire and ice. And if the way it had put out the fire on its belly said anything, it was that the beast was somewhat intelligent.  
 
    My brothers kept asking what I would be doing to help fight the beast since I would share nothing with them. I told them not to worry about it, because it was the right thing to say.  
 
    I couldn’t tell them how Knox had been teaching me spells. One of them might tell Father. Not only would Knox be reported to the Lord of the Magi, but Father might execute him.  
 
    Although I cared about what happened to Idrisa’s friends, Idrisa was the one I needed to protect, since my magic was limited in the close space of the balcony. And for some reason, I felt a connection with her. No matter what I did, she occupied my mind. 
 
    Since Father and Ravana could sense magic being used, I had to be careful. Looking over my shoulder to Knox, I gave him a nod, a silent request to fulfill a favor I had asked of him to block everyone from sensing magic being used.  
 
    Knox nodded back. I had to get ready. I felt desperate when the beast’s spiky tale hit Jezela and Candern, throwing them onto the icy ground. Then the monster froze Rocco and Thalia. 
 
    Jediah nudged me sharply. I glared at him and raised my eyebrows. He closed his eyes. He couldn’t tolerate the anticipation, but opened them when the audience cheered. 
 
    Rodern, to the right of me, kicked my boot when the beast seemed it would attempt to devour Idrisa whole. 
 
    “I think it’s a good time to do something.” Jediah poked my side. 
 
    Anticipating the beast’s next move, I prepared to use my magic, but something glowing from the frozen capsule held my attention. It seemed to have captivated the beast as well. I had planned to defrost them, but someone had beaten me to it. 
 
    Could it have been someone from the crowd? It seemed impossible for it was against the rules. And being caught meant death. However … Rocco or Thalia?  
 
    Jediah’s clenched jaw, his eyes heavily trained toward their direction, could be an indication he was using magic. And if he was, it was a good thing Knox had ensured it couldn’t be detected. If anyone would be crazy enough to defy the emperor, Jediah would do it, but I was sure the magic came from the crowd. 
 
    Then the ice burst, and Rocco and Thalia tumbled to the ground.  
 
    Father and Ravana cursed.  
 
    When Idrisa slammed against the highest part of the crystal wall, I embraced her with my energy before she could drop. But I felt a pull and a tug against my power, and Idrisa levitated a foot off the ground. Someone else helped her too. 
 
    “What in goddess’s name?” Father banged his fist on the crystal wall in front of him. “How did she do that?” 
 
    Ravana snarled. “Who’s helping her?”  
 
    She looked around with accusing eyes, and when no one said a word, she scowled and turned her attention back when the crowd chanted, “Kill her!” 
 
    Had Rodern saved Idrisa? His eyes were glued to the beast. But Rodern had no idea of Knox’s spell. He wouldn’t be crazy enough to risk my father knowing he helped them. 
 
    Idrisa was in trouble. She dropped to her knees, gasping from the smoke.  
 
    Get up, Idrisa. Get up. Get up!  
 
    Her gaze locked with the beasts as steam rose from its nostrils, its teeth snapping. Ravana relaxed in satisfaction, stroking her pet on her finger. She let out a ridiculous giggle when Idrisa collapsed. 
 
    I prepared to shove the beast away from her, but it would have only bought her a little time, and it would keep coming back. If I could kill the beast I would, but then Father would know. Ravana would suggest my brothers and I be punished severely for it, maybe even death. I didn’t trust my father not to kill us. 
 
    As I thought of ways to help Idrisa, she dropped to her knees, and she had surrendered to death. No. Get up! Don’t let my mother’s death be in vain. 
 
    The beast froze, and so did Idrisa. What was happening? But then she raised her hand, and though impossible, her words blasted through the arena as loud and clear as if she had stood before me. 
 
    “Caliburn, rise. I claim you.” 
 
    “No!” Father banged his throne armrest. “It’s mine!” 
 
    “Impossible!” Ravana roared. 
 
    Goddesses had unleashed their anger, thunder bellowed and lightning arced across the sky in blinding light. The shocked crowd stilled at first. Then the arena quaked, the ground splitting in long spider-line cracks as something pounded against the walls over and over again.  
 
    Wild, panicked screams echoed as people scrambled to get out. They slammed into each other, knocked over neighbors, and ran over fallen bodies. 
 
    “What is that noise? Find out—” Father never got to finish. 
 
    He dropped to the floor. The object that flew right through the balcony narrowly missed him. A magic shield went up as shards of crystal ricocheted around us. 
 
    I looked down at the dead silent arena. People froze. The chaos calmed. Idrisa rose and held Caliburn in her raised hand, its blade shimmering to its master’s call. 
 
    Her clothes were wet and singed, and her face marked with dirt. Blue and red blood spotted her tunic, but she looked like a force to be reckoned with. When she raised her sword to the beast, white fire lashed out in tendrils as though they were an extension of the sword. They looped around the beast, and spread to cover it like a net. The beast let out a gut-wrenching wail, thrashing. Flame and ice escaped its mouths as the heads banged against each other. 
 
    The beast shook violently, and then just like the pulsating eggs and heart from the tree, it illuminated from the middle of its chest. That light spread to its entire body, and then it finally collapsed. The magical tendrils released and revealed a charred monstrous body. The breeze carrying smoke and a foul odor entered our once enclosed balcony. 
 
    The people shouted with approval, and the burst of clapping sounded like a hailstorm. Idrisa ran to where Jezela and Candern lay. Thalia and Rocco were already there. 
 
    Thalia held Candern’s body in her arms and sobbed. “Candern. Wake up. Wake up.” 
 
    “Candern.” Idrisa shook her friend lightly and then peered up at us. “Please. I beg you to help her. She has done nothing wrong. Take my life instead. I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    “She’s not breathing.” Thalia shrieked. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Candern. It’s all my fault,” Idrisa cried. Her body shook with sobs, and she clutched at Candern’s tunic. “Nooo. Please take me instead. She can’t die.” 
 
    Guilt spread to my core. I wished I could have done something. I’d failed to help Idrisa. Not only had she lost Delphi, but she had lost a good friend, someone she obviously loved.  
 
    Father’s lips shut and didn’t respond as the crowd chanted, “Free them! Free them! Free them!” 
 
    Father’s daggered gaze at the orphans confirmed he had been certain the prisoners would die. He had intended to appear like a just emperor, but all he cared about was that cursed sword. 
 
    Thalia’s face wet with tears, she closed Candern’s eyes and said, “Forever may our bond be strong, and like the stars may your light never die. You will never die in our hearts and in our memories. May the goddesses take you to a better place.” 
 
    Idrisa held Candern’s hand as she had Delphi’s and wept. 
 
    Ravana rose and pointed at the sentinels with her sharp nail. “Put the prisoners back in the dungeon. Get rid of the body and the beast.” She shoved the sentinels out of the way as she passed them, then halted in front of Knox. “Since Idrisa is still alive and she needs to die from a battle to sever the bond, we need to continue the tournament. But this time, we’ll send her alone through a training field.” 
 
    “She has no magic,” Knox stressed. “Besides, you promised they would gain their freedom. You promised the people. Adelia would never break her promise. You—” 
 
    Knox’s face whipped toward me. I let out an angry snarl and gathered my magic inside my hardened fist when Ravana slapped him. Knox dipped his head in submission, but his shoulders tightened.  
 
    Ravana flashed a deadly warning glance my way when I summoned my magic, then to Knox. “Don’t say her name. The emperor promised, but I didn’t. Just so you know, I’ve already sent word to burn the school. And if I were you …” She poked Knox’s chest hard enough to shove him back. “Next time, don’t argue with me, just do it. Or I’ll throw you to the dungeon myself and feed you to a beast. Yes, we have more.” 
 
    “You have no authority here.” I stepped closer to my scholar with my chin held high, but my commanding voice faltered when she bristled. “I’m the next to rule, not you.” 
 
    Be brave. Be brave like those children. 
 
    The way she rotated her neck raised every single hair on my body. The beast was nothing compared to Ravana. She was the true monster. 
 
    “Don’t forget, Little Prince.” She put up a hand and curled in her fingers. “I can crush every one of your bones. I have centuries over you, boy. You threaten me like that again, and not only will I break you, I’ll kill Rodern and your other pathetic weasel of a brother. What do you think about that?” 
 
    I shut down my magic and gritted my teeth. I couldn’t risk her hurting my brothers. Ravana was right. My magic wasn’t strong enough to beat her. What good was Mother’s gift when it hadn’t showed me its way or how to use it? 
 
    I’m a coward. A hopeless, spineless coward. 
 
    “Good.” She poked my forehead. “Such a wise choice. Now, I need to find the idiot who dared to show its magic in front of the royal court. It’s a crime, after all.” She twirled her long black cloak and walked out the door. 
 
    I turned to speak to Father, to talk some sense into him, but he followed his sister like a lost puppy. When I turned back to the arena, I caught a glimpse of Idrisa heading back to the dungeon with the sword.  
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    Ravana 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    ROCCO WAS NOT PLACED in his original cell, but the one across from us. He paced along the wall, dried beast’s blood caking his face and clothes. Raking his hair back, he mumbled the same sentence repetitively. “I should have done something sooner.” 
 
    Patron and a few sentinels stood behind the bars after shoving us into our prison. Thalia and I placed Jezela on top of straw facedown, and lifted the torn fabric. I gasped and Thalia winced. The beast’s spiky tail had sliced across Jezela’s back and she had lost too much blood.  
 
    We had no time to mourn Candern. We had to take care of Jezela. A part of me had shut down. Nothing seemed real. Not the goddesses appearing in the lake. Not Wess’s attack. Not the tree that revealed the past. Not Delphi and Candern’s deaths. And especially not the fact that I killed a titanic beast with the sword bound to only me. 
 
    “Patron. She needs a healer,” I shouted as Thalia and I continued to assess Jezela’s multiple lesions. 
 
    Patron let out a mocking snort. “There’s no healer for the prisoners. Who do you think you are?” 
 
    I ignored his scorn and tried once more, desperate for help. I would have gotten on my knees and kissed his feet if he had demanded it. 
 
    “Please. She’ll die. I’m begging you.” 
 
    “Have you no children?” Thalia glared at him with reddened eyes and then lifted Jezela’s shirt to show her raw, bloody back with deep gashes.  
 
    I winced and turned away, nausea making its way up my throat.  
 
    Thalia hissed through flared nostrils. “What if your daughter’s back looked like this? Would you want to be denied?”  
 
    “I don’t have a daughter,” he said matter-of-factly and crossed his arms. 
 
    Thalia scoffed. “I bet you don’t have a wife either. Who would want a child killer like you?”  
 
    “Shut your filthy mouth, girl.” He reached for the lock, but he stilled when I placed a hand on Caliburn by my side.  
 
    I still had no idea how to summon the power from it, but he didn’t know. Patron snarled and retreated. It was then I realized Thalia looked like she had been cleaning inside the chimney while fire still burned. I must look horrendous like her.  
 
    I’d thought Rocco had gone to a world deep inside his mind, but he slid his arm between the bars and grabbed Patron’s tunic when Patron had backed away from my cell. Then with a forceful yank, Rocco slammed Patron’s head against the bars and continued to hold firm to his shirt. 
 
    “Did you just say there’s no healer for the prisoners?” Like an animal about to devour prey, Rocco let out a wild cry.  
 
    The sentinels raised their swords when Rocco locked Patron’s neck with his arms. 
 
    “Don’t take another step.” Patron snarled. 
 
    “Get the healer or I’ll snap his neck. Do you hear me? Patron, tell your men to get the healer, now.” 
 
    Patron groaned and tried to twist his body. “You’re stupider than you look. The emperor should have killed you all.” 
 
    Patron started to shake violently and some kind of foam escaped his mouth, while Rocco scowled in concentration and his right hand lit with a dull glow.  
 
    I watched in horror. Rocco held some kind of magic? Did he know? And if he did, he never told me. He had a lot of explaining to do.  
 
    “Rocco, stop!” I understood his anger, but if he killed Patron, he would receive a death sentence. 
 
    Rocco let out a painful growl and shoved Patron. Patron coughed as he rubbed his neck. He snarled and stormed out with the sentinels. Rocco pressed his forehead against the bars and inhaled a deep breath. 
 
    The orb light flickered, then soft footfalls came closer. 
 
    I tugged Thalia to get her attention when a figure with a brown cloak stepped into the orb light. The same lady who had brought us dessert. She slid a tray for Rocco, and another for us, with a clean cloth and three tin cups filled with water.  
 
    Thalia and I rushed toward the tray and gulped the water down. I felt renewed and refreshed as the cool liquid slid down my throat. I grabbed the cloth and the last cup and rushed back to Jezela. 
 
    Thalia dunked the cloth into the water, squeezed, and dabbed gently around the wound. The scrapes seemed to heal, and the deeper wound seemed to stitch back together. I blinked as she continued to clean the blood. Surely, I was seeing things.  
 
    “Idrisa?” Thalia paused, then looked at me. “Are you seeing—” 
 
    I nodded as we exchanged shocked glances. Impossible, but yet possible with magic. I grabbed the cup with remaining water and sniffed. Healing potion? Thalia and I drank the same water, and Rocco must have as well. No matter, Jezela was healing, I thanked the goddesses. 
 
    Jezela was going to be fine. I breathed with relief and gratitude. I was about to thank the mysterious person, but she was nowhere in sight, and unwelcomed footsteps came forth. Ravana’s gait was so effortless that her feet appeared to never touch the ground. As her cape billowed behind her, intent alone seemed to propel her. 
 
    Ravana’s lips curled into a smug grin in front of my cell. Thalia and I covered Jezela with a blanket and stood. Ravana had to go through us to get to our friend, but I was certain Jezela was not the person she’d come for. 
 
    Rocco slammed his fist on the bars. “Get away from them.” 
 
    Ravana raised her fingers and closed them without a glance to Rocco. Her power rammed him against the back wall, arms and legs pinned. No curse shouts from Rocco. His mouth must be sealed. 
 
    “What do you want?” I raised Caliburn in my hand. 
 
    “Your sword doesn’t scare me, girl. You don’t know how to use it.” She waved her hand to open the locked door and stepped inside. 
 
    My heart thudded faster, but I kept my guarded stance next to Thalia. 
 
    “Are you scared, Idrisa? I hear your heart beating so fast. I don’t think it likes me.” 
 
    I pointed the sword at her with my trembling hand, begging it to light up, but nothing happened. 
 
    “Nobody likes you, probably not even your mother,” Thalia said. “You need to go back to Netherworld where you belong.” 
 
    Ravana pinched the bridge of her nose. “Such ugly words from a pretty girl. I wonder if you’d be so hateful with your spine broken.” She twisted her wrist. 
 
    Thalia bent awkwardly back, whimpering in pain. 
 
    “No words, Thalia? Can’t you speak?” Ravana flicked her wrist. 
 
    Thalia fell to her knees, unable to get up. 
 
    “You’re a coward,” Thalia murmured. “You hurt those who can’t defend themselves.” 
 
    “Stop it.” I glanced at Ravana, then to my friend with her head down. “Thalia, please. She’ll kill you.” 
 
    “You don’t need me, Idrisa. I’m useless.” 
 
    Her declaration came from grief and despair, not the Thalia who never gave up, who always kept us going. I felt the pain in her raw voice. 
 
    “Jezela and I need you. Candern wouldn’t want you to do this.” I had to get through to her. “Candern’s light will never die unless you let it.” 
 
    Thalia still on her knees, peered up. “Candern. I’m so sorry.” Tears streamed down her face. 
 
    I too broke into a sob. I understood her guilt, for it was mine too. The burden of surviving was too much to bear. 
 
    “For the love of stars.” Ravana rolled her eyes. “I’ll fix her pain by breaking her neck.”  
 
    Ravana’s fingers wiggled, and Thalia’s neck craned far to her left.  
 
    Thalia screamed. 
 
    Then to my horror, Ravana snapped her fingers. The memory of Wess’s neck breaking flashed through my mind. I opened my mouth to scream, but nothing happened to Thalia. 
 
    Ravana scowled, baring her teeth. If she had fangs, they would have been visible. She raised her hands, nails lengthening and narrowing at the tip. 
 
    “Stop it!” Heat coursed through me, the same familiar warmth and strength. “I said stop it.”  
 
    Light shot out from the symbol in my right palm, blinding Ravana, but it died as quickly as it came. Ravana had blocked it, but doing so released her magic. Rocco thumped on the ground and scrambled to the bars. Thalia curled her body next to Jezela. 
 
    “I-I …” I glanced at my palm, pulse racing. I was in a whole lot of trouble. “I didn’t mean to do it.” 
 
    “You,” she shrieked.  
 
    Moldy hay and grime lifted and hovered as wind spun in a tunnel.  
 
    “You need to die.” Ravana schooled her face, and if her looks could kill, she would have already skinned me alive. “I’m so sick of you ruining my plans, maybe not all. By the way, I’ve killed the messenger meant to warn the school. No one survived. Not one single brat. Not even a slimy, worthless worm.” 
 
    “Burning skies, no.” Thalia tucked her knees to her stomach and wrapped an arm around Jezela.  
 
    Rocco released a painful gutted sound. My heart shattered, bleeding for Delphi, Candern, and for all the children. All they’d wanted was to feel worthy, deserving, and loved.  
 
    Dumont Orphanage School was gone. Our family and home was gone. Guilt and despair gutted me. 
 
    I clutched Caliburn tighter. 
 
    Then … 
 
    Ravana pointed at me. “Follow me or I will kill your friends.” 
 
    We headed down the tunnel and went down the stone stairs into an enclosed area smaller than the judgment room. My knees buckled and I stumbled forward when Ravana pushed me forward. Then she was out of my sight. 
 
    Floating orbs surrounded me, and two dark shadows stood about twenty feet away.  
 
    “What do you want?” My muscles slackened. So tired. I was beyond exhausted. “Please, just let my friends go.” I bit the inside of my cheek to suppress the anger and grief. “Is it not enough that you have killed all those children and scholars? They were innocent. They didn’t deserve this fate.” 
 
    The orbs illuminated to glossy white, revealing the emperor and Ravana. I squinted in the brightness. Ravana’s ugly creature skidded along her finger, and then snaked up her arm to her shoulder. 
 
    Where were the princes and the sentinels? Though they had done nothing to help me, their presence gave me some small comfort. Alone with these two seemed deadlier than anything else.  
 
    Death was inevitable for me. Ravana could do anything she pleased. Nobody would stop her. After she killed me, she could make up lies about how I’d died. I would rather be eaten up by the beast than face whatever she had planned, 
 
    “There is no such thing as fate.” Ravana pinned her ebony eyes on me. “There is only stupidity, like for being foolish enough to steal that sword.” 
 
    “For the last time, I didn’t steal it,” I gritted the words through my teeth. 
 
    Fury burned in my chest. If only I knew how to use the power. I could use it against her and help my friends escape. 
 
    Ravana glared. “If I allow your friends to be free, they’ll have no home to run to. And they’ll be branded with a mark from the emperor, to show everyone they were once prisoners. No one will welcome them into their homes. Not even the workers at the temple.” 
 
    “They are damned forever,” I whispered, reality settling in. 
 
    Ravana had ruined us. And for the first time, I blamed and cursed the Eternal Mothers. I hadn’t asked for the sword. The goddesses had given it to me anyway, and because of their doing, my friends would suffer too.  
 
    What kind of life would we have if we were set free? No one would welcome us. No one would hire us for pay. We would become beggars, living in the streets. Perhaps death would be our salvation after all. 
 
    “No one is leaving the castle.” The emperor approached closer to me, carefully, cautiously across the dirt. “Stop this nonsense. I want to see this magic she holds.” 
 
    Ravana clucked her tongue. “She doesn’t know how to summon it or control it. It comes and goes when she’s being feisty.” She matched her brother’s slow pace toward me. “Such a naughty girl. I wonder how she survived the Blood—” 
 
    “I didn’t—” I realized my mistake when Ravana stood before me in the blink of an eye. 
 
    She yanked the back of my hair and showed me her black nails. They slowly grew longer into razor sharp points. Scraping her nail down my face while her ugly pet hissed, she nicked the side of my neck. 
 
    I balked from the pain, 
 
    “Don’t interrupt me again, or I’ll poke out your eyes.” She scooped up a drop of my blood with her nail and fed it to her pet. “Your parents gave you away because they didn’t want you. They knew once your magic showed, they would be punished for it. Too bad they didn’t love you enough to keep you safe. This all could have been avoided. Since the emperor wants to see your magic, and we need you fighting for noble causes, we’re going to play. This is going to be so much fun.” 
 
    Chains rattle and clanked, echoing all around me. 
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 Decision Made 
 
    Merrick 
 
      
 
    I DROPPED ON MY BED, trying to calm my nerves as I replayed everything that had happened in the arena. Idrisa had killed the beast. That thought echoed inside my head relentlessly.  
 
    What was impossible was possible. Idrisa had beaten the odds because of the sword … the goddesses had helped her. The children of the Blood Plague, as my father called them, were cursed and blessed it seemed. 
 
    “Hello, Merrick.” 
 
    I jumped out of my bed, reached for my dagger on the bedside table, and pointed at someone’s chest. Gylden sensed my panic and flew in frantic circles above my head. 
 
    I lowered the dagger and sat on my bed. “Knox. You should do as you preach. I could have killed you. Don’t walk through my walls again.”  
 
    Gylden landed softly on my pillow. 
 
    Knox cocked an eyebrow, pushing back his thick shoulders and fiddling with a button he had missed on his tunic.  
 
    I sighed. “Ravana created a monster by experimenting on a draca, didn’t she? The beast’s long, scaly body, the wings, the shape of the head, the long snout, right down to the sinuous tail. It’s a replica of a draca.” 
 
    “Yes. I was there. I saw it.” 
 
    “Are all of Mother’s dracas accounted for?”  
 
    He bobbed his shoulders. “You would have to ask Mayra.” 
 
    “I have to tell Mayra to hide them and place them somewhere safe where Ravana can’t find them. I’m not taking any chances on these precious creatures.” 
 
    Knox sat on the bed next to me. “I think it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Do you know where they’ve taken Idrisa?” I shoved my hands to my face, inhaling a deep breath. “My father has become a puppet and Ravana … well, she’s always been a monster. No, I take that back. I’ve finally realized who my father really is—a spineless coward who follows and not a leader. I take after him.” 
 
    Knox met my gaze and nodded. “You finally have eyes, Prince. But you’re no coward, and you’re not like your father.” 
 
    I arched my eyebrows. “What do you mean?” 
 
    He shifted and relaxed his tense muscles. “Ravana influenced your father for years, but you were too young to see. You weren’t allowed to attend the Council meetings, and your mother also tried to shelter you from the madness. She wanted you to have a happy childhood until you were old enough to make your own decisions.” 
 
    I looked outside my window, considering my childhood. The clouds had darkened and swelled, and rain pattered against the land.  
 
    “You and Mayra hid things from me too.” I told him the things I shouldn’t know. “I know there was no Blood Plague. I also know Father had all the infants killed or taken. I can’t believe the sentinels that protect us are murderers. I can’t look at them with the same level of respect.”  
 
    A thought came to mind. Zieke? He would be old enough from my court to … No, he wouldn’t have been sent out. He was captain of my legion, only answering to me. But he hadn’t answered to me then. I had just been born.  
 
    The crease on Knox’s forehead deepened when his eyes searched mine. “Please, you must not say a word about it. You must pretend you don’t know.” His voice lowered to a harsh whisper. “Who told you? How did you find out?” 
 
    “As you said, the walls have eyes and ears. I listen to the rumors spoken among the servants.” 
 
    I wanted to tell him what I had found inside the secret passage, how the children of the so-called Blood Plague had been taken to the tree, where Ravana had stripped away their souls and magic. But I couldn’t. The less Knox knew, the less information he would expose in case my father had the Council read his thoughts. I didn’t want to take any chances. 
 
    “But there’s more to tell, isn’t there?” I challenged. 
 
    “Yes, there is. If your father and Ravana made everyone forget what they saw that night, then it’s possible he could have made the sentinels do his evil acts not by their free will, don’t you think? There are so many things you don’t know. Your father and Ravana put in motion this chaos when they killed the infants. The goddesses are not happy. They too have started a battle with the intention of winning, and I believe somehow, these children will restore what was once torn.” 
 
    “Why didn’t the Eternal Mothers stop them? Why did they promise a weapon?” 
 
    Knox stroked his beard, one hand after another. “If goddesses interfered with every crime committed, then they might as well rule our world. But instead, they gave us free will. The dark magic pushed the goddesses further away from us. We did this, not them. But they retain ultimate power, and I believe there’s more to their gift than your father and Ravana’s dream.” 
 
    I crossed my arms, trying to get a grip on it all. “I wish I knew what to do.” 
 
    “I think you know. You’re—” 
 
    “Afraid,” I finished for him. “I’m a coward.” 
 
    It was the truth. Fear seized my bones. I had never witnessed such horror and death in the judgment room. I realized I had been sheltered, maybe even coddled, and shut out from such cruelty. 
 
    Knox rested a hand on my shoulder, his eyes caring and sympathetic. “You’re not. You’ve opened your eyes to see the truth. That’s being brave. And I know you want to do something about it, or you wouldn’t be asking about Idrisa. The next step is carrying out your thoughts and putting them into action. I have a feeling Idrisa will survive whatever they put her through. She’s young and naïve, but she’s brave, and the Ladies of the Lake are with her, even though this all doesn’t make sense. But I think you know what will happen to her in the end if none of us stop Ravana.” 
 
    “They’ll kill her,” I said flatly, my tone even and calm, though my blood boiled with rage. 
 
    “What do Rodern and Jediah think about the prisoners?” 
 
    “Just before I came to my room, Rodern and Jediah asked me if I was going to do anything to help them escape, and they wanted in on the plan. But I’m not sure if I can trust them. Mother’s warning has me confused. Without giving away too much, I told them there was no Blood Plague. I think they got the point. I told them I needed to think on my own, so we went our separate ways.” 
 
    “You don’t trust them to help you?” Knox knitted his eyebrows together. 
 
    I glanced up at the ceiling and down to my boots, freshly polished and waiting by the door. “If I were to save the prisoners, either I would be killed or be exiled. I don’t want that for my brothers. I don’t know if Father would kill us, but Ravana would have no problem. She might even enjoy torturing us until we die. That is, if she’d let us die. And though I know the right thing to do, it doesn’t necessarily mean I can carry it through.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Prince Merrick.” He patted my hand. “But unfortunately life is not an easy path, and the decision is in your hands. You’ll be welcomed into the judgment room before any one of us. And that is where they will take her if they don’t succeed in whatever they have planned next.” 
 
    I nodded solemnly. If I didn’t act upon my conscience, guilt would stay with me for the rest of my life. I could close my eyes, lock myself in my room, and let my father kill Idrisa. Or I could become the prince my mother had wanted me to be and save the children she had died for. The decision wasn’t hard to make. I really had only one choice after everything I’d learned. 
 
    “So, Prince Merrick.” Knox folded his hands together and rested them on the hill of his stomach. “What does your heart tell you to do?” 
 
    What would I risk, I had asked myself before. I still didn’t know, but I gave a grim smile and said, “Kill the prisoners.” 
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 Surprise 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    THE ORBS SURROUNDING ME flickered and dimmed. My knees buckled, and my mind wheeled with insane thoughts of demons attacking me. When the emperor and Ravana moved back into the shadows, leaving me alone with the sound of a cracking whip, I knew my guess was not far off. 
 
    “Hungry. So hungry,” an ominous haunting voice hissed. 
 
    My blood ran cold. Every clack made me wish the draca had killed me. 
 
    Hide. Run. But where? 
 
    Chains rattled.  
 
    A gate reeled up, metal screeching against metal.  
 
    Faster than I could blink, something unnamable darted at me—a spirit beast incarnate, flicking a gray, lizard-like tongue split at the tip. 
 
    Its ashen, disheveled hair and black, tattered dress hung on a hunchbacked figure. The deep wrinkles on every inch of exposed skin spoke of ancient evil. A scar ran down one eye to its lips, offset by fleshy nubs about its face. It had long, bony fingers capped with metal nails, and its eyes were wholly jet-black. 
 
    Oh, burning stars. She was a hag. 
 
    Stunned to silence, I ran toward the emperor and Ravana, the whisper of my flat fabric shoes the only noise on smooth, pressed dirt. When I collided with an invisible magic shield instead, I staggered and the pain caused me to lose focus.  
 
    Of course, they were protected against the monster.  
 
    I battered the unyielding shield with my fists, and then with my sword. The sword might have been able to cut through when glowing, but it was just a regular sword without summoning its magic. 
 
    I didn’t understand why they felt the need to put up a barrier when the hag’s neck and ankles had been chained. And why the shield? Ravana and the emperor had powerful magic. Were they afraid of the hag? 
 
    I whirled when the monster’s growl grew louder and pointed Caliburn at the hag. Light up. Please, light up. Caliburn, light up. 
 
    Caliburn, dull and powerless, was no use to me. I might as well plunge the sword into my chest myself. There was no way in hell I could beat the demon. 
 
    “Leave me alone or I’ll gut you.” My voice held strong and firm, unlike my trembling muscles. 
 
    The hag laughed, its obsidian eyes gleaming under the flickering orb light. “Do you know what I am, child?” 
 
    Goosebumps prickled down my arms, as my heart fluttered like a bird trapped in a cage. I slid back my feet to steady my balance and held Caliburn at an angle across my front. Useless or not, it was still a weapon.  
 
    “I know what you are. Go back where you came from.” 
 
    The hag tilted its head and sniffed. “But I’m so hungry. So very hungry. They only let me eat when they want me to kill someone. That’s my reward.” 
 
    “I’ll slice you in half before I let you touch me.” I inhaled a deep breath, trying to control my tremors and pounding heart.  
 
    She narrowed her eyes, baring a glimpse of her sharp metal teeth, leaving me to imagine the rest of them.  
 
    “So brave of you, little girl, but I have centuries of practice. I’m one of the original hags, and I’m starving.” 
 
    The monster leaped high into the air and descended in front of me with a feline grace. Her nails cut through the fabric of my shirt and left four long bloody scratch marks across my chest. The searing pain ripped a scream from me. I blocked the second attack with my sword, but her metal claws pushed it back and her other set of metal nails caught flesh and sliced my hip. 
 
    I probed the wounds with my quaking fingertips. Blood seeped through my soaked shirt. 
 
    “So yummy.” The hag sucked her nails. “Your blood tastes so sweet.” 
 
    Moving faster than the eye could register, she smacked my head with one powerful blow of her fist and I went sliding across the floor. I groaned, struggling to get up, blood dripping from the side of my mouth. 
 
    I grabbed for Caliburn, but she kicked my stomach, and I tumbled on the dirt. I grasped my middle and heaved what little lunch I’d had, the stinking mess mixing with the blood from my wounds. 
 
    “You’re a little slow, dear.” She smiled, showing all her pointed metal teeth. “And you’re bleeding. It smells so good, so good. Hungry. Hungry. Must eat.” She flicked her black grotesque tongue. 
 
    “I’m still alive, aren’t I?”  
 
    Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. 
 
    I reprimanded myself as soon as those words left my mouth. Aggravating the hag wasn’t a good strategy. 
 
    She snarled, craned her neck, and rolled back her shoulders. “Not for long.” 
 
    The hag pounced at the same time she cracked her whip, missing me by a hair when I jumped back. The whip had curled around like a striking snake and lit up in a fiery line. The brightness of the whip in the darkness around us seemed to leave faint glowing lines in the air after it passed.  
 
    She snapped her whip again. Where had the whip come from? I blocked it with my sword, but it wrapped around Caliburn. I pulled. She yanked. And we swayed back and forth like a dance full of darkness and the promise of death. 
 
    One of us had to die, and it wasn’t going to be me. 
 
    Tired of getting nowhere, I yanked her toward me with all my strength and kicked her in the middle when she lurched forward. I let out a groan and winced, biting my lip from crying out. The movement sent fresh sheets of blood down my stomach. When she recoiled, the blade sliced through her whip, cutting off at least a couple of feet.  
 
    She shrieked in pain, and then I realized what she held was not a whip, but her tail. But that didn’t stop her from advancing, and she did not bleed. 
 
    “Nobody lasts this long,” she hissed, circling around me. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Stop fooling around, Hildred. I’m losing my patience.” Ravana showed herself and clutched her dress, but continued to keep her distance. 
 
    Hildred showed her metal fangs with a guttural snarl.  
 
    “She’s different. I can feel strange energy in her.” Hildred’s tail wrapped around me, though shorter than before. 
 
    The burning line tightened around my stomach, squeezing me and sizzling against my flesh. The smell of burnt cotton wafted. When she snapped her wrist, the force and the strength of the whip spun me against the barrier. Caliburn flew out of my hand, and I doubled over with pain. 
 
    As I crawled toward my sword, I screamed as the whip cracked against my back. Another thunderbolt cracked. I dug my fingers in the damp soil mixed with my blood. My body felt too heavy, like sinking mud was pulling me under. 
 
    Four see-through walls slammed down, enclosing Hildred and me into a tighter space with Caliburn on the other side of the barrier.  
 
    No. Please, help me.  
 
    I couldn’t die here. Pushing through the pain, and white dots blurring my vision, I pressed my back against the wall. I hauled myself up, thinking of my friends, the only reason I kept fighting.  
 
    Our reflections bounced from the mirrored crystal walls, and I couldn’t tell which Hildred was real. Our figures multiplied until hundreds of us stared back at me. I tested the strength of the freezing barriers, banging to see if somehow I could break free, but she was right on my heels. 
 
    Hildred’s crazy laugh resonated and shook the walls. When a hot, metallic breath brushed against my ear, I swung my fist, but I hit the air.  
 
    Too slow. Exhausted and beaten, my reflexes were too labored.  
 
    She blew breath on me again, but that time I punched the wall when her figure disappeared. Pain bloomed in my fingers. I cradled my arm and rubbed the ache. 
 
    My back wound slowed me down, and the edges of my vision dimmed with the throbbing ache. A menacing laugh reverberated in the small space. Then she yanked my hair and let go before I could react. I whirled, but she pulled again, hard enough to make me stumble.  
 
    The predator toyed with the prey before the kill. 
 
    Something hard shoved my shoulder. I fell on my butt, and my back collided against the wall. Pain engulfed me like flames. When I rolled over to get back on my feet, Hildred stood too close for comfort as she showed me all her spiky, hideous teeth. Then with a wicked grin, her nails cut through both of my upper arms in a blink, then backed away.  
 
    I raised my hand to protect my face, backed into a corner.  
 
    “I’ve got you now.” Her reptilelike tongue swept across her lips. “Though there won’t be much of you to eat. You’re so skinny. Perhaps …” She clinked her metal teeth. “I’ll have to eat your bones too. There won’t be anything left of you.”  
 
    “Stay back.” My words escaped, barely a whisper. 
 
    With my back to the barrier, I had nowhere to go. Bloody and broken, I had nothing left to defend or attack with. All I had left was my prayer and faith in the goddesses.  
 
    Please. Help me, Mother Viviane. Help me. 
 
    I rubbed at my hands and willed the mark to light up, to give me strength, to give me power once more. I couldn’t die. My friends needed me. And thoughts of Delphi, Candern, and all the students and scholars at Dumont Orphan School filled my soul. 
 
    Hildred swooped in, her claws ready to rip me apart, and her mouth opened wide, but she halted a foot away. Light zapped out from my raised palm, not bright enough to harm her but enough to make her pause. 
 
    I wished for more control over the power. Had it been up to me, I would have blasted her from existence. 
 
    “Impossible.” Her twinkling eyes grew wider and she leaned closer. 
 
    So close, I saw the surface of her face, caked with grime and dried blood. She took a step back, still looking baffled. 
 
    “Could it be true? Can we be saved at last?” She dropped to her knees and bowed in reverence. “Please, forgive me. I did not know. Please, forgive me. I’m so hungry.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” The emperor stepped out from his hiding place, looking apprehensive. 
 
    “What are you doing, hag?” Ravana pounded the barrier, and then her nails dug and scratched down the wall, making an atrocious noise. 
 
    I wanted to say the same thing, but I kept my mouth shut. It didn’t make sense. Hildred should have skinned and eaten me alive. 
 
    I recoiled against the wall when Hildred hovered over me, and her rotting stench made me want to gag. I thought she’d changed her mind. Perhaps she had gone insane and thought I was her savior, and now she had come to her senses.  
 
    She whispered in my ear, “Free me and I will fight by your side. I can and will be one of your greatest allies. We are being enslaved deep beneath the ground. Help us, blood of the firstborn.” 
 
    “I’m not …” I winced, too weak to speak, my body flamed in pain beyond measure.  
 
    She glanced to the sword and then back to me with excitement in her eyes. I could have sworn the sword glimmered just for a second.  
 
    “The one who can wield the goddesses’ sword will restore the balance once torn,” she said with conviction. 
 
    I swatted my hands to keep her at a distance. Even stumbling back, she cringed with servile respect. As she coiled her whip around her arm, she floated backward, a foot off the ground. She kept her eyes on me, even as the chain hindered her from floating higher. She didn’t seem to care. 
 
    The chains clanked louder in the quiet. Could she fly? Then the metal of her prison screeched again as she retreated into the darkness. 
 
    When the crystal walls vanished, I crawled toward my sword, leaving a bloody trail behind me. Every inch of me throbbed and burned. I was sure I had been stabbed by an ice pick a hundred times over. My muscles turned slacken, and any second now I would have no control over them. 
 
    I picked up Caliburn with my trembling hand and pointed it at Ravana, my body swaying from the room spinning. Every step took tremendous effort. With every movement I balked. Even Caliburn’s light weight put pressure on my wounds. 
 
    I moaned and bit my lip to hide the extent of my pain. Battered and broken, courage built in me, born of desperation. 
 
    “Let me go,” I managed to grind out the words. 
 
    I had never used such intensity and boldness in my tone before, but it was all I had left. One last effort. 
 
    I tightened my grip on my sword, trying to be brave, but my courage waned when she gestured at the two dozen sentinels to step forward. There were too many to fight on my own, but the thought that she needed so many to escort me told me she feared me a bit more than before. 
 
    “Oh, we will. We will let you go.” Her scowl turned into a wicked smile, promising more torture. 
 
    The sentinels took me back to the judgment room. They had me drop Caliburn next to the emperor’s throne, then took me to the horrible circle of hell. 
 
    “She won’t die,” Ravana roared. The muscles in her neck twitched as she circled me, examining me from all angles. “Why can’t we kill her?” 
 
    The Council came forward, nodding their unreadable faces under the black veils. “The sword gives her strength. It protects her.” 
 
    The emperor’s nostrils flared and he pounded a fist on his throne armrests. “We already know that. Tell us what we don’t know. Hildred treated her like some kind of goddess. She bowed down to her. Have you asked the Ladies of the Lake why they gave the sword to the girl and not to me?” 
 
    “They gave no answer.” 
 
    The emperor stomped his feet. “I want my sword. Two of my biggest threats could not kill her.” He ran a hand down his face. “Perhaps we should just run her through and end this.” 
 
    I wobbled back away, knees buckling, until something hard stopped me. Otis stood behind me. When had he gotten there? When I placed my arms in front to cradle my wounds, I found another cut near my wrist. I winced and pleaded once more. 
 
    “Please, just let my friends go.” A sob rose in my throat. The goddesses had been helping me thus far. I just needed to hang in there a little bit longer. 
 
    Help me, Mother Viviane. I will do anything you ask of me. 
 
    The door swung open. A fresh breeze lifted sweaty tendrils of hair off my face. I thought the Eternal Mothers heard my prayer and had come to my rescue, but that proved a foolish thought.  
 
    Rocco, Thalia, and Jezela entered, surrounded by sentinels. As happy as I was to see my friends, I wished they weren’t beside me. Though I was glad to see Jezela up and about, she looked as bad as I did. Perhaps I could use the same cloth and water that had healed her. 
 
    “What did they do to you?” Rocco’s eyes fell to my bloody, torn tunic, then to my arms. He held me gently. His fingers wrapped in my shirt, clenching tighter, but I felt no pressure from it. He was beyond furious. “Why?” He threw a look of death to Ravana. 
 
    Ravana whispered in the dispirited emperor’s ear as my friends gathered around me. 
 
    “Idrisa.” Thalia teared up, gripping my hand. “How badly are you hurt?” Her concerned eyes roamed from my face and lower. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I winced, but I held back my words. At least I had stopped bleeding. They already had enough to worry about. “Jezela.” I smiled and held her hand with the other free one. What could I say? I wanted to say I was happy she was well, but our situation indicated otherwise. 
 
    “Enough talking.” Ravana marched toward us, her steps quiet but fierce. Then she turned to the emperor. “Your Highness, why don’t we kill everyone right here and get this over with? We’re both so tired.” 
 
    The emperor considered her words, his gaze bouncing over all of us. “We did all we could. And as I’ve said before, the sword belongs to me and only me. The goddesses will surely give it to me if she dies.” 
 
    “I’ve already told you I didn’t want the sword.” I winced and bit my tongue. Every word spoken made the wounds press harder. “Please let us go. We’re no threat.” 
 
    The emperor strode to the circle, within a few feet of me. “The sword calls to you. It will find you. Even if I exile you, it will find you still. So, yes, you are a threat to me.” 
 
    “Then kill only me.” I pounded a fist to my thigh for emphasis. 
 
    The emperor’s lips twisted in resolve. “Very well.” 
 
    The door slammed open, and the three princes appeared, racing down with weapons in their hands. 
 
    Perhaps the Ladies of the Lake had heard my prayer after all. 
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 Betrayal and Death 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    “ARE YOU HAVING FUN without us, Father?” Rodern flipped his dagger with a flick of his wrist, his expression chillingly playful as he stood before the emperor.  
 
    Jediah placed a hand on the sword hilt as he slid between Rodern and Merrick. 
 
    Rocco glowered and bared his teeth. Jezela and Thalia squeezed my hand as we drew strength from each other. I knew Rodern didn’t care for us, but seeing Merrick’s eyes darken melted my last hope. 
 
    Something wasn’t right about Merrick. After he had flirted with me, if I could call that flirting, and explained how he hadn’t suggested the tournament to Ravana, I’d expected mercy.  
 
    What had gone wrong? Or had it all been a lie, another scheme of Ravana’s? 
 
    Ravana strolled toward the boys, her lips a thin line. “You three weren’t invited. So leave the judgment room.”  
 
    Merrick stood tall with confidence. “I am next to reign, and I have the right to be here to stand by my father’s side. I doubt he would disagree.” He took out an arrow from his quiver, positioned it on the bow, and pointed it toward the golden circle. “Mother is dead because of them. The children of the Blood Plague spread the disease that killed her.” 
 
    The emperor’s eyes beamed with satisfaction, and life sprang to his expression. “Avenge your mother’s death and kill them all, Son.” 
 
    Merrick had gone insane. Had his aunt influenced him somehow? 
 
    “We didn’t cause the disease.” I tugged Thalia and Jezela behind me. Rocco stood by my side. “I’m sorry for the loss of your mother, but she didn’t die because of us.” 
 
    I shifted my gaze to Ravana, so much hatred in my boiling blood, I expected to burst into flames. It was time to set things straight. The tree had given me the truth, and I needed to clarify and let it be known. 
 
    “Your aunt poisoned your mother.” I pointed at Ravana. “She killed your mother because your mother knew there was no Blood Plague. Ravana and your father made up the plague to disguise their evil doing of killing all those infants, just so your father could sleep at night, knowing he had eliminated possible threats and children who would be born with magic.” 
 
    “Liar.” Rodern’s gaze darted from me to Merrick. “Don’t believe her, Brother.” 
 
    “I don’t.” Merrick narrowed his eyes at me down the arrow’s shaft. “Tell me, Idrisa, would you like to die by dagger, sword, or an arrow dipped in poison?” 
 
    Thalia and Jezela covered their bodies in front of me, but I pushed them back and held out my hands to stop them. 
 
    I scowled. “I thought you had better judgment than your father.”  
 
    This had to end today. We had come so far, and I was so tired, so very tired of it all. Perhaps death wouldn’t be so bad. If we were going to die, at least we would die together. We had no home anyway. No one would help us even if we escaped.  
 
    “I do have better judgment.” Merrick pulled back the arrow. “Don’t worry. I’ll make it quick. One arrow through your heart.” 
 
    “You’re a coward.” Rocco stepped in front of me. “It’s a good thing the empress isn’t alive. She would be ashamed of you.” 
 
    “Stop talking, you peasant.” Rodern entered the circle, dagger raised. “Let me cut out his tongue.” 
 
    “No!” More screams vibrated in my head as I watched everything unfold. 
 
    Rocco stretched out his arms, intense concentration filling his eyes. Rodern flew backward with the force of someone punching him, but no one had laid a finger on the prince.  
 
    There was no denying it. Rocco had magic indeed. 
 
    When Rocco stumbled from a blast of energy Rodern had sent, an arrow came straight for me. I had no time to dodge it, so I closed my eyes and accepted my fate. I was meant to die in the castle, and death would surely claim me this time. 
 
    Something hard knocked me to the floor, a body on top of me, and a shriek exploded from Jezela. Rocco had jumped in front of me, taking the arrow in his back.  
 
    “No!” I screeched. 
 
    I held him in my arms in disbelief. Not Rocco. It should have been me. 
 
    “Idrisa, I’m sorry,” he murmured, wide shocked eyes closing, his breath labored as his chest heaved. “I didn’t … buy you pretty dresses … and all the fresh baked bread … you desire. We didn’t … bathe in gold water. I never said … I love you.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Tears streamed down my face as I placed him sideways, feathering caresses over his eyelids to remember his beautiful forest green eyes, his sharp nose, the lips I’d never gotten to kiss.  
 
    Grief violated me and tore through my heart with invisible claws. Clawed through our childhood, every smile, every touch, and every memory of us. And before he drifted into the afterlife, I gave him a kiss on the lips, one we should have shared earlier. Sweet and simple. 
 
    “I love you too, Rocco. I never got to tell you that.” 
 
    His lips tugged just enough to let me know he’d heard. And then he closed his eyes. 
 
    I’d never gotten to thank him for everything he had done for me. He made me feel loved. He made me feel special. He had been my needle, always sewing me back together when I fell apart or needed guidance. He was my best friend, and he should have been my mate. 
 
    Our wedding and the house we would have shared vanished, and the thread of hope and the dimming light I tried to hold on to blew out cold. My heart could hold no more pain, no more sorrow, and no more death. Darkness held my soul, and I wanted the pain to swallow me whole. 
 
    I screamed louder when the poison worked itself up his neck to his face in thin ribbons. Then something inside me burst into flame, and the ground started to tremble. I had no idea if I was causing it and I didn’t care. Let the judgment room fall. In fact, let the whole castle crumble to the ground with everyone in it. 
 
    I rose to my feet and felt the heat from my palm, ready to call Caliburn. But my body whacked backward, landing hard on the ground, like I had been hit with a giant hammer. 
 
    I stared at the vaulted wooden ceiling. It wasn’t magic that struck me. Merrick had released an arrow, piercing my heart. 
 
    The room spun, and my vision blurred. Jezela’s and Thalia’s screams sounded distant. I felt as though I’d bathed in snow, probably from the poison traveling through my veins. Jezela and Thalia held my hands as tears fell from their eyes.  
 
    What would become of my friends? It would be just the two of them. Perhaps the emperor would set them free. At least they would have each other. I hoped. 
 
    There were so many things I wanted to tell my friends. To say I was sorry for dragging them into my nightmare, but mostly to thank them for being the truest friends and sisters. They embodied our mantra: family is not only created by blood, but within the heart. And they had showed me time and time again what that meant. 
 
    Wherever I was headed, I would be fine. I would see my loved ones who had passed on. Perhaps I would see Delphi, Candern, Rocco, friends from Dumont Orphan, and my parents. 
 
    As I released my last breath, death took a hold of me.  
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 The Escape 
 
    Merrick 
 
      
 
    “SHUT THOSE GIRLS UP.” Ravana’s long black cloak dragged behind her as she paced. “I can’t stand the crying. What do you plan to do with those two?” 
 
    Father didn’t respond. He looked at me proudly, seeing me for the first time. Perhaps he’d thought I didn’t have the guts to kill anyone. But it was I who was stunned to silence when I entered the judgment room.  
 
    Idrisa was bloody and her clothes were ripped as if she had fought a wild beast with fangs and claws. What had they done to her? She’d still lived even through the torture. My level of respect and admiration grew for her. But when she awoke, she might hate me even more. 
 
    “I’ll take the girls to the boiler room.” Rodern tucked his daggers behind his waistband and gestured to the sentinels. 
 
    The girls kicked and screamed on their way out, Rodern and Jediah trailing behind them. 
 
    “What about the bodies?” Father walked the few steps down his throne and headed toward Caliburn. He seemed hesitant and his fingers trembled the closer he reached. 
 
    I held my breath when Father lifted Caliburn and ran his finger along the plain blade to the hilt. The bond with Idrisa had broken. But for how long? Father’s face glowed with gratification. Carrying Caliburn triumphantly, he went toward the circle where Idrisa lay. 
 
    “It’s mine now,” he said like a spoiled child. A child who had lost a toy and finally gotten it back. “I will be the strongest, and I will destroy them all.” 
 
    How pathetic. He felt the need to crow about his victory to a dead girl. 
 
    His arm swung back to bring the sword down on her, but he stopped. The weight of the sword seemed too much for him to bear and he stumbled backward. 
 
    “Why won’t it let me?” Father tossed Caliburn, cursing, but it only flew a few yards. 
 
    The sword lodged in a pillar, perfectly intact, but a chunk of marble fell away. 
 
    “I still can’t use it,” his voice boomed. 
 
    “Let me take care of this, Father.” I jumped in before he could do anything foolish and ruin my plan. “I’ll burn the bodies, ensuring their death. Then you can try again.” 
 
    Father rested his face into one hand and waved his other at me, excusing me without a glance. The need to possess the sword seemed to take a toll on his health. With his head still down, he shuffled to his throne. 
 
    “Perhaps I was wrong about Merrick,” Ravana cooed, stroking her vile pet. “He might make a fine emperor after all … someday. Incinerating the bodies should sever the bond for good.” 
 
    I ordered the sentinels to carry Rocco’s and Idrisa’s bodies to the boiler room before Ravana could suggest anything crazy. After we stepped into the suffocating heat, I dismissed the sentinels. Jezela and Thalia ran toward their friends’ bodies on the stone ground by the furnace. 
 
    The girls looked at me with much hatred, but just as I was about to explain, the wall from the far back corner opened up and Knox emerged through a gateway carrying Caliburn.  
 
    “I grabbed it when the room was cleared.” Knox looked over his shoulder to ensure the gateway had been closed. “Your father doesn’t know it’s missing yet. We’re all set. Hurry.” 
 
    I turned to Idrisa’s friends. “I wish I had time to explain, but Rocco and Idrisa are alive. We must go now. Follow me.” I walked a few steps and halted when I didn’t hear any footsteps.  
 
    Thalia and Jezela just stood there, smearing dirt on their faces when they tried to wipe their teary eyes. With mouths agape, they glanced toward where Knox had materialized from the gateway through the wall and then back to me. They led simple lives without magic, whereas magic was like breathing air for me. So I understood their hesitation and confusion. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jediah glanced from Knox, to me, and to Rodern. 
 
    My brothers and I had schemed the plan in the judgment room, but I had decided to leave out a few things from Jediah. I left it up to Rodern to fill him in on the details after I left, but my plan was not running smooth. 
 
    I gripped Jediah’s shoulders. “The less you know the better to keep you safe. When enough time has passed, run to Father and tell him the bodies have been burned, but Jezela and Thalia escaped with help and took me as their prisoner. Tell him there’s a spy in the castle. Do you hear me?” I shook him when he just stared at me. “Jediah, do you understand?” 
 
    He shoved me, hurt twisting his features. “You’re leaving me?” 
 
    “I’ll be back. Rodern will be here with you. You can both be my spies, if you will.”  
 
    Jediah gave a curt nod and I patted his back. Then I scooped Idrisa in my arms. Her face was pale as snow. Blood had dried on her skin where her clothes had been torn, and the thought of all that she had endured nearly broke me.  
 
    Knox and I exchanged wary glances, and I knew he felt the same. He hovered a hand over her wounds to stop the bleeding and dripped some potion in her mouth to speed up the healing process. 
 
    Rodern gripped my shoulder and glanced down at Idrisa in my arms. It felt so strange to receive a warm gesture from someone I’d thought incapable of affection. 
 
    “Be careful.” Rodern dipped his head, his way of farewell. “I’ll take care of everything on this end.”  
 
    Jediah kept his scorned face and sealed his mouth with a frown. He would be mad for days or weeks, but I wouldn’t regret the decision I’d thought would keep him safe. 
 
    “I promise I’ll be back.” I smiled and memorized this moment of unity, for it might be the last time. 
 
    Knox mumbled a few words with his outstretched arm and created a gateway, leading us out of the castle and to the entrance of the forest. The sentinels around the border wouldn’t be able to see us since we would be hidden among the trees, but I wasn’t sure about the demons.  
 
    “Hurry,” Knox’s word strained, his features contorting. “I can only leave it open for so long. I wish I could portal you farther, but this is as far as I can reach.” 
 
    Cool air whirled into the room, putting out the fire in the boiling furnace. Knox lifted Rocco over one shoulder, and we all went through, leaving Jediah and Rodern behind. As I glanced at my brother one last time, I prayed Mother was wrong about one of them betraying me. 
 
    When the gateway closed, the sun sat low on the horizon and patches of dark clouds threatened in the distance. Clusters of trees loomed and a dirt path paved the way to the border.  
 
    I lay Idrisa gently on the back of a sturdy peasant wagon. Knox laid Rocco next to her, and Caliburn on her other side. Thalia and Jezela climbed in, settling next to their friends. An elderly woman with lustrous, fiery hair and green eyes, wearing a brown cloak greeted me, and then she faced the girls to speak to them.  
 
    I flinched when my cousin strutted from around the wagon. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    Tristus patted my back. “I’ve been partying with the ladies while I waited for your sorry ass to finally pick a side.” 
 
    As always, he wore an I’m up to no good smirk, but he made me smile and comfort settled in my stomach. 
 
    “What do you mean by picking a side?” 
 
    He gestured to the front of the wagon. “Sit in the front with me, and I’ll explain everything. You’re not the only eighteen-year-old prince.” 
 
    “Wait.” I halted, my arm stopping him. “You’re nineteen.” 
 
    He winked and gave me a devilish grin. “I’m one of the children of the so-called Blood Plague too. So many secrets between us. We must fix this, Cousin.”  
 
    There were so many questions, but I needed to say my goodbyes. “You go on ahead. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    I turned to the man who had always been there for me, more than my father ever had, and the man I trusted with my life. 
 
    “Knox.” My voice faltered. 
 
    Knox nodded, looking solemn. “Mayra wanted to be here, but I locked her in her room. She doesn’t need to bear witness. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of Gylden and the other dracas. Mayra and I have placed them somewhere safe. You take care, Prince Merrick. Come back when you’re strong enough with your magic to take your place in the Dumonian Empire. Do you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes.” I frantically patted my cloak for the spell book. When I felt it tucked safely inside the side pocket, I sighed with relief. “Be careful and stay safe. Give Mayra my love. And please look after my brothers. And don’t forget to tell Zieke and my men the reason for my absence.” 
 
    “Oh,” Knox fished inside his pocket and handed me a small metal object, the size of my finger. “It’s from Zena. She told me to tell you that it’s your birthday gift. And Zieke and your men will be close by. They’re ready by the border.” 
 
    Knox gave me a proud smile, the one I wished my father was capable of giving me. Father had been too consumed with the need to have the sword. Perhaps dark magic had taken over his thoughts with Ravana’s guidance. Whatever ate through his soul, I hoped to help him when I returned. I believed our true enemy was Ravana, corrupting the empire right under our noses. 
 
    The goddesses had bonded Caliburn to Idrisa for reasons unknown and had saved her many times when it seemed hopeless. Their divine plan was in motion, whatever it might be. It was time to do something. 
 
    I had asked myself what I would risk. Days ago I would have risked nothing. I was merely a boy with a shattered heart with no purpose and nothing to fight for. But now, I would risk everything to leave so I could come back a stronger man with more magical power to defeat Ravana and end what my mother had started. 
 
    If you risk everything, you will gain what you seek. Perhaps … just perhaps, the Council was on my side for once. And maybe I had judged them unwisely. 
 
    “Knox, what about the children in Dumont Orphan School?” I asked hesitantly. The thought of all those students and scholars burned alive made my stomach roil. 
 
    “They’re all fine. Zieke and your trusted men got them out before the fire.” He gestured to the wagon. “Tristus can give you more details.” Knox dipped his head. “Hurry. You must go.” 
 
    I hopped in front and sat between the lady in the brown cloak and Tristus. He snapped the reins, and the horses dashed away, leaving dust clouds behind.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked. 
 
    “Whisterfield Empire,” the lady said. 
 
    The only empire that had not sent a representative on my birthday. Perhaps they would not welcome me.  
 
    “Who is she?” I whispered to Tristus. 
 
    Tristus whipped the reins as he leaned closer to me. “Someone Knox and Mayra trust. I had no say in this matter.”  
 
    It dawned on me I had seen her on the castle grounds. Her fiery red hair could not be missed, even under the hood.  
 
    “You’re going to love Whisterfield,” Tristus said, keeping one eye on the road as I did the same, our training guiding our instincts. “The empire is breathtaking and the women are beautiful.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard,” I said. “I’ve always wanted to visit. I guess now is as good a time as any.” Comfortable silence fell between us as I wondered if Rodern and Jediah were carrying out our plan. “So you’ve all been working together without me knowing?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Like I said, we were waiting to see which side you were willing to fight for.” 
 
    I nodded. “I understand. It wasn’t an easy choice, but I need to fight for what is right for the people.” 
 
    “And that is why you’ll make a fine emperor one day.” 
 
    “How about you?” 
 
    “I’d rather be behind the scenes, drinking with the ladies.” 
 
    I chuckled, thinking I could have answered my own question. “I hope we don’t run into demons.” 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow. “Unlikely. But don’t worry. We’ll have fun.” 
 
    We shared a laugh, and then we turned our attention to the road, trees lining either side. Tristus enjoyed fooling around with the ladies, but he was an excellent warrior, and I was proud and honored to have him by my side. 
 
    The ground rumbled under the horses’ hooves, and the wooden wagon wheels bounced over the rutted road. Thunder boomed and the merciless dark cloud seemed to follow us. I looked over my shoulder one last time, my heart hollowing. Leaving my brothers behind gutted me more than I thought it would, and a part of me felt I had abandoned my mother.  
 
    I brushed my hand over Mother’s Eternal Ring pendant under my shirt and silently prayed we would reach our destination safe.  
 
    Keep us safe, Mother Viviane. You owe me this. 
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 Revelation 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    SOMEONE CARESSED MY HAIR and hummed our school mantra tune, as I drifted in and out of consciousness. I had no awareness of time, but … Rocco. Rocco was dead. Delphi and Candern had gone to the afterlife. The students and scholars from Dumont Orphan School were dead too.  
 
    Oh, my heart. I wanted to die. But Merrick had shot an arrow into my chest, so I should be dead. Was I hovering somewhere between life and death?  
 
    I felt a sense of serenity and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t open my eyes or move a muscle.  
 
    “How long do you think they’ll be asleep?” Jezela’s voice. 
 
    Didn’t she know I was dead? 
 
    “I don’t know. Prince Merrick didn’t say,” Thalia answered. 
 
    Hadn’t Thalia seen Merrick kill me? Or maybe they were dead too, but what they said didn’t make sense. I didn’t want the same fate for them, but at least we would be together. 
 
    Jezela had said they. Did she mean Rocco? 
 
    Something warm yet hard met my back when I shifted. A faint smell of something very familiar, a smell I’d come to love, gave me comfort—soil, sweat, and growing things. 
 
    Rocco. Oh, Rocco. It smelled like Rocco.  
 
    Why couldn’t I talk? Why couldn’t I open my eyes? The sounds of clopping hooves filled my ears, and my stomach lurched. Impossible. Unless they had horses in the beyond? 
 
    Swoosh. The sound of curtains? 
 
    “Have they awakened yet?” 
 
    Mariam. My heart thundered with joy, and then it quickly deflated. Was she dead too?  
 
    “No, not yet.” Thalia sounded anxious. 
 
    “Prince Merrick thinks it might take another hour.” Mariam’s voice, so tender and caring, unlike she was in school. “He wanted to make sure belladonna would slow down the heart to the point they were almost dead, and the spell he cast might make it linger longer. Don’t worry your hearts. Rocco and Idrisa will be just fine.” 
 
    Almost dead. Spells to make it linger longer? I wasn’t dead? Rocco was alive? We’re all alive? Merrick had helped us? He had tricked his father and Ravana.  
 
    I had wanted to kill Merrick for the heartache he caused when I’d thought he killed Rocco, but now, I wanted to hug him. And Mariam had come for us.  
 
    My heart soared with a new hope.  
 
    Fingers stroked my hair, and something warm covered the length of me.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Jezela asked. 
 
    “To Whisterfield Empire,” Mariam said. “We’ll be safe there. There’s so much I need to tell you, so much you need to learn, but I will explain when Rocco and Idrisa awaken. But I will tell you this. You four are not only the children of the Blood Plague, you are the children of the lost empire, and you will restore what was once torn.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I’d heard. Children of the lost empire? What empire?  
 
    Then the goddess’s words came to my mind— “to restore the balance from once torn.” And then Hildred’s words. “Free me and I will fight by your side. I can and will be one of your greatest allies.” 
 
    Was the hag from the lost empire too? But it seemed impossible. How could such a creature live among us? But if there was magic then anything was possible.  
 
    Then it hit me. The person in the brown cloak must have been Mariam. Her gait, the way she moved stealthily and gracefully, with no doubt I knew it was her helping us, and for Jezela’s sake, healing her.  
 
    Delphi’s final words had come true. “Go to Whisterfield. There, you’ll discover who you truly are. Don’t let your light burn out.”  
 
    Now, I understood what she meant by my light. Not just my inner light, but the light that shone through my hand, through the symbol, my source of power. I had yet to understand it, but it had saved me. 
 
    “What about the demons?” Jezela shrieked. 
 
    Something whooshed, like a sound of a curtain opening.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” a male voice said, sounding confident and arrogant, yet playful. “I’m Prince Tristus, Prince Merrick’s cousin. I’ll protect you every way I can.” 
 
    “They’re not your conquests. So don’t think about it,” Mariam’s cool and stern voice came back. 
 
    He chuckled, so full of life. Tristus was traveling with us? Where was Merrick? 
 
    Jezela giggled, music to my ears. Though I couldn’t laugh with her, and though it didn’t seem appropriate to chuckle, I did silently. 
 
    “Don’t worry your hearts,” Mariam said. “I know a few tricks and spells. And I’m skilled with weapons.” 
 
    Mariam seemed to have settled Jezela’s worries when I didn’t hear her ask more questions. Then silence fell. The hooves clopping, wagon groaning from the uneven trail, and the wind howling became more evident and clearer. 
 
    “Delphi and Candern will always be remembered,” Jezela said solemnly. 
 
    “We will avenge their deaths, I swear it.” I pictured Thalia’s pressed lips and hard eyes of promise. 
 
    I would be with them every step of our plan. Then, they both started to say our school’s mantra. “Family is not only created by blood, but within the heart …” I dozed off for a few heartbeats and awakened to hear the rest. “Clear your mind of evil thoughts, only then can your soul be clean. Light over darkness. Good over evil. Love above all.” 
 
    Though I couldn’t move or speak, I said it with them, feeling their pain, for it was mine too. A tear slid from the corner of my eye, but I couldn’t wipe it away. I promised myself and those who had died that their deaths would not be in vain. 
 
    For reasons unknown, magic lived in my blood, and Rocco’s too. And perhaps Thalia’s and Jezela’s. I would accept my fate and let the light inside me thrive and burn.  
 
      
 
  
 
 
 
    Chapter
Thirty-Five 
 
    [image: A picture containing graphical user interface  Description automatically generated] 
 
   
 
 

 Knox’s Chamber 
 
    Knox 
 
      
 
    KNOX RACED BACK to his chambers as soon as the crown prince, Mariam, Tristus, and the orphans left the castle. He had imprisoned Mayra in his room when she came to see him, just as he was about to open a gateway and meet Merrick at the boiler room.  
 
    He held out his hand and the energy within him coiled around his body. Knox looked over his shoulder to ensure no one followed him and walked through the wooden door. The door he had made disappear from the inside so Mayra couldn’t attempt to open it.  
 
    “Knox!” Mayra shrieked. The late afternoon sunlight pouring through the half-drawn curtains highlighted her gray hair and her petite frame in a plain servant dress. 
 
    She rose from a chair behind his desk, fury burning in her eyes. “You better have a good explanation for locking me up.” 
 
    He took a step closer but kept his distance. His heart pounded faster whenever she was near. He had to get rid of the silly schoolboy crush. For she was the one person he could never pursue.  
 
    “I …” He ran a hand down his beard. “It was too dangerous. If we got caught then you would be an accomplice. Besides, he wouldn’t have wanted you to be there.” 
 
    She hiked an eyebrow and crossed her arms.  
 
    “I mean, he would never forgive me if something were to happen to you.” What he meant to say was that he would never forgive himself. He had promised Adelia, the deceased empress, that he would protect Mayra and Merrick at all cost. 
 
    “Have they crossed the border safely?” Worry marred her features.  
 
    “All went well,” he said, walking past the sofa and the bookshelf. “Zieke, Dante, Axel, and Zena are trailing behind them. After they cross the river to the Whisterfield territory, they’ll come back.” 
 
    “Zena?” Mayra weaved around the desk and stood in front of him. 
 
    Knox walked past her and sat on the chair she had vacated. It was still warm. “Prince Merrick appointed her recently.” 
 
    She plopped on the chair on the other side of the desk. “I had hoped he would be fond of her, but it seemed Idrisa is the one he cares for.” 
 
    Knox shoved some bottles of potions and herbs next to a stack of books. “Does that worry you?” 
 
    “It complicates things, and we have a war to end.” 
 
    “Because of her, Merrick found a purpose. He has risen from his grief.” 
 
    Mayra ran fingers through her hair and released a long sigh. “I thought he would never resurface. Do you think he’ll forgive me when he finds out the truth?” 
 
    Knox rested his elbows on the desk and leaned forward. “Merrick has a heart of gold. You and Adelia did a wonderful job raising him. He’ll understand. He’ll know there was no choice.” 
 
    “At least he won’t need to drink his tea where he’s going.” She sat up taller, hands folded on her lap. “This is it, Knox. The day we have been waiting for. And when the orphans come back, empires and kingdoms will fall and we’ll unite what was once torn. And I can’t wait to finally get my revenge on Ravana.” 
 
    Knox nodded and tilted his head. He blinked when Mayra’s eyes lightened from walnut to sky blue. Mayra’s tea concealed the true color of her eyes and her features, but Merrick drank his tea for a different reason.  
 
    “When was the last time you drank your potion?” 
 
    “This morning. Why?” 
 
    “I think you need another one.” 
 
    She furrowed her brow, tapping on the armrest. “I would have, but someone locked me up.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Knox dipped his head. “If you don’t need me, I should head my way to the judgement room. It’s going to be very loud when Istan finds out the sword is missing and Merrick has been taken prisoner.” 
 
    “Be careful. The walls have eyes and ears.” Mayra stood and walked toward the door. 
 
    Knox sensed powerful dark magic down the hallway. He jolted off his seat and raised his hand to protect Mayra when the door banged open and a burst of air tossed her backward. Thanks to Knox, she stopped inches from the bookshelf and landed on her feet. 
 
    Mayra stood still, fists by her sides, panting. A tiny spark flickered from her fingertips, but the tendrils died when she inhaled a deep breath. Mayra was no mere servant. For eighteen years, she had hidden her power well. Even drinking her tea, one day the energy might burst out of her core. Especially now that Merrick was safe and their plan of war was in motion.  
 
    Ravana stormed inside and Mayra dropped her chin, her hands folded in front. A perfect servant, not a hair out of place.  
 
    “Why are you still here?” Ravana’s daggered gaze darted from Mayra to Knox. She adjusted her silver crown, pointed prongs lined up straight to the ceiling.  
 
    “How dare you barge into my chamber?” Knox slammed his hands on his desk. 
 
    Ravana sauntered closer to him, her midnight-colored dress swishing by her feet, matching the color of the furry snake undulating around her fingers. Disgusting thing. He loathed that creature. 
 
    “Did you not hear the crown prince has been captured, you incompetent fool?” 
 
    Knox bit his tongue. He almost called her a wench and used his magic to throw her out of his chamber. Better yet, he should just kill her. But his magic was no match for hers. And before he could summon his energy, she would have sensed it. 
 
    “What are you talking about? He must be hiding from you.” He smirked. “He was with you at the judgment room. I’m his scholar, not his babysitter. Who told you?” 
 
    Knox shouldn’t taunt her, but he couldn’t help himself. He had cowered to her once on the crystal balcony when the orphans fought the three-headed beast made from dark magic. But no more. Once was too many. He was a Magus. His kind were masters of spells.  
 
    “Jediah and Rodern told the emperor.” She scowled. “Those idiots. They’re just little boys. They can’t do anything right.” 
 
    He heaved, his fingers curling by his side for show. “When did this happen? What took you so long to tell me?” 
 
    Knox headed toward the door and Mayra followed with her head down. He wanted Ravana out of his chamber. He didn’t need her snooping at his bottles of potions. Knox especially didn’t want her to see the belladonna. She might have thoughts he didn’t want her to have, like second-guessing whether Idrisa was alive due to certain plants and Merrick not being the victim but an accomplice.  
 
    “Where are you two going?” Ravana’s tone held no trace of the anger it had seconds before. 
 
    “To find Otis,” Knox said. “We need to search the grounds.” 
 
    “I’ve already done that.” Ravana walked out and spun to face Knox. She sniffed the air. “Magic has been used in this chamber. What for? And why is Mayra in your room?” She gave her a once-over. 
 
    Knox stepped in front of Mayra to conceal her. “No magic was used here.” Though he had used his energy to keep Mayra locked in. “You’re smelling your own magic. Don’t tell me you already forgot? Your age is catching up, Ravana. Not only are you forgetting, but the wrinkles on your forehead deepen when you try to ... I think smile? Or is that the look of constipation?” 
 
    Ravana’s eyes widened, offended. She shuddered and shockingly had no retort. 
But she spat, “Why isn’t Mayra saying anything? Step away from her.”  
 
    Ravana would kill her on the spot if she knew her true identity. Knox had to distract that crazy woman. He didn’t know if the potion had gone completely out of Mayra’s system. He should have given her some herbs instead of telling her to drink tea. But no one besides Merrick and Mayra had visited him in his chamber.  
 
    “Mayra knows nothing. She’s been dusting my room, a favor from Prince Merrick. Not that it’s any of your business, but we were discussing Merrick’s lessons. He didn’t do well on his last field training. He’s still mourning from the loss of Adelia. You know, his mother, the one you killed.” 
 
    Heat flushed up Ravana’s neck, anger boiling in her stone-cold eyes as she strained her facial features. Mayra socked his back lightly, a warning to stop. Knox was saying more than he should, revealing what he knew.  
 
    “Speculation, of course.” Knox shrugged. “Do be careful, Queen Ravana. There are eyes and ears in the walls of Dumonia’s Empire.”  
 
    Ravana pointed at him, and the furry creature with no eyes hissed, showing its fangs. “You do be careful what you say to me, Magus. You need to come with me. Emperor Istan wants to see you. He’s getting ready for supper.” 
 
    “After you.” He waved a hand. 
 
    Knox wasn’t trying to be a gentleman. He didn’t want Ravana to examine Mayra and he didn’t trust her to turn his back to her. 
 
    Ravana stormed out of there like a thunderstorm, leaving dark clouds behind. 
 
    Knox closed the door but this time he didn’t lock Mayra in. “Protect Mayra and Merrick at all cost,” Adelia had told him on her deathbed. 
 
    “At all cost,” Knox murmured as he rushed down the hallway and into the dining room. 
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 The Forest 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    I OPENED MY EYES and sat up. A cloak dropped to my waist. I’d been asleep until the three moons shone like a celestial white fire and countless twinkling dots sprinkled the sky.  
 
    When I glanced about inside the unmoving cart, something between a carriage and a wagon, Rocco wasn’t lying beside me. Had I dreamed him up? What about Thalia and Jezela? Did I dream them up too? Was I in the afterlife?  
 
    I took one crawling step when I felt something cool. Caliburn. The sword that had been a blessing and a burden. The sword that had been promised to the Emperor Istan somehow had landed in my hands. I glanced down at my palm. The mark had vanished as if it had never been there. 
 
    The symbol on my hand—three circles connected together with one on top and a large circle that held them together—had been the key to unlock the wall that opened the door to the cavern.  
 
    I picked up the handle and pointed upward.  
 
    The Ladies of the Lake, for reasons unknown, bound Caliburn to me. I wished the past days had been a nightmare. I also wished Delphi and Candern were alive. 
 
    “I’m going to check up on Idrisa.” The stern voice had to be Thalia. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Jezela said. 
 
    I placed the sword down and draped the cloak over my shoulders. As soon as I saw my friends, I slid off the wagon and tears pooled in my eyes.  
 
    They rushed toward me, and when we wrapped our arms around each other, we sobbed. We cried because we were thankful we escaped from the castle, and that we still had each other, but mostly we shared tears for the loss of Delphi and Candern.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” Thalia asked when she pulled back. 
 
    I wiped my tears, shivering from the cold. Mist puffed out of my mouth as I spoke. 
 
    “I’m okay. Are you both well?”  
 
    They nodded, but somberness lingered in their features. Thalia rubbed at her puffy red eyes. But Jezela’s eyes were worse. They had been weeping and they looked exhausted.  
 
    The sudden harsh wind pushed back their thick cloaks, the same one I had on, the one that belonged to Dumont Orphan School. My friends must have changed me into a simple tunic and pants while I was asleep for they wore the same.  
 
    But who gave them the clothes and how did we escape? As these questions reeled in my mind, I looked over their heads. A small fire glowed in the darkness, illuminating four figures between the clusters of towering trees. The flames crackled while whispers from the chilly air caressed my cheeks. I couldn’t make out who they were. 
 
    Thalia turned to my line of sight, then back to me. As if she understood my unspoken question she said, “Rocco is alive and well.” 
 
    More grateful tears fell. I wanted to ask them who else came with us, but someone rose at the campfire. Long red strands unraveled when she pushed down her hood. The figure had to be Mariam. No one else had that fiery-colored hair. 
 
    Mariam’s boots crunched on the fallen dead leaves, sauntering past the thickets. I stiffened, recalling her cold tone and how her green eyes always followed me like a slow-moving thunderstorm full of deadly potential at school. 
 
    I pushed away from my friends and bowed to her as a hazy memory of Mariam came to the forefront. She was the lady in the brown cloak whose face we couldn’t see in our prison. Mariam had been the one to give us the healing potion for Jezela and rescued us with … who else helped us? Regardless, I was grateful she had been at the castle all along, but felt guilt for thinking she had abandoned us. 
 
    “Idrisa.” Mariam gave me a curt nod. “Prince Merrick had to give you a stronger dosage of belladonna to ensure your fake death, and your tie to the sword had to be broken or our rescue plan would never have worked. We have much to talk about. Let’s head back to the fire and I’ll explain.” 
 
    The smell of cooking meat wafted through my nostrils as we neared the firepit. My stomach churned with hunger and I couldn’t recall when I had my last meal.  
 
    The conversation between the three men halted. Rocco rushed toward me with a wide grin and stumbled over a pile of sticks. His arms went up, but he dropped them. I supposed with Mariam around, we had to keep the school’s rules in mind. 
 
    “Rocco. It’s so good to see you.” I smiled as our eyes locked. 
 
    His lips curled into a wide grin and his green eyes twinkled against the firelight with mischief as if he held a secret. Was he recalling the kiss I had given him when I’d thought he was going to die from the arrow shot by Merrick? 
 
    Mariam tapped my shoulder and sighed through her nose. “Idrisa, you know Prince Merrick, and the gentleman beside him is Prince Tristus.” 
 
    I had expected them to remain seated but instead they both rose, their swords sheathed behind their backs. Merrick didn’t offer a smile, but Tristus gave me a playful grin and bowed. Out of the prince attire, their wide shoulders and muscular forms could not hide under their simple commoner clothing and cloaks.  
 
    “The lady who wields the goddesses’ sword,” Tristus said with a gleam in his dark eyes. 
 
    Mariam sat in front of the firepit, beside the pile of sticks. “Prince Tristus is the only son of Queen Gailin from our empire. He and Knox, Prince Merrick’s scholar, aided the rescue. But Prince Merrick was the mastermind.” 
 
    I curtsied as the gentlemen sat on the dirt and adjusted their cloaks. “I owe you both your lives. I mean …” I shook my head. “I owe you both my life.” 
 
    My heart pounded when my gaze locked with Merrick’s. What in the skies was the matter with me? Every time I neared him, my concentration broke, and I acted as though I had no brain.  
 
    Merrick opened his mouth as he ran fingers through his dark-brown, shoulder-length hair, then he angled his eyebrows. He seemed to be at a lack for words. Apparently, I flustered him too, but I doubt it was for the same reasons.   
 
    “You don’t owe us anything.” Merrick itched his arm.  
 
    The fabric must not be soft to the touch. He was used to pure cotton, silk, and velvet.  
 
    Merrick cleared his throat. “I apologize to you and your friends for what my father and aunt have put you through. And I’m sorry for your loss. Delphi and Candern. May they be in peace and happy in the afterlife. May their souls be the brightest stars.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe he knew their names. But hearing their names out loud drove in the dagger already lodged into my heart and tears pooled in my eyes.  
 
    “No more sad talk.” Tristus waved a hand at a couple legs of venison roasting on the firepit. “Let’s converse while we eat.” He grabbed a canister next to him and drank from it. 
 
    I sat on the hard-packed dirt between Thalia and Mariam and closed my cloak tighter under my chin. Mariam handed me a piece of stale bread and some meat on a cloth. When no one else ate, I assumed they already had their meal.  
 
    While I chewed on the bread, Merrick filled me in on the details of our escape from the castle. He learned of the belladonna from a book of spells his scholar had gifted him for his birthday. Though he had discussed the plan with his scholar, he didn’t know his cousin Tristus was also scheming with Knox. Merrick also explained about the mystical trees with eggs and how these children of the lost empire were imprisoned inside them.  
 
    How did he know about that cavern? Did he go there at the same time as me? Impossible. Though I’d thought I heard a noise behind me, I didn’t see him. Perhaps there was an invisibility spell he used. Was there such a thing? When it came to magic, anything was possible.  
 
    I was thankful he didn’t mention it if he had seen me at the cavern. However, I didn’t want to hide anything, especially when everyone risked their lives, and now we only had each other. 
 
    I tore a piece from the meat. “I have a confession to make. I too saw the magical tree that contained the children’s souls.” 
 
    “How?” Thalia shivered and gripped her cloak tighter.  
 
    “When we were all asleep.” I took a bite of the venison. “I woke up because I heard beautiful singing voices and I walked right through the prison bars when I repeated the words in my mind. Sounds crazy, but I felt like I was under a spell.” 
 
    Jezela gasped. Thalia gawked. Rocco narrowed his eyes. Merrick said nothing with a stone-cold expression as he scrubbed his chiseled jaw. Mariam and Tristus smiled. At least they believed me.  
 
    I glanced over Rocco’s head into the darkness and debated whether to tell him I had seen his parents through the vision the children of the lost empire had shown me. He might be angry I hadn’t spoken about it sooner. I would have to find a suitable time when we were alone. Discussing the sensitive topic in front of everyone didn’t seem appropriate. 
 
    Mariam tossed a stick into the flame. Embers flickered. “The Eternal Mothers called you. They wanted you to see.” 
 
    “Why me?” I chomped down on the chewy meat, savory juices filling my mouth. My voice shook. “What good is it to show me what already happened to these children when they should have shown me how to save the children at our school. They’re all dead because of me. How many must be sacrificed because of that damn sword?” I regretted my harsh tone and talking to an elder as if I had no respect.  
 
    Thalia placed a hand on my shoulder. A comfort I welcomed. It was her way of telling me not to blame myself.  
 
    Mariam poked a long stick into the flame and sparks flew. “When we get to Whisterfield, all your questions will be answered. And don’t worry your heart, Idrisa. Prince Merrick sent his best soldiers ahead of Ravana. Zieke, his captain, and I are old friends. We got all the students and scholars out in time. And they are hiding at another orphanage outside the Dumonia’s Empire. To keep them safe, no one knows of their location except for me.” 
 
    Merrick didn’t smile or gloat, instead he lowered his head like he was embarrassed. I should be thanking him, but I still couldn’t believe he helped us. I rubbed at the sore spot on my chest. He had shot an arrow close to my heart, and my wound healed through magic, I assumed, or I would be in a great deal of pain or worse.   
 
    When my friends didn’t react to the great news, I figured Mariam must have told them while I was asleep. What else did I miss? 
 
    “But Ravana said …” I swallowed the chewed piece of meat and mimicked her wicked cold voice. “‘I’ve killed the messenger meant to warn the school. No one survived. Not one single brat. Not even a slimy, worthless worm.’ And yes, I memorized her exact words,” I said to Jezela when her jaw fell open. “Because those words gutted me.” 
 
    Mariam lowered her eyebrows, annoyed. “Never mind what she said. Guilt is a powerful weapon. She used your emotion to make you lose hope. And she didn’t kill any of our messengers, but likely she killed her own. The school was empty when her soldiers arrived.” 
 
    The thought of Ravana had my heart pounding and fear seized my muscles. I trusted Mariam so I trusted her words. My racing heart eased somewhat.  
 
    Merrick sighed and pressed his back on the tree trunk behind him. “Enough of my crazy aunt. We should sleep soon and prepare to leave at the crack of dawn. We have to keep moving. By now, my father knows his sword and the prisoners are missing.”  
 
    Marriam dipped her head. “As you wish.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if I can sleep,” I murmured to Thalia. 
 
    Tristus twisted at his waist as he extended his arm to hand me a canister. “Here, drink this. This should help.” 
 
    I offered a curt nod of thanks, opened its contents, took a small sip, and spat then coughed as I handed the container back to him.  
 
    Jezela gasped, “Idrisa.” 
 
    Thalia patted my back. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I’d thought it was water. I should have sniffed it first. 
 
    Rocco clenched his jaw with an incredulous glance at Tristus. “What’s in that drink?”  
 
    His tone wasn’t friendly and he shouldn’t have spoken with such disdain to a prince. But Rocco was Rocco. Always protective of me. Good thing Merrick sat between them. The three of them, with dark hair and the same black cloaks, could pass for brothers. 
 
    “Relax, Cocco. It’s just ale.” Tristus raised the canister and took a gulp. “It’ll help her to sleep.” 
 
    Rocco snarled, his features twisting. “My name is Rocco. And you should know better than to give a lady such a drink. She’s not even of age.” 
 
    Tristus hiked an eyebrow. “Yes, she is. And so are the rest of you.” His gaze darted to all of us. “The six of us were born on that special one hundredth year when the three moons became one. We are the children who survived the Blood Plague.” 
 
    “There was no Blood Plague!” the five of us shouted at him. Then we glanced at each other in surprise.  
 
    Tristus chuckled and raised a hand to stop us from commenting. “Yes, I know, but I meant we survived certain death. My mom hid me and aged me a year older. She presented me to her family when she was sure no one would question my age. And you four …” He jerked a chin at us and turned to Mariam. “The school made you younger. Even better.” 
 
    “Mariam told us how Ravana and his father” —Rocco jerked a chin at Merrick— “schemed to kill all the infants born on that special day because of a prophecy the Council told him.” 
 
    “The Council should be reprimanded or hung.” Thalia tossed a stick into the fire. “They caused so much death and chaos. It’s been eighteen years since that prophecy, so where is this savior who supposedly will bring down the emperor?” She sucked in a breath. “Sorry, Prince Merrick.” 
 
    “What for?” Merrick asked in a cool steady tone, itching at his other arm. He picked up some pebbles by his boot to avoid eye contact. 
 
    “For talking about your father with such hatred.” 
 
    Merrick gazed into the trees off to the side and tossed a few pebbles. “He’s no father of mine. You’re free to express yourself.” 
 
    I ate the last piece of meat and handed the cloth back to Mariam. “If we survived, then what happened to our parents?” 
 
    All eyes went to Mariam, eagerly waiting. It dawned on me. If Merrick was with me at the cavern, and he saw the same, then he must have seen Rocco’s parents. But since he didn’t bring it up, perhaps it was best I didn’t, even if I had the chance to tell him. 
 
    “All will be revealed when we get to Whisterfield.” Mariam dusted mud off her boot and sighed as if she had heard the very question hundreds of times.  
 
    While I was asleep, my friends must have asked her the same questions. 
 
    Jezela frowned. “Since only a handful of us survived, do you think maybe the emperor succeeded in killing the savior?” 
 
    “Just maybe …” Tristus smirked. “It’s one of you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you add yourself in the mix?” Merrick tossed a stone at Tristus. 
 
    Tristus caught it and rubbed at the smooth surface. “You know why, Cousin. I do not wish to rule. I just want to have fun with the ladies.” He waggled his eyebrow at Jezela. 
 
    Her cheeks flushed as she twisted her lips.  
 
    Marriam yanked Jezela’s hood over her face. “Anyway. Time to go to bed. The girls will sleep on the wagon and the gentlemen will take turns keeping watch.” 
 
    “You’re first, Cocco,” Tristus leaned back into the tree behind Merrick and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Why am I the first?” he ground out. “And my name is—” 
 
    Tristus put up a hand with his eyes still closed. “Because I said so and I’m a prince.” 
 
    Merrick released a long sigh and sprang up to his feet. “I’ll go first, so you two best fall asleep. I’m going to escort the ladies.” 
 
    Thalia, Jezela, and I climbed into the wagon, but Merrick pulled out his sword and Mariam gathered magic in her palms. The three of us hid low and snuck a peek. Four figures came closer from the darkness behind the trees. The man in the middle held a lantern. 
 
    Merrick sheathed his sword and sighed. “Zieke, next time make more noise. And it’s good to see you all. Dante. Axel. Zena,” he said with fondness.  
 
    Zena? Could she be the same pretty girl with long braided hair and gorgeous hazel eyes I became unreasonably jealous of when my friends and I were at the training ground? Her helmet and armor hid her body well. I had mistaken her for a male.  
 
    Mariam said her greetings and jumped inside the wagon next to me to give Merrick time with his legion. 
 
    “Trees, Prince Merrick?” Dante snickered. 
 
    “And Knox had nothing to do with it.” Merrick chuckled and the others joined him except for Zena.  
 
    I didn’t understand. Must be their inside joke.  
 
    “I came to tell you that we’re heading home,” Zieke said. “Knox told us once we crossed the river, we had to go back.” 
 
    “Thank you for your protection,” Merrick said.  
 
    “Prince Merrick.” Zena stepped forward, offering a huge smile. “Did Knox give you something?” 
 
    From the way she stood close to him, batting her eyelashes, she looked like she wanted to kiss him.  
 
    Merrick’s lips spread too wide and he stared at her longer than necessary. “Oh …” He came out of his stupor and patted his pant front pocket. “I have it right here. I didn’t get a chance to open it.” 
 
    I shuddered a breath and clenched my jaw. What was the matter with me? Why was I jealous?  
 
    “It will come in handy in the dark.” She dusted something off his shoulder. “We best be going now.” 
 
    Merrick gave a curt nod. “Very well. Be safe and stay away from Ravana.”  
 
    The crown prince’s legion dipped their chins with fists to their hearts, then walked back behind the trees. The sound of horses galloping echoed as Merrick walked back to the campfire.  
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 The Assassins 
 
    Unice 
 
      
 
    UNICE AND NIKA CAME OUT of their servant chamber barefooted on the cold stone floor, clad in a dark tunic and pants they had stolen from the laundry room. Unice glanced from either side, checking for sentinels or servants. When there were none, she spread her fingers and toes. The skin between them formed into web-like hands and feet, and Nika did the same.  
 
    Those webbed features were not just for swimming. Their palms and soles stuck to the walls as they climbed up to the high ceiling, and walked upside down.  
 
    “This way.” Nika jerked her chin and they followed a few servants on their way to the dining room. Perfect timing. They could spy on the emperor. 
 
    More footsteps pounded from a distance. Unice wondered who else might join the emperor for supper besides Rodern and Jediah.  
 
    Prince Merrick and his team were long gone, and Unice hoped they pass their barrier unscathed. Had she known the crown prince was on their side, she would have told him who they were and their plan. But she had to be sure. She recalled Merrick’s reaction when she and Nika had been introduced as gifts from Dew Haven during his birthday celebration. 
 
    Merrick had examined Unice with curiosity. From the way he’d continued to observe her, she sensed he saw something different about her. 
 
    He was a smart one. Good thing he didn’t care about his princely duty. If he had, he would have interrogated them. Perhaps he would have sent her and Nika back to Dew Haven, or even had them executed suspecting they were spies. Something his father would have done.  
 
    Unice and Nika were assassins sent by the Dew Haven Queen with two goals at hand. As Unice observed the crown prince from the sideline while he received gifts from other kingdoms and empires, though he was polite, he didn’t seem enthusiastic about any of his gifts. He certainly didn’t gawk over her and Nika as other men had. That surprised her. 
 
    After the party, Unice and Nika were sent to be housed and trained to be the emperor’s maids. Their situation couldn’t have turned out any better. Now they had access to the entire castle. Regardless where they would be stationed, it didn’t matter anyhow. They had their way of getting around. 
 
    When one of the servants stopped by the door and glanced up, Unice and Nika camouflaged into the cream ceiling, even their silver braided hair and violet eyes blended into the tile. Unice waited until the door opened and made her way inside, careful not to make a sound. 
 
    The emperor sat at the long table in the center of the marble-lined dining room and his two sons sat across from him. Istan had his head down and didn’t look up. So quiet, the three servants’ soft steps echoed as if they ran.  
 
    The room got louder when Ravana flung the door open and entered with Knox. Well, that answered who else would join the emperor for supper. 
 
    Ravana’s black dress swept behind her, her shoes clanking across the floor in a hurry. She always dressed like she was going to a ball. And that spiky crown of hers, Unice could use it as a weapon to stab the wench in the chest.  
 
    Jediah flinched, but Rodern scowled.  
 
    Ravana pulled out a wooden chair, inlaid with intricate gold swirls, and sat next to her brother while Knox positioned beside the two sons. From the painting’s frames, the bowls and plates, everything about the dining room had some sparkle of gold.  
 
    The servants placed down goblets and platters that consisted of meat, rice, potatoes, and carrots. When the servants left, Unice and Nika lowered and blended with the wall.  
 
    Ravana’s gaze shifted to the direction where they stood and sniffed. Good thing Dew Haven didn’t have a scent. None of their people did. If anything, they smelled like the ocean breeze. Ravana furrowed her brow, then turned her attention back to her brother. 
 
    Ravana cleared her throat and picked up a fork. “I fetched the scholar you asked for.”  
 
    Istan blinked and raised his head. He looked distraught and confused. His sister leaned closer and whispered something to him and he straightened his hunchbacked shoulders.  
 
    Istan scrubbed his stubble, his eyes red-rimmed. “Knox, do you know where my sword is? The one Idrisa called Caliburn.” 
 
    His tone lacked the conviction and command of an emperor, like a little boy asking his father if he had found his toy. Jediah and Rodern kept their heads down and ate rice, not a clank came from their spoons.  
 
    The scholar shook his head. “No, I do not. When did you see it last?” 
 
    “In the judgement room. When Merrick shot an arrow at Idrisa’s heart, she died, and the bond broke.” He held up a hand as if he were holding the sword. “I couldn’t bring it down on Idrisa. So I tossed it but the sword lodged in a pillar and fell.” He pounded the table with each word. “Why? I don’t think Idrisa is dead. If she was truly dead then I should have been able to swing Caliburn. I can’t try again because the sword is gone.” 
 
    Knox lowered his head. “I just found out from Ravana the terrible news. I will do everything in my power to find the crown prince.” 
 
    As Ravana sipped wine from a goblet, her wicked pet curled around the rim. “He’s not worried about Merrick. Whoever took him will ask something in his return. The emperor needs and wants his sword.” Her long sharp nail scraped down the cup. “I’m wondering who took the sword from the judgement room? Do you have any idea?” 
 
    Her smug grin and accusation in her tone indicated she suspected Knox.  
 
    A muscle twitched in Knox’s jaw. “Like I said before, I was in my chamber.” 
 
    Ravana’s lips twisted into a cruel grin as she stabbed her fork into a potato on her plate. “I have a keen sense of smell and yours was all over the judgement room.” 
 
    Knox bristled and relaxed his tight features. “I’ve been in the judgement room countless times, far more than you. So you better smell my scent. You can ask the emperor if you don’t believe me. Unless you have anything else to say, I’ll be on my way.”  
 
    Istan let out an audible sigh. “See if you can find out anything about the sword with your magic.” 
 
    The emperor hadn’t touched his food yet and he seemed to care more about Caliburn than the missing crown prince. 
 
    “Have you asked the Council?” Knox asked. 
 
    “They have no answers.” Istan’s shoulders dropped and he flicked some rice with a fork. 
 
    Ravana jabbed her nail through a piece of carrot and nibbled, as her pet did the same with its fangs. “I still don’t understand why Merrick told Rodern and Jediah to secure the sword?” And when they came back, Merrick and the two orphans went missing. Maybe the crown prince aided the girls to escape and he went with them.” 
 
    Rodern peered up from staring at his plate, dark curly hair like his father spilled over his forehead. He pounded the end of the fork on the table and narrowed his eyes. “I really hate repeating myself … Auntie. But Merrick blames the orphans for our mother’s death. And you saw with your very own eyes, he shot the boy and Idrisa.” 
 
    Ravana scowled but had no retort.  
 
    Jediah picked up his cup with trembling fingers, took a gulp, and placed it down without making a sound. “My eldest brother has been kidnapped and you only care about that damn sword.” 
 
    As Ravana petted the furry, disgusting creature, she said, “Whoever has the sword has Merrick. If he didn’t take it and run off with the two orphans.” 
 
    Jediah’s blue eyes darkened as he looked at his father. “Accusing a crown prince of wrongdoing is treason. A death sentence with no trial.” 
 
    “How dare you?” Ravana grabbed a few potatoes off her plate and heaved them to the nearest wall. “I’m … 
 
    She flashed her gaze to the same wall and blinked. She stared for a heartbeat too long, all the while Unice covered her mouth to suppress a yelp. That bitch. The potatoes had hit her stomach, the reason no sound came from the impact. Ravana had noticed even as she went off at Jediah.  
 
    Nika moved away to avoid another food lash, and Unice followed her toward the door. They could not be found. If Ravana suspected intruders, she would keep searching for them and would make their jobs difficult.  
 
    Ravana pointed at Jediah. “I’m a queen, and you are just a little boy. Do be careful. I could have you hung.” She turned to the emperor. “Since Jediah is my nephew, I’m going to let this go, but the next time he belittles me, I’ll have his heart. So keep a tight leash on the young one. He may not see his next birthday. And for this, you owe me a favor as I have done for you.” 
 
    Unice wanted to gag. Ravana was out of line. Jediah was the son of the emperor, and she was a queen of a small section of the land. He had more power of authority than her. Ravana twisted her words to ensure she had her way. 
 
    Rodern paled, but pulled back his shoulders. “Don’t mind my brother, Queen Ravana, he’s just distraught over Merrick’s absence.” He turned to his father from across the table. “Perhaps Jediah and I could help look for our brother. Hopefully his captors have not gone beyond our borders yet.” 
 
    The emperor slapped the table. The windows rattled and dishes jumped. “No. You will do no such thing. I won’t have another one of my sons go missing. I’ve sent Otis, therefore you two are to remain in the castle. And that is an order by your emperor. To disobey is treason.” 
 
    “Sentenced to death,” Ravana purred, stroking her pet. “If my suspicion is correct, the orphans are headed to Whisterfield. Otis and our sentinels will be ready for them. We’ll have them captured by tomorrow noon.” 
 
    Our sentinels? She said our as if the soldiers belonged to her as well. Soon, Ravana will run Dumonia if no one stops her. 
 
    Knox swallowed hard and bowed to Istan. “If there’s nothing else, I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    Unice suspected that Knox knew more than he shared. Since he was Merrick’s scholar, he must have aided the orphans’ escape. She could ask for his help. 
 
    Ravana rose and headed toward Knox with a steak knife off the table. “There is one more thing, Magus, that came to my mind. I hadn’t thought of it before.” She raised the weapon under his chin. “Tell me, how is it possible the captors entered the boiler room without being seen by any of the sentinels? And how is it that they left without anyone spotting them? There is only one way in and out of the castle.” 
 
    Knox’s rigid body stiffened, but he showed no fear in his storming eyes. “How would I know? I was inside my—” 
 
    Ravana rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, your chamber. You’ve already said that.” She waved a hand as if Knox was a bug she wanted to shoo away. “You may go.”  
 
    Ravana pivoted and stared at the wall by the door. 
 
    Unice’s heart quickened. Could Ravana sense her presence? She had to steady her breaths. Ravana had powerful magic and Unice didn’t know if she could hear her racing pulse. Ravana squinted and tilted her head. 
 
    “Istan, do you sense another?” Ravana flung the knife and it whacked the wall beside Knox, who had grabbed the doorknob.  
 
    Unice and Nika slipped out of the dining room just as Knox opened the door. But had Unice not moved fast enough, her body would have materialized, dripping blood from her chest. Unice and Nika had to be extra careful near the queen.  
 
    As Unice and Nika climbed the walls to the ceiling again, Ravana stormed out of the dining room and glanced down the hallway. Several servants lowered their heads and scurried away. She snarled and went back inside.  
 
    Now that Unice knew Idrisa and Merrick had escaped without a doubt, it was time to find Hildred.  
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 Believe 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    MARIAM, THALIA, JEZELA, and I slept inside the wagon. When I awoke, Jezela had her elbow pressed on my face and Thalia had her arm wrapped around my chest, while I had my hands over my head, touching Caliburn. At least my friends kept me warm. 
 
    The moonlight indicated it was still night so I closed my eyes and tried to go to sleep, but I couldn’t. I shifted Jezela’s hand to her hip and tilted Thalia’s body so she faced her stomach to the front, and I sat up. As I admired the three moons and the dazzling stars, I found the biggest one and recited the star poem Delphi had taught the students in my mind. 
 
    My star twinkles in the sky, the brightest star in the night. Shine your light upon me, and always let me see. Bless me with your peace and love. Embrace me from high above. Give me strength when I am torn. And let me not be scorned. When my light dies, take me to your home. Let me be like you, the star that gives new hope. 
 
    My heart swelled and tears pooled in my eyes as I thought of Delphi and Candern. I missed them so much. Candern and Delphi should be in this wagon with us, sleeping, going to Whisterfield to get answers.  
 
    Caliburn lit up on its own inside the wagon. Not bright enough to blind but just enough to startle me. The sword had never done that on its own accord. As soon as I touched the blade, the light vanished and the hypnotic and celestial singing voices I recognized filtered through the air. The Eternal Mothers.  
 
    The sad melody continued its dips, rises, and swirls, the sound beautiful and timeless. The song captured my heart and the pain of missing Candern and Delphi tore through my heart even more. I gripped my cloak, needing more air. I needed to release the torment growing and taking over my soul.   
 
    “Idrisa. Come. Come to the lake. Bring Caliburn.” Three distinctive voices sounded as one.  
 
    My heart lurched to my throat at their request. I glanced between my friends and Mariam but they were fast asleep. My right palm warmed and the symbol came back. 
 
    “Idrisa. Come. Come to the lake. Bring Caliburn,” the Eternal Mothers beckoned, their voices a command.  
 
    I crawled over my friends with the sword, careful not to disturb them. Mariam let out a shuddering snore and I stilled, panic rising. She would scold me if she saw me, wondering where I was headed in the middle of the night.  
 
    When my boots thumped on the dried dirt, Caliburn glowed dimly. I didn’t know where I was going, but I followed something illuminating through the woods. As soon as I neared the path, fireflies danced in front of me, their white light like dots floating in mid-air. 
 
    I smiled and extended an arm, palm out. One bug landed on my hand and the symbol lit up even more. Then more fireflies danced from tree to tree, guiding me into the darkness, then finally to a lake.  
 
    The bugs vanished as I walked on the wooden dock to the edge and something glowed inside the lake, the size of an orb at first as if hundreds of fireflies gathered into a ball, then split into an image of three women. This time I was not afraid. 
 
    Their long, silver hair and white dresses blazed in a brilliant light and they revealed their beautiful identical faces, but when I looked closer, they looked like me. No, not like, but they had my features. All three of them. I sighed, disappointed I didn’t get to see their real faces. Did they have one? 
 
    “We welcome you, Idrisa,” they said in unison. Their voices sounded in my head like a hypnotic and celestial chorus. 
 
    I curtsied, awed and humbled, my pulse racing. 
 
    “You called for me?” I asked, my voice shaky. “I brought Caliburn as you requested. Did you want it back?” 
 
    I had cursed at the sword, but the weapon had helped me defeat the three-headed beast and had made Ravana afraid of me. And I suddenly didn’t want to let go of the powerful weapon. 
 
    “Throw Caliburn into the lake.” 
 
    I took a step back. “Why?” 
 
    “It is not yours to keep.” 
 
    I could give them reasons why I needed the sword, but I couldn’t argue with the goddesses. They could strike me down if they wanted. Having no choice, I flung Caliburn. The sword spun in a circle and instead of plopping into the water, a hand rose and grabbed the handle, stopping the momentum, all the while the Eternal Mothers remained before me. The hand and the sword plunged. Then Caliburn materialized in front of the goddess in the middle. 
 
    “See what we see, blood of the firstborn,” they said. “Come.” 
 
    “How? You want me to go into the lake?” 
 
    “Reach for Caliburn.” 
 
    I kneeled, pushed the cloak to the side and extended my arm. As soon as my fingers touched the handle, a force wrapped around me and pulled me under before I could blink. I’d thought I would be submerged in water and swimming for my life, but instead my feet touched the stone floor. 
 
    Fire blazed all around a castle I didn’t recognize as clanking of swords echoed. I bolted behind a pillar when Ravana stormed through the grand double doors with sentinels behind her, holding shields with Dumonia’s emblem painted in gold. Four circles linked together in a straight line, representing courage, strength, wisdom, and endurance.  
 
    “Find the emperor and the empress and bring them to me,” Ravana ordered, then turned to a soldier nearest to her. “Burn all the houses and shops, and kill all the people. No one survives.” 
 
    When he seemed hesitant, she barked. “Otis, what are you waiting for? Emperor Istan gave me full command. My order is the same as his.” 
 
    There were four empires. Dumonia. Dew Haven. Redwinn. And Whisterfield. This castle didn’t seem familiar and I hadn’t traveled to the other empires. Then where was Ravana? You are the children of the Lost Empire, Mariam had said in the wagon. Lost empire? Had there been a fifth? 
 
    The hallway spun and I whirled into a room in the castle, I found myself by a wooden door inside a chamber. 
 
    A lady, whom I’d never seen before, with long dark braids and eyes blue as the ocean sat up from the bed, two servants on either side of her. One of the maids placed a crown on her head. Another maid held an infant bundled in a blanket. She then draped a red gown, similar to the one the lady wore over the sofa.  
 
    Just as the empress slid out of the bed with the other two servants help, the wall by the dresser opened and a woman clad in a beautiful white dress and a dark cloak came out of a secret hidden door, and behind her, Mariam wearing a brown cloak. I gasped and covered my mouth, even though they couldn’t see me. What was Mariam doing here? 
 
    “Adelia,” the empress said and curtsied with a curt bow. “You should be in bed resting.” 
 
    The four maids bowed too. 
 
    “Igraine, don’t worry yourself. My birth was quick and painless, for the Eternal Mothers aided me.” 
 
    Why would an empress bow to this woman? I got my answer when she pulled back her hood. Merrick’s mother, Adelia, the empress of Dumonia.  
 
    “I had to come,” Adelia said, then glanced at the servant holding a baby. “It’s a boy?” She went to the infant and smiled. “He’ll be a great emperor one day. I promise you with my life, I’ll keep him safe.” 
 
    Igraine kissed the baby’s cheek. “He’ll have both of us. I named him Merrick.” 
 
    “Merrick is a fine name,” Adelia said. “Istan would never kill a son, even for a prophecy. What of the twin?” 
 
    “I sent off my second born to someone I trust, and Mariam will keep an eye out for him.”  
 
    The door thrashed open and closed with a thump. A woman sauntered forward, a sword clanking by her side. She was dressed like a warrior, clad in golden armor and helmet, one long braid down her back, and a … tail? 
 
    “Hurry. Ravana has entered the castle,” the warrior said. “And I’ve taken the twin to the trusted family.” 
 
    “Then it means the emperor could not hold her off.” Igraine lowered her head for a heartbeat then raised her chin, even as her eyes pooled with tears. 
 
    I had never known anyone with a tail except for one person, but … 
 
    “Hildred,” Igraine handed her a packet she took out from her dress pocket. “Take this before I leave. I’m indebted to you.” 
 
    Hildred got down on her knees, a fist to her heart. “As a Magus, it is my duty to protect you with my life as my mother did before me.” 
 
    While Hildred opened the packet and ate some herbs, Igraine handed another packet to Adelia. “This is the potion for Merrick. He must drink it in a tea or soup every day once he shows his true bloodline.” 
 
    Adelia nodded and cuddled the blanket of baby in her arms. “It’s time.” 
 
    Hildred rose and when she turned to face her empress, her face became Igraine’s. Identical. I gasped in horror and in awe. Hildred took off her armor, put on a red gown draped over the sofa, and picked up her sword. 
 
    “Here, put this on.” Igraine placed her crown over Hildred’s head.  
 
    Hildred bowed. “Hurry, My Empress. Go. Do not look behind. I pray our path shall cross in the future. Keep safe and be well.” 
 
    Igraine rested a palm on Hildred’s cheek. “You too, my friend. Look for me when one who can wield the goddesses’ sword rises. This being will restore the balance once torn.” 
 
    Everyone, including the four servants, rushed through the secret passage except for Hildred. When the wall closed, the front door burst open, flew across, and hit the wall by the bed. The door landed with a loud crack, splintering the wood in half. 
 
    “Igraine, darling,” Ravana strolled in, five soldiers behind her. “You’re alone.” She glided closer but kept her distance. “Where’s your baby?” 
 
    Baby? Ravana didn’t know Igraine bore twins. 
 
    Hildred raised her sword, the other hand glowing with a blue light in her raised palm.  
 
    Ravana tsked. “Your magic is no match for me in your condition. I’ll spare your life if you tell me where you hid the child.” She pointed at Hildred, and her black furry-looking insect with no eyes and tiny fangs coiled around her fingers. “See, I spared Uther Pendragon’s life.” 
 
    Hildred shuddered a breath, the blue light fading. “No,” she gasped.  
 
    “I can make you my pet too, Igraine. Then you can be with your husband forever. Or join me with dark magic. We can conquer the world and get rid of the goddesses. We can be the new Eternal Mothers. What say you?” 
 
    Hildred’s blue eyes darkened and her magic grew brighter.  
 
    “You had your chance,” Ravana snarled and jerked her chin.  
 
    The sentinels ran toward Hildred. Hildred blocked a strike with her sword while she flung the other sentinels against a dresser with her energy. She curled in her fingers and flung it outward. The two sentinels charging for her smacked together and collapsed on the floor.  
 
    Hildred dropped to her knee to duck a swing and plunged the blade into the sentinel’s chest. She pivoted and impaled the weapon into the sentinel’s stomach coming from behind her. Before Hildred could get her footing, Ravana flung a dagger she’d taken out from her side pocket and sliced Hildred down one eye to her lips. Dark liquid oozed from the wound.  
 
    Ravana squeezed her fists. Dark smoke-like tendrils wrapped around Hildred. Hildred’s eyes grew wider as Ravana pulled her closer to her.  
 
    “You’re no match for me, Igraine.” Ravana snickered mockingly. “Dark magic always wins. We could have been partners. Instead of killing you, I’m going to make you suffer.” Ravana lowered her arm and Hildred was forced to her knees. “In fact, I think I’ll turn all the magi into hags. They’ll wander endless days and nights looking for flesh to eat. They’ll never be satisfied. Just like you!”  
 
    Ravana knocked off Hildred’s crown and it collided against the dresser and clattered on the floor. Then she pressed her hand on Hildred’s head. Black mist seeped out of Ravana’s fingertips into Hildred’s body. Hildred screamed, ear-piercing. Stomach down, she thrashed and kicked on the floor as her tail whipped from side to side.  
 
    “What is this atrocious thing?” Ravana shrieked. “Is that a tail? You don’t have one.” 
 
    Hildred’s features shifted from Igraine to her real face, then changed again, before taking her real one. Ravana’s dark magic was too strong. 
 
    Ravana roared, pacing from the bed to the dresser. “You think I’m a fool? Where’s Igraine?” 
 
    Hildred stopped jerking and rose, her shoulders hunched. She pushed back her ashen, disheveled hair and gaped at the red dress that had turned to black. She patted her nubby face and traced the cut where Ravana’s dagger had slashed her.  
 
    Ravana closed her eyes, her body trembling in rage, but when she opened them, she said with a calm tone. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Hildred. And I’m so hungry.” Her reptilelike tongue split at the tip swept across her lips. Obsidian eyes gleamed, baring a glimpse of her sharp metal teeth. 
 
    “Come, my pet.” As Ravana sauntered toward the door, she kicked Igraine’s crown out of her way. “Follow me if you want to eat.” 
 
    Hildred hissed as she scraped the wall with her long, bony fingers capped with metal nails. “So hungry. So very hungry.” Gone was her sweet voice, replaced by an ominous haunting one. 
 
    Ravana walked out with Hildred behind her, limping, holding her tail as if it were the most precious thing.  
 
    I stood back to the lake deck dumfounded, fireflies dancing around me as I took in all that I had seen. Adelia was not Merrick’s mother. Merrick had a twin brother. Ravana’s furry pet was an emperor named Uther Pendragon. But which one?  
 
    Hildred was Igraine’s Magus and Ravana had turned her into a hag, and had turned all magi into hags. But what happened to Igraine? 
 
    “Wait,” I yelled into the three white lights with no figure. “Why did you show me? What am I supposed to do with that information?”  
 
    “You are the light and the dark of this world. Within you lies strength, courage, and hope. Your time has come.” The Lady in the middle held Caliburn. “If your heart is true and your intentions are true, then you can claim the sword. If you doubt, Caliburn will not come to your aid. You must believe, Idrisa. Do you believe?” 
 
    I shivered, an icy blast of wind sprayed over my face. The white light from the blade, like a thousand diamonds blessed with inner fire, beckoned me to reach out for it. 
 
    “Yes, I believe,” I said with conviction. 
 
    Ravana had caused too much pain and misery for many people. I wanted to take action, but I couldn’t, since what I had seen was in the past, but I could do something about the present. Perhaps the Eternal Mothers wanted me to see a memory so I would have many reasons to fight. 
 
    “Please give me one more chance. I am the blood of the firstborn, and I will restore the balance once torn.” 
 
    A hand rose out of the lake holding Caliburn and gravitated toward me. I grabbed the handle and the white fire on the blade vanished, and so did the Ladies of the Lake. 
 
    Too many secrets. For now, I had to pretend not to know them. All would be revealed when it was time.  
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 Campsite 
 
    Sage 
 
      
 
    AS SOON AS SAGE SPOTTED the peasant wagon, and she confirmed Idrisa was one of the passengers, she soared above the trees, the wind caressing her face. She loved the feel of the cold air on her nubby skin and to see the rolling hills and fields of flowers below her. When she neared the campsite, she landed in a crouch with a thump and rose. 
 
    Sage passed the soldiers cleaning their blades and some eating chicken at the kitchen station. Her lizard-like tongue flickered from the smell of meat and blood, but she ignored it and moved on. Other soldiers kept guard along the camp borders.  
 
    Some of the men never looked at her hideous face and others grimaced when she had to make eye contact with them. But mostly she kept her head lowered as her boots pressed on the dirt, heading toward her master. 
 
    She pushed back the tent curtains and entered. Her master, Elora, was looking at a map on a wooden table with a few advisors. Sage straightened when Elora looked at her. 
 
    Her master pushed back her long golden hair, a crown of leaves with a clear oval crystal in the middle around her head. “I hope you have good news for me.”  
 
    “They’re on their way.” 
 
    “Is Prince Merrick with them?” 
 
    “Yes.” Sage passed the cage filled with dracas and shoved her hands inside her pockets to ensure the stones were still there, even though she felt the weight of them. 
 
    Elora adjusted the leather gloves on her hands and scraped the metal nails on the table to test the sharpness. A mark appeared down the middle.  
 
    “Good,” Elora said. “They don’t know what’s coming, but we’ll be ready. Prepare for battle.” 
 
    Excitement coursed through Sage. She loved to be in the midst of battle. The smell of blood and the tear of flesh was like being in a buffet. Her master allowed her to eat after the kill, as long as the dead soldier was not their own.  
 
    A general entered the tent in a hurry. “We’ve spotted our enemy. They’re here sooner than anticipated. We have to go now.” 
 
    “Send the dracas first.” Elora pointed at the cage. “They’ll get there faster. Sage, you direct the dracas.” 
 
    Sage bowed, excitement coursing through her. How she loved the dracas. Each with different colored wings. They attacked by her command with the pebbles. After all, she had trained them. 
 
    She unlatched the lock. “Come now, pretties. We have work to do.”  
 
    Sage walked out of the tent, the dracas fluttering their wings. Soldiers jumped on horses and galloped down the hill. Some soldiers leaped from tree to tree, their bows and arrows by their side. But Sage soared effortlessly with her small friends through the clouds to stay clear of being detected, and landed on a tree to get a better view of the battlefield.  
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 Whisterfield 
 
    Idrisa 
 
      
 
    “WE HAVE COMPANY.” Mariam halted the horses, and the wagon behind skidded to a halt.  
 
    In front of us stood a line of sentinels clad in black armor. No doubt from Dumonia from the emblem on their shield. Four circles linked together.  
 
    “What do we do?” Rocco asked, peeking through the open curtain from the back of the wagon. Thalia and Jezela bumped their shoulders to mine trying to get a better look.  
 
    “We fight.” Tristus leaped, then stood back-to-back with Merrick.  
 
    “Girls, stay inside.” Mariam rushed out, her sword raised.  
 
    Otis dismounted and stormed closer to the wagon. “Prince Merrick and Tristus. What a surprise.” He rolled his eyes. “I thought Merrick was captured. What a shame to find out he’s a perpetrator. Hand me the girl and the sword, and no harm will come to you all.” 
 
    Tristus smacked Merrick’s back. “He’s fond of the girl and the sword. I don’t think he’ll give either up easily.” 
 
    My cheeks flushed with warmth and Rocco stiffened.  
 
    “Otis. I order you to back away.” Merrick sounded like the commanding emperor. “This isn’t what it seems.” 
 
    Otis scoffed, pointing the tip of the blade toward Merrick’s chest. “It doesn’t matter princeling. Ravana told me you’re not to go home.” 
 
    “Didn’t plan on it.” Merrick drew his magic to his palm, blue smoke-like tendrils crackling. “Move out of my way or die trying.” 
 
    More sentinels came from behind the tree trunk. Merrick tossed the ball of his magic at the sentinels. The power slammed into them, knocking them back to the trees. Some became unconscious, others scrambled to their feet and came rushing. Then swords clanked. 
 
    We were outnumbered ten to one. The Eternal Mothers told me I had to believe in myself and I had to help. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Rocco grabbed my wrist.  
 
    “I can’t just sit here.” I picked up Caliburn and jumped out of the wagon.  
 
    “Wait for me.” Thalia rushed behind me and picked up a fallen sentinel’s sword, and so did Rocco and Jezela. 
 
    Mariam, Tristus, and Merrick guarded my side, and my friends watched my back. I raised Caliburn and willed every strength I had, calling for its aid through my heart. Heat buzzed down my arm to my palm, and when I swung the sword over my head without making any contact, the energy from Caliburn flung the soldiers that surrounded us. I gasped at the power that followed my intentions.  
 
    “Get that sword!” Otis bellowed as he backed to his horse, as if he were afraid. 
 
    Something dropped from above. Then another. Pebbles? From the tree? More pebbles thudded on the dirt-packed ground.  
 
    “What in the sky?” Tristus chuckled. “Is that bird poop?” 
 
    A flock of birds … no, not birds … dracas. I ducked. Dracas darted down from high above the tree and nipped at the sentinels. There must have been several dozen of them. Each wore gold armor. These dracas were not here by chance. 
 
    Arrows sliced through the air from the tops of the trees and soldiers on horseback, impaling sentinels swinging their swords at us. I raised Caliburn to block a blow and the sentinel collapsed from the arrow that went through his back.  
 
    “Retreat!” Otis bellowed.  
 
    He didn’t wait for anyone. He rushed back in the direction he had come from. The other sentinels either ran or got back on the horses and sprinted away, leaving dust clouds behind. 
 
    A beautiful white horse with a blanket over the saddle came forward and stopped in front of Mariam. The blanket had a symbol of a gold draca, its body and tail stretched into a circle. Then more soldiers came forth on foot wearing golden armor. 
 
    “Mariam.” A beautiful lady with long golden hair, a crown of leaves with a clear oval crystal in the middle around her head, offered a curt nod. 
 
    I didn’t realize until then her ears were pointy. Not just hers, but the soldiers as well. Even the dracas that flew to their master on top of the tree and hid there.  
 
    “You came just in time, Elora,” Mariam said. “Let me introduce you to Merrick, Idrisa, Rocco, Thalia, Jezela, and you already know Tristus.” 
 
    Tristus offered a smug devilish grin. “Everyone knows me.” 
 
    Elora snickered, then playfulness gone, she dismounted and got down on her knees. All the countless soldiers did the same behind her.  
 
    “Welcome to Whisterfield, children of the Lost Empire,” Elora said. “All will be revealed soon. Let’s go home.” 
 
    My friends and I exchanged glances and got back into the wagon by Mariam’s order. We tailed behind Elora as her soldiers on horses rode behind us. I had a feeling many things were going to change for all of us as we learned more of who we were.  
 
    I would become new and rise again with the children of the Lost Empire and Caliburn by my side. The truest of hearts and the blood of the firstborn, to restore the balance once torn. Retribution was a powerful weapon.  
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    Chapter One 
 
    Mental Mission 
 
      
 
    I ran to live. 
 
    Adrenaline pumped through my body as bullets whizzed by my ears and zigzagged past me, sparkling off the walls like fiery comets. 
 
    My feet pounded on the cracked tile floor as I charged down the hall of the decrepit building. With my team hot on my heels, I hurled over upturned office tables and broken chairs.  
 
    The air filled with a coppery tang, and I skidded to a stop when the hallway divided. Brooke let out an audible gasp, her eyes wide.  
 
    Justine grabbed her upper arm and flattened her palm against it. “I’m hit.” She winced.  
 
    “How bad is it?” I asked. 
 
    Blood oozed between her fingers. Red specks splattered the dusty floor, and some landed on waddled up papers. Hopefully, her dark training shirt would catch most of it. 
 
    She snarled. “Never mind me. Do your job and get us out of here.” 
 
    Justine liked to test my leadership. I wouldn’t let her intimidate me. I knew when to bite back, and harder if necessary. A charming trait I’d learned from juvenile detention. 
 
    I released a sharp sigh. “Just make sure you don’t leave a trail.”  
 
    Calm. Steady the anger, Ava.  
 
    I glanced at the digital watch around my wrist. We had minutes left to reach the other side of the building before the clock ran out. If we didn’t end up killing each other first. 
 
    “It’s too quiet.” Brooke’s fingers travelled to her waistline in search of a gun. She’d forgotten Russ had declined to give us weapons. 
 
    “They went the other way, idiot.” Justine rolled her eyes and wiped the bloodstained hand on her black training pants. 
 
    Brooke’s hands curled into fists and her face hardened into a glare. “I can say whatever I want.” 
 
    “You’re not the only—” 
 
    “Quiet.” I ground my teeth.  
 
    As I smeared sweat off my forehead, I listened for the clicking of guns and squeaks on the floor. Then the thunder of boots vibrated underneath me.  
 
    “This way.” I sprinted down the hallway, tearing past a row of wooden doors scarred with chips of peeling paint and aged by time. When the corridor split again, I pressed my back as my hand scraped against the rough surface of the dilapidated wall.  
 
    As the soldiers’ footsteps got louder, their precise location became harder to detect. The sound reverberated in a dizzying cacophony.  
 
    Justine tapped a foot, her gaze trained on my watch. “How much time do we have?” 
 
    “Six minutes,” I said. 
 
    So little time. My heart pounded in my ears. I needed to make a decision. I stored a blueprint of the structure in my mind, and when HelixB77 serum had been injected in my system, the map appeared in front of me in the form of a hologram visible only to me.  
 
    I took deep breaths to keep from freaking out. The image flickered, then faded as fear took over. Not now. Focus.  
 
    Justine pointed at the air vent. “How about we go up there?”  
 
    “Are you nuts?” Brooke hiked an eyebrow. “What are we going to do, crawl our way to the exit door? Forget it.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and tuned out their squabbling voices. Breathe. Inhale courage. Exhale fear. A few heartbeats later, I opened my eyes.  
 
    The intricate three-dimensional map of this structure hovered in front of me in a hologram. The building’s layout, blind spots, ten levels, the location of doors and elevators, and every exit point, shimmered in cobalt blue. 
 
    There. The exit.  
 
    My pulse raced as I sprinted down the corridor, my feet slapping against the uneven cracked floor. I took the corner with a desperate spin, but halted abruptly. Six soldiers stood in a line, rifles pointed at our chest, their features tight, and eyes glinting with triumph. 
 
    “Raise your hands and surrender,” the lead soldier said. 
 
    Each of us could take out two. Not a problem.  
 
    “Come and get me,” I said, my voice smooth and deadly. 
 
    With a powerful kick, I aimed for the nearest soldier. He flew back, smashing his head against the wall with a sickening thud. He dropped his gun and I lunged for it at the same time as another soldier, who shoved it away with his boot, pointed his weapon at me.  
 
    Time seemed to slow as his finger tightened on the trigger. No sound but the deafening staccato of a machine gun firing. With a burst of strength from Helix serum coursing through my veins, I spun my body away from the incoming bullets, pushing off from one foot and planting the other on the wall behind me to flip backward out of harm’s way.  
 
    The soldier I had originally kicked rose on his feet, stumbling. Before he could react, I rushed forward and punched him hard in the middle of his chest. He slid down the slippery floor, clearing the plastic water bottles and debris, and crashing into the pile amongst his unconscious companions my team had knocked out. 
 
    “Which way, Ava?” Brooke’s tone was laced with panic.  
 
    Footsteps thumped. More soldiers were on their way. I picked up a gun and my team did the same. 
 
    “The last one.” I took quick long strides and stopped at a door bearing a sign for the stairs. 
 
    I grabbed the knob with my clammy, trembling hand, hoping against hope it would open, but it refused to budge. Yanking didn’t help, so I kicked the door in desperation.  
 
    Pain shot through my leg, but only for a second. It would have been worse if it hadn’t been for Helix coursing through me.  
 
    What next? 
 
    “Move out of my way.” Justine’s eyes flashed with anger and her jaw clenched as she reared her leg back and unleashed a powerful kick. The door flew off its hinges and careened into the wall, splintering the frame in an explosion of wood, metal, and plaster.  
 
    I bolted down the steps, my team and the ping of dampened gunfire behind me.  
 
    Faster. Go faster.  
 
    Power and exhilaration surged in my muscles. I pivoted with my gun ready, but when there were no soldiers, I continued the descent and the footfalls pursuing me disappeared. 
 
    Twenty feet from the exit … eighteen … fifteen … so close … I could almost taste sweet victory, my heart leaping for joy. Then …  
 
    My watch beeped.  
 
    Damnit. 
 
    A deep rumbled filled the air. The earth shook with a blast of deafening explosion, throwing us off our feet. Brooke and I slammed into the wall together and Justine barked a curse behind me.  
 
    Flames engulfed the stairs, blinding our exit. The smoke burned my eyes and tightened my throat. Another boom and a blast roared and tossed me in the air again.  
 
    The structure groaned and shrieked as the walls crumbled around us.  
 
    I died. 
 
    Again.  
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    SKYLAR CHECKED THE lanes for a police car. Driving down the highway at night made it difficult to spot one, but she didn’t want to get caught texting. She wanted to let her cousin know she was almost there. Skylar and her cousin were best friends, and every summer she visited her. 
 
     Can’t wait to C U. 
 
    A high-pitched sound rent the air. But when she heard the chirp of the siren signaling to get off the freeway, she looked in the rearview mirror and saw the reds and blues flashing and twirling.  
 
    Her pulsed raced. How in the world? I was so careful. Damn it. 
 
    She exited the freeway and drove into the first place that looked safe. A gas station. The only person pumping gas replaced the nozzle and drove off, leaving her alone in the lot with the cop. She wished she could follow the other car and drive away, but instead she parked away from the gas pumps.  
 
    No other stores bordered the station. In fact, it was pretty much a stand-alone building in complete darkness. Anything could be lurking. What did I expect? I’m in East Nowhere, USA.  
 
    Inside the station’s mini-mart, the lights glowed, but there was nobody there besides the cashier. At least that made her feel safe—somewhat.  
 
    Skylar waited anxiously, biting her lip and thinking of ways to convince the cop not to give her a ticket. Tapping her foot and picking at her nails, she imagined her situation was like waiting for a courtroom verdict.  
 
    Being around cops intimidated her enough, but being pulled over by one was even worse. People got tickets all the time, but this being Skylar’s first made it difficult to bear. How would she explain this to her mom?  
 
    As she waited for the officer, she wondered what she had done to be pulled over. It was almost impossible for him to know she had been texting. Her mind reeled with unpleasant thoughts.  
 
    What if he was a bad cop? What if he planted drugs in her car and made it seem like they were hers? More what-ifs circulated through her head—watching the news and bad movies had definitely affected her mindset.  
 
    Tap! Tap! Tap!  
 
    Skylar jumped, startled by the sound. “Sorry, officer.”  
 
    She rolled down the window and then shut off the engine. The flashlight shone brightly, hindering her view, but she got a breath of the hot, sticky air clinging to her skin. Even at night the weather was intolerable. 
 
    Hoping not to offend him or her, she shifted and got a clear view of his gorgeous, young face. With instant combustion, her heart fluttered a mile a minute and her stomach churned nervously.  
 
    Her face grew hot as she flushed, either from the sight of him or the searing weather—perhaps the combination of both. Whatever it was, his personal gravity pulled her in. She was wrapped in his invisible force and she was almost sure he looked back at her with the same intensity. Breathe . . . breathe . . . exhale. 
 
    She had heard of love at first sight, but this was more like lust at first sight. What is wrong with me? Stop staring. Sheepishly, she unglued her eyes from his beautiful greenish-blue ones. She couldn’t tell exactly what color they were.  
 
    A pearl drop of sweat trickle down from his hairline. She didn’t want to stare into his eyes again for fear she may get lost in them. So she focused on his uniform. It fit perfectly to the curves of his muscular frame.  
 
    His clean-shaven face brought out his cheekbones and every part of him looked flawless, from his hair to his broad shoulders, and all the way down as far as she could see. She had seen good-looking cops, mostly on TV, but for goodness’ sake . . .   
 
    “Can I see your driver’s license?” he said flatly. 
 
    Even the tone of his voice made her heart race. Do you have a girlfriend? 
 
    “Your driver’s license?” he asked again. 
 
    Pause. 
 
    “Your license?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. This is my first time being pulled over. Did I do something wrong?” She focused on his name tag—Officer Doug.  
 
    “I need to see your driver’s license.” He sounded annoyed and I understood. He had asked me a few times already. 
 
    She reached into her purse and pulled it out from her wallet. “Here. It’s really not a good picture.” 
 
    The officer’s lips formed a thin line. “We don’t judge.” He winked. 
 
    Skylar’s cheeks flushed again and she wondered if he noticed. 
 
    “Skylar Rome?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s me.”  
 
    After staring for some time, he handed it back to her. “You’re new to this town, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. No. Well, yes. I mean—“ I can’t even talk.  
 
    “Can’t make up your mind?” The officer chuckled, obviously amused by her nervousness.  
 
    Skylar snorted. “I visit my cousin every summer. I was on my way there. Did I do something wrong, officer?”  
 
    He didn’t answer, even though she’d asked twice. He seemed flustered, looking intently into the empty darkness as if he could see something there. 
 
    “Ms. Rome, can you open your trunk?” 
 
    “Oh, sure. I only have my bags in there.” She reached under and popped the trunk from the inside. “Should I come out?” 
 
    “No. Stay there and don’t move.” 
 
    His stern tone startled her, but she didn’t think much of it. After a few seconds, he came back. “Skylar.” 
 
    “Yes?” She looked into his eyes and blinked, mystified. She could’ve sworn his irises had pulsated and turned silver.  
 
    “Don’t text while you’re driving. It’s against the law if you didn’t know.”  
 
    “Sure.” She smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    With a nod, he turned away and headed back to his car. 
 
    Skylar checked in her rearview mirror, but he had already gone. That really happened, right?  
 
    She took out her phone and read a text from her cousin. Can’t wait.  
 
    Skylar replied. I got pulled over by a gorgeous cop. Explain when I get there.  
 
    Ecstatic that she hadn’t been given a ticket, she put her foot on the gas and drove back onto the freeway.  
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