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for everyone who feels like a mess

and is just doing their best


BOOK TWO RECAP


A Tournament of Crowns takes place after the events of A Trial of Sorcerers and A Hunt of Shadows, so readers should make sure they’ve read the first two books in the series before beginning this one.

However… I know how hard it is to remember all the little details of a book you might have read weeks, months, or even years ago.

That’s why I’ve made a series summary page.

Click here (or put the URL in your browser) to read a full recap of the events in the series until now to make sure you’re ready to start book three: https://elisekova.com/a-trial-of-sorcerers-summaries/

Happy reading and I hope you enjoy the continuation of Eira’s story!
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“Eira, are you ready?” Alyss called through the door.

Eira continued to stare at the dagger in her hand. From the golden hilt to the channel up the fuller, it was identical in every way to the one she’d plunged through Ferro’s heart. Yesterday, his blood had flowed between her fingers as fast as the life that left him.

“Eira?”

She shut her eyes. Scenes from the ball were waiting for her. Dancing with the eligible men Deneya had organized for her, then Cullen, learning of his engagement, Ferro… She forced open her eyes, banishing the last memory. Ferro had haunted her long enough and she had put an end to him. He couldn’t hurt her any longer.

But his father still could.

The dagger trembled in her hand as she gripped it with white knuckles. Ulvarth, the leader of the Pillars, the man who claimed he was the Champion of the goddess Yargen and who used that claim to whip zealots into a frenzy of followers known as the Pillars. Her magic sank into the dagger, drawing forth the echo of his voice, as sharp and horrible as the first dozen times she’d listened to it:

Eira Landan, did you really think that you could thwart me? No, foolish girl. The games are only just beginning and I am the one making the rules. I do hope you and your Dark Isle friends are willing to fight like your lives depend on it.

Another knock scattered her focus.

“Yes, sorry, coming.” Eira stood quickly, turning to wrap the dagger inside some clothes before shoving the bundle into her trunk on top of the Pirate Queen Adela’s notebooks and haphazardly burying the items under her remaining clothes. She snapped the top shut as the door cracked open.

“Need help with anything?” Alyss asked, poking in her nose.

“Thank you, but no, I think I have it all.” There really wasn’t much for her to gather. It was hard to think she’d been on Meru for weeks now. Most of her time had been spent underground and running into and away from danger. There hadn’t been time for leisurely sightseeing or mementos to bring back home and now there wouldn’t be because she was still running. This time she was running toward the coliseum waiting beyond Risen. Racing to drive the new dagger through Ulvarth’s heart.

“How are you feeling?” Alyss dropped her voice slightly. Her emerald eyes betrayed the deep concern that had been only growing for weeks.

“I’m sorry for always worrying you.” Eira gave her friend a tired smile.

“I only worry because I care. It’s what friends do. And goodness knows someone has to worry in this group. Now, don’t dodge my question, how are you?”

There was a time Eira would’ve avoided answering honestly at all costs. She would’ve hidden the ghosts haunting her, threatening to jump out from the shadows and evaporate into nothing more than a bad dream the moment they hit the light. But that time was over.

Eira had very few people she could depend on in the world and Alyss was one of them.

“I feel like I killed a man yesterday.” Eira stared down at her empty hands. The phantom chill of the dagger tingled her palm. Ferro’s and Ulvarth’s words echoed in her ears, everything they said, and all they didn’t. The threat that still loomed over her, ever present. “I can still see his blood on my fingers no matter how hard I wash them. I can still see the eyes of the people gathered, looking at me like I’m a cold-blooded killer. Like they finally saw what they were all waiting for since I was fifteen. That’s about how well I’m doing.”

“You know you’re not, right?” Alyss frowned slightly.

I might have to be, was the dark thought that crossed Eira’s mind. But she kept the errant notion to herself, for now. “I’m not sure anymore.”

Alyss sighed and shook her head. “I wish they could postpone the tournament’s start. They should have after what happened last night.”

She shrugged. “I’m honestly glad they didn’t. I have all the motivation I need to tackle whatever they throw at me.”

Sitting still sounded oppressive. Overwhelming. Being left alone with her thoughts was the last thing Eira wanted. Even if her friends surrounded her, she’d still be at the mercy of her own mind. At least the tournament would give her something to focus on, she could feel like she was making progress even if Ulvarth eluded her.

“If you look that fierce heading into the tournament, we’re certain to win.” Alyss gave an encouraging smile, trying to lighten the air. Eira made an attempt at reciprocating. Her friend picked up Eira’s satchel as Eira grabbed her trunk. “At the very least, I hope it’s a fun distraction for you.”

“I can’t allow myself to be distracted. Ulvarth is still out there, and as long as he is, none of us are safe.” Eira would tell her friends about Ulvarth’s threat as soon as she could find a private moment. With attendants and knights bustling in the other room, now wasn’t the time.

“Do you really think we’ll be able to stop him?”

“I don’t think we have a choice; no one else is taking us seriously enough.” Eira also needed to tell Alyss what had happened with Vi and Taavin at the Archives. The morning had been nonstop so far.

“I’m sure—”

“Are you two ready?” Levit called from the main room, interrupting Alyss.

“Yes,” Eira called back before Alyss could continue. “We’ll talk more later; I have a lot to tell you,” she whispered with a nod to her friend.

Alyss went on ahead, but Eira hovered at the door, looking back at the room.

She had only spent a few weeks in this manor at the heart of Risen, somehow a blink and at the same time it had felt like forever. This was the room that she had first listened to Ferro’s dagger within, where Ducot had come to escort her beneath the streets for the first time. Eira could still hear the sudden, dull thud of Arwin when she had slammed into the window in her bird form, heralding the end of the Court of Shadows as Meru had known it.

Endless thoughts and memories, all vanishing the moment her eyes landed on the bed.

That was where she and Cullen had shared their one and only night of passion—love. Or, at least, what she thought had been love… Eira’s throat became thick and the air was suddenly too thin. He had lit a fire in her that had melted all her walls, had consumed her and all her better judgment. All that remained was a charred husk housing the void where the seed of love that had been planted for him once grew. Love that never had a chance to flourish before it was immolated, snuffed.

Pushing her icy magic to just underneath her skin, Eira stopped the flush that was rising up her neck in its tracks. Yes, he had fanned the fire that caused her to burn. Now it was over and she’d nurse her wounds and move on.

“This is everything, right, Eira?” Alyss called over her shoulder.

“Yes.” Eira joined everyone else in the main room—everyone else, save for Cullen, thankfully. Levit was by the fireplace, directing the porters who were carrying their trunks and bags down to the carriages. When he wasn’t busy giving instructions, he spoke in hushed tones with Queen Lumeria’s knights just outside the door. Eira couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the knights looked very bored and, judging from his wild gesticulations, Levit was very frazzled.

“Thank you so much for taking these downstairs,” Alyss said to the elfin porter who now carried Eira’s bag. His companion took the trunk before Eira could set it down. She was certain she didn’t imagine the unkind look he gave her, but Eira willingly ignored it.

“Where’s Cullen?” Eira took another glance around, confirming she hadn’t somehow missed him. His door was open; the same door he’d pushed her against and—

She banished the thought. Over. They were over. She’d repeat it again and again until it was true. No matter how vividly she could remember the feeling of him or how sweet the joy he’d brought her was…those once sweet memories were turning bitter with betrayal.

“He left earlier. I think his father came to collect him. Yemir wanted him riding in the dignitaries’ carriages.” Noelle scrunched her nose slightly.

Based on the expression, and Noelle’s past statements, Eira suspected she found the thought repulsive. A sentiment Eira could agree with. All she could envision was another young woman with corkscrew auburn hair and sharp green eyes, dressed in the checkered colors of the Republic of Qwint, sitting far too close to Cullen while discussing plans for their wedding. She wondered if Lavette knew that Cullen had spent the night before the ball in Eira’s bed. Doubtful. Cullen was a coward to pull Eira between the sheets knowing he was spoken for. He’d be a coward with Lavette, too. And she had no time for cowards.

“Good,” Eira said sharply.

Alyss blinked, startled. “Did something happen between you two? Is it because he danced with someone else at the ball?”

“It’s much more than that.” Eira sighed. Her friends were picking up that circumstances between her and Cullen had dramatically changed. Of course they would notice. But she hadn’t had the courage or time yet to explain why.

“I assumed as much. You’re not one to act rashly over trivial matters. Important matters? Oftentimes. But trivial ones? Doubtful.” Noelle adjusted the pinnings in her hair. She was adorned from head to toe in Western rubies. They dripped off her hairpins, weighed on her wrists like luxurious shackles, and draped around her neck.

Levit crossed over, giving Eira an easy opportunity to change the subject.

“I see Noelle has already received the gems we’re supposed to wear for the opening ceremonies,” Eira said to him. “Did I miss something?” She didn’t much care about shiny rocks, but Eira wanted to know if things with Ulvarth and Cullen had affected her so much that she’d outright missed a delivery worth triple its weight in gold.

“These aren’t from Solaris,” Noelle said before Levit could. “They’re just a small sampling of the jewels from my family’s mines.”

“Show-off.” Eira couldn’t resist the playful remark.

“We were instructed to show off the might and wealth of Solaris to the world. It’s not my fault I have a lot worth showing, some of these are centuries old.” Noelle ran her fingertips over the carefully pinned braids woven into her long black hair.

“The gems for the opening ceremonies are still packed and loaded onto the carriage. I thought it’d be safer and more effective that way,” Levit said. “You can put them on when you change after arriving in the Champion Village, that way people will see you with them for the first time at the opening ceremonies.”

“And just think of how fabulous I’ll look with more.” Noelle assessed her necklaces, as if trying to figure out where she would add another. At this rate, she’d topple over with too much more.

“You always look fabulous.” Alyss grabbed Noelle’s elbow, patting it lightly.

“You couldn’t be more right, my sage friend.”

The two of them getting along so well brought a slight smile to Eira’s lips. She’d never expected Noelle to become one of her closest friends and allies. If someone had told her a year ago it would happen, she wouldn’t have believed them. And then to see Alyss getting on so well with Noelle too…it was one of the few pleasant examples of change in her world.

“You mentioned a Champion Village?” Eira asked Levit before the conversation could become too sidetracked. “I thought we were going to the coliseum?” They’d heard of the coliseum for months while training in the arena in Risen and Eira couldn’t be more ready to see it.

“The various champions from the nations will stay in a village attached to the coliseum to prevent any unfair advantages being given to them by others. Speaking of which, for that reason, this will be where we part ways.”

“What?” Eira’s ears rang with Ulvarth’s words underneath the implication of them being separated from their guards and overseers.

“The overseers and teachers will no longer be with the competitors. We can’t give you help or guidance any longer. It’s your tournament to win, or lose, from here on out.” Levit’s tone turned serious. “I trust you all will keep a good representation of Solaris without me there over your shoulders.”

Eira didn’t miss the way he glanced at her from the corner of his eye. She put on a confident smile and resisted pointing out that his presence hadn’t done much to prevent them from getting into trouble so far. “Of course we will. But will there still be guards?”

Levit nodded. It was a moderate reassurance. Though Ulvarth had proved he had no trouble dancing around Lumeria’s knights to date.

“Are the games really going to start today? Even after…what happened last night?” Alyss said delicately.

“I had the same question,” Levit said solemnly. “It seemed like too much, after…” He trailed off, glancing her way.

“You don’t have to tiptoe around what happened. I know; I was there,” Eira said plainly. “I’m fine.”

Alyss reached out to gently touch her shoulder. “You might think that, but—”

“Alyss.” Eira grabbed her friend’s hand firmly, trying to show her own strength and steadiness. “I am the one who decides how I am, and how I’m not. I need you to trust me in that…and trust that I will come to you should it change.”

“Well, then, after the Pillars at the ball, and all the chaos, the royals are adamant that everything must continue on as planned,” Levit continued with more confidence. Eira appreciated him, despite all odds, giving her that faith. “I don’t understand it. But they seemed to think there had been enough delays in finalizing the treaty, as it were.”

“They could just sign it and get it over with, and then use the tournament to celebrate,” Alyss mused, squeezing Eira’s hand once before letting it go.

“That’s not how these things work,” Noelle said. “Ceremony and grand displays are important. They show pride and strength. A treaty signed in haste could be considered suspect. Not to mention, there could be other last-minute negotiations that might still be happening behind the scenes… And who knows what else.”

Vi and Taavin had seemed a bit on edge when Eira had met them earlier in the Archives. Eira wondered if there was more to it that she wasn’t seeing. You must begin trusting us…we see the whole picture, Vi had said. What more was there at play that Eira didn’t know about? Or were they just nobles trying to claim they had matters in hand so they didn’t look bad?

“You’ll learn more about the ceremonies once you arrive. But the carriages are waiting downstairs and we’re on a tight schedule today. So we shouldn’t delay further.” Levit started out of the main common area.

Noelle was right behind him. Then Alyss. Eira moved to leave but snagged once more on memories. She ran her fingers over the mantle by the door where the original dagger had been hidden on one side, and the passage to the Court of Shadows was on the other.

What had become of Harott? The mistress of the manor who had been born to the name Yewin. The mother of Ferro. Vi and Taavin had told Eira that she had been taken into custody. But what did that really mean? And would it be more substantial and permanent than Ulvarth’s imprisonment was? Or would Yewin also slip into the night, surviving long enough to become their next threat?

Everyone could be an enemy if you waited long enough.

“Are you ready?” Alyss asked softly, still nearly startling Eira out of her skin and banishing the tarnished memories as though they were little more than nightmares in the daylight.

“Yes.” Eira kept her magic right under her skin and at the ready. She kept her head cool and emotions level. “I’ve never been more ready.”
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Downstairs was utter chaos. The noise of trunks bumping together, excited conversations from other competitors, and barked orders from the porters echoed up to them well before they arrived on the ground floor. It was carried on the smell of freshly polished boot leathers and floral perfumes from exotic blooms.

The elfin contingent was already in the process of leaving. Each of them was dressed in an ornate, flowing, silken robe with layered chiffon overtop that turned the main entry into a haze of color. Eira paused on the stairs, admiring their grace, the fashions that were so different from all she’d ever known.

A pair of stormy gray eyes turned her way and, somehow, amid the bustle and the crowd, locked with hers.

Before last night, she’d only ever seen him from afar among the elfin competitors. But then Deneya had put him on her dance card as one of the eligible lords and now Olivin’s ethereal features were stuck with her. He’d coiffed his hair only partially back today, or perhaps it had fallen loose from the style he’d put it in last night. Dark strands hung in the air around his sharp features, as weightless as the chiffon cape attached to his shoulders that framed him like gossamer wings.

Neither of them broke the stare. She wondered if he was waiting for her to say something. Or perhaps she was waiting for him. Between them, he was the one who was still a shadow. Unless the events of the past day had changed his mind about the shifting powers in Risen. Perhaps he was waiting on her to make a move. To give him a signal. The second stretched on, and yet it was somehow over in an instant. He was gone.

No…he hadn’t changed his mind. That would be foolish. He had no reason for his trust in the court to be shaken. The rest of the shadows would be the same. They would remain loyal to the Specters—continue trusting Deneya, Lorn, and Rebec as they’d always done. Even though the ignorance and hubris of those three had led to the Court being nearly destroyed, they would still demand unquestioning fealty.

Though, perhaps Ducot would feel differently. Eira had always thought he seemed a bit different than the other shadows, a bit less of a thoughtless follower, perhaps. But, regardless of how he felt about the court, how he felt about her after what she’d done remained to be seen.

And what did Deneya think of her? The leader of it all and the one who had drawn Eira into that world…

Eira imagined Deneya deep in the underbelly of Risen, looming over her table, lording over what remained of the shadows after the Pillars’ assault. Would she leave the rebuilding to come to the countryside for the tournament? Or would she remain here, searching for Ulvarth? If she was smart, she’d come to the countryside. Ulvarth was going to make a move at the games; he’d told her as much with the dagger and his threat.

May the best woman win, Eira thought. Deneya’s shadows versus Eira and her friends. She didn’t know who would get to Ulvarth first, but Eira had a dark certainty that they weren’t all going to make it out alive.

Only one group of competitors was allowed in the courtyard at a time due to the swell of citizenry that had amassed outside the gates. The Solaris contingent stood just out of the sunlight on the inside of the double doors of the manor, watching as Meru’s competitors entered their carriages to great fanfare and applause.

“You can tell who has the advantage of local support,” Alyss observed.

“Imagine how bad it’ll be at the stadium.” Noelle worried one of her rings. She looked almost nervous, an expression totally foreign to her usually self-assured attitude.

Eira rested her fingertips lightly on the back of Noelle’s hand. “It’ll be fine. The competitions won’t be won by who gets the loudest cheers.”

“Well put,” Levit praised. “They’ll be won by the strength of your magic, of which Solaris has no peer.”

“Since when were you so nationalistic?” Eira murmured under her breath as Levit turned forward again. She was more and more aware of the eyes and ears that surrounded her. Levit had always been her favorite teacher because, like her, he was fascinated with the world beyond Solaris. He didn’t stare blindly into the blazing sun, but sought to learn and respect the magics and cultures of all nations beyond their borders.

“I thought I was rather inspiring,” Levit said, barely moving his lips.

Eira huffed soft amusement. “Thank you for trying to boost our morale.”

“You’ve had a hard enough time, all of you. Hopefully, at long last, you’ll be able to simply enjoy the tournament.” He gave her a smile, one Eira worked to return. Even after all that had happened, a part of Levit still saw her as his star pupil and a kindred spirit, she could feel it in the warmth he still had for her. He’d done his best for her, in his way. Worried for her. Been there for her.

But he still had no idea about what was to come. In that way, he was just another person who claimed to be in control and have her interests in mind, but would ultimately let her down at best, and abandon her once she’d outlived her usefulness at worst.

“All right, it’s your turn.” One of Lumeria’s knights approached from the courtyard as another carriage pulled up on the other side of the far gate. “Please keep any interactions with the crowds to a minimum—we’re on a tight schedule leading up to the opening ceremonies this afternoon.” He ticked off a few things on a slate tablet as he spoke. “That said, do you have any questions for me at this time?”

“How far is the coliseum from the city?” Eira asked, but what she really wanted to know was how long they would be vulnerable in a carriage. Everyone knew exactly where she was, Ulvarth included. He’d already told her he was coming for her, and if he were smart, he’d strike fast.

“Without these crowds, I’d say about an hour. But the whole city seems to be turning out or trying to get there themselves.” The knight sighed. “I’m hoping within two hours. The coliseum and village couldn’t be built too close to Risen’s sprawl due to space requirements.”

Two hours…though, they were going to have a bunch of eyes on them throughout the entire time. Would Ulvarth try to make a move, now? The elfin competitors’ carriage hadn’t made it that far ahead. They’d all be in a straight line. Easy pickings, one by one.

She inhaled slowly through her nose.

“If the rocking of the carriage will upset you, there is some candied ginger in the door pocket.” The knight misunderstood her hesitation. Yet another shining example of the failure of those allegedly in charge. Last night there had been an attack on them all. But Ferro was dead—thanks to her—and everyone seemed to think that no longer made the Pillars a problem.

“Thank you,” Eira forced herself to say, despite her reservations.

“Can we also have some wine for the road?” Noelle fluttered her eyelashes. “It helps settle my stomach, I swear.”

The knight frowned slightly.

“That’s not necessary.” Levit stepped in and turned to them with a smile and shining eyes. Eira hadn’t expected him to be emotional. “You all be well, behave, and fight like the fire of the sun.”

“Thank you, Levit, for all you’ve done for us.” Noelle abandoned her pursuit of wine to give him a warm smile and a squeeze above his elbow.

“We really do appreciate you,” Alyss added.

A sharp whistle buzzed across the front gardens.

“Right, then, this way, please.” The knight strode forward. Noelle was after him, head tall, strides long and even.

Eira lingered for a second, staring at Levit. He held out both his arms and she moved without thought, allowing him to pull her in for a tight embrace. Her own eyes were prickling now. Levit wasn’t perfect, but he had been there—a steady constant when the rest of the caretakers in her world had all but abandoned her. He’d always been on her side, as best he was able, always worried about her.

“You’re going to stun the world. Everyone, near and far, will know your name,” he whispered. “I just know it.”

“Let’s hope that for once it’s in a good way.” Eira pulled away and smiled.

He chuckled. “I have faith in you.”

“At least one of us does.” She gave a slight shrug and turned. Alyss’s hand slid into Eira’s and they stepped into the sunshine together.

Unlike for the elfin, there was no thunderous applause as they made their way through the gardens and out the gate. That had been expected. But what caught Eira off guard was the deafening silence. All the gathered citizenry simply stared.

Eventually, heads began to turn, sharing hasty, hushed whispers.

“That’s her.”

“The one who snuffed the flame.”

“Enemy of Yargen.”

“Savior, more like.”

“Heathen.”

“She killed him in cold blood.”

“Dark Isle dweller.”

Her ears picked up the whispers as easily as magical echoes. She’d received some nasty looks on her way to the Archives this morning, but this was already worse. Word had traveled blisteringly fast throughout the crowded city and suddenly it seemed like everyone knew who she was.

To think, long ago, this might have been her fantasy. To be in Meru, in the capital city, even, and for the common folk to know her name. She should be more careful—or more specific, at the least—about what she wished for in the future.

Their eyes bored holes into her. Cutting glances reminded her of walking through the Tower after the incident. The most hated person among all the sorcerers of the Empire, and then some. The crowd’s sharp stares cut at her armor, prying at her deepest, most sensitive weaknesses. She was no longer a woman, but the girl who’d been afraid. Who’d coated her insides with ice so they couldn’t reach her.

Eira clenched her fists and held her head high. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of knowing they’d struck a secret nerve. If she didn’t let Ferro make her feel small, she wasn’t going to let them.

Eira, Alyss, and Noelle cleared the gate and the knights carved a way for them to pass through the crowd. The gathered citizens jostled against the outstretched arms of Lumeria’s men and women. The crowd’s grumblings became louder.

“Make a path. Make a path, please,” the knight that led them pleaded.

Eira pulled Alyss closer to her, stepping toward Noelle. She glanced around her and only saw enemies and potential enemies. Scowling faces. Louder, harsher words. They hated her.

They could all be Pillars.

Her throat was thick and Eira struggled to get in a full breath. The crowd seemed to double in size. There were so many of them and just one of her. She was going to drown if she didn’t start fighting for air.

Alyss squeezed her hand and Eira exhaled. The world spun due to her lack of breathing, but they had made it to the carriage. The knight fumbled with the latch on the door. He’d just swung it open when a sharp whizzing sound had Eira dodging.

A rock the size of her fist hovered in midair at the side of her face. The knights that had been holding back the crowd condensed around them in a protective shell, swords at the ready. The stone wouldn’t have hurt her, not too badly, at least. Maybe if it hit her in the eye, but—

“Dark Isle dweller! Destroyer of the Flame of Yargen! The Champion who has been chosen by the Goddess’s hand to wield her might will bring down his fiery, righteous wrath upon her. He will smite her,” a woman shouted from among the crowd. Eira met her cold, steely eyes, narrowing her own slightly. She didn’t recognize the woman as a Pillar. But there was nothing particularly unique about her features that would’ve made her stand out during Eira’s time underground.

“Should I send it flying back at her?” Alyss had a venom in her voice that wasn’t common from her usually forgiving friend.

“No.” Eira plucked the stone from the air and could feel Alyss’s magic unraveling from around it. Eira shoved the rock into her pocket, wishing she could get rid of the whole encounter with the same ease. Knights were already approaching the woman, cutting through the crowd.

“Remember my face!” The woman spoke to the people around her, rather than Eira. “It might be the last time you see it, for they will jail me for speaking the truth!” The woman’s brief resistance was quickly quelled by the two larger knights. “I speak to uphold the Pillars of Light, Truth, and Justice! A warning to you all, the moral fiber of this city is fraying. Your queen has betrayed you—she’s entered a treaty with our enemies. Return to her light before it’s too late or Raspian will smite you all! The Champion will return to guide us! He will show us the light of Yargen’s truth.”

The crowd was beginning to rumble. The woman’s actions had emboldened some and frightened others. Eira wasn’t sure which way the scales would ultimately tip and she wasn’t about to find out.

“Let’s go.” Eira nodded to Noelle, who stared with morbid fascination and a glint of murder in her eyes. “The sooner we leave the better.”

“I agree.” Noelle stepped up into the carriage.

Eira and Alyss followed, sitting next to each other, opposite of Noelle. The moment the door was closed, Eira drew the curtains tightly.
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“Excuse me, I wanted to look out of those.” Noelle moved to pull back the curtain and Eira caught her wrist.

“I really don’t think we want people knowing this carriage is ours,” she cautioned.

“I think everyone already does. They saw us get in here.”

“All the carriages are identical.” Eira had made a note of it earlier. “Once we clear the initial crowd, no one will know which one is us. Let’s keep it that way and avoid becoming more of a target than we already are.” No one would know, assuming they weren’t being followed or had information passed along. Either of which was likely. But Eira was working within the constraints she was given and there was no point in taking unnecessary risks.

Noelle eased back in her seat. Eira could tell from the woman’s stiff shoulders and slightly pursed lips she wasn’t happy with the situation but agreed with Eira’s assessment. After a long pass of silence, the chorus of the creaking carriage the only sounds, Noelle finally asked, “Did you recognize her from your time with them?”

Eira shook her head. The shadows cast by the curtains suddenly seemed darker, more ominous. She was back in the pit, deep below the earth, far from where light, and sound, and anything good could live.

“It’s possible she wasn’t a Pillar at all,” Alyss said, attempting what seemed like optimism. She didn’t realize the thought was worse.

If the woman was a Pillar, then she would’ve been long indoctrinated. Her views, as horrible as they were, had a logical explanation. But if the woman was a normal citizen, then that meant she’d come to those devout conclusions overnight. Or she’d long held them in secret, admitting the true depth of her extremism to no one, perhaps not even herself, until an outlet for them had presented itself.

Eira leaned back and ran a hand through her hair and found herself agreeing with Noelle. It’d be easier if she could look out the window. She’d dreamed of coming to Meru for years. Being here was the reason she’d entered the games at all, despite her family’s hesitancies. Well, that and wanting to prove to herself and her brother that she didn’t need to be coddled at every turn. She’d fought so hard and sacrificed so much for what? To be hidden in a carriage, fearing for her life, worrying about a madman who sought to undo everything she’d ever thought she’d loved.

“This is boring. If we’re not going to have a view then I expect you to entertain me,” Noelle said with a note of levity.

Eira tried to force a smile, unsure of how much she succeeded. But neither of her friends commented if her attempt was poor. “Very well, what sort of entertainment do you have in mind?”

Noelle’s smile turned serious. “What happened between you and Cullen?”

Eira groaned and sank back into her seat.

“You don’t have to tell us.” Alyss patted Eira’s knee.

“Yes, she does, because I need to know if I’m burning every pair of the man’s undergarments tonight as a result of him daring to not treat her like the queen she is.” Noelle folded her arms. Eira chuckled briefly at the thought of Cullen going the entire tournament without his smallclothes. Oh, the chafing. But the thought of him sans clothing only made the memories of the night they’d shared flood back to her, sobering the brief moment of lightheartedness.

“I should tell you both.” Eira shook her head, as if she could dispel the memories and thoughts and every painful bit of emotion that Cullen had attached to her. If she could detach herself from him—think through it all with clinical precision—then perhaps it wouldn’t hurt so much. Eira massaged the back of her hand where his knuckles had brushed against hers on the night they’d walked back together from the noble’s dinner he’d invited her to. Somehow, the little touches were imprinted as much as the big ones. Maybe more. “You’ll find out soon enough and the faster we can all move past it the better.”

“I’m not liking where this is going.” Noelle’s arms went slack at her side.

“He’s engaged, and not to me.” Eira ripped open the wound once more. Hopefully, this was the final time. Hopefully, now it would begin to heal.

“What?” they both exclaimed in unison.

“When?” Noelle demanded to know.

“How?” Alyss gasped. “Well, I know how an engagement happens but—what? Who?”

Eira stared at her leggings—the standard-issue Solaris garb they’d worn off the boat. Cullen’s father Yemir had inspected her that day, too. Never once had she measured up in his eyes. Never once would she. It had been so obvious all along, outright told to her at court.

“Lavette, from Qwint,” Eira said. “I didn’t notice until last night. It didn’t hit me until they danced. I’d been so wrapped up with the Pillars, with myself, that I didn’t see it.”

“You could be wrong, couldn’t you?” Alyss grabbed at hope.

Eira shook her head. “Yemir confirmed it.”

“That power-grabbing bastard.” Noelle scowled. “He tries at every turn to ascend higher and higher. Next we’ll be hearing about how the engagement has been called off because he’s convinced the Crown Princess Vi herself to take Cullen’s hand instead of Voice Taavin’s.”

Eira’s stomach did a flip and landed upside down. Luckily she was convinced of Vi and Taavin’s intentions for each other, confident in the stability of their union. Otherwise she might have agreed with Noelle’s cool calculation of Yemir’s intentions.

“Why would he do this to his only son? No. Forget Yemir. How could Cullen let it happen?” Alyss couldn’t have been expecting an answer, but Eira gave one anyway.

“Cullen thinks he has to—that he has no other choice.”

“But why? Cullen is a lord in his own right and a man.”

“Yemir is a lord only because Cullen is,” Noelle reminded them. “Cullen’s status as the first Windwalker returning and favorite of the empress was what elevated his family. Without Cullen, Yemir is a man of no importance.”

“Which explains Yemir’s actions,” Alyss mused. “He needs Cullen to maintain this life he’s placed so much of his value and worth into—to play his part and maintain stability. And if he wants to expand his influence, then Cullen has to be the one to do that as well for them. But none of that explains why Cullen gives in to it and allows himself to be used and controlled.”

“He could just love his family?” Noelle suggested the obvious.

“True. Even the hardest to love usually find someone to do it.” Alyss sighed.

Eira bit her lip. She knew all the reasons why Cullen bent over backwards at his father’s requests. Cullen had told her of that fateful day when he had summoned a tempest due to his powers manifesting uncontrolled. A great cover-up followed so that the first Windwalker identified after Vhalla Yarl could be brought to Solarin with trumpets, rather than in chains. Their family was elevated to nobility, giving them the power to maintain their own reputation. Yemir became a senator and a regular courtier—no doubt to keep a close eye on Cullen and a firm hand around any rumors in the process. They were well dressed, polished. A continuation of Vhalla’s Windwalker legacy. The picture-perfect image of an up-and-coming royal family. The Prince of the Tower.

All the while Cullen’s guilt continued to fester, eating away at him from the inside out with rot that nothing could cure. She was the only one who knew of it. The only one Cullen had confided in… Could she really push him away after all that?

“I can’t explain all the details…but he does care a lot for his family.” Eira grabbed her knees, stretching back and trying to release her tension with a heavy exhale. “As much as I hate him right now, as bad as he hurt me, I can’t share why he thinks he has to do this for his family—why Yemir has such a hold on him. It’s not my place and it wouldn’t be right.”

“You hate him?” Alyss whispered, emerald eyes wide and shimmering. Oh, her friend. Ever the romantic. Seeing her so choked up was a gift; it made Eira want to be composed for them both and that helped keep her together.

“This is more than just him being engaged.” Noelle saw right through her. “What else happened?”

Eira had told them everything so far. She had no reason to stop now. And she wanted to carry on. But wanting to made it no easier to find the right words.

“The night before the ball—two nights ago,” she started slowly, each word harder to say than the last. “Cullen came to my room, and we spent the night together.”

“Intimately?” Noelle clarified.

Eira nodded. Alyss let out a soft gasp.

“So let me get this straight—he came to you, knowing he was betrothed to another, knowing the promise of his hand was going to come out sooner rather than later, and still crawled into your bed?”

Eira could only nod a second time.

“Well, that’s it, his undergarments burn and he’s lucky if I let him take them off first.” A lash of fire jumped from Noelle’s lips as she seethed.

Eira leaned back in her seat and wrapped her arms around herself. For the first time in a long time, she felt cold. It was a chill that was reminiscent of the one that followed Marcus’s murder in the lake that night, though far less severe.

If she could survive losing her brother…she could survive anything.

Even if, when she closed her eyes, she could still see the charred remains of her heart left behind from Cullen. It was a void as dark as the pit. With a bracing breath, Eira opened her eyes to find her friends patiently waiting.

“I appreciate your defense of me. But I don’t want any retribution,” she said calmly.

“But—”

“No,” Eira interrupted Noelle. “We have the tournament to focus on, and Ulvarth. We have more important things than my wounded pride and Cullen’s poor choices. We’re stronger facing off against the people who would hurt us as a team—and that team includes Cullen.”

“Do you forgive him?” Alyss asked.

“I’m not sure.” Eira let out a bark of bitter laughter. It seemed like something so simple to know. So obvious one way or another. But it wasn’t clear to her. “I think I’d like to, but I’m not completely ready to yet. And I’d like it if he properly apologized first.”

Noelle snorted and looked down the bridge of her nose at Eira through heavy lashes. “Take it from me, it’s not worth forgiving men who cheat. Men like that are the worst of the worst.”

Eira was suddenly reminded of one night before dinner during the trials to select the competitors who would represent Solaris. It had been the night when she had found out her parents had not been the people she thought. That was the night she found Noelle and Adam squabbling in the Tower hall following his infidelity. The night Eira had decided she had more important things to deal with than holding grudges for poor choices surrounding pranks and offenses made against her years ago.

“Did you ever make peace with Adam before you left?” Eira asked before she could think better of it. Noelle slowly stretched forward, reminiscent of some large, feline predator. Instinct had Eira shifting uneasily in her seat, even though she knew she wasn’t the target of Noelle’s ire. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

Resting her elbows on her knees and lacing her fingers together between them, Noelle hung her head and slowly shook it. When she looked up again, her dark eyes were filled with fire. “No, I didn’t, and I have no intention to. Cross me and you’re as good as dead, literally or figuratively. I will not invest my time in those who will not give me an even return.”

“No romantic redemption plots for you, then,” Alyss murmured. “Definitely a second-chance-at-love story after you learn to trust again.”

“What are you talking about?” Confusion softened Noelle’s features.

“I like to imagine what everyone’s love story would look like if it were penned. It helps me guess what’s coming next in my books.” Alyss shrugged.

“You’re going through love-novel withdrawals if you’re turning us into characters from your stories.” Eira shook her head at her friend.

“Can you blame me? I could only find one, one romance story in the whole Archives! And it was some improbable tale about an elfin king and human queen in a distant world where elfin were uncommon.”

“And how long did that one last you?” Noelle asked.

“I finished it in a night.” Alyss had never gone more than a week without some new book of love triumphing over all.

“I wish that life could be as clear-cut as one of your novels, Alyss,” Eira mused softly. But nothing was simple, and it only became more complex by the hour.

“Don’t we all?” Noelle sighed then added with a small laugh, “If only you could write our endings.”

Alyss chuckled as she nodded in Noelle’s direction.

“If you could story our lives, then, we could know who the good men are before daring to involve ourselves with them.” Eira gave her friend a knowing and weary smile. Noelle returned it in kind.

“Not knowing is part of the adventure—part of the romance itself. Love is something blossoming where there was nothing. The excitement of not knowing the ending and daring to turn the page,” Alyss said.

“That unknown and excitement can be for someone else, I’m done with romance.” Eira folded her arms.

“Don’t say that.” Alyss nudged her in time with the rocking of the carriage. “I saw how happy he made you.”

“Adam. Ferro. Cullen.” Eira counted the names on her fingers. “Tricked me in a cruel way. Tried to kill me. Turned out to be disgustingly spineless. I don’t have the best track record with men. I should probably stop while I’m ahead…and I’m already behind.”

“You’re being too hard on yourself.” Alyss frowned slightly.

“I think I’m being the right amount of hard on myself.” Eira shook her head. “I’m done rushing into love…I’m focusing on the tournament and keeping us alive.” And killing Ulvarth.

Alyss looked to Noelle. The latter just shrugged and hooked a finger lightly on the curtains to lift them slightly and glance out. Alyss sighed and focused back on Eira when it was clear she had no support.

“Focusing on yourself isn’t a bad thing,” Alyss said softly. “Neither is trying to be more careful in the future, or learning from your previous slights. But you know what else isn’t bad?”

“All right, I’ll bite; what?”

“Loving. Opening your heart. Allowing yourself to be vulnerable,” Alyss said thoughtfully. Even Noelle was focusing on her now. “Allowing yourself to be in a place where you can love is worth celebrating. Where you can give your heart to someone. A place that is ready to accept another wholly, and to be vulnerable with them. That is one of the most powerful things we can do. Even if it hasn’t gone right yet for you, I know it will someday.”

“I still think I’m done with it for a bit,” Eira insisted.

“You need to recover, that’s fair,” Alyss relented. “But don’t say you’re done completely. You don’t need a man, or a woman, or anyone. However, from what I’ve seen, you like the companionship of others. I think you’ve spent so much time in your life feeling on the outs, wanting, desperately, to be loved…that it felt too good when you had that companionship for you to give it up forever.”

Eira considered it a moment and shrugged slightly, taking her friend’s hand. Examining herself too closely stung. And it sounded even worse to think she was a sad girl, ready to run to anyone who would accept her. How, even after all this time, all she wanted was to know she was loved. “You always have a unique perspective; I appreciate it.”

“I hope you really mean that.” Alyss met her eyes. “Because I’m serious.”

“I know you are.”

“Good.” Alyss squeezed her fingers.

“You’re very astute, you know that?”

“See, something good has come from all my love stories.” Alyss smiled.

The conversation lulled to silence as the carriage continued plodding along.

Even though Eira had, admittedly, been trying to brush off the good intentions of her friend, the words lingered with her. They chafed against what her common sense said. Part of her chastised herself for being so foolish. For making the same mistakes again and again. A different corner of her couldn’t help but wonder if that was part of life, or love.

How many errors did most people make before they knew what was right for them? How much grace would others allow her, or should she allow herself?

Eira bit back a sigh and kept her wonderings and fears to herself. She didn’t want her friends to see this turmoil. Even if she was opening up to them, they still needed her to be strong. Plus, there wasn’t anything more they could do for her. She savored the silence and lingered in her thoughts as the colors and lights behind the drawn curtains shifted as they carried on through the cities. Even if being vulnerable was a good trait overall, she had it in excess. And excess of anything was bad.

Despite herself, she returned to Alyss’s assessment of her. She was probably right about Eira enjoying the affections of someone else. Of course Alyss was; she knew Eira better than anyone. But that desperation had worked against Eira.

She’d be more careful the next time she opened her heart. She had to move carefully—with purpose and thought—to thwart Ulvarth. The same was needed in matters of love. If she was going to love again, she would do so on her terms. When, hopefully, the emotions on her inside matched the calm aura she tried to project outside.

When the sunlight burned through their curtains more often than shadow, Alyss took a chance at sneaking a peek for all of them. Sure enough, the buildings of Risen that had cut up the sun were gone. Confident they were clear of the city, Noelle and Alyss threw open the curtains.

Waves of gold split by hedgerows made a quilt of farmland that ebbed and flowed against the horizon. Sheep grazed on distant verdant hills, as though the white, puffy clouds that wandered the skies had dripped onto the tall grasses. It was beautiful.

It was torture.

Eira’s heart hammered so hard her ribs rattled. She had to curl her toes to keep herself grounded in her seat. To keep herself from retching. Emotions hit a crescendo and she lunged for the door window, slamming it down and sticking her head completely out of it to gather a lungful of the smell of wheat, the sound of shepherds whistling to their dogs, and the warmth of the sun. Real. It was all real.

“Are you all right?” Alyss asked as Eira sat back down.

“I’ll be fine.”

“What was that?” Noelle asked.

The worried stares of her friends, the glances, were already flirting with unbearable. But Eira stomached them because it meant they cared. She needed them on her side to stay strong, and sane.

“This scenery looks just like the illusion the Pillars put outside my window when they had me hostage,” Eira admitted. “For a second, it felt like I was back there, like I hadn’t really escaped.”

“You’re safe now,” Alyss reassured her. “They don’t have you.”

“They don’t,” Eira agreed. “But I’m not safe. None of us are. Before we get to the village there’s something else I need to tell you.”

“There’s always something more with you, isn’t there?” Noelle sighed and pulled some pins from her hair, allowing the braids to fall around her shoulders so she could sit more comfortably.

“Unfortunately.”

“Just once I want you to say that everything is handled and you’re at peace.”

“You wouldn’t like me if I was that boring.” She hoped. Eira braved a grin. Luckily Noelle returned it. “This morning, I was summoned to the Archives by Vi and Taavin…” Eira quickly caught them up on her brief meeting with the crown princess and Voice of Yargen, what they had offered her for the tournament and the brief glimpse it gave her into knowing that advantages would somehow be a part of it all. But she kept her focus equally on how quickly Vi and Taavin had dismissed the notion of Ulvarth being alive. Then she spent ample time explaining the dagger she’d found and what it’d said. “…so we’re on our own and Ulvarth is coming for us.”

“He’s coming for you, at least.”

“Rude.” Alyss rolled her eyes at Noelle.

“He’s been setting up his return for decades, and the pieces are falling into place,” Eira insisted. “You saw the people having doubts about the flame—about their government. He’s trying to scare the populace into following him by creating problems that only he can fix. Problems beyond economics or politics, of a divine sort. He’s going to make them believe that he is a divine balm to their earthly pains.”

“Don’t be quick to judge the common people of Meru just because some in Risen have focused their ire on you.”

Eira took Noelle’s warning to be sensible and not dismissive. “I’m not. I really believe it’s a sign of a deeper problem—the Pillars have been outmaneuvering Lumeria’s government and the knights and spies that have grown complacent. Times are changing and change breeds fear and uncertainty. People are primed to be more open to hear his message. I don’t know what display Ulvarth wants to put on next, but the games are going to be the time for him to do it. The focus will be there. He’ll either want to make it his own show…or target Risen while it’s undefended.”

“Do you honestly think the three of us have any chance against them?” Alyss asked.

“Four, if we’re still counting Cullen,” Noelle clarified.

“I am still counting him.” Eira didn’t see a choice. Regardless of her history with him, Cullen was one of them and he was strong with his magic. They needed all the help they could get to keep themselves—and hopefully everyone else—safe. “And I do think we have a chance, Alyss. But even if we don’t…we must try. What other option is there? Lie down and die?”

“Well, when you put it like that.” Alyss sighed and rested her temple on Eira’s shoulder. “You know this was supposed to be a once-in-a-lifetime trip to Meru, right? The good kind?”

“I do. Sorry it all went sideways.” Eira looked back out the window, watching the countryside unfurl in a seemingly endless panorama.

Until, all at once, it ended.
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Seemingly out of nowhere they arrived at a small town that butted up unnaturally against the countryside. There was the smell of fresh thatching in the air tangling with the powerful scent of lead paint. The mortar on most of the buildings was free of the grayish-green patina of age.

“Did they build all this?” Alyss asked, looking out the window. “Just for the tournament?”

“It would make sense for them to.” Noelle peered out the window as well but Eira remained with her back against the seat. After their departure from Risen she didn’t want to risk anything happening should someone see her. The streets were busy here, too. People had come to see the arrival of the competitors. “There are five nations converging on this place, spectators, competitors, assistants…it’s a lot of people.”

“There was a town here before. Warich.” Eira did her best to recall the maps and books on Meru she’d pored over during her time in the Tower of Sorcerers. Back when seeing Meru with her own eyes was a far-fetched dream. “The river that flowed in from the crescent bay of Meru through Risen almost cut the continent clean in half. Before, it ended right at this town. However, under Lumeria’s rule, the elfin extended it in recent years to Ofok far to the west—which had already been a port city, but now no longer requires land transport to Warich to get goods on the river and finish the journey to Risen. It’s been a big boon for Meru’s expanding trade. And the trade talks were no doubt another motivator.” Now that Eira thought about it, the expansions and timing lined up.

“Your encyclopedic knowledge of Meru can really be an alarming thing.” Noelle seemed more impressed than anything else.

Eira took a bit of pride in her memory and continued, “This town is more or less at the halfway point. Even though the river continues, it’s a good place to stop off and restock.”

“Almost like our Crossroads?” Alyss asked.

“This is a far cry from the Crossroads, even built up as it’s been,” Noelle observed.

“Noelle is right. This would be more like the fishing towns at the Finshar Delta or Damacium in the East.”

“Knowledge on Meru is expected…but when did you learn so much about Eastern geography?” Alyss nudged her suggestively. Eira pursed her lips. Alyss deflated quickly. “Sorry.”

“It wasn’t because of Cullen. Those are trade routes for Oparium captains, the ones I grew up speaking to and working odd jobs for before I was old enough to go to the Tower.”

“Ah. I forgot you worked on the docks.”

“Only a little, and it feels like a lifetime ago now.” Eira smiled faintly at the memory of those younger years, the tales of sailors from the freedom of the open seas. How simple things had been then…

They made their way through the bustling town. People crowded the streets, taking note of the arriving carriages. Fortunately, there were no further incidents. Eventually the carriage slowed, crawling past two massive doorways. On each side was one half of a shield with five crowns carved upon it.

“That’s the symbol for the games,” Alyss said.

“How do you know that?” Noelle asked.

“I saw it on one of the documents Levit had this morning.”

“It’s also kind of obvious. Five crowns all together. The Tournament of Five Kingdoms.” Eira grinned at Noelle, who rolled her eyes.

The carriage finally came to a stop and the door swung open. Blinking into the sun, Eira descended to the hard-packed earth of a large, pentagon-shaped, walled-in area. Behind them was the end of the line of carriages—two more coming in. Her gaze swept along the center road that they were all lined up upon. Ahead, other competitors spilled out of their transports, equally eager to stretch their legs. She raised a hand to her forehead, squinting up at the sun burning behind a massive silhouette that dominated the far end.

The coliseum was aptly named because it was colossal. The elfin hadn’t lied or exaggerated in the slightest during their trainings in the dusty arena back at the city. The coliseum was like a regular arena—oval in shape, with stands rising up from what Eira presumed to be a hollow center, even though she couldn’t see it—but the similarities ended there.

Twenty-five towering flagpoles rose from its upper ring, proudly flying the colors of each of the kingdoms in multiples of five. Archways lined walkways that spun around the outer ring. Its façade was covered in white marble, edged with gold, that glistened so brightly even in the setting sun that it made the structure hard to look at for any length of time.

Alyss let out a low whistle. “Now that, right there, is a thing of storybooks.”

Noelle seemed to be stunned to silence.

“It is impressive,” Eira agreed with ease.

“This way, if you please.” A man wearing a white tabard emblazoned with the same crest as the doors ushered them toward one of the six wooden buildings. He spoke hastily. “Every nation has its own building in the champions’ square. No nation is permitted to enter another’s building without permission. The building on the right to the far end is the communal hall—there you can take your meals and some of the individual merits will be administered there.”

“Individual merits?” Noelle asked.

“The logistics of the tournament will all become clearer when the games begin soon. There is also a training area in the front, behind the gate, where you first entered—though competitors are encouraged to make this space their own and use it how best suits them. You should be equipped with everything you need for the duration of the games here in the champions’ square. If there is an emergency, you may signal for an attendant.” He motioned to his tabard. Others wearing identical garb were ferrying their trunks from the carriage to the modest house they had come to a stop before. Over the front door was the Solaris sun emblazoned in gold on a white medallion. “Otherwise, please enjoy your first night, and the best of luck in the tournament.” Before he left, he stopped himself with a chuckle and a shake of his head. “Silly me, there’s one more important thing I almost forgot to mention. You’re not permitted to leave these grounds for the duration of the tournament.”

“Pardon?” A cool hand slid its way up Eira’s spine, wrapping around the back of her throat. She could almost hear Ferro whispering in her ear, You’re trapped again, pet.

“What do you mean we can’t leave?” Noelle asked.

“No one will go in or out of the champions’ square for the duration of the tournament, save for attendants handpicked by Lumeria herself to make sure everything runs smoothly and competitors are looked after.” He smiled proudly. “Though none of us will offer any additional help or benefits. All this is to ensure the playing field remains level and no competitor has an advantage that’s not a part of the tournament.”

An advantage like Vi and Taavin had tried to give Eira. Perhaps she shouldn’t have been so hasty to refuse. She wondered if they were trying to warn her that she would be trapped. If she had known, she would’ve packed more thoughtfully. She would’ve spent the few hours she’d had left of freedom readying herself.

“Strict. No wonder Levit said he couldn’t stay with us any longer.” Alyss glanced between them.

“We’ll be fine,” Eira said firmly. “We can look after ourselves.” It’s what they’d been doing all along.

“Of course you’ll be fine.” The attendant couldn’t seem to fathom why they wouldn’t be. His forced disregard of the events of the past day couldn’t be more obvious. “There are Lumeria’s guards and staff here to make sure all your basic needs are met. There will be no issues. Now, if there are no other questions?” They shook their heads. “I’ll be off then. Please begin to ready yourselves, for the opening ceremonies will begin within two hours. Good luck.” With a bow, the attendant was gone.

“We’re stuck here.” Noelle seemed as thrilled as Eira was.

“We’re focusing on the tournament anyway. We’ll hardly notice, I’m sure.” Alyss spoke for herself. Eira was still focused on Ulvarth foremost. “Let’s go inside and see what our new quarters look like.”

They opened the door and Noelle promptly blurted, “Is this some kind of poorly made jest?”

“We haven’t seen all of it yet,” Alyss said optimistically, leading the charge into the very modest accommodations.

The foyer was more of a hallway than its own room, stretching back to a sparsely furnished common area. There was a table and two benches behind a simple sofa positioned before a hearth. A single lantern placed in the center of the table. Upstairs was a loft with two bunks.

Eira probed the building with her magic, here and there, as they explored. There wasn’t much in the way of echoes. The banister held a few faint words, all related to the construction of the building. The lamp had two ladies discussing the dropping of a tax on imported silks with the treaty. Some of the things she probed had nothing at all, and what was there wasn’t interesting. The place was quieter than anywhere she’d ever been. It felt new, even to her magic.

“At least they gave us linens.” Noelle picked at the blanket on her bed. “Thin, scratchy, linens.”

“But warm!” Alyss offered optimistically. “The blanket is quality wool.”

“Thin,” Noelle repeated, narrowing her eyes. “I thought they wanted us at our best for the tournament. This looks like they’re trying to make us suffer—to catch us at our weakest.” She crossed to the window, peering out. “I doubt Meru’s competitors are living in such squalor.”

“All the buildings looked identical,” Alyss mused. “The attendant mentioned something about merits and privileges.”

“My existence is merit enough to have more privilege than this.” Noelle motioned in exaggerated disgust. Alyss let out a chuckle and Noelle cracked a smile as well. Eira tried to mirror the expression, but found she couldn’t. Her mind was elsewhere.

Eira’s focus kept returning to the all-too-familiar trunk positioned at the foot of the right bunk—next to hers. Carefully monogrammed onto its front were the letters C.D., framed by two feathered wings atop fanned wheat. Cullen’s signet.

“Where do you think Cullen is?” she asked softly. The air in the room was instantly heavier.

“His father no doubt is keeping him.” Noelle rolled her eyes.

“Maybe he’s downstairs and we just didn’t hear him come in.” Alyss’s tone betrayed how she didn’t quite believe her own words.

“I’ll go check.” Eira turned. “If not, I’ll wait for him. I want to have a word with him before this all begins.”

“Wait.” Alyss stopped her. “Do you want us to be there when you speak with him?”

Eira genuinely considered it. Their help and support were like a warm blanket. After their talk in the carriage, Eira knew that they were still on her side, no matter what. But she ultimately shook her head. “I think it’s likely best if I talk to him one-on-one. I don’t want him to feel like we’re coming for him as a group.”

“Maybe that’s exactly what we should do. Alyss can take his arms and you hold down his legs. Less chance of me burning whatever little bit of manhood he has when I immolate all his smallclothes if he’s not squirming around like the worm he’s been.”

The thought brought out a bitter laugh from Eira. “Remind me never to piss you off?”

“I wouldn’t advise it.” Noelle smirked.

“You’re sure you’ll be all right?” Alyss remained serious.

“If I’m not, you’ll be the first to hear about it,” Eira promised. “But yes, I’ll be fine. I had time in the carriage to sort through my thoughts; I can’t avoid him forever, especially in such close confines.” Eira motioned to the room. There was little place for the imagination to hide in the open space. “Plus, we need him for the tournament and to fight Ulvarth.”

“Don’t worry about this,” Noelle said, gesturing around. “I have some ideas.”

“Ideas for what?” Alyss asked.

“You’ll find out after the opening ceremonies because I’m going to need your help. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves now. We need to finish getting ready. Looks this good take time.”

“Please don’t break into his chest and burn all his smallclothes without me,” Eira said, starting down the stairs.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Noelle called back.

“Shout if you need us!” Alyss chimed.

Every step was harder to take than the last. But somehow she made it down the stairs far too quickly. She needed more time to sit with everything. Even if she knew, logically, what had to be done, her heart was playing catchup. How was she supposed to just smile and make nice with only a few hours to come to terms with it all? Act like nothing had happened? Act like her heart wasn’t a bloody mess still, half-beating, wounded, torn apart into pieces that each ached worse than the last? Act like some of those pieces didn’t still love him…as if to spite her.

It didn’t matter what she felt. They had a job to do and Cullen was part of it. Just because she couldn’t trust him with her heart didn’t mean she couldn’t trust him with her life. As it turned out, the latter was far harder to break.

He wasn’t in the common room and Eira paced while she waited. She rounded the sofa positioned before a humble stone hearth and then around a table and two benches, carving a figure-eight into the floor with her feet. As she walked, she practiced her words.

“Cullen, what you did was unforgivable—no, no.” She swallowed thickly and tried to start again. “What you did hurt me more than any man I have ever known. It was worse than Adam. Not as bad as Ferro, obviously, but—I’m losing the point.” Eira stopped and pinched the bridge of her nose with a sigh. “Get it together, Eira; he’s going to be here any second. This doesn’t have to be hard.

“Cullen, you hurt me, and I don’t know yet if I forgive you, but I’m going to try. And in the meantime we need to work together. So let’s put the rest aside and ignore it, for now, and be civil… That works, right?” she asked herself. It was simple and clear. But the idea of saying it to his face made her insides liquefy and threaten to come up her throat.

Her hands trembled slightly as she dropped them to her sides. She had gone up against Pillars. She had killed Ferro in front of the nobility of five different nations. And yet…this terrified her to her core. This hurt worse than any wound, because she didn’t yet know how she would heal it.

Shaking her head, she turned for the stairs to go back up. She wasn’t ready. Not yet. Maybe later.

Then again, if she waited it would only get worse. How could she march into the opening ceremonies even near him without clearing the air some? Maybe—

A heavy thud interrupted her thoughts. The front door opened without warning, revealing Cullen at the other end of the hall in all his noble glory. He was already dressed for the occasion—finery and jewels draped over him fitting of the opening ceremonies. Fitting of a lord.

His clothing had had the most modifications out of all of theirs. Eira would look like the pauper she was, compared to him. Instead of a pastel purple, his tunic was a deep violet that accented the tan hue of his skin. His black trousers underneath tucked into shiny, leather boots, skimming close to his legs and leaving very, very little to the imagination. From the high collar of his tunic to the tightly tailored arms that tucked into his bracers, to the golden pin of the Solaris sun on his breast, he looked every measure of a champion. Achingly handsome in an almost-too-perfect kind of way.

Just one look at him, and part of her wanted to ignore all that had happened. Damn the consequences. She’d run to him, throw her arms around his neck, and tell him to tell her that he still loved her. That it was all a bad dream.

Eira pushed the wild thoughts from her mind. She couldn’t look at him that way any longer. He was just a friend now—fellow competitor. Nothing more. She couldn’t and wouldn’t allow it to be anything more.

“Eira?” he said softly, almost with the sound of relief creeping into her name.

She was suddenly aware of how quiet the house was. How still the air had become. There were no sounds of Noelle and Alyss upstairs, or attendants outside, or the creaking of carriages leaving Champion Village, just the rushing of blood through her ears. The frigid stillness that defined the gap between them.

She steeled herself and wasted no time. If she backed down now, she might never find the nerve. “We need to talk.”
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He stared at her for several long seconds. His throat constricted as he swallowed hard. She could almost feel the air shift around him as he gathered his nerve. His magic pulsed just at the sound of her voice.

“All right, let’s talk.”

“Why don’t we step outside?” she suggested. The walls didn’t seem particularly thick and she decided in an instant that she didn’t want to have this conversation with Alyss and Noelle right above them.

“Lead the way.”

Eira led him down the hall, through the meager common area, and out the back door into a fenced-off area between their house and the tall, stone wall that surrounded Champion Village. She wrapped her arms around herself, fending off the chill that had arrived with his presence.

“What would you like to speak about?” Cullen said softly, pulling her back to the present. Eira wasn’t sure how long her mind had been wandering.

“I…” She had been practicing, but now that he was in front of her, Eira lost all track of what she’d wanted, needed to say. Now there was just him, and her. Alone.

Cullen dipped his chin slightly to meet her eyes, waiting expectantly. The wind highlighted the gap between them. Emphasizing just how far apart they were.

Eira sighed, trying to exhale all the rage and hurt she still felt from looking at him. All the longing and tiny tendrils of love that tried to keep digging their thorny barbs into her. “Listen, what happened between us—”

“I’m going to talk to my father,” he interjected hastily. They’d gone from total silence to trying to speak over each other.

“What?” Eira was so caught off guard that she couldn’t string together a coherent question.

“I’ve already started crafting a plan, laying it in motion with all the necessary players. Once it all comes to pass, we’ll call off the engagement.” Not this again. Her heart couldn’t take it. But she couldn’t stop him either as he slowly approached, holding out his hands as if pleading. “And until then, it’s just you and me here. My father can’t get into Champion Village. We’re free of him and things can be like they were.” Cullen took her limp hands in his. Trying to lace his fingers with hers to no success. No matter how much she wanted to reciprocate, she couldn’t allow herself. Even if not doing so caused every inch of her to ache.

Eira forced herself to retract from him. As warm as he was, and as much as she wanted to feel the smooth pads of his fingers run across her skin once more, the fantasy was broken. His eyes weren’t bright with hope, but delusion. It didn’t matter how much passion still ignited between them with a look.

“Your father isn’t here, but she is.” Lavette. No matter how much thought she’d given to it in the carriage, how hard she’d been working in a few short hours to try and accept things as they were, Eira still couldn’t even manage to say the name of his betrothed in front of him. It was taking all the fragile control she had to keep her composure. Just the woman’s name might snap it in two. “We can’t be like we were just because your father isn’t here. It was never him, Cullen. It was you. What you did, are doing; you’re still engaged to her and nothing else matters unless that has changed.”

“And I will change it,” he insisted.

Her mouth stretched into a thin, bitter smile. “Will you?”

“I will.”

“If it’s something you can change, then why didn’t you before the ball?” she couldn’t stop herself from asking. “Why didn’t you when your father first suggested the arrangement to you?” Which she was certain was some time ago.

“There hasn’t been time.” He glanced askance.

“Ah, only time enough to crawl into my bed.” Her words were direct and cold. As sharp as the pain she felt. “Was I just a comfort to you? Something to smooth over the wait before your wedding night?”

He grabbed her shoulders without warning. She braced herself, holding his biceps. Their faces close, almost touching. He wanted to kiss her. She could see it in his eyes as keenly as she could feel her body wanting to respond. Even here…even now. She hated how much she still wanted him. Love didn’t happen overnight and it seemed it couldn’t be quelched overnight, either.

“You weren’t ever ‘just’ anything. You were becoming everything. I came to you that night to show you how serious I was—so you would know, no matter what happened, that I loved you. I knew you would find out and, when you did, I wanted you to know you had nothing to worry about.”

He said it all with such sincerity that Eira believed every word. He genuinely had thought that the way he had acted had been the right course. She shook her head with a soft chuckle.

“How are you so smart but make such, such foolish choices?” Eira pushed him away. “You knew I would find out, and you slept with me because of that?” She tried to make sense of it.

“Yes! I wanted you to know I was sworn to you.”

She rolled her eyes. “Spare me.”

“Eira, I mean it.” His tone stilled her. It was wounded and sincere. Cullen gripped his shirt over his chest as though he physically ached. As if they shared one pain split between two bodies. “I thought you knew me… I would never, never do that if I wasn’t swearing myself to someone. I’d never be that cruel, or heartless to anyone, but especially not you…never you. All I wanted was a night together where I could show you beyond all doubt that I loved you.”

Eira opened and closed her mouth, trying to make sense of his logic. Perhaps if she squinted and tilted her head and looked through a hazy mirror she could almost see his point of view. But, even then, it couldn’t be more wrong.

“I’ve spent the entire day feeling used.”

“I only ever wanted to make you happy.”

“Does this look like happiness?” She gestured at herself, as if he could see the gaping wound split down the middle of her chest.

“No.” His face twisted slightly. “And it is an agony worse than any I have ever known to see you like this, knowing I’m the cause.”

“Don’t make this about your pain!” She thrust out her pointer finger, jabbing him in the chest, collapsing the space between them once more. Push and pull. They needed to be apart and yet kept coming back together. “You are the one who hurt me.”

His hands framed her face. She found herself unable to pull away, trapped by his shining, unyielding stare and the warmth of his ragged breaths, moments away from tears. “I know, and I’m so sorry.”

Three words and she almost broke. Three words that she needed to hear, so plainly. So earnestly.

But…

“Thank you for finally saying so,” she whispered, her hand falling limp at her side. “But it’s not enough.”

“I still love you.” His voice lowered as well. Half-lidded. The tip of his nose almost brushed against hers, as if challenging her to damn the consequences.

“I know. But you can’t. We can’t.” Eira shook her head. It was her turn to look away, her turn to not be able to handle his probing stare. “This all happened so fast, Cullen. We rushed right in and—”

“It happened fast because it was right.”

“Not right enough for you to stand up to your father for us,” she reminded herself, and him.

“That’s not how things are done in families like mine.” His voice deepened slightly with frustration.

Families like his. Noble families. Families who had their appearances put together with children who didn’t murder or get murdered. Not like her family.

“Our emperor married a commoner.” She brought her eyes back to his as hope tried to make its comeback. Eira’s voice had gone soft as well. “If he could do it—”

“Aldrik was a prince. At the end of the day, princes can do as they please. They hold the gold, the loyalty of the people…and Vhalla was a war hero and first Windwalker returned.”

“And I am nothing,” Eira whispered, barely giving sound to what was left unsaid.

“Eira, no—that’s—”

She took a small step back, freeing her face from his hands. The stares of the nobles from the night prior were back upon her. Murderer. The animosity from the crowd of the morning whispered through her ears. Evil. As far as Cullen’s world was concerned, she was probably worse than nothing.

His hands continued to hover in the air. They landed back on her face, smoothing over her cheeks, trailing down her neck. He touched her as if it were the last thing he’d ever do. She barely had enough strength to stop herself from leaning into his hands, much less to push herself away. “All these barriers and difficulties are just how things are for me, Eira. I’m not like you; I can’t take the direct path. I have to plan and maneuver to get anything I want. I wish you could understand that.”

“I might not be able to understand. Because I am not noble like you—because I spent too much of my life living for other people and I won’t abide it any longer.” Eira shook her head. “But it doesn’t matter anymore, it is what it is.”

“But—”

Eira closed the gap between them and silenced him with a palm on his chest. How good he felt underneath her hand. How much she wanted to believe him that he had a plan, had the strength to stand up to his father. But Cullen being hers was no more a possibility than the wall that surrounded the Champion Village was going to keep out the Pillars, or the nobles were going to be able to keep her safe. There were some things that had to be accepted, no matter how much she might wish they were different.

“Stop now, please, for both our sakes. I know—Mother above, I know—how tempting it is to give in. But drawing this out is unnecessary and will only make it worse.” Eira patted his chest twice and then her hand dropped to her side. “So I’m going to try, with all my might, to fall out of love with you.”

Her words slowly dawned on him. His eyes widened a fraction. His lips parted, as if he wanted to say something, but no words came. Eira’s heart beat faster as she waited. Part of her desperately, desperately wanted him to tell her not to. To fight her. She wanted him to tell her he loved her and mean it with all his might. That, together, they could be enough to defy fate and logic and reason. That he would fight for her—make the world stop for her, if that’s what it took for them to be together even if it were only for one more night.

But none of that would help them. None of that was for the best. And they both knew it. Ultimately Cullen closed his mouth. His brows turned up slightly in the middle. His eyes held all the sadness in the world as he accepted her words for what they were.

In the end, she’d been right. Whatever he felt for her wasn’t enough to make him fight for her.

“We have to work together, still,” Eira continued when she knew her voice would be stable. When her disappointment that he hadn’t said anything wouldn’t bleed into her words and betray her. She didn’t really want him to put up a fight because this was for the best. She knew it was.

So why did everything hurt? She needed more time to come to terms with this. But the tournament was beginning today, whether she was ready for it or not, so Eira was on a crash course to trying to be a better person. Stronger.

“I know,” he said softly, eyes dropping to her lips. It took every fiber of her being not to lean toward him. To kiss him just so she could remember how he tasted one last time. “I just—it’s just—I want…” She allowed him to fumble and for the words to hang. Eira waited for Cullen to exhaust himself on hope until only practicality remained—just as she had done. “Is this really what you want?”

“It doesn’t matter what we want, not anymore.” Eira shook her head. “We have to work, and live, and fight for people other than ourselves.” He had to focus on Lavette, and his father. She had to focus on Ulvarth. And they both needed to work on finding themselves. “So, friends?”

He dipped his chin. “Friends.” One word had never been so dejected, so helpless.

“Good.” Eira forced a smile. It was slight and nowhere close to sincere. She was certain he could see right through it. But it was the best she could offer him and Eira hoped it was somewhere close to optimistic. “Now, I need to begin getting ready for the tournament.”

She moved around him, starting for the door. With every step, her bones rattled. Eira brought her hands in front of her, squeezing and releasing her fingers so he didn’t see them trembling.

Ending all hope of anything between them had been the right decision. There was no future with Cullen; there never had been. At least it had ended quickly.

“One more thing.”

She stopped in her tracks. Fingers still trembling despite herself, she looked back to him. Cullen hadn’t moved. Eira was grateful. She didn’t know if she could continue to be strong if he tried to pull her into his arms. She was so close to giving in. It would be dangerously easy to allow herself to be comforted by him. She wouldn’t have the strength to resist him any longer if he touched her again.

“Do you think you’ll ever forgive me?”

As soon as he asked, she looked away. The words were like a searing needle piercing the raw wound that still gaped down the center of her chest.

“Even if you believe that we are not meant to be as lovers. As friends. Can you forgive me?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted to herself and him.

Pain flashed through his eyes. But Eira gave Cullen credit that he didn’t object or fight. He let her speak.

“I want to tell you yes,” she admitted. “But I can’t, Cullen. Not yet.” Speaking her rationale aloud would hopefully prevent him from trying to fight her further on it. But she also hoped that it would underscore for her why this choice needed to be made. “You were too careless with my heart for me to just sweep this away in a day or give in to the easy path.”

Cullen deflated some. “I…I see that now.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I never meant to hurt you.”

“What you meant to do isn’t really relevant anymore. You did hurt me. Deeply.”

“I’m sorry.”

She sighed. “Me too. And, if I’m being honest, I was careless with my own heart. I have to share in the blame where it falls to me. So while I’m being honest, I’ll also say, I know that telling you yes, I will forgive you, would make all this easier to move past. It would be easier to play pretend, then. But it would be dishonest, and dishonesty was what got us in this position in the first place.”

He bit his lip, eyes shining. The tiny pieces of her heart could still be broken, it seemed. She still loved him more than what she wanted. More than what she could ever admit to him or herself from now on. But it changed nothing. He was still promised to another. He was headed for fancy, rumor-worthy weddings and political life, taking center stage, honoring his noble family. And she…

Eira didn’t know where she was headed yet. But it wasn’t there. She was too steeped in shadow for that. Part of her doubted if she would ever be able to go back to Solaris at all. Her family was fractured. Her name? Tainted. What honestly remained for her in the land she’d grown up in?

“Is there something more I can do?”

“Give me some time, and space when I need it,” Eira said firmly, but not harshly. He needed to know that if he pushed her, it was likely to have the reverse effect from what he wanted.

“I understand.” Hopefully he did.

Eira opened the door. She halted when she realized he hadn’t moved. Cullen stood still, half turned from her, looking up.

“Are you coming?” she asked.

“I’m already dressed for the opening ceremonies. I think I’ll stay out here for a bit longer.” He didn’t look at her as he spoke and instead stared up at the sky. His voice wavered slightly. His cheeks were already damp.

Leaving him felt wrong. She had to physically force herself to step away. To not take him into her arms and hold him as he cried.
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Readying herself for the tournament was easier than Eira expected. Alyss and Noelle were eager to help her since they were “mostly finished” themselves. Yet, still, somehow she was done before them. Feeling somewhat guilty for monopolizing their time, Eira excused herself and headed downstairs.

Sapphires from the southwest mountains were pinned throughout Eira’s hair like gold-encrusted dewdrops. Rubies from the mines south of Norin adorned her fingers. Every kingdom would be wearing what their major export would be in the Treaty of Five Kingdoms and it seemed that what Solaris had most to offer to the rest of the world was its shiny objects.

Each step was harder than the last knowing that she was going to face Cullen again. He sat on one of the benches in the common room, his back leaned against the table. But he was on his feet the moment he saw her.

“You look exceptional.”

“My tunic is a bit bright in comparison to yours.” Her garb was a sharp cerulean, his a deep violet. Eira made it a point to focus on their clothes and avoid commenting on how flattering his outfit was on him. Or any of the other topics that were still fresh in her mind, no doubt his as well, and were very much off-limits now.

“Everyone else’s is also. Darkening mine a bit was my father’s choice.”

“He makes a lot of choices for you, doesn’t he?” Eira blurted before she could stop herself.

Pain flashed through Cullen’s eyes but he forced laughter. “If he’s going to, it’s good he at least has some fashion sense, right?”

“Right.” She usually wouldn’t agree. But, this time, the shoe fit. Not to mention, she appreciated that he was making the effort to roll with the punches, rather than letting the awkward moment hang.

Alyss and Noelle were down shortly thereafter and the four of them emerged from their house as the unified team they needed to be, gem encrusted and into the late afternoon light. The queen’s attendants had lined up down the central road of Champion Village, shepherding the champions into their places between them. In the front of each kingdom’s house were three attendants, one holding the flag of that kingdom, two with baskets of flowers. Behind every group of champions was a band of drummers, pan pipers, and trumpeters.

As they took their spots, Eira scanned the faces of every attendant, trying to commit them to memory. She needed to do her best to keep track as much as possible of the people coming in and out of the village. Her attentiveness allowed her to spot Deneya well before the woman saw her. So, the Head Specter had decided to come out after all. Eira assumed it to mean that the Court of Shadows also assumed Ulvarth would be here—at least, she hoped it did. It didn’t take long before Deneya expectedly approached them.

“Solaris,” she said, somewhat brisk.

Her eyes traveled over every one of them. But ultimately they landed on Eira. It had only been a day since they had last seen each other, but it felt like a lifetime. Everything had changed in such a short period of time that Eira no longer felt like she really knew the woman before her.

Eira fought to resist outright asking if Deneya’s presence meant that the Court of Shadows were actively operating at the tournament. Or if Deneya was just here as part of her public persona—a knight of Queen Lumeria. It could also be Crown Princess Vi who had sent her to look after Solaris, in addition to Meru. For the first time, Eira almost pitied Deneya. She had the illusion of power as a Specter of the Court of Shadows, but she was really just a puppet for higher powers.

“I trust you have everything you need?” Deneya asked.

“Yes, our accommodations are comfortable enough,” Cullen said.

“Speak for yourself,” Noelle muttered.

Deneya must have heard the remark; Noelle wasn’t exactly good at being subtle with her opinions. But Deneya made no comments about it. Instead, her eyes drifted over to Eira once again. Her stare almost felt like dozens of tiny needles trying to wedge themselves underneath her cheeks to pry secrets from her lips. Eira closed her mouth tighter, locking her jaw.

“I trust you all will try to avoid problems.” Deneya hardly even bothered to keep up the appearance that she was addressing the group.

“I’ll do my best.” Eira gave a half-hearted shrug and barely resisted the urge to point out that a lot of the trouble she had gotten into was as a result of working for Deneya and the court. Deneya had known exactly the sort of person Eira was when she invited her to be a shadow.

“You know, I’ve only ever met one other woman who is half as good at getting into trouble as you are.” The sentiment sounded like it should be an insult—Deneya’s expression was certainly severe—but there was a genuine fondness in her voice, an almost reluctant appreciation for something that Eira had no knowledge of. Nostalgia, even.

“We’ll keep an eye on her—make sure she stays in line,” Alyss offered. Eira shot her friend a slightly annoyed look. Alyss grinned slyly.

Deneya’s focus shifted to Alyss. “You’re the only one of the group who seems to have any sense—”

“Excuse me?” Noelle tried to interrupt Deneya, who wouldn’t allow her.

“—I’ll count on you to keep the rest of them in line.”

Alyss nodded and Deneya went to move along, but something made her hesitate. Her gaze drifted back to Eira one final time. It softened slightly, almost mirroring the encouraging woman who had first trained her in the secret halls of the Solaris castle. Eira was certain she imagined it.

“If you run into any trouble—if any of you run into trouble,” Deneya added as if she hadn’t initially been speaking to Eira alone, “you can come to me personally any time. I will help you. We’re still on the same side.”

They all gave their thanks and appreciation. Even Eira, reluctantly. She didn’t want to give any reason for Deneya to be suspicious of her. But the truth was, that trust had been broken, there was no path that Eira could see to salvaging it now. No amount of remorse or apology could change how Eira felt about Deneya, the Court of Shadows, and the royals that governed them. There was no way she would go to them unless she absolutely had to—unless the fate of the kingdoms hung in the balance.

“Eira,” Cullen whispered from her right.

Eira had missed when he had worked his way so close to her while Noelle and Alyss were engaged in some kind of playful debate. She could tell from Cullen’s expression that he saw right through her. For a brief second, in her mind, they were back in the narrow passageway that led to the Court of Shadows. She was opening up to him. He knew all of her insecurities and would reassure her. Then…he was going to push her against the wall and—Eira put a prompt stop to the fantasy.

“You didn’t seem like you were expecting to see her… Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” she murmured in reply, looking ahead.

“You don’t seem like you’re on good terms with Deneya anymore.”

“Things are tense.” It was still so easy to talk to him. Too easy. The temptation of having someone to lean on would be ever-present with him around. “But it’ll be all right. I gathered from our brief exchange right now that we have a professional truce.” For now. At least until one of them got in the way of the other. “At least we share a common enemy still. And that makes us friends.”

“Eira, please be careful.” He shifted to face her a bit more. His knuckles brushed hers and Eira tensed.

Her eyes drifted back behind them, where the Qwint competitors had already lined up. A woman with emerald eyes and corkscrew auburn hair laughed lightly, flashing a brilliant smile to one of her companions. The sunlight seemed to favor her, picking up strands of gold and black running throughout her curls. Everything about her had life and movement and seemed to radiate joy.

She would be well suited for Cullen, Eira tried to insist to herself.

“You shouldn’t stand so close to me,” she said softly. “Your bride might see.”

“Eira…” He never got to finish that sentiment.

With a blast of horns and a thrumming of drums so loud the earth rattled, the great doors before them that led into the arena were slowly cranked open. They groaned as chains with links the size of people pulled them inward. All her focus was forward, to the sunlight that blinded them to what lay beyond the end of a dark tunnel.

The front flag bearer for Meru’s contingent started forward to a lively tune struck up by the band behind them. Even well before any eyes were laid upon them, the flower bearers tossed petals into the air. The procession began to march forward.

Eira stood a little taller, squaring her shoulders. She inhaled deeply and set her jaw. Ice coated her fingers; her flesh steamed as her magic hit the hot, afternoon air.

“Are we going in showing off a bit?” Noelle asked eagerly. Sparks popped over her head, tongues of flame dancing in her hair. “Giving them all a tease of what they’re in for?”

“That’s one way to look at it. I’m going in ready for battle,” Eira said in reply.

“Battle?” Cullen echoed.

Eira forced a smile, as if she were being coy, as if it were all a metaphor and life and death didn’t actually hang in the balance. “Of course. We are here for the glory of Solaris. I want victory or nothing.”
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The tunnel through the coliseum was longer than she expected. Halfway between the Champion Village and the opening to the arena was a four-way intersection. Another tunnel circled the arena within the thick walls of the structure, far underneath spectator stands. In the absence of natural light, torches lined the walls and gave just enough light to cut through the gloom of the interior of the coliseum. There were a few doors along this second, interior hallway, but nothing else notable. It was impossible to make out what else lay beyond the curve of the pathways.

The music from the bands echoed off the ceiling, creating a pulsing, thrumming beat that she felt between her ribs. It was impossible to speak, especially when they began to approach the archway at the far end and the sounds of the bands that played beyond mixed with the booming music. Like a wave crashing upon them, it all reached a crescendo as the roar of the crowd could be heard for the first time.

Eira inhaled the smell of dust and fresh paint sharply, as though the sound had actually thickened the air, making it harder to breathe. The sunlight struck her face, stinging her cheeks. She emerged into the heart of the coliseum, blinking, dazed by the sudden assault on her senses.

Flower petals rained from above. They were thrown from the risers that stretched the crowd up at least a hundred rows tall. Tiny flags bearing the colors of every nation shimmered like the scales of fish swimming through the sea of people. The symbols and colors were mirrored on the pennons that lined the top of the coliseum.

Ahead of them to the north, directly opposite the entry for the competitors, was a platform. It split the rows of spectators from the upper edge of the dusty arena they marched through up to the very top of the coliseum. Eira couldn’t make out the faces of those seated from her distance at the far side. But she knew thrones when she saw them.

Overhead the royalty were five large tubes, each filled a quarter way with a different colored sand. At the top of each tube was a flag corresponding with a nation. Gold sand was for the Solaris Empire, gray for the Queendom of Meru, green for the Republic of Qwint, red for the Kingdom of Draconi, and blue for the Twilight Kingdom.

They marched around the perimeter of the arena. Men and women, dressed in finery, sat in the lower rungs, just above them. These were no doubt the most sought-after seats—close enough to see the blood, sweat, and every spark of magic. Some tossed flowers and coins to favored competitors. Eira wondered if Solaris actually received fewer tokens of favor, or if that was all her imagination.

What wasn’t her imagination was the few elfin who sneered at her. They stuck out more than those cheering. A trickle of sweat ran down the back of her neck. Even though the games hadn’t begun, she was already on alert. An attack could come from anywhere, at any time, and she had to be ready. Ulvarth had already made a show at the ball last night…it wasn’t far-fetched to think he would strike now when all eyes were on them.

From the corner of her eye, she could see Cullen, smiling and waving. He had both hands high in the air, beaming from ear to ear. The world felt like it slowed. Even the music held its breath. Horns gave way to strings, soaring as high as the birds far above them. She saw every wave of his hair as it glistened in the sunlight in painstaking detail. The jewels and gold that adorned him sparkled, and he shone with strength and power and wonder. And then, amid the chaos of it all, he turned to her.

His smile only grew. His cheeks were flushed as if she had been recently kissing him. Every muscle and bone in her was pulled in opposing directions, to the point of sweet pain.

“Can you believe we’re here?” he asked. She didn’t hear him as much as she read his lips. Eira could only shake her head. Words failed her. “It’s magnificent.” His hand dropped, slipping into hers, giving her fingers a single squeeze before releasing. You’re magnificent, the movement seemed to say.

He turned back to the crowd and, just like that, before she had a chance to say or do anything, the moment was gone. The noise and eyes of all those assembled were back upon her. Eira worked to get her guard up once more.

She couldn’t let Cullen disarm her that easily. Not when it was more important than ever to stay alert. Eira quickly tore her eyes from him and focused on the royals, on scanning the coliseum for any Pillars she recognized, Alyss and Noelle behind them, anything but him.

They rounded the arena and the parade turned sharply left to march down the very center. The procession came to a stop to thunderous applause and a climax of music and tambourines. As everything reached its peak, explosions rang out.

It sounded like cannon fire and Eira flinched, looking for an attack. There was a chorus of sharp gasps, oohs and aahs as the sky overhead was transformed into a rainbow of sparkling color. Dozens of explosions continued to thunder, rattling the foundations of the coliseum, sending the sparking balls higher and higher. Lightspinning danced between the explosions, connecting them. Lacy beasts, spun from light, jumped from magic disk to disk, soundlessly roaring before disappearing in the next burst.

“It’s like the constellations come to life,” Cullen said in awe at her side. “How can they do that?”

“Lightspinners can make illusions, not unlike Waterrunners.” The initial panic at the sound abating, Eira allowed herself to enjoy the spectacle a moment. Levit was right: she had come so far and fought so hard to be here. Perhaps one of the greatest acts of defiance against Ulvarth—short of actually finding and killing him—would be to enjoy herself. He had tried to smother her in an endless void once and failed. She wouldn’t let him succeed again.

The music reached its end, the final note fading alongside the remnants of the shimmering display. Lumeria stood along with four others. Eira recognized the sun crown, glinting off Emperor Solaris’s brow, though the empress was not at his side, which was odd to Eira. The two were so rarely seen apart. Arwin stood in the place for the Twilight Kingdom; Eira knew she was a daughter of the king, but she had made it a point to stress how that didn’t mean she was any sort of princess, or in the line of succession. Which made Eira wonder if the draconi who stood was actually the king, or just another appointed representative—same for the graying and elderly man who remained seated in the box with the colors of the Republic of Qwint.

“Why aren’t all the leaders here?” Eira asked no one in particular.

“My father told me in the carriage that only about half the dignitaries had arrived,” Cullen whispered back. “Apparently there were logistical issues.”

“Logistical issues?” Eira repeated, her mind already going to the Pillars.

“Our emperor and empress traveled on separate ships to avoid the possibility of attack on both sovereigns at once and one was caught in some weather—though nothing serious. I hear there have also been some shifts in the leadership of the Republic of Qwint leading to debate on who should be here—something about a public election?” The words were strange. Eira resisted asking. She knew how he came across that information and didn’t want to pry. “Not to mention every state must ensure that they have a sufficient power structure in place so there’s someone in charge when the real leaders leave. Those structures can take time to set up and some states didn’t want to remove their leaders until absolutely necessary as a result.”

“I see…” It all made sense, and sounded benign enough. But with the Pillars still at large, there was always the risk of a more sinister explanation for absent nobility.

Taavin was among the elfin contingent. He made his way to the center staircase of the royals’ box. He had changed from the simple clothes Eira had seen him in earlier. Now he wore layers upon layers of heavy fabrics that made up gray robes, trimmed in purple and gold. They were fitting of his position as the Voice of Yargen—leader of the Faithful and head of the religion that held as much power on Meru as the queen herself. He held out his hands and turned his eyes skyward.

A hush fell over the crowd.

Half of the gathered spectators lowered their faces and raised their hands as well. Eira noticed that two of the Meru competitors did the same. Olivin wasn’t among the two, but he and one of the other male competitors lowered their heads reverently. Even though she had never been particularly religious, Eira could feel the weight of the moment.

“What’s happening?” Alyss asked her with a whisper.

“Some kind of rite of Yargen, I assume.” Eira was rummaging through her memories of things she’d read about Meru and couldn’t come up with anything specific for opening ceremonies or buildings. But there had never been a tournament like this before, either.

Taavin’s lips moved swiftly. Light spun forth from him. Circles wrapped upon circles, connected with dots and circles, and combining to form shapes that Eira didn’t recognize. She’d tried to memorize Lightspinning by the glyph’s shapes in the texts she’d read, but these were new and different. Perhaps a special magic unique to the Voice of Yargen. The magic rose up to the opening of the coliseum, high above.

He lifted his palms and the glyphs broke apart, light cascading down to them like fireflies. Eira held out her hand. The magic was absorbed into her skin and, for a brief moment, her senses felt sharper and powers stronger—what she would imagine a real blessing to feel like. Was the goddess real? Part of her had always doubted that gods and goddesses were anything more than excuses for the wicked and power-hungry to exert control. But this feeling of power…

The crowd erupted into cheers as the light faded and Taavin took his seat behind Lumeria and next to Vi. The latter leaned over, saying something to him. A smile crossed his lips. Eira could see their hands subtly slip into each other’s, shoulders touching in a quiet and simple display of intimacy and affection. One that only made her heart hurt yet again. Thankfully, the queen standing offered her another distraction.

“Our loyal subjects,” Lumeria said. Her usually quiet voice was magically enhanced, and it boomed from every corner of the coliseum. “We welcome you to the first annual Tournament of Five Kingdoms!” She waited for the applause to die down before continuing, “This treaty was a mere dream a few years ago—an apt proposal that, together, we would be stronger physically, economically, and culturally than apart. The promises we will make here is the first step toward that dream. By unifying economically, with one simple trade system, our goods and cultures and peoples will flow easier between our borders and deepen our relationships. We must give credit to the originator and primary organizer of this agreement—the Crown Princess of the Solaris Empire, Vi Solaris.”

Lumeria motioned to the throne next to Emperor Solaris, where his daughter was seated. Vi released Taavin’s hand and stood, waving to the crowd. She looked confident, but not boastful. Almost demure in her modesty. The crown princess had many facets, Eira had learned. There was the young woman who chased love across the seas, the broker of treaties, the executioner she had seen weeks ago punishing her enemies by flames, and there was the leader of the Court of Shadows.

Which one was the true Vi Solaris? Eira couldn’t be sure. Though she suspected they all were. The princess was a chameleon, fitting in to whatever the situation called for, and was all the more dangerous for it.

“At the culmination of these games, we shall sign our treaty and enter into a new age of prosperity,” Lumeria continued. “But first, we shall celebrate. This tournament represents that the only conflict our nations will hold for each other, henceforth, shall be that of friendly competition. That even if we fight, it shall be in good spirits. Underneath it all will be the wish to see each other succeed. To the victors, honor, glory, rewards, and the pride of their nation.”

After the applause subsided, Lumeria motioned to Vi Solaris. It was interesting that she was being given more deference than her father, the actual Emperor of Solaris. But here on Meru, Vi was more of a known entity. Moreover, she was going to be one of them once she married the Voice of Yargen, Taavin. On this soil, and even to the other nations gathered because of this treaty she brokered, she was arguably more important and powerful than even the Solaris emperor. It struck Eira just how much power and influence the woman had amassed—enough that Ulvarth would no doubt find her as threatening as the treaty itself.

“It has been agreed upon by every nation that the tournament shall proceed as follows.” Vi spoke with the same magical enhancement as Lumeria had, her voice reaching every edge of the coliseum. It must be some kind of Lightspinning magic and Eira wondered if someone else was performing the magic for Vi, or if she was subtly, secretly, doing it for herself. How Vi had mastered both Lightspinning and Firebearing was a mystery Eira wanted to one day solve. “The games shall proceed at varying intervals over the next two weeks. There will be five games in total, one designed by each kingdom—three team games and two individual games. The winning kingdom will be decided by the team that gathers the most points at the end.”

Vi raised a hand and a torrent of flame rose behind the large glass vessels at the top of the arena behind the royals. Eira could feel the heat from all the way down on the arena’s dirt floor. It was a wonder those on the upper rungs weren’t singed.

“First place in a game will win five points, four points will go to second, three points to third, and so on. Every team game will be mandatory for all champions to participate in. Individual games will be voluntary participation from the champions.”

“Individual and team competitions.” Noelle hummed in thought. “I’d been expecting to compete as a team the entire time.”

“Me too,” Alyss whispered. Eira nodded as well.

“In addition to the points awarded to the team competitions, there will also be individual merits,” Vi continued. Every royal produced a ribbon, weighted down by a golden shield that Eira could only assume bore the signet of the tournament. “These individual merits are given to outstanding competitors who exhibit skill, bravery, cunning, teamwork, and are overall exemplars for their kingdom. These merits will be given at the sole discretion of the nobility and are limited. They can be awarded for any reason the noble finds fitting. However, the nobility cannot give these awards to their own champions.

“Winning these merits is not only a prestigious honor, but it will give the team or person they are awarded to certain privileges that will offer advantages throughout the tournament as well as highlight the riches of each of our great nations.” Vi turned toward the crowd as she continued speaking. “This tournament was designed to celebrate our shared strength. So it is only fitting that every nation has an opportunity to show off their most valuable exports to our competitors. Further, in the spirit of collaboration and friendly competition, the champions have been sequestered into their own village with merely their basic needs met. This will ensure that the only advantages given are earned through trial and triumph. Moreover, it will offer the champions an opportunity to share their magics, and spoils, with those they so choose.”

Eira scanned the merit ribbons. She wasn’t sure how many each kingdom had—just the one they were showing, or many. Perhaps there was no limit. But if she was going to get one, it would have to come from someone other than Vi or Aldrik Solaris. That might work in her favor, all things considered, given how she seemed to have a knack for upsetting the royalty of her own nation.

Lumeria stepped forward once more, giving a nod to the princess as Vi finished. The sheer fabrics that enveloped her from head to toe hung in the air behind her movements. The veil she wore over the face was almost thin enough to see through in the bright sunlight.

“These games are meant to try you, they are meant to bring out the best in you,” the queen addressed to the competitors. “They will be intense. There might be blood as the competition becomes fiercer with each passing day. But it is a challenge that will harden you, lift you up, and show your true merit worthy of glory. This arena will be the crucible by which you will be made into the champions you were destined to be. And we will all”—she outstretched her arms—“bear witness to your greatness. For you are the champions of the five kingdoms.”

The crowd erupted with cheers once more. They seemed to be even more eager than before. Eira scanned the masses, wondering just how far some of the spectators had come. For the first time, she felt like a champion. The excitement and fervor caught her in its embrace, holding her tightly. Her anxiousness tingled all over her body, causing her to shift her weight from foot to foot.

Her sense of anticipation proved accurate.

“Now let the tournament commence!” Lumeria said, lifting her hands. “The first competition begins…now.”
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Aloud, low horn rumbled underneath the cheers that followed Lumeria’s announcement. The draconi king Tortium stood and stepped forward. Eira could see his son in his sharp features and the small bumps that turned into ridges rising from his nose to the back of his head. On the king’s left cheek, trailing down his neck, was a gnarly scar, raised and discolored.

“The first competition was designed by the Kingdom of the Draconi.” His voice was softer than Eira expected. It was almost a whisper and she had to fight to make out the sounds of the words even when magnified. Perhaps the portion of the wound that was on his throat had damaged deeper than skin. “It is inspired by our culling trials that all young men and women must go through upon reaching adulthood.

“Every competitor will have a small pennon of their nation pinned to their chest. If the pennon is removed, they will be removed from play. The winner will be the final team to still have a member bearing their pennon on the field.”

As he spoke, the attendants that had marched in with them shifted from being musicians and parade officiants to game organizers. At the bottom of the baskets of flower petals were the aforementioned pennons. Within moments, every competitor had one pinned over their left breast.

“If I had known that we were going to compete right out the gate, I wouldn’t have worn my grandmother’s good rubies.” Noelle was in the process of quickly removing said rubies from her hair, neck, and fingers, and shoving them deep into her pockets. The rest of them were doing the same with their own, gifted gems.

“You don’t think we could bribe another team to remove their pennons with the gems, do you?” Alyss asked. “After all, this tournament is supposed to be about highlighting the economic exports of our kingdoms.”

Eira chuckled. “That’s a good idea, actually.”

Her friend grinned in reply.

“Maybe if this was a few days from now,” Noelle said. “But I doubt anyone will be willing to step out of the games this early. Plus, we’ve no idea what their nations have promised—or threatened—them with.”

“Threatened?” Alyss asked.

“Ducot was telling me they were promised awards on return to the Twilight Kingdom depending on how they performed—a bit unfair, if you ask me, that we were not offered the same. But he said what awaited the draconi was harsher, more of an ‘or else’ approach to the competition.”

Eira and Alyss both grimaced.

“We should focus on ourselves,” Cullen said. “The other nations have their own concerns.”

“But knowing what those concerns are could help us in besting them,” Alyss said.

“True, but, for now, Cullen is right. We should focus on the challenge before us. We can gather information after,” Eira said.

“You would take his side.” Noelle had a playful spark in her words that Eira quickly doused with a look. She hummed awkwardly, obsessing over her remaining jewels.

“At least we have some practice with this.” Cullen ignored her remark as well and adjusted his bracers. “It’s similar to our second trial, the obstacle course—don’t let your pin come off.” He flashed them a smile so dazzling that Eira was momentarily blinded.

The second trial…that was the one he had taken her to court beforehand, so she could help her brother cheat. That was the first time she had kissed Cullen. She hadn’t savored that moment nearly enough at the time, and now she wouldn’t allow herself to. They’d never been real; from that first moment on it was about playing pretend—she had to believe that.

“In addition to points,” King Tortium continued, “the winning team will receive the benefit of the finest Draconi silks, woven from the great worms that live deep in the Windstone Mountains.” The king motioned and draconi walked along the upper ring of the arena, holding out shimmering silks for competitors and spectators alike. The fabric looked so delicate that it was amazing the draconi’s claws didn’t punch holes right through them as they were weighted by lumps of feathers within.

“What?” Noelle gasped. “Silks? We cannot lose. I will not sleep on those scratchy blankets.”

“Glad you have all the motivation you need.” Cullen chuckled. “And here I was worried these games would be beneath you.”

“Beneath me?” Noelle scoffed. “If there are two things I love, they’re attention and winning. These games are perfect for me.”

“Each team will begin at the post that corresponds to their nation’s colors,” King Tortium instructed.

“What’s our strategy?” Cullen asked as they walked over. Eira had expected him to naturally fall into the role of the leader. But he seemed to defer to her.

Eira had already been thinking about that herself. She matched his strides, step for step. Then, Cullen allowed her to walk slightly ahead. “The way to win is to be the last one with a pennon on, right?”

“That’s what the Draconi King said.” Cullen nodded.

“I think Noelle and I should go on the offensive, you and Alyss on the defensive.”

“How so?” Alyss asked.

“Turtle yourself.” The first time Eira had seen Alyss turtle was on a mountain hike. They had been talking about Eira’s avalanche protection and Alyss showed her a similar method for avalanches and rockslides. “If no one can get to you, no one can get your pennon. Wait it out and let everyone else pick each other off.”

“I want to help,” Alyss insisted. “I can fight.”

“I know you can, but keeping your pennon on will help,” Noelle said with a note of approval for the plan.

“Moreover, let’s hide some of our skills—leave something to their imagination,” Eira reasoned. She didn’t want to show all of their magic upfront.

“And how will I use my magic for the defensive?” Cullen asked.

“Can you get up to the top of the posts?” Eira’s eyes darted between the tall wooden posts positioned around the arena. The ones every team was gathering around.

“I should be able to,” Cullen said thoughtfully. “Walking on air is difficult…but it’s something the empress and I were working on.”

“Good. I have faith you can do it. Go up and dance between them. You can lend some assistance to Noelle and me if you think it’s safe enough…but keep your focus on yourself. If they can’t reach you, they won’t get the pennon. Then we have two different pennons we’re protecting, and two we’re risking to take out others.”

“I like this plan.” Noelle cracked her knuckles, sparks flying with every pop. “You and I will give them all the trouble.”

“That’s the goal.” Eira wriggled her fingers, feeling magic pulsing down her forearms and into her palms, ready to be unleashed. “Are we all in agreement?” Each of them nodded as they reached their post. “Good, and good luck.”

“Let’s show them what Solaris is made of.” Cullen clenched his fist in a motion that already spoke of victory.

“Just watch out for Lightspinning,” Eira said to Cullen and Alyss. “Their shatter glyph could be a real problem for you, Alyss.”

“I’ll stay on my toes and adapt as needed. I can move stone very, very quickly.”

“I have faith in you. And I’ll do my best to keep Meru busy. I know Lightspinning the best, so I’ll try to go after them.” Eira shared a smile with Alyss and placed her palm on the post.

The other groups were almost in place. A hush was falling over the crowd as anticipation stole words. Her teammates touched their fingers to the post as well.

“Everyone ready?” Cullen asked.

“As much as I’ll ever be.” Alyss sounded a mix of excited and nervous.

“You’re going after Meru?” Noelle asked Eira.

Eira nodded. “The elfin are mine.”

“Sounds good, I’ll take on the morphi.” Her confidence reminded Eira that she had been spending a decent amount of time with the morphi in the final weeks leading up to the tournament’s start. She’d even mentioned getting information from Ducot. Eira looked over to the delegation from the Twilight Kingdom.

Ducot was among them. Eira hadn’t had a chance to speak with him since the events of the ball. Though he hadn’t made an effort either. But there hadn’t been a lot of time between last night, this morning, and now.

It had seemed like they were on good footing before that fateful night. But where did they stand now? Did it matter? A frown tugged on her lips. She liked Ducot and they had been through a lot. It seemed a waste to throw that relationship away.

She’d find him tonight when there was time, Eira resolved.

“The game will begin on the bell,” King Tortium announced. Everyone had fallen silent. There were hundreds—no, thousands—of spectators and no one seemed to breathe. “Remember, leaving the arena will result in your immediate disqualification. Do not engage in any magics that could put our spectators at risk. Regarding physical contact…” A grin slithered across the king’s mouth. He sounded almost eager. “As Lumeria said, these games might be bloody. Compete with good spirits but compete to win. If at any point it becomes too intense for you to handle, you may remove your pennon and you will be immediately disqualified. We will step in to stop any extreme brutality. But otherwise, we expect a good fight.”

Eira sank slightly into her stance. Her palms grew slick with sweat as she assessed the four elfin that would be her marks. There was a simple solution to disarming them—freeze them completely. But would it be too brutal? She bit the insides of her cheeks and looked up to the spectators. So many of them already hated her and there were more people from Meru than any other nation as the host of the games. Did she give them more of a reason to see her as their enemy? Or did she fight to combat that perception by making herself seem weaker than she was? Though, she had made her powers clear enough last night…

Her internal debate was interrupted by a sharp chime.

Everyone launched into motion.

Alyss jumped away from the post and landed in a crouch. The earth fractured, spider-webbing out from under her. The jagged rocks jutted upward, arcing around and encasing her. In a second, the seams of the rocks had fused together, becoming a solid boulder.

At the same time, Cullen leaped upward. A roar of air swept up the dust of the arena floor into a twister underneath his feet. It propelled him to the top of the post behind them.

Eira and Noelle lunged forward in opposite directions. Noelle swept an arm across her chest, sending an arc of flame flying, momentarily pinning in the morphi. The blast of heat from the flames hit Eira almost to the point of sending her staggering even as she was heading in the opposite direction; she was certain that the morphi competitors were instantly drenched in sweat. She left Noelle to her marks, focusing on the elfin in front of her.

Magic swirled in the air around Eira, pushing against her own. The elfin were mid-words. Two had lifted their hands, shining glyphs blocking the attacks of two draconi. The other two had gone off to engage with the Republic of Qwint. None of them were paying attention to her and by the time they felt the whisper of her chill along their jaws, it was too late.

With one hand she covered her pennon, a breastplate of ice spreading over her chest. Then Eira stretched both forward, pointing. Focusing. Her magic wrapped tightly around their necks, reaching up.

She didn’t want to freeze them entirely. That was too risky both for their safety and for the perception of the spectators in the stands around them. Eira had decided she’d given the people of Meru enough of a reason to hate her; she wouldn’t turn their competitors into frozen, living dolls and give them even more ammunition against her. Stopping them from using their magic would be enough.

Olivin turned, his eyes scanning the field. They locked with hers, widening slightly. He went to open his mouth.

Eira balled her hands into fists.

Frost covered the jaws of Meru’s competitors. It was a thin layer on the surface of the skin, but it betrayed what was happening underneath. Their joint was locked. Mouths frozen shut. It was a variation on what she had used against Ferro but with far more skill and finesse. Eira had been studying from Adela’s notebooks for months now. Pirate Queen’s daughter or not, she was truly taking a shining to the magics outlined within.

Muffled and writhing, the elfin clawed at their faces, distracted. The draconi were on them within a second, ripping two of their pennons from their breasts and taking some clothes—and what looked like skin—with them. Olivin, even though he lacked magic, dodged to the side, narrowly avoiding a burst of flame shot from one of the Qwint competitors. Instead of going after the Qwint champion attacking him and the draconi shifting their sights to him and the other remaining Meru champions, he barreled headfirst for Eira. He’d been paying attention last night; he knew her magic.

From the corner of her eye she could see the other draconi moving on her as well. They were as blisteringly fast as their flames were hot. Eira couldn’t keep holding her magic on Olivin and his female companion without opening herself up for attack, not when it required as much finesse as it did to maintain.

Olivin jumped. The draconi lunged. She released her magic to counter their flames and at the same time—

“Mysst soto larrk!” Olivin shouted the second he had use of his mouth, as though he’d known she would have to release her hold on him.

Sword! Eira thought, her memorization of Lightspinning coming in handy. She knew what was coming before it materialized in Olivin’s hand. Light spun together, condensing and solidifying into a wickedly curved weapon.

Knowing what was to come gave Eira a chance to send a wall of ice pushing toward the draconi. They barreled right through it, heads down, skin not even bruised. What in the Mother’s name were their tightly packed scales made of?

No time to think about that now.

Eira lifted her other hand, summoning a shield of ice to block Olivin’s sword. The weapon stuck. Momentum carried him into her personal space. They were nose to nose.

“Fight me. I want to see what else the woman capable of extinguishing the Flame of Yargen can do.” His challenge was a low growl, accented with a grin.

He might have intended it to be playful, but the statement struck a nerve that was still too tender for Eira to think rationally through. “I did not!”

She swung with her left hand, summoning a sword of her own. Olivin smiled smugly.

“Juth calt.” The sword shattered in Eira’s hand.

The draconi were upon them. One slammed into Olivin, the other into her. Eira tumbled with the heavier woman head over heels. The draconi came out on top; she reared back, claws extending from her fingers that she plunged down to Eira’s chest.

Eira pushed all her magic into her icy breastplate. If she didn’t, those claws would punch right through and into her chest. The draconi’s claws ricocheted off but Eira didn’t have a chance to recover. The woman reared back again and struck right. Then left. The draconi was determined to cut through Eira’s ice with her claws and she didn’t care about what happened to Eira in the process.

I have to move, Eira thought. Every assault of the draconi’s claws dug deeper than the last. It was taking more and more power to continue fending her off, as if each strike carried its own magic. All Eira’s focus was on keeping her pennon shielded.

A claw raked against her cheek. Eira let out a sharp cry of surprise and pain. She could feel blood dribbling back to her ear.

I have to move! Eira drew all her magic from the depths of the channel it flowed from.

Out of nowhere, a gust of wind pummeled the draconi competitor, launching her off Eira and sending her tumbling across the arena. Eira’s gaze swung from where her attacker had landed to the source of the blast: Cullen. He was still perched on one of the posts and gave her a nod before dodging a large bird of prey—a morphi, Eira suspected—that dove with its talons out for his pennon.

She didn’t have time to spare more than a look his way. The draconi was recovering. Eira took quick stock of the arena. Olivin was the only elfin still in play and the draconi seemed to be focused on taking him out. One other draconi had gone to tangle with the Republic of Qwint, one morphi with them. Another morphi was engaging Noelle.

It seemed Solaris was the only nation that still had all four champions in the game. The rest of the competitors were pulled off to the side, sitting on benches underneath the portcullis that led back to the village. She saw the other male elfin that had been fighting with the draconi being helped by one of the attendants past the benches. His leg was badly mangled and it didn’t look like he could put weight on it. Blood streamed from the young man’s chest.

That’s when she saw him.

Another attendant came forward. He wore the same clothes as all the others. His dark hair was pulled underneath a tightly fitting cap. But his eyes were a bright blue, as deep as the ocean and just as dangerous.

Ulvarth.

Her stomach fell out. The air in the arena became thin and she inhaled sharply. He was here. What was he doing here and out in the open?

Ulvarth smiled, briefly. Just for her. Before he began helping the elfin competitor into the shade of the portcullis.

“No, it’s not safe,” she said, her voice lost underneath the combat still raging around her. She had to go. Eira looked over her shoulder. Cullen had the upper hand on the bird. No one had even managed to launch enough of a coordinated assault to scratch Alyss’s shell. They would be fine without her.

But would they forgive her if she pulled off her pennon? They would understand this was far more important. They had to.

Eira began to relax the magic that thickened her breastplate; she searched for her nearest friend to try and let them know what she was about to do. Right as she did, the draconi she’d lost track of tackled her again.

“I have you now!” she snarled over Eira. The draconi reared back; she was going to use the same tactic of a relentless parade of blows.

A terrible idea passed through Eira’s mind and she acted on it before she could think of a better one.

The draconi brought her hand down, striking at Eira’s frozen breastplate. She took off chunks of ice with a roar of victory. The crowd began to chant and cheer the draconi’s name: “Kotol, Kotol, Kotol!”

They all wanted her to lose, Eira realized. She’d give them what they wanted.

Bracing herself, Eira weakened her magic further as her opposition struck again. The claws sheared through ice and flesh. Eira let out an involuntary scream of pain as her pennon was viciously ripped from her.

“Another!” The draconi held up her bloody hand to thunderous applause. Eira tried to squirm away but the draconi remained perched across her chest. She grinned down, teeth on display. “This is just the start, human. Our kind devoured you once. You’re lucky we’re not very hungry today.”

Attendants ran over and the woman reluctantly stood. They helped Eira to the side of the ring, assisting her out of the fray. Eira held her hand over the wound. It hurt, but it was only skin deep. She’d pushed ice underneath her flesh to prevent anything too detrimental. She’d be fine. Most importantly, she could still fight.

“How do you feel?” an attendant asked. Not Ulvarth.

“Do you have a medic?” Eira winced for good measure. “I think I should see someone trained.”

“Yes, of course, this way.” They led her under the portcullis the same way she’d seen the other elfin taken. Eira glanced over her shoulder, trying to catch one of her friends’ eyes, but they were all preoccupied. For now, she was alone.

And the real games were about to begin.
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Eira blinked repeatedly, trying to force her eyes to adjust to the gloom of the tunnel. The arena was blinding by comparison. Her ears rang from the sudden silence as compared to the explosions, cheers, and cries that had filled the arena.

A hand closed around her upper arm and Eira jumped back, ripping her arm from the offending grasp and raising a hand, ready to strike…the confused-looking attendant who had been at her side.

“You’re all right,” he said softly. “No one will attack you anymore; you’re out of the arena.”

If only that were true. “Sorry, still a bit on edge from the game,” Eira murmured.

“Understandable. This way, if you please.” He led her down one of the side corridors she’d seen earlier. Eira remained on alert, assessing every possible door for an ambush. The first three stayed shut tight. Whatever lay behind them remained a mystery, for now.

The hall curved and revealed an archway that led to a clinical room. Another competitor in checkered clothing from the Republic of Qwint was heading back out, bandages wrapped up his freckled arm. Thank goodness it wasn’t Lavette. Eira was prepared for facing off against a murderous megalomaniac. Running into Cullen’s betrothed? Not in the slightest.

The room was divided into three sections by layers of hanging panels made from heavy canvas. The far-left section was curtained off. She could barely make out the silhouette of someone walking around behind the screen. Perhaps the competitor from Meru she’d seen. Did that mean Ulvarth was with him?

“Wait here and the cleric will be with you shortly.” The attendant motioned toward the far-left curtained section.

“Thank you,” Eira mumbled, trying to keep her voice down. She didn’t want Ulvarth to know that she was there. Though, knowing him, he already did. He couldn’t have doubted that she would be coming for him. Not after the message he’d left for her and after he’d gone through the trouble of making himself so obvious.

The attendant left, closing the curtain behind him, and Eira was aware of how alone she was. She should have tried harder to get one of her friends to come with her…but how could she have done that without rousing suspicion? What else was she supposed to do? Let Ulvarth go?

She couldn’t see the person moving around in the far-left section with the middle room partitioned between her and them. Eira trembled with anticipation. She wanted to rip the curtains off their rungs and lunge for him. She wanted to end this, here and now, with a well-placed jab between Ulvarth’s ribs. Magic cooled her palm. She could envision the dagger she would make. It looked just like the dagger he had sent to her, like the one she had killed his son with. It would be over in an instant and she’d be away before anyone could know what she’d done.

But he hadn’t yet come for her.

Every second that passed dragged on longer than the last. Her mind began to run wild, playing tricks on her. She imagined Ulvarth masquerading as a healer, administering poison with a smile to every wounded competitor. She could see him hunched over the elfin, drawing blood from the poor champion for nefarious rituals for his supplicants to perform. Down and down Eira’s thoughts spiraled, further into a pit of her own making, an abyss of evil and wickedness.

She couldn’t take it any longer. Working to keep her breaths level and even, Eira pulled back the three sheets of heavy canvas that partitioned her from the middle section. There was still no one in it. Now she could see the silhouettes again. Magic ready, Eira crept forward, close enough now to make out snippets of the conversation.

“…are you sure?” A man’s voice, but much younger than Ulvarth. The competitor from Meru, perhaps? Likely.

“…lucky it wasn’t…draconi…righteous wrath…” The second voice was a woman’s, even softer than the first. So soft she couldn’t be certain of most of the words.

Eira eased away. It wasn’t Ulvarth after all. He wasn’t here. She inhaled deeply, catching the faint scent of something herbal, slightly floral. Some kind of medicinal aroma, likely.

It really was just a healer tending to the competitor’s injuries. Which meant that Ulvarth was still out there. The curtains shifted as the healer left their ward. Eira retreated before she could be caught out of place.

She paced the small partition she’d been left in. Could she have been wrong about the man she saw? What if it wasn’t Ulvarth? No, she knew who she’d seen. The man haunted her nightmares now. There was no mistaking him.

Footsteps quickly approached. A silhouette sharpened on the other side of the opaque curtains. Eira kept her magic ready. Just because the other competitor had been tended to by an actual healer didn’t mean Ulvarth wouldn’t come for her. The shape was distinctively more masculine than the one she’d seen tending to the other competitor. The dagger was ready in her mind, in her magic.

The curtain was pulled back.

Eira’s heart and breathing both simultaneously halted. A shiver pulsed through her in shock.

“Uncle Fritz?”
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Eira stared, trying to reconcile what was before her eyes. Her uncle couldn’t be here. He wasn’t actually, was he?

He was. “It’s good to see you, too.”

The last time she’d seen her uncle was in his office, just before she’d left for Meru. He’d asked her one final time to stay, even though he had to know she wouldn’t. He said he had sent a letter to her parents. That they would want to see her now that she was free.

Her parents never came.

She could remember almost every word of the conversation with as much clarity as she could remember the fresh scent of the rain that had pelted the window, or the crack of early summer lightning that seemed to punctuate her final words to him: I’m going to Meru, and there’s nothing you can do or say that would stop me. If you truly care, you’ll try to understand why I must do this.

Eira had meant those words then. She still meant them now. Fritz was no doubt already fantasizing over what he might be able to say or do that would have her backing out of the tournament, even at this late stage. He was friends with the emperor and empress. Had he heard of the ball yet? No doubt he had. She was suddenly slightly nauseous. He must feel vindicated in all his concerns. She’d proven him right. She’d made and found trouble.

“Wh—You’re here?” Eira struggled to form a sentence. She cleared her throat. “Why are you here?”

“The tournament needed assistance from all territories to run properly.” He placed a wooden box on the foot of the narrow bed next to her. Without missing a beat, Fritz wrapped his arms tightly around her shoulders. Eira blinked, staring at nothing but white fabric as her uncle crushed her in a fierce embrace. Her hands stayed at her sides, weighted down by surprise. Her whole body was overcome with a numbness he couldn’t reach.

When was the last time her uncle had embraced her like this? It felt like it’d been forever. It felt like the last time it had happened, she was still a girl and the world was still simple.

“When they put out the call for help, I jumped at the chance. My skills could be put to good use and I could see you compete.” He pulled away.

Eira was still dazed. A similar disorientation as last night at the ball settled over her. She focused on the strangest things…like how his hair still smelled the same as she remembered, or the vibrant blood stain that was now on his shoulder.

“I messed up your robes.” She pointed.

“Oh. Oh! You’re bleeding! I’m so sorry, I should have—Sit. Let’s get you patched up.” Fritz opened his box and Eira did as she was told.

“Why didn’t Solaris send a Groundbreaker as a healer?”

“You don’t think I’m good enough?” He grinned slightly without looking up.

“I know you can make quality salves, Uncle…but even Alyss is a better healer than you. Assuming it’s not a magical ailment.”

He chuckled. “You’re not wrong.” Fritz crossed over. “But I know enough about bodily wounds. And, as you aptly put it, my ability to mend sorcerer’s magic—channels and whatnot—makes me a unique asset. But more than anything else, I’m here to see you.” He stood in front of her, eyes shining. He smiled as though nothing had happened. As if she was just a girl again who took a clumsy tumble and needed her knees patched up. “I’ve been so worried about you ever since you left. And when I heard about the ball—”

“They told you about that?”

“Princess Vi did, this morning, right after I got off the ship.”

Eira kept her eyes averted. She supposed she was grateful she didn’t have to be the one to tell him what had happened. But that didn’t mean she wanted him to know at all. Nor did she really want him to be here.

“Why did you come?” Eira whispered, still not quite looking at him.

“I told you, I was worried about you.” There had to be another reason or ulterior motive. It wasn’t that simple.

Eira shook her head. “I’m all right.” The words felt like they came from someone else’s lips. Was she actually “all right?” Nothing had really been all right since Marcus’s death. Under control? Saying that would only make him worry more and doubt her again. He wouldn’t believe she could have a hand in a dangerous situation such as this. Eira suspected he’d come to try to control her.

“You don’t have to be ‘all right.’” His expression turned somber. Tender, even. Her uncle continued to seem genuine in his concerns. “Given all that you’ve been through…” Fritz’s hand paused, mid administration of salve. “If I’d had any idea what was going to happen here, I wouldn’t have let you leave.”

“You tried not to, remember?” Eira couldn’t help the slightly bitter note in her voice.

He ignored it. “I’m just glad to see you safe and sound now.”

Eira felt any levity that she might have had begin to slip from her face. “About that… Uncle, it’s not safe and sound.”

“What?” Fritz’s brow furrowed slightly.

“The Pillars are still hard at work, trying to act against me, the tournament, Princess Vi, Meru—everyone. Last night was only the beginning.” Eira could see herself losing his confidence by the second. His hands fell from her. “I know what the royals have likely told you—what Princess Vi herself must’ve said. That Ferro was their leader and that there’s nothing more to worry about.” Eira was grateful she’d spoken with the princess. She knew the lies the royals would spin. “But it’s all smoke and mirrors. They don’t realize what’s really happening and the dangers that are still there.”

“Eira, please, not this…” The warmth was leaving his eyes, giving way to disappointment. This was the man she’d been waiting for. Yet, his sincerity earlier had given her enough hope to persevere. Even if he was here to try and stop her, he was still her uncle. She had to try and protect him.

“Uncle.” Eira grabbed his hands, ignoring his attempts to begin bandaging her wound. The cut didn’t matter now. “I know you don’t want to listen to me. But if you hold any love for me. Any at all. You’ll make the effort to hear me, if only this once.” She locked her eyes with his and searched.

Fritz said nothing, but she could feel him holding back a sigh.

“You have to be careful. Leave if you can, even.”

He continued to say nothing. Long enough that Eira’s insides began to squirm. But then…he looked like he surprised himself as much as her. “I came because I’m worried about you. I’m not going to abandon you, especially if there is danger.”

“You believe me?” she breathed, hardly able to believe it. Someone believed her. Finally.

She was getting ahead of herself.

“I’m not sure, if I’m being honest. Eira, you’re barely nineteen. I remember how sure I was when I was your age and how little I really knew in retrospect.” He sighed softly, eyes growing distant. “But, I remember when I was your age and the weight of the world was on my shoulders. Taking on tasks far beyond what I should have even thought about. Moreover, I do know that the princess told me you had good instincts and I should heed them.”

“She did?” What was Vi playing at? Just a few hours ago the princess was refusing to believe Eira. Unless it was an act…but why would she have done that? Something to figure out in the future. For now, her uncle. “Well, of course she did. Because I do.”

He chuckled.

“If you’re going to stay then you must be careful. If you give the Pillars the chance, they will hurt you.” She swallowed thickly. “The Pillars know I’m fighting against them. They know who I am and you came here under your real name so they’ll be able to figure out that we’re connected. They might hurt you to get to me.”

“Eira, I appreciate your concern, but I can take care of myself.”

“I know you can, but this isn’t Solaris. You don’t know all the nuances here.” Eira bit her lip. Even if he said he was trying to believe her, he didn’t look like he was taking her nearly seriously enough. “Promise me you’ll keep your ears open, and let me know if you see anything suspicious.”

“If I do, will you focus on winning the tournament for Solaris?”

“Of course.” It wasn’t a lie, nor was it the whole truth. She was going to try to win, just as much as she was going to try and kill Ulvarth. Eira was confident she could do both.

“Very well. I’ll be careful and on my guard.”

A weight was lifted off her shoulders and Eira felt like she could breathe easily for the first time since seeing her uncle. It wasn’t much, but that tiny, minuscule vote of confidence in her, backed up by his actions, was all she needed. It was enough to almost give her hope that maybe, somehow, someday, there’d be a path forward for them to begin repairing the damage that had been done to their relationship over the past year. Maybe he was truly sincere, and there were no other motivations behind his presence.

Fritz went back to bandaging her wounds.

“Is Uncle Grahm here?”

“No, someone had to stay back to watch over the Tower of Sorcerers…and you know I wouldn’t trust just anyone to do it. With so many people in our leadership coming here we need good hands still on the reins back home.”

“He’s still cross with me, too, isn’t he?” Even if he gave other, valid explanations, Eira could hear it in the way her uncle spoke of his husband.

“He is.” Fritz smiled tiredly, staring through her wound. No doubt seeing his love back in Solaris. “You know he can be stubborn sometimes.”

“I wonder where I get it from,” Eira muttered.

Fritz snorted. “You get it from multiple sources. Stubborn in the Charem name. But Grahm has been through a great deal. He’s seen things no man should ever have to see and lived to see peace and prosperity on the other side. He can be sensitive when things disrupt that tranquility he’s fought so hard for. Some wounds can’t be mended with simple ointment. Some wounds require much more time than flesh and bone to heal…if ever.”

Eira knew her uncle had lost his arm in the war with the Mad King. But that had always seemed like it happened in the faraway pages of history books when, in actuality, it was only twenty-four years ago. Solarin was still recovering in some of its corners from the scars, and the hearts of the people who lived through it would never be the same.

“I can understand now,” she said softly. Her uncle arched his eyebrows, leaning away from her wound. “Not to the full extent. I know how much Uncle endured…” Eira gripped the bed. “But I’m not the girl I used to be. I know now how fragile peace is and that it comes with a cost most aren’t willing to pay. How quickly it can all come crashing down and never be the same, ever again.”

Her time in the Tower, learning and being carefree. Marcus. The perceptions she had about Meru when the tales of it only existed in stories she read far across the seas—how perfect it could seem. The woman she was before the pit.

None of it would come back or ever be the same.

“Perhaps you and your uncle should talk when you return,” Fritz said gently. His gaze was thoughtful. “I think you might have new and meaningful conversations.”

Eira nodded. “I’ll do my best.” She met his eyes. “Though I’m not sure if I’m ready for heart-to-hearts; I’m still wounded with how you all treated me.” The words were calm, simple. Eira surprised even herself with how easily she could confront the hurt.

His eyes widened a fraction, but the surprised expression quickly vanished. He nodded. “There’s mending we all need to do.”

Fritz stood and began putting away the salve and potion box he’d been working from. Eira tried to force herself to relax. She had so much more she wanted to say. All the words would come to her the second they were apart, she just knew it. But there was nothing now.

Yelling at him now wouldn’t solve anything. It wouldn’t help her understand his previous actions better. It wouldn’t change them or encourage him to see her as more of an equal. The relationship that they had was yet another thing she could never get back.

But perhaps there was still a chance for them in the future. Perhaps they could find a new balance between them should all his words and actions now be sincere.

“You should head back. The game was almost over when I came in, so I’m sure it’s ended now. Solaris was in the lead last I saw, so hopefully you’ll be returning a victor.” Fritz smiled.

“You’ll be staying for the whole tournament, then?” she confirmed. He nodded. “Well, in that case, I’ll see you again, I’m sure.”

“Hopefully not too much. Because it’d either mean you’re wounded or sneaking out of the village when you’re not supposed to—neither of which I’d like to see.” The slight upturn of his lips told Eira Fritz already suspected such things would happen regardless of his warnings.

He was right, of course.

“I’ll try to keep safe.” She gave her own slight smile in reply.

Fritz opened the curtain to her partitioned area as another champion rounded the archway. A pair of familiar eyes met hers, as they had in the arena, earlier at the morning, and at the ball the night before…

Olivin.
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“Hello, competitor, I can attend to you in the middle section,” Fritz said with formal ease.

“I’m not here for myself. I’m here to see how Yonlin is doing.”

“Yonlin?” Fritz repeated, obviously confused.

Eira stepped in to help her uncle. “One of Olivin’s teammates.” She hadn’t heard anyone else come in, so she took a somewhat confident guess. “He came here before me. There was already another cleric helping.”

“Ah. Let me check the notes, then.” Fritz went over to the corner of the room, where a long desk was situated. He scanned the drawers and drew a key ring with two keys from the pockets of his robes; using one, he unlocked the drawer all the way at the far right. Each of the other drawers had a name, save for the last one. “Here we are… Yes, it looks like Yonlin was banged up rather badly.” Fritz murmured to himself as he scanned the notes. “According to the records, he was in a good deal of pain so the last cleric gave him a draught of deep sleep.”

“May I see him?” Olivin asked.

Fritz pulled back the curtain on the far-left partition, revealing Yonlin. He was shirtless and bandaged up to his chin. But his sleeping face was a calm contrast to how the muscles in Olivin’s neck and cheek bulged, as if he was clenching his jaw. As if he was the one in pain.

“I’d recommend letting him sleep,” Fritz said slightly. “The longer he sleeps, the better he’ll be when he wakes. Based on the notes she left here for the rest of us, I suspect he’ll be fully recovered in time for the individual competition in a few days.”

Olivin didn’t move or speak.

“Olivin.”

At Eira’s voice, he whipped around to face her.

She tried to offer an encouraging smile. They didn’t know each other well. But they didn’t need to for her to offer him some assurance. “Fritznangle is an exceptional sorcerer from my home.” Fritz arched his eyebrows, at her not specifying “uncle” in addition to using his full name, no doubt. But Eira ignored the look he was giving her and continued, “I’m sure he’ll see that Yonlin is back in fighting shape in no time.”

“I’ll leave him in your care, then.” Olivin sounded somewhat hesitant.

“Expect to see him tomorrow morning, or afternoon, back in the village,” Fritz said optimistically.

Olivin’s gaze shifted as Fritz spoke. His eyes met Eira’s and dropped down to the bandages stacked atop her bloodstained tunic. “Forgive me for not asking sooner. Are you all right?”

“I’m not your teammate; I wouldn’t expect you to worry about me first.” She grinned slightly. “I’m fine. It wasn’t too bad.”

“Glad to hear it. Would you like to walk back to the village with me? We should be getting back before the attendants wonder.”

“I suppose it couldn’t hurt,” she agreed reluctantly. They were headed back to the same place and there was only one way to get there. It’d be awkward if she’d said no. Besides, she should return soon. Her friends were no doubt worried about her.

“If that wound didn’t hurt too badly, I’d be offended if my company did.” Olivin smiled at her.

“Be good, Eira,” Fritz cautioned.

“I’ll look after myself.” She resisted rolling her eyes at her uncle.

“And thank you, Fritznangle, for looking after Yonlin,” Olivin said as he led Eira out into the dimly lit hall. Eira looked over her shoulder at the sudden and overwhelming sensation that someone was watching her. “Are you sure you’re all right?” Olivin asked, bringing her attention forward once more.

“I’m fine. How did the game end up?”

“You missed a good finale,” he said. “Your Firebearer put up a good fight; I think she got three people out by herself.”

“Noelle is fierce.” Eira smiled faintly. “Who won, though?”

“I’m getting to that.” Olivin glanced at her. “Don’t you want the dramatic story of how it all came to pass?”

“I’d rather jump to the ending.”

“Sometimes it’s about the journey, not the destination.”

“It’s easier to enjoy the journey if I know where I’m heading,” she countered.

“Well, it was down to Noelle and—”

“Who won?” Eira emphasized.

Olivin shook his head with a small chuckle. “Are you always so impatient?”

“I generally prefer to get to the point.”

“Points of daggers, or points of conversations?” He cocked his head to the side.

“Both.” Eira glanced up at him. He was a good head taller than her, even taller than Cullen, and the shadows played in the hollows of his cheeks and recesses of his eyes. Olivin had a tired, or haunted, look about him. A slightly broken glint in his eye that Eira hadn’t noticed before but had seen in the mirror many times now.

“That much is obvious.” Olivin rolled his shoulders back. The opening of his silken robes widened slightly in the front, displaying the center of his broad chest. If he was trying to distract her, it wouldn’t work.

“Do you always dodge the answers to unimportant questions?” She arched her brows at him. He still hadn’t answered her.

“You should see me with important ones.” The corner of his lips tugged upward.

Eira snorted laughter. “Expected from a shadow.”

The atmosphere shifted at the mention of the Court of Shadows. Olivin’s steps slowed. Eira’s did as well. Tension pulsed between them, thrumming up her core. The world slowed to a stop before snapping.

He moved.

She was ready. But not ready enough. She didn’t even see what fold of fabric he pulled the needle-like dagger from.

Steel kissed under her chin.

“Do I move like what you’d expect of a shadow?”

“Yes,” Eira said. She shifted her grip on the ice dagger in her own hand, pressing it lightly into his side. To his credit, Olivin didn’t take his eyes off her face as he realized she had him at knife point, too. Though they did widen slightly. “Do I?”

“Better, I think,” he whispered. “I can’t believe they let you go from the court.”

“Their loss.” Deneya and Vi had given Eira little choice.

“I couldn’t agree more.” Four words and he cemented himself as a possible ally. Olivin eased the dagger away, settling his stance. One hand was still propping him against the wall as he hovered over her. With a twist of his wrist, the dagger retreated back into a bracer underneath his loose-fitting sleeve.

“Oh?”

“The court isn’t what it once was.” The statement filled her nose with the scent of fire and smoke with nowhere to go—the night the Court of Shadows was attacked by the Pillars. “Yargen bless we could use all the help we can get right now, and you seem like you’ve made it a point to get in as many places as you can, as quickly as you can. I can only assume you have useful information.”

Eira shrugged noncommittally. “Sure, I hear things.”

“I want to know what you know.”

“So you can report it back to Deneya?”

“So I can be ready.” He searched her face. “So many secrets are hidden behind those bright eyes of yours…” His attention dropped to her mouth. “How do I get these lips to tell me them?”

The tension that had flooded the air now crashed down upon her. The world collapsed inward. Eira inhaled slowly, suddenly aware of how close he was, how keenly she could smell the dust of the arena mingling with his sweat. She could sense the power that radiated off of him.

“You’re not going to catch me off guard,” she whispered, imagining how far he might take things to try to disarm her mentally and emotionally. Knives weren’t the only way to carve a heart.

“Is that so?”

“Absolutely.”

He hummed, amused. “If you know what’s good for you, you won’t challenge me. Because I love a good challenge. Now…” He shifted, one knee edging between hers. A hand rested on her hip as he leaned forward, cheek brushing against hers. His mouth was by her ear. “Tell me, what had you lying about the severity of your wound to get deeper into the arena?”

Eira bit her lip, shifting her stance. The dagger disappeared from her hand. Despite her talk, she couldn’t keep focused on it when he was that close. The part of her Ferro had laid his hands on revolted at this strange man being so near. The part of her wounded by Cullen begged him to smooth over the damage that had been done to her heart with his strong hands. To make her forget, if only for a while. To use someone the way she had been made to feel used. She was torn between every competing force within her. Trapped.

Then, a different internal voice. One not attached to any man. She’d resolved in the carriage not to allow her heart to run rampant. To be swept away without warning. Eira raised up her hands and rested them on Olivin’s chest. Firm muscle relaxed as she pushed him away. His hand slipped off the wall. Olivin had talked big as well, but didn’t fight her at the barest of refusals and took a half step back.

“Olivin, listen—”

“Eira?” Cullen materialized out of nowhere.

“Cullen?” What had made him come here out of everyone?

“I’m not…interrupting anything, am I?” Cullen looked between them, attention landing on her hands on Olivin’s chest. Olivin’s still on her hip. His brows furrowed slightly in the center.

A smirk slid across Olivin’s lips. “Not at all. I was escorting Eira back to the village.”

“I was coming to check on her. I was worried when she hadn’t yet returned. I couldn’t just go back…”

Eira glanced askance or else she might have blurted, I don’t want you here. He could’ve come as a concerned friend and nothing more, but she doubted it. Realizing she doubted Cullen’s motives was yet another wound.

“I wouldn’t presume to speak for the lady, but a moment ago she was assuring me she was fine.” Olivin made a show of adjusting his robes as he took a full step back. Was he trying to imply that her hands had been doing more than pushing him away? Surely not… Though, exploiting a weakness like that would be exactly something a shadow would do.

“I’m all right.” Eira straightened and started away from Olivin—away from both of them. The air of the tunnel felt colder than before.

“You’re sure? It looked like a lot of blood.” Cullen stepped a bit too close to her, as if he were trying to physically wedge himself between her and Olivin. “Can I check the wound?”

“It’s all bandaged up by a cleric; best to let the ointment sit.” Eira tried to step around him. “I’d like to head back. You’re both right, I’ve been gone long enough.” And she had some explaining to do to her friends for running off, yet again. Guilt flooded her.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to look at it? I’d feel better if I—”

“If you what?” Her tone was a bit sharper than intended. But annoyance at both of these men was creeping up her throat and escaping in her words. The guilt didn’t help her patience, either. “What could you do, Cullen? You’re a Windwalker. You can’t heal anything.”

His shoulders slumped slightly. “Eira, I was just—”

“I assure you, the lady can take care of herself.” Olivin loomed over Cullen. Eira had been right about him being taller than Cullen, and Olivin was looking a bit too smug about it.

“You don’t even know me.” She dropped Olivin down a peg. “Now, if you’ll both excuse me.” She sidestepped, freeing herself of the two yet again.

“Where are you going?” Cullen asked, stepping quickly to follow.

“There’s only one place I can go, and it’s the place I said I wanted to go: the village. I’m exhausted and neither of you is being helpful.”

“Excuse me?” Olivin laughed. He didn’t sound offended in the slightest.

“Eira—please—I was—wasn’t,” Cullen stammered, his usual grace utterly lost.

Eira walked faster, Cullen at her side. Olivin’s footsteps could be heard behind them, but he set a leisurely pace. Perhaps to give them privacy, but Eira didn’t give him that much credit. He had known exactly what he was doing and he had played them both. He’d managed to exploit her weaknesses in a moment and rile Cullen in the same, short amount of time. A better shadow than she’d given him credit for.

But the real question remained: Why? What was his goal? To benefit his team or something more? What did he get from putting her on edge other than smug satisfaction that he could? It was an odd way to go about potentially working together, that was certain.

“Eira—”

“Not now,” she snapped at Cullen, glancing at him from the corner of her eye. They were still in the heart of the tunnel, where voices carried, and Olivin wasn’t that far behind. The fact that Cullen would even try to speak only annoyed her further. She assumed he had better sense than that.

They emerged back to the village and Eira headed right for the Solaris house. Privacy was in short supply in Champion Village. There were other competitors milling about, along with Lumeria’s knights and competition attendants. It seemed like no matter where she looked, there was someone.

Was it an intentional design to have them always watched? And if it was, by who? Lumeria had said that the tournament would encourage them to work together and show the strength of each of the nations’ unique magics. Was that truly the goal? Or was it to ratchet tension, tighter and tighter, to make it a better show in the arena?

Perhaps it was the Pillars behind it all. They would want to keep all the competitors in one location to observe them—control them. She kept scanning the men and women in Lumeria’s tabards. She didn’t recognize any of them, but that meant nothing. She’d hardly seen many Pillars during her time with them. All she could do was continue trying to memorize the faces of the attendants present and keep an eye out for changes in their ranks.

Eira worked to keep her emotions in check, her face passive, until she entered the Solaris quarters. Thankfully, no one else was there. Where the others had gone off to was a mystery to solve once she’d caught her breath.

Cullen’s footfalls were close behind, grating with every step. She didn’t even make it upstairs before all the pent-up thoughts escaped. “What were you thinking?”

“Excuse me?”

“Let me guess, you didn’t think at all.”

“I was going to check on you.” Cullen took a step closer to her, his expression one of bewilderment. Eira didn’t back away. The space between them narrowed.

“I don’t need checking on.” Least of all by you.

“I was just worried.”

“As a friend?” she emphasized, getting to the heart of the matter.

Cullen staggered slightly, eyes widening. “Of course as a friend.”

“Nothing more?”

“Nothing more,” he insisted. His voice had lie written all over it.

“Then why did you look so hurt when you saw Olivin and me in the hall?”

He looked away, anger furrowing his brow briefly. The muscles in his cheek bulged slightly as he clenched his jaw. “I was surprised, is all.”

“There was nothing to be surprised about.” Eira sighed, rubbing her chest lightly. The wound ached and served as a physical excuse for the pain that had been growing there since before the game.

“No?” Cullen laughed, a bitter note creeping into his voice. “I knew you always desired an elfin man, but it seems a bit fast. Though perhaps I meant nothing to you—”

“I love you!” She couldn’t even let him finish. It hurt too much. Cullen’s eyes snapped back to her. Eira caught herself a second too late. They were held in the same impossible tension that would overwhelm them just before they kissed. Insatiable. Physically holding back from wrapping arms around each other. She panted softly, trying to gather her thoughts by clearing her throat and swallowing the burning urge to kiss him. “Loved. I loved you,” she said, softer. Her heart was still catching up with how long of a day it had been.

Yet, the words were said. He took a step closer and she didn’t back away. Cullen tilted his face down toward hers. “You’re right, I went to you because I care for you more than a friend, still, and you know it.”

Eira glanced away. “You can’t.”

“Tell my heart that.” He grabbed her hand and placed it on his chest. “Because it still beats for you.”

“Cullen.” Meeting his eyes was a mistake. She saw all the desire that was still there.

“You would’ve done the same if it was me who had been injured. Tell me you wouldn’t have,” he challenged. She couldn’t. All she could do was swallow thickly. “Eira, we don’t have to do this.” He leaned forward and rested his forehead on hers. It was so easy to dissolve the space between them to nothing. Their noses almost touching, looking through lashes while hearts tried to hammer out of their chests.

“We put this matter to rest, Cullen.” She closed her eyes and pulled her fingers from his. “We can’t be anything more than friends. Neither of us will survive this if we aren’t.”

“I can’t pretend you mean nothing to me.” He shook his head, his nose brushing slightly against hers. How easy it would be to kiss him…little more than a tilt of her head. It was as if the conversation they’d had earlier meant nothing. Everything was still the way it had been, and all it took was one moment with Olivin to bring it all to the surface.

Of course it was the same. Hardly any time had passed and these emotions couldn’t be waved away in a moment. But they didn’t have the luxury of time. They hadn’t had it when falling in love, and they wouldn’t have it for falling out of love, either.

“All I want when I see you is to hold you. All I need is you at my side. I can’t let you go—I can’t let this go when it’s only just begun.” Agony weighed down his words.

“You must,” she said firmly and calmly as she stepped backward. Working themselves into a frenzy would only hurt them further. They had to keep thinking with their heads and not their hearts. “It only took a minute for Olivin to work you into a fit. You weren’t thinking.”

Cullen looked away.

Eira persisted. Her words were gentle, but left no room for questioning. “What if Lavette had been there? Or your father?”

“I can manage them.”

She resisted the urge to point out, again, that he’d yet to manage his father so far. “What if there was a Pillar?”

That drew his attention back to her. “What do you mean?”

“What if a Pillar was trying to put you off guard? They would’ve succeeded. What if a Pillar wanted to use me against you?”

“That is not something to jest about.”

“I’m not. We kept our relationship a secret not just because of your father. But because the Pillars will find weaknesses, and when they do, they will exploit them. They will hurt people because it suits them. We can’t give the Pillars that strength over us. We have to be willing to make any sacrifices necessary to win.”

“I can’t… I won’t ever sacrifice you,” he whispered.

“I know.” Eira sighed. He never would. Perhaps this was his selfish lordling coming out—the man who was so accustomed to getting what he wanted. Who wanted to find a way to have his bride, avoid upsetting his father, and keep Eira as well. “That’s why I’m letting you go first.”

“It’s not fair.”

“The world doesn’t concern itself with what’s ‘fair’ and neither should we. So you have to move past it—move past us. I am. Hour by hour, day by day, this will get easier.” If she said it enough times, it’d come true.

“Eira…” He took her hand in his.

She ripped it from him. “I don’t want you anymore, Cullen,” Eira said sharply. She’d been trying gentle and that didn’t seem to get through to him. Now it was time for the tough love. No matter how badly it hurt them both. “Your affections are undesired and continuing to cast them my way is an offense to my wishes.”

He opened and closed his mouth, but no words came.

“Am I clear?” Eira said firmly.

“Yes.”

“Good.” Eira brushed past him, giving up on heading upstairs and going back to the front door instead. She was grateful he didn’t stop her. If he had…she wasn’t sure whether she would’ve screamed at him, or kissed him.

Likely both.
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The hurt in her chest grew with every step she took away from Cullen. She took in a gulp of air when she was outside. The last bit of daylight was leaving the sky, giving way to a starry night. The day was drawing to a close and she still didn’t even know how the first game had ended. Which was partly her fault for leaving early. But it was easier in the moment to blame Olivin and Cullen for not simply telling her.

Men. Eira shook her head. Maybe she should have let the draconi actually rip out her heart. She would’ve been doing Eira a favor.

Getting distracted by Olivin and Cullen was something she wouldn’t linger on further. She had to keep focused on the tournament and the Pillars. Now that she had a spare moment, a first good step toward that would be cataloging the village.

She started to the right.

Overtop the door of the house next to theirs was a green, blue, and white checkered shield—the signet of the Republic of Qwint. Across from them, and diagonally to the right from Solaris, was the Twilight Kingdom. To the left of the Twilight Kingdom and directly across from Solaris looked like the Draconi, if the shield with a dragon was anything to go off of. That meant that to the left of Solaris was Meru. Finally, there was the common house the attendant had mentioned when they’d first arrived, across from Meru—void of any sigil over the door.

That was the building Eira headed for. She couldn’t imagine where else Noelle and Alyss might be. Plus, even though there was still a hollowness in her heart, an emptiness in her stomach was beginning to form. Fortunately, food was a much simpler solution.

The common building was a bit larger than the rest of them. However, it was still a perfect box, no eaves or points and every side completely flat. Music and conversation were muffled by the heavy double doors at the entrance. Eira didn’t feel much for any groups or celebration at the moment. But the smell of freshly baked bread drew her within.

The first floor reminded Eira of a tavern. Multiple square tables were set up around beams that supported the second floor. In the back was a bar that looked like it doubled as a kitchen, since that was where food was set out. Eira hardly had time to assess who was present, drawn by the scent to a loaf of bread and blackberry jam.

“Dinner will be served in about an hour,” the attendant said. “Can I get you water or ale to wash that down with?”

“We have ale?” Eira raised her eyebrows. Levit hadn’t seemed keen to let Noelle have wine for the road. She would’ve assumed this would be an event free of libations for the champions.

“As Lumeria said, you will have all you need.” He chuckled.

“I’m not sure if ale can be classified as a ‘need.’”

“Speak for yourself.” Noelle dropped her flagon onto the bar and threw her arm over Eira’s shoulders. “Were you going to ignore us the entire time?”

Eira laughed, patting her friend’s back and shoving the thick slice of bread and jam in her mouth. Which made it difficult to speak and required a gulp of her own ale before she could get out words. “I was absolutely famished and all I could focus on was the prospect of food; I didn’t even see you were here, sorry.”

“It’s not just me.” Noelle took up her flagon and turned them back toward one of the tables. Alyss was wedged amidst the morphi team. Olivin and his two teammates were on the opposite side of the table. Eira bit back a groan at his presence and instead forced a smile as Noelle ushered them over.

“Now that Eira is here, we can properly celebrate.” Noelle raised her flagon.

“What about Cullen?” Alyss asked. She looked to Eira. “He went to see if you were—”

“Blargh—” Noelle made a noise halfway between a burp and a groan. “Cullen. We don’t need him to celebrate.” She thrust her flagon forward with such insistence that the morphi, and then the elfin, followed. “To Solaris, the winners of the tournament!”

“Winners of the game.” Alyss laughed. Judging from Noelle’s slight sway, this was not their first pint of ale. “We haven’t won the tournament.”

“Yet,” Eira added optimistically.

“‘Yet’?” One of Meru’s competitors raised her glass. She had pale skin and curly, red hair. “Is everyone from Solaris so cocky?”

“It’s not cockiness when you’re that good.” Noelle beamed from ear to ear and squeezed herself between Alyss and Ducot without asking.

“So I take it we won?” Eira pulled up a chair and seated herself at the head of the table. The benches on either side were too cramped.

“I thought I’d mentioned that.” Olivin had the gall to look surprised. “I’m so sorry I didn’t.” He was fighting back a smile as if this was the most amusing game he’d played in weeks.

Eira forced a wider smile and reached over to pat his knee. Olivin seemed genuinely surprised and caught off guard by the unexpected contact. “It’s all right. I know how worried you were for your teammate. That was all you could focus on. Because you are so noble.”

Olivin grabbed her hand, holding it tightly. It was Eira’s turn to be startled. She was pleased when it didn’t reach her face, however. They were definitely playing a game.

“That’s so good of you, Eira. Thank you for understanding my position.”

“Of course I would. I would be beside myself with worry if something happened to one of my teammates.” Eira squeezed his hand tighter.

He did the same. Their knuckles were white and hands shaking. “You’re truly a formidable player, and a good woman.”

“Do you two want to get a room?” Ducot asked dryly.

“No rooms necessary. Everyone can see my gratitude for our Solaris competitor’s compassion,” Olivin said with a dramatic flair.

Ducot made a gagging noise.

Eira pulled away with a laugh and a roll of her eyes. She’d played up the joke and, to her surprise, Olivin had matched her at every turn, including the levity at the end. He didn’t wear a smile of someone who had been victorious in disarming her. Or a smile of a man smug in his ability to pull on the heartstrings of a woman. But a conspiratorial smile. As if they had created some kind of joke intended just for them.

She emphasized her expression, allowing him to think what he wanted. The more comfortable he felt around her, the better. She was going to be the one disarming, for once. She released his fingers.

“I’m afraid I don’t know everyone’s names,” Eira said, shifting the topic. “I know Ducot and Graff, Olivin…”

“I’m Menna,” the elfin woman who had spoken earlier said. Her expression wasn’t overly warm, but it wasn’t cold, either.

“I’m Sorrah,” a morphi woman with a triangle of dots between where eyebrows would normally be said.

“And I’m Luccarius.” The other morphi competitor raised his flagon. “But everyone just calls me Luca for short.”

“I’m Evanel,” the other elfin said.

“Menna, Sorrah, Luca, and Evanel, a pleasure.” Eira turned to each of them with a nod of her head and then ended on Alyss. “So what happened after I left?”

“I didn’t see much,” Alyss murmured. Eira could tell something was bothering her by the movement alone. She saw right through her friend, even when Alyss didn’t want her to. It was a vulnerability they both shared. “The plan worked perfectly and I was in my shell the whole time.”

“Cullen stayed up on the posts,” Noelle reported.

“The jerk,” Sorrah muttered.

“Were you the bird?” Eira asked.

“A hawk,” Sorrah corrected. “‘Bird’ makes me sound so pedestrian.”

Ducot snorted. “Gods forbid anyone thinks you’re pedestrian. It’s not as if they couldn’t guess that by the fact that you’re competing in the tournament.”

“What do you mean by that?” Noelle asked the question Eira was wondering.

Ducot busied his mouth with a long sip of ale and then put his flagon down hard. “You don’t see any of the king’s daughters competing is all. And they’re arguably the best the morphi have to offer when it comes to power and skill. Those of us who signed up were from humble backgrounds—the crazy morphi who would actually go into the heart of Meru willingly.”

“The king’s daughters are overrated,” Sorrah muttered.

“Want to say that to Arwin’s face?” Ducot tilted his head incredulously at her.

Sorrah took a couple long sips of her drink. Then, as if emboldened by the ale, slammed the flagon down and announced, “I would!”

“You would not.” Luca laughed.

“I would,” Sorrah insisted. “I’d bet I can best any of them in one-on-one combat.”

“Into the heart of Meru?” Menna tilted her head. “Why is that a concern?”

“The elfin of Meru hunted us only a few generations back,” Ducot said coolly. The table quieted.

Eira turned to Noelle and Alyss, speaking loud enough to change the topic. “So what all, exactly, did we end up winning?”

“Not sure, yet.” Alyss shrugged. “They said the improvement in our accommodations would come late tonight and reflect the draconi’s skill in weaving.”

“They showed off those silks—I expect a feather duvet!” Noelle slammed her hand on the table. “Bare minimum. Especially if they’re making me wait for it.”

Ducot hummed uncertainly.

Noelle glared at him. “What?”

“I took you as a lady who could wait for it.” He rested his elbow on the table. Somehow, out of everyone, Noelle was the one whose eyes he could meet without issue, even if he couldn’t see her with his own.

Noelle snorted. “I am a lady and should get what I want when I want it. And what I want is to not be cold tonight.”

“I could keep you warm.” He shifted, leaning back now. Every movement put him closer to her.

Noelle snorted. “You are hardly a feather duvet.”

“I will gladly put my weight on top of you.” Ducot swayed slightly in Noelle’s direction. She didn’t back away.

“Speaking of getting a room,” Olivin muttered over his ale.

“Noelle, you’re too drunk to be flirting.” Alyss laughed. She was quickly becoming someone who wasn’t in a position to comment on anyone else’s sobriety.

“Promise me at least that if you get that feather duvet, will you share it?” Ducot’s voice had a little bit of bass to it that Eira wasn’t accustomed to. He was focused completely on Noelle in a manner she’d never seen from him.

“Hmm, depends on how nicely you ask,” Noelle said coyly, almost shyly.

What was going on here? The rest of the table seemed to notice the shift in the two of them as well. Something more than suggestive teasing. Eira had known that Noelle had been spending a bit more time with the morphi toward the end of their stay in the manor in Risen. But she hadn’t suspected… Was she imagining things between Ducot and her friend?

“But first—” Noelle stood suddenly, swayed, and righted herself. “I have an idea I’ve been wanting to implement.”

“Why do I feel like this is going to end badly?” Ducot said dryly.

“You are so rude.” Noelle slapped his shoulder playfully. “How do you think there’s any hope of getting my duvet that way?”

“This is a good idea! We promise,” Alyss said enthusiastically.

“Whatever it is can wait until after dinner. You both need food,” Eira said.

“I need decent accommodations!” Noelle insisted.

“Noelle—”

“They don’t have dinner out yet.” Ducot glanced back to the bar. “And the barkeep said when they do, they’ll keep it out for an hour or two. So we won’t be likely to miss it.”

Eira sighed. “What is this idea of yours?”

“We are going to remake our houses!” Noelle declared with all the confidence in the world.

“Excuse me?” Eira shared a worried glance with the others at the table.

“Alyss and I planned it all out earlier as we were getting ready. She’s going to use her Groundbreaker skills to give us proper bedrooms.”

“Are you sure we’re allowed to do that?” Eira glanced at everyone, looking for someone who might know—even among the attendants. But no one stepped forward to say they couldn’t.

“They did say we can use our magic to improve our circumstances as we’d like.” Menna rubbed her chin in thought.

“It couldn’t hurt to try,” Evanel agreed.

“To our house!” Noelle led the charge.

“Here, let me escort you.” Ducot was up at her side. “You don’t look very steady on your feet.”

“I have not had that much ale.” Noelle puffed out her cheeks, frustrated.

“You have also not had much to eat.” Eira bounced back and forth to the bar. “Both of you, eat this for now.” Luckily, her friends didn’t fight her shoving bread into their mouths.

“Now, onward!”

They all left their table. Eira noticed on the way out that two competitors from Qwint were in the corner; she recognized the red-haired one from the cleric’s room earlier. She was relieved to see he looked well. The two men stood as well, no doubt having overheard the plan. She didn’t blame them for being curious. Luckily, Lavette wasn’t in their company.

“So, since we’re negotiating, if you get a feather duvet will you share it with me?” Olivin asked at her side. Of course he’d ended up there. Why wasn’t she surprised?

Eira hummed, making a show of thinking about it. “I’m a bit of a blanket hog.”

“I prefer to be cold anyway.” He shrugged. “Besides, just the sight of you will keep me warm.”

“You’re the worst!” Menna laughed, catching up and slapping his arm. “Don’t give her hope. Otherwise she’ll be following you around like a lost puppy.”

Eira reminded herself of the carriage once more. Her heart was guarded. Whatever was happening with Olivin was a game at best, a plan to get her closer to him at its most sinister. Either way, she wasn’t getting wrapped up in him to the point of following him around like a “lost puppy.”

“Maybe he’ll be the one following me, if I let him.” The light tone of her voice contrasted with the wink and suggestive smirk she gave Olivin. Eira made it a point not to let him have a chance to reply, setting a faster pace than the two of them and catching up with Noelle and Alyss at the lead.

“Cullen, are you in here?” Alyss called inside. Silence was her reply. “Guess not.”

The two competitors from Qwint were still following them. But the other two, Lavette included, were missing. Eira wondered if Cullen had gone off with his betrothed.

I hope so, she insisted loudly enough that her heart should hear. That’s his engaged and he should spend time with her.

“All right, Alyss, just like we planned,” Noelle encouraged.

Alyss took a deep breath, ground her knuckles together, rolled her shoulders back, and then shook out her hands at her sides. Her fingers balled into fists and there was a loud groaning. The earth rattled. Without warning, the house exploded.
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Eira raised her hands to shield her face from the debris, bracing herself. But none pelted her. She slowly squinted her eyes open and lowered her arms to find the wood that had previously made up the Solaris home hovering, midair.

The earth rumbled again and, like daisies pushing up through hard-pressed soil, stone jutted upward, making new walls in place of the old wooden ones. Alyss had a look of intense focus as she outstretched her hands. Her fingers wriggled through the air as though she were sculpting one of her animals and not a literal house.

Eira had always known Alyss was incredible, but reminders like this took her breath away. So much for trying to keep some of their skills private. Though she could hardly be mad at Alyss for wanting to stretch her magic beyond what she’d ever had an opportunity to before.

Stone continued to rise up from deep within the earth to rebuild the foundation and first floor. The same windows as before—glass still safely in its wooden frames—slotted into new holes. The extra wood from the former downstairs was repurposed to expand the room above. Three new bedrooms upstairs and one downstairs.

Wood and stone tucked into itself in a way only a Groundbreaker could manage. Perfect grooves and notches made a sturdy, new building. The magic in the air dissipated with Alyss’s sigh. Her shoulders hunched slightly. “I have a few finishing touches, but I’m going to catch my breath.”

“You did great!” Noelle squeezed Alyss’s shoulder. “This is perfect.”

The other competitors gaped in awe. The elfin whispered eagerly between themselves. Eira wrapped her arm around her friend’s other shoulder.

“You’re incredible.”

“Thanks.” Alyss smiled at her. “It felt good to show off a bit of what I could do and help out the team.” Alyss’s earlier somber note had an expected explanation. Eira was somewhat relieved it was as simple as this.

“You are an incredible help to the team. Never doubt that.” Eira shook her gently. “And I promise you’re going to have more chances to show just how much.”

“I hope you like the changes; Noelle designed it and you know her—she’s not going to consult with anyone.”

“Firstly, excuse you. Secondly, it was our design.” Noelle motioned between herself and Alyss. “I wasn’t going to sleep in a bunk any more than we were going to have Eira sleeping under or above, or even across from, Cullen.” She grimaced. “This gives us all a little bit more privacy, at least.”

Eira’s chest tightened slightly. “Thank you. You didn’t have to—”

Alyss held up a slightly trembling hand. “You can leave it at thank you.”

“If you’ll all excuse me, I have some work to do,” Luca announced, starting back toward the morphi’s home.

“I’m helping!” Graff rushed over.

“Same!” Sorrah wasn’t far behind.

“Actually, would you mind helping us?” Olivin asked Sorrah. “Lightspinning wouldn’t be nearly as effective as the shift for something like this.”

Sorrah paused, hesitating. “You…want my help?”

“If you’ll give it.”

“A morphi?” Sorrah leaned back slightly, eyes narrowing.

“A skilled sorcerer,” Olivin emphasized. “I see nothing more or less.”

“An elfin lord will be comfortable sleeping in a house made by the shift?” Sorrah was still uncomfortable.

“Was he unclear?” Menna moved to Olivin’s side.

“Not at all. I just can’t believe it.” Sorrah shook her head. “But if you’re sure, I’ll be glad to help.”

“And we’ll be glad to have your assistance,” Olivin said, speaking for his team. Though Menna looked slightly less convinced.

“I’ll leave it all to you three,” Ducot called to them. “Don’t really want a blind man being an architect.”

“You could do it just fine and you know it, you’re just being lazy!” Graff shouted back.

“Wow, I didn’t actually think he was still close enough to hear me.” Ducot lowered his hands from his mouth.

“Do you two need help?” Alyss asked the two remaining men—the stragglers from Qwint that had followed them. One was red-haired, freckles dotting his pale skin. The other was a tan beanpole of a fellow with a mess of brown hair past his shoulders.

“I think we’re fine on our own.” The red-haired man smiled, self-assured.

Eira had seen the morphi shift multiple times, thanks to Ducot. But she had only seen Qwint’s magic from afar in the arenas—both during practice in Risen and earlier today. This was her first opportunity to see it up close and without distraction.

The two men first cleared out their house of people to be safe, much like Alyss and Noelle had. Their fellow competitors from Qwint emerged—two women—Cullen was notably absent. Eira suppressed the immediate feeling of relief with the guilt that followed. She couldn’t feel relieved when he didn’t end up with Lavette. If anything, she should feel disappointed.

She shouldn’t feel anything at all when it came to Cullen. That would be best. If she could master the art of numbness.

After a brief moment of deliberation between Qwint’s competitors, some nodding, some pointing in the direction of Solaris and Twilight, they reached a consensus. Each turned the bracelets that lined their arms. What Eira had thought were multiple, separate bracelets turned out to be a single bracer that went from wrist to elbow. Different rings spun around it, locking into place with subtle flashes.

The four of them moved together. Arms faintly glowing—almost like Lightspinning glyphs—they summoned power in what looked like a dance. The female competitor that wasn’t Lavette had a second bracer on her other wrist that she adjusted, assisting with her spare hand.

“Do you know anything about their magic?” Alyss asked.

Eira shook her head. “There was nothing about this in any of the books I read before coming. Though most of my studies were focused on Meru.”

“It’s Carsovia’s magic,” Ducot said, staring in the general direction of Qwint. “An offshoot of Lightspinning by long-ago sorcerers…an evolution, by my understanding.”

“Why is it no longer studied on Meru?” Eira asked, unsure if he would know.

“Lightspinning is regarded as Yargen’s magic, a blessing from the goddess in its purest form. Revered and respected. You know how well Meru handles anything that’s considered an ‘affront’ to their goddess.”

“Not well at all,” Eira murmured.

“Carsovia?” Noelle asked.

Eira had heard the name in the Court of Shadows. “It’s a large empire to the west, north-west of Meru.”

“Another? Just how many are out there?”

“The world is a big place,” Eira said thoughtfully. “Every time it seems like I find a map that captures it all…there’s something more spilled off the page.”

“Carsovia is why we have this treaty in the first place,” Ducot added. “They’re a terrifying state…one which we only have a chance of standing against if the five nations stand together.”

Noelle pursed her lips, the thought of five nations having to ban together to stand up to one clearly sobering her. “Is there a threat of Carsovia attacking?”

“No one is ever sure of that.”

“And that makes it all the more threatening,” Eira filled in Ducot’s unsaid words.

Eira remained focused on Qwint as they moved. With spare hands they shifted their bracers, adjusting the bracelets and with them their magic. This was the power of Qwint, and of Carsovia…it looked like hardened Lightspinning, etched into gold metal, with all the powers of Solaris added.

Frightening, indeed.

“Do you think we should ask the draconi if they would like some assistance remaking their house?” Alyss looked to the only building of the five that had yet to be transformed. It was still the same, basic box as when they’d first arrived.

“We could.” So far as Eira could tell, draconi and their magic seemed to be more practically inclined—strength, force, and some abilities with fire.

“I’ll go!” Alyss started off, clearly eager to be of assistance.

“I wouldn’t,” Ducot said, then paused. “It’s too late, she’s gone, isn’t she?”

“Yes.” Eira glanced between him and Alyss. “What’s wrong with asking?”

“I doubt they’ll want our help.” Ducot grimaced. “The draconi are the least keen on this arrangement.”

“I’ll go get her.” Eira started behind Alyss, but her friend had set a surprisingly fast pace. “Alyss!” she called. But Alyss had already knocked on the door.

The door swung open with purpose to reveal a large draconi man. His free hand was balled into a fist. The smooth, dense scales that covered his body created an armor-like appearance across the plane of his hard chest. Eira recognized him instantly as Harkor, prince of the draconi.

Eira was close enough now to hear the conversation.

“We’re remaking our homes for the tournament and I thought I’d see if you wanted some help?” Alyss offered.

Harkor loomed over Alyss with a wicked grin, his slightly pointed teeth gleaming in the fresh moonlight. It was an ominous contrast to the orange glow of the lantern in the hall behind him. “Why do you think we would need some help from the likes of you?”

“I hadn’t seen the draconi use any magic that would show me they would be able to change their house on their own.”

“Do you think we need to change our accommodations?” he snarled.

“Well—”

“We are not weak like Solaris, or Qwint, or Meru…we do not need to lavish ourselves in finery.” He seemed angry Alyss would even ask.

“She was just offering to help. No need to be rude.” Eira finally reached them, linking elbows with Alyss defensively.

“You would dare call me, a prince, rude?”

“If it fits.” Eira shrugged casually.

His eyes narrowed slightly. Harkor slowly leaned forward. He still had yet to wash from the tournament and wore every zigzag of blood on his scaled flesh like a badge of honor.

“You would do well not to insult me, Adela’s bastard.”

Ice crackled around her hand as it balled into a fist. The temperature dropped dramatically.

“Does the truth upset you?” He flashed his teeth.

She grit her teeth and forced her own smile. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. But he knew he was under her skin.

“What are you going to do, human?” Harkor leaned even closer, his reptilian snout almost touching her nose. “Have a spar with me here and now? I welcome it. I would get no greater delight than to be able to say that I killed Adela’s—”

His words were cut short as he suddenly tumbled backward. With a flick of Alyss’s fingers the floor had come alive underneath his feet like a springboard. She turned her wrist and the door slammed shut.

“Let’s go.” Alyss tugged on Eira. “You’re right, he’s rude, and thus not worth the effort.”

The door swung open again right as they had taken two steps away.

“You would dare attack the Prince of the Skies?” he growled after them.

Eira looked over her shoulder and said coolly, “Here, you’re nothing more than a competitor, just like the rest of us. Here, a prince is no better than a pirate queen’s bastard.”

He seethed in the doorway before slamming it shut, so hard the house rattled.

“If you break your house with that temper I’m not fixing it!” Alyss shouted back.

“Alyss!” Eira could hardly scold her friend over her laughter. Though, in the back of her mind, part of her did wonder how he had heard the rumors of her potential parentage. The idea of it being common knowledge on Meru made her uneasy. Though, after her showing at the ball, anyone who knew anything of Adela would suspect…

“Sorry I didn’t warn you in time,” Ducot said when they returned. Noelle was at his side. Slightly closer than Eira would usually see friends standing.

“It’s not your fault,” Alyss said. “Harkor is the one with the problem, not you. Spoiled princes.”

“So much for the competition bringing us together,” Eira murmured.

“The draconi won’t accept help from any of us here. Twilight, perhaps, at one time… But not now that King Noct is trying to make genuine connections with Meru.” Ducot shook his head. “The draconi are too proud for that.”

“Why?” Noelle asked Eira’s question for her.

“They see this tournament—the whole treaty—as yet another form of subjugation. The draconi were the first to be pushed off Meru for their perceived ties to Raspian.”

“I thought I remembered reading something about elfin’ra being pushed away during the splintering of Meru that made it a crescent shape,” Eira interjected. She hadn’t read it; Ferro had told her during one of their meetings. But the idea of bringing up their secret meetings, even if they all knew, made her nauseous. She would never mention him again if it meant she could somehow deny he’d ever existed in the first place.

The dots on Ducot’s brow raised. He was impressed she’d known. “That is a long-ago legend of a splinter of the elfin who supported Raspian—an evil god who runs counter to all Yargen stands for. There’s not been word of any twisted elfin since the legends were born.”

Though there was mention of Raspian by Ulvarth as well. He seemed inclined to use fears of the evil god to motivate the people of Meru. Perhaps even beyond, digging at old wounds that led to the morphi and draconi being pushed away in the first place.

“The draconi were hunted by early Swords of Yargen just as bad…worse…than the morphi were.” Ducot’s mouth pressed into a hard line. “They once held a good portion of the mountainous, northern reaches of Meru, but were banished to the island Dolarian centuries ago.”

Carsovia must be a fierce enemy indeed to turn those with such troubled, dark pasts into unlikely allies.

“Everyone in the treaty is equal,” Alyss pointed out. “There shouldn’t be any fears anymore of accepting help.”

“Old slights aren’t forgiven, or forgotten, that easily.” Noelle’s eyes drifted to the draconi’s house, her expression rendered somber.

“The royals speak of equality… But the crown princess of Solaris is marrying the Voice of Yargen, the second-in-command of Meru. Arguably the first, depending on who you ask. Two of the largest players in the treaty will soon be aligned in a way deeper than the rest of the nations. It makes this treaty hard for those of us who have been under Meru’s heel to stomach without worry or fear of history repeating itself underneath a new boot.” Ducot wasn’t just talking about the draconi anymore. Eira wondered just how many people saw the treaty as more of a necessary evil than a shining opportunity.

She wasn’t the only one who realized just how much power Vi Solaris was amassing…and how dangerous that made her.

“Speaking of stomachs.” Noelle put a hand on hers. “I’m starving.”

“Me too,” Alyss agreed.

The other competitors seemed to have the same idea as they were all heading to the common house as well.

“There’s something I’d like to discuss.” Ducot slowed his pace a little to walk closer to Eira.

“Oh?”

“Not now, later. When we can be more private.”

“What is it?” Eira asked.

“Later,” Ducot emphasized. “After dinner.”
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Dinner was roasted vegetables and braised chicken. It was the simple sort of food that Eira was accustomed to from her childhood. Ducot sat with his teammates. Cullen had come wandering in and ended up sitting with Qwint. While he smiled politely and chatted, she could see his discomfort behind his mask. But Eira pointedly ignored him, keeping with Alyss and Noelle.

The conversation varied from the tournament as a whole, to the game earlier, to the draconi and their history, before ultimately fading. It had been an obscenely long day that seemed to be crashing down on all of them at once.

Noelle yawned. “I think I should head back. I’m exhausted.”

“We should have comforts waiting for us by now, right?” Alyss stood.

“Oh, we should!” Noelle quickly found a late burst of energy.

“Ducot wanted to speak with me.” Eira glanced toward the morphi’s table.

“I’m sure he’ll catch up soon enough.” Noelle was practically vibrating with excitement. “Let’s go see our house.”

Eira relented. Ducot likely wouldn’t want her making a show of collecting him. Instead, she made it a point to talk loudly as she left, ensuring he would hear her voice fading away. It must have worked, because they’d only made it about halfway back when Ducot dashed over.

“Really, letting a blind man chase after you alone?” The scars that covered half his face pulled on his grin, making it crooked.

“Oh, you poor dear.” Noelle hooked her elbow with his. “Here, let me help you.”

“Thank you, fair maiden.”

“Neither fair, nor a maiden.” Noelle smirked. Ducot didn’t seem to know how to respond to that. Eira took his silence as an opportunity.

“What was it you wanted to talk about?” She’d been burning up wondering the past hour.

“Not out here. If I may come in?”

“Of course.” Noelle spoke for all of them as she opened the door.

A wall of incense and perfume barreled out at them, smelling of nighttime flowers and calm. Lights had been suspended down the center of the hall, bulbs with bioluminescent filling casting the walls and ceiling in a cool, blue glow. A plush runner led them down the hall and into the common room, which had been completely transformed. Gone were the basic benches and table. In their place was a polished dining set for six on the left-hand side of the room. On the right was still the sofa, but now it was covered in furs, blankets, and pillows.

“We even have comfortable chairs outside!” Alyss said, peering out the back door.

“I don’t care about outside; upstairs is what really matters.” Noelle took the steps two at a time.

“I assume it’s all marvelous?” Ducot asked Eira. “Even if I can sense the rough outlines of things with my magic, I can’t ascertain exact material or shape. All I can really tell is that it smells better than our house.”

She laughed softly. “It’s a significant improvement. Lots of silk tapestries in reds and golds.”

“Red and gold means nothing to me.” He had a slight grin.

“Oh right.” Eira flushed with embarrassment. Ducot had told her he’d been born almost completely blind; it hadn’t been as a result of his scars. “I’m sorry, I—”

“No reason to be flustered. Happens all the time.” He patted her shoulder. “I’m not sad about missing out on something I’ve never known. But, more importantly…think I can personally see if she has that duvet?” Ducot then added, with a waggle of the glowing dots on his brows, “I have a vested interest in that.”

“I’m rolling my eyes at you,” Eira said dryly.

“Thanks for the play-by-play.” He chuckled. “Though I can hear it in your voice when you do.”

They followed Alyss and Noelle to their second floor. There were three rooms upstairs for the women of the group—Alyss had even etched their names onto the doors. Cullen’s room was downstairs and off to the side of the entry. Keeping him good and separate was no doubt by design.

Noelle was in the process of excitedly going on about the four new pillows she had acquired, along with the silken rug and the armoire for her clothes.

“It’s all a bit more cramped with the extra stuff,” Alyss murmured.

“Cramped with comfort,” Noelle said dreamily. “These trials won’t be so bad now.”

Alyss laughed. “You’re so easy to please.”

“I’m banking my success on that.” Ducot leaned against the back wall of the hall. Noelle snorted at him but didn’t object. Eira wondered if he was actually oblivious to Noelle’s genuine, budding affections, or just pretending to be so by hiding it under jokes and play. She’d bet on the latter. Ducot had always been keenly aware of what was going on around him. His expression turned serious. “Now that we’ve investigated your pillows, we should talk, Eira.”

“Anything you have to say to me can be said in front of Alyss and Noelle.” Eira shifted her weight, standing a bit more at attention. Ducot seemed hesitant. “I’ll tell them everything you say later anyway. So we might as well not even bother with the farce and include them from the start.”

“Are you making your own Court of Shadows?” The glowing dots on his forehead arched.

“Something like that.”

“Very well.”

Eira had been expecting more pushback from Ducot and was pleased it wasn’t there. “So what is it?”

“The Court—well, what remains of it—is actively trying to weed out the Pillars here at the tournament.”

“The Pillars are confirmed to be here, then?” Alyss asked softly. Eira’s sweet friend, ever the optimist, no doubt still held onto the belief that the worst might not happen.

“The Court has reason to believe they are,” Ducot affirmed. “But we’re not sure how many. Deneya and the other Specters seem to be convinced still that Ferro was the head of it all and they’re just scrambling to try and carry out his will.”

“Fools,” Eira muttered.

“I’m inclined to agree with you and that’s why I want to help you however I can.” Ducot nodded in her direction. “I know you’re still going after him.”

“Won’t Deneya have opinions of you helping me?” Eira asked, rather than wasting breath on affirming the obvious.

“The Court is in shambles. There aren’t enough ears or eyes among them to be as effective as we once were. Things will slip through the cracks,” Ducot said gravely. “I don’t really care what Deneya’s opinions are. I don’t think we have a choice to refuse help.”

The sentiment was reminiscent of what Olivin had said earlier. The Court was in a rough place; who knew what they’d miss. Eira couldn’t be proud in withholding information.

“Glad I’m the last choice.”

“You didn’t let me finish—I believe in you.” He was adamant, enough that it gave her slight pause.

“Well, thank you.” Eira awkwardly accepted the praise and then refocused herself. “Do you have any other information?”

“Nothing solid.” Ducot sighed, the glowing dots on his brow furrowing slightly. “The Specters think the lack of organization in the Pillars right now is because they have no solid leadership. I’m inclined to agree with your thinking, however. I don’t think they’re disorganized at all. They have something careful in the works and are making themselves appear otherwise to throw us off their trail.”

“Then let’s try to keep track of people. See if we can figure out where they’re positioning the Pillars. Perhaps that will clue us in on what Ulvarth is trying to do.” Eira folded her arms and hummed into her knuckles, thinking.

“My thoughts exactly, and why I wanted your help.”

“What if these Specters are right and the Pillars really are disorganized?” Noelle asked.

“If they were actually disorganized, we would’ve uncovered something by now,” Ducot reasoned. “But we haven’t. And everything we have found makes things more confusing rather than less. Which leads me to believe they’re feeding us information intentionally—we’re only seeing what they want us to.”

“What have you heard of the court finding?” Eira agreed with Ducot’s overall assessment. Though, if the court was as lacking in manpower as he indicated, it was also possible they had outright missed something in addition to any subterfuge.

“There’s been an influx of thefts from certain noble families—those most sympathetic to Lumeria—as well as a rise in people not from Meru being targeted by similar crimes.”

“That hardly sounds odd. I’ve seen pickpockets always go for the people who look out of place in the Crossroads,” Noelle said.

“True, but these are high-ranking individuals and slaughtered guards. Messy kills…but more than a thief, I think.”

“What else?” Eira asked.

“The only other thing I’ve heard of is there’s been more pirate activity and strange sightings in the western seas.”

“Strange sightings?” Noelle echoed.

“Like sea monsters?” Alyss had that mixture of fascination, horror, and excitement that was always uniquely her.

Ducot shook his head. “Word is they’ve seen the Stormfrost lurking near Meru’s waters to the west.”

Adela’s ship. Eira inhaled slowly, trying to calm the jittering nerves that threatened to overtake her at the thought. Perhaps the confrontation with Harkor had her on edge. But every time Adela came up, she was reminded of the missing piece within her. The unknown of who she really was and where she’d come from.

The more time that passed following the incident during the trials, the calmer she was about it—the more at peace she felt. But then something, inevitably, would draw her back to Adela and that ever-present question. She would be here again, in this place of trembling with anticipation that had no relief. Of wondering and not knowing if somewhere, out there, was her blood family. And if that family included the most fearsome pirate ever to sail. If, by finding her blood mother—and that mother was Adela—Eira could finally have an explanation for her powers and bad luck. As though it was the one piece that was needed to have everything else in her life make sense.

“Has Adela done anything, specifically?” Eira asked, keeping her voice level. If the pirate queen wasn’t tangibly involved, then, Adela didn’t matter right now, she tried to insist to herself. She could conduct her own personal search after Ulvarth was settled, if she wanted to at all.

“Nothing we know of. But word is slow to arrive from shadows along the western coast. Hopefully we get more soon. There’s the Central River that runs from the west to here that they’re using as a supply line for the tournament. That’s why they chose this town; it’s smack between the port of Risen and the largest trade port in the west.”

That confirmed Eira’s earlier suspicions of the town’s placement.

“Let me know if you hear anything more from the west on these pirates.” Eira tapped her fingers on her biceps as she ruminated over their circumstances. Ducot smiled slightly and nodded. “Do the Specters still think that Adela isn’t working with the Pillars?”

“Last I heard there was a lot of debate on it. They were more confident she wasn’t a few weeks ago. Now…” He shrugged.

Eira still remembered the flash beads, a strange substance that she had confiscated off the first Pillar she ran into. The Specters had said then that Adela was known to transport it. But then, later, they had said it wasn’t the Stormfrost that liberated Ferro from his prison, and that there wasn’t any sign of Adela anywhere near Meru. Least of all in the waters between Meru and Solaris.

She sighed. “Ducot, you know these dynamics better than I do… Do you think Adela would work with the Pillars?”

“I think Adela will do whatever suits Adela. She’s not exactly known for her warmth or charity, or for basing her decisions on morals or ethics. If it benefits her, it’s done. She’s not really one to be questioned by anyone within her ranks.” Ducot spoke very matter-of-factly. “She would be someone who would have no qualms teaming up with a man like Ulvarth if she thought there was more to gain than lose. But, right now, I can’t imagine what that gain would be for her.”

Eira was inclined to agree. Perhaps after Ulvarth claimed power on Meru he’d attract Adela’s eye. Unless Adela thought she had more to gain by siding with him early? Or, Adela was looking for an opportunity to capitalize on the chaos…

Shelfing the thoughts, for now, Eira said, “Speaking of Ulvarth… I thought I saw him earlier.”

“What?” the room said in unison.

Eira gave a solemn nod and braced herself for their reaction as she confessed, “It’s why I allowed myself to be hurt. I thought I saw him taking away an injured competitor.”

“You allowed yourself to be hurt?” Alyss frowned.

“Not badly. But if it was Ulvarth, I wanted to get him without raising suspicion. I couldn’t just run out of the arena.”

“You went alone.” Disapproval was all over Alyss.

“I…” Eira trailed off, unable to deny or defend her actions. She knew this moment was coming. “I wanted to tell one of you. I tried to find an opening but it happened so fast and I didn’t see another way at the time.”

Alyss looked away, her lips tugging deeper into a frown.

“I take it that it wasn’t him after all?” Ducot asked.

“I couldn’t find him.” Eira sighed. “But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t. He’s not going to be caught that easily. I should have known better.” Do better, Eira scolded herself internally. She still wasn’t good enough for any of this and she didn’t have time to waste on mediocrity. Especially not when taking those risks meant upsetting her friends and having nothing to show for it.

“Well, there are Pillars here and their end goal is still unknown. It’s not far-fetched to think Ulvarth could be among them.” Ducot stretched. “For now, I think we should all go to bed so we can rest up and begin getting ready for tomorrow.”

“I’ll see you out,” Noelle offered.

“Thank you.” Ducot smiled slightly, following her downstairs.

Alyss and Eira didn’t move. Eira could feel the aura of disapproval radiating off Alyss. The air was thick with all the words unsaid.

“I know what you’re going to say,” Eira said softly.

Alyss sighed and looked away. Somehow the silence was worse than anything she could’ve said.

“I really…I really did try. I did think of you all. I just… It was an opportunity—or I thought it was—and I wasn’t sure what else to do,” Eira rambled. Alyss seemed more than content to wait for her to say the words that she should have led with. “I’m sorry.”

“None of us want to control you, or hold you back,” Alyss finally said. “We just want you to be careful—to include us. You say you will…but then when the moment comes, you barrel headfirst without a second thought and it makes me feel foolish for expecting anything different.”

“Alyss—”

“Eira, you either trust us, and want to work with us, or you don’t.”

“I do.”

“Then act like it.” Alyss finally looked at her with pain-filled eyes.

“What do you want me to do if I see him? Let him go?” Eira crossed over to lean against the wall opposite her friend.

“If you can’t chase him down safely, yes.” Alyss locked eyes with her. “It’s one thing if he corners you—then fight. But don’t run into danger. You shouldn’t go after Ulvarth alone, ever. And if that means he walks free, then so be it.”

“I can’t promise that,” Eira admitted. “If I have a chance to end him, I must take it. No matter what the cost.”

“He’s not worth your life.”

“Then I just have to make sure I don’t die.” Eira grinned but it was short-lived. There was no levity for Alyss. “I’m trying to be better,” she said quietly, staring down at her toes. “I am…I was just so sure it was him. And I thought I could end it. I really believed that, as foolish as it seems now.”

“And that’s my other fear.” Alyss clearly had a lot on her mind. “You leap before you look and land into trouble for a mirage. You want to hunt him so badly your mind is playing tricks on you. You’re going to find clues where there aren’t any. Even if you could catch him, Eira…he’s a dangerous man. You shouldn’t face him alone.”

“I’ll try—keep trying to be better.” It was all Eira could do, even if she was still figuring out how. “For what it’s worth though, I didn’t charge in immediately when I thought it might be him. I waited and, because I did, I discovered it wasn’t. So that counts for something, right?”

“It does. But I’m still afraid of what you’ll do when you are inevitably certain it’s him.” Alyss sighed and pushed away from the wall. Eira thought she was going to retreat, done with the conversation and done with her. But instead Alyss wrapped her arms around Eira’s shoulders and hugged her tightly. “I just worry about you, is all. You know that, right?”

“I do.” Guilt flooded Eira. “But you shouldn’t have to worry so much.”

“If I don’t, who will?” Alyss pulled away with a smile. “Besides, I’m stronger than I look. I can be useful in a fight.”

“I know you’re incredibly strong.” Eira shared in her friend’s expression.

“Good. You know none of us want to hold you back, right? We just want to be a part of your grand adventure.” Alyss’s smile shifted into a smirk. “Look, I know you’re going to run off. Just promise that, from now on, you’ll involve me, too.”

Eira laughed, breathy and short. “But what if I want to keep you safe?”

“There’s safety in numbers.” Whatever Alyss might have gone on to say next was interrupted with a yawn. “Now, I think Ducot had the right idea. We should get some sleep while we can.”

Eira’s smile slowly faded as Alyss started for her room. Was involving her friends the right decision? She knew it wasn’t her choice to make—it was theirs. But knowing that didn’t make it any easier for her to live with the risk she was putting them in. And, when it came to it, Eira knew she would give everything to stop Ulvarth, but would they? And could she expect them to? Did she even want them to?

She didn’t know the answers and she was afraid that, before the tournament was over, she would find out.
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Dawn broke and Eira savored the silence. She lay in bed, watching the colors of the sky change through her window. The stars burnt out. Fire red claimed the sky before it exhausted itself into a smoky blue that threatened rain later in the day. Eira hoped that the weather would hold out for whatever awaited them in the arena today. But she wasn’t going to hold her breath.

Their parades had been rained on metaphorically since they’d first arrived in Meru. It was only fitting that, at some point, they were rained on literally as well.

Eira hid under the weight of her duvet—it actually was surprisingly comfortable—until the sun crested the horizon. The attendants hadn’t told them what was coming next, so she wanted time to mentally and physically ready herself for anything. Dressed for the day in a pair of rugged pants and a canvas top, Eira eased open her door.

The door opposite hers was cracked. “Eira?” Noelle said softly from within. “Is that you moving?”

Eira popped her head into her friend’s room. “No, it’s the worst assassin ever.”

Noelle snorted laughter. “You shouldn’t make jokes like that.”

“Then why do you sound so amused?”

“I have a dark sense of humor.”

“So I’ve learned.”

“Alyss, are you up?” Noelle called.

No reply.

“I got her.” Eira stepped away and went to the third door in the hall, left from Noelle’s and next to Eira’s room. She knocked softly, then loudly, then cracked open the door. As expected, Alyss was still sound asleep. Eira let herself inside. She’d done so enough times in the Tower to feel confident that Alyss wouldn’t mind. “Alyss, it’s time to wake up,” she said where she assumed her friend’s ear to be under the mass of blankets. “It’s time to go be champions.”

“Someday, they will begin things at reasonable hours…like after lunch,” Alyss mumbled.

“Didn’t you go to bed fairly early for you last night?”

“Too early; I couldn’t sleep.”

Eira sat on the edge of the bed. “I’m sorry. How late were you up?”

“Not late enough because I am deprived of all things good in the world!” Alyss groaned, throwing off the covers.

“What’s wrong now?” Noelle was in the doorframe. She’d dressed for practicality today, too—leathers over gems.

“She gets like this when she hasn’t had enough books.”

“Not just books. Love stories,” Alyss objected groggily.

“I thought you didn’t enjoy…” Noelle trailed off in thought. She found her phrasing after a minute. “The physical union of two people?”

“I have no pull toward the carnal acts. But there’s more to love than that.” Alyss yawned. “I like the rest of it quite a lot.”

“Perhaps one of the perks we can ask the royals for if we win the tournament is a lifetime supply of books from your favorite store back in Solarin.” Eira smiled.

“You’re lying.”

“You never know.” Eira shrugged.

“All right, you’ve motivated me, I’m up.” Alyss was on her feet in a blink, covers half-pooled on the floor where Eira knew they would stay. “It is time to conquer day two of the Tournament of Five Kingdoms.”

“In your nightgown?” Noelle arched her eyebrows.

“It’s not like I couldn’t.” Alyss grinned. “But you’re right, I should probably get dressed.”

“Otherwise Yemir might have a conniption in the stands seeing us walk out in our nightgowns.” Noelle grinned and her attention shifted to Eira. “It’s not a bad idea to get him back for all the horrible clothes he’s made us wear.”

“I’m not going to war with Yemir. We have bigger, more important, battles to fight.” Worrying about Cullen’s father was just as much of a waste of energy as worrying about Cullen himself. “Ulvarth might make his move and we need to be ready.”

“He could also not,” Noelle said optimistically. “He could know better than to strike so publicly.”

“You really think that after the ball?” Eira knew Noelle was smarter than that.

“I try not to get too far into the mind of a madman, neither should you.” Noelle pushed away from the wall and started back down the central hall. “I’m going to finish getting ready. I’ll see you both downstairs.”

“She’s right, you know,” Alyss said softly. Eira gave her friend a pointed look. She knew they both were on her side, but sometimes it felt like even they didn’t believe her about the simmering danger. “You don’t know what Ulvarth is going to do until you have proof of it.”

“I’ve seen him, Alyss. I’ve looked in his eyes. His supplicants have beaten me within a breath of death.” And she could still feel their phantom blows if she wasn’t careful about not letting her mind wander. “I know the type of man he is.”

“We’ll be careful.” Alyss squeezed her forearm. “Now, I’m going to get dressed, too. I’ll see you downstairs.”

Eira excused herself and started downstairs. Each step was harder than the last knowing that she was going to face Cullen again. Assuming he had come back to the house at all yesterday. She hadn’t seen him since their discussion. Last she’d seen him he’d ended up with Lavette, after all. Maybe he’d gone back and… She pushed the thoughts from her mind.

He was by himself, sitting on one of the new chairs around the table, knees slightly parted, slouching back as if the whole house was his. Easily arrogant. Frustratingly attractive for it.

“Good morning.” He ran a hand through his hair; it was still a bit of a mess from bed, as though he couldn’t be bothered to put too much effort into it.

“Good morning,” she replied and searched for a normal, safe topic to discuss rather than focusing on how his hair fell just in the same way it did when he supported himself over her, their bodies moving together. “How did you sleep?”

“Well, and you?”

“Well enough.”

“Good.”

They stared at each other awkwardly a moment. Eira was reminded of just how alone they were. She swallowed and forced herself to sit opposite him.

“You have a good night yesterday?” She clasped and unclasped her hands.

“Yes.”

“Good…good.” Was there another word? They had all vanished. Don’t ask about Lavette, Eira repeated in her head.

“You?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

They both looked in opposite directions.

Was it always going to be this awkward? Eira shifted in her seat. She focused on slowly relaxing the muscles in her back, then in her legs. There was no need to feel like she was constantly about to fight or flee around him.

“Cullen—”

“Eira—”

They spoke at nearly the same time. Eira grinned. Cullen huffed laughter.

“You first,” she said.

“No. You.”

“I was just going to say our conversation yesterday…I…”

“You’ve made things clear to me, Eira.” The corners of his lips curled upward. “No matter how badly I might want to disregard everything. To hold you to me, even now, and kiss you until you’re breathless.” Her breaths shortened at the mere words. “I know my affections will be misplaced. So I will do all I can to—how did you put it? Ah—fall out of love with you.”

He’d turned her own words against her and dealt almost lethal damage with them. Eira forced herself to smile. Despite his bitterness about it—he was right, this was what she wanted. What she’d asked for and they both needed. She should be nothing other than happy.

“Good.”

Trumpets blasting nearly startled her out of her skin.

“What do you think that was?” Eira was on her feet.

“It sounded like it came from the coliseum.” He stood as well, much more nonchalantly. “They’re going to announce what the first individual tournament is today.”

“How do you know that?” Noelle asked from where she stood at the top of the stairs with a very bleary-eyed and mostly still disheveled Alyss.

“How don’t you know that? They told us yesterday after the game ended.”

“I was more focused on celebrating my triumph.” Noelle grinned.

“Our triumph,” he corrected.

“Yes, yes, you all helped too.” Noelle seemed delightfully smug with just one victory under her belt.

“So does that mean we’re not actually competing?” Alyss yawned.

“Not today, I don’t think,” Cullen said.

“All right, back to bed then.” Alyss turned.

Noelle grabbed her by the back of the collar. “Nope, you have to come with the rest of us.”

Pounding on the front door followed another blare of horns. They practically had to drag Alyss out into the street to line up in the parade of champions. Luckily the procession wasn’t fast moving and she gained some awareness by the time they entered the arena.

Once more, the stands were packed and they erupted into cheers at the sight of the competitors. The attendants led them straight down the center of the arena, rather than taking them for a turn around for the spectators. The royals were all seated upon their thrones, lording over them.

“Good morning, competitors, and good morning, loyal subjects.” Lumeria’s voice was once more projected across the coliseum. “Today we begin the second day of our tournament. A day of celebration and sharing. It is only fitting that first we once more give a warm congratulations to yesterday’s victors—the Solaris Empire.”

Sections of the crowd erupted with cheers. But others were deathly silent. Even though she must be nothing more than a speck to some of the distant spectators, Eira could feel their eyes on her and her alone.

She was the one who snuffed the flame.

She was the one who acted against Meru.

Smite her.

“Our next game will be an individual competition,” Lumeria continued as the cheers died down. “The teams may decide how many champions they wish to put forward to participate. But there are a few considerations to be made…

“The first is that the prize can only be won by a single individual—the games and prizes are designed thusly. So by entering multiple people, your teammates will become your direct competition.

“The second is that you cannot put forth the same individuals twice in the solo games. Meaning it will require an element of strategy on the team’s behalf to determine the order in which it makes sense to put forward their players.

“The third and final consideration that teams should know about the individual portion of the tournament is that these two games are not mandatory and the scoring reflects this. Five points are awarded to the team the winning individual belongs to. But two points will be deducted from the team of every champion who participates and loses.”

With all that considered, it could make sense not to participate in the individual games—or at least never put up more than one person. Eira quickly tried to tally the pros and cons. More people meant more chances of winning, but if a team put up more than two champions they risked more points than could be gained in any one single game.

“We hope the structure of these games will offer an element of strategy for the teams, as it is not merely enough to be strong as a champion. A true representative of one of our great states must be intelligent as well,” Lumeria continued. “Now, would you like to know the reward for the winner?”

The crowd cheered, competitors included. Lumeria lowered both her hands toward the arena. Everyone looked behind them. From underneath the archway that led to the village, attendants marched forward, holding a litter that was covered with a cloth. Eira leaned and looked, trying to see over the shoulders of the other competitors to determine what was on it. But it was impossible to tell beyond whatever it was being surprisingly flat.

They set down the litter and one attendant pulled back the silken cloth with a flourish. Half the champions pushed forward, trying to see what it was. The spectators did the same, peering down from the stands.

“What is it?”

“Can you see?”

“I can’t see it!”

Murmurs and cries erupted. Lumeria waited, allowing the tension to steep. Some of the competitors wandered back, Sorrah and Graff among them.

“What was it?” Eira asked her friends, thankful the Twilight Kingdom was ahead of them in the procession.

Graff opened his mouth to speak but Ducot hit him on the arm.

“Don’t tell them. It’s their fault for not looking,” Ducot said. She didn’t recognize the man in that moment. He had always been so friendly to her. Even though he wore a playful grin, he was acting like a true competitor.

“Tell us, please?” Noelle asked with a slight, sweet upturn to her voice.

“They’re going to find out anyway,” Graff said.

Ducot shook his head. “All right, go on.”

“It was just an envelope,” Graff reported.

What kind of benefit was an envelope? A hush fell over the crowd. It seemed Lumeria was going to tell them.

“The individual winner will be awarded an opportunity to benefit their team, as well as any other teams they have forged a relationship with that they deem worthy. The prize is an advantage that can be used in the next team tournament.”

Yet again, Eira wondered what Vi and Taavin had been planning to tell her about the games. Would they have given her an advantage like this? Had she been too hasty in refusing? She’d been trying to act honorably, but it seemed like there was little point in doing so. They should have told her that advantages were part of the game.

“As for the individual game…” Lumeria turned toward the thrones behind her.

Vi Solaris stood. “The details of the next competition will be revealed on the competition day itself,” she announced. As she spoke, attendants stepped before every team, each with a platter, covered in a similar silken cloth to the reward, balanced on one hand. “Your clue as to what awaits you in the individual game is this.”

As Vi raised her hand, the attendants removed the cloths. On each of the platters was a small, iron ball. Vi held an identical one over her head.

“An iron ball will lead you on your path to victory,” she announced to murmurs throughout the arena. “You will have two days to ready yourselves and choose who among you will compete. We look forward to those of you who will rise to the challenge.” Vi turned to the stands, speaking more to the people gathered than the champions.

“In the meantime,” Lumeria said as Vi sat, “our celebrations will continue with performers in the arena while the nobility of our lands are given a chance to better know the competitors.”
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They were led back into the coliseum. Instead of heading toward the village, they turned and walked along one of the inner hallways. Eira recognized the clinic as they passed. Fortunately, Fritz wasn’t within. She went to breathe a sigh of relief only to exhale a groan.

“What is it?” Noelle asked.

“What’s wrong?” Cullen gave her a worried look.

Eira sighed. They were going to find out soon enough. “My uncle is here and I think, as a noble, he’s probably going to be at this meet and greet.”

“Your uncle is here?” Alyss blinked.

“The leader of the Tower of Sorcerers?” Noelle needlessly clarified.

“Yes and yes.” Every hangnail suddenly demanded Eira’s utmost attention.

“Minister Fritznangle?”

“I don’t have another uncle that’s the leader of the Tower of Sorcerers, Cullen.”

“How do you know he’s here?” Alyss asked.

“I saw him yesterday. He’s here helping the tournament as a cleric.”

“And you didn’t think to tell us?” Noelle took a quick step forward, walking backward to give Eira a stern look.

“There was a lot going on.”

“A cleric?” Alyss repeated. “But he’s—”

“A Waterrunner, I know. Yes, I told him you could heal twice as well as him and it made little sense to me.” Eira gave her friend a smile. Alyss preened slightly.

“How do you feel about him being here?” Out of everyone, Cullen was the one to understand complex familial situations. Cullen had been there after Marcus’s death; he’d seen the awkwardness and tension of her family and could relate more intimately than Noelle or Alyss with their more warm, conventional familial bonds.

“I don’t know, honestly.”

“I think that’s all right,” he said thoughtfully. “Families can be difficult. You don’t always have to have the right answers. You can figure it out as you go.”

Eira didn’t miss the subtext to his words. He was no doubt using this to make a point—to extend a grace to her that she hadn’t been willing to extend to him. Yet, despite those suspicions, he looked sincere. Genuine in his kindness. She wanted to tell him this hardly counted as the same as what he was going through with his father. But now wasn’t the time. Nor was it appropriate to do so when he was being so thoughtful.

“Hopefully I do figure it out. Ideally sooner rather than later since I’ll see him shortly.”

They fell into a silence. Eira kept watch on the various doors that lined the halls. Most of them were locked. If she wanted to get into them, she’d have to find the keeper of the keys. Or make one, perhaps? Could she do that? She’d never tried…but there were two days before the next tournament so she had some time to search Adela’s notebooks and experiment with her magic.

As they walked, they passed some workers still fortifying the halls. They patched cracks in pillars with a lumpy mess of mortar. As the mortar was setting, they etched a symbol into it—a circle with a dot in the center.

“That’s worrying,” Noelle muttered.

“I promise I wasn’t the one to weaken it with my stone shell yesterday,” Alyss said hastily.

“It wasn’t your fault in the slightest. And there’s nothing to worry over.” A nearby attendant who was escorting them smiled. “The coliseum was built quickly, but sturdily. Just some finishing touches are being put on. There’s been some settling that needs patching, nothing more.”

“The runes they’re adding will give extra support,” Lavette said from behind them. Eira had missed when in the shuffle Qwint’s competitors had made it so close to them. She met the woman’s eyes briefly, but then promptly looked back to the patchwork. “It’s a rune for strength and will imbue the construction with that power, making it exponentially stronger than without.”

“Would it be able to be destroyed with magic?” Alyss asked. Eira could feel the shifts in the magic around them as Alyss probed the stone with her power.

“Yes, but it would take something very powerful,” the red-haired man walking at Lavette’s right said, an ominous note to his words.

“It does feel different,” Alyss said under her breath to Eira.

“Good to know.”

“Hopefully all that strength means this place won’t come down on our heads,” Noelle muttered.

The procession finally reemerged into the sunlight of a walled garden on what Eira suspected was the other side of the arena to the north. The large tubes of glass and sand were directly above them, which meant the royals’ stands were just on the other side of the wall.

Carefully manicured hedges lined tall walls and wedged between rosebushes. There were shades suspended between the walls, adding relief from the steadily rising sun. A large group of people was situated at the far end. Waiting between them and the competitors were Lumeria, Vi, a woman who looked like Arwin’s sister, a draconi, and another human Eira didn’t recognize.

“Welcome, competitors,” Lumeria said, her voice no longer projected. “We appreciate you taking time out of your schedules to meet with us.”

“As if we had a choice,” Ducot mumbled from Eira’s right. She fought a grin.

Lumeria continued, oblivious. “The nobility has not had a chance to meet many yet from other lands and this will be a prime opportunity to share your culture and the strengths of your nation. We hope you will also enjoy yourselves, as this will be an opportunity for premium refreshments, such as sparkling wines from the Twilight Kingdom, accented by freshly squeezed juices of southern Meru, and saltwater candies from Qwint.”

The queen motioned toward the back half of the garden and then started in the opposite direction, knights at her side. Eira scanned for Deneya, but didn’t see her. Princess Vi left with the queen as well. Right before they entered the coliseum, it looked almost like Vi glanced back as she went to whisper something to Lumeria. But what might have been said remained unknown to Eira.

“Well, let’s get this over with.” Noelle rolled back her shoulders and turned her head from side to side, as if she were walking into battle. She donned a smile as strong as armor and strode forward with purpose. Eira had never seen her transition so completely into her “noble lady” alter ego, but it was a startling change.

Noelle’s determination led the charge for the rest of the group, which splintered among the nobles, who all seemed eager to meet them. Eira broke away from the rest of them, starting for one of the staff who held a platter of flutes with sparkling wine bubbling up the sides, dyed a faintly orange-red color with a splash of the aforementioned juice.

“Thank you,” Eira murmured to the man, getting a good look at his face, but not too long to be suspicious. She began to survey the crowd, putting her back to one of the hedges. It didn’t feel as safe as a wall would, but it was the best she had. Doing so afforded her the ability to see her uncle coming from across the way.

She took a long sip of her drink, pleased by the fruity and almost peppery flavor.

“It’s good.” Fritz stood beside her, holding out his own flute.

She tapped hers against his. “It is.”

“A bit unlike what we have on Solaris. Definitely worth trying.”

“It is,” she repeated, not sure what else to say. Making small talk with her uncle was almost as awkward as her morning with Cullen. It’d been so long since they’d just spent time together without something life-changing happening, him being mad at her, or her being mad at him, that just him standing near, completely silent, had her squirming more than a Pillar would. At least she’d know what to expect from a Pillar. Her uncle? Complete unknown.

“Are you nervous about the next game?”

“I’m confident in my team.”

A warm smile crossed his lips. “I’m glad you’re getting along with them so well. I always worried you didn’t have enough friends.”

“It’s hard to make friends when everyone thinks you’re strange because of ‘the voices’ or are going to kill them.” Eira washed down the bitter taste of her years at the Tower with another sip. No matter what happened…she wasn’t going back there, she realized and simultaneously vowed.

Her uncle winced slightly. “Your ability to listen to echoes has now earned you praise and acclaim. As for the accident…it doesn’t need to follow you here.”

“But it has.” Eira looked past the people mingling around the flora. “It always will. It’s part of who I am.” Every choice she’d made, in good sense, bad, or error, would stick to her, like badges pinned directly to her flesh. Painful and inescapable.

“You have grown so much.”

“I have.” Eira met his eyes, as if with one look she could communicate all she had been through and all she had learned. “But that doesn’t make the incident less a part of me. If anything, it’s more a part of me. It’s because of those errors that I’ve tried to grow.” Even if she was still working on being successful in some ways.

“Your parents will be proud of you whenever they see you next.”

“If they want to see me next,” Eira said curtly.

He hesitated, chewing over his discomfort and the words he wanted to say next. Eira braced herself. “Eira, your parents—”

“I don’t really want to talk about them.” She downed the remainder of her glass and set it on an empty table. “It was good to see you, but I should mingle with the rest of the nobility to not disappoint our royals.”

“Right, of course.” Fritz deflated a little and guilt swelled in Eira.

The girl who had grown up idolizing her powerful uncle rested her hand on his elbow. “I’ll see you again soon, I’m sure. We can talk more then.”

“If you want.” He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes.

Eira nodded and left his side. If she wanted… What did she want when it came to her family? They had wounded her. They had left her out in the cold.

They had also been the ones who had literally taken her in from the cold when she was a baby. They had been there for her. Pushed her. And yet also let her down more than anyone else.

Thoughts of family shifted as she heard another familiar voice from one of the nearby pavilions. Yemir laughed loudly, carrying on with some of the other dignitaries from Qwint. Of course, Lavette and Cullen were both present, along with some of the other competitors from Qwint.

Curiosity got the better of her and Eira took a turn around the gardens, swinging behind the pavilion to get a better sense of what they were discussing.

“…you must come when the blue tide swells in the summertime,” one of the nobles from Qwint said to Cullen.

“It sounds lovely,” he replied.

“It really is nice, a true staple of Qwint’s unique natural charms.” Lavette’s words felt as manicured as the hedges next to Eira.

“Perhaps you can have your wedding at the coast with the blue tide glowing around you both?” Lavette’s father suggested. “A wedding truly befitting of a future High Minister.”

“No one knows who the next High Minister will be, save for the people themselves when the time comes to vote.” Lavette looked as uncomfortable as she sounded. Was she not excited? Or did she have her own tensions with her father surrounding this wedding? Then again, her remarks weren’t even about the wedding.

“I’m sure we’ll find a place and time we can all be happy with,” Yemir said, patting Cullen’s back. “Isn’t that right?”

Eira slowed her steps and held her breath. This was his chance. Cullen could stand up here and now. He could say something—anything. Even a small act of defiance would be a step in the right direction or a sign that the claims he’d made to her were true.

“Ensuring the happiness of those I care about is my number one priority.” He used the voice she’d heard him implement as the Prince of the Tower. The detached and formal way of speaking that, for so many years, Eira thought was the only side to him.

She resisted making a noise of disgust and carried on. Time was precious and she’d wasted enough of it today worrying about Cullen. Let him sort out his wedding with his family and soon-to-be family. He had told her he’d been working to fall out of love with her, hadn’t he? Well, she would wish him much success in the endeavor and then focus her time on getting to know the peoples from faraway lands like she’d always dreamed of.

“Ducot,” Eira said to announce her presence as she approached. He was talking with Arwin and a man Eira didn’t recognize.

“Good to see you again, Eira,” Arwin said warmly. It sounded like she meant it. “Ducot is telling me you’ve done a good job looking after him like I asked.”

“See, I can’t escape her.” Ducot motioned in Eira’s direction. “I turn and, bam, there she is.”

Eira chuckled. “Ducot is the one who looks after me, out of everyone.”

“I didn’t want to earlier in the arena,” he said.

“You were just being annoying.”

“He’s good at that,” the man at Arwin’s side said. He was another morphi.

“I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Eira Landan.”

“Oh, I know who you are.” The man smiled and Eira quickly tried to determine if he was on her side or not. “For someone from Solaris, I’ve heard your name on the lips of a lot of those from Meru lately.”

“Is it a good thing my reputation precedes me?” She likely already knew the answer. But the morphi seemed like they’d formulate their own opinions, at least.

“I think that depends on your definition of ‘good.’”

“I’m sorry for him.” Arwin rolled her eyes. “My obnoxious paramour here is Fallor.”

“Nice to meet you.” Eira dipped her chin. “I’m afraid your reputation didn’t precede you at all.”

“Not even one mention of me? I’m wounded.” He gasped at Arwin, who just smirked.

“I’d like to know what other mentions you’ve heard of me,” Eira persisted.

“That you’re Adela’s heir, or the pirate queen reborn again. That you’re an enemy of Yargen. That you’re Raspian’s second coming, set to doom us all.”

“Where do I find the time to sleep?” Eira played off the remarks as a joke, but she knew better. These thoughts and feelings posed a risk and it seemed the longer she was inside the tournament, the more the rumors flew. Could she do anything to stop them from inside? Likely not…but at least keeping tabs on them would be a good start.

“Take it from me, it’s easy to be the subject of Meru’s rumors. They have a long history of spinning untruths as it suits them.”

“I suppose the question then becomes, who does it suit to make me the enemy?” Her tone remained casual, but Eira allowed her words to have weight. She could begin to counter, or live up to, the Pillars perceptions of her among these nobles. Perhaps she could spread her own rumors. “I’m just a young woman from Solaris, not much of a threat at all. Just ask Ducot.”

He snorted. “She’s more likely to hurt herself than someone else.”

Ducot was a valuable ally. Knowing he would make her sound inept would be an asset. She just had to be mindful of her displays in the tournament. But, perhaps, confusion could be its own tactic. If no one knew what to expect from her then everything seemed likely, or equally improbable.

“I’ve noticed that there seem to be many royals missing,” Eira shifted the subject. “Will your king be in attendance?”

“King Noct will be arriving hopefully within the next few days. There’s some magical management of the shift surrounding the Twilight Kingdom that needs to be sorted before he leaves our homeland. To ensure we’re properly protected,” Arwin said.

“Is there a threat of attack?” Eira asked earnestly.

“We know better than to leave ourselves undefended.” Fallor folded his arms. Eira didn’t miss how his gaze darted to the dignitaries from Meru. Only for a second, but long enough to show where his mind was truly. The treaty might be mere days away from being signed…but there were many still unconvinced.

Arwin gave Fallor a sharp look but her face softened immediately when she looked back to Eira, continuing to speak as though he hadn’t said anything at all. “The safety of one’s people is a concern for any state. If a leader says otherwise they’re either naive, oblivious, or the ones who are about to attack. But my father will be here to sign the treaty at the end of the tournament.”

“I see.” It was clear Arwin wasn’t going to give any more away on the feelings of the morphi surrounding the treaty. Perhaps she could gain more from general inquiry. “Tell me more about the Twilight Kingdom?”

“What do you want to know?” Arwin asked.

“Anything and everything.”

“The Twilight Kingdom is really only one city…” Arwin began. The three of them told her of a shimmering city of starlight, ever expanding as needed, cradled in a cocoon of magic. Eira drank it up eagerly, learning as much as she could. And, the moment she felt like she was on the verge of overstaying her welcome, she excused herself.

After that she scanned, looking for another opening. There was one with some nobles from Qwint. Swallowing the bad taste Cullen had left in her mouth, she made her way over. She knew the least about Qwint and it would be letting Cullen dull a part of herself if she didn’t naturally inquire.

“Greetings,” Eira said warmly.

“Another Solaris competitor making the rounds,” the noblewoman said, though not unkindly.

“It seems a better use of my time than drinking in the corner alone.” Eira lifted a flute off a passing tray and tipped it in her direction, relieved the woman clinked her glass against Eira’s in reply. “Good to see you again.” She nodded to the other competitor present. It was the brown-haired man from the night before. “I don’t think I’ve had a chance to catch your name.”

“Lop,” he answered.

“Nice to meet you, I’m—”

“Eira, we know.”

That was a running theme. As Eira worked to meet everyone she could and learn what she was able about them and their various lands, she also got a sense of what they’d heard about her. Eira learned of how in Qwint their leaders changed every five years, based on what they called a free election—a concept so strange she was still working to wrap her head around it when she took a brief break for another refreshment. The closest thing she could think of was the Eastern Senate, far before the annexation by the Empire. But that was different from this “democracy” notion, as it was predicated on only certain nobles being eligible to lead…much like the current senate adopted in Solarin.

“You’ve been busy.” Olivin seemed to materialize out of nowhere.

“I do what I can.” Eira glanced at him from the corner of her eye as she took a sip from her flute.

“I couldn’t help but notice you spoke with the group of elfin that I wasn’t a part of. Coincidence?”

Eira hummed, making a show of considering it. “I didn’t want you to think I was a ‘lost puppy.’”

“Don’t pay Menna much mind. She’s obnoxious sometimes—oftentimes.”

“Harsh words for one of your teammates.”

“I only speak the truth. If it’s harsh, then the truth is harsh.” He extended his elbow expectantly.

Eira stared at it, dragging her eyes up his arm to his face. “Yes?”

“It’s usually customary to escort a lady around the gardens at least once.”

“Even when that lady is your competition?”

“There is an etiquette to combat for a reason.” Olivin smiled, still holding out his arm yet somehow not making it awkward in the process. “I’m here to win, not make enemies.” This presentation of himself as the gentleman was in stark contrast to the man who held a dagger to her throat. Which was real and which was the show? Or perhaps, much like Princess Vi, they were both sides of the same coin.

He was lord and shadow.

“I think I’ll be fine without a formal escort.”

“Very well.” Olivin nodded gracefully and started to the right. Eira watched him leave. The bunching of the fabric of his robes around his neck reached the strands of his hair. There was more to him offering to escort her. Olivin did few things unintentionally. She abandoned her glass and strode over, falling into step at his side. “I thought you didn’t want an escort?”

“I want to know what you have to say.”

“What makes you think I have anything to say? Perhaps I just want to comment on the fine wine.” He slowed to a stop.

“You don’t do anything by chance. You sought me out for a reason.”

Olivin extended his arm once more. “So I did.”

Eira assessed it briefly. She met his eyes as her fingers slid into the crook of his elbow. Olivin began walking again, setting a slow pace. His eyes were constantly scanning everyone around them. Eira did the same, getting a quick sense of who could be listening.

“You’re not the only one who’s made use of this party for their own means,” he said softly. “I’ve been hunting my own information.”

“About what?” She didn’t think he would proffer that morsel if he wasn’t going to tell her about the whole meal.

He hesitated. It was odd to see someone who was usually so confident appear insecure. “It’s a personal matter.”

“Are you all right?”

“I am, but I’m worried about my teammate.”

“Yonlin, right?” Eira had noticed he wasn’t among Meru’s competitors this morning. Fritz had said he’d be back in time for the individual tournament. Had he been thinking that was today? Or had he meant in a few days?

Olivin nodded. “He still hasn’t returned.”
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Warning bells were instantly ringing in her mind, as they no doubt had been for Olivin all night. “Have you heard any word?”

Olivin nodded grimly as they turned around the pavilion Cullen and his father had been speaking in earlier. It was now empty. An attendant bustled past them, clearing a platter of dirty, small plates they’d begun passing around. It was an attendant she’d seen earlier, not someone new. She was beginning to learn their faces.

“I managed to find your friend from Solaris earlier, Fritznangle—Fritz. He said that Yonlin’s wounds were more severe than expected and they were fighting an infection that’s now raging through his body.” There was skepticism in Olivin’s voice. Judging from the pull of the muscles by his chin, Olivin was actively fighting to keep his face from falling into a scowl. She could feel his bicep tense under her fingers. He was surprisingly strong for his lithe frame.

“Fritz wouldn’t lie to you.” Eira gave his arm a light squeeze. “Have you gone to visit him?”

Olivin shook his head. “Fritz said that Yonlin has been sequestered to prevent others from falling ill. Only one of the clerics is treating him.”

“And it’s not Fritz.” Eira knew it wouldn’t be. This sounded well beyond her uncle’s scope of healing.

“No, when I asked him if he’d seen Yonlin, he said he hadn’t. Just more notes from that desk.”

This was appearing worse by the second. “Have you spoken to Yonlin through a door? Have you seen him through a window?”

“No.”

Eira bit her lip. “I know I said Fritz wouldn’t lie to you—and I really believe he wouldn’t…but if he was being lied to…” Eira shook her head. “He’s not the best at deciphering fact from fiction, especially if the lie comes from a source he’d otherwise trust.”

“You know this Fritz person pretty well.”

“He’s my uncle,” Eira admitted. “In many ways, he was like a father to me. He leads the Tower of Sorcerers back in Solaris—the academy all sorcerers are trained within for the empire. I went to the Tower when I was just a girl, following my brother.” Mentions of Marcus hurt less, she discovered. It was still a painful ache deep between her ribs, but his memory no longer held the same agonizing sharpness. Not since the pit. “Fritz, my mother’s brother, looked after us as a teacher, as an uncle, and as a surrogate parent in many ways.”

Olivin’s pace slowed. He stared at the ground. “I suppose, if we’re being honest…”

Eira also came to a stop, looking up at the elfin. She had yet to release him and something told her she shouldn’t—that she was helping stabilize him in this moment with her touch. There was history between him and Yonlin. She’d begun to see the edges of it with Olivin’s worry yesterday.

“Yonlin is my younger brother. He’s all I have left.” Olivin met her eyes. “The Pillars know I’m working against them and I’m afraid they’ve done something to him.”

“I know your fear too well,” Eira said softly. “I tried to send my uncle away.”

“I didn’t know what was worse—having Yonlin here where I could keep an eye on him, but have him be at greater risk by being in the thick of it… Or sending him far, far away, and then always wondering if he was all right.”

“It’s an impossible choice.” Eira looked down, but he summoned her attention with the conviction he spoke with.

“Help me look after Yonlin, and I’ll help keep your uncle safe?”

“I’d be a fool not to agree.” Eira scanned the gardens again. “I’ll see if I can find my uncle once more before this gathering ends—if I can get any extra information.” She didn’t know how many times she’d have an opportunity to have time with Fritz. She might as well make use of it.

“Thank you,” Olivin said sincerely.

Eira nodded. “Though, I do have something else I want to ask you.”

“Of course you do.” He grinned slightly.

She returned the expression. “You can’t dodge this question, either.”

He laughed. “All right, fine.”

“Do you really trust me?” She needed to know just how far this new alliance extended. Eira felt like she and Ducot had been through enough that she could depend on him. Olivin was still a vast unknown.

“If I did completely, so quickly, I wouldn’t be a good shadow.” Olivin turned his gaze to the coliseum that loomed overhead. “I learned long, long ago not to trust anyone.”

“And that has no doubt helped keep you alive.”

“While also keeping everyone else at arm’s length, at best.” And, yet, her fingers were still tucked in the crook of his elbow. Olivin slowly met her eyes and held her gaze long enough that she could almost feel the unspoken pain that originated from within him.

“We do what we must,” she said softly. She knew that pain, and was learning its depths more and more with each passing day.

“Is that what you’re doing with Cullen? Pushing him away because you ‘must’?”

“Cullen and I aren’t any of your business,” Eira said sharply. Here she was, beginning to think Olivin wasn’t so bad.

He smirked slightly at that. “But it could be amusing to make you my business.”

“I’m not sure if I should take that as a threat.”

“Why would you?” He seemed surprised.

“Well, you said you can’t completely trust me. And now you’re making it clear that you could inflict personal pain if you so desired.” Eira tilted her head slightly. “So I should also let you know not to waste your time. Cullen means nothing to me. If you’re going to try to attack me, spend your effort elsewhere.”

“How is it that you’re becoming a better shadow the more time that passes while you’re out of the court, rather than when you were in it?”

“I’m making an effort,” Eira readily admitted. “Now, I’m going to track down my uncle.” She released him, but he moved for her.

Olivin stopped her with a feather-light touch on her arm, just above her elbow, as she went to leave. “Thank you,” he said with sincerity. “For what it’s worth, I’m actually glad you’re not in the court.”

“Oh?”

“We’re still on the same side against the Pillars. And, since you’re no longer a shadow, you can move in ways I can’t. You can do things I can’t. Take the information I give you and be your reckless self. Flush out the Pillars so I can strike them down where they stand. I think we will be better partners like this than we could’ve ever hoped for otherwise.”

“Careful. For not really trusting me, you’re making me sound like a key ally.”

“Only as long as it suits us both.”

She nodded and left him behind. But the conversation followed her. Yonlin was Olivin’s brother. Her thoughts were back to Marcus, imagining how she might feel if he were here, with her. She’d do anything to keep him safe. Part of her conviction no doubt came from him not being here. But that was her reality.

Marcus couldn’t be protected anymore. But Yonlin could.

Eira found her uncle in the corner, speaking with some nobles from Meru. She nodded respectfully, but inserted herself into the conversation anyway.

“Apologies, Minister Fritz, might I have a moment?”

“Certainly, competitor Eira.” He mirrored her formality with a slight jest to his voice.

Eira resisted rolling her eyes as they stepped off to the side. “Sorry to pull you away. I realized I had something I meant to ask earlier… The competitor who came in just before me yesterday, Yonlin from Meru. I heard he was now ill.”

“So the notes said.” Fritz’s expression turned serious. “I’m not the cleric treating him, so I don’t have any more information than I told Olivin.” Fritz had no doubt seen her and Olivin walking arm-in-arm.

“Who is treating him?” Eira asked.

“It was Henzel. But since he was moved from the recovery room, I think another cleric has taken over.”

“Is Henzel here?”

“No, he’s not. And you should enjoy yourself and leave the clerical matters to us.”

He. Not she. But Eira was certain she’d heard a woman’s voice that afternoon.

“Of course.” Eira eased her tone and intensity as her uncle became worried and defensive. “I’m just worried is all.”

“We’ll take good care of him. There are six clerics just for competitors, and more in the greater city.” Fritz smiled. “Everything is logged and tracked.”

“Glad to hear it.” Eira suspected she knew just where those records were kept—the desk with many drawers in the clerics’ wing. One way or another, when the individual tournament came around, she’d get to that desk and find out what was really going on.
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By late afternoon they were taken back to the village and the first thing Eira did was call her friends for a meeting, briefing them on what she’d found out during their time with the nobles. If anything was omitted, it was purely by accident. She was making it a point to keep them informed of what she knew and what her plans were.

Ducot had been right. This was her small Court of Shadows, the people she could really depend on. The people who would keep her in line and look out for her as much as she would them.

“So, we’ll always travel in groups from now on, just in case the Pillars are trying to abduct competitors. Do you have other marching orders in the meantime, Captain?” Noelle asked, giving a stiff salute.

“No further orders.” Eira smirked slightly. “It’s not like we can go anywhere to hunt for more information.”

“Being trapped in here isn’t like I thought it would be.” Cullen rested his chin in his palm. “I imagined we’d be…busier.”

“The downtime will give us time to practice,” Eira reminded them.

“Practice what?” Noelle motioned to the iron ball that was still in the center of the table. Speculations of what the next game would hold had also been a subject of their discussions. “We don’t have any idea what’s coming next.”

“We practice everything we can,” Eira said. “Anything and everything that might be of use either in the tournament or against the Pillars. We have behind the house—it’s fenced in, so none of the other competitors, or attendants, should see what we’re doing. We can use this time to become real threats.”

“I can practice my material manipulation,” Alyss offered. “I can also see if the wall around the village has the same runes as the coliseum and experiment with influencing those, as well. See how much of a problem Qwint might be.”

“Let us know if your experimentations yield anything useful.” Eira had almost forgotten about the runes they’d seen fortifying the coliseum earlier.

“I will. I’ll also focus on making weapons out of stone or wood. It shouldn’t be too different in concept from carving an animal.”

“Good idea,” Eira praised. Though a twinge of sadness streaked through her at the notion of her friend’s skills being repurposed from pieces of art purely for joy into tools of death.

“Do you think weapons will be necessary for the tournament?” Cullen asked.

“They’ve already pitched us head-to-head once, I’ve no doubt they could again,” Noelle said.

“If not the tournament, then for the Pillars. We have our magic, but it never hurts to have more options of attack rather than less.” Alyss folded and unfolded her fingers. Eira recognized the uncomfortable motion and wondered if she was thinking much along the same lines as Eira was.

Eira nodded. “It’s good thinking, Alyss.”

“If there are no objections from the group, I’m going to work with the iron ball,” Noelle announced. “I want to experiment with melting it and transforming it. My extended family are jewelers, so perhaps the propensity for hot metal manipulation extends to me. Maybe there’s something hidden inside.”

“Please don’t completely destroy it,” Eira said.

“I won’t. Shouldn’t.” Noelle grinned and took the ball.

If Alyss was going to work on her own magic solo, and Noelle, too, then that just left Cullen. Eira tried to swallow down any awkwardness. They would never move past their discomfort and tension if they didn’t try.

“What are you going to practice?” Judging from the way he held himself, he felt as awkward as she did. He kept adjusting his shoulders, each time slouching more casually than the last while somehow seeming more and more stiff.

“I’m actually going to need your help,” she said.

“My help?”

“I want to keep working on my ability to manipulate channels,” Eira said. They had started to do so in the arena prepared for them in Risen, to no real result. But she still had the keen senses honed by the pit. She still had Ferro’s claims of what she could do in the back of her mind. Now she had time to herself, without interruption or eyes, to really push the limitations of her magic. “But I can’t do that alone.”

“Ah, you know I’m happy to help you.”

“Let’s regroup at dinner?” Noelle suggested.

“Sounds good.” Alyss headed out back. Noelle situated herself on the floor by the fireplace, fingertips already ablaze.

“We could use my room,” Cullen offered, and quickly added, “only if you want to.”

“Why would we need a room?” Eira’s defenses instantly rose.

“Because I thought it might be easier for you to focus without other magic muddling the air?” He gestured in the directions of Noelle and Alyss. “Unless you’d prefer upstairs?”

“Oh, right…” Eira glanced askance, a bit guilty for thinking the worst of him instantly. He had a point. Eira quickly decided she didn’t want him in her space. “Sure, your room works.”

Cullen’s room was on the first floor, to the left of the front door. His room was as well appointed as theirs was, following their win. The warm glow of the tiny flames trapped in the glass bulbs overhead combined with tapestries that had been hung on the walls.

“They didn’t hang tapestries for us upstairs,” Eira commented.

“Those were actually blankets…but I’m usually too warm, rather than too cold, so I decided to hang them.”

Eira ran her fingers over the silk. It really was a fine thing the draconi had made. “It looks nice. You have decent design sense.”

“I do what I can.” He smiled. “Now, what do you need from me?”

“We’ll pick back up where we left off.” Which, admittedly, wasn’t very far. Amid the chaos of the shadows and the Pillars, Eira hadn’t had much time to focus on learning too many new skills. Moreover, this was something that she hadn’t wanted to practice too much in front of people’s watchful eyes, and the practice arena in Risen was entirely out in the open.

“Refresh my memory?” Cullen scratched the back of his head and sat on the floor underneath the window.

Eira sat on the floor opposite, leaning against the foot of the bed. If he wasn’t going to sit on the bed, neither would she. No implications. No tension. Not today. They were both carefully treading this new path forward.

“Ferro had said that he thought I cut off his magic during the night in the woods when he killed Marcus.” The fact that she could keep her voice level during that statement had Eira surprised and impressed with herself. Cullen frowned slightly, but she must have seemed as put together and emotionally in control as she felt, because he didn’t immediately console her. “After the pit, something felt different in my ability to sense magic. And then there was the night of the attack on the Court of Shadows.”

“When you felt like you opened Deneya’s channel a bit wider,” he said, checking his memory.

Eira nodded. It was well established that Waterrunners could manipulate the channels people used to access their magic. If a sorcerer had their magic blocked—by force or will—it was done by a Waterrunner. That was no doubt the grounds on which Fritz pitched himself as a useful set of hands to the clerics. But learning how to perform those magical feats was a difficult process. And even though it was possible to close a magic channel…there was no record of widening one to increase the flow of magic.

“That’s what I want to try and do today.” Eira shifted, crossing her legs and resting her hands on her knees. “I wouldn’t risk trying to close your channel.”

“Thanks for that.” He grinned slightly, looking far too handsome for Eira’s own good. Attraction was in the little things. More than grand gestures, or well-tailored clothes, it was the way he smiled or how he situated his hands in his lap that would do her in.

“It’d make the competition difficult if we were down a man.” Meru already was; she didn’t want to be as well. “I think the best way to test this is if you do something sustained with your magic. Then I can feel out your power—your channel—and hopefully widen it, making it easier to do whatever that sustained thing is.”

“What should I do?”

“Something you think you could do for a long time. I doubt I’m going to get this right the first try, or ten.”

Cullen undid the laces on his boot, pulling it off. He held it out and uncurled his fingers. The boot levitated in the air.

“Will this work?”

“It should.” Eira focused on his hand. “Just hold it there for as long as you can. Try not to change its height or distance from your hand.”

“Will do.”

She reached out with her magic, much like she did when looking for echoes. It had been a few days since she last tried to feel the subtle shifts in the magical currents that the whole world was made up of and it showed. She couldn’t seem to find those threads of power.

Eira cursed under her breath after about an hour of trying.

“You’re doing great,” Cullen encouraged. The boot was hovering, albeit a little lower than it had been initially. He must be getting tired.

“I am not.” She shifted, adjusting her feet. One had fallen asleep and now prickled painfully. Eira massaged it, trying to work out her frustrations at the same time. “What if whatever power I uncovered is gone? Or what if it was never there and I only thought it was out of desperation?”

“I doubt either is true. You know yourself and your magic better than most sorcerers.” Cullen relaxed his magic, catching the boot and leaning back. “That’s how you can hear all those echoes. You’re more in tune with small changes in magic than any other sorcerer I’ve ever known. If anyone can manipulate channels, for better or worse, it’ll be you.”

“You have so much faith in me.” And that confidence was like a blanket enveloping her in warmth and safety.

“Of course I do.” He beamed, his whole face lighting up as bright as a sunrise. “I lov—” That light dimmed, slowly and completely. His expression sank like her heart. “I love having the opportunity to see you grow.”

I love you. That’s what he was originally going to say. Eira smiled faintly, hoping that with a single expression she could convey her gratitude to him that he was also trying. Slowly, they would figure things out between them. They would force their love to die, but maybe it could enrich the soil for something new to bloom.

Hopefully something less painful.

“Thank you.” She tucked some hair behind her ear. “Let’s try again.”

Cullen uncurled his fingers from the sole of the boot and it levitated once more. “Ready when you are.”

Eira resumed, this time slower, calmer. If she wanted to feel the currents of others’ magic then she had to be placid. To find the currents, she had to have none herself.

She closed her eyes and tried to banish all thought. Perhaps the best thing to do to find something was to stop looking for it. Once she was focused on nothing, then she should feel the ripples of his magic, right?

“Don’t go to sleep on me.”

“I’m not.” She opened one eye.

Cullen laughed. “You sure this isn’t your way of sneaking in a nap while everyone else is working on their magic?”

“Ha. Ha. Very funny.” Eira stuck out her tongue. Just before she closed her eye again she saw him smile. It was one of the most easy and genuine smiles she’d seen from him in a long time. Her heart skipped a beat. This was her favorite version of Cullen, the quiet and confident man she knew from stolen moments and solitary hours spent together. “Now stop talking. I’m trying to focus.”

“I’ll be quiet,” he said, then added with a mumble, “so you can take your nap.”

“I can still hear you, you know.”

He snickered.

“Actually…” Eira shifted slightly closer to him. His eyes were locked on her in an instant. Confused. Eager. She reached out with trembling fingers, cupping her hands and holding them just under his, grasping the boot. “May I?”

His throat constricted as he swallowed. “Yes.” Cullen’s voice had gone deep and thick.

Eira placed her hands lightly on his. Without warning, his fingers pressed slightly into hers. Her whole body felt like it was under pressure. Being squeezed. Their stare remained locked, intense.

He leaned forward slightly. Eira didn’t move away. All she wanted was to collapse the space between them. Was he testing her? Challenging her will?

Eira closed her eyes, both to focus and to avoid the intense stare he was still giving her. Reaching out with her powers, Eira enveloped him in magic. She held him in a way that she’d never tried to hold anyone before. Every beat of his heart thrummed against her, as though it was her own.

They stayed, as still as statues, long past the points of aching muscles and magical fatigue. She continued working to manipulate his channel. But even after Eira had exhausted herself, she lingered. And so did he.

Skin to skin. Slightly quivering. Neither moving away.
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They repeated the process the next day. This time Cullen levitated a quill as it was easier to keep afloat than his shoe, making it so he could do their tests for longer. Unfortunately, because it was less exertion for him, Eira had to focus even harder to sense his magic.

Doing it with her eyes closed and touching him was definitely the easiest route, so Eira started there. Somehow, the buzzing tension that had been there the previous day was gone, as if it had never happened in the first place. Her first success came after the first hour. There was a thrumming across her awareness—a distinct hum of magic rippling through the void she’d created in her mind.

“Raise the quill higher,” Eira requested. She didn’t open her eyes but could feel the moment he obliged. There was a change in the vibration, but not felt with her senses. There wasn’t a shift in the air that made her hair blow in a particular direction. The temperature didn’t drop.

It was a spiritual more than a bodily sensation. A tingling that pulsed underneath her skin. It was almost like a conversation—no, like listening to music. There were rhythms to Cullen’s magic that she could tune in to.

“Lower again.” The pulsing slowed back to its original pace. Eira’s lips curled into a smile.

“You have something,” Cullen said.

“I have your channel in my sight.” She spoke slowly and deliberately, not wanting to take too much of her focus away from his magic. It was slippery. Any second her attention could shift and she’d lose it entirely.

“What does it look like?” he asked eagerly.

She shhed him. “We’ll talk later, I’m focusing now.”

What she needed to do was find a way to magnify those ripples. But that meant changing them. Every magic she’d ever performed had always had a tangible element, something she physically manipulated. Well, except for the echoes. But those had come to her unbidden, completely naturally. Was there something she could glean from them? Some kind of innate ability she could harness?

Eira’s mind whirred as she tried to probe Cullen’s magic slowly, gently. She tried to envelop it, as she would do to objects she was trying to listen to for echoes. But that wasn’t successful. A channel wasn’t an object she could steep in magic. It was a well with an unknown source.

She bit her lip.

“You’re doing great,” he encouraged softly.

Eira relaxed with a slight smile. She really wasn’t. But his faith was heartwarming. Perhaps it’d be enough to actually accomplish something.

With any luck, they’d go into the first individual game with her having the ability to strengthen their magic on command.
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Eira hadn’t been very lucky over the past few days, and it looked like that dearth of luck continued. She couldn’t manage to impact Cullen’s channel at all. The best she could do was lock onto it easier than she had before. But that hardly seemed like enough.

Alyss had made headway on weapons—though no further information could be gleaned from Qwint’s runes. Noelle was following Alyss’s model and practicing crafting weapons from flames. A wonder to behold, though Eira doubted how practical they were. Even Cullen said the sustained use of his power was an exercise for his magic.

Everyone had something to show for their work…but her.

“It’s going to be all right,” Cullen said, jarring her from her deprecating thoughts. They stood lined up before the arena. The music had already started and the roar of the crowd could be heard from within.

“Is it?” she asked genuinely, staring at her empty palms. Her fingers still tingled from touching him. Purely for learning magic, it had been nothing more. Something she’d insist to anyone, but mostly herself. “We still have no idea what the game is and I have nothing to offer for our days of practice.”

“You’re going to get it. You just need more time.”

“We don’t have more time. What if there will be something I could’ve helped you with and now I can’t?” Even if they weren’t lovers, she wanted to be useful to him—to all of her team.

“There’s three more games after this one.” Which would take place over the next week and a half. Not much time at all.

“Let’s focus on the game ahead of us before we start thinking about those,” Noelle chimed in. “We still haven’t decided who we’re sending in for today’s game.”

“Remember they said that whoever we pick can’t compete in the next individual game,” Alyss added.

“I don’t think that should impact our choice too much.” Eira spoke a little louder as the parade started. The coliseum was looming overhead, pressing down on the need to make a decision. “We don’t have any information about what that challenge will be, so it’s not as if we can be upset at ourselves later for making a poor choice now. Plus, there’s still three of us who won’t be competing, which means we’ll have options and can hopefully make a more informed decision for that game.” Even if they hadn’t landed on a final competitor, they had at least ruled out sending in more than one person.

“All good points.” Noelle put her hands on her hips, staring ahead at the light of the arena streaming in at the end of the tunnel. “So, who wants to do it?”

“You don’t sound enthusiastic.” Eira observed.

Noelle shrugged.

“You don’t want to for the glory?”

“I like playing games I know I can win.” Noelle kept her focus ahead. “All this unknown makes things less fun for me. I’d rather take the next individual game, if it’s all the same to everyone.”

“This might be the first time I’ve ever seen you as anything less than confident.” Alyss looked up at Noelle in surprise. “It’s weird and I don’t like it.”

“I’ll try to keep it at a minimum.” Noelle smiled but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. Eira had never seen her look so nervous either and was inclined to agree with Alyss in that it was deeply unnerving.

“I’ll do it,” Cullen said out of nowhere.

“The hero, stepping up to save the damsel—damsels.” Noelle’s remark lacked bite.

He flashed her a smile. “Don’t you know it?” He turned his eyes forward, expression growing serious once more. “After practicing so much with my magic over the past few days, I’m feeling particularly strong and in sync with it.” He looked Eira’s way. “Thanks to you.”

“I don’t think I did anything.” Eira wished it wasn’t the case, but she was fairly certain her attempts hadn’t yielded much.

“Well, I feel more confident, so that’s something.” He patted her shoulder.

If only she was as confident as he was. But Eira had more important things to worry about than the games. Yonlin still wasn’t back. Which meant she had to take action.

They emerged into the arena to the usual applause and the royals looming over them from their special section. Sunlight shone through the large, glass vials, already a quarter filled with sand in the case of Solaris. The crowd quieted as Vi stood, raising her hands.

“Welcome to the second game of the Tournament of Five Kingdoms. As a reminder, in these individual games there can only be one winner, who shall receive a reward as well as five points for their team. Those who are not the victor will earn a loss of two points for their team. These individual games are not mandatory…so who shall step forward to compete for today’s games?”

Prince Harkor was the first to step forward, unsurprisingly. A roar erupted from a distant section of the stands along with bursts of flame.

Cullen was the next to step forward. There were more cheers this time. Eira scanned the crowd. She saw a good handful of humans, Solaris citizens, likely. But perhaps some Qwint as well. If word of Cullen’s engagement had spread, likely from the garden party, then they might cheer for him as well. Elfin also raised their hands and voices for him.

She exhaled and let out the slight twinge of pain in her chest. He was so easily loved by so many. All Cullen had to do was exist and people flocked to him. They rallied behind him. What was it that gave him that ability and how did she lack it so horribly?

Eira didn’t have the answers. She just had to focus on the strengths she did possess.

“Are there any others?” Vi asked.

After another moment of hesitation, Lavette stepped forward. There were more cheers and, judging from the shocked tone, the engagement was already a poorly kept secret. Yemir no doubt couldn’t wait to “accidentally” let it slip.

Lavette looked Cullen’s way with a slight smile and a shrug. He nodded in reply, expression serious. Eira took a half step back, suddenly aware of how close she’d been standing. It had been a normal distance.

Nothing was happening between us, she wanted to scream. But her fingers tingled from where she’d touched the backs of his hands for the past two days.

“The last call for competitors,” Vi announced. Her eyes, along with everyone else’s in the arena, were on Meru’s competitors.

“He never came back,” Alyss realized.

“What?” Noelle asked.

“Yonlin, the other Meru champion, still isn’t here.” Eira’s stomach was already turning sour. Yonlin’s persisting absence couldn’t be good. It had been almost four days by now since he was wounded.

Olivin shook his head, meeting Vi’s eyes. The princess nodded in reply. Meru wasn’t sending anyone forward. Eira wondered if they weren’t willing to risk anyone else.

“Then we shall begin today’s game with three competitors. The others shall be escorted to the competitors’ balcony where they may watch and cheer on their teammates.” Vi motioned directly across the arena with her palm. Opposite the royals’ stands, above the portcullis, was a vacant balcony.

“This way, please.” One of the attendants stepped forward.

“Good luck,” Eira said to Cullen, before she was ushered away.

Back in the tunnel, they took the left cutoff at the fork. One of the previously closed doors was now open and it led to a staircase that took them directly up to the balcony. There was an assortment of chairs and benches around a table of basic refreshments—the same fare they’d had in the village. But to see the tournament they’d have to ignore the food and go up to the railing.

Which Eira, Alyss, and Noelle promptly did.

“Today’s game is a simple tournament of endurance,” Vi announced. As she spoke, attendants walked up to the three competitors still in the arena, opening a wooden box. Eira couldn’t see what was inside from her current vantage. “The winner will be the competitor who is able to keep an iron ball in the air the longest.”

Eira bleated laughter. Of all the games…

“Wasn’t this…” Noelle trailed off.

“Exactly what Cullen was doing while helping me for the past two days?” Eira shared a grin with her. “We accidentally prepared him for this.”

“We could use some good luck!” Alyss gripped the railing, bouncing from one foot to the other with excitement.

The attendants maneuvered Cullen, Harkor, and Lavette into three different locations and then stepped away.

“Hold out your iron rounds,” Vi instructed. “You may use whatever method you would like to keep the ball in the air. If it touches the ground, you will be out of the game. You may not hold onto it with your hand, or any other part of your body, for more than a second. These are the only rules of today’s play.”

It seemed simple enough. What was the catch? Eira tapped the railing. There had to be a catch. It couldn’t be this easy or pedantic. Not after the first game had them pitted against each other.

“Are there any questions?”

Each of the competitors shook their heads.

“Then, on my count. Three…two…one.”

Lavette was the first to move. She spun the metal bracelets on the hand holding the iron ball. They clanked together, sparking. Tiny bolts of lightning popped the ball into the air. The second it started falling another bolt shot upward.

Harkor sank low into his knees, shot up, and threw the ball into the air with a grunt. It soared toward the sky so quickly that Eira was blinking to try and keep up with it. The draconi’s eyes had to have some kind of magical properties because the ball was lost to Eira. But Harkor was so intently focused that he must see it.

However, Eira momentarily lost track of what Harkor was doing as Cullen’s magic surged. The ball hovered just above his palm, much like the quill and boot had. He couldn’t be exerting that much effort but she felt his magic as if they were back in the room together, alone.

Even among a crowd of thousands, there was only him.

Perhaps she had made more progress than she thought. Eira fought a smile and lost. If she could become so attuned to Cullen’s magic, she could do the same for Alyss and Noelle. Then it was just a matter of figuring out how to widen their channels…assuming that was possible at all.

“How long do you think this will go on for?” Noelle leaned over, resting her chin on her forearms atop the railing.

“Who knows?” Eira said.

“Cullen has this,” Alyss said proudly. “Harkor will grow tired of that soon enough. Lavette could be a challenge, if Cullen hadn’t been preparing for this.”

But it would take a while for Cullen and Lavette to inevitably tire… That meant she had some time in the coliseum while most of the competitors and attendants were occupied.

Alyss’s excitement slowly slipped off her face. She took a small step closer to Eira. “I’m worried about Yonlin, though.”

“Me too. I have an idea of where I might find more information, but I need to get away from here,” Eira said under her breath, glancing over her shoulder at the attendants still by the door. “Think we can manage?”

Alyss gasped and Eira’s attention jerked back toward her. “Eira, are you actually consulting us?”

“Shocking, I know.”

“If anyone asks, you’re both in the restroom and Eira has been having stomach issues all morning,” Noelle said deadpan. Eira hadn’t realized she was listening. Her friend was better at being a shadow than Eira thought.

“Thank you.” Alyss squeezed Noelle’s bicep.

“Let’s go.” Eira started back for the coliseum entrance. The hum of Cullen’s magic vanished from her consciousness the farther she got from him. It no longer crashed against her, but was a subtle hum that faded away entirely.

He’s fine, she insisted to herself. She couldn’t sense him because her focus was elsewhere now. She was physically distant. He would make it through this game and come out as the winner on the other side.

As for Eira, she had more important matters to attend to.
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“Competitors are supposed to stay on the balcony.” An attendant stepped in front of them, blocking the exit.

“I need to use the washroom,” Eira said. “Unless you expect us to relieve ourselves in front of the spectators, too?”

The attendant rolled his eyes and stepped aside. “Downstairs and right across. Don’t make any other deviations.”

“Thanks.” Eira put her hand over her stomach and winced. “I’m glad it’s not far. I think I ate something foul that will be bad coming out.”

“You poor thing, suffering all morning… Let me help you.” Alyss rested a hand on her back, rubbing it.

The attendant grimaced and didn’t stop them as they passed.

As soon as they were out of view, Eira raced down the stairs. There were three doors directly across. She opened one. Sure enough, it was a washroom.

“This is perfect.”

“Perfect for what, exactly?” Alyss was already playing the role of lookout, scanning for anyone who might be approaching.

“You wait here, I’ll be right back.” Eira closed the door. “If any attendant comes by just stick to Noelle’s story that I’m having digestion issues and buy me time.”

Alyss grabbed her hand. “I thought I came because we weren’t going places alone, not to be a decoy for you.”

“Someone needs to be a lookout—that will help keep me safe. Plus, I can make myself invisible.” Eira squeezed her friend’s fingers. Alyss wore a frown. “I swear I will stay invisible the entire time. No matter who I run into or what I see. And if I run into something dangerous, I’ll come back as safely and as quickly as possible. I’m not going looking for a fight, just information.” Alyss still said nothing. “But if you really don’t want me to go, or if you want to come with me, we could—”

“You better stick to your word.” Alyss pulled away and reached into her pocket. She pulled out a small piece of clay that she pressed onto the back of Eira’s hand. It stuck. “I’ll keep my magic on this; I’ve enough practice with sculpting I won’t lose the connection so long as you’re in the coliseum, I should be able to manipulate it. If you see or feel it change shape, come back.”

“A line for urgency, a triangle for trouble,” Eira said.

“Sounds good. And please be careful.”

“I will.”

Eira stepped away, drawing her magic around her like a cloak. The power surrounded her, rendering her invisible. Alyss stared at where she stood for another minute before leaning against the wall to keep an eye out. Eira didn’t move, waiting to make sure she was completely invisible. Alyss didn’t glance back her way once, not even as she stepped away.

She moved swiftly through the halls. It was harder to keep herself completely invisible moving so fast. But the few attendants she crossed paths with were either busy with other tasks or watching the games themselves just underneath the shadow of the portcullis.

As Eira passed, the crowd erupted with shouts and cheers. She glanced between the opening and the hall opposite her. Cullen would be fine. Her focus had to stay on the task at hand.

The clinic was empty. She’d hoped that would be the case with only a handful of competitors currently involved in a game. Eira immediately went for the desk to the left of the entry.

She started for the drawer all the way to the right, the one Fritz had retrieved the papers from when he’d been referencing the cleric who’d treated Yonlin.

Eira knelt and drew a deep breath. She couldn’t keep her illusion in place while figuring out the innards of the lock. The process was just too fussy for that. Eira glanced around. There was still no one, not even the faintest whisper of a person.

You can do this, she reassured herself and relaxed her illusion. Wasting no time, she pressed the pad of her thumb against the opening of the lock and began to feel it out.

Her brow furrowed with focus, Eira allowed her ice to fill the lock, pushing against the tumblers. It extended out against the pad of her thumb and Eira turned. The drawer opened with ease.

The contents seemed to be shared records among all of the clerics. A repository of basic notes so that the next cleric would know what was happening when their shift started. But, there was nothing inside that mentioned Yonlin, not even the original papers of his injury. But Eira vividly remembered Fritz going to this drawer. No point in being flustered over one thing not going according to plan. With a breath, she shut the drawer and moved on to the next one.

That drawer had nothing, and neither did the last one. Before she knew it, she was at the very last drawer. Eira pressed her fingers into the name embossed in metal upon it. Uncle Fritz’s. Eira ran her fingers lightly over the lock and took a breath. There wasn’t time for emotions and nerves. She had to act.

She was about to craft the key when—

“What do you think you’re doing?”
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She gripped the desk, doubling over and wheezing for dramatic effect. Eira clutched her stomach. “I think…something I ate…I think I’m ill. I need a cleric.” That had been the claim used to sequester Yonlin and take him away. Perhaps she could leverage that to her advantage? Eira looked over her shoulder. “Olivin?”

“Your acting is terrible.” He kept his voice low, crossing into the room. “Good thing it’s only me.”

Eira stood, summoning the ice key into her hand with a twist of her wrist and her thought. She wasted no time inserting it into the lock. It turned; the drawer opened.

“What are you doing in here?”

“I could say the same to you.”

“Don’t use my dodging questions against me.” He frowned slightly, but his eyes didn’t get the note. They gleamed with the spark of appreciation.

Eira chuckled softly. “I’m doing exactly what it looks like. Trying to find information about Yonlin, and maybe the Pillars in the process. I would assume you’re here to do the same.”

“I am. And to look after you.”

“What?” Eira glanced over her shoulder. “You can tell Deneya I don’t need you or anyone else from the court taking care of me. My friends will give me all the help I need.”

“I never said anything about Deneya sending me.”

Eira rolled her eyes. “Then any of the other Specters, or royals, or whoever is giving the orders now.”

“No one sent me,” he said with a heavy note. Eira looked back to the papers she’d pulled from Fritz’s drawer, scanning the familiar writing. If that was true, then Olivin continued to prove himself more of an ally than she’d previously given him credit for.

“Have you found anything?” Olivin leaned over her shoulder. He was close enough to smell again and, unlike the first time they were here, today he smelled of pine and something delightfully musky, like the forgotten halls of old castles reclaimed by time and ancient forests.

“Unfortunately not.” Eira sighed. “Almost to a fault though… It’d be less suspicious if there were still mentions and records of Yonlin, but there’s nothing. Not even his initial papers about his physical wounds, much less the illness. It’s like he didn’t exist at all.” She glanced his way in time to see his expression sour.

Eira rested her hand lightly on his forearm. Olivin’s eyes darted from the touch to meet hers. But he didn’t pull away. She knew what it was like to be so worried your heart was in your throat, making you nauseous with every beat.

“It’ll be all right,” she said gently. “We’re going to find him.”

“I know.”

“How’d you sneak out?” Eira asked, trying to shift the topic lightly. “Claim you were going to go to the bathroom also?” Eira fished through the papers quickly. There was hardly anything of interest. She laid them out and stared at the desk in thought as she spoke. There had to be something she was not seeing. A clue in the absence.

“No, I didn’t need to sneak away because I never went up to the balcony.”

“How?”

“It’s a trick Menna and I perfected. She crafts a copy of me with her magic, an illusion placed over me, while I illusion myself invisible.” His pride quickly vanished, chest deflating. “I likely shouldn’t have shared that trick with a competitor while the games are still happening.”

“I appreciate your willingness to tell me your secrets, competitor.” Eira winked. At least it was a sign of his trust, or his clumsiness. She’d gladly take either.

“Wait.” His expression quickly turned serious. He leaned over the desk. “Look, here… Something about a ‘special shipment’ from the distant west.”

“Why is that strange?”

“Distant west is often a casual term used here on Meru for the Empire of Carsovia.” Eira was beginning to hear that name more and more, and she doubted it was a coincidence.

“Is it abnormal to deal with them?”

“Trade has been winding down for the past year as the treaty has become imminent.”

“Why?”

“You really don’t understand much about the political landscape outside of Solaris, do you?”

Eira narrowed her eyes to slits and collected the papers in the order she found them. “I know more than the average Solaris citizen.”

“So not much.”

“Just tell me.” She sighed, shoving the other papers into her uncle’s drawer. Her hand hit the back wall sooner than she expected. It struck her as odd and Eira crouched as Olivin continued to speak.

“The Empire of Carsovia is more expansionary and power-hungry than Solaris ever was. Worse, they have the strength to back it up. It’s a wonder the Republic of Qwint managed to break off at all, and Carsovia has had their eye on Qwint’s peninsula since. Their empress is not a woman who handles slights gracefully, so they say.”

“I’ve heard, and gathered, that a large portion of this treaty is to gain leverage over Carsovia.” Eira ran one hand along the bottom of the drawer, the other along the inside. One ended while the other kept going.

“Exactly.”

“But it’s not a military treaty.” She stood and pulled the drawer out as far as it would go.

“No, it’s not. Entering into an outright military treaty would be too much of a risk for Qwint. But an economic alliance is a strong display of friendship. There’s the implication to Carsovia that Qwint, Meru, the Kingdom of the Draconi, all have allies. So it’s best if the Empress of Carsovia doesn’t get any ideas.”

“And Solaris and the Twilight Kingdom want in on all this because not only does it benefit them economically, but also because if Meru, Qwint, or the Draconi fell, then Solaris would probably be next.” Sure enough, there were small scratch marks by one corner in the back of the drawer.

“Exactly.”

Eira paused her searching. “So you think that Carsovia is sending something into these games?”

“I do.”

Eira pursed her lips. She had some ideas, but they weren’t the sort of things that it was wise to just fire off her suspicions for. She needed proof before making any claims.

Olivin interrupted her thoughts. He finally took notice she wasn’t poring over the notes with him anymore. “What are you doing?”

“This drawer has a false back.” Eira pried off the wall at the back of the drawer with a pop.

“How did you notice that?”

“I’m a better shadow outside the shadows, remember? Now, what do we have here?” She retrieved a small rod of metal. Without warning, it writhed and wriggled like an angry, sentient earthworm. Eira dropped it, jumping back. The metal twisted, spasmed. It looked as though it were made of clay with a mind of its own rather than metal. “What in the Mother’s name?”

“It’s a shift key.” Olivin knelt at her side, watching as the metal calmed itself.

“I’m not familiar, beyond being able to assume it’s something from the Twilight Kingdom.”

He nodded. “Morphi magic, and a rare craft at that. It’s a way to hide locks. The key only transforms itself into a key, and the lock a lock, when in the presence of each other. They shift to match each other’s shape. It’s not common because it’s incredibly difficult to make and if you ever lose the key, you’re out of luck to ever open the lock.”

“Sounds like it would be a shame for the Pillars then, if we took it.” Eira knelt, pocketing it. “We’ll ask Ducot back in the village about it.”

“What makes you think it’s the Pillars?” He didn’t sound convinced, so Eira gave him a deadpan look.

“Who else would it be?”

“Fair… They’re going to notice it’s gone.”

Eira shut the drawer it came from. Fritz’s drawer. Her uncle wouldn’t be involved with the Pillars, at least not by choice. “Good. They were clearly trying to frame my uncle. They should know I won’t allow it to be that easy to hurt someone I love.”

Olivin stood. He loomed over her without effort, emphasized by his serious, almost scolding words. “Do you know what they can do? Are you certain you understand what you’re risking by antagonizing them?”

“They killed my brother, beat me, locked me away, and have threatened everything I’ve ever loved.” Eira glared up at him. “I certainly know what they can do. Do you?”

There was a flash of shock. Of pain. Then…anger. His whole body rippled with tension. The air became electrified, as though he could summon a spinning wheel of power with the brief moment of concealed rage alone.

“They have my brother.”

“They killed mine,” she reiterated and to her feet as well and, somehow, felt even taller than him. Olivin gaped slightly in shock. There weren’t words because none could be said that would mend her pain. That would expunge that horrible truth written in the story of her life. Yet, Eira sighed and deflated some. “We will save Yonlin,” Eira emphasized. She’d say it a thousand times if he needed to hear it. “I’m not going to make you endure that loss. I know how deeply it can break you. I will do everything I can to spare you from it, Olivin, I swear it. So, trust me. Besides, if I did everything a shadow would do then I wouldn’t be as useful to you, right?”

His expression shifted, relaxing. There was something almost sympathetic to it. His hand extended, as if to reach out to her. The motion was abandoned before it could materialize as anything—falling limply back to his side. “I should tell you,” he whispered.

“Tell me what?”

Olivin glanced away.

Eira took a step closer. “Olivin, if you know something that could help me—us—I need to know. I don’t have a Court of Shadows, or Specters, or a noble title to help keep me safe. I’m making this up as I go and I could use all the help I can get. We’re on the same team.”

“It’s that…” He sighed, dragging his eyes back to her. Whatever truth he was about to impart was interrupted by the shifting of the clay on the back of her palm.

Eira jumped with surprise and clamped her other hand over her mouth to keep herself from shouting out at the strange sensation. It felt like a spider crawling across her flesh. The clay stilled into a line. Not immediate trouble, but she had to get back.

“We have to go,” she whispered.

“Take my hand.” He extended his palm. “I can illusion us both if you do, and then we’re not bumping into each other.” The second her fingers closed around his he murmured, “Durroe watt radia.”

A circular glyph appeared around his bicep and Eira could feel his magic surrounding her. Olivin’s power was far different from Cullen’s. It had a weight to it that threatened to physically pull her toward him. He tugged lightly and Eira followed him into the hall.

The cheers and screams of the coliseum were deafening as they emerged in the main road from Champion Village that led through the portcullis. A burst of flame distracted her. Fire? What was someone using fire for? She hesitated and Olivin stopped, too. As if sensing her draw, he walked with her toward the portcullis, close enough that the blinding sun gave way to what was happening in the arena.

Harkor had gone on the offensive. Cullen and Lavette seemed to be holding him at bay. But Lavette was having a hard time managing both the ball and Harkor’s charges. Every time she wanted to go on the offensive, she had to adjust her bracelets from the magic she was using to keep the ball in the air. The time it took for her to do that gave Harkor openings.

“Why isn’t anyone stopping it?” she whispered.

“The rules said they just had to keep their ball in the air. It said nothing about attacking each other.”

“I thought they wanted us to get along. Why are they encouraging fighting?”

“The crowd doesn’t seem to mind.” He looked grimly across the arena. “We’ve always been fighting like this. Skirmishes underneath the veneer of truce. This treaty is only over a common enemy. It has nothing to do with the nations actually liking each other.”

She thought of Vi, and all the princess’s hard work. But then Eira remembered the woman who dismissed her concerns about Ulvarth, just like the rest. Vi was as human as the rest of them. As fallible.

“The royals might not want us to fight,” he continued. “But they’re not going to stop it until it crosses their line of ‘too brutal.’ It just makes too good entertainment, otherwise.”

Harkor caught his ball and heaved it into the air again, it only touching his palm for a blink. This freed him up to lunge once more for Lavette. Cullen intervened, throwing his own ball into the air and taking a direct blow from the charging draconi.

Eira let out a yelp. She didn’t realize how tightly she was squeezing Olivin’s hand until he squeezed it back. She tried to unfurl her fingers, glancing askance. He held fast, drawing her eyes back to him.

“You two have a complicated relationship, don’t you?”

“Had,” Eira stressed. She didn’t see the point of pretending like she and Cullen weren’t ever courting to Olivin. Chances were, as a shadow, he already had some idea. Even if the court didn’t have that in Lorn’s folders as intelligence on her…Olivin had been one of her dance partners at the ball. He was the one Cullen had cut in on. He was smart enough; he’d seen all he’d needed to see.

“Because of her.” Olivin nodded toward Lavette.

“Mostly him. Also his father.” Eira shook her head. “And, yes, fine, also her. It’s complicated, but also not. Inaction is its own choice, in a way, and Cullen made his. But the two of us can work together and, for now, that’s what’s important.”

Olivin was silent for a moment. Then he turned back her way, black strands of hair falling over his eyes as he looked up at her through his lashes. “We’ll call it even.”

“What?” Eira didn’t follow.

“You learned about one of my team’s techniques that you could exploit as a weakness, and now I learned a weakness of yours. So, we’ll call it even.”

Eira laughed softly. “I don’t think that’s really even.”

“Why not?”

“Because I only know a technique your team employs and you know…” She trailed off, unable to finish. The truth was too much to bear in that moment.

“More than you ever wanted to share with me.” He sounded almost as if he agreed with the sentiment. “Maybe, one day, I’ll tell you some of my secrets. Then we’ll truly be even.”

“Only if you want,” Eira replied, as they turned away from the game. “I know as well as anyone that some truths, once put to rest, are best kept buried.”
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Without another word, Olivin released her. Eira could feel his magic unraveling from around her. Without his touch, she could no longer see him. But he’d brought her right before the bend of the tunnel where Alyss was waiting.

“What did you find?” Alyss whispered hastily.

“Not here.” Eira shook her head. “Too many ears. We’ll talk when we’re back.”

They rejoined Noelle on the balcony. “Took you both long enough. Things have gone sideways since you left.”

Eira looked down at the area where Harkor and Cullen were still viciously sparring with air and claw. Lavette was avoiding being caught in the fray with frantic dodging, constantly scrambling with her bracelets. Most of the coliseum seemed to be rallying behind Cullen, which only served to further incense the draconi contingent. And make Harkor’s attacks all the more vicious.

The competitors from Qwint thrust their arms out in a sudden uproar, pointing and shouting down at the arena, where Harkor now loomed over Lavette—her metal ball nowhere to be seen. Lumeria’s attendants had finally stepped in, motioning for him to get away now that Lavette was out of the competition.

“He’s one to watch out for,” Noelle murmured as they helped Lavette off to the side.

Cullen apparently had the same thought. As Harkor was turning away from Lavette, Cullen unleashed a burst of air, catching Harkor completely off guard. The draconi prince tumbled. His focus broken; his metal ball came whistling down, crashing into the sand.

“Solaris has won!” Vi proudly announced.

Like that, it was over.

“He cheated!” one of the draconi competitors snarled.

“He cheated?” Noelle clearly felt the need to involve herself. Though Eira couldn’t really blame her. “Cullen wasn’t the one who turned an endurance competition into a battle.”

“Prince Harkor was acting within the rules.” The draconi sneered at them. “At least he was engaging in a fair fight. You from Solaris can only win with deception and sneak attacks.”

“Fair fight, my foot,” Alyss muttered, folding her arms. “Not sure if your prince knows the meaning of fair.”

“What was that?” The draconi approached.

“She said it wasn’t fair at all.” Noelle backed up Alyss. “Fighting wasn’t the intent of this particular game.”

“Intent? Everything is a battle. We live, we fight, we die. And with any luck we go out with glory on the way.”

“No glory in what Harkor did,” Noelle said.

The draconi moved with the same startling speed they all possessed. He seized Noelle by the throat, hoisting her up into the air. Noelle grabbed his wrists, flames flaring between her fingers. The draconi merely smiled, her fire doing nothing to his skin.

Eira moved at the same time, holding an ice dagger to the man’s throat. His teammates circled them. Alyss held out her hands, muscles already straining as though she were holding two massive boulders. In a second, she no doubt would be. Magic spiked through the air.

“That’s enough!” One of the attendants intervened. “That’s enough, all of you. Tentur, put her down or you will be disqualified from the tournament. Solaris, ease your magic or you’ll face the same.”

“Him first,” Eira growled.

The draconi, Tentur, opened his hand, dropping Noelle. She fell to her knees, gasping, yet still managing to look defiant. Alyss went from warrior to cleric in a second, instantly at her side, hand up to Noelle’s throat.

“Let me see it,” Alyss said softly, pulling Noelle’s hands away from rubbing her neck.

“Look at how her flesh discolors from so little. Soft humans.” Tentur snorted as the attendant was still pushing him away. “We’ll see how you fare in the next competition if a little scuffle has you so bothered.”

Eira scowled as they left. One of the attendants asked Noelle if she wanted to see a cleric. Noelle had the good sense to say no. Alyss had already tended to the worst of the bruising.

“I wonder if it’s a draconi thing, but I can’t tell their ass from their face,” Noelle muttered under her breath. Alyss snickered and even Eira couldn’t help but smile.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Eira took Noelle’s hand opposite of Alyss and helped her to her feet.

“It’ll take more than that to really rattle me,” she said, determined. “Look, they’re giving Cullen the reward.”

All their attention was back on the arena.

Cullen, still dirty and a bit bloody, stood in the center of the dusty grounds. The attendants carried the litter out, presenting it to him. The small envelope from a few days ago was at its center.

“As promised, your reward for winning this individual game is an advantage in the next team competition in the form of information. You may open this letter at your leisure and who you choose to share the information with is up to you. Share it with your team, with the other nations, or keep it to yourself.” Vi laughed lightly. “I apologize that the rest of us will be kept in suspense as much as the other competitors.”

There were laughs and groans from the spectators.

“The next game will be held in two days. The full details and rules of the team competition will be unveiled the morning of,” Vi finished.

“Princess Vi, if you will offer me a moment before we officially bring an end to today’s spectacle?” A woman stood at Vi’s left. She wore a floppy green hat, tipped to the right side, that had a white band at the bottom and a blue plume sticking from it. She was seated in the box that had been previously occupied by the elderly man Vi had assumed was the leader of the Republic of Qwint. Where had he gone? And why was this woman in his place? Had they already changed their leadership with the elections she’d heard of?

“Go ahead, Minister Fawn.”

“The true measure of a champion in Qwint is service to others. We live not for ourselves, but for the benefit of our communities—of those who put their trust and faith in us to do right by them. For that reason, I would like to bestow an individual award from the Republic of Qwint onto Cullen for his sacrifice and selflessness by stepping in to protect Lavette from attack. While this was not his duty, it shows his true measure and for that Qwint wishes to honor him.” Fawn took a moment before continuing as the crowd cheered.

“Favoritism,” Kotol growled, glancing back their way. Tentur was staring daggers as well. Eira frowned in reply. Luckily, neither of them crossed the gap and simply continued to sulk in the corner with the remaining draconi.

“This merit,” Fawn continued, “comes with its own benefit—as you were competing and defending our Lavette, I saw that a grand feast was prepared. I had intended for it to refill you after this game, but now it can also be to celebrate your victory. This feast will be waiting back at the village for Solaris to sit and enjoy. The meal will contain all manner of rich fare from the fertile lands of Qwint, highlighting our spices and cooking techniques.”

“A feast.” Noelle grabbed her midsection. “Thank the Mother. I am starving.”

“But a feast is best shared with friends. So you may pick one other team to join Solaris at your table,” Fawn finished.

Another team to join them… Eira knew it wouldn’t be the draconi; they had no relationship with them and especially not after Harkor’s attacks. She had personal ties with Meru, but she was the only one. Cullen wouldn’t pick them. The Twilight Kingdom was an option. But Eira was afraid she knew who Cullen was going to pick before he even opened his mouth.

The award was given from a noble of Qwint for saving one of their own. Moreover, Cullen was engaged to the daughter of one said noble. The same daughter he had just helped to earn the award. There were unspoken expectations and she could almost hear Yemir telling Cullen what must be done.

Still, he could surprise her. He might surprise them all…

Cullen turned slightly, looking over his shoulder. He was making the same calculations she was, no doubt. His eyes met Lavette’s, standing off to the side of the arena floor. There was a flash of pain. Even Eira could see it from where she stood. But it was brief, perhaps only noticeable to someone like her…someone who had studied his every movement and expression like doing so would save her life.

She knew he would give in before he did. It made sense on every level. And yet…as his eyes drifted up to the balcony and met hers, she hoped against hope that this would be the moment he’d do something purely for himself. Eira wished for all the things she knew she should not. She wanted him to say no one—or Twilight—for her. To cast aside appearances. To turn his nose up at the people who would control them.

But he couldn’t. She knew it. Just as he did. And as Cullen dipped his head, stealing a moment for himself before he did what must be done, her hope for him ever to live a life on his own terms died another little death.

He plastered on a smile that stretched from ear to ear and said as loud as he could muster, “I choose the Republic of Qwint to join us!”

Cullen held out his hand to Lavette. Eira didn’t miss her brief hesitation, her surprise. But Lavette fell into line as well, a smile crossed her lips. As she crossed to him, the cheers only grew louder. Her fingers closed around his and they lifted their joined hands into the air.

“Everyone loves a love story,” Alyss said softly.

That’s what it was to the spectators. Cullen and Lavette, champions on opposing sides. Finding love despite the odds.

Eira couldn’t stop a heavy sigh.

“Dinner isn’t going to taste as good having to share it with them.” Noelle luckily had the sense to keep the remark under her breath.

“Favoritism on favoritism,” Tentur grumbled, turning his back to the arena and starting toward the entrance of the balcony. He paused, looking to the morphi. “You’d better watch out. This treaty will only see us on the bottom yet again. But now instead of being under Meru’s boot, we’ll be under Meru, and Solaris, and Qwint. Or, perhaps once the Voice is married off to their princess, we’ll all be Solaris before we know it. I hear the Emperor Solaris’s father was a bloodthirsty tyrant who conquered the kingdoms of his own island. No doubt the son is the same.”

Tentur led the draconi as they stomped off. The competitors from the Twilight Kingdom said nothing as they left. They hardly even looked at anyone. Meru followed behind them as the champions from Qwint approached.

“Don’t mind him,” the red-haired man at the front of the three Qwint competitors said. Eira recognized him as the one who had been walking by Lavette on the way to the garden party. “I don’t really think there’s any favoritism. Cullen did put his neck on the line and who else was he supposed to choose when it was gifted by our nation?”

“Right.” Eira glanced back to the arena. Cullen and Lavette walked side by side toward the portcullis, hands still interlocked.

“Besides, selfishly, I’m grateful. I miss the foods of my homeland. Strategic or not, I think Cullen earned you all some new friends.” He smiled. It was sincere and made slightly more adorable by his snaggletooth. “I’m Varren, by the way. I don’t think we’ve had a chance to properly meet.”

“Eira. This is Alyss and Noelle.” She motioned to her friends. “I know Lop.”

“You two met?” Varren glanced between her and Lop.

Eira nodded. “At the meeting with the nobles.”

“And I’m Kinnya,” the sable-skinned woman said from his left, tossing her dark hair over her shoulder. The motion was very reminiscent of Noelle and brought a smile to Eira’s lips.

“Nice to meet you all,” Noelle said warmly. “Now, I’m starving, so shall we see what this feast is about?”

“Lead on.” Varren smiled.

The rest of them led the charge but Eira hung back. Alyss did as well. The competitors from Qwint were being polite enough, but it was all an act. It had to be.

They knew.

They all knew Eira and Cullen had been something, were something, were trying with all their might every day not to be something. Qwint, out of everyone, had to resent her for it. Why wouldn’t they? Lavette certainly must and they were her allies. Perhaps they had a secret plot to undo her, just like Adam had used her affections against her in the Tower long ago…

A familiar hand slipped into hers. Eira was jolted back to reality. Everyone else was several steps ahead.

“It’ll be all right,” Alyss said softly.

“Will it?” Eira whispered.

“I promise.”

“Please stay by my side tonight, Alyss. Please. I can’t…”

“I won’t go anywhere. You and me, Eira. We’re in this together.”

Despite her chest slowly caving in, rib by rib, Eira managed to say, “Thank you.”

“Of course.” Alyss started walking, giving Eira’s hand a light tug and prompting her to walk as well. “Besides, you still have to tell me what you found earlier.”

“I will, but not with so many ears around.”

“Of course. I can be patient.”

They followed behind everyone else, heading down the stairs and back into the main hall. Eira looked ahead at Meru. Olivin still appeared to be with them. The illusions they used were shockingly seamless, especially while moving. Or maybe it was actually him, now. They’d perfected the ability for him to slip away seamlessly enough that it would be an oversight not to also perfect the ability for him to return.

Her thoughts were interrupted when the mountain of a man that was Harkor barreled past her, ripping her and Alyss apart.

“Excuse you!” Alyss shouted.

Harkor looked back over his shoulder and snarled, teeth on display, lips curling back. He then continued on, forcefully bumping into everyone he passed as he stomped right down the middle of the competitors.

“He’s annoying,” Alyss grumbled.

“That’s putting it mildly,” Eira agreed. But not very loudly.

“I’m just glad his attempts at winning by force didn’t succeed. I think it’d set a bad precedent for the competition,” Cullen interjected, seemingly arriving out of nowhere. Lavette was still at his side. Eira’s gaze fell to their clasped hands on instinct, but she quickly returned to their faces. At his voice, the other Qwint and Solaris competitors stopped.

“Good job surviving his attacks,” Noelle said.

“Well done, to both of you,” Lop chimed in.

“Are you all right?” Varren asked Lavette.

“I’m fine.” She smiled. “A bit bruised and scuffed. Nothing serious.”

“That’s a relief. I’d hate to see you go to the medics. The last person who went got sick and didn’t come back,” Lop said as they began walking again.

“What happened to him anyway?” Kinnya’s soft voice was barely audible over the echoing of the other competitors in the tunnel.

“All I heard was that he fell ill. Who knows if he’ll return,” Lop said.

Eira worked to keep her expression a mixture of curious, concerned, and passive. She couldn’t look too invested. Nor could she betray with her expression that she knew all this already. Luckily, her friends were doing the same.

“Why wouldn’t he?” Cullen asked, pretending to be oblivious. Navigating noble court served him well because he put up a pretty compelling facade.

Lop shrugged. “He left the village and hasn’t been seen or heard from in a few days. I’d bet they had to take him somewhere with more intensive cleric care. Since we’re not supposed to leave to the point that they’d disqualify us for doing so, I have to believe that whatever it was must’ve been serious.”

“You don’t think he’s out of the tournament completely, do you?” Varren asked.

“Who knows?”

“It was hardly his fault,” Lavette said. “He didn’t choose to get sick or to leave. I’m sure he would’ve opted to get care here if they could’ve given it to him. It wouldn’t be right to disqualify him.”

“Sometimes that’s how it goes. At least it’s one less person for us to go up against.” Lop grinned. He didn’t care in the slightest about Yonlin. All he saw was another competitor to beat. He was acting friendly to them now…but how long would that last? Eira would bet her life on not very long.

“Don’t talk like that,” Lavette scolded. “He’s not just a competitor; he’s another person.”

“Yonlin,” Eira interjected. Even when Lavette’s eyes met hers, she remained calm, easy. In control of her emotions and the situation. At least on the surface. “His name is Yonlin.”

“Yonlin. Thank you.” Lavette smiled kindly at her. Either she was the only one oblivious to Eira and Cullen’s history, she truly didn’t care, or it was further proof that this was some kind of act to lull Eira into a false sense of security. Eira would remain on guard until she figured out which was true. “See, Lop, he’s a person. And if they left it up to us, I, for one, would vote to allow him to return when he’s able.”

“I’d second it.” Kinnya raised her hand.

“Thirded,” Varren said.

“The motion passes.” Lop rolled his eyes.

“This sort of talk is unbecoming of you, Lop,” Lavette continued with a slight scolding tone. “You are a child of the republic. You know the importance of caring for others. For—”

“When we worry about others we no longer need to worry about ourselves as there will be many to do it for us,” Lop finished with an exhausted tone, as though he’d said the words many times.

“Yes.”

“Thank you for the reminder, future Head Minister.”

“If the people decree it.” Lavette smiled slightly, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. Lop was acting like she was guaranteed to be the future leader of the Republic of Qwint. But there wasn’t a guarantee, was there? The people voted for their rulers.

So why would Yemir promise Cullen to her? The thought came out of nowhere and stuck right to the forefront of her mind. Yemir was searching to further his family’s aims and reputation at all costs. Why would he marry off Cullen to a woman who wasn’t guaranteed power? Eira didn’t have an answer, but she would find one.

They emerged from the tunnel and back at the village, the portcullis closing noisily behind them.

In the center of the village was a long table with eight chairs. All manner of roasted meat and vegetable glistened temptingly. Eira could see noodles drenched in sauce on one end, a platter of pastries on the other. There were heavy clay bowls that the attendants removed the tops of, a burst of steam evaporating into the early evening air.

It was a feast that no doubt took hours to prepare. Impossible to do even if they began cooking when the game ended. Eira bit back a laugh. Minister Fawn must’ve known what she was going to do the second Lavette and Cullen stepped forward. Was it because she assumed Cullen would invite Qwint, and thus benefitting her team with her award even though she couldn’t give it to them directly? Or were more people trying to push Cullen and Lavette together other than their fathers?

An attendant approached, bowed, and said, “Solaris and Qwint, per the terms of Cullen’s individual merit, we would like to present your victory feast.”

“This is all for us?” Noelle asked as the attendant guided them over.

The other competitors from Meru, Twilight, and Draconi had stalled around the table, looking longingly at all the food. It was over the top and far more than eight people could ever hope to consume. But the attendants had formed a perimeter around the table, keeping the other competitors a few steps away. They only broke from it to pull out chairs for Qwint and Solaris to sit in and then promptly returned to their pointless guard posts.

“Please, eat and enjoy.”

The eight of them stared at the food uncertainly. Not one of the other competitors had gone into their homes or the common house. They all just stood there.

The food in the village had been fine sustenance, just as Lumeria had promised, but nothing exceptional. Nothing like Eira was sure most of the champions were accustomed to, being half nobility. Eira was the first to stand and load her plate. Everyone else at the table watched her. No one else had dug in yet. Varren began slowly piling on food to his plate, prompting the others to start.

But Eira didn’t sit back down. Instead, she started for the perimeter.

“Excuse me, you’re intended to eat at the table,” one of the attendants tried to stop her.

“Intended to, or required to?”

“I—Intended to.” Something in her tone had him fighting for words. Eira stood a little straighter, relishing in the sense of power and authority.

“Then it doesn’t sound like I have to do anything of the sort.”

“But—”

“I’m not going to sit here and eat in front of people who have become my friends when I know they’d like to try some of this fine cuisine,” Eira declared. “Isn’t the point of the tournament to make friends across our borders? To highlight the strengths and skills of our nations?”

“Yes…but…” The attendants looked at each other uncertainly. She could tell that they didn’t have a solid leg to stand on and she pushed past them.

“Here.” She held her plate between the competitors from Meru and Twilight. “Try some. I can go back for more.”

“Only the teams who won can eat.” The original attendant fumbled over his words, frazzled.

“Minister Fawn said that a feast is best shared with friends. And the original rules of the tournament said we could do what we want with our gifts.” Eira glared at the attendants. They shared confused and uncertain looks as the other competitors began to pick off their plates. But their focus was shaken from Eira as Cullen stood next, loaded his plate, and walked over.

“I’d like to share mine, too.”

“And mine.” Lavette stood. “After all, it’s the spirit of Qwint to care for the group.”

“Cullen.” Eira caught his attention. “Do you mind grabbing the blankets you pinned to your walls?” Lavette glanced in her direction—curious, probing. Eira realized her error. It was an admission of being in his room. She hastily added, “I think I caught two or three in there?” and hoped it came off as noticing them in passing.

“Wh—oh.” He smiled from ear to ear. Cullen was oblivious to her error, or playing along. “You’re brilliant.”

“I have my moments.”
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Minister Fawn and the attendants had made it clear that only Solaris and Qwint could sit at the table, but there was nothing mentioned about the ground. Cullen’s silken blankets were now stretched out along one side of the table, the chairs pushed aside. Their plates had turned into platters, ferrying the food back and forth. Evanel, one of Meru’s competitors, had stepped up as barkeep and began ferrying flagons from the common house to their impromptu picnic.

Before Eira knew it, the food was mostly eaten, the rest forgotten in favor of song and dance underneath the stars. The only one who had retired early was Luca; the rest of them were still going strong. Graff was plucking away feverishly at a lute. Sorrah sang wordless notes, swaying at his side. Lop banged wooden spoons and utensils against the heavy clay bowls the attendants had removed earlier with surprising skill as the rest of them danced twirled and laughed.

Eira sat off to the side with Alyss, leaning back with a slight smile. It was easily one of the best picnics she’d ever had. Hard to believe these people were still her competition.

Looking at them now, it almost gave her hope that maybe, one day, there could be true peace—not just the uneasy kind—among their nations. Perhaps, after years of tournaments, those in Meru would cheer just as loudly for their favorite competitors from Solaris as the ones from Meru itself.

She was too old, too jaded, to think that true peace could ever exist for very long. But, in this moment, she felt like dreaming.

“I don’t think I’ve seen you this relaxed in a while,” Alyss commented from her side. They sat back on the fringe, as was Eira’s usual location in group settings. It had also given Eira an opportunity to fill Alyss in on her explorations from earlier in the day. But they hadn’t lingered on the subject. Neither of them seemed too keen on ruining this brief reprieve with the heaviness of Pillars and they had fallen into an easy silence since.

“I know it’s a momentary distraction but…I do feel pretty relaxed,” she admitted. Lavette, Kinnya, and Varren were in the process of trying to teach Cullen, Noelle, Menna, and Sorrah some kind of dance from Qwint. Olivin and Ducot were expectedly off to the side as well, talking between themselves. Eira wondered if they were able to discuss business at a time like this, or if they were able to chat casually as she and Alyss were.

Likely not. The thought sobered Eira. Yonlin was still missing. If Eira were in Olivin’s shoes, there would be no possible way she’d ever be able to focus on anything but finding her brother.

“Sometimes momentary distractions are all we have to get us through the hard bits between them.” Alyss wriggled her fingers over a rock in her palm. She was slowly changing its shape into a rabbit with every pulse of her magic.

“I can’t afford to be distracted.” The sight of Olivin, of his worry, had sobered her. Eira stood. “I should—”

She was interrupted by Cullen striding over. He held out his hand with a breathless smile. A flush from all the dancing, and the ale, coated his cheeks. “Eira, come and dance with us.”

“I’m not really—”

“Come on, just one dance.” Noelle raced over, hooking Eira’s elbow and forcefully dragging her to their impromptu dance floor at the edge of the picnic blankets. “We have seven people and we need an even number for the next one.”

“Why not Alyss?” Eira looked back over her shoulder.

“I have two left feet and you know it.” Alyss didn’t even look up from the rock she was sculpting.

“What I know is you’d rather sculpt than dance!”

“Guilty.” Alyss grinned slightly. So predictable.

Eira glanced toward Olivin. He met her eyes, as if he knew she’d been about to look his way. His expression was utterly unreadable. The idea of letting him down when she had sworn to him earlier she’d protect his brother was almost unbearable. “Can’t you get Evanel to do it?”

“If you keep resisting this hard we’re going to think you don’t like us!” Noelle laughed, still hanging on Eira’s arm. She really couldn’t hold her drink.

“Evanel just went to get more ale,” Varren said. “One dance and then we’ll swap you out for him?”

“All right, one dance,” she said firmly, already feeling guilt seep into the pit of her stomach at the thought of dancing while Olivin worried over his brother. But she had already spent so much time enjoying the picnic that she shouldn’t have. What was one dance?

“Excellent, it’s not hard. This is the basic step.” Varren put his right foot forward, and then pulled it to the side. He stepped once, brought his feet together with a little jump, spun in place, and then stepped forward, bringing his hands up. “Then you spin around one more time and change places with the person on your left. You’ll figure out the rest as we go.”

“All right.”

Varren must’ve picked up on the uncertainty in her words. “Lop, set a slower beat for this time around.”

Lop brandished a wooden spoon, his reply a steady strike.

“One, two, three…”

As Varren counted, the rest of them moved. Eira was paired off opposite Noelle first. She mirrored her friend’s movements, a bit clumsy and out of step. Noelle grabbed her hands with purpose, spinning and laughing. Her amusement was infectious and Eira couldn’t stop a small smile. She transitioned to the next partner, Menna. Eira was just beginning to get the steps when they transitioned again.

Cullen.

He had a small, warm smile as they took their places opposite each other. Eira’s own slipped slightly from her lips. Moving in tandem with him still felt so natural. Painfully easy. He held up his hands for hers and Eira’s palms slid slowly against his until they were flush. His fingers laced with hers, wrapping around the backs of her hands.

As they turned, they drew a step closer. Eyes locked with hers, he breathed in slowly. She could feel the words he wanted to say as keenly as every beat of her heart—see them written across his eyes.

Don’t do this to us. Her slightly parted lips whispered without words.

I can’t stop it, can you? The slight furrow in his brow seemed to reply.

She could steal the life from someone’s eyes…but she couldn’t stop him from gripping her heart with a mere glance. Ripping her attention from his felt worse than Kotol’s claws on her chest. She should’ve allowed the draconi to rip out her heart on the first day of that tournament.

The rest of the dance was a short-lived daze. Evanel was back, arms laden with flagons. Varren was calling him over. But Cullen’s attention was on her; she could feel it without needing to look.

“Would you like to dance again, Eira?” he asked her even when his fingers were still laced with Lavette’s.

Did he have any idea how much it hurt her? How hard it was to force a smile as she shook her head? She didn’t think so. Cullen was oblivious, foolish, but not intentionally cruel. Though, at some point, her patience for his unknowing blows would run thin.

If she was able to be around him that long.

“I’m going to sit out. Thanks for teaching me your dance,” she said with a nod to Varren, Kinnya, and Lavette.

“You’re very welcome.” Lavette was the one to speak. She had an easy expression, but vacant stare. Was Cullen killing her, too, by a thousand cuts? In that moment, she was equally upset on Lavette’s behalf.

Eira walked away, giving a tilt of her head toward Alyss as she headed for Ducot and Olivin. She needed a distraction from Cullen and there were more important matters to discuss anyway. Alyss caught the wordless message and came over as well.

“Mind if we sit?” Eira asked the two men. “I’d love a word with you both.”

“Are you done dancing?” Olivin asked, expression still difficult to parse out.

“For a lifetime.”

“Shame, I rather enjoyed my dance with you,” he said with a slight smirk. The expression was coy, but his voice was nothing but sincerity.

Eira willfully ignored the remark and sat. Alyss did as well.

“See, I told you she was telling them everything,” Ducot leaned in to say to Olivin. “Her own little Court of Shadows.”

“My friends whom I trust with my life,” Eira insisted. “I assume you’ve both been talking about this.”

Eira took a quick glance around. There were still attendants, but nowhere near them. The draconi hadn’t been seen since the end of the game and everyone else was distracted. As inconspicuously as possible, she slipped the piece of metal out of her pocket. It had been calm since she’d picked it up off the floor of the clinic. But now it was back to wriggling and the sensation was almost like what she imagined holding a centipede to be.

“Where did you find this?” Ducot whispered, taking it from her. Eira was glad to be relieved of it and wiped her palm on her pants, trying to rid herself of the sensation.

“In my uncle’s drawer in the clinic.”

“What is it?” Alyss asked, staring in awe.

“A shift key.” Ducot shook it, as though he were trying to shake off excess water. Eira could feel pulses of magic rippling through the air. With one particularly rigorous shake, the metal flopped like a piece of ribbon and then went perfectly rigid in the shape of an actual, normal key. “There it goes.”

“That’s incredible.” Alyss reached over and Ducot held the key out to her. It didn’t wriggle or writhe, but maintained its shape.

Eira held out her hand after Alyss had an opportunity to inspect the key. It looked and felt like a normal key on the surface. But, perhaps in part thanks to her practice with Cullen, Eira could feel the shifting magic that rippled all around it. It was fighting to go back into its previous shape. Ducot was exerting much more force over it than he was letting on.

“It’s as if the key itself is more magic than metal,” she said.

“An astute observation.” Ducot took back the key. “To make a shift key requires a lot of power, and a complex understanding of ancient shift techniques.”

“Can you tell who made it?” Olivin asked.

Ducot shook his head. “But I know who can. Rebec.”

“You’re welcome to take it to her,” Eira pushed aside her worries and tensions with the Court of Shadows to say. The most important thing was thwarting the Pillars and keeping everyone safe. She couldn’t be stubborn if working together was going to help that happen. “But I want to know what you find.”

“Absolutely.” Ducot frowned. “Unfortunately, I don’t have a way to get it to her.”

“Not even in your other form?” Olivin looked as surprised as Eira.

Ducot shook his head. “Champion Village is all new construction. There are no cracks, or small places I can get through. I tried by going through the portcullis. The first time, one of the guards saw me and tried to step on me. The next time it was a worker. I went around the whole arena searching and found nothing… I swear they were patching up even the tiniest of cracks with that goop just to spite me.”

“They had stressed security about these games and no one getting in or out of the village. It would stand to reason they’d consider how a morphi might try to sneak in or out,” Olivin mused.

Eira pursed her lips. “If there was a way I could get you out, you could get to Rebec from there?”

“Yes, but—”

“All right, follow me.” Eira stood. “You’re about to find out why I’ve stopped hiding things from my friends.” She turned to Alyss. “If it’s all right with you, we’re going to need your help.”
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No one paid the four of them much mind as they stepped away and slipped into the Solaris house. Eira kept a close watch, but the rest of the competitors were sufficiently distracted with their drink and dancing. The few attendants that remained were focused on cleaning up the table. Behind closed doors, she moved with purpose, back to the common room.

“You really did get nice appointments, didn’t you?” Olivin observed their fresh décor and silks.

Eira realized he had yet to be in the Solaris house following the goods from Draconi arriving. “They weren’t overstating the perks of winning games in this tournament.”

“Was one of those perks some kind of special back door into town?” Ducot asked, somewhat sarcastically.

“Unfortunately not; that’s why we’re going to make one.” Eira backtracked just a little. “Assuming you all agree?”

“I am always for having multiple ways out,” Olivin said. “Especially secret ones.”

“Same,” Ducot said.

Eira looked to Alyss. “Are you all right with it?”

Alyss had a knowing gleam to her eye the second Eira finished. Rather than answering, she asked, “Where do you think we should have it?”

“I was debating that… It should be on the first floor, I assume?”

“That’d be easiest for me,” Alyss confirmed.

“I initially thought Cullen’s room, because it was off to the side and then we wouldn’t be leaving and entering through the common areas,” Eira mused aloud.

“Only those you trust and welcome should be allowed in here, per the rules of the competition,” Ducot pointed out.

“That’s true,” Alyss readily agreed. “Plus, I don’t think we should put a hidden passage in Cullen’s room without his permission.”

“I agree. So I was wondering if maybe we could hide it by the stairs?”

“I think under the table.” Alyss pulled out a chair, knelt, and ran her fingers over the wood floor. “If we do it here, no one would notice a couple of loose floorboards. I could make a trapdoor, then people wouldn’t need me to come and go.”

“Where are we going to come up, though?” Olivin asked. He had no doubt seen enough of Alyss’s magic to have picked up on the plan. “We can’t be conspicuous on the other side.”

Alyss looked to Eira.

“That’s an excellent question and I don’t have a good answer yet,” Eira admitted. “But I have an idea we can test once we come to that point. No point in worrying about it too much before it becomes a problem. Which means, Alyss, tunnel away.”

The Groundbreaker held out one hand and slowly flipped her palm up. The table rose, hovering right about at Eira’s chest height. She snapped the fingers of her other hand and the floorboards popped, breaking into rough lines. With a wiggle of her fingers, Alyss moved the planks off to the side, exposing the bare earth below.

“It’s a good thing I rebuilt this house,” Alyss murmured, most of her focus given to her work. “I remember exactly how I shifted the stone in the earth underneath so I know just how much pressure to put and where, as well as spaces that are already mostly hollow.” She clenched her fist and a hole formed in the earth.

Watching Alyss work was always a delight for Eira and, judging from their slightly wide-eyed expressions, it seemed Olivin and Ducot could still be impressed by her even following their house rearranging. Alyss was always far too humble—most of her magic spent fussing with blobs of clay and small bits of stone—that it was easy to forget just how much power she wielded. But Alyss hadn’t become one of the Solaris champions by accident. She was one of the best Groundbreakers in the Tower. As far as Eira was concerned, she was the best.

Alyss combined power with a sharp attention for detail and incredible finesse. With a twitch of her fingers, she carved stairs leading down that were perfect right angles. She moved deliberately, but not too hastily. Her magic was a steady drum. Nothing, and then power. A merger of silence and strength. It was so different from Cullen’s hum that Eira knew she wouldn’t have any problem distinguishing Alyss’s magic from Cullen’s in the future.

Things were moving faster than Eira expected so she pulled herself away, dashing upstairs without a word to grab two cloaks from her own trunk and one from Alyss’s. By the time she returned, Alyss was starting down the stairs, continuing to make the path ahead of her with every step.

“After you.” Olivin motioned to Eira.

“I’d rather you go first, if you don’t mind using your Lightspinning to give us something to see by?” she asked.

“I’m fine without it,” Ducot quipped quickly. Eira snorted.

“Ah, of course.” Olivin started ahead, murmuring. A halo of light spun over his head, casting off enough to see by.

Eira followed him, and Ducot after her. Once they were all down in the tunnel, the planks moved back into place. Eira could hear the soft creaking as the table settled back above them. No longer having to focus on holding the table aloft meant the pace could increase, now that Alyss could use all her magic on carving out the tunnel.

Every several steps, Eira had to duck underneath a beam of stone. She could assume that Alyss left them as supports. But there was another mystery Eira couldn’t suss out.

“Where’s the rock going?” She dared to break Alyss’s focus.

They had a good enough rapport that Alyss finished what she was doing before answering, taking the moment to give herself a break and stretch out her hands and wrists.

“There are a lot of different types of earth,” Alyss said thoughtfully, glancing back and around Olivin. The tunnel was narrow and they had to walk single file. “There’s hard rock, and softer rock. There’s sand and dirt. Some places are all of one and others are a mix.” She grinned slightly. “That all sounds a bit off, doesn’t it? It’s hard to describe because it comes down to feeling—how my magic hits against it and is absorbed by it. How it resists me when I try to exert force on it.”

“I don’t really understand what you’re saying about rocks,” Eira admitted. “But I do understand the idea of magic having a flow to it. There’s a difference between water in all its forms…a difference between salt and fresh water even.”

She hadn’t thought about those differences in a long time. It took Eira back to first learning how to harness her magic with Marcus and Uncle Fritz. She was on her uncle’s lap, the backs of her hands resting in his palms. They moved a chunk of ice from one hand to the next as Marcus crafted small ice sculptures of deer to line the front of their house before the winter solstice festivals. The smell of roasting hare filled the home. Father and Grahm were already in their cups, singing and reminiscing…

And, just like that, she longed for those simple times again.

Did her family think fondly of those days? Did nostalgia for that time overwhelm their senses like it did hers? Or had they tried to expunge them from their memories? The answers would hold a clue to whether there would ever be a path forward with her parents.

Perhaps she should start with asking her uncle about what her parents had said and done—if anything—since she left the next time she saw him. There were still hard discussions to have surrounding pains that might never go away. Ultimately, forgiveness would be up to her. But Eira had to figure out if she was strong enough to walk that path.

“What is it?” Alyss must’ve noticed a change in Eira’s expression.

She shook her head. “Nothing, really.” This once, Eira would keep her friend in the dark. It wasn’t a truth she was ready to share yet. “I was thinking about how much harder it was to learn how to manipulate liquid water than solid. And water in the air?” She made an oof noise similar to being punched in the gut. Then, Eira attempted to move their conversation along. “So how do these different types of rock relate to making this tunnel?”

“Oh, I’m just moving the earth around, basically.” Alyss started forward again. “I’m finding the softer spots and condensing them. Shifting the harder spots to be around us for support.”

After five or ten minutes of Alyss working, Olivin stopped them. “I think we should be well into town now.”

“All right, Alyss, make a small tunnel up—very tiny, the size of a pinhole if you can,” Eira instructed. “I want to get a feeling for where we’re at, and if you can safely make a larger opening.”

Alyss paused and placed her hand on the low ceiling. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I can feel a hard line of stone above—likely man-made. A floor of some kind. I think we’re under a house.”

“Good sensing. Get us out from under and then make the small hole.”

Alyss did just what Eira wanted. She moved a bit slower, stopping to feel above them every few steps. After about another ten feet of tunnel, Alyss halted for longer, closing her eyes. Eira could feel every thrum of magic that radiated out from her. She wondered, if she further honed her gift, whether she, too, might be able to tell the different types of rock apart based on how Alyss’s magic moved and reacted.

But she wasn’t going to get ahead of herself. She still needed to figure out if, or how, those senses could be used at all.

“I think we’re between two buildings,” Alyss said finally.

“How close are they?”

“Pretty close.”

“An alleyway or a street?”

“I think the former,” Alyss said with moderate confidence. “If even that.”

“Perfect, make the hole.”

Alyss pressed her finger into the stone as though it were as soft as a pillow. It sank in and was followed by popping all the way up. In the golden glow of Olivin’s Lightspinning Eira could see a trickle of sweat running down her neck. This seemed to require as much exertion as, if not more than, rebuilding their house.

She retracted her hand. “All right, there you go.”

“Let’s take a look and double-check that we’re not anywhere people would be walking.” Eira put her hand over her head, palm flat against the stone at the top of the tunnel, and closed her eyes.

Her magic followed along the ceiling, over Olivin’s and Alyss’s heads, to find the path of least resistance up. Frost raced through the rock and punched through to the alleyway Alyss had described. Eira could visualize the cobblestones as her magic sank into the grooves and flowed like rivers. The walls of the two buildings Alyss had mentioned built themselves in Eira’s mind. They were far enough apart to come up. She didn’t get the sense of any people around. And she didn’t hear anyone commenting on the sudden, unnatural frost. Though, it was hard for her to tell how thick the rock was between where they stood and the surface. Likely thick enough to muffle sounds.

“I think we should try for here.” Eira pulled her hand away.

“What did you do?” Alyss had a shimmer of awe in her eyes.

“Oh, it’s a new application of my frost I learned from Ducot.”

“Excuse me?” Ducot tilted his head. “I don’t remember teaching you anything.”

“You inspired me, then.” Eira laughed. “I feel through my magic.”

“You are just a bag of tricks, aren’t you?” Olivin sounded genuinely impressed.

“I try to be. It keeps my enemies on their toes.”

Alyss slowly widened the hole above them, just large enough for them to squeeze through. A few hand- and footholds made a basic ladder up one wall. They stared at the sky and hazy light of town through the opening. No one made a move to actually climb the ladder. Waiting to see if someone noticed the hole…or perhaps to gather the courage.

“You’re all sure about this?” Eira whispered.

“I did not just spend all that effort making that tunnel to back down now,” Alyss said, determined.

“You’re worrying for nothing when it comes to me,” Ducot reminded them. “I’m a mole on the surface, remember?”

Olivin said nothing. He just continued staring, jaw set with determination. Eira wondered what was going through his mind—probably thoughts of his brother. He didn’t object or back down.

“I’ll go first and illusion myself,” Eira said.

“I think if someone was there, they might have said something about the magic hole opening up. But go ahead,” Ducot said smartly.

“Can never be too careful,” Eira countered.

“I never thought I’d hear you say anything of the like,” Alyss said with half a gasp.

Eira stuck out her tongue at her friend and moved to squeeze past Olivin. He held out an arm, pressing it against the wall and barring her passage. Eira looked up at him, confused. He leaned over her, the space barely large enough for the two of them. Half of her body was pressed against his.

“Let me go first.”

“What?”

“You’re taking this risk because of me.” His voice was low, eyes intense. “Let me go ahead.”

“But—”

“Besides…” His tone turned coy. “My illusions are much better than yours.”

Eira huffed and glanced away. The warmth of his body was distracting her from objecting too vehemently. Likely his plan. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

He slipped away and Eira took a deep breath the moment he was gone. It suddenly felt like there was enough space for her to breathe again. Olivin climbed the ladder, fading from sight in a blink. Eira wrapped her cloak around her, passing the other one to Alyss, who did the same.

By the time they were done, Olivin whispered down, “There’s no one here.”

Alyss was up next. Then Eira. Ducot was the last to emerge and, after he did, Alyss knelt next to the hole. The earth closed up in a swirl-like pattern. “So we can find it again.”

“What if we need to flee quickly?” Olivin asked.

“How about this?” Alyss hummed and spun her fingers over the tunnel entrance. A circle etched itself into the rock. She punched her fingers through, lifting the circular stone disk with ease. “Like a sewer?”

“Good thinking.” Eira turned to the street ahead. It seemed quiet. She’d yet to see anyone walking by.

“All right, then. What’s the plan?” Olivin asked, though he was still focused on the street. That same, somber, intense look he’d been wearing all night was still on his features. “I want to follow some leads on Yonlin.”

“You have leads?” Eira asked.

“I don’t know yet; I’ll find out.”

“Don’t keep us in the dark.” It was part warning, part plea.

Olivin nodded. “Once I have something concrete, I’ll let you all know.”

“I’m going to find Rebec,” Ducot announced.

“We’ll meet back here within the hour?” Eira suggested. “It’d probably be for the best if we go back together. Even if we can move through the tunnel without magic, thanks to Alyss, we shouldn’t risk startling Cullen and Noelle by randomly appearing.”

“I think Noelle would be happy to see me.” Ducot grinned in that lopsided way of his. “She still has yet to let me use her blanket.”

“That’s between you and her,” Eira said dryly.

“What is happening between you and her?” Alyss was her usual eager self. Ducot glanced away. Mother above, was he blushing?

“Let’s stay focused.” Eira sighed.

“Go back together. Meet back in an hour. It all sounds good to me.” Ducot took a step, there was a pulse of magic, and then he scurried away as a mole. Eira wondered if he was just trying to flee the subject of Noelle.

“Good luck and stay safe.” With a murmur, Olivin faded from the realm of perception. His illusion really was a work of art. There wasn’t the faint wiggle of magic that would surround even some of the best Waterrunners’ attempts at invisibility. He must have been practicing for a long time to master it so perfectly.

“What about us?” Alyss asked.

“I have a potential clue I’d like to investigate.” Eira led the charge, setting an easy but confident pace. She suspected it’d be more suspicious if they walked heads down, and lurking in the shadows. She didn’t bother with an illusion, either. Hers was good, but nowhere near as flawless as Olivin’s. It would be an unnecessary risk to chance someone discovering them slinking about illusioned.

The best thing to do was walk like they were supposed to be there. Like they had been strolling these streets for days or weeks now. If she didn’t give people a reason to be suspicious then they likely wouldn’t be.

Fortunately, the street was absolutely empty. Eira knew better than to think that meant it was free of eyes. Enough buildings lined it, their windows looking down on them. The chances were good someone would see them, so they needed to remain alert. But they didn’t seem to be at risk of bumping into anyone.

“It’s very quiet,” Alyss whispered. “Do you think something is wrong?”

“It looks like we’re in more of a residential area. Everyone’s probably in for the night.” Eira motioned ahead of them. “That looks like a main road ahead.”

Alyss wore a slight smile. “This is nicer than I thought it would be… It’s been a while since we walked together through a city.”

The last time Eira could remember was after the revelation of her parentage; before that the tournament hadn’t even been announced. There would be many afternoons in Solarin they’d walk together to their duties, or the bookstore, or just because the weather was beautiful. Everything was so much simpler then. The world was still thawing from a long winter, still sleeping, holding its breath. Held in place.

Then, everything changed.

“I think the last time was after I found out about my true parentage—or rather, lack thereof,” Eira said softly.

“That doesn’t count. Neither does going to work in the clinics.”

“Then the real last time was when you came with me to get The Lord and the Pauper,” Eira decided after a moment. Alyss had read that book cover to cover so many times the binding split.

“I should have bought a new copy to bring with me.” Alyss sighed. “I thought I’d have more opportunities to learn about authors and stories here in Meru.”

Eira tapped her fist into her palm as they emerged onto the main street. “I know! Let’s see if we can find a bookstore. The games will be so much more bearable for you if you have something to read.”

“Do we have time?” Even though the question was uncertain, Alyss looked up at her with heartbreakingly hopeful eyes.

“We’ll make time.” Eira threw her arm around her friend’s shoulders. “Consider it payment for all you’ve done to help us.”

“I would’ve done it regardless…but I won’t complain about a bookstore.” Alyss stepped lighter than she had in weeks. “Do you know where one is in your encyclopedic brain of Meru?”

Eira laughed. “No…and, admittedly, we might not get too lucky since this town was built up a lot for a tournament. But there was a town here before then. I think our best chance might be by the river as that’s where goods pass through. Plus, what I want to look into is down there anyway.”

“Let’s go there, then.”

Unbeknownst to Alyss, Eira had been leading them there already, following the increasing moisture in the air to water. One of the notes in the clinic had said shipments from the “distant west.” Whatever those were, Eira would bet there would be clues about them by the docks.
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The docks were easily the most impressive part of the town, no doubt because they were one of the oldest sections. They ran along either side of a wide river, stretching out into the water and creating a network of platforms for huts and houses. The smell of fish mingled with spice and cooked meats. The waters were bustling, even at this time of night, a result of the tournament, no doubt. Boats docked right at restaurants and shops, their captains served without ever having to step on dry land.

The buildings that lined the shore on solid ground were tinted gray with grime and algae of many years passed. Dirt had been polished away from the windowpanes to make portholes to see out from. Lights glistened off the water and enough people moved about that Eira and Alyss could go easily with the flow without seeming out of place.

They found one small bookstore, but it was already closed for the night.

“We can try and come back during the day,” Eira offered.

“That might be too risky.” Alyss shook her head with a sigh, contradicting her earlier self when she said, “It’s all right, I don’t really need it.”

“We’ll find you one. Even if I have to win an individual game for you to get it,” Eira said, determined.

Alyss laughed. “What a request that would be. I almost want to see it.”

“Just you watch, then.”

A young boy ran up to them with a wedge of papers underneath his arm. “Miss, I saw you at Borkon’s Bookshop. It’s not a book but would you like a paper? Printed in Risen only a day ago. Freshest news you can find out here. Special price because…well, you can be one of my last customers of the night!”

Eira remembered the last time she’d read a paper from Risen…it ended with a public execution.

But Alyss didn’t have the same bad taste in her mouth as Eira did. “I suppose it’s better than nothing. It’s still printed words.” Alyss handed the boy his payment. “Is there a stationery shop nearby?”

“The best one in town is closed. But if you’re looking for something simple, there’s a sundries shop over there.” He pointed with one hand as he passed the paper with the other.

“Lovely, thank you.”

With that, the boy was off, no doubt to unload the last two papers tucked under his arm. He didn’t seem suspicious in the slightest by the Solaris-stamped coins. But, given how many tourists there were for the tournament from all walks of life, she suspected he might be getting all manner of odd payment.

Alyss folded the stack in half and forced it into her back pocket underneath her cloak.

“Not going to read it now?” Eira asked.

“I’m going to savor it before bed. It’s the closest thing I have to a new book, so I might as well.” Alyss started in the direction the boy had pointed.

“What do you need at the stationery shop?” Eira stayed in step with her friend.

“A thought has occurred to me; if I cannot have access to the books I love, then I shall write them myself.”

It took Eira almost an entire block to really have the words sink in. “You want to be an author?”

“Perhaps.” Alyss shrugged. “Or maybe I just want to dabble in story-craft for the time being. Either way, I think it will bring me joy in the now.”

“And that is more than enough.” Eira smiled and wrapped an arm around Alyss’s shoulders, giving her a squeeze. She’d always assumed Alyss would be a healer. It was what she’d done the most of and what her magic was inclined to. But just because Alyss had a talent for healing, didn’t mean that was the path she had to follow. Reading, stories, had been her friend’s one true, consistent passion. “I think this is a marvelous idea, and I will support you every step of the way.”

“I had no doubt.”

The sundries shop was small and simple. But it had a decent array of supplies at relatively reasonable prices. Eira waited outside while Alyss shopped; she didn’t want to risk the two of them together being noticed. But she still glanced in the window from time to time to make sure Alyss was all right.

“Did you find what you wanted?” Eira asked as Alyss emerged to the chime of the bell on the door.

“More or less.” Alyss held open a canvas satchel. Inside was an inkpot, fountain pen, and a journal larger than Eira had been expecting. “I think it’s supposed to be a ledger for ship captains, but it’ll work.”

“Good.” Eira beamed. “I can’t wait to read what you’ll write.”

“You’ll be the first I share it with…when it’s ready, of course.” Alyss slung the bag onto her shoulder. “Where are we heading to now? You said you had a lead?”

Eira nodded. She’d been keeping an eye out as they’d been traversing the docks, carefully watching all the boats that came and went, who was on them, what they unloaded, and where. Specifically, she noticed one particular warehouse that had an abnormal amount of Lumeria’s tournament attendants lurking about it, still in their work clothes even at this late hour.

“Do you see that warehouse over there? The one with the large doors facing us?”

“Yes.” Alyss took a moment to scan the area before her gaze landed on the warehouse Eira was referring to.

“I’m going to sneak in there and take a look around, see if I can find anything about the Pil—about them.”

“Do you think there’s something there from them?”

“There might be. There was a note about shipments in the cleric’s papers and I haven’t seen any other warehouse that looks associated with the tournament.” Eira slowed to a stop, situating herself against a building as people flowed around them. She wanted her back against a wall in case someone was tailing them. This way, she could keep a better awareness of her surroundings.

“Would they really hide something nefarious right under Lumeria’s nose?”

“They hid their base of operations right under the city of Risen. I don’t see why this would be any different.” Eira kept watching the people milling about the warehouse. “Even if there’s nothing physical stored there, if they’re hiding among the tournament’s organizers, I might be able to hear an echo they hadn’t intended to be overheard.” The Pillars had been obnoxiously careful about what they said in the coliseum and village. There was nothing useful. But perhaps that was because they knew she would be there. In a place where they didn’t expect Eira to be, mistakes might happen. “I can sneak in, take a listen, and sneak out.” Eira hastily added, “Assuming you’re all right with it.”

“You know, I appreciate all this asking.” Alyss smiled. “I’d prefer if I could go with you…but I assume you want me to keep watch.”

Eira nodded. “I want eyes on the outside.”

Alyss took Eira’s hand, and smushed the same blob of clay on the back of it as she had earlier in the day. “Same rules as before.”

“Sounds good.”

“Is there anything in particular you want me keeping an eye out for?”

“If you see anyone go in, I want to know. Make a line for that so I can get out quickly. If there’s anything more alarming, a triangle and I’ll bolt at all costs.”

Alyss nodded. “One of these times, I’m coming with you.”

“Absolutely.” Eira smiled. “It’s not that I want you to hold back.”

“We all have a role to play, I understand. I’m just relieved to hear you say you’ll run.”

“I’ll be careful, I promise.” Eira dipped her chin to look her friend in the eyes.

“Good. Come back quickly.”

“I’ll do my best.” Eira stepped back around a particularly large pillar supporting an entryway of a nearby stately building. Alyss remained on the other side. Eira crouched down and looked around several times. There seemed to be a lull in the people moving around. Now was as good a time as any to make her move.

“Do it now; no one’s looking this way,” Alyss whispered.

Eira wrapped her magic around her and stood. She moved slowly and methodically, keeping to the shadows around the docks. Using the night to help conceal the imperfections in her magic. Was her illusion good enough? Could people see her if they looked too closely? Perhaps, if she asked nicely enough, Olivin might give her some pointers on how he crafted such impeccable illusions.

As she neared the warehouse, a shadow darted across the road ahead of her. At first, Eira thought it was a rather large rat. But it ignored the fishmongers’ stalls and traveled across the ropes and bridges with purpose. It wasn’t just any wild animal… But could it be? She squinted. It was Ducot. She’d know that silhouette anywhere after following it halfway across Risen.

He slowed, dashing into a small, unassuming boat tied up not far from the warehouse. So, the Court of Shadows was hiding on the water for the tournament. It was a clever position—they could see everyone coming and going, and make quick getaways themselves. Knowing where they were gave her a boost of confidence. Simply having knowledge of how they were operating, without them knowing she had it, made her feel that much more in control.

Eira didn’t try the front door of the warehouse. That’d be too conspicuous. Instead, she headed around the back, waiting as two attendants passed and then continuing. There were some windows for venting high above the perimeter, all shut.

But in the back was a single, lower window that looked into an office. This will work. Eira looked around. Seeing no one in the alleyway connected to the warehouse, she took her chance and dropped her illusion to focus her magic on getting in.

Eira pressed both hands against the glass. Frost crept up the opposite side, condensing into ice behind the latches. They popped open. Eira shifted her focus, power building at the sill. Two pillars of ice slowly pushed up the window and Eira shimmied inside.

The first thing she did was go to the only door—the one that led to the warehouse proper—and lock it. Judging from the desk and shelves, she presumed this to be the office of some kind of supervisor. Or at least a place for records. Perfect to rummage through.

What are you shipping? Eira asked silently, flipping through the heavy ledger on the desk. Most of the listings were benign. Flour, lots of flour. Meat, vegetables, herbs, mortar, cloth, all practical things… Eira’s finger paused on the page. Iron rounds. That must’ve been what they used in the last tournament.

So this was the place where supplies for the games and village came through. Eira briefly wondered if she could get a clue for what was coming next and then promptly stopped herself, remembering refusing Vi and Taavin’s offer of help. Was this a step backward in her attempt to not cheat? Or had that been a lie? Was it different if she found the information on her own? It hadn’t been when she’d done it with Cullen. But things were different. This was about more than the games. She had made her decision to sacrifice whatever it took of herself to bring down Ulvarth the moment she’d killed Ferro in front of the nobility and dignitaries of five nations.

Eira kept reading.

Rope. A lot of heavy rope. Custom blocks, also made of iron. Even more masonry supplies. Hay.

She repeated everything in her head several times. Nothing seemed out of place or suspicious. Eira pursed her lips. Perhaps Alyss was right and they weren’t hiding their nefarious deeds in here.

But she had found the record mentioning shipments from the “distant west.” There had to be something here. Something she wasn’t seeing.

Eira read again and that’s when she noticed there were two separate entries for flour. One had an origin of Ofok. The other had the origin listed as Hokoh. Closing her eyes, Eira tried to envision the maps of Meru that Levit had given her. She had spent so many hours holed up in her room in the Tower studying them, mentally calling them up was like second nature.

Hokoh was toward the center of the lower crescent of Meru. It was a logical place for flour to come from as it was all lowlands and had a climate and landscape similar to the East back in Solaris. Not to mention, it wasn’t far from the coast. It’d be possible for them to move flour through the crescent bay past the port of Risen, and up the river to the tournament. Perhaps some of the ships she’d seen from her windows in the champion’s house in the city had been doing just that.

But Ofok was farther to the west. A port town. It was at the end of a skinny man-made maze of rivers that broke apart from the great river that stretched out from Risen, and was no doubt the main port for the west of the continent.

While it was possible that they were using enough flour that sourcing it from two locations could be necessary, the competitors weren’t eating that much bread… Moreover, she would’ve thought that it’d be more logical to come from Dant or Toris near the Twilight Forest, where the land was less marshy and more solid.

Eira closed the ledger and rested her hand on it lightly. Her magic filled the air and whispers filled her ears.

How is the collection going? Ulvarth said from another time and place. She’d recognize his voice anywhere now.

Well, Your Grace.

Excellent, I expect everything to be ready in time?

Our supplier is moving with speed.

Tell me when we have enough for me to put my power on display. The people of Risen will know her might.

That was all Eira needed to hear. She crossed for the door, unlocked it slowly, strained her ears, and held her breath. There hadn’t been any sounds since entering the warehouse and the clay on the back of her hand hadn’t changed.

She opened the door slowly and hesitated. Still nothing. Eira ventured into the warehouse proper.

The supplies were shipped in wooden crates and barrels, most of them sealed. But all of them were tagged with different colors based on what was in them and corresponding to the ledger. Flour was red and it didn’t take Eira long to locate where all the shipments had been stored. There were two different markers, but they weren’t specific, so she had no idea which came from Ofok and none were open.

Closing her eyes once more, she focused her power on the crates, listening. One was silent. The other carried the echo of a scream and the crack of a whip.

Using ice as a wedge, she pried open the crate with the echo. Someone would get blamed for opening it as Eira couldn’t risk the noise of hammering the top back on. But she hoped that flour was innocuous enough that the regular attendants would assume it was a momentary lapse in memory and communication. That one of them opened it.

But the Pillars would know. The best case would be for someone who wasn’t a Pillar to find the evidence of her tampering first and handle the situation. Though, part of her wanted Ulvarth to see the open crate. She wanted him to know she was uncovering his plans and she would stop him.

There were sacks of flour stuffed into the crate so tightly that nothing could be slipped between. She hoisted one sack, straining to look underneath—nothing. She repeated it with another for good measure. That left her with no option.

With a flick of her wrist, she summoned a fresh dagger of ice and cut in before she could hesitate. She pried open the bag and saw…

Flour.

Was Alyss right after all? Were the Pillars moving things in another way? Eira bit her lip. No, she had heard a distinct echo. One she’d heard only once before and she’d never forget. There was something here.

It was then she noticed a strange lump of flour in one of the bags. It was perfectly spherical. Eira reached for it and her fingers closed around something solid. This wasn’t flour… She dusted it off and recognized it instantly.

A flash bead.

This was the highly explosive substance that she had found on the Pillar after she’d met with Taavin in the Archives during her first job as a shadow. Deneya and the other Specters had said flash beads were mined and refined in Carsovia—the only source. They had suspected then that the Pillars might be working with Carsovia by way of Adela. But that was later ruled out. Was someone else helping them? Or had Adela decided to throw her lot in with Ulvarth, after all?

Eira held up the bead, as if it would tell her its secrets. But this particular one was silent.

At that moment, the clay on the back of her hand changed into a line.

Voices were at the front door.
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“Alate-night shipment?” a grumbling man said from outside the front doors.

“Don’t they know we have to sleep sometime?”

“We can’t control when they come in. It’s all based on the tides.”

Eira shoved the flash bead into her pocket and stuck the top back on the open crate as quietly and quickly as possible. They would find evidence of someone rummaging through the crate, but she didn’t want them to notice it and raise the alarm until she was long gone. Then, she sprinted to the back office, drawing her magic around her with palpable force. The office door closed behind her at almost the same time as the heavy padlock on the front door was slid out of its rung.

“Let’s put it over here with the rest of them,” one of the voices said with a grunt.

Eira was halfway out the window when she heard a low, horribly familiar voice say, “What is it?”

It couldn’t be him.

“One of the crates is open, Your Grace.” The first voice had completely changed. It was more serious. Somehow the slightest shift in tone could make a seemingly innocuous statement sound all the more sinister.

Your Grace. She’d heard that phrase used recently. Eira looked to the ledger that had held an echo of someone using that term of respect. She’d been right. They’d been speaking to Ulvarth then. And he was here now.

Eira looked to the door and eased away from the window. She could stay and listen. Perhaps they’d discuss more of their plans. Her hand twitched, itching to summon a blade and shove it between his ribs.

“Search everything,” Ulvarth said.

Eira’s heart raced. They wouldn’t find her if she stayed hidden. This would be her opportunity to—

Alyss’s wounded expression flashed across her mind. Alyss had put her trust in her when Eira promised she’d escape at the first sign of danger.

She wouldn’t let her friend down.

There would be another chance for her to kill Ulvarth. Even if she couldn’t see when that might be now, she had to have faith in herself—she was onto their plans and one step ahead. But his web stretched wider than she ever imagined. And Ulvarth’s influence ran deep. She had to play her cards right if she wanted to thwart him.

So Eira slipped through the window and into the dark night. She slowly banished the columns of ice she’d lifted the lower pane with and it slid down far more silently than she could’ve ever managed by hand. Plus, by the time it had completely closed, she was already halfway across the docks.

“I’m back.” Eira panted, leaning against the pillar and easing her illusion.

Her friend hadn’t moved. “Thank the Mother, I was worried when I saw them go in. Did they see you?”

“No, I don’t think so. But we need to move, quickly.” Eira stood and started back toward their tunnel. She hadn’t been keeping a close track on the time, but a decent amount of an hour had to have passed by now.

Alyss followed immediately, despite her apparent confusion. “If they didn’t see you, why the haste?”

“I didn’t have time to hide the evidence of my presence.” Eira glanced over her shoulder, looking for anyone who might be on their tail. “They shouldn’t know it was me, but they might suspect.”

“How would they suspect?” Alyss glanced up at her as they turned down a smaller, quieter street.

“He was there.”

“He? You mean, him? Ul—”

“Don’t say his name, not here.” Eira looked over her shoulder again. There was no one there. But looks could be deceiving. Perhaps she should make them invisible for good measure. Eira lowered her voice even more when she spoke again. “Yes, it was him.”

“Out in the open? Just like that?”

“He thinks he’s invincible.” Eira balled her hands into fists; she was going to show him otherwise. “That he has everyone fooled and is completely in control.”

“How could he know it was you?” It was a reasonable question for Alyss to ask and Eira didn’t have a reasonable answer.

“I just feel it in my bones. Before the tournament started, he challenged me to a game between us. We’re just pieces dancing on the board. There’s no way he’ll think it was anyone else.” Maybe it was arrogant of her. But Eira felt it was true.

“You’ll be all right,” Alyss said softly but confidently. “We both will be.”

“I hope so.” Eira met her eyes with a slight smile. “But I’ll feel better once we’re back in the village.”

“It’s not far now.”

Yet every step was agony. She expected Ulvarth to jump out at any second from any shadow. Eira didn’t even bother to hide a sigh of relief when they turned down the alleyway and found Olivin and Ducot waiting, emerging from Olivin’s illusion the moment they saw her and Alyss round the corner.

“What kept you?” Olivin pushed away from the wall.

“We were worried,” Ducot added.

“You have reason to be,” Eira said gravely, and fished out the flash bead from her pocket.

“That’s not…” Olivin’s words faded.

Ducot reached out a hand. Eira placed it in his palm so he could feel the flash bead. He scowled and handed it back to her. “So they’re still getting them even without Adela involved.”

“She’s not?”

Ducot shook his head. “I’m certain of it.”

Alyss opened up the tunnel as they spoke and scrambled down.

Eira pocketed the flash bead and followed behind. “I ran into Ulvarth.”

“What?” they said in unison.

“I ran. I don’t think he saw me…but he’ll know I was there.”

“How is it that the Court of Shadows can’t get a lead on that man to save our lives and you run into him while out for a stroll?” Olivin grumbled as he descended after her.

“She’s our bad luck charm,” Ducot jested. Eira punched him lightly in the shoulder.

“I’m scowling at you.”

“Why is it that whenever you describe your expressions for me it’s only ever the bad ones?”

“Maybe I only make bad ones for you,” Eira said as Alyss closed up the opening above them.

“Ha. Ha.”

“Did you find Rebec?” Eira asked.

“I did. She needed time with the key,” Ducot reported.

The bottom of her stomach fell out. She had been expecting to get the key back. It was a bargaining chip with the court, if nothing else. Keep calm. Eira spun the flash bead in her pocket. She had other chips she could bargain with, if needed. A gesture of good faith to the court was the sensible choice. She wouldn’t let emotions get the better of her.

“That also meant I had to tell her how I found it…how you found it.”

“Great, so the court knows I’m still being a rogue shadow.”

“To be fair, I don’t think they ever suspected otherwise,” Olivin said over his shoulder.

“They’d be dumb if they did,” Alyss muttered.

“I heard that.” Eira sighed.

“While all this is true, Deneya might still want a word with you,” Ducot said to Eira.

“Well, if she does I hope we can each share useful information and make the encounter productive for once, rather than just her scolding and warning me.” Eira glanced to Olivin. They were almost at the end of the tunnel. She lowered her voice further. “Any word on your brother?”

“Not that I could find.”

“Any sign of her?” Ducot asked over Eira’s shoulder.

Her? Who was “her”? It was then Eira realized in all the time she’d known Olivin, which admittedly wasn’t long, she’d never heard him even so much as mention a partner, or interest.

Was it a scorned lover who joined the Pillars? Or perhaps an old friend who was also missing? The questions burned but weren’t going to be answered now. Alyss was already moving the floorboards, scrambling up. The rest of them followed, the floor back in place in a blink.

“—are we going to do?” Noelle said worriedly from the hall.

“I don’t know,” Cullen replied. Their voices were low and whispered.

“We can’t tell them they’re not here, not when we said they were just upstairs. We should’ve said that they’re sick instead of sleeping. Mother, where would they go? How did they go?”

“Go where?” Eira asked. “We’re right here.”

Cullen and Noelle looked as if they had seen a ghost. Neither moved, though their eyes bounced between the four of them.

“Just where were you two?” Noelle hissed, pointing a finger in Eira’s face. “We scoured this whole place from top to bottom and neither of you were here and—Ducot, where in the Mother’s name did you come from? And Olivin—” Heavy knocking on the front door interrupted her.

“We’ll speak later.” Eira started for the door. “I assume they’re conducting some kind of surprise inspection?”

“How did you know?” Cullen asked under his breath. “Just what were you doing?”

She gave him a slight smile. “What I’m good at. Making trouble.”

“Solaris, we will enter in three—”

Eira opened wide the door. She arched an eyebrow at the man on the other side. “It’s forbidden for competitors to enter abodes that aren’t theirs without express permission, but it’s fine for the attendants?”

“This is a matter of security,” he said stiffly. “We have reason to believe that someone might have infiltrated the games and need to verify the presence of all competitors to ensure nothing nefarious has occurred.”
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“Step outside, please,” the attendant commanded.

“Something possibly nefarious? Terrifying.” Eira did as she was told, fighting a slight smile when she felt a small pulse of Alyss’s magic. The floorboards were no doubt in the process of knitting together seamlessly as Eira stepped into the central street of the village. “I do hope you find whoever infiltrated our security.”

“We will do our best.” The attendant paused. “Why are the two of you here?”

“We gave them permission to be here,” Noelle said firmly.

“You didn’t mention them earlier when we first announced we’d be searching.” The attendant narrowed his eyes at Ducot and Olivin. “Are you sure they have your permission?”

“Absolutely,” Cullen said.

“Yes.” Noelle took a small step closer to Ducot.

“And why are they here? Isn’t it a bit late to still be together?”

Eira searched for a quick explanation. What could she say that would be believable? In her mind this was escalating. If the man was a Pillar then he would use anything she said as an excuse to accuse Ducot, or Olivin, or both, for being “suspicious.” He’d take them for “questioning” or some other equally poor excuse and then they’d go the way of Yonlin. She had no proof he was a Pillar, but also no proof he wasn’t. It’d be safer to assume he was.

“We only just wrapped up the picnic,” Alyss said. The bag containing her new journal was nowhere to be seen. She’d no doubt stashed it somewhere while Eira wasn’t looking—she could always trust her friend to think ahead.

“The picnic ended an hour ago.” The man had a gleam to his eye that had Eira’s hopes sinking further. “Now, why are they here?”

“I don’t think we owe you an explanation.” Cullen put on his authoritative, lordly voice.

The attendant was unbothered. “Failure to comply might result in my having to disqualify you.”

“How is that fair?” Noelle balked.

“There’s a simple explanation.” Eira had to defuse the situation somehow. She had to think of something that couldn’t be questioned. “They’re here because…” She trailed off as the attendant’s eyes swung back to her.

Every excuse she could think of would be countered. They had no proof otherwise and this man held all the power in this moment.

“Oh, is your search not done yet?” a new voice interjected. They all turned to find Lavette standing a few steps behind the man, a wooden case in her hands. “I can wait, if you still need to clear this house.”

“And why are you here?” The attendant seemed caught off guard by the sudden presence of someone else.

“The seven of us were going to play Merchant’s Dice once we freshened up following the picnic.” She smiled brightly. “They never had and I was going to teach them.”

“This late?” he asked skeptically.

“Of course.”

“Why?”

Lavette tilted her head slightly, a placid smile slipping across her lips. It was friendly, and yet somehow dangerous. Placating, but threatening. Her tone took on an air of authority when she asked, “Why not?”

“Excuse me?” The attendant blinked, suddenly off guard.

“Because we want to, that’s why. Is that not a good enough reason?”

The attendant sighed, glancing between them. He visibly deflated. Lavette had been the one thing that couldn’t be denied because he couldn’t claim she was in cahoots with them, having come from elsewhere. “The lot of you, out while I conduct my search.”

The six of them joined Lavette in front of the house.

“Thank you,” Cullen murmured to her. Lavette nodded. “How did you know?”

“Our houses aren’t that far apart. I saw things weren’t happening like normal and I listened in. When he began to press I grabbed this and darted out.” Lavette glanced back with a small grin. “Let’s hope he doesn’t open it. All that’s in here is my jewelry and perfumes.”

“We’ll make sure he doesn’t.” Cullen had an impressed note to his voice. He seemed to appraise Lavette for the first time in that moment. Eira knew what affection looked like on his face when it first began to bud because she’d seen it…even if she hadn’t recognized what it’d been in the moments he’d first fallen for her.

Lavette looked to Eira right as her insides were knotting. “Are you all right?”

Eira nodded.

Noelle leaned in, saving Eira from having to speak too much with Lavette. “You’re going to tell us what happened the second all this is over.”

“Of course.” Eira had intended to all along.

The main doors of the village opened, a strange sight after so many days of being locked tightly. Lumeria’s knights marched in, led by Deneya. Attendants rushed over to meet them. Eira couldn’t make out the words being said so she kept her attention on the house, trying to think of where she’d hidden Adela’s books. They were at the bottom of her trunk. She’d only referenced them a few times before bed and always replaced them. Surely they wouldn’t rummage through her things…

Attendants and knights fanned out, the latter completing another check in and around the buildings. At the same time, a single attendant approached each team of competitors. Eira kept her eyes forward, focusing on nothing. She wanted to be a statue, emotionless, expressionless, nothing that could give her away.

The attendant asked how they were, a few other questions that Cullen answered, and left. Without a decent explanation or discussion, the knights retreated, the doors were closed, and the evening resumed as it had been.

Deneya had known something was amiss and came running. She wouldn’t open the doors without good reason. Perhaps the man really had been a Pillar…

“Is that it?” Noelle asked. “That was a whole lot of hassle for a whole lot of nothing.”

“Welcome to bureaucracy,” Lavette said dryly. “Now, I’m going to bed for real this time.”

“You don’t want to find out what you stuck your neck out for?” Ducot asked.

“Honestly…I think it’s better if I don’t know.” Lavette had an air of worry, and of disapproval. She focused on Cullen a long moment. “Be careful, please. All of you.” Despite adding the last bit, she was really just speaking to him.

She cared about him, at least a little. Eira’s chest tightened. Lavette cared about him and saw Eira not as a threat to their romance, but a danger to his wellbeing.

Somehow…that was worse.

“Let’s go back inside.” Cullen turned on his heel, leading the charge all the way back to the main gathering room. He wasted no time, slamming his hands on the table. “Answers, now.”

“Rude,” Alyss muttered as she retrieved her bag from underneath the sofa and began scribbling in it.

“Rude is going off without any word as to where.” Cullen glared at her.

“You’re not my father, lord, or savior.” Olivin folded his arms and leaned against the sofa. “See how well trying to order me around is going to work out for you.”

Cullen buried his face in his hands and groaned. “It’s late. I was worried. Please, someone just tell us what happened.”

Eira stepped forward. “It was my idea.”

“Of course it was.” Noelle didn’t seem perturbed, more amused.

“Isn’t it always?” Ducot glanced in Noelle’s direction. Out of everyone, he always had the easiest time finding her.

“Yes, always,” Alyss agreed.

“For the record, I did consult with Alyss, Olivin, and Ducot first. I didn’t just run off.”

“Paragons of good influence,” Noelle said sarcastically.

“I am a delightfully bad influence.” Ducot folded his arms, looking rather smug.

“We have a tunnel out to town.” Eira tried to keep the conversation moving for her own sake. “It’s here, underneath the table.” Cullen and Noelle were now too shocked to say anything, so she continued, telling them everything that happened. “…But we’re back, and no one is the wiser.”

They were all silent, processing. Alyss was the first to speak. She rested her pen a moment. “I should have said this earlier, but thank you for not staying in the warehouse when he arrived.”

Eira nodded. “I promised you I wouldn’t try to cut his throat in the night just because it was the first opportunity.”

“Not that cutting his throat would do any good,” Cullen said solemnly.

“Why not? It sounds like a marvelous idea to me.”

“I’m inclined to agree with the lady. There are a few people who would still be breathing right now if Ulvarth had his throat cut and that sounds good to me,” Olivin said venomously.

“Me too,” Ducot added with equal severity.

“I know we all have personal vendettas. But think about it—you kill him, and then what?” Cullen demanded to know.

“Then he’s dead. Gone. He can’t hurt anyone anymore,” Eira said. She didn’t see how Cullen couldn’t grasp that.

“And you think that’d be it?” Cullen locked eyes with her. “The Pillars are an idea. They’re led by a man, yes. But people don’t live and die for the Pillars because of Ulvarth, for Ulvarth. They do it for what he represents. From all you’ve said—from what we saw at the ball—people are ready to believe that there truly are forces of the divine at play. That he is a chosen champion, hand-picked by their goddess, destined to bring Meru into a golden age. And we all know how important the faith of Yargen is to the people of Meru.”

“Exactly. So if we kill Ulvarth, we show them all that he was nothing more than a man all along. No divine power to save him from my very mortal hands.” Eira leaned against the table, staring him down.

“No. You make him a martyr,” Cullen countered, sounding too much like Deneya for Eira’s tastes. “You saw what snuffing the false Flame of Yargen did. People didn’t believe that it was the flame any less because you snuffed it. It only gave them a new villain for their anger—you.” His throat constricted at the end with what she could only assume was worry.

Eira glanced askance. “People will think differently when it’s the leader that’s taken down.”

“Will they? Or will they see you as killing the messenger of their goddess?” Cullen was relentless in the wake of Eira’s silence. No one came to her aid. Which meant…Cullen had a point. “And what will stop another person from assuming Ulvarth’s place? What we’re fighting against isn’t a man who can be killed, or a building that can be dismantled. We’re fighting against a movement.”

“A movement of a land that isn’t even our home.” Noelle sighed and sat on the sofa, sparking a fire in the hearth to stare into. Ducot rested a hand on her shoulder. She leaned into it.

“He’ll come for everyone, if you give him the chance,” Ducot said solemnly. “I’ve seen what he can do…the man is hate incarnate. And he cares for no one beyond himself.”

“He will burn the world and call it ‘holy fire,’” Olivin murmured.

“That’s why…” Eira brought her eyes to Cullen’s and held his gaze, unmoving. Sorrow filled his stare. He knew what she was going to say before she said it. She could feel his knowing. See it in his expression. He knew it…because he knew her. More and better than anyone. He could see straight through her. Hiding from everyone else was second nature, but from him was an aberration. “When the time comes, I’m not going to spare him. I can’t.”

“I don’t want you to.” Cullen sounded sincere enough that Eira wasn’t instantly dissuaded. “I’m just saying he has to be ended the right way—you have to show he’s nothing more than a man to everyone who might think to follow him. Not a champion. Not a chosen one of Yargen. A twisted, pathetic man who’s not worth his flesh and blood. If you merely kill him ‘in the night,’ he will be reborn, twice as strong. So if you’re to strike him down, Eira, you have to do it only when you’ve dismantled everything he’s ever stood for, ever been. Killing him won’t be enough; you have to absolutely annihilate him.”

Eira inhaled slowly and eased away from the table. The words sat with her. Uncomfortable as their stares. But just as true. As weighty.

He was right.

She knew he was because out of everyone, Cullen was the one who understood the power of a narrative and public perceptions. Cullen knew this game and he knew how to win at it.

“I can do it,” she said, finally.

“Can you?” It was Olivin who asked. He had yet to move and was as still as a statue. His steely eyes assessed her coolly. “Do you think you have what it takes to utterly destroy him? Because, when all is said and done, it won’t be just him. There will be other blood on your hands to make this happen.”

Eira stared at her hands, remembering the feeling of Ferro’s blood flowing through her fingers. Like son, like father. No one else could kill Ferro that night. No one else dirtied their hands.

“If not me, then who?” She whispered the words that had been kept as thought since the ball. “I’ll make that sacrifice, when the time comes. I’ll do what must be done so no one else has to.”

Olivin had a weary, but impressed stare. Ducot’s stance betrayed the same, Noelle with him. Alyss’s eyes shone. Cullen looked absolutely gutted.

“I’ll be fine, once it’s done,” she lied. She knew it was a lie but said it anyway, for their sakes. “So let’s remain focused…and do whatever it takes between now and then.”
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The blade of the dagger Ulvarth had given her shone in the moonlight as Eira passed it from hand to hand. When they’d all separated, she’d promptly headed upstairs, claiming exhaustion from the day, but even though she lay in bed, sleep was nowhere near.

Giving up for now, Eira returned the dagger to her trunk. On her toes, she crept downstairs. Luckily, Alyss’s construction was solid. Not a single floorboard creaked as she made her way outside, inhaling the crisp night air and letting it out as a sigh that wished it could be a scream.

She’d been so certain that no one had woken that Eira jumped a step back when she saw the door behind her swing open from the corner of her eye.

“Oh, sorry.” Cullen looked as startled as she was. He hovered, halfway in the door. Halfway out. Not enough of one, or the other…just like them. He was in his sleeping clothes, loose-fitting. Shirt halfway open. “I didn’t think anyone would be out here.”

So he hadn’t heard her after all. “It’s fine. I couldn’t sleep, so I was just getting some fresh air.”

“Great minds.” He let out a soft, awkward laugh. Keeping the noise down so they didn’t wake anyone else. “Well, I’ll leave you to it.”

“If you wanted some fresh air, you can stay,” she said without looking at him. She was still fighting to ignore the way his clothes hung on his frame and left little to the imagination.

“You’re sure?”

“Of course. It’s not like we’re doing anything wrong. We’ve been alone together multiple times to practice magic.” Yet somehow this moment felt different. Perhaps because they were alone in the middle of the night, as if this was some clandestine meeting. Or because they stood in the same spots as when she had told him she was trying to fall out of love with him. And even after all this time, she still hadn’t succeeded. She could still see the shade of him staring at the sky, silently crying, as the Cullen that existed in the present came to stand next to her. “You couldn’t sleep, either?”

He shook his head. “Nightmares.”

“Ah, our good childhood friends,” she said softly. They both had enough darkness and turmoil in their past to fuel a lifetime of bad dreams.

“They weren’t my normal nightmares.”

“No?”

He met her eyes with a haunted expression. “I kept seeing you, holding that dagger, killing Ferro, killing…him. But then, every time I blinked, the dagger was in your gut. You were the one bleeding out.”

“Cullen…” She trailed off. What could she say to that? Saying nothing dug between her ribs as though there really was a dagger seeking out her heart. “I’ll be fine.”

“Will you?” He shifted to face her. Reaching down, Cullen took her hands in his, turning them over. As if he could still see Ferro’s blood on them. His thumbs smoothed over her palms, wiping away the invisible stains. She let him, wishing it were that simple. That he could ease away all the turmoil she felt. “I couldn’t…I couldn’t bear if anything were to happen to you.”

She needed to pull away. To scold him for the way he was talking and touching her. For the tender expression that melted her from the inside out. But it felt too good. Too welcome. To know that he was fighting as hard as she was to not love her with all the depths of his being.

Eira leaned forward, tilting her head to catch his downcast eyes. She squeezed his hands. “I’m here. I’m fine.”

“Tell that to my nightmares.” He tried to laugh it off, but it didn’t work. Their hands were still interlaced.

“I will.” She leaned forward to whisper in his ear. “Dear Cullen’s nightmares, I’m fine.” When she eased away, he wore a smile. Eira resisted asking him if he worried purely as a friend. She knew better…but if she didn’t ask, she could feign ignorance. For her sake and his.

“The next time you run off, please take me with you?” He looked at her through his lashes. Had that small act really caused all this unease in him?

“If I can. But we’re not as close as we once were.”

“I know.” Cullen almost hid the wince of pain. “But I don’t trust him—anyone else to sacrifice everything if that’s what it took to keep you safe.” He corrected himself so quickly Eira almost missed it. Almost.

“Him?” Judging from his past comments, she didn’t think Cullen was talking about Ducot.

“I’ve been watching him. He has an aura of secrets around him.”

“So do I, so do you,” Eira countered.

Cullen seemed startled that she would even suggest anything about his past; it transformed into a wounded expression. “But you know there is no sacrifice I wouldn’t make to keep you safe.”

If only you had made those same sacrifices for the sake of my heart, Eira thought bitterly, but kept it to herself.

“I can keep myself safe.” Eira squeezed his hands with a slight smile. “Besides, you’re right. Olivin, Ducot, me…we all have an aura of secrets. But secrets aren’t bad by nature. We’re just not like you, Cullen. We aren’t noble born with good families to tend to. We’re the ones who have to work from the shadows to do what must be done.”

Without warning, he leaned forward, pressing his forehead against hers. Eira was too stunned to speak. Cullen did nothing but breathe for a moment.

“It’s more than that…I can’t stand to see you with him.”

Eira pulled her hands from his and stepped away. “Cullen, I have so many other things to focus on than you, or Olivin, or anything dealing with matters of the heart. In fact, I’ve sworn them off.” Or, I’m trying to. For now, at least.

“Then why do I always turn and see him by you?”

“We are working together.”

Cullen glanced askance.

Eira shook her head. She had been trying to be nice, but her patience was wearing thin. “And even if we weren’t, frankly, you have no right to say anything. I hurt you? How do you think I feel when I see you and Lavette?”

“But that’s—”

“What you’ve chosen,” she finished firmly for him. “Which is all right. I’ve come to terms with it. But you can’t hold it against me when I do what I want.” Eira moved to go inside.

He caught her wrist and leaned in. For a moment, she thought he was about to kiss her. But he stopped a breath away. So close that she could practically feel the warmth of his lips on hers. Cullen’s eyes looked down to her mouth, and then back up to meet hers. The mask was gone. They were filled with fire and longing. Passion. Everything she had been aching to see from him even though she knew better and had said otherwise.

“It’s not what I chose. It’s what was chosen for me.”

“But you didn’t fight it.”

His grip tightened some. His other hand twitched as though he was barely refraining from reaching for her. “I was fighting it. Just not in the way you wanted—not in a way that was good enough for you.”

“Cullen—”

“So then I tried to do as you asked. To forget you—even if you consume my every waking thought. To fall out of love with you. And yet, you still chastise me for not fighting? How can I win, Eira? How can I be the man you want me to be? Tell me and I’ll do it, because all I want is your joy.”

“I want you to do what will make you happy!” She had to struggle to keep her voice down. Anger was waltzing with passion. “You’re so busy pleasing everyone else that you don’t bother to please yourself and you let everyone else down in the process because it’s impossible to be everything for everyone, Cullen.” His eyes widened, as if he had never considered that. “The least you can do, is be everything for yourself. Figure out what you want, fight for that, and let the cards fall on the rest.”

He shifted, releasing her wrist. She untwisted. His right hand fell on her hip. His left was on her cheek. Caressing up to tangle with her hair. Her lids grew heavy and her heart hammered.

“What I want,” he whispered, voice low and gravelly, “is you. But I don’t know how to have you. What I must do to win back your trust.” His hand smoothed up her side, stopping at the base of her ribs and sending shivers across her back. “And I fear I’m going to lose you forever if I can’t figure that out.”

“I’ll always be your friend,” she whispered, not thinking about the words before they were said. Could she be? It felt like they were everything or nothing. That he was passion incarnate, or a void of pain.

“Then you will always be my torture.” Cullen leaned in, his nose brushing against hers. Eira’s breath hitched. His shuddered. “I’m going to figure it out, I swear to you, how to be the man you deserve. There are times it might not look like it because maybe you are right—maybe we are from different worlds that speak different languages—but know that it is my only goal. If you want me to pursue my happiness, then know I am pursuing you.”

She searched his intense expression. As usual, there was no hint of a lie on him. He meant everything he said and she wanted to melt into him for it.

“I…I wish I could kiss you,” she admitted.

“It is taking all my will not to.” Yet, he contrasted himself as he leaned away. “But you deserve better. You deserve to be kissed when it doesn’t compromise your honor. Give me until a month after the tournament. I’ll have things settled by then.” He released her, starting back for the house, as if he hadn’t reignited the fire that had been burning her alive.

“Cullen,” Eira said softly. He looked back. She met his eyes sadly. “For my own sake, I don’t think I can wait for you.”

He drew a slow breath and forced a nod through tense muscles across his entire body.

She continued, “But, if fate aligns to bring us together again, in a way that compromises neither of our honor, then I would be open to exploring the man you had become, then.” It wasn’t a promise. But it was sincere. And it seemed to be good enough for him as he relaxed into an easy smile. “For now though, we have enough to worry about. Keep the status as it has been. We’ll sort it all out after the tournament is over.” And Ulvarth is dead. Assuming she didn’t die killing him.

He paused, staring down at his hand. When he looked back at her, a small current of wind danced between her fingers. “Know that, even when we’re far apart, no matter what happens…if you feel this, it is my hand holding yours, and my thoughts are with you.”

She nodded, speechless. Without another word, he left her, Eira’s fingers tingling and the night feeling like a stolen dream.
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The next morning was a slow start for them all. Noelle and Eira were the first up and they went to the common house together to collect breakfast to bring back. But not many words were shared between them.

Cullen was awake by the time they returned. He said nothing of the night before. Eira glanced at him from time to time, repeating his words in her mind. Had she really heard and understood him correctly? Somehow, nothing had really changed—he was still going to be close to Lavette, she was still going to try and thwart Ulvarth, and they weren’t anything until quite a few things were properly settled and discussed. And yet…it felt like everything changed.

They ate in silence, even after Alyss stumbled down, paper under her arm. Eira was surprised she wasn’t holding the journal. She had fallen asleep to the sound of Alyss’s pen scratching last night in the small hours.

After the late and eventful night, they were slow to find any momentum. The most activity was Alyss folding the paper with all the care as if she were handling a sacred relic.

“Oh, hmm,” she said out of nowhere. “This is odd.”

“What is?” Eira asked.

“A warning issued from Lumeria’s knights to be wary of a mysterious man who’s going around and ‘showing the wrathful power of Yargen.’ They say it might be tied to the recent rash of thefts and violence.”

“I don’t like the sound of that at all.” Eira frowned.

“Me neither,” Noelle agreed. “Ducot had mentioned an increase in thefts to people not from Meru. Targeting outsiders sounds like something Ulvarth would do.”

Eira nodded. “At the very least a Pillar.”

“Is there any other information on who they suspect to be behind it?” Cullen asked.

Alyss shook her head. “In fact, they’re asking that anyone with information come forward.”

“Doubtful.” Eira scoffed at the idea of a Pillar ever outing Ulvarth and any non-Pillars living long enough to pass on the information.

“The ‘wrathful power’ is new,” Noelle mused.

“What do you think it is?” Cullen asked the table, but his focus ended mostly on Eira.

“Knowing Ulvarth, it could be anything from blackmail to sorcery. There’s really no telling. The better question is why he’s starting to expose himself like this. And that he keeps taking more and more overt action. He’s laid low for so long, why now? What’s his gain?”

“He wasn’t lying low at the ball,” Noelle pointed out.

“No,” Eira agreed. Then contradicted herself. “But also yes—that still wasn’t him. He’s moving now, no longer ruling the Pillars from the depths. Something must be worth that risk.”

“Killing people, apparently.” Alyss frowned at the paper.

“If Ulvarth just wanted to kill people…why wait until now?”

“The tournament?” Cullen suggested.

“Likely. But even that doesn’t make complete sense. If he just wanted to kill a large group of people he could’ve done so at the ball, rather than putting on Ferro’s Flame of Yargen display. A lot of nobility was gathered then, too. But he didn’t. What does he gain by attacking common citizens rather than lords and ladies?”

“Their fear?” Alyss suggested.

“But also their hatred.” Ulvarth was nothing if not clever. He had a manner about him that made men and women sacrifice their lives for him—see him as a true god among men. “He wants to be revered as the Champion of Yargen. Causing the common folk of Meru fear isn’t a good way to go about that.”

“Maybe he thinks that the people he’s killing will make him revered,” Noelle suggested. “They’re targets that will have a greater influence dead, even if it means risking his own exposure.”

“Are people from other nations really that detested by the common citizen?” Alyss asked softly. A question none of them had the answer to.

They all fell into silence, considering this. After a minute, when no one had anything new to add, Cullen shifted the topic.

“While we’re talking about unknowns and choices…” He put the letter he was given for winning on the table. Everyone waited expectantly.

“Are you going to open it? Or are you going to wait until the game starts to do so?” Alyss folded her paper and put it to the side.

“He’d be a fool to wait.” Noelle tore off a hunk of her bread and dipped it in jelly. “Also, I particularly hate this blackberry stuff they always put out in the mornings. Can we please get something better the next time we go into town?”

“We’re keeping going into town at a minimum,” Cullen said firmly.

“If last night was any evidence, I don’t think that’s something you get to control.” Noelle still ate her bread despite her proclaimed displeasure, jelly and all. “Now, open it. Let’s see what this advantage is supposed to be.”

Cullen tapped the envelope on the table and ripped off the top end. He slid out the letter and unfolded it, reading aloud, “Congratulations, as the victor in the first individual game you have an advantage in the next team competition. Your advantage will be to decide the order in which the pairs will duel, and the matchups for each. You will be asked to announce the next duelists at the culmination of each duel.”

“Duels?” Alyss repeated. “How is this any different from the first competition? And what the second evolved into? Do they just want us to punch each other until this tournament is over?”

“So much for friendship.” Noelle sighed.

“It gives people a reason to cheer and be invested. A bit of combat makes for good heroes.” Eira thought back to what Olivin had said, and the histories she’d read about Meru and its extended territories, allies, enemies, and tense neighbors. “Moreover, this treaty is for economic benefit, but it’s also to present a unified front against the larger, more powerful Empire of Carsovia. I’m not surprised they want us to look tough.”

“Empire of Carsovia?” Noelle repeated. “It can’t be that mighty; I’ve never heard of it.”

“I’m sure there are many mighty things you’ve never heard of.” Alyss helped herself to another piece of bread.

“It can’t be bigger than Meru,” Noelle insisted.

“Solaris’s teachings said we were the center of the world for hundreds of years—that nothing was larger or greater,” Eira said. “Now look at us, sitting on a continent that Solaris is little more than an island to when compared.”

“All right, fair.” Noelle leaned back in her chair. “So what does this mighty empire have to do with us?”

Eira turned a question back on them. “Given the tumultuous history, do you really think the draconi want to work with us? Or Meru?”

“They might speak large, but everyone knows peace is preferred to combat,” Cullen said optimistically. Eira arched her eyebrows at him. He added, “I hope, at least.”

“I get the sense that things are tense, at best. So anything the competition organizers can do to get the people invested in the tournament and distracted from their other squabbles is what they’re going to do.”

“What does all this mean for the duels?” Cullen asked.

“It means the draconi are going to come in swinging, harder than they have to date. So we need to be ready to fight, and you need to make sure we’re up against the right people.” Eira tapped the table. “In the meantime, we have today to keep practicing our magic as best we’re able.”
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With all the fanfare of the first team game, they marched back into the arena, to trumpets blaring and thunderous applause. Somehow, the stands seemed even fuller this time than the last. People must still be flowing into Warich, arriving late for the games.

Speaking of arriving late… There was a different assortment of royals yet again. Eira hadn’t seen Aldrik Solaris since the initial opening ceremonies and there was another floppy-hat-wearer in Qwint’s seat. Arwin sat in place for the Twilight Kingdom, again. The only one who was consistent was King Tortium of the Draconi. But Eira suspected there was no way he would miss today’s game, given his propensity for aggression and his kingdom’s lack of fondness for anyone else. She wouldn’t be surprised if these duels were in part his orchestration, too.

“Good morning, champions,” Lumeria greeted them. She and Vi Solaris seemed to be the two consistent royals. Eira would’ve included Taavin if he’d been present today. “Welcome to your next team competition! Today we shall test your strength, creativity, and skill when there are no other distractions, or interventions. Just you and your magic.

“You shall square off, one on one, to duel against each other in one of our rings.” Lumeria motioned with her palm to the center line of the arena, where three large circles were marked off by thick ship’s rope. “You will lose your duel if you step outside the ring, no longer wish to participate, or are rendered unconscious. You may forfeit by stepping outside the ring at any time. While we expect you all to fight hard, the attendants will step in if any duels get excessively aggressive.”

Some booing in the crowd.

“What do they want? For us to kill each other?” Alyss looked up at the crowd in solemn disappointment.

“No, that would be too far.” Eira hoped. “They just want a good show. They came far enough for one.”

“Can all this fighting really lead to peace?” Alyss mused softly.

Eira didn’t know, so she didn’t answer. But she wondered, too. The people seemed more and more feverish with each passing game. Perhaps the increasing external threats—from Carsovia to Ulvarth’s shadowy violence—had them looking for reassurance in their nation’s strength.

“The victor of each individual duel will receive a point for their team. The team with the most points at the end will be declared the winner and awarded the five points for being victorious. Second place will receive four points, and so on,” Lumeria continued.

The sand tubes overtop the royals glistened in the sunlight. Solaris had an early lead. Tied for second place were the Twilight Kingdom and Meru, since they hadn’t participated in yesterday’s game and didn’t lose any points. The draconi and Qwint were in last, having each lost two points for Lavette and Harkor participating in the individual game and losing.

“In the last individual game, Cullen of the Solaris Empire received a reward that offered him an advantage in this game. He will be deciding the matchups for the duels and will make his decision before each one.”

Contrary to Cullen’s previous love from the spectators at the end of the last game, he now seemed like their enemy rather than their golden boy. Most of the crowd booed or groaned, thrusting out their thumbs and pointing downward to express their disapproval.

Noelle seemed to have the same thought as Eira. “How quickly they turn on you,” she said to Cullen.

“Two days ago, I was just another champion playing hero. Today, I could impact their own competitors’ abilities to win.” He shrugged, as if it didn’t bother him. But Eira was certain it did. Cullen wasn’t accustomed to being unloved. She resisted the urge to reassure him. In front of everyone, nothing could change between them. If not for his honor and hers, if not for managing his father, Lavette…then to keep a smaller target on them both for the Pillars. The last thing Eira needed was more weaknesses for Ulvarth to exploit.

“The duels shall begin shortly.” As Lumeria finished, attendants directed each team to benches set up along the back wall. Each bench sat behind a different ring. Solaris ended up in the center one, opposite the draconi.

“We will need your first three selections for duelists,” an attendant said to Cullen.

Cullen stood, looking out over the other competitors. Eira could see conflict in his eyes as he turned to face them. They’d spent the morning up until the parade into the coliseum figuring out who they wanted to pair up against.

“Which pairs first?” Cullen asked them.

“None of us,” Noelle said before the attendant could get a word in.

“You must tell us without further consultation,” the attendant added hastily. It seemed like they made up the rules for their boons on the spot.

“I thought I could share my advantage with whomever I chose.”

“The details, yes…but the advantage itself is for you alone and the time to decide is now,” the attendant clarified.

The muscles in Cullen’s jaw tensed briefly and relaxed. “The first three matches will be Tentur from the draconi against Evanel from Meru. Varren from Qwint against Kotol of the draconi. And Lop of Qwint against Graff from Twilight.”

Eira was still impressed at how many names Cullen could remember with ease. She’d made it a point to learn as a shadow. But he seemed to know just because of his natural inclination toward statesmanship.

“It will be done.” The attendant bustled off.

“Think they’re going to yell at us if we consult now?” Noelle said under her breath as the other competitors lined up to the rings. “Good job on picking everyone who wasn’t us. I want to see as much magic as I can.”

“Who should we pick next?” Cullen asked without looking their way to avoid drawing the scolding of another attendant. “I’m going to have to put one of us up.”

“I’ll go,” Noelle offered.

“Same,” Alyss said.

“Well I don’t want to be the only one not jumping at the chance.” Eira grinned slightly.

“Didn’t speak up fast enough.” Cullen glanced her way with a slight smile. “Besides, you have the most combat experience out of all of us. You’ll be the last to compete.”

“Says the lordling who grew up learning dueling as part of his noble training.” Noelle made no mention of her own nobility and if it included dueling or not.

“I couldn’t exactly go all out against the empress.” Cullen didn’t sound as confident in his ability to fight as Eira would’ve wanted.

“On the bell, the first duels will commence,” Lumeria announced. “Duelists, step into the arena.”

A bell echoed throughout the coliseum and everyone jumped into movement.

Eira focused on the match between Varren and Kotol. She knew Lightspinning well and wasn’t worried about Meru’s competitors. She also had learned a fair amount about the shift through Ducot. But Kotol and Varren represented two unknowns—the draconi and those from Qwint.

Kotol launched into a series of relentless attacks, one after the next. Draconi physical prowess was unmatched. Varren was ready, spinning his bracelets. Pure magic manifesting as lightning crackled around them, not unlike what Lavette had used to continue popping her metal ball into the air yesterday. Except this magic lingered in the air in a line as Varren swung his hand, closing his fist around the tail end. He wielded his dagger of magic, brandishing it against the approaching Kotol.

The draconi sidestepped at the last minute—Kotol had seen something Eira hadn’t. Varren must’ve done something to telegraph his attack. Kotol leapt and spun, bringing her foot toward Varren’s head. Varren spun his bracelets again. This time there was no lightning but a thick fog poured out from his wrist, engulfing not only their ring, but partly obscuring the other two rings—much to the displeasure of the spectators.

“Cullen, what do the Qwint bracelets do?” If anyone would know, it would be him, and at this point Eira was utterly confounded.

“Lavette tried to explain it to me, but I’m still not sure even I understand… She said that sorcerers are born with a marking on their soul—an innate power that they can harness. There’s a rite when those in Qwint are young to bring that symbol to the forefront of their mind. They can then leverage its power. Something akin to the unique Lightspinning words that can be given from the Voice of Yargen?”

Eira nodded. “That is something the Voice can do. There are normal words of power that anyone can use, and unique ones to some individuals. It was how Ferro froze the ball, that night.”

She was pleased how her voice remained level at the mention of Ferro. She wondered what the mention of his name did for Cullen…especially after learning last night that Ferro still gave him nightmares. Cullen regarded her warily, but he didn’t say anything. A kindness, really.

“Apparently all sorcerers in Qwint have bracelets with the runes everyone knows, as well as any runes they were born knowing, and any runes shared with them.”

“People share runes?”

“It’s like a currency,” he continued explaining. “Because the more people that know a symbol, the less powerful it becomes. Some symbols are highly coveted and strictly protected for that reason. They put those on the insides of their bracelets.”

If a symbol’s power was based on the number of people who knew it, Eira suspected that some would go to great lengths indeed to prevent people from learning it…or eradicating those that already did.

She thought back to the columns and patchwork in the coliseum. The runes had been embedded there, too, in order to fortify them. Like the shift key, they could imprint magic upon objects. A fascinating and useful skill beyond elemental sorcerers or Lightspinners.

“So can multiple people be born with the same symbol on their soul?” Alyss asked.

“I think so, if I understood Lavette correctly. She said some can be quite common—practical skills like making a spark for a candle or tinder, fixing small breaks in things, or mending a small wound.”

“And they use the bracelets to keep track of the symbols they’ve collected?” Eira assumed it to be the case.

Cullen nodded. “Common runes known by most are on the outside, rare ones are etched inside. Embedding the magic into the bracelets is the only way to use symbols other than your own.”

So it wouldn’t be possible to know everything a sorcerer from Qwint could do by memorizing the symbols and looking at the outsides of the bracelets alone. But it did mean that they only had so many abilities and it would be possible to learn all of them for an opponent. Eira leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. She continued watching the duel before her unfold.

Varren had interesting magic, and used it in creative ways, but Kotol had him bested on strength and speed…and skill. That final component was what led Kotol to victory. Varren was on the ground, pummeled over and over, before the attendants stepped in.

Eira looked to the other rings. The draconi won one and lost the other. Evanel pulled out a victory for Meru over Tentur. Qwint didn’t gain any points this round as Graff won his duel by forcing Lop out of the ring with a wave of rock that Alyss was particularly impressed by.

It was time for Cullen to pick the next matches. Noelle was up against Harkor in the center ring, per her request. Kinnya from Qwint was up against Menna from Meru. And Cullen had positioned Lavette against Alyss. Likely the kindest decision he could make for Lavette. While Alyss was more than capable of being a formidable foe, she wasn’t a fighter and wouldn’t go all in against someone who had been nothing but kind to her so far.

Eira and Cullen remained on the benches to the side. Alone.

“Nervous for Lavette?” The second Eira asked, she thought better of it. It was an ugly urge that prompted her to ask.

Cullen side-eyed her. “Nervous for both of them, but I also trust them both to make it a clean duel.”

“They were a good choice to put together,” Eira agreed. “You haven’t told me who I’m going to end up against.”

“I told you, you’re our anchor, our ace. We’ll see what we need in the last minute.” Cullen kept his eyes forward as he spoke, just like she did.

Noelle sank low into her stance as Harkor entered their ring. Both of them had an ominous aura. It was a stark contrast to Lavette and Alyss, who warmly shook hands and wished each other a fair fight. It didn’t matter how curious Eira was about Lavette and the magic of Qwint; her focus remained on Noelle.

Harkor loomed large on the opposite end of the ring and Eira already had her magic around her fingertips. Rules be damned. She wasn’t going to let him severely hurt her friend if that’s where he took the duel. But would she jump into the fray herself, or try to widen Noelle’s channel?

Her eyes fluttered closed and Eira reached out with her power. The arena was a mess of magic. The coliseum towered over them with even more sorcerers among the crowd. Eira hadn’t practiced with Noelle enough—she couldn’t find her magic amid the chaos.

The bell rang.

Noelle blasted a wall of fire toward Harkor that he ran straight through, unburned. Seeing that mountain of muscle charging right for her must’ve caught Noelle off guard because she staggered back. Harkor stopped short, their noses almost touching, a terrible smile splitting his face.

He could’ve pushed her out of the ring then. It could’ve been over. But he chose not to. He was toying with her and wanted Noelle to know it.

Unfortunately, Noelle rose to the bait. She tried to push him back with another wall of flame, thrusting both hands forward, but it didn’t do anything to him. Harkor tilted his head back and laughed. The crowd roared in response.

Eira jumped to her feet, cupping her hands around her mouth to try and scream loud enough that Noelle could hear. “They’re immune to fire!”

Noelle glanced over her shoulder and then back up at Harkor. Whatever expression she had on her face seemed to bring immense joy to the draconi prince. His smile widened even further and he gripped her hand before Noelle could react. Harkor lifted her up by her arm but Noelle wasn’t about to give in easily. She swung her body and brought both her knees into his chest, knocking the wind from him.

Free of Harkor, Noelle scrambled to the center of the ring. The draconi prince was already back on his feet, barreling toward her. Noelle dodged backward, and back again. He roared and lunged.

She sidestepped at the very last second and he nearly, so very nearly, charged straight out of the ring.

The draconi dug in his toes, pinwheeling his arms and spinning to face her. The game had ended. In one swift movement he tossed Noelle out of the ring as though she were nothing more than a rag doll.

“Sad showing on our part,” Cullen muttered.

Eira looked over to Alyss dusting herself off on the other side of the rope. She’d missed whatever magic Lavette had used to best her friend.

“We’ll just have to win, you and I,” Eira said.

Cullen pursed his lips and nodded. Alyss and Noelle returned, bruised and scuffed. But the worst injury for Noelle was her pride.

It was time for the next matchups. Ponn from the Draconi was put up against Luccarius from the Twilight Kingdom. Olivin faced off against Sorrah. And Cullen was against Ducot.

Ponn made quick work of Luccarius. Olivin danced circles around Sorrah with a light show that was breathtaking in its deadly precision. The longest match was easily Ducot and Cullen. But in the end, Ducot won out. No surprise to Eira given that he had far more practical combat experience.

“Since the competitors from Meru are short one champion, a single competitor from their team will have to compete twice in a final round,” Lumeria announced, answering what had been in the back of Eira’s mind all along. “Lord Cullen, your matchup.”

Cullen looked over at Meru and back to them. Eira stood—he didn’t even have to say her name to the attendant. He’d called her their ace, and she was certainly going to make every effort.

“And who will Eira be facing off against?” the attendant asked Cullen.

“Lord Olivin.”

What? Eira looked from Cullen to Olivin. From the moment their eyes met, Olivin knew. No attendants needed to summon him; he slowly stood as well.

“We can’t walk out of here without getting a single point.” Noelle smoothed her hair away from her face, tying it back in a cleaner knot. “Get him good.”

“He should be tired from his fight,” Cullen added.

“His was the shortest fight.” Eira faced Cullen even though the attendants were motioning her to the ring. “If you wanted to pick someone who was exhausted, why not Evanel? Tentur put up a good fight against him. They went longer than anyone.”

For a long second, Cullen didn’t say anything. Eira stood firm. She imposed upon him with her thoughts as much as her physical presence. Tell me, she radiated.

“Perhaps it’s a kindness to put you both against each other.”

Eira tried to dissect his words, his unbending stare. Did he think Olivin wouldn’t hurt her, because of the supposed fondness Cullen saw growing between them? So it was a kindness in that way? Or, did he think Olivin would go easy on her and cause Eira to go harsher on him in return?

Perhaps…she was giving him too much credit. “A kindness?”

“He’s your competition. He won’t look after you.” Not like I will, was unsaid. But she heard him last night. And she heard him now. Perfectly clear.

She huffed softly. She wasn’t the only one with ugly urges at present. How was it that they brought out the best and the worst in each other? “So that’s it.” She shook her head and murmured as she left, “You’re a fool, Cullen.”

“Wait.” Cullen stood quickly, looking between the attendant. “I changed my mind.”

“It’s already been announced.”

“It’s fine.” Eira left it at that, approaching the ring and leaving Cullen behind. Her focus now was on Olivin. He stepped over the rope and kept walking so she did the same. They met in the middle.

“I don’t think your suitor likes me much.” Olivin adjusted his robes. They were a simpler design than the formal opening ceremony ones—sleeveless and open low on the sternum.

“He’s not my suitor.”

“Ah, right, so you’ve said. Does he know that?” Olivin glanced over her shoulder. She could tell the moment he locked eyes with Cullen by the slight smile he wore. His eyes shifted back to her. Eira pursed her lips, not rising to the bait. “I’m not going to go easy on you, Eira.”

“I was about to say the same thing.”

“Good. I want to see the full power of the woman who has made the Pillars quake.”

They each stepped backward, rather than putting their backs to each other. Eira debated what her first attack would be. They had already faced off once before, more or less, during the first game. But this time was different. It was just them. No chaos. No help from others.

He knew she would go for removing his Lightspinning by gagging him. What could he do to mitigate that? As the seconds stretched on before the bell, Eira’s strategy turned into more panic than planning. Did she even try to gag him? Or should she go for something else?

The bell rang.

Eira summoned a dagger of ice with one hand. With the other, she flung magic toward Olivin as a whip of water. She would catch him off guard. He expected her to go for his jaw. So she—

She’d miscalculated.

“Loft not.” He said it so quickly the words almost merged into one.

Her lids were heavy; consciousness slipped from her. Those were the words that Ferro had used against her. Eira tried to fight the unnatural sleep with all her might. It became easier when she crashed into the ground.

Still groggy, Eira could see the boots approaching her.

“Impressive you can still resist.” The words were filled with genuine awe.

Eira groaned, pressing her hand into the ground. Rather than trying to get up, she allowed her magic to seep into the earth and spread outward, creeping toward him.

Olivin danced backward, saying, “Kot sorre.”

A Lightspinning glyph and dozens of invisible hands rolled her like a blanket, over and over. He was going to push her out of the ring. Using two daggers of ice, Eira dug them into the earth, slowing herself.

She swung her head up, meeting his eyes.

“Watt radia.” A glyph appeared across his middle, splitting. One side went up, the other down, wiping him from existence in the process. He’d bragged about his illusionary skills and now she saw just how good they were up close.

Eira fought to shove off the last of the grogginess, summoning her magic around her as well. She scrambled when a puff of dust was disturbed on the arena floor next to her. The crowd shouted, upset over the sudden invisibility of their competitors. Eira tuned them out.

He could only target her if he could see her. She had to find him first if she was going to win.

Lifting her hands overhead, Eira dropped her illusion and dug deep into her well of power. She summoned a downpour over their section of the arena. Olivin was good enough to hide the splashes of his footprints in his illusion. But he wasn’t good enough to hide the muddy prints, or the sound.

With a fist and an upward motion, Eira summoned a jagged collection of ice spears. The splashes jumped back. She repeated it with the other hand. More spaces. She had him. With a little bit more she could push him outside the ring. Just one more—

“I can illusion with both sound and sight,” Olivin whispered, his lips brushing against the shell of her ear. She was done for. “Kot sorre.”

The glyph crashed into her back. The magical hands had returned, pushing her relentlessly. Eira hadn’t focused enough on the curve of the rope marking the in-bounds of the ring.

She stumbled over and lost.
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It was a long, long walk back to the village. None of them had managed to get a single point. Not one. So much for their initial strong showings.

For winning the team tournament, Olivin and the other competitors from Meru were given an opportunity to dine with royals. Eira suspected there wouldn’t be any starlit picnics with Lumeria in attendance.

But Eira didn’t care about dinners, or the tournament, in that moment. She still had a simmering anger for what Cullen pulled. Something that wasn’t going to be quietly ignored.

So the moment they entered the house Eira announced, “Cullen, a word. Privately.”

Alyss and Noelle shared a look, but Eira’s tone discouraged them from saying anything. They went on ahead to the main room. Eira took Cullen’s lack of objection as permission as she entered his room.

“I know—”

“Do you?” Eira didn’t face him, staring at one of the silken blankets on his wall. They were back on the walls and showing little signs of their excursion. “Do you know all the ways you were a fool?”

“I tried to undo it.”

“Which I am just as upset with you for.” She sighed heavily and shook her head. “It looks worse—more suspicious—if you backtrack. We can’t risk that.”

“I shouldn’t have done it in the first place.” He came to a stop next to her. Almost touching. She was back to the night before, back to all the moments that could be described as, almost. “I just…keep thinking about you and him.”

“Cullen, I told you that if anything were to happen between you and me in the future, it’d be after many things have transpired and been sorted. Even then…it’s an if,” she emphasized. “Until then, I am not yours and can be with who I please and do what I’d like and you really don’t have a say in the matter.”

“I know.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I know,” he repeated, softer, voice heavy with remorse. “And, consciously, I don’t want to constrict you. It’s just…” Cullen grabbed his shirt over his chest, where a pain Eira could relate to entirely must live. She dared to reach out, resting a hand on his upper arm.

“It’s hard,” she said softly. “I understand. Just, try. Because what you did in the arena wasn’t all right.”

He nodded and she gave him a slight smile. Part of her was still frustrated with him. But it was hard to be mad when another part of her had wanted to be just as petty as he was. When she hadn’t stopped all of her snide remarks.

They were both going to make mistakes. There wasn’t time to dwell on them. On the list of matters of importance, Eira and Cullen’s relationship hardly made it.

“Let’s go join Alyss and Noelle,” she suggested. “And we can pretend like this never happened.”

“Are you sure you’re all right with that?” he asked uncertainly.

“I think I have to be.” She shrugged. “No. That’s…” Eira laughed softly, proving her own point about just how hard it was. “Yes, I would like to move past it. We’ve said our piece.”

“All right, then.” Cullen put on a strong smile and she was grateful he wasn’t sulking. Hopefully that was the last time they needed to discuss such matters.

Noelle and Alyss were clearly curious, but they didn’t say anything about Eira and Cullen.

Instead, Noelle said, “We’ve been discussing and we think we should use the tunnel to go into the city, have our own special dinner.”

“Yes! Who needs them?” Alyss was on her feet.

“We shouldn’t leave. They might still be on high alert in town.” Eira sat, pulling the flash bead from her pocket and turning it over in her hands. It was hard to believe so much power was contained in such a little thing.

“Never thought you’d be the reasonable one.” Cullen arched his eyebrows at her.

“I know I pushed it last time. I shouldn’t be on the move again so quickly.” Eira wanted to leave. But she knew it wasn’t sensible. Not yet. “Our time will be better spent if we focus on practicing.”

“All we’ve done in our free time is practice.” Noelle groaned.

“I remember a picnic and dancing.” Eira leaned back in her chair.

“That was before. This is now. And I don’t wish to be here now.”

“We couldn’t even win one duel today. How can we expect to hold our own against the Pillars?” Eira stared them down. “We have to practice more combat, not just applying our magic in other ways. It has to be as second nature to us as it is the draconi.”

“Practicing on an empty stomach sounds so fun.”

“Eira is right, she shouldn’t leave,” Cullen said.

“That’s her fault, the rest of us can.” Noelle shrugged.

Eira shook her head at her friend. Noelle meant nothing ill by the remark. But she really could be abrasive sometimes. “If you all want to—”

“I’m not leaving you behind,” Cullen interrupted. Eira pursed her lips. Part of her wanted to find it flattering. The other part of her was still processing what he’d done in the arena today despite herself.

There was a knock on their door before Eira could say anything else.

“Who could that be?” Alyss mused.

“I’ll get it.” Eira pocketed the bead and started for the door, eager to get away. Her eyes met a familiar pair on the other side. “Olivin?” Eira blinked. “I thought you were off to dine with the queen.”

“Soon enough.” He tilted his head slightly to the side, as if he were second-guessing why he was there before Eira could even ask. “I wanted to talk with you about that.”

“Why?”

“The table will be set for four, but since Yonlin hasn’t returned, the attendants have asked me to invite another competitor.”

“And you want me to come?”

“Yes, that’s why I’m here.”

“Why me?” Eira arched her brows.

Olivin chuckled, his lips curling into a smile. “Perhaps I feel bad for the trouncing I gave you.” Eira rolled her eyes and made a noise of disgust. “Perhaps I like your company.”

Eira folded her arms and leaned against the doorframe, silently probing his sincerity. Olivin met her gaze with eyes softer than she’d ever seen from him. He felt more…open. Almost vulnerable. But it quickly vanished as a smirk slid across his lips.

“Or perhaps I have some matters to discuss with you and I feel this will provide us a venue.”

“The truth comes out, as it always does.” Eira was relieved there was some business attached. Otherwise, Cullen’s worries about her and him might have been founded. “I suppose I have nothing else to do.”

“I’m glad I am the better alternative to nothing.” Olivin shifted, hands in his trousers, looking very assured of himself. “Now, get dressed in your best and meet me at Meru’s house in twenty.” He went to leave, paused, and glanced back. “Oh, and make sure something about your attire is…explosive.”

Eira arched her eyebrows, certain she understood him. Olivin just smirked and left. Shaking her head, she turned and went back inside.

“Who was that?” Cullen asked.

“Olivin,” she said, starting for the stairs.

“What did he want?”

“He invited me to dinner, with him, Meru’s competitors, and the queen.” Eira glanced over her shoulder to see Cullen’s reaction. His brows were turned up slightly in the center. But he quickly dismissed the expression the moment their eyes met. He forced a smile.

She hated that they were beginning to do this to each other. But it seemed neither of them could fall out of love with the other. They couldn’t be graceful, and give their love an honorable death. So they continued risking it rotting in limbo.
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Eira stood before Meru’s house, trying to smooth the wrinkles in the front of her linen dress. She still had the gown she’d worn to the ball, but that seemed far too formal and had far too many bad memories attached to it now. Her parade competitor’s garb was likely more formal than what she was in now, but that seemed awkward to wear again and, similarly, had less-than-ideal memories attached to it.

This dress was plain, but it was unoffensive. It could be called informal, but Eira thought it was more classic than anything else. Though, the wrinkles in the linen of the skirt were impossible to get out without proper pressing irons.

It was just a dress and just a dinner. She was overthinking its suitability, or lack thereof. Though, she was about to sit with a queen. This powder-blue dress was fine and—the door opened before she could second-guess anymore, revealing Olivin, Menna, and Evanel.

“Eira,” Olivin said with a warm smile. “Thank you for coming.”

“Thank you for inviting me.” Her gaze drifted to the other two competitors. “Is it all right with both of you that I join?”

“He consulted with us before.” Menna wore an emerald silk dress that complemented her fair skin and fiery curls. The dress itself was little more than a slip in form, but Menna carried it like it was a ball gown. Around her neck was a pendant of thread-like gold that bore the symbol of Yargen—three vertical, interlocking circles with a single line drawn through the center.

“It would be too sad to have an empty seat at the table where Yonlin should be. I’m glad it will be filled.” Evanel clasped her shoulder in a friendly manner, as though they were closer than she previously gave them credit for.

“You truly don’t mind, even though Olivin and I dueled?” Eira asked no one in particular.

Evanel was the one to answer. “If Olivin doesn’t mind, why should we? Plus, he was the one who was victorious. Does that make it awkward for you?” Evanel released her with a slight grin.

“Perhaps that’s why I said yes, to infiltrate the competition and bring back all the information I can to my team.”

Olivin came to a stop next to her, his hands in his pockets. His clothes were more fitted than she was accustomed to seeing those from Meru in. They were almost Solaris in style, and the overall look suited him. The man was a striking line of midnight against the gray and fading sky. A wispy scarf of silk and layers of chiffon wrapped around his neck, as though he were some ethereal being who had tangled with the clouds and brought some to earth as a fashion statement.

“Is that it?” The words were said leisurely, hanging on his tongue. “Are you infiltrating me tonight?”

“I didn’t say that.” She made a noise of disbelief as she fought to hide a blush at the implication. She had been joking about trying to gain information on her competition, but perhaps that was why they had invited her. Perhaps she’d walked into their trap without thinking.

He merely laughed and extended his elbow. “Shall we?”

“Where are we going?” Eira accepted his gesture.

“Just to the common house.”

“The royalty is coming in here?” The village wasn’t squalor…but it certainly wasn’t fit for the Queen of Meru.

“We’re not allowed to leave. In case you’ve forgotten.”

“I would’ve assumed the nobles’ gardens we attended before would be more fitting.”

“They said nothing about it. And, unless I’m told otherwise, I’m not leaving here because I wouldn’t want to risk disqualification.” His tone was the epitome of paragon. As though he were the ultimate rule follower.

“Yes, of course.” Eira noticed Olivin slowed his pace. They were a step behind the other two. “What did you want to speak with me about?” she whispered.

“Not just what, but with whom.”

Whom? “Are we speaking with Lumeria?”

“Not quite.”

“Why can’t you ever give a straight answer?” She sighed.

“Maybe because I like the way your brows furrow when you’re frustrated.” His words were hushed.

“You and Ducot are quite the pair against me.”

His bicep tensed under her hand. “You’ve been keeping me on my toes as well.”

Eira nodded toward Evanel and Menna. “Do they know?” There wasn’t a need to elaborate beyond that simple question.

“Not everything. But some.”

Eira suspected he’d told them enough that they weren’t questioning his disappearances. But likely not everything about his relationship with the Court of Shadows. He’d clearly struck a better balance than Eira had when it came to not telling his friends the truth of what he did while still soliciting their help.

They were almost at the common house. A carpet had been rolled out underneath the front doors in the same shade of gray as Olivin’s scarf. Eira knew their more serious conversations would have to wait.

Olivin had the same idea. But what he pivoted to caught her slightly off guard. “You look beautiful, by the way.”

“This is nothing special.” She ran a hand over her dress.

“No garment is special on its own. It’s the wearer that imbues it with such properties.”

“Insults to flattery. You’re going to give me whiplash.”

“I thought ladies enjoyed a bit of hot and cold verbal foreplay?” He brushed his hair out of his face and it came cascading back in a fan of black silk.

“The benefits of consistency and directness can’t be overstated.”

“Then what I said is nothing but the truth. I thought it looked lovely the first time I saw it on you.”

“The first time?” She worked to recall when that might have been and remembered at the same time as Olivin spoke.

“The nobles’ dinner, out on the terrace.”

She’d completely forgotten and that knowledge made her feel slightly differently about her choice of dress. She’d been on Cullen’s arm that night. Eira tightened her grip slightly on Olivin without thinking, grounding herself in the present. He was right—clothes were just fabric on their own. She was the one who gave them meaning.

“I forgot you were there.”

“I never have.”

She glanced up at him, trying to decipher those words. Wondering for what felt like the thousandth time what he was leaving unsaid. As if sensing her frustration, Olivin just smiled as they came to a stop before the common house. His expression seemed…sincere. Almost vulnerable. What game was he playing at now?

Two attendants opened the doors in unison.

The inside of the common house had been completely transformed; the attendants must’ve been hard at work during the duels. Garlands of flowers were strung up between the posts that supported the second floor. The multiple tables had been removed and a long banquet table had been put in their place. There were seven velvet, tufted chairs around. Three on each side and one at the far end.

“Please, take your seats,” one of the attendants instructed. They sat two and two, her and Olivin, opposite Menna and Evanel at the end of the long table. Eira ran her hands lightly over the tablecloth. It was the finest lace she’d ever seen, strands no larger than hairs woven together in intricate patterns that had looked almost solid at first glance.

No sooner had they sat than a different attendant announced, “Arise for Her Majesty, Queen Lumeria; the Voice of Yargen, Taavin; and Lumeria’s Quill, Jahran.”

Immediately, they were on their feet. The two men entered first from the back, Lumeria behind them. The queen wore her usual layers of silks. Four ladies-in-waiting, wearing similar garb, strode behind her.

“Good evening, good champions of Meru and Solaris.” Even a nod could be the epitome of grace when Lumeria was the one giving it. “It is my honor to host you for this reward feast.”

“The honor is all ours, Your Majesty,” Olivin replied.

“Please, sit.” Lumeria slid into her seat. Taavin was at her right hand, Jahran at her left. They all followed her lead, sitting when she did.

Two of the four ladies-in-waiting reached behind Lumeria’s head. After brief maneuvering, they freed her veils and lifted them straight up. The two stepped backwards, still holding up the fabric to cut off the end of the table and create a screen between Lumeria and the rest of them so Lumeria could eat without the trouble of her veil but also without showing her face.

“How have you found the tournament so far?” Jahran asked no one in particular.

“Wonderful,” Olivin said warmly. The rest of them avoided answering. Eira caught Evanel’s eyes and he seemed as skeptical as she was. Though they were both working to conceal it. She’d bet Meru had similar concerns as Solaris for the growing tone of the tournament. “It has been a thrill to live and compete with so many astounding people from beyond our continent.”

“That is good to hear.” Jahran wore a warm smile. It was sincere enough that Eira wondered if he was actually oblivious to what their real concerns might be.

“What has the reception been by the people?” Olivin asked as the attendants placed a bowl of floral-smelling water in front of each of them. He glanced Eira’s way, about to speak to her, when Eira dipped her fingers into the bowl in time with the rest of them. She lifted her hands and allowed the water to drip until the attendants brought a warm towel.

Taavin gave her an approving smile. Eira glanced down, hiding her own. They didn’t think she would know what to do. But Eira had been reading about the customs and traditions of Meru for a long time.

“Overall, quite positive.”

Overall. The word stuck out to Eira. Quite positive also implied that there were some problems.

Olivin must still have a similar mind as her, because he seemed to pick up on it, too. “Has there been anyone upset with the performances? Beyond being upset for their team to lose, of course.”

“There have been a few enthusiastic supporters that have taken their losses a bit too far in town. Nothing serious.” The way Jahran spoke sounded like a lie. Eira couldn’t put her finger on why, it was just what her gut told her. Especially when he made it a point not to linger. “What has been your favorite part of the games so far?”

“Easily the duels today, given that we won,” Menna chimed in. She grabbed her pendant as plates were put before them, murmuring a few words to herself before eating.

The conversation flowed naturally over dinner. No topic was lingered on for too long. Nothing was explored too deeply. Everything was kept safe and superficial.

It all felt fake.

Eira didn’t know how Cullen could tolerate this life at all. So much of his time must’ve been spent at dinners like these, with people worse than this. How had he not gone mad? And how could he have resigned himself to this for the rest of his life?

Lumeria stood, and with that, the dinner ended. Her ladies clipped her veil back into place. “Thank you, competitors. It has been good to have this time with you. I have some other matters that demand my attention. But, please, enjoy the remaining drink. This house is yours for the evening.”

“Your Majesty,” they all murmured, bowing.

To Eira’s surprise, Taavin and Jahran both ordered extra drinks, lingering. Menna and Evanel ended striking up a conversation with Jahran, leaving Eira, Taavin, and Olivin on their own. Eira couldn’t help but wonder if this was by design.

“Did you instruct them to distract Jahran?” Eira said under her breath as they approached Taavin.

“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.” But his smug look said otherwise. Eira knew that Taavin was involved with the Court of Shadows. It couldn’t be chance that the shadow and former shadow had found a moment alone with him.

“Of course you don’t.” Those were the last words Eira got in before Taavin looked their way.

“Eira and Olivin, it’s a delight to see you both.”

“You as well, Your Grace.” Olivin bowed deeply. Eira did as well. She wondered if it was truly a delight to see her. She doubted it.

“Come, walk with me. There’s a second floor I’ve yet to see.”

Eira followed Taavin up the stairs, Olivin behind. She hadn’t yet seen the upstairs herself and found it to be a sparsely equipped gaming parlor with an open terrace on the back wall.

“You have something for me?” Taavin’s voice turned serious as he looked to Olivin. His whole demeanor shifted the moment they were alone.

“She’s the one who found it, not me.”

“You’re still sneaking around even though you’re not a shadow any longer?” Taavin frowned slightly. There was a time where the idea of his disapproval would’ve crippled her. But Eira was pleased to discover she was not that girl any longer.

“The Court of Shadows doesn’t own the night, or the ability to sneak and spy,” Eira said, polite but firm. “It’s important to remember that, otherwise the court might get caught flat-footed again.”

Taavin shook his head, almost hiding a slight smirk. “You’re flirting with further displeasure from the Specters.”

“I think we can all agree that the only people who gain from us squabbling amongst ourselves are the Pillars. It’s in our best interest to be allies, for the time being at least. There are more important things to focus on than my sneaking about. Besides, after the attack on the court, I hear you could use all the help you can get.” Eira fished in her pocket. She’d brought the flash bead, just as Olivin had subtly instructed. As soon as she held up the small black bead, unassuming between her two fingers, Taavin’s expression turned grave.

“Where did you get that?” Taavin whispered.

“At the docks. They’re transporting flash beads in sacks of flour coming from Ofok. I can only imagine they’re using two sources of flour because Ofok is closer to Carsovia—where the beads must be coming into Meru from. I would start by investigating the person in charge of sourcing for the tournament as soon as you’re able.” Eira spoke quickly and confidently. She wasn’t going to be dismissed. She wouldn’t allow them to put her theory down, not when all the pieces were aligning.

“How did you find this out?” Taavin asked softly, taking the flash bead from her fingers to affirm what Eira already knew to be true. It was the real thing.

“I have a way out of the village.” She didn’t see the point of lying. “Don’t try and figure out how. You won’t find it.”

“I won’t tell you, either.” Olivin rose to her defense.

Taavin’s brows arched. “You court the Specters’ ire as well?”

“I didn’t become a shadow to please Specters. I did it to bring down the Pillars. The latter will always be far, far more important to me than the former.”

Taavin sighed. “I could find your passage if I desired to. You have no idea what powers I wield.”

“You shouldn’t want to find it,” Eira countered, trying to ease the tensions with her tone.

“And why is that?” He now seemed more curious than anything else.

“Because if you find it, you’ll have to put an end to it.” Eira nodded to the flash bead. She thought back to what Olivin had said when they’d first begun working together. What drew him to her. Why they no doubt all still worked with her. “I’m more valuable to you being able to move freely, not beholden to you or Lumeria or Deneya or anyone else. I’m better as a third agent who’s a valuable ally.”

Taavin pocketed the bead and didn’t deny the idea. The shadows now had the shift key and her bead—the two things she’d found and the best evidence she had of her usefulness were out of her hands. Still, Eira kept her worries and the objections that grew from them to herself. She believed in all she said. She had to work with them.

“Rebec found the door the shift key is likely to go to.” Taavin must’ve read her thoughts. “We’ll open it tomorrow and see if there perhaps has something to do with the flash beads.”

“I want to be there,” Eira said, ignoring the note of finality in Taavin’s voice. “I’ve come this far. I found the key and the flash bead. I’ve earned the right to see this through.”

Taavin considered her request. “I’ll speak with the others about it.”

It wasn’t a no and that was the best Eira could hope for. “Very well.”

“Now, we should get back before they wonder. Expect word soon.”
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It was the morning of the individual tournament and Eira was the last to rise. She’d been up late last night, but her reluctance to rise was more than just physical exhaustion.

She was resenting the day ahead.

The tournament felt like it was picking up the pace; they were over halfway now—three games in. Barely over one week and she was ready for it to be over. Admittedly, the week had felt like a lifetime.

Another day of putting on a show for people who wanted to see her peers smash her face in. Another day of dealing with the deafening cheers and boos, as though she were nothing more than some kind of show pony. She lazed in bed so long that Alyss finally knocked.

“Eira?”

“I’m awake.”

“Are you feeling all right?” Alyss slipped into the room. “It’s odd for me to be the one to wake you.”

“I know.” Eira sat. “Just a slow start.”

“You should get dressed. They’ll line us up soon.”

“Alyss, how wretched am I if I don’t want to go?” Eira murmured.

“I’d never call you wretched.” Alyss sat on the edge of her bed. “Are you unwell?”

“I might tell them that if it means I could stay here.” It wasn’t a half-bad idea. “There’s so much more happening—important things. It feels…disingenuous to focus on games when Ulvarth is still out there.”

“Did something happen last night?”

“Not really.” Eira tried to exude calmness even when all her nerves were rattling. “Nothing other than realizing even more just how much is at stake with every passing day. How much more I should be doing.”

She’d been thinking about it into the night, and this morning. Taavin and the Shadows had both of her discoveries. She felt empty-handed and beholden to them. Even more of a puppet than she had previously.

“I can’t just sit there and watch another individual tournament. I don’t want to go and be entertainment for people who don’t care about me—some of whom I think would actually be happy if I died.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s true.”

Alyss sighed. “I understand what you feel. If you want to stay here, we can try.”

“Really?” Eira slowly brought her eyes to her friend’s.

“It’s an individual game today. They said those are not mandatory. Let’s try.” Alyss smiled.

Eira quickly dressed—readying herself to enter the arena in case this failed—and then they went downstairs to where Noelle and Cullen were finishing their breakfast and quickly filled them both in on their idea.

“I’m going to the game,” Noelle announced promptly. “I don’t mind in the slightest if you two stay here, but I want to compete.”

“You do?” Eira asked, mildly surprised by the change from the first game.

“Now that I’ve had a chance to get a feel for it, I want my turn to shine.” Noelle grinned.

“I’ll go to the game, too, then,” Cullen said. “After all, we agreed that we don’t go anywhere if not in twos.”

“I think that’s different to and from the games, when everyone is watching.” Eira wasn’t sure why she was trying to talk him out of it. She didn’t exactly want Cullen to stay… Nothing they said or did around each other made the slightest bit of sense. One moment she wanted to shove him away with all the force she could muster. The next she wanted to kiss him.

“Are you trying to take my bodyguard?” Noelle asked. Eira rolled her eyes.

“I promised Lavette we’d watch this game together.” Cullen promptly busied his mouth with a bite of food, which gave Eira a chance to think of a way to change the topic.

“You know, while the game is happening, the town should be empty. Perhaps, Alyss, we could go back to that bookstore.”

“You want to leave in broad daylight?” Alyss asked.

“Daylight or night…we have an equal chance of being spotted. But perhaps less so in the daylight since everyone will be in the coliseum.”

“Is this another way to sneak into the warehouse at the docks?”

“No, I swear,” Eira said to them all, not just Alyss. “I’m not risking going back in there, especially not alone.”

“Are you sure it’s wise?” Cullen gave her a worried stare.

No matter how agitated she might still be with him, she knew his worry came from a good place. At least, in this instance, it was fair. “I’ll be careful.”

There was a firm knock on the door. “Solaris, it’s time.”

They all stood and greeted the attendant.

“I’m not feeling well today,” Eira started. “I think I’ll stay here since it’s an individual game and it’s not—”

“Today’s game is mandatory for all to be in attendance,” he interrupted.

“Oh.” Eira shared a hopeless look with Alyss and then fell in line with the rest of them.

She was in a bit of a daze the entire way in. Mandatory? Why the change? Whatever the reason, it couldn’t be good, and Eira found every muscle in her body tense.

“Welcome, champions!” Lumeria greeted them as usual. “Today is an individual tournament, but the rules will be changing slightly. There will be one of you from every team competing. However, unlike the other games, you will not be determining who shall enter the arena.”

“I don’t like this,” Eira murmured under her breath.

“So much for getting my chance to shine.” Noelle sulked.

“You might still get chosen,” Alyss said, remaining optimistic.

Lumeria continued, “Rather, today we are putting the choice in the hands of our royals. Solaris will choose for Qwint. Qwint will choose for the Draconi. The Draconi will choose for the Twilight Kingdom. The Twilight Kingdom will choose for Meru. And Meru will choose for Solaris.

“In this way, every nation will be rewarded for paying attention to those from places beyond their borders. And every nation will have to choose whether they put forward the champion they perceive as the strongest, to garner goodwill, or the champion they see as weakest, and risk ire.

“Much like our treaty, the choices we make impact those around us—the people we are closest to, and depend on the most. This thoughtful game has been designed by those from the Twilight Kingdom.” Lumeria stepped back. “Solaris, if you will start us, please.”

Vi stepped forward. “I choose Lop, from Qwint.”

Next was Minister Fawn from Qwint. “I choose Harkor.” A sensible and safe choice.

King Tortium made a show of his consideration. “Graff, from Twilight.”

Arwin stepped forward. Eira didn’t miss the brief glance in the direction of Vi and Taavin. It was only a second, but it was there. That jolted Eira out of her disdain for being forced to come here.

What were they doing?

“I choose Olivin for Meru,” Arwin said.

Finally, came Taavin. “I choose Eira, for Solaris.”

“Me?” Eira blinked.

“Good luck. Win for me.” Noelle clapped her shoulder. Fortunately, she didn’t seem genuinely upset about not being able to play in the game.

Eira had woken up not even wanting to come and now she was suddenly competing? She narrowed her eyes slightly, as though she could bring something that was dawning on the back of her mind into focus by sharpening her vision.

“The winner of this game will have a particularly gracious honor. After over a week of being sequestered, the winner will have an opportunity to attend a Spectacle of Twilight in town tonight with another champion of their choosing,” Arwin announced.

The competitors were abuzz with the idea of getting out of the village. That was it. Getting out. They were too watched in the village and there was only one way in and out of the coliseum that was shut tight at night. Wherever the shift door was, Eira was fairly certain it wasn’t in the competitors’ village. Which meant, they’d have to leave. Since Eira had made it a point not to tell Taavin about her passage, she’d forced him to operate without confidence in her ability to sneak out when needed. Or, perhaps even if he was certain she could, he—and the Specters, likely—wanted the assurance she’d be at the right place, at the right time. They wanted to control it.

Or…maybe they just wanted her to show them how serious and capable she was.

Eira met Taavin’s eyes from afar, remembering what she told him last night—I earned this.

Prove it, this game almost seemed to say in reply. He was giving her the opportunity to earn her way out and the opportunity to see what the shift key unlocked. Eira doubted it was chance that Arwin, another shadow, had chosen this game, set up in this way, and Olivin alongside her. Two chances for them to win. Two chances to fail.

Getting to see the shift door was the flip of a coin.

“Those not competing will be escorted to the spectators’ balcony. The competitors still in the arena, please make your way under the royals’ box,” Lumeria announced.

They did as they were told. Her fellow competitors bid her farewell. Alyss squeezed her hands encouragingly. Cullen and Noelle offered words of support.

After they parted, Eira was ushered underneath the royals’ box. Lop and Graff talked amongst themselves. Harkor kept to himself, off to the side, glowering with intensity. Eira worked her way to Olivin.

“Guess you’re stuck with me these days,” she said.

“The horror.” He kept his eyes ahead, watching the attendants rather than her. Eira followed his lead. They were setting out a strange assortment of objects. There was a pile of rope, metal rods, wooden planks. “You know what this is really about, right?”

“I know why you and I were selected, yes, that’s obvious.” She had no idea about what trial awaited them.

“Good.” Olivin gave a sharp nod. “One of us has to win.”

“Oh, I will see what that key unlocks.” Nothing was going to stop her. “I’m shocked you’d have any doubt.”

“Doubting you? Never.”
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“Competitors, this game is straightforward, however, it is anything but simple.” Lumeria’s voice echoed from above them, reverberating through the arena loud enough for them to still hear clearly. “You will be presented with a maze tailor made for you. Within the maze, you will take your team’s stone to the center and place it in the palms of the statue to achieve victory.”

As she spoke, attendants walked between them, tying lengths of ribbon to their wrists. Eira had gold, Olivin had gray. “These are the color of your stone and, when the time comes, will help you find it,” the attendant said.

“Champions, you have all you need for victory in this game,” Lumeria continued. “You may use any means available to you to make your way through the maze. However, you may not climb the walls, or ascend above their tops.”

“So not everything is fair game.” Olivin ran his fingers along the ribbon.

“But it sounds like most things are.” Eira glanced back at the other competitors. They were far enough away that if she kept her voice low, they shouldn’t hear. “How do you want to team up?”

He hummed. “However makes sense. It’s hard to plan too much before we get in there.”

“If I see your stone, I’ll take it and throw a spear of ice high above. That way you’ll know to head to the center and meet me there.” If there was a rule that they couldn’t go above the walls, Eira assumed there’d be no roof to the maze. Moreover, a roof would prevent the spectators from watching them.

“Everyone will know we’re working together, if you do that.”

“I can make it look like a coincidence.” She shrugged. “And besides, they said nothing about us not being able to work together.” Eira looked back to the arena. The attendants were finishing their setup. “What do you think?”

He looked like he was chewing on the insides of his cheeks. “We have to win. But we also need to be careful with our associations.”

“Cullen helped Lavette two games ago.” Eira was pleased that she didn’t sound bitter when she spoke.

“They’re engaged.”

“Is that your way of saying you want to be engaged to me?” she dared to jest.

His eyes shone with amusement. “That has to be the worst proposal ever.”

“I’m not hearing a no.” She knew she should let the tease drop. But something about playing coy was too much fun to let go of.

He merely smirked and relented, “All right.”

“All right?” she repeated quickly. “Then it’s a yes.”

“A yes to us helping each other,” he said when he finished chuckling. “If I find your stone, I’ll send a signal of a Lightspinning glyph high above.”

Eira nodded.

“Please, in a line.” Five attendants approached them. One attendant squared off against every competitor. “You’ve proven yourself quite capable, but this will be easier if you don’t struggle.”

“Wh—”

“Loft not,” every attendant said in unison.

Eira’s lids went heavy, she swayed. She’d been caught off-guard and succumbed to a deep slumber.
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Consciousness returned to her with unnatural speed. The Lightspinner had released their hold on her awareness and Eira woke to find herself in a stone room with no ceiling. She could hear the excited chatter of the spectators and the initial cheers.

Standing, she spun, trying to get her bearings. She could make out the very top rung of the arena—the vials of sand visible on one end. That would be her waypoint to keep her bearings.

A roar reverberated from an indiscernible distance. It could be very close, but the stone walls muffled the sound, making it hard to tell the location. Was it Harkor? Or was it another horror that awaited them in this maze? She wouldn’t find out the answer standing here.

Eira quickly ran her hands over the walls. They were smooth and solid. No illusions. The obvious answer was to go up. Perhaps that was the goal—to see if they could tempt anyone to break the rules.

A low rumbling shook the ground from somewhere in the distance. An explosion, perhaps? Eira spun, searching again for a way out. They wouldn’t have put her somewhere she couldn’t escape from. That would make for a boring game. There had to be something she wasn’t seeing.

She pressed her palm against the wall, a sheet of frost growing from her fingertips. It coated the walls, sinking into the cracks between the stones. Searching…searching for a way out.

There.

Her ice had sunk into the cracks around a panel of wall that wasn’t connected to the rest. It was set perfectly flush, but could, in theory, be moved. She put her shoulder to it, pushing off with her legs. It didn’t swivel or turn like a normal hidden door. Instead it gave way, tumbling back with a crash of stone. Eira tumbled with it, landing awkwardly, bruising her elbows and knees to avoid smashing her face against the rock.

She was in the center of a long hall that made sharp turns at either end. Left or right? It didn’t much matter. She started to the right.

Along the walls were alcoves, statues inset in some of them. They took the shapes of all manner of beasts. A cat, a hawk, an owl, a fox… Eira tried to repeat them in her head. She could track her progress with ice along the wall, but that could give away her position to any others who came along and she fully expected Harkor to make every effort to sabotage the rest of them.

Rather than turning the corner, Eira pressed herself against the wall. It was another long walkway. Completely empty.

She started walking again. Nothing happened—even the rumbling and shouts in the distance had silenced. Eira turned left at a fork, and then right again. Left once more and ended up in a dead end.

Time to backtrack.

Right, then left, then—it should be right. But she was faced with another left. Eira looked at the statues on the walls. Fox, owl… The next one was a hawk, as she would expect. Turning on her heel, she retraced her steps.

Except this time it wasn’t a dead end. The passage continued onward. Her feet slowed. Lumeria had said that this trial was designed by the Twilight Kingdom. They were the ones who made this maze—there was no other explanation for how it was created so quickly. Solaris or Qwint probably helped with Groundbreakers and Qwint’s runic equivalent…but this much change all at once had to be the work of the shift.

The shift looks at what is, and transforms it into what could be. Ducot had taught her about the magic when she’d first arrived. She couldn’t look at what was…she had to think of what could be.

A cry rang out, cut short sharply. Her insides knotted. She couldn’t make out who it was. Was that noise brought on by a surprise in the maze? Or by another competitor?

Eira pressed on. She marked the base of the statues with her thumb as she passed. The fingerprint of frost was hopefully subtle enough that others would miss it…but it could track her progress. After walking for what seemed like long enough to lap the whole arena—and without running into anyone else—Eira noticed a statue with her thumb print ahead, not behind.

Her arms were limp at her shoulders. She’d gone in a circle. Choosing paths at random, trying to keep herself heading toward the royals’ box by way of the vials in view, she’d somehow managed to go in a circle.

The crowd was beginning to cheer and jeer. She wondered if some of the latter was for her. How foolish she must look. Eira spun. A dead end was now behind her. She barely suppressed a shout of frustration.

She had to keep her wits about her, and her head level. There was a trick to this. A way to win. Unless she was being sabotaged individually? Arwin was clearly in on the game…but that didn’t mean Pillars hadn’t infiltrated the attendants. The thought of Pillars had her mind spiraling. The walls seemed closer. She turned away from the dead end and walked faster, as if she could outrun the panicked thoughts trying to crawl up from the dark pits of her mind she’d tried to hide them in.

They were going to keep her here forever. A mouse in a maze. Trapped.

Eira spun as fast as her thoughts. Even when she tried to calm them, they wouldn’t slow. Then…the smallest of breezes tangled with her fingers.

Cullen.

Stopping, she took a deep breath and looked up at the sky. She couldn’t see him, but he could somehow see her and the notion calmed and grounded her, encouraging Eira to focus on what she knew. She could still see the sun—still see the flags of the uppermost ring of the coliseum around her. She wasn’t trapped. At any moment she could ascend to the top of the walls and the game might be over but she would be free. There was no reason to panic. That was just what they wanted.

Blinking into the sun, realization shone on her. The sun was shining from behind the vials…but that would be impossible. The royals’ box was on the north side of the arena. The sun should be shining to their right.

In her second trial at Solaris, she’d made an illusion over the whole of the training ground to conceal herself from archers. What if they were doing something similar here and now? Eira started walking again. She focused on the statues, like she had. Looking up only periodically.

On the third time she looked up, the vials were no longer in front of the sun, but to its right, south facing. They were changing the walls and casting an illusion over the arena, at least for those inside the maze. But the sun hadn’t moved. It was consistent. Either because they hadn’t thought to illusion it, because they couldn’t, or they left it as it was as a clue.

But what did she do with it? There was also still no sign of her stone. Or anyone else.

Think of what could be…not what was. You have all you need for victory.

Eira slapped her palm against the wall with purpose. She took a breath and dredged all the power she could from within. A chill mist began to fill the air around her as frost surrounded her. Like a wave, it crashed against every wall. More power. Eira pushed all she had into the magic that was covering every last surface of the maze before her.

Her maze.

You will be presented with a maze tailor made for you, Lumeria had said. Not before you. They were racing each other in mazes created only for them. The Twilight Kingdom—Arwin with Vi and Taavin, no doubt—had designed a game that would double their chances of winning because Eira and Olivin couldn’t be meddled with. Every maze no doubt was designed with the competitor’s unique skills in mind, ensuring equal—or perhaps not so equal—difficulty.

The path mapped out before her, Eira held out her other hand. Sweat rolled down her neck, streaming down her back. Even though her breath clouded the air, she was dripping with exhaustion. As she balled the fingers of her left hand into a fist, one word crossed through her mind: hold.

It was the same principles as Adela’s technique to freeze someone. But this time, she wanted to hold the walls in place. She wanted to freeze her maze into stasis.

With one labored step after the next, Eira marched forward. She was panting as she turned the first corner. Her right hand still slid against the wall, keeping her frost in place and the map of her maze sharp in her mind. Her left fingers were still clenched so tightly her knuckles had turned ghostly pale.

Magic writhed against hers, fighting for freedom. To shift the walls and change the paths she’d mapped. Eira wasn’t going to allow that to happen. She’d collapse from exhaustion before she did.

The cheers of the crowd began to escalate. Another explosion rattled the ground under her feet. But Eira kept her focus.

Had the other competitors figured out their tricks? Were they moving faster than her? Every labored step felt slower than the last. Her breath was fogging the air so thickly that it was making it hard to see in front of her. Could the magic be bleeding through her flesh, rising to the surface and freezing her as solid as the rest of her maze?

Eira slipped. Cracks raced across the sheet of frost that covered the walls. Chunks rattled off and her control wavered. The magic of the morphi trying to fight against her was getting stronger. The walls began to ripple with pulses of magic.

She ran.

Her magic was spinning out of her control more and more with every step. The walls came to life, like living mirages. Trying to close in on her. Racing with all her might, Eira followed the path she’d seen in her mind’s eye through her frost. It wasn’t far now.

The walls ahead were closing. She leapt.

In a blink, she was in another room, similar to the first she’d woken in. But this room had a statue of a woman in the center. Three interlocked circles stretched up a line from her back. Her carved hands reached forward, cupping, expectant.

Eira pulled at the ribbon the attendant had tied around her wrist. “These are the color of your stone and, when the time comes, will help you find it,” she repeated the attendant’s words. Then, Lumeria’s: “You have all you need for victory.”

It wasn’t about what was, but what could be. She saw Ducot shake a piece of metal into a key. He’d explained how the shift key would present itself naturally when it was brought before its corresponding lock.

Eira dropped the ribbon into the statue’s hands. As it fell, it curled on itself in midair. In a blink, it had transformed into a small, faintly glowing stone that landed in the statue’s hands.

Trumpets blared.

The crowd roared.

“Eira Landan wins for Solaris!”
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The walls around her rumbled, collapsing with small pops into pieces of iron and stone. They revealed the other competitors, spread around the arena, each standing among their own odd assortment of items the morphi had used to bring a labyrinth into existence. Lop still looked baffled. Graff had his hands on his hips and wore a scowl on his face. He no doubt had thought he was the favorite. Did they perhaps give him a harder maze because he had the benefit of understanding the shift?

“Well done, Eira,” Lumeria said again. “Tomorrow evening, you may select one competitor to join you for the Twilight Festival held in the Warich town square!” She applauded and the rest of the royals joined her. None stepped forward to give individual awards. The spectators seemed to have mixed, mostly subdued reactions. Eira tried to ignore it. This was the fourth of five games, the tournament was soon coming to a close. She would have to endure these games for only a few days more and then she could focus on what was truly important without any further distraction or limitation—Ulvarth.

“There is only one more game of the tournament, and then, on the day following, we shall award the winning team and ratify the Treaty of Five Kingdoms!” Lumeria received more applause for that. “Please join us once more in two days’ time.”
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The next day was filled with mostly waiting. Eira sparred with Noelle behind their house and practiced her magic with Cullen. Alyss kept mostly to herself, hard at work in her journal with story ideas she still had yet to share with any of them. It was as if the events of the other night, of Olivin inviting her to dine with him, had never happened. They were dangerously good at ignoring the problems that surrounded them. It made him feel like an escape—a safe place she could let her guards down and ease her shoulders from carrying the struggles of the world.

It also meant the issues sat neglected and unattended, even when attention should be given to them. If she were being honest with herself, it was what got them into trouble in the first place. Perhaps, when the tournament was over, and the Pillars were gone, she could find the time to talk deeply and openly with Cullen as she should have all along. Be it as friends, lovers, or nothing, they could both process all the ways they succeeded, and every way they failed.

But ignoring the tensions pulling at their edges was impossible forever. Especially when, over dinner, Alyss asked who Eira was taking out of the village.

“Olivin,” she answered, deciding not to mince words.

“Him, again?” Cullen’s question would’ve seemed more curious if not for his tone.

“Will you stop whining and brooding? It’s insufferable.” Noelle glared at him.

Cullen glared back. “I am not brooding.”

“That’s all you’ve done. Which is astounding, considering this is a problem of your own making and you have the power to fix it.”

“It doesn’t—”

Work that way, Eira filled in the blanks for him, knowing all too well what was coming next. Yet, he surprised her: Cullen looked her way with renewed vigor.

“Take me with you instead.”

“Cullen, I…” She was too stunned to form words.

He stood and looked for the first time in a long time truly confident in himself. “I want to go with you. I want that time with just you. I don’t care what others think or what consequences it might reap. You are worth it.”

She’d been waiting for him to be half as bold and confident about her for days. And now, when he was finally standing up for her—for them—it was the one time she really couldn’t bring him.

“It’s a start,” Noelle said dryly. “You’ve a long way to go, lover boy.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. This is exceptional.” Alyss scribbled frantically in her notebook.

“Please…don’t make me a character in your story.” Cullen sighed.

“Cullen, I’m sorry,” Eira said softly, watching his expression sink. She spoke quickly, trying to explain. “I’m taking Olivin because that game was designed for us—him and I—to get out. We’re going to meet up with the Court of Shadows, and he’s a shadow who will likely have received some details on where to go next, so I need to take him with me.”

“You don’t have to explain yourself,” Alyss said with a smile. “It was your victory and your reward.”

“You can choose whomever you like, for whatever reason,” Noelle encouraged.

Cullen sighed and ran a hand through his hair. Eira took no pleasure in seeing him so tortured. “They’re right. Sorry.”

Eira shook her head and forced a smile. “Don’t worry about it. Things are tense right now with the tournament ending. None of us are as tactful as we might otherwise wish we were.”

The conversation ended there and was never mentioned again. Still, Eira felt a twinge of guilt when the attendant arrived and asked who would be joining her and she didn’t name one of them. Her friends had been there from the start of this journey. She would find a way to make it up to them, somehow.

“Thank you again for choosing me,” Olivin said after they collected him from Meru’s house.

“It was only right to, after you chose me for your reward.” Eira allowed her pace to slow to be a few steps behind the attendant who was leading them toward the main doors of the village.

“You still could’ve picked anyone.”

“No, I couldn’t have.”

“Because I’m a shadow?” His voice dropped to be heard only by her. “Since when have you been concerned with the court hierarchy or perceptions?”

“I thought you might have some kind of instruction.” She thought it would’ve been obvious.

“I’m as in the dark as you.” He stopped. “Eira, if you want to invite someone else, you should.”

The attendant noticed they were no longer following and stopped as well. “Please, you two, we’re on a schedule.”

“Just a moment,” Olivin called over before she could. He returned his attention solely to her. Even though he wasn’t touching her, Eira could feel him by his presence alone. “I only want to be here if you want me to be here. I am happy to step aside if you’d rather invite someone else.”

“I…” What did she want? At any given moment it changed. Shifted.

Don’t make this choice with your heart, she firmly instructed herself. The heart was off limits for this tournament. She’d vowed that much and she was keeping to it.

“We found the key together,” she said with conviction. “You helped me get it to the court, stood up for me when I know I’m on thin ice with them. We’re seeing what it opens together.” Eira started walking and he fell into step beside her, clearly deciding her reason was good enough.

“You’re surprisingly noble.” He tilted his head back, looking her up and down.

“Surprisingly?” she repeated with an arch of her brows.

“Given how much trouble you seem to constantly cause, and how loose your morals are.”

“I take offense to that.”

“Oh?” He seemed genuinely confused. “Why? It can be so much fun to live in the gray area.”

Her response was cut short by the knights opening the massive doors, just a crack, just wide enough for them to pass through. Lop and Varren were outside their house, watching as Eira and Olivin stepped outside. She could tell they were hungry for something food couldn’t fill. The other competitors had been stuck in the village for almost two weeks with no contact outside. A short time in concept. A long time when also engaging in something like the games. She felt all the more guilty for being the one to get out when she already had her secret tunnel.

Olivin stretched as the doors closed behind them. “It feels good to be out.”

“It does.” She smiled and kept up the facade that this was the first time she’d tasted “freedom” since the start of the tournament.

“If you’ll follow me this way.” The attendant led them through the streets. A circle of knights surrounded them. Eira was grateful for the entourage as people stopped what they were doing to watch them pass.

She scanned the crowd and Olivin did the same from the corner of his eye. Would Lumeria’s knights be enough to keep them safe if a Pillar were to attack? But would a Pillar risk that?

“Don’t worry,” he reassured gently. “We’ll be safe.”

“I know, I’ll protect you.” Eira gave him a slight grin and he chuckled.

“My knight in shining armor.”

“With flexible morals, apparently.”

“Just the knight I’ve always wanted.”

After walking for about ten minutes, the attendant looked over his shoulder. “You’ll have an hour to explore the festival grounds. Lumeria’s knights have barricaded the area. None will be permitted inside, save for you. Please enjoy your time.”

They rounded a corner and Eira let out a soft gasp. At the end of the street was an archway of swirling mist the colors of sunset, starlight caught in its grasp. The hazy barrier extended up from between buildings, encircling a central area.

“This festival has been set up by the morphi to showcase their magic to the world,” the attendant said with a smile. “We hope that you enjoy your private preview.” He stopped walking and the knights made a semi-circle around the archway.

Olivin extended his elbow. “Shall we?”

Eira accepted it and he led her underneath the archway, though the mist, and into the festival grounds.

Usually, when Eira would think of a festival, she thought of music and dancing, performances, important announcements and audiences held on the Sunlit Stage. But in the transformed square there was a pleasant silence and stillness. The sounds of the town beyond were completely muffled by the barrier that had been erected.

Cobblestone streets were gone, replaced by lush moss in deep greens that muffled their footsteps. Skeletal trees took the places of lampposts, supporting houses in their boughs. Glass sculptures of animals wove together like waves rising from the earth, as though it were a ghostly stampede, frozen in time. The very air was different, sweeter, warmer.

The nature did not feel natural. The man-made was impossible. It was as if they had stepped into a dream.

Olivin stared in as much awe as her. “It’s just like the stories say.”

“The stories?”

“Of the Twilight Kingdom. They say it is a land pulled between the folds of space and time. A kingdom of perpetual twilight, magic, and wonder.” He shook his head. “Some would say the magic is an affront to Yargen. That mortals should not possess the power to twist her blessings thusly.”

Eira bristled slightly at his words. Ducot had told her of how the Swords of Light had hunted morphi under Ulvarth’s rule. How Yargen was used, time and again, to justify the desires of twisted men and women.

“What do you think?” she asked.

“I can see why people made the argument. This looks as if it were done by the goddess herself. But I see…an homage to her wonder, more than an insult.” He shook his head. “My family was tied to the Faithful, once…but I don’t believe in gods.”

“You don’t?” Living more of a secular lifestyle wasn’t uncommon on Solaris. But Eira had thought it wasn’t regularly seen on Meru. And she especially wouldn’t think so with someone who was formerly linked with the Faithful.

“No. If Yargen was real, how could she allow Ulvarth to claim her as the reason for his evil deeds? If Raspian was real, how has he not brought his legendary horde of elfin’ra to end all life yet? Ultimate good and evil? No…I don’t think it exists. Nothing in our world is that simple, or tidy.”

Eira filed away the note that his family was involved with the Faithful, but didn’t press on how for the time being. Perhaps she’d ask Ducot, or wait for Olivin to tell her himself. Either way, it didn’t seem like the time.

“Where do you think we’re supposed to go?” Even though they’d seen no other living souls, she still kept her voice low. “You really didn’t receive any word from Deneya?”

“I haven’t heard much of anything from the court since entering the village. I think it’s been too much of a risk for them. I was hoping you might have been given some hint as to their designs, being the winner.”

Eira shook her head. “But so far they’ve wanted us to earn our way. Perhaps they left some kind of clue, or message to decipher to prove we’re worthy.” The words left a sour taste in her mouth. She was tired of tests and hoped any subterfuge was driven by practicality in needing to stay hidden than genuinely continuing to test her at every turn. “The theme of our trial was things being not what they seem, after all.”

“Let’s look.” He gestured and they began to explore the festival grounds. “By the way, how did you figure out the ribbon?”

“The shift key was what gave me the idea.”

Comprehension lit up his face. “Good thinking.”

“I try.” She grinned.

They crossed through the sculpture garden framed with the glass wave and across a field of night-blooming flowers. Eira paused at a long stone table that had a miniature version of the town sculpted from the rock. Creeping vines wandered up the side of the table, blooming flowers along only one set of tendrils. Eira’s eyes were immediately drawn to them.

“I see it too,” Olivin said from her side. He followed the flowers with his finger, from the village, to the town square they were in, and then up to the coliseum, where it stopped.

“How long do you think we have?” Eira asked.

“Not long, I bet.” Olivin frowned. “We need to get back out.”

“Invisibility?”

“I see no other way.” He started back toward the archway. With a few words murmured under his breath, he stepped out of existence.

She paused and swung a hand over herself. “Olivin? Is my illusion strong enough?”

Olivin hummed. “You should take my hand, I think. Your craft is good when you’re still, but there’s a bit of a wobble when you move.”

Her worries were founded. She cursed under her breath. Yet another good reason why she brought him along. Olivin was a practical ally.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself. Not everyone can be as wonderful as I am at magic.”

Eira snorted. But instead of jesting back, she asked, “Would you teach me?”

“Pardon?” He sounded surprised.

“Teach me how to make my illusion better?”

A long pause, then finally, “I can try. Here’s lesson one. Take my hand.”

He wasn’t dropping his illusion. He wanted her to try and find out where he was. She looked at changes in the moss, footprints from where he stepped that his illusion couldn’t completely reach. Staring at where his voice had originated from, she slowly imagined his face, a good head taller than her. His sharp eyes and sharper cheekbones. She imagined his broad shoulders, filling in the thought down his arm and to where his hand would be.

Eira slowly lifted her arm. She reached…and grabbed the open air. Olivin said nothing at her failure, avoiding giving away his location.

They didn’t have time for this, the words burned her tongue. But her determination kept them from slipping out. She could do this. She would.

She tried a different approach. Eira reached out with her magic. Her senses were instantly overwhelmed by all the power used to make the space they were standing in. But she set her jaw and persisted. The shift all had a similar hum to it and there was one thing out of place—a revolving pulse. Almost like a lighthouse beacon at the end of a long night.

She lifted her hand once more and, this time, her fingers closed around his. Olivin blinked into existence and surprise relaxed her magic.

“You found me,” he whispered.

“It wasn’t that hard,” she replied, equally soft.

Olivin pulled her toward him. They were a breath apart. “Stay close to me. It’s easier the more of you that touches me.”

A warmth blossomed in her that she quickly pushed her magic toward, freezing it before it could start. “I will.”

“If I need to, may I put my arm around your waist?”

“You may.” More magic. More internal ice. He wasn’t breaking through to her.

“Good. If I have to pull you close, I will.”

“I’ll follow your lead.”

“Oh?” He cocked his head to the side, looking more curious than arrogant. Yet Eira still felt as though she was being sized up. “Have you finally come to trust me?”

“I always trusted you.”

“Don’t lie to me, Eira,” he said gently but firmly. “I never blamed you for your skepticism of me. I had the same for you. But, now, after it all, do you trust me?”

Eira hadn’t thought about it much. She hadn’t wanted to. “Trust is a dangerous thing.”

“It is.” His fingers tightened slightly around hers. “But I took you as someone who likes danger.”

“Only when it’s the type of danger I can handle.”

“I’m flattered you think you can’t handle me. Though I think in reality it’d be much the opposite.”

“We should go,” Eira reminded him.

“We should.”

As Olivin led her, fingers intwined, Eira stole a breath. Despite her best efforts, her chest was hot. She ached, deep within—an ache that had been dormant before Cullen. Now it had been awoken and it begged to be heeded.

Olivin was handsome, there was no denying that. And his attention was not entirely unwanted… But her heart was still elsewhere, even when she knew it shouldn’t be. Even when she didn’t want it to be. Perhaps he could help nurse that pain by focusing on her body, rather than her heart?

The untoward thoughts scattered the moment they crossed underneath the archway. The semicircle of knights was still there, along with the attendant. It was easy enough to step around them and off to the side. Deneya no doubt had told the knights what to do, making it so they could sneak away.

Eira worked to remember the path that had been laid out on the table, but it wasn’t necessary. Olivin executed it flawlessly. Before they knew it, they stood at the base of the coliseum by a door, guarded by two knights and an attendant.

No, not guarded by two knights… Deneya’s features came into clarity as they approached. The Head Specter was in her knightly garb again. They stepped into the light being cast by the torches flanking the door and could hear what was being said.

“There haven’t been any other issues?” Deneya asked.

“None reported,” the attendant answered.

“I might want another patrol, just to be safe.”

“If you think it is wise,” the knight said tiredly and trudged off. Eira wondered just how many patrols he’d been sent on while Deneya was stalling.

Olivin reached out his toe, tapping the back of Deneya’s foot lightly.

“Thank you again for your diligence.” Deneya gave a nod to the attendant and opened the door.

At the same time, Olivin yanked Eira close. He exchanged her hand from his right to his left without breaking contact. The glyph that swirled around his left palm now encircled hers as well and, for a brief second, Eira fantasized that she, at long last, had Lightspinning. Olivin’s right hand slid down her back, pulling her even closer.

Walking through the door felt almost like a dance.

They were in a small room that had nothing but another door on the opposite side. The attendant closed the first one before opening the second. Within the second were knights. Olivin skillfully maneuvered them around the people, following closely behind Deneya as she headed in the opposite direction as the attendant and Olivin stayed in step. Through two more rooms and they emerged into the center hallway of the arena that Eira recognized as the same one that rounded the whole perimeter—if she continued one way, she’d find the cleric’s offices and then the intersection with the village’s tunnel. If she went the other, she’d go underneath the royals’ box and toward the gardens they had their little soiree within.

“Tell me you made it and that I didn’t just let in a Pillar,” Deneya whispered.

“Both of us,” Olivin replied.

Deneya breathed a sigh of relief. “I’ve seen this wing cleared. Stay silent and at the ready, but you can drop your illusion, for now.”

Olivin released Eira, his glyph unraveling. Eira met Deneya’s eyes. It was the first time they’d been face-to-face since the start of the tournament and, given all Eira had done, the tension was palpable. Eira remembered desperately trying to save the woman as keenly as she remembered Deneya being ready to use her as bait and dismiss her information on Ulvarth.

“I hear you’ve been hard at work,” Deneya said, at long last.

“I keep myself busy.”

“Even when I’ve asked you not to.”

“Unfortunately for you, you do not control me,” Eira replied.

Deneya seemed almost amused. Almost. There was a time she would’ve been. But Eira had lost that love from her former mentor and that reminder was more painful, even still, than she wanted it to be.

“I taught you all you know.” Before Eira could object, Deneya began walking. “Let’s see if you put it to good use.”

Deneya led them through the torchlit hall. One door was the same as any other. The only deviations to the endless, smooth stone were the patched cracks, the still drying mortar bulging and lumpy. The runes of strength were drawn over them and pulsed faintly with magic, bleeding into the surrounding stone. Her senses must still be heightened after finding Olivin to sense the magic without trying.

Eira tried to use the patching to keep track of where she was in the coliseum—it seemed to get worse the longer they went. They came to a stop before one of the many closed doors, this one as unassuming as any other, but behind this one was an office where Vi Solaris was waiting.


34
[image: ]
[image: ]


“I’ll be honest, I didn’t expect to see you again so soon,” Vi said to Eira. The princess lounged in the chair, her feet up on the desk that Taavin was leaning against. She exuded effortless power and confidence. Her betrothed did the same. The two were the vision of strength.

“The feeling’s mutual.”

“How have you been since the ball?” The question sounded genuine, which only added another layer of confusion to the image of Vi that Eira was painting in her mind. This was the same woman who had come up with the idea of using her to bait Ferro. But also the same woman who had offered to give her assistance—or anything else she desired—after she’d killed Ferro.

“I’ve been all right.” A gross overstatement. “Yourself?”

“Trying to keep a treaty that could save all our lives—or at least spare us the horrors of war—together with prayers and hair-thin ties while people are trying to rattle the foundations it’s laid upon.” Vi smiled thinly. “So, also all right.”

“Is it that tenuous?”

“The treaty or my mental and emotional state?”

Eira bit back laughter at the retort. “The treaty.”

“Any peace is tenuous,” Taavin answered, somewhat dejectedly. “Especially one built on so much history.” And not all good history, as Eira had learned.

“Your Highness—”

“Vi, please.” The princess waved a hand through the air. “We’re past the point of being formal in settings like this.”

“Vi, then,” Eira corrected herself reluctantly. It felt odd to use the princess’s name plainly but she didn’t let the discomfort show. “Since we are speaking plainly, and being direct with one another, I want to know what your plan is. Not just for the treaty, but for Ulvarth and the Pillars.” Eira’s tone wasn’t harsh, but firm. Determined.

Vi appraised her. Eira did the same. For a brief second, she was back at the princess’s engagement announcement—her first outing after that fateful night. Eira saw the princess she’d revered and admired, as perfect as a painting, straight out of a storybook.

She smiled slightly. “What makes you think you can order me?”

“Nothing.” Eira returned the expression. “I figure you either won’t tell me, and then I’ve lost nothing, or you will. I’ve more to gain than lose.”

“Or I’ll punish you for your boldness toward the crown princess.”

“I thought we weren’t being formal?” she quipped. Vi’s smile turned into a smirk. “Besides, I sincerely don’t think, out of everything you could punish me for, it’d be my boldness.”

Vi tapped her fingertips together. “Careful, Eira, you’re beginning to blur the line between confidence and arrogance.”

“Perhaps, but I also think you owe me, just a little.” Eira knew they needed to move. They had to get to the door. But for the first time, Vi seemed to be in a good mood around her, so Eira was going to make use of it.

“How much time do we have?” Vi looked to Deneya, her thoughts running alongside Eira’s.

“Enough, if you wish it.” Deneya leaned against the door. She was no doubt listening for any movement in the hall.

Vi turned back to Eira, lacing her tapping fingers. Somehow she managed to look authoritative even while sitting. “More than you realize hangs in the balance. This treaty extends beyond appearances and good will. It might be the only thing preventing a war from breaking out—a war none of us can win if we are not allied.”

“With Carsovia?”

“And between each other.”

Eira nodded. “I’ve done my reading. Beyond that, others have told me of the tense histories between Meru, the Twilight Kingdom, and the Draconi.”

“There’s also tension still between Qwint and Carsovia itself,” Taavin said. “Even though it’s been almost a decade since the republic broke away, Carsovia never could quite stomach Qwint as an autonomous state. They haven’t made a move, but they likely will at the first sign of weakness.”

“Are they amassing an army to move against us?”

“No,” Vi admitted. “But if you wait for your enemies to move then you’ve already lost.”

“So why have you given Ulvarth so much time?” Eira asked plainly. She didn’t care what they said, she wasn’t about to act like Ulvarth wasn’t a living threat. “Why have you allowed him to go unchecked? And spare me that you think he’s not really alive—I can’t believe that anymore. I won’t. Surely there’s also a risk in him undermining Lumeria’s authority and the nations potentially seeing Meru as weak and unable to control its own affairs?” Eira caught a look of agreement from Olivin.

Vi pursed her lips slightly. “Ulvarth was an unknown for a long time. After his escape, we truly weren’t sure if he was dead or not. Even when the Pillars were formed, we thought it was possible that it was someone else claiming his name for their own benefit and nefarious purposes.”

Just like Cullen had said. The real threat of the Pillars was beyond Ulvarth as a man. The true danger lay with the Pillars as an idea.

“Even if it wasn’t Ulvarth at the helm, the Pillars would’ve still been dangerous and needed to be stopped,” Eira countered.

“No…no one could’ve built the Pillars like he has,” Taavin said grimly. “Ulvarth was known amongst the nobility of Meru and well respected by many. Those individuals—the ones with influence and sway—would know the real man from an imposter, and would only follow the former to the degree we now know they have. He had proximity to the former Voice of Yargen and that meant he was able to see to it that all of his generals would’ve been able to gain unique words of power, should Yargen bless them with such. No one would’ve been as dangerous as him.”

“It is him,” Eira insisted for what felt like the hundredth time. She needed to hear them admit it, just once.

“We know.” Vi met her eyes with a nod. “We’ve known for a while. Before you, even.”

Well, she’d been given what she wanted. But the admission was so sudden, so easy… “But you…you—”

“Yes, I told you he wasn’t.”

“Why?”

There was a moment of discomfort. A second where Vi shifted her hands in a way that almost seemed…awkward. Uncomfortable. The princess’s eyes averted and when they returned there was a flash of something Eira would dare call guilt.

“I needed to mislead you as to your true purpose here on Meru,” Vi admitted plainly. Eira was stunned to silence. “We long since came to the conclusion that if we pursued Ulvarth with all the might of the Court of Shadows, he’d retreat back into whatever hole he’d hidden in for years. He is a frustratingly patient man and we didn’t want him to slip away again. He’d be expecting us to come after him and for that reason we couldn’t. We couldn’t even allow the majority of those who risked their lives for us to know or we’d risk losing him.”

“You used me,” Eira realized with a whisper. She’d been bait for a lot longer than the ball.

“Ferro had taken an interest in you and that became our opportunity—a way in that we didn’t have before with someone who they didn’t see as associated with the Court of Shadows. Moreover, he made this fight personal for you. I knew if I let you run around unchecked for long enough, you’d manage to lure Ulvarth out of whatever hole he’d hidden in, or cause him to panic and make a mistake…or uncover the truth on your own. It didn’t matter which.

“We also realized quickly that you were the type to fight even harder whenever you were pushed away. By not allowing you to get too close, we ensured that you worked all the more for us. It also had the benefit of, if we were compromised, you didn’t seem too trusted by the Court of Shadows. After they had proof of you working with us from that night they attacked the court, we had to push you away even farther to keep up the ruse. Ulvarth might not have gone after you so readily if he believed we stood behind you.”

Eira’s toes were numb, fingers tingled, her heartbeat was in her ears causing hot blood to rush to her head. The world tilted and spun backward. She was back on the ship—no, before, in the halls with Deneya.

She’d suggested to Deneya at one point, when they’d first met, that Ferro might have sent her. That signaled to Deneya that Eira was somehow involved with Ferro. Deneya was already there to watch Ferro; she’d told Eira as much after Marcus’s death. She’d agreed to allow Eira to join the Court of Shadows to ensure Eira would keep coming back to her after the trip to Meru might have otherwise kept them at a distance.

Then on the ship, Deneya had allowed Eira to chase after the ghost ship she’d thought was Adela. Like a rabbit chasing after a carrot, Eira had run into danger for them. They’d let her seem, be, reckless. Too erratic for the court to really be involved in her movements.

How could she have really thought that the Court of Shadows didn’t know she was following Ducot the night she was captured? Given Olivin’s illusionary skills, perhaps he was the one to follow her, reporting back to the Specters. Every step fell into place, Vi, Taavin, and Deneya looming over, watching, pushing her on the path they needed her to walk without Eira seeing.

“I could’ve died,” she whispered.

Vi glanced askance. “We are all flirting with death, even now.”

“No. You…you let me get captured by them.”

Vi rose to her feet. Imposing. “I did not. Had I known you were going to be captured that night, I would’ve put a stop to it. I never meant for it to go so far.”

“It doesn’t change the danger you allowed me to be in!”

“Dangers you asked for,” Vi said coolly. The only part of her that seemed to have genuine emotion were her eyes. They were aflame, burning with rage and frustration that didn’t seem directed at Eira. “You could’ve died, but you didn’t. You chose to take your life in your hands that night and you continue to make that choice day after day.”

Eira staggered slightly. The princess was right. At any point…Eira could’ve stopped. Her friends were practically begging her to. But she persisted. Even now, with all she knew. Hearing this right from the princess’s mouth. She wasn’t going to stop.

“Would you have been all right if they killed me?” Eira whispered. “Did you ever feel guilt at letting me be the unknowing bait in your plot?”

Vi sighed heavily. She hung her head and ran her fingertips over the desk in front of her. For the first time ever, she exuded outright uncertainty. The untouchable princess was gone. She was human.

“I did—I do. With you and with everyone I am responsible for. Everyone who follows my orders, be it in the Shadows, or Knights, or something else entirely,” Vi said softly.

“Not enough to stop.”

“I do not have the luxury of stopping, Eira. I am the crown princess of Solaris. I am—” Vi stopped herself short. Eira had a feeling that what she said next, after composing herself, wasn’t what she’d intended. “I am responsible for both the good decisions, and the bad ones. As a leader, I have to make sacrifices I don’t always want to make.” Her eyes were distant as she spoke, haunted.

“Was Marcus a noble sacrifice?” Eira asked coolly.

“He should have never been involved.” Vi shook her head, hanging it slightly. She looked suddenly very tired. “None of the Tower apprentices should have been. But sometimes there are things we can’t avoid.”

“My brother was more than an inconvenience!”

“Eira…” Olivin said softly. He was ignored by them all. But his tone betrayed a sympathy that almost broke her.

“You all stood by and watched him die.” Just like I did. The words still burned her soul. No matter how much time passed, or how much peace she made with the events of that fateful night, she would never forget the sight of Marcus slipping away from her grasp.

“If I could’ve done something to stop it, I would have. If I had known that sorcerers from the Tower would die, we would’ve killed Ferro and damned the consequences,” Vi said firmly. It vaguely registered to Eira that Vi wasn’t even on the same continent when Marcus died. But she couldn’t stop herself from throwing blame at the princess’s feet. It all rolled up to her, didn’t it?

“But you’re still telling me, after all that, you could just stand by and watch as I get myself killed?” Eira didn’t believe it. She couldn’t. They weren’t that heartless.

“You have no idea the things I’ve had to stand by and watch.” The way the princess said those words had the grip of Eira’s rage slackening its hold on her. Vi’s eyes were two cold, dark voids. They looked as if they had seen the entire world begin and end with everything between. They didn’t look like the eyes of a princess—they looked like the eyes of a goddess. Distant from the world of mortal men.

“I still…can’t…” Eira’s words trailed off as she struggled to find the right ones and came up short. What couldn’t she do? Understand the reasoning behind the princess’s choices? But part of her could. It was the same part that had resolved to do whatever it took to end Ulvarth, to make the sacrifice if no one else was willing and so no one else had to.

Hard times called for hard choices and wills of cold steel to make them.

“It’s hard to accept the first time.” Vi’s tone softened further. Taavin shifted, lacing his fingers with his betrothed. “Trust me, I know. It’s difficult when you realize those you looked up to are human. When you realize that everything—everyone you love—even yourself—can easily become pawns in someone else’s game. Your anger honestly surprises me. You seemed like the sort who had already learned it.”

“I think I did,” Eira admitted it. Her view of her parents had already been shattered, why not the view of her rulers as well? “Maybe I just hadn’t completely accepted it.” There was still one question burning within her. One thing she needed to know. “Have I been helpful?”

Has my suffering meant something? Was what Eira really wanted to ask. But the words weren’t there.

“Yes. Unequivocally.”

Eira pressed her eyes closed, breathing a sigh of relief. Perhaps Vi was merely being kind. Perhaps the princess knew that Eira couldn’t have handled it if Vi had said no. But even if the remark was nothing more than kindness, Eira would accept it.

“By bringing you in and casting you out, we created distance between us and you. Ulvarth saw you as a rogue agent and didn’t spend as much time trying to thwart or hide from you as he did us. Because of that, you were the only one who was able to kill Ferro when it came to it. He didn’t have the Pillars that had infiltrated the attendants watching you as closely as he did the shadows in the knights, or even other competitors at that point.”

“Is this also why Ducot and I have been kept more in the dark?” Olivin spoke up. “Because of our proximity to her?”

“Yes,” Vi admitted with ease. “It was a bold choice, I know, given how limited the Court of Shadows is right now. But we wanted you to seem on the outs, too. We didn’t want to seem like we were still close with her.”

Eira glanced between Olivin and Vi. She hadn’t known simply being around him was keeping him on the outs. He knew that, right? He radiated frustration, but Eira didn’t feel it directed at her.

“So what are your next steps?” Eira asked. “Now that I’m in on the game?” This was likely the start of a new plan, a new calculus for the princess. Vi clearly did everything with intention. So what was her goal now? “Why did you really tell me all this now?”

“Because Ulvarth is working to target you.”

“I knew that.”

“We’ve removed three Pillars from the attendants who brought in weapons to kill you in your sleep,” Deneya said grimly.

Eira glanced over her shoulder, then back to the princess. They were as serious as death. She swallowed thickly.

“Why does he want me so badly?”

Vi smiled thinly. “Come now, Eira, you know that answer.”

Because she’d managed to make a fool of him. She’d infiltrated his stronghold, manipulated Ferro to his death, snuffed the fake flame, and called Ulvarth out on his lies. She was still hunting him.

“Even if he kills me, you’ll still fight against him. It won’t be the end of it.” Eira shook her head. “The majority of Meru hates me for snuffing the flame. That rumor has spread like wildfire. Killing me would likely make—” She stopped short. Blinking. How had this happened? Out of all the ways this could’ve unfolded. “Killing me would make him a hero to many…and if he could align it with some other act…like reigniting the flame, or some other grand gesture…”

She thought of the paper Alyss had…of their speculations of Ulvarth killing people that he believed would make him seem more like a champion. She was one of those people whose death would help Ulvarth gain esteem from Meru at large.

“Don’t worry, we’ll keep you safe,” Deneya said confidently. “Even if you make it hard on us.”

“But that’s why we could no longer keep you at arm’s length. You’re more useful to us, for many reasons, alive. And the Court needs all the help it can get right now.” Vi paused, tapping the desk. “To answer your earlier question directly…no, I don’t want to see you or anyone else dead because of me and the choices I’ve had to make. It weighs on me every sleepless night. The faces of those I couldn’t save are forever seared into my memory. Far more people than you could ever imagine.”

“I’m sorry,” Eira said softly. She knew how hard it was to make tough calls when it felt like there was only moments to do it—when so much was at stake. It was impossible to get it right and the fact that the princess did even some of the time was a testament to her iron will and clever mind. “I didn’t trust you as I should’ve.”

“I didn’t give you reason to. I was cold and abrasive toward you.” Vi shook her head. “I am sorry as well. I didn’t enjoy manipulating you. I don’t enjoy doing it to anyone. I’ve had enough of maneuvering people into their positions to play their roles for a lifetime.”

And she was so young, still. Vi had decades ahead of her filled with more and more hard choices. Someday, she would be the Empress Solaris and would be called to do as much or even more. Yet, all this made Eira more confident in their future empress, rather than less.

“It’s all right.” Eira worked to let it all go with a sigh. She had been wrong about Vi. She’d been seeing only part of the truth. What else had she missed by accident or design? “I understand. Even if I don’t like it, I understand.”

“Thank you. I’d hoped you’d come to that conclusion.” Vi smiled slightly. Even though the princess was her distant superior in rank, and her superior in age by about five years, Eira felt like they were peers for the first time. “Oh, one more thing…”

“Yes?”

“You asked me about Adela when we last met.”

Vi now had Eira’s undivided attention.

“I looked into it for you. She’s been sailing to the north and west of late. She hasn’t come to these parts for a long, long time. I don’t think she will anytime soon.” Vi wore a slight smirk, as if she had something to do with that. Though, that would surely be impossible. “So if you plan on continuing to seek her out, I’d head west, northwest.”

“Thank you,” Eira said sincerely. “May I ask you one last thing?”

“Proceed.”

“Do you think Ulvarth could actually be Yargen’s Champion?”

Vi snorted and it quickly evolved into laughter. “No, no I don’t. I don’t think there’s any possible way.”

“I thought the same so it’s a relief to hear you say that.”

Taavin pushed away from the desk. “We should move while we have the time.”

Vi nodded but hesitated. She remained focused on Eira. “Are you satisfied?”

“I am.”

“Good, then let’s get to it. I want to see what this shift key opens.”

Deneya led the charge down the familiar hall. It seemed to go on, and on. But Deneya must have had some marker, because she stopped at a door, opening it. Behind was another door, just like in the passage from the village.

Vi summoned a mote of flame that hovered over her shoulder, casting light on the small room. The other door had a simple metal plate where a knob would be. Vi held out the shift key. It writhed between her fingers but snapped into the shape of an ornate skeleton key at the same time as the metal on the plate parted, pulling away to reveal a slot.

“Be ready,” Vi whispered. “This door is an unknown, and we don’t have any idea what might await us on the other side.”

Eira had her magic under her palms, summoning an ice dagger for good measure. Olivin’s power surged as well, mirroring Deneya’s and Taavin’s. Whatever was on the other side wouldn’t know what hit it. There was so much power surging between the five of them that they could handle anything.

Except for what was actually on the other side of the door.

Olivin’s scream filled the small room with deafening agony.
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Eira’s ears rang.

From the sound of Olivin’s agony. From the blood rushing through them with every pounding beat of her heart as if it was filling her like a dark, cold lake.

There, awash in the ominous, orange and red glow of Vi’s flame, was the husk of a young man. He was curled in the back corner. Clothes as soiled as the floor. The pads of his fingers were bloody. Nails gone. Their tips were coated in the same shade of red as the streaks on the back of the door.

“Yonlin.” Olivin rushed forward.

Deneya thrust out an arm. “We need to make sure there are no traps.”

“Let me go or I will kill you,” Olivin seethed, his voice of pure rage and venom.

“Uncose,” Taavin intoned from behind them. A glyph appeared in the center of the small room Yonlin had been kept in. It combusted into a golden haze that settled onto every surface—Yonlin included—before fading. “There are no traps or hidden passages.”

Eira had never heard that word of power before. But she knew that the Voice of Yargen was said to commune with the goddess and thus was able to awaken special words within people—like the one Ferro had used at the ball. She surmised this was likely a special word only he knew.

Deneya lowered her hand and Olivin rushed forward. Tears streamed down his cheeks. But he made no sound. Sobs caught in his throat to the point of him choking on them. He could gurgle and croak. But he could not weep.

Her own eyes pricked. Blinking several times over, Eira tried to ignore the pain twisting in her stomach, burning up her chest. Her throat ached from her own screams into the night that still felt like yesterday.

This was not real. It couldn’t be real, Olivin’s twisting mouth seemed to say. She could hear the words his heart screamed as it objected to the reality before him. As he scooped the withered and beaten form of his brother into his arms.

Everything stopped on a sharp inhale. Olivin’s face jerked toward theirs, splotchy and tear-streaked. “He’s alive,” Olivin rasped.

Eira’s eyes widened. Deneya was the first to move. She was at the brothers’ sides in less than a blink.

“Halleth ruta sot. Halleth ruta toff,” she whispered as she moved her hand up and down Yonlin’s body, hovering just above his flesh. Glyphs of light spun under her hand.

“Halleth ruta sot. Halleth ruta toff,” Taavin intoned as well. More shining light.

Eira had never felt so worthless. She couldn’t heal. She couldn’t help them.

“This is beyond me. The wounds aren’t just physical, there’s magic at play,” Deneya said to Olivin between her murmurings. “We’ll need to take him to a more powerful cleric.”

“We need to stabilize him first,” Taavin said, barely breaking between Lightspinning words.

The small rise and fall of Yonlin’s chest, as weak as it was, made a powerful showing in defiance of death. Eira had been in the pit. She knew how the Pillars broke people. How they denied light and goodness until your own monsters ate you alive. Then there was the hunger—

An invisible knife stabbed through her chest, stealing her breath. She had been the one to take the shift key. The Pillars had no way to bring him food, or water…because of her.

Yonlin was dying…because of her.

“This isn’t working. We have to bring someone here.” Worry was seeping into Deneya’s voice.

“There isn’t time. We’ll try again,” Taavin countered.

“I’ll help too.” Vi held out her hand.

“No.” Eira stepped forward and clasped her hand around Deneya’s shoulder tightly. The last time she’d done this was when Deneya had been the one dying. Since then, she’d practiced. It didn’t matter if her practicing hadn’t been successful. She’d managed once before with Deneya and she’d succeed now.

There was no other option.

Eira could have all the Pillars’ blood on her hands and walk bent, but not broken…but Yonlin…his blood would drown her.

“Just Deneya, alone. One more time,” Eira said firmly.

“Eira?” Olivin met her eyes. Fresh tears were gathering on his lower lids, spilling over.

“We’re going to save him,” she vowed. “I won’t let him die.”

“But—”

Eira wouldn’t allow Deneya’s objection. “Deneya, again.” Deneya took a slow breath. Eira closed her eyes. “Vi, snuff the flame.” The princess did as she was told.

In a darkness as perfect as the pit, Eira found it again. That quiet. That solitude. A lake of perfect stillness.

“Halleth ruta sot. Halleth ruta toff,” Deneya repeated, slow and purposeful.

Magic rippled across Eira’s awareness. It welled up from within Deneya, spinning underneath her flesh and unraveling before weaving together again. The sensation of Eira’s physical body vanished. Her spirit disconnected. Deneya’s magic went from humming on the edge of her awareness to engulfing her.

Eira breathed. Deneya breathed in tandem.

With a spectral hand that existed only in her imagination—in the visualization of Deneya’s channel that was only in Eira’s mind—she reached into the other woman. Open, she willed Deneya’s font of power. Their magic rose together. More threads of power weaved around Deneya’s glyphs, pulled and guided by Eira’s thoughts.

Magic surged and flesh mended.

When Deneya eased away, so did Eira. Sound and thought returned. Eira swayed and leaned against the wall heavily. The princess was at her side in a blink, offering support.

“What was that?” Taavin looked at her as if seeing her for the first time.

“You did it again,” Deneya whispered.

“His breathing is even,” Olivin said hastily. “Yonlin? Yonlin?”

“He’s stable, but still wounded,” Vi said, ever the levelheaded one. “We need to get him to a cleric to sort out whatever magic is blocking our mending before he regresses.”

“I know just the one,” Eira said. “Where’s Fritz?”
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They raced through the inner ring of the coliseum, Vi leading the way. Olivin was right behind her, his brother in his arms. Deneya stayed next to Eira. Even though Eira had insisted she didn’t need help, the Head Specter seemed doubtful and wasn’t letting Eira out of her sight.

Or perhaps it was Eira’s display that had prompted Deneya to refuse to let her go far. She’d have to explain herself eventually. But the longer Eira could postpone doing so, the better she’d feel.

Vi opened one of the doors and they raced up a set of stairs. The walls of the coliseum were thick enough to hold apartments, judging from the names on the doors. They came to a stop, trying to conceal their labored breathing so that they didn’t wake everyone in the hall.

The princess knocked on a door with Fritz’s name upon it. No response. She knocked again.

Eira’s insides knotted for a second time. What if the Pillars had finally caught up with Fritz? He was as vulnerable here in the coliseum as she was in the village. Deneya had said the Pillars had tried to come and murder her in her sleep. All the other attendants—enemies hiding among them—flanked either side of Fritz’s door down the long hall.

What if she was too late? She hadn’t done enough. She’d barely spoken to him. If he was gone… Nausea had her covering her mouth. If the Pillars had taken him from her before she had a chance to say what needed to be said or heal the wounds that needed mending—

The door finally opened and Eira breathed a sigh of relief through her trembling fingers.

“What the—Eira? Your Highness?” Fritz’s expression turned serious the moment his gaze landed on Yonlin. “Come in.”

“I’m sorry, Uncle, I didn’t know who else to go to,” Eira blurted as they stepped inside. “You’re the only one I could think to trust.”

His expression softened enough to give her a slight smile. “I’m glad you still think of me that way.”

Eira swallowed thickly. Of course she did… He might not have believed her at times. He might have wounded her spirit… But she knew, beyond all doubt, that he would never turn to the enemy and would never turn her in either. Report her to the empress? Probably. But nothing that could cause real harm.

“Put him here.” Fritz motioned for Yonlin to be laid out on his own bed. “What happened to him?”

“The Pillars,” Eira answered. Deneya gave her a sharp look. One Eira rolled her eyes at. “He’s my uncle and is at risk because of me. I’ve already tried to warn him of that and mentioned the Pillars in so doing. I’m not going to lie to him now.”

“With the help of your niece, we stabilized him, but he needs experience beyond us,” Taavin said.

“You?” Fritz looked at her with a small, proud smile. She hadn’t seen an expression like that from him in some time.

“I did what I could,” Eira murmured. “But it’s not enough. Please, help him.”

“There’s something magical blocking the healing,” Deneya said.

“That I can help with…but the physical wounds are beyond my skill to heal. I’ll have to get another cleric.”

Olivin caught Fritz’s wrist. “No. I only trust you because she does.” Olivin nodded at Eira. “No one else can even know Yonlin is here.”

“Yonlin? This is… what in the Mother’s name?” Fritz stared down at the broken young man currently bleeding on his bed.

“We’ll explain in time,” Vi said with her usual air of authority. She had a knack for having the final word in conversations. “For now, please focus on healing him. I’m inclined to agree with Olivin’s assessment that no one else should be involved.”

Fritz sighed. “I’ll do my best then.”

He got a familiar clerical box and set to work. With fluid hand movements, he forced draughts down Yonlin’s throat. Eira could feel as her uncle pulsed the potions through Yonlin’s body.

But even after all of Fritz’s efforts, and a few more attempts at Lightspinning, Yonlin still didn’t wake.

Fritz sat on the edge of the bed and closed his eyes. Holding his hands over Yonlin, his magic pushed and pulled over the young man. Eira paid even closer attention. Now her uncle was in his wheelhouse. He was healing magically.

“There are a lot of different magics at play here,” Fritz said solemnly. “We’ve done all we can for his physical form. That will recover on its own, in its time. But we’re going to have to give his magic time as well to combat the powers that have put him in this slumber. I can help that, but it’s going to take some time.”

“How long will it take?” Olivin asked. He’d calmed down significantly as Yonlin improved.

“It’s hard to say. Hopefully soon. But it might be days, or weeks even.” Fritz shook his head. “I don’t know. But I’ll keep him secret and safe here, and do all I can for him.”

“If you need anything, let me know personally.” Vi locked eyes with Fritz, leaving no room for doubt.

“Of course, Your Highness.”

“We should get you both back.” Deneya was focused on the sky outside of Fritz’s window.

“One more minute with him, please,” Olivin said softly, holding his brother’s hand. “I don’t know when I’ll be able to come back.”

Eira was ready to fight for Olivin to have his time, but was pleased when she didn’t need to. Deneya agreed and stepped away to engage in a quick discussion with Taavin and Vi. Fritz stood and headed to a far corner to give the brothers their privacy. Eira ended up following him.

“Uncle—”

“I’m glad to hear it’s Uncle again.” He smiled tiredly.

She sighed and her lips eased into a smile. In a mere second, something new was imprinted on her heart. No matter what the future held…she had to make some form of peace with her family. She didn’t know what that looked like, and maybe it wouldn’t resemble what they had been before at all. But the idea of leaving things, broken as they were, forever…she couldn’t stomach it.

“Uncle, I think I understand why you acted the way you did during the games.”

“You do?”

Eira nodded, gaze drifting to Vi and back. If she could misunderstand the princess so gravely, and miss an entire plot circling around her…what else had she overlooked? Or not been willing to understand?

Trying to put herself in her uncles’ or parents’ positions was difficult, especially when there was still so much hurt. But she made the effort anyway.

“You knew about my suspect parentage. You knew Meru would know even better than Solaris of Adela.” His expression softened further as she spoke. “Just like you knew how my powers could be hunted, or used by powerful individuals who wouldn’t always care about my best interests.”

He sighed with what sounded like relief. A slight smile crossed his lips. She might be warming to him, but a thin layer of ice had yet to crack and fall from around her heart.

“I can understand it, Uncle. Just like I can try to understand my parents’ position—their similar fears, difficulties I can’t even comprehend that came with raising me, the fear that they no doubt harbored, thinking of Adela coming back for me…their grief after Marcus.”

“Your parents left after his Rite of Sunset, and didn’t write, because they didn’t trust themselves to have the right words. They were shattered, Eira.”

“I know. But so was I.” She locked eyes with his. “I needed people to comfort and believe in me. To cheer for me. To have unwavering faith that his death was not my fault.”

“How could you…” He trailed off, looking wounded. But she allowed him to stew in his words until he found them once more. “How could you ever think it was?”

“Because I was literally blamed for it.” Eira took a small step closer. Rather than raising her voice, it grew quiet, cold. “I was in a prison and then a prettier prison. No one ever told me that they didn’t blame me for it. None of you.”

“We… I thought you knew we would never.”

Eira shook her head and balled her hands into a fist, relaxing them. “I needed people to be there for me, Uncle. No matter what your, or their, intentions were…you weren’t those people. More than anything else, that is a wound I still don’t know if I can forgive you for, even accepting and understanding why it’s there.”

He nodded weakly. “I’m sorry,” he said again. Just like before, it sounded like he meant it. “Somewhere along the way, I lost sight of what it’s like to be young…to feel like the world is on your shoulders or, sometimes, to actually have it on your shoulders. We survived so much…I thought I could protect you from things I should’ve never had to endure—things I never wanted you to.”

“You can’t protect me from everything. No one can.”

“And you have no idea how hard knowing that is when it’s someone you care about so deeply.”

Sighing, she pulled him in for a small squeeze. Fritz returned it greedily. But Eira didn’t push him away. There was still hope for them yet. Maybe they could never be what they were…but maybe they wouldn’t be broken forever.

If Olivin and Yonlin were a reminder of anything, it was that life was short, and precious…and the few people who were genuinely on her side could be taken at any moment. A lesson hard learned.

“May I ask you something else?”

“Always. Anything.” He straightened. “I promise to tell you nothing but the unvarnished truth from here on.”

A good gesture on his part. Hopefully he followed through. “I know it’s possible for a skilled Waterrunner to block a sorcerer’s channel. Is it also possible for it to work in reverse? A Waterrunner to deepen a sorcerer’s connection with their channel and make them stronger?”

He narrowed his eyes slightly, but only for a second. “Why do you ask?”

Eira thought of dodging the question. But if he was being honest with her, she would be with him. Plus, Eira felt she owed him a little for looking after Yonlin. And Deneya or Vi would likely say something, anyway.

“I think it’s something I might be able to do. And before you tell me why it’s not possible, I—”

“If you think it’s something you can do, I have no reason not to believe you.” He smiled encouragingly. Though he undercut the sentiment some when he said next, “However, I’ve never heard of anything like that, and if such a power were to exist, I imagine sorcerers would’ve long since been using it.”

“Right, of course.” Eira nodded. The conversation was brought to a sudden halt as Deneya and the royals approached.

“You’re certain you can look after him?” Vi asked.

“I am. And I won’t hesitate to request assistance from you if needed.”

“Good.” Vi gave him a squeeze on the shoulder. Her expression was warm, open. It was how Marcus had looked at their uncle. Eira knew Fritz was close with the empress but it had somehow never occurred to her that it extended to Vhalla’s family as well. Fritz would’ve been there when Vi and her brother were born. “I will make sure there’s a plan for him if he hasn’t woken by the end of the tournament in a few days. I’m making this my personal responsibility.”

“We’re going to be changing your responsibilities as a cleric as well,” Deneya said. “We don’t want you engaging as much with the competitors for your own safety. To that end, for the rest of the tournament, we’d like for you to keep to your room as much as possible. Just focus on Yonlin.”

“Have I done something wrong?” Fritz was notably concerned.

“No. But the key to the room Yonlin was found in was kept in your drawer,” Deneya said gravely. “We suspect the Pillars might have intended to frame you, should Yonlin have been found.”

“Frame me? Why me?”

“I told you, they are after me and will hurt you to get to me.” Maybe her uncle would believe her now that it was the princess and head of Lumeria’s knights telling him as much. “So it’s my turn to say listen to the people in charge, trust them, and be careful.”

He nodded and Eira pulled him in for one more tight embrace. This time she returned it with equal vigor because, for all Eira knew, it could well be the last time she’d ever see him.
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Deneya escorted Eira and Olivin back to the door they’d entered in through. Vi and Taavin broke off halfway with minimal goodbyes and without fanfare. Olivin was understandably quiet the entire way back and Eira was in her own state of numbed sensations until they were once more in Champion Village. Just standing. Side by side. Unmoving.

“I’m sorry.” She broke the silence.

“What are you sorry for?” He seemed startled. Not that she blamed him. She had been a bit sudden.

“I was the one who said we should take the key. And it ended up being where Yonlin was kept and… It was because—”

Olivin grabbed both her shoulders, giving her a gentle shake. He somehow knew what she was going to say before she said it. “No. What happened to him wasn’t because of you.” His hands went slack. Arms swaying limply at his sides, Olivin staggered away two steps. He’d never looked so weak or lost. “If that was because of anyone…it was my sister.”

“What?” Eira breathed.

“My sister is a Pillar.”

Any sign of her? Ducot’s words in the tunnel echoed in her mind. Her was his sister. A Pillar.

Olivin continued, “I became a shadow to hunt her down.”

“To save her,” Eira said with confidence.

He slowly shook his head and dragged his haunted eyes back to hers. “No…I became a shadow to kill her.”

The words rang in her ears. Olivin wanted to kill his sister… His eyes were filled with icy rage. If he was lying, then he was the best liar the court had. She felt his conviction in her bones—so deeply that it nearly made her sick to her stomach.

She and Marcus had fought. They’d been on opposite sides of arguments and opinions. But she had never, never wanted to hurt him. Even though the circumstances were far from the same, she couldn’t resist putting herself in Olivin’s shoes and trying to imagine Marcus in Olivin’s sister’s shoes. Nothing in the world would make her want to turn against her own brother.

Olivin couldn’t do it, Eira decided then and there. He might believe he could. He certainly told himself that he wanted to. But she’d seen how worried he’d been for Yonlin. Eira genuinely believed that when the option presented itself, he wouldn’t be able to deal the killing blow. It was his sister, after all.

He couldn’t really be serious…could he?

But he was unmoving. Unflinching.

“I’m from a very old, and very noble family.” He started walking as he spoke. Eira fell into his pace at his side. The courtyard was almost completely empty, save for Varren and Lop, who still sat outside on the front stoop of their house. But they were so engrossed in their own conversation they’d hardly even reacted to Eira and Olivin’s return. “When Ulvarth was in power, my father was closely aligned with him. No one knew the depths of Ulvarth’s depravity then, just how evil he was. So I don’t fault him much.”

“Yes, you do,” she said softly.

“You can read me that easily, hmm?” Olivin glanced her way and shook his head. “Fine. Yes, I do fault him. It’s because of his blind faith in the leader of the Swords of Light that my family was destroyed.

“I never found out what really happened. Even Lorn doesn’t know, and if Lorn doesn’t know then no one does. But there was some kind of scuffle at the Archives. My father was a high-up Sword of Yargen under Ulvarth. I’d like to believe that he became wise to Ulvarth’s evils and would no longer stand for it. But who’s to say what the truth is.” They slowed to a stop by the side of Meru’s house. Lingering in the shadow cast by the moon.

“I’m sure that’s it.”

Olivin shrugged. “He stayed by Ulvarth through so many horrible things. Things I wouldn’t be able to look him in the eye for if he was still alive.”

Sympathy for his pain compelled her to take his hand. Eira knew what it was like to have family that was a scar on her present. Olivin didn’t look her way, but he didn’t pull away, either.

“How did Ulvarth get away with so much when he was the head of the Swords?” Eira asked. It was something she struggled to fathom.

“The Sword of Light was—is the right hand of the Voice. Meru might not be a theocracy in practice, but in many ways we almost are in spirit. Questioning the Voice, or any closely aligned with them, is unfathomable.” He sighed. “I think…some like the comfort of feeling as if there is a higher order. A purpose behind all the horrible things in the world. It’s appealing, but I’ve seen that blind loyalty bring out the worst in men.”

Eira knew the sorcerers of Meru viewed their words of power as coming from Yargen herself. The Archives were held on par with Lumeria’s castle, and even older in construction. There were those in Solaris who were deep in their faith. But it didn’t have the same all-encompassing pull as it did on Meru.

“Either way, Ulvarth killed him and shortly after, my sister vanished. She’d become a Pillar…or perhaps had been one for a long time. She was adamant she’d become a Sword of Light herself and always followed my father around—practically grew up in the Archives. If anyone knows the truth of what happened that day, it’s her and Ulvarth.”

“She was there?” Eira whispered.

“For all I know, she was the one who killed him. She killed our mother not long after…I barely made it out alive with Yonlin.” Olivin drew a shaky breath. His expression was the ghost of what it had been earlier when he’d seen his brother on the verge of death. “Thank Yargen, he doesn’t remember that day. He was too young. All he knows is our father died protecting the honor of the Swords of Light, our mother as well.”

“Does he know about your sister?”

“We’ve never really spoken on it…” Olivin sighed. “I’ve tried to protect him from that truth. But he’s clever. I’d be a fool to think he hasn’t figured it out and I know I can’t keep it from him forever.”

Olivin shifted his weight, as if he couldn’t decide whether he wanted to walk or stand. He still seemed restless and uneasy. Not that she could blame him.

“She’s still coming after him,” he whispered. “Wynry will never rest until she is dead, or I am.” His haunted eyes swung to her. “Now your uncle is involved in my family’s unfinished business.”

“Shh.” Eira squeezed his hand. “My uncle was involved because of me well before he was involved because of you.”

He smiled weakly. “I wasn’t sure if I’d ever tell you, but I’m glad you know my innermost wound now. It’s only fair, since I know yours.”

Eira chuckled darkly. “Well, I wouldn’t say you know all my wounds with such detail.”

“Don’t challenge me.” He grinned slightly. It brought a genuine, albeit small, smile to her lips as well.

“Thank you for trusting me,” she said softly.

“You’ve earned my trust.” He looked up at the sky, where the moon was hanging low. “We should get some rest.”

“We should.”

Yet neither of them moved.

“I want to ask you to stay the night,” he whispered. All other sounds faded into his breathing. Eira captured every detail of his face as he reached up to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “You could be a beautiful distraction to make me forget the agony of the day.”

She laughed. A huff of air, more like. “You would be a gorgeous distraction. I’d be lying to you if I said the thought hadn’t crossed my mind earlier,” she admitted.

Olivin cupped her cheek. His palm was searing hot, much like she imagined the rest of him to be. “I’m glad the feeling is mutual.”

“I don’t know what I feel.” She’d been honest so far; they were baring their souls.

“Perhaps you could find out?”

Eira hadn’t realized how close they’d been to the wall of Meru’s house. Olivin took a step forward; her back was flush against the building. He braced himself with his palm, the other hand still on her face as he hovered over her. The world narrowed down into a breathless moment.

“Olivin…” Eira whispered. Her chest was too tight to manage words.

“Tell me I should stop.” He leaned forward, the side of his nose brushing against hers. She sucked in a breath. Holding it. Her whole body in tension. The way he looked at her through his long lashes and heavy lids with raw passion made her insides turn to jelly.

“You should.”

“Tell me you want me to.” His fingers pushed on her chin, tilting her face up.

Eira opened her mouth to speak, but no words came. She knew what was about to happen and…she let it.

His lips quivered slightly as they brushed against hers. The briefest of touches—so brief that she almost wasn’t sure if it was real or not. It was like a warning shot. A breath to allow her to walk away. To do the thing she knew was sensible.

But being sensible—trying to consider all facets of a situation, constantly—was exhausting. Sometimes, she wanted to give in to her reckless instincts. She wanted to let go even when she knew she shouldn’t. She wanted to follow her hammering heart and the burning need she’d been forcing herself to ignore.

Olivin leaned away. Her eyes opened wide enough to see his intense expression. He looked as if he wanted to devour her. She swallowed hard, tilting her head slightly.

The hesitation vanished. Everything collapsed with a muffled noise of surprise. A rush of air and dizzying relief that went straight to her head when his mouth crashed back into hers. The tension that had been building between them had reached its breaking point, and oh…how gorgeously they shattered.

His grip shifted, tilting her face in the right way. The gentle press of his thumb had her lips parting for him. Olivin deepened the kiss with the finesse of a skilled lover.

She was putty in his grasp and Eira allowed her mind to go blissfully blank. There was so much to worry about. So much weighing on them. For a moment she just wanted to let it all go and escape into the warmth of a handsome man—of desire. Was that so bad? Did that make her so terrible?

Nothing that felt this good could be terrible.

Olivin took another small step forward. The firm length of his body pressed her against the wall. Her hands had nowhere else to go but his hips. He was a lean man. Wiry, ropy muscle. All the flowing fabrics he wore hid just how lithe he actually was. Her hands drifted down, grazing over the pert curve of his rear.

A low rumble rose up his throat. She caught it. No longer a passive participant, Eira kissed him back fiercely. Give me relief, each kiss said silently, let me feel and simply be, if only for a moment.

Olivin’s other hand shifted to tangle in her hair. His touch. The space between them compressed. The broad expanse of his back… She could imagine how he might feel in bed. The way he would take her.

Falling between the sheets with him would be simple. Easy. He exuded the confidence that came with experience. They didn’t need to overcomplicate this with anything beyond carnal need.

He must have had similar thinking, because he pulled away and leaned in, cheek against hers. Against the shell of her ear, he rasped, “Come to bed with me.”

Eira’s eyes fluttered closed. Her head tilted, leaning into each of his hands. He took the opening to kiss over her chin and down her neck.

“I will be good to you.” His voice was husky against her throat.

“I…I know.” She could feel it deep in her core. It would be so easy… “But I can’t.”

Olivin’s kisses slowed, turning to sweet pecks. He leaned away, stroking the swell of her cheek with his thumb. “Was I too forward? Did I misread?”

“No. I would’ve stopped you if I wanted. Which, I just did.” Eira gave him a sly smile. “But I told you, I don’t know what I feel.”

“I don’t need your heart to enjoy your company, or your body.” He smirked. It was annoyingly handsome. But it was also accented by his yet haunted, almost desperate eyes. Maybe…in some ways, he was as broken as she was. They both had wanted this distraction against their better judgment and that reaffirmed her decision.

“I know. But I don’t know how my heart would handle it. And that’s…that’s why I can’t.” She’d indulged herself enough. But there was a line. A point where, once crossed, she didn’t know what would happen. She’d vowed at the start of the tournament she wouldn’t allow herself to get swept away. There were still things outstanding with Cullen—even if they weren’t together…they also weren’t entirely not together. It was complicated enough that anything more didn’t feel right.

“While I admit I wish it was a different outcome, I respect your choice.”

Eira ran a hand down his chest. Olivin leaned into it slightly. “I wish I knew I could and keep things simple. But I know my heart still needs time. And I don’t know if I’m the sort of woman who can lie with a man without feelings being involved.”

“Eira”—her name was so very sweet on his lips—“you don’t have to explain yourself to me. A simple no is enough. I want nothing less than an enthusiastic yes from my partners.” She smiled even as his hand fell from her face. “A shame, though, that this moment is when you found your more sensible, measured nature.” He had a mischievous glint to his eyes.

“Isn’t it though?” She leaned forward and planted a kiss on his cheek. Olivin wore a warm smile as she pulled away. “I haven’t always made the best choices…but I’m trying to be better.”

Better already was not thinking this moment was love. A want for distraction did not mean, or need to be, an entanglement of the heart. But better was also knowing when a distraction, even what would’ve been a delicious one, was ill-advised. When it was a risk she wasn’t yet ready for.

He took a step back. “Should you change your mind, you know where to find me.”

“Thank you.” She took a step away, not yet ready to turn and leave him behind. “But for what it’s worth, I’m immensely flattered. You know you could have any woman you wanted.”

“You don’t have to tell me.” He chuckled with a playful, sexy arrogance. “But you could also have any man, Eira. Don’t sell yourself short.”

“I’m working on that, too.”

“Good.”

“Maybe, once the tournament is over and all the dust has settled…you and I could find some time, once I’ve had an opportunity to have some proper discussions with myself. If the interest is still there.” Her tone was as casual as she felt. No promises, expectation, or pressure. It would be what it would be…or it would be nothing more than a brief, stolen kiss in the moonlight.

“I think I’d like that,” he said with a note of finality. Yet neither of them moved away. They continued standing on the packed earth of the village, a nighttime breeze emphasizing the space between them. A gap so easily closed with one falter of self-control. One more moment of reckless abandon and she would be—

“Sleep well, Olivin.”

“You too, Eira.”

They parted ways. Her lips still burning and head still light. Eira waited for the moment when guilt for what she’d done would crash upon her. But it never came. Cullen was sorting himself as much as she was. She wasn’t going to hold herself back for him. What would be, would be. She’d leave it in fate’s hands.
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Everyone was still fast asleep as Eira crept upstairs. Fortunately, she made it to her room without waking anyone. Eira stripped out of her clothes from the day, dressing for night. When she dropped her soiled clothes onto the pile in the corner, her eyes snagged on the pair of trousers she’d worn the day she left Risen. The events of that day returned to her with force. But there was a new angle to them. Things she hadn’t seen before her time with Olivin.

A woman with steely eyes…like Olivin’s. Who would be a few years his senior.

A Pillar who had every reason to go after Yonlin.

Righteous wrath, that was what the female cleric who had attended to Yonlin had said that day. The same words the woman in the crowd had used when she’d thrown the rock at Eira. Lumeria’s knights had escorted the woman away…but they could’ve been secret Pillars. Given how fast the rumors had been spreading of Eira and the flame, it wasn’t a stretch to think the Pillars were staging opportunities to fuel them. There had been enough time for a lone rider to make it to Warich ahead of their plodding carriages…

Wynry would’ve seen Eira dancing with her brother when Eira was still pretending to be Ferro’s pet. She knew what Eira looked like. Her heart hammering, Eira practically lunged for her trousers. The rock the woman had thrown, that she had so carelessly shoved in her pocket and thought nothing more of, was still there. Seeing it with new eyes, she realized it looked like the same type of stone that the sculptures in Ulvarth’s throne room had been made from.

During her first day she had listened for echoes in the buildings around her. In the coliseum. But what she’d needed might have been right under her nose.

Taking a breath, Eira allowed her magic to seep into the stone for the first time, immediately feeling foolish for not listening earlier when voices blossomed in her mind.

Do not weep, my child, Ulvarth said.

Forgive me, Father, for my weakness, a woman’s voice replied. She had a deeper resonance than most. Eira wasn’t sure if the similarity to Olivin’s voice was actually there, or if she was imagining it in the hopes that the voice she heard was his sister and meant the stone would be some kind of significant lead.

We will discard our halls below, for our thrones above. Ulvarth was as frustratingly cryptic as ever. But it heartens me to see you weep for our first home together.

I know once the deed is done, we will rule. We will return to her holy temple, as we were meant to.

But first, we will show the people of this land our power. There was malicious glee to Ulvarth’s voice. We will expunge the followers of Raspian from Meru with her might. We shall show those that would stand with their twisted treaty the cleansing flames of Yargen and turn the seat of their power to rubble.

They will know fear and awe, the woman Eira assumed was Wynry said with reverence.

We will show them all. But first, we will cleanse this place of our presence as we will cleanse the hearts of the people above. They shall soon know of our impending return. We will rise once more as her mighty swords. Then, we will bring down the castle on the hill Raspian has infiltrated. When their eyes are on their foolish treaty, we shall destroy their throne in Risen.

Silence. And then an explosion had Eira dropping the stone and clutching her ears. Once her head stopped ringing, she straightened and crossed to the window. She could barely see Meru’s house and all the windows were dark.

Did she go back to Olivin?

No, he was likely asleep by now and she didn’t want to risk waking the other competitors in the process of getting back to him. She didn’t know how she could reach Deneya, or Vi, either. She could make some kind of a scene, perhaps? But any erratic behavior could tip Ulvarth off to her discovery.

Eira pulled at her fingers, popping her knuckles restlessly. The best path was patience. It would have to wait until the morning. Hopefully she could find Deneya sometime before the game and tell her of the discovery. If not, there was still one more day. The treaty wasn’t going to be signed until the day after the final game. There was still time…

Her eyes dragged back to the coliseum, a dark silhouette against the night sky. The mentions of fighting in the streets from Deneya…the strange immolations Alyss had read about in her paper… The Pillars were already putting the first parts of their plans into action—rising as “mighty swords.”

Next was Risen, if she didn’t stop them first.
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There was no time the next morning to get to Olivin or Ducot. Everything moved at a blistering speed. Horns blasting woke them, earlier than the other days, it felt like.

“Can you believe it’s the final day?” Noelle called from across the hall.

“Last day of waking up early,” Alyss grumbled from her room.

Eira said nothing, quickly dressing and speeding downstairs. She kept the rock in her pocket even though it would do little good to anyone but her. It wasn’t as if she could put the echoes in the minds of others. Still, it felt like some kind of proof and it pressing against her thigh was a reminder that she had much to do. She had to see if she could find Deneya.

“You’re ready quickly.” Cullen was still smoothing his hair from bed.

Eira stopped in her tracks. The feeling of Olivin’s mouth on hers was sharp in her mind. She swallowed thickly, a twinge of guilt trying to worm its way into her. “I could say the same for you.”

It only took one second from the moment he looked at her properly for him to sense something was wrong. His expression became grave. He crossed the gap between them. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“I have to get to Deneya or the princess as quickly as possible.” That was the most important thing. “I don’t have time to explain but there’s something I need to tell them.”

“Then let’s go.” Cullen was at her side in an instant. He didn’t second-guess her. Taking her by the hand, he led her out the door and into the sunlight. “We’ll go to the portcullis and find an attendant. I’m certain I could get word to my father and then—”

It was too late. The attendants were already in the center of the village, lining up the other competitors. Eira’s heart sank.

“We’ll find them.” He squeezed her fingers.

“Cullen, your hand.” Eira tried to pull away. He held fast.

“I—I want to walk in with you on the final day.” The words were a bit forced, as if they took all his bravery to say.

“I don’t think this is the time to risk it,” Eira said softly, glancing around. Qwint was already lining up.

“If not now, then when? I want everyone to see—”

“I appreciate what you’re trying to do,” Eira said quickly. “I really do.” It was certainly more of a grand gesture than he’d managed for weeks. “But this isn’t the time. I think the Pillars are going to attack tomorrow.”

“What?” His voice dropped to a hush with hers. “Why?”

“An echo—Why I had to get to Deneya,” she whispered hastily as they started toward the line. “Let’s just get through the next two days and then we’ll sort ourselves out, please.”

He nodded. Eira was relieved he seemed to understand as his fingers unraveled. She didn’t know if Lavette had seen and, in that moment, didn’t care much. There were far more important things that were occupying her thoughts.

“What’s with all the hurry?” Noelle yawned as they stepped into line. Alyss was dragging her feet not far behind. “Are they that eager for the final game?”

“Yes,” Eira answered before Cullen could. There was no point in worrying her friends further before the final game.

She began marching with the rest of the column in a daze. Two weeks had gone by and it had felt like two months. Things were different, she was different. But she hadn’t done enough. Eira gripped the stone in her pocket as the music picked up and they began to march. She could see Cullen’s worried glances, but didn’t pay him any mind. Her focus was ahead.

Through the center passage and into the arena for a final time. The stands were fuller than she’d ever seen them. Packed to the brim with people who had finally made it to the tournament.

And while all eyes were turned here, while the remaining force of the shadows were here… The explosion trapped in the echo of the stone rang in her ears. The Pillars were going to attack Lumeria’s castle.

They wove around stacks of rock, twisted metal, and wood, to come to a stop before the royals in the arena. Once again, the musical chairs of who was present and who was not had rotated. Neither Vi nor Aldrik were in attendance, leaving the Solaris seats woefully empty. For the first time, Eira found their absences reassuring. The treaty couldn’t be signed without the royals present.

You have time, she reminded herself. Play along for now and don’t give any signals you know.

“Welcome, competitors.” The ever-present Lumeria was in her usual position, front and center. “For the final day of our tournament, Meru has designed a game intended to highlight all you have learned throughout this competition in working with your team and utilizing your magic in creative ways.

“In today’s relay, each of you will tackle a different obstacle. The last team to have their torch on the final pedestal at the far end of the arena, and lit, will be declared victorious,” she announced.

“Last team? Doesn’t she mean first?” Alyss mused. Eira was confused as well.

“The first runner must free your team’s torch, lap around the arena, and then light it on the braziers beneath the royal box.”

As the queen spoke, magic pulsed all around them. Eira could instantly pin where from, looking from Arwin to other morphi dressed in attendants’ tabards positioned on the walls that circled the arena. Some of the supplies stacked around the arena shimmered as though made of water. And where there was previously nothing, behind where the competitors stood were four torches, wrapped up halfway in a stone pillar. A locked box of metal around them. It was fascinating to see the obstacles come to life in a manner she imagined was similar to the maze yesterday—the portion of the game Eira had been unconscious for.

“After racing around the arena, the first runner will pass the torch to the second runner, who must carry it through a maze of rope.” Behind the first obstacle, a new one formed. Eight walls appeared. Stretched between them at every angle imaginable were ropes. “If you burn a rope, or hit one too hard, water will come crashing down, and if your torch is snuffed, you’ll be immediately disqualified.”

Eira suspected which obstacle she’d be running.

“After the second runner laps the arena, they’ll pass off the torch to the third. The third runner will be tasked with climbing to the top of a sheer wall and then leaping off into a pit of water.”

“While we still have to keep our torch lit?” Noelle muttered.

“It wouldn’t be a challenge, otherwise,” Cullen responded.

Eira’s earlier guess for which obstacle she’d be running was wrong. Attendants she didn’t recognize carefully moved water into the next obstacle, giving it special attention. Eira had spent weeks learning the faces of all those around her. These were new. She was certain that it wasn’t her paranoia getting the better of her.

“I’ll be the third runner,” she said hastily, watching as the attendants disappeared underneath the portcullis.

“Sounds good to me,” Noelle agreed with ease, still oblivious to her worry.

“The third runner will take their lap before passing off the torch to the fourth runner. The last runner will immediately lap the arena a final time to then stand on the final pedestal. At which point, the other teams will attempt to extinguish the torch. Before then, competitors may do nothing to try and prematurely extinguish other teams’ torches.”

Ah, there it was. That’s why she had said the last torch lit won. It wouldn’t be a game in the tournament of five kingdoms if there wasn’t some way for them to do battle against each other.

“If no torch makes it to the final platform, the winners will be decided based on whose torch remains lit for the longest time,” the queen finished. “Each team will be given five minutes to strategize and decide their order. Good luck!”

A large hourglass rose up from the balcony where the competitors would usually watch from. It hovered in the air and turned over. The sand began pouring from top to bottom as the teams hastily discussed their strategies. Eira tried to keep her focus in the game, she knew how much it meant to her friends, and everyone from Solaris. Plus, if she acted strangely now, the Pillars would know she was onto them. She had to stay in place and act the part. Vi was counting on her to do it.

But, all the while, Eira couldn’t help feeling like the sands of a different hourglass were about to run out…
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Everyone was lined up and ready. The sand in the hourglass was almost gone. Noelle was positioned at the first obstacle. Cullen was ready at the second, Eira at the third, and Alyss at the fourth.

The last placement had been a heated debate among them. Alyss would have an easier time getting the torch out initially. But Noelle pointed out that it was more important to place their strongest competitor at the end. The game didn’t reward speed. It rewarded accuracy and endurance. And Alyss had already proved she could outlast in her rock shell more than anyone else.

Eira had warned them all to be especially on their guards for this game. Luckily, by now, her friends trusted her enough to believe her without question.

“When the sands run out, the final game of the first annual Tournament of Crowns will begin!” Lumeria announced.

Noelle clapped her hands together. Fire crackled around them.

“Three…two…” the whole crowd chanted, a unifying cry, “…one!”

The bell chimed and everyone sprang into action. Kotol began trying to rip the lock from the bars of the cage that protected the torch. Lop wasted no time: with one spin of his bracelets the lock was off. Sorrah was equally fast and Menna was right behind with her Lightspinning.

Noelle’s flames burned so hot around the door that the metal was already turning orange. She walked up to it, pulling back the iron as though it were clay and not metal. The crowd erupted with cheers.

Kotol leaned down and began biting the lock. Eira’s jaw stung with phantom pains at the sight, to the point that she had to look away.

Qwint, Meru, and Twilight were all already running. Noelle was in the process of executing the Solaris team’s second strategic decision:

Don’t bother freeing the whole torch from the stone.

There was enough torch to grab that was already exposed. Freeing the rest was nothing more than a time waster. Noelle burned through the wood just beneath the top of the rock and sprinted from the cage to the brazier, lighting it and beginning her run. Kotol was on her toes, catching up quickly.

“Run, Noelle!” Eira screamed as her friend passed. Kotol had malice in her eyes and if she caught Noelle, Eira had no doubt that the draconi would trip her friend.

The first three teams to have finished freeing their torch ended up with the torches in the hands of their teammates expectedly early. But each of them seemed to be approaching the rope maze in the same way—very carefully. None of them really used any magic, instead working their way through the ropes slowly and methodically.

Was it intended to be a challenge of physical dexterity? If it was, Cullen certainly didn’t get the note.

Noelle passed off the torch to him and it only met his hands for a second. Cullen relaxed his grip and the torch hovered in the air. His brow furrowed slightly with intense focus. Eira could feel the ebb and flow of his magic, the swell, the give…it caressed her mind. His power lived underneath her skin. She’d find it anywhere and know it from anyone.

The torch lifted up high above the obstacle. Cullen’s right hand was tense and claw-like with the exertion of using tiny currents to hold it in place at its base without snuffing the flame. He cemented his grip, turned to the obstacle, and barreled forward.

Water came pouring down from the troughs on the sides, dousing him. His tunic clung to every curve Eira knew so well. It was fortunate that she was allowed to be focused on him and what he was doing right now…because she couldn’t tear her eyes away.

Cullen emerged on the other side almost at the same time as Kinnya. Ducot was right behind. Evanel had slipped a bit and Tentur’s bulk was doing him no favors.

As Cullen rounded the arena, Eira readied herself. Cullen was blisteringly fast, no doubt putting the wind under his heels. He quickly caught up to Kinnya and surpassed her. Eira turned to the obstacle that loomed over her, holding her hand behind her, ready. She didn’t need to see him when she could feel him.

The stubby bottom of the torch met her palm and she ran to the wall. At the same time, she put the base of the torch at her lower back. Ice wrapped around her abdomen, stretching halfway up the torch and affixing it to her back. This gave her free mobility in both her hands and feet to climb.

With a wave of her hand, she summoned the water from Cullen’s obstacle. She could use moisture in the air, but it wouldn’t be nearly as strong or fast as leveraging actual water. Ice hand- and footholds appeared one after the next as she scaled the wall. Eira tried to move slowly and methodically. But the excitement of the game was getting to her. In the corner of her eye, she could see Varren and Menna climbing as well.

Poor Menna had to run twice since Meru was still down a competitor.

Eira reached the top first. Cullen’s speed and her planning had given them a slight lead. One she was determined to further extend. This was the obstacle she’d been most worried about and Eira had told her friends, at all costs, she needed to get to this point first. She reached a hand down to the water, tangling her magic with it.

Fear grabbed her by the throat. She’d been right to worry.

The water wasn’t normal. Eira had spent years working with water—from when she first learned how to use her magic to when she used it in the clinic to make vessels for the dying. Her body knew water as well as it knew her own blood and something was off about this.

Eira looked over to the other ponds. The crowd began to throw verbal jabs at her hesitation. She tried to drown them out, focusing.

The draconi’s water was fine…but everyone else’s had some kind of strange addition. Menna was almost at the top. She had to act quickly.

Scooping her hand through the air, Eira summoned a small bubble of water to her. Floating within the bubble were tiny pebbles. Barely visible from afar and half the size of the flash bead she’d found in the warehouse…but unmistakably the same. It had an identical, subtle magic to it that all other flash beads possessed.

Delicately, Eira lowered the water back as Menna had reached the top. She was about to jump.

“Don’t!” Eira shouted. Menna actually hesitated. “It’s a trap! It’ll explode!” Eira wasn’t entirely sure how flash beads worked—if an impact could set them exploding alone—but it wasn’t worth the risk.

Menna leapt anyway. Eira’s heart clenched. But with a murmur of Menna’s lips, a glyph appeared under her feet and she used each shining circle of light like a stepping stone to make her way down without touching the water.

There was murmuring in the stands.

Eira turned to Varren, next. “Don’t jump, it’s trapped.”

He fumbled with his bracelets frantically. She was shocked he believed her. But perhaps the fact that she was sacrificing any lead she had made her more credible.

She stared at his water. The rules clearly stated that she couldn’t try to extinguish other teams torches…but they said nothing about helping her competition. Eira dragged her hand through the air, summoning the untainted water she’d used from Cullen’s obstacle. A slide of ice formed from the top of Varren’s wall and over the water below.

More shouting now from the stands.

“What are you doing?” Varren called over them.

“Helping.” Eira met his eyes. “None of us are supposed to be enemies, remember?” Or had everyone forgotten that in the gradually intensifying games?

After another moment of hesitation, Varren slid down. Eira turned to the next person who reached the top, Luccarius. She did the same motion.

“You’re not safe jumping in that water!”

Luccarius looked between her and the slide. He had less hesitation than Varren did. After that, Eira brought the ice to her for a slide of her own.

Just as she was about to descend, Ponn shouted, “What about me?” By now he’d heard her warnings to the other competitors.

Eira lingered, assessing the draconi’s pool once more. “Your water is fine.”

“What?”

“It’s fine. There’s no trap in yours. You can jump.”

“You helped everyone else—”

“I didn’t want them to get hurt!”

“Solaris would see me die!” he roared. The stands were in an uproar with confusion now.

Eira ignored him and slid down. Perhaps she was being a bit callous. But the draconi hadn’t done anything to help her at any point. She didn’t want them to die…but she wasn’t going to help them out of the goodness of her heart when it wasn’t necessary.

She sprinted around the arena, not too far behind the other competitors. Halfway to Alyss, there was a large splash. Ponn must’ve jumped. Judging from the crowd’s reaction, his torch was extinguished, too.

Eira kept running, sprinting as fast as she could until the torch was in Alyss’s hands. At the same time, attendants were rushing forward. Knights were surrounding the arena. They were investigating her claims, Eira hoped.

But the game had yet to be called off, so Alyss took the torch and made her run. She jumped on the pedestal, the last of the four remaining teams, and immediately drew the rock of the earth underneath the arena up and around her, leaving a small opening at the top for air and smoke. Eira, Noelle, and Cullen all put their backs to the shell, adopting defensive positions.

As soon as they did there was a burst of flame at their left. Heat crashed into them, nearly knocking back Eira and Cullen, but Noelle stood firm. The pool of water at the base of Meru’s last obstacle had been evaporated in an instant. The obstacle itself reduced back to scrap, crumbling into the raging fire that burned in the crater before it. As the competitors all recovered, they stared at the unnatural flame that burned so hot a bead of sweat rolled down even Noelle’s temple. The knights fought to snuff it.

“What the…” Cullen murmured.

“Flash beads,” Eira said under her breath as the crowds above grew even noisier.

“The game is still on,” Noelle reminded them. “Keep your positions.”

But none of the other competitors moved to fight them. Even though Lavette and Olivin were both on their pedestals, neither team made a motion toward Solaris. In fact, they didn’t even fight each other. Most of the teams began to converse amongst themselves, glancing toward the Solaris pedestal from time to time. A few approached the attendants still by the other pools.

Graff was now on the pedestal, and still, no one attacked.

The crowd began to shout and roar with confusion, demanding a show. But still, no one fought.

A tiny hole opened in Alyss’s shell at eye level. “How’s it going out there?” she shouted, though her words were barely audible through the rock.

“No one’s attacking,” Eira responded.

“What?” Alyss’s rock sank back into the earth.

“Protect yourself!” Noelle scolded.

“But no one’s attacking,” Alyss repeated Noelle. “Why not?”

“I think it’s because of Eira,” Cullen answered.

“Why are you always making trouble?” Alyss asked with a joking tone.

Eira looked over her shoulder, a little bewildered. “I hadn’t intended this…”

The crowd continued to scream, reaching a fever pitch.

“Well, I suppose I was the last one here.” Graff waved a hand over his torch, snuffing it. Confusion was apparently the only thing that could silence the stands.

“You kept Menna safe.” Olivin met her eyes with pure admiration. A warm smile slid across his mouth, arcing like a crescent moon. It pooled heat in her lower stomach. If he had smiled at her like that the other night…perhaps her answer to his invitation would’ve been different. He murmured a few words and a glyph collapsed on the flame of his torch, snuffing it.

Lavette looked to Cullen, but then her eyes drifted to Eira. The competitors from Qwint discussed and Lavette’s attention returned to Eira. She nodded, as if she’d spoken with Eira herself, then spun her bracelets, and snuffed her torch.

With that, Solaris was victorious. They had won the tournament.

But there wasn’t time for victory as Lumeria’s knights raced toward them. “You need to leave the arena, now.”
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“Solaris has won the game, and with it the competition,” Lumeria announced with a raise of her hands as the competitors were being ushered out. “Now, we will have a brief recess to set up for the awards ceremony and, most importantly, the signing of the treaty.” The queen’s words were hastier than normal. Eira noticed knights sweeping down the royals’ box.

Signing the treaty? Now? It was too soon. The fragile peace and composure Vi had been trying to hold together was coming undone. The Pillars had made their move on the arena. But they’d been caught… They’d probably wanted to be to keep the focus here.

Did this mean they were hastening their plans? Eira scanned the attendants for any other unfamiliar faces—for anyone who could get her to Deneya.

“This way, please.” The knights ushered them all into the wide road that cut underneath the coliseum and connected to the village, but didn’t take them all the way to the latter. “We need you all to wait here until further instruction.”

“I need to speak with Deneya,” Eira said boldly.

“There are other matters she must attend to.” The knight gave her an annoyed look. “The tournament will end shortly.” He stomped off.

Eira popped her knuckles in frustration. Was now the time to cause a scene? She had to warn them…

“What a way to end,” Alyss muttered.

“I expected the tournament to end with a bang, but that was a surprise,” Noelle joked.

“That is terrible and far too soon.” Cullen rolled his eyes at her.

“How did you know there were flash beads there?” Lavette was the first to approach them. She kept her voice to a hushed whisper.

Eira narrowed her eyes slightly. She hadn’t used the words “flash beads” in any of her warnings. “How did you know what it was?”

Lavette scoffed. “Don’t look at me with skepticism. I’m from Qwint. The sounds of flash bead explosions against our rune-fortified walls haunt my dreams.”

The other competitors from Qwint weren’t far behind. Lop had his arm around Varren’s trembling shoulders. Lavette was telling the truth. Their hollow and horrified gazes assured her of it.

Eira sighed softly. “Sorry, things are tense. I sensed the water was different.”

“Do you know what happened?” Menna asked, approaching with Meru and Twilight in tow. The draconi stayed separate, off to the side.

“What was that?” Graff asked, his arm around Sorrah’s shoulders. She still looked a little shaken.

All eyes were on her. Eira searched for the right words. What could she say that wouldn’t out herself as working with the Court of Shadows? Or risk more panic? She glanced toward Lavette. Her lips were pressed into a firm line. Eira understood without words.

“I noticed something odd.” She kept the flash beads among those who knew, for now.

“Odd enough to make water explode?” Graff didn’t seem convinced.

“I’m sure that was something else. Maybe a spectator who got too zealous.” She shrugged and scratched the back of her neck. “I was probably overexaggerating the risk. I’m sorry.”

“No…there was something there,” Menna said. “I saw it when I landed by the pool of water. It wasn’t normal.”

“And why wasn’t the draconi’s tampered with?” Graff looked over his shoulder.

“I don’t like your tone,” Harkor snarled.

“Eira Landan.” An attendant approached. “I have an award of an individual merit from Queen Lumeria herself.”

That silenced the rest of them.

“Excuse me?”

“You uncovered the unique element of this game—a hidden hindrance,” the attendant said.

“Then why didn’t the draconi have that hindrance?” Varren asked shakily.

“Maybe they needed an easier version of the game,” Lop joked with venom.

Harkor stomped over, grabbing Lop by the collar. “Say that again.”

“Enough, enough!” The attendant beseeched them for calm. Harkor released Lop, albeit reluctantly. “You see, in life, there are times where an unexpected advantage comes only for some, but it is how we handle adversity that truly empowers us.”

“Then what about the explosion?” Menna asked.

“The knights have already found the person culpable and have removed them from the stands.”

Eira glanced around. Was anyone actually believing this? Judging from most of their expressions, the excuse the crown was trying to spin wasn’t going over well.

“This is why Lumeria has awarded you an individual merit. You rose to the challenge, Eira. You didn’t have to warn your competition, but did anyway. Both an act of heroism and a propensity toward fairness.”

The woman smiled as she handed Eira the ribbon bearing the seal of Meru. Take your award and be quiet. That was what Lumeria was really saying. Perhaps Vi was the one who really sent it. Eira bit the insides of her cheeks and swallowed everything she wanted to say. She managed, “Thank you. Could I perhaps ask for this reward to be a word with the head of Lumeria’s knights?”

“Unfortunately that’s not a part of this award.” The attendant stepped away.

“I don’t believe it, at all.” Menna surprised more than Eira with the statement. “Look at them, scrambling to clear it up. Keeping us in this limbo. Trying to rush the signing and get it over with. Hadn’t they said a day for closing ceremonies?”

“They had,” Graff said.

“Perhaps Meru doesn’t have matters as in control as they want to appear,” Sorrah said skeptically. “This whole tournament has been a mess; think about how the treaty itself will go.” It mirrored the concerns Vi had expressed. The royal’s worst fears were slowly coming true.

“I’m sure it’ll all be fine,” Eira forced herself to say. She had to stand by the royals, for the wellbeing of all the states. Plus, the sooner this maddening treaty was signed, the sooner they all could invest their full attention in finding Ulvarth. “It was probably some kind of miscommunication about how best to set up the course. And, besides, managing a treaty is very different than a tournament. I know I, for one, would rather my leaders be better at statecraft than party planning.”

That prompted enough discussions and murmuring that Eira could step away from the rest of them, wandering back toward the opening that faced the arena in search of Deneya. Almost all of the water had been removed, slowly and carefully. The royals’ box was being dressed up with ribbons and fresh flowers. Everything was coming together exactly how Vi wanted it—said it needed to be—even if it had to be forced and rushed.

Luckily, her friends knew her well enough by now that they shielded her from others so she could have her space without Eira needing to ask. They created a buffer between her and the other competitors approaching, starting up conversations. But two people made it through: Ducot and Olivin.

“I just don’t understand it,” Eira said softly.

“They wanted to kill us—you. What’s so hard to understand about that?” Barely contained rage burned underneath Olivin’s words.

“It’s more than that,” Eira murmured, realizing she’d yet to tell them something critical. “Ducot, I need you to slip away.”

“What?” He blinked. She couldn’t blame him for being startled, given the sudden shift in conversation.

But rather than facing Ducot, she looked to Olivin. She knew what this revelation might mean to him, but she had to do it anyway. There wasn’t time to tiptoe around the matter. “The day we left Risen, a Pillar threw a rock at me. I listened to it last night, and I heard an echo from a woman who I think is your sister.” Olivin’s eyes widened slightly. Now Eira turned back to Ducot. “The Pillars are going to move against the castle during the closing ceremonies. I think it’s why they attacked the competitors—to force us to sweep the coliseum, thinking they’re here. To keep all of our attention here…” Eira quickly recounted what she’d heard in the stone. “They’re trying to force disorganization. For things to happen on their time. But if Deneya sends knights now on good horses, or whatever manpower the court has here, maybe they can get there in time to protect the castle.”

“She could at least send word. I’m sure they have communication tokens,” Olivin said hastily.

“I’ll get to Deneya.” Ducot stepped away, in the direction of the lavatories that Alyss had stood guard by when Eira had sneaked into the clerics’ room.

“Do you think they’ll get the warning in time?”

“Whether they do or don’t, they have a chance, thanks to you.” Olivin gave her a slight smile. It was too weighted with worry to be overly excited.

“Let’s hope so.”

“After this, when we go back to the village…can you play the echo for me?”

“What?”

“Is there a way I could hear it in my mind?”

“I don’t think so,” she said gently. “I’ve never tried, granted…but I don’t know how it would be possible.”

“It’s likely for the better.” His gaze was distant as he stared beyond the preparations being made in the arena. Eira wondered what would compel him to want to hear his sister’s voice.

“Eira!” Her uncle’s call startled her from Olivin. Fritz rushed over to them.

“Uncle, what’re you—you’re supposed to be keeping to your room.” Scolding her uncle felt odd. But with the Pillars making moves, now wasn’t the time.

“Yonlin is waking up.” He panted. “Come with me.”

The attendants let them pass with some excuses from Fritz about “ensuring none of the tainted water got on them.” There was enough chaos abounding that Eira didn’t think they had the energy to put up much of a resistance. Together, the three of them bounded down the hall, halfway around the arena, and up the stairs they’d traveled just last night. Breathless, they were back in Fritz’s room.

“Yonlin?” Olivin was at his brother’s bedside.

Yonlin let out a soft gasp. He had yet to open his eyes.

“Give him a moment, he’s coming to, I promise you,” Fritz reassured him.

“You’re a wonder.” Olivin’s eyes were shining with gratitude.

Eira stepped away, allowing him to have a moment with his brother. Fritz followed her.

“Thank you,” Eira said earnestly.

“It’s my duty to help, and my pleasure.”

She glanced over her shoulder at the brothers. Olivin continued to hold Yonlin’s hand, speaking softly to his younger brother. “I don’t think I could’ve handled watching him die.”

“I know.” Fritz wrapped an arm around her shoulders and they stared out his window at the town. In the distance, Eira thought she saw a pack of caped riders racing through the streets, away from the coliseum. Perhaps they were shadows. Or knights. Or both.

Ducot made it to Deneya. That was what her heart said. Eira inhaled deeply and felt hopeful for the first time. The Pillars might still have the upper hand, but they wouldn’t for long. Deneya would stall their attack on the castle. Vi would get her treaty. And then nothing would stop them from bringing Ulvarth—the man who had seen Eira’s own brother murdered—to justice.

“I hear you did well today.”

“I tried.”

“I’m glad for it. Your parents got to see you shine.”

“What?” Eira pulled away from him. The optimism that had been forming in her cracked and shattered. “What did you say?”

He smiled warmly. “I didn’t want to tell you until after. I didn’t want it to distract you. I made sure they’ve been keeping to themselves and using different names for safety. You’ve nothing to fear for them.”

“I—I—” She couldn’t even form a word. She had to make several false starts before she managed, “Here?”

“They left Oparium before the start of the tournament, but bad weather stalled their ship. I didn’t want to tell you until they arrived in case they couldn’t make it in time.”

“Why?” What in the Mother’s name would possess them to take the long and dangerous journey from Oparium to Meru?

“They wanted to support you,” he said gently.

Support her.

Support her?

After all this time they thought they could just come and cheer her on as if nothing happened? Unless this was their way of trying to make amends. It certainly wasn’t well thought through. What did they really think her reaction would be? Eira’s heart began to race. After she had just told him how she didn’t feel like they’d been there for her. He’d listened the entire time, saying nothing.

Her uncle knew her well enough to see her rising panic. He squeezed her hand. “It’s all right. You don’t have to forgive them yet either, just like you haven’t me. You don’t even have to see them, if you don’t want to. But when you’re ready to face them, I’ll be there to help, if you want it.”

She was back in the room after the second trial. Ice threatened to crackle out from around her feet. But Eira kept her magic under tight control. She would show her uncle she wasn’t the girl she’d been.

“I’ll think about it.” Her voice had gone cold.

“That’s all they want.”

Eira doubted that. Her parents had come all this way. They wanted more than that. They had to. Her stomach churned and she felt sick.

“Yonlin, that’s it, open your eyes,” Olivin said from the bed.

“Olivin?” a weak voice whispered.

Eira started for the bed, grateful for the distraction. Fritz was close behind.

“Olivin…what day is it?”

“The last day of the tournament.” Olivin was still fighting to keep his voice level. “You missed it all. You always were the lazy one.”

Yonlin tried to sit up.

“No, don’t rush.” Fritz pushed him down gently. “Your body is still healing.”

“I have to—we have to—” Yonlin struggled weakly. “We have to go. We’re all in grave danger.”
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“It’s all right,” Olivin soothed. “We know what happened. We know Wynry captured you.”

“She didn’t capture me. I went with her.”

“What?” Olivin looked as shocked as Eira had felt when Fritz told her that her parents were present. “Why…why would you?” He gripped Yonlin by the arms, pushing aside Fritz in the process.

“Be gentle with him!”

Olivin ignored Fritz, shaking Yonlin. “Why would you go with her? I thought you knew what she did to our family.”

“Of course I know! But I wanted to be brave like you!” Yonlin’s voice found strength and volume enough to still his older brother. “I know you sneak away. I know you risk your life for me all the time. I know you hunt her… I wanted to do something to help for once. I wanted to show you that I could defend myself, too, that I didn’t need you all the time.”

Eira’s chest squeezed. She knew those words. She felt them deep in her soul. The feeling of uselessness, of being cast aside, of not fully understanding why everyone around you was so afraid because no one outright told you and, if they did, you didn’t understand. That had been her, for years.

“She came to me in the clinic. She told me that it wasn’t too late for me to bring honor to our family and that I could join her.”

“You said you would, and they locked you in the room to test you—to make you appreciate the light,” Eira said softly.

There must have been something in her expression, because Yonlin stilled. The two of them locked eyes and they each saw something in the other that they would’ve desperately wanted to keep hidden. She could see what he had endured, as only someone who’d also endured it could ever hope to.

“They did it to you, too.”

Eira nodded.

“Wynry told me that I could learn of the full plan once I had earned their trust, but I asked her every time she came to me. I tried to get bits and pieces, whatever morsels she fed me alongside sips of water and specks of bread…until she stopped coming entirely.” Yonlin’s long pause almost broke Eira in two. Right when she couldn’t bear it any longer, her guilt for what her actions had done to him becoming too much, he found the strength to continue. “They’re bringing flash beads into the city.”

“Yonlin—” Olivin started.

“They’re sneaking them in through the docks.”

“Yonlin—”

“They’re going to—”

“Yonlin, we know.” Olivin smiled, glancing Eira’s way. “Eira figured it out.”

“You did?” Yonlin glanced between them.

“Our self-important, overconfident sister accidentally exposed her hand. Eira put it all together and found out that they’re going to attack the castle at the same time as the treaty is signed. She even found the flash beads in the game today.”

“Game, castle…what are you talking about?” Yonlin’s brow furrowed. He looked between them. “They’re not attacking the castle…they’re attacking the coliseum. They’re going to kill all the royals!”

Eira’s ears were ringing. She’d been right, the Pillars were doing things on their own time. But not in the way she’d expected. “No, no, that’s not…”

“Wait, you…you’re the one who can hear the echoes.” Yonlin stared up at her. His lip quivered. “Wynry said she’d gifted you a message.”

Eira staggered back. She leaned against the wall for support. Her heart and her breaths were picking up.

No.

No, no.

The Pillars had known she could listen to echoes. She’d shown them how her magic worked. They’d given her the stone hoping she would listen. Hoping she would tell Deneya and throw them off their real plans.

“And I sent knights and shadows away. I contributed to the chaos.” The image of the riders leaving town was seared on her eyes. It was all she could see. There had to still be knights here, but they were likely now stretched thin—focused on the royals alone, not prowling the arena for a threat they didn’t think was there.

“Yonlin, are you sure?” Olivin grabbed his brother.

“It was all she talked about the last time she came to me! They’re hiding the flash beads in the pillars underneath the box. Little by little, so no one would notice.”

Eira thought of the construction she’d seen. Of Ducot saying that workers were constantly going in and out at night and patching every crack. The fact that, in all their searching, they couldn’t find a large cache of flash beads anywhere. All the fresh mortar with runes to strengthen…not the coliseum, but the explosion. All the clues were there, dismissed or misunderstood.

Olivin looked to Eira, panic across his face. “We have to warn them.”

She pushed away from the wall. She couldn’t let fear freeze her. This was her fault. Just like Yonlin had been. She had to fix this. She had to do something right.

“I’ll go to the royals’ box,” Fritz volunteered.

“Uncle, no.”

“I’m faster than I look, Eira.”

“But—”

“You would do it for Alyss,” he cut her off. “Vhalla Solaris is my Alyss.”

“The empress is here? Now?” Eira whispered. She’d hoped their absence meant they hadn’t made it.

“All the royals are,” he said gravely. “The treaty was supposed to be signed tomorrow. But if they’re signing it now…”

“Then all the royals will be there already,” she finished with horror. Ulvarth had maneuvered Vi into rushing everyone to the arena, ensuring things happened too quickly for them to take any precautions. He was making a fool of them, showing their weaknesses to all those gathered right before he dealt the final blow.

“Go.” Olivin stood. “I’ll get to Deneya. Yonlin, you get out of here.”

“And go where?”

“Anywhere hidden and safe by the main road, near the Risen side of Warich.” It was the furthest place from the coliseum.

“I want to stay and—”

“Do it, Yonlin,” Eira encouraged. “I wish I listened to my older brother more while I could.”

Yonlin stood with Olivin.

“Eira, go warn the competitors,” Olivin instructed. She nodded. He was out the door in a blur. Yonlin was behind, but much slower.

Eira was fighting to keep down the contents of her stomach. “Uncle, my parents…”

“We’re going to keep them safe—everyone safe.” Fritz gave her a squeeze and was gone.

Eira stumbled forward, leaning against the doorframe. Trumpets blared and she let out a scream of frustration in tandem. Her eyes burned worse than her legs as she began to run. Sprinting through the halls. Every crack, patched with lumpy mortar…globs the size of flash beads.

She pushed attendants out of the way, shouting, “Get out while you can! Leave!”

The crowd cheering could be heard faintly as they rounded down the stairs. Was the treaty being brought out? Were all the competitors being ushered back into the arena? Would Ulvarth attack them as well? Could Yonlin have been wrong?

A thousand questions swelled in her, each more horrible than the last. Each reminding her of how badly she had failed. Not yet, not yet! every hammering of her heart said, begged. She wasn’t just death and failure. She could do good. She could help.

It didn’t matter if what she was about to do would make her look like she’d lost all her better senses. She was going to run into the arena and drag them all back by force. Alyss. Noelle. Cullen…

Eira raced past the clerics’ room. One more turn of the tunnel. More cheering. She could vaguely hear the announcements that were being made in the distance.

“…the winning team…goes…”

If they were just giving out awards, then the treaty hadn’t been signed yet. Maybe the royals were still gathering. It had to take time to collect them all, right? They could put a stop to all this and then…

She stopped in her tracks.

In the center of the main tunnel, where she’d walked dozens of times now, was a man. He slowly turned to face her, a flash of surprise in his deep blue eyes before his smile turned sinister. His cheekbones were the shape of Ferro’s. His hair was salted.

And, this time, he didn’t wear the clothing of an attendant. This time, he was dressed in plate metal emblazoned with filagree of Lightspinning. He looked every measure of the champion he wasn’t.

“Ulvarth.” His name escaped her lips, as venomous as a curse and as foul-tasting as a poison.

“Eira,” he replied with a serpentine smile. “Are you ready to witness the dawn of a new age of light?”
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Adagger was in her hand in an instant. Eira glanced right, toward the village. There were several other Pillars there, no longer in the robes of the attendants. They all had a hand placed over their heart, the symbol of Yargen etched by a dagger’s point into the backs. Crimson ran down their torsos from the fresh wounds. One was a woman with steely eyes.

“I’m not going to let you take a step farther.” Eira brandished her weapon, sinking into her stance. Was there a way she could summon Alyss or one of the others to look back here? Could she call for Fritz or Olivin or someone?

No. Her friends were too far away. Eira was on her own. What did she do? Stay and fight? Or flee?

“Are you going to kill me?” Ulvarth stopped, staring from the dagger to her face. He seemed more amused than threatened.

Eira’s hand quivered as she gripped the dagger. She should plunge it through his throat. She should be running toward him. But she was frozen in place, her blood colder than the dagger she held. More still than the Pillars had been when she’d exerted her power over them.

“Why don’t you try?” he egged her on. That snapped her to action. She threw the dagger toward him. It shot from her hand, flying through the air, and shattered on a glyph that appeared out of nowhere. Eira glanced between the Pillars continuing their march around him, toward the arena and toward everyone she’d ever loved. She should have used the opportunity to run while she had it.

Ulvarth roared with laughter. “Is that all you have? Such power. Such skill. Wasted. I could’ve molded you. I could’ve made you exceptional.”

She looked to the arena where the Pillars were marching. If Eira had learned anything, it was that she couldn’t do everything alone. She had to get help. Don’t face off against him alone, Alyss had begged.

“I’ll give you one more chance.” Ulvarth took a step toward her, and then another. “Join me. Join my righteous crusade. We can find a place even for a heathen like you. Perhaps, if you work hard enough to appease me, and you dedicate your life to our just cause, I will forgive your sins.”

“I killed your son and you would forgive me for it?”

“Yargen’s ways are mysterious to those who are not her chosen. But I can see clearly. I know her intent as her champion. I am here to deliver this land to its one, true destiny.”

The muck in the waters of her mind vanished. For the first time, Eira thought clearly. He wasn’t just a religious zealot looking to pursue his twisted dogma. He wasn’t only out for revenge against the people and systems that had wronged him. He was a man who had tasted power once…absolute, unfathomable power.

And it had been stripped from him by Vi, Deneya, and Taavin.

Ulvarth might believe the dogma, he might want vengeance against the people he saw as wrongfully imprisoning him, framing him for a crime he claimed he didn’t commit…but more than anything, he wanted to be the leader of the Swords of Light again and all the power that came with it. He wanted revenge. Even more. His true triumph would come in the form of a single, golden circlet placed upon his brow, plucked from Lumeria’s corpse.

He wasn’t targeting the castle. Yonlin was right. He would kill the royals and step into the vacuum of power he made for himself. He would paint himself as the one to bring order from the chaos of his own making. He was going to use all the reverence of the people of Meru against them.

Another dagger appeared in her hand. She couldn’t let him win. She’d distract him again and run for her friends.

“You still wish to kill me?” Ulvarth’s words turned to gravel. Harsh. Cold. “Die with the rest of them, then.” The world seemed to slow as his mouth began to form the next word. “Loft—”

Loft, the high discipline word of power that meant to incapacitate. Loft dorh—to immobilize. Loft not—to sleep. The words his son had used on her. Words Olivin had used on her in the third trial, ones she fought.

She had only a second to react. The longest second of her life. The moment in which all Eira had to rely on was instinct and the knowledge she’d gained over the years from everything that she had never been supposed to learn. Her dagger vanished from her palm as Eira shifted her focus. There wasn’t time to attack him physically. She couldn’t overpower him. In a battle of physical or magical strength…she’d have to be more cunning to thwart him.

Eira thrust out her hand.

“N—”

She could feel the magic beginning to surge around him, just as it had Ferro that night. Connect with it, she willed herself. Connect with it just as she had with Cullen, Alyss, and Noelle throughout the games. As she had been practicing. As she’d done for Deneya just last night.

But this second part…this was what she hadn’t dared allow herself to practice. This was sorcery that she’d considered forbidden. Power that she’d not risked with any of her friends because it could change their life forever. But Ulvarth? Ulvarth she’d explore the most sinister parts of her nature for. She’d expose him to the most horrible magic she could imagine and feel no guilt.

She’d break him.

Eira’s magic flooded around him, tangling with his power. Ulvarth’s eyes widened slightly. He could feel it, but it was too late.

He continued trying to form the word. Time felt like it had slowed. “No—”

“No,” Eira whispered. “I don’t think I’ll let you.”

She closed her fist and screamed. Ulvarth screamed at the same time, clutching his chest as though the dagger she had thrown earlier finally hit its mark, striking him right through the heart. An audible ripping sound tore through her body, echoing in her ears. She gasped, feeling an unseen force pull from deep within her. Power spun like a top—like a spool—thread unfurling faster, and faster, and faster until the string came loose and there was nothing left.

They were sinking into the unseen abyss of Eira’s making. No, Ferro had made the abyss. Ulvarth had deepened it. And now she would condemn him to it.

Her knees met the ground. Her hands trembled as she braced herself. Eira pulled her head up, looking at him through her hair. Ulvarth was on the ground as well. Pillars were slowing their march toward the arena. Hesitating before rushing to surround the leader that they were nothing without.

Eira seized the opportunity the confusion created, pushed herself up, and ran into the sunlight.

There was some kind of announcement still being made but the words were hazy and distant. It was like she was somewhere far under water, light and sound filtering through as distorted and muffled. Eira pushed past other competitors—walls of flesh in her way. She had to get to Alyss, Cullen, and Noelle. She had to warn them. She had to tell them—

She plowed into something sturdy. One of those walls of flesh had caught her. Held her. Supported her. Eira looked up, blinking, the world slowing coming back into focus. Everything was deafening. Colors were too bright.

“Eira.” Cullen’s voice was level and solid. Her heart slowed as she breathed in time with him, his fingers wrapping around the backs of her elbows as he kept her upright. “What happened? Where were you?”

“He’s here.” Eira looked around, eyes landing on the portcullis. “Ulvarth is here. We have to go—we have to get away from the royals’ box. We have to get everyone out of here. We have to make them leave. Everyone leave!”

“What did you say?” Graff interjected.

Varren was paying attention now, too. “Get away, why?”

“What is it now?” Harkor grumbled.

“Eira, what’s happened?” Ducot asked.

“Where’s Olivin?” Menna demanded. “Last I saw he was with you.”

She ignored their questions. There wasn’t time to answer. “We all have to leave. Please. Get out of here.” Eira pushed Cullen away. She sprinted over to Graff, pushing him too. Then to Lavette. The woman caught her, staring with confused and pitying eyes. “Please, they all like you. People listen to you. Make them leave.”

“Eira, I don’t understand,” Lavette said softly. Though it almost looked like she wanted to.

“We will commence the signing shortly!” Lumeria announced high above. Eira looked up to the queen of Meru, the sun shining on her silks from high above. Over Lumeria’s shoulder, Eira saw Vi speaking with Aldrik and Vhalla. They stood.

The Republic of Qwint’s box was filled with three individuals. An old man stood in Twilight’s box, Arwin next to him. The draconi’s box was still vacant. Perhaps Fritz or Deneya had made it to them? Should she shout up in case? No, there was no way they’d hear over the noise of the crowd.

Eira looked back to the portcullis. There were still shadows shifting in the gloom on the other side of the sunlight. They were pinned. But they could all take the Pillars if they had to, right?

A firm hand clamped over her shoulder. “Where are we going?” Noelle asked.

“Anywhere but here.” Eira looked into the stands. “The spectators also… My parents—” Her mind was moving too quickly. There was too much for her to worry about. All her thoughts were being swallowed by the hollow within her. Sucked into the same void that she had condemned Ulvarth’s magic to.

The crowd shifted their attention. Some murmured. Others pointed at the portcullis. Eira looked over her shoulder. Ulvarth strode out proudly, as if he hadn’t been doubled over a moment ago.

Their time was up.

“Good people of Meru, those born of the Goddess’s soil, whose magic crafts her sacred words to shape,” Ulvarth said, his voice projected. Eira looked back to the box. Arwin was helping the elderly man away, glancing back over her shoulder. A familiar shade of blond hair was a blur in the high-up portion of the packed royals’ box. Fritz was there. Taavin was nowhere to be seen. But Lumeria remained poised and still. Why wasn’t she fleeing? Had word not made it to her yet?

Eira’s ribs were breaking, one by one, they had to be. That was the only explanation for her pain. Her wheezing, gasping breaths that she had to fight for.

“You have been fooled, taken in by Raspian’s workings,” Ulvarth continued as Fritz made it to the Solaris family. He practically pulled them from their seats. “Your hearts have been imprinted upon by his evils.”

“That’s Ulvarth?” Noelle asked.

“That’s him,” Eira managed to say, dazed. All she could focus on was her uncle. He continued moving through the stands, trying to pull royals away. Shouting at them with words Eira couldn’t hear, and yet somehow felt.

“Let’s kill him then!”

Cullen caught Noelle’s arm before she could throw her magic. “No. Eira is right, we need to run.”

“But—”

“Follow me,” Ducot interrupted Noelle. The morphi were around him, looks of determination on their faces.

“But…” It was Eira’s turn to lose her words. She looked back to the Pillars. They were fanning out. They were going to surround the competitors. The draconi were already approaching them, knuckles cracking and claws always ready for a fight.

“But I have come.” Ulvarth pressed on. “I, the chosen champion of the goddess Yargen, have come to liberate you all from the evils that plague you. You know not how deep the corruption runs. But fear not, for I will expunge it.”

“Eira,” Alyss urged, grabbing her hand.

“My uncle…my uncle is still up there.” Tears were streaming down her cheeks. How was any of this happening? How had Ulvarth bested them all?

Alyss and Cullen had to drag her away. The draconi weren’t fleeing, they were staying, talons and flames brandished. Menna and Evanel joined Eira’s brigade—a half circle to protect the competitors fleeing behind the Twilight Kingdom.

“Goddess Yargen, if you see it fit, bestow your wonders upon this champion.” Ulvarth lifted his hands. Eira followed the movement with her eyes, seeing Pillars slitting the throats of knights in the stands. Men and women leapt up from their hiding places in plain sight, capitalizing on the chaos to systematically slice down Lumeria’s guards and allies.

Vi had seemed so in control. So clever. Eira had been certain she could get ahead of the Pillars. That she could figure them out. She could thwart them.

They were only half as clever as they thought they’d been. Ulvarth had stayed one step ahead. He had let them think they were winning so they made mistakes…just as Vi had been expecting of him.

He’d laid the path, and they’d followed.

“If there is evil, then give me the power to smite it!” Ulvarth boomed.

The entire royals’ box exploded.
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Weightlessness.

She soared through the air, as helpless and powerless as a piece of rock jettisoned off from what had been the royals’ box. The earth refused to take her. She bounced and rolled, debris pelting her. The air was knocked from her. Pain seared through her sharper than any blade.

Were her ears bleeding? They rang as though the game’s main bell had been rung right next to Eira’s face. Her vision was blurry again. She tried to make sense of the hazy, black-and-white shapes the world had been reduced to.

Color slowly returned. Then the sound of her ragged breaths. Her heartbeat.

Eira pulled herself from the wreckage, scanning the carnage around her. The Pillars had made a shell of shining glyphs—a protective covering only for them. The competitors had been reduced to bodies and gore among stone and mortar.

“Alyss?” Her friend had just been right next to her…she was just here…where… “Alyss?” Eira called out again, though her own voice sounded distant. “Noelle? Cullen?”

She found her knees before her feet, pushing away rocks to hunt for bare earth and leaving bloody handprints behind. Alyss had been right next to her. That meant she was somewhere…somewhere under here.

“Alyss?” Eira choked out, rummaging, even though her whole body was protesting every movement. Everything was an agony that could only be summed up by the chorus of a thousand screams rising to the unforgiving sun high above. “Please, please no.” There was so much blood…

“Eira!” A large piece of rock to her left moved to reveal a winded Alyss. “Eira!” Her friend rushed to her. “I’m sorry, it happened so fast. I thought I had you, too.”

Tears streamed down her face with relief. Alyss was all right.

“We have to go!” Cullen called. He and half the other competitors stood in a ring of debris. He must’ve summoned a gale to protect them.

Eira looked back over her shoulder to where Ulvarth still stood. The madman was shouting, “Behold. Behold her power, her might! Blessings, blessing upon us.”

The royals’ box was completely gone. Utterly destroyed. Nothing but a hulking hole in the side of the arena was left. It had been reduced to a pile of rubble overtaken by an inferno of magic flame.

How many royals had still been there? Did they have enough warning to use their magic to protect themselves? How many had her uncle managed to usher out? Had he made it away? Eira howled with pain at the thought. She didn’t know who had escaped, but there was one person who she knew would’ve been too far to get away. The woman who always stood at the front of it all, right on the edge, farthest from the exit.

Lumeria.

The queen of Meru. The leader who’d thrown her weight behind the treaty. If Vi had been the mastermind, Lumeria had been the heart. And now she was gone. Gone in a blast of flash beads.

“We have to fight,” she murmured. They couldn’t just run. Though, hadn’t she been the one to suggest it? Eira spun, adrift. What was the point of running? To live? What were they living for? Everything was crumbling around them. What world would be left for them if they ran now? Was there anywhere safe?

“We can’t fight.” Cullen’s voice was close. He’d closed the gap between them in what seemed like a second. Without warning, he leaned in, wrapping his arm around her and hoisting her into the air. Eira leaned against his shoulder.

“We can’t let him get away with this.”

“I know.” He carried her away from Ulvarth, toward an opening in the wall that the morphi were leading them through. “But we can’t kill him now, either.”

She remembered what he’d said. “We’d make him a martyr.”

But did that mean he could never be defeated? Were they destined to be his prey forever? Or would they have to live in a world run by that madman? If he’d killed Aldrik and Vhalla, was Solaris next?

Cullen carried her away from battle. Eira couldn’t fight. She could hardly focus on anything. Her ears were still ringing and the side of her face was wet. She was still crying. Eira touched her cheek lightly. Her fingers were red when she pulled them away. It was more than tears…but her grief was the only thing that seemed to hurt.

Mother, Father… The rogue thought punctuated her heartbeats. Where were they? Did they make it? They had come to see her and for it they would suffer. Would she ever be anything but agony for them?

Eira inhaled sharply and exhaled a noise of torment. Everything was happening so fast. She had to—

A glyph appeared before them. Eira recognized the Lightspinning by the shape alone. She wrapped her arms around Cullen’s neck and pulled. He spun off-balance and they toppled to the floor as another explosion rang out—much smaller than the last, though strong enough to rattle the foundations of the coliseum around them.

Cullen landed on top of her, elbows on either side of her head. As if he was trying to use his body to shield her. Eira blinked up at him.

“Why are you doing this?” she whispered.

“Because I love you. No matter how hard I’ve tried, I’ve never stopped loving you. Not for a breath or for a moment.” Somehow, despite the grime and blood that covered his cheeks, a brilliant smile shone through. “You were right, Eira. I keep trying to live for everyone else. But now, I’m going to live for myself and what I want. You.”

The world was cruel. It was only in this moment, as everything was slowly coming undone around them, that she could allow herself to hear his words, to see them, to allow them to sink into her marrow. They might die in this moment. They might never see the sun again, crushed under the weight of the coliseum or their throats slit by a Pillar.

But they had this second. This breath. This brief ray of something good amongst all the cold realities that had been thrust upon them.

She opened her mouth—“Cullen, I…”—and couldn’t find words. Her heart was as broken as the coliseum. It still hadn’t mended. Wound after wound had been inflicted on its pieces throughout the tournament and she hadn’t had time enough to do anything for it.

Love? Could she tell him she still loved him? Would she mean it? Or would it be an emotion in the moment? Did any of it matter when death was chasing them with footsteps that sounded like the frantic beats of their hearts?

“Eira?” He searched her features, confusion and hurt beginning to bloom in his eyes.

Movement over his shoulder distracted her. A Pillar raised a sword high above Cullen’s head. Eira raised her hand. “No!”

But the magic didn’t come. There was nothing. No tingle under her skin. No chill. No ocean of power to lose herself in.

Her magic was gone.

And the sword plunged down into Cullen’s chest.


44
[image: ]
[image: ]


Eira screamed with agony. With fear. And, yet, despite her rage, there was still no power.

A burst of fire immolated the Pillar. Noelle rushed over. Cullen was limp on top of Eira, the sword unraveling into threads of light that floated away from Cullen’s body and vanished into the umbra of the under coliseum.

“Cullen, Cullen!” Eira shouted. “Alyss!”

Alyss was there in an instant. But she wasn’t alone. Lavette was there, too. Varren was at her side, knuckles white as he clutched Lavette’s hand.

“What happened?” Lavette demanded, brow furrowed, eyes panicked.

“I…I…” Her magic hadn’t worked. She’d tried and it hadn’t come when she’d called. Something as simple as a shield—one of the most basic things Eira knew how to make—wouldn’t form. “Alyss,” she said weakly.

Alyss was immediately in cleric mode. Her hands were on Cullen. She was using her power to try and stabilize him—mend what she could. Eira knew she was. But she couldn’t feel a thing. The thrumming of Alyss’s power was gone, invisible to Eira’s senses.

What had happened to her?

“Take them and go ahead,” Graff said to Ducot as he cradled Sorrah in his arms.

“I’m not leaving you.”

“I’m not leaving Sorrah.” Graff held onto his limp and lifeless teammate with a vise-like grip.

“She’s gone. Luca’s gone, too. Don’t die here with them!” Ducot snapped. His face was twisted into a monstrous mask of hurt and rage. Eira wondered if, in his teammates, Ducot saw the people Ulvarth’s Swords of Light had killed years ago on the day he got his scars. “You have to—”

“I can buy you time, all of you,” Graff insisted. “You survived Ulvarth before, you have to survive again.”

“We need to get him better clerical supplies,” Alyss said, summoning Eira’s attention back to Cullen. He looked as lifeless as Sorrah did. But if Alyss still thought there was hope then so would Eira. “I can barely get him stable here, but it won’t be for long.”

“I know where to go.” Eira stood. The world swayed, her vision tunneled, and bile tickled the back of her throat. There were distant echoes of footsteps reverberating toward them. More Pillars were on their way. “Ducot, can you get us to the docks?”

“I can, but…” Ducot still hesitated.

With one hand and a pulse of magic, Graff summoned a tunnel ahead of them that connected to another hall. With a different pulse the tunnel they were in closed around them.

“I’ll keep them at bay as long as I can; you get them out of here. They can’t make it without your magic to bore them a tunnel, not with her busy healing him,” Graff said to Ducot, giving a nod in Alyss’s direction.

“I hate you.” Ducot pulled his friend close, giving him a tight embrace.

“Frustrating you until the very end. What else would you expect?” Magic pulsed at their left. Graff pulled away and raised a hand. The wall wavered, fighting between two morphi—trapped in neither what it was nor what it could be. “Go, quickly!”

Ducot led the way. Eira, Alyss, Noelle, Varren and Lavette all worked to help carry Cullen, taking turns as needed. They broke away from time to time, fending off Pillars that sprang from all sides. The once orderly halls of the coliseum had been reduced to an endless maze of blood and blades that had no end. They would be picked off one by one, relentlessly, by a seemingly infinite number of Pillars.

Just when her despair peaked, sunlight hit Eira’s face. They raced into an open area that arced around the coliseum. Spectators ran and screamed. One woman was cut down where she stood by a Pillar who turned on Eira next. A flash of Lightspinning collapsed on his throat and, with a gurgle of blood, he died instantly.

“Eira!”

“Olivin?” Eira blinked.

He rushed over. Blood and dust covered the better part of him, much as it did her. “Have you seen Yonlin?”

She shook her head, choking on words.

Olivin cursed, looking around frantically.

“I’m sure he made it out,” Eira said weakly, not quite believing herself. “We’re going somewhere to get supplies, come—”

“I have to find my brother.”

She nodded, pressing her eyes closed. His pain was as real and sharp to her as her own. “I know. But come with us first. You’re injured. Heal yourself and then go after him.”

“Eira!” Noelle shouted. The group was already getting swallowed by the crowd.

She looked between Olivin and Noelle and began running toward the latter. Eira honestly wasn’t sure if Olivin would join them, but he did. He was at her side in a few long strides.

“Let me help you.” He threw his arm around her waist, pulling one of hers over his shoulders. Eira was too weary to be proud and resist.

They ran through the heart of town, down the winding streets. Every step brought them closer to much needed supplies, but it also felt like Cullen was fading farther and farther away to a place none of them could reach.

“The Pillars aren’t stopping anyone?” Lavette looked over the docks. Boats were launching left and right.

“They want the world to know,” Eira said softly. “The Pillars want some common folk to escape to tell everyone of their power—and what happened here.”

“I’m going to be sick,” Varren muttered. His usually pale face was as white as a ghost. He swayed and shook.

Eira had been fighting the same for what felt like the better part of the past hour…even though she knew it likely hadn’t been much more than ten minutes. The world had completely changed.

“This is it.” Eira nodded toward the warehouse.

“Here? Isn’t this where they were keeping supplies for the tournament?” Alyss asked.

“Exactly. There will be supplies here.”

“And Pillars.”

“No, they don’t need this place anymore…they’ve stripped anything useful to them,” Eira reasoned as Ducot shifted the chain and lock on the door into an iron bar and pulled it open. They hobbled inside. He shifted the lock back around the handles, this time on the inside. “But there should still be something useful to us.”

“I really hope you’re right about them leaving,” Ducot muttered. “We’re not in any condition to fight anyone off.”

“We won’t be here for long,” Noelle reassured him with a hand on his shoulder. The two of them spoke quietly amongst themselves, their whispers too low for Eira’s still ailing ears to hear. Olivin released Eira as she hobbled over to where Cullen was stretched out by Alyss and Lavette.

“Hang in there,” she whispered to Cullen as she knelt at his side.

“You still love him, don’t you?” Lavette asked softly, opposite.

“I’m honestly not sure,” Eira admitted. “Part of me thinks I do. Part of me thinks I loved the man I thought he was and I don’t know if I love the man he is. There’s been a lot happening in a short amount of time and I’d been planning to figure all of it out after the tournament.”

Lavette nodded as if she understood all too well.

“I’m sorry.” She meant it. “I did love him, and falling out of love is hard.”

“I find love is something that can’t be controlled.”

“Do you love him?” Eira dared to ask as Alyss was still off gathering supplies. Olivin pulled Alyss aside, talking quickly with her and Varren. Eira hoped Alyss could tend to both their wounds quickly.

Lavette slowly shook her head. “No, but I respect him.”

“Both of you, give me space.” Alyss returned and began setting out her supplies. They did as they were told.

Eira tried to stand, but her leg gave out. She slipped, bracing to fall hard when an arm wrapped around her ribs. Olivin made a motion for her, but he was too far, off rummaging through some crates. So it was Lavette who supported and eased Eira to the ground.

“You’re not well either,” she observed.

“I’m better than him.”

Lavette looked back to Cullen. “I have no interest in fighting with you over him.”

“The feeling is mutual.”

“Frankly, I have little interest in marrying at all,” Lavette murmured. She stared through Cullen and into whatever it was that he represented for her. Eira studied the woman’s face as her brow softened, becoming thoughtful. “We used to do that in Qwint—political marriages, powerful families… That’s why my father’s generation fought for our republic. They dreamed of a government that was ruled by and for the people. They made it happen and, yet, somehow, they forgot everything they bled for in such a short span of time. Before we know it, we’ll be back where we were.”

Lavette’s father hadn’t seemed like a power-hungry broker to Eira. But, then again, Yemir might not either to a casual acquaintance. It was impossible to know someone at a glance or a few interactions.

“I must go back to my land and my people. Especially after this. Carsovia will be on our doorstep the moment they find out the treaty has gone up in flames. I have to get word to Qwint before it reaches the empress,” Lavette finished.

“Come with me, then.” The words were said before Eira had a chance to think them through.

“What? Where?”

“I’m going down the river,” Eira said. “It’s too dangerous for me to stay here—for any of us. We can go back to Risen. That’ll be dangerous, too. But, once there, we can catch a ship that can get us back to Solaris—maybe you can find one to Qwint—we can tell them what happened.”

“Your emperor and empress were in the blast.”

“I don’t think they were.” Eira smiled tiredly. “I think they made it out.” Lavette looked at her like she thought Eira had truly lost her mind. But she didn’t fight her. “So? Come with us?”

“I’m not quite sure how we’ll secure these hypothetical voyages… But there’s strength in numbers, I suppose.” Lavette stood, moving to Varren. She still looked skeptical, but Eira felt confident the two surviving Qwint champions would be joining them.

“To Risen?” Olivin took Lavette’s place. He crouched next to Eira and held a hand over her leg. “Halleth ruta sot. Halleth ruta toff,” he murmured. His ability with healing wasn’t honed. Eira had been in the hands of enough skilled healers to tell as much. But her flesh knitting, even poorly, numbed the pain some. “I’m staying here until I find Yonlin.”

“I know,” she said softly, meeting his eyes. He held her gaze.

“Once I do, I will find you.”

Eira wasn’t sure how possible that would be, but she nodded anyway.

Olivin smirked slightly. “But if the Pillars get me and Yonlin, come back and rescue us, all right?”

She grabbed his hand and locked eyes with him. “Don’t ever let them get you.”

He turned his hand to lace his fingers with hers, squeezing lightly. “I’ll do my best.”

Alyss leaned away from Cullen and wiped her brow.

“How is he?” Lavette asked.

“It’s going to take more than just a few minutes of work to repair this. I’m going to need days.”

But days weren’t something they had. They were going to be found, sooner rather than later. They needed a way out, now.

“Ducot, that boat you went to on the night we left through the tunnel,” Eira started. He looked at her with shock. She had never told him she’d seen where the court’s hideout was. At least one thing had remained a secret. One thing she’d got right. “Do you think it’s still there?”

“Possibly,” he said uncertainly. “It should be.”

“Good.” Eira pushed herself to her feet, hiding a wince. “We’re taking that, then, back to Risen.”

“Eira, we, that boat…” He trailed off, but whatever he was going to say was lost.

The doors lurched in but the lock held. They were all on their feet, save for Cullen.

“Alyss, Lavette, Varren, grab everything you can!” Eira commanded. “Noelle, Olivin, be ready. On my mark, open the doors and clear a path. Ducot, lead the way to the boat.”

The doors lurched again with another impact. The wood groaned and Eira slipped her arm around Cullen, fighting to lift him up. A little bit longer, a little bit further for both of them. They’d be free of this nightmare soon. She had to believe it was true to keep going.

“One more second,” Eira told them all.

Alyss was already on her second bag. Lavette was keeping pace. Eira moved to stand right behind Ducot and Noelle at the door.

“There’s something I need you both to know,” Eira whispered, not ready yet to tell the rest of them.

“Now really isn’t the time for emotional confessions of love,” Ducot said over his shoulder.

“I already tried that, didn’t work out so well,” Eira muttered. “My magic is gone.” She tried to speak quietly enough that no one but them would hear.

“What?” Ducot and Noelle both said in unison.

“I’ll explain more later, once we’re safe—if we’re safe.” She had to flee. Even though her uncle was still an unknown. Even though her parents were somewhere between the coliseum and Risen, hopefully they’d never made it to the coliseum despite her uncle’s suspicions… Maybe she’d meet them in Risen.

Even with all the unknowns, she couldn’t stay. If she did, Ulvarth would find her, and he would kill her. He wouldn’t hesitate anymore. He wouldn’t give her second chances.

Because she had taken his magic from him.

Eira had mixed their channels. For a brief and glorious second she had known the full depths of his power and then felt it silenced for good. But, just as her uncle had warned, the act was complex and she was inexperienced. So far as she could tell, when she’d closed off Ulvarth’s channel, she’d closed off her own, too.

And now, he was going to stop at nothing until he found her. She just had to find a way to open her channel back up before he did.

The doors lurched. Eira had been timing them and she shouted just before their next strike. “Go!”

The lock came undone with a pulse of magic. The doors flew open and in toppled Pillars, straight into Noelle’s fire. They charged through the flames. Ahead was the river and, with it, freedom.

Lavette and Alyss both carried Cullen on one side. Behind them, magic flew. Olivin had stayed, just as he had said he would. He was holding them back, buying the rest of them time before making his own escape. His eyes swung to hers and she mouthed, thank you. A brief smile crossed his lips before they were too far to see each other.

She hoped he would be all right. That somehow, he’d make good on his word and find Yonlin. She’d see him again down the river… Something in her gut told her he would.

“Eira, you’re looking for a boat with one sail,” Ducot said, bringing her attention forward once more. “Do you remember it?”

“I do!”

Ducot slowed and held out his hand. Worry crossed his features. “There’s too much chaos in the air right now; I can’t lead. I can’t—”

She knew what he needed without him having to finish. Eira clasped her fingers around his and tugged in the right direction. “This way!” she called to the rest of them. “This one!”

Luckily the boat was close to the warehouse.

The moment Eira put Ducot’s hand on the railing, he jumped over, instantly looking more confident. He quickly caught his bearings, making a lap around the deck with his fingers—and no doubt pulses of magic—affirming that it was the right vessel and everything was as he remembered.

Varren rushed around them, throwing their stuff into the vessel and jumping over the low railing. Lavette and Alyss passed Cullen to them as Noelle continued to send bursts of flame behind them.

Olivin was nowhere to be seen in the distance. Had he escaped? Or had they already captured him? Eira resisted calling out. He’d made his choice. They’d made theirs. She had faith their paths would cross once more, sooner rather than later. She had to.

“Take your time, no need to rush! I’m fine over here!” Noelle shouted over her shoulder, back on the docks and sending tongues of flame to keep the remaining three Pillars pursuing them at bay.

“Come aboard; we’re almost ready!” Eira was putting every summer she’d spent helping sailors in the docks of Oparium to work. Her hands were clumsy on the knots. No matter how hard she tried, they didn’t seem to come undone fast enough. Her fingers were still trembling from pain and exhaustion.

“Let me help.” Ducot moved with the confidence of a man who had undone the ropes a thousand times.

The boat rocked as Noelle jumped on. Eira and Ducot finished casting off as the Pillars rushed toward them. Noelle lifted both her hands, sending a whirlwind of fire at them. It had the added effect of propelling the boat in the opposite direction.

“I can help, too.” Lavette stood, spinning the bracelets on her right arm. The wind was behind them. Eira quickly unfurled the single sail, fumbling along the way.

Ducot pushed her back gently. “I can take it from here. Rest.”

Flashes of magic and fire lit up the air around them. But, somehow, their little boat made it through all the magical attacks. With Ducot telling Lavette what direction to sail in, they sped down the river and away from the chaos.

The town and the smoldering coliseum faded into the distance behind them as the sun began to dip low in the horizon, illuminating the uncharted waters ahead. Other boats sailed next to them, no doubt crewed by equally terrified people, fleeing the carnage. The river would soon be cluttered with them.

Eira stumbled against the railing and sank down, catching her breath. They’d made it out. She wondered briefly if Deneya or Rebec would come looking for the vessel and be trapped without it. They’d find another way.

For now, she and her friends were safe.

Even sitting was too exhausting. Eira lay back, looking at the stars above them, mingling with ash and sparks of flame. The waters calmed the farther away from Warich they went. It took her far too long to realize the orientation of the constellations.

They should be heading downriver…east, southeast. But they were heading west, northwest. Eira sat and something else caught her eye.

In the low light, a small carving was barely visible. It was underneath the railing. Perhaps carved by some bored sailor years ago.

Eira blinked, tilting her head. It didn’t make sense… She reached up and pressed her fingers into the center line that forked into three at one end. A trident.

Adela’s mark.

No, why would that… Eira sat, then stood. In a daze, she stumbled to Ducot at the helm of the vessel. Even though he stood behind the wheel, he wasn’t actually moving it. The boat seemed to be steering itself. Yet, he wasn’t alarmed. He stood with the ease of a man who’d been on ships all his life.

One of the first questions Ducot had ever asked her was if she was truly Adela’s child. It seemed so normal then. But if…

“Should you be standing?” Ducot asked.

“Why are we heading west?”

“Eira, listen, please, I hadn’t intended for this to happen. But it has.” His words were hushed, tone a little frantic. “But please believe me when I say, you’ll all be safe. Ironically, you’ll probably be safest here.”

“What are you talking about?” she whispered. Not wanting to see what was right before her eyes.

“Please, trust me.” He continued to stare ahead. “And try not to fight, too much. I know that’s hard for you but doing so will make it harder on everyone.”

She had been oblivious to so much…and it seemed there was still something she had missed. “Ducot, when you came to this boat that night…who were you meeting?”

He ignored her, instead emphasizing again, “I promise, I’m on your side. Just, give me some time to explain it all.”

“Ducot, tell me you were meeting Rebec.” Though she knew it wasn’t the truth, she desperately wanted it to be.

“Eira…” The world had gone still. Everything was growing silent. Ominously quiet.

A chill ran down her spine, and not from blood loss. Ice was permeating the air. Her breath condensing. Frost, not of her own magical making, crept underneath her feet.

“Ducot, whose vessel is this?” Eira repeated, firmer this time. She was shivering.

“Mine,” a voice as bitter as winter said.

Eira turned to the speaker, and met a pair of eyes that were so, so very similar to her own.
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