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1. JAX
IT WAS GOING to be the end of him if he was caught.
Jax had done this seven—no, eight times now? And he had either been caught or turned in for all but one. This was going to be different, he assured himself.
The dainty fingers fitted nicely in his palm grew slick in a thin layer of sweat thanks to Jax’s nerves. He positioned the woman in an alcove, a shadow among shadows in the dim hour just before dawn.
“Stay here,” he ordered. “Wouldn’t want any unworthy eyes to lay themselves on your beauty.” His wide grin sent her to tittering, and Jax placed a finger over her still-swollen lips. “Hush now, or you may attract unwanted attention.”
Her lips curled into a smile, and she gave a small nod. The young woman was pretty: button nose, full head of Southern flaxen hair. But that was all she was to Jax. Another girl, another morning, another job cleaning up after the assassin of maidens he happened to work for.
“Good,” he whispered, leaning close. His grin transformed into that of an animal baring its teeth. “Because, if we’re caught, I’m sure your parents will have a word or two to say on the matter.”
Her perfectly arched eyebrows knitted. “You wouldn’t.”
“I wouldn’t, but people talk, lovely, especially castle folk.” Jax had never been in a more gossip-hungry place than the Imperial Palace. The men and women of the court were like the mythical vampire, and rumor was blood. The second they smelled it, they struck.
Really, Prince Baldair needed to consider plucking low-hanging fruit like a chamber maid or guard trainee, instead of some Lord’s little flower. But those would be far too easy for the “Heartbreaker Prince”—as he was becoming known.
Jax investigated the intersecting hall.
He’d only been here once before, when he’d first found the secret ladder that ultimately led here. And, just like then, there weren’t any signs of life. The tapestries were threadbare and gray with dust. The sculptures were clothed in cobwebs.
The Solaris Empire was young, a mere thirty-five years old. But the Solaris Kingdom of Lyndum stretched back into antiquity. The Southern palace of that old lineage had become both Jax’s home and his prison three years ago, following his conscription to the crown for his murderous crimes. It was an ancient building, the depths of which were unknown to many and thusly deemed unsafe and off-limits.
“Well, it doesn’t seem like there’s anyone around here.” He motioned for her to join him.
The woman ran her finger along one of the windowsills, striking a long line in the thick dust. “Doesn’t look like there’s been anyone around here for some time.” Her nose scrunched, and she sneezed suddenly.
“All the better for you.” He led her farther along the path, setting a brisk pace.
The shifting phases of the Father were depicted in statues along the hall. From an elderly wretch, weakened by the full moon when chaos was at its strongest, with wrinkles so heavy they could pull flesh from bone off his gaunt face, to the very image of godliness when the moon had entirely vanished from the sky—the god eternal in triumph.
Jax gripped the jagged spear the sculpted man held in his hand, twisting. It gave with a metallic click, and the wall to the left sighed as the latch disengaged. The young woman at his side gasped softly.
“Another hidden passage?”
“There are more than you know weaving between these halls.” More than most could ever know, he’d bet. Jax pushed open the door with the stone facade the rest of the way. “Come now, fair lady. Wouldn’t want your father discovering you out of bed when dawn comes.”
Jax held up a hand and placed it at shoulder height, pinching his index finger and thumb together. When he pulled them apart, a mote of flame appeared, hovering mid-air right where he placed it. It cast the rough-hewn tunnel in an orange haze, offering just enough light to keep them from slipping on the uneven slope of the floor.
He brought his eyes back to the woman. She stood frozen, staring at him as though he had somehow just pulled out a sword to brandish against her. Jax shifted his weight, bracing himself against the reaction he knew was coming.
“Y-you’re a sorcerer,” she stammered.
“I am.” He grinned. “And you’re the youngest daughter of Lord Coven. And this is a shirt.” He tugged on his clothes before pointing to the wall. “And this is rock.”
“Don’t play games!” Her voice had gone shrill. “Why would Baldair allow a sorcerer to escort me?”
“Because I am his most loyal dog.” Jax chuckled. “Now come.” He reached for her hand again.
The second his fingertips brushed against her skin, she yanked her hand away, cradling it as though he had burned it with his fire. “Don’t touch me, monster.”
He instantly jerked his hand back, the words echoing in his ears. Her look was ten times more scalding than his fire could ever be. It was a look Jax had become more and more familiar with since moving to the South, and it had only been made worse by the War of the Crystal Caverns.
“Very well, I won’t touch you.” He shrugged. “But stay close, or you may get lost down here.”
“What makes you think I’m going down there with you?” She backed toward the door.
“Because by the time you work your way back to a proper exit of the palace, it will be late in the morning, and you will take your walk of shame for all to see.” The woman’s blue eyes flicked from him to the hall they’d come from. Jax took a step away. No matter how annoying, hurtful, and so distinctly Southern her prejudices were, he would not be threatening to a woman. Not intentionally so.
No matter what I’ll let the world think.
“Or you can—” he gasped mockingly, “take the help of a sorcerer and get out of here privately and in short order.”
She stood in limbo. An internal conflict was splayed across her face. But logic had a rare victory over prejudice, and she took a step into the waiting darkness with him.
Jax walked tall, swaying shoulders, long strides. She followed as if enclosed in a stiff and silent shroud, a complete change from the earlier giddy maiden fleeing from her scandalous affair with a prince. Jax ran a hand through his long black hair, pulling it from his face. It was better this way; everything was better
 when people didn’t think to involve themselves too closely with him.
There was only one deviation to the path, a narrow passage in the wall that wound further and further down past the edge of Jax’s knowing. He had only discovered this series of passages recently, and by accident. There hadn’t been time yet for spelunking down inside the mountain of the capital city just to see what might be there. He’d likely never get the chance.
His life existed for one purpose now: serving the crown. All else was secondary to that. Little else even existed for him.
“Where do we go from here?” she whispered nervously. “Is it a dead end? Sorcerer—”
“Merely another door.” Jax rolled his eyes as he reached for the groove cut into the wood panels that covered the abrupt end of the rock tunnels. He gave a good heave, pulling it to the side just wide enough for them to slip through.
Continuing his pretense as a gentleman, Jax motioned for her to go first.
The lady eyed him cautiously but held her head high and proceeded to squeeze herself through the opening. It took a little twist at the end, but she soon shimmied into the dim room beyond and let out a sharp gasp.
“What is it?” Jax pushed himself through the opening, magic under his fingertips, ready to ward off any unexpected threat.
But there was no one else there. It was the same room he had happened across before. Early dawn coated the room in a ghostly flame as it lit the thick layer of dust within. Out of habit, Jax gave the mostly empty bookshelf a push, butting it back up against the wall and concealing their entry once more.
The lady looked with a sort of morbid fascination at a tapestry hanging on one wall, the clumsy knit barely clinging to the wooden rod it was stitched upon. It wasn’t anything particularly special. The main palace had dozens more tapestries three times as fine. The object of her fascination was nothing more than a black background with a sort of jagged blue trident atop.
“What is this?” she demanded with an accusatory jab toward the tapestry.
“I was wondering if you could tell me.” He folded his arms over his chest, discharging the mote of flame that had been following him.
“Don’t play games with me, sorcerer.” She stared at where his flame had once been, its dismissal no doubt the only thing that brought her attention to his face.
“Can’t keep your eyes off me?” Jax grinned, selling the claim. She was likely still blinking away the blue ghost of the flame.
She made a very un-ladylike noise of disgust and turned back to the small tapestry—really, not much more than a pennon. The look of animosity fell from her face again, replaced with that same look of forbidden intrigue.
“What is it?” Jax asked, allowing genuine curiosity to bleed through his carefully crafted image.
“You really don’t know?”
“Clearly.”
She searched his face, but there was no lie for her to find. Jax genuinely couldn’t make heads or tails of the woman’s strange demeanor.
“It’s her mark.”
“Her?”
“The pirate queen,” the lady’s voice had dropped to a complete whisper.
“Pirate queen…?” Jax stretched back through his memory. When he was growing up, there were always tales of pirates in the Western port city of Norin. In the fifteen years he’d spent there, surely, he’d heard something… Recognition struck. “Adela Lagmir?”
“Don’t say her name!” she hissed. “If you do, you will invoke the curse.”
“Afraid of a ghost?” Jax held up his fingers and wove them through the air.
“I would expect a sorcerer of all creatures to take her curse more seriously.” Sorcerers did not even merit being called “human” Jax noted. “Let her trident strike you down for even speaking her name.”
She’s serious, Jax realized. He’d heard the stories of Adela Lagmir and her terror on the high seas since childhood. But the only thing her name was invoked for on the docks of Norin was laughing off ill luck. A sailcloth tore? Adela. Fish rotted too quickly? Adela. He had never heard her name
 associated with the kind of horror the woman before him clearly felt.
Southerners are so superstitious. Still, he was curious, and it pushed aside all his better thinking. “Why do you think her name is a curse?”
Jax regretted asking instantly. He was straying from his mission, his goal, his order. He shouldn’t care about pirate curses or symbols. Baldair had given him clear instruction, yet he was deviating.
You exist only to serve, a voice that was the familiar embodiment of all his guilt and self-loathing chided him from the back of his mind.
Before Jax could stop her from explaining, fate intervened. The door on the opposite end of the room opened suddenly, revealing a second pair.
The towering form of a man, willowy like a tree, with hair and eyes as dark as the clothes he wore, escorted a bronze-skinned woman. The conspiratorial smiles on their faces quickly vanished as they saw what Jax suspected was their hiding place, already taken.
“Ah, my prince, you’re about early this morning.” He sighed, pulling his hair at the nape of his neck, resting his head back. He already knew this was about to end badly.
“Wh-what in the Mother’s name are you doing here?”
“P-prince?” The word caught in the young woman’s throat as she looked between Jax and the man standing in the door. “Prince Aldrik?”
Realization shattered her confusion as the expression cracked and fell from her face. There were only two princes in the Empire, and she had slept with the younger the night before. That left only one simple deduction—the man standing before them was the Crown Prince and infamous Fire Lord.
Jax could almost smell the unique aroma of fear that the revelation evoked in the woman standing next to him. It was a response he had witnessed multiple times, its own blend of dark fascination and twisted concern, made worse by Aldrik’s steady withdrawal from society and mannerisms that grew sharper by the day following the end of the War of the Crystal Caverns.
“Jax,” Aldrik’s voice rumbled ominously, like thunder in the distance. “You have one minute to tell me why you are here, and the explanation best be quite good and not involve Baldair.”
He had nothing to say, as the crown prince would not find his explanation “quite good,” and it certainly involved Baldair. Jax picked at his nails, waiting for the minute to pass, or for the prince to combust into flame.
Both were equally likely.







2. ERION
ERION WIPED SWEAT off his brow. The chill of the morning training grounds had withered against the sunlight, and now the still-icy gusts that swept down the mountainside from the glaciers at its peak were almost welcome.
Almost.
“Quitting already, Lord Erion?” Major Zeriam, the leader of this morning’s drills, called from where he was helping a younger guard member.
“Of course not.” Erion stood a little straighter. Zeriam was the Emperor’s right hand for the acquisition of the East. He was the Head Major, the highest general, for the War of the West. Most recently, he had been pivotal in ending the War of the Crystal Caverns four years ago.
There would be many in the West who would frown on Erion seeking approval from such a man. They would see Zeriam’s value diminished by the fact that he had helped slay the last King of Mhashan. But such people weren’t present. They kept their emphasis on pride and history, and remained stagnant in the West.
Erion had been raised better. He knew the value of having allies in all places. Kingdoms rose and fell; it was all about aligning with the victor.
It wasn’t personal. Politics never was. And the world was one big political game.
“Here for less than a week, and you’re working as if you have days left.” Zeriam strolled over to where Erion had been assaulting a wooden post with his sword.
“When I have the ability to study under someone as skilled as you, Major, no time should be wasted.” Erion spoke with precision and ease. Social dances were effortless for him.
“There’s the flattery I missed all winter.” Zeriam chuckled. “Our young prince should have invited you earlier. His own training could use it, as I haven’t seen him on the grounds with any regularity since you left.”
Erion allowed himself a small smile of triumph. He had endeared himself to the major last summer after promising to ensure the prince spent five days straight training. It was a feat that required bribery, but its completion cemented the perception of Erion’s ability to manage the renegade prince—a very valuable claim that few could make.
The expression slipped off his face. It was triumph from maneuvering a man for political gain whom Erion considered a friend. His mother had assured him all winter that it had been the right choice, but it still sat uneasy in Erion’s chest.
“What is it?” The major had taken note of Erion’s expression.
“Oh, just thinking of Baldair inviting me out over winter.” Erion chuckled, recovering quickly. “There are few things I would enjoy less than these drafty halls when the snows are high.”
“You and your thin Western blood.”
“I could say the same for you, Major, merely the reverse.” He tested the waters of his familiarity with the major, probing gently to see how far he had expanded the limits of their relationship.
The major scoffed but didn’t seem put out. “I have been in the West for years at a time. I know its heat well.”
“I’m not hearing you say you enjoyed it,” Erion jested with ease. If the major was trying to unsettle him with a mere mention of his conquest over Erion’s home country, he was about to be disappointed. “However, we can perhaps reminisce another time, as I’m only at about fifty repetitions of my hundred.”
“You’ll have two hundred by the time Baldair shows his face.” Major Zerian continued past him with a nod of approval, marking the conversation as finished. One could always tell who held the most power in an interaction by who had the ability to start and end it. “You may surpass him as a swordsman yet.”
Erion took the compliment with a small nod of humility and immediately discarded it mentally. He wasn’t afflicted by a false sense of modesty. Prince Baldair had an uncanny ability with a sword. It was as though the man turned steel into flesh the second he gripped it, the weapon becoming one with his arm. There was a natural divide between their skill that no amount of training could bridge.
As if somehow knowing that he had just been the topic of conversation, Baldair appeared on the opposite end of the vast, dusty plot that served as the Empire’s training ground. For all appearances, it seemed as though the prince had just barely been bothered to rouse himself. His jerkin hardly concealed the rumple of his shirt, and his hands caught snags as they combed through his straw-colored hair.
And yet, no one took offense. The man could’ve walked onto the field dressed in a burlap sack, staggering drunk and unwashed, and he would’ve been greeted like he was the Father descended upon the world.
Everyone was Baldair’s friend, high and lowborn. There was an ease about him that Erion had never quite seen anywhere else and still had yet to fully dissect, despite being one of the many under his charm. His smile was infectious, to the demise of many a maiden. His booming laughter vibrated one’s bones with the notes of his mirth. He shone like gold in both spirit and appearance, well earning his namesake.
“If it’s not the Golden Prince,” Erion teased, wiping sweat from the back of his neck. No matter how hard he tried to make his family proud, Erion couldn’t seem to muster the sort of focused political calculation they would have encouraged in the presence of Baldair. It was like trying to hide in the light of the sun. What was even more shameful was that he didn’t want to.
“Not you, too.” Baldair clasped Erion’s forearm in greeting. “Everyone seems to be on this ‘Golden Prince’ business now.”
“It fits you well. About as well as Golden Sleeper. Or Maiden Slayer. Or He-Who-Leaves-His-Friends-To-Train-Alone. Or—”
“I understand, I understand!” Baldair held up his hands in forfeit. “But this lass, oh this lass, Erion, you should’ve seen her.” The other man made some vague and indecent gestures through the air. “She was everything.”
“‘Everything’, only for a night.” The prince never held a lady for longer than a season. Frankly, a season would be an impressive amount of time. His bad habits had reached a new low the summer prior, after he had just turned sixteen. He and his elder brother had engaged in the worst sort of sport to see who could have the most women agree to bed them. It was the kind of thing Erion might expect from Baldair, but the Crown Prince’s involvement surprised him. “If you keep this up, your father really will send you to dedicate your life to the Mother as a crone.”
“I’m careful!” Baldair said, as if that somehow excused his actions. “In fact, I didn’t even see her out this morning.”
“If you didn’t, then who?” Erion didn’t even know why he asked. He already knew the answer.
“I had Jax take care of it. He has this new secret passage that—”
“Jax is not your errand boy.” Erion didn’t know what horrified him more: the fact that he had openly interrupted the prince, the fact that the prince didn’t care, or the fact that Erion couldn’t seem to muster any kind of remorse for the action. They bantered as friends, which was the appearance he was supposed to give. But that friendship ran much deeper, and it felt cheapened by the fact that it also furthered his family’s political pursuits.
“I know,” Baldair’s tone had gone somber, genuine concern for their absent friend shining through. The prince had cared for Jax on Erion’s word. A thirteen-year-old going to trial for a man he’d barely met, on the word of another. Erion still barely understood what compelled Baldair that night, or how he had earned the esteem of someone with loyalties that ran so deep and true.
Erion’s mother had made it quite clear what her stance was on the situation. Jax should have been forgotten the moment he had committed that horrible crime and lost his title. The Le’Dans do not associate with murderers. But Baldair’s compassion emboldened Erion’s own, even still. It was a noble rebellion.
“I thought involving him in everything I did would make him feel more… welcome,” Baldair continued. “It’s better than him being shut up in the Tower.”
“Why don’t you involve him in more normal ways, like training?” Erion sighed. Baldair’s intentions were clearly in the right place, but his execution left something to be desired.
“Sorcerers never come out here.” The prince motioned over the packed earth of the training ground.
“You are a prince. You could change that.” Erion never thought he’d need to remind a member of the royal family of their status.
“There’d be a riot.” Baldair shook his head. “Can you imagine? So soon after the war? This isn’t the West, Erion; sorcerers have never been welcome here.”
Erion looked across the field with a sigh. It wasn’t untrue, but that didn’t stop him lamenting the fact that this is where Jax ended up. A convicted criminal, foreigner, and sorcerer, the perfect recipe for a truly unwanted wretch.
“I can just see the chaos it’d make if a sorcerer came out here. It’d look like—”
“—like that,” Erion finished for him, pointing at a shadow that had descended upon the field like a dark omen.
“Baldair!” An angry shout echoed to them from the imposing sorcerer storming in their direction.
Prince Aldrik approached them with Jax trailing lazily a few steps behind. The prince’s mere presence split men and women from the greenest to eldest. They parted, not from respect, but from fear. It was awash across their faces, the emotion coloring their eyes. The whispers of the prince’s potentially questionable involvement in the War of the Crystal Caverns had spread faster than the Emperor could squelch them.
The prince did little to help the situation. His demeanor had utterly changed over the war. Many wrote it off as the natural maturation of a prince after his first battle, the raw truths of war and life and death that had changed him. But Erion saw something deeper. He saw a reflection of Jax in the elder prince’s eyes. A sort of broken from which there may be no repair, only a new design of the heart.
“Aldrik, it is far too early for me to hear your voice.” Baldair yawned dramatically as his brother approached. “It’ll give me splitting head pains for the remainder of the day.”
“Your mere existence gives me splitting head pains,” Aldrik growled, clenching his fists.
Erion shifted his hand back to the pommel of his sword. It was a gesture of solidarity to Baldair. But the truth was, if Aldrik pulled out his flames, there would be nothing his steel could do against them. For all Baldair was with a sword, Aldrik was with magic.
And his mother would never forgive him for fighting against the Crown Prince of the Empire.
“What do you want, black sheep?”
Erion had hoped Baldair’s uninspired moniker for his brother would’ve faded with time, but it seemed to persist.
Aldrik ignored the jab. “It is bad enough that you disgrace yourself and half the women of the court with your antics. But the Tower is not your personal thoroughfare for ushering out your scandals.”
“The Tower?” Baldair hummed innocently.
“Baldair… Jax, you didn’t…” Erion whispered, looking between the two princes and then to his fellow Westerner. When the prince said he had secured Jax’s involvement in spiriting away his night’s tryst, he had assumed it to be through the normal measures.
“I didn’t do anything.” Baldair shrugged. “Jax, did Melina make it out all right?”
“She did,” Jax affirmed. “Though she had quite a fright.”
“I don’t think he knows how to be anything but a fright.” Baldair threw a rude gesture toward his elder brother. “I suppose I can thank you, dear brother, for there being no encores. Just because you can’t get a woman in your bed doesn’t mean you have to scare them from mine.”
“This is not a joke, Baldair.” Aldrik took a step closer, physically forcing himself back into the forefront of the conversation. “The security of the Tower is important. If she remembers that passage and—”
“Jax, do you think she’d remember this passage?”
“Stop interrupting me,” Aldrik snarled.
“The world does not hold its breath for you, Aldrik.”
“Nor does it bend to your foolish whims.” Fire crackled around the prince’s knuckles. Erion eyed Baldair cautiously. He could get away with much as Aldrik’s brother, but he was toeing up to a line. “I should have the Minister of Sorcery decide punishment for you, both of you.” Aldrik eyed Jax.
“Oh, just call him Victor. We all know you’re close.” Baldair rolled his eyes dramatically. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’d orchestrated the whole War of the Crystal Caverns for the sake of getting your friend in power.”
Aldrik straightened away, as though narrowly missing a blow. The momentarily wounded expression could not be missed, despite all the apparent training he had tried to put his face through. He drew his height, revealing that while he was but half Baldair’s width, he was a good two heads taller.
“What?” Baldair had also assessed his brother’s physical shift. “Are you looking for a fight? We are on the training grounds.” The younger prince gripped his sword.
“Just agree with him and say you won’t do it again,” Erion urged. He looked around the field, hearing the whispers and seeing the stares. Diffusing the situation would not only look good on him, but it would certainly help Baldair. It would be a political victory he didn’t have to feel guilty about after
 the fact.
“No, I’m not going to be like everyone else, cowering before him.” Baldair was utterly unreasonable when it came to Aldrik, and the reverse was equally true.
“It’s called respect,” Aldrik insisted.
“It’s called fear.”
The elder prince’s scowl deepened.
“Prince Aldrik,” Erion interrupted boldly. He’d gotten nowhere with the younger, so he’d try with the elder.
Aldrik eyed Erion but permitted the interruption. Erion’s father had warned him to stay away from the Crown Prince. If Erion was to keep proximity to power for the family, he should do so only with Baldair. It seemed counter-intuitive, as Aldrik was the heir, but Erion didn’t question his father. There was an urgency to his demands that Erion didn’t take lightly.
However, Erion had also mustered a sort of kinship with the Crown Prince, albeit of an odd and unexpected sort. In the West, their families had been in conflict for generations. But perhaps it was that shared history that gave them common footing.
They both bore trademark Western hair, along with the strong cheekbones and jaw that those of the Ci’Dan and Le’Dan families were known for. They were both out of the norm in the South, a hybrid of two worlds with one parent from each. Aldrik’s ghost-like skin fit in with the Southerners, but his dark eyes did not. Erion contended with the reverse.
“Would my word that, at least for the remainder of the summer while I am here, I will personally ensure that no future antics involve the Tower be enough for you?”
“What?” Baldair made a noise of frustration. “You are not my keeper.”
Aldrik considered Erion for a long moment, shifting his gaze to a glare when it turned back to his brother. “I suppose there is at least someone I can trust,” he sneered. “Fine, Erion, if you wish it, any further involvement of my Tower will fall on your head. Perhaps someone else shouldering the punishment will be enough to keep my brother from making foolish decisions.”
“I’m a prince, and I’ll well do what I want!”
“Baldair, please.” The prince was going to ruin the escape route Erion had just opened.
“You are nothing more than my spare,” Aldrik jeered. “So act as the spare should and wait to see if the world will ever have need of you.”
Baldair nearly boiled over.
“Let’s go.” Erion dragged the younger prince away, deeming the situation beyond words and at the point of physical force. They didn’t have anywhere else to be, but they needed to be anywhere in the world but in front of the Crown Prince.
Jax followed after a hard look from Aldrik that had the echo of words previously spoken.
“You’re just jealous. Jealous that no one would ever love a wretch like you.” Baldair was relentless.
“Don’t push this.” Erion looked back to Aldrik nervously, expecting an explosion of fire. But the Crown Prince had, indeed, grown. He was more trained in his emotions, more measured in his responses. He assessed Baldair as though his younger brother was nothing more than a random servant—a rat casting an insult before a god.
He was every bit a model lord, fearsome and detached. It was something Erion had always been taught to praise, and it made him appreciate the unorthodox royal he had aligned himself with all the more. The emotions Baldair wore on his sleeve were just as admirable in a different way, Erion had found.
The distant, shrouded eyes of the Crown Prince gave one last look that was louder than a final word as they disappeared into the palace.
“You really don’t learn, do you?” Erion breathed a sigh of relief the moment the prince’s presence had vanished.
“I’ve learned that my brother becomes more of an ass the closer he gets to the crown.” Baldair pulled his arm from the grasp Erion had been half-dragging him along with. “Just imagine what we’re in for when he actually gets it.”
“And you.” Erion turned to face Jax. “Why would you even think to bring her through the Tower?”
“What are you, our mother?” Baldair half laughed.
Erion barely resisted remarking on the fact that it was clear someone needed to be. He certainly had enough mothering to share.
“It was the only path I knew of where no one would see her. And you expressly said no one should see her.” Jax shrugged, mostly unapologetic.
“Can we all agree to rule that path off-limits from now on?” Erion asked with a sigh. “Aldrik was in quite a state about it.”
“He was, wasn’t he?” Baldair’s tone instantly made Erion regret pointing out the fact. “Why do you think that is?”
“He told you, security of the Tower,” Erion echoed the prince’s words.
“Likely because of who he was with,” Jax said at almost the same time.
“Who he was with?” Baldair’s face was alight with malicious glee.
Erion wished he wouldn’t be so delighted by the mere prospect of tormenting his brother.
Jax shrugged. “Didn’t recognize her.”
“Her?”
“As if you’re the only one who has trysts.” Erion shook his head. “Are we really discussing Prince Aldrik’s love life like a gaggle of hens at court?” If the elder prince overheard them, there might be no salvaging the situation. Though Erion hated the fact, the first thing he thought upon hearing the news that the Crown Prince might be involved in was to write back to his mother.
“Father isn’t currently trying to set me up with eligible ladies. Aldrik becoming distracted may be something I need to tell him.”
“Please don’t make this worse.” Erion sighed. “Can we just... eat breakfast?”
“I think I should invite my father.”
Erion was torn between protecting his friend from himself and having a meal with the Emperor. He couldn’t seem to support or discourage either option and was striding down the hall in silence at Baldair’s side. His chest was a knot where his heart should have been.
“That wasn’t the weirdest thing, however.” It was the man who needed the most help who stepped in to save them all.
“What was?” Baldair took the bait.
“Something about a pirate curse…” If Jax was trying to build dramatic tension, he’d succeeded.
“Pirate curse?” Baldair thought a long moment. “Adela Lagmir?”
“So you’ll say her name?”
“I’m not a child.” Baldair chuckled bravely. “What does the infamous bane of the seas have to do with anything?”
“Melina noticed her symbol in the room at the end of the passage I found.”
“Room at the end of the passage?” Baldair had stopped walking altogether.
“Can you show it to us?” Erion found the courage to accept the fact that it would be better for the prince if he didn’t see the Emperor when Baldair was of the mind to wage war against Aldrik. There would be other points in the summer when he could meet the Emperor, Erion tried to assure himself. He was doing the right thing for his friend, but it still felt like he had to make allowances.
“If it would please the prince?” Jax deferred to Baldair. He, too, had an instinct when it came to royalty. But unlike Erion’s, which had been trained into him for the betterment of his family, Jax was broken into it.
“A secret room? A symbol of the pirate queen? Of course it would please me!” Baldair laughed. “Don’t you know the story?”
It seemed neither Jax nor Erion could recall what Baldair had deemed the most significant detail.
“She fled the Empire with the ‘crown treasure’ of Lyndum, and it was never recovered.”








3. ERION
THEY WOUND THROUGH the palace toward the upper Imperial chambers. It was a world of carved stone and lead-lined glass windows, double-paned to fight against the mountain air. Tapestries were kept in perfect order, properly spaced, between paintings and sculptures.
It was all very Southern, and even though Erion had been coming to the Imperial Palace for years, it still felt oddly cold. He had been in many a lord’s manor house, even the great Western castle in Norin, growing up. Western styles were wider, more open, embracing the air of the desert and the warmth of the sun. Wood and sandstone were more welcoming to the eye, in his opinion, and even the simpler woven grass mats of the poorer homes felt richer beneath feet than plush carpets.
They tracked around an inner garden. Tall walls and windows looked down upon it and its only entrance—an iron gate. Erion stared at the glass greenhouse through the distortion of the upper windows. It held a quiet apprehension for him in the shape of a memory he was none too fond of from his younger years.
He attempted to push the recollection from his mind, but it crept back into the forefront of his thoughts—as it always did when he was presented with the garden. It seemed something he was destined to think on again as Jax neared the gated entry. Erion stopped short.
“Are you certain you want to do this, Baldair?” He glanced down the hall, already feeling like a thief in the night.
“What do you think my brother will really do?” Baldair took hold of the gate, pushing forward and crossing the threshold of the gardens. “He doesn’t own this place. It’s as much mine as it is his.”
Erion exchanged a look with Jax. If there was one thing that everyone in the Imperial Palace knew, it was that the rose garden was Prince Aldrik’s. Pity upon the man who questioned the
 fact.
“I think Aldrik is busy with other things.” Jax whispered reassurances as he pushed into the garden with a shifty look of his own.
Jax seemed sure enough, but he wasn’t exactly a measuring stick for the true conditions of any situation involving Prince Baldair. His friend took his position as all-encompassing, and Baldair ordered them to trudge onward. Erion watched as Jax didn’t give the matter a second thought. There was a dull, aching reminder that Jax didn’t see his life as his own any longer—the crown owned it outright.
Erion had already gone too far in saving Jax from execution. He should step away from meddling further. If Jax didn’t want to see all the possibilities he still had before him, that was the other man’s issue. But Erion couldn’t help himself from wanting more for Jax.
He pushed the thoughts away for now and continued on with a begrudging sigh, easing the gate back into place.
He could still see the shrubs where they had chased that stupid cat around for hours years ago. Erion cast a shameful glance at the tree where Aldrik had confronted them, in the start of a brotherly feud that had been left unchecked for far, far too many years. One that was still mostly unchecked.
“It’s back here.”
Erion cast his eyes skyward, uttering a quiet prayer to the Mother in thanks that the opening to this stupid passage was nowhere near the greenhouse. If they went in there, Aldrik would know, without a doubt. But if they didn’t, there was a chance they’d manage to avoid the ire of the Crown Prince for another week. It was already shaping up to be a long summer.
“In here.” Jax led them into a small shed against the back wall of the garden.
The air was thick with stagnancy and the potent smell of peat. Tools of all varieties lined the walls, hanging on pegs, waiting for their owners to return. Erion took quick stock, wondering if the Crown Prince actually used any to tend the grounds. He could not imagine Alrdik with his sleeves rolled to his elbows, dirt covering his hands.
“How did you find this?” Baldair asked as Jax shimmied behind sacks of manure.
“I found it coming from the other direction,” Jax explained. “Was stocking some things in the Tower and stumbled upon an illusionary wall. Led out here.” He lifted a grate off the floor.
“You actually took a Lady of the Court down here?” Baldair remarked when they were halfway down the ladder.
“Don’t worry; I went first to catch her if she slipped.” Jax’s grin was heard as much as it was seen in the dim light that filtered from the hall below.
“More like to look up her skirts!” Baldair’s laughter competed with the sound of the grate closing overhead.
“Do you fault me?”
“I’d almost be disappointed in you if you didn’t.” Baldair gave Jax a stumble-worthy slap on the back.
Erion shook his head and kept walking through the time-worn gray maze that Jax had led them into.
“I think we upset the prude of the group,” Baldair teased.
“I am not a prude,” Erion insisted defensively.
“No, but you are the only one of us who has yet to take a woman to bed.”
“There are more important things in this world.”
“Spoken like a true prude!” The prince laughed.
Erion just shook his head. “I have no desire to rush into bed with a woman.”
“Is that you or your mother talking?” Baldair jabbed. Even Jax couldn’t conceal a snicker.
“I’m not dignifying that with a response.”
“One of these summers, we’ll break you of her clutches.” Baldair threw an arm around Erion’s shoulders, as if he really was about to whisk Erion away into a world in which expectations weren’t what they were.
“Where are we, anyway?” He found himself desperate to change the topic. Structurally, everything still seemed up to par, but, visually, it had been lacking the touch of another living person for what appeared to be decades.
“Some old and forgotten escape, I’m sure,” Baldair mused, glancing through the slim windows.
“I doubt it.” Erion stopped to study a faded portrait. “There wouldn’t be adornments in an escape passage.” Brush strokes of oil peeled away in cracked chunks from the canvas, flaking to the floor like rose petals. The eyes of the man were familiar, as was the golden crown that pointed upward like rigid stony sunbeams. “Is this your grandfather?”
“I think it may be.” The prince inspected the portrait. The family resemblance in the eyes was undeniable. “I don’t see any mark of Adela though.”
“Why would it be here?” Erion exchanged a look with Jax.
“Don’t you know how he died?”
Erion knew that the current Emperor declared himself ruler of the main continent with the hazy notion of a god-given decree. He also knew that everything before the Empire had been inexplicably stricken from the records. Pre-Empire traditions and histories weren’t outlawed outright, but they received such little mention that it was almost hard to believe the Empire was a mere thirty-five years old, not centuries.
“We don’t study much Southern history in the Crossroads,” Erion said simply, not wanting to offend the very Empire Baldair’s family built.
“Aren’t you supposed to?” the prince teased.
It still stung. Something about the quiet eradication of Mhashan’s history sat uneasy with many Westerners, even those who weren’t alive for the fall of the final King in Norin. The idea that they were supposed to study Southern history before their own...
Jax was silent as well.
“I’ve always been taught that he died of illness—autumn fever or some-such,” the prince trailed off on the last word.
“But…” Erion plucked the hanging word from the air, giving it sound.
“Well, there were always rumors.”
“Rumors of?” It was Jax’s turn to pry.
Baldair was having far too much fun spinning his tale of suspense. “Of his assassination.”
“By who?” If Baldair thought regicide was scandalous, he needed to spend an extra hour or two in Western history books. “Some uncle, or a disgruntled peasant?”
“By the infamous and legendary pirate herself, Adela Lagmir,” Baldair spoke as though it should be a point of pride. “Which is why I’m expecting some kind of mark…”
They looked back to Jax, but the man shook his head.
“Not here. Farther still.”
Jax led them behind a sculpture, a secret passage in a secret passage, and further into the depths of the palace. Unlike the hallways they had just walked, this felt like a hidden path. The weight of the castle and all its stone pressed around them, weighing on their chests and shoulders.
They emerged from behind a bookshelf into a meager room, a few effects littering the sparse furniture. Erion didn’t actually know how the lower classes lived at times. “Are we in the Tower now?” he asked.
Jax nodded. Erion walked to the opposite door, bolting it to prevent any awkward encounters.
Baldair had yet to move from where his eyes had fixated on a threadbare rag hanging on the wall.
“Is that the symbol?” Erion asked, squinting at it.
“It certainly is.” Excitement was alive in Baldair’s words. He turned, looking around. “What if this was her room?”
“How did we make that logic leap?” Erion had whiplash from it.
“She was a Waterrunner. She would’ve lived in the Tower, no doubt keeping her business a secret.”
“Isn’t it far more likely that this is just some forgotten room of someone obsessed with her?”
The prince pulled books off the bookshelf and thumbed through them. Erion nearly remarked how they were someone’s things. But the fact was, as the Prince, Baldair could rummage through whatever he pleased. “Look at all of these. Ships… seafaring maps… histories of coastal towns… all things Adela would want to know.”
Erion couldn’t believe the madness was being entertained for so long. “Listen to yourself. You’re acting as though we’ve really found some long-lost key to long-lost treasure.”
“What if we have?”
“What if it’s all a joke crafted by your brother?”
That made Baldair think a moment. “Well, for his sake, it’d better not be. I’d hate for Father to find out about this girl he’s sneaking around with.”
There was no limit to the depths each prince would sink to when it came to tormenting the other.
“That path.” Baldair turned to Jax. “The one that broke off, where did it lead?” The prince gestured toward the tunnel they had come in on.
“I don’t know.”
“Let’s find out!”
There was no hope of reclaiming the situation, so Erion just had to allow himself to be dragged along. His mind told him they were wasting time. That wandering through the depths of the palace was not an effective way to be spending his days at the Imperial Capital.
But secretly, he felt excitement catching up with his feet. It was fun to dream wildly and do with abandon. And there wasn’t a person alive who could evoke such in Erion, or Jax, like Baldair could.
Down they spiraled into the belly of the palace, nearly slipping over rough cut steps that wound through dank passages covered with a thin algae-like slime. Erion kept peering around the corner, apprehensive and enthralled at what they might find next.
After a near eternity, the path ended, opening up into a large underground spring. It was so cold their breath plumed in the air as white ghosts escaping through their noses and mouths. Erion wrapped his arms around himself, focusing on keeping the chill from chattering his teeth.
“Jax, more light,” Baldair commanded with a sidelong glance at Erion. “And heat.”
“You’re too good to me, my prince.” Erion knew when he was being teased and would tease right back, even if he was thankful for Jax transforming the tiny bobbing flame that led their way into a large fire that burned brightly against the ceiling.
The water was as clear as glass. The light cut through right to the bottom of the shallow spring, distorted only mildly by the slowly sloshing movements. In the far corner was a shadow that Baldair caught sight of at the same time, judging by the bobbing of his head.
“What do you think that is?” he asked, continuing well before anyone else could propose a theory. “A way out? Do you think it’s a way out? It must be with the current, right?”
“It could be, but who would dare swim it?” Erion shivered just looking at the water’s depth. It gave the illusion of being simple and easy. But he had no doubt a man would freeze to death in mere moments of submersion. And to press forward without fire meant to go blind into a cave without knowledge if it would ever open.
“A Waterrunner,” Jax answered thoughtfully. “A Waterrunner could swim it easily, using the water to help propel them… Immune to the cold with their powers over ice.”
“And just as Firebearers can’t be burnt, Waterrunners can’t drown,” Erion added with equal musing. This couldn’t really be happening. He couldn’t be giving in to this madness.
“A Waterrunner, like Adela.” Baldair was downright bouncing off the walls in his excitement.
“It could all be rumor,” Erion reminded the prince.
“All good rumors have some truth!” Baldair insisted. “They say Adela murdered the King—” he was far too gleeful about the untimely death of his grandfather. “What better access than living in the palace? That being her room makes perfect sense! They say she stole his ‘crown treasure’ and fled to the sea. What better way out than this?”
“Next you’re going to tell me that you want to go find this long lost treasure.”
Baldair grinned like a fool.
“Oh Gods,” Erion groaned.
“They say it went down with her ships in the barrier islands. But—” Erion was beginning to hate the word ‘but’, especially from Baldair’s mouth, “—what if it didn’t? What if we
 have a chance to uncover the truth of where and how it was moved?”
“How?” Jax asked the question the prince so desperately wanted from him.
“How? With the only other bit of information the legend holds: Adela went east to the closest port, Oparium. Which is where my family so happens to have a summer palace.”
It was all too neat. The secret room, the clues of the lost pirate queen, the convenient reasoning for Baldair to leave the palace. Prince Aldrik was crafty to an admirable degree.
But as the prince slung his arms around Erion and Jax’s shoulders, that same infectious feeling of excitement returned.
“Brace yourself, soldiers. I think it’s time we embark on the most precarious mission yet.”
“What?” Erion was indulging the prince. Isn’t that what his mother told him to do? Wasn’t that what he should do as a Le
’Dan? He frantically tried to justify his actions in the framework of his upbringing so he could give himself over to enthusiasm in full.
“I think it’s time that we…” Baldair drew out his words for mock suspense. “Go to the beach.”







4. JAX
HE HADN’T LEFT the Imperial Palace in three years.
Jax shifted in his saddle and took a deep breath of the salted wind. His eyes fluttered closed of their own accord, and his spirit embraced the familiar air despite himself. That was one undeniable quality of the sea—it was the same, no matter where you went. You could visit the white sand beaches of the West, the marshy deltas of the East, or the cliffs of the South, and it would give the same greeting.
He reopened his eyes and looked to the town below. The pitched, wooden-shingled rooftops of the city compacted between sheer cliffs reminded him of where he was and why. That no matter how the wind felt, or smelled, he was not home.
He had no home.
“Do you see it, over there?” Baldair pointed with a wave of his arm. “What do you think?”
“It’s not much of a palace,” Erion remarked arrogantly.
Jax had been to the Le’Dan estate as a boy and knew of its grandiose buildings designed to communicate one singular thing: how powerful they were. The thought almost made him think on his own family’s modest estate.
You have no family, the voice that lived to remind Jax of his position in the world chimed in.
“It’s bigger when you get closer,” Baldair insisted defensively.
“Do you use that line often?” Jax grinned wildly, pushing away reality with his own construction of who he was—the mad dog that followed the prince to the ends of the world.
“You know I have no need of it.” The prince snapped his reigns, chapped by the joke but still in good spirits.
Erion looked to Jax. “Do you actually know he has no need of it?”
“Winter makes Southerners crazy.” Jax kept the ruse.
“Say nothing further; I truly don’t need to know.” Erion chuckled and spurred his horse forward, leaving Jax to take up the rear, the servants they had brought from the palace behind him.
Broken away from the town, separated by a small stretch of thin wood and short rocky outcropping, was a stately manor house. Smoke plumed happily from its chimneys, a signal that word of their arrival had successfully come ahead of them. Within a low stone wall topped with connected iron spears, they were welcomed at the stables by the matron of the manor, a woman whom Baldair greeted with the southern term for grandmother, “Nana,” despite having no actual relation to her.
There were more than enough staff for the three of them, and the usually unoccupied summer palace was brought back to life. With no responsibilities, the three were left to their own devices, which quickly became searching for any sign of Adela. But other than a few books on local legend that mostly told them what they already knew, there was not a scrap of information to be found.
On the third night, Baldair decided to ask some of the local staff attending them over dinner in the manor’s lavish dining room. Specifically, a footman who was overseeing the management of their courses.
“I have a question for you.”
“How can I be of service?” The man gave the prince his undivided attention, pausing his fussing over the silver soup tureen atop a thin table on the perimeter of the room.
“I’ve heard a few rumors about these parts.”
Jax settled in his chair. It was almost humorous to watch Baldair try to be subversive. Baldair was about as good at it as a maiden trying to perform surgery with an axe.
“What sort of rumors?”
“Pirate rumors.”
The man stilled.
“I’m told Adela Lagmir made this area her base of operations after gaining notoriety.” Baldair continued, completely oblivious to the servant’s obvious discomfort.
“Can’t say I know much about the blight of the seas.” He looked like a spooked cat and quickly retreated from the room. In poor form, the young girl who had been attending them as well disappeared behind him without being summoned or dismissed.
“Was it something I said?” Baldair asked no one in particular.
“Do yourself a favor, prince, and don’t go asking about the blight of the seas in these parts,” Nana cautioned. “You won’t find many friendly to anything that could evoke her curse.”
That wasn’t the last time they heard of the curse. When Baldair tried to ask a few ladies strolling along the cliff path overlooking the coast, they gave him looks of horror as he even delicately suggested the pirate queen. Jax watched with a dark fascination at the horror a mere name could bring. The
 only name that should be able to instill such fear was the Emperor’s.
“I hate curses.” Baldair announced one night as they sat in the local brewery—the Cock and Crow. “I never want to hear of them again.”
“We could give up on this pirate nonsense.” It wasn’t the first time Erion had suggested it. “Return to the capital.”
“No.” Baldair shook his head a little too furiously, looking almost dizzy after the fact.
Jax really didn’t want to carry him home.
“We came all the way out here for pirate treasure. Everyone is just too… too… uptight to talk.” Baldair looked at his flagon in fascination. “But I know just the thing to loosen lips.”







5. JAX
SUNLIGHT WINKED THROUGH the epically proportioned windows of the gaming room, illuminating the half-naked and entirely hungover man sprawled out on the billiards table. Jax stared at the gilded ceiling, wondering how he got there. It had only taken Baldair two weeks to tire of pirate hunting when it hadn’t yielded immediate results, and now all that seemed to be left to show for it were dizzying hangovers.
“Why in the name of the Mother are there no curtains in here?” Jax muttered to no one in particular.
“Quiet, please,” someone groaned from across the room.
Jax worked his ways to his elbows one slow shift at a time. His head was throbbing, and the movement made him want to be sick everywhere. But he was on a good billiards table, and one simply did not vomit all over good felt. He swallowed
 hard.
The room was in utter disarray. Furniture was tipped and turned into makeshift racks for scattered clothing. The carpet was stained six ways to the afterlife; no scrubbing could save it. They’d be smarter to just roll up the rug and toss it, regardless of how fine it was.
Resurrected from the grave of excess, Jax dismounted from the table that had served as his bed. He didn’t see his jacket, or shirt, or trousers for that matter, anywhere. So Jax went about in his underthings as though it was completely normal. And it basically was normal for anyone tasked with keeping pace with Baldair on a night like last night.
He leaned against the door that led into the main foyer of the Imperial summer home, rubbing his eyes blearily. The front door was wide open, and a chicken clucked merrily, pecking at the knots in the woodgrain of the floor. The livestock was an impeccable contrast against the glittering swords and Imperial suns that adorned the paneled walls.
“Let’s see… Erion, last I saw…” Jax struggled to remember. He chased hazy memories through the thickness of a sweet alcohol fog across the foyer.
On the other side of the manor was another room, identical to the billiards area in space and shape, but filled with books instead. The tomes lined the shelves from floor to ceiling, a veritable wealth of knowledge contained within, though almost a comical fraction of what the Imperial Library in the capital city held.
A group of men was collapsed on each other, fallen off their chairs around one of the tables. A carcivi board had its tokens scattered across the floor around them. The man Jax was looking for was spilling drool over the board’s edge.
Jax prodded Erion with a long finger.
He shifted with a grumble.
Jax prodded again.
Another low whine, thick with dehydration and heavy with headache.
“Erion.” Jax leaned over and placed his chin almost atop the man’s shoulder. His breath shifted Erion’s black, short-cut hair as he spoke. “Erion, this is important.”
“Have you ever said something in-inhm-important in your life?” Erion was finally roused to speech. Well, sort of. Fortunately, Jax was fluent in drunk.
“Very much so,” Jax assured him. He whispered with the utmost delicacy he could muster, “Why are you wearing my pants?”
“Because you burned mine, and then gave me yours as apology.”
Jax straightened away, assessing this. It did sound like something he would do in the circumstances. An entirely plausible explanation. Erion was too straight-laced to make up such a clever lie.
He patted his friend on the shoulder, “You can keep them. I think you need them more than I.”
“Shake me again, and you’ll need a new boot because I will have retched in it.”
“I’m not wearing boots.”
“A new foot, then.” Erion winced and continued, as if sensing Jax’s follow-up smart remark. “Stop. Talking.”
Jax had half a mind to scream chaos into the room, just to torture everyone. But he refrained. I am much too good to them all, he applauded himself as he dragged his feet back into the foyer.
He shooed the chicken from the room. A few of the previous nights’ revelers stumbled out with the fowl, people whose names Jax could not recall if someone had a sword point pressed to his throat. He closed the door behind them. The small staff that manned the summer palace was sure to have a conniption the moment they laid eyes on the mass destruction strewn
 across every room, so the least he could do was keep out the livestock.
Jax started on the wide staircase that curved up to the manor’s second floor. He glanced at a series of scuffs on the banister, blood drips on the stairs. Someone had not had a good night last night, and he could only hope it wasn’t the prince he now sought.
He had needed the night to let loose. They all had after a lack of information on Adela had turned what should have been a fun trip into a source of frustration for Baldair. The only way it could be ruined now would be if the prince he was sworn to protect had been met with some unfortunate circumstance.
All in all, there was no damage to the manor house that wasn’t more than skin deep. A good clean and some elbow grease, and it’d be back to normal in no time. Perhaps, if he, Erion, and Baldair pitched in a bit of help, the staff might not report their “letting loose” to the Emperor.
Jax gripped his temple a moment, pausing at the top of the stairs. He’d be happy to help with the cleaning, as soon as his head stopped hurting.
The second floor was lined with doors and two wide sitting areas spaced between them on either side. Some of the doors were ajar, and Jax could hear movement from within that betrayed their occupants returning to life. Other doors were closed tight and silent. He’d check in on Baldair and then find his own bed up here, collapse for a few more hours.
Baldair had taken up residence in the Imperial suite. The staff had seemed surprised by the assumption, as it was usually reserved only for the Emperor. But, being the only member of the Imperial family present, it was fully within his rights. Jax eased the golden door open, relieved that it was already
 cracked.
A trail of discarded clothing led down the center of the room to a wide bed that had more blankets on the floor than on the occupants themselves. Two women were curled on either side of a barreled chest. The Golden Prince slept heavily between them, completely oblivious to his observer.
Jax assessed the prince with quick once-over. He had no scratches or scuffs on him, for now. If one of the lasses he groped in sleep was spoken for, he would no doubt have more to worry about than tousled hair.
But who attended a soiree organized by the sixteen-year-old prince and did not expect a night of debauchery? Baldair’s reputation had preceded him down into Oparium.
Jax stumbled back into the hall, dragging his feet toward his room. A few more hours of sleep, and then he’d help clean up, he promised himself. His hand fell on his doorknob, but he was jolted back to awareness when it didn’t turn. It was locked.
He sighed heavily.
He could find any other empty bed and collapse. But he wanted his bed. He’d been sleeping in it for days and had just broken in the pillows. Plus, his spare clothes were in there for, well, whenever he didn’t feel like strolling about mostly naked.
Jax gave the door a solid knock. “Whoever is in there, you’re more than welcome to stay, you just have to share.”
Silence.
Jax pressed his eyes closed, keeping his short-fused, hungover composure. Half the house would be comatose for hours to come. Jax knocked again, louder, firmer.
“Unlock the door, or I’ll burn out the lock.” Not the most elegant response, but he was far from thinking clearly. Pillows and a soft duvet in a room tucked behind curtains trumped logic.
“Be quiet, you,” a man mumbled from the end of the hall, raising his chin from his chest.
“Sorry, mate.” Jax shrugged, motioning to the door. “You see who went in here?”
“I didn’t see who went anywhere.” The man laughed drunkenly.
Jax shook his head and clapped his hands together. Magic surged through his veins, burning away the edge of the remaining alcohol haze. He reached for the door knob.
Fire poured from his fingertips and into the metal as focused heat. It turned the latch molten red, melting through the locking mechanism in the door. Jax was mindful to keep his magic under control, even hungover. If it sparked on the wood or carpet, the whole place would go up like a tinder box, unless he could get it back in his command. And given that his head was throbbing at minimal magical effort, he wasn’t counting on himself for that.
The door gave way with a drip of molten metal that he cooled with a step.
“H-hey, you can-can’t do that.” The man struggled to his feet leveraging the hallway wall. “Firebearer scum, you, how did you get in here?”
“Sit back down,” Jax said with a heavy sigh. “This is my room. I’m under the crown.” That was the best way to put it, the simplest way. Most people didn’t ask too many questions because they assumed it meant he was some noble knight or appointed guard—he was always with the prince anyway.
Most out of the West didn’t know the truth of his crimes. He was just another sorcerer, a wielder of fire. And that was its own set of offenses in the South.
Jax ignored the man and dragged his feet into his room. He could weld the door shut again, somehow, if he had to. If the need arose, he’d figure it out. His mind was already muddling from exhaustion.
That was when he saw her.
Cold, sobering horror ripped through him, more vicious than winter’s first chill in the mountains. It ripped at his insides, exposing his most base instincts. Jax took an involuntary step back, nearly bumping into the still-open door.
He knew she was dead. He knew from the gashes that exposed the muscles of her neck, the cuts and nicks that ran up her arms, betraying a struggle. He knew from the blood that had pooled around her still body, staining the sheets with a mark that could never be scrubbed away.
But he couldn’t stop himself from moving.
She may be able to be saved, he insisted to himself in a panic. He had seen palace clerics patch up some bad wounds as a result of training gone awry. He had seen skilled Groundbreakers bring soldiers back from the edge of death.
He pulled at her body, rolling her onto her back to try to get a better assessment of her wounds. Jax pressed his hands into the severed skin of her neck, searching for a pulse, for some weak flow of blood that would give him a redemptive shred of hope to cling to. Something that would not force Jax to face the corpse of another woman beneath his fingers. He needed to be sharp, and alert, and mindful, and all he could think was that there was so much blood.
“Let me save you,” he pleaded.
The woman was long gone. Crimson slicked his hands, giving color to the guilt he tried to smother with every day-to-day act. Her lifeless eyes looked right into the shame he tried to hide under gallons of ale and too-wide grins.
You killed her, the quiet voice nagged the back of his mind. It was your fault.
“No, no…” he spoke back to the voice, his guilt given sound.
You’re a murderer. Once a murderer, always a murderer.
“Come on, live.” He shook the corpse by the shoulders. The woman’s head rolled, the gash in her neck tearing further.
A killer. A wild dog.
Jax let out a scream of anguish. It was the sound of his torment and the sound of victory for the monster that lived in him. A different woman died beneath his hands. Fire sparked around his fingers.
“What in the gods?” The drunken man from before was suddenly in the door frame.
Jax gave a huff of amusement, and another, and another. It was a weird and crazed sort of laughter. This would happen. It suited him. No matter how far he ran from his past, from what he was, it always caught up. Even across the world from his home, from the scenes of his crimes, people would see him and know him for what he was.
“This isn’t what it seems.” He grinned, and held up his bloody hands, straightening away from the body.
“Murderer!” The man cried chaos into the early morning.







6. JAX
HE STOOD, HANDS in the air, trying to keep his calm in the wake of rising, all-consuming panic.
Jax just grinned on as the room filled. Men and women crowded the space until they were standing on their tip-toes to peer over the crowns of each other’s heads in the doorway. As long as he was grinning, he wouldn’t say or do anything else stupid. The grin masked the fear in his eyes. It pulled his lips taught and prevented any further damning statements to fall from his mouth. It kept everyone at a distance, their unnerved reactions preventing them from moving too close to the man who had, literally, blood on his hands.
The noise of the people’s accusations and panicked speculations was just that: noise. Jax allowed it to wash over him.
How quickly they turned.
He had been their friend last night. He had been the shoulder that some had slumped against and drooled on as they poured out all their awful secrets. There were no two more damning words put together than “sorcerer” and “murderer”. It played into their darkest fears and fulfilled their most macabre suspicions.
At this point in his life, he found it more exhausting than disheartening.
“Move aside,” a voice bellowed from the hall. “I said move aside!”
Baldair, in his bare-chested, messy haired, broad-shouldered, princely glory, made his way to the door frame. He was holding his head and cursing like a sailor—which showed he had learned an extended vocabulary in the time spent thus far in Oparium—but his eyes gained clarity when he surveyed the room. A frown marked the prince’s
 face as he took in the corpse on the bed. Baldair swallowed thickly.
“What in the name of the gods above, Jax?” he demanded.
“I found her like this,” Jax explained simply.
“Her blood is all over your hands!” a woman shouted from the entry.
Jax felt magic flow up his forearms. It sparked around his wrists and tongues of flame danced between his fingers. It singed off the blood, burning it to bubbling and then ash with a metallic stink.
“There, no more blood.” He grinned even wider at the person. They took an involuntary step back.
“It doesn’t change why the blood was there in the first place.” A man had yet to be unnerved to silence like the rest of them.
“I was trying to save her.”
“More like finish the job,” someone mumbled with a side eye at the state of the corpse.
Objectively, it was quite clear that the woman was well and truly dead. But he hadn’t been thinking objectively. Jax had been thinking with the mind of a man who still believed there was hope for his immortal soul. The man the monster within him had yet to fully devour. k`1`2
“Quiet!” Baldair rubbed his eyes then looked back to the room, as if the gory scene was an illusion he’d no longer have to deal with.
“Sorry, this is real,” Jax preempted his thoughts. “Not some kind of hangover dream.”
“Nightmare,” the prince muttered under his breath. “And you’re not helping, Jax.”
“What’re you waiting for?” One of the other people demanded, pointing an accusatory finger at Jax. “Strike him down! This man deserves Imperial justice!”
“Someone fetch the prince his sword!”
Jax sighed heavily. If he was going to be killed, he’d want Baldair to be the one to do it. But this wasn’t the day he was going to die. If Baldair had spared him the executioner’s block in Norin for a crime Jax confessed to, he wasn’t going to take his head for a mere compromising situation. However extremely compromising it was.
“I will see justice served,” Baldair assured them all. His regal tone lacked weight to Jax’s ear. The man was weeks away from his seventeenth birthday and had yet to truly function in any kind of noble fashion. He lacked the same effortlessness in command that his father, or even his older brother, seemed to muster without a thought.
But the prince had spoken, and the room was quiet, hanging on his next words.
“I cannot get to the bottom of this with an audience.”
“What’s going on?” Erion, still wearing Jax’s trousers, pushed his way through the mass of people.
“Erion, good.” Baldair turned to his friend. “See everyone downstairs. No one is to leave the billiards room or study. Wake the staff and have them put on tea for our guests. If they have any rashers of bacon or eggs to cook up, tell them it should be done.” The prince looked back into the room. “This could take a while…”
“My prince, this man has committed a murder. Do you want us to stay as guard?” One of the fairly sober-looking men asked.
Jax couldn’t refrain from rolling his eyes at the comment.
“This man is innocent until he is proven otherwise,” Baldir insisted. “Furthermore, this is one of my personal guards. I have no reason to suspect him of such deeds.”
Jax looked back to the bed, missing the skeptical stares of the people Erion ushered out of the room. A sliver of light was working its way up the woman’s corpse with the dawn, as if the sun was eager to peek through the yet-drawn curtains at what had happened. Silence grew, alerting him to the fact that it was just him and the prince left.
“You didn’t have to lie to them.” Jax put his hands behind his head, fussing with his hair, pulling it into a high knot and letting it lose.
“I don’t lie.”
Jax snorted.
“I try not to,” the prince insisted.
“Just half-truths?”
“Those are different.” Baldair gave a tired grin that quickly vanished when he looked back at the woman. He finally entered the room, venturing closer. “Mother, what happened?”
“I wish I knew. I was trying to get a few more hours of shut-eye and came up to my bed. The door was locked, so I melted the mechanism and came in. She was like this.”
“It was locked?” Baldair arched his eyebrows.
“From the inside.” Jax fetched a key from the dresser next to the bed, holding up the only key to the room. “Didn’t take it with me.”
Baldair’s eyes swept across the space, landing back on Jax with purpose.
Jax nodded, walking to the window. He threw back the curtains and looked down. It was a sheer drop, higher than anyone could jump without sustaining some kind of injury. There was no blood or marking of a rough landing below, and there were no scuffs or scratches on the windowsill from any hooks or ropes. He ran his fingers along the window latch, still in perfect condition.
He turned back to Baldair with a shake of his head. The prince gave a small nod, and they both started in opposite directions. If the killer hadn’t escaped through the window, and the door had been locked from the inside, that meant whoever had committed the crime was still somewhere in the room.
Jax clenched his fist, feeling magic surge at his behest. He took a deep breath, ready to summon an inferno with a thought. He crept up to the wardrobe, opening the door at the same time as Baldair pulled the duvet up to peer under the bed. They looked at each other with a quick turn.
“Nothing.”
“Nothing.”
The room was not sparse, but there weren’t many places for a person to hide. For good measure, Baldair popped open the linen chest at the foot of the bed. But there was nothing within other than clean, folded blankets and sheets.
“Could they have escaped through the door in the chaos?”
“Not without my seeing,” Jax insisted. He may have slipped into distraction at a point, but there was no way someone had made a dash for the door without him noticing.
Baldair turned back to the body with a grimace.
“I’ll do it.” Jax walked over to the bed. He took a deep breath through his nose, reaching for the corpse. Jax situated the body so that she was neatly on her back, arms and legs splayed for their investigation.
“Are you all right?” Baldair asked during the process.
“Finding a dead body in my bed is now the highlight of my summer.”
“I’m being serious.”
“So am I.” Jax flashed the prince a wide grin. “And here I thought we had exhausted all our excitement weeks ago.”
“You’d call last night boring?” Baldair balked.
“I think you can do better.”
The back-and-forth helped them both, and stalled their inspection of the dead woman. But there was only so much that could prolong the inevitable, and the second Baldair’s eyes fell back to the bloodstained sheets, Jax knew they had reached their limit.
“I think we can rule out suicide, judging from these cuts… She put up a fight, at least.” As if that would make it any better.
“Killer made quick work of her, however.” Baldair motioned to the gash on the woman’s neck. The prince paused, shifting his perspective.
“You recognize her?”
“I do.” Baldair sighed heavily. “She worked here.” The prince’s cerulean eyes floated up to Jax’s. “You don’t remember her?”
“I’m not as good with faces as you.” It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the truth either. The fact was, Jax never paid much attention to the various men and women who worked as staff around the prince, especially not here in Oparium.
The Imperial Palace in Lyndum where they made their home was a different story. But here, the majority of those employed were temporary members of the staff who would go back to their lives after the Golden Prince’s summer adventure had come to a close. Jax didn’t pay attention to them.
However, Baldair clearly did. The prince was notable for giving attention to staff and common folk. Jax was even surprised he hadn’t recalled the girl’s name immediately.
“Renalee, I think her name was.”
Jax stood corrected. “Why would someone kill her? A drunken scuffle? A jilted lover’s fit of passion?”
Baldair clenched his fist with a low growl. “I sincerely hope that is not the case.”
“Don’t want to have two people who killed in a lover’s rage in your service?” Jax joked darkly.
Baldair sighed heavily. “I am too hungover for this.” He motioned to the body. “I don’t need your smart remarks atop.”
“Understood, my lord.”
“Don’t go all formal on me. We’re past that.” It had taken the majority of the past three years, but that much was true, especially if last night was any evidence. “I just don’t want you calling yourself something you’re not.”
“What I call myself is my decision.” Jax looked back to the woman. “But this isn’t about me.”
“No, it’s not,” Baldair agreed.
“Was Renalee one of the ones we brought from the palace?”
The prince shook his head. “She was hired from town for the summer, I believe. But I lament I never learned much else about her.”
“I suppose we should ask the staff, get one of them to confirm her identity?”
Baldair agreed.
Jax remained to guard the room while Baldair fetched a set of clothing and then Nana. Despite her age, she was strong and wiry, still able to haul a full bucket of water up a flight of stairs. But the moment she laid eyes on the ravaged Renalee, her back curled on itself like a deflated sail, and she suddenly looked very frail.
“Oh, Renalee, what did they do to you?” she wailed from the door.
“I feared it was her,” Baldair sighed heavily.
“Do you know who did this?”
“We’ll find out.” The prince rubbed the woman’s back. “I promise we will.”
That was a tall promise, but Jax focused on being productive and seeing the prince’s word to fruition. “Did she have any enemies?”
“Not here. She was a good girl. She had never even been so much as late for work,” the woman insisted.
Jax and Baldair exchanged a look. If there was one thing the previous night’s revelries proved, it was that there were very few “good girls and boys” in their world.
The elderly woman made her way boldly to the bed. Jax wondered, in seventy years and a number of wars, what else she had seen. Was the body even remotely as horrifying to her as it was to him? Did it still her as it so obviously had Baldair? Or was she desensitized to it?
She ran her gnarled fingers down Renalee’s shoulder and arm, ghosting over the abuse that had taken place to her body. Nana’s hand closed around the girl’s, who looked even younger next to the nearly ancient woman. A glance down, and the manor mother jumped away, the hand that had been holding Renalee’s clutched to her chest.
“What is it?” Jax studied the horror on her face, trying to make sense of the sudden shift.
The woman said nothing, timidly reaching back with trembling fingers for the hand she’d just held. Her tears had been stilled by horror, and she slowly turned the palm upright. Once again, as if the corpse’s hand had come to life and grabbed her, Nana darted away.
She had taken no issue with the other marks and cuts, but the one in Renalee’s palm gave her genuine pause.
“What is it?” Baldair repeated Jax’s question and moved for a better look.
There, in the center of Renalee’s hand, was a carefully carved mark. A straight line with a forked end, like a trident, had been cut into the skin and muscle, flesh pulled away. It was a neat incision and unbloodied, clearly done after death had stopped the girl’s heart beating.
“The pirate queen,” Nana whispered.
Jax had never thought he would see the mark again, not least of all on a corpse. But there it was, plain as day. They had been looking for traces of Adela Lagmir along the coast. They should have been more careful what they wished for.








7. ERION
GO TO THE coast, they said. It’ll be fun to hunt for lost pirate treasure, they said.
Erion’s head was about to explode. His things had been ransacked by revelers in the night, he was having to manage a hoard of disgruntled people, and like the cherry atop a proverbial cake, he was now dealing with the stench of vomit.
Baldair owed him. A lot.
The prince owed him the whole damn manor house for the past day’s affairs.
“I’m terribly sorry for all this.” Even in his strife, his upbringing won out. He could hear his mother in the back of his mind, scolding him for last night’s indulgences. Her voice was shrill, reminding him that he had a very narrow window to salvage face, and the Le’Dan name, before all those assembled. As if anyone actually cared about the Le’Dan name this far South.
“Don’t fret so, Lord Erion.” The man smiled, grabbing his rags and bucket that were now utterly soiled. “I’ve been attending to the young prince since he was born.”
“So I imagine you’ve seen even worse than this?” Erion said hopefully.
The man at least made a show of considering it. “Not that I can recall, but I’m sure there’s something.”
“At least we can hope it will be the last such adventure for our prince, now that he has it out of his system.”
“I doubt that.” The man adjusted his grip with a knowing smile. Given Baldair’s history, the prince was likely just getting started on his wild years. Erion looked at the ceiling, remembering the body that had been discovered just upstairs. Perhaps that would be enough to quell Baldair’s impulsive tendencies for at least a little while.
He frowned. It shouldn’t have to take a murder to stem the prince’s over-the-top habits.
“Is there anything else I can do for you? Or shall we begin cleaning up the manor?” the servant asked.
“Hold on cleaning the place. It won’t become any messier for the wait, and there may be something important to find,” Erion thought aloud. “Check the larder and see what there is in the way of food to be served to those still here.”
“With haste.” The man disappeared with a bow.
Erion turned for the two rooms on either side of the foyer. The doors had been closed, and, on his order on behalf of the prince, no one had come or gone all morning. He needed to begin questioning them. Did he want to start with the door on the right or left?
He started for the billiards room. He had spent far too much time in the study the night before and felt queasy merely thinking of being in there again.
A group of about fifteen were huddled into small groups, each in various states of dress. Erion resisted the urge to permit the ladies to locate their clothes or rummage through the upstairs to find something acceptable. Until he heard from Baldair again, he wasn’t letting anyone move about.
A woman raised her head. Her hands clutched a gentleman’s jacket that had been draped over her shoulders. She had a vague expression of recognition the moment Erion entered the room.
“Did the prince find the culprit?” she asked.
“We already found the culprit,” one of the men said sharply. “He was standing with blood on his hands, caught in the act.”
“You heard the prince, no one is guilty until solid proof is produced.” Erion glared at the man for even suggesting Jax was the responsible party. He knew how it looked, but that didn’t stop the surge of protectiveness he felt for his friend. Jax had endured enough… and now this. “Furthermore, Jax didn’t do it.”
“You have no proof of that.”
“He wasn’t holding a knife,” Erion started on the man without missing a breath. “Jax is also a Firebearer. If he attacked someone without a weapon, they would have burns.”
“He could’ve stashed the knife,” the man insisted. “To throw off even you.”
Erion sighed. He was going to get nowhere when what he was really battling against was Southern prejudice. “Let us cease speculation and call it a stalemate, focus on the facts. We are going to get to the bottom of this…”
Erion proceeded to question the room. Or rather, attempt to question. No one seemed to remember most of the night, not least what they had been doing at any given hour. He couldn’t even make any accusations on the grounds of them being subversive. He barely remembered what had happened last night, and judging from the state of the bar, it really was no surprise why.
Getting nowhere with the first group of fifteen, he moved to the study, hoping for better luck with the other set of guests. But even the smell of hot bacon and feeling of full stomachs couldn’t bring back the night that had been spent in an alcohol-fueled haze. He was getting nowhere fast.
“Have you questioned us quite enough?” A man stood. “I think we have all answered your inquiries in earnest, and we would like to go home.”
A few nods of agreement pushed him onward.
“We would like our clothes, and to bathe. Keeping us further is an affront to decency.”
“An affront to decency is a woman murdered,” Erion snapped back. He hated using the memory of a dead woman to shock the room into silence. But he was under orders not to let anyone leave until Baldair had concluded his investigation.
The man wasn’t dissuaded. “I will stand for no further questions. I must be home. Unless you have a reason to keep me, you cannot.”
Erion bit his tongue from lashing out that, on the crown’s orders, they could all be kept as long as Baldair saw fit. Those were the benefits of being the son of the Emperor Solaris. The law was whatever Baldair decided to make it, and there were only two people who could say otherwise, the Emperor or the Crown Prince, neither of whom were anywhere even remotely close.
“It is at the request of our prince that I’m keeping you.”
“I demand you let me leave.” The man started for the door.
Erion stood with a sigh. “I’m afraid I cannot do that.”
“What will you do?” The man sized Erion up and down. Certainly, he didn’t look like much right now in his ill-fitting trousers and crumpled, equally borrowed, shirt. But he was Baldair’s right hand. He had spent his life on training grounds with some of the best there were, including the prince. “I would have you know I served in the Crystal Caverns.”
“And the crown thanks you for your service.” Baldair’s presence in the doorway was like a sunbeam of blessing sent from the Mother above. “I would not like to see the Empire lose any good men this day, as Erion here is one of the best to walk onto the field any given morning.”
The prince crossed the room and gave a sturdy pat on Erion’s shoulder. Erion looked for Jax, but the other Westerner was nowhere to be seen. He hoped it merely meant Jax was elsewhere handling arrangements that no doubt needed to be made. He tried for a questioning look at the prince, but Baldair ignored him, or was oblivious. Both were equally possible given the circumstances.
“I have a few questions I would like to ask, and I request you indulge me if they are replications of what Erion has asked previously.” The room suddenly seemed more amenable to queries now that the prince was doing the asking. Even the man who had been eager to leave moments prior sat down with a resigned huff. “Foremost, I would like to ask if anyone here knows about a woman named Renalee Aeywir.”
Brows furrowed, and people glanced about to see if any were about to come forward. No one did.
“Very good, yes, right,” Baldair continued. “Have there been any incidences of piracy recently along the coast?”
“Piracy?” There was a collective mumble across the room.
“We haven’t had a problem with pirates in these waters since…” a woman paused, chewing over her words a long moment. “Since the blight of the seas left.”
“You mean Adela Lagmir?” Erion attempted to clarify.
There were some uneasy scowls and a few disgusted noises at the name.
“Don’t say her name,” a woman scolded under her breath. Erion had given so little heed to the superstition, despite the warnings, that he had almost forgotten to avoid Adela’s name. “You seek to damn us?”
“Yes, that’s right.” The earlier troublemaker stood. “You have been asking about her.”
“What?” another man asked.
“I heard stories of the prince asking about the pirate queen in the brewery. He may have even said her name.”
The reaction treated the fact as though it were more scandalous than the previous night’s events.
“What do pirates have anything to do with this?” the woman, a little bolder, asked. “Is it the curse? The curse of the pirate queen?”
“Curse?” Erion raised his eyebrows at Baldair to see if the prince was in equal disbelief at the insanity before them.
“A curse didn’t kill Renalee. That was the work of a terrible—but very real—person. Someone I will find.” Baldair commanded order before the room could slip into chaos. He ran a hand through his hair and momentarily deflated from his commanding presence. “I would like all of you to leave your names and locations of residence with the doorman on your way out, just in case we should have further questions.”
The people shuffled out of the room behind them as they crossed the hall. Baldair continued his line of questioning, and Erion made it a point to keep his mouth shut about the infamous pirate. The need to do so was completely forgotten when a woman who had been hanging back from the mass exodus gave her testimony.
“I knew Renalee,” she said quietly. “Well, I think I knew her. I think that was her name.”
“What can you tell me about her?” Baldair prodded gently.
“Not much,” the woman confessed. “I only recognized the name because she worked in a jewelry store I frequented.”
“And where is this store?” Erion asked.
“The Jeweled Crest. It’s on the northern cliff-side section of town, just off Ridge Road. Today is their day off, however.”
They hadn’t had cause to head to the far corner of town. But it seemed they were now handed every reason.
“Thank you for that information,” Baldair said. “Does anyone have anything else?”
With nothing more to be said, the rest of the night’s guests were dismissed. Baldair held his poise, seeing the last of them out the door. By the time the dust in the inner courtyard and stables had settled, it was midday, the manor was yet a wreck, and they still had a dead body to deal with.
The prince seemed to be equally overwhelmed as he collapsed onto a sofa with a heavy sigh.
“Not a word.”
“A word?” Erion kept moving; if he stilled, the hangover and exhaustion would catch up to him, and that would be the end of all motivation for the day.
“I said not a word.” Baldair opened his eyes with a tired grin. “And I meant not a word scolding me for how last night was a bad idea.”
“Ah,” Erion let out a noise of comprehension. “I think that is well and truly apparent without my saying anything.”
“In my defense, it wasn’t supposed to end up like this.” Baldair looked around the room at the chaos. “Well this, I expected. But not a murder.”
“Is it safe for me to come out?” Jax leaned in the door frame.
“Yes, they’re all gone.”
Erion was relieved to see that his friend was merely lying low. He withheld comment on Jax’s mental state, already knowing he’d be shrugged off. Instead, he resumed reading the labels on the bookshelves and continuing to try to bring the room back into some sort of order. He didn’t like the feeling of Jax hiding away like some animal. Of being present only when it suited everyone else.
“So, did we get anything useful?”
“Only confirmation that she had a side job at the jewelry shop,” Baldair answered, then looked to the window. “Apparently it’s not open today, and it’s only a few hours before night... We’ll need to prepare the body for the Rite of Sunset.”
Nana appeared in the door frame, a tray of biscuits and tea held firmly between two hands that didn’t normally shake. “I thought you three could use something warm.”
“Thank you, Nana.” Baldair accepted a steaming cup.
“After we see to this dark business of handling the body, I will get things arranged for your departure.”
“Departure?” Erion inquired.
“What departure?” Baldair was equally confused.
“I thought—well, after everything, you would want to return to the palace.”
Baldair shook his head. “I’m not leaving until this is sorted.”
“My prince, I think it may be best, given all that’s happened, if you return to the palace,” Nana encouraged gently. “I wouldn’t want to see you wrapped up in the pirate’s curse.”
“There is no curse.” Baldair waved it away. “Just a woman dead when it was my responsibility to look after her. Thank you for your concern, Nana.”
The woman gave a small bow and departed from the room.
“How did this whole pirate nonsense come up again?” Erion had thought the matter had faded into the obscurity of boredom.
“The woman had the mark of the trident—the one we found in the palace—carved into her palm. Nana said that the pirate queen left a curse on Oparium specifically that any who should even utter her name would invoke her wrath. Might be why they take it so much more seriously down here.”
“Sounds like a way for a tyrant to control by fear to me.” Erion folded his arms, leaning on one of the bookshelves. “And a tall-tale sailors enjoy spreading and mothers use to scare their children into behaving.”
“Ghosts and curses don’t kill people; men kill people,” Jax insisted, echoing Baldair’s earlier comments.
Erion nodded, relieved they all seemed to be on the same page in dismissing superstition. He had seen many a great and terrible thing in his life, not least of which was the woman’s still body this morning. But he had never seen nor heard of any specter coming back from the dead to exact vengeance or justice. When someone died, they passed to the realm of the Father, and the god never let anyone from his halls.
“Still, the locked door remains an enigma.” There was a note of hesitation in Baldair’s tone.
“Locked door?”
Baldair and Jax proceeded to fill him in on everything they had found in the room. The circumstances surrounding the girl’s death became curiouser and curiouser by the moment. An unassuming girl who seemingly had no enemies, a room locked from the inside with no other way out, no culprit, a struggle the room showed no signs of, and a pirate ghost.
“Enough for now,” Baldair declared finally, after they had talked in circles for an hour. “The day is waning, and we need to prepare for the Rite of Sunset.”
“Who will perform it?” Erion asked.
“We only have one Firebearer here.” Baldair stood, making for the door. “I’m going to go check on the status of the body.”
The prince left with a tone of oblivious finality.
Baldair meant well, but there were times when his youth and inexperience showed. Even though Erion was not more than a year older than the young prince, he felt well senior in moments like this. Erion had been raised with his family’s expectations yoked across his shoulders. Whereas Baldair, to most of the Empire, was quickly becoming seen as nothing more than the playboy spare heir to the throne. And the prince seemed to have embraced the role since his Coming of Age ceremony at fifteen—something his brother’s jeers no doubt encouraged.
Erion looked to Jax, who merely shrugged and brought his hands to his hair. He pointedly left the room before Erion could even breathe a word, his hands fumbling to knot his dark locks.
It was true; they had only one Firebearer. But, were it Erion’s decision, he would have chosen the harder path. He would have sought a Firebearer from town, a crone from the city’s chapel, or built a pyre—something else.
Were it his decision, he would not have asked the man who had pled guilty to burning a woman alive to immolate the body of yet another.








8. JAX
HE STILL SAW her in the flames, just as he could still feel the blood on his hands.
Jax stared into the fire flickering in the hearth, burning directly atop the stone without the need for wood or coal. He watched it with bitter regret. If his magic ran deeper, he might be able to place his face into the hearth and see the future the fire held. He would be able to see the red lines of fate the Mother wove for them all.
But the gods would not even grant him the gift of meaning. They remained in their other realms, infuriatingly removed. Silent spectators to the horrors that, in all their divine power, they should be able to stop. The gods were cruel and had abandoned the world. This much Jax knew was true.
His fingers twitched, the phantom slickness of crimson still coating his skin.
The flames in the hearth flared brighter, crackling against his emotions. His magic enveloped them violently. A spit of flame jumped out, singeing the carpet by his feet. Jax felt nothing more than a mild heat.
“Careful, or you’ll burn the place down.” Erion’s presence startled him from his trance. The other Westerner sat next to him, a mere finger’s width from where the fire had just leapt from the hearth.
Jax looked back to the fire with a soft sigh. It dulled back to a normal burn—a healthy flame fueled by little magic, detached from his emotions and thoughts.
“I burned down a Western Lord’s manor with his family in it. What do you think they’d do to me if I burned down an Imperial household with the prince in it?” Jax grinned darkly at the thought.
“Don’t even speak on it,” Erion scolded. “We both know you wouldn’t.”
“You don’t know what I would and wouldn’t do,” Jax murmured.
“I know better than most.”
Erion was right. Jax had first met his elder brother, Gare, at the Academy of Arcane Arts in Norin, but somehow he had struck it off better with his non-magical younger brother than the fellow Firebearer. Erion had been the one Jax had gone to after the incident. And Erion had been the one to bring Baldair into the picture just in time for the trial, begging for Jax’s life.
“You knew a different man. It’s been a long three years.”
Erion had the sense not to object outright. “True… But I believe I know some fundamental truths about you. If I didn’t, I would not have fought for you then. Or continued to fight for you today.”
“Let them think what they will.” Jax picked up one of the books in the stack he had been neglecting. “It’s better that way.”
“I don’t believe that.” Erion shook his head. “They will see you as a good man yet.”
“I don’t want them to.”
“Jax—”
“And you shouldn’t either.”
“You can’t stop me.”
“It’ll get you in trouble one day, Erion,” Jax sighed.
“Why?”
“Because, one day, I will have actually snapped.” The voices in his head were back to being quiet. They usually grew silent in the presence of his unorthodox friends, who were also his keepers and owners. But their echoes were impossible to ignore and became louder by the day.
“I doubt that.”
Jax snorted, not dignifying the objection with a proper response.
“You’re a good man, Jax. What you did was for the right reasons, even if—”
“Never mention it again.” The fire flared again. Jax took a deep breath to get himself and the flames under control before he burnt the book in his lap. “Never mention it to anyone ever, or I cannot be held responsible for my actions against you, or anyone else.”
Every time Erion tested the waters on the matter, Jax made sure he pushed back further. It was better for everyone, her memory included, if no one mentioned the events that led to his conscription to the crown. Erion meant well, but Jax was beyond saving. His immortal soul had died alongside hers.
“If you don’t trust yourself, trust in Baldair and me. We won’t allow you to become the evil you seem bent on thinking you are.”
Jax sighed and tugged at his hair, knotting and unknotting it. It was better if everyone thought he was evil. If he was evil, he could live with himself. He could have an explanation for what happened three years ago. He could hide the truth of what had led him to murder and preserve her memory.
“Sometimes, I think it would be better if I lived up to the world’s horrible expectations of me,” Jax whispered.
Jax stared into the flames once more, seeing beyond them. The face of the woman he was about to send to the Father’s realms transformed into the face of his dead lover. She stared back at him with her hollow eyes and gaping mouth; silent screams filled his ears as his fire consumed her. Jax pressed his eyes closed.
“What’re you reading?” Erion asked, having the sense to shift the topic. He leaned over, inspecting the book in Jax’s lap. “That again?”
They had scoured the library several times over when they’d first arrived for any information on Adela. Most was scribed in the form of storybook lore, but they had consumed it eagerly like children on their hunt for long lost treasure. Treasure that, according to all the tales, Adela took with her as she fled Oparium and the Emperor’s soldiers.
“I thought we may have missed something.” Jax flipped the page uselessly. “After all, now that we’re ghost hunting for different reasons, maybe I’ll catch something new.”
Erion snorted. “Southerners and their superstitions. It’s stories like that which have resulted in sorcerers being so ill-treated here.”
Jax couldn’t deny it. Where the West had celebrated sorcerers since before its annexation to the Empire, back into the days of antiquity, the South shunned them. Much of it had to do with the Crystal Caverns—a place of unspeakable power that had been sought through the ages in the most nefarious ways. If there was a place of nightmares and curses made real, it was there.
But it was a meager excuse for the persecution of all sorcerers.
“Well, pass me one.” Erion held out his hand.
“I thought you didn’t believe in ghosts?” Jax grinned, obliging the man.
“I don’t.” Erion gave the matter a long moment’s thought. “But there is clearly something to this. She did have that mark on her hand.”
“Speaking of…” Jax flipped open one of the books he had set aside. “Look at this one. We didn’t pick it up before because it’s not explicitly about the pirates, just the ‘history’ of
 Oparium sailing.” He pointed to a drawing of Adela’s mark on the page.
“The mark of Adela is one all sailors are familiar with, as it was used for a number of applications,” Erion read aloud. “Right side up, it marked the pirate queen’s territory. Up-side down, it would be found carved into doors and painted on walls to mark traitors and enemies for death. Her legion would even carve the mark into the right hand of those caught stealing from her brood.”
Jax was waiting for Erion’s eyes to lock with his own when the man looked up from the page.
“Renalee had the mark on her right hand, carved just so,” Jax emphasized.
“You think she stole something?”
“If she did, wouldn’t it be convenient for whoever she crossed to impersonate the pirate queen?” That the townspeople believed Adela was still among them was obvious enough in their reactions to the murder. It’d be enough for someone to hide behind.
“Makes more sense than a ghost,” Erion mused. “Perhaps innocent Renalee wasn’t so innocent after all.”








9. ERION
DESPITE LINGERING EXHAUSTION from the prior night’s revelries, Erion burned the midnight oil again. Only this time, books were his primary company.
Only when dawn winked through the windows did Erion slip into bed, and he kept sleeping until his room was bright. It was a late night and a late rise, but, as long as he wasn’t utterly hungover, he still woke before Baldair or Jax. It didn’t mean he wasn’t tired. He was exhausted to the bone. But habit trumped exhaustion, and he could think of no better way to
 shake the aftershocks of a night of far too much excess than with discipline.
Dressing in his usual training clothing—a worn linen shirt and soft leather trousers—brought back some normalcy. A wide belt held his sword and scabbard, familiar, stabilizing weights that were much needed after the past day’s events. Erion rested his hand on the pommel. It had been a gift from his father when he had first begun traveling south as a boy, shortly after befriending the prince by chance on one of Baldair’s few visits to the West with Prince Aldrik.
The Imperial manor, generously dubbed the “summer palace” despite not being very palace-like, was situated on the far edge of the southernmost port of Oparium. Nestled in the woods, Erion had ample space for running laps and viciously attacking trees without any person complaining of the thunk, thunk, thunk of his sword.
By the time he started back for the manor, the sun was high, and he was dripping with sweat. A plume of smoke chimneyed into the sky like a beacon. Erion passed through the front gate into a wide inner courtyard. Stables that had previously been packed were now empty, deep furrows in the mud the only remnants of the quantity of people they had invited to their soirée.
Offset to the side of the stables was a pile of refuse, currently aflame. Jax stood back, leaning against the wall of the manor. His dark eyes reflected the flickering orange light, as though Erion could see the magic he was maintaining as their garbage from the prior night burned.
A man exited from a side door holding a bloody pile of cloth. His eyes met Erion’s, and he quickly threw the wad into the flames before scurrying back into the manor. Erion didn’t blame him; he didn’t want to face it either. He tore his eyes away and started in through the front door. He’d seen enough burn; the woman’s immolating body from Rite
 of Sunset scarred his memory. He didn’t want to see anything more.
Guilt flushed through him as he closed the door and realized that Jax didn’t have the option to walk away from the fire.
“How did you sleep?” Baldair asked from behind the billiards table.
“Well enough.” Erion strolled into the room, pulling up the bottom of his shirt to wipe the sweat from his face and hands.
“Well enough to have already been running drills.” Baldair gave a wide yawn, clearly expressing how he felt in regards to the notion. “Seriously, what did the trees ever do to you? I heard you chopping away at them for half the morning.”
“Some of us aren’t blessed with the gift of the sword and actually have to work for our skill.” Erion folded his arms, glancing at the table. The books from the night before were spread out across its surface. “You can read?”
Baldair gave a mocking laugh. “The man has jokes! Yes, while I am not my brother, I can read.”
Just the mention of Crown Prince Aldrik brought a sour note to Baldair’s voice.
“Jax give these to you?” Erion looked out the window at the brightening day. The sun was chasing away the thick sea fog of the morning, revealing a brilliant blue beneath the gray sky only obscured on occasion by the thick plume of black smoke from Jax’s labors.
“He pointed out a few passages he thought would be useful given recent events,” Baldair affirmed and tapped one such passage—the one on the hand marking. “But I don’t know what it means for us.”
“I kept thinking on it myself.” Erion shifted his weight, leaning against the table. “We know it’s a mark for theft. We know she worked at a jewelry store. Perhaps she did have some enemies?”
“Doesn’t seem like the thieving type.”
Erion laughed. “You didn’t know her.”
“Nana wouldn’t have hired her if she was,” Baldair asserted. “Plus, I’m a great judge of character.”
Erion couldn’t argue that. Three years ago, Erion had gone to the prince to plead for Jax’s life, a man he had only heard Erion mention on occasion. Baldair had risen to the task without hesitation. Erion could only hope he had never come to regret that decision.
“Maybe she stole Adela’s treasure.” Erion pushed away from the table.
“I’m beginning to think that the rumors of the treasure sinking to the depths are true after our previous luck.” Their two weeks of hunting certainly hadn’t yielded much. But Erion couldn’t imagine what the prince thought they would find. They couldn’t be the first to go after the “crown treasure” of the South.
“I’m going to wash up so we can leave.” Erion kept focused. The treasure was likely lost to time, but what was before them now was a dead woman.
“Good, you smell bad enough to scare away any ghost or man.”
It was Erion’s turn to give a mocking laugh.
The three of them were on the path to town within the hour. A well-worn dirt trail cut through the thin pine forest, winding toward the city nestled between ridges. Oparium was built on a slope in the only valley with year-round access to the sea. The high mountains and rocky bluffs that surrounded it helped sheer away particularly bad storms. It was originally the only access to the sea for the old Kingdom of Solarin, and the rich history was visible in both the construction of the town and the people who occupied the structures.
“Why doesn’t your family come here more often?” Erion asked the prince. It was a serene place, filled with a beauty that was only ever found nestled next to the sea.
“Just never have.” Baldair shrugged, clearly indifferent. “It wasn’t something my father ever spoke of much, and Mother seemed no more inclined.”
“Seems a shame; it really is a beautiful town.” As if on command, Oparium became visible to them over the rocky bluff that held the carved stairs down into the town proper.
The houses were stacked upon each other like dominoes, precariously perched on the sloping land that quickly ended at the sea beneath them. They had the same architecture that Erion had become accustomed to in the South. Their tier-stacked buildings and shingled roofs were different from the boxy straight lines of the West. Oparium was not unimpressive as far as ports went, but it was certainly not Norin.
“Has it been upgraded to ‘beautiful town’?” Baldair joked. “And here I thought it wasn’t half as impressive as Norin.”
Erion rolled his eyes. He’d made his opinion too well known stumbling around the docks after their first night at the alehouse, pointing out all the ways he’d do things differently if he were running the port.
“It’s not.” Jax started down the stairs, taking Erion’s side on the matter.
“But that doesn’t make it bad.” Erion followed behind, careful to mind his footing on the weathered stone. They had made the journey near daily, and yet it somehow still seemed precarious.
“Just not as good.” Jax glanced back at Erion with a small grin.
“Such is the way of West and South, isn’t it?” Erion made a show of speaking only to his fellow Westerner. “Never quite compares.”
“They do try though.”
“Oh right, right, team up on the outnumbered Southerner.” Baldair rolled his eyes, two steps behind them.
“Outnumbered? I thought you were strong enough to take on both of us?” Jax teased.
“I do remember him saying something like that,” Erion affirmed.
“That was a year ago!”
“And what happened then?” Erion rubbed his chin in mock thought.
Jax folded his hands behind the top knot he’d fashioned in his hair, as was becoming more and more the norm. “I do believe we put him in his place.”
“An experience I’d rather not repeat.” Baldair rubbed his side in the spot Erion distinctly remembered landing a solid hit with the blunt of a training sword.
“I do think the prince fears us.” Erion nudged Jax.
“Good, I should be feared.” There was a wild timbre to Jax’s words that Erion wished he could unhear. His mouth curled into a grin that Erion was seeing more and more, despite it always looking to him like it had no real place on his friend’s face.
He had hoped Jax would mend with time following the trial three years past. But it seemed he was merely healing crooked, like an unset broken bone.
“I think we should split up,” Baldair announced as the stairs deposited them into a narrow alley that became Ocean Street at the corner ahead of them. The prince was oblivious to Erion’s concerns. “We’ll cover more ground that way.”
“What ground is there to cover?”
“We only have one lead: Renalee worked in the jeweler,” Jax said, reading Erion’s thoughts.
“Exactly. She lived here her whole life according to Nana, and we only have one lead. Seems suspicious, doesn’t it? Someone must know something more about her. Maybe not the sort we invited to our gathering…” The rich sort, Erion filled in mentally. Baldair might be mindful of his lessees, but his regular associations betrayed his princeliness more than anything else.
Not that Erion blamed him. He much preferred associating with people who could offer him something in return for his time. One never knew when a contact or carefully placed word of support would come in handy. It had served the Le’Dan family for generations, and Erion was a pupil of that school of thought—in all matters that weren’t Jax or Baldair, at least.
“So what are you thinking?” Jax seemed to buy the logic.
“You head down to the market, Jax. Some of the jeweler’s wares may have been bought or sold there, could be something. Erion, you’re the exotic lord. Head to the jeweler and see if you can get people to talk.”
“I’m exotic?” Erion raised his eyebrows.
“Dark hair, bright eyes—what a blend of South and West!” Baldair’s voice went shrill in a poor imitation of a maiden’s as he brought the back of his hand to his forehead in a swoon.
“Careful, I think he’s falling for you,” Jax cautioned.
“I think you’re the one who should look out.” Erion started along the alley for the paved street ahead. “You’re the one who has to live with him all year, and he clearly has a thing for Westerners.”
Jax waggled his eyebrows at Baldair. “And where will you be, handsome?”
“I’m headed to the brewery.”
Erion snorted loudly. “He wants to drink while we work,” he said to Jax. He had not the foggiest idea how Baldair could even entertain the mere notion of more alcohol.
“No, bartenders hear things,” Baldair insisted.
“Things like, ‘Another ale!’” Erion deepened his voice for his best attempt at an impersonation of Baldair’s booming timbre.
“Good Gods, I’m glad we’re splitting up. I’ve had enough of you both this morning.”
“You’ll never have enough of me,” Jax called as he strolled away from them, drawing more than one look from those milling about the street.
“Was he always like this?” Baldair asked with a laugh as he and Erion struck off in a similar direction.
Erion tried not to sober the mood. The honest answer was no. The Jax Erion had met years ago was a well-balanced man—the eldest son of a modest family, loving brother to his two sisters, and well-set to build upon the family legacy with a smartly chosen betrothed.
“Maybe somewhere in him,” he answered vaguely.
“The insanity is rather fun.” Baldair grinned. “Can’t say I mind having someone around who shakes things up and isn’t afraid to be a bit wild.”
Erion debated his response. Encouraging the change in his friend felt wrong. Jax was a good man, as he had always been. But was this brokenness the man he was meant to be? Jax had to find some way to live in the world as it was now structured for him, Erion surmised. It may not be fair of him to expect anything different. “Somehow, that doesn’t surprise me.”
The two finally broke paths at Main Street. Baldair headed toward the sea and the brewery that was nestled along the cliff at the water’s edge by the docks. Erion headed upward into the residential section of town. The gaps between the houses began to widen, as if making room for the supposed wealth their occupants had.
Real estate was at a premium on the bluff, especially land with a view of the sea. And nothing said, “Look at me, I’m rich,” like owning land and not doing anything with it other than planting and pruning some lovely trees. Erion rested his hand on the hilt of his sword, bowing his head to some ladies as they passed. The two tittered and moved on.
If there was one thing that was true regardless of culture, region, or fashion, it was wealth. Everyone wanted it. And everyone could recognize it when they saw it.
Ridge Road wound upward to the point where he was nearly sweating from the steep hike. Erion had all but turned around, deciding he somehow missed the rumored jeweler, when the road forked, and he saw a swinging sign dotted with metal and semi-precious stones. “The Jeweled Crest” shone brightly in silver, catching the light.
Erion adjusted his belt and ran a hand through his dark hair. He might be mostly unknown to the general populous, but if his name would carry weight somewhere, it would be a jewelry shop.
A silver bell at the top of the door chimed brightly at his entry. A few patrons milling about looked to the entrance instinctively. Ladies adjusted the draping of their skirts to turn for a better look at the Westerner newly among them. But propriety won out and none stared.
“Ah, did you finally work out the issue with the port master?” a man from behind the counter addressed him with an eager clap of his hands.
“I think you confuse me for someone else.” Erion was caught off-guard, wondering what the port master had to do with him.
“You’re not from the Lady Black?”
Lady Black. Erion vaguely recognized it. One of the ships in a fleet belonging to an old lord of the West, of the family Twintle. A family the Le’Dans made a point to cease all associations with long ago, when the Twintles refused to commit to a new, Imperial world order that divided the West
 between those who clung to the old ways and those who sought progress.
“I am not. You may be surprised to learn that Westerners can travel outside of the Waste for reasons beyond commerce.”
“Forgive me, sir.” The shopkeep raised a gloved palm to his chest, bowing his head in apology.
“Lord Erion Le’Dan,” Erion clarified.
The man’s head snapped up in recognition. “Le’Dan?” he repeated, as though he couldn’t have possibly heard right.
“The same.” Erion made a show of inspecting the jewelry in the case, as if leveraging his family’s decades of expertise and passing judgment on their craftsmanship. It was a good thing he wasn’t here to do so, because the wares were not up to notoriously high Le’Dan standards.
“What brings you to our shop, my lord?” the man asked eagerly, no doubt assuming Erion had some hope in establishing a trade deal. The shopkeeper’s reactions had the other patrons taking note. Erion stood a little straighter.
“I have a question for you about one of your employed.”
The man paused briefly. “You’re one of the prince’s boys.”
“Watch your words, sir,” Erion managed to scrape together every bit of politeness he could. “I am one of the prince’s guards.”
“My error.” The man’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I heard about the prince’s night of debauchery and assumed.”
A lady couldn’t completely muffle a titter, and Erion fought an embarrassed flush. He was not the type of young lord to be associated with such rumors. The irony that the prince, of all people, was the one to ruin him did not escape his notice.
“I am inquiring into Renalee.”
“Yes, I heard about her.” The shopkeeper surprised Erion with his sudden candidness and calm demeanor. If this man had any hand in the woman’s murder, he was playing the fact quite cool. “Just a horrible fate for her to have been dealt.”
“I think fate had little to do with it,” Erion pressed. He could hear his father’s scolding. Fate was the design of the Mother; shunning it was near blasphemy. But he hoped the goddess above would forgive him for the sake of justice. “I am trying to root out her killer on behalf of Prince Baldair.”
“You can’t hunt a ghost,” the man whispered. “You should know this better than anyone. I’ve heard the rumors in town that you and the prince have been going about mentioning the pirate queen for a couple weeks now.”
Erion pressed his lips together a long moment, quite fed up with the mention of ghosts. “As I said, I am seeking justice on behalf of Prince Baldair.” Erion tried to throw rank to get the man to acquiesce. “Renalee, was there anything suspicious about her activities? Any changes of late?”
“She had reduced hours while she was working at the Imperial manor, but she asked for permission to do so, and it was no strain on the shop as a result. She was never late for work, always kept herself tidy.” The man thought a long moment. “I can’t think of anyone who would seek to harm her. Though, if she said the pirate queen’s name, well, that’s not something sane men involve themselves with.”
“Thank you for your time.” Erion turned to leave. He wasn’t going to talk about specters with the shopkeep.
“Before you go,” the man said to his back, stopping him. “What will become of her earring?”
“Earring?” Erion had heard no mention of earrings.
“A ruby Western, quite large and very valuable. I’m sure one with as much of a discerning eye as you would recognize its quality. It couldn’t have gone unnoticed.”
Erion ignored the backhanded compliment. “Go on.”
“She wore it every day, on her right ear.” He pointed to his own for emphasis. “Without fail.”
“Only one earring?” Southerners did make strange fashion choices.
“She said she lost the first.” The man shook his head heavily. “I’m sure the ruby would mean nothing to a Le’Dan, or the crown, given the gemstones I’ve no doubt you have access to, but you see, for my shop, we could reset it and sell it anew…”
Erion chose to ignore that the man was trying to cut a profit off a dead woman’s prize possession.
“This earring, was it stolen?”
“Do you think I would let someone work in my shop with a record of theft?” The man shook his head. “Mother, no, she said she paid for it in full. The girl had a taste for nice things, not something I discouraged.”
“Where did she get the money from?”
“I assume working.”
Erion pursed his lips together momentarily to keep himself from asking if the shop really paid enough for her to afford such a prize. He could only push so far into the realm of impropriety before it was too far. Erion scanned the cases and tried a different approach.
“Where did she purchase it? Western rubies are rare, as I am sure you well know, and I don’t see any in your inventory.”
“We do get some things we keep aside for our best clients and employees from time to time,” the man answered vaguely. “Though, that earring she said she purchased from a traveling salesman, long gone I assure you.”
“You wouldn’t happen to know anything about this traveling salesman, would you?” Erion pressed.
“I don’t investigate my competition.”
“Only let your employees buy from them.”
“Will you be needing anything else today, Lord Erion?” the man responded stiffly.
Erion took the hint with grace. Clearly, he had exhausted his welcome, and the hostility of the clerk was only escalating with the scandalous whispers that were beginning to float around his shop. He took a step away from the counter.
“Thank you for your assistance on this matter.” Erion gave a respectful bow of his head. “It is appreciated by the crown.”
The man said nothing further, letting Erion leave in silence. He wouldn’t call the exchange enjoyable by any stretch. But it was productive.
He had at least determined a motive that extended beyond a pirate curse.








10. JAX
MARKET STREET WAS as rich in color as a painter’s palette. Broad strokes of azure were splashed against soft periwinkle with hints of royal blue layered atop. Fluttering above it all was the blazing, golden sun of the Empire stitched on white. It was Southern patriotism at its finest. Even though the Empire’s expansion across the main continent united three previously separate nations, it seemed everyone—the South included—was eager to hold onto their own ways of life.
It was familiar now to Jax, in an odd sort of way. Perhaps it was because the West had never been that different. Even though they were no longer called Mhashan, every Westerner still held close the crimson strokes of their history.
The colors were different, but no matter where you traveled, people—and their markets— were fundamentally the same.
Hawkers sold their wares to passersby. Spices teased his nose, silks shone brightly in the sunlight, and musicians played for any who had coin to spare. The winds came right off the sea, sweeping over the docks to mingle the scents of fish and salt atop everything else.
Jax tied and untied the knot in his hair once.
No matter what horrors occurred in the world, life continued. Mothers would chase after their runaway children, squeals leaving an easy trail to follow. Laundry would be suspended between balconies, wetting the heads of any who didn’t mind its presence. None were the wiser to the horrors that had taken place two nights before. Even if they were, they likely didn’t have the energy to care. Surviving the day to day was an already exhausting task, and everyone was focused on making the best of it.
Everyone except for Jax. He had lost that right to any enjoyment and now existed merely for whatever Baldair—or the Crown Prince, or the Emperor—designed for him. He had no will beyond that scope, and the more he embraced the fact, the better he would be.
So, Jax kept his eyes focused on the merchant stalls and narrow storefronts for the spark of silver in the sun, or the shine of gemstones. He stopped at one narrow table, a portly and cheerful-looking man barely fitting behind it. The shine of his bald head was almost as bright as some of his beads and baubles.
“What can I do you for, sir?” He motioned to his wares. “Something for your lady or lord, perhaps? Or would you be shopping for yourself?”
Jax looked over the trinkets. He did not have Erion’s eye for the stuff. He couldn’t tell a true stone from a fraud without trying to smash it, which most shopkeeps frowned upon.
“Actually, I’m looking for some information.” Jax stuck with the direct approach.
“Oh?”
“I’m looking for information on a young woman named Renalee.” He intentionally kept things worded vaguely to see what the man came up with. “I heard she worked in a jewelry shop along Ridge Road. Didn’t know if she ever came down here to sell their wares.”
The man gave a mighty guffaw. “Jewelry shop on Ridge Road? You couldn’t possibly mean The Jeweled Crest, could you?”
“That’s the one.”
“No, sir, afraid her name’s not familiar.” The man shook his head. “Not surprising. The Jeweled Crest fancies itself the prestige jeweler for Oparium; they’d never think to lessen themselves by opening a stand on Market Street.” He chuckled again. “I’m afraid if you’re needing them, you’ll have to travel up cliffside to the storefront proper. Good luck dealing with their powdered noses and holier-than-thou attitudes.”
Jax gave a small grin. “I’m fairly used to holier-than-thou.” If he could survive the Imperial Palace and the nicer sections of Solarin, on top of the Imperial Court, he could survive almost anything, anywhere, when it came to stomaching pompous attitudes. “Thank you for your help.”
“Sorry I can’t help you find your lass,” the man said as Jax moved to depart.
Just when Jax was about to clarify that she was not “his lass,” a cry cut over the white noise of the market.
“Thief!”
All commerce ceased, and everyone looked around frantically. A block down from where Jax stood, a hooded figure barreled from a tucked-away table where a man pointed and continued to shout, “Thief!”
Jax began to run.
Civilians parted, avoiding the burglar, but fellow merchants and sailors ran toward the hooded thief under an unspoken code. With arms as thick as tree branches, wielding daggers and other makeshift weapons, they pursued the thief to aid their fellow hawkers. The hooded figure stopped, spinning in place.
A hand shot out and magic crackled through the air. Ice shot up from the ground in three-pointed spears—tridents. Most of the merchants stumbled away in time to avoid being impaled. One was not so lucky.
He wailed, clutching at the trident point that speared through his side.
Jax clapped his hands together. Magic surged from one palm to the next, flowing up his forearms and charging through his veins. He skidded to a stop, drawing his focus.
Ice turned to steam as fire hissed through it. Jax kept the blast short and focused so that none of the nearby merchants or observers would be caught in the flames. Screams echoed in the back of his mind, but Jax kept his eyes wide open and his grin wide, pushing them away as violently as he could.
He wouldn’t burn them.
Water covered the ground where ice once stood. But no one moved. Only Jax was running again, pushing through the stunned crowd and leaping over the merchants still nursing their wounds. He nearly slipped on the water—lamenting he hadn’t kept the fire for a flash longer to evaporate it—but he kept his feet.
“Sorcerers!” someone shrieked.
“Sorcerers in the market!”
“Sorcerers stealing our goods!”
“I’m trying to help you!” Jax shouted over his shoulder. But he didn’t stay and argue. The thief was already at the far end of the alley, rounding the corner at speed.
He panted, stretching his long legs in wide strides. He was taller than the burglar and could tell he was gaining the second he rounded the corner. The hooded figure glanced back long enough for Jax to see a mask with a trident stitched on it spread over the thief’s mouth.
“Stop!” Jax shouted. “Stop, or I will use force.”
He wondered if he imagined a cackle at the proclamation.
The thief threw a hand over his shoulder. Jax felt a ripple of magic as the air before him distorted. He pushed fire outward instinctively. The ice trident vaporized to a harmless spear that he swatted away, just in the knick of time.
Jax gave pursuit again, this time on the offense. He tensed his fingers, pushing his magic outward and just ahead of the fleeing criminal. A wall of fire flared up before him, bright and hot, enough that it should be able to singe and slow his quarry, but not enough to immolate him on the spot. He wanted to catch the man alive for questioning—Jax’s gut told him it was what Baldair would want.
The thief leapt through the flames, encased in an orb of water that hissed to steam, fogging the alley. This was no half-rate sorcerer or market pickpocket, Jax realized grimly. This was a trained soldier.
Jax raised his hand, clearing the steam with a wave and tongues of fire. The alley burned hot; sweat rolled down his neck with frustration. The thief was nowhere to be seen, and any potential for wet footprints had evaporated.
He continued to run along the alley, but every offshoot either led back to Market Street or toward the sheer cliff that encircled the southern half of the city. Dead ends or back into plain sight had been the hooded person’s only options. The thief must have given him the slip back into the masses of people who lined the lower shopping district.
Jax grunted in frustration, clenching his fists. A tendril of flame shot from his hand, singeing a nearby wall. He’d lost.








11. JAX
JAX DRAGGED HIS feet back to the market where he’d first seen the thief. He’d spent another good many minutes searching down each of the alleyways, turning over boxes, peering into nooks and crannies, but the thief was nowhere to be found. It was as if he had disappeared like… like…
Like a ghost, his mind finished treacherously.
Ghosts were nothing more than fabrication and, despite all the stories he’d been told, Jax had yet to hear of the kind that fought with flesh and blood and sorcery. The person he had encountered in the alleyway—man or woman—was real. Jax couldn’t believe otherwise. Their magic had goose-bumped his flesh and impaled one of the merchants earlier; it was not the act of a specter from another realm.
The wounded merchant was nowhere to be found when Jax returned to Market Street, but his blood still stained the cobblestones where he had fallen. Jax wondered how long it would stay, if someone would clean it, or if it would be a reminder of the market’s blight until the next rainstorm.
With a sigh, Jax relaxed his magical channel, relinquishing the tight hold he kept on his magic and the remaining tension of the fight. He doubted the burglar would strike again in the same day, especially not after getting away scot-free. The only thing left to hunt now was the motive behind the theft.
“You, sorcerer—” Jax turned to the man stomping up to him. “What happened with the thief?” He drew a blade, holding it to Jax’s throat. “An accomplice of yours?”
Jax sighed softly. As if he’d care if the man slit his throat. He’d long since lost all reason to live. A grin crept out with his next exhale of breath, and Jax studied the man’s face.
“Are you and all your muscles afraid of a little sorcerer like me?”
The merchant said nothing, his scowl deepening.
“You should be. After all, I could burn you alive right now with a twitch of my fingers or a mere thought.” Jax watched as the man’s resolve faltered, his dagger quivering slightly, the point brushing against the knot in his neck. “But no, usually the person chasing after the thief, trying to stop them, is not an accomplice.”
The man sheathed his dagger with a begrudging huff. “See that you don’t make trouble.”
“Never my intent,” Jax assured, despite his track record. “I’m just here on official business for the prince.”
“For the prince?”
“Investigating a murder.” Jax looked around the large merchant, no doubt sculpted from years of hauling goods on the sea. “Now, if you’ll excuse me…”
He pushed around the man, rubbing away the dot of blood that had formed at his neck. On the other side of the street was the salesman who’d been victimized by the thief. The young man packed up his table in a defeated slump.
“What did they get, sir?” Jax asked.
“Name’s Rowin,” the man supplied willingly. “And not much, besides my most valuable item.” He cursed under his breath.
“Which was?” Jax asked when the man didn’t elaborate.
He paused, the blanket he’d been holding half-folded in his hands. “Why do you care? You don’t look like a member of the city guard.”
“No, I’m not of the city guard. You could say I’m a guard of a different sort, however…” Jax still didn’t know what he was. In three long years, he had never seemed to work it out. He was owned by the crown. He was a criminal, nothing more than a dog on a leash. Yet Baldair treated him as a comrade, and Erion had yet to discard his foolish loyalty. “I report to Prince Baldair.”
The man froze. If he had only halted before, this was a complete seizure of every function. A shadow passed over his face, darkening his eyes to glower at Jax.
“Prince Baldair should just leave this town already. He brings bad luck.”
“Gird your tongue; that is your Imperial Prince you speak of,” Jax cautioned. He was taken aback by the man’s caustic tone.
Rowin begrudged the truth, saying nothing.
“Why do you hold such ire for your prince?” Jax asked, forcing gentleness in an attempt to diffuse the tension.
He sighed heavily, hanging his head. “If it wasn’t for his presence, for his foolish party, my Renalee…”
“Renalee?” Jax pushed with conviction. “Her death is what I am investigating. You knew her?”
“Knew her? I was going to ask her to be my wife before gods and man within the fortnight, if it weren’t for that party!”
Jax heard an all-too-familiar hurt in the man’s loss. “What happened?”
“When she took the job at the Imperial Manor, she grew distant. I knew she had taken another lover. I have no doubt he was there that night, that it was an excuse for her to go and have a tryst with him. I asked and asked, but she wouldn’t confess it to me.” The man slammed his fist into the narrow table he stood behind. “She gave me an earring she supposedly bought, to prove her love. I wore one of the matched pair, she
 the other. But she never told me where she got the money to afford it.”
Rowin shook his head grimly.
“You think she got it from this other lover?”
“Who else?” He had a look in his eye that nearly begged Jax for an answer. “How else would she get the money? Sir, we were not rich. Comfortable, yes. But there would be no other way she could afford a Western ruby that size. If she had taken to whoring, I would’ve no doubt heard word from the other dock hands.”
“So today, the thief—you were trying to sell the earring for coin? Erase the memory and the hurt?” Jax recognized the emotion. He tried to withdraw from the situation, to keep an objective perspective on something that could quickly feel much too personal. A smile tugged at Jax’s mouth, small enough that Rowin wouldn’t notice, large enough to keep the memories at bay.
“Yes, along with her other remaining effects in my possession. A lot of good it did me.” He stuffed the last of his goods into the bag he carried, and Jax knew their conversation was nearing an end. “Lost the only thing of value and wasted the rental cost of this table.”
Jax reached into his coin purse, pulling out a few gold pieces. He dropped them onto the table, their clinking sound drawing the man’s full attention. Southern blue eyes drifted up to Jax’s as Rowin silently asked after his intentions.
“You don’t want those things. I’ll take them all. This should be enough, shouldn’t it?” Three gold coins should set the man up comfortably for a month.
Rowin was skeptical of the exchange. “There’s nothing in this bag worth that much. Why do you want it so badly?”
“I told you, I’m trying to find her killer. Something in there may be of use to me. I don’t have the time to track you down again should those possessions become relevant.” And Jax wouldn’t want to. He would do it, because if such a thing came to pass, Baldair would no doubt ask it of him. But he had no interest in continually prodding the open wound of a man who had lost his lover in more ways than one. “It’s not like you want any of it, right?”
Rowin’s hands went slack on the leather drawstrings of the satchel. His face softened briefly as the haze of memories clouded between them. Jax waited silently, allowing the moment to pass. Anger burned away the pleasant fog that had momentarily subdued the man. He practically threw the bag at Jax, snatching the gold off the table with a mumble.
“Good riddance.”
Jax watched Rowin as he retreated in a storm of hurt. He knew there was nothing he could say that would ease the man’s pain. It would be insulting to try, Jax reminded himself. Rowin stomped around the side of the table, not even looking back once. Jax’s fingers indented the leather of the bag.
“It won’t work,” he called after the other man. Rowin stopped and turned, looking back with questioning, fearful eyes. He knew Jax had seen him—seen with eyes that knew a similar sort of pain. There was something deep and terrible connecting them that could not be explained, a shared horror that both would give anything to relinquish. “You can sell it all. But the weight won’t lessen.”
Rowin stared at him, passersby traversing the market who could not be bothered to care for the exchange the only thing breaking their gaze. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said quietly, turned, and left.
Jax departed in the opposite direction, hoping he never had to interact with the heartbroken lover ever again.








12. ERION
THE COCK AND Crow.
Just the name of Oparium’s brewery set Erion’s stomach to turning. He was all too familiar now with the worn wood grain of the door handle, shaped like one of the birds of its namesake; the smell of musty ale; and the haze of the dim lighting that hung in the smoke-filled air.
He had never been one for bars. Even when he was socially deemed “mature enough” to frequent them, Erion much preferred the upscale parlors of the estates of the nearby lords of the Waste. Southern alcohol was soft compared to the throat-burning liquor of the West, and he missed the lazy afternoons spent sipping the amber colored cocktails by a synthetic oasis in the burning sun of the desert.
By tastes, in both booze and atmosphere, Erion should have been the prince between them. Baldair sat easily at the bar, his lose shirt as relaxed a fit as its wearer’s posture. He talked easily with the men two stools away, laughing and carrying on as though he hadn’t a care in the world.
His elder brother may be the sorcerer, but Baldair had his own sort of magic in the way he viewed the world, the way he managed to smile without a care, even when the odds were stacked against him. The prince opened himself up in a way Erion was always advised against doing and welcomed anyone willing into his fold. It was a manner of living that Erion had never seen in nobility, and it was one he wondered if he’d ever have the courage to embody himself.
“I actually cannot conceive how you’re drinking that.” Erion sat heavily in the empty stool on the side of Baldair farther from the people he’d been conversing with. “Just the sight of
 it turns my stomach.” His body was still revolting from their revelries.
“Hair of the dog.” Baldair raised his glass and sipped with a grin.
“So you’ve told me.” Erion shook his head. Southerners had the worst expressions.
“What’ll it be, hun?” Maleese, the barkeep, asked from behind the counter, where she busied her hands wiping down glasses. It was a lull in the day, after lunch but not before quitting time. The perfect point for a bartender to catch up on routine cleaning.
“Just a ginger fizz, please.” He hoped the bubbles combined with the sharpness of the ginger would quell his protesting stomach.
“Thought our Southern ale was ‘basically water’.” She smirked, reminding Erion of the opinions he voiced a little too loudly on one of the first nights they’d spent in the tavern. This was what happened when he spent time with Baldair—his tongue became far too loose and ran away from him.
“I’m never living that down, am I?” Erion mumbled.
“Not with Maleese.” Baldair snickered into his glass.
“Jokes aside.” The barkeep set Erion’s blissfully non-alcoholic drink on the bar before him. “I don’t know how this one does it.”
“Does what?” Baldair didn’t miss a beat. “Have such insatiable charm?”
Maleese snorted and didn’t even dignify the question with a response. She accepted payment from the two men Baldair had been speaking with as they closed down their tab. The sailors gave a respectful nod and left.
“You never did manage to—how did you put it?—wear her down,” Erion observed over a sip of his drink, glancing toward the bartender. The tang of ginger was refreshing, its smell overpowering any nausea that had been welling up in him.
“Perhaps next summer.”
Erion thought about it a long moment. He didn’t know if he wanted to come back next summer, not after how this season was shaping up. Baldair might expand his horizons, but he needed a bit of a break from the insanity. “Or maybe we could spend next summer at my parents’ estate.” Baldair would be on better behavior as a guest, Erion hoped. At the very least, his mother would be ecstatic at the notion of having one of the Imperial princes in her home.
“You are trying to kill me with the heat.”
“Could do you good.” Erion laughed, taking another sip of his drink. The conversation lulled, and the lightness vanished from the air. Talking about what next summer could hold, not so subtly avoiding Oparium—it underscored their current situation.
“We’ll figure this out.” Baldair ran a hand through his wavy golden hair and spoke as if reading Erion’s mind. “I personally informed the city guard of everything that happened before coming here, giving it Imperial importance.”
“Sounds like it could be helpful.” Erion was impressed Baldair had taken the initiative and didn’t have so much pride that he avoided involving others.
This was the prince Erion had always seen. Underneath the playboy, and behind the desire to spend most of his time in some state or atmosphere of inebriation, was the heart of a good man, a man who was still working on carving his worth from the world. Baldair didn’t seem inclined to always show this side of himself, but just knowing it was there had been enough to inspire Erion’s loyalty over the years.
“How about the jewelry shop? Were they helpful?”
“Well, she didn’t seem ill-liked.” Erion quickly summarized what the shopkeep had said about Renalee, focusing on what he deemed most important. “She seemed to possess an earring the man was interested in reselling. Perhaps one
 acquired through less than savory means. Did you find one on her body?”
“An earring? Don’t you think I would’ve asked you about it if I had?” Baldair shook his head.
“So, perhaps we have a motive?” Erion suggested. “A girl with a taste for nice things, borrowing money from some underhanded lender she couldn’t repay. Earring collected along with her life for debts owed?”
Baldair rested his head in his hand with a heavy sigh. The conversation didn’t fill Erion with joy either, but it was the sort of talk they needed to have if they were going to get to the bottom of a crime. Their carefree summer had ended.
“Then again, she had the mark of—” Erion glanced at Maleese and barely stopped short of saying Adela’s name. “—the pirate queen. Perhaps Renalee stole it from the wrong person.”
“She just didn’t seem like the type…”
Erion opened his mouth to remind the prince that he didn’t really know the deceased woman, but he was interrupted by the sight of a familiar face entering the bar. “Jax!” He waved over their friend. “How was the market?”
“Got a bit of a thieving problem in this city.” Jax slung an unfamiliar sack down onto the bar.
“What’s in the bag?” Baldair asked.
It was Jax’s turn to fill them in. Erion scowled at the mere mention of the sorcerer thief in the market. The South had enough problems with hatred toward magic users; they didn’t need any more reason to point fingers. His scowl only deepened as Jax continued his tale, describing the man, Rowin, who claimed to be the woman’s jilted lover.
“… then I bought everything Rowin had and came here.” Jax finished with a motion to the bag, ale now in hand.
“Well, out with it then.” Baldair tapped the bar.
Erion turned to Jax with a sad shake of his head. “It seems Baldair is too far gone in his cups, missed everything you just said.”
“Not the story.” The prince heaved a mighty sigh. “The bag. Let’s see what’s in it.”
“You want to dump a lady’s things on the bar in the middle of the day?” Erion balked. The mere notion of it was offensive, even if the woman was deceased. Baldair chewed over his words, and Erion knew he’d arrived at a similar conclusion. “It doesn’t matter that she no longer has use of them; respect the dead a bit.”
Baldair eased back in his stool, a frustrated half-pout on his face for being read so easily.
“Are you sure you’re not the prince, Erion?” Jax laughed.
Sometimes he wondered.
“It doesn’t feel like much,” Jax continued, groping the bag. “Rowin said the most valuable thing was stolen.”
“The earring.” It had come back to that. Erion rested his elbow on the bar in thought.
“Let’s just take a peek now,” Baldair insisted.
Erion gave him a chastising look, but Jax had already wiggled his fingers into the drawstring opening, pulling it back.
“Oh my gods!”
“What?” Erion’s reverie was instantly forgotten.
“What is it?” Baldair was on his feet.
“It’s, it’s…” Jax’s hands quivered as he held out the bag. “A lady’s underthings!” Erion dropped his face into his palms and Baldair roared with laughter after a moment’s shock. “That’s why you wanted to see it, isn’t it?”
“I don’t need to rummage through bags to see a woman’s underthings,” Baldair proclaimed.
“A dead woman’s underthings,” Erion corrected severely. Jax and Baldair stared at him for a long moment before Jax slowly strung up the bag again. Really, he couldn’t believe the two of them at times. “We can look through it later,” Erion mumbled, having no intention of bringing it up again if he didn’t have to. The mere idea of pilfering through a dead person’s effects unnerved him.
Baldair sunk back into his bar stool, shoulders sagging with the weight of their situation. He looked up at Jax. “Do you think the spurned would-be husband, this Rowin, killed her?” It was not a line of questioning Erion would have chosen to ask Jax of all people. “Crime of passion?”
Jax kept a straight face and waved away the notion. “He was upset, but he didn’t have the eyes of a man who had just killed his lover.”
Erion and Baldair took Jax at his word. If anyone would know what eyes like that looked like, it would be their friend. He had to stare at them in the mirror every day.
“So, if not the man she was courting, her lover then?” Baldair approached the same idea from the opposite direction.
“It’s not an impossibility,” Jax said.
“There’s also the man or woman she owed money to, for the earring. Or the person she stole it from.” Erion gave Jax a quick recap of his exchange from the jewelry shop. “…I’d bet the earring that was stolen in the market was the match of the one The Jeweled Crest’s clerk mentioned.”
Jax and Baldair both nodded in agreement.
“So the thief in the market could’ve been the person she’d owed the money to, taking back what was owed to them. Or some shady dealer seeking revenge.”
“Both of whom could also be her unknown lover,” Baldair suggested.
Erion hadn’t given much thought to the notion that one person might have been so many things to their victim. “That may be a bit too convenient…”
“We don’t know for certain she had a lover,” Jax spoke into his glass. “Rowin could’ve been mistaken. He could’ve misunderstood.”
Erion held his tongue that Jax might be allowing his past to color the present. Besides, he wasn’t wrong. “Who would know for certain? Her parents?”
“What lass would tell their parents about infidelity?” Maleese asked from behind the bar. The three men turned to the unexpected fourth member of their discussion. “Don’t give me those looks. You’re having this conversation at the quietest point of the day, and right in front of me.” She rolled her eyes.
“So then who do you think would know for certain?” Baldair took the bait and sought the additional help.
“Someone she worked with.” Maleese wiped her hands on a rag thoughtfully. “People talk, especially with others their age as they’re scrubbing dishes in a manor at whatever ungodly hours a hungry prince decides he’ll eat.”
“I eat dinner at a normal time, thank you,” Baldair interjected.
Maleese arched an eyebrow. They had certainly ordered—begged for—late night meals from her more than once on this trip. Well, Baldair had done most of the begging; even in his cups, Erion couldn’t bring himself to do it. But he had eaten the food.
“Of course you do, prince.” She chuckled and shook her head. “But you get the idea. Fellow staff member at the manor or jeweler? A boss, perhaps, who noticed some kind of habit?”
“Not at the jeweler.” Erion didn’t think there was much more information to be had out of the shopkeep, and the staff at a small establishment like that would be minimal. Though
 the man had asked for the earring back with unabashed boldness…
“We’ll ask at the manor.”
“Don’t you think they would’ve told us everything they knew before?” Erion wouldn’t tolerate staff under him hiding any kind of secrets, especially under the current circumstances.
“Maybe we weren’t asking the right questions? Or they thought it was unimportant?” Baldair shrugged. The benefit of the doubt was freely given with the younger prince. “It’s getting late anyway. We should return home for that normal
dinner.”
Maleese laughed from where she re-shelved glasses.
“Good, I’m hungry.” Jax stood, grabbing the bag.
“I suppose we don’t have anything better to go off of.” Erion joined them, starting for the door.
“You really don’t think it’s the pirate ghost?” Jax asked with mock sincerity.
Erion snorted. “I think it’s a ghost as much as I think the crones in the chapel of the sun wear purple.”
Jax and Baldair both gave a hearty chuckle at the notion as well. Erion was silently relieved they weren’t giving the superstition any credence. After all, who in their right mind would really believe in a pirate curse?








13. JAX
THE IMPERIAL MANOR felt quieter than it used to. All the staff kept their heads bowed lower, their voices more hushed, their work at an extreme level of attentiveness. Jax understood, more vividly than most, how murder changed things. So he was content to sit quietly and let the rest of them process the matter however they saw fit.
While his history made him immune to the tension in the air, Baldair and Erion were not so lucky. After the fairly laid-back summer days they had been enjoying, they now shifted in their seats uncomfortably. Jax watched with mild amusement, fighting a grin, waiting with dark interest to see who would be the first to say something.
Baldair stood, startling the three servants who had been attending them throughout dinner. The one pouring water for Erion nearly spilled it across his lap at the sudden movement. The prince won the game that no one but Jax knew they were playing.
“We will find the killer,” Baldair announced. “There is no reason to be fearful in this house.”
Jax leaned back in his chair, neither helping nor hindering the prince. Everyone had a reason to be scared. No one was safe anywhere, ever.
“Thank you, my prince,” a middle-aged man spoke for the rest of them.
Jax’s eyes turned to the youngest servant, the girl who had been attending Erion. Water nearly sloshed from her pitcher as she tried to fight her trembling hands. As if sensing Jax’s stare, her eyes turned to meet his before she quickly turned away.
He rested his elbow on his armrest, chin in hand.
“You don’t happen to know anything about Renalee, do you?” Jax asked the girl. She was younger than Renalee, and maybe not someone the dead woman would’ve confided in. But children were easily forgotten and overlooked. It was entirely possible she’d heard something that hadn’t been intended for her ears.
“I-I don’t know anything,” the girl squeaked.
“If you do, you can tell us,” Baldair encouraged. The other two adult servants stayed silent, letting the girl speak for herself.
“I really don’t, m’Lord. I’m sorry.” The girl shifted the pitcher in her hands, making the strategic decision to set it down rather than risk spilling it everywhere. She wiped her palms on her apron. “Renalee never did anything to hurt or upset anyone.”
“She never so much as even talked to anyone,” the woman of the group quipped. She was forced to continue when Jax, Baldair, and Erion all gave her their focus. “The woman kept to herself. Wasn’t rude, but you won’t find her friends among us.”
The elder man gave a nod in agreement.
“And you’re sure you didn’t see anything?” Jax asked the girl, focusing on her rather than the well-composed woman. If he could smile in the wake of the voices that tormented him from time to time, any of the adults could keep their secret. A child, however, was a different story.
She glanced around the room and shook her head.
“What’s your name?” Erion asked.
“Abaveil,” she answered.
“Pretty.” The prince smiled. Jax studied the expression when it wasn’t directed at him. Baldair had an uncanny way of easing troubles with a look. If the prince could calm with just a curl of his lips, Jax wondered what he could train his face to inspire in people. “Did you notice anything about Renalee? Maybe anything she didn’t tell you but that you saw?”
The girl’s eyes darted again nervously—but again she shook her head.
“You can tell us,” Baldair encouraged. Clearly he had begun to pick up on the girl’s strange hesitation. “We’re just trying to protect you.”
“You can’t protect us from ghosts that disappear into thin air!” her voice rose quickly. “You three evoked the name of the pirate queen. You brought the curse upon us by looking for her treasure. None of us are safe.”
Jax was all too familiar with the girl’s tone. It was the same timbre used by small ones when they shunned sorcerers—the words of an adult, echoed in a child’s voice. She must have heard the rumors of Adela stated elsewhere numerous times to be able to parrot it back to them now. Which likely meant the staff of the palace were fairly set in their opinions on the state of affairs.
“Abaveil,” the older man said sharply. “These are your lords. You must not take that tone with them. Come.”
“Don’t see her punished!” Baldair managed before the man had all but pulled the girl from the room. It was the first time Jax felt uncomfortable in the whole exchange, seeing Baldair stand to spare someone from a supposed crime. “She was just telling me what she knew.”
“As you command, my prince.” The footman seemed unconvinced, but he didn’t dip into hypocrisy by arguing with the prince. He gave a small bow of his head and continued his retreat. Baldair’s seat cushion gave a mighty huff of air as he sat down heavily.
“May we have the room?” Erion asked the remaining woman.
She gave a polite nod of her head. “Should you need anything, ring the bell.”
“Thank you.”
The three of them stared at each other in the echo of the door clicking shut, wondering who would be the first to speak. Jax arched his eyebrows at them. They should well know by now it wasn’t going to be him.
“We’re getting nowhere.” Erion finally broke the silence. “Maybe this would be better left to the guard?”
Baldair sighed, considering the notion.
“We should at least inform the head of the town guard tomorrow on what we’ve found today. The information shouldn’t be useless, and maybe they can fill in some gaps and put it together in a different way.”
“Yes, yes, I agree.” Baldair surprised Jax and Erion both with his easy acquiescence. The prince ran a hand through his hair and stood, walking over to a cord that hung in the corner of the room. He gave it a solid tug, and they all waited.
The footman returned, standing at attention in the door frame. “You rang, m’Lord?”
“Bring me Nana,” Baldair demanded.
The next time the door swung open, it revealed the matron of the manor. “My prince?”
“Nana, just the woman I wanted to see.” Baldair motioned to the room. “Come in, please.”
“Have you found anything further regarding our Renalee?” The woman asked, closing the door behind her.
Jax barely resisted a smart remark on how Nana’s “good girl” was possibly thieving, associating with seedy lenders, or illicitly involved with a lover.
“Nothing solid,” Baldair confessed. The usually self-assured prince looked uncertain for a long moment—an expression that didn’t fit him in the slightest. When Baldair was uneasy, it made Jax uneasy. The prince had been his savior, and, with it, he had become a support beam in the skeleton structure of what remained of Jax’s world. If Baldair didn’t know what to do, then they were all lost. “We think she might have had a lover.
 You wouldn’t happen to have heard or seen anything, would you?”
Jax arched his eyebrows, surprised by the prince’s candor.
“Renalee?” The matron seemed truly surprised. “I wouldn’t put it in the girl’s nature. I didn’t even know she was promised to anyone that would make a tryst truly illicit.”
“How much background study do you do on staff before they’re hired?” Erion phrased the question lightly, but there was a jab to it that couldn’t be avoided.
“I assure you, I call upon extensive references.” Nana stood a little straighter, instantly defensive.
“I’m sure you do.” Baldair gave a pointed look at Erion that called off the other man’s line of inquiry.
Jax caught Erion’s eyes as he averted them. They shared a sort of frustration toward Baldair’s unwillingness to probe further. Jax knew how intensive the Le’Dan interviews were; he’d once had the “privilege” of sitting in on them for a day.
“Did you ever notice an earring on Renalee?” Baldair asked.
“Not that I can recall.”
“It would’ve been a Western ruby,” the prince pushed with what Jax assessed to be the sum gentleness he could muster. “Something significant, noteworthy.”
“I think I would’ve noticed something like that, my prince.”
“I suppose you would’ve…” Baldair rubbed his chin in thought.
“Will there be anything else, for now?”
“Yes, there will be. Tomorrow I will go to the city guard office to see someone sent up to the manor to speak with the staff, officially.”
Jax thought the decision wise. There may be things the staff didn’t feel confident sharing with their sovereign. Things they’d feel more comfortable discussing with another of similar rank—a familiar face to their city.
“My prince, I don’t think it wise.”
“And why not?”
“The men and women, they’re already quite fearful of the circumstances. I have already asked them all to share any knowledge they had of Renalee. Pushing them further will likely only result in more discomfort.”
Baldair considered Nana’s counsel. “I will still have a guard sent. The local authorities need to have these matters documented.”
It was rare to see the prince taking charge and being responsible. Jax wondered if it was going to be the beginning of a trend. He barely caught a snicker at the idea of a mature Baldair running any kind of official business.
“Following this, I want any of the staff who don’t feel safe in these halls to be dismissed,” Baldair added.
“My prince, if everyone who doesn’t feel at ease left, it would leave us quite short-handed,” Nana cautioned. “Might I recommend you leave with them, for your comfort?”
“I will not have people waiting on me in fear.” Baldair went back over to his chair, addressing the first point. “Furthermore, as I’ve told you, we’ll be staying until this matter is resolved.”
“If you dismiss the local staff, certain allowances may be required when it comes to the day to day.” It was a nice way of phrasing that Nana and the few people they had brought with them from the Imperial Palace wouldn’t be able to maintain the household at the level Baldair and Erion were accustomed to. Jax didn’t personally lump himself in with them. He could survive quite substantial discomforts.
“The three of us have gone on hunts in the wilderness. We can cook our own food, prepare our own beds, do our own laundry. I, for one, will be more than happy to manage if that is what’s required.”
Neither Erion nor Jax objected. Their prince had spoken—though Jax had to purse his lips together momentarily at the amusing notion of Baldair actually doing laundry.
“Very well. I will let any who are uneasy as a result of the recent events know that they are encouraged to depart with the blessing of their prince.” Nana gave a small bow and, when Baldair said nothing further, departed.
Erion pushed back his chair, a small smile playing at the edges of his mouth. He seemed to have picked up on Jax’s amusement. “You’ve done your own laundry?”
They all knew that task had been relegated to Erion on their one—singular—aforementioned hunting trip.
“I’m sure I can, if I need to,” Baldair said defensively.
“You’ve cooked your own food?” Jax wasted no time in following Erion’s lead.
“I cooked twice on that trip.”
“I remember the first meal being so inedible that not even the dogs would eat it.” Erion squinted, as if putting great effort into recalling the memory.
“I do believe the second made us sick.” Jax made a show of the same effort.
“And I do believe I’ve had enough of you two for one day!” Baldair threw up his hands in defeat. “Be ready to head to the city guard’s office in the morning, right with the dawn, so we can see someone up here.”
“I think he’s trying to punish us with an early start,” Jax whispered, intentionally loud enough for Baldair to hear.
“I think he’s forgetting that he’s always the last to wake,” Erion whispered back.
“I can hear you both,” Baldair called to them, already in the hall. “Mother, why do I invite you anywhere?”
The prince retreated to the sound of their laughter.








14. JAX
THE MIDDLE-AGED MAN behind the only desk in the small guard office of Oparium was unfazed by the disgruntled royal before him.
“What do you mean you can’t have a guard come to the manor?” Baldair asked incredulously.
Jax had expected a lot more from the guard of one of the biggest cities in the South. The building they stood in, while fortified, wasn’t much to write home about. There was one desk behind which the captain sat, a man by the name of Brut. Before him were messy stacks of yellowed ledgers and sheets of paper with labyrinthine scribbles entrapping peoples’ names and corresponding times. The rest of the room stored weapons, a narrow bookshelf of records, and a varied but simple assortment of vials, salves, and weapon-care supplies.
It was nothing compared to the wide, dusty training grounds of the palace or the rows of personal offices for the majors of the Empire. Jax realized his perception of what a city guard was, and should look like, had been vastly altered from living in the home of the Empire’s militia.
“Forgive me, my prince, but I’m afraid there simply aren’t enough to spare today.” The captain clearly didn’t enjoy refusing the prince. But he was a military man, a veteran of the War of the Crystal Caverns. He understood refusal did not always mean insubordination, especially when it was the tough choice of pleasing a prince or protecting his city.
“Why not?” Baldair demanded.
Brut opened one of the books, thumbing to a page. He pointed at a long list of names. “All these men and women—soldiers—they were sent to the capital a week ago.”
“Why?” Erion asked the question that hung on Jax’s lips before he could so much as breathe a syllable. “Some kind of training?”
The man shook his head. “We received the Imperial summons just before...” Brut produced a sheet of paper after some shuffling. “Skirmishes along the Northern border, potential troop reassignment to ensure the overall safety of the Empire.”
Jax’s eyes scanned the page. It didn’t say much else. But the Emperor was demanding an awful lot of troops for some skirmishes, especially when the West had no shortage of magical and non-magical manpower local to the Waste. He straightened away from the desk, glancing at Erion. They both had been born from a conquered land, and the Empire was merely one nation shy of owning the entire continent. It wasn’t a far leap for the two of them to jump to the same conclusion.
“How strange…” Baldair hummed, clearly not making the same potential connection Jax had arrived at so easily.
“When was the last time you heard from your father?” Erion asked.
“Not since we arrived and I wrote to let him know the journey had been no trouble.” Baldair shrugged off the suspect letter demanding military force.
Jax let it drop. Erion said nothing further as well.
You do not question the will of the Emperor. The nagging voice worked its way to the surface at the mere mention of the Emperor Solaris.
While the fact was particularly important for Jax to remember, with his life owned by the crown, it was a truth no one could deny: Baldair’s father would do as he pleased. He was the Emperor Solaris, “chosen” of the Mother Sun… If he was looking toward Shaldan in the north, then any one of them would have as much success of circumventing a conflict as they would calling off the dawn. Jax kept focus on the matter at hand, fighting the battle that was before them rather than the mirage of war on the horizon.
“I can rearrange the patrols to account for it tomorrow,” Brut offered.
“There’s nothing we can do to see it happens today?” Jax would sing Baldair’s praises for many fine qualities. Patience was not one of them.
“The only guard I could’ve assigned the task is responding to a request from the portmaster to inspect the cargo of a ship.”
“The Lady Black?” Erion asked.
Jax was startled by Erion’s sudden interjection. Captain Brut mirrored his expression. “Wh-why yes. How did you know?”
“The ship was mentioned at the jewelry shop up on Ridge Road when I spoke to them yesterday, said they were having problems with the portmaster.”
Comprehension relaxed Brut’s brow. “Yes, well, the portmaster suspects they are trying to smuggle in jewels from the West without paying proper taxes.”
“Why does he suspect that?” The defensive edge was so narrow along Erion’s words that everyone but Jax missed it. It was something they shared as perceived foreigners, despite being equal citizens of the Empire.
“Says he caught wind of some gemstones popping up in these parts he doesn’t remember checking.”
“Clerical error?”
“That’s what I said.” Brut gave a nod to Baldair. “But he insisted there’s no mistaking Western rubies.”
“We will go in this guard’s stead,” the prince announced. Jax’s mind was already working around the potential connection of the rubies. “We’re fully capable of checking some inventory.”
“My prince, I don’t think that’s… It’s not a task I’d see done by someone of your status or skill.”
“I insist.”
There was no further discussion on the matter.
The guard Brut had sent was just leaving the portmaster’s office when they arrived at the docks, breathless from their hurry to cross town. Baldair explained the situation to the man, and, while he did cast a questioning glance at Erion and Jax, he didn’t press the matter with the prince. The guard handed over the supposed inventory list and started back up Main Street toward the humble office of the guard.
“He thinks we’re in cahoots with the ship to smuggle things in.” Erion stole Jax’s exact sentiment with the dry remark.
“Don’t be so sensitive.” Baldair laughed.
Erion rested his hand on the pommel of his sword. “It’s not a matter of being sensitive; it’s a matter of fact.”
“Well, it’s known even here in the South that the West looks after their own.”
The familiar expression was an ideal borrowed from the Academy of Arcane Arts in Norin and applied to the Tower of Sorcerers in the Capital. Something steeped in Western culture that, fortunately, branched out in some respects. The ideal was a stab of pain.
Jax knew its truth all too well. He knew it to be true for some when Erion, the son of one of the highest lords in the West, had come to him despite the fact that Jax had been in a jail cell and on trial for murder. He also knew the truth that, for most, it was merely words, as no others from the Academia of Arcane Arts had even breathed a word in his defense.
Jax wouldn’t have wanted them to.
“Not all of the West,” Erion murmured. The noble kept his eyes on the ship they were headed toward, but Jax quietly applied his own agreement.
The docks bustled with people. Sails unfurled as a ship began its departure. Men grunted as they hoisted nets of fish from the holds of larger vessels. It was almost impossible to maneuver without nearly bumping into someone carrying some kind of trunk or crate from vessel to cart or cart to vessel.
Jax managed in a trance, his eyes focused on the ship before them. It was a narrower build, a cutter designed for moving over long voyages with speed, like what would be required of runs between Oparium and Norin. That was where his knowledge of seafaring ended. But he didn’t need an extensive knowledge of ships to know the Phoenix of Mhashan emblazoned on one sail. The other boasted a family’s crest he didn’t recognize.
He fell out of step with Baldair, letting the prince lead. Erion dropped back half a step with him. Jax was silently thankful for the other man’s intuition.
“Erion, whose ship is this?” he asked quietly, appreciating the man’s intuition.
“Field of murrey, two swords fesswise in sable,” Erion stalled, reciting what Jax could see with his own eyes—two black swords on a crest of deep crimson. “The Lady Black belongs to Lord Twintle.”
Jax’s throat tightened instantly at the name. An old lord of the West, infamous for his staunch desire to protect everything he deemed “tradition” from the “deadly tide of change”. He was the sort of Lord who would know the names and lineage of every Western lord and lady.
Erion clasped Jax’s shoulder with a firm squeeze, the motion only marginally reassuring. “There’s no world in which a lord would be traveling on his own vessel for a merchant run,” he encouraged. “The captain will be someone much lower.”
Low enough not to be in the remnants of the old court of Mhashan. Low enough not to know the name Jax Wendyll. That’s what Erion was trying to tell him, but Jax would be unconvinced until they were on and off the ship.
A surly deck hand sat at the end of the dock where the Lady Black was roped. He whittled away at some wood with a pocket knife, carving a trinket that only he could yet envision. His aqua colored eyes looked up as they approached.
The man jumped off his crate with a start.
“How did you two get off the boat?” he asked while pointing his meager knife at Jax and Erion.
“We were never on the boat.” Erion sighed.
“Magic.” Jax wiggled his fingers and flames sparked up them.
The man bumped into the crate he’d been sitting on previously as he took an involuntary step back. Jax grinned wide. Setting someone off-kilter made him feel in control. It took back a small amount of power in situations that he would otherwise be powerless in.
“Jax, not now,” Baldair scolded.
Jax lowered his hands obediently.
“We’re here on behalf of the city guard,” Baldair explained. He pulled at a chain around his neck, flashing the Imperial seal that was a sort of master key to the Empire. There was no door that didn’t unlock for it, not even bank vaults.
“M-my prince?” The man looked between them, so startled he’d dropped his knife. “Forgive me, m’Lord, I didn’t realize.”
“We’re personally investigating this ship’s cargo at the request of the portmaster.”
“Most generous of you, my prince.” The man didn’t seem to know that only one bow at a time was really necessary. “These Westerners are up to some shady business.” His eyes drifted over Erion and Jax. “Not you, these Westerners.” He pointed to the ship.
“Most Westerners are up to shady business.” Jax continued grinning. He took the opportunity for levity to continue to push down the rising panic he’d felt at the mere idea of boarding a Western vessel. He hadn’t been back in the West in three years, but something about boarding the ship, being surrounded by people he may have one day had a chance to know in a different life, filled him with dread.
“Not helpful, Jax.” He wasn’t sure if it was Erion or Baldair who chided him. But he held his tongue.
“Drop the rope ladder!” the sailor bellowed up to the deck.
A woman with hair pulled back in intricate braids poked her head over the upper railing. Shock overtook her face as she stared down at them.
“Don’t just gawk, girl. This is an Imperial prince who’s waiting on you,” the man scolded.
She disappeared in a blink, a rope ladder materializing before them in her wake. It was an unconventional means to get on and off a ship. Jax wouldn’t be surprised if the captain was protesting the hold on his goods by making it more difficult for any inspections to happen.
The crew was assembled behind a towering man. He stood with an air of authority, long hair held away from his stubble with a sheen of grease and sea salt. Judging from his clothes—marginally finer than the rest of the crew’s—it wasn’t a stretch to assume he was the captain.
Then he spoke and removed all doubt.
“They sent a prince to inspect my goods?” He tilted his head to the side. “That’s a bit much, no?” The man spoke with a Western lilt to his words, a certain way the ‘a’ was held that reminded Jax of bygone days he would have preferred to forget.
“It should be an honor to have the attention of an Imperial prince,” Erion spoke. He placed weight back into his accent as well, something Jax had watched his friend work hard to school out of his speech when he was spending time in the South.
“Oh, I’m honored.” The man chuckled. “Just don’t want to waste your time.” He spread out his arms. “I’m Captain Dower, and it’s a pleasure to meet you, Prince Baldair.”
While everyone knew there were only two princes in the Empire, most had never laid eyes on either. And yet the captain knew exactly whom he was addressing. Baldair was known for his Southern features, taking after both his parents. Aldrik, however, had gained much from his late mother, the first Empress Solaris. This was one of the rare instances where his dark Western hair and eyes may have been welcome, even helpful.
“Let’s set this matter behind us. My cabin is this way. I’ll let you review my logs and written inventory, complete with signatures all the way from Norin.”
Jax didn’t say anything. He let the conversation rush past him, as though he stood on a rock in the middle of rapids. The less he said, the less attention he drew to himself, the better.
“My prince, may I propose we go with the good captain while Jax goes directly to the hold?” Erion motioned to the papers they had received on behalf of the portmaster. “We can check at the same time.”
“Good suggestion.”
This ship was not their mission, and Baldair seemed equally eager to complete the task so they could return to what they truly wanted to devote their focus to: getting to the bottom of Renalee’s death.
“I leave it to you.” Baldair handed the papers to Jax.
“Jax?” The captain stroked his scruff thoughtfully. “Unique name, that. I heard of a man named Jax a few years back. Did something quite monstrous, somehow didn’t lose his head, and became a dog of the crown instead.”
Both Baldair’s and Erion’s hands flew to the pommels of their swords. Jax rose his hands to his head. He played with his hair, tying and untying it in a knot, the feeling beneath his fingers discouraging flame. He’d had no idea how they thought of him in Norin. Did they see him as a monster?
He grinned and spoke before Baldair had a chance. “You caught me! Though you’re a little late, as the crown got me first.”
“This matter has long been decided and needs not be discussed further.” Baldair gave Jax a cautionary glance, and Jax obliged the silent command.
“I don’t know if I want such a man—”
“If Jax isn’t endeared to you, then you have only yourself to blame now.” Baldair handed him the inventory reports that had been mailed ahead of the ship to Oparium. “I trust Jax to do the right thing more than any other guard.”
Jax accepted the papers with a front of nonchalance. He wouldn’t speak about himself further; Baldair had commanded it, and the less people really knew about him, ever, the better. The forced ease also hid his surprise—and shame—at the idea of how much stock Baldair put in him.
“Where’s this cargo hold?”
The captain assigned a member of the crew to be Jax’s escort belowdecks. Jax had to hunch over to descend the narrow stair off the quarterdeck into a long, dark hold. He blinked at his paper, already struggling to read the scribbled script.
With a motion, he summoned a tiny mote of fire over his shoulder as a magical lantern.
Jax looked instinctively to the sailor, waiting. He raised his eyebrows.
“What?” the man asked, unable to decipher Jax’s look. Jax was reminded of how well Baldair and Erion had learned his looks.
The man’s nonchalance was the one thing he still missed about the West: acceptance for sorcerers. No one batted an eyelash at magic. Sorcery was something to be lusted after, honored, and fought for in Western culture. It didn’t come with the fear and dark history found in the South.
“Nothing,” Jax mumbled, looking around the packed hold. “This is going to take a while.”
“Yeah, a bit.” The man leaned against one of the posts by the stairs. “I have time.”
Jax rolled his eyes. He wasn’t going to be bored out of a task.
Still, checking all the boxes was monotonous. After just the first three, he was beginning to skim through the trunks and crates. Precious gems—raw cut, polished, set, and loose—a barely comprehensible amount of gold’s worth of wares were all accounted for. Nothing less, nothing more.
There were no secret bottoms or unmarked crates that would imply any sort of smuggling or foul play. If the ship’s documents had no other port marks, it was likely this whole matter was one big misunderstanding that they could move on from and never think of again. How Jax wished that would
 be the case. The sooner he could be away from the vessel, the better.
A grunt drew his attention, followed by a heavy thunk that vibrated the deck beneath his feet. Jax rounded the boxes he had been working behind, looking to the stair. The sailor who had been waiting on him was lying face-first, just out of
 the square of light from the stairway opening in a pool of his own blood.
Magic cracked through the air, and Jax had to dodge wildly to narrowly miss a spear of ice.








15. ERION
THE CAPTAIN PRODUCED the requisite paperwork—sheets of papers lined with careful inventory lists and valuations, portmasters’ seals upon their manifest at every scheduled location. “As you can see, everything is in order.”
Erion looked it over carefully. He’d grown up inspecting such documents alongside his father and was familiar with the standard format that structured its contents.
Baldair glanced up at him from where he, too, had been inspecting the papers. He had no such training and was obviously deferring to Erion’s judgment. There was a time when this might have made Erion uneasy. But now he was familiar with the prince’s manner—he was proud of the things he could do but made no claim on the things he could not.
Erion hummed, running his finger over the page, making a show of inspecting it. He could already tell everything added up, but he wanted to see what happened when he made the captain sweat just a little.
“I could explain it to you, if that’s easier.” The captain sat at the chair behind his desk, a bit of smugness in the air about him.
Erion chuckled. “No, I’m quite capable.”
“Oh?” The man arched his dark eyebrows in question. “I’d caught rumor of the horrid affairs leading to one Westerner who should be dead instead trotting in tow of the prince… but not two.”
Baldair gave the captain a cautionary look at the mention of Jax but said nothing further. That was the man’s second chance; if he was wise he wouldn’t push it to a third. Even the perpetually easygoing Baldair would have to draw a line at some point. Erion would draw it for him if he had to.
“How did you come to know our prince?”
“We met in Norin, when we both happened to be traveling there with our families,” Erion answered vaguely, pretending to be far more fascinated by the documents in front of him than anything the man had to say.
“Oh? And where are you from originally? The South?”
The man was appraising Erion’s southern blue eyes, inherited from his mother along with the slightly lighter shade of his skin. “I was born in the Crossroads.”
“What brought you and your family to Norin?”
Erion had grown tired of the small-talk game of cat and mouse. “I was traveling with my father, Richard Le’Dan, to inspect our shops and vessels.”
Captain Dower stilled. “Le’Dan?”
“Le’Dan.”
“That would make you… Erion?” He had to pause to come up with the name, but he managed. It affirmed again for Erion that this captain was either a member of the old Western Court or had spent much time learning about it. Given his employer, either wouldn’t be an entirely surprising thing to learn.
“Lord Erion, yes.” Westerners lived on the pride of old nobility. Erion might relax his title in most instances, but this would not be such a one. He would demand every measure of respect from the man.
Captain Dower said nothing further as Erion finished looking through all the papers. But as his cursory first inspection indicated, there was nothing amiss, nothing that would be cause for concern.
Erion straightened, running his hand along the pommel of his sword thoughtfully. “Why does the portmaster suspect you are lying about your inventory?”
“That would be something you’d need to ask him.” The captain raised his hands in the air, indicating that he didn’t have even the illusion of an idea. “I’ve been making this run for over a year now without trouble.”
Over a year. Erion gripped and released the familiar leather of the pommel. “Western rubies,” he thought aloud, a potential connection forming a tether between the events of his mind. “Have you ever transported them?”
“Western rubies?” there was a note of genuine surprise that nearly bordered on alarm in the captain’s tone. Erion didn’t miss it, just as he didn’t miss the shift in the man’s posture. “Why would I bring those down here of all places?”
“They’re rare, would fetch a hefty price.”
“No one here would have the money to pay for them.”
“Oparium is quite wealthy,” Baldair spoke up in defense of the South. “I’ve seen how the ladies wear their jewels on any given day. There’s a taste for these things here.”
“It’s also the main shipping port of the Empire’s capital,” Erion added.
“Even so.” The captain shook his head with a chuckle. “Transporting such precious cargo over sea would be too risky. Wouldn’t want to get mixed up with any pirates… as I’m sure you both well know.”
“What are we supposed to well know?” The mere mention of pirates after all that had happened set Erion on edge.
“Sailors talk. Word on the docks is that the prince invoked the ghost of the pirate queen by asking after her, perhaps even pursuing her long-lost treasure.” The captain stood, slowly collecting his papers and folios, putting them back in order. “I’d imagine that’s one ghost you’d be best to stay away from.”
“Surely, you can’t believe in ghosts.”
“A man sees many things at sea. It’d be foolish to rule out the pirate queen returning to defend her prize.” He placed the ledgers back into the drawer of his desk. “With all respect, prince, if it were me, I’d not chase it.”
“Baldair, let us join Jax.” Erion made no effort to use Baldair’s title; he showed his familiarity with the prince openly.
“Very well.”
The captain made no motion to stop their departure.
Erion couldn’t have escaped back out to the quarterdeck faster. There was something about that captain that was truly beginning to grate on him in the worst of ways.
“Are Western rubies really so rare?” Baldair asked. “Everyone treats them like they’re gifts from the Mother herself.”
“Not quite the Mother, but they are very rare. They can only be mined deep, so they’re very dangerous and difficult to obtain. Not to mention, veins of them are thin and scarce.” Erion shook his head. “A good many years ago, the second to last King of Mhashan imposed a hefty tax on them. Many claimed it was because the royal family wanted to keep the stones for themselves. The king claimed it was to discourage their mining. When the stones went into fashion, too many people died in the mines, hunting for them. After the South began to take a liking to their foreign shine, it only made matters worse.
“To this day, only a few mines are permitted to recover them, and a handful of jewelers permitted to do business in them.”
“Of which the Le’Dans are one.” Baldair grinned.
Erion chuckled. “Yes, of which the Le’Dans are one.” He was quiet a moment, struggling to remember if Lord Twintle would be another…
His thoughts were interrupted by a crash. The sailors stalled their work, looking toward one of the open hatches that led belowdecks. A woman ran toward the opening with purpose.
A cloaked and bundled figure shot out from the shadowed darkness. The Western sailor raised her hands, summoning fire off her fingertips. It caught the cloaked assailant’s leg, burning up bright and hot.
With a snarl and a hiss of steam, ice sheered away the encroaching flames. The cloaked figure held out a hand, and Erion watched in horror as a trident carved of ice formed in the sorcerer’s waiting palm. It took only a second, but it resembled with nearly exact precision what he had come to know as the trident of Adela.
The trident fractured against a shield of fire, but it didn’t break. Magic fought against magic, each sorcerer holding their own. The sailor woman broke the shield, twisting, sending out a whip of flame with one hand at the Waterrunner’s side.
“We have to help her!” Baldair drew his sword.
Erion stalled for half a breath. He had trained in swordplay all his life. But it had been just that—sword play. Practice drills and countless nights of imagining himself as some war hero riding into a city of fanfare hadn’t prepared him to draw his sword against another person.
His right hand closed on the pommel, drawing his blade with a ringing shinnng. He launched in behind Baldair.
At the same time, a ball of fire caught the hooded figure by surprise. It shot out from the darkness of the hatch, a winded Jax following close behind.
The figure pushed a hand downward, ice crackling at his feet in long spears, keeping the four of them at bay. Shielding his face from where the fireball had begun to singe off his hood, the mysterious Waterrunner launched himself toward the railing of the deck.
“Stop her!” Jax shouted, already in motion to do so himself.
He pushed through the ice with hands aflame, reducing it to steaming puddles. Jax was the first to launch himself off the railing onto tall crates piled on the docks. Using it as an unconventional sort of stairs, he jumped down behind the Waterrunner in close pursuit.
The sailor was next, cursing under her breath in the old language of Mhashan.
“Who was that?” Baldair asked aloud as he jumped from the quarterdeck, landing ungracefully on the boxes.
“How would I know?” Erion landed with a grunt and scrambled to find his feet. He twisted, using his sword as a pivot point, before dashing down the crates and onto the salt-slicked docks.
Whoever the cloaked Waterrunner was, he—she?—was fast. Already a good hundred steps ahead, the only one close behind was Jax, followed by the sailor another dozen steps after. They pushed through the crowds of the dock, deckhands and merchants shocked to immobile silence.
The Waterrunner spun, slashing the throat of a gawking man in her way with the point of a dagger made of ice. She threw the magic weapon at the ground behind her, in Jax’s path. A wall of jagged ice formed. From one tall spear, a trident rose over the crowds.
All was sent into chaos.
Erion pushed through the running men and women, trying to keep headway.
“Move aside,” he bellowed. “Move aside!”
“Clear a path!” Baldair’s voice had a quality that enabled it to echo above all else and, blissfully, people began to oblige.
They were headed for Market Street. The Waterrunner turned sharply into an even more densely occupied section of town. Erion’s foot slipped on a smear of blood, and he stumbled before regaining his footing. He’d taken his eyes off their quarry for only a moment, and she had already disappeared.
Jax rounded the corner of an alley.
“Jax, wait for us!” Baldair called hopelessly.
“He can handle himself,” Erion tried to assure. “We just need to get there faster.”
His lungs burned, and his legs were tired. Ice crackled and fire sizzled so brightly that Erion’s sword seemed almost useless in comparison. He heard a hiss, promptly followed by a billow of steam.
Erion and Baldair ran head-first into the side street, swords at the ready, stances defensive. But there were no further sounds aside from their own footsteps. As the afternoon sun burnt
 away the steam, they found themselves entirely alone in the alleyway.








16. JAX
JAX SPRINTED BEHIND his assailant down a cave-like passage.
“You witch,” he growled. Blood flowed from his thigh with sickening speed. The woman had landed a solid blow on him in the hold, using the element of surprise to her advantage. With every step, his head grew lighter, his vision harder to focus.
But Jax hadn’t hesitated in his pursuit.
The illusion hiding the path’s entrance was so narrow, and so carefully crafted with magic, that had he not seen the exact way her body contorted to enter, he would’ve lost her. It was no doubt the same way she’d escaped the last time he pursued her. This time, he’d been able to follow.
“Stop, and I may make this painless for you,” Jax called out.
She glanced over her shoulder, flicking her wrist. Jax didn’t even bother burning the ice dagger that shot toward him, opting to dodge instead. He raised a hand, summoning a wall of fire before her.
Just like last time, it didn’t work, and she barreled through in a protective barrier of magic water and ice. He’d have to burn hotter if he wanted to stop her. He’d have to knowingly will a lethal amount of magic into his fire.
Jax shouted in frustration, sending another wall of flame.
Again, she jumped through, continuing onward into the darkness with the confidence of someone who had run this particular path countless times. He couldn’t make it hot enough. Even if his magic let him, the fear creeping in the back of his mind stinted his willingness to watch another woman burn.
Smother it, he told himself. He was the crown’s monster. He’d done horrible things and could do them again with a smile.
Just as the path opened up into a cavern that revealed a sheer drop to the sea below on their left, another wall of fire sparked to life. The flames reached for the woman with a white-hot rage. This time, she spun in place, sending a rain of ice spears with a wave of her hand instead of attempting to jump through.
Jax raised his arms defensively, a thin veil of fire forming to protect him. He looked over his shoulder for the other source of the flames. A second woman—the sailor he had first seen on the Lady Black—followed behind him. She also shielded herself from the hail of ice.
“What’re you doing here?” He blinked. His senses really were leaving him with the blood flowing down his leg if he’d missed her trailing behind them as well.
“Helping you!” she cried over the waves that crashed into the cavern below the ledge upon which they stood. “I’ll keep her pinned, you kill her!”
Kill. The word echoed in his mind. He couldn’t kill her—he could, and would—he couldn’t. The voices went round and round until he lunged with a scream at the Waterrunner.
His fist, aflame, missed its mark. The Waterrunner dodged, side-stepping around him and away from the wall of flames. Jax kicked, twisting his body backward. She caught his leg, ice coating his foot and eliciting a cry of both pain and
 surprise.
“You should’ve never chased me,” the woman snarled. “You shouldn’t have gone asking about Adela Lagmir.” She twisted and swung, Jax pinwheeling his arms in an attempt to catch his balance.
The sailor helped right him as fire steamed away the ice coating his foot. The Westerner cursed and lunged for the Waterrunner instead, dropping the wall of fire. The cavern was alight with flames and ice.
Waterrunners and Firebearers were frustratingly matched. Jax pressed his hand into his bleeding thigh. He had to help her. He had to fight with his kin from the West.
You have no kin, the voice in the back of his mind reminded him.
“I’m not letting you go,” the sailor growled.
“Petulant child.” The Waterrunner matched her blow for blow.
Jax rejoined the fray in a rush of flaming hands and feet. For a brief moment, he and the sailor seemed to have the advantage. But the Waterrunner was crafty.
He turned to melt a shard of ice that nearly speared through the sailor’s heart. His body contorted oddly, his side exposed. By the time Jax saw the Waterrunner moving, it was too late. The icy weapon impaled him to the hilt, sucking the screams from his throat and leaving him to wheeze wide-mouthed in shock.
“What a noble soldier,” she sneered, pushing forward.
The dagger seemed to grow in his chest, seeking out his lungs. He coughed blood, and his vision blurred; the pull of unconsciousness was too strong for Jax to fight any longer.
“You shouldn’t have gone looking for the pirate queen if you didn’t want to find her.” The Waterrunner’s eyes, the color of the ice trapped within the deepest crevasse of a high mountain glacier, were alight with triumph as she watched him dying on her icicle.
Jax watched in snapshots as every blink of his eyes took longer, each image delayed in focusing. He couldn’t seem to catch his breath any longer. Suddenly, the woman was off him, she and the sailor locked in combat anew.
Jax stumbled backward, pressing his hand into the mortal wound he’d endured.
There was a flash. He blinked furiously, trying to make sense of the magic that surrounded the two combatants. He shuffled his feet, fighting for stability.
The heel of his right foot caught only air.
Wind rushed around him, and the crash of waves filled his ears over the grunts of the battling women. The world tipped sideways, and Jax’s hand fell from his side, darkness encroaching.
“Jax!”
The scream echoed to him from some faraway place.
Ophilia. The name burned his mind in response. Ophilia, judge me, Jax invited. He had gone long enough without punishment. Now, she was calling for him. She was calling for justice. She was screaming just as she had screamed that night when his life had ended alongside hers.
Jax closed his eyes and crashed into the icy waves of the Southern Sea.








17. ERION
THEY WALKED THROUGH the pine forest in silence.
They had looked everywhere for Jax. Scoured the alleyways near Market Street. Opened every crate and checked behind every unlocked door for any sign of their friend. But none was to be found.
The only thing that even betrayed Jax had been there at all was a trail of blood. Whose blood it was, they didn’t know. Erion pressed his eyes closed, trying to search his memory for any useful detail. But the trail had stopped mysteriously at the end of an alleyway, as though Jax and the sailor following him had indeed been spirited away by a ghost.
Eventually, all available guards had been assembled and joined them in their search. But nothing turned up. Where the cloaked woman had come from, who she was, and what she wanted was a mystery. Nothing had been taken from the stock of the Lady Black, which only further fueled the whispered suspicions of the pirate’s curse striking once more.
Erion swallowed, trying to remove the words from his throat that had been fighting to escape since the sun had begun to hang low in the sky. It was a pointed attack, a thrown gauntlet in the form of an assassination on one of the men who was well-known for being in the prince’s confidence—and a man who had been closest to the thief in the market, the
 last appearance of what the townsfolk had begun calling the “ghost”.
Right now, the only thing “ghostly” about Adela Lagmir was the fact that her name seemed to haunt them despite the fact that no one was willing to outright utter it. Everyone at the docks had seen the ice trident, and the rumors of them searching for her treasure along with a similar trident being found carved into Renalee’s palm had set the pirate ghost lore ablaze.
It had made the guards cautious to investigate. It had made sailors offer Baldair their condolences for Jax’s death. They said if he was smart, he would mourn and take the gift the pirate queen had given: sparing his life and taking Jax’s instead.
That was when it had been time to return to the manor. Erion had made the decision to keep Baldair from making more of a scandal by punching some well-meaning merchant into tomorrow. While it enraged him just as much to hear such talk, and he found it equally miss-informed, it wouldn’t behoove them to create further chaos.
So they walked in silence. No Jax. And no knowledge of where he might be.
Baldair threw open the door to the manor, so violently it rattled against his hinges. Erion caught it, closing it with purposeful gentleness. Baldair was already in the parlor, rummaging through the bottles—still mostly empty from the party that Erion regretted more with every passing hour.
“Lunacy,” Baldair repeated again and again to himself. “Sheer lunacy.”
“You’re not wrong.” Erion leaned against the door frame, forcing himself to remain calm. Someone had to keep his head and counterweight Baldair’s righteous rage.
“What in the Mother’s fiery justice is going on?” Baldair brought a bottle to his lips, then slammed it down on the bar. Seeming to forget it altogether, he started to pace. It was a quirk of the prince’s. He well enjoyed alcohol in moments of relaxation. But when something was trying him, he avoided it and the fuzzy thinking it brought.
“We need to approach this logically.” Erion phrased it as a suggestion, but it was more of a demand. “Run through everything we know.”
“We know nothing.”
“That’s not true.” Erion pushed away from the door, turning back into the foyer. “Come to the study; let’s write this out.”
Baldair wasn’t calm enough to sit, so he continued to pace around the table Erion had cleared. Erion dipped a quill in ink, holding it over the page.
“First, Renalee is murdered.”
“Right under our noses.” Baldair shook his head.
Erion made note of the fact. “She had Adela’s trident on her hand.” It was good all the servants had been dismissed. After dealing with the townsfolk, Erion wanted to say the pirate queen’s name out of spite, if nothing else. He was not going to be threatened by a figment of imagination.
“She worked at the jewelry shop. And there’s the mysterious affair of those earrings. The ones you and Jax both mentioned.”
“Earrings that are gone…” He drew a line across the page, connecting the earrings and jewelry shop to the Lady Black. “Earrings set with Western rubies.”
Baldair reached over and smudged the line with his finger before it could dry. “They weren’t carrying Western rubies.”
When Baldair and Erion had left the vessel, no stock was missing, and everything continued to check out for the Western trade ship.
“Then there’s the Waterrunner.” Erion sketched out the sloppy shape of a trident on the page, connecting it to the thief from the market and Jax’s disappearance.
“That just looks like a mess.” Baldair collapsed into the chair beside him. “We should be out looking for Jax.”
“We did look for Jax.” Erion wasn’t fond of the idea of leaving Jax behind either. But they had a better chance of figuring out how to help him if they made sense of the mystery that was before them. “Okay, let’s approach this a different way. The Waterrunner clearly wants people to think she’s Adela.”
“I suppose that makes sense.”
“Because if she sells the idea well enough, no one will want to investigate.”
Baldair gave a noncommittal shrug of agreement. They had both seen it to be true while looking for Jax.
“The woman, Waterrunner—we’ll just call her Adela for now—can be connected to the murder. She’s also connected to the jewelry. Now, she attacks us.”
“Trying to get us off the trail?” Baldair theorized aloud.
“That’s what I think.”
“So, how do we find her?”
Erion gave a hefty sigh, thinking for a long moment. “If she fashions herself Adela, she must know about the pirate queen. Maybe she wants to become the next Adela.” He looked around the room, standing. “We need to know our enemy.”
He walked over to one of the bookcases he and Jax had read from on the first night following the murder, thumbing through the titles. When he didn’t see the book he was looking for, he checked the shelf above, and the shelf below. Soon, Erion was frantically searching the room.
“What’re you looking for?” Baldair asked, finally.
“Ring the bell.” Erion pointed to the cord in the corner of the room.
“I don’t think anyone will answer…”
“Someone must be here, right?” Erion grappled with the idea that they were on their own in the large manor. “Try it.”
Baldair begrudgingly pulled himself to his feet, walking over and tugging on the golden cord. Erion continued to look through the books, scanning for the manuscript he had read with Jax the night after Renalee’s death. Still, the title eluded him.
“You rang, my prince.” Nana appeared in the doorway.
“Nana, thank the Mother you’re still here.” Erion breathed a sigh of relief.
“I don’t desert my post, Lord Erion.” She gave a bow. “I’ve served the Imperial family in this manor since its construction.”
“Excellent, then you should know this collection well.” He motioned to the books. “I’m looking for a title called The History of Seafaring in Oparium. Do you know what shelf it’d be on?”
Nana narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. She looked first in the general direction of where Erion thought Jax had shelved it, but then scanned the room on the whole.
“I don’t recall any such title.” Her weathered voice sent a wave of confusion crashing down on Erion’s shoulders.
“I remember reading it. Are you sure you’ve not seen it anywhere?” Perhaps Jax had taken it back to his room.
“I didn’t return any books to the library. But the manor was in quite the state following your… event. Another servant may have returned it.”
Erion turned to the shelves. It was like he could almost see the slot where the book was supposed to go. But now it had vanished into thin air. Vanished like Jax. Vanished like Renalee’s killer.
Erion turned back with purpose, so quickly that Baldair was startled to asking, “What is it?”
“The child who worked here, Abaveil.” Erion focused right on Nana. “The girl, youngest I saw, attended us at dinner last night. Where does she live?”








18. ERION
THE LAMPS HAD been burning for an hour before they arrived at the modest home near the corner of Ocean and Main Streets. A middle-class area, the buildings lining the street in this part of town had storefronts on the bottom and apartments over-top. In the alleyways were purely residential buildings.
Erion had written down Nana’s instructions on how to find Abaveil, and they found themselves at a weathered-looking door, just off the street. Baldair gave a knock at Erion’s nod. They both held their breath as they heard floorboards creak on the other side and the lock disengage.
“What do you wa—” the bearded man stopped short, looking at the two people on his doorstep. “M-m’Lord! What’re you doing here?”
Surprise dulled etiquette, but Baldair let it slide with a smile. “We’re looking for your daughter, I believe. Abaveil.”
“She didn’t show up for work today, I know. She said she’d been dismissed. If she—”
The prince raised a hand. “She hasn’t done anything wrong; we just have a question for her.”
“Who is it?” A woman appeared, backlit from a happily crackling hearth.
“Put the kettle on. We have guests.” The man moved to the side, inviting them in.
“No need for tea, but thank you.” Baldair gave the woman a dashing smile. Erion barely refrained from rolling his eyes as she visibly and instantly warmed to the prince. “I see we interrupted you from sitting down for dinner. My apologies, we won’t be long.”
“Fetch Abaveil,” the father commanded.
“Is she in some sort of trouble?” The woman was already moving for the stairway when she asked.
“No, no trouble,” Baldair assured again. “Merely a question.”
The mother disappeared upstairs. Floorboards creaked, and they heard muffled speaking overhead. When the woman reappeared, it was with a familiar slip of a girl in tow. Abaveil regarded them warily from the corners of her eyes, and Erion was left sincerely hoping that the footman had not disciplined her as he had indicated he was going to. They didn’t need anything that wouldn’t endear the girl to them.
“How may I be of service, my prince?” the girl asked, keeping her eyes downcast. Her mother looked on, taking pride in her young daughter’s manners.
“We have a question for you, Abaveil. Will you help us?” Baldair placed his hands on his knees when he spoke, closer to eye level with the girl. It was comical to see the man trying to make himself small, but Erion knew laughter would only risk unnecessary distractions.
She gave a quiet “mmhmm” of acquiescence.
“Abaveil, yesterday,” Erion began gently, “you mentioned that we couldn’t protect you from ghosts that escaped into thin
 air.”
The girl nodded. Despite being clearly uncomfortable, she was much more calm in her own home, safely sandwiched between her encouraging parents.
“Did you see a ghost in the manor?” Erion got to the point.
“Abaveil, we told you there is no ghost. The Imperial manor is a safe place. Forgive her, my prince,” the mother said hastily.
“Well, I wouldn’t be so certain.” Baldair smiled warmly, shifting to a crouch. “You can help us fight the ghost, Abaveil. Wouldn’t you like that?”
She was unconvinced.
“When did you see the ghost?”
“I woke up because I heard voices.”
“What kind of voices?” Erion tried to press gently for specifics.
“Voices with no bodies,” she whispered.
“All a dream,” her mother insisted.
“Let her speak, please,” Baldair emphasized. “Did you find the voices?”
“I tried to, the first time, but I couldn’t. It was like they were in my wall.”
“What happened the next time?” The prince also picked up on her curious use of “first”.
“The next time, I found Renalee and Nana in the servant’s kitchen. They were angry.”
“What were they saying?”
“Renalee was saying that Nana needed to get them out.” Abaveil gripped the front of her shift, clearly uncomfortable at the memory.
“Get who out?”
The girl shook her head. “I don’t know. I went into the kitchen, and I saw three people standing there: Nana and Renalee and… and… the ghost.” Her voice trailed off into a whisper. “I bet she wanted the ghost out.”
“Then what happened?” Erion was already wondering what interaction Nana might have failed to tell them of.
“Then Nana scolded me for being a bad girl and being out of bed. I tried to tell her there was a ghost right there, that the pirate queen was among us, but she didn’t listen. She said I was still dreaming. When I looked back, the ghost was gone.”
“What did the ghost look like?”
“All wrapped up, like her death shroud was still on her. A big hood. The air around her was almost shining. And the room was cold as ice. She had the trident on the cloth over her
 face.”
They were all descriptions of a show a clever Waterrunner could put on to make someone believe they were indeed the ghost of Adela. Or, just to caution someone of their power. Ice in the air, a cold room…none of it was exclusively ghostly.
 But, seen through the eyes of an unknowing child, it would seem so.
“Thank you, Abaveil, you really helped us.” Baldair looked back to Erion, silently asking if he had any more questions. Erion shook his head.
“Back upstairs with you.” Her mother led her by the hand. “Need to finish washing before supper.”
“Forgive the girl,” the father apologized again. “She has quite the imagination, and being at the manor didn’t help.”
“Why not?” Baldair sounded more curious than offended. Erion was equal measures of both on Baldair’s behalf.
“Oh, we told her all the stories of the bane of the seas to keep her in line, and so she wouldn’t accidentally invoke the curse. Actually working in the manor, however, seemed to make them all the more real to her.”
“Why is that?” Erion asked.
“Well, you know the stories.”
“Forgive me, I’m actually unfamiliar.” Erion spared Baldair the embarrassment and ran a hand through his Western black hair.
“Oh, of course, no, forgive me… Well, I’m sure the prince knows already, but when the pirate queen fled the palace after stealing the crown jewels of the Kingdom of Solarin, she came here. She made her hideout in the cliffs and was said to
 have a network of secret pirate hideaways and tunnels all throughout.
“When your father—” He nodded to Prince Baldair. “—finally came South and chased her away, he torched and collapsed all her strongholds, building the manor right where they once stood.”
It took Erion several long seconds to process this information. He’d been sleeping atop the remnants of pirate hideaways?
“Though some say the Emperor never found her at all, seeing as how the crown treasure was never recovered, and the pirate queen still haunts the cliffs to this day.”








19. JAX
SONG FILTERED BACK to him from the swirling waves of his mind. A soft, breathy hymn of rich tones, deep with the hush of the singer.
“We will not be broken by the vortex of fate. Scattered to the winds. Nor split from all we knew. We shall look only to you...”
Sung slowly, the usually cheerful tune almost sounded like a funeral dirge. The notes echoed into the depths of his soul with a strange sort of clarity. The still waters of his essence were stirred by them, moving him toward consciousness.
“We yet march forward. A company of three. Mountains high, trees wide, across the narrow sea. Oh, Mother, maintain your eyes on me. So comes the dawn… When we stand upon chaos’ door.”
He had never heard of singing in the halls of the Father, the land beyond death in which souls were kept after meeting their ultimate demise. No, if he were in the halls of the Father, that would mean his body had been immolated in a Rite of Sunset… The fight in the caves, the waves, it all slowly came back to him like fragments of a dream.
“So comes the dawn… At the very end of time.
“So comes the dawn… Cower saints and sinners.
“So comes the dawn… To absolve you of this crime and maintain the narrow line…”
Jax cracked his eyes open, waking from what felt like a hundred years of slumber. The singing had long since trailed off. The starry night sky made a panorama of a thousand fractals of light, winking at him from the world of the gods.
He sighed softly.
“The Mother did not want you yet,” a voice said softly from his left.
Jax turned his head. His body felt stiff, but in overall good shape. He blinked at the woman, trying to return his mind to thought. Jax recognized the simple tunic of quilted cotton atop salt- and sun-beaten leggings.
“You’re the sailor.”
She nodded.
“You saved me?”
Another nod.
She seemed utterly uninterested in speaking unless it was absolutely necessary. Her back was against a rock that jutted from the sand, an off-shoot from the cliff-side that towered and encapsulated their narrow beach. There were no sounds of late-night revelries, no echoes of town.
“Where are we?”
“I don’t know exactly,” she confessed. “We got dumped out here after you fell off the ledge and I went in after you.”
Jax sat as she spoke, expecting to find more pain in his body. He rested a hand on the side that had been stabbed, then on his thigh. There were holes in his clothing, but other than a faint scar, his flesh was mostly knitted.
“How long was I out for?”
“A few hours.”
“How did you heal me?” A few hours didn’t account for this level of healing. He knew the woman was a Firebearer; if she were a Groundbreaker instead, he may have been able to explain the recovery speed.
“Magic.”
The coy response summoned his attention. One corner of her mouth curled up more than the other in a sort of thin, crooked smile. She had long hair, black and straight, a trademark Westerner. Her skin was tanned, not unlike his own, but a slightly different shade—a more amber hue.
She laughed at his disbelieving look. “Fine, fine, I had a salve on me. So you’re doubly lucky I was here.”
That he’d believe. “Why did you save me?” He was fairly certain he’d never met the woman before that day. And, if he had, it would have been back from his days in Norin, and that was a time far more likely to damn him to any Westerner than endear him.
“Should I not have?” she asked, tilting her head back against the stone. The woman took a deep breath, and Jax couldn’t help but notice her generous curves.
He shrugged, looking out over the inky ocean. He stared at the distant horizon, so dark it was nearly impossible to tell where the sea ended and the sky began. A gradient of blackness only interrupted by the scrap of land they sat upon and the stars above.
“I know who you are.”
Panic twisted in his throat as his head whipped back to her. But the woman hadn’t changed her position. She still sat at ease. Jax kept his mouth shut, waiting.
“I know you are Jax Wendyll, the man they call the ‘Fallen Lord’ in Norin,” she started. “I know that, three years ago, you were tried for the murder of the Zowar family, including the young Lady Zower, to whom you were engaged.”
He pressed his eyes closed. A buzzing noise rose up from the back of his neck, swirling between his ears.
“I know you were conscripted to the crown for your seemingly heinous crime.”
“My crime was heinous.” I am a monster, he wanted to say.
“It seems it.”
“What would you know?” he snapped. He would not have this woman—this girl—tell him his past as though she knew it like her own name. Whatever rumor she heard couldn’t have been credible. She was merely making good guesses. “Who are you anyway?”
“Just a traveler.” He could almost feel her respectfully easing away from the subject that caused him so much torture. His records were supposed to be completely sealed, destroyed even. Ophain, the Lord of the West, had promised him it would be done.
He snorted. “You’re not ‘just’ a traveler.”
“Perhaps not ‘just’,” she conceded with a small grin. There really was something familiar about her dark eyes, her expressions, but he couldn’t place it. She was likely someone from the Academia of Arcane Arts, back when he still studied there. It would explain how she knew of his past. “But I have traveled from far away to investigate this Adela Lagmir impostor and her treasure.”
“So you’ve heard of it, too?”
She nodded. “They’ve been running a criminal ring for over a year in the coves farther south of here. Ships dock and unload cargo… some legal that they’re avoiding tariffs on, some not so much. The coves are all connected, as you know now. It’s a maze, but that’s how the real Adela gave the Emperor the slip about thirty-five years ago.”
“Along with her treasure.” Jax now bitterly lamented the thing that had brought them out there in the first place.
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” The woman hummed knowingly. “Just because you haven’t found the treasure doesn’t mean it’s not here.”
“What do you know?”
“Help me take out this pirate queen impostor, and I’ll tell you what I know about the treasure. I want to be the one to find it.”
Jax ran his hands through his hair, teasing out the wild snags and tangles. He should’ve expected something like this. No one did anything for free.
“Fortunate enough for me, that’s an easy deal to make.”
She smiled in satisfaction.
“I would’ve done it anyway.” Jax tried to rob the woman of some of her smugness.
“I had a suspicion we were aligned when I saw you chasing after her.” She stood, dusting the sand off her clothes. “Your little investigation into the treasure and soirée with the prince helped fluster the ring into making a mistake that has led me right to them.”
“And now you’re planning on going after her?” Jax assessed the woman a bit more carefully now that she was upright. She had feminine curves, but he wouldn’t describe her as delicate. The thickness of her thighs betrayed muscle, as did her sizeable calves. Her midsection was sturdy more than narrow, and her arms strained against her clothing. This was a woman who had trained for years, and it showed.
“Will you help me?”
He sighed and pulled himself to his feet as well. He had no interest in noble pursuits. “You’re lucky we happen to be aligned.”
“I think you were the lucky one.” She smiled thinly.
Jax placed a hand over his side, atop the tear in his clothing. She wasn’t wrong.
“Thank you,” he said sincerely.
The woman waved away the notion, starting along the beach. “I scouted an entrance up here. It’s a bit of a climb, but if we fall heading for it, we’ll fall into the water.”
“What’s your name?”
She stopped, halfway turning to assess him. Her dark eyes caught the moonlight, revealing an expression that was almost sorrowful.
“It’s not important.”
He nearly felt betrayed. After she proved to know so much about him, she wanted to tell him nothing about herself? Jax wanted to probe further, but he didn’t. He would’ve been the same. He would be, with whatever secrets he could still keep from her.
“I must have something to call you.”
“I’ve gone by many names. You pick.” She began to walk again.
What kind of a woman...?
“Fine, I shall call you… Nox.”
She chuckled, mostly to herself. “Very well, if that’s the name you choose.”
Nox was the word for “night” in the language of old Mhashan. It seemed to fit her, the dark eyes and long black hair she was currently braiding and knotting to stay out of her way on the climb.
“One more thing.”
“What?” She stopped mid-reach for her first hand-hold.
“You never told me why you saved me. If you were here to kill the Adela impostor and put an end to this criminal ring, why throw away the chance you had on saving me? Even if I could help, you had your quarry.”
“Who said I threw away my chance?” she asked. “The woman we chased was not the leader.”
“That’s still not answering my question.”
“Because all men are worthy of saving.”
He opened his mouth to object.
“Even—no, especially you, Jax.”
She had already scaled a good distance by the time his shock at the statement wore off enough for him to move. By then, it was too late for him to press the question further. So he did the only thing he could think to do: follow the woman back into the pirate’s stronghold.







20. ERION
ABAVEIL’S FATHER SAW them out. Neither Baldair nor Erion said anything for the entire walk down Ocean Street back to the cliffside staircase that led to the pine forest and the path into the manor. They were both focused on their own thoughts, processing the events of the past few days that had led them to this point.
It wasn’t until they were well and truly alone, the manor barely in view, that Erion snagged Baldair’s elbow. “Wait a moment.”
“What?” Baldair’s attempt at keeping his voice low was comical. But he attempted to do so in response to Erion’s hushed tones.
“We know Nana isn’t telling us something.”
“Nana wouldn’t hide anything like this; she’s worked for the family for years. I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding,” Baldair insisted in the woman’s defense.
“You don’t know her. Other than this, we were only in the summer manor for, what, one week last year?” And Erion wished they had never thought it’d be such a good idea to return. “She’s been here alone this whole time, keeping the place, having it to herself. Surely, she knew about the lore of the manor being built on Adela’s old hideaways and told us nothing when we started our investigation. That much you must admit she hid.”
Baldair shifted his weight. Erion’s truth was no doubt uncomfortable on his shoulders.
“I’m not suggesting we walk in and condemn her.” Erion relaxed, straightening away. “But I do think we should be careful around her until we know what’s going on. She could’ve easily been the one to hide the book on Adela, and she knows the manor better than anyone else.”
“Which was precisely why I was going to ask her if she knew anything about it being built on the remnants of pirate hideaways.”
“Let’s try to do our own research on that first,” Erion suggested. He didn’t want to give away the fact that they had any suspicions before they had to. “Surely, in that library, there’s still the records on the building. Its construction, architecture, blueprints, something.”
Baldair nodded.
“Then we’ll look for those.” And hope they haven’t already been hidden or destroyed, Erion added mentally.
After the first hour of searching, Erion had nearly lost all hope for ever finding any documentation they would find useful. Not only was the book that had information about Adela missing, but almost every other manuscript about the history of the region was gone as well. He scoured the shelves, but the only thing he could find with potential was a book on the architecture of the Imperial Palace. While the manor had clearly been crafted from the same architectural mind, he was looking for something more in-depth than choice of plaster embellishments or sketches of window shapes.
“Where did you get off to?” he asked as Baldair returned with a yawn. “Don’t tell me you took a nap.” They were burning the midnight oil yet again.
“I had an idea—” Baldair held up an old leather folio. “—that I think is about to pay off.”
“What is that?” Erion quickly met him at the table where Baldair was unwinding the fastening twine that held the folio closed.
“I finally went through the bag of things Jax bought. And before you scold me again for going through a dead woman’s personal effects, I think the situation called for it,” Baldair added hastily. “We know Renalee was targeted by them, and Abaveil saw her—”
“—and Nana,” Erion added. He wasn’t going to let Baldair’s good will absolve the woman just yet.
“And Nana,” he begrudgingly added, “with the ghost. So I thought that Renalee may have something of note.”
“I take it she did?” While Erion would always be uneasy with the idea of rummaging through the belongings of the dead like some treasure trove, he had to admit that Baldair had a point, and, judging from the folio he held, it had paid off.
“Bundled in one of her pockets was a small key—I almost missed it—bearing the Imperial seal. So I began to try it on every door, or chest, or cabinet I could find.”
“What did it unlock?” As horrified as Erion was at the idea of staff sneaking around, he was genuinely curious now.
“The desk drawer in the Imperial quarters.”
“A desk drawer?”
Baldair nodded. “A big, ancient-looking thing, not unlike what Father uses back at the palace.”
There were moments when Erion still paused and reminded himself that when Baldair mentioned “Father”, he was talking about the Emperor Solaris, ruler of everything Erion had ever known.
“Why would Renalee have the key to the drawer of a desk in the Imperial quarters of all places?” Erion frowned. “Sounds like a thief to me.”
“Or someone who wanted to hide something where no one would think to look.”
Erion mulled over this as Baldair pulled a stack of parchment from the folio. Even Baldair didn’t usually stay in the Imperial quarters; it was reserved almost exclusively for the Emperor. Which meant no staff would go in there with any regularity.
Baldair laid out the yellowed parchment carefully on the table. It was worn from age, but well preserved from the folio and desk.
“It’s the blueprints,” Baldair whispered.
Sure enough, the architect’s rough hand outlined the building they were now standing in with broad strokes. The lines became firmer, darker, giving shape before dark ink layered atop. Straight corners and tight edges betrayed the use of a ruler and careful calculation, the transition from art and concept to mathematical precision progressing methodically.
“Not just that, but… What’re these?” Mixed in with the yellowed paper were newer drawings, maps of winding, clumsy curves and bold ‘X’ marks over them.
“I don’t know.” Baldair shook his head. “Let’s start with the manor.”
“Okay, this is the room we’re in.” Erion decided with a tap after much page turning.
“It’s not this one?”
“No, because here’s the main entrance.”
“Oh, I see now.” Baldair gave a strong nod of affirmation, catching up with what Erion had already figured out.
“So here are these rooms, servants’ hall, dining, kitchen… upstairs…”
“What’s that?” Baldair asked right as Erion’s finger pointed to a superfluous hall. The prince pointed as well for emphasis.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen that…” It curved around the manor, behind all the Imperial quarters, and then branched off into two more antechambers before the tunnel faded off the page.
Erion picked up one of the newer pieces of parchment, slotting it together against the older sketch. The drawn tunnels fit together neatly, building a puzzle of interlocking tunnels. A grand map of the interior of the cliffside behind the manor.
Baldair eased away slowly. He blinked several times at the picture before him. “This pirate stuff. It’s...real?”
“The ghost, I doubt…” Erion looked at their discovery and refrained from pointing out that if Baldair didn’t think it was real, he shouldn’t have dragged them down to Oparium and landed them in this whole mess in the first place. “But someone taking up Adela’s mantle seems more plausible by the moment.”
“Why did Renalee have all these?” Baldair mused aloud.
“Because she wanted Adela’s treasure.” Nana spoke from the doorway.
Erion and Baldair both straightened away from their discovery. Erion’s hand fell on the pommel of his sword. This woman had endangered them all with her games. Now, confronted with the truth, what would she do?
After a long, silent standoff, Baldair took a breath to speak. Nana raised her winkled hand. She closed her eyes with a soft sigh.
“I’ll tell you everything.”








21. ERION
BALDAIR HAD A weight to him when he spoke. It wasn’t expressly a harsh tone, but it had a terrifying gravity to it that could crush the boldest of men. “We had a right to know everything from the beginning.” There was no laughter, no air, in his voice.
“I was trying to protect you, my prince.”
“Protect him?” Erion couldn’t stop himself. The idea of what was happening flew too far against his every ideal of the classes and their roles in a well-functioning society. “How can harboring knowledge of—and potentially even engaging with—an illegal crime ring and allowing your sovereign to sleep under the same roof ever be confused for protecting him?”
“I did not think you would stay for so long.” She sighed and started in to the room.
Erion was at Baldair’s side in a second, his hand still on his pommel.
“I’m unarmed.” Nana raised her hands in the air before taking her seat. “I just didn’t want to stand the whole time.” She folded her hands, looking at them with eyes that had gone near-milky with age. “What do you already know?”
“Bits and pieces. We want the whole story.” Erion didn’t want to offer anything; he wanted to take whatever the woman would give, and maybe then some.
She shifted herself in her seat, then shifted once more. When that was finished, she adjusted her skirts around her, lifting them and replacing them until they were just so. Erion was patient with the stalling. Push someone and they fluster; wait and the only person they exhaust is themselves.
“It started about a year ago. The sailors reported seeing mysterious things at sea, pirate ships off in the distance flying Adela’s trident. Fishermen began to whisper about hearing shanty songs echoing off the cliffs to the south of the city. Then the first Trident was found etched into the side of a building near the Market, and everyone was convinced that the ghost of Adela was upon us.
“It wasn’t until there were rumors of the ghosts taking up residence in the Imperial manor that I began to investigate. Woodcutters and sneaking lovers had said they saw orbs of light and ghostly figures in the moonlight on the grounds. So I moved from my home in the west of town and took up residence here.”
“Was all this happening when we were here last summer?” Baldair interjected.
Nana nodded.
“And you let us stay?”
Erion read in the prince’s tone that he was as shocked as he was wounded by the idea of Nana potentially putting him in harm’s way.
“Things had quieted with you here, and I had yet to find anything conclusive. I ended up resigning the mysterious affairs to some children and tests of bravery in the Imperial manor, nothing more harmful than that.” Nana hung her head in shame.
Erion shifted in his chair. This was what happened when the staff had too much leeway to make their own decisions. He kept his tongue for Baldair’s sake.
“It was the night before you were scheduled to leave last year that I was approached. They demanded I removed you, or they would torch the manor and everyone in it. Knowing you were departing anyway, I used it as an opportunity to earn their trust, saying I would see you gone within the next day if they let me join them.”
“Clever,” Erion whispered.
“Thank you, Lord Erion.” Nana gave a nod in his direction. He hadn’t meant to say it aloud.
“Why didn’t you go to the guard, or tell me?” Baldair asked.
“The moment guards begin crawling around this place, they will shift their tactics, or make people ‘disappear’ in such a way that their deaths would be written off to the curse.” Nana sat back in her chair and held her breath for a long moment, letting her words stew. “I didn’t want to involve you, my prince, because managing the manor is my responsibility, as it has always been. And putting you in harm’s way went against that creed.”
Erion sighed on her behalf. It wasn’t the smartest course of action. But, if what she said was true, it was taken up with noble intentions. He caught Baldair’s eyes, and the prince seemed to be on the same page.
“Well, we’re involved now.”
“That you are. And Renalee, oh sweet Renalee.” Naan shook her head sadly. “If only the girl could have realized the treasures she already possessed.”
“What actually happened with the lass?” Erion pressed the woman to continue.
“She was fascinated by the lore of Adela when it would’ve been best to be frightened. She uncovered the truth of the smugglers while working in the jewelry shop—The Jeweled Crest is one of their largest customers for underhanded goods—and joined the criminal group the second she could in a bid to get closer to the manor. She wanted Adela’s treasure, and she knew the tales of how this building was attached to the old pirate strongholds.” Nana motioned to the table, still filled with papers. “Her only mistake in it all was when she began to wear that ruby, giving one to Rowin to wear as well. The presence of a Western ruby made the portmaster suspicious, and he began to investigate the ships and markets more closely. Which, as you can imagine, the group didn’t like.”
“Where did she get the earring?” Erion asked.
Nana shook her head. “She told the jeweler it had been given to her as a gift. Same thing to the smugglers. But no one had any record of it.”
“So they killed her and marked her a thief.” Erion scowled. He did not want to think he was the sort to shy away from the administration of justice, even when it applied to broken oaths he might not entirely agree with. But he struggled to detach sympathy for Renalee, even knowing she had willingly wrapped herself up with dangerous folk.
“The only other explanation was that she had found Adela’s treasure. And, if she had, she was marked for dead anyway by not sharing its location.”
“Why kill her here?” Baldair asked. “Surely they knew we would investigate.”
“Ah, my prince, they thought the opposite.” Nana wore a sort of sad smile that Erion couldn’t discern the meaning behind. “Most see you as a socialite and nothing more.”
The news was clearly a shock to Baldair.
“Is this true?” he asked Erion.
“Surely you knew?” Erion didn’t know what else to say. He also thought it was obvious. “Just think of how you act in town.”
“But that’s only at times when it doesn’t matter…”
Erion refrained from bringing up the “game” he played with his brother the previous summer involving ladies. Or his well-known reputation in Court. Or the fact that he never showed up to morning drills with the Majors at the palace.
Something about Baldair’s deeply reflective gaze gave Erion the sense he was already considering all these truths.
“So they didn’t think I would investigate the death of a young woman under my roof?” Baldair turned back to Nana.
She shook her head slowly. “They thought you would pass it off to the city guard, who is well past tired with and scared by the idea of chasing pirate ghosts. The smugglers ring had been asking for you gone for some time, but I couldn’t produce this summer because you had no intention of departing, and I had no reason to demand it. Renalee was a convenient way to tidy up a loose end as well as scare you away.”
“Why did this pirate group want us gone with such urgency?” Erion asked.
“They have a large shipment of jewels they need to move to the capital. The buyer is getting impatient, and the only paths out of their hideaways large enough to transport the cargo into a cart that’s away from all the town’s eyes—”
“—is here,” Baldair finished.
Erion followed the prince’s gaze back to the table where all the blueprints lay. Baldair walked over to them, tracing their lines with his fingertip. Erion stood as well, feeling the energy of action beginning to ignite the air.
“Forgive me, my prince.” Nana stood and gave a low bow.
“You are forgiven, Nana.” Baldair faced them both with purpose. “But now we need your help.”
“My true loyalty has been, and always will be, with Solaris.”
“Good, for we will need the best armor stored in this place, some basic supplies, and an entrance into these passages.”
“My prince, be careful. It will be dangerous,” Nana cautioned.
“Nothing will be more dangerous than me when I am hunting down the murderers and thieves who currently have my friend.”
Baldair looked to Erion, and they both gave a nod of resolve. Their chase was only just beginning. But for the first time, the winds had shifted in their favor.







22. JAX
HE RUBBED HIS sweaty, blistering palms on the thighs of his pants, smoothing away the aches in his muscles from scaling the rock wall.
“So, how are we going to find them?”
“Patience.” Nox shrugged, starting in for the darkness.
The smallest mote of flame tracked over her shoulder behind her, giving them just enough light to see by, but not enough light to illuminate more than an arm’s length in front of
 her.
“And what if we get lost in here?” Jax couldn’t stop himself from asking. Nox’s seemed a very carefree way of approaching their predicament. The tunnel system in the cliffside was no doubt vast, and it wasn’t unlikely that they could be turned around and lost forever.
“Then I suppose it’s a good thing we’re both people who’ve lived colorful lives. We’ll have a lot to talk about while we wait to die.” She gave a coy smirk over her shoulder.
“This, coming from the woman who wouldn’t even tell me her name,” he muttered, trying to keep his voice down.
“Well, maybe if we’re on the brink of death, I’ll tell you everything.” She didn’t look at him when she spoke. All he saw was the illumination of the flame against her black, braided hair, the way her shoulders swayed slightly as she walked with purpose and a certain recklessness into the
 hostile darkness. “Though, it’d take more lifetimes than what we have.”
“You love playing the mysterious card, don’t you?” Jax could only grin. There were worse people to be stuck with. He could already tell this woman was going to be a problem when Baldair laid eyes on her. Coy, curvy, competent: the trifecta of Baldair’s weaknesses.
“I am what I am.” She shrugged. “Quiet now. The ship docked in an inner cove to the south of town.” That explained their immediate left turn upon entering the caves. “I’m trying to listen for the workmen.”
They trekked along winding stone, natural and carved walls alike, deeper and deeper into the mountainside. Jax made it a point to listen for anything his ears could pick up that would betray life, but all he heard was dripping water, the rush of distant breezes, and the echoes of crashing waves.
Just when he had reached a point of concern, words reverberated to them. Faintly at first, he almost thought them tricks of the howling sea winds. But, sure enough, they persisted and grew.
Nox turned quickly, stopping him with both hands. The woman leaned forward to whisper in his ear. Jax wasn’t accustomed to women who were nearly his height; she didn’t have to stretch entirely onto her toes to reach him.
“I don’t know where this is going to put us out. We should stay low, make for good hiding the second we see it.”
He nodded, catching her eyes when she pulled away.
They both dropped to a crouch and shuffled along as ambient light began to merge with the weakening shadows on the rock around them. Nox waved away her mote of flame, leaving Jax’s eyes to adjust in the near-blackness. As they came into focus, her face was before him again, her nose a mere finger’s width from his own.
Jax narrowed his eyes, unwilling to be thrown off-guard by the proximity of a woman.
“Do you want a ‘we may be about to die’ kiss?” He gave her an arrogant, toothy grin.
“This is not the place where you die,” she whispered with certainty.
Who is this woman?
“But this is the place where you will kill again.” She grabbed his hand with a swiftness he didn’t know she possessed. Sparks flew around their fingertips. For Jax to feel heat in her palm meant she was quite a powerful sorcerer indeed. But Nox didn’t apply intention to burn him, so the tiny flames were nothing more than orange streaks over a touch he hadn’t invited but was finding more reassuring than he expected. “You have to fight. You must fight for yourself, fight to live.”
Jax tried to pull his hand away. He hated this woman with a sudden fury. He hated her knowing stare and the truth in her words.
He opened his mouth to speak, but a finger rose to silence it.
“Just be quiet, and take the advice of a friend, Jax.”
She was moving again before he could formulate a proper reaction. His hand was aflame with invisible fire. It burned from where she’d touched him, shooting tendrils of heat up his veins and into his heart. For the briefest blissful moment, it burned away the voice in the back of his mind that whispered horrors at every action he ever took.
Luck would give with one hand and take with the other when it came to Jax’s life.
They ended up having no option but to crawl as the cavern narrowed to a chute. Side pressed against side, they looked through the small opening into a large room beyond. Half of their vision was obscured by boxes and crates, not unlike what he had seen on the Lady Black. In the flickering orange light of a Firebearer’s flames or lamplight, they saw feet moving. Voices spoke.
“… their bodies recovered,” a woman was speaking. “None of you are to rest until their bloated corpses are here on a spike to warn the next captain who even thinks of challenging us.”
“Henrietta, they’ve surely been lost to the sea.”
“Silence!” the voice—presumably Henrietta—snapped. “It was your incompetence that got us into this mess. I’ll hear none of it.”
“Henrietta is their leader,” Nox whispered. “You’ll know her by the scar over her right eye. Go for her first.”
Jax nodded in agreement.
Nox took a deep breath. The woman was undeniably brave. But she was still human, and her hands trembled a brief moment before she began to wiggle toward the opening. Jax made space and watched as her crouched feet and fingertips disappeared to the right—in the direction of the boxes and out of his vision.
Elbow over elbow, he crept up to the opening, more of the room coming into his view in the process. It was a sort of bowl shape, with all manner of goods stacked against the natural terraces along the perimeter between the stalagmites and rock columns. The discussion was happening toward the bottom, where a group of six were in heated conversation.
Not a particularly impressive bunch, he wondered briefly how they’d managed to get so far. But it wasn’t a stretch to assume they had hands beyond these caverns, and, even if they didn’t, they had the legend of one of the most infamous and feared pirates behind them. A pirate who would never not pose a threat, dead or alive.
Rocks scraped into his forearms as he pulled himself through the narrow tunnel. He waited for a moment when the group seemed to have shifted their focus toward a smaller stack of boxes near the sheltered dock built into the mouth of the cavern. Jax curled himself into a crouch, making haste to where Nox was pressed against a larger crate. He planted his back alongside hers, taking a deep breath.
She leaned forward, looking around the box’s corner at the group, then turned back to him and pointed to a stack of canvas on the next tier down. She moved one finger, pointed to him, and motioned with a second finger to join the first.
Jax nodded.
Like this, they crept one at a time nearly to the lowest rung without detection. Jax’s heart raced. They were well outnumbered. But if they kept the element of surprise, they had a shot. He and Nox could each take out one before any of the others even realized they were there. Jax swallowed hard, his breath quickening.
He was going to burn them.
He was going to burn them alive.
He could do it. He would do it. He must do it. This was his destiny now as the Empire’s monster. And what good was a monster if it could not be made useful for killing?
A warm hand closed around his, clutching him so tight the bones in his fingers popped. Jax looked over and found Nox staring at him. An unspoken promise given magical form, fire licked between them once more.
She waited as Jax’s breathing slowed. When he nodded at her, they both shifted to a ready position, prepared to shoot out of their hiding spot like two fireballs.
“Drop the boxes,” a booming voice spoke out. Its echo was so loud, it successfully hid Jax’s groan. “You are under arrest by the will of the crown for smuggling, theft, murder… and many other horrible things.”
There was a stunned silence. And then two simple words. No gloating. No explanation. No bartering. The briefest touch of laughter and then, simply, “Kill him.”







23. ERION
ERION TUGGED AT the leather jerkin that covered his chest, adjusting the lacing for a bit more slack. It wasn’t a perfect fit, but nothing was. They were in borrowed armor carrying tarnished weapons. The only thing he trusted was his sword.
He ran his fingers over the pommel, reminding himself that nothing else mattered other than the quality of his primary blade and his skill—both of which had been honed by years on the practice field. Granted, only on the practice field.
The familiar leather grip squeaked softly under his white-knuckled grip. He had to have faith that, when the time came, he would be ready to kill for his Empire. This was what he had been training for. If he was not to inherit the estate or take after his ancestry as a merchant, he had to be ready to lay claim to the legacy of a battle-tested soldier.
Nana led them into the room Jax had been occupying. Carefully prying open a groove in the wall to the right of the bed, she exposed a hidden pulley and gave it a solid tug. A separate panel in the wall to the left of the bed, half the height of a regular door, clicked open.
“This was why Renalee was found here. A murder in a locked room with no murderer,” Erion observed. “And how Abaveil saw ‘ghosts disappearing’ into thin air.”
Nana gave them a nod. The Mother could be cruel in her designs of fate when she wanted. If Jax had chosen any other room in the manor, the whole affair would have nothing to do with him.
“My prince.” Nana stopped Baldair right when he was about to stoop into the entry of the caves. “I will fetch the guard, as you asked, but please be careful. Are you sure you cannot await reinforcements? For, should anything befall—”
“Worry not. Erion and I have had years of training from the greatest swordsmen in the Empire.” Baldair waved away her concerns. “Plus, this is what I was born for. Doing all the reckless activities my brother is too stuck up for.”
He gave a toothy grin and disappeared into the darkness.
“I’ll keep him safe,” Erion vowed. Nana gave a solemn nod without any trace of doubt, as if she saw something in Erion’s resolve that he hadn’t even realized was showing. “But make haste in fetching the guard. If these folk are as dangerous as you make them out to be, we can use the help.” Even if the help is currently at half strength due to the Emperor’s mysterious need for swords.
“I will.”
Erion gave Nana one final look—one he hoped inspired confidence in them both—then followed behind Baldair.
The prince held aloft the lantern Nana had the sense to equip them with. By the light of its single flame, they could prevent themselves from tripping over any uneven pitches in the floor and check Renalee’s maps, but it offered them little visibility otherwise. The tunnel curved around, exposing some of the rooms marked on the blueprints.
“What do you think the point of all this was?” Erion looked into the dusty, damp rooms as they passed. The sparse furniture had been left to rot, threads picked apart by the hands of time.
“Same thing I suppose all the passages in the palace are for: escaping in a time of need.”
“Seems more likely to be for letting other people in,” Erion murmured.
“Just because I didn’t know about them doesn’t mean that others didn’t. Like my Father.”
Erion remained silent. What was the real connection between the Emperor Solaris and the pirate Adela? Their sovereign would’ve been no older than they were now when his father died and the pirate queen fled the capital with the supposed crown jewels. If he had wanted to erase the woman from time, why leave her passages? Why leave any word of her at all?
He imagined the Emperor back then, hunting through the blackness of the winding caves for the world’s most famous thief. Erion envisioned the char on the ceiling from dozens of guards’ torches. The scuffs on the walls were from their shining armor digging into the soft stone of the cliffs that surrounded Oparium.
In the footsteps of an army, Erion imagined they were not so alone, and he took what courage he could from it.
After a long stretch of deafening silence, the rumble of the sea rose up to meet them. Between the crashing of waves, words were carried on the wind. Barely audible, they were more sound than utterance, but it affirmed for them both that the path Nana had led them on was, indeed, the right course.
Erion grabbed Baldair’s shoulder, leaning in close to keep his voice to a hush. “Now listen, don’t do anything rash,” he urged. “We know these people are dangerous.”
“Since when have I ever been known to do anything rash?” Baldair grinned, the candlelight illuminating the stubble that covered his chin in a golden haze.
“This is serious, Baldair. Help won’t be coming for at least another hour.” Nana had to get to town and back. Spry though she might be, the distance could only be covered so quickly.
“We already discussed this.” Baldair reminded him. It had been their great debate—to fetch the guard first, or go ahead. When it came to the fact that Jax was somewhere alone with the smugglers, it wasn’t a difficult decision to make.
“Don’t forget it then.” Erion gave Baldair a pat on the shoulder, half pushing him forward.
He drew his sword slowly, the blade vibrating against the scabbard. Erion adjusted his grip, making sure he had a firm handle on it. His fingers couldn’t seem to find their usual grooves on the pommel as the two hastily-armored men continued to inch toward the opening visible around the bend.
Baldair took one wall and Erion pressed against the other, side-stepping to remain as inconspicuous as possible.
“Is the princeling gone yet?” a voice asked.
“Nana has yet to report.”
“He was seen on the Lady Black, so I doubt it,” another pointed out.
“Surprised he had the courage to investigate that far,” someone else sneered.
Erion looked over at Baldair. His brow was furrowed. “Don’t,” he hissed at the prince.
“More surprised he didn’t wet himself when he saw what we did to Renalee.”
“Maybe he did, and Nana just didn’t tell us. She’s practically the boy-prince’s wetnurse.”
Baldair shot from the alcove and Erion pressed his eyes closed with a heavy sigh. He was in motion, too, however. If his prince was going to be a suicidal level of stupid, then Erion would follow. That was what true loyalty meant.
“Drop the boxes!” Baldair demanded, pointing his sword down at the men and women who had been ferrying crates from a nearby dock. “You are under arrest by the will of the Crown for smuggling, theft, murder… and many other horrible things.”
“Elegant,” Erion muttered with a side-glare.
Baldair gave him a grin that quickly disappeared when the briefest of cackles filled the air, followed by two terrible words.







24. ERION
THERE WERE TWO of them and six of the pirates. Erion’s heart was in his throat. He perspired instantly, his head dizzy. He adjusted his grip on his sword, the familiar leather smoothing under his palm.
His fingers found their preferred spaces effortlessly. He relaxed his grip, spinning the blade in place. This was center. This was the beginning.
Erion launched himself into the fray.
There was no time to be fearful, no spare moments in which to hesitate. This was everything the majors had ever told him. The way of a swordsman was seeing your own life in another and having the will to cut that man down.
With a flash of magic, a spear of ice materialized before him. Erion bent backwards, dodging wildly. A strong hand gripped his bicep, helping right him, half throwing him back in a sprint forward.
Where Erion would expect a quip, Baldair’s face was severe. There was no lightness, no revelry in the task placed before him. He was doing what he felt was right, but he did not relish what “right” required.
Baldair met the melee first, stable on his feet after launching off a crate and falling past the lower tier of the room entirely. The smuggler pulled out a thin blade with a spin, making no effort to parry. A rapier against a long sword would be a fool’s battle of strength. The pirate darted back like a wasp, stinger at the ready.
Erion could no longer focus on Baldair; he had his own set of problems. Another spear of ice materialized before him, sending him tip-toeing nearly off balance in an effort to avoid its wicked sharp point. He didn’t even see the third spear.
A hiss of steam and a flash of heat alerted him to the magic that had nearly ended his fight before it had even begun.
“You’re welcome!” a familiar voice called.
Erion turned in the direction of the echo’s origin. Sure enough, bolting from behind a stack of crates was Jax. Erion let out a breath that almost bordered on laughter.
“You worried us, friend!”
Jax had survived. The mere fact poured bubbling relief into Erion’s veins that made his feet feel lighter. He turned on the pirate now closest to him with a lunge.
The pirate held out her hand at the sword point, pushing it down with a sheer of ice and splintering snow, deflecting it away from her chest. Erion twisted the blade, pushing his weight evenly back between his heels and drawing the steel back up instantly.
The pirate pulled backward. Erion took the opening to push forward, pommel nearly to chest. Once more the pirate resorted to magic to deflect his charge, but the margin was far narrower.
Another hiss of steam and flash of fire, and her ice faded.
Erion brought his blade inward, where it caught on the woman’s shoulder. He felt the momentary resistance, the give as skin and flesh ripped under the edge of his sword. Her cry, half snarl, resounded in his ears and stilled his world.
I am going to kill her, the words echoed in his mind. No matter how justified he was. No matter how much he knew it was right. No matter how slowly he witnessed her gathering strength, her shifted momentum, her magic in hand, how much blood lust she had in her eyes for him, the words didn’t seem to add up.
Erion willed himself to move. He willed his arms to push forward, his weight to fall behind the sword and cleave right through her chest to the very lifeblood that beat from her
 heart.
The strength wasn’t there. What was there was a dagger of ice in her palm. A hand shooting out faster than he could blink.
Almost faster than he could react.
Erion let out a shout of half-surprise, half-pain as the frigid blade bit into his side, tearing through the leather.
He pushed his sword down then, but there was no sticking power to it. She was a more seasoned fighter and had none of the reservations he struggled with.
The woman’s face, so intent on his death, suddenly burst into flame. Not even her surprise could summon enough magic to shield herself from the white-hot fire. The pirate stumbled backward, and a body pushed him out of the way. Erion stumbled and tripped, falling to the ground.
A Western woman with high cheekbones and a strong profile reached for the pirate. Her hand clasped over the pirate’s mouth, locking in the woman’s final scream. Fire burned down her throat, illuminating her from the inside. It licked through her eyes and poured from her ears.
By the time Erion’s savior pulled her hand away, there was nothing more than a charred corpse where the enemy had been moments before.
“Up with you!” she demanded before launching back into the fray.
Erion blinked, but his limbs obliged her command.
The pirates were two down, the Crown’s fighters matched four on four.
The Western woman had already begun making a run for the pirate Jax was engaging. Seeing them fight, ablaze in magic, Erion almost understood the fear of sorcerers that crippled Southerners. The only person who could stand against a trained sorcerer was another sorcerer.
Erion launched himself at the pirate who made a jab toward his new ally. A curved blade rang out against Erion’s, sheering off with a vibration that rattled straight to his shoulders. The woman had helped him; he would see the favor returned.
This pirate seemed to hold no magical prowess. It was a battle of blades, and with no sorcerers to intervene, Erion felt much more in his element.
The man used a number of defensive swings in an effort to keep Erion at bay. An upward jab, a parry and repost, a carefully placed slash—it was all executed with confidence, though it was nothing more than child’s play. Erion’s viciousness couldn’t match his opponent’s, but he had years of training behind him.
He inhaled sharply, the blade’s edge narrowly missing his face. His hand moved faster than his mind could think. The sword dipped, finding purchase against the man’s thigh.
The pirate cried out but was undeterred. Erion worked to silence his mind. He didn’t think about what his next attack would look like or where it may land. He existed purely on the instinct forged into every twitch of his muscle.
Erion drew a crimson line across the man’s throat with the point of his sword. The pirate stumbled backward, gurgling and gripping at the wound. Erion watched with horror as the echo of the man’s blade dropping to the ground reverberated in his ears. And then a chilling silence overtook his enemy’s body as it crumpled, leaving stillness where there had once been life.







25. JAX
JAX’S SHOULDERS HEAVED, and his chest burned, not from fire, but from the toil of the fight. He stared over the smoking remains of the woman Nox had referred to as Henrietta, leader of the pirates. His newest ally had stepped in to deal the killing blow. But even if it had not been by Jax’s hand, he still felt the loss of life flow from the dead woman, into his body, and then out into the world beyond—something that could never be reclaimed.
At the sound of a sword sheathing, Jax turned to assess his friends. Baldair stood over two dead bodies, Nox near him. Erion had a man of his own at his feet. Two other corpses had fallen at the start of the fight to the deadly inferno known as Nox. The one beneath him made six.
Judging from Baldair and Erion’s faces, today’s kills were their first. Something had changed in their eyes that would never return to what it was.
Jax wiped sweat from his forehead. He was boiling despite the general chill of the caverns.
“Are you both all right?” He was the first to move.
Erion and Baldair both seemed to take stock of themselves for the first time.
“Erion, you got one on your hip.” Jax pointed to the oozing wound.
Erion pressed his hand against it, wincing slightly at the pressure. He pulled it away, looking warily at the tear in his own flesh. “It’s not that bad.”
“Nox, do you have any more potion?” Jax asked.
She shook her head.
“I’ll burn it to stint the bleeding,” Jax offered, and Erion accepted with a nod. He grit his teeth and braced for the ministrations Jax was about to deliver.
“Nox?” Baldair asked, assessing Jax’s companion and no doubt focusing on anything but the smell of burning flesh and the muffled grunts of Erion’s pain that filled the air. “From the Lady Black? The sailor who chased the smuggler?”
“She saved me,” Jax explained succinctly. All he knew for certain about the woman was that she was as secretive as he. There was no need to draw attention to the fact, especially not when she had already proved her merit as their ally time and again.
“And the rest of you.” Nox adjusted her braids, pulling long strands of hair away from where they had come loose and hung in her face. “I was told you were a noble fool, but that truly exceeded my every expectation.”
Baldair blinked, caught in whiplash from both the aftershocks of the fight and the woman’s casual, forward demeanor. Jax knew Baldair was unaccustomed to a woman doing anything but throwing herself at him. He failed to suppress a snicker, which earned a pointed look.
“Jax, I didn’t realize you were now in the business of babysitting lost, sassy children.” Baldair’s words lacked bite, his laughter betraying his genuine amusement at the woman’s attitude toward him.
“I think I’m the babysitter.” Nox’s voice was barely audible, her face halfway stuffed into a crate. Wood shavings and cotton scraps flew everywhere as she rummaged through its contents.
“What’re you looking for?” Baldair asked.
Jax stepped over to Erion. The man hadn’t taken his eyes off the corpse before him. Jax could’ve offered any amount of condolences, soothing words, reassurances. The dead man would surely have killed Erion, that was true. He was also an accessory to a number of crimes and likely committed more than a few as well.
But Jax knew nothing but time would shake that sickening feeling that was, no doubt, settling uncomfortably in Erion’s stomach.
So all he did was raise a hand to the man’s shoulder, bringing an arm around his back. Jax held his friend tightly for several long moments in silent solidarity. Then he released and rejoined the conversation. Lingering would solve nothing. For now, it was important to keep Erion moving, to keep them all distracted. The real trials would come at night, days, weeks, months later, whenever the realization of what he’d done finally came home to roost.
“It’s not here either.” Nox sighed, gripping the rim of an open trunk.
“You still haven’t told me what we’re looking for.” Despite that, Baldair was rummaging through crates anyway.
“Adela Lagmir stole the crown of Lyndum and fled with the other wealth of the old king.” She stood, her hands on her hips. She had gone through half the boxes on the lower tier. Her eyes scanned the room. “When the Emperor—your father, Baldair—chased her down the coast, she fled, giving all the impression she’d taken the treasure with her. But I know it’s still here.”
Jax had never heard someone use Baldair’s name without title so easily. Even though Baldair usually gave citizens leeway to do so, it was surprising to see the right assumed. The girl knew something for certain.
“How are you so sure she left it?” Jax asked. “You said, if I helped you, you’d give me information on the treasure.”
Nox gave a half-turn, assessing him thoughtfully. “I overheard them talking when we were docked in the port here to unload some stolen goods. They said someone was searching the caves and found ‘it’. I assumed ‘it’ must mean the treasure. What else?”
She was lying. He’d bet anything on it. But Jax stilled his tongue. Even if she was, he had no proof of deception. It would be a matter of his suspicion against her word. He didn’t even know what she was lying about: the fact that she’d overheard the smugglers, or that they were still searching the caves for the treasure. All he knew for sure was that some part of her story ran false.
“I think you’re right.” Baldair produced a folded bunch of papers from the top of his calf-height boot. “And we just so happen to have the map.”
“You do?” Nox was skeptical. “Someone made a map?”
Baldair nodded to Nox and then explained to Jax’s quizzical stare, “Renalee had apparently been searching for the treasure for some time.”
And that would’ve been knowledge enough to kill her for. Jax felt like things were finally clicking into place.
“Well, show me,” Nox demanded.
“The city guard is coming; we can ask them for help,” Baldair said. Jax noted his prince didn’t move to share the map with their newest ally.
“I’m not interested in waiting.” Nox waved the idea away. “Besides, it would mean more people can get their hands on it. Don’t you want to be the only one to touch it, to hold it? Think of what the history books will say about ‘he who finally rested his hands upon the lost treasure of Adela.’”
Baldair scoffed. “It’s my family’s treasure. If anyone gets to hold it, it’ll be me.”
Nox rolled her eyes. “I think I deserve this, especially after I helped you.”
“Lay out the papers, Baldair,” Erion encouraged. “I’m sure there’s more than enough treasure to go around.”
“Now you want a cut, too?” Baldair’s shock was complete pretense.
“I agree with the lady; I think we’ve all earned it,” Erion responded coyly. “What better way to end the summer than actually finding some long-lost pirate treasure? We’ve already hunted a ghost, stopped a murderer, and caught smugglers red-handed. We earned it.”
“I agree. At this point, it’s basically our divine right,” Jax encouraged.
Pressing on was no more foolish than anything else they’d done, and Jax didn’t want to stand in that room a moment longer, just waiting for the guards to come. He didn’t want Baldair and Erion to sit and stare at the corpses they’d made. He’d grasp at any purpose to spur them to action.
Baldair dropped the papers with a chuckle, outnumbered. He carefully arranged them into what took shape as a map, and the four hunched over to debate which route was the most likely to reveal the greatest treasure of their time.







26. JAX
ERION CONTINUED TO fidget nervously. Jax thought it was well possible that he may explode from the energy. “Are you sure this is the right path?” he asked for the seventh time.
“It’s what’s on the map,” Baldair insisted, now holding out the paper for emphasis.
“We’re getting far from the main hall. If we get lost…”
“Stop worrying. What do you think I’m doing this for?” Nox shifted her grip on the dagger she was dragging along the wall, chipping into the stone with a faint, gray chalky line. “It’s certainly not an art piece.”
Jax snickered. He’d been curious to see how Nox would fit in with their trio, but the quartet had been together for under an hour, and she was fitting in as if she’d been there all along.
“We’ll be fine.” Baldair paused to examine the map as they reached a fork in the road. “Speaking of… Which way do we pick, left or right?”
They had chosen the tunnel they were currently in for the very fork at which they now stood. All other paths had been marked by Renalee with X’s or connected to outlets that they knew of, such as back to town or the manor. This was the only path with two unfinished routes. One, Renalee had drawn a dead end for but not marked. The other completely vanished.
“Let’s say she did find the treasure,” Erion started, looking closely at the map. His worry seemed to invest him the most in deciding the path they took. “I doubt she would mark it on the map, in case it was discovered or stolen.”
They all nodded in mutual agreement with his logic.
“So, was Renalee more likely the type of person to leave the path unfinished, and make it look like she was never there? Or would she have finished the marking on the map to give the appearance that there truly wasn’t anything on the route?”
“If the latter were the case, could she have hidden the real location with an ‘X’?” Nox pointed out. “Some of these ‘X’s are a little different than the others.”
There were a few that had been sketched more boldly, or in a different shade of ink.
“No,” Baldair thought aloud. “Even if she was being careful in case the maps were stolen or found, she went to great lengths to hide them away. I don’t think she would’ve made it harder on herself.”
“So, left or right?” Jax looked at the decision before them, trying to put himself in the mind of the dead woman. He would want to make it easy for himself to remember. If he was drawing the map, he might not mark it, but he’d do something to remind himself of the correct path… “What ear did she wear the earring on?”
“What?” Baldair looked up from the map.
“The right,” Erion answered after a long moment of thought.
“How do you know? We never found the earring.” Baldair scratched the back of his head.
“The jeweler mentioned.”
“The right, then.” Jax pointed down his vote for headway.
“Because she wore the earring on her right ear?” Erion seemed skeptical.
“Well, if, as you said Nana told you, Renalee had found the earrings through the lost treasure, then why wouldn’t she use that token to remind herself of where the treasure was? Almost like a badge of honor,” Jax explained, warming to the idea as he articulated it. “Furthermore, she investigated all these caves in secret… Why would she leave one unmarked?”
“She was murdered,” Erion suggested.
“Or she stopped looking because she found what she was searching for.” Jax tapped the map suspended between Baldair’s hands, pointing to the supposed dead end to the right of the fork. “I think we should go this way.”
“It makes sense.” Nox pulled away from her inspection of the map, satisfied. “Besides, if it is just a dead end, it’ll be easy to backtrack to the other path.”
The notion seemed to reassure Erion and Baldair, so the discussion ended there.
Jax ran his hand over the wall as they sloped upward. He tried to imagine Renalee, likely not a Firebearer since she was Southern, pressing into the unknown darkness of the tunnels alone. In his mind’s eye, Jax saw her clutching a single candle to guide her way. The things that drove people to extremes didn’t always make sense. It was likely he’d never know what the young woman’s true story was.
But, in some way, he hoped her memory would find peace at passing along the knowledge she worked so hard to find, rather than vengeance at the notion that she couldn’t take her hard-earned secret to her grave.
Wind whistled in the tunnels, calling them forward. The smell of salt and freshness filled their noses along with the roar of waves.
Which made the dead end they faced all the more confusing.
“So it really was just a dead end?” Baldair looked back at the map.
“It can’t be…” Erion squinted in the darkness.
“No, not with that wind,” Jax insisted.
“A trick of the mind?” Baldair asked.
“A trick of the eyes, more like.” Nox began walking around the room, carefully running her hands over every bit of stone.
Jax was reminded instantly of the illusion they went through to enter the passages from the city and joined her as well. “Baldair, Erion, help us. Press on the stone, see if your hand sinks in anywhere.”
“Sinks in?” Baldair blinked.
“An illusion.” Erion, much more versed in the ways of sorcery, made the connection first.
They all walked around the dead end, sliding their hands along the curving and jagged walls, looking for any passage. But their palms only found firm stone.
“I don’t understand…” Jax had been certain he was right. He could almost feel the spirit of Renalee urging him on.
Nox seemed equally confused, and put her hands on her hips in what Jax had come to associate with her “thinking posture”.
“Stupid ghosts.” Baldair kicked at the wall.
And his foot vanished into the stone.
They all stared, dumbstruck for a long moment, as Baldair stumbled and then, slowly, repeated the process, more deliberately this time. Sure enough, his foot slid past the illusion up to his knee before reaching the edge of the illusion.
The four of them crouched around the hidden opening, running their hands along it, feeling its size.
“Going to be a tight fit,” Baldair, the largest of them, observed.
“I’ll go first,” Jax half-offered, half-insisted. “I’m the thinnest.”
The other three looked amongst themselves, but none could object.
“Be careful,” Erion demanded.
“Aren’t I always?”
“No.”
Jax laughed, crouching down. He crept toward the illusion, sliding his hands forward first and feeling around for anything that may make him regret going head-first into the tunnel. Feeling nothing significant, he dipped his head in.
“What do you see?” Baldair asked instantly.
“Nothing yet, just a tunnel.” Jax shimmied farther. “It’s not much tighter than the other one we went through, Nox.”
“Good!” she called back. Jax took unexpected heart in her encouragement.
He could hear Baldair and Erion asking what other tunnel he was referring to, and Nox was gracious enough to explain. Tuning the conversation out, Jax focused on not snagging his clothing on any stray rocks and wiggling toward the dim light of the exit ahead. A genuine excitement he hadn’t felt in a long time began to grow in him. It was the thrill of learning something new, of finding something out that he didn’t already know. While the day had had its dark spots, it had been otherwise filled with luck.
He pulled himself from the passage and onto a wide platform.
“Friends,” he called back, his voice ushering silence to their discussion. “Come through… You need to see this.”







27. ERION
ERION STARED AT the room before him, trying to make sense of it. “Well, I suppose we know why Renalee didn’t take the whole treasure the moment she found it.”
It was another cavernous space, but even bigger than the makeshift smugglers’ port. Which was saying something, as the prior cavern had been large enough to dock most vessels. There were three notable features of everything that stood before them.
The first was the platform they stood on, just wide enough for them to stand comfortably without fear of falling off the edge. The second was that which awaited them should they fall off the end. What Erion had thought was the sound of waves was, in actuality, the swirling currents of a whirlpool that whipped against the walls of the cavern far, far below them. The waters whipped around the room so fast that they smashed white caps against rocks, and light could not penetrate what was a likely an unfathomable depth. However,
 it was the third feature that they took note of more than anything else.
Stretching from the middle of the room—protected by distance from all the walls, the sheer drop, and the deadly water below—was a column. Nestled at the top of this column was a block of ice, so cold it steamed in the air. Through its translucent blueness, each of them could see a small mountain of treasure, frozen within.
“How did Renalee even get to it?” Bladair asked, sliding toward the edge of the platform they stood on, peering downward. The length of the drop alone would be deadly, even without the currents waiting at the bottom. “The woman must’ve been crazy or a genius, or both.”
“Or a Waterrunner.” Jax thought aloud. “She could’ve made a bridge of ice to get to the treasure. And we know the smugglers liked to keep the Adela illusion alive.”
“There was no mention of Renalee being a Waterrunner,” Baldair pointed out.
“Is it so shocking that she would’ve hid it, living in the South?” There was a note of pain in Jax’s voice that Erion keenly picked up on. A wound that he had only endured since being conscripted to the crown and taking up residence in the Imperial Palace.
“I’m sure she would’ve tried…” Erion spoke gently, though he was confident in his logic. “But there’s no way she could have achieved it, not for as old as she was. Her powers would likely have become known when they began to manifest. And precisely because of the South’s opinion on sorcery, I’ve no doubt it would have been mentioned somewhere along the way in our investigations.”
“So, then, who made the ice? It’s still frozen solid, so it must have been recent.”
Erion thought about this. If Renalee hadn’t made the ice protecting the treasure in the center of the room, that meant another Waterrunner knew of it. Leaving magic in a place required the sorcerer to be alive somewhere to feed the magic. Even if Renalee was a Waterrunner and had made the ice, it would’ve shown signs of melting without her power to support it.
“Adela,” Nox said matter-of-factly.
Erion regarded the woman skeptically, still not entirely won over by her. If she hadn’t known they could help her find the treasure, she wouldn’t have fought with them against the smugglers, he’d decided. Plus, there was something about her that seemed slightly off. Like he had met her somewhere before but didn’t know where, yet his mind assured him it was important. He kept trying to place her face but couldn’t.
“I thought Adela was dead.”
“Just because she hasn’t been seen in a few decades doesn’t mean she’s dead.” Nox shrugged. “And she seems to be as greedy as ever.”
It was a valid point, and likely no more than a musing. But Erion didn’t think a woman like Adela Lagmir would merely disappear into thin air. The last known sighting of her was during a particularly bad tempest in the barrier islands that separated the Main Continent from the Crescent Continent. After that, all assumed she had been lost to the sea when there was no further word of the infamous pirate.
“It doesn’t really matter who’s making the ice—made the ice—if we can’t even get to it,” Baldair pointed out. “We have no Waterrunners in our party to cross the gap.”
“Should we go back to town and look for one?” Erion suggested.
“I don’t think we need to,” Nox said thoughtfully, tilting her head at the room before them. “Adela was a smart woman—or it seems she was. She wanted to keep the treasure from anyone else, but it wouldn’t be impossible to believe that at some point, she might need to send someone who was not a Waterrunner to fetch it. Maybe it would’ve been made more difficult for them… But there has to be a path.”
“Or Adela was a murderous madwoman who wanted to keep her prize only to herself and send anyone who attempted to claim it to a watery grave.” Erion thought both possibilities sounded equally plausible. The stories on Adela Lagmir varied, but one thing remained true no matter how, when, or where they were told: the pirate queen was a very dangerous, very ruthless, and slightly unhinged woman.
“No… I don’t think so…” Nox turned, looking up at the ceiling. It was mostly cast in shadow, the only chutes of light coming from three-fourths of the way up on the walls around one side of the room. “We merely have to see past another illusion.”
Nox raised her hand, and fire illuminated the top of the room like an invisible chandelier shining over the frozen treasure.
“Look there.” She pointed up at a consistent line of shadow rimming the cavern, right at its ceiling. “I would bet that’s wide enough to shimmy around.”
“How did you even see that?” Baldair asked in wonder.
Nox placed her hand on an out-cropping of stone just above the tunnel they’d entered, helping Erion notice the narrow grooves worn into it for the first time. “There are cut hand- and foot-holds here. Had to be some reason why someone wasted the time. I would bet that behind that pillar is a bridge of some sort, connecting it to the far wall. We just can’t see it from here, and Adela knew this would be the only entrance.”
A practical illusion. It wasn’t a far-fetched notion, and in fact, it was the most likely thing that could explain everything before them. It also further explained why Renalee hadn’t been able to carry out any substantial amount of treasure.
“Jax, wait, what’re you doing?” Baldair stopped the other man as he gripped the hand-holds on the wall. The prince had moved before Erion could.
“Someone is going to go over, right? We’re not really going to get this far and just wait for a Waterrunner, are we?” Jax grinned.
Erion swallowed hard, looking at the narrow walk. The last thing he wanted was for Jax to assume responsibility for the most reckless tasks. He had risked his name and family’s prestige to keep Jax alive. Now, it seemed the man was intent on throwing it away.
“We all know I make the most sense. It’s not like my life really matters, not like yours or Erion’s.”
“Your life most certainly matters.” Erion couldn’t stop himself. The man would never understand. Erion could live a hundred lifetimes before Jax really began to consider how much his existence meant to those around him. And, if it was going to take a hundred lifetimes, he may as well get started on the first. “If you are reckless here, I will pull you from the Father’s halls myself.”
Jax stopped, caught off-guard enough that he had to formulate his objection carefully.
“You’re our brother,” Baldair said, joining Erion’s cause. “And I don’t want to see you die here.”
They were an unorthodox group, but it would always be the three of them against the world. Surely, Jax had to see the same.
“Is that an order, my prince?” While the question was unoriginal, the voice that asked it was unfamiliar. It was a voice Erion hadn’t heard in some time. Like a glimpse into the man’s broken soul.
“It is,” Baldair affirmed. “Stay alive, Jax.”







28. JAX
IT WAS HIGH. It was really, really high. And the ledge that Jax shuffled his feet along was very, very thin.
Stay alive, stay alive, he repeated to himself.
The swirling waters below were an ever-present roar, filling his ears and echoing between the stalagmites that cast shadowy lines along the outer wall from Nox’s central ball of light. The woman was a few paces behind him. She’d insisted on coming since she was the only other Firebearer, the only person who could be of direct help with the ice.
Besides, even if another set of hands was needed, Jax wouldn’t have let Erion or Baldair lend theirs. No matter what they said, their lives were of greater value to the world than his. Jax’s life mattered, truly mattered, only to them.
He glanced back at the platform, now almost on the exact opposite end of the room. Erion and Baldair had watched with breath-holding, tongue-stilling interest as he and Nox inched their way around.
“You’re almost there!” Baldair shouted.
And so he was. Sure enough, as Nox suspected, there was a narrow bridge connecting the outer wall to the platform of treasure. Jax held his breath as the arches of his feet ached from holding himself tightly against the wall.
His thighs were jellied by the time he descended to the narrow ledge level with the bridge. Nox was close behind him, pressing against the wall. They both assessed the wooden walk before them.
“Do you think it’s safe?” Jax asked.
“We came this far. Are you really going to turn back now?”
Jax swallowed. It was three narrow planks of wood, roped together and suspended across the chasm. They looked ancient, and cut from sturdy trees, but Jax wondered how secure they could really be.
“I’ll go first,” Nox decided.
“Wait—”
“What?” She stopped, one foot on the bridge.
“Be careful.” He eased away. She’d made up her mind, and he wouldn’t question her on it.
Nox gave him a faint smile. “Worrying about little ol’ me?”
“Have you looked at this bridge?” He grinned and pressed himself against the wall, putting as much distance as he could between them.
“It’s all I’m going to look at,” she muttered, shuffling her weight onto the planks of wood.
They held as Nox walked, arms outstretched for balance. They didn’t so much as creak when she was halfway. By the time she had crossed onto the center platform beyond, Jax’s confidence in the structural integrity of the bridge was reassured several times over.
It was a confidence that quickly waned when he was three steps into his own traversing. He could feel the wood sagging in various places, the softness in it. It likely wouldn’t hold for many more trips, and they would need to get a Waterrunner to remove the bulk of the treasure.
A shift in the light distracted him. The tendrils of Nox’s hair flew backward in waves of heat as she held out her hands directly over the ice. Fire, white hot, ran over the block in pulsing waves. It was a battle of magic, Nox against whoever had established the icy barrier.
In a few wide steps, Jax was across. He breathed in relief at the feeling of rock under his feet again, rather than the sliver of a ledge or sagging wet wood. His composure regained, he moved to Nox’s side.
Her magic complemented his, a harmony they instinctively knew how to sing together. Jax glanced at the woman from the corners of his eyes; she remained focused, her brow set.
The ice had been made by a strong Waterrunner, indeed. It resisted him, pushing out coldness into his fingers even as he pulsed fire into it. For a Waterrunner to maintain magic of this magnitude from an unknown distance meant the sorcerer was surely a master at his craft, powerful unlike any the world had known before. Perhaps Adela really was still out there, maintaining this barrier from seas beyond the horizon of man’s knowledge.
Sweat trickled down his neck as he pushed forward. Magic flowed from him but, with Nox at his side, it seemed to channel over the stone rather than wildly setting the room ablaze.
Jax heard the first sign of their victory in the same moment he saw it: a monumental crack in the ice, accompanied by a rumbling roar that echoed against the cavern walls. He closed his eyes, feeling the weaknesses in the ice, testing its strength in various places. He envisioned his fire burning from within, out.
Ice turned to steam as the magic that gave it shape gave way beneath their joint efforts. Jax dropped his hands, panting. He blinked into the steam that filled the caverns, completely drained.
He turned as he heard Nox moving in the haze.
The sound of gold spilling like rain onto stone rang triumph into the air. It lofted above the waves and heralded cheers from Erion and Baldair across the room. Jax turned toward them, blinking through the steam with a triumphant grin.
There was a soft grunt, and the spilling of more coins.
As Nox came into focus, the smile slipped from Jax’s face. Erion and Baldair were silenced.
The woman moved like someone possessed. She frantically grabbed bags, spilling over with gold, and threw them into the spinning waters far below. Jax blinked as the cascade of gold flew through the air, landing with distant white splashes before being sucked into the inhospitable waters below.
“What’re you doing?” Erion shouted.
“S-Stop!” Baldair bellowed away his shock. “That belongs to the crown.”
Nox was undeterred. She said nothing. She merely took bag after bag, box after box, and cast them into the void.
“Nox, stop!” Jax reached for her, wanting to shake away whatever demon had overcome her.
Nox looked up at him with her obsidian eyes, darker than midnight and alight with the fire of her hands. She threw a sharp jab at him. Jax dodged backwards, the fire singeing his skin.
She had cast the throw with the intent to burn him. She was striking for real.
Nox grabbed another bag and threw it.
“Jax, stop her!” Baldair commanded frantically.
Jax looked between his lord—his sovereign, his friend—and the Western woman before him. He saw a different face on her, a different curve to her body. He had to fight her; he had to put enough strength in his magic to burn her.
Be the monster.
Jax welcomed the voice back into his mind. He welcomed the jeering, slithering, inky blackness that oozed from all the fragments of his shattered heart. He kicked, foot aflame.
Nox dodged with a tumble, rolling over treasure, sending gold scattering across the stone with a metallic sing-song quality. She glanced at him as he shifted, readying his next attack. It missed more narrowly as she chose to focus on casting another box toward the edge.
“Don’t touch it!” she yelled at him. She was casting it all away, handfuls at a time, dodging his attacks and fighting just enough to keep him at bay.
“What are you doing?” he pleaded. If she could give him an explanation, any explanation… “Tell us! We can help you.”
Nox rolled for the last bag. Jax stepped on her hand as she reached out for it. With a hiss she pulled away. Her other hand gripped a bunch of coins, throwing it up at his face.
Jax looked away instinctively, avoiding the pelting of gold. He looked back to see Nox with the final bag pulled back, ready to throw.
“Stop her!” Baldair shouted, again and again.
Jax grabbed the bag as Nox began to hurl it forward.
“No!” she cried, seeing his hand on it.
The old canvas ripped, treasure clattering to the ground between them. Gold pieces and ornate jewelry, fitting of a king, shone in the light of Nox’s fire above them. They sparked like fireflies before falling like death.
Nox tipped forward, off-balance from the momentum of her throw that had suddenly lost its heavy counterweight. She stepped quickly, trying to recover. One foot pivoted, she looked back to Jax, her face framed nearly in slow-motion by the gold falling all around her.
Jax reached. Her arm rose.
But he was too slow, and she was too far away. Jax watched as she tripped backward over the edge. He stumbled, dropping to his knees, gripping the stone ledge of the column.
The Western woman dropped, head first, into the inescapable vortex. The last thing Jax saw was the dark water swallowing the white foam where she landed, as the magic that fueled the flames above them died and cast the room into total darkness.







29. ERION
THEY HADN’T SPOKEN a word on what had happened with Nox and the treasure in two days.
Baldair had explained to the guard that they had been searching the tunnels for any other smugglers. The law of the city was too busy cataloging all the gemstones and recovered goods from the smugglers’ hideaway that they didn’t notice, or comment on, the old-looking bag the prince carried. They had each given their information to the captain of the guard, following Baldair’s lead and saying nothing of the truth about the treasure of the pirate queen that had now truly been lost forever to the depths.
Erion had gone to the Lady Black alone yesterday to inform them of what had happened to Nox. At first, they didn’t know who he was talking about. The crew had known the woman as Violet, someone they had picked up in Norin, and didn’t know anything more than the fact that she could haul twice her weight and knew how to tie a good knot. That was all they had cared about when she had expressed interest in joining them on one of the most unpopular routes in all of sailing.
Oparium was abuzz with talk of the pirate caverns, mistakenly calling the influx of goods “Adela’s Treasure” and not correctly labeling it as the return of stolen and smuggled goods by much more recent hands. Baldair was credited with breaking the curse. And none of them could stand being in town a day longer.
Just as none of them could stand now the very last of the legendary treasure that Baldair had spilled across the billiards table.
Jax stood back by the door, leaning against it, no doubt listening for any others. The shutters had been drawn so no rogue servant could look in as they prepared the horses for their ride back to the capital in a few hours. They were alone with the ghosts that took the form of a scattering of gold coins and regal-looking jewelry. Erion had seen Baldair spend more coin in an evening, and more jewelry sold in an hour at his family’s store in Norin.
“Well, at least not everything was lost?” Leave it to Baldair to look on the bright side.
“I think we regained the most valuable thing, too.” Erion lifted a crown from the small pile of gold and other jewels. It looked like a rough casting of the sun crown the Emperor wore. At the top the gold had been worn and chipped away to reveal shining gems, as though the whole thing had been solid stone dipped in molten metal. “Must have been your grandfather’s crown.”
“Perhaps.” Baldair accepted the regal adornment, inspecting it. “Never heard of it having stones before.”
“Maybe she hated the crown…” Erion mused aloud, his mind back to Nox. She hadn’t seemed hostile toward Baldair, but she had come off the ship of an old Western family known for their general distaste for the Empire. Something about her had seemed familiar. Perhaps she was of the old Western court?
“This?” Baldair hadn’t followed his logic.
“No, sorry, the Empire. She wanted to get rid of the old treasures.”
“Wouldn’t really hurt the Empire in any way.” The prince put the crown down, scattering the jewels and coins across the table. “Even at six or seven times this amount… however much there was… it’s still less than we keep in the bank at the Crossroads.”
“I didn’t think you were so educated on the commerce of the Empire.” Jax had been silent until then, a slim shadow cast against the wall opposite the door.
Erion looked over his shoulder, seeing the man’s grin. That was the only expression he seemed to wear now. This summer had been hard on their friend, creating more ghosts than it exorcised.
“I pay attention now and then,” Baldair said defensively.
“She talked a lot about wanting to get her hands on the treasure. Maybe she wanted to live in infamy as the only one to ever touch Adela’s lost gold.” Jax was thoughtful, and it left Erion to wonder what sort of interaction his friend might have had with the drowned Firebearer.
“That doesn’t even make sense.” The prince shook his head. “Why does that matter? Why not keep it for herself?”
“People do stupid things when it comes to seeking infamy.” One theory was just as good as another when it came to the woman. It wasn’t as though they were about to find out the truth of her motivations; conjecture was all they could cling to.
“So what are we doing with this?” Jax motioned to the treasure as he crossed the room.
“I suppose I’ll return it to my father.” The prince shrugged. “The crown should be his…”
Baldair trailed off as he looked at Jax. It brought Erion’s attention to their friend as well. Jax had gone completely still as he looked at the crown, shining unassumingly in the dim midday light filtering through the shuttered windows.
He reached out slowly and drew his finger away as though the object had come to life and bit him.
“What is it?” Erion couldn’t make sense of his friend’s strange reaction to the crown. He had never seen Jax so wary of an object.
“These stones…” Jax timidly pressed a single finger on them, quickly pulling away again. “They’re not normal.”
“Not normal how?” Erion asked.
Jax shook his head. “I think we should bring them to the Minister of Sorcery. They have magic in them… I think... I think they’re crystals.”
Just the word “crystals” brought back every memory and mention of the War of the Crystal Caverns. A mysterious power that was unleashed only a few years ago had turned men into monsters. It had taken an army and a specialized legion of sorcerers—the Black Legion, formed just for the war—to seal the power away.
“I’m not giving my brother any more power,” Baldair declared firmly. “He’ll lord it over me.”
“Jax didn’t say your brother, he said—”
“The Minister of Sorcery.” Baldair scowled at the crown. “But Victor is basically Aldrik’s lackey now. Ever since Aldrik helped get him into power, they’re in each other’s pocket. No, no—I’m not giving this to them.”
“Baldair, this is dangerous.” Jax continued to stare at the crown with a worried horror. “We could be turning into monsters right now…”
“If it’s dangerous, then it’s all the more reason not to give it to them.”
Erion sighed. “Think about this rationally.” Imploring the prince to do so when it came to Aldrik was a futile effort but one Erion would persist in nonetheless. Crystal lore was long, but it was always steeped in misfortune.
“I am.” Baldair suddenly looked thoughtful. Jax and Erion both held their tongues while they waited for the prince to speak. “We all know crystals are bad. However anyone gets involved with them, it ends up terrible for all parties.”
Erion silently nodded his agreement.
“Then… the less people who know about this, the better,” Baldair reasoned. “The War of the Crystal Caverns started because some sorcerers had gotten too bold and hunted for the stones’ power, right?”
That was what Erion, and the rest of the world, had been told.
“So, the more people who know about this, the worse off we are. But if only we three know about it, and none of us share the fact that it exists at all, it can stay hidden.”
“Where?” Jax seemed as unconvinced by the whole idea as Erion felt.
“I won’t tell.” Baldair grinned. “That’ll be my secret, and I’ll take it to the grave.”
Erion thought it over. No one knew the crown existed. Perhaps that was the safest way—for it to remain lost to time.
“Consider the secret of its discovery safe with me,” Erion vowed. If it was what Baldair thought was best, then he would stand by it.
They both turned to Jax.
The uncertainty melted away from Jax’s face as a grin crept across his cheeks. “If you think it’s best.”
Erion fought a frown. This was the way his friend was now. It was the way he had to be. He raised an arm and slung it over Jax’s shoulders, giving it a shake, an affirmation that no matter how Jax changed, Erion would stay with him.
“That’s that, then. We shall guard your golden secret.” He gave a nod to the crown.
“To our own graves,” Jax affirmed.
Baldair laughed and grabbed one of the coins on the table. “Jax, you can melt this, right?”
Jax nodded.
“Make us bracers, for our wrists.” The prince passed Jax a coin.
The Firebearer flipped it once in the air, flame following it up before he caught it, the gold soft and malleable with the heat. Jax grabbed for a handful more of the golden coins. Erion watched with interest as he pooled the molten currency together, carefully sculpting it around his bare wrist, impervious to the heat.
When it cooled, he passed his creation to Baldair, repeating the process for Erion.
“There.” Baldair held his wrist toward them, nearly all the gold coins having gone to the making of the roughly crafted bracers. All that remained on the table were two necklaces and the crown. “Now, we’ll never forget that we’re bound together by this secret, by duty, by kinship.” The prince gave a wide smile that was too infectious not to return. “My golden guards.”
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The Empire has declared war against its neighbor to the north, the country of Shaldan. Prince Baldair is summoned to lead, but the untested royal harbors secret reservations about his ability to inspire confidence in troops his senior in both age and experience. The memory of his first kills the summer prior still weigh heavy on his shoulders, and he flees to his friend Erion’s home near the Crossroads to wait for the army before marching north.
 
Raylynn Westind had never held a responsibility in her life. After losing her mother years ago, she wanders from town to town in search of a challenge, honoring the sacred song of the sword her mother taught her. She never backs down from a fight, not when her opponents are the deadly Knights of Jadar, mysteriously insistent upon her death. And certainly not when the opponent is the Empire’s young playboy prince.
 
Baldair has never met another person as gifted with the sword as he, and is insistent on seeing a golden bracer grace Raylynn’s forearm. But the woman lives a mercenary’s life, and Baldair quickly learns that her loyalty comes at a high price. When he discovers the bounty on her head, the prince must choose between his responsibilities to his father’s Empire, and the woman who has captured his heart as a soldier, and as a man.
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Her vengeance. His vision.
Ari lost everything she once loved when the Five Guilds’ resistance fell to the Dragon King. Now, she uses her unparalleled gift for clockwork machinery in tandem with notoriously unscrupulous morals to contribute to a thriving underground organ market. There isn’t a place on Loom that is secure from the engineer-turned-thief, and her magical talents are sold to the highest bidder as long as the job defies their Dragon oppressors.
 
Cvareh would do anything to see his sister usurp the Dragon King and sit on the throne. His family’s house has endured the shame of being the lowest rung in the Dragons’ society for far too long. The Alchemist Guild, down on Loom, may just hold the key to putting his kin in power, if Cvareh can get to them before the Dragon King’s assassins.
 
When Ari stumbles upon a wounded Cvareh, she sees an opportunity to slaughter an enemy and make a profit off his corpse. But the Dragon sees an opportunity to navigate Loom with the best person to get him where he wants to go.
 
He offers her the one thing Ari can’t refuse: A wish of her greatest desire, if she brings him to the Alchemists of Loom.
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