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      Her hands moved through the dark night, leaving strands of light in their wake.

      Vi Solaris was illuminated by the lingering remnants of fading spells and bright sparks of sorcery that caught on the rough-hewn walls of the sparring pit. The lines cut against the darkness in brilliant streaks—concentric circles, triangles, and dots that all spun together. Every mark had meaning, crafted by her knowledge and will, and brought to life with the utterance of intricate sounds.

      “Juth starys.” As she spoke, her right hand lifted. The left was balled at her side, rigid, an anchored glyph circling her wrist. It held a completely different spell in place.

      “Juth mariy,” the man opposite her quickly called back, impossibly fast. Symbols flashed into existence around him, hovering before her. The glyph was the embodiment of the words he’d spoken—words of the Goddess Yargen. It crashed against her own forming glyph, snuffing it instantly. “Don’t lift your hand. You’re telegraphing your movements.”

      “My mother had a problem with that, you know.”

      “Not surprised, then.” Taavin lunged for her. “Mysst siti larrk!” The light sparked, running down his outstretched forearm as he moved. It condensed before his open palm, shooting out and away from him to form a short sword.

      “Mysst xieh,” Vi said hastily, dodging even faster. His sword bounced off the glyph she used as a shield.

      Taavin uncurled his fingers, allowing the sword to fly from his hand at the momentum. When it left his palm, it looked just as any other normal sword would. But before it could hit the ground, the weapon unraveled into thousands of threads of light and vanished. Around his other hand, fresh magic was already gathering.

      She could almost see the meaning in it before he even spoke the words. She had been studying the glyphs for months now. Training with their shape and words. Vi knew what he was about to levy as the magic collected.

      But she saw it too late.

      “Loft dorh.”

      “Jut—” Vi began to say. But his glyph had formed before she could complete the two words that, when combined, meant to destroy magic.

      Her body went rigid and all movement vanished. Loft, the high-level magic to incapacitate. Dorh, the secondary for immobilization. Vi fought against the invisible chains holding her, but they were too strong. No matter how hard she struggled, she couldn’t even move an inch. Even her mouth was frozen open, mid-juth.

      Taavin stared at her. The glyph still surrounded his fingertips. His magic was elegant, carefully crafted, and twice as bright as Vi’s. She admired it, just as she admired the way its glow highlighted the deep purple of his hair and cut of his jaw; there wasn’t much else for her to do in her present state.

      Finally, he lowered his hand. The moment the glyph vanished, Vi could move once more. She stumbled, found her footing, and turned to face him.

      “How do I fight against that?”

      “You were right to go for juth mariy. You just weren’t fast enough.” Taavin ran a hand through his messy hair. When he pulled it back his pointed ears were visible. Whenever she saw them, it was a reminder that for the easy closeness she had found with the man, there was nothing physically close about him. He was elfin, a race that didn’t exist as far as the Solaris Empire was concerned, and he lived across the sea in Risen on the continent of Meru—a distance Vi could barely comprehend and hadn’t even known existed until a few months ago.

      A distance she’d have to find a way to traverse to get to him.

      Her magic tutor, her friend and confidant, wasn’t actually there at all. She could see, hear, and feel him, but he only existed for her. The magic Vi had anchored to her left wrist had summoned him, and would keep him with her as long as she willed without sapping her magic, thanks to the word of power the goddess had bestowed on her at an apex of fate.

      “So if I can’t cancel the immobilization, I’m trapped?” It seemed a vastly unfair spell.

      “As long as the caster holds the glyph.”

      “Someone could keep me trapped forever?” Not that she wasn’t already trapped, in a way. Vi hadn’t left the fortress for weeks now—not since the latest and worst outbreak of the White Death had taken hold of Soricium.

      “No one could hold the word forever. Loft takes a great deal of energy because a whole person is very difficult to keep completely still. The second the caster’s magic or attention wavers, you’d break free.”

      Vi looked him over skeptically. He’d shed his usual heavy, embroidered coat for their practice. Now he wore a tight-fitting, long-sleeved shirt that hid little of his lean chest and was tucked beneath a wide pair of trousers. Not one area of fabric clung with sweat.

      “You don’t look like you expended a great deal of energy.”

      “Looks can be deceiving.” A small grin quirked the corners of his lips. “And I am the Voice.”

      Yargen’s Voice. It was a title Vi still couldn’t fully comprehend. She knew it meant Taavin was important, that he held vigil over an eternal flame said to be the last remnant of the goddess’s power on earth… And that he had been kept sequestered all his life above the city of Risen, under lock and key.

      It was a situation all too similar to Vi’s.

      “A similar form of incapacitation you may want to begin with is loft not—to sleep. It’s not as effective, because anything could wake the person and the spell would be broken. But it’s easier to cast and maintain. You could actually move while holding it.”

      “Well, I’m the Champion… so I should be able to make loft dorh look just as easy in time.” She hoped, at least. But the only thing Vi knew less about than being Yargen’s Voice, was being the godddess’s Champion. “Speaking of our supposed titles… Any progress on the Apexes of Fate?”

      Vi started up the stairs to the pit, Taavin following dutifully behind. She glanced over her shoulder at him, pausing when the silence continued to stretch on. His brilliant emerald eyes were fixated across the pit, avoiding hers.

      “That’s a yes.” Vi slipped her long braid over her shoulder, running her fingertips along its end. “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure, entirely.” Rather than pestering, she waited for him to find the words. “The vision of the room keeps appearing.”

      “Room…” Vi thought back to the last time he’d listed possible locations for apexes. “The throne room? Or the one you mentioned with the two women?”

      “The latter.”

      “Have you seen anything different?”

      “That’s the thing: every time I see it, it’s different.” He looked up to her. “All glimpses… sometimes focused on shelves crammed with jars of various objects—bits and baubles stacked around them to the point of chaos. Sometimes there are people, sometimes not. Tapestries darkened with soot hanging over a fire. I see them holding things, and—”

      “Casting them into the flame?” Vi finished for him. Taavin’s lips hung, slightly parted, the words he’d been forming never leaving. Instead, they closed briefly, and a new statement was put together.

      “How did you know that?”

      “It sounds like a curiosity shop.” Vi glanced over the top of the training pit, looking for the horizon line—or as close to it as she could see in the jungles. The sky was still dark, which meant she didn’t have to be rushing back to her room. This was a conversation that Vi didn’t want to cut short. “I’ve never seen one, of course…” She had spent her life in this fortress, confined to the city and at most its immediate surrounding area. All of that would change soon. “But that sounds like the descriptions I’ve read in books—the variety of objects to burn, people there sometimes and not at a later date. It all seems to add up.”

      “It can’t be a curiosity shop, then.” Taavin shook his head, his tousled hair getting further out of place in the process. For one brief second, Vi wondered if it was as soft as it looked. But she fought off the need to tuck a stray strand behind his pointed ear.

      “Why?”

      “Because in the last dream I had…” His voice disappeared, and with it his attention on her once more.

      “You… what?” Vi shuffled on the step. There wasn’t much room, and she couldn’t catch his eyes without all but stepping into him.

      “I thought I saw you looking into the flame.” Was that a blush on his cheeks, or a trick of the magical light that lingered on him? “I think it was likely just a run-of-the-mill dream—not tied to fate or us or the apexes.”

      He’d “run of the mill” dreamt about her? Vi swallowed down her heart so it wouldn’t beat so loudly in her ears. She was being ridiculous. He’d said she’d tortured him in dreams all his life.

      But wouldn’t those be related to the Apexes of Fate?

      Did he dream of her differently now than he had before?

      “Why—” Vi cleared her throat. “Why couldn’t it be me?”

      “You see the future at the apexes, but my visions and dreams seem to look to the past—places where fate was changed, not will be.”

      “Well, then I suppose it couldn’t be me, given that I’ve always been cooped up here.” Vi shrugged and started up the stairs again, ignoring the opportunity to follow up on the implication that she’d been appearing in his dreams. If she acknowledged that, then she’d have to admit he’d begun to do the same for her and that—

      A new thought stopped her dead in her tracks at the top of the pit. Taavin’s hand rested lightly on her back as he rounded her side.

      “What is it?” he asked, gravely serious the moment he saw the expression on her face.

      “Unless it was me, but wasn’t me,” Vi whispered, looking through him, back to a strange interaction with a Western woman in the winter solstice market.

      “How is that possible?”

      “If you dream of the past, where the lines of fate twist and align, then perhaps I’ve never been the one torturing you.”

      “I’ve seen you.” He took a small step closer. “I’d know your face of any in the world.”

      “Perhaps… Unless my face isn’t my own, but that of a princess reborn,” Vi whispered.

      “What?”

      Vi glanced once more to the horizon. She should have time still. If she hurried, she should have time.

      “Vi, rebirth isn’t—”

      “How clear of a look did you get?” Vi turned to him, scooping up his hands. They were warm under her palms, as though he eternally lounged in sunlight. “Are you certain it was me? Beyond all doubt?”

      “I can’t say beyond all doubt about anything.” He sighed heavily. “My dreams don’t come with instructions.”

      “Good, because I think I know who it was—who it might have been all along.” Vi started off over the hard-packed earth that lined the fighting pits.

      The fortress of Soricium, built directly into the towering trees that were hundreds of stories high, had many entrances from the fighting pits. There was the walkway that arched over the center of the fortress, up to a balcony that connected to the tree that housed the nobility. There was a gaping entrance in a trunk that ultimately led up to where Chieftain Sehra’s warriors resided—not far from the new wall that now surrounded the whole fortress.

      But Vi headed for a staircase off to the side that wrapped around a smaller tree.

      “Not that I can’t keep up.” Taavin matched pace at her side. Vi wondered if he had to exert energy to traverse her world with her or if it happened by sheer will of magic. “But I don’t know if you really want to bring me into the fortress.” He pointed to the glyph around her arm. “Just in case someone sees…”

      “Right.” Vi held up her left hand, looking at the magic she’d anchored there hours ago, about which she’d all but forgotten. What would it be like if his presence wasn’t solely determined by a set of words? His fingers closed around hers, as if he could sense the thought, and her eyes jerked to his.

      “Before you do, tell me what you’ve managed to piece together?”

      “Curiosity shops are a distinctly Western trade. My family has roots in the West.” She could see as he began to connect the dots she’d already joined to form a clear picture in her mind. “Months ago, during the winter solstice, there was a Western woman who mentioned curiosity shops—that her caravan was said to be in possession of one bestowed on them by my grandmother.”

      “Your grandmother?”

      “Princess Fiera, the last princess of the West.” Her insides wriggled in excitement. Vi’s fingers closed tighter around Taavin’s and they were drawn closer together, by just a fraction. “The woman said she came to see me, because in the West they say I am her, reborn. That I look just like my grandmother.”

      “The grandmother of the Champion… a curiosity shop designed for peering along the destiny Yargen has laid for us…” Taavin’s grip tightened to match. “That sounds like it could well be an apex. You are brilliant,” he whispered.

      “No, I’m not. I’m just doing what any good Champion should and helping find a way to save our world.” There was a small, determined smile on her lips. She wanted to joke and be jovial. But she couldn’t. She had seen the end of the world in all its horrifying detail. The only thing standing between her and the ultimate death of everyone she loved was finding the apexes, seeing the futures there, and helping Taavin use those visions to stop the destruction the freed dark god Raspian wrought—or would, if they didn’t find a way to thwart him from gaining a physical form once more.

      “Don’t be afflicted by a false sense of modesty. You can be both brilliant and a good Champion.” His mouth quirked into a similar grin. Then it fell from his face as his eyes drifted back down to her wrist. “You should go,” he said softly.

      “I don’t have much time,” she agreed. Yet their fingers lingered, entwined. “I’ll summon you again when I’m able.”

      “Please do. It’s much less lonely with you.”

      What were his days like? The question lingered in the forefront of her mind. It was obvious Taavin didn’t like talking about himself. But at some point he had to—at some point she needed to know, if for no other reason than to get to him when she finally made it to Meru.

      “Keep your fingers crossed for me.” Vi released him. “Hopefully, we’re on our way to another apex.”

      Taavin gave a nod as she let go of their communication. Vi watched, staring through the spot he’d once stood. The man seemed so real to her. She could feel him, touch him, smell him as though he stood before her. But when she let go of the magic strung between them, there was nothing—a sobering reminder that Taavin was, in true flesh, across the world.

      Pushing it from her mind, Vi sprinted up through the fortress, taking the stairs two at a time to hasten toward the unorthodox jail of Soricium.
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      On the far edge of the fortress were the holding cages. Getting to them was no easy task—a feat Vi shouldn’t be able to perform.

      After the first stairwell, Vi headed to a second via a long walkway supported by a branch already several stories up. She crossed to a third that wound around the outside of the tree. From time to time, she would look down for the sole purpose of continuing to acclimate to the dizzying height.

      She couldn’t falter when the time came.

      Her legs were aching and sore by the time she reached the top of the stairs. But her journey wasn’t nearly over yet. She stood on a wide landing that stretched outward toward another landing on a tree opposite.  This tree was unique from all the others in the fortress for two reasons: the first was the wooden and stone cages that hung off its tall canopy; the second was that it had no permanent connection with any other tree.

      To gain access, a Groundbreaker, a sorcerer with earth magic, would stretch a branch from the canopy of the tree she now stood within over to the far tree. But Vi wasn’t a Groundbreaker. The magic she practiced didn’t belong to any elemental affinity—it was an ancient sorcery known as Lightspinning.

      Vi inched her way to the edge of the wide platform. The ground was so far below her now, the details blurred. She leaned over slightly, swallowing air down a completely dry throat.

      “I hope this works…” Vi muttered.

      Mysst, to craft.

      Xieh, shield.

      The two words together saved her life once when she’d fought against an elfin’ra—an agent of the dark god Raspian. Together, they formed a shield of magic that guarded against any form of physical or magic attacks. But Vi had a theory about it, one she’d been testing in her room out of curiosity.

      If the shield could block physical things, it could also support them. With that logic, she’d balanced books on the magical discus mysst xieh formed. But she was a lot heavier than a stack of books.

      “Mysst xieh.” Vi raised her right hand, pointing it before her. The glyph appeared at her command, hovering above the balcony’s edge.

      Timidly, Vi lifted her foot, resting it on the spinning light. It was firm, yet there was some give to it—as though she was sinking through a layer of magic to a solid base. She imagined this must be what snow felt like, based on what Uncle Jax had described—but thankfully, the magic was much less cold. Placing her weight on her leg, Vi lifted her other foot onto the disk.

      It held, and she let out an audible sigh of relief.

      “Now, for the second.” Lifting her left hand, Vi pointed before her. “Mysst xieh.”

      A step away from the first, a nearly identical glyph formed. This one, however, hovered over the open air. There was no safety net of the balcony beneath her. If her magic failed her… she’d be dead.

      Vi had fallen from these trees only once, when she was attacked in the night. She had no intention of doing it a second time. Steeling her resolve, Vi took a step forward, leaving doubts behind her.

      Her right foot landed on the second glyph, followed by her left. She could see the ground underneath her through the shimmering rings of magic. Her stomach soured. Lifting her eyes, Vi looked across to the other tree.

      Had it always been that far? Closing her right hand into a fist, the first glyph disappeared. She stood on the second with both feet as she pointed her right hand just ahead of her.

      “M-Mysst xieh.” The light flowed together, failed to link up, flickered and vanished. Vi swallowed hard. She had to keep herself together or her magic would fall apart.

      “Mysst xieh.” Vi’s confidence was rewarded when the third, much more stable shield formed. She quickly balled her hand into a fist, holding it in place as though she were gripping a lifeline in open, shark-infested water. Her nails dug into her palms as Vi stepped from the second shield to the third.

      When all her weight was balanced, she released her grip on the second glyph and moved to make the fourth.

      Like stepping stones, Vi made her own bridge of light across to the other tree. Every howling gust of winter wind swept up her long braid, catching it like a whip, trying to yank her over. Vi crouched, keeping her center of balance low, her magic focused.

      Around halfway, Vi noticed the glyphs began to diminish in size. She had to conserve her magic, otherwise she’d risk them breaking under her weight. But if she made them too small, there may not be enough room for her feet at all. By the time she made it across, they were barely larger than her shoe.

      “By the Mother.” Vi doubled over as her feet landed on the balcony at the other side. She grabbed her knees and breathed for a moment. Her whole body quaked with nerves she’d refused to acknowledge moments ago. “That actually worked,” she whispered in wonder. If she’d been a Firebearer like her father and grandmother, there would’ve been no way to cross.

      Father. Vi stood straighter. Finding the apexes wasn’t just to prevent the end of the world—though the apocalypse was a pretty good motivator. It was also for him, to see him again, to confirm he had not died a watery death.

      His body still had yet to be recovered.

      Turning, Vi started into the tree trunk and up a final set of stairs. She reached the top of the trees as the sun crested the horizon. Vi blinked into the light as it broke. There wasn’t much time; the stewards and attendants would come soon, and if they didn’t find her in bed it’d arouse suspicion.

      Around this walkway, the cages she’d seen from before drifted back and forth in the wind. Vines as big as her thigh held them in place, securing together a birdcage of rock and branches. Most were empty—Soricium had a city jail for drunkards and cutpurses. These pens were for the exclusive use of the Chieftain.

      The people held here were the worst of the worst.

      At least… that was how it was supposed to be.

      “You’re new.” A man in the cage opposite her as she rounded the tree trunk slowly raised his head. Vi could barely make out his words over the creaks of the swaying branches in the wind.

      He was curled in a ball, knees to his chest, arms around them. His shoulder-length dark hair was stringy. The man’s clothes were dingy and his lips were chapped from exposure to the elements.

      His eyes narrowed slightly as Vi approached the edge of the walkway.

      “You’re not one of them.”

      She assumed “them” to mean Sehra’s warriors—the guards of the fortress. “I’m not.”

      “To what do I owe the honor of the crown princess of the Solaris Empire coming to see me?” he finally asked after a minute’s staring.

      “How did you know I was the crown princess?” It was time to test her theory on familial similarity.

      “You have her likeness.”

      “How would you know what my grandmother looked like?” she asked, venturing her guess at his meaning. “You don’t look much older than I.”

      “Princess Fiera is legendary. Any Westerner who grew up with sand between his toes knows her face.” A small smile cut his lips, the white of his teeth a shocking contrast to the deep tan of his skin. “And looks can be deceiving, princess.”

      “That they can.” Vi glanced over at the other cages. Three others were occupied. “Where’s the rest of your caravan?”

      “Why?” The smile fell from his face. “Are you asking as a Westerner, to help your kin by blood? Or as a Northerner, to help the kin who raised you?”

      Vi knew why they were here, so she knew why he inquired.

      Jax had been livid the night Sehra’s warriors had rounded up the remnants of the remaining Western caravans from the winter solstice festivities two weeks ago. After the outbreak of the White Death, the Northern capital was thrown into chaos. The people looked for a scapegoat, feet at which to lay their blame, grief, and anger.

      The Western caravans fit the bill neatly.

      “Neither,” Vi confessed. The man didn’t want to hear how Sehra’s imprisonment of them was as much for their own safety—to prevent the city from tearing them apart—as it was to keep some illusion of peace. At least, so she claimed. “I came to ask a question.”

      “And why should I help you with your questions?”

      “Because I am the granddaughter of the late Empress Fiera.”

      He snorted. “I am not a Knight of Jadar. While I do see her likeness in you, I do not see you as her reborn, come again to liberate the West.”

      Vi folded her hands in front of her. The Knights of Jadar were a small group of nationalistic antagonizers. Little else. She stayed focused; he would not distract her.

      “Because I can put in a good word for you with Sehra.”

      That gave him pause. “Truly?”

      “Help me, and I’ll beseech her for leniency.” The night of Jax’s rage, Vi had overheard Sehra telling her uncle she had no intention of finding the imprisoned men and women guilty of bringing the White Death to the North. How could she? No one rightfully knew how the plague spread.

      But this man didn’t need to know that now.

      “What is it you seek?”

      “I’m looking for a woman. I don’t know which caravan she belonged to… she was selling spices during the solstice. I had—”

      “Bought some from her,” he finished. “Yes. Grendla. I know her.”

      “You do?” Vi inched forward, but there wasn’t much farther to go.

      “She wouldn’t silence herself after you bought the spices. Kept going on about the honor of your patronage.”

      “Where is she now? Was she captured?”

      “I’m sure she’s dead.” The man shrugged as though he hadn’t just dashed Vi’s hopes.

      “Dead?” Vi whispered. “Why?” Sehra had intervened before tensions between the residents of Soricium and the solstice guests had erupted into violence.

      “Why else? The White Death claimed her. Last I saw she was being taken to that useless clinic of theirs to die far from the Western sun.” The man shifted, looking out at the breaking dawn. “Not sure who was the luckier one between us,” he whispered.

      Her insides tightened at the sentiment. Even if Sehra intended to set them free, even if this was a show to keep peace… These were men and women whose mental and physical wellbeing were being used like tokens on a carcivi board.

      And Vi couldn’t do a thing about it.

      Her hands were tied, especially while she worked toward something far greater. If she helped put an end to the White Death, then she’d help them all. Her father had told her once to always keep her eyes on her greater goal; never risk losing the war to win a battle. That was their burden as rulers—a burden Vi still wasn’t entirely sure she was ready for, or worthy of.

      “Thank you.” Vi stepped away from the edge of the walkway.

      “Wait,” he called after her, all but lunging for the other side of the bars. Vi paused, staring back at him. “If you… if you find her… tell her we’re all alive. The ones who got taken at least. Most were with her…”

      “I will.” Vi gave a small nod. Her eyes stayed locked with his. They were black as well, a hallmark of Western blood. She swallowed. “And I’m sorry. Stay strong, you’ll be free soon.”

      “Will I?” he shouted over the wind as she walked away. “Don’t forget, princess—you said you would put in a good word with the Chieftain. You said you would help us!”

      Vi didn’t look back.

      She kept her eyes forward as she stepped into the darkness of the hollowed tree trunk once more. She stayed focused and silent as she made her way back across her stepping stones of light. Not once, all the way back to her room, did she look back in the direction of the cages.

      But the whole way, his words stayed with her.

      You said you would help us.

      Vi laid down in her bed, the plush feather mattress almost too soft underneath her. What did it feel like to sleep in a cage? Did the prisoners manage to sleep at all? This luxury was all she’d ever known and yet somehow it was swiftly becoming uncomfortable.

      Did she even deserve it?

      “I’m trying to help,” she vowed to the air between her and the gnarled wooden ceiling above her four-poster bed. She was helping in the only way she could—by trying to put an end to the source of the plague killing her world. But no one around her was likely to understand that.

      Just like they wouldn’t understand when she finally slipped away, likely in the dead of night, leaving her crown and duty behind to make for Meru.

      She would leave them all, for them all.

      But first, she had to find a way to sneak into the deadliest place in Soricium: the clinic.
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      She was one more droning minute of Martis’s lesson away from needing to physically hold open her eyelids.

      “Yes, princess?” He paused, catching Vi at the start of a yawn. “Is there something you’d like to say?” Martis’s eyes darted to the man at the back of room.

      Andru sat over Vi’s shoulder. Now and then he’d glance up through his blond locks and long lashes before looking back to his paper—scribbling away. He was the one the Senate had sent to assess her, to make sure she would be a “princess for all” and not just the North, despite where she grew up. He was the son of the Head of Senate, the same Head of Senate who questioned the crown’s authority in broad strokes.

      By all counts, Andru should be her enemy. Dislike for the crown should have been bred into him. With one stroke of his pen, he could write the words that she was unfit to lead and throw her birthright into question, possibly even pen fodder for the Empire to question her whole family’s rule and allow the Senate to consolidate even more power.

      So she knew what Martis was doing. He was giving her an opportunity to save face for yawning and possibly being perceived as a poor student. He was trying to protect her, however misguided that was.

      “I was going to say that I agree with your assessment on the grain stores in the southern capital. It sounds as though with every year, winter gets worse in the South and the harvest from the East grows thinner.” As though the land itself were going barren. Vi briefly spared a thought for whether this was yet another symptom of Raspain’s return; the end of the world had been bleak in her vision. She pushed the thought away, focusing on the task at hand for now. “It’s essential for us to prepare the populous for the worst.”

      “Just so.” Martis smiled, glanced once more at Andru, and continued on.

      Martis was none the wiser that Vi had transformed the person who should’ve been her enemy into a dear friend. Her tutor had no idea that the awkward man sitting behind her was an ally. Or that Andru was the secret lover of her brother.

      Vi spared one more glance over her shoulder. Her eyes caught Andru’s and she saw the tiniest movement on his face—a smile shared only with her as Martis prattled on.
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        * * *

      

      “That lesson lasted forever,” Vi grumbled, well after the main door to her quarters had closed behind her tutor.

      “It was the normal time.” Andru slipped his paper into his folio and left it on Martis’s desk before starting out the door. Vi followed behind him, pausing at the edge of the desk.

      “What is it you write?” She rested her fingertips on the folio.

      “You can read it, if you’d like. If you’re worried.” He paused in the door frame, hands in his pockets, eyes on the folder.

      “No, I’m not accusing you of anything. I know you’re not out to harm me.” She trusted her friend and needed him to know that. “Merely curious.”

      “It’d likely bore you anyway.” Andru gave a small shrug. “It’s not too exciting. Father provided me a fairly strict format.”

      “He’s trying to give a rigid framework so there’s no room for shades of gray—trying to make me look bad by forcing me into black or white.”

      “Romulin said much the same.” Andru rarely missed an opportunity to mention her brother, or his wisdoms. “Which is why he told me to be vague—honest, but stick only to answering the question and nothing more.”

      “I would’ve thought the opposite, actually,” Vi mused. “The more the better. If things are left open-ended, I find people assume the worst.” Quotes and quick notes were easy to take out of context when not given proper framework around them.

      “He said the more I offer, the more likely they are to take that as absolute truth. Offer a little and they’re forced to ask me to elaborate. It also means less put in writing.”

      “Makes sense. Leave it to Romulin to figure out the best way to navigate a political minefield.”

      “He can turn even the worst losing position into a winning one,” Andru said, full of admiration.

      Vi stretched her arms over her head and started for the door, leaving the folio behind her. She could admit she wanted to see what Andru had written. But the papers had always been there for her to leaf through at night… and she had yet to. She trusted Andru enough to respect his privacy, and whatever he wrote didn’t really matter.

      The Senate would have a grand old time spinning stories when the news broke that she had run away.

      “What is it?” Andru asked as they left her room, stepping out onto the wide balcony and starting across the creaking rope bridge that connected her quarters to the platform across.

      “Hmm?”

      “You look somber.” His eyes bounced back and forth from being focused on her to looking anywhere else. Andru’s hands fidgeted briefly before him before he quickly pocketed them. Vi gave a small smile at his quirks—a smile that fell as her mind returned down the wandering path of her upcoming escape.

      Just when she would finally be with her family, she would leave them. Guilt was growing at the thought and if she wasn’t careful, it might prevent her from doing what ultimately needed to be done. Then again… it wasn’t really “with her family” as she’d always dreamed if her father wasn’t there, too.

      “The Senate isn’t exactly a joyful topic for me.” Vi shrugged. “No offense.”

      “None taken.” He took a half-step closer and their shoulders brushed. For him, it was a fairly prominent sign of affection and support. “It’s not my favorite topic of conversation, either. But we’ll manage it together, Romulin, you, and me.”

      “We will.” Vi forced a smile as she lied through her teeth.

      They worked their way down the fortress, spiraling down staircases, crossing studies and kitchens. They took a shortcut through a butler’s pantry and a servants’ branch walkway. Most of the staff paid them no mind. They were accustomed to the paths the princess took to get where she needed to go.

      Eventually, they descended to ground level, to a plot of hard-packed earth. To her right was the noru pen, her left the equine stables, and before her… was a manned gate.

      All around the fortress was a large stone wall that had been constructed with Groundbreaker magic. It was tall and perfectly smooth. Sehra’s warriors walked along its top edge, patrolling at semi-regular intervals. She’d heard that a wall even greater than this had been constructed during the siege of Soricium. But Vi had never seen anything like it.

      In her lifetime, the fortress had always been open to the people. Most respected the boundaries of the sacred trees, choosing to enter through the main inroad of the fortress—and only if they had business. But in theory, it had been accessible to all.

      Now, the people were kept away. And, for the first time in her life, Vi’s beautiful prison actually looked like one.

      “You two finally came,” Ellene shouted from the other side of the Noru pens. “All the food has nearly gone cold.”

      “Sorry, I’m dragging today.” Vi climbed the simple fence, jumping down on the other side. The fence was more for display than anything else. Any of the large noru cats that lounged in the patchy shade of the giant trees above them could be halfway across Soricium in a moment if they felt like bolting. But most were more occupied with getting in their fourth nap of the day. Lucky beasts, thought Vi.

      “You look utterly exhausted,” Jayme observed from where she sat at the edge of a picnic blanket.

      “I am.” Vi rubbed a hand over her face. “I didn’t sleep well last night.” More like, she didn’t sleep at all.

      “More nightmares?” Ellene asked softly.

      “Yeah, you could say that.”

      “You always seem tired around this time of the week… almost like clockwork,” Jayme observed. Vi knew the look she was giving her—one of pure suspicion. “Any particular reason why?”

      “Vi can’t control when she gets good sleep and when she doesn’t. It’s not scheduled in advance.” Ellene huffed, sitting on the other side of the blanket. The young woman began rummaging through the basket set out in the center of them as Vi and Andru sat down.

      “Are you sure it’s nothing?” Jayme persisted, locking eyes with Vi.

      “It’s nothing,” she insisted. She’d have to change her training time; Jayme was a little too suspicious. It was already hard enough to sneak past all the warriors at their new postings ever since Sehra had tightened security after Vi had run away.

      “You’ll feel better with some food in you.” Ellene handed over a long skewer, filled with fire-roasted meats and vegetables.

      “I’m sure I will.” Vi smiled and made quick work of eating, busying her mouth long enough that the conversation shifted.

      “So what did we miss while Martis was wrapping up?” Andru asked, selecting his own skewer. He stared into the basket. “Other than you two completely consuming every last morsel.”

      “Clearly not every last morsel. Otherwise, what are you eating now?” Jayme rolled her eyes.

      “We were dying.” Ellene flopped back, tousling her mass of dark curls. “Dying!”

      “Dying?” Vi quickly swallowed a half-chewed mass of food to ask.

      “Yes, dying,” Ellene groaned. “We have, what, a week or two left before your mother is supposed to arrive? I did not intend on us spending it like this.” She sighed heavily. “There’s nothing to do. We’re cooped up here all day, every day… I’ve forgotten what the sky looks like out from under these trees. And if any of you dare suggest carcivi or balls and mallets again, I will pommel you with said mallet.”

      Vi looked over her shoulder and back toward the wall that surrounded them once more. She wasn’t the only one who was feeling far more trapped.

      “It’s to keep us safe.” Andru rested the end of his half-eaten skewer on his knee. Vi didn’t feel as hungry anymore either. “And carcivi is fun.”

      “That’s because you always win,” Ellene muttered.

      “We’re safe, while everyone else is out there dying. It’s worth it.” Jayme rested her palms on the ground behind her, leaning back. The movement was nonchalant for such a grim statement.

      “No talk of dying.” Ellene glared at her. “That’s the rule as long as Darrus is out there, remember?”

      “Sorry,” Jayme mumbled.

      “He’s still working for the clinic then?” Vi asked nonchalantly—at least, she hoped it sounded that way. The topic had come up naturally and she couldn’t have hoped for a better opportunity.

      “He won’t listen to a word I say on the matter. There’s no way, he says, that he’ll accept my offer for him and his family to stay in the fortress,” Ellene said softly. Usually, she’d rise to anger. Vi braced herself for whatever was the source of the introspection—she already knew she wouldn’t like it. “Especially not after his cousin was taken to the clinic.”

      Vi fought a wince and failed.

      “Not surprised he won’t,” Jayme said softly.

      “Oh?” Andru finally placed his half-eaten skewer back into the basket. Vi took the last bite of hers and did the same.

      “Common folk have solidarity. We’re not used to special treatment… so when we get it, it feels… wrong. Unfair. As though we’re turning our back on our kin,” Jayme elaborated.

      “I invited his kin.” Ellene propped herself up on her elbows.

      “I mean the greater kin of us poor folk against you nobles.”

      “Against?” Andru hung on the word, but Vi focused on something else.

      “You don’t feel like we’re kin?” Vi asked, shocked.

      Jayme gave a small laugh. “I’m not the best example. Half of my life has been spent around you two and your families.”

      “Regardless of why, Darrus won’t. That’s all that matters,” Ellene grumbled, keeping them on the topic of conversation—her suitor. “I just wish that if he was going to stay out there, he wouldn’t take unnecessary risks and work at the clinic.”

      “It may not be an unnecessary risk,” Andru mused hopefully. “We still don’t know how it spreads, right? Maybe it has nothing to do with proximity.”

      “And he’s working to figure out how it spreads,” Jayme offered hopefully. “He’ll know first, so he’ll know how to protect himself.”

      “Or he’ll be exposed first.” Ellene was inconsolable on this matter.

      “When does he work with the clerics?” Vi worked to stay focused, to guide the conversation in the direction she needed it to go. Perhaps she could have Ellene summon him the next time he was free. Then Vi could try to get a message to the Western woman through him… or, at the least, find out if she was even still alive.

      “Nights, sometimes late afternoons.”

      Vi could work with that. “Maybe, perhaps, we could steal him away one afternoon, keep him from exposing himself further? Maybe convince him to take one night off, even. If he won’t stay here permanently, we could at least lessen the risk some?”

      “That’s not a terrible idea…” Ellene sat back upright, crossing her legs. “It’s been a while since we—”

      “Open the gates!” The shout of a warrior patrolling the wall interrupted Ellene. All four of their heads jerked in the direction of the manned stone gate. The two warriors were moving forward, sweeping their hands up and then down, magically lowering the stone pillars that blocked the main path. “Imperial rider!”

      Vi rose to her feet slowly, vaguely aware of the others doing the same.

      Imperial rider. Squinting, she could make out a horse in the distance. The details of its leathers were impossible to decipher, but Vi already knew what they looked like. She knew they had the emblazoned suns of Solaris stretching across them just like Jayme’s did when she was out for deliveries.

      “Vi—”

      She didn’t know who called after her, but Vi was running. She was over the fence and on the other side, starting toward the gate. She knew it wouldn’t be her mother or brother. And yet… this person was from them. Her heart was still racing at the thought of how close her family was.

      The horse sped through the open gate and the two warriors on either side raised the pillars once more. The woman slowed the speckled stallion down, her feet pressing forward as her body leaned back slightly in the saddle.

      Without a second thought, Vi walked right up to her.

      “Report,” Vi commanded. There were warriors coming from the wall. She had no doubt Sehra and Jax were on their way from within the fortress. But her attention was solely on the blonde-haired woman hastily dismounting before her.

      “I have a message for the chieftain, please excuse me.” The rider handed Vi the reins.

      Vi blinked at them, glancing down at herself. Well, she wasn’t exactly dressed like a princess today. Though the overall finery in fabric and make should’ve given something away. The Westerners had known who she was at a mere glance. A Southerner clearly had no idea.

      “I believe it is information I am privy to.” Vi dropped the reins and stepped in front of the woman.

      Her blue eyes narrowed slightly as her face twisted into an indigent look. “I was told to deliver my message to the chieftain, not a stable hand. Now, see my horse is fed and brushed while I carry out Imperial business.”

      A tiny smile crossed Vi’s lips. She had a lot of options on where to go from here, and all were appealing.

      “That is no stable hand.” Her friends had joined her, and Jayme was the one to speak up on Vi’s behalf. “I believe it is customary to bow before your crown princess.”

      The woman looked back to Vi, and Vi saw the moment realization dawned on her. She did more than bow. The woman practically fell to her knee.

      “Forgive me, your highness. I did not—”

      Vi held up her hand. She didn’t care right now about appearances, even though she could practically hear Martis’s voice in her head droning on about how she should. This was the moment the true judgment of the South began. With this woman’s first impression, rumors would spread. And she had been plain enough to be mistaken for a stable hand—not the most ideal start.

      Perhaps it was for the best she had already intended on running away.

      “Tell me news of my mother,” Vi demanded.

      “The Imperial parade is approximately three days from Soricium.” The woman raised her eyes. “I was sent ahead so your preparations could begin.”

      Vi’s heart skipped a beat. In fact, it skipped several. She struggled to find air while keeping her face regal and passive.

      “Three days, that’s much earlier than expected,” Ellene murmured.

      It was, and that meant she didn’t have time to wait and find an excuse for Darrus to be sent to the fortress.

      She had to go to him herself.
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      “Narro hath hoolo.” As Vi spoke the words, light spun Taavin into existence. Vi pulled the magic back from her fingertips, drawing it tightly around her wrist, imagining it as though it were a rope knotting in place.

      “I’m surprised you’re not asleep yet.” He looked toward the window. “You usually don’t summon me after we’re up all night.”

      “Tonight isn’t going to be any normal evening.”

      “I’m not going to like this, am I?” A frown crossed his lips as he looked her up and down. “You’re dressed to go out.”

      Vi pulled at the hem of her cloak. He must’ve remembered it from when she had last sneaked out into Soricium. That was when she still questioned the necessity of finding the apexes—before she had seen the end of the world. Before she had become invested in him.

      “I am.” Vi crossed to the window, putting her back to him. She didn’t want him to see her face because she still had yet to train an expression onto it when talking about her family. “I received word today that my mother will be here in roughly three days’ time.”

      Taavin made no sound when he moved. He’s not actually here, she reminded herself time and again. Every instance was harder. Because she wanted him to be. She wanted his feet to actually touch the floor, his body to move the air around him as he stepped.

      Yet, even though he wasn’t, Vi felt him as though he was. She felt his essence near as he crossed the room to stand behind her. He could make not a single sound or footfall, and she’d know exactly where he was.

      She waited for him to say something. Curiously, he didn’t. Taavin was oddly quiet, as if waiting.

      So Vi filled the silence.

      “They’ve been preparing me all day for it. Tailors measured me and sketched ‘options’ as each of my tutors reviewed things. I took dinner with Sehra to discuss logistics… the White Death has really pared back the plans for the arrival.

      “The whole Imperial parade was supposed to come into the city with all its fanfare and might. But now they don’t want to subject the military—or my mother and brother—to the illness that’s ravaging Soricium.

      “Likely for the best. I can’t imagine the older residents of Soricium being particularly pleased about the Imperial militia in their city again, even briefly. Sehra agreed with me on that much.”

      “How are you handling it all?” Taavin stopped her nervous rambling with a gentle hand on her elbow. The touch nearly made Vi jump from her skin, and she turned in place.

      “What?” Vi’s voice had dropped to a whisper, though she didn’t know why. Perhaps it was because the question was so confusing. Or perhaps she had been wrong about knowing exactly where he was. Taavin was far closer than she expected. “What does that even mean?”

      His emerald eyes searched her face. “It seems a lot all at once.”

      “I can handle it.” She looked back toward the window.

      “I never said you couldn’t.”

      “It sounded like you implied it.” Vi still wasn’t looking at him, so she only heard the soft sound of his laughter.

      “Inquiring after your emotional state suggests your ineptitude?”

      “If you’re worried about my emotional state, you must think it’s unraveling. You must think that I can’t, or I won’t—”

      “Or I merely care for you.” Her eyes flicked to him at that, and then promptly away. There was a raw emotion on his face that she didn’t want to investigate right now. Perhaps he was right to ask about her emotional state. Because merely seeing him look at her that way knotted her insides. “Does anyone around you see how you are—the woman—not the princess, during all this?”

      “Of course not. And why would they?” Vi added hastily. “This is what I’ve always wanted.” Now she didn’t know if she was speaking more to him, or to herself.

      “Sometimes, getting what you’ve always wanted is the hardest part,” he murmured.

      “What do you mean?” Vi turned in place to face him outright, rather than look out the window. Their chests were nearly brushing. Had he taken a step closer without her realizing?

      Magic radiated off of him in warm, invisible waves. He was close enough that she could almost smell him, though Vi was certain she was merely imagining the soft aroma of lilies, cedar, and the fresh, clean air of spring.

      “I’ve always wanted to leave this place, to see the world—to merely see Risen from beyond my tower and not through the curling smoke of Yargen’s flame. But I have no idea what I would feel, or do, if I had such freedom.”

      “This is different,” she whispered. Was it? She was staring down the eve of her freedom, the day she would leave Soricium and finally see the wide world that had been confined to the four corners of her maps until now.

      “I always wanted to understand you,” he continued, ignoring her insistence. The statement stalled any further objection. Vi was vaguely aware of his hands scooping up hers. She had never recalled someone being as forward with her as he had become—all she knew was that she liked it. But Vi couldn’t recall much right now; the world started and ended for a few all too brief breaths with his shockingly green eyes. “The visions I had of you… relentless. I prayed to Yargen time and again to make sense of them, for the chance to understand them. I had all but given up hope in my confinement. And then, miraculously, you came to me. I got what I wanted and now…”

      His voice faded away. Vi leaned in slightly, hanging on the absence of the rest of his thought.

      “Now?” she barely breathed the word of encouragement.

      “Now I don’t know what to do with you in my reach.” His gaze dropped to their hands and Vi’s did as well.

      Their fingers wrapped and unwrapped, slowly shifting like the lines of a magic glyph, changing and taking new shapes as they knotted together in different ways. Much like a glyph, there was power in his hold, and a hidden meaning. Ever since she’d reached for him after the first time she was attacked by the assassin, it had become more natural, easier. There always seemed to be an excuse—at the very least the need for reassurance—for them to reach out and touch each other. But it was undeniable they made use of every opportunity.

      Maybe now, they did it without an excuse at all.

      “I’m not really in your reach,” she whispered, reclaiming his gaze. “Not yet.” Vi pulled her hands away, drawing her cloak tighter around her. “I have to get to Meru first.”

      “And you require something out there to accomplish that feat.” Taavin gave a nod to the window. “That’s why you’re leaving, isn’t it?”

      “The woman I went in search of is in the clinic.” A frown crossed Taavin’s lips. “I must go and find her. That place, she said it’s in the Crossroads. The Imperial party is heading through there. It’s where I’ll need to break away and head to Norin. I can find an Apex on my way to you.”

      “You won’t make it to me if you’re afflicted with the White Death.”

      “How does it spread?” It was meant to be a mere question, but it came out as more of a demand. Somehow, she was confident he knew. He had to.

      “I don’t know how Raspain’s tainted magic works.” Taavin shook his head.

      “You must have a sound guess at least.”

      He sighed at her. “I suspect it started with sorcerers on the Dark Isle, because they have a fragment of Yargen’s magic—an inroad for Raspian to take root in their souls. Non-sorcerers may not be as susceptible, but even their bodies, as creations of Yargen, will eventually break down when confronted with Raspian’s evil.”

      “It’s as though the world is rotting from the inside out.” Vi remembered her earlier lesson with Martis. Would the White Death have a chance to ravage the population, or would famine do the work of it on the dark god’s behalf?

      “An apt description.” Taavin took a small step closer. Their toes were nearly touching and Vi tilted her head to look up at him. His hands rested on her upper arms, holding them gently. “I don’t know if you will be in less danger, having Yargen’s full power. The White Death is only just beginning to appear on Meru. It is possible that since this land is still touched by Yargen’s unfractured magic, the White Death has been warded off… but even her magic is becoming too weak to stop it entirely. So it may have just prolonged the inevitable.”

      “Or it’s possible I’ll be in more danger—that I’ll somehow be targeted by Raspian’s power because I’m a shining beacon for Yargen.” Vi reached the logical conclusion of his thought. Taavin gave a small nod. “I don’t have a choice though.”

      “You can’t possibly find every Apex—”

      “It’s not just about the Apexes.” She gripped his forearms in a sudden burst of energy. Vi leaned forward slightly, beseeching him. Their noses nearly touched. “It’s about my father, too.” Taavin stilled. “There’s no word of him here—no word there, either?” He gave a small shake of his head. “Then I… What if fate changed from my first vision? What if he will not make it to Meru? What if he perished at sea?”

      Vi hung her head, taking a slow breath. She didn’t know if Taavin understood or not. He’d never said anything about his family.

      “If I go to the Apexes, maybe I’ll see him again.”

      Taavin released her. Vi continued to avoid his gaze, hastily working to compose herself. She didn’t like how quickly her emotions ran away from her when it came to the mere mention of her father.

      His index finger hooked under her jaw. A shiver shot straight down her spine as he gently tilted her face upward. The pad of Taavin’s thumb rested lightly on her chin. She’d never been so keenly aware of such a small touch.

      “I understand…” He swallowed, as if choking on the words. “This is our fate.”

      “Help me?” Vi whispered.

      “Anything.”

      “I need a new face to sneak out with.”

      His mouth tipped up into a small, sly smile. “I thought I told you not to worry about that crook in your nose from where it smashed into the tree.”

      Vi took a step away, her hand flying up to her face. She felt the ridge of her nose—reaffirming for the dozenth time that there was, indeed, no crook. Her eyes narrowed, and just like that, whatever trance they had been falling under was broken.

      “There is no crook. And it’s not about that,” she hastily continued before Taavin could get them off track again. “It’s about durroe.”

      “Yes?”

      “I’ve been trying to make an illusion to mask myself… but I can’t seem to get it to sit right.”

      “Show me.”

      “Durroe watt ivin.” Vi held up her free hand, raising it to the top of her head. She closed her fingers as she chanted, imagining she was puling an invisible mask over her face. Light shone under her fingertips as they trailed over her eyes.

      The world was hazy, softly illuminated. Vi crossed the room to her dressing area, standing before the mirror. Sure enough, a face that wasn’t hers looked back at her. But it seemed to ripple and shift, like condensed smoke lit by candles, and it certainly wasn’t about to fool anyone.

      “See, it doesn’t sit right.”

      “How are you constructing it?” Taavin made a quick circle around her, inspecting the edges of her magic.

      “Trying to think of how my face could change and tweaking that—maybe like a mask of a modified version of myself.”

      He hummed at that. “I admit, I’ve never tried this before… It’s a curious application for durroe.”

      “Does that mean you can’t help?” Vi’s heart sunk. He always had an answer.

      “I will always help you,” Taavin said, mumbling through his thoughts. “Durroe watt ivin is much easier if you try to think of it as creating something new, rather than modifying something that’s there. I would try changing your whole appearance. Don’t even imagine yourself inside. You are vanishing, and the new form is appearing.”

      Vi let go of the magic and made a second attempt. “Durroe watt ivin.” A shifting outline overtook her, still not completely whole.

      “Who are you trying to replicate?”

      “No one, just reinventing some things.”

      “Well, that could be another part of the problem. Start with something simpler. Instead of trying to invent every last detail of someone who doesn’t exist, or tweak yourself in ways you have to struggle to imagine and keep straight in your mind. Start by turning yourself into someone who already exists. Someone you know well.”

      Vi looked to the mirror, seeing her own dark eyes reflected back. She hadn’t considered that… Who should she pick?

      It would have to be someone who wouldn’t raise suspicion going in or out of the fortress. Someone the warriors would open the gates for, but wouldn’t care about leaving. Someone whose every detail she knew as well as she knew herself.

      Sehra, Jax, or Ellene would be too noteworthy. Andru never left and never expressed any interest in doing so.

      “Durroe watt ivin.”

      Vi and Taavin both stared in the mirror for several seconds, looking at her handiwork. It was a near spitting image, down to every last brown wave of hair.

      “That’ll do, I think.” Taavin patted her on the shoulder. His hand went through the illusion, landing oddly underneath as though plummeting through a smoke screen.

      It reminded Vi of how Waterrunners could manipulate water vapor in the air to shift the light and make illusions. For the first time, she wondered just how the elemental magicks of the Solaris Empire were connected to the power of Yargen the rest of the world possessed. Taavin had said the sorcerers in the Empire possessed fractured magic…

      But that was a line of questioning for a different time.

      Right now, the moon was already up, and this was going to be her only chance to get the information she needed.
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      Vi slipped out of her room and into the welcoming embrace of darkness.

      Patrols had increased throughout the fortress following the attack on her and the rise of the White Death. But they were still relatively scarce this high up—especially after the wall was erected. It seemed most still believed that if they stopped people from entering the fortress at the ground level, they didn’t have to worry too much about the upper levels.

      She kept her hood up and face down, taking an alternate route than the one she normally wound down. Vi paused in a shadowed stair, right before the final main bridge that led out of the section of the fortress that housed nobility. A guard was always positioned here now, and this would be her first test.

      “Durroe watt ivin,” she whispered under her breath. It was as if she were stepping into a second skin. The light wove around her, clinging to her as she pressed onward. Vi’s vision was hazy, illuminated by the shifting power at its edges. But she could see in her periphery that her hand had changed.

      Gone was the cloak, and in its place was a simple jerkin.

      Vi strode forward. The warrior glanced over her shoulder as she neared and Vi gave a small nod. She held her breath and prayed that the woman guarding the path had no interest in small talk. All remained silent, the warrior made no move to stop her, and Vi slipped further into the night.

      Her heart was racing, waiting for the guard to rush after her. Waiting for some kind of alarm to be called as her guise was up. But Taavin’s quick instruction held as firm as Vi’s white-knuckled grip around the glyph that surrounded her right fist.

      As Vi stepped out onto the barren earth of the stables, she raised her left hand to her lips. If she could make it through this, then she could masquerade as anyone.

      “Durroe sallvas.”

      Durroe, to deceive.

      Sallvas, create sound.

      Her lips tingled. Vi could practically taste the magic as it wrapped around her tongue. She could imagine with startling clarity the symbol that had taken residence over her voice box.

      “Open the gate,” Vi said in Jayme’s voice.

      “Ma’am?” One of the warriors asked.

      “Imperial business.” Less was more. She got away with that as the princess, could she do the same pretending to be Jayme acting on her behalf?

      The two guards shared a look and then one lifted his hand. A portion of the gate lowered in response to the magical command. Vi merely stared at the rocky ground that the stone had retreated into.

      Was it really going to be that easy?

      “Thank you. I will be back in—” Her voice cracked. Vi could hear the octave raise slightly, breaking into her natural cadence of speech. The magic unraveled.

      “Jayme, are you well?” One of the men stepped forward. Vi had never seen his face before and she had no idea who he was. But Jayme might, and that was something she wasn’t prepared to try to cover.

      Quickly raising her left hand to her lips, Vi made a show of coughing. In-between forced coughs, she hastened a mumbled, “Durroe sallvas.” The man made no indication of hearing.

      “Something in my throat,” Vi said softly, trying not to break the magic by speaking too quickly. Her right fist felt warm, as though her illusion was struggling to get away from her. Navigating both disguises at the same time without flaw was proving difficult. “I shall return.”

      With that, Vi hastened away.

      If the guard was suspicious, he wasn’t suspicious enough to run after her. Vi continued on the main road, forcing her pace to be as slow as she could bear, before dipping into a side alley between two large tree trunks. Glancing around and seeing no one, Vi let out a sigh and felt the magic unravel.

      Exhaustion soaked into her bones. Wearing someone else’s face was no easy task. But she’d pulled it off. Vi stared down at her hands in marvel and horror. To think, a few mere months ago she could barely make an orb of light with Sehra—could barely muster magic at all. Now she was deceiving people with light and sound.

      If she managed to truly gain mastery of the illusions and sound manipulation… If she could hold it—hold it! Hoolo! Vi smacked herself lightly in the forehead.

      “I’m an idiot.” She gave a soft laugh at herself, one that quickly vanished as she looked back to her hands.

      Hoolo. It was her personal word of power—to hold, to sustain—given to her by the goddess herself, through Taavin.

      Whenever Vi added the word hoolo to her spells, her magic wasn’t depleted. Vi didn’t know where the power was drawn from, perhaps the goddess herself… but the how didn’t matter so long as it worked. Vi made a note to see if the word had any limitations; if it worked the same with every combination of words, then the depth of hoolo’s power was unfathomable.

      Could she use hoolo on two spells at once? Or would it lose its effectiveness?  It was something she’d have to try, and pick Taavin’s brain over.

      With hoolo and confidence in her Lightspinning abilities, she could be anyone. She could wear any face, have any voice. Her hand balled into a fist. That also meant anyone else gifted with Lightspinning likely could too, maybe just for a shorter period of time.

      She had to be careful. Enemies could be lurking in plain sight.

      Vi treaded lightly as she continued into the sleeping city. She glanced over her shoulder, making note of every other lone wanderer in the midnight hours. Even at this time, it seemed unnaturally quiet.

      A city overtaken by the shroud of death.

      It took her two wrong turns before she finally found Darrus’s family home. She’d only been there twice before with Ellene. So while her map-inclined memory of the city had not failed her, her recollection of where he lived had. The house was expectedly dark, not a soul stirring. Vi looped around the back, crouching below shuttered windows, glancing through the cracks.

      The first room she peered into at the front was what appeared to be a family area. The back half of the house was occupied by a larger room that had a wide bed with two sleeping figures in it. Off the main road, a stairway wound around the tree the home was built into—leading up to more homes stacked on top of each other in the hollowed out trunk.

      Setting her feet down softly, Vi made her way up the stair toward an upper window. She pulled it back slightly, hoping the hinges didn’t squeal. They didn’t. Inside the room was a single bed, and in it, Darrus asleep.

      This was the last moment she had to turn back. But Vi ignored it, instead whispering a hushed, “Darrus… Darrus!”

      It took four tries for him to stir, each louder than the last. She was at the point of crawling through the window when the man groaned. He twisted from one side of the bed to the other, and then finally sat upright, rubbing his eyes with the back of his hand.

      “Darrus,” Vi hissed again. She saw his eyes come into focus, landing on her. His hands dropped slowly to his lap as he blinked at her.

      “P-Princess?” He rubbed his eyes again quickly. “Am I dreaming?”

      “No, you’re not. Be quiet and come here,” Vi commanded sternly. The last thing she wanted was his surprise to rouse his sleeping parents below.

      Darrus slipped out of bed, looking uncertain, and crossed the room to her. Halfway, the air must’ve hit his bare chest and caught up to his sleep-hazy mind, because he looked down and hastened over to a short dresser. Vi resisted the urge to roll her eyes; it was hardly the first man’s chest she’d seen. But she allowed him his modesty as it only took him a second to pull on the knit sweater and make his way to her.

      “What’re you doing here?” He eased open the shutter the rest of the way and leaned out, looking around.

      “I’m alone.” Vi suspected he was looking for Ellene and Jayme.

      “Just what’re you getting up to in the city alone? Again.” While Darrus had never mentioned it to anyone, he clearly had not forgotten the first time they ran into each other.

      “I need to get to the clinic.” Vi didn’t mince words.

      “What?”

      “I need you to help me get into the clinic.”

      “No, no, no.”

      “I have to.”

      “If you want to get in there, seek out another cleric.” Darrus leaned away from the window, folding his arms over his chest. “I’m still an apprentice. They’d cut my lessons entirely if I took, of all people, the crown princess in there.”

      “Or I could command them to cut your lessons entirely if you don’t.” Vi lowered her voice, giving him a hard stare.

      His arms fell to his sides. “You wouldn’t.”

      “You have no idea what I will and won’t do.” Vi was still learning herself. “One is a possibility, if we get caught. The other is far more certain.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because I know you can keep a secret.” That was an honest answer. “No one can know I was there.”

      “Why do you want to go?” The question was skeptical, uncertain, but wasn’t as firm as his first objection.

      Vi had anticipated the query, and thought of a number of angles from which to answer it. There was doubling down on her threat. Commanding him outright. Telling him some part of the truth of her visions. Or… a lie that may hit a little too close to home after what Ellene had told her.

      “It’s…” She forced her voice to go soft, looking away from him. The guilt for the lie wasn’t as overwhelming then as when she looked him in the eye. “It’s personal.”

      “What is it, princess?” He leaned forward once more. Oh, Darrus did love a good damsel to save. She’d seen Ellene tap into the fact countless times.

      “There’s a woman there—she came with one of the caravans. I was talking with my uncle and he said that she… that she may be related to my father’s family, through my grandmother.” Vi buried her face in her hands. “I never knew my family, and now my father, he’s—” She didn’t have to fabricate the choke in her throat. “—he’s gone. I feel like I’m losing everyone before I even knew them.”

      She pulled her face away from her palms and looked up to him. Darrus sighed, his whole demeanor softening. Guilt began to rise; Vi hastened to close her mental floodgates, blocking it from pouring out.

      This was for the best. What she was doing was for everyone—for the whole world. She’d do whatever it took to find the apexes. Every action she took toward that goal steeled her further.

      “I understand.” Darrus rested a hand on her shoulder.

      “You do?” she asked, making her voice thin and frail, as if she teetered on the edge of tears.

      “I do.”

      “I just want a few moments alone with the woman… Can you help me? No one else will. You’re the only chance I have.”

      He sighed, and Vi knew what he’d say before he said it. “All right. But we’re in and out quickly. If anyone finds I took you there, I’ll be in a kind of trouble I don’t even want to imagine.”

      “I don’t want to get you in trouble,” Vi reassured him. “We’ll be fast, and I’ll stay hidden under one of the plague masks.”

      He nodded, starting back in his room. Vi watched as he went and gathered his own heavy clothes, gloves, and mask, which he settled on the top of his head. Darrus crossed back over and Vi straightened from her crouch, taking a few steps down the stairs so he could crawl through the window. She suspected this was not the first time he’d snuck out in the night; she wondered if Ellene had ever been involved.

      Giving him a nod, Vi started down the stairs. But she paused when she didn’t hear him following her. Darrus stared down at her, unmoving, and for a brief moment she was worried he’d reconsider.

      “Princess,” he whispered. “The clinic… it’s a hard place to be. Once you go there, well, you’ll see things that you can never unsee.”

      Vi fought a bitter smile. She knew he meant well, just as she knew there was no way he knew of all the things she’d already borne witness to that she couldn’t unsee. Her dreams were becoming more torturous as the weeks and months progressed, the remnants of seeing the end of the world impossible to escape.

      How much worse could it get?
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      She followed Darrus through the back alleyways and suspended bridges of the city, crossing into the still-lit parts of town. No one paid them any mind. No one expected to see the crown princess walking in their midst, and certainly not toward the clinic.

      Moreover, the plague mask, even propped on her forehead, covered and shadowed the majority of her face.

      Finally, they ended up on a single road stretching away from the city. Vi could see the mark of Groundbreaker’s work, practically feel the magic still lingering in the air. There were no more houses here; even the trees seemed shrunken without all the additions of living quarters, walkways, and balconies. She’d thought the city had been quiet, but it was nothing compared to the heavy stillness of the first few steps into the vacant space between the city’s edge and the clinic.

      Then, she heard the first shouts of the diseased.

      It was a soft rumbling, a litany of moans and groans, punctuated by shrill screams and cries. Vi drew her cloak more tightly around her, staring up at the dark shadow of the stone building before her. The trees around it had been stripped back and the moon stared down, as if watching. She looked up at the celestial body.

      Perhaps the dark god himself was watching.

      “Here.” Darrus tapped the mask on her head. “Put it on now.”

      “What about you?” Vi grabbed for it, her hand lingering.

      “I’ll say I lost mine and get another when we get inside. But we can’t have them noticing you before then.” He gave a nod toward the entrance and it was then that Vi noticed two people positioned on either side. “And you should have the protection from here out.”

      Two more warriors were at the front corners of the building, and she’d bet two more were at the back. They were bulky, tall, and wielded bows, spears, and swords. Vi had no doubt they were Sehra’s best. Just as she had no doubt that their guard was not to keep people away from the clinic—no one in their right mind would enter here willingly, Vi excluded.

      No… These warriors were to keep people in. To ensure that the only way someone left the clinic, other than the clerics, was as ashes.

      “Are you sure?” Vi asked softly, still holding the mask. What she wanted to ask was if he was certain he wanted to take the risk of going in unprotected. Luckily, it seems he heard the unspoken question.

      “They still don’t know how it spreads. The masks may not help at all.” He shrugged. Vi knew the bravery was a front. “I’ll get one in short order, so don’t worry about me.”

      “I do, because Ellene will slay me if anything happens to you because of me.”

      “Not that she’d know,” he muttered. “Come dawn, we weren’t here at all.”

      He stepped into the moonlight, and Vi wondered when he’d become so brave. Staring down your own mortality daily could do that—change a person fundamentally. Hadn’t it done the same to her? If she had never seen the visions she’d witnessed, would she have the ability to be here now, risking his life and hers?

      Pushing the thoughts from her mind, Vi stepped into the moonlight and followed closely behind toward the boxy stone building.

      “Halt,” one of the guards said, stepping forward. “No one without a mask is permitted within.” He paused, his head turned to Darrus, moonlight flashing on the glassy orbs of the mask that covered the warrior’s eyes. “You shouldn’t even risk being this close without a mask.”

      “Mine broke,” Darrus lied. “I need to get another.”

      “I see,” the guard said, somewhat skeptical.

      “Come on, I’m doing a double tomorrow starting at dawn and Romou will kill me if I’m late for it.” Darrus put his hand on his hip.

      “What happened?”

      “I was putting my mask away and it fell, shattered the eyes. I didn’t want to deal with this in the morning so I came now.” Darrus motioned to her. “I brought a friend so I don’t even have to go in without a mask. She can go in and grab me one and bring it back. Does that work?”

      The warrior turned to Vi. She stared at him through the haze of the glass that covered her eyes. Her breath was hot on her face, nerves turning the inside of her mask into a sauna. Thankfully, her cloak hid her swiftly rising and falling chest just as the mask hid her face.

      “Yeah, fine.” The warrior shrugged and returned to his post. “Do what you need to.”

      Darrus turned to her. “Get me one of the flatter ones—I don’t want one of the beaked ones,” he instructed slowly. “I’ll need a larger one. They keep that style on the top shelf of the storeroom to the right.”

      Storeroom to the right.

      “Flat one, got it,” Vi mumbled. Her voice was utterly unrecognizable when muffled by the long beak of Darrus’s mask and all the filters it contained, no magic required.

      Trying to seem as though she’d entered the clinic a hundred times, Vi pushed open the doors. Neither of the warriors so much as glanced at her as she slipped into the building.

      The immediate entry was a wide room with absolutely nothing in it. Stone walls, stone ceiling, no windows. Only a few flame bulbs positioned in the corners illuminated the ominously dark room. The rock was so thick that the sounds of wailing had vanished and a heavy silence settled on her.

      “To the right…” There were two doors on the right wall. Vi walked over to the closer one first. She had a fifty-fifty shot.

      Opening the heavy door, Vi was greeted by a room filled with various tools. Shackles and chains hung on the wall at her left. A wide, flat, disturbingly stained table sat in the center. A wall of shelves contained jars with all manner of grotesquely severed parts suspended in a clear liquid.

      What was this place?

      She stepped into the room, uncomfortably curious. It was a question she didn’t think she wanted the answer to, yet wondered all the same. Scalpels and saws were hung along the back wall. A table underneath had all manner of wickedly gleaming instruments.

      Vi turned away from them, to the second door at her right. Behind that heavy door was a small closet-like room. Shelves lined every wall, filled with heavy gloves, thick coats, and masks. Luckily, she was tall and only had to step up using the bottom shelf. If she’d been shorter like Ellene, she would’ve had to scale half the shelves to reach what Darrus needed.

      Quickly closing the doors behind her, Vi returned to the main entrance.

      “Thanks,” Darrus said, stepping forward to take the mask. Without another word from the warriors on either side, he followed her within.

      “What are these rooms?” Vi whispered, though she didn’t know why. There was no one around and the guard certainly couldn’t hear them through the heavy doors.

      “Triage… more or less,” Darrus answered grimly. “We keep it empty so the diseased have nothing to attack us with.”

      “Do they attack you?”

      “Often… either they don’t have their wits about them any longer, they’re more animal than human.” As he spoke, Vi remembered the crazed man from the winter solstice, and the man in the cage from her vision of her father on Meru. “Or… they are still in denial. Some, I think, truly want to fight for their freedom. They see this for the death sentence that it is. Others are hoping that maybe one of us will make a mistake and kill them as we try to subdue them.”

      “Have you killed anyone?” Vi whispered.

      “Not personally.” He took a step forward, pointing at the doors as he walked. There was a mechanical quality to him now. Vi couldn’t tell if it was a wall, guarding the more tender man she’d seen with Ellene, or a complete switch in personality—a new side of him born of necessity. She wished she could see his face, the mask only further added to the unnerving quality of his current nature.

      “That door—” he pointed to the one she’d found the storeroom through “—is for those already dead, or one breath away, when they’re brought here. The master clerics dissect them, trying to find out a root cause for the disease.” He pointed to the left. “That one is for those still in the early stages. Ahead is for those who are far along, but not quite dead yet.”

      “And this one?” she asked as his hand landed on the second door to the right.

      “Clerics only,” he answered as they stepped into a small sitting area.

      There were two tables, some low benches in a corner, what could only be described as a small kitchen on either side of a hearth—though Vi couldn’t imagine who found their appetite in a place like this. Two clerics lifted their masked faces toward them. They raised a hand by way of greeting, and Darrus did the same—but that was all the attention they paid them, as they quickly returned to their hushed conversation.

      Vi strained to listen as she followed Darrus behind them. But the words were impossible to make out underneath the heavy mask that covered her head. Neither of the clerics said anything as her and Darrus slipped out a back door and into a narrow hall.

      “We’re going up to the walk,” he said softly, glancing over his shoulder. “Mentally ready yourself.”

      Vi didn’t dare ask what he meant. Her heart inched up her throat with every beat, a rising apprehension at the sheer unknown she’d find at the top of the stairwell. There was a landing, another door, and then on the other side, death.

      They stepped onto a narrow walkway, guarded by stone bars on their left, that overlooked a great pit to their right. It was then that Vi figured out the layout of the clinic. The front third were the rooms Darrus had talked about—the ones she’d walked through. The back two thirds were split like two rectangles set long-ways against each other. The far rectangle was covered—Vi could only assume more rooms and better accommodations for those less progressed. The final third that she now laid eyes on was open to the sky, and packed to the brim with people.

      This was where the wailing she’d heard originated from.

      Vi watched as men and women in tattered clothing, some completely naked, drifted from place to place. Some howled and wailed. Some had enough sense to weep white, sticky tears across bulging red veins from milky eyes. Vi watched in horror as one man ran into the wall, head first, again and again. She didn’t know how long she watched… but it was long enough that he fell a final time and did not get up.

      “Vi.” Darrus rested his hand lightly on her arm and her head jerked toward his. How she wished she could see his face in that moment—see another human’s face, not diseased. It was the first time he had referred to her without the title of “princess” and Vi didn’t even remark on it. In fact, it was welcome.

      Standing before one’s own mortality, titles meant nothing.

      “Can we do anything more for them?” she asked weakly, clearing her throat, trying to find strength and authority. But there was none.

      “We do all we can. We’re not prepared for an outbreak of this size… But at least, by the time we lead them here, they can’t seem to feel pain.”

      Vi looked back to the pit. They were doing their best. This was their best. It was horrific and inhumane—Vi could see that. What she couldn’t see was another solution. Her mind had gone as blank as the milky eyes of the nearly deceased.

      “I didn’t want to upset you.”

      “I know.” She swallowed hard. “I’m not upset.” It sounded like a lie. She didn’t rightly know what it was. She didn’t even know how she felt.

      “Well, I brought you here first to see if you saw your kin… if she’s already in the pit, there’s no way we can get to her,” he said solemnly.

      I have a job to do. Vi put the words on repeat in her mind. She couldn’t balk now. She balled her hands into fists to keep them from trembling.

      “Let me look.” Vi began to walk the length of the pit, looking at the men and women of all shapes and sizes. Luckily, it was a full moon, so she could make out most of them. The majority were Northern, making the few Westerners and one or two Easterners easier to pick out. Finally, Vi shook her head. “I don’t see her.”

      “Then you may be in luck. If she’s not out here, she has some of her mind left.” Darrus started back toward the door.

      Vi reached out, grabbing his sleeve at the elbow. “Can nothing more truly be done for them?”

      “Do you have an idea? Because the clerics have come up with nothing.” The question sounded genuine, as though he’d take any answer she could offer. When she said nothing, he spoke again. “Some have suggested mercy kills… But we’re clerics. We want to heal. Not slay. And if there’s a chance to find a cure—a chance for just one person to be saved—we want them alive to see the next dawn.”

      Vi gave a small nod. “I understand.”

      “You do?”

      “I do.” The lie was said with confidence. She said it because she knew that he needed to hear it. But in truth, she had no idea what her stance was on the matter. “You’re doing all you can… and I thank you for it. So let’s move on.”

      They retraced their steps to the entry, then across and through the door that had been on her left when she entered. The two clerics she’d seen were busy mixing some salve in a large vat in the corner of a completely new room. Vi could smell their potions through the filters of her mask. Both looked up as they entered.

      “We’ll do a round,” Darrus announced. The two gave nods, then ignored them as Darrus led her into a secondary hall.

      The echoes of soft moans and groans filled her ears. Unlike the guttural, almost beast-like noises of the pit, these sounds still seemed distinctly human. They were aware of pain still, Vi realized, thinking back to what Darrus had told her.

      “Go ahead and look,” Darrus instructed quietly. “I’ll stand guard by the door and stall if those two get suspicious. Be as quick as you can.”

      “Thank you.”

      Vi slipped off down the hall, looking at the cells on either side. At first, they all contained multiple people who looked relatively normal; they raised their heads, weak and listless, as she passed. But the further she walked, the fewer people were housed together, until ultimately the sickest among them were contained in isolation.

      It was there, almost all the way in the back, that Vi found the spice seller Grendla.

      She was slumped in the back corner, a curtain of black hair covering her face. Her hands were at her sides, upturned, legs straight out, as though she was bearing the ravages of the disease on her body for all to see. She looked as limp and lifeless as a doll.

      Vi crouched and then, as if sensing her, Grendla’s face jerked up.

      “Who?” she hissed slowly, her all-white eyes unseeing.

      “The crown princess, Vi Solaris,” Vi announced softly. Let the woman tell the clerics the princess came to visit. Vi doubted she’d be believed.

      The woman smiled. It stretched between two gnarly red veins on either side of her cheeks. For a brief second, Vi was reminded of the crescent scar that ran along Taavin’s face.

      “You came. I knew you’d come.”

      “I have to ask—”

      “But you’re too late… too late. I don’t have it.”

      “The key?”

      “It’s with my things, in the caravan. But it is yours. Your fate is there, in the main market of the Crossroads, on the way to your throne, just as you left it, Princess Ci’Dan.” The woman’s head lobbed back and forth, her jaw slack.

      “Princess Solaris.”

      “You are she come again.” She was delirious in her disease. “It is yours. The place. The main market. Given for you.”

      “How do I find the key?”

      “Too late, too late. It’s hidden with the rest. Back of the tome, the records I kept. Too late…” Grendla repeated the words again and again, white spittle dripping down her chin and onto her lap.

      “Did you ever see any visions about me?” Vi dared to ask. “You were a future seer in the Crossroads, right? Did you—”

      “Too late… too late…”

      Vi straightened, looking down at the woman. Maybe a day more, and she would be in the pit with the rest of them. But she’d secured enough information for now—a headway.

      Now, to find the remnants of the caravan, and some kind of record book.
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      They were silent walking back from the clinic. It wasn’t until they were halfway back to his home that Darrus finally removed his mask.

      “Did you get what you needed?” he asked, not looking at her.

      “I did… I know I’ve already asked too much of you.” He snorted at that, but Vi ignored it. “Do you know where the Western Caravans were set up?”

      “Other side of the amphitheater,” he answered. “But there’s not much left there, now. They were ransacked, you know?”

      She didn’t. “I still have to look. There may be some of her things there—family heirlooms.”

      “Do you need me to come with you?” His body language and tone made clear he didn’t want to.

      “No,” Vi said softly. “You’ve done enough for me for one night.” She pulled off her mask, handing it back to him. “Thank you, though. You don’t know how much you’ve helped.”

      “Helped by showing you death?” He stared into the goggles of the mask, as if asking it the question more than her.

      “Yes,” she answered firmly. “My kin aside… I needed to see the White Death with my own two eyes. Solaris needs a ruler who has seen it, who knows it and doesn’t hide behind castle walls.” She’d make every effort to stress as much to Romulin.

      “It does indeed.” Darrus looked over her shoulder in the direction of the amphitheater. “Go safely, princess.”

      “You too.” With that, they headed their separate ways. She was halfway to the remnants of the caravan when she realized that was likely the last time she’d ever see Darrus. Vi turned in place, even though there was no possible way to catch him still. He was long gone.

      She pushed onward.

      The remnants of the winter solstice were still visible in the city and it filled her with an uncomfortable sense of dread. There were clearings that had been made for dancing surrounded by the empty stands Vi had sat on with her friends in the final moments before the outbreak. Whole sections of abandoned markets looked like remnants of a battlefield that no one had the energy to clean.

      Vi couldn’t blame them. The stink of death was heavy in the city. Now that she had seen the White Death with her own eyes, she could see its mark everywhere. In some cases, literal marks: white exes painted on doors.

      Her eyes were bleary, heavy, but Vi forced herself to stay alert. The last time she’d been wandering at night, an assassin was lurking. The elfin’ra could come at any time.

      “Where would you be?” she murmured as she rounded behind the amphitheater.

      There was an open stretch of land that had some makeshift stables—empty. The grass was condensed, showing where wagons and carts had stood for days, but the carts themselves were gone. The remnants of a caravan were all there… except for the caravan itself.

      “Mother,” Vi cursed softly, walking through the empty field. Her eyes caught a pale streak of orange. Kneeling down, she pressed her fingers into the fine powder that was slowly seeping into the earth. Raising her hand to her face, she inhaled. “Spices…”

      They had been here, certainly. But where were their things? Darrus had said they’d been ransacked, but she’d expected there’d still be remnants—like sun-bleached bones picked clean by birds.

      But there was nothing here. If not for the imprints on the grass and having been told, she would’ve never thought the caravan had been there at all.

      Vi rubbed her eyes, forcing herself to think. The prisoner, the woman, and now the trail went cold. She let out a groan of frustration and lapped the clearing, searching for someone who might know. But she was just as alone as when she’d first set out.

      Alone and frustrated was ultimately how she returned to the fortress.

      The sky was bleeding red as Vi made her way upward through the tree trunks and stairwells back to her room. No one stopped her, no one paid her any mind. She didn’t even need to say a word. Which was good, because she was so exhausted she didn’t even know if she could manage to conceal her voice. Maintaining Jayme’s face to get in and up was almost too much.

      A few steps from her room, tucked away in a blind spot, Vi let go of her guise with a sigh. Another night of no sleep behind her, likely another ahead, too. She had to figure out where the key had gone before she left the North.

      Vi opened the door to her room and stopped dead in her tracks.

      She wasn’t alone.

      A pair of brown eyes—identical to the ones she’d just worn—stared at her, narrowed, waiting. Jayme had positioned one of the chairs from Vi’s table to face the door. Her fingers thrummed along the armrest impatiently.

      “Close the door,” she said softly. “I don’t think you want anyone overhearing this conversation.”

      Vi did as she was told. She was too tired to argue and Jayme looked as though she’d tolerate none of it.

      “I think you know why I’m here.”

      “Do I?” Vi leaned against the door.

      Jayme sighed, shook her head, steepled her fingers, and then went back to gripping the armrests. She clearly couldn’t make up her mind as to what emotion she wanted to portray.

      “How did you do it?” Jayme pushed away from the chair, beginning to pace. “I expected you to come in with make up, and masks, something more than… you.”

      “How did you find out?” Vi asked instead, hoping Jayme wouldn’t notice she hadn’t answered the question.

      “Imagine my surprise when, on my way to my morning rounds, I was stopped by Parn and asked when I returned. I didn’t recall leaving.”

      “Did you tell him that?”

      “Of course not.” Jayme paused, looking to Vi. “I know when you’re up to something, even if I don’t know the details of how or why.” The statement was definitely angry, but maybe a little proud too. Vi fought a smile. “So I came right here, confirmed my suspicion, and waited. Now, tell me what you did.” Jayme folded her arms over her chest, turning to face her, legs wide, as if ready for a battle.

      “I can’t—”

      “Do not give me that, Vi Solaris.” Jayme pointed at her. “I am expected to be your guard. How in the Mother’s name am I supposed to do that if you’re continually running off, going gods know where, in the middle of the night without me?”

      “Trust me when I say it’s for the good of the Empire.” And the world.

      “Trust me when I say I believe you.” Jayme sighed and shook her head. “Vi, I’m not Jax, your mother, or father. Frankly, I couldn’t find any way to care less about discipline or making sure you ‘act a princess.’ That’s not my place. The only thing I want to do is protect you. So please, for that sake alone, tell me what’s going on?”

      Vi looked to the window. The sky was turning orange and that meant servants would be coming soon. She did a quick mental tally. Perhaps Jayme was right. She wouldn’t betray her confidence and run to Jax or her mother. It could benefit her to have an ally…

      “Remember how I said I saw visions at special places?”

      “Is that what this is about? Another vision?”

      “More or less.” Vi held up her hand, showing was easier than telling. “Durroe watt ivin.” Vi stepped forward into the illusion.

      Jayme’s eyes widened to a third of the size of her face. She took a step forward, then back. “H-how? What magic is this?”

      “It’s complicated.” Vi let go of the glyph and with it the guise of being Jayme’s twin. “I have a rare magic…” Rare in the Solaris Empire, at least. “And part of learning it is rooted in my visions.”

      “That’s why you’re so adamant…”

      “And… I want to see my father,” Vi confessed, looking at her toes. “I’m still hopeful.”

      After a moment, Jayme crossed over to her. Her toes appeared in Vi’s field of vision and Vi felt the weight of her hand clasping over her shoulder. She looked up, meeting Jayme’s soft brown eyes.

      “I don’t blame you for that. But from now on, let me help you. You can trust me—I’m supposed to keep you safe. After we leave the North, it’s going to be you and me.” She had a point. Vi’s circle of friends wasn’t exactly large, and it was about to shrink by a fourth.

      “I will keep you in the know,” Vi promised, hoping she could keep it.

      “Good. Did you get everything you needed tonight?”

      “Unfortunately not.” Vi started for her room, talking as she went. They were running out of time, and she needed to be in bed. “I made progress… but I needed to get to the Western Caravan and that ended up being impossible, so my lurking is on hold for now.”

      “Western Caravan?”

      “The one that had the spices… they have an heirloom of my family and I think it may literally be the key to the next vision.” Vi stepped into her dressing room, quickly donning her sleeping shift. “But they were completely gone, so—”

      “Yes, Sehra had us confiscate all their goods right when she caught wind of possible looting.”

      “What?” Vi froze.

      “When she arrested the Westerners and had them rounded up, she also had us collect their things in the night—that way they wouldn’t be raided, stolen, or destroyed… More destroyed than they were in the initial rage.”

      Sehra was brilliant. It wasn’t the first time Vi stood in awe of her tactical mind and foresight.

      “Where is it? Here in the fortress?” Vi asked eagerly.

      “I believe so.” Jayme looked to the door, her mind no doubt going to the same place Vi’s was. Any second, a servant would walk in. “Let me look into it and I—”

      “I have to get to it before we go south.” Vi grabbed Jayme’s wrist. “Please.”

      “I’m going to look into it today.” Jayme pulled free her hand. “Trust me, Vi. I’m here to help.”

      “I know.” Vi scooped her up into a hug, feeling the woman stiffen as she usually did. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet… wait until I actually have answers for you.”

      “Just being willing to help is enough,” Vi assured her.

      Jayme gave a small smile, then looked to the window. “Catch an hour of sleep, if you can. I’ll come back tonight after dinner and report.”

      “Thank you,” Vi called after her as she pulled back her bed linens.

      “Don’t thank me yet!” Jayme repeated. Vi felt an answering smile spread across her lips.

      The door closed behind her friend and Vi settled into the plush of her mattress. She listened as the outer door closed as well, her eyes drifting shut with it. For a few blissful moments, there was silence. Vi thought briefly about summoning Taavin again to give a report of her own. But Jayme was right: if she could catch just an hour of sleep, it’d be enough to get through the day.

      But that was too much to hope for, as the door to her main room was opened with such vigor that it thumped against the wall.

      “Princess!”

      Vi pressed her eyes closed, and braced herself for the unrelenting chaos that was about to descend on her.
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      Vi was on a pedestal, quite literally.

      “I cannot believe they’re making you ride out.” Holina, Vi’s tailor, tittered over the pins that lined her mouth.

      “It cannot be helped,” Martis reminded Holina. “With the way the White Death is now, there is no reason to subject the Empress Regent or Prince Romulin to the city.”

      They talked about the White Death so casually, as though it were a rainstorm or unfinished stretch of road—inconvenient for their purposes, but otherwise unimportant. The clinic she had seen with Darrus was seared in her mind. The disease was far more serious than they gave it credit for. But Vi kept her mouth shut. She was far too tired today.

      “Still, I would like to see her fitted in a more proper gown for the reception. Riding—what am I supposed to do with that?” Holina shook her head and put a few pins in the asymmetrical hem that extended down to the floor behind her, and to her mid-thigh in the front. She’d sewn wonders in just one night. “And considering her highness will not ride side-saddle…”

      “It’s utterly impractical.” Vi stood her ground. “And I have never once seen my mother ride in any way but astride.”

      “Your mother has her habits from when she was younger,” Holina murmured.

      “Excuse me?” Vi looked down to the woman. Her mother may have been common born, but she had now been Empress for over twenty years. And now she was Empress Regent. With the declaration of her father’s death, Vi’s mother was no longer the Empress; she was merely holding Vi’s seat until she was crowned. That didn’t mean Vi would tolerate anything intended to be disparaging against her family.

      “Let’s remain focused,” Martis said hastily, tapping his papers spread out on Vi’s table across the room. “There will be an imperial contingent that will—”

      “I’ve come with lunch!” Jax announced, opening the door to her common area. Martis groaned at the continual interruptions.

      “Thank the mother.” Vi’s stomach growled in anticipation. They’d been fussing over her since dawn.

      “No eating for you yet, princess.” Holina had a death-grip on her hem. “I need you in place if I’m to finish this in the next day.”

      Jax attempted to come to her defense, but Holina stopped him with a hand.

      “She can eat when I’m off stitching.”

      Vi stared down at the bolts of golden fabric wrapped around her body. Cut, hemmed, and trimmed to the most flattering shapes on her. She was never one to put much stock in fashion, but in the wake of everything she now knew about their world and its state, it seemed even more pointless.

      She would ride in finery, putting on a strong mask, as there was a pit full of the dying a stone’s throw from her.
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      Vi took dinner alone.

      After being poked and prodded all day, and every person in her employ coming to instruct her about something, she was well and truly done with people. She knew she should’ve gone and had dinner with Sehra and her family—for Ellene’s sake, if nothing else. But Vi was far too tired.

      Instead, food was sent to her and she ate it with gusto before picking at the scraps as she inspected the aftermath of all the activity that had taken place in her room. Vi trailed her fingers along the couches and table; the objects she’d always known and used would not be coming with her on this journey. Books were the only exception.

      Romulin could enjoy them after she left.

      Vi stood in the doorway of her study. The world outside had gone dark, and the room was now lit by flickering candles on either side of her drafting table. All her maps had been removed and carefully rolled before being placed into tubes. Most of her books were packed into trunks, but a few still lined the shelves, waiting to be collected.

      The door to her room opened, stealing her attention. Vi’s eyes met Jayme’s and they stared at each other for a long moment.

      “I found it,” Jayme announced, stepping in. She had her sword strapped to her hip. Even though Vi sincerely hoped they wouldn’t need it, she was glad to see the smith had finished repairing it before they had to leave. “The remnants of the caravan—their goods. It’s all here in the fortress.”

      “That makes it easier. Where are they?”

      “In the storerooms by the warriors’ barracks.”

      “Are they guarded?”

      “Not exactly, but the entrance is where warriors walk frequently.” Jayme’s tone was uncertain, less than thrilled, but not totally dejected. Which told Vi there was a chance to get in.

      “Thank you. I can take it from here.”

      Jayme caught her wrist as Vi started for the door. The woman’s grip was much stronger than it looked—and Jayme already looked strong. “Not so fast. You agreed to let me help protect you.”

      “You said it was in the fortress. I’m not venturing beyond protection this time.”

      “Firstly, this time matters as much as the next. I want you to be in a habit of including me.” Jayme held her grip firm. “Secondly, I can help you.”

      “You saw my magic…” Vi didn’t think she’d need to remind Jayme after the woman’s reaction the night before. “I can be well hidden.”

      “Does your magic tell you the warriors’ rounds also? Does it tell you when they’ll be coming and going, or up on the wall? Does your magic keep watch for you? Can it offer a convenient excuse if you’re caught?” Jayme slowly released her grip on Vi. “There’s no shame in having some help,” Jayme said softly.

      “All right,” Vi reluctantly agreed. She’d always had either Jayme or Ellene by her side. Just because the stakes had changed didn’t mean she had to let go of her friends entirely. “Let’s go.”

      “Not yet.” Jayme looked to the clock that hung on Vi’s wall. “Wait an hour, then we’ll go.”

      They didn’t talk much while they waited. Vi had half expected Jayme to probe her for information about her magic. To ask about her visions… search for reasons as to why she felt so strongly about getting to the Apexes.

      But when they did talk, their subject was much the same as all her other conversations for the day: departing the North. As exhausted as Vi was about that topic, she appreciated that Jayme wasn’t digging too deep. Perhaps the woman had been completely honest about wanting nothing more than to ensure Vi’s safety. Throughout her whole life, Jayme had been nothing but helpful, always on Vi’s side.

      When the clock struck ten, they ventured outward.

      “The guards are on rotation right now,” Jayme murmured as they wound down. “By the time we get there, they’ll be settled in positions. We should have a blind spot of about ten minutes before anyone has a chance to notice us at the store room.”

      “That should be enough time.” At least, she hoped it would be.

      They passed by the guard positioned at the entrance to the royal quarters. The woman gave a nod to them both, settled her eyes on Jayme, and didn’t ask any questions. Otherwise, they only ran into two other servants on their way down to the pits.

      The storeroom was just as Jayme had said, adjacent to the warrior barracks and back by the wall. There was one door that led in and out of it, a lantern blazing over top, and a heavy padlock hanging from the handle that seemed to grow larger as they approached. Vi stared at it, running through the words of power in her mind. She could destroy it clean off with juth, but that would likely arouse suspicion, prompting a search. Perhaps there was something with mysst, fashion a key of some sort? Though Vi didn’t know of—

      “Stand there.” Jayme pointed to a spot just before the door, by the padlock. “And keep an eye out.”

      “What?”

      Jayme was already crouching. She unrolled a small kit, tools lining various pockets. Vi stared at the silver that flashed in the lamplight as Jayme selected her first picks and began to insert them into the lock.

      “How did you…?”

      “You pick things up on the road.” Jayme shrugged. She situated one of the tools and held it in place, beginning to fidget with a second at the bottom of the lock. “I want to do the best I can for you and your protection, princess. That means learning as many skills as I can.”

      “I don’t know how many guards learn lock-picking to protect nobility.” Vi swept her eyes across the pits and bridge-ways, but saw no one.

      “Well, don’t you think my eagerness to account for every possibility makes me even more valuable?” There was a metallic click, and Vi heard the shank of the padlock slide from its place. She turned, shocked at Jayme’s speed. By the time her eyes landed on on the lock again, Jayme had already hung the lock on the door, her tools collected. “After you, princess.” Vi continued to stare dumbly, struggling to process what she had just witnessed. “Ten minutes, remember? We need to keep moving.”

      “Right,” Vi mumbled, slipping past her and into the darkness.

      Just how much about her friend did she not know? How many skills did she possess that Vi would never suspect? Who had she learned them from? Vi glanced back at Jayme, who closed the door nearly all the way, leaving just a crack to peer through.

      Questions for another time, Right now Vi had to—

      Her mind went blank as she stared at the sheer amount of goods stacked up. Boxes were piled high, making small mountains out of the tarps that covered them. Baskets lined the floor, making it difficult to walk. Everything was sealed and packed away.

      Where should she even begin?

      “What’re you looking for?” Jayme asked, glancing at her.

      “A key.”

      “A key in a haystack.” Jayme looked back out. “If I can help, let me know… but I want to keep an eye out for any rogue warriors who happen to wander by and notice the lock dangling open on the door.”

      Vi shifted all of her focus on the goods before her. She began peeling back canvases and taking a quick loop of the room, trying to see what was there. She was looking for something familiar—something that would remind her of Grendla—though there was nothing in the illogical piles to suggest that any one person’s goods were still together.

      Closing her eyes, Vi took a deep breath and followed her nose. It led her to the back corner, where six familiar-looking baskets stood next to each other. Pulling off the tops, Vi affirmed they were the same the woman had in the market.

      “Then… where’s the rest of your things?” Vi mumbled. She began pulling back all of the tarps in the area, looking for something—anything that seemed like it would belong to that woman.

      “Any luck?” Jayme called back. “We should move soon, the patrol up on the wall will be crossing shortly.”

      “Do you really think they’d notice?” Vi had only just begun sifting through everything. She’d barely made a dent. If she had more time in the North, she could come back and slowly sort through methodically. But this would be her only shot.

      “Trust me, they’ll notice,” Jayme said gravely. “Sehra’s training for the warriors is second to none and you saw how big that lock was. The Mother herself sees it from the sky.”

      Vi cursed under her breath. There was nothing she could do but continue looking and hope she’d be lucky. With far less care, she opened up trunks of textiles, more spices, tools of a leather worker. But nothing that even remotely resembled a key.

      “I think I see them coming.”

      “Mother—” Vi’s tirade was cut short. A small piece of fabric, nearly completely hidden by the others she’d been sorting through, caught her eye. Stepping over two baskets and sitting on a trunk, Vi hastily opened a small box.

      She recognized the dress as the same the woman had worn in the market that day. There were other clothes, simple and finely spun. Beneath them was a bag of jewelry Vi pulled into her lap. If she was going to hide a precious heirloom key, she would do it with her other valuables. But there was nothing beyond bangles and gold.

      “Vi—”

      “Just one more minute.”

      “That’s all you have,” Jayme said firmly.

      Vi pulled out the blanket underneath the jewelry. Some other personal effects. And then a series of book spines were at the bottom. All of them had markings in the language of old Mhashan—words Vi couldn’t read without putting in some careful thought first—but it was the blank one that caught her eye.

      It’s hidden with the rest. Back of the tome, the records I kept. The woman’s delirious words echoed in her mind. Perhaps she’d been answering Vi’s question after all.

      Sliding out the tome, Vi opened it, flipping right to the back. It was more writing in the old language. For a brief second, Vi thought about taking the whole thing with her. Were they just records of sales? Or something more?

      Her debate was cut short when the pages stopped flipping, revealing a section in the back that had been glued together and was hollowed out in the center. All sorts of markings were on the pages around it, made in dark red ink. But Vi focused on the iron key nestled in the secret compartment, a rose carved into one end, and skeleton teeth on the other.

      “Vi!”

      “I found it!” Vi grabbed the key and quickly snapped the book shut. It was only as she was halfway to filling back up the woman’s trunk that she realized she’d even thought about taking the tome with her to translate later. Vi paused, staring. Did she dig it up again? Did she care if the warriors knew someone had been shifting through the goods?

      “Vi, we have to—”

      “I’m coming.” Vi sprinted over, key in hand. On her way she threw a few of the tarps back into place, trying to make it look less like someone had been nibbing through things. By the time anyone found out, she’d be long gone.

      Jayme opened the door, quickly locking it behind them. They stepped out of the lantern’s orb of light and into the shadow of darkness behind the tree trunk right as the warrior was rounding the wall. The two young women crouched down, holding their breath and waiting before slipping into the night the second the coast was clear.
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      After a good night’s sleep, relatively speaking, she should feel much better. But a rock had taken up residence where Vi’s stomach used to be, her eyes burned, and her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. She occupied them with the key she’d retrieved the night before, turning it over time and again as she sat on the windowsill of her bedroom for what would be the last time.

      The linens had been stripped that morning, still warm from the night’s sleep. Every worldly possession she owned—and some she didn’t even remember she owned—had been packed into several trunks, now loaded into a cart far beneath her. If Vi strained, she could barely see it. But she didn’t look down; she looked out across the treetops that had been the only home she’d ever known.

      Vi closed her eyes, taking a deep breath to try to settle her stomach, and then, “Narro hath hoolo.”

      Taavin appeared at her side. Vi barely looked at him, her eyes still turned outward. He sat slowly on the opposite side of the window sill from her—she more sensed the movement than saw it. Vi slowly brought her eyes to him and he held her with his thoughtful stare.

      “Is today the day?” he asked, finally. All she could do was nod. He turned, looking out over the trees, and Vi did the same. The early morning wind picked up, tousling her hair and leaving his untouched. “How do you feel?”

      “I don’t know. Much the same, I suppose,” she said. “Though today it’s far more real. This room… it’s been all I’ve ever known.” She looked at the gnarled ceiling, polished wood, the heavy scent of sap that always clung to the air like a persistent child at his mother’s leg. “It’s odd to think I’ll never be here again.”

      “And when you leave, you’ll be on the long road to Meru.”

      The mention of her forthcoming journey returned Vi’s attention to the key in her hands. She held it up in her palm, showing him. Taavin leaned forward, inspecting it.

      “Does it mean anything to you?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “I haven’t seen any keys in my dreams. But that doesn’t mean it’s not significant.”

      “It is… I’m sure of it,” Vi insisted. Perhaps it was just hopeful thinking that her efforts hadn’t been for naught.

      “We will find out.” Taavin placed his hands on either side of hers. The motion drew her attention back to his face. Without either of them realizing it, they had leaned forward, the distance between them shrunken to almost nothing. “I admire what you’re doing and wish I could do the same. You’re one of the bravest people I’ve met.”

      “You’re just saying that.” Even if he was, it made the rock that was her stomach soften some, the weight within her lessen. If he could believe she was brave, then maybe she could trust him enough to believe it herself.

      “I’m not. I’ve never said anything to you I don’t mean.” His voice was soft and soothing. The warmth of his hands was melting into her, soothing her trembles. In moments like this, Vi forgot his corporeal form was halfway across the world.

      “Don’t abandon me on this journey,” Vi whispered. “If I’m to walk out that door today and put on my bravest of faces, it will be because I know you will be with me.” Was that true? Vi hardly had time to think before the words were out. She certainly hadn’t planned on saying anything of the like.

      “I will be with you until the end of time.” The words illuminated her brighter than the glyph slowly rotating around her wrist. They were said in the common tongue, but they were three times as powerful as any of the words of Yargen.

      “Do you mean it?” she breathed.

      “So much it frightens me…” The sentence trailed off. Vi could feel that there was more unsaid. More that he thought but couldn’t bring himself to say.

      Or perhaps she was merely imposing her own feelings onto him.

      “Taavin, I—”

      There was a knock on the door. She looked to it, and then back to him. There was a brief, pained expression on his face. She didn't want to let him go yet. There was more to say. But she didn’t quite know what, yet. And that meant it couldn’t be said now.

      His expression softened and, as if reading her mind, Taavin gave a small nod.

      “Come in,” Vi called, pocketing the key and releasing the glyph that brought Taavin into her world.

      The door opened and Ellene poked her nose in. Her eyes were already red and shining. Vi swallowed hard, forcing her own not to match.

      “How weird…” Ellene murmured, looking at the empty bed. Her eyes swept across the room. “I always thought you didn’t have very much by way of personal items… but now I realize there was a lot more than I ever noticed because it feels so empty in here now.”

      Vi couldn’t argue. She felt it too. Her presence had already been scrubbed from these chambers.

      “Sit with me?” Vi directed the young woman’s attention to where Taavin had just been.

      Ellene wasted no time. In one fluid movement she crossed the room, sat on the other edge of the ledge, and scooped up Vi’s hands in a bone-crushing grip—a grip Vi was certain she returned. “I will come to you the first moment I can. Even if it’s in winter.”

      Vi was forced to look away. Her gut twisted. There would be no chance to visit, in winter or otherwise, and Ellene would find out that fact through the words of someone else. Her secrecy would betray their friendship and all the trust Ellene had ever placed in her.

      Yet a secret her plans must remain. She couldn’t risk it. So, instead, when words weren’t enough, actions would shine far brighter.

      She pulled Ellene’s hands toward her, and with them the girl herself. Vi loosened her grip in time to catch her before they both tumbled out the window. Ellene’s arms were around her waist, Vi’s around her shoulders. Her dark corkscrew hair tickled Vi’s nose.

      “I will miss you more than you know,” Vi whispered.

      “And I you.” Ellene’s words were muffled, spoken into Vi’s chest. “Mother told me that I must be strong. She told me not to be sad, because your fate is far greater than even ours.”

      Vi squeezed her tighter, closing her eyes. Despite everything she had just said to Taavin, despite her resolve, despite her lifelong dream to be reunited with her family… some small part of her wished to stay. What would her life have been like if she could run the jungles with Ellene for the rest of her days? She could settle with a kind and handsome man like Darrus, and they would live comfortably.

      There was happiness she could stumble on, here.

      Slowly, Vi’s eyes opened, turning toward the brutal dawn. The statement brought another brief wondering. How much did Sehra know? How much of her fate had the mysterious traveler revealed? Had she always somehow known Vi was the Champion?

      It didn’t matter much now, she supposed.

      “We will write our own fate,” she whispered. That was why she must leave—to stop the White Death and do what she could to prevent the end of the world she’d witnessed. Her visions were still malleable. “In a few years’ time, Ellene… your mother will teach you about the magic of Yargen.”

      “Yargen’s magic?” Ellene straightened, rubbing her eyes. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “It’s hard to explain now.” Vi gave her a tired smile. “But when that time comes, ask your mother about people who could read them.”

      “Read… them?”

      “Yes. It’ll make sense to both you and her then, I promise.” Vi rested a hand on her friend’s shoulder.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I know.”

      “Can’t you tell me?” she pleaded, and Vi nearly gave in.

      “No, not yet. Eventually though.”

      “Swear to me.”

      “I swear.” Go to Meru. Put an end to the White Death. Find her father. Reunite her family. And then tell Ellene everything. It was a long list of things that had to come first, but Vi would do them all. She had no other choice.

      Another soft knock stole their attention. Jax stood in the halfway open doorway. His expression was closed and difficult to read.

      “It’s time,” he said, and Vi didn’t know where his solemn tone came from. What did he feel? Joy, surely? This had never been his home. He must be far more eager to be liberated of it.

      Ellene gripped Vi’s hand again, as though she could stop her from leaving.

      “I’ll give you two a moment to finish up.” Jax stepped out of the room.

      “Vi… please don’t go.” Ellene’s voice cracked. “What am I to do without you?”

      “The same things you do with me.” Vi forced a smile. Crown princesses did not fall apart outwardly. Any crumbling would be hidden from the world. For Ellene’s sake, right now, if nothing else. “You will get into trouble. You will race noru, and go on hunts, and learn how to be a good and just chieftain from your mother. And at—” Her throat went thick, choking on her lie. “—at the first possible opportunity before the roads close in winter, you’ll come visit and I’ll hear all about what trouble you’re making.”

      Ellene nodded, once, twice, several times. As though she could convince herself if she jostled Vi’s words around in her mind enough. Her fingers squeezed once around Vi’s, so hard her knuckles popped. She opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again, and closed it once more when no words came.

      Slowly, the girl lifted her hands, releasing Vi’s. She undid the clasp on the bracelet she always wore during ceremonial events—a simple leather wrap with a single wooden bead carved from the bark of the Mother Tree.

      “I want you to have this.”

      “Ellene, I cannot.” But even as Vi spoke her objection, the girl was tying her treasure around Vi’s outstretched wrist. “This is—”

      “I will live under the shade of the Mother Tree for the rest of my days. I don’t need its bark protecting me. You need this more than I do.” Her dark fingers wrapped around the bracelet, holding it against Vi’s skin. It was a comfortable warmth, like a security blanket. “If nothing else, it will be something for you to remember me by.”

      All objections dropped with her stomach. A sorrow unlike anything Vi had ever felt before flooded in, filling the space, rising through her chest and pouring from her eyes and onto her cheeks before she even had a chance to stop it. She pulled her wrist from Ellene’s grasp and threw her arms around the girl, her friend—her sister of another’s blood. Vi tightened her grip and Ellene held her just as fiercely. Crushed against each other, they could each feel the quivering breaths, the shaking shoulders of the other that meant the tears finally won.

      The two sat, quietly crying, holding each other, airing their grief in private, so that they would each be prepared to wear the faces of royalty when the world needed to witness them separate for good.
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      When Vi descended, it was with a stoic Ellene at her side. Jax and Jayme were behind them, Andru and her tutors behind even them. Not one more word was said among any of them the entire way through the fortress.

      The horses were already saddled, carts strapped to bigger stallions who could bear the loads. At the front was a massive warstrider—black, said to have descended from the same lineage of equestrians as her father’s favored mount.

      Sehra and Za were waiting for them, and Vi said her goodbyes and final thank-yous in a blur. She wanted to ask if the traveler had said anything else. If Sehra had secretly known about the visions, or somehow had some of her own. But nothing mattered now other than the road ahead.

      Nothing could change the path she was on—the path that led to her mother, brother, father, and a man far across the sea.

      Ellene stayed at her mothers’ sides as Vi continued on alone. The jungle had never felt so cold, though Vi was dressed in more layers than she usually sported. Her hair was carefully done, the riding clothes that had been made for her impeccably stitched.

      She was the image of perfection, molded in every way.

      Perfect… so long as no one looked past the facade to the nearly crippling worry and doubt that festered within.

      Vi mounted and two servants helped adjust the elongated train Holina had stitched over her mount’s haunches. Vi took up the white leather reins and spared a moment to admire the gilded buckles and embellishments glinting in the sunlight. She suppressed a snort at the notion that she and her mount were similarly bedazzled, the golden circlet she wore heavy on her brow. “Are you ready?” Jax asked softly.

      “I am.” Vi did not take her eyes off the road ahead. A princess did not waver or hesitate. And she was not going to smear her makeup a second time with doubt or fear. The colors on her face were now her mask and her warpaint, protecting and strengthening her.

      “Keep your head high.”

      “I know.” She turned slowly to him, her back rigid in the saddle. “They will see my strength.”

      Jax stared at her for a long moment, and Vi didn’t know what he saw. “When you’re ready, your highness.”

      The gate was open before them. Warriors lined the way, halfway down the road. A contingent of Southern soldiers in gleaming plate surrounded her, more at the end of her parade. Four held pennons, the Solaris sun emblazoned on white.

      “Onward,” Vi commanded loudly.

      “Onward!” Jayme repeated.

      The soldiers spurred their horses to movement.

      She passed the stables for the last time. Vi took one last inhale of straw and noru feed. The wall was behind them, warriors saluting as they passed.

      Some of the citizenry had come out to witness them. They stood in eerie silence. There were no cheers or shouts of farewell. No well wishes were lauded on her.

      Vi didn’t blame them for it. She was the representation of the Empire that had brought them to heel. The same Empire they now blamed for the disease tearing apart their families.

      In a blur, she thought she saw Darrus. But Vi didn’t dare turn her head. She had to stay focused, or the careful balance of her charade may come toppling down. They continued to speed away from everything she’d ever known, to the fate that awaited her.

      The party went through the trees, past the barren ring outside of Soricium, further down the North West Way. They rode for what seemed like forever—though Vi knew it was merely minutes, not even hours. Further down the road, her eyes landed on two mounts—the same size as hers—waiting in the center.

      On one dark brown horse was a woman, a crown extending from her brow. On the white horse beside her sat a blond haired man. Surrounding them, stretching back into the trees on mount and foot, were soldiers at attention to receive them.

      As they neared, Vi felt moisture on her cheeks, and she worked to hastily wipe it away as inconspicuously as possible. Princesses didn’t cry in front of their army, and this was the second time in one day her emotions had betrayed her. It was already less of a reception than the Senate had intended, thanks to the White Death, so Vi didn’t want to do anything that could force further deviation from formality, from their plans.

      But laying eyes on her brother—her twin—for the first time was almost more emotion than she could bear.
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      She wanted to leap from her horse and onto his.

      The world had stopped existing around her—shifting of plate armor and stomping of horses was muffled and gone. The only other person was Romulin. His sky blue eyes stared at her on a canvas of Southern pale skin—only lightly kissed from the sun on their long journey. Like day and night, brother and sister couldn’t look more different.

      But in his eyes, Vi saw her mother and father. Where the rest of the world saw differences between them, she saw an undeniable kinship that may well only be recognizable to her…and hopefully to him.

      “Greetings, my daughter.” It seemed Vi wasn’t the only one fighting tears. “It is good to see you again.”

      “And you as well, mother.” Vi lowered her head slightly.

      “We are enthusiastic to receive you, and to take you home.”

      “I am enthusiastic to return to the lands of my forefathers.” All eyes were on them. Every ear in the clearing was attuned to their conversation. Her tutors had gone over this exchange in particular over and over again, drilling in the words Vi needed to say. “And I am both honored and humbled by this display of the might of Solaris on my behalf.” Vi lifted her arm and swept it across her body, gesturing to the soldiers.

      “We would traverse the world to collect the heir to the Solaris throne.”

      Vi certainly hoped not.

      “Shall we begin our journey?” Vi proposed.

      Her mother bowed her head, and Romulin mirrored the action. With a gentle tug of their reins they maneuvered their horses to the sides of the road, leaving a clear path for Vi between them. She, not her mother, was to head the army.

      They all believed her father was dead. Which meant they saw her as their ruler. Her coronation was perceived as a mere formality, an eventuality.

      In the eyes of all those surrounding her—in the eyes of the world—she was now the head of the Solaris Empire.

      And she would ride forth to prove them all wrong.

      Vi gave her mount a gentle nudge and the beast moved forward. Her mother fell into place just behind and to the right, Romulin on the left. One by one the rank and file moved behind her as they began their long march south.
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        * * *

      

      Her emotions were ready to burst by the time they stopped their march for the day. Vi was eager to be off her horse. But she waited to receive directions as they broke for camp.

      “Your highness.” Jayme rode up swiftly as Vi had just turned her mount to speak with Romulin. “Please, come this way. I shall show you to your tent.”

      Vi looked to her brother and mother.

      “When you are both settled,” Vhalla said, looking at both her children in turn, “come to my tent and we shall have dinner together.”

      “Yes, mother,” Romulin said with a nod—though his attention was on Vi, as hers was on him. “Shall I come and collect you, sister?”

      His voice was smooth, soft, not unlike Taavin’s in those respects. But where Taavin’s accent made his words more lyrical and overall lighter, Romulin’s quiet words were weighty with the natural bass of his voice. It wasn’t how Vi had imagined he’d sound, and Vi found herself oddly pleased about the fact.

      “I would like that.” She gave a small nod.

      “Excellent, I’ll be with you shortly. If you’ll excuse me for now.” Her mother followed behind him, leaving Vi and Jayme alone.

      “If you’ll follow me.” Jayme dismounted, handing her horse to a waiting soldier.

      Vi did the same, silently grateful her stiff legs did not give out. Riding for hours on end wasn’t something she was accustomed to and she’d have to develop stamina fast. Ignoring the aches and needles sinking into her muscles with every movement, Vi walked tall.

      “It is a wonder how you take steps at all after your long rides,” Vi mumbled under her breath for Jayme alone as the other soldier walked away with their horses. From the corners of her eyes, she could’ve sworn she saw the woman fighting a smirk.

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      “I hope so, otherwise I’ll be landing on my bum tomorrow when my legs give up on me.”

      They walked through camp. Vi was keenly aware of the feeling of all eyes on her. She always thought she garnered attention everywhere she went in Soricium, but now she realized the city was largely accustomed to the crown princess in their midst. These soldiers looked at her as though she was the Mother given flesh.

      Vi tried to ignore them. Her tutors had said that the worst thing that could happen was to stare back and acknowledge them. She had to hold herself apart—regal—and hope they grew bored of her soon enough.

      Jayme led her toward a tall, six-sided tent. It had one flap opening with a canopy suspended above. The pointed roof was supported by a single post inside. Soldiers were going in and out, carrying items and finishing tying off the last of the tent supports.

      “This will be your home on the road,” Jayme said, pausing in the opening.

      Vi stared, attempting to rectify the disconnect between what she was seeing and what her expectations for travel were. There was a proper bed, and a small sitting area of wooden folding chairs adorned with pillows and gathered around an iron brazier. There was even a table at naval height, the perfect place to stand and think and work.

      “This seems excessive…” Vi pitied the poor souls who had to set up and break down this behemoth every day. “Where are you staying?”

      “I have my own lodging to set up.” Jayme gave her a small grin, her demeanor relaxed in the semi-privacy of Vi’s abode. “I assure you it’s nothing to be jealous over.”

      “You could stay here with me. Mother knows, I have the room.” Vi motioned around her.

      “And then some,” Jayme muttered. “But no one would want me underfoot here.”

      “Underfoot? You could never be.”

      “I’m not anyone important, and you’ll be discussing sensitive matters of state here.”

      “I value your opinion. I want you here.”

      Jayme fought a small laugh, glancing outside. “Despite what they tell you, yours isn’t the only opinion that matters. You have to keep what others will think or feel in mind.”

      “But you—”

      “It’s fine, Vi.” Jayme turned to leave and Vi knew the woman wouldn’t hear any more of it. No matter how hard Vi tried, Jayme would always see herself as the odd woman out in a world of royals.

      “Stay a while. Just a little. Surely that’s all right.” Being alone with her thoughts and emotions was the last thing Vi wanted. The day was both joyous and sorrowful at the same time and she didn’t know which emotion would win. Perhaps they’d just split her right down the middle, tearing her apart from the inside out.

      “I need to set up my own tent.” Jayme stepped out under the canopy that stretched in front of the opening to Vi’s tent and started off to the right. “I figure you’ll want some time with your brother, in any case.”

      “I will, but when he gets here.” Vi followed behind, rounding the corner of one of the tent’s six sides. “Perhaps I can help set up your tent?”

      “I’m fine, Vi, really. I’m setting up right here by you. So if I really need help I’ll ask someone else… and then the crown princess.” Vi didn’t even bother hiding a grin at that particular smart remark. “Go get off your feet, you said they were hurting.”

      “You’re so stubborn.”

      “I have to be to contend with such a stubborn princess,” Jayme said, deadpan. Vi fought a snort at the quiet words. Jayme looked around; luckily none of the other soldiers had been listening in on their conversations. It reminded Vi they were in public once more. “I’ll catch up with you soon, Vi. I’ll be posted out front as your guard most of the time—you’re not going to escape me.”

      “All right,” Vi relented, and rounded the corner of her tent to leave Jayme to her work. She was right: Romulin would be there soon enough and then—

      She stopped the moment she lifted her tent flap.

      An unfamiliar man stood inside.

      He was stocky, biceps as big as her thighs. Usually, Vi could look a man that large in the eye and match his height. But this man was so tall she had to crane her neck to look up at him. A mess of shaggy, ruddy hair was cut just above his shoulders. He stood at her table, a box of her things before him, a journal in his hands—the journal into which Vi had copied Sehra’s words of power.

      “May I help you?” Vi asked coolly. A smug smile pushed his stubble—a brighter red than his hair—across his cheeks.

      “Merely unloading your things.” He set the journal down, slowly reaching for another. He was wearing the tabard of a foot soldier… but there was something markedly different from the other head-down soldiers she’d seen during the day. They’d looked at her through stolen glances and from the corners of their eyes. This man stared at her outright.

      Like a challenge.

      “I can do it, thank you.” Vi stepped to the side. The canvas flap closed behind her, casting the tent in twilight. She lifted her hand, motioning toward it. “You are dismissed.”

      “Are you certain, princess?” The man lifted another book. “I am here to serve.”

      “You may serve me by leaving me.”

      “Very well.” He shrugged and started for the door. The ground seemed to rumble under his massive, booted feet.

      She shouldn’t let him leave… yet. “What’s your name?”

      He stopped, turned, looked down at her. The man had a massive nose, almost beak-like, and thick black eyebrows that looked painted on. In fact, she was fairly sure they were, and they were in unnatural contrast to the brown-red of his hair.

      Where was shaving and painting one’s eyebrows considered fashionable?

      “Fallor.”

      “Fallor…” Vi repeated, trying to mimic the hard way his tongue landed on the O. “Where are you from?”

      “I doubt you’ve ever heard of it.” He smiled wider.

      “Try me. I am a hobbiest cartographer.”

      “It’s not a place you can draw on maps.” The man folded his arms over his chest, looking down at her with eyes that were such an icy blue-grey, they looked nearly purple.

      “What does that mean?” Vi’s voice dropped lower.

      “That—”

      “Sister?” The tent post by the flap rattled as Romulin knocked from the other side.

      “Excuse me, princess.” Fallor ducked his head and stepped out, giving a nod to Romulin as he passed. “Your highness.”

      “Who was that?” Romulin asked, seeing her on the other side of the tent flap and stepping inside. Vi was more focused on the soldier leaving.

      “I don’t rightly know. He called himself Fallor.” Vi walked over to the table, picking up the journal Fallor had been holding. Copying Sehra’s book on Lightspinning had been a liability—how had she not seen that before now? “I was hoping you might have seen him around before.”

      “There are so many soldiers, my head would explode if I tried to remember them all.” The tent flap closed behind Romulin, casting the space in deeper darkness. Vi lit the brazier in the center of the room with a thought. Night was falling, and the heavy canopies of the jungle made it dark on the forest floors below.

      She walked over to the brazier, casting the book in the flame. Just because she’d made the mistake didn’t mean she had to live with it.

      “You’re burning it?” He balked.

      “I don’t make a habit of burning tomes.” She knew where his mind was without him having to say anything. “But it was a journal. The words within it are more of a liability than anything else.”

      “If you insist…” Romulin looked from the fire to her. “So it is true, then. Your magic has Awoken.”

      “It has.”

      “I’m so happy for you, sister!” Without warning he threw his arms around her, pulling her in for a tight embrace. Her brother was wider than the portrait artists had portrayed him, but Vi enjoyed the feeling of how stable he was in her arms.

      They pulled apart, before going back in once more for another long hug.

      “How I longed to see you,” he whispered in what sounded like relief. “Finally.”

      “I know.” Vi finally pulled back, to better take in her brother from head to toe. Even though he was younger by mere minutes, something about his shorter stature made her feel like a true elder, protective to boot. They continued staring for another few long minutes, before Vi broke the silence with a laugh. “I’ve replayed this meeting in my mind so many times, and now that it’s here I don’t know what to say.”

      “Thank the Mother I’m not alone in that.” He chuckled and then motioned to her sitting area. “Shall we sit?”

      “Yes, that sounds like a good place to start.” She was ready to settle into a long conversation with him, but as Vi went to sit down, her legs screamed in protest and she fell ungracefully onto her bottom.

      “Are you all right?” Romulin hastened to her side.

      “Yes.” Vi gave a small laugh directed at herself. “The saddle—”

      “—is brutal,” he finished for her. Without even trying, their minds already seemed to be working in tandem. She wasn’t surprised, but it still pleased her immensely. “I know, it took me the first week to work out the stiffness coming up here.”

      “I hope it doesn’t take that long,” Vi mumbled, bending at her waist, trying to stretch. “Push on my back, will you?”

      “Sure.” He eased off her shoulders as quickly as he applied pressure when she hissed in pain.

      “No, good pain, do it again,” Vi said quickly. Romulin pushed back to the point and held her there for several long breaths before letting her up. Vi closed her eyes, moving her leg around its socket.

      “Better?”

      “Marginally.”

      Romulin finally sat across from her. “I have another stretch, if you’d like?”

      “Since when have I ever said no to your counsel?” Vi smiled.

      “Do as I do.” He patted the spot next to him and laid back. Vi stretched out next to him, copying his movements. “Now, put your heel there, against your knee. And reach through, grab your shin. No, there. Yes. Now pull and you should feel it—” She interrupted him with a sharp inhale as her whole hip seemed to tense and then blissfully relax all at once. “—there it is. Sounds like you got it.”

      Vi repeated on the other side before dropping her legs. “I got something, all right…” She turned her head, looking at her flaxen-haired brother. “How’d you learn that?”

      “Master of Horse in the palace. When I first started learning to ride, I had the same problem. Couldn’t find a comfortable seat for years. I’d have all kinds of pain after. It still haunts me from time to time. Like when I have to travel across the world to collect my sister.” They shared a grin. He paused before something else seemed to strike him. “Pain in your lower back?”

      “No… Or should I say not yet?”

      “Hopefully it stays that way.”

      Vi pulled herself into a seated position, arms wrapped around bent knees. “Thanks for that.”

      “Any time.” He smiled. Somehow, they had found an easy cadence near-immediately. “How was the trip north?”

      “Tedious, but worthwhile, because you were at the end of it.” That had her beaming from ear to ear.

      “Thank you for coming.”

      “There’s no way I wouldn’t have—so long as the Senate allowed.” He reached over, grabbing her hand lightly. Sorrow filled her brother’s eyes all at once. He took in a breath that hitched halfway through, but his words were level, not betraying the emotions Vi could palpably feel. “I’m sorry Father isn’t here.”

      It was then that she realized her last letter to him had been sent before her visions. He hadn’t even known she was Awoken. There was so much she had to catch him up on.

      “Brother, I need your counsel on that.”

      “I know, there’s much that needs to be done. Your coronation—”

      “No, listen,” Vi interrupted. He looked mildly offended, but she spoke too quickly for him to say or do anything about it. “Father’s alive.”

      “What?” Romulin took a sharp inhale of air.

      “Father is alive,” she repeated.

      “How?”

      “I had a vision of him.”

      “A vision?” he asked, clearly skeptical.

      Vi wasn’t sure where to begin, so she started all the way back to her training with Jax. She summed up her months working in the pits to the eventual Awakening of her magic. She told him of her visions, and even training with Sehra on the magic of Yargen—complete with a small demonstration of durroe. The only thing Vi didn’t mention was Taavin. He was the one secret she couldn’t seem to share with anyone and the fact filled her with a mild twinge of guilt as it brought her mind briefly to Andru.

      When she finished, he was silent, looking down at his hands folded in his lap. Eventually, Romulin shook his head, ran a hand through his short-cut hair—shorter than she remembered from her portraits—and stood, beginning to pace.

      “I’ve read about Firebearers, and their sight.”

      “But I’m not—”

      “Yes, you have this other magic, Lightweaving.”

      “Lightspinning,” she corrected.

      “And I don’t know about the visions that come with that…” he mumbled.

      “I know this is hard to believe.” Vi stood as well. “But you must.”

      “Why do you?” Romulin stopped suddenly, looking back to her. “Didn’t you say you rode off in pursuit of your last vision because you were worried that fate had changed? Why do you believe father is alive?”

      Getting called out on illogical jumps by her brother in person was far worse in person than in letters.

      “I just feel that… he is…” The small kernel of doubt in herself sprouted a small seedling that poked through her confidence.

      “How?” Romulin shook his head. “And even if he was… Why would he not come back to us? Why not send word?”

      “I don’t know,” Vi muttered. “Perhaps he can’t? Perhaps he was captured, or gravely injured, and that’s why.”

      “What is more likely, Vi? He’s alive and none of our ships or search parties have found him. By some miracle he survived the pirate attack and now he merely hasn’t sent back word, even though he’s totally fine?”

      “Pirate attack? I thought it wasn’t certain what—”

      “The public reports leave room for doubt.” Romulin preempted her question with grave severity. “But a small vessel was cornered by one of the search parties. Most of the sailors aboard put themselves to their own swords—” Vi grimaced at the words. “—but one was taken alive. He bore the mark of Adela and swore he had information on Father.”

      “Which was?” Vi asked eagerly. Romulin sadly shook his head at her. “The man was stark mad, Vi. He spoke of an island of ice and a ship of mist. He said Adela herself still sailed the waters.”

      “But you said he had Adela’s mark…”

      “That’s just a tattoo of a trident—anyone could get one, and most pirates do to strike fear in their enemies.” Romulin shook his head solemnly. “There’s no way Adela still lives. Stories of her date back to our great grandfather’s time.”

      Vi sighed heavily.

      “I was hopeful too…” He rested a heavy palm on her knee. “But the man was clearly saying whatever he could to try to save his skin. It was likely pirates—given that the Crescent Continent has abandoned patrolling those waters and has pulled in their military vessels. But ships of mist and infamous pirate queens? Father's—” Romulin choked on the next word “—death can more likely be attributed to run-of-the-mill cutthroats.”

      Vi watched as he stood, beginning to pace. The conversation made him understandably unsettled. She hardly enjoyed it. But it was a conversation that must be had.

      In the silence, something else struck her—he spoke of Meru like he knew it. He hadn’t even batted an eyelash when she brought it up during her recount of the past few months. He’d already known; he’d found out before her. Vi tried not to be upset, but something about it—about the whole conversation—was beginning to hurt in a way her current mental state wasn’t prepared to handle.

      He had known things and hadn’t told her. When had he learned these truths? For how long had he let her stay in the dark?

      How many things had he kept from her when she had told him everything?

      “I want to believe you.” Romulin’s voice was pleading, but Vi didn’t know what he was pleading for—her forgiveness, or for himself to believe her. “But it’s difficult, Vi.”

      “He may still be alive, we can’t be sure. One person claimed he was and he may have a cure, Romulin. Maybe that’s why he hasn’t returned to us and—”

      “Forget the fool’s hope of a cure!” Romulin’s voice rose slightly. Vi stared, stunned, trying to piece together why such a suggestion would make him so upset. He mumbled a soft apology as he recomposed himself. “You have more important work to do, now. If father is alive, he’ll find his way back to us.”

      “More important work?” Vi rose to her feet and took a step toward her brother. “More important work than reuniting our family and healing our Empire?” Vi balked. As if he couldn’t look at her any longer, he turned, walking back toward the tent opening. “Don’t you even want a cure? Don’t you even want to find him? You grew up with him—you had him. How could you not want him now?”

      It was unfathomable to her. Shouldn’t the absence of their father hurt him even more than it did her? After all, he knew what it was like to have a present father and she didn’t. He knew what the loss felt like more profoundly. Or, he should.

      Romulin paused, looking in a distant corner of the room. “Our family has never been whole, and will never be.”

      “What?” Vi whispered.

      “First you were gone, then father left, and now—” Romulin stopped himself short.

      “I can find father, and I can bring him back.”

      “Are you insane?” Her brother threw his hands in the air. “Find him? What can you do from the throne?”

      “I—”

      “And even if you found him and brought him back, we still wouldn’t be a complete family. You’d be too late.”

      “Too late for what?” Vi wasn’t sure if she even wanted to know the answer. Romulin looked at her with a mixture of hurt and anger—a raw expression she’d never wanted to see from her brother.

      “Just focus on becoming the Empress, Vi.” There was a broken quality to his words. A bitter resignation that now laced every sound his mouth made. “I will be with you… even after everyone else is gone. Even when we’re forced into bitter political arrangements. You’ll have me in your corner.”

      “Will I? Because you seem to have no problem abandoning family.” Vi regretted the words the moment she said them.

      Hurt painted his expression, then anger, then the same resignation she’d seen before, as her brother stormed out and brought an abrupt end to their first real meeting. Their first real argument, too.

      Vi’s hands trembled. She stood, staring, until her legs gave out. Vi grabbed for one of the pillows and buried her face into it, screaming out her frustration silently, so none could hear.
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      The structure of the imperial parade relaxed after the first day.

      Vi and her family were still spearheading with soldiers and guards surrounding them. But there was less of a strict structure and more of a mass slowly marching along the seemingly endless road. The vast majority of the soldiers were on foot, making their pace almost painfully slow.

      Vi glanced at Romulin from the corners of her eyes. He was talking quietly with Jax, but the words were lost entirely on Vi’s ears.

      “So,” her mother started from her right. “Tell me what happened.”

      “What?” Vi’s head swung over.

      “Tell me what happened,” her mother repeated gently. There was no urgency to the words, no strict demands. Just a calmness that Vi had always seen her mother portray. “It was clear at dinner last night that something has already transpired between you two.”

      “I see…” Vi knotted the reins around her fingers and relaxed them before they became tight enough to pull on the bridle. With a soft sigh, she relented. There wasn’t much that she hadn’t shared with her mother over the years during her visits to the North. “I suppose… it was just a difference of opinion.”

      Vi looked over to her brother to find him staring back at her. Romulin looked away quickly, turning to Jax once more. She briefly wondered if Vhalla and Jax had coordinated for this investigation. Perhaps her uncle was asking her brother the same set of questions right now.

      She wouldn’t put it past them.

      “Over what?”

      That gave Vi pause. Did she tell her mother of her visions? Surely her mother would want to know. But there were too many ears too close by now for her to divulge that particular secret yet. After Romulin’s reaction, she didn’t know how her mother would handle it, and putting her on the spot in the public eye seemed a poor choice.

      “Our family,” Vi said simply.

      Vhalla sighed and the sun glinted off her crown with the small motion. It was far more ornate than Vi’s and looked impossibly heavy.

      “You know, we never wanted to send you away…” Vhalla said softly. “It was simply how fate had aligned. There was little else we could do at the time. We desperately needed to know the North wouldn’t flank us at the first opportunity when we were weak from the Mad King.”

      “I know, you’ve said time and again.” Vi wished they weren’t on horseback and she could reach out to her mother. She’d have to make due by injecting as much tenderness as possible in her voice. “I don’t blame you.” Vi dropped her words to a hush. “Sehra told me everything, mother.”

      “Did she?” Vhalla’s brown eyes, flecked with gold, looked at her in surprise. “Everything?”

      “I believe so.” Vi gave a firm nod. “She taught me a good deal about my magic, and the world.”

      “Thank the Mother,” Vhalla whispered in relief. “I was unsure if she ever would.”

      The reaction affirmed everything Sehra said as truth. Her parents had known of this supposed mysterious traveler. They had known of the premonition of her Lightspinning, and had kept it all from her. Vi wanted to feel hurt by it… but the hurt was gone.

      She merely felt tired. Tired of secrets and half-truths. Which was ironic, given the fact that she currently bore the burden of the greatest ones.
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      A full day of marching later, they finally broke for camp.

      Vi spent most of it wallowing in silence and guilt. She wanted to reach out to Romulin, but didn’t know where to begin and knew the road wasn’t the place for the talk that needed to happen between them. Her conversation with her mother had continued, but about simple topics and matters of state. Merely speaking with her mother should’ve brought her joy, but it didn’t, and that was yet another thing Vi felt guilty for.

      As soon as they came to a stop, Vi was eager to dismount. She hunted out Jayme, looking for the familiar tent structure she’d stayed in the night before. As expected, Vi found her friend helping delegate tasks.

      “Your highness,” Jayme said with a bow of her head as Vi approached. “One more moment and we shall have everything ready for you.”

      “May I assist at all?”

      “That is most generous, but we would not want to burden you,” Jayme said loudly, clearly for the benefit of the soldiers in earshot.

      “You didn’t mind burdening me with your pack for a good hour on our last hunting trip,” Vi said under her breath, barely moving her lips.

      “Really? You’re hung up on an hour?” Jayme was clearly fighting rolling her eyes, and Vi was fighting laughter. “After I carried your pack for how long because you were allegedly ‘hunting’?”

      “I was hunting.”

      “Until you fell in a hole.”

      Vi turned her eyes from Jayme, knowing she was at risk of cracking a smile that would be far too wide. Her gaze landed on the man from the day before—Fallor, he’d said his name was. He was carrying the same crate with her personal effects and Vi was all the more relieved she’d thought to burn the journal. Just the sight of his hands on her things, especially something that precious, made her skin crawl.

      “Jayme,” Vi said softly, keeping her eyes on him.

      “Yes?” Her friend clearly heard the shift in Vi’s tone.

      “I don’t want him carrying my personal effects any longer.”

      “Who?” Jayme looked to her tent and the soldiers hastily working around it.

      “Wait, he’s inside… there, him, the man who just left, the big one, he calls himself Fallor. Do you know him?”

      Jayme stared at the man for a long moment—long enough that his eyes flicked in her direction. The two stared at each other for half a breath and then Jayme looked back to her. “I do not.” She paused, folding her arms over her chest in thought. “But I can see how he’d make you uneasy. He’s a small giant.”

      “I’m glad I’m not alone,” Vi mumbled. “I don’t like him, Jayme. He rubs me wrong.”

      “You really shouldn’t go around demoting people from their jobs just because they ‘rub you wrong.’” Jayme sighed softly. She was ever the challenge and counterweight to Vi’s authority. “I’m sure he’s just a common man trying to make a living. It’s a high honor to carry the princess’s luggage, you know. You nor I should try to remove him from the post for no good reason.”

      “I hope it’s as simple as you say.” She sincerely did. Vi had too much to worry about already; she had no interest in adding a nosy soldier to her list. “Still, I think he was going through my things when I wasn’t in my tent.”

      “Now, that’d be an offense to the crown. Do you have proof of it?”

      “I don’t… Just a feeling, given how he was unloading them.” Vi rubbed the back of her neck, trying to smooth down the hair that stood on end there from the mere sight of Fallor. “You’re right, I know you are. It’s likely nothing and I’m jumping at shadows.”

      Vi didn’t want to abuse her power. Even if she was going to leave, she didn’t want rumors of her being a harsh ruler flying around with the rest. It would be a mark against her family, if nothing else.

      “You have a lot on your plate right now,” Jayme said softly, the tone of the friend Vi knew slipping in. “Stress gets to everyone.”

      “Still, do you mind indulging me?” Jayme looked to her and Vi added hastily. “Please? As my friend? Keep an eye on him when you’re not stuck at your post outside my tent, that’s all. You don’t have to go digging or let him know he’s being investigated. For my peace of mind?”

      “Of course I will.” Jayme gave a small nod. “If I find anything I’ll be certain to let you know. But try to not let worry over nothing consume you.”

      “Thank you.” As if somehow the soldiers had been waiting on their conversation ending, the tent finished going up in that moment. “Would you like to stay for dinner tonight?” Vi offered, already knowing Jayme would, yet again, find some excuse to excuse herself.

      “I can’t find information on this Fallor if I do.” Jayme shook her head. “And I should stay close to the soldiers, make sure I can be your ear on the inside.”

      “Right,” Vi begrudgingly agreed. “Thank you for all you do.”

      “I’m here for you, you know that. I’ll be back to take up my post right after I grab some food.” Jayme gave her a fond smile and quickly departed for the ration line.

      Vi entered her tent alone, waving at the brazier to light it. Before her hand fell, she whispered the incantation to bring forth Taavin, anchoring the light around her wrist.

      “This is different…” Taavin looked around her tent. “You’re on the road now?”

      “Only a few days until we reach the northern edge of the Western Waste, then it’s a straight shot down to the Crossroads.”

      “Where you’ll make your break for it?”

      “That’s the plan,” Vi muttered, her thoughts still swirling around Romulin, feeling distant from Jayme, and the knowledge of Fallor touching her things. It was all a heavy burden, and that was ignoring the fact that she still had to think of the right moment to slip away.

      “What is it?” Taavin shifted, his attention solely on her.

      “Nothing.” Vi wanted to look anywhere but at him. If she gave him her eyes, then he would see everything—all her insecurities, fears, and worries. Of that, Vi was certain. The last thing she wanted to do was look weak before him of all people.

      “I know it’s not nothing.”

      “You don’t know anything.” She wrapped her arms around herself protectively. Even though she could send him away if she wanted, she didn’t.

      Everything about him was a conflicting feeling. Yet she loved it all. She needed him close; even when she wanted to be alone, she still wanted him. She wanted to be alone with him.

      “I know you.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “I do.” Taavin took a step toward her. “Well, I’m still learning, yes… But I know a good deal, and I want to know more.”

      “No, you don’t,” she repeated, softer.

      “Yes, I am quite certain that I do.” His hands lifted, as though he was going to reach for her. Then, thinking better of it, they fell back to his sides. Which made it all the more notable when a single finger found itself under her chin, directing her eyes to his. “I want to know everything about you.”

      “For your visions?” Vi asked softly. Part of her screamed, let it be for that. Because if that’s all it was, she could ignore the fire that had begun to smolder between them both, smoking out feelings she didn’t want to address.

      “For you.” His eyes searched her face. “I want to know every nook and cranny of your mind. I want to know how your thoughts work. I want to know your heart, your will, your wants.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m afraid if I don’t, I may go mad.”

      They both took a soft inhale of air, and for a moment it felt like they shared breath. Shock was on his face and Vi could only imagine much the same was on hers. What was he really saying?

      Taavin swallowed hard, the lump in his throat bobbing. But his voice was still thick when he spoke again. “Now, tell me, what’s happened to bring such conflict to your brow?”

      “It’s a lot…”

      “I have time.”

      “But I’m not sure if I want to talk about it. I wanted to see you, to forget about the world beyond here… To be with you, because you calm me just by being near.” So it was her turn to have words fall from her lips that she hadn’t quite intended to say.

      “I see,” he said finally. “If that is your wish, then let’s distract you with Lightspinning?”

      “I’d like that.” Vi breathed a sigh of relief that almost turned into a soft groan of frustration when his hand left her face. She wanted both. She wanted to be emotionally bare before him so that his words could smooth over every rough insecurity and worry. But she also wanted to think of nothing, and simply enjoy his presence.

      Simplicity was best, for now. She’d have time to explore whatever these feelings were later… Whenever that was.

      “Thank you,” Vi breathed in relief.

      “I’ve been thinking of something worthwhile to teach you next… I was thinking of your adventure sneaking out and how radia would be a good word for you to master.”

      “Radia,” Vi repeated, letting the word slither over her tongue. It begged to be whispered, barely said, clinging to the last breath. It glided over the air and then vanished before it could be fully realized. “To hide?”

      “Yes, radia is a sub-clarification of watt, underneath durroe.”

      “So it would be durroe watt radia?” First in Lightspinning was always the overarching discipline. Then the sub-discipline, then any clarifications, with personal words of power at the end.

      “Just so.” Taavin moved around her. She watched him from the corners of her eyes. His profile was sharp enough to cut glass and his overall elegance was completely out of place in the tent. “Let’s use one of these.” He gestured to a pillow in the makeshift seating area beside them.

      “All right.” Vi sat with one.

      “Place it in front of you.” She did as he instructed. “Now, you’re going to make it disappear from sight. Whereas durroe watt or durroe watt ivin is to create an illusion, for radia, you need to know the area around the item—in the physical world—that you want to vanish.”

      “Around it?”

      “Yes, you want people to see through the item. To look at it and see the ground below—see past it. Radia is an illusion to trick the eyes and mind into missing what’s before them.”

      “So wouldn’t it then be under narro—acts of the mind?”

      “It’s deceiving the mind through the eyes. It’s firmly under durroe,” Taavin insisted.

      “What if I said it under narro? Narro watt radia?”

      “Do you presume to know better than the Goddess about her words?”

      “I meant no offense, I just—” Vi said hastily, realizing that she’d just likely offended him as the keeper of the Goddess’s flame. He grinned, and burst out laughing.

      “I didn’t take it offensively.” Taavin’s laughter settled into a warm smile that had her stomach simmering with happy bubbles. “I don’t think you could offend me.”

      “If I recall correctly, you found me quite offensive when we first met.” Vi remembered back to his initial gruffness toward her—when he thought she was just another iteration of torturous visions.

      “Well, then, I don’t think you could offend me again.”

      She settled her palm behind her, leaning back. It was astounding just how quickly they fell into an easy cadence, as though nothing had happened at all. The flames that had been flaring between them were relegated to a smolder once more. “Should I try? Is that a challenge?”

      “Oh, certainly not, I’d fear seeing what you’d come up with to rise to that challenge.” He leaned back on his palm as well. Their fingers were nearly touching. His posture was angled slightly toward her.

      “I’m not one to back down.” Her voice had gone breathy, and when Taavin spoke, his matched.

      “No, you’re certainly not.”

      Was he leaning closer to her? Or was it her imagination? Vi took a slow inhale that got stuck halfway down her throat. The world seemed to slow, silence overwhelming them. Such a heavy silence, it was making her dizzy.

      Vi stared up into his eyes. Taavin loomed there, close enough to touch, yet far enough that the world was still between them. She searched his face, looking for secrets and truths alike and landed on his lips—as though that was the place they were all hidden.

      Those feelings she’d wanted to ignore were back, with a ruthless urgency she could no longer ignore. The more she saw him, the less they could be denied. No, oh no—her mind screamed warnings through her haze as she focused on the delicate curve of his mouth.

      This was a terrible idea; she was headed down a road with this man that she never even realized she’d gotten on. How had she let this happen?

      She was the crown princess. She was the one who would live out her days in a political arrangement beneficial for her family and Empire. She didn’t care about things like feelings… or love… she couldn’t. It was the one luxury a princess didn’t have. Heartache was the only thing that awaited if she did.

      “But,” Taavin started slowly, as if trying to find his momentum, too. He continued to hover there, his own eyes embarking on an exploratory mission over her face as if he were looking at her for the first time. “I suppose it’s only natural, isn’t it?”

      “What is?” Her hand shifted slightly; the side of one fingertip touched his, lightning up her side just as his touch had earlier. What was she doing?

      “Oh—” Taavin cleared his throat and shook his head, as if emerging from a haze. Vi watched as he straightened away, looking at his hands instead of her. “It’s a natural question to ask—about narro and durroe. I think many others have, and you raise a good point. But I think you answered your question by saying it aloud. Did you feel anything?”

      He spoke so fast it took her brain a good three seconds after he finished to process the words. She’d never seen someone try so hard to be nonchalant and it made the weight of the moment all the more glaring. Vi swallowed, giving her head a shake of its own. If he was ignoring it, then so should she.

      It was for the best, and they both knew it.

      “No, I didn’t feel anything with them. None of the usual sparks… no glyphs coming to mind.”

      “Exactly. That illuminates why it’s important to remember that the words we know are merely an interpretation of the Goddess’s. It is the way our mortal minds can understand a language far beyond our own. Her power is multi-faceted and there are many ways for us to tap into it. Moreover, there may be layers that we do not—and could never—understand.”

      “When you say many layers…” Another thought occurred to Vi. One that was hazy, but slowly coming into focus. “Are the elemental magicks of Solaris merely layers of this greater power? You’ve called the elemental magicks ‘fractured powers’ before—and that the rest of the world merely possesses a more general magic.”

      Taavin made a low humming noise. “It’s something I would certainly like the opportunity to study more. Magic should merely be magic—any discipline being a way to focus the channel to achieve a goal.

      “But, according to lore and passed-down stories, the magic of the Dark Isle is fractured—a whole power broken into its base elements. Thus, the sorcerers there cannot explore whatever discipline they please to see what they take to. They’re relegated to one element.”

      “So you’re saying my power isn’t broken like everyone else’s in the Empire?”

      “Likely because you are her champion.” He nodded.

      “Then… Could I possibly someday learn how to control the other elements as well?” Vi asked eagerly, imagining a time when she would control the currents of air alongside her mother.

      “I believe it should be possible. In fact, I imagine I—or anyone else on Meru—could do the same. But the question is how much effort would it be worth when you’ve so clearly taken to Lightspinning?”

      “Right…” Vi looked down at the pillow she was supposed to be making disappear. It was a delightful hypothetical. But she had far too much to worry about right in front of her to explore too many tangents. “So I’ll stick with Lightspinning for now. Specifically, durroe watt radia.”

      “For the best… Like I said, when you say it, imagine you are seeing through the item. Project the glyphs onto it.”

      Vi raised a hand, trying to keep it still. Her heart was still racing around him. “Durroe watt radia.”

      Light peeled off her fingertips, spinning through the air. This was far more delicate than any glyph she had constructed with her magic until then. The strands holding together the shifting lines and circles were tenuous at best. Vi tried to imagine it slowly building around the pillow.

      “It’s very faint… Is it working?”

      “It’s hazy… you’ll need to work on your construction more for this one. Here—” Taavin reached over, resting one hand on her wrist, the other on her palm. He lightly adjusted her hand position with his fingertips. Vi’s spine had never been locked so straight. “This hand position may help. It’s a softer glyph for sure… it needs a delicate hand. Not your juth rigidness.”

      He smiled at her, and Vi forced a smile back. Inside, she was melting before the heat from the fire that was burning between them anew. Her mind was consumed with the fact that she had to navigate her family, her visions, running away… and now, worst of all… the budding feeling of something more with Taavin that she never asked for.

      He paused, his expression falling, lips parting softly. She shouldn’t have looked him in the eye. She knew he’d see right through her from the start.

      Quickly, he pulled away. A smile had returned to his lips, but it read as fake. “Let’s give it another try, shall we?”

      She had never wanted to do anything more and less at the same time.
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      The trees were shrinking.

      The sky-reaching sentries Vi had grown up playing and living in, the behemoths that had been at once a prison and playground and home, were slowly vanishing. It took Vi longer than she wanted to admit to notice, but when she did, it was all she could obsess over.

      First, the canopy thinned, admitting sunlight to warm her cheeks. The feeling struck her oddly, but she didn’t make much of it. But then that same canopy looked as though it would come down right on her head—the trees shorter than she’d ever seen them. Finally, they disappeared altogether.

      The North ended, and the West began.

      Back during the War of the North, Western Firebearers had maintained the border actively. Now, just like the ring around Soricium, those scars left by man remained etched in nature, where jungle met desert.

      Vi blinked into the oppressive sunlight, raising a hand off her reins and shielding her eyes.

      “Welcome to the Western Waste,” Andru said from her right. He hadn’t said much since he’d ridden up in the morning, but Vi had appreciated the quiet companionship of her steady friend.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen so much sky.”

      “Just wait until you see the view from the pinnacle of the palace in Solarin. The way the mountains carve a jagged line is stunning.”

      “I think this sky is impressive because it’s not chopped up.” Vi swept her gaze across the desert. Like an alabaster snake, the Great Southern road wound through the dunes and cut across the sand, giving a solid path for their horses and boots in an ocean of gold.

      “I can see how that would be a change for you.” Andru shifted in his saddle, avoiding her gaze. “But I assure you, you’re in for something magnificent this winter. When the mountains are covered in snow, they mirror the clouds in the sky and it’s like a never-ending horizon.”

      “I’m sure you’re right,” Vi said softly, hoping he didn’t notice the sorrow that had crept into her voice. She would never see that winter.

      “Speaking of returning home, princess…” he continued, blessedly oblivious to her struggle. She’d been waiting for this. Vi knew what was coming before he said it. In fact, she was surprised there was still a good hour before they broke for camp for the day—he’d worked up the nerve in record time, knowing him. “I think you should make up with your brother before we arrive.”

      Vi sighed heavily. But before she could even try to find an explanation for why things were tense, he hastily continued.

      “This is what you’ve both always wanted. You each hold one another in such high regard… All you spoke of was seeing each other, talking, being reunited at long last, having the opportunity to learn of each other in person.

      “He won’t tell me what caused such an immediate rift but I assured him—as I’ll assure you—that I think it’s completely natural for there to be some growing pains since you were raised apart and now are learning to be together in person. You may have formulated opinions in your head that are different in reality. I know that’s true of him.”

      She allowed him to finish. Andru wasn’t the lecturing sort and she was certain he’d been practicing this little speech. The least she could do was hear him to the end.

      “Plus, you don’t want the Senate to see any rifts between you both.” Andru’s voice dropped lower. “They’ll find a way to capitalize on any perceived weakness, use it to cast doubt. I know my father would find every way possible to twist even the most innocent sibling squabble into something sinister. Being at odds will be good for neither of you.”

      “I know,” Vi said, her voice just as soft. She looked over the blinding desert, lifting and adjusting the headscarf Jax had given her the night before to shield her face from the sun’s assault. “Tell me, Andru, do they love Romulin?”

      “The Senate? Or the people?”

      “Both.”

      He thought a moment before speaking. “The senate understands Romulin. It’s no secret between us or anyone that the Senate is uncertain about what they want the future of the crown to be.” Vi resisted a retort that would do her no good. “But Romulin is a known entity—a safe bet, someone they can work with. Even if the Senate doesn’t consolidate power further, they can fully trust the person on the throne.”

      “They don’t see me as a safe bet.” It wasn’t a question, so Vi didn’t phrase it as one.

      “I don’t think they would’ve sent me if they did,” Andru agreed solemnly. “Apologies, princess.”

      “You’ve nothing to apologize for.” Vi shifted in her saddle. “And the people?”

      “Oh the people—court and commoners—love him immensely. They see in him the blood of your grandfather and great grandfather. Some say he has the wisdom of the last King Solaris, the strength of the first Emperor Solaris, and the kind demeanor of your late Uncle Baldair.”

      “All very strong, very Southern men,” Vi murmured. A small smile graced her lips as her gaze focused on the flaxen haired man in question. It was good he had that much love. There would be much he’d need to bear in the coming weeks. Luckily Romulin’s shoulders were wide and they could handle the weight, she hoped. “The people’s approval would go far with the Senate.”

      “Yes, as I said—and as you know—he’s a good ally. But more than that, he is your brother and you both love each other dearly. Neither of you is enjoying being at odds. One of you must bridge this chasm.”

      “I know.” Vi gave a small nod. “I handled things poorly and needed the past few days to clear my head… to decide what to say to him next. I don’t want to mess this up again. But I promise, I’ll approach him tonight.” She tried to give a reassuring smile, and was happy to see it was one Andru returned.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rather than going right to her tent, Vi set to wandering after they broke rank for the day.

      Dusk had overtaken the rock and sand of the desert. Behind her, in the far distance, she could still see the trees of the North, but they had shrunken, become shadowed, and now looked like little more than ominous black clouds on the edge of the horizon. Ahead of her, the sun still blazed, dying slowly in the western sky. Above, the stars were already beginning to kick off the covers of daytime and greet the world once more.

      Vi grabbed the bracelet still tied around her wrist, worrying at the small bead of wood. How had she handled it when she and Ellene had scuffled? Surely they had. She knew they had. But all Vi could think of now were fond memories of the girl.

      The soldiers mostly avoided her and Jayme as they moved through camp, and Vi ignored them in reply. Jayme was just as quiet, giving Vi her mental space when she could not allow physical space as well. She had originally set out to find her brother’s tent, but a voice drifting over a gathering of soldiers quickly distracted her.

      “When fighting a sorcerer, you need to keep an eye on their movements first—” Snippets of her mother’s voice were carried on the wind like a precious token. Vi headed in the direction, toward a group of soldiers on a dune half-ringing two people opposite each other below—one was her mother; the other wore the black armor of the Tower of Sorcerers.

      Vi recognized one of the men on the upper portion of the ring and crossed to her uncle.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      Jax looked a little startled to see her. “Your mother is helping some new recruits with pointers for fighting sorcerers. They’ve been asking for some time if she would, and it seems your mother is up to the task this evening.”

      “Empresses do that?”

      “Vhalla does. Well, these days she makes time whenever she’s able, at least.” Jax nodded, not taking his eyes off the woman in question as she continued instruction. “Connecting sorcerers and commons became her life’s work after she was Awoken.”

      That was right—there was a time when Vi’s mother hadn’t been a sorcerer. Where she’d just been a common-born library apprentice working in the palace. Vi found herself forgetting in her mother’s presence, since the woman walked as though she had been born to wear the crown on her brow.

      “Being involved with the soldiers, keeping yourself accessible…” Jayme picked up the thought. “Anything that makes sorcerers not seem frightening is a good thing. I hear the way the soldiers talk about sorcerers even now.”

      Vi watched her mother move as she demonstrated her instructions to the soldiers. There was a decisive grace and a lack of hesitation that Vi had been working toward with Taavin for months now and she still didn’t possess.

      “Such small movements,” she whispered.

      “Indeed, but it wasn’t always so. You wouldn’t know it from watching her now, but she had the hardest time with not telegraphing her sorcery when she was your age.” There was a fond and familiar note to Jax’s voice.

      “You’ve mentioned that. It’s a skill I seem to have inherited.”

      “You have?” Jax looked to her in surprise. “When have you been practicing? I haven’t seen you with the Black Legion once on this trek.”

      “I—”

      Their conversation was thankfully cut short by Vhalla.

      “Now, I think we should demonstrate two different affinities against each other.” The Empress’s voice echoed over the dunes. “Jax, would you care to step in the ring with me and show the soldiers how two different affinities can volley against each other?”

      Suddenly all eyes were back on them.

      Vi glanced between her mother and uncle, giving the former a small nod of both greeting and understanding. She didn’t know how much Sehra had told her mother about her powers, but Vhalla knew they were different from the rest and Vi was grateful she wasn’t—

      “How about the crown princess?” a voice interjected before her uncle could respond.

      The attention swung to the giant man who had made the shout. The soldiers around Fallor took a small step away, as if trying to avoid association with him. They were visibly nervous, eyes darting between Vhalla and Vi.

      “I should not like to be seen as receiving favoritism,” Vi said with stiff formality.

      “Hardly favoritism! I think we would all like to see what our crown princess and future Empress is capable of.” Fallor beamed up at her and Vi was forced to wonder if there wasn’t a sinister glint to his too-white teeth.

      Vi wanted to show him exactly what she was capable of with a strong juth lit right under his arse. But her rage quickly devolved into fear as the soldiers around Fallor began to murmur what sounded like agreement. Of course they would be curious to see the princess and Empress Regent spar.

      “Are there any objections?” Vhalla addressed the crowd, and then the sorcerers in black situated on the lower dune. “Or perhaps any sorcerers who would like the honor instead?”

      Vi’s heart thumped a beat that had the word please attached to every pulse. Yet no one moved. She glanced over her shoulder at Jayme, silently pleading. The girl lifted her brow and scrunched it as if to ask, “What can I do?” Vi didn’t have an answer; Jayme wasn’t a sorcerer, she was just pulling at straws.

      “I think you have to go up,” Jax mumbled.

      “No one?” Vhalla asked, her eyes settling back on Vi apologetically.

      She didn’t want to have to spar before all these people. But there were, as expected, no objections. She had been practicing her Lightspinning at length… to the detriment of her skills as a Firebearer. Vi swallowed hard. Taavin had said magic was magic—Lightspinning or Firebearing—they were both ways to focus a channel.

      She could do this.

      The group of soldiers parted for Vi to walk through as she descended to the flatter area where her mother stood ready. A pair of purple eyes caught hers, almost flashing in the near-darkness. Fallor stood a head above the rest, still grinning like a fool and looking easily like he could crush all the soldiers who stood a good half step away from him. Vi suppressed a shiver and focused forward.

      I’m overreacting, Vi tried to tell herself. He was nothing more than a member of the infantry. A really large, really creepy, annoying member—but not someone who deserved her suspicion. Tonight was merely a coincidence.

      Vi wiggled her fingers, feeling the sparks that lingered just beneath her skin charge around them. Should she try to hide her Lightspinning? Or try to draw simple attacks of fire with her magic as she’d first learned? She could conjure basic flames easily enough. Perhaps that was the best path forward…

      “Just a simple round, then?” Vhalla suggested, loud enough that the soldiers could still hear what was being decided.

      Vi gave a nod of affirmation. Just a little bit of power, just enough to convince them she was a Firebearer and nothing more. She didn’t have to win the spar. It was likely better if she didn’t beat the Empress Regent—Martis would say as much, wouldn’t he?

      “Are you ready?” Vhalla asked, sinking slightly lower. Vi gave a small nod, trying to look as though she was ready to do battle as well and hoping it was all a show. “Let’s begin!”

      Vhalla didn’t hesitate. She sprang forward, unleashing the power in her legs as she launched from her stance. Vi stepped back, bracing herself, hands up, spark ready.

      A wall of wind blew across her. Her heels sank into the sand as she was pushed back. Vi was reminded of Uncle Jax’s fire walls and she pushed the spark into her palms, avoiding the instinct to craft a shield with mysst.

      The wall of wind had been a diversion, and the Empress shifted her trajectory. Vi could see her moving with the air under her feet, speeding her movements and sending the sand scuttling away in divers. She spun, bringing a kick toward Vi.

      Vi dropped low, pivoting around her bent leg. The other stretched out and led her turn, sweeping across the sand toward the leg Vhalla stood on for support. Fire crackled off her heel, picking up with a flare on her mother’s wind, causing her to jump back.

      “Clever move! Use your opponent’s magic against them whenever you’re able.” Vhalla clapped her hands once and before Vi even had time to register the praise, she was launching forward for a right-handed thrust.

      Vi stepped back, avoiding the jab. This was a spar, an exhibition, not a fight. Their punches were wide, their distance large. Her mother was playing up Vi’s limited attacks. It must look real to the soldiers, hope whispered within her. She could convince them all she was a Firebearer.

      Vi swung her hand toward her mother’s side and fire cracked like she held a physical whip.

      Vhalla dispersed her flames with a gust. Vi was ready, sending a bolt of flame with a flick over her mother’s shoulder. She’d been expecting Vhalla to dodge in the opposite direction, but watched as her Mother stepped toward the fire. The flame caught her clothes, singing a hole by her collarbone—Vhalla stopping just in time to avoid further damage.

      Mid-leap, Vi froze, her fire completely vanishing, her eyes landing on the barely exposed flesh. She teetered from one foot to the next, nearly losing balance and tripping over herself. Her stomach had fallen from her body, her mind was in full revolt, and her heart thrummed not from the exertion of battle but sheer panic.

      For underneath her mother’s clothes, concealed, barely visible through the singed hole, was a firm-looking, white portion of skin that seemed to almost glisten—as though it were a wet rock. Certainly not burnt flesh, as it should be.

      Vi knew that marking. She’d seen it in her visions of the future. She’d seen it with her own two eyes at the clinic.

      But nothing could’ve prepared her to see it on her mother’s flesh.

      “That’s enough for one evening, I think,” Vhalla said lightly. Vi would think her completely oblivious, were it not for the sudden shift in her demeanor. She was almost too casual, too composed. Vi wanted to run to her, hold her, weep, shake her, scream, and demand answers all at the same time. “As always, thank you all for your interest in learning more about sorcery.”

      Vi closed her eyes, trying to calm the pulses of magic that were ripping through her like a sudden shift in tide, sweeping up on the undercurrents of her emotions. She had seen it wrong. It was a trick of the fading light, the pale moonlight on the dunes.

      This wasn’t real.

      Footfalls grew closer. “What happened?” Jax asked, looking between them. “Are you all right, Vi?” Jayme wasn’t with him. That should’ve been Vi’s first clue that he’d already known despite his confused look.

      When she opened her eyes, she looked directly at her mother. Vaguely, the soldiers leaving registered to her—just enough to know that they were out of earshot. If she managed to keep her voice low enough.

      “Tell me you’re not afflicted,” Vi whispered with a trembling breath. It was barely audible or screaming; there was no between for her right now.

      Her mother’s face was unreadable, her expression closed. It was Jax who gave away the guise as he looked from Vhalla to Vi, his eyes becoming soft and sad in a terrible way that Vi didn’t want to ever see.

      “No, no—” Vi shook her head, taking a step back, as if this was something she could run from.

      All too fast, her mother crossed the gap between them and wrapped her hands around Vi’s shoulders. Vhalla gave her a gentle shake, looking at her with eyes harder than a Groundbreaker’s stone skin. All in one expression, she seemed to be able to communicate the simple message: If I can keep myself together, so can you.

      But those words never left her lips. Instead, her mother instructed simply, “Come to my tent. We will discuss there.”
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      There was no sound in Vi’s ears, just a dull ringing noise that she feared would be there for the rest of her life. Things were clicking together, locking into place. Questions compounded with more questions, crashing together around one terrible truth.

      Vi pressed her eyes closed, wanting to shut out the whole world for just a minute. One minute so she could catch her breath and then—

      “Vi?” her mother said with a gentle touch on her shoulder. Vi’s head jerked up at the contact. “Come in, please.”

      Part of her desperately didn’t want to, as if she could ignore the truth laid out before her. But Vi had no other option. It was better to hear it from her mother than leave her mind to speculation.

      As soon as the tent flap closed between her and Vhalla, Jax remaining outside to presumably stand guard and send away any who would interrupt them, Vi started.

      “Is it the White Death?”

      “Yes.” Her mother sat heavily in one of her chairs. Her tent was set up nearly identical to Vi’s.

      Vi swayed in place. She wanted to scream and shout, not at her mother, but at the disease slowly killing them all. Instead, Vi stumbled over, all but collapsing at her mother’s feet.

      “Were you going to tell me?” Vi looked up at her mother, her invincible mother, the woman who had risen from nothing to rule all, who had fought wars and triumphed—now made frail in the wake of a plague.

      “I was.”

      “When?”

      “After your coronation.”

      So if she hadn’t seen it now, she would’ve never found out. “This… this is why Father left, isn’t it?” Vi’s shoulders were trembling, but no tears fell. She was too profoundly shaken and sad—past the point of tears. This was another emotion altogether, one she didn’t even have a name for. “The Senate would’ve never let the Emperor leave, and Father wouldn’t have risked it unless—”

      “Unless my life was on the line.” Vhalla was able to say what she could not. She sighed softly, sinking further into her chair and looking up at the ceiling. “But now it seems I will not see him again until we meet in the Father’s realms of eternal night.”

      Vi rested her temple on her mother’s knee. Her eyes were unfocused and the world blurry. Everything had a hazy numbness to it that muted reality and made the pain less agonizing.

      She could tell her mother of her vision.

      Vi could give her hope that Aldrik still lived. But she hadn’t had a vision of him since the one in the ruins long ago. Perhaps Romulin was right and her insistence was misplaced. Perhaps Aldrik Solaris was dead. Vi pressed her eyes closed, as if blocking out the thought. But it persisted.

      Her mother’s hand fell on her hair, stroking it lightly. She wouldn’t tell her, Vi decided. If her vision was wrong, or her father was dead, she wouldn’t give her mother a cruel, false hope. “I’m sorry, my daughter, that I have never properly been there for you.”

      “You’ve done what you could.” Vi reached up, gripping her mother’s hand. She held it as she shifted, to her knees, and then her feet. Vi squeezed Vhalla’s fingers tightly, as though it would be the last time. Her body acted in a way her mind refused to acknowledge; Vi refused to mourn. “Let the rest of us do what we can, now.”

      Her mother smiled faintly. “You’ve truly grown into your namesake.”

      “My namesake?” She’d never realized she’d been named after anyone in particular. Her name was slightly odd, so Vi always assumed her mother had invented it.

      “Yes… I met a woman once. Well, multiple times. She was actually the one who gave me that watch.” Vhalla nodded toward the watch around Vi’s neck.

      “This one?” Vi grasped it, looking down. This was the watch that connected her with Taavin—the one that bore his mark, the one he wanted her to take to Meru. “You recognized it?”

      “Of course I did.” Vhalla gave a small nod. “I would recognize that watch anywhere. I’d wondered what happened to it.”

      “Fritz said he’d kept it and sent it to me. Is it all right?”

      “Yes, sweet girl. If any were to have it, I’d want it to be you.”

      Vi breathed a secret sigh of relief. She hadn’t wanted to try to convince her mother to let her keep it. “Who gave it to you?”

      “She said her name was Vi.”

      “Why was I named after her?” Vi asked softly. Things weren’t adding up. Her brother was named after their great grandfather—the last king of the Solaris line before their grandfather proclaimed himself Emperor of the Main Continent. Vi was named after a woman her mother had met a handful of times?

      Vhalla pressed her fingertips to her lips in thought. Her eyes seemed hazy and unfocused, though Vi couldn’t tell if it was from exhaustion or from focusing on the past more than the present. When her mother finally spoke, it was more dream-like than the confident way she usually presented herself.

      “She was… important.”

      Vi waited for more, and when the silence stretched on: “Important how?”

      “Forgive me.” Vhalla smiled. “I’m afraid that the more time that passes, the harder it is to remember exactly what happened when it came to her. Your old mother is going senile.”

      “You are neither old nor senile.” Nor dying. No matter what, she wouldn’t let her mother die. The family Vi had always envisioned would be together, even if she had to fight death itself to make it a reality.

      “Well, in either case, she saved my life, multiple times. And every time, she seemed to be less real than the last.”

      “How well did you know her?” Vi asked cautiously.

      “Not well.”

      “Would you say she was a… traveler?” The word stuck on Vi’s tongue, weighing it down, filling her with anticipation.

      “I don’t know what she was.”

      Vi could tell her mother was tired and had revealed all she remembered already. For all Vi wanted to press for more information, she let it slide. If the woman who gave Vi her name was somehow linked to Sehra’s traveler, Vi would only find out in time.

      “Thank you for telling me, Mother—about both the watch and the woman I’m named after. But you should rest now. You look tired.”

      “I am.” Vhalla raised her hand and Vi reached out, grabbing it one more time. “How was I blessed with such an understanding daughter? It will do me well to have the trials of the Empire passed off my shoulders. Forgive me for that.”

      “Stop asking for forgiveness; you’ve done nothing to forgive. Romulin or I would both be relieved to see you in a place where you can rest and focus only on your health.” Vi leaned forward, planting a gentle kiss on her mother’s forehead. “Now, get all the sleep you can before the march tomorrow.”

      “Thank you,” Vhalla said softly, eyes dipping closed. “Forgive me also… that I repeat the mistakes of my mother.” Her voice trailed off, already drawling with slumber so much that arguing further with her was pointless.

      Vi took a few steps backwards, her attention settled on the rocky portion of her mother’s chest, laid bare by a tiny singe. She took a deep breath, straightening with it, and strode from the tent—nearly bumping into Jax on the way out.

      “Vi?”

      “She’s falling asleep.” Vi looked up at her uncle. “See she gets to the actual bed so she’s comfortable.”

      He was startled at her tone. So was Vi. She wasn’t usually one to order him of all people. But things had changed. In such a short period of time, everything was becoming irrevocably different.

      “Are you—”

      “I’m fine. I will be fine,” Vi answered, soft but firm. “Please, look after her.”

      “I always have.” Jax turned his head toward the tent. “Your father asked two things of me. The first was to look after you. The second was to look after her.”

      “Don’t let him or me down.” Vi grabbed Jax’s hand. “I— We need you.”

      “I will always be here for Solaris.” Jax’s eyes were shadowed and haunted. But soft, and as loving as she’d always seen them. “They call me the Crown’s Dog. But these days, if I’m a dog, it’s because the hearth I have found to guard is yours.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      He merely nodded, pulling away, and stepped into the tent. Vi moved in the opposite direction. Her family was splintering at an alarming rate, and there was one bond she couldn’t allow to sit fractured any longer.

      Her brother’s tent was only a short distance away—short enough that Vi managed to cross to it without an escort clinging to her shoulder.

      Without hesitation, Vi gave a firm knock on the tent post. There was movement within, hushing voices, and then Romulin’s face appeared illuminated by a small sliver of orange light.

      “S-Sister?”

      “We need to talk.” Vi clasped her hands before her, knotting them over her stomach. “You’re the only one I can turn to right now. I need your wisdom. I need the other half of my mind.”

      “I—Of course.” Romulin looked inside and it was when he shifted that Vi locked eyes with Andru. The other man stood from where he’d been lounging, eyes on his feet as he crossed to leave.

      “I’ll leave you to it,” he mumbled.

      “Thank you, Andru.” Vi watched him go. Luckily, he didn’t seem too upset at being displaced. He’d been the one pushing her to make up with Romulin, after all.

      “Well, come in then.”

      Vi followed behind her brother, stepping into a tent full of awkward tension. She ignored it. There wasn’t time for their petty squabbles anymore.

      “I wish,” she started, “we had the luxury of time. I wish we could’ve grown up together, spent our years playing and learning alongside each other. But we didn’t have that.”

      He gave a small nod, not yet knowing where she was going with her point but clearly agreeing with that basic sentiment.

      “But I realize now, I wouldn’t change it.”

      Romulin’s eyes widened a fraction at that statement.

      “We are in a unique position—you and I.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I know about Mother.”

      The words clearly shook him to his core. He took a step backward, sitting heavily in one of his chairs. Romulin ran a hand over his face and shook his head.

      “I didn’t think she’d tell you so soon…”

      “She didn’t intend to. I found out by chance.” Vi watched the opportunity to chastise her brother for keeping it from her come and go. A competitive, sisterly part of her hated that her twin knew something she didn’t. The more logical princess knew it was a strength they had—they’d each studied vastly different knowledge, and together they formed a more complete whole.

      Romulin wouldn’t look at her. Finally, he spoke softly. “Do you see now?”

      “See what?”

      “This is why I was telling you that we need to focus on the here and now. We need to enjoy what we have—the love and joy we can find—because the road ahead is more challenging than anything we’ve faced so far.”

      “The road ahead is more challenging than anything we’ve faced. But we need to keep our eyes on it, focused on the route that leads where we want to go. We can’t be so lost savoring the now that we don’t seize tomorrow.”

      He finally looked back to her with his cool eyes. Vi leveled with his, not backing down, not flinching. She didn’t come to fight, but she also wasn’t about to budge on her opinion.

      “I’m going to find Father,” Vi vowed softly. “And I’m going to help him find a cure for Mother.”

      “Not this about Father being alive again.” Romulin pushed off the chair’s armrests and began to pace.

      Vi stopped him, grabbing his wrist. “I need you, brother. You have always given me good counsel, helped me lay and implement plans, but now I need you to heed me—to trust me. As I’m going to need to trust you. It’s my turn to give you counsel. Mother will need you when I’m gone, the whole Empire will. You’re going to do what needs to be done. You’ve always known what that is; trust your gut and follow it.”

      “Vi… You can’t really be entertaining this fantasy of running off and playing hero.”

      “I don’t care about being the hero. I’m merely doing what must be done because no one else can or will.” Vi released her grip, searching his face for the brother she’d always known in her letters, for the closeness she’d always felt. The moment she saw a glimpse of it, Vi reached out, clasping her arms around his neck and pulling him in for a tight embrace. “We will talk more. Take the next day and think if you must. But I will be leaving from the Crossroads, and before I do that, I want to know two things: That you know I love you. And that you will take care of Mother and keep this secret, sharing my truths only when you think the time is right. I trust your judgment above all else. So if you have any bright spots of advice to give me before I go, I welcome them.”

      Releasing him, Vi left him with those thoughts. He wouldn’t tell anyone of her plans—she was certain of it. They may not see entirely eye-to-eye on this. But he was her brother, and he would look out for her above all else.

      Before she knew it, she was back in the darkness of her tent, alone.

      “Narro hath hoolo,” Vi whispered. Outside, Jayme’s armor clanked as she settled into her post just on the other side of the tent flap. She had to be quiet, but she wasn’t going to be dissuaded.

      Taavin appeared, her emotions linked to each swirling glyph that etched him before her from thin air. Vi watched as he sharpened and came into focus. She took an almost hesitant step forward.

      “What is it?” he asked softly the moment he saw her expression. The lilt of his voice vibrated deep within her.

      “My mother has the White Death.”

      “Oh, Yargen’s light, Vi, I am so sorry.” Taavin crossed quickly, scooping up her hands in his.

      Vi shook her head. “I’m not grieving for a mother who isn’t dead. I’m not mourning someone who’s not gone—someone who can be saved.” She locked eyes with him. “Tell me she can be saved.”

      “I don’t—”

      “Tell me there is a cure on Meru. Or that once we lock Raspain away for good, the White Death will be gone with him. Once he’s gone, and the spread stops, we can heal her,” Vi whispered hastily.

      “I… would hope.” He sighed softly. “But I fear it won’t be so simple… And I don’t want to hurt you by promising things I cannot ensure will pass.” His thumbs stroked over hers. In the darkness of her tent, there was only him, a man with pointed ears who shimmered slightly at his edges.

      “You could never hurt me. You have given me so much strength.”

      “You still barely know me.” Taavin looked at her sadly. “I’ve done terrible things. And even worse things happen to the people I’ve dared to love, Vi.” His voice dropped to a thoughtful whisper, a hand loosening its grip to land on her cheek. She felt the pad of his thumb smooth over the curve of her face. But it was distant, the action unimportant to the words he spoke.

      “People… you love?”

      His lips parted slightly, shock manifesting on his face. So she hadn’t heard wrong. She hadn’t felt wrong. Vi gripped his hand more tightly; she wasn’t going to let him go now, not for anything.

      She pulled gently, leaning forward, her heart racing. She’d never done this before and certainly didn’t think she was doing it right based on how Ellene had always described it—the young woman had always stressed that the man must be the first to move at all costs. That was well and good for someone who had time, for someone whose life was secure and stable. But Vi’s was one misstep from falling apart.

      It might not be love yet, Vi honestly didn’t know. But she knew what she felt for this man was strong and different from anything she’d ever felt with anyone else. She knew she wanted him above all others.

      “Don’t do this.” Taavin’s breath warmed her nose and mouth. Even as he protested, he moved closer—closer than they’d ever been before. “There will be no going back.”

      “I certainly hope not,” she whispered.

      Vi’s eyes dipped closed. The last thing she saw were his heavy lids and unfocused pupils. Darkness… and the moment his lips met hers, an explosion of color behind her eyelids.

      She’d wanted this. For how long, Vi didn’t quite know. But she wanted to feel him next to her, his hand shifting to rest on her waist, the other still on her face. She wanted to feel the embroidery of his coat under her fingers and not simultaneously feel the pressure to let go.

      Nothing was guaranteed or certain. The world would rob them blind on a whim. Romulin had said to savor what they had before them and, like always, he was right.

      He had Andru.

      And Vi had Taavin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      She was stiff, as was he.

      They both stood rigidly against each other, struggling to move and simultaneously afraid that if they did it would bring an end to this moment. His lips hardly moved. They quivered under hers as Taavin drew a shaky breath across her mouth, his barely far enough away to find air.

      Then, it was his turn to kiss her.

      Vi wasn’t sure how she’d known his intent, but she had. Every bit of her sensed his want to initiate before he’d even begun to move. He’d wanted to capture what he’d been yearning for just as she had. She allowed her mouth to be consumed by his and savored each new, thrilling sensation.

      More confident, his lips parted slightly, begging hers open. A small sigh escaped her lips as they shifted, wet and warm, against his. Worries melted from her mind, trickling down her spine and leaving bumps in their wake, before pooling low in her stomach, transformed there into something wonderful.

      His touch had turned pain into pleasure. His lips, worry into delight. Everything faded but him and the feeling of his warmth—no longer frustratingly a step too far away.

      The world was not about to be saved by a kiss.

      But if it could’ve been, that would’ve been the kiss to save it.

      When Vi finally pulled away, she was breathless. They hadn’t been kissing that long, she was certain of it. But she felt dizzy, and he looked as though he’d just run a marathon.

      Blush suited him.

      “Vi, I—” Taavin’s grip tightened on both her shoulders, before he pushed himself away from her. “We can’t. This, we can’t.”

      “Why?” Vi asked, despite being halfway toward placing her mouth on his again. She wanted to do it over and over, to feel every way he moved and delight in it all. How had she gone so long in life without kissing? It was seven times as wonderful as Ellene had made it sound.

      “Because we’re half a world away.” He brought a hand to his eyes and turned his back toward her, as though ashamed.

      “And I’m going to come to you.”

      “We belong to different worlds,” he said over his shoulder. “You’re a princess, and I’m the head of a religious order.”

      “And we’re the Champion and the Voice—which seems way more important than any of those other titles.”

      He turned to face her, trying to stare her down. Vi wouldn’t cower. “Bad things happen to those I’ve been foolish enough to entangle myself with—and I’ve never even risked being entangled romantically. I’ve no idea what could happen.”

      “Well, at least we’re both new to romance,” she said with a small smile. He ignored her attempt at levity.

      “Vi, this is serious.”

      “I’m being serious.” She allowed the smile to slip from her face. “You say bad things happen… Well my mother is dying, my father may be dead, the world is ending. Just what else can get worse?”

      “It can always get worse, I assure you,” he cautioned. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”

      “I’m not afraid.” Vi took a step toward him.

      “You should be.” Taavin’s voice had dropped low, almost growl-like. “I’m trying to protect you.”

      “That seems a fool’s errand.” Vi grabbed his coat lapels, feeling the supple fabric. “Don’t deny me this. This fire I feel between us is brighter than any magic I’ve ever known. You’re the only thing holding me together right now.”

      “And you… you’re the only thing that has ever made me fall apart.”

      All at once, his hand was in her hair again, his mouth crushed against hers. The kiss was clumsy, sloppy even. But it was also full of desire and yearning.

      It was everything she needed.

      A barrier had been broken down in her—a dam released. It had been holding back years of repressed desires and wants and everything else she refused to allow herself to feel. Now that Vi had torn it down, she was being swept downstream faster than she could recover.

      Taavin pulled away once more. Vi pulled him back. She kissed him as if to devour him, teeth hitting awkwardly until they learned each other’s rhythm.

      Finally, they pulled apart once more, and this time Vi merely searched his face. Her hands drifted upward, following her eyes, caressing his cheeks, up to his ears—feeling the strange way they pointed. She finally buried her fingers in his hair, all the while he merely stared at her.

      “What now?” he whispered, breathless.

      “Nothing changes, overall,” she confessed. “You’re still in Meru and I’m going to get to you.”

      “Between us?”

      “Tell me everything.” She dropped her hands to his chest once more, feeling the broad swathe of lean muscle. “Tell me of yourself, of the man I’ve been kissing. Hearing you’re the head of a religious order is a large part of who you are—and until now, I didn’t know. I feel you know almost everything about me.”

      “You don’t want to know about me.”

      “I do.”

      Taavin sighed softly. Catching her hand, he brought it to his lips, placing a thoughtful kiss on her wrist. The movement sent shivers up her arm and neck.

      “What is it you want to hear?”

      “Tell me about your room. Describe it in detail.” Vi started there: something simple, harmless, easy to confess. “You’ve told me it was above Yargen’s flame… that you can see Risen from your window.”

      “Yes… I can see Risen from my window.” Taavin paused, looking toward her sitting area. He motioned for it and Vi led the way. Once they were settled, her side flush against his, he continued. “My room is shaped like an octagon.

      “Through one set of doors, there is the entrance. Across from that is my bedroom, then a window, then my study, another window, my wash room, the entrance, and then a study area in the final two corners.

      “The floor is wood, much the same as the room—octagonal and set against each other in a pattern…”

      Vi’s eyes closed as she tried to envision it. In her mind, she constructed it not unlike her own chambers in the North. But his sounded… smaller. She painted it in soft grays and whites, just as he said, gilded with gold. A single shelf—mostly religious texts and works of his own writing—occupied one wall. At one end was a collection of watchmaking tools, a hobby he said he’d picked up years ago. Embellishments on the door panels depicted lore from The Word of the Goddess—a religious text she also now knew existed.

      “It sounds beautiful,” she whispered when he finished.

      “It is. A gorgeous prison.”

      “Why do you say you’re imprisoned?” A protective streak, deeper than what she expected, ripped through her.

      “I’ve told you.”

      “In bits and pieces…” Vi shifted, turning to face him. She hesitated briefly before taking up his hand. It was odd to think about the lines they’d crossed… how it might change them. Could she kiss him freely now if she wanted to? How would she know if he wanted to kiss her back?

      “On Meru, there is the Order of the Faithful, and the Voice is at their head.”

      “So you’re like a king?”

      He sighed, running his free hand through her hair. Vi enjoyed the way it smoothed through the dark strands, tugging lightly on her scalp as he teased through a knot. “It’s difficult to explain.”

      “Try me, I’m not stupid.”

      “Far from it,” he agreed quickly. “Meru has a Queen; the Queen is anointed by the Voice and the Faithful. She is the one who rules—”

      “But with your blessing.” She was reminded of her first vision of her father—the woman in all the bolts of draped silk must be the Queen of Meru.

      “Yes.” Vi could see instantly how that would make Taavin powerful, even if he didn’t wield the power of the crown himself. “The Faithful also have a strong arm—Swords of Light. Though most call them merely ‘The Swords.’

      “The man at their head… Lord Ulvarth, he is the one who keeps me here.”

      “Why?” Vi whispered, though she could guess.

      “Because if I were ever to leave—to splinter from him and the Faithful—his power would be diminished. He gets away with what he does because the people think his actions are based on directives that come from the Goddess herself, funneled through me.”

      “And those directives don’t actually come from you or the Goddess… do they?” Vi said slowly, putting it together.

      “They don’t,” he affirmed. “Well, not always. And if it is from me… I’m merely saying what Ulvarth wants me to in order to protect my own wellbeing.”

      “How does Lord Ulvarth get away with that?” Though again, Vi suspected she knew the reason.

      “By keeping me here. If he is the only one who may speak with me, then who is to know?”

      “But the people, surely they—”

      “The people have only seen me a handful of times.” Taavin gave her a tired smile. “I doubt they even remember my hair color, let alone what I would or wouldn’t say. I may be the Voice of the Goddess, but Ulvarth is the voice of me. He is the only truth they know.”

      There were more layers to this; Vi could see them between his words even if she couldn’t quite understand them. But there was little she could do about his situation until she was with him. For the time being, all they had to make the hours a little more bearable was each other.

      She ran her fingertip down the outline of his scar. Taavin’s eyes took on a worried expression. She barely had time to give him a reassuring smile before leaning in to kiss him once more.

      He could have his secrets, for now.
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      The Crossroads were finally in sight.

      The Western Waste had seemed like it would never end and then, suddenly, out of nowhere: civilization. The first sighting of it on the horizon was enough to set her heart racing. Now, every step closer filled her with apprehension and excitement.

      This would be the end of her journey with her family, and the start of something a mere year ago she never would have expected.

      “It will be similar to how it was when we came to get you,” Romulin said from her side. “We shall be in front, just behind some flag bearers this time. Then some more flag bearers on horses. A couple guards around. Then, the rest of the infantry.”

      “Right,” Vi murmured, watching as said flag bearers assembled posts to make tall staffs, to which they affixed pennons emblazoned with the sun of the Empire. She fussed with the headscarf that had been keeping the heat off her brow. A heavy, rope-like braid fell down the center of her back.

      “You’re not wearing your scarf anymore?” Andru asked from Romulin’s side. The two were together more often than not. And, while Romulin had yet to say anything outright, Vi was beginning to assume that Andru had mentioned she was in the know.

      “No, not for when we enter. I’ve been told I look like my grandmother, Princess Fiera. I think showing my hair and face could only garner favor.”

      “A brilliant idea, sister.”

      “Thank you.” Vi gave her brother a smile. They had yet to really address what had happened two nights ago, but she took their easy rapport today as a sign they were headed toward some kind of peace—and that was the best she could hope for, before she set off for Meru. “I’ll take it out of the braid when we get closer, otherwise the wind will make it a knotted mess.”

      “I admire that you learned the Southern braids from Mother,” Romulin said softly. “It was a nice gesture.”

      Mother.

      They hadn’t spoken much since Vi found out about her affliction. She stared at her mother’s back, at the cape bearing the blazing sun and lined in Western crimson. Vhalla rode strong and tall. If Vi hadn’t known better, she would’ve never suspected the illness ravaging her.

      An hour later, they passed under the great northern gate of the Crossroads.

      The Crossroads were unlike anything she’d ever seen. Certainly, the treetop cities of the North were magical and breathtaking in their own right, but the West was its own unique form of magic.

      Canvas shades were pulled over the alleyways and streets to guard those below from the sun. The filtered light illuminated the white of the road ahead in reds and oranges. But the streets were mostly empty. Only a few lined their path forward, regarding them tiredly. Perhaps even warily.

      Her eyes scanned over their heads, to the buildings behind them. Mostly squat and constructed of a smooth stone that looked almost like the sand itself, they had square windows and ashen timbers jutting out between floors.

      Vi’s attention settled on the doors. Painted in a rough hand over a few was a white circle. Others bore an X.

      “The White Death,” she muttered. She’d seen a similar mark in the North.

      “Slightly different from the Northerners. Here, the circle marks places where the afflicted live… the X marks somewhere with a confirmed death. They haven’t set up any kind of central clinic,” Jayme said solemnly from Vi’s side. “When I came through a few months ago, I don’t recall seeing half as many marks.”

      “The plague has hit the West the hardest so far,” Romulin agreed. His tone just as grim. “This is a better turnout than we had on our way up, if you can believe it. Though they look even less happy to see us…”

      “Do you know how many?”

      “How many the West has lost? Or how many have turned out to greet us?”

      “The former,” Vi clarified.

      “Elecia will have more up-to-date numbers… last I heard, it was in the range of twenty thousand.”

      Vi gripped her reins so tightly the horse’s head jerked sideways. She hastily loosened her fingers and gave her mount an apologetic pat.

      “There must be a cure.” Vi turned to Romulin, giving him a hard stare. His eyes darted between her and the people. She was putting him on the spot, confronting the harsh reality of their circumstances, but she didn’t care.

      “If only,” Andru said softly. “I think hope of one passed with our Late Emperor.”

      The Imperial party marched into the center of the Crossroads—the center of the world.

      It was a large square, lined with buildings easily three floors higher than the rest. Every building seemed to be more ostentatious than the last, as if in a competition for which could be the highest, or have the most windows, balconies, or adornments. If Vi had to pick a winner, it would be the one toward her right, straight behind a platform in the center of the square. The building had three large, circular, stained-glass windows stacked on each other. Vi could only imagine how much it must have cost for an architect to conceive.

      At the center of the square where the two main roads of the Empire met—the Great Southern Road and East-West Way—was a blazing sun in gold, cardinal directions pointing out toward each of the four departure points from the square.

      The square was more filled with people than the road had been. Civilians stood to meet the approaching party, though it did not feel like a greeting. It felt more like a squaring off. They regarded the Imperial parade with shadowed eyes and slumped shoulders.

      Surrounding them at the edge of the square was another small army, outfitted in Western crimson. They had been brought by the Lady of the West, who stood on a large platform in the center of the square, clad in black armor trimmed in red. Elecia had her hair undone, corkscrew curls standing in all directions like a crown that encircled her whole face. It was not unlike how Ellene had worn her hair, and Vi’s heart ached at the comparison.

      “It is my honor,” Elecia’s voice boomed over the square, “to welcome her highness, Vi Solaris, on her historical march home.”

      “Liberate us!” a woman screamed at Vi, lunging against the line of soldiers. “Liberate yourself and us from the tyranny of Solaris, reclaim your Ci’Dan name!”

      Vi kept her eyes forward, focused solely on Elecia. She remembered the incident with the man during the solstice. As soon as chaos gained a foothold, there was no room left for reason.

      “It is my honor to return to the home of my forefathers,” Vi proclaimed, trying to speak over the growing whispers. “On my path home to Solarin.”

      “That is not your home!” a man shouted.

      “Not your home!”

      “Not your home!” The chant was picked up by the crowd.

      Vi contained a bitter smile. They were right. She had no home, and she never would.

      “The sooner we can end this, sister…” Romulin whispered, looking warily at those gathered. The crowd was beginning to shift, growing tenser by the moment.

      Vi dismounted and guards pushed through the crowd ahead of her, creating a path to the platform. Jayme remained glued to her side, directing the other soldiers with waves of her left hand, her right on the hilt of her sword. The people forced themselves against the guards, trying to reach her. Jayme stepped in front whenever one stretched a hand too close.

      Vi looked at their harrowed and strained expressions. These were not subjects looking to their sovereign in delight—but a people demanding answers from the party they deemed responsible for immense troubles.

      “Lead the West to its former glory!”

      “Will you help us?”

      “Leave Solaris!”

      She made it to the stairs, and had one foot on the bottom step when a shout stole her attention.

      “They say Adela knows the cure! She killed Emperor Solaris for it. She’ll sell it back to us, at a price. Is it true?”

      Vi scanned the crowd as murmurs increased.

      “Your highness,” Jayme whispered hurriedly. “We shouldn’t linger right now.”

      Vi quickly finished her way up the stairs.

      “Her future Empress and I shall be discussing matters of the White Death, as we know—” Elecia attempted to speak over the growing unrest.

      “Solaris is complacent!”

      “No, the Easterner is!” Attention swept to Vhalla. “She was the one who made Prince Aldrik weak. She was the one who distracted him from his birthright when he could’ve seated himself in Mhashan during the rise of the Mad King.”

      “Remove the Easterner—” A voice seemed to echo off every building, booming over every other, silencing the masses. “And let Ci’Dan rule once more!”

      A glint of light caught Vi’s eye from a rooftop. Vi jerked her head in the direction, squinting against the sun. An archer.

      “Mother! The roof—” Vi didn’t get to finish, but luckily she’d said enough.

      Her mother swept a hand upward even before her head turned. Wind gusted upward all around her, ripping a pennon from its flagpole. The fabric fluttered through the air, tangling with the arrow that had been blown off-course along with it.

      As if the assassination attempt were a cue, the mayhem began.
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      “Mother!” Vi started for Vhalla.

      “No, this way.” Jayme grabbed her arm. Vi swung around, glaring at her friend. “I know you want to protect her, but you are useless dead. Trust the soldiers to do their jobs and get to the hotel. The sooner you’re protected, the more we can focus on your mother and brother.”

      Vi looked back. The crowd had broken through the line of soldiers Vi had left behind her. A small group condensed around Romulin’s horse. They brandished weapons at the encroaching masses. Vi watched as someone leaned down, picking up a rock to volley at him.

      “Romu—” Before Vi could call out, a soldier lunged into the fray and Vi watched in horror as the square was plunged further down a spiral of violence.

      “Listen to your guard, Vi. Leave it to the soldiers.” Elecia started down the other side of the stair, her own guard quickly surrounding her.

      Jayme gave a firm tug on her arm. Pulled off balance, Vi staggered along, half dragged down the other side of the platform.

      “Vi Ci’Dan, come with me.” A man lunged for her. “The Knights of Jadar are ready to be loyal once more to your rule.”

      Jayme drew her sword in a second, stepping in the man’s way.

      A wall of stone shot up from the ground between Vi, the assailant, and Jayme. Vi felt magic crackling around Elecia. It was not unlike Ellene’s, though it was far more focused, more precise.

      Vi looked behind her, free of Jayme and Elecia’s attention for a brief second. Had her brother dismounted? Where was her mother in the mob? She knew she needed to be protected, but she couldn’t abandon them either.

      Yet abandonment had been her plan all along.

      If she couldn’t trust them to be protected in this moment, how could she leave them? Her thoughts mirrored the noise around her—shouts and cries with no logic to string them together.

      She took a step, and two strong arms closed around her shoulders, practically hoisting her off the ground.

      “Let me—” Vi began to shout, silenced and chilled by the voice in her ear.

      “Go? No, we must get you to safety, princess.”

      Fallor.

      “Unhand me.” Vi pushed against his forearm. “This is no way to carry your princess.”

      “I’m merely doing what’s safe for her highness. You seem to have been separated from your guard.”

      Vi looked frantically for Jayme and Elecia. She couldn’t find the former in the chaos of the crowd. The latter was already up the stairs of what had long been the Imperial hotel in the Crossroads.  Elecia turned, her eyes scanning, no doubt looking for Vi. But Fallor turned away. With his back to Elecia, there was no way Vi would be visible.

      She kicked, struggling against his crushing grasp. His arms dug into her ribs, making her wheeze.

      “What are you doing?” Vi twisted in his arms. “The hotel is that way.”

      Fallor looked ahead, a stupid smirk on his face as he manhandled her.

      “Let me go or I will—” She pushed against his forearm, trying to wriggle free, but then stopped all movement.

      “You’ll what?” Her stillness must’ve been more intriguing to him than her struggles.

      Vi’s eyes were glued to the exposed skin of his wrist. Barely visible were three lines, tattooed in dark ink, jagged and gently curving. If those three points met… if the center line continued, then it would be…

      A trident tattoo.

      The mark of Adela.

      Before she could finish her threat, or he could realize what she’d seen, Jayme sprinted into view. She had her sword at the ready, pointed over Vi’s shoulder and right in Fallor’s face. Vi had never seen a more fearsome expression on her friend’s face.

      “Drop her.”

      “Thank the Mother,” he said stiffly, the expression sticking to his tongue in his odd accent. “I’m glad you saw us. Who knows what could’ve happened to the crown princess if you hadn’t? I was merely trying to shield her from the rabble.”

      The lines on Jayme’s face only deepened as Fallor let Vi down with sudden delicacy.

      “You would do well never to manhandle—”

      “Thank you, Fallor,” Vi interrupted. Whatever threat Jayme was about to lob at Fallor would have been justifiable but ill-placed. The tattoo was still seared in her vision and she was eager to get away from the man, the sooner the better. “Let’s go, Jayme.”

      Jayme gave a small nod and then hooked her arm with Vi’s, before rushing through openings to get to the Imperial hotel. Luckily, the crowd was beginning to disperse, and the worst of the violence seemed to have ended.

      “What—”

      “I’ll tell you later,” Vi whispered hastily. There wasn’t time to discuss now—they were already ascending the stairs. “Just know that I was right about him.”

      “Well this is a mess,” Elecia muttered. The mob had been short-lived and not too bloody. Vi saw only one body lying face-down in a puddle of blood, and she hoped it was the archer who had tried to shoot down her mother. “You should get inside.”

      “Moth—”

      “Her and Romulin are ahead of you, Jax and I are behind,” Elecia answered before she could ask.

      With that, Vi and Jayme stepped inside the lobby of the stately hotel, the whole staff standing at uncomfortable attention. As Elecia had said, her mother and brother were together in the far corner, by the stairs, talking with a silver haired man. Thankfully neither had visible wounds.

      “… most regretful, forgive them, your highness,” the man was saying. “They don’t fully understand their actions. It is not the crown they hate, but this miserable plague.”

      “They will see mercy,” Vhalla assured him. “It is a difficult time for all of us, Lord Etton. The crown understands that as much as any.”

      Vi stepped off to the side, pulling Jayme with her before she could unlink their arms. They faced the wall, rather than the group.

      “Fallor is a pirate,” Vi said hastily. There may not be another chance to tell her.

      Jayme blinked at her. “What?”

      “I saw a trident tattoo on his wrist when he tried to kidnap me.” At least, she was pretty sure it was a trident tattoo. She hadn’t seen all of it.

      “You’re right, it didn’t look like he was merely trying to protect you…” Jayme murmured. The words had Vi’s heart soaring that her friend finally believed her suspicions.

      “He wasn’t,” Vi hissed. “Have you found out anything about him?”

      “Not yet. I’m working on it…”

      “Be diligent. I want you to find a reason to get him ousted from the army, for Romulin’s safety. I don’t know what he’s up to, or why a pirate is so far from the sea, but I want none of it near my family.”

      “Romulin’s safety? Your family’s? What about yours?”

      “I’ll be—”

      “Your highness,” a maid interrupted. She was dressed from toe to chin, bound in tightly tailored fashions of the West that left so little to the imagination, it seemed slightly scandalous. “I am to show you to your room.”

      “Thank you.” Vi started behind her.

      Jayme took a hasty step to Vi’s side. “You’ll be what?”

      “I’ll tell you later,” Vi said softly.

      “You’d better. Remember, you promised to tell me everything. All I want is to do my job and protect you.”

      “I will tell you, the first chance I get,” Vi whispered hastily and then started up the stairs behind the maid. She just didn’t know if she’d ever have the chance… so it wasn’t technically a lie.

      The maid took Vi up the stairs to the second floor and down a small interior hallway lit by sconces. Each iron dish jutted out from the wall like a small stage for the tiny flames they carried to dance in magically.

      “This will be your room.” The maid stopped at the door at the end of the hall and opened it.

      Light flooded the hall as Vi found herself looking once more at one of the large circular windows of the building’s front, but this time from the inside.

      It was like a fractured rainbow had been spilled on the floor, all the colors of the stained glass falling over the seating area right before the window. They stretched toward Vi’s feet, and out to her right in the direction of a tall working table—similar to what she’d been given in her tent. To the left stood a modest bar. Also to the left were a pair of intricately carved wooden doors, detail so fine that Vi could almost feel the tingle of magic from the Groundbreaker’s hands still on them.

      “It is beautiful.”

      “I’ll tell Lord Etton so.” The maid dipped into another curtsy at the praise. “Your things will be brought up shortly. Is there anything else I can do for you right now?”

      “No, I think I can manage from here.” A few moments of uninterrupted silence actually sounded blissful. Yet the woman lingered, her eyes looking around the room, landing on Vi, and then fluttering off like two black hummingbirds, unable to stay in one location for too long. It reminded her of Andru. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

      “What?” The woman seemed actually taken aback. “Oh, no, forgive me, princess, I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s good that I don’t seem to be the only one losing herself in thought today. Especially given all that happened in the square,” Vi interrupted gently. Her words landed right where she’d hoped they would, and the woman’s shoulders relaxed slightly.

      With a breath, the maid finally seemed to manage what had clearly been absorbing her attention the whole time. “It’s good to have you here, my lady. Truly.”

      “It’s truly good to be here.” Vi wished her royal instinct hadn’t kicked in. It seemed awkward to say, given all that had transpired.

      “No, I misspeak.” The woman shook her head, sighed at herself, and then tried one more time. It was her turn for the words to land. “Here, in this room. This was where your father stayed, whenever he passed through the Crossroads on visits to the West.”

      “Here?” Vi whispered.

      “This room.” The woman nodded. “His… news of him…” She shook her head, mouth pressing into a grief-stricken line. “It hit the West hard, my lady. So seeing you, here. It restores faith for all of us that we still have a place in this Empire.”

      “Of course you do, regardless of which Solaris sits on the throne.”

      The maid simply smiled. Vi saw lines she hadn’t noticed before, a tuft of gray hair poking out from underneath her head scarf, a boniness to her hands that betrayed age as much as strength. How old was she? Not old enough to remember the West as an independent nation. But perhaps old enough to remember growing up in a recently annexed territory.

      “Do call if you need anything, princess.” The woman dismissed herself, closing the door behind her.

      Vi turned back into the room; suddenly, everything seemed alive.

      The motes of dust in the air were like fire. They sparkled in the sunlight, illuminating corners. She ran her fingertips lightly over the bar, then the back of the low sofa, then the table, as she made a wide loop of the room.

      Her father had been here. She was already one step closer to him.

      Vi stopped at the table. She fished out an iron key from her pocket, one she’d been diligently carrying halfway across the continent. Placing it down, Vi stared at it.

      “Well, I’m here,” Vi said to the object. “Now the real work begins.”
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      “Narro hath hoolo.” Vi uttered the incantation the moment the door closed behind her that evening. Usually, when she did, Taavin would first look at his new surroundings. But this time, he looked only at her.

      So many things had been left unspoken between them—what were they, really? What could they be? Vi didn’t have the answers, so she didn’t concern herself too much with the questions. Right now, she wanted to savor the appearance of him and the way he seemed to freeze her in place and set every nerve on fire all at the same time.

      “You’ve made it to the Crossroads, then?” His eyes finally left her, though only briefly.

      “Yes.”

      “You’re ready to leave?” His attention landed on the bag at her feet.

      “I think so… I’ve packed everything I can think to bring. I took some food back from dinner, so I have some initial rations. I have some coin for the road. Clothes, of course. A journal with notes I took on the seas after my father went missing, and a map.” Vi looked back to him. “Can you think of anything I’m missing?”

      “No, but seeing as I’ve never exactly gone on a trip before, I may not be the best person to ask.” Finally his eyes pulled from the bag to her. Taavin took a step forward. “Vi, I find you incredibly brave.”

      “I haven’t done anything brave yet.”

      “I disagree.” Another step closer. “And I think what you are about to do—leaving it all behind for the sake of our world—is the bravest thing you could do.”

      “Or the most selfish. I have a very vested stake in that world, after all.” It felt oddly uncomfortable to let the compliment from him stick. Especially when part of her still felt like leaving her Empire was the most selfish possible maneuver. Ultimately, the outcome of her gamble would determine how history remembered her: brave or selfish. Loved or hated.

      “Are you sure you want to do this? It’s not too late for you to turn back.”

      “And leave my father out there? Leave a cure unfound?” Vi swallowed. Taavin had continued his approach and they now stood toe to toe. Her voice was quieter when she spoke again. “Never meet you in person? Touch you in person?”

      Taavin lifted her hand gently, spreading his fingers against hers, palm to palm.

      “This feels real enough to me.”

      Vi opened her mouth, but words failed her. How many layers were there to that sentiment? More than she could pick apart.

      Before she could try, there was a knock on her door.

      “It’s my brother,” Vi whispered. “I want some time with him… alone.”

      “I understand.” With that, Taavin disappeared.

      “Romulin,” she said as she opened the door. He stood in simple nightclothes—loose fitting pants, a belted robe over a shirt—all in shades of Solaris blue and Imperial white. Vi was dressed all in black, ready for the road. “You came.”

      “I did.” He looked her up and down, much as she did him. “You’re really leaving.”

      “I am.” It wasn’t a question, so Vi didn’t attempt to dodge an honest answer. “Come in.”

      “You’re going to die, too,” he mumbled as he entered. Vi glanced around the hall, seeing no one, and closed the door behind him.

      “I’m going to find Father,” she vowed. “And a cure for Mother.”

      “You’re just running away from the throne.” He frowned. It was harsh and callous… and, in its own way, completely right.

      “Not intentionally so. Well, it’s not my primary motivation.”

      “But you are, and you’re leaving me saddled with it.” He stormed over to the window, resting a hand on the wooden frame, staring out listlessly.

      Vi studied him. She had been wrong—it added up in her mind all at once. Everyone wanted Romulin to sit the throne, but he’d never desired the honor. Perhaps all his careful advising was to ensure he would never be forced to assume the mantle.

      Crossing over to him, Vi rested her hand on her brother’s shoulder, looking out the window also.

      “You were made to rule,” she whispered. “You’re far more suited for it than I, and you have the support of the people. I don’t. I don’t know if I ever truly wanted the throne, or if I merely wanted the family that came with it.”

      “If you want the family, stay with us—with me.” His voice was suddenly small, the command almost weak. “Aren’t I your family? Don’t I deserve family too?”

      “You are—you do. That’s why I’m going to find—”

      “Then why are you leaving me alone? Mother will die. You will die. And Father… Father is… If he’s not dead, he’ll die because you’ll die on the way to get him, and I will be alone. I won’t even have Andru. I’ll be forced to marry a woman to produce an heir because I’ll be the Emperor and that’s what’s required.” The words weren’t said in a fit of emotion or rage. They were uttered calmly and quietly as though they were facts he’d long since come to terms with. “Stay, Vi.”

      “You know I can’t.” Her chest ached as it tried to contort in a way that would allow her to accomplish two diametrically opposed goals. “Please understand.”

      “You know I can’t,” he whispered.

      “You will in time,” she said confidently. Vi squeezed his shoulder. “Rule well until I return with Father. Keep the throne warm for him and me. Then, I promise I’ll take it back, and I’ll wed, and produce all the heirs the Empire could ever want so none shall blink at the notion if you run away with Andru.”

      A smile cracked through his bleak expression.

      “But please don’t actually run away, because I’m going to need you both to help me with that brood.”

      “Assuming we have not adopted children of our own.” Romulin rested his temple on her shoulder and Vi shifted her arm around him.

      “Well, if you’re doing that, then I’ll just see to changing the laws that the heir must be by blood and then have no children of my own.”

      They both shared a small laugh at that. Romulin’s arm snaked around her waist and they stood together quietly.

      “I’m sorry for being tense around you, sister. I hadn’t wanted our meeting to go like this.”

      “Me neither. But I understand… these are tense circumstances.” Vi gave him a small shake. “When I return, we’ll both have time to relax. Maybe even take a trip down to Oparium with Andru and stay at the summer manor. Jax has told me rumors of caves connecting to it that I’d love to mark on my maps.”

      “Always with your maps.”

      “I’ll have so much more to show you of Meru, too.”

      Romulin pulled away, starting for the door. “You do know I don’t like this, even still.”

      “I know.” Her heart sank; she thought they’d reached an understanding.

      “But I’m going to allow it on one condition.” He stopped, his back to her. “You find Father and bring him back.”

      “I swear.” Vi started over, grabbing her pack on the way, as he turned to face her. They embraced tightly. “I swear.”

      “Good. Now you should get going, while the night is young. I’ll do my best to cover for you here, keep them busy come dawn for as long as possible.”

      “Thank you,” Vi whispered as he pulled away. Her eyes were prickling, but Vi refused to allow herself to cry. She needed to keep her composure—be strong for her and him both. “Will you cover while I sneak out through the lobby? Make a distraction?”

      He shook his head.

      “What? I thought—”

      “There’s a better way for you to leave.” He walked behind the small bar in the common area of her room. On the second shelf, he counted three bottles in from the left. Vi watched, fascinated, as his fingers closed around the glass neck of the unassuming bottle. It looked just the same as the others—mostly full and freshly polished. At least, until he went to lift it off the shelf.

      The bottle did not move up, but forward, connected to a hidden latch on the shelf beneath. She heard the soft click of a lock disengaging. Vi stared in wonder, pulling open the whole shelf to reveal a secret passage.

      “How did you…”

      “When you came up here to presumably pack… I stayed after at dinner. The adults drank far too much and reminisced.”

      “As they do.” Vi had seen as much when her mother and Jax, and Elecia and Jax, had been together in the North. She could only imagine how it was when the three of them were all in one spot.

      “Yes, well apparently, Father did not enjoy feeling trapped in a space and requested this room specifically for that reason.” Romulin’s fair skin turned scarlet. “They wouldn’t stop teasing about Mother sneaking in through this passage.”

      Vi’s reaction was a cross between a grimace and a laugh. She did not want to think of her parents as rebellious, young, and full of desire. But it was also amusing to picture them that way, so free compared to the composed, careful adults they’d been forced to become.

      “If you leave through here, no one will know you’re gone until some time after breakfast. I’ll tell them you weren’t feeling well this eve, and to give you time to sleep. I’ll try to delay as long as possible.”

      She looked at her brother. For all he said he didn’t want her to go, he was doing everything in his power to help her. Perhaps some part of him did want to see her venture forward, claim a freedom neither of them had. Find their father for the good of their family and their Empire.

      Or… perhaps… love in all its forms was simply complicated. And for all he did not want her to go, he loved her and wanted to support her. Would she not do the same for him if the roles were reversed?

      “I love you, brother,” Vi whispered, pulling him close one final time.

      “I love you, sister. Don’t forget your promises. Now, go… get a head start on the hounds they’re going to send after you.”

      He all but pushed her into the narrow tunnel. Vi tripped on the sloping path, and caught her balance on the rough wall. She turned to get one last look at her brother before he closed the shelf behind her.

      Lifting her hand, Vi uncurled her fingers and allowed the spark to lift off her skin, and ignite into a full flame. She lowered her hand away and the flame continued to hover right where she’d placed it, happily burning near her shoulder and giving light to the darkness. It was enough to scare away the shadows, but not enough to cast aside the thick curtains of cobwebs and what looked like years of dust that had settled on the stairs.

      She stifled a cough, waving away the remnants of spiders—even they seemed to have abandoned the place. The passage was long and she had no idea what rooms it was nestled between. When she reached the end, a door blocked her path. Vi ran her hand over the smooth plate of metal—a Firebearer’s lock.

      Placing her hand on the strip of metal, Vi took a deep breath and cut off the funnel of magic to the flame over her shoulder. This would be easier to do as a Firebearer than risk blowing off the whole door with juth. She pushed her magic into her palm—just enough, she commanded mentally.

      Her overabundance of care made it agonizingly slow, but the metal eventually heated to the point where a soft, reddish glow began to illuminate the passage once more. When it was molten hot, Vi pushed, her feet scraping against the stone as she sought to put all her weight against the heavy door.

      It gave way, and she breathed a deep breath of fresh desert air.

      Vi turned, settling the door closed as softly as possible, pressing it flush once more. The door was one-way. On the outside it was nothing more than smooth stone about to nestle into place with the wall.

      “Good thing I wasn’t going back in,” she mumbled as she caught her bearings.

      The narrow alleyway the door had put her in dead-ended against the other buildings on one end, the center of the Crossroads on the other. Vi pulled up the scarf around her neck, situating it to conceal her face as much as possible. She gave herself one last assessment before stepping out into the light of the street lamps.

      Her clothes were of fine make, but she didn’t think they screamed “princess”. Her face was shadowed and covered, the scarf she used was sun-bleached and worn from the desert. And, more than any of that, she was alone. No one expected to see the Princess Solaris alone, so hopefully they’d see no one at all when they looked at her.

      Vi stepped into the main Crossroads and immediately headed right, away from the hotel.

      She hugged the walls of darkened storefronts and avoided the welcoming glow of street lamps as though they were stage spotlights that could betray her. Her hands continually adjusted her headscarf, making sure that it was safely in place, and she felt her entire body tense whenever a passerby’s feet entered her field of vision.

      Her heart was in her throat the entire time, yet nothing happened. She began to feel easier as she rounded the corner to the East-West Way—the great street that connected Norin, capital of the West, with Hastan, capital of the East. Along this street was the great market of the Crossroads.

      She pulled the key from her pocket, looking at the now familiar iron rose at one end. The woman had said the curiosity shop was somewhere along here, and the embellishment on the key was all she had to go on. She began walking the streets, crammed even in darkness with empty stalls, archways, and sunshades that offered protection from moonlight.

      There were doors by doors by doors, all nestled in every way they could be conceived to fit—like crooked teeth in a too-small mouth. They were wedged between stalls and cornered at alleyways. Vi studied the lock on each one, the signs, the embellishments.

      Her feet came to a stop.

      Across the narrowed street was an unassuming iron gate. Thorny bars knotted together to ward away anyone from even so much as leaning on it. They came together at face-height to fold into a rose insignia that was rendered with alarmingly life-like detail.

      As if in a trance, Vi crossed to it, pulling the key from her pocket. She knew it would fit before she even inserted it into the hole and yet, as she did, there was a heavy weight to her every motion. The lock disengaged with a quiet metallic clang.

      Taking a breath, Vi pushed open the gate and stepped into the darkness that awaited her at the next Apex of Fate.
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      The room was not the sort of dark that fell over the land when the sun went to sleep. The darkness here was deeper, richer, and so impenetrable that not even light or noise seemed to exist within. It was so complete that Vi had to turn back to the gate leading to the Crossroads to assure herself that she hadn’t gone blind.

      The gate… had closed behind her without so much as a sound.

      In fact, there were no sounds in the void she now found herself in. Her breathing rattled her chest, hitching in a panic that rose with the tone of her voice as she almost squeaked, “Hello?”

      If there was ever a moment when Vi was certain she was going to die, it was then. But she didn’t die. Nothing happened at all.

      Vi took two more steps forward, bumping into a table in the darkness. She tilted forward, pressing both hands down for balance. Something crunched under her palms and Vi hastily lifted them, shaking away the dried flakes.

      Did she even want to know what that was?

      Summoning bravery and her flame, Vi looked. The whole table was scattered with flecks of deep crimson—but it wasn’t dried blood.

      “Rose petals?” Vi picked one up and it nearly disintegrated between her fingers, time weighing too heavily on the fragile petal.

      Far in the back, there was a sliver of light—a red glow she hadn’t seen before. It was ominous, terrifying, and she was certain it was where she needed to go.

      Slowly, Vi stepped around the table. On the outer edge of the room were empty shelves—all save one, which held quills lined neatly in silver inkwells. They glinted in the light of her tiny dancing flame, as if winking back at her. Suppressing a shiver, Vi pressed on.

      As she neared the sliver of angry light, a new scent tickled her nose. It was earthy, familiar, though Vi couldn’t place it until she felt the crunch of dried grasses under her feet.

      No, not grass.

      “Wheat?” Vi crouched down, looking back. Nothing but darkness pressed in on her. She couldn’t see the light of the Crossroads peeking through the iron of the gate. Both the table of rose petals and the shelf of quills were invisible to her now. “What is this place?” Vi muttered as she straightened.

      She’d thought it was a curiosity shop, but this was nothing like what she expected. The shelves were supposed to be packed with all kinds of tokens for clients to burn and hold when the Firebearer looked into the future. Vi would’ve thought the place abandoned, if not for the rose petals, quills, and wheat.

      It was almost as if someone had expected her to come here, laying out the tokens like invitations. Was it possible the old woman had had a glimpse of the future before she left the West? Had she known Vi would come?

      But if that were the case, Vi would have to believe there was some deeper meaning to the seemingly random things strewn about.

      Her hand closed around the watch at her neck on instinct and Vi took a deep breath. She couldn’t allow herself to get unnerved by this strange place. She was here for one thing—a vision. It didn’t matter what the place was used for before, or after.

      Crossing the path of wheat to the doorway, Vi pushed aside the heavy curtain that had been barely open a sliver. Inside the small back room was a recessed fire pit and a single fire burning like an invitation. The white-blue flame waiting for her, a silent instruction.

      Taking a breath, Vi knelt before it, opened her eyes wide, and stared into the flame.

      The fire nearly exploded, tendrils wrapping around her in an eager embrace. Yet unlike the fire Vi had created and manipulated before, this did not singe her clothes. It hovered just off of her flammable fabrics and caressed the exposed skin of her hands and face. It crashed on her like a wave; Vi couldn’t have shut her eyes if she tried.

      White. Her vision was nothing but white hot fire. A tingle rose in the back of her mind, her eyes widened further, and there in the distance of the whiteout was the silhouette of a man.

      Vi found herself standing on a rocky beach, her father opposite her.

      Father! She wanted to scream. But as was normal in her visions, Vi couldn’t hear or feel. She could merely bear witness to a future that may or may not come to pass.

      Aldrik Solaris stood with all the regal poise of an Emperor, perched on a large stone covered in blue frost. He stood as if in defiance to the grime that covered his cheeks and the shackles that weighed down his arms. His hair was greasy, stringing around a face coated in thick, dark stubble. Clothes that had once been white were soiled in filth.

      Still he held his head high. Even when she shouldn’t have been able to recognize him, Vi did. She knew her father from his bearing alone. Moreover, she knew him from his eyes—eyes as hard and dark as iron.

      Next to him was a woman Vi didn’t recognize. Her hair was white and extended down to her waist in loose, wispy locks that caught the faintest of breezes. While her face seemed youthful—no older than Vhalla’s—she held a silver, bejeweled cane in her hand. The appendage caught Vi’s eye.

      The woman was missing her arm.

      Frost floated off her hand and through the thin sleeve of her shirt. She had a hand made entirely of ice. Vi continued to stare, fascinated by the novel use of magic.

      The woman lifted her cane, pointing out to sea. She said words Vi couldn’t hear to her father, who remained expressionless. Vi turned, looking toward the source of the woman’s attention.

      Bright sunlight filled the horizon, blinding her. Vi squinted, unable to make out what the woman might be pointing at. Everything grew hazy, and Vi realized far too late that the light wasn’t just from the sun, but the ending of her vision.

      It wasn’t enough.

      She spun back around, looking for her father.  He had nearly vanished, engulfed by the white light overtaking everything. Vi tried to run to him.

      An expression of horror had overtaken her father’s face as the woman grinned wickedly.

      Father! She screamed with every decibel her mind could generate. Father I will come for you!

      Perhaps it was all in her imagination, but his eyes seemed to drift in her direction, if only briefly. Vi held his gaze for one last second. One more moment to see her father living and breathing.

      The fire receded all at once, releasing its hold on her and retreating to nothing more than red hot embers, a slumbering beast. Vi fell forward into the soot and ash, into the coals.

      “Show me again!” she cried, flames burning between her fingers, trying to ignite the spent wood. “Show me more!”

      But no more visions came. She couldn’t plead with the Apexes of Fate, or make demands of them. They showed her what there was to see and nothing more.

      Vi hunched over the remnants of the fire, breathing slowly. Her magic wavered and wobbled, the flame dancing with it. She stared bitterly into the orange and red glow, simmering like her resolve. Hoisting herself upright, Vi wiped her face, smearing soot but ensuring no rogue tears had slipped over her cheeks.

      Standing, she looked down at the remnants of the fire, glowing like fading stars on charcoal.

      Her father was alive. He was alive, and waiting for her arrival. Vi took a deep breath—she still had time to make it to him.

      When she opened and stepped back through the door, the empty store was lit by the first hazy lights of dawn. The room was the size she’d originally expected it to be—small, with only two tables and some shelves along the walls. The gate was open once more, as if inviting her back into the world.

      With a breath, Vi accepted the invitation, wheat crunching under her feet as she started for the exit. Adjusting her headscarf, Vi stepped into the early morning light with a deep breath and turned left—away from the hotel, and her family.

      The East-West Way would lead her to Norin, the greatest port in the world, where she would find countless ships on which to secure passage across the sea to Meru. Further west still, across treacherous, pirate-infested seas, was her father—and the cure for an ailing Empire.
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      Vi walked without stopping.

      She walked as the sun crested the desert sands, spreading its arms as it woke up in beams of light that broke on a cloudless sky. She walked as the men and women of the Crossroads awoke. She walked as merchants began to fill their stalls with wares and open the doors of their stores, spreading out their large sun canopies in preparation for the day.

      Her mind was filled with two things only: her father and Meru. No matter what, she would get to him. She would learn of everything that had transpired since he left, how he’d survived, and what exactly he’d been doing.

      Then she would get to Taavin, and embrace him. Together, the three of them would find a cure, of that Vi was certain. Then she’d return for her mother, and they’d all live happily ever after.

      It was the perfect plan, too perfect to unfold without a hitch in real life, but Vi repeated the lie over and over again.

      Ahead of her, Vi could see the edge of the Crossroads. The buildings had been shrinking, the stalls becoming less lush the further away from the center of the Crossroads she got, and now in the distance she could see a glimpse of the Waste and the road that snaked through it. She was so close to what felt like true freedom that she had to struggle to contain a scream of pure anguish as a hand suddenly grabbed her wrist, halting her.

      Vi whirled, the spark igniting between her fingers. She pulled it back, freezing in place the second her eyes met those of the woman who had stopped her. A familiar set of irises looked back at hers, searching. They rested under knitted brows and a mess of brown hair.

      “Jayme,” Vi whispered. “What are you doing here?”

      “Making sure you stay out of trouble… Or trouble stays away from you.” Her voice was low, almost a growl, as her eyes darted around. She wore a heavy cape over her shoulders, but Vi could see she still had her sword and chainmail on underneath.

      “What are you talking about?” Vi narrowed her eyes, looking from sword to woman.

      At the sight, Jayme slowly uncurled her fingers from around Vi’s wrist, easing her hand back down and taking a small step back. Vi returned the gesture in kind, lowering her hand and letting go of the fire with a sigh. She continued to look around them, though no merchants seemed to have noticed.

      “Romulin told me you were leaving.”

      Every curse word Vi had ever heard flew across her brain at once. Her brother didn’t out her to their mother, or the army at large. But he did tell Jayme—Vi’s guard and friend. She could understand the logic, but she still resented him for it. Jayme was supposed to stay behind to protect him.

      “You’re not going to stop me,” Vi declared, adjusting her head scarf once more, praying no one looked too closely at the odd exchange.

      “I’m not trying to.” Vi stilled. Jayme’s eyes swept their surroundings again. “Not out in the open… this way.”

      They started toward a secluded alcove between two buildings. Not quite an alleyway, but not in the center of the street either. Jayme leaned against the opposite wall, arms folded. It was then that Vi noticed her friend had a pack on under her cloak. She’d come prepared.

      “You’re going to come with me,” Vi said softly.

      Jayme nodded solemnly. “It’s my duty to protect and look out for you. I’m not letting you do this alone.”

      “You don’t even know what I’m going to do.”

      “I have a hunch.”

      “Really?” It was Vi’s turn to fold her arms over her chest.

      “Yes, really.”

      “What do you think that is?”

      “I think you’re going to look for your father.” Jayme fought a grin and lost as Vi’s arms fell to her sides, defeated.

      “Am I that transparent?”

      “Only to those who know you.” Jayme’s hand fell on her shoulder, giving it a squeeze and a light shake. Vi didn’t know why, but she found the weight reassuring as the woman leaned in slightly. “Fortunately for you, I know you, and I’m not going to stop you.”

      “Why? You should.”

      “I should,” Jayme agreed. “But who will really be surprised that I’ve gone off with you? If anything, they’ll expect it.” Vi gave a soft huff amusement and agreement. “Plus, it may give your mother some peace of mind to know that her daughter has someone looking out for her.”

      Vi sighed softly. Her leaving would be enough stress on her mother. If there was something she could do to alleviate it, she should. As usual, Romulin’s decision was flawless—even if it thwarted Vi’s attempts to, just once, look after her younger brother.

      “All right.”

      “Is that a, ‘Yes, Jayme, I’m not going to fight you’?”

      “Yes, Jayme, I’m not going to fight you. But I will stress that it’ll be dangerous—”

      “Since when have I been afraid of danger?”

      “And I will be leaving the Empire.”

      “If I don’t want to go, I’ll turn back.” Jayme straightened away, resting her hand on the pommel of her sword. “I’m more than capable of making my own decisions.”

      “Let’s go then.” There wasn’t much more time to waste. Romulin may already be working to stall their mother, prolonging Vi’s discovery.

      “Lead on.”

      Vi stepped back out into the sunlight, starting once more down the road—this time, with Jayme at her side. From time to time, she would look over her shoulder, half expecting a small military party to be racing after her. But, much like the first time she’d snuck out in Soricium, Vi was surprised at how easy it was for her to slip away. Minus telling Jayme of her plans, Romulin had done well.

      “Did you have another vision of him?” Jayme finally asked, long after there were no more buildings around them and only the endless sands of the desert.

      “Yes.” Vi didn’t have to guess who he was. “Right before I left, I found another Apex and saw the future—this time, my father.”

      “He’s alive then?”

      “Perhaps, for now…” Vi shook her head. “It’s hard to say, since my visions can change.”

      “But this seems like a good omen.”

      “I hope so.” Vi adjusted the pack on her shoulders. “Did you find anything more about Fallor before you left?”

      “I tried, but there wasn’t much time. I was in the process of settling into the temporary barracks with the soldiers when Romulin sent for me. After that, I was more focused on packing… Don’t give me that look.” Vi raised a hand to her face, trying to feel what look she’d been giving Jayme without realizing it. “I made sure to mention everything you told me about Fallor to Romulin. He’ll have someone else look into the brute and will be on guard.”

      “Good.” Vi breathed a sigh of relief.

      Jayme flashed her a bright smile. “I’ve always admired that about you.”

      “What?”

      “How much you want to protect your family. I know that’s why you didn’t tell me you were leaving.”  The smile continued to play on Jayme’s lips as she looked over her shoulder, eastward.

      “Guilty.”

      “I would do anything to protect mine.”

      “I know.” Vi reached over, giving her friend’s hand a squeeze.

      Jayme looked down, squeezing back as her eyes trailed up Vi’s arm to her face. “I’m glad. That means you understand me.”

      “Of course I do.”

      The day progressed without incident. It was surprisingly peaceful. The lone cry of a bird of prey, soaring so high overhead that it was merely a silhouette against the bright blue sky, was the only thing to break the sound of the wind and whispering dunes.

      “We should stop and set up camp,” Jayme said finally.

      Vi turned, looking back. The Crossroads was now a distant point on the horizon. She’d been watching it shrink for hours, but it still didn’t seem far enough away.

      “We can go a little further,” she insisted.

      “No.” As if to accentuate her point, the woman dropped her pack right on the road. “We need to conserve our strength, and the sun is going down. We want a camp set up before the night’s chill sets in.”

      “But—”

      “Who’s traversed the desert more, you or I?” Jayme asked pointedly.

      “Fine, you… but let’s make it far from the road. I don’t want any search parties to see us.”

      “If they were sending a search party this way, they would’ve by now. I’d bet they’re keeping the search local. The soldiers underestimate you; I don’t think they’ll suspect you’re capable of wandering too far on your own.” Jayme picked up her pack and started off the road anyway. “We’ll set up camp off the road, but not too far. We want to avoid desert wolves or scorpions. We’ll also avoid making a fire that would draw attention to us.”

      “I didn’t see any animals other than a bird in the sky on the way here.” Vi followed behind.

      “That’s because you’ve been marching in a huge party along the road. Creatures are less likely to frequent where there’s established traffic.”

      “A desert wolf could make a good meal,” Vi mused.

      “You’re the hunter between us. If you can nab one, go for it and we can cook it in the morning.” Jayme shrugged. “I brought rations though, just in case.”

      “Me too.” Vi set her pack down next to Jayme’s about fifty paces into the desert sand. “At least enough to get me—well, us, now—to Inton.”

      “Inton?”

      “It’s a small town, well, more of an outpost really, a little more than halfway between the Crossroads and Norin. I figured we could resupply there.”

      “I’ve never heard of it before.”

      “A lot of maps leave it off, it’s so small. I’ve only seen it on the enlarged Western-made versions Elecia sent me.” Vi set down her pack, rummaging through and producing her journal. “This is just a summary… but we’re about here and—”

      “You would bring a map.” Jayme chuckled, pulling multiple short poles and a large top from her bag. She’d brought several maps, in fact.

      “You didn’t even look.”

      “Because I trust you to get us wherever it is we need to go. I’m just here to make sure you get there safe and sound.” Jayme began setting up one of the dome-shaped tension-rod tents the soldiers were using on the march.

      “Can I help with that?” Vi shoved the journal of her map scribbles and notes back into her pack. “Or are you going to insist you set up my tent because I’m the princess?”

      “Oh shut it with that and help me.” Her friend laughed.

      Jayme was a patient teacher, showing her how to fit the poles together and slip them into pockets that’d support the roof when arched. They filled pouches at the sides with sand and skewered the corners to weigh them down against the wind. Jayme explained how the Western design allowed the wind to smooth over the material, rather than picking it up in a gust.

      Vi sat back on her heels, looking up at the sky. Without the city lights or military fires, it had never looked so bright.

      “I don’t recall the last time I saw you in such a good mood. Perhaps we should run away more often?”

      Jayme laughed. Vi couldn’t recall ever seeing her so free, so relaxed.

      “I like being on the road. It’s what I’m used to.” She looked Westward. “Perhaps it’s also knowing that we’re so far in trouble with this stunt that, if we’re caught… well, there’s no point in stressing about it because there’s no escaping what is certain to be a swift and stern punishment.”

      “We won’t be caught.” Vi didn’t know if she was reassuring Jayme or making a threat to the universe. “The further we get from the Crossroads, the less likely people will be looking for us.”

      “People in the West seem to recognize you well enough.”

      “That’s true…” A thought crossed Vi’s mind. “Let’s not call me Vi any longer, just to be cautious.”

      “What?”

      “Call me Yullia.”

      “Where did that name come from?”

      “I think I read it in a book somewhere, once, maybe?” Vi shrugged. “Either way, it’s as good a name as any.”

      “Yullia it is, then.”

      Vi stood, brushing sand off her legs. The sun had almost faded, but the large circular moon reflected off the dunes and gave more than enough light to see by. Despite walking all day, she didn’t feel tired in the slightest. Perhaps Jayme was right, and there was something to life on the road.

      “What is it now?” Jayme asked, looking up at her.

      “I want to learn how to use a sword.”

      “Didn’t Sehra’s warriors train you when you were younger?”

      “The basics… But I focused more on archery.” Vi made a quick mental note to ask Taavin if there was a way to craft a bow with mysst. “You said you’ve grown up practicing with the sword—surely you can teach me something.”

      “I’m sure I can.” Jayme stood, retrieving her sword and scabbard from just inside their tent. She unsheathed it, moonlight catching on the blade. “Here—”

      Vi waved it away. Jayme took a step back, confusion on her face. Vi took a step, facing her. Her heart beat in her throat, but she wasn’t entirely sure why.

      “You’re risking a lot for me, on faith. There are things I’ve told you about my magic, but there’s a lot you still don’t know.” She sighed softly. “I’m tired of keeping this secret from my friend.”

      Jayme said nothing, merely watched and waited.

      “Mysst soto larrk.” Vi stretched out her hand before her. It wasn’t as seamless as Taavin’s had been when they last sparred in the pit.

      Taavin—thinking of him made her ache. It would be some time until she could summon him again, being around Jayme. Vi pushed down regret at the notion that she should’ve kissed him when she had the chance before she left.

      Instead, she focused on willing the strands of light to spin from her glyph, outlining a sword similar to Jayme’s that condensed into existence. It filled with color, solidifying as Vi wrapped her fingers around it. She felt the magic still entangled with her fingers. It was as though she wore little rings around each finger, connecting to the sword, and as long as she grasped the hilt, it would remain real.

      To Jayme’s credit, she didn’t so much as flinch. She stood calmly as Vi demonstrated a power that she should not have, and that Jayme had never seen before.

      “Well, that’s a useful skill if I ever saw one,” she said, finally. Jayme approached slowly, looking at the blade. “May I touch it?”

      “Yes…” Vi watched as she ran the pad of her thumb perpendicular to the edge of the sword, inspecting its sharpness.

      “It’s real.”

      “Only until I let go,” Vi clarified.

      “What magic is this?” Jayme’s eyes flicked up to hers. “I’ve never seen it before.”

      “Sehra taught it to me.” It wasn’t entirely untrue. “Those beyond Solaris possess magic like this, I’ve been led to believe.”

      “Well, then, this will make teaching swordplay easier.” Jayme walked away, spinning her rapier in her hand in fluid movements.

      Something wasn’t quite settling right with Vi. “You’re not… afraid?”

      “Should I be?” Jayme arched her eyebrows. “This magic, fire magic, any other magic. You’re still Vi Solaris, and will always be—nothing can change that.” She settled her grip on her sword. “Now, we’ll work on stance. One foot forward, the other back, like this.”

      Vi tried to follow Jayme’s demonstration. But her mind was elsewhere. She should be happy to be accepted unconditionally, even with her Lightspinning. But the fact seemed so… impossible.

      “Now, lunge!” Jayme cast one arm backward, the other forward. “This is a rapier blade, so you’re not going to be flailing it about like a two-sided, heftier sword. You’ll need to use finesse.”

      Vi tried to mimic her movements, pushing the worrying thoughts from her mind. She had the road to Norin to learn as much as she could from her friend. Even though tonight was quiet, Vi was certain danger lurked ahead, and she had to be ready with every dawn from here on to fight it.
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      Two days passed uneventfully.

      They’d woken early and set out on the road, stopped at any well they passed to replenish their water, and walked until the sun set or their feet couldn’t carry them any longer. At night, they’d hungrily eat through rations. Despite Jayme’s prior warnings, the Waste seemed void of life and hunting was proving difficult.

      They still worked to practice swordplay, but were more exhausted after each day of walking. On the eve of the third day, Vi’s feet were so blistered that Jayme refused to teach her and, instead, they sat around the fire they’d finally dared to make for the sake of warmth before calling it an early night.

      On the third day, the town they’d been waiting for finally came into view, and they arrived by nightfall.

      Inton had its own road branching off the East-West Way that led into its heart. It was perhaps only ten—no, sixteen on counting—buildings large. One was a large manor-type house, its high wall the type Vi had come to associate with the aesthetic of Western nobility. No doubt it belonged to whatever lord maintained this small town’s existence. There were two or three smaller houses, what looked like a sort of shared-living dwelling, then the other buildings needed to support those living in the town, such as a tailor and a smithy.

      “I wonder if they have an inn,” Vi mused.

      “We need to save our coin for supplies.”

      “I brought enough to do both.”

      “Of course, the crown princess would leave with a small bank in her pockets.”

      “Yullia, remember?”

      “Even in private?” Jayme arched her eyebrows.

      “Especially in private, or how else will we be accustomed to it in public,” Vi reasoned.

      “Fair… So then you’re just a wanderer, Yullia, on the move with a small fortune jingling your pack.” Jayme shook her head. “That’s believable.”

      “Maybe my parents are insanely rich.” Vi was more mindful of where she was placing her feet. The stones of the road off the East-West way were worn, uneven, and rutted from centuries of cart wheels passing over them without much maintenance.

      “Well, they are, technically.”

      “Yes, but Yullia’s parents aren’t the Emperor and Empress.”

      “You are truly a master of disguise,” Jayme said dryly. Vi snorted with laughter. “Mother, you know you’re in a small town when the inn, general store, and bar are all condensed into one.”

      Vi looked up at the building that had captured Jayme’s attention. Sure enough, the bottom floor looked to be half-shop, half-bar—very likely the only source of entertainment in town. The upper floors had the letters I-N-N painted between the windows that lined it.

      Inside, there was every manner of supply imaginable: food, home goods, crafting materials. There was a bladder that could have been for water or lamp oil. There were glass jugs of varying shapes and sizes that reflected her face—and that was a sight.

      Her hair was a bird’s nest. The plaits she’d attempted to weave into it had snarled into knots around the nape of her neck. Vi raised a hand, teasing it lightly, but everything just seemed to tighten at the prodding.

      She couldn’t stop a giggle.

      “What?” Jayme asked, stepping over from the shelf of roasted nuts she’d been eying.

      “I’m a mess.”

      “You stink, too. Let’s see if we can get a bath with our room for tonight.” Jayme continued up to the counter.

      “You’re not exactly sweet smelling yourself,” Vi muttered.

      The counter stretched between bar and store, but no one was positioned behind it. They both craned their necks, looking through an open back door. After seeing no one, Jayme lightly rang a small silver bell set out on the counter.

      “Hello?”

      There was some grumbling, movement, and a wiry-haired old man emerged. The whole of his head was white, and his beady eyes were magnified behind a pair of thick spectacles.

      “Oh, you two are new,” he said in a weathered voice.

      “Yes, may we purchase a room for the night?” Jayme took the lead. “We’d also like to purchase some supplies.”

      “Right, right…” The owner opened a heavy ledger. “Just let me know what you need and I’ll tally it all up.”

      “We’ll take six of the jerky…” Jayme moved as she spoke, beginning to collect the items. “… six of these biscuits… This is for water, right? One of these, then…”

      Vi left her to it, wandering the shelves toward the empty bar. The sparse bottles—dull with dust—were a contrast to the brightly polished and well-stocked bar that had been in her room at the hotel. It reminded her of her brother and his hand in her escape.

      How was he handling it now? There was a dull ache in her chest as his words, begging her to stay, returned loud and clear in her mind. She was doing the right thing, she was certain of it. So… why did she feel guilty?

      Movement distracted her. Vi turned, looking out one of the windows. The glass was far from perfect, distorting the bird that had perched on the windowsill. She walked over slowly, so as not to spook the animal.

      It was a an eagle—ruddy in color—with pristine plumage, bright eyes, and the strangest circular marking on its brow. Vi leaned forward and the bird swiveled its head to look directly at her. Deep intelligence reflected in its eyes.

      “V—Yullia?” Jayme called over.

      “Yes?” Vi straightened and heard the flapping of wings outside the glass. She looked back and confirmed the bird had indeed taken flight at her sudden movement.

      “Shall we go upstairs?”

      “Sure.” Vi adjusted her pack, glancing over her shoulder. “Did you see that bird? It was huge.”

      “I missed it,” Jayme said through a mouthful of food. She handed Vi a candied lemon peel.

      “Looked like an eagle.”

      “Not impossible, though hawks are more common out here in the desert,” the old man interjected. “You’ll see them from time to time.”

      “It was beautiful, whatever it was,” Vi murmured, looking back to the window. But the bird was long gone.
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      Vi fell back onto the plush bed, looked at her pruned fingers, and proclaimed, “I am exhausted.”

      “Yes, but it’s good to have had a chance to wash everything, and kind of the owner to allow us to use his laundry supplies.”

      “I thought I would dry up in the desert; after today I think I’ve had enough water until we get to Norin.” First there had been laundry, then scrubbing themselves—it took nearly an hour to work a brush through her hair, and Vi hadn’t missed the opportunity to soak tension from her aching muscles in a hot bath.

      “You won’t be saying that three hours into tomorrow.” Jayme sat on the other side of the bed, swinging her legs.

      “That may be true.” Vi fought a yawn.

      “Speaking of… We should get some sleep.” The yawn was contagious, and it was Jayme’s turn. “We won’t have a real bed again until Norin.”

      Vi laid back and snuffed the candle on the table opposite the bed in the same motion. She expected sleep to come quickly, but found herself staring up at the ceiling as her eyes adjusted to the moonlight streaming through the open window. Her body was tired and her mind had never felt more awake.

      It wandered down every possible mental pathway—her mother, brother, and father. She thought about Taavin and barely resisted the urge to try to sneak out of bed to summon him. Vi turned her head, looking at the back of Jayme’s on the pillow opposite. What would it feel like to have Taavin there?

      “Jayme,” Vi whispered.

      “What?” she grumbled sleepily.

      “Are you awake?”

      Something between a sigh and a yawn. “No, I’m good at sleep talking.” A pause. “Yes, I’m awake, what do you need?”

      “Have you ever lain with a man before?” Vi asked softly.

      Another painfully long pause. Then Jayme twisted in bed, shifting under the covers to face Vi. She hoped the moonlight would hide her blush, now that Jayme was looking at her.

      “This, coming from the princess who has ‘no time for romance’?”

      “I didn’t—don’t—have time for it. I was just… wondering.” Vi’s tongue wouldn’t cooperate. Now that she’d started the line of thought, all she could think about was lying curled in bed with Taavin.

      “Well, like I told you before, I haven’t had time myself for relationships. I’ve been too busy.” Jayme’s eyes blinked slowly, sleep tugging at the lids.

      “Some say a relationship isn’t necessarily required for certain aspects.” Vi folded and unfolded her hands over her stomach.

      “You think I’m a loose woman?” All exhaustion and sleep fell from her friend’s voice, replaced by hurt and tension. Vi turned quickly.

      “No, no. I just meant that I heard—”

      “Commoners spread their legs whenever they please because they have no land or titles to uphold?” Jayme rolled her eyes at Vi’s silence. “Of course you have. Let me be the one to break it to you, Vi: even some nobles will do that. Just as there are many who won’t. It’s all the same—low or high born. We all struggle through the same shite, have the same needs, and all do our best to live with what life hands us as best we can.”

      “Right…” Vi looked back to the ceiling. “Sorry if I offended you,” she said softly.

      “You didn’t.” Jayme rolled back over and Vi hoped she was telling the truth.

      “I really am.”

      “You really didn’t.”

      Another long silence stretched between them, which Vi’s mind used to wander down the path of clandestine meetings. It struck a different memory, tangentially related to Jayme. Something Andru had said during a dinner that now felt like forever ago.

      “Did you manage to see your friend in the Crossroads?”

      “What now?” Jayme glanced over her shoulder, barely pulling her head off the pillow.

      “Andru said you met with a friend in the Crossroads… a blonde woman.”

      Jayme stared at her and yawned. “I have no idea what he’s talking about. Must have the wrong person. Now, go to sleep, Vi.”

      Vi sunk her head back onto the pillow and Jayme did the same. Her eyes drifted closed, then open again, and closed once more. No matter how hard she tried to quiet her mind, it refused. But her body was stubborn, demanding some form of rest, and Vi fell into a twilight-like sleep…

      Time had passed.

      She wasn’t sure how much, but Vi could feel that it had. The moonlight in the room had shifted, dimmed somewhat. That meant the moon had dipped on the other side of the inn; dawn wasn’t far. Vi shifted in bed, sinking further into the warm blankets. The ropes beneath her creaked.

      The floorboards across the room mirrored the action.

      Vi opened her eyes slowly. Her heart pounded, waking her with a rush of panic. There was someone in the room with them. Vi was certain she’d locked the door after coming in from the bath. Had they climbed through the window?

      She shifted again, pushing Jayme with her foot. The woman groaned softly as a shadow took over Vi’s side of the bed. Vi took a deep breath. She wasn’t about to go quietly to some assassin in the night.

      Throwing the covers off the bed, Vi brought her legs under her.

      “What the—” Jayme was now awake, but Vi’s attention was on the man wrenching off the blanket she’d thrown at him.

      Vi held out her hand. “Mysst soto—” She froze, the chant stalled, magic dissipating with nowhere to go, as she locked eyes with Fallor.
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      Fallor was like a mountain in the small room. His clothes were sun-bleached and windswept. A thick, ruddy beard clung to his cheeks and accentuated the white of his teeth, exposed by a mad grin.

      He looked like he was about to rip her to pieces with those giant hands of his.

      Vi held out her hand, readying her magic again. But before she could even start the chant, Jayme lunged.

      She plunged her hand into his gut. Vi didn’t expect the man to even feel it, but Fallor let out a large exhale of air. If he was stunned, it was only briefly. He lifted his hands, balled them together, and brought them down over Jayme’s head.

      But Jayme was too fast; she spun behind him and grabbed her sword from the table. Vi heard the blade ring against the sheathe, startling her back into motion as Fallor’s attention was split between them.

      “Mysst soto larrk.” Vi held out her hand, closing her fingers around the sword that formed there. Her practice with Jayme had made the magic faster, more confident, and the blade feel even firmer in her hand.

      “It really is true, then.” Fallor laughed.

      “Haven’t I heard that before?” Vi growled back. “I think from the last assassin who tried to kill me.”

      “I’m not an assassin and I certainly don’t want to kill you. You’re worth far more alive. You’ve no idea the bounty they have on your head.” He took a step forward.

      “Take one more step and I put this blade through the back of your skull.” Jayme said from behind him. From her vantage on the bed, Vi could see the woman had her blade on the back of the man’s neck. Fallor only grinned wider at the threat.

      “You think you have this under control?”

      “I think you shouldn’t underestimate us,” Jayme answered for them both.

      “We’ll see!” Fallor doubled over, pushing himself back and into Jayme. Her sword went over his head before she was pinned against the table on the opposite wall.

      Vi took her chance, lunging for him. Every combat tutor she’d ever worked with told her the same thing: when an opening presented itself, the living took it, and the dead never had the opportunity to learn better.

      She was mid-air as Fallor straightened. His hand came out of nowhere, clasping around her wrist and pulling the blade over his shoulder. She hung, struggling against his grasp, but his muscles were like iron. He took a step away from Jayme; Vi heard wheezing at the same moment Fallor tightened his grip, a pulse of foreign magic rippling through Vi’s body.

      The sword vanished.

      “Little Lightspinner, you think your magic is a threat to me?”

      “Who are you working for?” Vi demanded, looking in his pale eyes. Whatever that magic was, it wasn’t anything she knew. Which meant… Fallor wasn’t from the Solaris Empire.

      “The pirate queen herself.” Fallor beamed from ear to ear as Vi’s blood turned to ice.

      “Adela,” she whispered.

      “Don’t you touch her!” Jayme had recovered and charged full force into Fallor’s back.

      The man let out a roar and released her. Vi fell, stumbling slightly, hitting the bed and collapsing onto it. The point of Jayme’s sword protruded from Fallor’s side. She stared at it with a dark fascination as blood pooled, dripping down his shirt and staining it crimson.

      “You upstart bitch.” The words were as harsh as his guttural tone. But Fallor had a wild grin and a crazed look to his eye as he turned from Vi to Jayme when she withdrew her sword. “Fine…” He looked back to Vi.

      Vi readied herself with another sword, but Fallor didn’t go for her.

      Instead, he lunged for the door, yanking at it. Wood splintered and cracked as he pulled it open without even turning the knob. He ran from the room, racing down the hall to the stair.

      Vi was on her feet.

      “You stay here,” Jayme ordered, already halfway out the door.

      “But—”

      “I know you’re safe here if I don’t let him from my sight! Stay put!”

      Vi would’ve fought more, but Jayme was already gone.

      She didn’t want to be left behind. She didn’t want to leave Jayme to do the dirty work on her behalf. Vi pushed away from the bed, starting for the door. Then decided better of it.

      She’d give her friend five minutes… five minutes and then she’d go help.

      Vi strained her hearing, listening for any sounds of a struggle. She heard them bounding down the stairs and then out the main door. But then, silence.

      Quickly, Vi repacked their things, shoving sundries into their respective packs. She stood, slinging both over her shoulder. One slow count to ten, and then she was after Jayme. Vi set to pacing, trying to push the visions of her friend dying a horrible death as far from her mind as possible with every step.

      “That’s it,” she declared, reaching ten, and started for the door.

      A single set of footsteps—light and nimble—bounded up the stairs. Jayme’s hair was wild. Dark bruises puffed around her right eye, and she held herself a little crooked. But she was alive, and Vi didn’t see any mortal wounds.

      “Did he—”

      “I killed him. I wasn’t about to let him run to whatever pirate scum he had hiding.” Jayme crossed over, grabbing her pack from Vi before starting down the stairs once more, leaving Vi little other option but to follow hastily behind. “Old man’s waking up. We need to get out of here before they find the body.”

      “But we didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Even if that’s true, do you want to be held up long enough to try to prove it?” Jayme hissed.

      “No…” Vi paused at the front desk, fishing through her pack. She put one heavy gold coin on the counter for the damage to the door as the man stumbled from his back room.

      “What’s the—” he muttered.

      “Sorry for the door, thanks for letting us stay!” Vi shouted over her shoulder as she hastily followed Jayme into the night.

      She searched around the inn for signs of the scuffle. The blood trail led around the corner of the building, footprints in the sand surrounding the drops. But it passed out of Vi’s field of vision.

      “Jayme, is the body—”

      “Yes.” Jayme glanced over her shoulder, three steps ahead and not slowing. “A town like this? They’ll leave it to the animals. It’s not worth their trouble to pursue us. We’re outsiders, he was an outsider, they won’t care for any of us and they’re not going to mourn him. He’ll be food for the wolves by tomorrow night.”

      “He was masquerading as a soldier. Do you think the army will send a search party after him?” Vi stumbled on the wheel ruts in the road she’d been so careful to avoid earlier.

      “If the army hasn’t sent a search party this far after you, they’re certainly not going to send one after him.” Jayme reached out a hand, helping Vi catch her balance. They stilled for just a second, catching their breath. Her friend seemed so calm, so stable, even now. “And you heard him, he was working for Adela… Or at least some kind of pirate claiming to be the infamous pirate queen. He may not have been on any kind of soldier roster at all. Maybe that’s why so few people knew anything about him—he was pretending the whole time to get to you.”

      A shiver ran down Vi’s spine that had nothing to do with the desert’s icy chill at night. She could handle assassins lurking around corners—those were the devils she knew. But assassins lurking under the guise of people she should be able to trust? Vi didn’t know if she could handle that notion.

      “Then—” Vi swallowed, trying to find her words and make them sound stronger than she felt. “—Perhaps it’s a good thing I got away from the army. Maybe I’m safer incognito.”

      “As long as you stay that way,” Jayme agreed. “Now, come on, we’ll get some distance between us and Inton and set up camp. Try to get a few hours of sleep before we continue on to Norin.”

      Vi didn’t know if she would manage to sleep at all after the incident. But if anything would help, it would be further exhausting herself. She fell into step behind Jayme, focusing on the road while worrying the wooden bead on the bracelet Ellene had given her.

      It didn’t matter if the Adela Fallor worked for was real or not. He’d said there was a bounty on her head… and that meant more than just the elfin’ra were likely to be after her now.

      As long as she was Vi Solaris, Yargen’s Champion, nowhere was going to be safe.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Three days later, and without any other incident, the great city of Norin came into view.

      Vi couldn’t imagine a more perfect time to see the city than in the early hours. Towering walls of raw stone rose up and out, curved to sheer away dangerous sandstorms from the city proper. Even taller than those were the looming buildings that rose to meet the castle at its center.

      The many glittering lights of lamps and houses sparkled on a shadowed background, the city cast in a dark outline by the first pastel rays of sunrise bleeding across the horizon from the east. It was as if someone had painted it with a starry brush—a beauty that took Vi’s breath away.

      Much like when she had left the Crossroads, the majority of the city slumbered. Houses were quiet and storefronts were occupied by only a few lone workers. Residential alleyways were still, windows just opening to let in the early breezes of dawn.

      Also like the Crossroads, the architecture of the buildings mirrored that of the traditional West—squat, flat-roofed, structural beams poking out at the corners and edges here and there. But the construction here was, on the whole, even older. Which said something, given that the Crossroads had served as a central market of the Main Continent for centuries.

      Norin was the ancient bastion of Mhashan—its original capital, the origin of the religion of the Mother. And it showed. The rich areas were steeped in old money, and the poor areas had a coat of grime that was just as ancient.

      The streets were more full than she expected as they plodded along. There were other travelers and merchants, and men and women going to work for the day. None of them made any effort to stop or bother her and Jayme, though there were a few looks here and there—mostly at the soldier.

      Where the Crossroads saw travelers of all types regularly, Norin was almost exclusively populated by those of the West. Jayme’s fairer Eastern skin stood out here. Vi only slightly blended in, thanks to her father’s bloodline. But overall, even she looked pale by comparison.

      Vi’s focus mostly stayed on the structure dominating the sky before her.

      The castle had grown by the hour and now it was almost impossible to look anywhere without seeing some part of it. The edifice was imposing, rigid, and done in mostly black stone—a stark contrast to the sandstone she’d seen across the majority of the West. But she didn’t know if the stone’s coloration came from the stone itself, or centuries of exposure to the nearby sea.

      “It’s truly a marvel,” Jayme murmured from her side.

      “It is.” Vi hadn’t realized that they’d both come to a stop, admiring the structure. “How does it stack up to the Imperial Castle?”

      “It’s hard to say… They’re both incredible. The castle in the South has more height.”

      “More than this?” Vi said, shocked.

      “Well, it’s built into a mountain... So it cheats. They’re both impressive in different ways.”

      Vi gave a small nod.

      “Were you planning on going to Norin’s castle?” Jayme asked, shifting to face her. “After you managed to run away?”

      “What? Oh no.” Vi realized Jayme misunderstood her fascination. “I had thought it would be years until I laid eyes on it. But now… here I am.”

      “So, what is your plan?”

      She knew Jayme likely wasn’t intending to be accusatory, but her tone bordered on it. It’s not like Vi could blame her. She’d dragged her through the desert on a mission that appeared to be half-baked to begin with.

      “Well…” Vi started slowly, allowing the plan to solidify in her mind as she spoke. “I planned on going down to the docks, asking around, seeing if I could find work on a ship or stow away that could get me to at least the barrier islands, then…”

      “Then… what? You just hope a ferry stops by to take you the rest of the way to the Crescent Continent?” Jayme put her hand on her hip, shifting her weight, and giving a small, frustratingly satisfied grin. It was the kind of grin she reserved for when she knew she was already right.

      “Okay, you have a better plan?”

      “I think I do.” Jayme’s body language shifted. For a brief moment she looked conflicted. But before Vi could ask why, she continued. “Do you know where the Le’Dan manor is?”

      “The Le’Dan Estate is just outside of the Crossroads.”

      “Their main one is,” Jayme agreed. “But they have another out here.”

      Vi was reminded of Andru’s words once more. “Why do you know so much about the Le’Dans?”

      “You’ll find out.” Jayme sighed. “Just lead the way to the estate, my cartographically-inclined friend.”

      Vi didn’t even have to reach for the journal in her pack; the maps of Norin, with its off-center crescent shape wrapped around the greatest port in the world, filled her mind. There, diagonal from that point, was the castle. Making a triangle with the two was the main gate, where the East-West Way ended. Vertically toward the sea from the gate—though frustratingly without a direct access route—was the northwest ridge. It was the wealthy area of town with homes that dominated the same space as three or more smaller ones in the city on Vi’s to-scale maps.

      “It’ll be this way.” Vi opened her eyes and pointed. “But I really don’t want to go to Lord Le’Dan.”

      “Why?” Jayme adjusted her pack and began walking, despite Vi’s uncertainty. “He has ships, and he’s an old friend of your family.”

      “He’s a Le’Dan. He only does what benefits him.”

      “And you don’t think helping the crown—helping you,” Jayme hastily corrected before any passerby could hear. “Would be of benefit to him?”

      “I don’t want to reveal who I am.” The road began to incline as they wove through the buildings of a city waking. “What if I do and he refuses to help? What if he keeps me under lock and key until Elecia returns, then hands me back over?” Vi’s voice had dropped to a worried whisper.

      “So don’t tell him who you are until he agrees to help you.”

      “And we’re back to why would he agree to help a no one? He’s a Le’Dan.”

      The Le’Dans were splashed throughout history, thriving at every turn, even when they lost by traditional measures. The family had once vied against Vi’s own lineage—the Ci’Dans—for control of the West. In the end, the Ci’Dans claimed the crown and the military, and the Le’Dans claimed the purse strings. Rivals became begrudging partners, then willing allies, and finally friends as the years progressed.

      “Vi… trust me, just this once.” Jayme sighed heavily.

      “I always trust you.” Vi glanced at her from the corners of her eyes. “Are you all right?”

      “I’ll be fine. I’m not looking forward to this either, honestly. And I don’t want to argue about it any more.”

      With that, the conversation died.

      They turned and began walking along a street aptly named “Golden Row.” Every building was more ornate than the last. They had intricately carved doors and windows of delicate iron scrollwork and colored glass that undoubtedly cost more than some families made in a year. Most seemed to cater to fashion-based industries. There were cobblers, milliners, jewelers, and more tailors than she could count.

      Based solely on appearances, her and Jayme were wildly out of place, and getting more than one questioning look from those who passed. Even though there had been no gates or guards, it felt as if they had trespassed on grounds where they weren’t supposed to be. They were the “poor folk,” the “lesser,” and should thusly stay in their respective section of town. Every glare from the affluent citizenry seemed to try to convey the thought.

      Vi was certainly unbothered by it, however. If anything, she found it amusing. To think that the men and women who turned up their noses at her were actually sniffing at the Crown Princess Solaris. It was almost enough to make her laugh aloud.

      “We shouldn’t be far now… up that way.” Vi pointed to a narrow stair between two buildings.

      “How do you remember your maps so well?” Jayme huffed softly up the steep stone steps. “Down to street names?”

      “I can’t explain it,” Vi confessed. “Perhaps not being able to travel forced me to cement it, because I always thought of it. Walking here now… almost feels like I’ve done this before. I’ve gone over it in my mind so many times.”

      They were both breathing hard as they finally reached the top of the third set of stairs, grabbing their knees and thanking the Mother above for the fact that they had finally reached what seemed like the summit of the northwest ridge. For such a large piece of land, there were only a few homes. Every one was guarded with a tall wall and gatehouse to ward away all who didn’t have express business.

      “This certainly looks like the place.” Jayme straightened and looked around.

      “Yes.” Vi stood taller as well, catching her wind. “Look, there.”

      She pointed toward a manor five down the row, distinctly larger than the rest. It towered two floors above the other tallest house on the row and seemed to have dominated the most prime piece of real estate. In fact, Vi wouldn’t be surprised if the whole ridge had once been a singular estate, parsed out over the years for gifts, or strategy, or coin. It waved a large flag from its tallest rooftop bearing the Le’Dan crest.

      “Well, we’ve come this far… Let’s do this.” Jayme marched forward, as though she was going off to war.

      “Jayme, do you want me to lead the conversation?”

      “No,” Jayme replied, quickly.

      “You seem—”

      “Let me do this,” Jayme snapped. Then she said, softer, “Please, Vi. This is not enjoyable for me, but I’m going to do it for you.”

      The expression on Jayme’s face—one of agony—stopped Vi in her tracks. “Just what are you going to do?” she whispered, but Jayme had already continued on toward the front gate.

      As expected, the gate house was occupied. The Western man who leaned against the side of his post looked at them dully, heaving a sigh when he realized they were headed for him. Pushing away, he straightened his leathers, puffed his chest, and rested a hand on the sword on his hip. Vi caught Jayme doing a similar motion from the corner of her eye.

      “Turn around, we don’t take beggars.” He gave them a wave.

      “We’re not beggars,” Jayme retorted. “Summon Lord Erion.”

      “Lord Erion?” The man sniffed. “His Lordship is far too busy for the likes of street urchins.”

      “We are no street urchins.” Jayme had yet to back down. If anything, she stood even straighter. Vi stared at her friend, half in admiration, half in the smallest amount of fear at what had overtaken the woman. “Summon him, or you will regret not doing so.”

      “Is that a threat?” The guard’s grip on his sword tightened.

      “I think what my friend is trying to say—”

      “Stay out of this.” Jayme glared at her and promptly turned back to the guard. “Summon him or—”

      At that moment, one of three sconces in the man’s guardhouse lit magically. He glanced between them and the flame, hastening over to the gate as he said, “Go away, children. There’s nothing more for you here.”

      The man huffed and puffed as he worked a large crank. The gate began to shudder before it slowly swayed open. Jayme didn’t move an inch, standing right before the opening gate.

      Vi waited nervously at her side. She didn’t want to see her friend’s guts spilled out on the ground because of a misunderstanding. She’d out herself as the crown princess before that. But what if no one believed her?

      Her hand closed around the watch at her neck. Perhaps Lord Erion would know it? Vhalla had recognized it at a glance, but it had likely been a far more important token to her than the Western Lord.

      “Are you going to make a run for it?” Vi whispered to Jayme, hiding her words underneath the loud squealing of the gate.

      “That’s a sure-fire way to get yourself killed. I’ve spotted two archers on the balconies making patrols. This place is even more fortified than it looks.”

      And it looked fortified to begin with. Vi scanned the main house in the distance, but saw nothing resembling an archer. Still, she was inclined to agree with Jayme. She knew from Sehra’s warriors that good archers could easily remain hidden if they so choose.

      “What’re you still doing here?” The guard turned, wiping sweat from his brow, the gate crank forgotten. “Go on, get out of here.”

      “We’re not leaving until you summon Lord Erion,” Jayme insisted.

      The man drew his sword. In one movement, Jayme pulled hers as well. The two squared off against each other.

      “I don’t think this is really necessary.” Vi hastily stepped forward.

      “What is going on here?” A man stood at the gates, attendant at his side. He had shoulder-length black hair, drawn back and away from his face. He had the tanned skin of a Westerner, but the bright blue eyes of a Southerner. It was a rare combination, but that—nor the stately clothes he was wearing—were what betrayed his identity to Vi. It was the skeletal metal hand that protruded from his right cuff, barely visible under the elongated sleeve.

      “Lord Erion,” Vi said hastily, stepping around Jayme. The soldier tried to step back between her and the guard as the guard made a motion as well. Vi paid them no heed. “I have come very far in search of you. I must speak with you. Please, grant me an audience.”

      Erion Le’Dan looked her up and down, squinting, slightly.

      “My lord, my apologies, I was just telling the rabble to—”

      Erion held up a hand, silencing the man. “And why do you think I should grant you an audience?”

      “It’s not her you’ll want the audience with, my lord.” Jayme stepped forward, three paces past Vi. She held her arm straight out, sword clutched in her fist. The point was not tracked on Erion, but angled harmlessly away, showing the pommel. “It’s me.”

      Vi watched as Erion’s eyes went wide and glossy. It was as if Jayme was holding out some kind of sacred treasure. But all Vi saw was the same pommel, carved with sheaves of wheat, that she’d always seen Jayme carry.

      “Who are you?” Erion whispered, almost reverently.

      “I am an Imperial guard.” Jayme’s voice had gone as hard and closed as her expression. “And my name is Jayme Taffl.”

      Taffl? Vi’s attention swung to her friend. That wasn’t her name. Jayme’s last name was Graystone, not Taffl.

      “What was your father’s name, Jayme Taffl?” Erion crossed to her hurriedly. With both hands he took the pommel of the sword in his, rotating it slightly. Jayme allowed his inspection, but didn’t loosen her vice-like grip.

      “Daniel, sir. Daniel Taffl. He told me he served with you.”

      “Impossible…” Erion echoed Vi’s single resounding thought.

      “He’s alive, sir. And he told me once if I were to meet you in my time serving the crown that I should tell you he’s deeply sorry for that day. That he should’ve stepped forward and—”

      “Enough.” Erion held up his mechanical hand. “Ivos,” the lord said to the attendant at his side. “Inform the Capricians that I shall not be in attendance for dinner this evening, as the daughter of an old friend has come to call.”

      Vi stared at the woman she’d called friend. The woman she thought she knew. The woman who was her confidant and ally, who had literally carried Vi’s dreams and secrets across the land. The woman she now felt she was seeing for the first time.

      Either Jayme was a clever, bold, and well-practiced liar—more so than Vi could’ve ever suspected, given how Erion had recognized the sword. Or her father really was Daniel Taffl—member of the Golden Guard, the most esteemed fighting squadron formed under Vi’s late uncle, Prince Baldair. The same Daniel Taffl who had been an irreplaceable guard in service of Vi’s mother.

      The Daniel Taffl who was, by all counts, presumed dead.
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      “Please, forgive me, my Lord, I had not realized.” The guard at the gates continued to bow. “Esteemed guests of the Le’Dan, I beseech your forgiveness.” Such a fast transition for someone who moments ago seemed so intent on removing them from the premises that he drew his blade.

      “All is well,” Vi murmured on their behalf as she entered. Her focus couldn’t be further from the guard now. It was solely on Jayme as Erion led them into his manor.

      The courtyard within the gates was a sort of T-shape.

      There was a small amount of space between the wall where they’d entered, and the buildings to the right and left. In that space, flowers—Vi recognized them as Western roses—grew on trellises. The building to the left was a carriage house; three of the four gates were occupied by both carriages and horses, with the last vacant. There must be an access road somewhere, Vi reasoned, for she could not imagine how anything resembling a carriage could fit up the narrow walkways they’d traversed.

      The building to their right was a workshop—an easy thing to determine given what she knew of the Le’Dan family trade, the feeling of Firebearer magic crackling the air, and the needlessly large windows that gave her a perfect view of the men and women laboring within. They toiled over worktables and benches, holding up sapphires as big as her eye and rubies larger than her thumb. It was clearly designed to communicate one thing: the wealth of the Le’Dan house.

      But Vi wasn’t concerned with that, just as she wasn’t concerned with the five-story manor they entered at the other end of the meticulously paved walkway, or the ornately gilded entry hall they came to a stop in. Vi was concerned with one thing and one thing only: Jayme, and what now felt like a secret identity she’d kept from Vi for years.

      Jayme avoided her probing stare completely, so adeptly that Vi was certain it was a conscious maneuver.

      “Ivos,” Erion commanded the elderly manservant at his side, “see to it that Jayme and…” He turned, looking directly at Vi. “Forgive me, my lady, I did not yet catch your name.”

      “For now, call me Yullia,” Vi said with a wary glance to Ivos, hoping Erion would read into her hesitation. Even if Erion would end up helping her, the staff of nobles were known to have loose lips. Her own handmaids and tutors had been proof enough of that.

      “Yullia, then.” There was more than a note of curiosity in Erion’s tone. “Ivos, see Jayme and Yullia to the summer rooms. You both look weary from what I assume has been a long journey. Please, take your time and freshen up. When you are ready, I will be waiting in the red study on the second floor. Any servant will be able to assist you there, should you find yourself wandering.”

      “Thank you, my lord,” Jayme said stiffly. She should be stiff. Vi was glaring daggers at her back.

      “Yes, thank you,” Vi muttered, trying to manage decorum in the wake of her conflict over Jayme.

      Erion gave him a nod and with a motion sent them on their way.

      Ivos led them up the grand, arcing stairway to the right of the entry. They looped and continued upward again, and again, until they reached the fourth-floor landing. It was a small sitting area, framed by three doorways.

      “The summer rooms are through here.” Ivos went through the door directly across from them.

      The set-up reminded Vi somewhat of her quarters in Soricium. There was a central sitting area with doors leading off from it. Two doors across from the entry were styled with glass and opened to a wide balcony that overlooked a rear courtyard and a fantastic view of the sea beyond. The other doors, left and right, led to lavish quarters equipped with low platform beds (as was Western custom) and en suites.

      “Should you require anything, simply pull this cord,” Ivos said after giving them the quick tour, motioning to a hanging tassel by the entry door. “Someone will be with you within moments. I shall return within the hour with a sampling of fresh clothes that should fit your measurements.”

      “Thank you, Ivos,” Vi said without breaking her staring contest with Jayme.

      The man gave a small bow, likely eager to excuse himself from the mounting tension that had become a tangible presence in the room. Vi held her breath, waiting for the door to click closed. Only then did she take a step forward toward the couch Jayme had positioned herself behind.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I can explain.”

      “Explain how you lied to me?” Her voice rose, fire igniting in her stomach. “I trusted you with my life, with my letters, and you couldn’t even tell me your real name?”

      “I told you my real name.” Jayme frowned, her back rigid as a board, her hand on the hilt of her sword. Let her draw it, Vi thought bitterly. If Jayme thought the only spell she knew was to summon a sword, then she was severely underestimating Vi’s danger as a sorcerer.

      “You liar,” Vi seethed.

      “Don’t call me a liar.”

      “When the shoe fits.”

      “Graystone is my real name—my mother’s name.”

      “I’m to believe this whole time you have been the daughter of Daniel Taffl and chose to go by Graystone instead? Daniel Taffl—renowned, dead member of the Golden Guard?”

      “My father isn’t dead! You don’t get to say he’s dead, Vi Solaris.” Jayme said her name like it was a curse. “Not when your family were the ones who left him to die.”

      “What are you talking about?” Vi narrowed her eyes. “You’re raving mad.”

      “No, I’m the one with sense. And you’re the ignorant princess, trapped in her tower and too focused on her own world—her own problems—to notice the rest of us dying.”

      “Excuse me?” Vi took a step back as though Jayme had slapped her. “I’m the one who’s risking my life to try to find a cure for the White Death.”

      “And what do you think I’m doing right alongside you?” Jayme snapped back. She had her there, and Vi knew it. But before Vi could think of a good response, Jayme shook her head slowly. “You only see yourself and your needs. You don’t really see anyone or anything else. Don’t paint yourself as a martyr. You’re doing this for you, Vi Solaris. Just like your father left the empire for himself—to save your mother.”

      “How did you…” Vi whispered. Jayme knew of her mother’s illness.

      “See, that’s the problem with only focusing on yourself. You don’t even realize what’s going on around you—what’s being said about you.” Jayme stormed to her room. “And you’re shocked I wouldn’t want to share my father’s identity with someone like you.”

      She punctuated the statement by slamming the door, leaving Vi’s ears ringing. Vi stood in the main room, ready to call her back. She wasn’t done screaming at her.

      Instead, in a brief moment of sense, Vi stormed off to her own temporary quarters, slamming the door just as loudly. She’d only intended to lean against it for a brief moment and somehow she had sunk to the floor, knees at her chest.

      “Narro hath hoolo,” Vi whispered listlessly. Luckily, the magic was so familiar to her now that she didn’t even have to think about summoning the glyph. It was second nature.

      A pair of booted feet appeared in her vision. Vi’s eyes drifted upward—up the loose-fitting pants tucked into the worn boots at the knees, up to the robe he was rarely without, up to the eyes she hadn’t seen in what felt like forever.

      Somehow, her gaze had brought her whole body up with it. Vi was on her feet. She moved in a haze, pulled along by a base need and the knowledge that with Taavin came confidence, reassurance, stability in a world that suddenly seemed profoundly unstable.

      Taavin’s arms wrapped around her. Her face pressed into his chest, muffling her words.

      “I missed you.” She nearly choked on such a simple statement. More emotion than she could bare tried to compound in the spaces between each word.

      She felt his cheek, warm on her temple. His lips brushed lightly against her ear as he spoke.

      “And I missed you immeasurably.” Taavin took a slow breath that quivered just slightly at the end. “But Vi, tell me what has upset you so?” He didn’t comment on the room. He didn’t ask where she was now. He didn’t even ask for updates on her trials and progress toward Meru. All he focused on was what made her tremble in his arms. “I feel it… I feel you… What has made your heart so heavy?”

      She didn’t answer him immediately. She couldn’t. If she opened her mouth now it would let out the tears.

      “Vi, you’re safe here,” he murmured. “It will all be all right.”

      “You can’t say that. You don’t know that,” Vi retorted, somewhat angrily. How could he proclaim it would all work out? She was far from home—far from everything she’d ever known. She was shaken to her core and she felt like she’d lost far more than she’d gained. Logically, Vi knew it was a moment of weakness. But logic was losing the battle against emotion at present.

      “I do know that.”

      “How?”

      “Because you are here, with me, in my arms… And so, everything will be all right.”

      It was illogical. There was no reason for her to believe it. No clear explanation for why it soothed her so. But soothe it did. Vi felt her shoulders relax. The tense knot in her throat gave way to a small hiccup. And a single tear of exhaustion and frustration rolled down her cheek.

      “It’s okay.”

      Vi pressed her eyes closed, feeling the intricate embroidery that covered his chest sink into her skin as she tried to remove all space between them. Nothing was okay. Her world was changing faster than she could keep up.

      But his arms remained around her—firm and unmoving. Perhaps that was what he’d meant. They were okay. This one beautiful and unexpected thing she could rely on when everything else was gone—that was still okay.

      She leaned into him further, if that were possible, and let out one quivering breath, then another. Magic was as hot against her wrist as his breath was on her cheek. And when she finally pulled away to look up at him, all Vi saw was his kind and unwavering gaze—filled with more adoration than she deserved in her present state.

      Leaning up, craning her neck, Vi kissed him once for strength.

      Then, languidly, she kissed him a second time, purely because she wanted to.

      The third time, he kissed her. And the third time was the charm. For it was then that the world drifted away and she melted into him, sure that if she let go of the fear and anger trying to knot itself around her heart, everything would be all right.
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      Fire crackled around her shoulders, the water in the tub hissing steam. Heating water was something she couldn’t even dream of doing mere months ago. But now, her magic was more like an old friend than an estranged neighbor she only sort of knew from a distance. Vi drew her legs to her chest, working to get her thoughts in order.

      She needed to speak to Jayme and apologize properly, with a clear head. That was first. Then, second, Lord Erion Le’Dan.

      Vi practiced what she may say to Jayme over and over, but nothing sounded right. With a sigh, she finally emerged from the tub and started for the main room. She’d just have to figure it out as she went, and trust herself to keep her sense when the time came.

      When Vi left the bathroom, she found clothes had been laid out on the bed in the other room—just as Ivos had promised.

      It was certainly a sampling. Yet despite his assurances, nothing seemed to fit quite right. The tailored styles of the West were unforgiving to Vi’s curves. If she found something that fit in the hips and waist, it was comically large around the calves and ankles. If it fit her lower legs, she could barely get the waistband over her bum.

      In the end, Vi settled for something that was no doubt out of fashion—a small price to pay for actually complimenting the shape of her body. A silken skirt clung to her hips, falling to her knees before flaring slightly, as though the seamstress had intended for all the extra fabric. The top she chose was knit, and felt somewhat modest given how Westerners seemed to like their fashion.

      Vi’s hand hovered over the doorknob, hesitant. She collected herself with a deep breath. Vi opened the door.

      “Jayme, I—”

      Jayme was nowhere to be found. Vi thought about knocking on her door and apologizing as was the plan, but she instead headed for the exit. She would apologize tonight. She was reorganizing her priorities, not fleeing from them. Nothing would be gained if she forced her apology on Jayme right now.

      The second floor of the manor was composed of all kinds of parlors and gaming rooms. A single, long hall stretched from end to end, lined in carved wooden sliding doors. Most were pulled open, creating a pleasant cross-breeze off the sea and through the manor. Due to the layout, she had little trouble locating the red study.

      Aptly named, every wall was covered in rich red velvet, though most of it was hidden by the bookcases stained in a dark lacquer, same as the floor. A fire crackled in the hearth across from her, framed by two tall windows on either side. Erion Le’Dan turned, taking his eyes off the flames.

      “You look lovely, Yullia.” Erion raised his glass in what she presumed to be a small toast.

      “My name isn’t Yullia.” Vi cut right to the chase, having seen no one else nearby—not even a servant at the door. Perhaps Erion had been hoping for a similar conversation.

      “I know.” Erion took a sip of what she presumed to be an amber colored liquor. “That much I inferred.”

      “You did?” Vi would play things carefully until she was certain they were on the same page.

      “I have my suspicions,” he affirmed. “I know when someone lies to me, especially when they telegraph it so well. I’m in regular contact with the Crossroads. And… I am a Westerner through and through. I have seen portraits of our last princess and first Empress Fiera.” He gave her a long stare and Vi didn’t let her own gaze waver.

      “Then allow me to introduce myself again. My real name is Vi Yarl-Ci’Dan Solaris, Crown Princess to the throne of the Solaris Empire.” He knew, and she may as well be the one to say it.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Vi Solaris.” Erion gave a small nod and took another small sip of his liquor. But he did not bow or prostrate. In fact, nothing about his demeanor changed and Vi liked him more for it. Erion motioned to one of the two sofas angled toward each other in front of the fireplace. “Would you care to sit?”

      “Certainly.” Vi took up a space on the sofa he indicated.

      Erion, however, did not sit across from her. Instead he walked to a small bar in the corner of the room. “Would you care for something to drink? Kaha, perhaps?”

      “Whatever you’re having is fine.” She didn’t know what he was having, but didn’t want to look ignorant or rude. She’d only heard about kaha—strong Western bean tea—from her uncle. And Vi would take her chances with almost anything other than that ominous-sounding concoction.

      Erion gave her a look that made Vi wonder if she was about to regret this decision. He turned a small knob on the clawed hand that was holding his drink. A spring was released, and the fingers shot outward. Hand freed, he worked to open the bottle and poured a fresh glass, topping off his as well. Erion re-locked the fingers of his metal hand around his glass before delivering hers.

      “Thank you,” Vi said softly. Her eyes drifted to his prosthesis, but Vi tried to divert them. She didn’t think her fascination would be interpreted as flattering given the horrific circumstances that surrounded him losing the limb to the Mad King Victor.

      “You’re welcome.” Erion finally sat. “So, what is the cause for all this cloak and dagger? You have created quite a stir.”

      “I am on a secret mission,” Vi began. “One of the utmost importance, on behalf of the entire Empire.”

      “And that is?”

      “I’m going to find my father.”

      “Aldrik Solaris is—”

      “He’s alive.” Vi cut him off at the pass. “I have future sight and I have seen him.”

      Erion paused for a long moment. Then he leaned forward, elbows on his thighs, an intent stare on his face. Now she had his attention. Vi gambled on his Western roots putting great stock into future sight, and it looked like her gamble was going to pay off.

      “I have had many visions of my father, many.” Did two count as “many”? “And I have every reason to believe he is alive on the Crescent Continent.” So she was stretching things. Vi wouldn’t make the same mistake she had with Romulin or Jayme and show hesitation.

      “You’re certain?”

      “Yes.” She didn’t know how she could make herself any clearer. “He is alive. He is on the Crescent Continent. And he is waiting for me.”

      Erion leaned back in his seat and took another long sip of his liquor, looking at her from over top the glass. It reminded her that she had yet to touch her own drink, and Vi finally brought it to her mouth. As suspected, it was something strong that singed the hairs on the inside of her nose. The vapors tangled in her throat, causing her to cough.

      “It’s an acquired taste,” he said with a small smile.

      “I—” another round of coughing claimed her. “I like the taste. Just not the burning.”

      “You’ll become acquainted with how to drink it,” he assured her. “I presume you told your mother of these visions?”

      “I…”

      “You have not.” Vi couldn’t decide if Erion’s expression was proud, amused, or merely curious. “Why?”

      “I did not want to risk involving my mother,” Vi began delicately. “The Senate is already skeptical of the crown.”

      “And you thought running away would help?”

      “Actually, I think it will. We both know it’s my brother they want to see sit the throne.” A pause, waiting for him to challenge. Nothing. “They have no love for me—raised in a foreign land, Firebearer, only passable in the dance of politics.” Vi wasn’t attempting to downplay herself, merely speak truth. Erion seemed to appreciate the fact, as he didn’t object. “My brother seated on the throne would be best for the Empire, I admit that fully. The West is loyal enough and, despite physical appearances, my brother has as much of my father’s blood as I do. There’s no reason it must be me on the throne.

      “But…” Vi finally turned her attention back to him. “I am the only one who can find my father.”

      “Why do you think you can find him when all other search parties have failed?”

      “Other search parties didn’t have the benefit of future sight. I do.” Vi closed her eyes, taking a breath. One of her hands wrapped around the watch that connected her to Taavin, drawing strength from the thought of him. “Because… while I’m certain those search parties did their best, they were looking for their Emperor. I am looking for my father. And I believe that motivation will be the key to my success.”

      Erion paused; the silence was heavy and uncomfortable. Despite herself, Vi continued to speak over it.

      “Furthermore, I—” She fought to regain an iron grip on her emotions but they slipped free. “—I do not think I would be an effective ruler if I was forced to sit on the throne and watch my people die, doing nothing, when my father, their rightful ruler, is alive and may have the cure for the affliction ravaging our lands.

      “The Empire will do well, thrive even, under the shrewd politics of my brother; the crown is secure. I will find our true sovereign and reunite my family. I will aide in finding a cure for the disease plaguing our citizens.”

      “And if you die?” He said it as if she hadn’t thought about the possibility. As if she hadn’t already considered the likelihood of that coming to pass.

      “Then I die. Which is another reason I could not involve my mother. I could not have her knowing of that heartbreak while also enduring the heartbreak of knowing Father is out there as well, unable to return home. In that case, my true fate will remain a mystery to all but you and Jayme.”

      Erion leaned back in his chair. Finally, he took a long sip of his drink. It was as if she had passed whatever test he had been administering.

      “And Jayme—what does she intend?”

      “She’s one of the few who knows of my visions. Whatever she intends is up to her.”

      “She should prove trustworthy, if she’s anything like her father.” Vi bit back a retort. “Where did you learn such craftiness? It reminds me of Jax.” He almost seemed impressed. “It couldn’t have been easy, sneaking away from your guards, enlisting one to help you—though I’m not surprised, given her parentage—and surviving the Waste.”

      “I have to find my father.” It was all she could say because, in truth, she didn’t know where the abilities had come from. She’d never even considered failure. Doing so felt like a betrayal of her family and the Empire. “Will you help me or not?”

      Erion thrummed his fingers on the armrest of his chair. When they finally stopped, the conversation shifted in a way that sounded like permission.

      “I will need a week to execute this. Organizing ships for these sorts of ventures is not easy since the Empire closed trade with the Crescent Continent. And I will need to devise the proper incentive for my business partners to ferry you beyond the barrier islands.”

      “Thank you.” Vi took a cautious sip of her drink. “What do you seek in return for all this kindness?”

      A thin smile formed itself on his dusky lips. “It’s my honor to assist the future Empress. Surely, you don’t think I’d ask for anything more than your gratitude for doing my duty to the crown?”

      The word gratitude rang heavy. “Of course not, Lord Le’Dan.”

      It was not the first time her family had been indebted to his. The Ci’Dans may have won the Western wars for political supremacy with their military might, but they’d always been beholden to the wealth and influence of the Le’Dans. They were shrewd, cunning, and had a knack for politics that meant they were rarely on the losing side.

      Vi was certain Erion was already two steps ahead in figuring out several ways that, no matter what happened to her, this act of kindness would benefit him.

      “Then, to your venture.” Erion raised a glass. “Should I not have a chance to toast your health and success—as I do not think we should risk speaking so openly on this again—let me do so now.”

      “To my venture.” Vi raised her glass as well and then drained the rest of its burning contents.
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      They had gone to dinner shortly after cementing their agreement.

      Erion’s wife—Rhalla—was a generous woman, both in manner and in hospitality. For a woman who hadn’t been “expecting to entertain,” she produced an enviable spread of Western fare. Vi had worked her way through the different courses. There were too many to finish all of them, but Vi still cleaned plate after plate.  Now her stomach felt like she was carrying a stone in it.

      She wasn’t sure if she could have gone right to bed after a meal like that if she tried.

      Now, she stood at the balcony of her room, which she’d admired from the first moment she’d entered. The scenery was a good distraction from the pain of her engorged stomach, and there was a calming safety to the darkness. Between the soft, distant crash of the waves, the wind in her hair, and the nearest barrier island a small shadow on the starry horizon, Vi would dare say she felt peaceful if she weren’t waiting on pins for Jayme to return.

      Erion hadn’t lied when he’d said he wanted to talk with Jayme following dinner. He was keeping her half the night.

      Vi sank to her elbows on the railing, holding out her hand and murmuring. The glyph was small and tight, flawlessly crafted. She could feel Taavin at her side without even looking.

      “Do you think it wise to summon me out in the open like this?” He mirrored her posture, forearms on the wide railing.

      “It’s quiet and I haven’t seen another soul for hours.”

      He didn’t argue or put up a fight. The man’s shoulder brushed against hers before settling flush against her. Even when he said nothing and did nothing, he still found a way to speak volumes to her rapidly fluttering heart.

      “It’s peaceful,” he finally murmured. “You should enjoy it while it lasts.”

      Vi gave a small nod in agreement. The statement seemed harmless enough, but as the silence stretched, it drew her attention to his face. Taavin’s eyes were narrowed slightly, looking out to sea with an intensity she wasn’t expecting.

      “What is it? What have you seen?” Vi finally took her gaze from the sea, and it landed on him. She rested her hip against the railing.

      “It’s hard to say.” Taavin sighed, straightening his spine. His eyes scanned her face, and hers did the same to his. “My dreams and visions, they’re increasing in frequency. The nurse says that my seizures and comatose states are lasting longer and—”

      “Seizures? Comatose states?” Vi grabbed his hand as she grappled with the words. “What’s wrong?”

      Taavin gave her a small, bitter smile. “I told you that I have always been afflicted with visions of you—torturous visions.” He rose a hand, tucking a strand of hair that had fallen from her braids behind her ear. The sea wind was eager to rip it from its spot once more.

      “You said dreams,” she whispered, worry filling her.

      “Yes, sometimes they come in sleep.” He paused, caressing her cheek. How could he hold so much longing, pain, adoration, and suffering in one expression? Why did she have to be the one to provoke such complexity? “Other times, they come as daydreams. My body seizes and shakes. I fall into a deep, involuntary sleep.”

      “When I summon you…”

      “With narro hath?” Taavin shook his head. “When I feel the magic, I lay down willingly and allow it to overtake me. I could break the communication spell with juth if I so chose.”

      Vi breathed a small sigh of relief. It didn’t make everything better—he was still suffering. But at least she wasn’t knowingly causing it.

      “Taavin…” Vi took a step forward, resting her hands delicately on his hips. Suddenly, her magical friend, tutor—lover?—felt far more frail than he ever had before. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      He leaned down, a small smile on his lips. Lightly, he kissed her forehead, wrapping his arms around her shoulders. Vi shifted her arms around his waist, and they held each other for several long breaths.

      “At first, you were only pain… but now you have brought a light to my world that I will protect with as much ferocity as the Flame of Yargen itself.” Taavin shifted, looking out to sea once more. Vi felt more than saw it as he re-situated his cheek and chin on her head. “And I fear what lies ahead that I cannot protect you from.”

      His grip tightened. Vi twisted, looking up at his shining emerald eyes. She could lose herself for hours in those stunning orbs.

      “What have you seen?” Vi whispered.

      “A storm, death in the water, frost, and you cast into dark waves.”

      “But you’ve said your dreams are merely of the past.” Yet even as she spoke, Vi suppressed a shudder at those ominous words. “Could it be my grandmother instead?”

      “I don’t know.” His fingers hooked under her chin. “What I do know is that I’ve had precious little to live for, Vi,” he whispered. “I’ve been struggling to survive for years without knowing why, other than a frustrating sense of self-preservation. I never knew why I didn’t just give in. But now, I think I do. I believe, somehow, I knew I would find you, and you would be the key to everything.”

      “What are you saying?” Vi whispered. His words clung to familiar corners—his thoughts echoing ones she hadn’t dared linger on.

      “You are not the only one who will be on a journey, Vi. I wish to see the world too. And I too will find a way out of my prison.”

      “Taavin, if you run away, what—” Vi never got to finish her question.

      She was cut off by the sound of the door to the main room opening. Vi’s head jerked in the direction of the noise to see Jayme step into the dark room. She looked back to where Taavin had just been standing, and found her hands clutching nothing but thin air.

      Vi quickly dropped her arms hastily and turned to face Jayme. Moonlight streamed over her shoulders and through the propped-open double doors that led to the balcony. Yet she still had to squint to make out the woman hovering by the door in the darkness.

      Her emotions rose, tension on tension, over worry for Taavin and what she needed to say next to Jayme.

      Vi cleared her throat. “How did it go?”

      “Good.” Jayme abandoned her position with an ease that gave Vi hope. She strolled over, hands in her pockets. “I enjoyed hearing more about my father from someone who knew him well before the Mad King.”

      “Your father really is Daniel Taffl,” Vi whispered softly.

      “I told you I didn’t lie.” Jayme folded her arms over her chest.

      Vi looked at her toes, then up to the woman, down again, and back once more. Somewhere in her bouncing gaze she found the resolve she was looking for. “Jayme, I’m sorry.”

      “For?”

      “I’m sorry for doubting you, for the harsh things I said… And for not thinking through… well, knowing this makes a lot about you come into focus.”

      “Does it?” Jayme sighed. There was resignation in her walk, but instead of retreating to her room, she moved to the balcony. “Tell me, what of my father do you know already?”

      “Mother mentioned him,” Vi started. “She told me Daniel Taffl was a good soldier, a better swordsman, and one of the best men she’d ever known… But the Mad King had taken his toll on him. She said he was with her in her journey across the Empire, but they split ways in the East when she went West to collect the army. Then, when the Mad King marched on the East and put it to the torch, she lost all contact with him.”

      “She wasn’t completely honest with you, then.”

      “We all have our secrets, don’t we?” Vi muttered. “I know many don’t like talking about the time of the Mad King.”

      Jayme gave a solemn nod. Her expression wasn’t just pained, it was angry. “The scars from that man are still on this Empire. You see it in Erion and his hand. And you see it in my father.”

      “What really happened?” Vi took a step forward, resting her hands timidly on the railing, feeling as though she no longer deserved to share the space with Jayme.

      “Your mother spoke true up to a point.” Jayme gave a small, bitter laugh and shook her head. “She did find my father, free of the Mad King. But the man had already done his work. He took Erion’s hand, but my father’s mind.

      “She returned him to his parents in Leoul and just left him there, trusting them to know what to do with him in that state.”

      “Leoul was put to the torch when the Mad King’s armies marched from the South, reclaiming that territory. My father may not be of sound mind, but he had an intimate knowledge of the Mad King and his movements. That was what kept him and his family alive.

      “Eventually, he returned to Leoul, met my mother, and had me.”

      “Why did he never reach out to anyone—Erion, my mother, Jax? Why call yourself Graystone?”

      “My father did much better, I’m told, after having a wife and child… and having a farm to work again. But he always struggled talking about the old times.

      “So my mother banned talk of it in the house—banned it altogether. Father didn’t seem to mind; it kept him level not to think about the war or have people calling after Daniel Taffl. I didn’t even learn who my father truly was until I was fourteen and exploring my own options to provide for my family.”

      “You said my mother didn’t tell the whole truth… Your father finally reached out to her, didn’t he?” Her heart was breaking for her friend. Jayme shouldered so much, and silently. When she gave a nod, Vi continued her speculation. “So my mother finds out he’s alive and has a daughter looking for work. That’s how you were appointed courier, and guard—an Eastern girl of humble background.”

      “Right again.”

      Vi shifted uncomfortably, looking out to sea. She ran a hand over her braids and let out a sigh. The information weighed heavy on her; she couldn’t imagine how it was for Jayme.

      “I’m so sorry,” Vi whispered. “I truly had no idea.”

      “I didn’t want you to.” Jayme shrugged. “What good could come of it?”

      “I’m your friend… I want to help you.”

      “Help me by letting it drop.” Jayme pushed away from the railing. “I’d rather not have all this hanging over our heads. We have other things to focus on.”

      “Yes, we do…” Vi turned to face her friend. She tried to tell by body language alone how she was feeling. Jayme was a closed book, however. And all Vi was left to go on was her word and faith that she meant what she said. “Is all forgiven? Are we all right?”

      “Yes, we’re all right. Graystone or Taffl, I’m still Jayme.” Jayme pulled her in for a small hug, then promptly started for her room. She looked exhausted, which was perhaps why Vi didn’t try to stop her.

      Or maybe the real reason Vi made no motion from the balcony was that she didn’t entirely believe her transgressions had been forgiven.
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      Vi had every intention of enjoying her time resting and relaxing in the days that followed. She was between two major stops on her long journey to Meru. She’d finally made it to Norin and secured a vessel. And, to top it all off, she was somewhere safe where she could enjoy the luxury of letting her guard down.

      As it turned out, doing nothing was utterly agonizing.

      The first day, Vi roamed the Le’Dan mansion. There were rooms on rooms—some large, others small, some crammed to the brim with furniture and artifacts like small museums, others mostly empty save for a single table or lonely chair perched on a platform like a throne. One of the handmaids, Samri, took note of her wandering and became Vi’s impromptu guide.

      She told Vi the history of the house, confirming Vi’s earlier speculations that it dated back over a hundred years and the whole ridge had once been Le’Dan property. Vi listened with half an ear, distracted when her nose picked up a familiar scent. Parchment, ink, leather, wood—all the glorious trimmings of a library. Sure enough there was one, and Samri led her right to it.

      Vi spent the next two days in the Le’Dan library pouring over ship schematics, tidal records, island maps, trade manifests, and any other book on sailing she could find. If she was going to set sail, she may as well learn all she could about what she was up against. It made for a valuable distraction… but a distraction nonetheless.

      Things still didn’t feel right between her and Jayme.

      “Samri.” The woman was rarely far now, currently stationed at the door of the delicately decorated breakfast room. “Where’s Jayme this morning?” Normally, Vi wouldn’t worry about Jayme not showing up for breakfast. But this was now the second day in a row she’d been gone. Coupled with Vi’s simmering worry…

      “I think she went out for a walk this morning, ma’am.” Samri lowered her eyes when she answered. She couldn’t be much more than thirteen, but her long black hair was pulled into a tight bun at the nape of her neck, and she stood as though she carried more years on her small shoulders than Vi.

      It was a stark contrast to Ellene’s reluctant transition to womanhood. Vi lightly touched the bracelet around her wrist. Perhaps she should write? No, she couldn’t. Even Ellene couldn’t know of her plans, and Vi knew she was just grasping for an excuse not to look for Jayme.

      “Do you know where she went?” Vi asked, lavishing a bread pocket with deep crimson jam.

      “I believe she said she was heading down to the docks.”

      Vi took a bite of the bread and chewed through the bright flavors of strawberry and warm wheat as she debated. Perhaps she should leave Jayme to her own devices… But Jayme had said all was well between them. Vi wanted to see Norin and reassure herself Jayme had been sincere. Going out would achieve both of those goals.

      “I think I’ll join her,” Vi mused aloud.

      “Very good, ma’am. If you won’t need me for anything else here, I’ll see to setting out clothes for you.”

      “Thank you, Samri.” Vi nodded her dismissal.

      Breakfast finished, a quick freshening up, one fresh set of clothes, and Vi was on her way. The guard at the gate did nothing to stop her this time. In fact, he showed extreme deference, the likes of which Vi would expect a servant to show her as the crown princess, not as Yullia. The perks of being a guest of Lord Le’Dan.

      Like when she had first entered Norin, the city was still waking up. Most of the opulent areas of town were quiet; the shops catering to people with more gold than sense were still. Not far from the port was a store bearing the name “Le’Dan” emblazoned in gold on the door. Vi paused, looking at the glimmering pieces the shopkeeper was setting out for the day. The Le’Dan family truly did good work. Vi wondered how many of the strange, sparkling stones had come illegally from Meru.

      Further down were the more conventional storefronts, which eventually gave way to warehouses and fish auctions. Before she knew it, Vi found herself standing before the greatest port in the world.

      The docks were well alive by this hour of the morning. Men and women with arms as thick as Vi’s thighs carried barrels and hoisted heavy lines of rope, carrying them from place to place. At the far end of the docks there seemed to be some kind of bidding war, if the shouting crowd was any indication. Merchants bartered with other merchants, peering into crates and haggling over the contents inside. To Vi’s fascination and mild horror, some of those contents were still able to knock against the walls.

      The air was scented with brine, fish, and sweat. Birds of all shapes and sizes squawked, filling the air and lining ship rails and ropes alike. Underneath the hum ships murmured, quietly creaking and straining against their ropes, as if trying to return to the open sea. Most flew flags of Solaris on their tallest masts. But some had red sails of the West. Others had what she recognized as Western family crests dyed into the canvas.

      Vi wandered, looking for what would be a Le’Dan ship… Perhaps the ship that would take her across the Barrier Islands.

      “Hey, watch yourself!” a man barked at her.

      “Sorry…” Vi mumbled an apology, distracted by the man’s size. He was nearly as large as Fallor had been. There were people of every shape and size, surely. But some of the men seemed unnaturally large and hardened by the salt spray.

      He continued on gruffly, paying her no mind. Vi turned, looking to a woman who was lounging against a pillar. A smoking pipe hung from her lips.

      “Excuse me.” Vi approached. “Do you know where Le’Dan ships are?”

      “Le’Dan?” The woman took her pipe from her mouth, spitting on the ground at the name. “Don’t go looking for work there, girl.”

      “I’m not a girl.” The way the woman looked her up and down showed apparent disagreement.

      “They’re swindlers. They’ll risk the lives of their crew for the sake of some coin, running the routes they run.”

      “I’m not looking for work. I’m looking for a friend, actually.”

      “Then your friend is the swindler.” Vi sighed and started walking away. “They’re back on the northern side. Go that way,” the woman called after her, somewhat begrudgingly.

      “Thank you,” Vi shouted back.

      Sure enough, back on the Northern side, Vi found two vessels flying Le’Dan flags. They were smaller than she would’ve expected, dwarfed by most boats anchored at port. Clearly the Le’Dans favored speed and nimbleness above all else. The smaller of the two ships had the words Dawn Skipper painted along its hull. It had two masts and four portholes on the side, and its figurehead was a simple, needle-like spear, keeping with the minimalistic look of the entire boat, save for the aft rudder. That was of comparable scale to the ships nearly three times the Dawn Skipper’s size.

      Was this really the best she had to get her to Meru? Vi suddenly felt a kernel of doubt at her plan. This ship looked like it would tip in a modest swell.

      “… good, I’m glad everything sounds like it’s going smoothly.”

      That was Jayme’s voice. Vi slowly rounded the hull of the Dawn Skipper. The dock stretched down its side, between the two Le’Dan vessels.

      “Everything’s according to plan,” an unfamiliar voice responded. “I don’t think there’s any reason to think we’ll be delayed.”

      “Excellent.”

      “Pleasure, as always.”

      Jayme was talking with a blonde woman who stood on the gangplank of the Dawn Skipper. Whatever conversation they’d been having had just ended. Jayme continued off the vessel, and the woman returned onto it.

      Vi paused, debating if she should hide somewhere. She didn’t want to upset Jayme by seeming nosy, or eavesdropping. But lying was likely worse. It wasn’t Vi’s fault she happened on something. She hadn’t been intentionally lurking.

      Before Vi could make up her mind, Jayme spotted her. “V—Yullia.” She seemed surprised. “What’re you doing here?”

      “I wanted to see the port.” Vi shrugged. “And the Le’Dan ships.” She didn’t know why she didn’t just come out and say that she wanted to see Jayme as well, and make sure everything was all right.

      “They’re impressive, don’t you think?”

      “Smaller than I would’ve expected.”

      “They’re fast,” Jayme assured her. “So I’m told.” Jayme continued walking away from the ship. Vi glanced behind, but the other woman had vanished. As if sensing Vi’s confusion, Jayme offered an explanation without being asked. “Look, I trust Erion well enough… but I wanted to see it for myself. If we’re getting on one of these things, I wanted to speak to the crew, make sure everything looked good. I’m not the most versed in vessels, but I at least wanted to know what we were in for.”

      “Oh… So that’s what you’ve been up to.” Well, that made sense. Vi felt suddenly silly for doubting her friend. “Good thinking.”

      “It’s my job to look out for you.” Jayme linked arms with her, and Vi’s worries were finally laid to rest. “Now, let’s sample some of the real Western fare. Not the fancy stuff Erion is serving us.”
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      She had never eaten anything more delicious than mannik.

      Vi had gorged herself on two of them and was now going back for a third from the street stall two alleyways off the docks in the poorer section of town. The woman behind the stall took her third coin and lifted the lid off the tall cooking basket to her right. Steam billowed up like a chimney, filling the air with the sweet aroma of sauced meats and steamed bread. She handed two more mannik to Vi with a smile. Of course she was nice to them, they were likely her best customers today.

      “You’re going to explode.” Jayme half-spoke, half-laughed at her. She was perched on a wide stoop leading to the back door of a modest home. The door itself had multiple locks—all rusted and weeping with age. So they didn’t seem to be at any risk of being in the way anytime soon.

      “Not possible when I’m eating the most delicious thing on earth.” Vi took up her space next to her, passing Jayme hers. She took another large bite, letting the gravy from the minced meat dribble down her chin.

      “It is pretty good,” Jayme admitted, nibbling the side of her own bun.

      “More than pretty good,” Vi insisted. “This is better than candied nut rolls during the solstice.”

      “Well, I’m glad we got to try some before we left.”

      “It won’t be long now, will it?” Vi wiped her mouth with the heel of her hand, relishing the feeling of not being scolded for the unladylike act.

      “A few more days and we should be off to the Crescent Continent,” Jayme agreed.

      “You won’t find any ships going there,” the elderly woman spoke up from across the alley. Both girls turned sharply, not realizing they’d been overheard. At their attention, she continued. “The Crescent Continent has blocked all travel on account of the White Death. Bold, since they gave it to us to begin with.”

      “Is there proof—that they gave it to us?” Vi might already know better, but she was curious to hear what misinformation was currently in fashion.

      “What else could it be? Take it from an old woman…” She shook her head, as if disappointed. “I’ve been around these parts for many years and have heard many tales. That is a world wild with magic. It’s why they only ever allowed our traders in and out of a single port on the Barrier Isles—they didn’t want us to see what they had. Where else would a disease that first targeted a sorcerer’s channels come from than a land like that?”

      An evil god bent on destruction? Vi thought loudly. Outwardly, she merely shrugged. Jayme remained silent.

      “Especially now that it’s afflicting non-sorcerers, none of the sensible ships are sailing to the Barrier Isles.” The elderly woman knelt down with a soft “ooph,” hoisting a tray of mannik from within her cart. She continued to speak as she restocked the steaming basket. “And those who go even that far are only the most foolish and greedy seafarers.”

      “Foolish and greedy?”

      “Greedy, because they say that unscrupulous merchants on both sides will ignore the ban, meeting in the middle at abandoned atolls for the sake of goods. Nothing hikes the price of foreign wares like a trade ban.” That was exactly what Vi imagined Erion was doing. “Foolish, because those waters have always belonged to Adela.”

      Adela. Vi’s blood turned to ice. The mere mention of the name filled her with thoughts of Fallor and the last vision of her father. “What do you know of Adela?”

      “You don’t know the stories?” The woman huffed at her.

      “Adela terrorized the seas surrounding the main continent for years,” Jayme supplied. “But that was…” She thought for a long moment.

      “More than a century and then some ago.” A man who had been ferrying trash out the back door of one of the restaurants to a bin by the old woman’s mannik stand joined in the conversation. “Adela is long dead, and don’t go speaking her name around these parts. It brings storms and bad luck—though luckily not the pirate queen herself.”

      “Evil doesn’t die, only bides its time,” the elderly woman cautioned.

      He gave a wave and started back for his store, pausing on his own landing adjacent to where Vi and Jayme sat. “The woman is batty and you’re batty for believing her if you think Adela lives.” Before Vi could speak in protest, defending the kind old woman who had given her the most delicious food known to man, he continued. “But she’s right that those are pirate-infested waters, worse now they can pray on vessels traveling without the Empire’s protection. I wouldn’t be surprised if an impostor took up Adela’s mantle. I don’t know what test of courage you’re looking to embark on. But turn away now before you stick out your neck too far and lose your head for it.”

      Vi took a bite of mannik, chewing it over as Jayme thanked the man for his warnings. The woman threw a rude gesture at the man’s back.

      “We should get back.” Jayme stood.

      “Sure.” Vi rose to her feet as well, shoving the rest of her mannik into her mouth in one bite. But it seemed they could not escape without one more remark from the watchful woman.

      “You are neither foolish or greedy.” Her eyes settled right on Vi. “You are hopeful, and that is far more dangerous.”

      “Thank you for the warnings,” Jayme said, practically tugging Vi along. When they were out of earshot she added, with a glance over her shoulder, “The man was right—she’s batty.”

      “You think so?” Vi looked back as well.

      “If Adela were alive she’d be… at least eighty? Ninety? Perhaps even over a hundred. So even if she is still among the living, claiming she sails the seas as a pirate is downright insane.”

      “So you don’t believe the old woman… Or Fallor?”

      “Nah. Though what the man said rings of truth. I’m sure someone claiming to be Adela is terrorizing the seas and thriving on the notoriety. Adela is the stuff of Southern bedtime stories meant to scare children into behaving.”

      “Is she really so infamous?”

      Jayme gave a nod, continuing unprompted: “She was the most notorious thief in Solarin—perhaps that’s why you haven’t really heard of her, growing up in the North. Just when the King Romulin’s guard was closing in on her for a whole number of crimes, they say she fled to the coast, to Oparium. From there, she turned her attention to the seas. As a Waterrunner, she was unstoppable on the waves.”

      “A sorcerer?” Jayme made an affirmative humming noise at Vi’s interjection. “Just what the South needs—needed—another sorcerer to hate.”

      “This was before the War of the Crystal Caverns,” Jayme reminded her. “I think most of the sorcerer hatred came from that.”

      “From all I’ve read, I’m inclined to agree,” Vi muttered. “So you’re not afraid, then?”

      “Oh I’m terrified.” Jayme shoved her hands in her pockets. “Of storms, and swells, and backstabbers, and pirates, and whatever awaits us on the Crescent Continent. But the one thing I’m not afraid of are ghosts.”
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      Two more days passed before their time ran out.

      “Miss Yullia!”

      Vi was jerked awake with a rough shake of her shoulder. Samri stood at her bedside. “What is it?” Vi came instantly awake, pushing herself away from the nest of pillows.

      “We have to go,” Samri whispered hurriedly.

      In the lower floor of the manor, Vi heard loud voices. There was a commotion, complete with doors slamming and the rumble of booted feet. It was a wonder she’d slept through it at all.

      “What’s happening?”

      “There’s no time, please, come with me.” Samri held out a folded cloak. “There’s clothes at the docks. Wear this until you get there.”

      Vi stood at the edge of her bed, hurriedly donning the cloak and rubbing sleep from her eyes. “Samri—”

      She was cut short by a voice.

      “Vi?” Jayme called. There was a knock on the door. “Do you hear the commotion? Should we leave?”

      Vi opened the door quickly and motioned to Samri. “Already one step ahead of you.”

      “We must go,” Samri whispered, standing at a wall. One of the panels had been opened, a servant’s passage exposed. Vi wasn't even surprised by its presence.

      “Should we grab our things?” Jayme asked. She already had her sword strapped to her hip. Vi had the journal of maps and notes on the sea in hand. They’d each gone for their most precious items.

      “Samri said there are supplies at the docks,” Vi said as she hurriedly entered the open passage.

      “There’s no time,” Samri repeated, practically pleading. “Please, come.”

      Samri pulled the door closed behind them and latched it. There was already a candle flickering in a holder on the wall, and Samri slipped her finger through its ring before scuttling ahead. “This way, please.”

      Above them, Vi heard voices—men and women with the gruff militaristic tone of soldiers. She heard the words “princess” and “here,” but not enough else to make out much more. Vi frowned; they’d been outed. She was right from the start not to trust the staff. If she’d come out with her name to Erion sooner, perhaps they wouldn’t have even had the six days that passed.

      “Miss Yullia?” Samri whispered, barely more than a breath.

      “We’re coming,” Jayme answered for both of them, pulling Vi along and saving her from her thoughts.

      “Yes, sorry,” Vi breathed back.

      The hall finally opened into a dank basement. The light of the candle glistened off the slick sheen of damp on the walls and the slimy grime of the beams supporting the floor over their heads—a floor that rumbled and coughed dust with every heavy footfall.

      “Down here.” Samri pointed to a hatch before heaving it open. “Down the ladder—there’s only one path. It’ll take you out to the cliff. Head right and around, then down to the docks. Speak to no one but a man named Marcus at a ship called the Dawn Skipper.”

      Right. Down. Marcus. Dawn Skipper. Vi repeated the important parts in her mind and then gave a nod. It was easy enough to remember, given Jayme’s personal inquiries had already led them to the vessel once.

      “He’ll help you from there.”

      “Thank you.” Vi reached out and rested her hand on Samri’s white knuckles where they gripped the top of the hatch.

      “It wasn’t me,” she whispered as Jayme started down the ladder. “I wasn’t the one to betray you, princess.”

      “I know. I believe you.” Vi nodded and looked down at the ladder in the ominous black hole before her. Crouching, she gripped the top of the ladder and swung her feet down onto the third rung.

      “Fiarum Evantes.” Eternal flame, Vi roughly translated the Western phrase. Samri peered over the hatch. Uncle Jax had taught it to her and Vi had been delighted as a child to experiment with the strange words.

      “Kotun un Nox,” Vi responded quietly as the hatch closed overhead. Guide us through the night.

      She clung to the ladder a moment, her heart racing. It was as if the organ chose now to decide to rush nerves through Vi’s veins. All at once, everything felt real. This was her last chance to back down from her plan. If she pushed forward now, she would find herself on the Crescent Continent with no plan for how to get back.

      Vi closed her eyes, though it made no difference in the darkness.

      “A little light, Vi?” Jayme whispered up. “So we don’t slip and die on this death ladder.”

      “Right.” When she opened them once more, fire ignited over her shoulder, Vi gripped the spine of her journal between her teeth and they descended.

      The ladder ended at the end of a tunnel pathway that left them with only one way to go. She walked with a hand along the wall until the glow of the flame merged with the light of moonlight shining off craggy rock. Then, Vi extinguished her fire, giving time for her eyes to adjust, and headed out toward the silver moonlight that bled through a crack at the end of the tunnel.

      Squeezing herself through, Vi emerged onto a rocky path along the cliff-edge, just as Samri had described.

      “Careful,” Vi said over her shoulder. Jayme was also pushing herself though. “It’s—”

      “Narrow and windy.” Jayme finished, clinging to the wall as she emerged.

      The wind howled, threatening to rip Vi’s cloak off. Holding on to it was no better, as it only became a sail that could pull her down onto the rocky waves below. She may have been better without a cloak, as Jayme was.

      One hand on the stones next to her, Vi turned right and began walking downward.

      They walked for nearly an hour, inching along narrow sections of stone and the remnants of water-worn pathways from centuries of storms. The cliff ledge above them gradually lowered, until it wrapped around and dropped the two women off on a small platform behind a rusted gate. Vi gave it a pull; while it squealed in protest, it wasn’t locked.

      “Put your hood up,” Jayme suggested. “All the way, I’ll keep a look out.”

      Adjusting her hood over her head and linking arms with Jayme, she stepped into the streets of Norin for the second time in two days, this time under vastly different circumstances.

      “Do you know where we are?” Jayme asked, her voice still hushed and tense.

      “Make a left here,” Vi suggested. “Anywhere down and away from the Le’Dan manor is best.”

      Eventually, the streets connected with one she recognized from her earlier wanderings around the rich shopping district. Jayme seemed to recognize it as well, and with their location known, they immediately struck out on a direct course for the docks.

      Sailors already bustled about, heaving huge nets and crab traps onto ships. Most of the energy was around what appeared to be fishing vessels, so her focus remained on the other, quieter ships.

      The Dawn Skipper was as quiet as it had been the last time Vi had wandered here, and she approached the vessel with tense anticipation.

      A man sat on the thick post beside the boat’s lowered gangplank. He had his arms folded over his chest, chin almost lowered on them as he dozed while sitting upright. He jerked awake, and a moment later his eyes were clear and appraising.

      “We’re looking for Marcus.” Vi kept her voice quiet.

      “You found him.” The man’s voice reminded Vi of the rumbling crash of waves, and with it she felt a shift of magic about him. All in her head, perhaps… but she would bet he was a Waterrunner. “Are you the girls Lord Le’Dan mentoined? The daughters of one of his servants who wants to take up seafaring? Holly and Arwyn, was it?”

      Holly—yet another new name. It made sense to retire Yullia. That name was likely to be discovered as her alias. She didn’t want it to trail across the sea as well. Best to let Yullia die on the Main Continent.

      She glanced at Jayme, wondering how her friend felt about her own false name. She didn’t seem to be bothered in the slightest. “Arwyn,” she said with a nod.

      “And I’m Holly.”

      “Right, then, on the boat with you both.” Marcus led them up the creaking gangplank that squeaked with every crest of the water beneath. Vi followed close behind, not looking back once. “The Lord was gracious enough to send your things ahead.”

      “He’s a generous man,” Vi murmured, inspecting the ship’s main deck. There was a sloping rise to the quarterdeck in the back, but otherwise not much else. It was a noticeable contrast to the sumptuousness she’d come to associate with the Le’Dan aesthetic.

      “While he made clear your goals for this voyage—” Marcus stopped speaking long enough to give them a look that spoke volumes, “I’ll expect you to pull your weight while aboard.”

      “I’m stronger than I look,” Vi assured him.

      “Me as well.”

      He snorted. “I have men for the heavy lifting. How are you each with cooking? Or cleaning?”

      Vi would’ve preferred the heavy lifting—at least it’d come with some direction, she assumed. Vi had never cleaned her own rooms or cooked her own food in her life. Still, she didn’t want to make a fuss and was certain she could manage. “I can’t speak to cooking, but how hard can scrubbing be?”

      “Not cooking for you, then. Mare will still have the responsibility of ration management.”

      “I can help Mare,” Jayme offered quickly. “I’m a confident cook.”

      Marcus kept his attention on Vi. “What did you do in service of Lord Le’Dan?”

      She hadn’t given much thought to her cover story. Then again, she hadn’t exactly had much time to do so. She was supposed to be a daughter of a servant in service to the Le’Dans. Vi’s mind scanned over her memories from the Le’Dan estate.

      “I worked in the smithy.” Holding out her hand, fingers skyward, the tips of her middle and index ignited like candles.

      At nearly the same moment the man’s hand clasped around hers, as though he were catching a fly. Confirming her earlier suspicion, water dripped from his palm; Vi’s fire snuffed out. Marcus scowled at her.

      “Are you mad?” He tightened his grip and Vi fought a wince. “Fire on a boat is a recipe for disaster.”

      “I had control,” Vi insisted.

      “Bloody Firebearer,” Marcus muttered, throwing her hand aside. Vi wiped it on the inside of her cloak. “Not again on my vessel, understood?”

      “Understood.” Vi barely contained a scowl. He was helping her, and he owed her nothing. She was merely Holly, the servant’s daughter, after all. She had no right or room for righteous indignation.

      “What else can you do?”

      “I’m very good with maps,” Vi offered after thinking a moment. “I’ve taken notes on the seas.” Vi lifted the journal she’d been clutching for emphasis.

      That seemed to give him pause but in a positive way this time. “Is that so? Perhaps there’ll be genuine use for you yet… but that’s up to Kora.”

      She hoped so. She didn’t like the idea of being nothing more than cargo. But if that was what she must be, she’d be a quiet, harmless lump and give them no reason to question handing her off at their destination… wherever that may be.

      Under the quarterdeck, down a few steps, were three larger cabins. On either side were additional stairs leading into the hull of the ship where Vi heard movement—no doubt the crew. She looked down past the swaying lanterns, barely making out hammocks tied up. Behind one of the doors, she heard ruffling feathers and the occasional squawk.

      “You’ll be in here.” Marcus started for one of the cabin doors.

      “We have our own cabin?” Vi asked skeptically.

      “Of course not.” He laughed at the ridiculous notion. “Women share. Not putting them in the hold with the rest of the lads. We only have two other lasses aboard. Lucky for you, one of them is our navigator. Perhaps you’ll make friends.”

      He opened the door to a dark room. There were bunks bolted down on either side of the narrow cabin, the two bottom beds occupied.

      “Your stuffs up there.” Marcus pointed toward the top bunk on the right. “And yours is there,” he said to Jayme, pointing to the other. “But you can fight between you for who gets which top bunk.”

      “You are so annoyingly loud, Marcus,” one of the two occupants of the room hissed from underneath her woolen blanket.

      “Your new hands are here. Make sure they don’t get in the way, ladies.”

      With a palm in the center of their backs, Marcus pushed her and Jayme into the cabin and shut the door. Neither of the women stirred again. Vi and Jayme shared a look.

      “Try to get some sleep,” Jayme whispered, leaning close.

      Vi gave a small nod and was left climbing the bunk Marcus had said held her things. Sure enough, there was an unassuming sack. Within was an assortment of functional clothes that actually looked as if they’d fit. She glanced over to Jayme to find the woman was looking on in approval, having made a similar assessment of her own bundle.

      Erion’s tailors had worked quickly to learn their measurements. Vi scanned the few clothes, shoved them back into the bag, and tried to push every negative thought and worry away with them.

      Her hands smoothed over the familiar leather of her journal. This was all she had now. The further she went, the more she would give up. That was the way it had to be.

      Vi looked down at her wrist. The fingers of her right hand rested on the leather wrap that remained firmly affixed, rolling the wooden bead over the skin of her forearm. The bracelet Ellene had given her, a watch around her neck, a journal of her notes, and the knowledge of her true name was all Vi had of her past life.

      She was willing to give everything to find her father and a cure for her mother, and help her people. Yet she’d always assumed “everything” meant death. She never thought she could give up her life while still breathing.

      The sun was beginning to wink through the slats in the porthole cover. Dawn was breaking, and she’d barely slept. Mimicking Jayme, she used her sack of clothing as a pillow and tucked her cloak under her feet. One ear continued to listen to the docks, waiting for the sounds of Elecia’s Western Guard coming for her… but it was quiet, only the sound of water sloshing against the hull breaking the regular hum of sailors moving about.

      Vi’s eyes met Jayme’s across the narrow room. They seemed to glisten in the low light. Vi’s insides twisted; she hoped her friend was not fighting back tears of regret.

      Are you sure? Jayme mouthed slowly.

      Yes, are you? Vi silently said back.

      Yes. There was no hesitation on Jayme’s face.

      Pride and admiration for her friend filled her. No matter what, Jayme was on Vi’s side. The further they ventured, the more Vi realized the depth of her friend’s loyalty.

      With that not-insignificant comfort, Vi closed her eyes and worked to push all doubt from her mind. They had passed the point of no return.

      All she could do for the moment was sleep.
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      “Up with you, ladies!” Banging on the door woke them all. “We’re casting off!”

      “We didn’t have nearly enough time for this turn-around,” a Western woman grumbled in a thick accent. Vi blinked down at her sleepily. Jayme was already stirring in the bunk above.

      “Greed of lords,” the woman in the bunk below Vi rasped. She was the first to stand, pulling a loose-fitting shirt over golden curls. She turned to face Vi, piercing her with her icy blue Southern eyes. “You, new girl, you’re from the Le’Dan manor, right?”

      “Yes.” Vi pushed herself into a seated position—or rather hunched, as there wasn’t much room for her to sit fully upright on the top bunk.

      “You hear why we’re being sent off again so fast?”

      “No,” Vi lied and shook her head.

      “You?” The blonde turned her attention to Jayme. “You were the one coming around and asking if we were all ready to shove off at a moment’s notice.”

      “I had a suspicion… But nothing more concrete.” Jayme was beginning to dress, so Vi followed her lead.

      “Of course neither of them knows anything.” The Western woman stood, tying an apron around her waist. “You think Erion Le’Dan would tell that to the help?” Her dark eyes shifted to Vi, then Jayme. “I’m Mare, by the way.”

      “Oh, right, I’m Kora.” The Southerner strapped a rectangular pouch to her thigh, belting it also around her waist. It had a sleek sheen to it, almost like oil.

      “Holly,” Vi said.

      “Arwyn.”

      “Speaking of help,” Vi slid off her bed, landing somewhat ungracefully. She regretted it near instantly; the floor was cramped with three people. “I heard one of you is the navigator?”

      “That’d be me.” Kora was craning her neck to look up to Vi, who was a good hand taller even though she was also likely a few years younger.

      “I’d like to offer my services to you.”

      “You?”

      “I’m good with maps and I’ve been studying the tides.”

      “Navigating is more than maps.” Kora gave a bemused huff. “And it’s cute you think that studying tides and being out on them are comparable experience.”

      “Well, I’d like to learn.”

      “I’m not here to babysit.”

      “Well, you have fun with that, Kora.” Vi didn’t like the snicker at the end of Mare’s statement as she quickly departed the room.

      “Wait.” Jayme hopped off her bunk, hurrying after Mare. “I’m to help you…”

      “I’m not asking to be babysat,” Vi insisted, focusing on Kora and leaving Jayme to her own struggles with Mare. “I can help, I promise. I’m sure I can be of some use.”

      “Have you ever charted a course before?”

      “Not entirely…” She had navigated through Norin—did that count? Vi didn’t think Kora would think so.

      “Have you ever identified channel walls based on surface currents?”

      “No, but—”

      “Adjusted based on wind or charted on stars alone?”

      Of course she hadn’t. Vi wanted to scream. Just taking a short nap before the ship came to life had been more time on the ocean than Vi had ever spent. “I’ve read many books and studied seafaring charts. I have the foundation. I’ll learn quickly.”

      “This isn’t—” Kora’s next rebuttal was cut off by a booming shout from the top deck.

      “Cast off!” Marcus’s voice seemed to rattle the ship. If it hadn’t, the purposeful footsteps of every man and woman aboard certainly did.

      “Where are you going?” Vi asked, hastening after Kora.

      “To the quarterdeck to get our heading.” Vi started to follow eagerly behind but Kora rounded on her. “Don’t leave your things about—tie them up like your friend did or they’ll be scattered across the room with the rocking of the ship. Mare and I won’t hesitate to step on them.”

      Vi dashed back into the room, scrambling up to her bed. Taking Kora’s instruction to heart, she used the draw ties on the sacks she was given to string it to one of the supports of her bunk. Vi hastily tucked her blanket around the lumpy mattress, hoping it’d be taut enough to hold. By the time she jumped down again, Kora was gone, leaving Vi to emerge into the sunlight of the main deck alone.

      People bustled about, curling ropes like giant serpents as they were thrown off from the pillars the vessel had been tied to on the docks. The last of some large crates were carried up the gangplank, carried by four straining men.

      “Move, girl,” one of them commanded, waving her out of the way. Vi obliged and they passed, taking the crate down into the cabin right across from the stairs on the first of the lower decks.

      She searched for Kora, and found her on the quarterdeck talking to Marcus.

      “… we’ll be heading to Beauty’s Bend.” Marcus stopped short, following Kora’s piercing gaze.

      “What do you want?” Kora asked.

      “I want to be of help.”

      “You want to be of help?” Vi nodded and Kora continued, “Then go down and help Mare.”

      “But I—”

      “It is not too late to throw you off the boat,” Marcus cautioned. “Listen to your betters, girl.”

      Vi backed away slowly, turned, and walked without any haste, hoping to catch more of their conversation. But she couldn’t; their voices were too low.

      Just before Vi could disappear below deck, the ship began to move. It crept forward so slowly away from the dock that Vi thought they were merely adrift. However, the distinct thrum of magic told her differently.

      She looked back up at the quarterdeck, Marcus stood at the back end, radiating power. He’s using magic to push the boat, Vi realized. Vi rushed over to the side of the vessel where the dock had been. Other Waterrunners were there, using their own powers to protect the pylons of the dock from Marcus’s currents.

      Vi stared in wonder at the sight. There was always a new, clever application for magic. Every sorcerer wore a bored look on their face, but performed tasks Vi assumed would require extreme focus. It was just a testament to their training and experience.

      As soon as the vessel was maneuvered far enough away from the docks and other boats, a pop filled the air, and the sails snapped open to capture the wind.

      They began to pick up real momentum then and the port of Norin, greatest port in the world, was swiftly being left behind her in a trail of white foam. Vi watched as her view was limited to nearby ships, and a few buildings, slowly expanding as more and more distance was gained. Just like that, she was off, out to sea… doing what had seemed impossible.

      “What did you feel, Father?” Vi whispered softly to herself, a hand reaching up to hold the watch around her neck. Her father had sailed away from Norin; he had watched this same sight as he left behind the world he knew and loved in a last-ditch effort to save it. Was he afraid? Did he look back and think of her mother, their family? Or did he only press forward?

      “Watch yourself.” A sailor carrying a length of rope over his shoulder grumbled as he passed.

      It snapped Vi back to reality and she turned for the opening below the quarterdeck. There would be no fanfare, no one waving after her from the docks. There would not be an Imperial farewell party as she was certain there had been for her father. Yet something about the quiet departure sat low in her stomach, making her uneasy. Without so much as a word of goodbye, she’d left her home—her continent, with no immediate plans to return.

      Vi swallowed down the ill feelings and headed below to find Mare and Jayme. Her father hadn’t aborted his mission; neither would she.

      The women weren’t in their cabin, so Vi explored the lowest deck of the Dawn Skipper. Descending the narrow flight of stairs, Vi’s head almost scraped the ceiling—which was also the underside of the main deck. A few of the portholes were opened, allowing in just enough light to see by and more than enough for salt mist to dampen the room. At the very back of the boat were Mare, Jayme, and two other sailors, fighting to tie off crates.

      “Can I help you?” Vi asked aloud, not wanting to startle anyone. They hadn’t seemed to hear her approaching.

      Mare wheeled in place, hands on her hips. “Kora’s trying to saddle me with both the green gills now?”

      Vi didn’t know what “green gills” meant, exactly, but she could assume it wasn’t a term of endearment. “Kora said I could help here.”

      “Go back and tell her you’re her responsibility.”

      “She’s going to say no.”

      “Don’t let her get under your skin,” Mare said with a shake of her head. “She’s hard on new sailors. Especially ones who she thinks are encroaching on her job. She’s fairly new herself, and we put her through a pretty bad gauntlet. She’s likely just over-eager to put someone else through it.”

      “I don’t want her job and I can put up with whatever tests she wants to throw my way,” Vi insisted, barely stopping herself from saying that even if she did, it wouldn’t matter because she’d be off the ship in a few days or weeks—however long it took. “I just want to be of use.”

      “All right, help us tie these in place. Your friend is good at knots—she can help if you need.”

      “She’s my sister,” Jayme corrected, and Vi realized she hadn’t done the same for Mare earlier.

      “I don’t care if she’s your lover’s cousin once removed. All I care about is that these crates don’t go sliding into our friends if we hit rough water in the night.”

      Doing as she was told, Vi began to slide rope through rings bolted to the floors and walls, wrapping them around the boxes. Her knot skills were quickly identified as sub-par, but the group didn’t immediately send her away, especially thanks to Jayme’s help—which was now a small victory. So she remained, clinging with every lurch of the ship to the same ropes she was securing, and trying to learn the knots Mare showed her.

      “… we’re headed out again so quickly?”

      The conversation continued around Vi as she worked.

      “Maybe she heard?”

      “Holly? That’s her name, right?”

      Vi struggled with her current knot, trying to get it to hold as Mare’s could.

      “She doesn’t know either.” It was Jayme’s voice that finally broke her from her thoughts. “And she’s not deaf or mute.”

      “What, sorry?”

      “They were saying your name, scatterbrain.” Mare gave her a thump on the head with her fist. Vi was certain that it was intended to be playful, but Mare had arms like tree limbs and she was left rubbing the crown of her head. “They’re asking about why we’re leaving so soon. Your sister and I already said you don’t know.”

      “Oh, yes, who knows why we’re off so soon.” Vi gave another tug on her ropes, looking at the other crates. They all seemed secure—and not a moment too soon, as the ship lurched again.

      “We? You just got here.” One of the Western men scoffed. “Don’t go talking like you’re one of the crew.”

      Vi pursed her lips to keep herself from objecting. She didn’t need to be one of the crew. It didn’t matter if they counted her among them or not. In fact, the less they liked her, the less they’d be inclined to even think about her when she disappeared. It was better this way.

      “All I know is we’re headed to a place called Beauty’s Bend.” She’d never seen such a place marked on a map before.

      “Beauty’s Bend?” One of the Western men said a hasty string of words in the old language of Mashan. “Out of all the spots… we’re headed there?”

      “You’re sure?” Mare grabbed her shoulder.

      “It’s what I heard Kora and Marcus talking about on deck. But I don’t know anything more.”

      “They’re going to get us killed.”

      “Cargo must be important,” Mare reasoned.

      “Get us killed for cargo, even worse.” The two men walked ahead, griping, Mare just behind them.

      Vi and Jayme brought up the rear. She stared at Mare’s back, debating asking why Beauty’s Bend was so important. She’d find out soon enough, she supposed.

      “Beauty’s Bend is in a dangerous spot,” Jayme whispered, slowing her feet. The rest of the crew ascended the stairs, leaving them to themselves.

      “Why?”

      “Imagine the Main Continent here.” Jayme held up her right hand. “And the Crescent continent is here.” Holding up her left hand and making a C shape with it, she angled it slightly to the left of her right.

      “Yes, I know the layout without the hand symbols.” Vi looked at her friend dumbly.

      “Well, they help me so please indulge me.” Jayme rolled her eyes. “The barrier islands arc around the Crescent Continent.”

      “Is Beauty’s Bend here?” Vi asked, pointing at the center of the arc between the two continents.

      “No… Beauty’s Bend is up here.” She pointed to the top of the arc. “It’s the curve around the barrier islands.”

      “Up by Blue Lagoon? Or Teeter Island?”

      “I guess, if that’s what their names are.” Jayme shrugged. “I’ve only heard it called Beauty’s Bend. But sailors have their own codes and ways. Many times they don’t want the names they call things to be on maps. Especially if they’re dealing in more… illicit goods.”

      “Then how do you know it?” Vi was forced to ask.

      “That’s part of why I was out talking to people.” Jayme gave her a friendly nudge, starting for the stairs. “You collect all the book knowledge, and I collect the information on the streets.”

      “Well, thank you for that, because my book knowledge is doing little for us right now.” Vi caught up in a few wide steps. “Why do you think we’re going all the way up to Beauty’s Bend? That’s beyond the end of the Main Continent, isn’t it?”

      Mare emerged from the cabin right as they were rounding the landing. “Because there are storms and worse between the barrier islands,” Mare said, answering even if she hadn’t been asked. “At the top of Beauty’s Bend is the Blue Lagoon, perfect for trading.”

      “So it is Blue Lagoon.” Vi glanced at Jayme with a smug smile.

      “Whatever it is we’re delivering must be important,” Mare mused aloud as they started up the stairs.

      “Why’s that?” Jayme asked.

      “Because Beauty’s Bend is one of the few places we dare to drop anchor, rather than trading on planks or tossing between vessels or on rowboats. It’s a hike to get to and we’re sitting ducks if anyone should catch us. Whatever it is better be worth it.”

      Vi held her tongue, barely stopping herself from reassuring Mare that it was, indeed, worth it to find their Emperor.

      “Aren’t you worried about pirates?” Jayme asked.

      “The pirates have to catch us first.” Mare grinned. “And they haven’t yet.”
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      Vi had wanted to make herself useful aboard the ship. Her body wanted to spill her guts over the deck railing.

      Vi: zero. Body: one.

      She spent the majority of the first two days trying to find her sea legs—they were determined to be elusive, and the consequences were an upset stomach unlike any Vi had ever endured. In turn, her suffering made her an object of ridicule to the majority of the crew, who seemed to think it was hilarious she was so affected by the rolling tides. Kora and Mare had kicked her out of their room, leaving Vi to curl up in a corner of the main deck to sleep.

      Originally, Jayme had gone out to keep her company, but Vi sent her back below. She was a mess, and there was no reason for them both to suffer just because she couldn’t seem to manage the swaying of the boat. At least from time to time, Vi got to watch Jayme being helpful to the rest of the crew in her stead.

      She watched the world drift by. The sails billowed with the wind, adjusting as the ship made its heading northward.

      The Main Continent was little more than a distant blur on the horizon, but Vi watched as it transformed from the rocky flat Waste to shrub trees, and then the towering jungle giants that were the northern forests. She’d gone south, and west, to go north again, to ultimately go west. If she were drawing her own course to Meru on a map, it would be the most inefficient zigzag.

      But making it was all that mattered.

      A biscuit appeared in Vi’s field of vision.

      “Hadn’t seen you turn over in a while,” Jayme said, chewing through her own ration. “Thought you may want to give this a go again.”

      Vi looked at the food warily. She had tried some of the doughy bread last night only to have it throw her stomach in full revolt. But the near-constant heaving throughout the day left her exhausted; combined with the hollow feeling in her stomach, Vi felt weaker than she ever had before.

      “I suppose it can’t hurt.” She took the food, taking a mouse-like nibble of its edge.

      “As long as you don’t throw it up on me.”

      Vi gave a small snort of laughter. “I’ll do my best.”

      Vi had expected Jayme to leave, but she sat on the deck instead, stretching out her legs. Her hair had been done in a tight coif, identical to how Vi had seen Mare wearing hers. Vi’s own hair was a bit of a mess, slipping from its braids, but they were still tight enough to keep it out of her face—and safe from whatever projections her stomach offered.

      She took another bite of biscuit, pleased to find it settling well in her stomach.

      “Mare do the braid for you?” Jayme nodded, tearing a hunk of her food. “Glad they’re being nice to one of us.”

      “They’re nice enough to you,” she said through her biscuit. “They’re risking their lives for you, after all.”

      “Yeah, but not by conscious choice—they don’t know they are.” Vi shrugged.

      “Does that make it less of a risk?” Jayme looked out over the deck and Vi’s attention followed.

      Two men leaned against the opposite railing, talking. The sun was hanging low in the sky, casting the whole ocean ablaze behind them. A few more milled about the quarterdeck with Mare, Marcus, and Kora. Vi counted ten people in total, including her and Jayme, which meant the other three men were below getting sleep before the night’s watch.

      “Don’t let them dig too deep into you.”

      “Easy for you to say. You seem to be a natural at this whole seafaring thing.” Vi rested her head against the railing, watching the sea speeding by. The Dawn Skipper was a nimble vessel, fast as far as Vi was concerned, though she had little to compare it to. She took another bite of her biscuit, mentally willing her stomach to remain calm. She was already feeling stronger.

      “Kind of glad I am, actually,” Jayme confessed.

      “A lot easier than what I’m going through.”

      “They say you should be through the worst of it.” Jayme gave her a pat on the back. “That it takes about two days.”

      “Mother, I hope so.”

      “I’m honestly surprised you made it this far.” The statement was stripped back and bare—a brutal honesty only Jayme could conjure.

      “Really?”

      “You’ve lived a life of luxury and safety. I wasn’t sure if you had it in you to cast that aside.”

      Vi gave a soft laugh. “Thanks for that.” She took another large bite of her biscuit.

      “You can’t blame me.”

      “Maybe a little. I thought you knew me better than that.”

      “Maybe we both still have a lot to learn about each other.” Jayme had a relaxed smile on her face as she looked out to sea. “A bit of salt and distance does us both good, I think.”

      “It could certainly be worse.” Vi’s eyes swept across the deck once more, lingering on Kora and Marcus. They were talking eagerly over the map Kora held. A cartography tool drifted over the map, passed from hand to hand as they discussed. Vi had such tools once, when she was still safe and ignorant. “Except for her.”

      “She’s not so bad when you get to know her.” Jayme saw what drew her attention. “I found out she’s from Oparium.” Southern port, closest to the capital; Vi visualized it on a map. “On a ship of mostly Western sailors, she has a lot to prove.”

      “Shouldn’t someone from Oparium have as much salt in their blood as someone from Norin?”

      “You know how the West can be when it comes to outsiders.” Jayme shrugged.

      “How every region of the Empire can be…” Vi frowned.

      “She says we have another day, maybe two until we’re there.”

      “Soon enough.” Vi looked out across the ocean, leaning forward to press her forehead against the railing once more.

      “You’re not going to puke again are you?”

      “No, give me another biscuit.”

      Jayme handed her another and Vi ate it, determined not to be bested by the sea.
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      It was the first crack of lightning that jarred Vi from sleep. She was upright in her bed in an instant, but still seemed to be the slowest of her group. The door was open, Mare and Kora a blur, Jayme behind them.

      “Strike topmasts!” Marcus shouted as he ran out of his cabin behind them. “We’re running the storm!”

      Sailors were quick, pouring out from below. Determined not to be the last on deck, Vi rushed out after them. The wind howled and carried the fresh smell of rain, but the storm had yet to reach the vessel. It was a swell blotting out the stars in the distance.

      A brilliant flash raced across the sky, splintering an uncountable number of times and lighting up the darkness for a brief moment before thunder rushed in. Vi stared up at the sky, dazed. She did not see the ocean, or the boat, but the end of the world drawing ever closer.

      Had the lightning been red? Had she imagined it?

      Another bright flare of lightning. Vi stared, both eyes open, unblinking. The thunder boomed, rolling with her stomach.

      “Red lightning?” one of the sailors shouted to no one in particular—confirming this was not a natural phenomenon to them either.

      “I don’t care if it’s red, blue, green, or pink. We’re dead if we’re caught in it,” Marcus shouted.

      It was red because Lord Raspian was gaining power—Vi was sure. What Taavin said was true. The dark god had been set free, and the world was slowly falling under his control as he gained strength.

      “How can I help?” Vi pushed herself into motion. Gawking would do nothing.

      “Out of the way, girl!”

      Vi stepped back, heeding his warning. Other soldiers worked the ropes attached to the sail, wrestling with them in the wind.

      Vi sprinted, narrowly dodging a rope snapping against the mast, to stand next to Jayme and Mare at the other end of the deck. Marcus had said to strike the sails. Doing so would drop the boom.  Vi held out her arms.

      “Vi—” Jayme didn’t have time to finish her thought.

      The heavy weight of the already rain-slick sail and wooden rigging slammed into them, nearly taking them both out. Vi knew bruises coated her arms, but somehow she managed with Jayme’s help. But even her friend was struggling.

      “Faster, crew!” Marcus shouted over the increase in wind. “If we don’t reef the sails, we’re not riding this!”

      “I got you two.” Mare’s voice appeared over Vi’s shoulder. Her thick arms strained as she helped Vi and Jayme cast the topsail aside. It was just in time to ready a second one.

      “Pull slack from the reef line!” One man shouted.

      “Holly, help me secure this!” Mare dashed across the deck, not even looking over her shoulder to see if Vi was following. “Hold the line.”

      Vi did as she was told, arms straining as the damp rope bit into her palms. She felt the muscles in her back strain as another gust of wind threatened to capsize the boat. The waves were picking up now, their white crests crashing nearly on deck, sloshing foam around her feet and the rest of the crew’s.

      “You’re set, Holly.”

      “Where’s my navigator?” Marcus shouted from the quarterdeck. Magic was heavy in the air around him and the raindrops caught on his power, slowing mid-air before falling limply straight to the ground.

      “Here!” Kora called back, sprinting from the rigging she’d been helping other sailors with. Vi watched as she jumped to the quarterdeck.

      Vi took a hesitant step forward. Kora had made it clear she couldn’t be of any help. Shaking her head, Vi turned, looking for Jayme. Her friend was clinging to a rope other sailors were in the process of tying off. Vi hastened over to help where she knew she’d be of use.

      “Give me a heading,” Marcus shouted over the wind, loud enough for the whole deck to hear. “I can’t see shite in this rain and dark.”

      The rope they’d been struggling with fastened, Vi looked in the opposite direction of the storm. She’d spent the day watching the Main Continent dwindle away. She would’ve seen clouds in the sky… Sure enough, it was still cloudless. That meant Meru was to their left, Solaris their right; if they were headed up to the Blue Grotto, they were moving northeast, and she’d lost sight of the Main Continent just before going to bed… given their speed…

      Her mind whirred, then Vi shouted on instinct, “We’re close to the Shattered Inlet.”

      Kora paused, looking down at her. She had a map that was quickly turning to pulp in the wind and rain. Her eyes narrowed slightly at Vi and Vi merely waited for her judgment. Either she’d believe her, or not.

      “Hard to starboard!” Kora commanded to Marcus and the crew on deck. “Shattered Inlet at port!”

      Magic filled the air. A sailor worked the helm and Marcus lent his skills as a Waterrunner to the waves below. The ship lurched forward.

      “Holly, up here,” Kora commanded. Vi was on the quarterdeck in an instant. The woman was still wary of her, but staying alive was winning out over any need to exert dominance. “Marcus says you’re a Firebearer.”

      Vi nodded. She was… more or less.

      “We need light. Get to the bow and cast your fire ahead of us. I need to see where the rocks are.” Even though they were standing next to each other, Kora still had to shout to be heard over the howling wind.

      “Understood!” Vi jumped back down to the main deck, slipped, recovered, and worked her way to the bow. Sailors cleared a path for her and Vi slammed against the railing as she slid to a stop at the very front of the vessel.

      Vi cast out her hand and, for once, didn’t even second guess her magic doing exactly as she commanded. In the distance, far enough away from the ship and high enough that they wouldn’t speed into it, a ball of flame erupted in the night. It cast the black waters in an angry red glow, not unlike the ominous red lightning of the storm quickly closing in on them.

      Glistening jagged rocks jutted up from the ocean—the Shattered Inlet, just as Vi suspected.

      “I want sailors on the rails!” Marcus bellowed.

      “Holly, you do that again. The rest of you look for rocks,” Kora ordered.

      Vi did as she was told. She was too soaked, exhausted, and frantic to even worry about losing control of her magic. She cast it out like she would for Lightspinning, but unlike Lightspinning, she relied solely on the instincts her father and Uncle Jax had instilled in her from the first moment she’d manifested.

      “Rocks at starboard!”

      The tiller squealed due to the rainwater coating it as the helmsman pulled on it, yanking the rudder below. Vi gripped the deck rail, her feet slipping. She squinted into the rain and cast out another ball of flame.

      If they were in the maw of the Shattered Inlet now, then the Greater Atoll was right before them—Little Brother Bay next to it. Vi threw fire with every thought, clinging to the rail with her free hand, feet sliding beneath her as the ship jostled. If they made it through this, they’d have a straight shot to Blue Lagoon.

      “Hard to starboard!” Kora commanded. “Correct back!”

      The whole crew worked the vessel flawlessly. They navigated the perilous rocks of the Shattered Inlet, racing to the sea beyond. The Dawn Skipper rode the swift currents of wind pushed out by the storms and the powerful currents Marcus helped create with magic. By the time they broke free of the worst of it, the outer edge of the sky had turned a soft purple.

      “Get the sails back up, lads and lassies, the sky seems to be calming,” Marcus ordered. His voice didn’t have the same bass as it usually did, the harshness of the gravel in his throat worn by a night of rain and magical exertion.

      Vi reached up, breathless, grabbing the watch at her neck. They’d done it. Her magic, her maps, had played a role. She couldn’t wait to tell Taavin. Vi slumped against the railing in relief.

      A heavy hand fell on her back, clapping her once right in the center. Vi jumped at the contact, spinning to see Kora—she hadn’t even heard the woman approach. “You were right. You do know your maps well for a landlubber.”

      “Thanks.” It was high praise, especially coming from Kora.

      “Now, excuse me while I see how off-course this made us so I can properly communicate how late we’ll be to our business partners,” she said dryly as she promptly turned and started below deck.

      “You’re welcome,” Vi muttered under her breath and avoided pointing out that they hadn’t really gotten off-course. Kora just wasn’t going to allow herself to give Vi a genuine compliment.

      “Don’t give her that look. I think it was progress.” Jayme approached, slinging her arm around Vi’s shoulders. “Now, let’s go below deck too, get dry, and get some sleep. You look dead on your feet.”

      “I feel it.” Vi gave her friend a once-over. There was some expected bruising and rope burn, but no major injuries. “You don’t look much better.”

      Jayme gave a low chuckle.

      As they headed for their cabin, Kora emerged from the room opposite. She wore a thick leather glove, protecting her flesh from the talons of a mighty bird. Around the bird’s foot was a small scroll.

      Vi paused, watching as she passed.

      “Vi, what is it?” Jayme asked, stopping as well.

      Vi continued to stare at the bird. It was a massive thing, ruddy brown. As if sensing her attention, its head swiveled back and the bird let out a loud caw. She wasn’t surprised Kora kept birds to communicate with other vessels—it made perfect sense, actually. She also shouldn’t be surprised that the bird was a desert eagle. They were likely common in Norin.

      But she would’ve sworn it had the same bright, steely eyes as the bird on the windowsill in Inton.
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      Vi was on deck shortly after dawn.

      She was the second to arrive after the early call of “Land!” was shouted across the vessel. Vi raced up to the bow, straining over the railing, as if by leaning slightly closer she could urge them forward.

      Jayme’s hands appeared on the railing next to her and, for a while, they let the commotion on deck occur around them. Vi’s heart was racing. Every step she took on this journey felt like a new point of no return.

      “So, that’s it,” Jayme said, finally.

      “That’s it.” Vi affirmed. As they continued to near, the isle grew. It looked much like Vi had imagined it: a sloping rise in the land, dotted with tall, wide-leafed trees and dense brush. The beach was white sand and curved around what Vi knew to be a sheltered grotto.

      “I hope we haven’t missed our counterparts…” Jayme murmured softly. “I want this all to go smoothly.”

      “You and me both.”

      “Ready the rowboat,” Marcus ordered, stepping out into the sunlight on deck. “You three, get out the goods.”

      Mare was close behind him. “I’m going to try to get two new bladders of fresh water.”

      “You’re not going ashore.” Marcus turned to Vi. “They’re in the boat with Kora.”

      “What? The green gills? Why them?” Mare pestered. “Isn’t it my turn?”

      “I don’t think I opened the matter for discussion,” Marcus said with a low growl.

      “You’re getting one.”

      “We’ll be in and out. I don’t want us anchored longer than we must be here. You’ll go ashore somewhere else if we need water.”

      “Fine,” Mare huffed, walking over to them. Vi was expecting to have to defend herself, but was pleasantly surprised when Mare merely lounged on the railing. “You two see any red flowers, spiky pedals, almost fuzzy centers, grab them. They’re called Fire Flowers and taste just like fresh cranberries.”

      Jayme and Vi shared a look.

      “Sure,” Vi merely agreed. It didn’t matter she wouldn’t be coming back. Mare was hardly the first person to whom she’d made a promise she had no intention of keeping.

      The ship coasted into a sheltered lagoon.

      The sails hung limply as they were stowed, loose rigging keeping them from catching the wind for the time being. A loud clanging noise brought Vi starboard. The anchor plunged into the icy clear waters with a splash and the whole ship rattled as the heavy chain clanked into the deep.

      “You ready?” Jayme asked from her side, hand on the hilt of her sword.

      “I think so.” Vi started toward the rowboat. “I hope you don’t have to use that.”

      “You and me both,” Jayme mumbled again.

      The rowboat was positioned just on the other side of an open gate in the railing. Vi recognized a large chest, already loaded in the boat’s center. Two men were in the boat, working the ropes and levers. Kora sat in the bow.

      “In with you both.” Marcus nodded to the boat. Then, turning to Kora, he added. “You’re sure about handling the negotiations? Gray Sail merchants can be shrewd.”

      “I’ll be fine.” Kora assured him. “I’ll also have Earnt and Varus with me, too.” She motioned to the two men in the rowboat, completely ignoring Jayme as she clamored in, sword and all.

      “I heard Mare giving some ration requests as well,” Marcus continued.

      “I’m sure she wants the usual. All will be well,” she reassured Marcus. “In and out.”

      “In and out,” he repeated with a nod. “We’ll start hoisting the anchor when we see you coming back.”

      After that, it was impossible to hold a conversation as the levers clanked and ropes creaked. Marcus walked away from the railing before they were even halfway down the side of the vessel.

      “Sit there,” Kora commanded, pointing to the crate. She pointed to Jayme next. “You, next to me. And stay out of the way.”

      Vi did as she was told, running her hands over the polished wood of the crate. With each shift of the rowboat she could hear a soft clanking, and the heavy fall into the water almost confirmed her assumption.

      “That’s full of gold and gems, isn’t it?” Vi asked as the two men situated themselves side by side at the center of the boat to row. Kora sat at the bow, Jayme at her side. Vi couldn’t help but wonder how much gold transporting a princess was worth. She couldn’t imagine there was much precedent.

      “It doesn’t concern you what’s in there.”

      “I know this isn’t a normal trade.” She struggled to keep her voice level—factual.

      “You do, don’t you…” Kora paused briefly, not more than half a breath, but time seemed to slow and hang on her next word. “Princess?”

      Vi’s nails dug into the crate slightly. “So Marcus told you?” She glanced at the other two men on the rowboat, trusting Kora to hear the unspoken question.

      “Have to know what we’re trading in order to negotiate.” The island was growing behind Kora.

      “How long have you known?”

      “Long enough,” she answered cryptically. “Who would’ve thought that a man like Marcus would give in to human trafficking? It looks like the times are driving everyone to extreme measures.”

      “It’s not trafficking,” Vi insisted quickly; she’d not have Marcus’s reputation ruined on her behalf. “I asked to go on this journey.”

      “Well, I suppose that could be true. You’re not trying to barter for your life at the first possible moment.” Kora looked her up and down. “But why would you go so far from home, to a continent you’ve been led to believe harbors the source of the White Death?”

      “I have to.” Vi stopped herself there, heeding Romulin’s words. She owed no one any more explanation than she desired to give.

      Kora opened her mouth to speak again, but paused, cut short by an icy gust of wind accompanied by the grinding of sand as the hull of the boat met beach. She stood in the bow, looking back toward the Dawn Skipper. Vi was about to follow her gaze when the wind howled yet again, carrying on it the sound of shouting.

      The unexpected gale drew her simple-spun clothes taut over her shoulders and set her hands instantly to shaking. In the span of time it took for them to row to the shore, the temperature had dropped precipitously. It should be impossible—they’d headed further north, not south. It should be warmer, not colder.

      A speck of white landed on her knee.

      Vi pressed her finger into it, watching as it melted into a damp spot on her leggings. Melted. Another damp spot joined the first, and then another. It was snowing, Vi realized in amazement. She’d spent her entire life without ever seeing the strange phenomena known as snow—ice falling from the sky in fairy-like motes of wonder.

      Raising her eyes, momentarily entranced by the dance of flurries, Vi returned to the present just in time to see Kora tossing the body of one of the crew overboard. Jayme was in the process of slitting the second man’s throat.

      What?

      What was happening? Vi was too dazed to even scream as Jayme let the body fall heavily over the side of the boat, blood swirling in the surf around them, staining the sand. She stared at her friend as she wiped her blade on the dead man’s shirt.

      “What?” Vi whispered, looking right at Jayme. Her eyes… were not the eyes Vi had come to know. They were eyes she’d never seen before. Brutal, cunning, careless.

      “You shouldn’t have gone so far from home.” Kora shook her head as a mother would to a toddler who had stepped out of line. “Fool of a princess. It’s in your blood, though. Not one Solaris has been particularly bright.”

      Vi opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again. There was a broken pathway between her mouth and her mind—a bridge that had collapsed, and she was now being swept away in the river rushing beneath it. She looked down at the bodies, another shiver running up her spine. Her eyes returned to Jayme, who had yet to say a word.

      “Jayme—” Vi’s dazed question was cut off by the sound of wood groaning.

      She turned in the rowboat, nearly tipping over the side, in time to witness the end of the Dawn Skipper. A ramrod of bright blue ice had impaled the smaller vessel, cleaving it in two. Men and women—mere specks—jumped off the larger ship flying sky-blue sails. A frosty mist poured out from the main deck, as though the entire vessel was made of ice sweating in the northern heat.

      “No…” Vi whispered. She watched as men and women jumped from the ramrod onto the sinking Dawn Skipper. No one would be left alive.

      “I was just like you.” Kora’s voice was closer than she would’ve liked. But Vi didn’t move away. She merely stared at the magic that seemed to writhe in the air covering the ice ship. “The first time I saw the Stormfrost.”

      “Stormfrost,” Vi repeated blankly, watching the carnage unfold. The crew made quick work of their deed before returning to the boat.

      “The vessel of the legendary pirate, Adela.”
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      “Jayme.” Vi’s eyes darted between her and Kora. “Now would be a good time.”

      “A good time to what?” Jayme arched her eyebrows.

      “Oh, she thinks you’re going to kill me.” Kora laughed, hopping out of the rowboat and almost skipping in the surf. “She and I go way back, almost as long as you two.”

      “What?” Vi looked to Jayme. Her friend—friend?—stood rigid, sword in hand, looking down at her. “What is she talking about? Aren’t you… You killed Marcus’s man to help us barter, right?”

      There was a hairline fracture cracking Vi’s understanding. Nothing made sense. The world was ice around her. It fell on her shaking shoulders, collecting in white drifts, melting through her clothes, soaking into her skin, and refreezing around her heart.

      Jayme slowly raised her sword, pointing it at Vi.

      “Get out of the boat,” she commanded, her voice low and dangerous.

      “What’re you doing?” Vi didn’t move.

      “Out of the boat.”

      “Jayme—”

      “Do it!” Her friend snapped. “I didn’t work this hard to get you this far, only to kill you because you’re just so bloody stupid.”

      “What are you talking about?” Vi whispered, standing slowly in an effort to perhaps coerce the woman into giving her answers through her compliance. “Get me this far?”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be friends?” Kora called from the beach. “Friends don’t screw up friend’s plots.”

      “Out.” Jayme flicked her sword through the air, and Vi obliged, too stunned to do anything else.

      The water made her suck in air as it splashed up to her thighs. It was like dunking in a vat of ice. Shivering and soaked from the waist down, Vi moved up the beach. Jayme sloshed behind her. When they were both on solid ground, Vi turned, surprised to find the sword point so close to her.

      “Tell me what’s going on,” Vi demanded firmly.

      “I don’t take orders from you, or anyone else in your family, anymore.” Jayme tilted her head, looking up at Vi in sheer rage. In that moment, Vi really wouldn’t have been surprised if she shoved the sword clear through her torso.

      “What’s going on, Jayme. Tell me?” Vi dropped her voice to a whisper, glancing at Kora. She was waving her arms, signaling to the icy vessel at the entrance of the lagoon. “She won’t hear now and—”

      “Oh, I don’t care if Kora hears. Kora knows everything. You’re the one who’s in the dark, Vi.”

      “What’s… everything?” Vi whispered. Her voice was so tiny, just like Vi felt in that moment.

      “See, Adela charged me with finding some new goodies…” Kora walked over. She could hear after all. “I docked up on Solaris and began listening around. Worked in the docks for a bit, got close to the Le’Dans—that was fortuitous. But it was when I was in the Crossroads that I really had my breakthrough with Jayme here.” Kora rested her hands lightly on Jayme’s shoulders.

      “You… you’re the woman Andru saw in the Crossroads.” Vi looked from Kora to Jayme. “You said you had no idea what he was talking about.”

      “I lied,” Jayme said it with an incredulous shake of her head. “You’re so damn gullible, you believed me when it came to just about everything.”

      “I believed you because I thought you were my friend!” Vi didn’t know if her voice broke in anger, or pain—likely both. The icy grip on her heart was spreading, building a cage. Every beat was slower, more strained. When it stopped, Vi didn’t know what would happen.

      “I was never your friend. I was the help. Your messenger. Your errand girl.”

      “I never saw you that way,” Vi said gently, pleading. It was already far too late. She was pleading for a girl—a woman—who had never really existed in the first place.

      “You’re a Solaris. Everyone is your plaything, your toy,” Jayme seethed.

      “So Jayme began selling us information,” Kora continued. “I hear Adela pays better than Solaris. I can’t say I’m surprised; her coffers are likely deeper.”

      “My letters…” Vi looked slowly from Kora to Jayme. The world was blurring into gray under the squalling snow. Or maybe the world had been so gray and void of color all along. “You shared my letters?”

      “It was easy enough. All I needed was to have a Solaris seal made, see to it that some official sealing wax fell into my hands. I had enough time in the palace and, like I told you once, us poor folk stick together.”

      “Those…” She felt violated, exposed, drawn out for the world to see. Her thoughts—raw emotions—poured into words only for her brother’s, mother’s, or father’s eyes, cast out to the world. “Those were mine… How could you?”

      “Like I said, easy enough.” There was no emotion there. Not one ounce of regret.

      “That was how we knew the Emperor Solaris was finally leaving the protection of his Empire, the course he’d be charting, and the vessel he’d be on.”

      “And now I’ll bring Adela his heir, and she will make me one of her crew,” Jayme said proudly. It was the pride that finally snapped something in Vi, the infuriating smugness that betrayed her frostbitten, blackened heart.

      “How could you?” Her voice rose to a near scream. “You sold my father to them? That’s my father, Jayme!”

      “A father for a father!” she screamed back, spittle flying. Her voice echoed over the water. “Your family took mine from me.”

      “Daniel Taffl was a willing soldier!”

      “My father gave more than a soldier gives. He loved your mother, and she turned her back on him. Had it not been for her, he would’ve left. But no, he stayed, and the Mad King got him.

      “My father gave his life for your family and got nothing! He was destroyed Vi, cast aside, left to die. And did your family care? No, they didn’t even go looking after him.”

      “Jax went looking!” Or so he’d said once. Vi thought he did. The details were blurring underneath the veil of sheer rage.

      “Another dog of the crown!” Jayme’s scowl deepened. “Your mother couldn’t be bothered.”

      “She thought he was dead until you showed up looking for work!”

      “Yes, and then they knew he was alive. They gave me a job. Such generosity. My father gave a life and they gave me work. And did they do anything else for him?” Jayme challenged. Vi stilled; she didn’t have an answer. “No, they didn’t. They left their mess to rot, as though they weren’t responsible.”

      Vi took a small step back, then a shuffle forward. She was pulled in every direction. Pity for Jayme, for her father, for the life they’d endured. Defense of her own family. Did the punishment Jayme was exacting fit the crimes perpetrated against her? One evil, begotten of the next, in a never-ending cycle.

      She clutched her head and let out a scream.

      “I think she’s gone mad.” Kora chuckled.

      “If you had told me, I would’ve done everything I could.” Vi looked to her friend. “You and Ellene were the closest thing I had to family in the North; I loved you.”

      “And I hated you,” Jayme responded without missing a beat. “You were a means to an end, preventing my lineage from forever being trapped under your family’s heel. I will not be grateful for your pity and scraps. I will not live without justice at the feet of the very people who saw my father harmed and cast him aside when he was no longer useful.

      “My revenge started with your father, it continues with you, and it will end when I dance on your mother’s grave.”

      Vi’s whole body trembled. A great and terrifying rage had reached a boiling point. Fissures erupted in her, power spilling out of them, feeding on a kind of hurt Vi had never known. Her heart had numbed, frozen over, and now shattered with an explosion.

      With a cry of pure agony and heartbreak, Vi’s magic exploded from her. It encircled them in a ring of flame.

      “Make her stop this,” Kora warned. “You said her magic wasn’t very good.”

      “It’s not,” Jayme assured Kora.

      The fools.

      Vi lifted a finger, pointing it right at Kora. With a horrible detachment, she uttered, “Juth calt.”

      To shatter.

      She pushed her magic into Kora, through her. The woman took a sharp inhale of air, eyes going wide. Inside, Vi strung her magic through and around every rib. She wove her power into the sinews and fiber’s of Kora’s every inch.

      So that when her glyph exploded, so too did Kora, coating the beach in carnage.

      Jayme was off-balance with shock. Her sword point faltered before she held it up again. “So you do have fight in you,” she growled.

      “You should know that,” Vi all but snarled in reply. She did not feel the fire that encroached closer as she took a step forward. But she felt the second life she’d ended already weighing heavy on her soul. “Didn’t I surprise you, after all?”

      “I won’t hesitate to attack you.”

      “I think you already have.” Vi stepped to the side in a quick motion. “Mysst soto larrk.” The sword appeared in her hand as she lunged forward.

      Jayme parried, taking a step back. Vi held her blade in place, leaning forward slightly.

      “How could you?” she whispered to the woman who was once her friend. “How could you spend years with me, telling me you were my confidant, my ally? That you were out to protect me, all the while knowing what you were doing to hurt me?”

      “Easily.” Jayme slid her blade down to the hilt of Vi’s. Vi jumped back. “And I would do it all again, given the chance.”

      “Did you ever care for me?” Vi let the sword down, throwing out her hands at her sides, as though attempting to take back her friend in her arms one last time. Tears streamed down her cheeks, evaporating in the heat before they could hit the ground. Let her friend return to her and let them wake from this nightmare together. “Did you ever see me as I saw you?”

      “Never.”

      Vi let out a single cry of agony. It was the end of her. The last shred of her innocence burning on the fire that Jayme had lit.

      “How could you?” Vi lunged. Jayme held up her sword. “Mysst xieh!” Vi all but shouted in her face, pushing away Jayme’s sword with her shield.

      They toppled onto the sand, Vi on top, Jayme’s sword pinned. The fire swirled around them, closer than ever before. She looked down at the familiar brown eyes.

      “I did all I could for you. Why was I not enough?”

      “You never could have been. Your name alone was all it took for us to be enemies.” Jayme spat at her face. Vi stared in dull disbelief. They couldn’t be on further ends of the spectrum. “If you’re going to kill me, then do it. It won’t be the first Taffl your family murdered.”

      “Your father is alive! Don’t you want to live and return to him?”

      “Not if I return as another pawn of Solaris! I’d rather die free than live under your rule.”

      Vi shook her head violently.

      “Kill me if you’re going to,” Jayme repeated her earlier demand. “I’m not going to grovel for my life.”

      “I don’t want to kill you!” Vi pressed her eyes closed in agony. She was pulled in more directions than she could count. But all of them held her against the woman in the sand, caught in stasis between her life and the fire surrounding them.

      “Then I’ll kill you!” Jayme began to twist, breaking free of Vi’s hold.

      They rolled. Jayme came out on top. Her sword drew back—point toward Vi’s chest.

      The world held its breath for a moment alongside Vi Solaris.

      She saw everything in perfect clarity. Her one-time friend, illuminated by the orange light of her wild, raw magic. The face of the traitor that Jayme had exposed herself to be was superimposed over the kind eyes Vi once knew. High above them, the sun hovered, as though the Mother was watching the squabbles of her children, waiting to see how it would all unfold.

      Vi gave a soft sigh and drew back in her magic.

      Jayme let out a cry—the last sound Vi ever heard leave her lips—as she plunged her sword downward toward Vi’s breast.

      “Juth calt,” Vi whispered softly, almost gently. But what she said internally was, shatter like me.

      It was an instant kill, clean, simple. Jayme shuddered, eyes rolling back, chest bulging slightly as Vi’s magic exploded her heart from within. She slumped, slid sideways, and fell to the sand, dead.

      Vi twisted her head, staring at the visage of what had once been Jayme Taffl Graystone, willing herself to feel something. Anything.

      But there was a hole in both their chests now where their hearts had once been.

      And no feelings came.
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      Her friend was gone.

      Her friend had never been there to begin with.

      Vi continued to lay in the sand, inches from Jayme. She stared listlessly, eyes unfocused.

      Get up! a voice urged in her.

      Why?

      The voice didn’t have a worthy retort, so Vi continued to lie there. Perhaps, if enough snow fell, the whole world would freeze over and put a great hold on everything. But the Mother was not so kind.

      The world was ending, just not by ice.

      The sound of sand beneath the hull of a rowboat brought Vi back to alertness. She finally pushed herself upward. Magic crackled off her, igniting the air with the rage that still simmered under her skin.

      She didn’t make it very far before two arms suddenly appeared, hoisting her up. They yanked her hands forward and before Vi even realized what was happening, a man clamped shackles made of what looked like shimmering glass—crystal, she realized dully—around her wrists. Her whole body was instantly heavier as the spark retreated from her.

      Darkness. Nothing but darkness within her.

      Vi slowly found her feet as the men began to pull her away from Jayme. She had to keep moving. There was nothing more for her here—her friend was gone.

      Her friend had never been there to begin with.

      Ten pirates had come to retrieve her, each more hardened and terrifying than the last. If Jayme’s devious tasks had been some kind of trial to join Adela’s crew, she couldn’t imagine what horrors these men and women had wrought in the pirate queen’s name. Vi hoped Adela had sent her best after the display she’d shown on the beach.

      A fist balled itself in her hair. Pain barely registered to her anymore. Vi’s entire threshold and understanding of what pain was had been shaken. She hadn’t even set a new baseline. But the pirates were working to do that for her.

      Whoever had a hold of her braids yanked. Vi’s mouth opened on instinct to let out a yelp. But before she could, a ball was shoved between her teeth. The gag was cold. It burned her teeth and her tongue stuck painfully to it before the natural heat of her breath warmed it from the inside out.

      “In the boat.” One of the pirates pushed her forward.

      Vi stumbled, eliciting snickers from around her. Balancing herself was awkward with the heavy shackles. But she straightened enough to look them each in the eye to convey a single thought; She had killed to get this far. They should keep treating her like the threat she was.

      The rowboat glided across the lagoon. Two men for each oar made quick work of the lagoon. Vi kept her eyes forward, ignoring the debris-littered waters, the carnage, and the conversation happening around her.

      “Who would’ve thought she had it in her?”

      “She is Aldrik’s daughter.”

      “He fought like hell, didn’t he?” Vi glanced at the man who said the last part. His eyes locked with hers and a grin widened his face. “You hear your dear ol’ dad’s name? Wanna go running after him?” The man leaned forward, getting right up in her face.

      The last person who got in her face and threatened her family was dead on the beach.

      “Well you’re too late. We got him locked up tight on our Isle of Frost… Pretty little bargaining chip, that. Can’t wait to see what Adela cashes him in for.”

      “Shut up, Edgar,” one of the other pirates snapped. “Adela won’t like you talking to her.”

      “Upset Adela, and you’ll answer to Fallor.”

      Fallor. Vi’s eyes widened and she fought the urge to try to speak. Moving her jaw only seemed to further press the agonizingly cold ball gag against her teeth.

      Of course Fallor was alive. Why would Jayme kill one of her own? They had likely been in cahoots the whole time. It must have been some kind of test, to prove Jayme’s loyalty. Or perhaps it was all a set-up to deepen Vi’s trust in her “loyal” guard.

      The hull of the Stormfrost was nearly three times the size of the Dawn Skipper, making the smaller vessel look like little more than the remnants of a toy crashed on the battering ram. Vi saw the hulking form of Marcus, face down, amid the debris bobbing in the relatively still waters of the lagoon.

      How many had died because of her? Surely, the crew knew the risks they were taking. But this was certainly more than they bargained for.

      She struggled to keep her gaze forward. She couldn’t allow herself to feel guilty. She had to worry about her own survival. That was all that mattered now.

      Ropes descended on their little rowboat and the men quickly tied them off. Vi felt her stomach sink as the vessel lurched, hoisted from the water. It clanged against the side of the ship, sheets of ice falling into the water below. Like self-healing armor, the patches repaired nearly instantly with spindly fingers of frost reaching to cover the exposed wood.

      The magic it took to create such a barrier—one that could regenerate on its own—must come from some immeasurable well. It prompted a dull, bitter thought for the darkened spark inside of her. But the ice itself jarred a different memory—her vision from the Crossroads, of the frosty beach. Given what the pirate had said… they truly did have her father, alive yet, somewhere.

      The rowboat was maneuvered back into its place and not a second later Vi was all but pushed off with a gruff, “Out.”

      Vi complied, stepping onto the main deck of the icy ship, nearly slipping in the process. She barely managed to recover. Vi tried to force her spark around her feet to give them better purchase, but it was still dark in her. No matter how hard she tried to summon the magic, it refused to heed her call.

      Vi didn’t panic. Even if she’d had her spark, she was so outnumbered it was comical.

      The crew was situated in a semi-circle around her. They didn’t brandish their weapons, but had them very clearly at hand even though she was constrained physically and magically. Most of the crew were wrapped in heavy wool and thick furs—but some wore loose-fitting clothing more regularly associated with seafaring.

      Those would be the Firebearers or Waterrunners, Vi assumed. Firebearers because they could keep their spark right under their skin for warmth. Or Waterrunners, because the ice would not affect them nearly as much. Or perhaps they had some other magic entirely—either way, it gave her a rough estimate of the number of sorcerers aboard.

      Magic did not surprise her.

      But seeing men and women outside of her visions who were not-quite-human still did.

      While all were human-like, two had upturned noses and a pale blue flesh with shimmers of magic that ran over what appeared to be scales. There was a man like the one she’d seen in her vision with her father on Meru—he looked as if he possessed some reptilian heritage, as he bore opalescent organic plates on his skin, an elongated snout-like nose, and slitted eyes. Several were nearly-human, but with faintly glowing dots on their brows in place of eyebrows.

      “Welcome to the Stormfrost, Vi Yarl Ci’Dan Solaris, crown princess to the Solaris Empire.” A woman emerged from the center of the group, commanding Vi’s full attention.

      Her eyes held the ocean itself within, her hair held the winds of winter, and she walked with a cane held by an icy hand.

      Adela. Vi recognized her from the vision at the Crossroads. But being in the woman’s presence was staggering. An impossible amount of magic radiated from her. A large bird was perched on her shoulder—bright-eyed and ruddy-feathered. It was the same one Kora had sent the day before.

      “You are not the easiest woman to catch. But if anyone was to do it, it would be me.”

      Vi glared at her, balling her hands into fists.

      Adela ignored her silent anger, turning to the crew that had been with Vi on the rowboat. “Where’s Kora and the lady of the hour—our dear Jayme?” Just the way Adela asked betrayed she already knew the answer.

      “She killed them.”

      “My my, killing my crew.” Adela walked over to Vi slowly. She stopped when she was a mere breath away. “What am I going to do with you?” she whispered, looking Vi up and down. For once, Vi couldn’t read someone’s assessment of her. Whatever thoughts Adela had, she was keeping them well away from her face. “Take her below.”

      Adela punctuated the statement by bringing her cane before her, tapping it lightly between their feet. Light shot out from its tip, spreading across the icy coating of the vessel and running up the masts. The sails unfurled at the silent command, and the ship began to move.

      “We make headway for Salvidia immediately. The elfin’ra want her fresh.”

      Two men grabbed her at her elbows, hoisting her off the deck. Vi didn’t even bother struggling. It wouldn’t get her anywhere.

      “Oh—” Adela stopped the men carrying her with a sound. “Do not take the gag from her mouth under any circumstances. I’m told she’s a Lightspinner.”

      “To feed her?”

      “Feed her?” Adela gently petted the bird on her shoulder. “It’ll only take us six days to get to Salvidia. If she’s anything like her father, I think she can sustain for that long without dying.”

      The men picked her up once more, dragging her below the main deck of the Stormfrost. The rest of the crew parted to make room, then continued about their duties, as if already bored with her. Vi was helpless to do anything other than be manhandled.

      She needed to save her strength more than ever.

      She had six days to plan an escape from the most infamous pirate in the world… or be handed over to those who would sacrifice her to their dark god and bring about the end of days.
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      Vi sat curled in the back of a prison cell made of ice.

      It didn’t entirely look like a prison cell—at least not the ones Vi had seen before in books and certainly not like the hanging cages of Shaldan. There were two flame bulbs frozen to the wall, fire managing to flicker within without ruining the integrity of the ice. There was scarce little else—a bed, and a place for Vi to relieve herself connected to the outer hull—though she had yet to make the attempt as that, too, was frozen over, and her shackles made it awkward.

      The bed was the only thing not completely covered in ice. Vi was nestled in the furs that had been piled atop it, her back against the wall, facing the only point of exit and the one thing that made her feel as though she were in a cell. The opposite wall was made entirely of ice, like Adela’s hand, bars spanning from floor to ceiling. Only a Waterrunner—and a powerful one at that—would be able to break through or alter the ice.

      Or a skilled enough Firebearer.

      Or a Lightspinner.

      That is, a Firebearer or Lightspinner whose magic wasn’t smothered to oblivion.

      Fighting another shiver, Vi continued to stare listlessly forward. Drool collected around the gag in her mouth, dripping from her chin from time to time. Wiping it away was her only movement.

      She had to focus on thinking of a way to escape. But all she could think of was her family. Was her father rotting away in a cell similar to this one on the Isle of Frost the crew had mentioned?

      Escape, and kill them all, Vi thought darkly. The hole in her chest left by Jayme’s betrayal was slowly consuming her bodily. If Vi could thank her now, she would; Jayme taught her an important lesson—just how far she would go for her family and her mission.

      “Well, well… look at you now, princess,” a familiar voice sneered. Fallor strolled into her field of vision, as if he was taking a walk through a park. “How far you’ve fallen.”

      Vi narrowed her eyes slowly, watching him.

      “Oh, don’t get up, princess, not on this lowly soldier’s account.”

      She hadn’t intended to. He wasn’t worth the energy.

      It was then Vi noticed the thick black brows he’d had painted on the last time she’d seen him were gone. In their place were four small dots above each eye that seemed to almost shimmer with a dark, crimson color.

      “Wondering what these are?” He noticed her stare.

      Vi gave a small nod. Let’s see how much precious information she could get him to slip.

      Fallor leaned into the bars, gripping them with his bare hands. Vi couldn’t imagine how he would pry them off without losing a layer of flesh to the ice. He pushed his face forward, ruddy hair hanging around it in gnarly ropes. “They’re the mark of the Morphi.”

      Vi tilted her head.

      “You wouldn’t know, as a dweller of the Dark Isle. You have no idea of half the splendid things in this world.” He pushed away, still grinning like a madman. “And you never will. You’ll rot here until we deliver you to the elfin’ra. And from what I hear, they’ll make you wish you were back in Adela’s generous accommodations.”

      Vi kept her face passive. The last thing she wanted to do was give this man any kind of emotion. Fear or rage—he’d delight in all of it, because it would give him the knowledge that he had power over her—that he could control, in part, what she felt. And Vi would be damned if she gave him the satisfaction.

      “Seeing you, like this… so strong, so stubborn… you remind me of your father. He was like this too, you know, at first. You’re making him proud.”

      The gag in her mouth ached. She wanted to spit every vile curse she knew at this man. But other than gnawing on the iron ball between her teeth, Vi worked to remain passive. At least until Fallor added, “But you’ll break eventually, just as he did. And he was a delight to crush.”

      Vi launched off the bed and crossed the small cell in two wide steps. She glared at Fallor through the bars. Fists balled. Face lined with anger.

      “Oh, you want to get to me?”

      She nodded. She’d tear him apart with magic. She’d show him exactly who was going to be crushed.

      “You want to speak?”

      She nodded again, even though she knew he was just toying with her.

      “Perhaps the elfin’ra will let you in five days. Enjoy your time here, princess.”

      Fallor left. Vi watched him stroll down the long hall she’d been dragged down, up until the point he vanished from her field of vision. Vi spun in place, leaning against the bars. The ice sent tingling daggers up her spine, clearing her head.

      She couldn’t allow herself to get so fired up; she would just play into their hands. But her emotions seemed fragile and scattered. Just when she thought—

      Fire.

      A thought crossed her mind, a wild idea… she turned, staring at the flame bulb. If she was lucky—and nothing about this situation led her to believe she was—one last insane idea may just be her ticket out of Adela’s clutches.
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      Two days.

      Two days passed.

      At least, she thought it was about two days. Once a day, seemingly around the same time, Fallor came to “check” on her. He volleyed insults and jibes through the bars, meaningless verbal attacks that Vi let slide off her skin like vinegar off oil.

      Each day she stared at him dully, balling her emotions deep within her. Focusing only on what must be done.

      Each night, she ran through maps and rough estimates in her head. She had no idea exactly how fast the Stormfrost was moving through the tides, but she’d seen a similar ship in Erion’s books. Using the reported speeds of that vessel and the fact that they had begun their journey on Blue Lagoon, Vi estimated they were somewhere near the easternmost tip of Meru.

      It was just an estimate, however.

      Until Fallor confirmed it on the third day.

      “It’s a shame you can’t see it,” he gloated in that terrible, skin-crawling tone of his. “To be close enough to Meru to lay eyes on the coast but unable to see it… You could’ve made history and completed your father’s mission if you’d made it to the continent. But he failed, and so will you.”

      On and on Fallor went about her family’s shortcomings. Vi fought a yawn. She had her information.

      As soon as he left, Vi stood. Her plan was roughly constructed and risky at best—suicidal, more likely. But while Vi had no intention of dying, it would be better to die at sea than to hand herself over to the elfin’ra.

      Vi stood, taking a deep breath. She turned to the flame bulb, starting over toward it. If Vi had been any shorter, she wouldn’t have been able to reach it. But perhaps she had been blessed with height for just this moment.

      Raising her arms over her head and twisting her wrists back, Vi said a silent prayer that no one would hear what she was about to do, then smashed her shackles into the ice covering the bulb.

      Much like the rowboat as it slammed against the hull of the ship, the ice cracked and splintered, falling in pieces. Vi let momentum ricochet her arms back before redoubling her efforts and smashing forward yet again. More white fractures formed and broke into cracks. She repeated the process one more time—two—and on the third, it broke to the glass underneath.

      Glass fractured, embedding into her palms. Before the flame could extinguish Vi jumped, turning. Her hair singed—the stink of it filled her nose.

      She could burn off all her hair if that’s what it took. She needed to burn through the heavy leather straps holding the ball gag in her mouth. If she could get off the gag, she could muster her Lightspinning. If she could do that, she could get rid of the shackles.

      She hoped. This all hinged on the theory that the pirates had put both gag and shackles on her to stymie two different kinds of magic: the gag for her Lightspinning, and the shackles for her fire magic. If she couldn’t speak, she couldn’t say Yargen’s words to summon her powers that way. If she couldn’t access the raw power of her spark and channel it as fire, she was useless as a Firebearer as well.

      Smoke filled the air and was quickly replaced by the wintry cool of the ship. Vi reached up, tugging at the gag on her cheeks. She struggled, inching her fingers back, working to try to reach the clasp. But she couldn’t; she was still too immobile and the leather was holding strong.

      Turning, she raced to the other flame bulb, repeating the process.

      A loud bang broke her concentration briefly as she heard the door at the end of the hall slam open. Vi turned back to the fire behind a bulb of glass and thin sheet of ice. She smashed against it again. And again.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” The man behind the bars barked at her.

      Vi ignored him, heaving one last mighty smash. The glass shattered once more. Her hands plunged straight through the wall behind, fingers crunching against the ice. Her wrists were in the last remnants of the flame before it extinguished.

      But this time, the fire didn’t die.

      An explosion of light originated from Vi’s wrist as the wooden bead from the Mother Tree heated and exploded in an array of fire and light. Vi felt it wash over her like the tides of the sea on which she was trapped adrift.

      The man was thrown back in the blast.

      He hit the wall opposite with a thud; the remaining icy bars shattered atop his hunched form. Vi felt magic—her magic. No, different. This was hers but not. Everything was sharper, more precise, as though this was the magic she was yet working toward.

      Yargen’s power originates from the Mother Tree. The rogue thought wandered through her mind, said in Ellene’s voice.

      Vi ripped the gag from her mouth. The shackles had been destroyed in the blast. Massaging her jaw and jumping over the limp body of the man, she made a dash for the stairs.

      Her plan wasn’t going quite according to expectations. But the result was the same—she was out. She had her magic. Now… she had to figure out how to get off the boat and to Meru.

      The fire followed her, sprinting ahead like a ribbon unrolling upward through stairwells and ladders to the main deck. People attempted to approach her, twice, but they backed away from the flames in fear, shouting curses. Vi spat magic at them left and right, not caring who she levied juth against.

      Vi emerged onto the main deck, surprised to find it dark. Fallor had been coming at night, not morning as she’d originally suspected. Not that it mattered now. She was too far along in her attempt to turn back now.

      “Fire below!” a man bellowed, rushing out of the portal she’d just come through. Vi felt the crackle of magic at her back—a Waterrunner no doubt trying to subdue the flame.

      “Fire above!” a woman shouted back, jumping from the quarterdeck to land heavily at Vi’s side. As she stood, ice shards appeared in the air in a wide arc around her. With a flick of her wrist, they were sent hurling toward Vi.

      “Mysst xieh,” Vi said as she raised a hand. The glyph of light was ablaze and the ice hissed as it melted on contact. It was as though all of her magic right now had been steeped in flame.

      A rumble from deep within the bowels of the ship stilled them all. Vi turned toward its source and like the frosty breath of an icy dragon waking, mist poured from the opening beneath the quarterdeck—where Vi had just come from. There was no sensation of flames beneath any longer, just the stillness of ice. The tap tap tap of a cane announced Adela’s arrival. She emerged into the moonlight, the draped silks over her shoulders heavy with ice.

      “Give this up and return to your cell,” Adela cautioned. “You try my patience.”

      “Let me off this vessel, and I’ll allow you and everyone on it to live.” Vi didn’t really think the threat would work, but damned if she wasn’t going to try.

      Adela laughed.

      Tearing her eyes from the pirate queen, Vi turned toward the northwestern horizon. She could barely make out the silhouette of what she hoped was land and not clouds.

      “I need you alive, girl; I don’t need you well,” Adela cautioned.

      “Juth starys!” Vi didn’t wait for the woman to make her first move. She sent a ball of fire in Adela’s direction and began to run once more.

      It would be safer to commandeer a rowboat, but it would almost ensure her recapture. Adela would find her among the dark waters and hoist her back into the boat. She would freeze the sea itself around Vi’s escape and ensnare her. There was only one hope for a way out—to be lost in the waves.

      “Remember you chose this,” Adela said, almost bored. Lifting her cane with her icy hand, she dropped it onto the deck. A ripple of magic shot out, expanding until it reached in front of Vi before it propelled upward through the air, a solid wall of ice. Vi turned, only to find the ice spreading around and above her, forming a near-perfect cube.

      It was so cold that even within her flames, Vi shivered. She looked through the nearly transparent wall at the sea beyond. A little more—it would not end like this.

      Closing her eyes, Vi dug deep. She was exhausted, famished, worn to the bone; whatever magic had been unleashed from Ellene’s bracelet was waning.

      “Yargen please, just a little more.”

      Fire pushed against the ice, magic pitted against magic. Vi opened her eyes to see her progress, but there was nothing but light surrounding her. Yet she could feel it, the walls of ice that tried to contain her unstoppable fire, and pushed all the harder.

      “Juth calt,” Vi said, and put an end to her icy prison with a crack that seemed to echo through her very essence. It was followed by another, and another, and then—a rupture that shook the ship itself. Freed, her fire ran over the deck, leaving people screaming in agony, fleeing from its incinerating tendrils.

      Vi turned, looking back to Adela. She found the woman encased in her own thinning shield of ice.

      “You…” the woman whispered. “It was you, your magic that broke my treasure ward all those years ago.” There was a joke somewhere in those words, judging from Adela’s crazed laughter, but it was lost on Vi. “It was you who stole the Crown of the First King from me! You, a human girl!” She was screaming now. “How? Tell me how!”

      Everything around them was burning as Vi’s fire continued to increase in power. Men and women screamed, jumping into the water, pouring out from decks below. The ashen ice-soaked wood was quickly drying under the heat of her flames, the ancient tinder going up almost eagerly once freed from its cold prison.

      “You would see your crew die and your ship burned to save yourself?” Vi wondered at the strange phenomenon she witnessed around her: Adela was drawing her power inward to protect herself. She was the only one untouched by Vi’s fire.

      “I’ve lived too long to die here and now,” Adela said off-handedly, the ice continuing to surround her like a frozen coffin. “I have much to do, yet. And I know you won’t kill me now, little princess. Because I have your father.”

      Time seemed to slow. The crackle of the flames had vanished alongside the screams of the pirates. There was only Adela and her savage grin with the sounds of Vi’s breathing layered atop.

      “I will find him with or without you. Nothing will stop me,” Vi whispered. With a shout of agony, Vi placed all her focus on Adela. “Juth starys hoolo!” Ice sheered away in sheets at the initial fiery assault, evaporating before it could even drip onto the deck.

      “Finally, a Solaris with real fight!” Adela pushed the ice forward.

      Startled, Vi didn’t have the chance to incinerate it completely, and was sent tumbling by the blow. She felt the tell-tale crackle of magic under her left shoulder and Vi rolled just in time to see a spear of ice protrude from the deck. Another crackle, another roll, this time onto her knees.

      Adela lifted her cane, and a thick mist poured from the top. Like a weighted blanket, Vi could feel it sitting heavily atop her flames, trying to smother them. She stood, ignoring the force pushing her downward.

      With a wave of her arm, and a shout of “Juth mariy,” Vi attempted to stunt Adela’s magic. The woman dodged her glyph. Why did she ever try mariy? It never worked.

      But Adela’s movement redirected her oppressive mist, and that allowed Vi’s flames to feed off fresh air once more, seeking more exposed timber to burn.

      The pirate captain shifted her cane from hand to hand. Reaching out with her icy grip, her fingers elongated to dagger-like points.

      “Mysst xieh.” The shield blunted the icy lances. She was so busy with the first attack that Vi didn’t notice new ones appearing at her flank.

      Vi let out a scream—a noise she’d never heard herself make before—as pain poured from her like the crimson blood that spattered the deck. She looked at the blood, remembering the carnage she’d wrought on the beach.

      This was how people died.

      “And here I thought you were something special.” Adela withdrew her hand, returning it to her side.

      Pressing her hand into her side, trying to stave off the blood flow, Vi blinked at Adela in an attempt to regain her focus. Better dead than in the hands of the elfin’ra, a voice repeated in her mind. Life had been reduced to a terrible mantra.

      “Halleth ruta sot. Halleth ruta toff.” Vi attempted each healing spell. But it was a discipline she and Taavin had yet to study properly. She felt her skin knit and mend, already scarring in odd and uncomfortable ways with her clumsy attempts.

      “Fire below is sorted,” Fallor’s shout broke through her concentration. But Adela remained focused.

      She raised her cane once more, and Vi turned, running. She closed her eyes, seeking out the light that now seemed to be at the distant end of a tunnel—the light that had always burned so brightly for her was growing dim. One more time, Vi beseeched it.

      Come to me, one more time!

      She ran blindly into the railing. It knocked the wind from her and crushed Vi’s arms against the wound she’d been attempting to heal. One last, brilliant explosion of light and flame was all her body had to give. She would take them all with her, burn them alive so they would not hurt another member of her family—or any family—ever again.

      Vi tumbled forward into the air off the side of the boat. She went head first into the sea like a falling star, brilliant, before the dark waves crashed down over her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two
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      “Fallor, after her!” Adela’s shriek was barely a whisper over the crashing waves in Vi’s ears.

      Vi pushed against the waters, trying to swim. Everything hurt, everything felt heavy. Her heart, her mind, her body, even her magic was at its limit. She’d given everything and now was dried up. There was nothing left for her to give.

      She surfaced from the waves with a spout of air. There was the cry of a bird, loud and echoing overhead. Vi’s hand hung limply at her side, her mind filling with the thought of the dark waves around her, bright sea foam, and an angry dawn reflecting in the water.

      “D-D-Duroe,” she managed through chattering teeth. The water was frigid, but warming the further she got from the boat. “Watt…” One more, one more and then anchor the glyph. “Ivin.”

      Vi didn’t know if she was successful. But she felt the magic underneath her hand, tight in her grip, like a treasure she would never relinquish. Hopefully, it would shield her, and one of Taavin’s last lessons on Lightspinning hadn’t gone to waste.
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        * * *

      

      Darkness.

      The world was awash with darkness that smelled of salt and ash. She floated through it, adrift in a giant sea of impenetrable blackness. It was suffocating, heavy, drowning…

      Vi pushed upward toward the early sunlight, gasping in air, just as another wave crashed down on her, bringing darkness anew.

      She turned, belly up and barely breathing. The sea rolled and she rolled with it. Hazy images plunged into nothingness over and over, more times than she could count.

      Judgment. This was her judgment for trying to change a desolate future. This was her punishment for thinking she and her family might triumph despite all odds.

      The Mother watched her from above, threatening to burn her face where it protruded from the foamy sea. Vi pressed her eyes closed, unwilling to see the light once more. For the light had failed her. The light had not been enough in the one moment she’d needed it most. And now… now she waited for Adela to find her yet again. She awaited recapture and delivery to the elfin’ra.

      Yet it was not Adela who took Vi into her hands… but the same Goddess she believed had forsaken her.

      The roar of waves, the crash of her body against a rocky shore, the cool feeling of wet sand in her face—Vi forced her eyes open, blinking into the light. She couldn’t move, and everything ached. There was a bloated, heavy sensation about her body that Vi had never felt before. Water flowed up into her nostrils with every new crash of the waves at her feet, causing her to sputter and cough.

      Pushing herself upward, Vi made an attempt to stand—to merely crawl. But her hands, cut and torn from the glass she’d broken, slipped out from under her. She hadn’t made it very far, but she had managed to get her nose and mouth above the tide, and that was good enough for now.

      Darkness, once more.

      A soft grinding noise eventually stirred her. There had been nothing but the sound of wind, the cry of gulls, and the rushing of water for hours—days? It felt as if she had been washed upon the beaches of the hourglass of time, destined to slip through its eye again and again as an invisible hand flipped the device—resetting it every hour.

      The noise of grinding sand repeated, growing louder until it was close enough that Vi could recognize it as footsteps. Yet the moment she made the connection, the sound ceased. Prying her eyes open—breaking the thin crust of salt and grime that had nearly sealed them closed—Vi blinked into the late sunlight of the day.

      A pair of booted feet stood before her. They were the shoes of a traveler—worn and dusty with scratches marring the surface of the leather so soft, it pooled around the ankles.

      These were boots she knew.

      Vi twisted her head, feeling shells grind against her right ear as she followed the legs clad in cotton upward to where the wide hem of a coat covered from knees to chest. It was embellished in gold with seaming that would have looked near-regal if it didn’t also look positively ancient in its construction and care. Wiry bits of thread jutted from the fabric and patches helped keep the garment together.

      The man tilted his head. A messy mop of what she knew to be dark purple—not black—hair caught the dim morning light like coal picking up fire. He stared down at her with emerald eyes offset against ruddy skin Vi would’ve associated with a Westerner if she were still in the Solaris Empire.

      The Empire… Her mind curled sluggishly around the thought, clinging to it. Had she made it?

      “T-T-Tav—Where am I?” she wheezed through cracked lips, speaking to what could only be an exhaustion-fueled vision. Vi looked down at her hands, confirming there was no magic there summoning him. That meant…

      He crouched down, the better for Vi to see him clearly. There, the curved scar so familiar it might have graced her own cheek. She tried again to twist, but her side protested in sharp agony at the movement.

      “Is it really you?” she whispered. It couldn’t be. It couldn’t be him, of all people.

      “It is really me,” he answered softly.

      He reached out, scooping her upward, pulling her soaked form to him.

      Vi allowed herself to curl against his chest, his arms locked around her. Taavin pressed a kiss into her forehead. Vi felt water on her cheeks, but she didn’t know if it was from the surf or tears. Likely both.

      “I have you,” Taavin murmured, rocking back and forth slightly. “Breathe, for just a moment.”

      Vi ran her hand along his embroidered coat. She knew there was much left to do. A mountainous, impossible task lay before them. She didn’t want to think of it now.

      “Come, let’s get you cleaned up.” Pulling her arm over his shoulders and hoisting, Taavin pulled Vi up alongside him like a limp puppet. The man was stronger than he looked, a sturdy force unwavering even with the slippery sand and her unstable footing.

      “Where are you taking me?” Vi coughed, saltwater and spittle coming up clotted with sand.

      “There’s a fisher’s hut just on the other side of this ridge,” he murmured softy. “We can stay there… long enough to see you mended.”

      Vi glanced at him from the corners of her eyes, studying his profile. She still couldn’t believe he was here, that she’d come this far, that she’d managed to actually find him. Or, perhaps more incredible, that he’d managed to somehow find her.

      The ridge of his nose was sharp, down-turning slightly at the tip. It was complimented by the sharp jutting of his chin that seemed equally pronounced when she took his almost hollow cheeks into account. Had he always been so gaunt? They were likely both worse for wear.

      “You did well.” Taavin stared straight ahead. “But things are only still beginning.”

      She had so many questions, so much she wanted to say and do now that he was here. So much had happened, how did she begin to tell him? But the only word that fell from her lips was, “Beginning?”

      “We’re running short on time, Vi. The end of the world is near, and we must be ready to meet it.”
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        There’s even more betrayal, romance, magic, and a twist you never saw coming in book three:

        Failed Future

        http://viewbook.at/FailedFuture

      

      

      
        
        But… before you explore Meru, please leave a review on this book. Even just one or two sentences helps greatly!
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        Click here to grab Failed Future: http://viewbook.at/FailedFuture

      

        

      
        When worlds collide, and things are rarely what they seem, there may be no one Vi can trust.

      

        

      
        Having forsaken her crown for a chance to save her family, and the world, Vi Solaris washes up on the shores of Meru. She's wounded and barely alive. But Vi's fight for survival is only just beginning.

      

        

      
        As a princess in a foreign land, everyone is after her.

      

        

      
        The pirate queen Adela wants to sell her to the evil elfin'ra. The Twilight King wants to use her to settle an old score. And, perhaps most dangerous, is the scheming Lord of the Faithful who sees her as an opportunity to further consolidate his power.

      

        

      
        The only path for Vi is forward. But she doesn't yet know if she's running toward salvation... or a brutal end to everything she loves.
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        Want to know Vhalla and Aldrik’s story?

      

        

      
        If you haven’t already, read the story that started it all with the original Air Awakens series. Described as, “Avatar the Last Airbender meets Harry Potter meets Throne of Glass.”  A library apprentice, a sorcerer prince, and an unbreakable magic bond in this bestselling YA fantasy. Romance and magic fill this epic fantasy world.

        (You may have to turn the page to see the cover.)
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        Binge readers rejoice, the original Air Awakens series is complete!

      

        

      
        Get book one here: http://getbook.at/AAGG

      

        

      
        Or, if you like getting great deals on your books (and have faith in my writing). Save almost 50% by buying the digital boxed set: http://mybook.to/AirAwakensBoxedSet
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        Curious about “Uncle Jax” and his tortured past?

      

        

      
        Read the Golden Guard Trilogy—a series of prequels focusing on how the Golden Guard was formed. Book one starts with the story of a young Jax, a Golden Prince, and a Western Lord on a summer quest for pirate treasure that quickly takes a turn for the worst.

      

        

      
        Start with The Crown’s Dog: http://viewbook.at/TheCrownsDog

        (You may have to flip the page to see the cover)
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        Or, get the complete trilogy at a discount by grabbing the boxed set: http://viewbook.at/GoldenGuardBox
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        Want to explore my other worlds?

      

        

      
        Keep reading or turn to “Also by Elise Kova” to learn more about my fantasy series that don’t take place in the Air Awakens universe.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Elise Kova

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LOOM SAGA

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      Recently listed by Bustle as one of 15 new fantasy for Game of Thrones fans! Dark fantasy, grit, enemies to lovers, in an epic new world.

      Series complete!

      READ NOW: http://mybook.to/TAOL
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        WISH QUARTET
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      A hacker who can’t handle her magic. A demigod who can’t handle her. Perfect for readers who enjoy time travel, alternate histories, romance, and twisty slow-burn stories.

      Series complete!

      READ NOW: http://getbook.at/sow
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        Want even more about the world of Air Awakens than what’s in this book?

      

        

      
        Visit Elise’s website at:

        http://elisekova.com/the-world-of-air-awakens/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Pronounciation

          

        

      

    

    
      There is no “wrong way” to pronounce any words in this book. However, if you would like to know how Elise Kova pronounces some of the trickier words and names…

      
        	Taavin: T-ah-v-in

        	Vi: V-eye

        	Jax: Jacks

        	Ellene: Uh-lil-een

        	Meru: Muh-rew

        	Durroe: Duh-row

        	Halleth: Hall-eh-th

        	Ruta: Roota

        	Toff: Tough

        	Maph: Maff

        	Curo: Cure-oh

        	Radia: Rah-de-ah

        	Ivin: eh-V-in

        	Tempre: Te-m-pray

        	Larrk: Lark

        	Xieh: Zay

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Common Terms

          

        

      

    

    
      Definitions to common terms found in the Air Awakens world. Presented alphabetically.

      
        	Affinity - term used to describe the type of magic a sorcerer has

        	Affinities of the Self - secondary powers attuned with each elemental affinity

        	Aires - term for the world, used outside of the Solaris Empire

        	Awoken - when a sorcerer’s magic is opened in full, giving them access to their channel

        	Broken Moon - the symbol of the Tower of Sorcerers, stylized as a dragon curled in on itself and split in two, each side off-set

        	Channel - the source of a sorcerer’s magic that can be “opened” to give them better/easier access to their magic

        	Commons - a person without magic

        	Firebearer -  a sorcerer with fire magic

        	Groundbreaker - a sorcerer with earth magic

        	Manifest - when a sorcerer’s magic first shows itself, usually in a small way

        	Sorcerer - a person with magic

        	Tower of Sorcerers, aka, “The Tower” - a school of magic in Solarin, capital of the Solaris Empire, attached to the Imperial Castle

        	Waterrunner -  a sorcerer with water magic

        	White Death - a plague that causes the diseased’s skin to turn hard, pale, white eyes, madness, and ultimately death

        	Windwalker -  a sorcerer with wind magic

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Elemental Affinities

          

        

      

    

    
      In the Solaris Empire, there are four elemental affinities among sorcerers. Every sorcerer can only perform magic within their affinity.

      
        
        While magic is not in the blood, many families share the same affinity and the magic between family members of the same affinity is usually similar. However, two sorcerers can give birth to a commons and the reverse is also true.

      

      

      
        
        Affinity: Firebearer

        Element: Fire

        Most Common Region: The West/Mhashan

        Affinity of the Self: Future Sight

      

      

      
        
        Affinity: Groundbreaker

        Element: Earth

        Most Common Region: The North/Shaldan

        Affinity of the Self: Healing

      

      

      
        
        Affinity: Waterrunner

        Element: Water

        Most Common Region: The South/Lyndum

        Affinity of the Self: Listening to the Whispers of the Past

      

      

      
        
        Affinity: Windwalker

        Element: Wind

        Most Common Region: The East/Cyven

        Affinity of the Self: Out of Body Projection

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lightspinning

          

        

      

    

    
      Lightspinning is a form of magic found beyond the Solaris Empire/Dark Isle. This magic can be utilized in any number of ways based on intent and the words its caster uses. The words are said to have been given from the Goddess Yargen.

      
        
        The chants Lightspinners use have a structure of: [High level Discipline] [Secondary to the Discipline] [Clarification] [Any Personal Words of Power from the Goddess]

      

      

      
        
        Words of power (mentioned in the story so far)

      

      

      
        
        High Level Discipline: Halleth (Heal)

        Secondary Word(s): Ruta (Mending of Flesh), Maph (Stint Pain)

        Clarification Word(s): Sot (Inner), Toff (Outer)

      

      

      
        
        High Level Discipline: Juth (Destruction)

        Secondary Word(s): Calt (Shatter), Starys (Incinerate), Mariy (Destroy Magic)

        Clarification Word(s): — 

      

      

      
        
        High Level Discipline: Durroe (Deceive)

        Secondary Word(s): Sallvas (Sound), Watt (Eyes)

        Clarification Word(s): Curo (Create a New Sound), Tempre (Mask a Sound), Radia (Hide/Conceal - Eyes), Ivin (Create an Illusion)

      

      

      
        
        High Level Discipline: Mysst (Craft)

        Secondary Word(s): Xieh (Shield), Soto (Weapons)

        Clarification Word(s): Larrk (Sword)

      

      

      
        
        High Level Discipline: Narro (Acts of the Mind)

        Secondary Word(s): Hath (Activate Communication Mark), 

        Samasha (Awaken the Words)

        Clarification Word(s): Loreth (Imprint a Communication Mark)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Map of Solaris
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            Sehra’s Map of the World
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            Detailed Map of Meru
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            The Story of Dia

          

          The Forest Star

        

      

    

    
      Dia was born when a falling star was caught in the boughs of the tallest tree in Soricum. As she fell, the branches swayed and shook, bestowing life and a mortal form on her. Her skin was made of the bark of the tree, and her hair shone with the godly stardust still captured within it.

      She healed the sick and taught the first clerics in Soricium how to use the earth to make salves, potions, and poisons with the knowledge the gods blessed her with. She showed how to craft the first sky cities, cutting through the branches with a magic axe bestowed on her by the Goddess Yargen and rebuilding them effortlessly. She carved Lake Io, the reservoir for all of the North’s fresh water.

      However, as time went on, Dia began to feel distanced from the changing people.

      Their magic was far less potent than hers, and some were born without it at all. Dia vowed to find a way to ensure the magic of her people remained. Before she wandered into the jungles of Shaldan in search of the wisdom of the gods, she left behind two things to her people.

      The first was her daughter, the first Chieftain, born from a seed of what was now known as the Mother Tree.

      The second was her axe. When Dia departed, her daughter sealed the axe away, vowing that none were of pure enough body and mind to use it other than Dia herself.

      Some say that Dia truly found the wisdom of the gods in the jungles and she continues to wander them to this day. That her power was so great she found the antidote to life’s greatest poison: death.

      The last time someone claimed to see the woman, Dia looked no older than any prior time. The stars still shone in her hair, her skin remained firm and weathered like the bark of the tree she came from.
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