
        
            
                
            
        


	

 

	BLAZING SUNLIGHT

	ALINE P. MORA

	 

	








	Copyright © 2023 by Aline P Mora 
All Rights Reserved.
ISBN: 9798353493921

	This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales, is entirely coincidental. This work, or any portion thereof, may not be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, or used in any manner whatsoever, without the express written permission of the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

	Trigger Warning: This book contains explicit sexual content and darker elements, including mature language, violence, reference to torture, and abusive relationships. It is not intended for anyone under 18 years of age.

	Cover Design by Moonpress | www.moonpress.co.uk 
Map design by Cartographybird Maps

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	








	To Victor, Thomas, and the angel I didn’t get to meet. 

	You’ll always be the everlasting light in my soul.
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	S



	omber silence rippled around me as I made my way to my first council meeting. 

	An unspoken offer had lingered after the first and only meeting I joined, but I’d never accepted. Not when all they would discuss was the implications — and supposed advantages — that followed the discovery of yet another impossible magic running through my veins. 

	The mere thought made my power stir at my core. A silent, neglected kernel of light that waited to be measured. The magic that saved my life and deemed me the promised Heir of Light and Dark. Magic that was nothing but yet another thing for me to be hunted by.

	But tonight, they had something else to discuss. They finally had news of Ivo.      

	My former master and current Niram’s premier had been missing since my light power manifested during Ruby’s rescue from the dungeon in Urian. Although we knew he survived and continued to hunt and kill anyone associated with the Alliance — and me — none of Bren’s spies had been able to locate him, let alone understand his plans. 

	He’d vanished. And no matter how many years I lived with him, how many secrets I knew, I couldn’t find him any more than I could stop his murderous campaign. 

	I was the one that helped turn Ivo into Niram’s premier; my actions enabled his position of power. Now, I couldn’t live my days away from wars and death and rebels while he killed innocent people in search of me– because of me. I couldn’t disappear into a quiet, anonymous life until I knew he’d been stopped.

	So tonight, I approached Nahla’s house for what would be my first interaction with most of the council members in months. 

	I took a deep breath as I entered the small and still empty room. The perfectly organized desk by the window bay harbored a green lamp that cast a soft yellow glow through the hundreds of books lining the fully shelved walls. It was a far cry from the unending Royal library, but somehow, I preferred it. 

	A tray of wine and hard cheese awaited on the little table among the soft, velvety couches at the center, and for a moment I wanted nothing but the numbness of the alcohol to help me endure the next few hours. Instead, I forced myself away from the table and traced my fingers through the tomes until I recognized a silly romance I’d read a few times in years past. 

	I curled myself up in one of the wingback chairs and opened it. The familiarity of the motion was enough for my mind to snap back to Aiden — Niram’s Royal Heir — and the many nights we’d spent reading together. But that was another room just as much as it was another life. 

	Pain and anger surrounded me in equal measure. For a long time, he’d been my closest friend — more — and even if I’d never had the courage to tell him the whole, undiluted truth about me, even if I spun a web of lies, I never used him. Hell, I’d nearly destroyed myself trying to protect him. Yet, none of it mattered at the sight of my forbidden darkness power, none of it mattered against Ivo’s sweet, poisonous words. 

	Now, I was here hoping for a chance at an anonymous life — rebels, Goddess, and mysterious stones be damned, while Aiden was at Nuri, standing by as the peaceful world he’d once dreamt about was slowly drenched in blood.

	“Glad you made it, Ace.” Leon’s voice brought me back from my thoughts as he dropped himself to the nearest couch.

	The Alliance general was the only council member I’d truly interacted with over the past few months. Grown close to. Even Bren I’d mostly avoided despite sharing a room with Ruby at her house. The fact that I hadn’t used the place for more than a short sleep in the odd hours of the night certainly helped with that. 

	“Well, you had a good argument this time,” I glanced at him sideways. He looked as sickly and hungover as he did in our training that morning. “You know you don’t look all that well, right?”

	“I may have drunk one glass too many last night,” he grunted at the sight of the wine on the coffee table. 

	Bren and Flynn arrived a moment after. Linked arms and a faint laugh rumbling between them. It sent a bitterness through my stomach that I didn’t bother identifying.

	Bren — their intelligence master — was clad in a simple shirt and trousers, red hair strapped, leaving the thin, pale scar running from her ear to her chin on full display. Even like this, she looked fierce,  strong, and more assertive than half of the people I’d met my entire life. But Flynn…

	I’d made it a mission to avoid him since that first night in Shanti, his presence too much a reminder of the ten days I’d spent locked up in a dungeon, drugged, beaten, tortured. All under his unwavering stare.

	And yet, even now an invisible tether seemed to pull me to him. A tether I couldn’t afford to examine any closer, a pull I was too afraid of identifying.

	He stumbled for a moment as he noticed my presence, surprise quickly erasing the faint amusement from his features.

	Dark breeches and a white shirt wrapped around every sinful muscle in his body as he slipped his hands into his pockets and slowly prowled to the seat opposite mine, luscious lips blooming in a familiar half-smile beneath perfectly high cheekbones, his messy brown hair falling over his forehead.

	“Now, that is unfair,” Leon whined drawing the attention back to himself. “You two had as much to drink as I did. You are not allowed to breeze in here looking so happy.” 

	“You’re growing into a grumpy old man,” Bren shot back.

	When Ezer and Nahla joined us, the friendly conversation slowly gave way to terse reports, the teasing nearly forgotten. Flynn and Ezer discussed a plan to relocate a new group to Shanti as well as Nahla’s concern with our supplies. Soon after, Leon and Bren shared the latest on recruits, Niram’s soldiers’ movements, and the latest executions ordered by the crown. 

	Sour quietness grew as, at last, attention turned to the threat hanging over our heads: Ivo. 

	Few of his men had survived the destruction I caused in Urian. All of whom had no doubt of the powers I carried. 

	In the initial days following that confrontation, they were turned into the Premier elite unit, led by none other than Kiran, the sociopath that tortured me. A command center was established not a week from the mountains to aid in the search and execution of Alliance sympathizers, which had only grown. And yet, not a whisper about Ivo’s whereabouts had been heard until now.

	“Ivo and Aiden have been seen back in Nuri,” Bren offered quietly after a quick recap of the events.

	“When?” I blurted.

	“About two weeks ago. They could be anywhere now. All I got is from refugees,” she said with a hint of annoyance, “our spies are missing since Flynn blew his cover.”

	For me. Since he blew his cover for me, I couldn’t help but think.

	I’d never known how to read Flynn Wheelan. Not now, not when he was toying with me at Nuri, not when he stood in that torture chamber, and certainly not when he blew his cover to save my life. And I had no energy or disposition to try it now.

	“Did you get anything?” Leon’s gaze lifted from the map where he’d been marking the soldiers’ latest movements.

	“Nothing. No one even acknowledged my messages,” Flynn said, lazily crossing his arms. 

	Quick, honed words left my mouth before I could think better of it. “Someone must know more than that. He was away for months, he’ll have contacted his network, he’ll have talked to someone in Nuri, we need to find out who.”

	I felt the room’s attention shifting to me, tension and surprise mingling. 

	“It’s nice of you to finally join us, love. Even nicer to… well, share your thoughts. But let me ask you something: what exactly do you think we have been doing here?” An edge of contempt sharpened his words.

	“Flynn has been trying to contact the few survivors, but our network in Nuri was dismantled by the Premier’s campaign, Aila,” Ezer said, attempting to placate the situation. “And with the executions, it’s been proving difficult to recruit new people in the areas closer to the capital.”

	I took a deep breath, “I’ll go to Nuri, I can reach out to my old contacts.” A stunned silence met me. But I didn’t give time for their alarm to sink in before I stood, pressing, “It is the first news we have of Ivo’s in weeks. If he is back at the palace, there is a reason! And I know I can figure it out.”

	“Are you insane?” Flynn's voice was sharp and firm.

	“I know that place like the back of my hand, I have listed every last one of his contacts and safe houses. I have intimate knowledge of his office, his quarters. If anyone can follow Ivo’s steps, it is me. And maybe…” I trailed off at the look on his face, at the crack in his usually detached surface.

	“Maybe what? Find your princeling? Have a heart-to-heart?”

	“That has nothing — ”

	He crossed the room before I could force another word through my lips, stopping mere inches from me. There was no denying what memories were crossing his mind.

	“Do you even remember what happened the last time you broke into Ivo’s office, Aila? Where I found you? Or has your denial gotten the best of your memory too?”

	With his unflinching golden eyes on me, there was no ignoring the hidden tether between us, no denying all the ugly and bitter moments he’d witnessed. No forgetting the chance of survival he’d ultimately offered me. 

	It was enough to shake me. 

	Flynn was too much of a reminder of everything I’d been through. He’d seen my worst and my weakest. He was a question I couldn’t avoid, a door to memories I’d rather forget and words I didn’t know how to say.

	I knew the cost of challenging Ivo, of breaking into his office. I knew the reasons that led me to it, just as I knew every pain I’d endured for it. And even as I wished I could pretend that my wounds were healing, and my heart was opening, my soul was too consumed with the vivid feeling of Kiran’s cold hands cutting through my skin. 

	There was no joy in me, just echoes of nightmares.

	“I don’t need you or anyone to remind me of the price I paid for my own choices, Wheelan.”

	The room watched in heavy silence as unspoken words built up around us. This was about more than a reckless idea or desperate plan. Yet, no matter the harsh and hurtful truths, he didn’t look away, and for once in all these long months, neither did I.

	I don’t know if it was the silent rage he no doubt saw in every line of my body or the echoes of the strange connection we’d begun to forge in that dungeon, but something in him snapped. Flynn ran a hand through his hair and took a deep, ragged breath before answering with a cold bite.

	“No, you just prefer to train yourself to death, so you are too numb to think about it. Now tell me, how is that working out for you, love?” 

	“I don’t recall asking for your opinion on how I live my life, Wheelan.”

	A provoking, lupine smile flashed across his face. “Fine. Then tell me something: Aren’t your old contacts, also your master’s contacts? They didn’t seem very helpful when you were fleeing for your life.”

	“I can be very persuasive when I don’t have half of the Royal guard closing in on me,” I shot back. 

	“And you think that wouldn’t happen this time?”

	Leon stopped us before I could offer any reply. 

	“I’m not about to watch you walk into another trap, Ace. Bren can find a way to deliver a message to your contacts without you traveling to the capital and you are more than welcome to train some of my men if you wanna help, they would benefit from some of your skills, but none of us will risk you traveling through the continent.”

	A memory of him kissing my bloody hands farewell in Urian flashed across my mind. He’d saved the others, but allowing me to play bait had cost him. 

	It was enough to make me deflate.

	“Training someone in my type of skills will take months. I don’t have that kind of time,” I said tiredly. Not if I wanted a life that was more than running and hiding, not if I wanted Ivo out of the picture before he could decimate half of the world.

	“You don’t have the time!” Flynn’s rage finally got the best of him. “What exactly have you been doing, besides disappearing under the exhaustion of training, or seeking oblivion at the bottom of a wine bottle? It’s been two months, Aila, and you’ve run from every chance at building a life here.”

	The words hit me like a blow. The truth of it was more than I could bear to face.

	Ezer's warm voice filled the room, deflecting: “Now, that is enough. From what you have told us about Ivo, Aila, I doubt he would make such a simple mistake. You won’t find anything of worth in his office this time and he is probably keeping his allies awfully close to him.”

	I couldn’t deny his logic. But it didn’t change the fact that I needed to do something. Anything.

	I couldn’t wait for his move forever. And as distracting as it was to try and figure out the reason why a Goddess would send me after the so-called Moon Stone, I was running out of books to research.

	“Is the Royal guard still monitoring the Tlaloc border?” I asked Bren in a muffled voice, facing the floor. 

	“Yes.”

	“Could we cross through the mountains?” Images of the letters I’d found at Ivo’s office flooded my mind. If we couldn’t figure out his plan, uncovering his secrets was the next best option.

	“Maybe,” it was Leon who answered. “Why?”

	“I know he has a connection to the Royal house. I’ve seen his mother’s letters, the ledgers he keeps in his private office…Finding out why he hides this piece of his past may give us a much-needed advantage.”

	He considered it for a moment, eyes drifting through the map as he took in the position of forces in our path. “We are not that desperate yet.”

	“Aren’t we?”

	“We’ll get him, Ace. But I won’t risk losing you in the process.”

	“How long do we wait for his move, Leon? Arms crossed and not a single lead to follow? How many lives do I let him take before I do something?”

	His shoulders tensed, and his jaw steeled. For months now we’d all been waiting for his move, all while his commands continued to swipe through the continent. There was no fighting an absent force, no stopping an unseeable man. Not until we dragged him into the open.

	“If we have no news after Bren’s next report, we’ll cross through the mountains. I’ll go with you myself.”

	I nodded. I had no more words or pleas, no more energy to fight the wave of helpless frustration washing over my senses as they continued to debate our options. 

	For a long time, I felt Flynn watching me, his stare like a silent brand. Challenging, demanding. But I had nothing else to offer. I was all broken memories and misguided choices. Numbness was the only kindness I could extend to myself now.

	My gaze fell on the wine bottle at the coffee table, and I knew the only thing waiting for me was yet another night of restless sleep and painful memories.

	Yet, the glimpse of the deep hurt and uninvited pity I saw in the former captain’s golden eyes as I raised the first glass to my lips was the one thing that continued to chase me long after the meeting was over.
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	My legs were heavy and burning as I made my way through the long track back to Shanti. The first rays of sunlight touching the valley in luminous orange streaks. 

	My lungs gasped for air and my whole body relished the sweet fatigue that silenced my thoughts. 

	The town was completely hidden by plateaus of what was widely believed to be nothing more than an inhospitable mountain range. A natural border between Niram — the Kingdom of Fire — and Alizeh — the Kingdom of Air. 

	The Isra mountains were far from inhospitable. They were a wild and alive maze, full of unexpected caves and beautiful waterfalls nestled among the large plateaus. Even though no one knew how the city came to be, after the Great War it started harboring more and more rebels and refugees in search of safety. In time, it became the home of the Alliance. A place where wielders and non-wielders lived on equal terms.

	At first, I told myself that those daily runs up the mountains were a way to settle into my new life, to know my surroundings. But it wasn’t. Not really. Even though I craved the quietness of the trails, I needed the exhaustion that numbed my mind.

	So, I ran and trekked until there was no conscious thought left in me; until all I could hear was my breathless lungs and all I could feel was the ache of my body. 

	And as I walked through the city square on that brisk spring morning, my mind became gloriously empty. 

	At this hour, the hearth shimmered with embers and ashes of last night’s fire. During the winter months, the pit was continuously alight. The wood ablaze at all times of day and night. 

	But as spring approached and the days grew warmer, there was little need for it under the sunlight hours. Soon, the warmth of the flames would not be missed, and yet its surroundings would remain the heart and soul of Shanti.

	Fire or not, it was around that pit that most people spent their free time: chatting, singing, dancing. It was there that life really happened.

	It was also why I avoided the square most nights. 

	Months before, after my first council meeting, that was exactly where Flynn had found me, wine in hand and a peace offer on his lips. Talking to him had been easy, his presence surprisingly grounding.

	But that was then, and this was now. There were too many unspoken things between us now, too many truths I couldn’t face.

	The nightmares that plagued me every night were bad enough. Waking me up with a pounding heart and hitching breath, sheets rumpled around me. 

	But the sheer terror of those waking moments when reality was overturned? When past and present mixed so potently that I had to convince myself I was no longer held in a dungeon, chains on my hands and a torturer by my side? Those were agony.

	And I wasn’t willing to invite those moments by having Flynn’s presence to remind me of everything he’d witnessed. 

	So, instead of dwelling on the memories of that first night in the city — inviting as they were — I made my way to the training arena. 

	The building was nothing more than a shed with enough space to train about a hundred people at a time, a row of archery targets to the side, and four sparring rings at the back. All still empty that early in the day.

	I claimed one of the rings and started stretching, swirling talons of darkness around me, pushing my shadow power as much as my muscles. 

	I reached for one of the wooden shafts in the weapons rack and with every turn of it in my hands and every blow of darkness on the sandy floor, a little bit of the tension on my shoulders loosened. With every mindless movement, a little bit of the ache in my core faded.

	By the time Leon joined me, sweat had coated my hair and a familiar dull burn grazed my muscles. darkness spread through most of the room as I commanded every last shadow to me.

	“Your control is better,” he said in greeting as I let the last talon disappear. “Let’s see if I can kick your ass with magic as quickly as I do with steel.”

	His grin was pure mischief. The focused general locked away behind the high-spirited friend I’d begrudgingly grown so close to.

	Tall and broad-chested with a muscled build, he was lethal and fast. Pale, almost white hair ran to his nape, and without a hangover pressing heavy on his spirit, his amber eyes were bright and light. 

	He moved as if dancing: fluid and precise from the top of long, strong legs, through agile arms.

	“You didn’t seem that cocky yesterday. Maybe it was the sand on your back and my sword on your neck,” I tilted my head for emphasis.

	“Well, a hangover is a disadvantage.” 

	“Excuses,” I teased.

	He tossed me a bottle of water before beginning his stretch routine: “Early start?” 

	“Couldn’t really sleep last night.”

	He nodded silently, understanding showing in his features. 

	We didn’t speak again until he finished and crossed the edge of the ring: “How long have you been here?”

	“Couple hours.”

	“And I assume that is on top of your run?”

	I nodded.

	 “Show me.”

	He’d started teaching me how to wield my power in tandem with my blade as soon as I recovered from what happened in Urian: “I’ll be damned if we lose you because a middle-aged prick wanted your power under his control,” had been his only words when he dragged me to my first lesson.

	Leon quickly became the only person with whom I didn’t have to pretend to be okay, the only person besides Ruby with whom I’d allowed myself to entertain any sort of closeness.

	But despite the exhilaration of having another wielder to help me hone my magic, and the forged bond of sweat and physical exercise, I refused to touch the new light power stirring inside of me. 

	I’d grown up as the only shadow wielder in the world. Taught repeatedly that the rare power in my veins would only get me hunted and killed. I’d lost the chance of a normal life with a loving family for a power over which I had no choice. 

	And yet, I’d made my peace with it. Learned to cherish it, to value it as a part of my own soul. And I couldn’t help but feel glad that I could finally claim it as part of myself. 

	But a second impossible power? Wielding light? That meant so much more…It meant that the future I was trying to buy myself wouldn’t be any quieter or happier than the past I’d barely survived.

	I shook the dark thoughts out of my mind, retrieved the wooden shaft, and went through the motions we’d been training for the past few weeks. A combination of physical and magical blows that were now ingrained in my brain.

	He watched, a proud grin blooming by the time I finished. 

	“Watch your right flank when you form the talon, you’re still losing balance.”

	Dara, my former sword teacher, flashed into my mind. She had trained the habit out of me every time I switched weapons, and it was impossible not to remember her stern face and sharp words “Watch yourself, girl. That is how you get gutted.”

	“You can keep your pride today, Ace. I’ll kick your ass at the ring tomorrow.” He winked. “All weapons allowed.” 

	“Tomorrow?”

	“You’ve been here for hours, Aila. Go rest.”

	“I’m fine,” I said, throwing him a pair of wooden scimitars and attacking before he had a chance to deny me.

	I was in much better form than the first time I sparred with him, and now we could spar for hours without a clear winner on the blade. Yet, his control over his own Air power was undeniably stronger and whenever the gushes of wind started to roam free, I inevitably ended up sprawled on the floor.

	That day it was sooner rather than later.

	He helped me up just as I noticed a figure observing us from the door. A slender, annoyingly attractive figure. 

	Flynn's smirk was unmistakable. Suddenly, the heated words from the previous night burned in my mind, sending my thoughts into an uproar as I assumed my posture and charged at Leon again.

	Anger filled me, giving my tired body a rush of renewed energy. But as much as it drove me, it made me careless, and it didn’t take Leon more than half a dozen movements to restrain me from behind. He jerked his head towards Flynn and asked low enough that only I could hear him.

	“When are we talking about that?”

	“Nothing to talk about,” I retorted sharply as he released me.

	“Sure as hell doesn’t look like it.” A cool, casual remark marred with an edge of concern. “He is not completely wrong, you know. You’ve been avoiding a life here, hiding behind your runs and these trainings, taking interest in nothing but old books. I get it, I really do. But at some point, you’ll have to crawl out of that hole you are digging for yourself.”

	Flynn left without so much as a word and as Leon touched my arm in quiet support, I found myself saying the words I’d been avoiding.

	“I don’t know what to feel, Leon,” My voice was a strained, quiet cry and I took a deep breath, commanding my very soul to keep it together before continuing, “He saved my life, he…He gave me something to hold on to, and sometimes I feel like I’m forever connected to him. But he was there. Through the worst of it, through my lowest. Just watching it. I don’t think that this is something I can ever forget.”

	“For what it’s worth, I don’t think he has made his peace with it, either.”

	“Well, he doesn’t seem to be losing any sleep over it.”

	“Doesn’t he?” Leon frowned. “I’ve watched unspeakable things, Aila.” A shadow of pain and guilt crossed through him, “I was young and easily controllable. And instead of doing what I knew was right, I froze.” 

	“Is that why you joined the Alliance?” I asked, half-hoping to change the subject. As if he’d let me…

	“There were many reasons,” he said with a sadness I’d never seen in him. “What I mean is that I know how it feels to carry that guilt in your soul, Aila. It leaves a mark…and I think Flynn remembers it every day.”

	Maybe he was right, but I still didn’t know what to do with that any more than I knew what to do with the constant pull that I felt toward Wheelan.

	I grunted, suddenly wishing I could smash something hard enough that all these untimely doubts would disappear in the background.

	 “It is ok if you hate him, Aila. If you want him out of your life.” A knowing smile tugged at his lips, “But it is also ok if you don’t.” 
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	uby was buttoning up a blue, lacy dress when I entered the room after a long, much-needed bath. 

	She glanced over at me before unbinding the hundreds of golden-laced braids out of a silky scarf. The largest, brightest eyes I’d seen in my life — brave and full of light — and full lips formed a beautiful, friendly face. 

	The sun glowed on her ebony skin, and I couldn’t help but notice the easy contentment in her. An indisputable sign of how well she’d adjusted to life in Shanti, a happiness that didn’t exist in the many months we traveled together.

	“I heard you were at the council meeting yesterday?” she asked without turning from the mirror.

	“Yeah. It seems Ivo is back in the capital. Not that they know anything that would help me figure out how to stop him, but…”

	“Well, at least you know where he is now.” 

	Ruby had a habit of seeing things through the most positive eyes I’d known my entire life. It was one of the many reasons I admired her.

	“Maybe you’ll join us for lunch too?” she continued when I didn’t offer an answer. 

	It wasn’t the first time she’d invited me to spend time with them, but as Leon’s words played back in my mind, it was the first time I considered it.

	I dropped myself on the bed and sighed. “How do you know I was at the meeting, anyway?”

	“Well, Bren told me.” A slightly boastful look on her face.

	“And why would she discuss the very private, very sensitive council meeting with you?”

	“Well, I’m delightful of course.” Ruby grinned. 

	“Yes, that must be it,” I agreed wryly.

	I couldn’t help the warmth that spread through me at seeing her so at ease. Happy.

	“And we talk, you know. Share things. You should try it sometime.”

	I let a moment of silence stretch between us, the little energy I had left slowly leaving my body. My voice was low and plain as I faced the ceiling. 

	“I don’t think I’m the best company right now.”

	The mattress shifted as she sat by my side. “You don’t have to be. You just have to…You know, try. It’s okay to be hurting.”

	And I was hurting. 

	I was buried deep in a pit of pain and self-loathing, guilting myself for all the lives lost, the bloodshed, the non-wielders being used by the Elementalists’ experiments to amplify their weakening magic. Grieving for the quiet, peaceful life I yearned for and didn’t know how to conquer.

	But that wasn’t all.

	I was hurting for the life I’d left in Nuri. 

	I was hurting for the father figure Ivo had been and the love I still wasn’t sure had been real — the love I hoped was real. 

	I was hurting for all the little lies I’d fed Aiden and for how easy it’d been for the prince who was supposed to be my friend to turn his back on me. 

	“I don’t know how,” I admitted. “I don’t care about wars; I don’t care about changing the world. I never did. I went through hell, Ruby! And I wish I could just disappear, exist in a place where no one knows me, where no one hunts me. And yet, I’ve caused so much death, so much loss. Ivo is killing half of the world just to get me back, and all I can think about is how I’m not worthy of a peaceful life until I stop him.”

	“Those are not your sins to carry, Aila.” 

	“They are though…” I sat up, facing her, “If not for me, Ivo wouldn’t be Premier, and Aiden wouldn’t trust him. If not for me, these executions wouldn’t be happening,”

	“You are not the one ordering people’s death. They have a choice too, Aila.” She sighed before adding in a gentler voice. “You must let go of all this guilt. It is going to eat you alive.”

	“I have nothing else to offer,” I countered. 

	Ruby held my hand and forced me to look at her. Only acceptance and worry shaded her deep brown eyes.

	“You can offer so much more… if you allow yourself to try, to feel.”

	A part of me wanted nothing else than to believe her. And maybe it was the echoes of Leon’s earlier words, but for the first time in a long while, all the fearful and dark thoughts were quiet enough for me to hear the small whispers deep in my soul that dared me to try.

	“Okay,” I relented. Still unsure of what trying would actually mean.
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	Bren’s house was simple and airy. Filled with cozy knitted blankets and bright family portraits. The place was a common spot for the younger part of the council — and Ruby — to meet outside official occasions.

	Her kitchen was worn and loved. A large window sat by the yellow door, white lacey curtains, a few pots of violets on the windowsill, simple wooden cabinets lining the walls, and a rarely empty, round table at its center. 

	And today it was full enough of laughter to get my steps slowing and my doubts re-surfacing. Ruby reached for my hand and gently pulled me along as we joined Leon, Bren, and Flynn.

	Mercifully, or maybe by Ruby’s design, none of them showed surprise at my presence.

	“None of that for you today.” Bren declared replacing Leon’s wine glass with a water pitcher. “I’ve had enough of your whining for a lifetime.”

	“I wasn’t whining,” he protested.

	“Yes, you were. Like a proper old man who can’t hold his liquor,” Flynn added.

	They teased each other with an ever-constant lightness that only comes from deep trust and long friendships. I’d seen it in the few days before we rescued Ruby just as much as I’d seen at the council meetings I’d joined. It was easy to get lost in all of it, and for a moment, I did. 

	I watched them. 

	And then, I watched Flynn.

	I could still see the aloof smugness I came to know so well in Nuri, but there was something different in him. The longer he spent in Shanti, the looser he became. As if he was finally releasing a long-held breath. It made him look like a different person, someone I didn’t know at all. 

	It was unsettling.

	When I agreed to join them for lunch, I didn’t consider what being close to Wheelan would do to me. Despite the heated words we’d exchanged, meeting him at Nahla’s house didn’t force me into the spiral of memories I feared. So, I just assumed that as long as we were civil and kept far away from each other, I didn’t quite need to worry about him.

	What I didn’t expect was that his mere presence and constant, burning stare would make me battle my insides, torn between the desire to never look at him again and the inexplicable urge to be close to him.

	For the larger part of the long lunch, I remained silent, too enthralled by their dynamic to completely retreat, and yet not quite part of the easy friendship.

	Mostly, I observed Ruby, noticing her easiness around them: her secret smiles with Bren, her bright laugh, and loud words. She’d earned herself a place among them and warmth bloomed in my heart at seeing her bright happiness. Over the past two months, she’d embraced everything I’d avoided and now, she was no longer a refugee, no longer an outsider. She was a part of this: this moment, these people, these relationships. It was her home.

	Through it all, I felt Flynn’s eyes on me. His attention following my every move, small traces of a knowing sorrow showing on his features. I wondered if I would have noticed it if not for the hours we stared at each other in that dungeon. If I hadn’t grown so familiar with his face that even after months, I could still read the trace of emotion showing in his eyes.

	You just have to try, Ruby had told me. And I had. But this was all too much. I was not a part of that lunch any more than I was a part of that life. I was a silent void in the middle of happy chatter; I was an outsider.

	And I could no longer ignore it.

	So, instead of drowning myself in the nearest wine bottle, I excused myself. 

	I fled. 

	Nothing but deafening silence left in my wake.
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	I only made it to the steps in front of Bren’s house before collapsing to my knees. 

	The shadows around me moved in a chaotic swirl as if that familiar portion of my power wanted to hold me together, console me. I focused on it, letting its cold and silky presence fill me. 

	I touched the scars on my wrist, the undeniable proof that I had watched the world break my heart apart over and over before I learned how to put it back together.

	Darkness had been the only constant in my life, the only thing to offer me a sense of continuity and companionship, so now that I didn’t have to hide it, I let it engulf me. I dove into the deep corner of my soul where it resided, and let it drown my senses until it quenched the burning in my eyes and the loneliness in my heart.

	When I let go of the power, Flynn stood in front of me. Unflinching, unwavering. Not a flicker of judgment on his face. Not a trace of fear in response to my display.

	“Come,” he said offering me a hand. “There is something I want to show you.”

	I hesitated. For months I’d done everything I could to keep my distance from him and any conflicting feelings he could bring. And yet…

	Be it the dormant pull between us, or the remnants of the bitter loneliness in my heart, something deep within me stirred enough that I laced my fingers through and followed.

	The orange-grey dusk painted the sky in a captivating, soft pattern that turned the early spring day all the more vivid as Flynn guided me through a nearly invisible track to a small perch on the side of one of the mountains protecting Shanti. No more than a large rock resting on the edge of the cliff, facing a broad valley and a distant, boundless waterfall.

	From here, the pouring water was nothing but a peaceful hum as I followed the path of the resulting river for as far as the horizon let me.

	It was magnificent, wild.

	Flynn eased himself onto the edge of the rock and pulled me down with a gentle and warm touch. 

	It was quiet and I relished the feeling of my legs dangling over the abyss, my gaze lost in the fading sky.

	“I used to come here every time I returned from Nuri.” His voice was low and raw with emotion, and I didn’t need to look at him to know his eyes would be bright pools of golden light. 

	“Why?” I asked quietly. 

	“The silence and the stars.” He took a deep breath and glanced at me before continuing. “It always takes a while to shed the lies away, to lower my defenses. The emptiness helps me to settle, to leave behind all the bits I don’t know how to share with the others.”

	He turned to me.

	“It is always hard at first, overwhelming. They are all brave and loving and some of the best people I know. But for all the worry and care they shower me with, they don’t know what it is to spend your days hiding away, lying, avoiding human connection altogether for fear it will break you.”  

	I saw the truth and understanding in his eyes. I felt the traces of an inexplicable deep connection. And at that moment, it mattered more than anything he could have ever done.

	“It’s a beautiful view,” I whispered, letting the sight and the warmth of his body seep into mine. 

	He smiled, then. Open and sweet. Not a smile I’d seen before, and one I suspected he didn’t show very often. “That is not why we are here.”

	Confusion must have shown on my face because he looked deep into me, lips never lowering. “Just wait with me, will you?”

	I nodded. Unwittingly leaning a little more into him.

	“How long have you spent in Nuri?” I asked after a few moments.

	“Too long” 

	“Did you miss it here?” 

	He stayed quiet for a while, seemingly lost in the last sun rays dancing through the trees.

	“I did. But I think I missed myself more,” he finally said. 

	I couldn’t begin to imagine what it must have been like for him to be away from every person he ever loved. Stranded amongst enemies. And yet, I somehow did…at least a part of it. For I too knew what it was to be lonely and hide the deepest parts of yourself. I too missed the person I could have been. 

	Silence stretched as the night grew around us and there was nothing else. Only me and the intriguing, mysterious man that saved my life countless times.

	Even when the cost was high. 

	Even when he shouldn’t have risked it.

	And with the darkness lending me courage, wrapped in the familiar smell of green grass and rain coming from him, I found myself asking, “How do you find the pieces that are real? The layers you don’t want to leave behind?” 

	I felt more than saw as he looked at me now, his stare burning through my skin, but I didn’t dare look back. Not now, not with my heart so open.

	“I trust they will be the ones standing, the ones surviving the pain and the loneliness,” his voice was as gentle as a caress. 

	“I’m afraid If I look deep inside, I won’t like what I find. I’m afraid no one will.”

	He pulled a strand of my hair behind my ear in the barest of touches. His long, calloused fingers barely grazing my skin. 

	“There will be a lot of painful layers to shed away, but only you can decide when to stop. Only you can decide the pieces that stay and the pieces that go, love. And only you can decide to stop looking for the ones that make you proud.” 

	If only for that moment, I closed my eyes and felt the steady warmth of his presence root me and the comforting darkness of the night cradle me. Flynn waited. Silently and closely. 

	When I finally faced the world again, I marveled at the view ahead of me. 

	Night descended; from our position on the stone, it felt as if we were floating, nothing but dark sky and glinting starlight surrounded us. The universe beyond seemed so close and yet so far. 

	That view, that place…it was a blessing full of promise. “It’s stunning!”  

	“Alluring,” he said in a thick voice that took me by surprise. 

	When I faced him under the bright moonlight, the world paused, past and present blending in my mind’s eye. I was suddenly back in that long-ago ball, beneath a roof glinting with fairy lights,  cheerful music playing in the background.

	Except this time, his hands found their way to my face, tracing the line of my jaw, before caressing my mouth. 

	“I’ve wanted to show you this place for a long time,” he murmured as if afraid the stars would hear us, “Longer than I should.” 

	“Why?” 

	“I thought of it the second you stumbled into me.” 

	Intense, unknown emotion flickered in his features, and I buzzed with the electric heat from his fingers trailing over my skin.

	“Bring all your conquests here, Wheelan?” I teased, half trying to bring us back to chartered, safe territory before looking away.

	“Can I put you in that category, love?” He smirked, softly tugging at my chin, turning me back to him. “I’ve never brought anyone here before.” 

	“Why me?” I breathed. 

	“Easy lie or harrowing truth?” 

	“Harrowing truth.” 

	“You irritate me, you annoy me, and…you intrigue me. The more I try to walk away from you, the more I find myself fascinated by you.” 

	His voice was barely a whisper, his hand a warm caress, and his features unreadable. 

	It was a moment suspended in time, free of worries, fears, and regrets. I wanted nothing but to lose myself in every inch of it, every inch of him. 

	I felt the rain before I heard it and with the first drop on my face, the world shifted. My stomach twisted and emptied itself of the butterflies I’d been feeling,  the mysterious darkness no longer inviting, Flynn’s presence no longer a magnetic, grounding force. 

	In a life-shattering second, I was held captive by the images that plagued my nightmares. His eyes a sudden reminder of the torture he’d silently witnessed. The water drops falling on my body were no longer a welcome kind of rain, but a rainfall reminiscent of a drowning kind of water conjured by a cold, blond man. 

	Every torture I faced under Kiran’s watchful glare rushed through my mind, imploding the precarious barrier I’d placed between the memories and myself.

	I jerked away from Flynn. Half crawling from the ledge and reaching inward for my power in search of a desperate reassurance that the night in front of me wasn’t an illusion, some empty dream conjured by a delusional mind.

	Flynn was instantly back at my side, reaching for my hand, the hot intensity on his gaze fully replaced with worry. “What is it?”

	Rain poured around us as I tried to get ahold of myself, to find a way back from the blank terror that gripped me. 

	I couldn’t make sense of his words, but I saw the confusion rippling through him, the questions, the regret, the longing...Yet, all I managed to mumble before running back to Shanti was, “I… I can’t…” 

	I fled from the terror as much as I did from the vulnerability I’d seen in him. The vulnerability I offered him in return. 

	I fled until the roar in my thoughts quieted enough to allow me to breathe.

	It wasn’t until the crispy air of the early night filled my lungs that I allowed myself to think about what had just happened, as well as what didn’t.

	I didn’t know what the pull between us was, didn’t have the energy and willingness to understand what it meant. And in the end, it didn’t matter.

	Not when he would always be the one who witnessed my worst pain, the one who stood by as Kiran ravaged my body and broke my soul. 

	Not when I could simply stay away from him. Away from intimate conversations and unexpected confessions.

	For as easy as it was to be caught in poignant moments and gentle touches, the reality was that I couldn’t trust him. 

	Not with my heart. 

	Not with my safety.

	Not with my future.
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	he central square was alive with boisterous movement and music. 

	Every soul in Shanti was engaged in joyous chatter around the main square as children ran wild, leaving nothing but the sounds of laughter in their wake. 

	My mouth watered at the smell of smoked meat burning in small, improvised fires at the edge of the square.

	I had grown used to watching the weekly, spontaneous gatherings around the hearth. Yet now that I experienced it, I couldn’t help but be amazed by the vivacious liveliness coursing through the air. As if everyone had simply had enough, as if they all decided not to let another second pass without celebrating one another.

	And even if the council had no official role in planning these nights, they were always present. 

	Tonight, so was I.

	Despite the overwhelming lunch at Bren’s house a few days earlier, I’d let Ruby convince me to show up today and I hoped that a more public environment would make me feel like less of an outsider.

	So, against my better judgment — or maybe because of it — I’d foregone my plans of yet another drunk, lonely night and let Ruby drag me here instead. I found myself seated at Bren’s side on a small bench, facing the fire that was Shanti’s life and soul.

	Ruby sat on the ground, shafts, and feathers fletching all around her. She watched Bren’s instructions on how to assemble an arrow with piercing attention, while Ezer talked to Flynn and Leon a few meters away. Nahla, I knew, would be bouncing around the crowd making sure everyone had something to eat and drink. 

	I had avoided Flynn — along with any hint of a new memory trigger — since that unexpected, intimate conversation. Even if I found his piercing eyes following me every now and then.

	And tonight, it was no different. His gaze found mine the moment I arrived as if that invisible pull between us made him as aware of my presence as I was of his, even if he made no move to approach me. Nothing besides a raised glass in a silent salute before he turned his attention back to the men around him.

	His face was marred by black and purple blemishes, a nearly perfect match to a set of bruises springing on Leon’s face. 

	“Do I even wanna know?” I asked Bren, jerking my chin towards them. 

	Ruby had now moved to carefully assemble her own arrows. 

	“They are idiots.” She surmised while serving me a glass of sweet red wine from a pitcher by her foot. 

	“I’m gonna need more than that.”

	“They fought. To take the edge off, apparently.” She shook her head with a scowl.

	“They sparred?” I asked, unable to understand her reproach or the deep purple of their bruises.

	“No. They fought. No weapons, no magic, no rules. Until one of them cannot rise from the floor,” she sighed. “They do that sometimes. Nahla always refuses to heal them. As if that was enough to end their thoughts of any future stupidity.”

	“Wait! Are you saying that they fistfight when they want to take the edge off?”

	“Yep.”

	“Why?” I asked dumbstruck.

	“Because they are idiots.” She elbowed me, “Keep up, girl.”

	Despite myself, I chuckled. 

	It was a ridiculous — and painful — thing to do. Not that I could be too judgmental about doing stupid things to take the edge off, but at least my choices were pleasurable. 

	“Haven’t they heard of wine? Works wonders.” I offered.

	“Chocolate!” Bren shot back instantly.

	“Sex.”

	“Preferably all together.”

	“The all-holy trinity!”

	We exploded in a burst of laughter. Joyful and unexpected. And the knot constricting my chest since I arrived eased a bit, a sliver of tension chipping away from the too-tight armor I’d built around myself. A small, thin thread of connection began to form.

	Flynn’s eyes felt like a brand as he turned to me, raw emotion and a barely-there smile on his face as he seemed to drink the sound of my laughter. 

	I forced myself to look away.

	“By the Goddess.” Ruby's voice was laced with amusement. “You two are terrible. Remind me not to get on your bad side.”

	“As long as you don’t do anything that stupid,” I pointed at Leon and Flynn, “you’ll be safe.” 

	“Always,” Bren added. Warmth taking the edge of her voice.

	Ruby beamed as she stood up, collecting the rest of her arrow materials.

	“I slept too little last night, so I’ll leave you to your poisonous comments now. See you for drills tomorrow?” she asked me, as she gently squeezed Bren’s shoulder for a moment longer than necessary.

	I’d been training her twice a week since we arrived in Shanti. After seeing her in that dungeon cell, I refused to see her defenseless again. She’d learn to use a blade even if it was the last thing I ever did.

	“An hour before, missy. I want to work on your stance.”

	She winced. “That is too early to be acceptable.”

	“Think of it as an extra incentive: you correct your stance, you gain an hour of sleep next time.”

	“Fine,” she mumbled on her way out.

	“Is that how your fancy tutors taught you?” Bren asked with a slight twitch of her lips.

	“Only when they were in an extremely good mood. Like once a year.”

	“Sounds delightful.” 

	“You have no idea.”

	Bren was brash and short-tempered. But she was also fiercely loyal, and I was relieved to have her in our corner.

	“You’re teaching her to shoot?” I changed the subject, glancing at the arrow she twisted on her finger. 

	“Better if she can avoid close-range contact.” 

	On that, we could agree. “You’ve grown closer,” I said instead.

	“She is something, isn’t she?” And there was no missing the glimmer spreading through her now. No ignoring the little sparkle in her gaze.

	“She is,” I said. “She deserves some happiness, Bren.”

	I still didn’t understand the full scope of her closeness to Flynn or the full nature of her blossoming relationship with Ruby, and she didn’t offer any explanations. Yet, it was obvious she understood my concern well enough. 

	“That she does.” 

	So, I nodded, and asked instead: “Any news of her brother?”

	Bren had been helping me search for Ruby’s missing younger sibling. 

	She shook her head, mild frustration edging her movements. “I think he joined our ranks. A few people remember a boy about his age joining in Nuri, but without a proper contact there, I can’t follow his trace.” She sighed. 

	A part of me deflated as she continued.

	“One of the men I sent with the last round of scouts is looking into it, trying to contact some of our old supporters. I’ll know more with the next report.”

	I nodded.

	We had all gone too long without good news and a part of me had been holding on to this. Hoping that there would be some good out of all the horror I’d brought to Ruby’s life, out of her crossing my path.

	For without it, what would she be left with if not the death and pain that trailed me? What was anyone close to me left with?

	Before I thought better of it, I found myself scanning the crowd for Flynn. He held me together through hours of torture and pain with nothing but sheer will and burning eyes; I wondered, what was he left with after gambling everything for me? 

	His eyes were like pools of molten gold as he held my stare. Glinting. I indulged in it. In him.

	I let myself study the purple blemishes on his face as time seemed to slow around us and at that moment, none of my worries mattered. I felt as if that invisible tether pulled at my core, demanding that I let go.

	 The shade of a smile bloomed in his mouth. The world disappeared from the edge of my sight and the unexpected intimacy of his presence filled me. 

	I didn’t want to feel alone in my pain and Flynn… He’d seen all the broken pieces of my soul. He knew me more than I’d wanted to admit. Even if the comfort of his proximity felt like a too-dangerous need I couldn’t begin to understand.

	That thought alone was enough to rattle me. My confusing feelings were a tempest I didn’t dare try to navigate. Not when all the knowledge he had of me was drenched in the blood he’d quietly watched being spilled by Kiran’s expert hands. And that was enough for me not to trust him, and more than enough for me to know I had to stay away.

	Just as I tore my gaze from him, the soft breeze shifted. The new wind carrying the smell of buttery corn and opening the door to the uninvited memories and blind terror I fought so hard to keep locked away. 

	My mind was instantly flooded by the sound of distant shrieks and screams. Fragile hope and warm wishes dissolved into bursts of helplessness and despair.

	Kiran’s cold, odious grin flashed behind my eyes as a shiver went down my spine. Cold sweat coated my body at the phantom pain the simple reminder of him elicited. And I scrambled to clutch to every reassuring drop of my power. 

	When Bren’s worried voice reached me from afar it took me a moment to realize I had dropped the wine glass: “What is wrong?” 

	I tried to breathe, to silence the memories and terror stirring at my core, but I could barely gather enough control before I stumbled away.

	Away from my thoughts.

	Away from my memories.

	Away from any other unexpected trigger to this maddening despair.

	Flynn moved towards me, outstretched hand and something like pained sorrow marring his expression. 

	Suddenly it was all too much. 

	All too intense.

	And as I shook my head and broke into a full-on run, I could only hope he’d stay far, far away.
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	Leon found me in the middle of my training routine. No magic, just plain old running, flexing, and sword work.

	The arena was completely empty, any noises I made were drowned by the loud music at the square. I’d sent a thin veil of darkness through the windows and doors to hide my presence. Except from Leon, apparently. 

	I ignored his sure steps to the sparring ring I’d chosen and, instead, continued to lose myself in the rhythmic movement of the sword in my hands and the thundering sound of the thumping in my chest.

	With every breath, my limbs grew a little heavier, my mind fighting to remain focused.  Leaving no time for thoughts to wander into unwanted memories, nor space to feel powerless and vulnerable. Ever so slowly it smothered the regret for daring to wish I could indulge in things like friendship and laughter. Twice now I’d tried to taste the life I could build in this place. And twice I’d been reminded that the memories would follow me, that the shadows of Ivo’s actions would follow me.

	"I know it doesn’t feel like it,” Leon's voice was gentle, none of the devilish amusement I’d come to enjoy. “But you don't have to be alone." 

	“I’m doing just fine.”

	“Are you? Looks to me like you are so overwhelmed with pain and grief that all you can allow yourself to do is hide and pretend no one is noticing it.”

	“Everyone has a sob story, Leon. I’m no different.”

	“Look, I can’t say I understand all you’ve been through. But I do know what it is to be an outsider, and I do know what it is to spend a lifetime seeking to please someone whose only love is power. I know all the pieces we lose as we try.” 

	“I’m fine,” I said without looking at him.

	He stepped ahead and blocked my right sword, gaze locking with mine.

	“There is no shame in asking for help.”

	"All I need is to train," I said taking a fighting stance and hoping he would match it.

	This time, he didn’t. 

	"You need to talk more than you need to fight, Ace." 

	There was no mistaking the knowing sadness in him. And if it was a different night and the pull of my memories and panic wasn’t so fresh in my heart, I would have asked why, I would have wanted to understand what nightmares may plague him.

	But it wasn’t a gentle night.

	“Says the guy who got in a fistfight to take the edge off," I hissed, sharper than I intended.

	His smile turned rueful, but he didn’t take the cheap bait.

	"You are not taking the edge off, Aila. You are drowning, and I’m starting to wonder if you'll ever come up for air." 

	Burning anger shot through me at the undeniable truth of his words. I was allowing myself to drown, and I didn’t know if I could go back to swimming. I didn’t know if I even wanted to.

	A wave of darkness erupted inside me, and I fed it all my rage and frustration. Bitter memories of Ivo and Aiden stormed through my mind, mixing with painful flashes of the torture I’d found in Kiran’s hands. 

	I bellowed — raged — as cold, silky shadows exploded in a moving circle around us, rattling the sand, and shaking the wooden walls. The burning fight flooded out of me, leaving nothing but defeat behind.

	I dropped to the floor.

	“I’m sorry,” I said. And I meant it.

	He sat by my side, unfazed. And after some moments of silence, asked,

	“If you are so intent on training, there are other things you could try, you know?” 

	The warmth of the light inside of me pushed to the surface once again. He’d been trying to convince me to reach for it for weeks now. 

	I pushed the foreign power back. I was learning to cope with the price that wielding darkness had cost me. But light? That made me something else, someone else. 

	Leon must have seen the struggle raging in my mind for his voice was no more than a whisper: “It is getting harder, isn’t it? To stifle it?” 

	I didn’t answer. Unwilling to choose between the bitter taste of a lie and the inevitable meaning of the truth. 

	He nodded and reached for my chin, tilting my head until our gazes met. “Your power won’t go away, Ace. You’ll either control it or be consumed by it.” 

	“I can’t control it, Leon.” And there was no disguising the helplessness in my voice. 

	“You can make the world crumble.” A roguish grin found its way back to his lips. 

	The same words I’d told him all those months ago when I agreed to join the Alliance.

	Maybe he was right, but accepting this power meant accepting a destiny I didn’t know if I would ever be ready for. It meant I was the last carrier of a purposefully decimated magical line. It made me a legend. A fabled Heir destined to destroy the whole political system of the world. 

	There was no coming back from it, no chance for peace at the end of the journey. No disappearing after Ivo was finally stopped.

	“What if I can’t ever be the Heir you need?” The question came out in a broken whisper. 

	His voice was as low as mine as he responded, 

	“The Heir is just a story, Ace. The figments of a dream. A symbol of hope.” 

	“But you have been waiting for it all these years. And now, I can’t even…” I trailed off, eyelids heavy and closed.

	 I can’t find Ivo or dissuade Aiden. I can’t control my own panic and nightmares. I can’t let go of the stupid idea of a life away from death and war. 

	My head dropped to my knees before I pushed the words through. A feeble attempt to hide myself from the truth of the spiteful words echoing through my mind.

	“We haven’t been waiting for a legend. We have been waiting for hope to spread.” 

	A quiet, easy silence grew between us before he whispered,

	“I don’t care about old legends. But all the big, powerful people know about you by now. Eventually, you’ll have to accept who you are, Aila. Flaws and all.”

	“I don’t know how to be this person you all need me to be, Leon. I don’t even know where to start.”

	“You learn to care about yourself. You let people in.”

	I scoffed. “Yeah, not really my strong suit.”

	“Am I supposed to feign surprise, Ace?” Faint amusement brightened his voice for a moment. “Just forget all the Heir stuff for a while. Do something that will make you feel useful and to hell with what anyone else thinks.” 

	“If only there was such a thing,” I sighed. For I knew Ivo had built me for deceit and no matter what power ran through my veins, there was no erasing the blood in my hands. And if I wasn’t their legend… well there wasn’t much a spy could offer while being hunted down by half the kingdom.

	“Look at me.” His voice was gentle, but there was no denying the command in it. 

	His amber eyes were pools of tender understanding, his features shadowed with worry and a flash of old pain. 

	“It is hard to accept all the flawed pieces of us. Even harder to let people see them and trust they won't walk away. Terrifying. The Goddess knows I'm still trying.” He sighed “It’s a long path, Aila. And sometimes it is easier to just march through it, unthinking and unfeeling. But if we are not careful, if we don’t hold on to every sliver of joy and every sorrowful tear, well…we may find ourselves not living at all.”

	I felt the burning sting of tears as he pleaded: “You could be a force to be reckoned with. But you must let yourself believe it first.”
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	aybe Leon was right. Maybe I could find a single task to keep me occupied, to stop the swirling thoughts from flooding me day and night. Perhaps it would help.

	But not tonight. 

	Not as the last couple of hours were still so loud in my mind. Not as I kept remembering how little it took to set me off. 

	Instead, I drenched every corner of my mind in sweet wine until it erased all reminders of Kiran’s ministrations. 

	But it wasn’t until I saw Flynn that I realized not even complete oblivion would be enough to free me from the bitter loneliness I’d condemned myself to.

	He was alone in Bren’s kitchen, an almost serene look as he finished a glass of brandy. His golden stare traced my every step, sinfully intense.

	A wave of electrifying awareness spread through me and instead of walking away, I moved a step closer.

	I’d rebuilt the careful distance between us since the night he showed me his spot on the mountain, convinced that it was easier not to dwell on the pull between us, that I shouldn’t trust him. Yet, this close to him, it was hard to remember any of it.

	I looked down, attention hovering on his sculpted body and striking face until his hoarse voice broke into my increasingly unholy thoughts.

	“Bren and Ruby went to sleep,” he said. Heat simmering beneath his voice.

	"Waiting for me?"  I asked, taking another step closer to him. Too close, a small part of my brain seemed to say in warning.

	"From what I hear, half of the time you don’t even make it back here coherent enough, so what’s the point?" 

	"Asking about me, Wheelan?” A wicked smile blossomed, and I let myself fall into the familiar banter. “You almost sound like you miss me.” 

	"You never really gave me the chance," he whispered.

	Our gazes locked and without thought, I crossed the little distance between us. He angled his body and I found myself standing between his legs as I held the urge to touch the patches of purple still marring his eye.

	"Didn’t stop you before," I quipped in a throaty, provoking voice as he stood up. So close that I could feel his chest against mine, his breath on my skin. 

	A wicked grin graced his mouth as he traced my chin with soft, demanding fingers. I shivered at the mirroring desire I saw on every line of his body.

	“It’s been a while since you’ve come out to play, love. The sass is much better than the self-loathing,” his voice a low rumble through my spine.

	“I’m sure I can think of a game or two if that’s what you want. We still have most of the night.”

	A second later the smell of green grass and rain enveloped my senses as he leaned closer. I fisted his shirt as my eyelids fluttered down and I breathed him in. Waiting, wanting. 

	To hell with my worries and carefully constructed distance.

	His whisper echoed through every inch of me as he murmured, “Make no mistake, love. When I have you, and I will have you, it will not be because the bottom of your bottle was not enough to quiet your mind." His hand trembled softly against my skin as he glanced between my lips and my eyes. Restraint clear in his features. "And when you beg, it will be for an entirely different reason. I’ll make sure of that.”  

	Flynn was long gone when I recovered from his dizzying presence, leaving me mortified.

	By the time I hauled myself to my empty bed, I knew that though I may not be able to ever trust him, I couldn’t ignore my attraction to Flynn Wheelan any more than I could stop breathing. 
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	Leon was right about many things, but if I was being honest, hitting rock bottom was a much more powerful motivator than any of his speeches.

	Humiliating myself in front of Flynn was enough to get me to toss the last of the wine I’d brought home and to decide to channel my energy into something that would keep me with a more controlled and sane judgment. 

	I might not be able to deny his effect on me, but that didn’t mean I had to give in to my body’s stupid reaction. 

	The Alliance general didn’t question me when I burst through his house, informing him that I would help with the elite unit he’d been trying to form — something he’d been begging me to do for weeks now — as long as I had my pick of soldiers and could take them out on my own missions eventually. 

	Whether I wanted to admit it or not, at some point I had started to care about all these people. I didn’t want to sit down and wait any longer.

	Truth was that I was tired of feeling helpless and desperate. I couldn’t change the information we had on Ivo — or rather, the lack of it — but I could make sure we were prepared. 

	So, If the Royal guard wouldn’t stop hunting me, I’d build a unit that could slip through them; a unit that could help me slip through them.

	Leon was less compliant though, when I shared my plan to involve the only person I trusted with my life besides himself: Ruby.

	“I know you and B have been teaching her self-defense, but she is not a soldier, Ace.”

	“I need more than your men; I need someone I can trust. Because one day soon, I’ll be out in the world again and I’ll need someone who will do what needs to be done while making damn well sure that I won’t kill myself in the process.”

	He sighed and I knew I’d won; I knew he’d relent.

	“Does she know about your little plan?”

	“Agreed to it — and a whole lot of rules — this morning.” The rules part of the conversation we’d had wasn’t particularly fun.

	“Rules?” he arched an eyebrow.

	“The crux of it is that she stays as far away from the action as humanly possible until we both clear her. I need Ruby, Leon. But I won’t get her killed.”

	“You know you won’t be able to keep her from harm’s way all the time.”

	“That’s why we’ll both train her.” 

	Concern marred Leon’s face, but he said nothing.

	“Look, I’ll teach her and your guys all the skills I can: poison, stealth, exotic fighting… you name it. But if anyone can turn her into a proper soldier, it’s you. Not self-defense, I need her to know how to fight, to kill if it comes down to it.”

	“Ace…”

	I stopped him before he could protest again. “This is not a negotiation, Leon. Ruby survived Nuri streets on her own for years. She is quick on her feet, and I trust her with my life. She’ll be a great asset to all of us.” I took a deep breath. “You said I should get involved; you told me I needed to start living. This is me doing it.”

	So that was how we ended up here. With Leon and Ruby carefully watched as I prowled through row after row of soldiers that Leon had selected for me. The best ones stationed in Shanti. 

	There was no denying the satisfied glint in my friends’ eyes as I finally took control of something, as I finally did something.

	I measured every one of the recruits in front of me. The mix of wonder and fear on most of their faces made it abundantly clear that they knew exactly who I was. I had little time for awe-struck soldiers.

	I let the dark magic in me come to the surface. Soft tendrils of shadow curled around my arms and trailed my steps. I welcomed the silky touch of my power and let a tantalizing look transform my expression.

	I caught a glimpse of Leon’s face where he watched from the wall and winked in response to the amused mischief I found there. He knew what I was doing, and I could sense his approval even from a distance.

	Half the recruits gulped or trembled as I passed. Some were indifferent enough. And then there were the blond boy and girl in the front row. The girl looked at me with fierce challenge in her unflinching eyes, while the boy lit up with curiosity, as if calculating all the things he could do with a power like mine.

	I stopped in front of them, my shadows stretching to their feet.

	“Names?” I demanded.

	The girl's emerald eyes never left mine, pure confidence oozing from her. I was mildly impressed.

	But it was the boy who spoke first, hands reaching for one of the dark talons floating around me.

	“I’m Cass. That is Vic,” he said a moment before he forced himself to stop gaping at my magic. “Sir,” he added hastily.

	I glanced at Leon again and he offered nothing but a shrug. 

	“How old are you?”

	“We are both eighteen, Sir. But I’m the older one.”

	“Yeah, by a minute,” the girl added.

	Twins, then. 

	I nodded. “From now on, you’ll each lead a training unit and report to me.” I sent a tendril of shadow around the soldiers that hadn’t flinched as I flaunted my power.

	“And you,” I turned to the twenty men and women encircled in darkness, “will report to them. The rest can leave.”

	The unit leaders gave a delighted smile, as I added,

	“And Cass,” the boy froze. “Don’t ever call me Sir, again. Aila will do just fine.”

	He nodded fervently. And I continued,

	“Ruby will trail you,” I summoned her to my side.

	Her face was as eager as it was this morning, despite my continuous warning that training would be grueling. 

	“When Leon and I are done, you will be the first Alliance elite unit: better trained, smarter, and stealthier. You two will be my pick for whatever mission, wish, or need I may have. Always. Interested?”

	“The captain has already trained all of us personally. I’m sure we can accomplish whatever you need,” Vic replied in a firm voice.

	There was a proud certainty in her that reminded me a lot of myself. And for once, I understood why Dara had been intent on breaking the self-assured arrogance out of me.

	I felt a roguish grin twitch at my mouth.

	“I’m sure Leon did an excellent job teaching you to wield your weapons. But the type of training I have in mind is of a wholly different nature.”

	They nodded, not an ounce of doubt or fear in them.

	“Good. You and your units will continue to train with Leon every morning. Small, close-range weapons, only,” I added glancing at the general. “I’ll meet you afterward for climbing, stealth, and locks practice. Once a week, we will meet at midnight, so you can acquaint yourselves with moving in the dark. Unit leaders will meet me at five for locks and poison lessons. Everyday.”

	I turned to Ruby. “You’ll continue your one-on-one sessions with me, Bren, and now Leon.” I glanced through the row of soldiers and added,  “You’re late, you’re out! You complain, you’re out! You so much as piss me off, you’re out! Are we clear?”

	They all nodded.

	“Can’t you just make a place dark?” Cass’ curiosity got the best of him, and I couldn’t avoid smiling. “Instead of running around the forest at night, I mean.”

	“I can, but what I create is a void of dense shadows, a layer on top of the world we know.  Although useful, it is nothing like the night. The darkness of the night is lighter, quieter. It can enhance sounds and trick senses in a way that my magic can’t.”

	“Are you training us to be spies?” Vic blurted the next question, and I knew she’d heard all about my past. Still, there was no fear or scorn in her voice. Just eagerness.

	There was a time when Ivo bound me to titles and lies I had no use for. I saw no need to do the same to them. 

	“I’m training you to survive anything life throws at you. You can call it whatever you want.”
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	The soldiers were skilled and extremely smart. But Ruby? Ruby was a pleasant surprise. Training her had given me a sense of purpose that I hadn’t felt in a long time. I was sharper, centered. My numbing despair slowly funneled into something other than raging nightmares and wallowing pain.

	And even if the delay on Bren’s reports nagged at me, for the first time since I arrived in Shanti, I was able to keep my unwanted memories quietly under the surface, closely leashed.

	For the past few days, I’d been content, in control. I’d even indulged in a couple of meals with Bren and Ruby. All too happy at leaving my last encounter with Flynn behind, nothing but an embarrassing, drunken moment.

	Until he approached my corner training ring, clad in easy confidence and entitled arrogance. 

	All the soldiers in the unit were well versed in many blades, but sais and scythes were hardly part of the Alliance’s traditional training, so Leon and I had been showing them some new techniques.

	Pure mortification washed over me in a wave of scorching heat and all I could do was wonder if he too thought of that night, of that shameful exchange. It didn’t take much to figure he did.

	At that moment, he looked so much like the man I met in Nuri — taunting and smug–that I knew he wouldn’t let go. If I was willing to be honest about it, he never let things go. Through all these months, despite all the distance we’d kept he never quite let me go either.

	So now, I only had two choices: I could hide in shame, or… 

	I flashed him my most devilish grin as I offered Leon a hand after flipping him over my shoulder in a particularly nasty sparring session. 

	“Care to give them a proper demonstration, love?” Flynn said taking Leon’s wooden dagger.

	And seeing his intent smirk, I had the feeling that my success evading him since that shameful night had more to do with his willingness to give me space than my own ability.

	I gave him a vicious look: “We are doing that just fine.”

	He took a step closer, measuring me. A small tilt of his head and the gleam in his eyes told me that he too enjoyed the familiarity of this banter of ours. 

	“Afraid of a little challenge?”

	“I’m just failing to see one,” I shrugged.

	He smiled. Sinful and delightful enough that I found myself adjusting the grip on my sai, fighting the temptation to throw it in his annoyingly perfect face and give him something to replace the faint purple bruises that had all but disappeared now.

	“Fine,” I said rolling my shoulders and flicking my wrist instead.

	The others silently retreated to the side of the ring, leaving us between them and the corner walls. I didn’t miss Ruby’s amusement as she glanced between us before joining Leon. An audience. Lovely.

	I took a deep breath and let my whole mind focus on Flynn and the predatorial grace of his movements. We circled each other, measuring and testing.

	We stared, unflinching. He gave nothing away, but I’d spent enough time lost in those enthralling golden eyes to sense the small gleam of certainty right before he attacked.

	Wheelan charged swiftly to my left flank, but I moved behind him before he could strike. I aimed for the ribs he left exposed, but he’d already twisted into a retreat.

	I’d faced many opponents over the years. Some in friendly spars, some in an ugly battle for blood. But very few were as fast as I was. Even fewer were as skilled. Flynn was both.

	He met every one of my moves with the same speed and technique. For every attack, a counterattack. For every defense, a new strategy. My match in every sense. 

	I lost myself in the pure gratification running through my body as we moved around each other. I couldn’t help the gleeful spark in my core every time our gaze met any more than I could stop the delight I felt at seeing the flicker of a welcome, true challenge etched on every line of his being.

	He caught my arm and twisted it, landing my back against his chest and I felt the humming of his breathing against my cheek. I sensed, more than heard, a smile lacing his words as he whispered low enough so that only I could hear it:

	“I rather like this side of you.” 

	I elbowed him in the gut., the distraction enough to free myself and try to swipe a leg under him. I was fast enough that it often worked — even on Leon. But not on Flynn, apparently.

	He dodged my movement with grace and a teasing glimmer to his features. “Not gonna be that easy, love.”

	The bastard is having fun!

	I returned his words with wicked delight: “So you keep saying, Wheelan.”

	He rose to the occasion instantly. In a swift movement, he charged for me. I used the sai head to punch his arm.

	He dropped the weapon but used the momentum of his movement to tackle me on the wall behind us. In a single movement, he had me immobilized. My body pressed between him and the wall, my left hand firmly in place above my head.

	His only problem was my right hand. Pressing the tip of my blade against his neck.

	Neither of us moved. 

	I felt the warmth of his body against mine. Every inch of it. The smell of green grass and rain flooded my senses. His smell.

	For a moment, it was as if we were back in Nuri, under a starlit sky with his fingers running through my hair and his breath breezing against my ear.

	He looked at me through heated, heavy eyes that felt both intimate and foreign. An invisible tether tugging between us and igniting my core. Here, this close to him, it was nearly impossible to stop my body from melting into his. 

	Good thing I excelled at impracticable situations. 

	“That was fun, Wheelan. Too bad you lost,” I said in a throaty voice. Low enough that no one else could hear us.

	“Did I? The way I see it, I’m exactly where I want to be.” 

	Dangerous, so very dangerous. 

	“If you wanted to end up with my blade against your chin, then I suppose you are.”

	He moved even closer and there was no denying the decadent feel of his whole body against mine as slow, sinful purpose marked the set of his shoulders and curve of his lips.

	A small, ravenous piece of me wanted nothing but to get lost in him. But the rest? The rest was too conscious of everything he’d witnessed, of all the times he stood by as my soul got broken piece by piece. The rest of me couldn’t help but wonder if I could ever trust him to patch me up the next time the world tried to destroy me. 

	“Well, this certainly conjures memories.”

	“I don’t see why,” I said with enough detachment to be believable. Or so I hoped. 

	He approached and breathed into my ear: “Maybe if I let your hair down…”

	I didn’t let him finish reminiscing before jerking my knee up to his balls and detangling myself from him.

	I mustered enough control to firm my voice:

	“I guess the lesson here is don’t waste your time babbling when you are supposed to be fighting,” I said looking at the small audience that had amassed on the sidelines. “Go. Show is over.”

	Leon was hiding a chuckle as I passed him by, making my way to the weapons rack: “Don’t,” was all I said. And although it was enough to stop any comments from him, it didn’t stop Ruby from following me.

	“What was that all about?” 

	“What?”

	“You may spend half of your time pretending to ignore each other, but that heat is hardly what it looks like when we don’t care about someone.”

	“I don’t. He just annoys me.” 

	“If you say so.” Amusement clear on her face as she chewed on her lip, clearly repressing a full-blown smile.

	“I do.”

	To her credit, Ruby restrained herself for all of ten seconds before pressing, “Would it be so bad, though?” I glared at her, silently. But it wasn’t enough to make her stop. “To care about him? To let him care about you?”

	I grunted. “Wheelan already has enough people to care about him.”

	“Fucking Goddess, what stops you? Some sense of loyalty to your prince?”

	“Aiden has nothing to do with this.”

	“Then what?” Ruby pushed.

	 “There is nothing to be stopped, Ruby. I won’t deny he is hot, but after all we went through in Urian, I know I can’t trust him to catch me when I fall.”

	“That is a fine excuse, Aila. But I think you know as well as I do that it is an unfair one.”

	Before I could ask what she meant, we were back at Leon’s side where Flynn waited. He still looked more pleased than I’d like, despite the obvious pain in his groin. 

	I wasn’t sure if it annoyed me or amused me.

	“So, is there a reason why you came here besides getting your ass kicked?” I asked him.

	“One of Bren’s contacts sent a note for you,” he handed Leon a letter before turning to me “And I thought you'd had enough time to nurse your pride by now,” he finished with a wink. 

	“Do I wanna know?” Leon asked, attention darting between us as he opened the crumpled white envelope.

	“No,” I said with a sneer without bothering to look at Flynn and the smug smirk I knew I’d find plastered on his face. 

	All traces of light-hearted banter disappeared from Leon as he read the short lines. The rare cheerfulness at my core vanished along with it.

	“What is it?”

	“I need the council. Now,” he said to Flynn before glancing at me “You too, Ace.”

	“We have a meeting tonight.”

	“Now, Flynn.” A solemn sort of seriousness took over him.

	He nodded without hesitation, sharp focus chasing every remnant of delighted amusement out of his body.

	“Fine. I’ll get everyone at Nahla’s in an hour.”
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	he air was thick with anxious energy. 

	I watched Leon retreat behind a wall of distant wariness as we waited for the others. Nothing of the usual mischief and attentiveness showed in his features as he’d refused to share any scrap of information until we were all together. 

	So, we waited in charged silence for what felt like a small eternity, and by the time the rest of the council started filling the room, I was little more than shaking legs and bitten nails.

	It was with intense relief that I welcomed Bren’s heavy steps and brazen demeanor. 

	“Care to explain why you couldn’t wait four hours for a proper meeting?” she asked Leon, plopping on the sofa.

	“Have you heard from your contacts?” 

	She shook her head, frustration clear in her voice: “They’ve missed the last checkpoint. I’m going south tomorrow. If they are still on their way, I’ll find them.”

	Leon sighed, hands running through his ash hair as he sat down on one of the wingback chairs. He faced us all — one by one — with uncharacteristic somberness. I watched as his shoulders tensed and his jaw set with a flicker of resolve.

	“Niram’s Army is assembling near the capital.”

	“Aren’t you being a tad dramatic, Leon? The premier and the princeling are pushing and threatening, sure. But an army?” Bren dismissed his claim with practiced ease. “It’ll blow over. Always does.”

	“It is different this time, you know it is.”

	From the moment the words left his mouth, I knew he was right. It’s the only thing that can explain all this inaction. How did I not see it before?

	Ivo didn’t disappear because he was scheming to find a way to me. He’d disappeared because he was preparing for war. What better way to hurt the movement that dared to offer me support against him?

	Doubt slowly twisted Bren’s features as he continued: “Why else wouldn’t we have heard from any of your contacts? Why can’t we recruit a single soul in Nuri? Only the looming shadow of approaching war can do that. You know it.”

	“Even if they are amassing armies, we would have months of notice, months to prepare our defenses,” Bren’s voice was low and cautious. Words they’d no doubt repeated many times when discussing Ivo’s plan now rendered automatic, empty.

	“We lost our eyes in the Capital,” Nahla countered, glancing at Flynn, her strong, direct voice breaking through the veil of shock numbing us all. “Anything could  be happening there.”

	Ezer once told me war was brewing, but I never honestly believed that it would be my old master’s doing. Not when war was chaos and there was no controlling whose lives it would claim. Not when the weak, pathetic part of my mind insisted on holding on to the belief that he cared about me.

	Flynn’s cool retort cut through my rambling thoughts:

	“The King would need the better part of a year to re-convene his army. If they have forces in Niram, I would have seen some preparation before I left.”

	“Not with the Elementalists collaboration,” Ezer countered with hooded eyes. And I couldn’t help but wonder what horrors he was reliving, what memories from the last war he still carried in his heart. “Their permanent forces are nothing more than borrowed soldiers from the Kingdoms. If they agree to war, whatever forces they hold would be back — and ready —  at the capital within weeks.”

	 “Why would they agree, though? They have been avoiding open-ended conflict since the last war. Why change strategy after fifty years,” Bren's face was clear, the surprise gone. The strength back in her voice as she paced.

	I let my gaze wander. They’d been here too many times before. Pondering risks and fighting for their lives. Yet, never had the end loomed so close. 

	Only Leon and I remained silent, and I wondered if he too realized that the one thing they believed could save them would be their final damnation.

	“Because of me and the… rumors,” I finally said from the window perch I’d been sitting on. My head dropped into my hands before I could stop myself and I didn’t need to look back to know every eye in the room was trained on me. 

	Every ounce of tentative purpose I’d found in the last few days drained from my body. Ivo would spare no one until he got to me. And he would get to me. Sooner or later.

	“There was always a chance Ivo would go to them. He doesn’t care about the cost of war if it gets me under his thumb again… he’ll do anything if it pries me away from here.”

	“Well, he is welcome to try.” The intensity of Flynn’s voice drew my attention to him, just in time to see a wolfish grin flickering on his lips.

	If I let myself read behind his words, I may have found a promise there, a vow. Instead, I turned my attention to Bren’s harsh words: 

	“Even so, no one could convince them so quickly. This is bullshit.” 

	“Aiden could,” Leon’s tone was soft, and if it wasn’t for the sympathetic look he gave me, I could have convinced myself that I’d imagined his words. 

	“He wouldn’t,” I blurted. But I didn’t sound certain. Not even to my own ears.

	“He appealed to them personally, Ace. And even if those slick, indecisive pricks could say no to Ivo’s appeal, I doubt they would do it with Niram’s crown prince — the most powerful wielder in a generation — standing in front of them. Not for long, anyway.”

	“It can’t be. This must be a misdirection.”

	“It is not.”

	For the past few weeks, I’d slowly gone from a reclusive guest to a tentative member of their community. I’d dared to give them — myself — a chance to be a part of all this. But it was all so new, so fragile.

	Even from across the room I could hear the worry in Leon’s voice. The subtle change in the air as concern flickered around me. As if the entire world stopped to see if this would be the thing that would pull me under again. 

	A part of me wanted to tell them that I was fine, that I’d found my bearings and wouldn’t let this drag me back into the pit I was just starting to crawl from. But the rest…

	I pictured Aiden’s bleak look as I stepped away from him, disappearing down a dark corridor at Nuri; I remembered the coldness in his voice as he finally said he’d loved me. I’d changed him, and that might be the thing that would get everyone in this room dead.

	“How do you even know this?” Bren turned to Leon and attention slipped away from me. I was never so grateful for her direct, brazen demeanor.

	“An… old friend sent news.”

	“A friend with a direct connection to the Elementalists? And this is the first time I’m hearing about your extensive connections because…”

	“It doesn’t matter.”

	“Oh, but I guess it does,” she retorted.

	“Now is not the time, Bren. Leave it.” Leon ran his hands through his weary face.

	It was wrong, everything was so very wrong. I already had too much blood on my hands as it was, but war…

	“Enough,” I spilled the word before I thought about it. “It really doesn’t matter. Can you verify it?” I looked at Bren and she offered me a curt nod.

	“Did your friend say what the Elementalists agreed to?”

	“No.”

	I gathered my coherent thoughts and dwindling energy to focus on the dire reality ahead of me. I felt myself stand up and pace the room: “This is Ivo’s doing, it must be. The destruction a war would bring, the death? Taking Aiden with him?” I shook my head “He’s trying to force my hand.”

	“We can do nothing about his motivations, Aila. We can only choose how to respond to his actions,” Ezer chimed in.

	“We can, though. We may not be able to control him, but we can cut his access, leash his influence,” I suggested.

	“And how exactly do you plan on doing that?” I didn’t have to face Flynn to feel his stare burning through my skin.

	I took a deep breath and turned to him: “Well… Ivo can’t use Aiden’s influence if he doesn’t have his ear. If I can talk to him, make him see reason…”

	He stood in front of me in a single, swift movement. And just like that, every other presence faded into the background. 

	“So, this really was why you wanted to go to Nuri in the first place? To have a chat with your prince?” he snarled. “How well did that go last time?”

	“Aiden is not cruel; he is not a killer. I’ve hurt him and if I had five minutes, I know I — ”

	“And if you can’t? Are you ready to do what must be done, love? Because he sure as hell wasn’t hesitating in Urian.”

	The feeling of Aiden’s magic amassing to attack me was still as fresh as it had been on that very day. And the knowledge that he wouldn’t have stopped was just as hurtful.

	Flynn continued:

	“You know, for someone so worried about the suffering you spread in the world, you seem to forget that redeeming your little prince may make you feel good and righteous, but it doesn't right the wrongs.  It doesn’t bring back the dead. And it certainly doesn’t change the shit we are all in. It is time you accept your choices for what they are, love. I'm done fighting for you when you won't fight for yourself.”

	I had nothing to barter with, no more hold or influence with Aiden, no way to stop Ivo. I was still the same scared little girl I’d been twenty years ago. Nothing but death at my heels. 

	My body gave in as the painful truth settled in my brain and I found myself sitting in one of the chairs. Words completely vanishing from my mind. The last of the fighting in me finally dousing. 

	That is the thing about pain, it eats you away until there is nothing but the deep, unavoidable burn. 

	This time, I worried it would eat me whole.

	“That is enough,” Ezer’s voice traveled the room and Flynn retreated, hands tucked in his pockets. “We have enough problems without letting hypotheticals get between us. We need to show our people that we won’t be bullied. And we can’t do that if we keep bickering with one another. I’m sorry, Aila, but Prince Aiden has made his position extremely clear in the last few months. I understand the toll it takes on you, but…” he trailed off. 

	“We can’t risk it, Ace. We can’t risk you.”

	The worry in his voice was as caring as it was bitter in my ears, and I knew it was over. Any window I had to convince them was now closed.

	Maybe I should have joined in as they continued to discuss our defenses and debated our next move. 

	Maybe I should have given in to the bright warmth tugging at my core, the unknown powerful tool running through my veins, waiting… If only I was strong enough to accept it.

	 But what was the point when we all knew that despite a few good weeks, I was still a mess of dark thoughts, barely able to hold myself together? 

	Quietly, I reached for the half-empty wine bottle resting at the center table and walked away from the tense meeting. 
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	One would think it is easy to destroy someone whose weakness you know and whose secrets you’ve guarded your whole life. 

	It is not.

	For twenty years I’d trusted Ivo's judgment, believed his words, craved his love. And as I re-played every one of those years in the quiet of the night, two things became undeniably clear: I’d devoted myself to him and he’d used me the whole time.

	Even now.

	He taunted me, used the idea of the power I could wield. Manipulated everything and everyone around me.

	And no matter my silly wishes and hopes, I couldn’t stop him.

	Maybe I should give up trying.

	Talons of pure darkness coiled around my body, the silky touch of my unhinged magic spreading from my skin to the world beyond, slowly hiding the extensive view of the plane below with a wave of never-ending shadows fueled by my anger.

	There was only one piece of me that Ivo never owned, that no one ever had. But I was terrified of the sliver of light I’d found in my core. Horrified at what it meant to embrace it, of what I stood to lose if I was ever brave enough to claim it. 

	So instead of dwelling on it, I summoned the familiar darkness back to me and let it engulf me in a midnight-stricken cocoon as I took a deep breath. I reveled in the powerful flow of my magic and allowed my mind to descend into the corner of my soul where my power pulsed. With a deep breath, I welcomed the cold, silky caress of the shadows. It had taken me years to accept it, to embrace it, but now… this power was a part of me, a dear companion that held me through some of the worst moments of my life.  And even if I’d been hunted for it, I could no longer imagine existing without it.

	I exhaled, letting it engulf me. 

	As I did, warmth pressed against my fingertips, and I reached for the seed of Sunlight I’d been ignoring. 

	For once, I let it spread through my limbs. 

	The touch of the new magic was as foreign as it was righteous. Unexpected confidence washed over me with every second of its luscious velvety touch vibrating underneath my skin.

	I readied myself and conjured a drop of pure light in the palm of my hand, bright and searing.

	The destruction I’d caused in Urian flashed through my mind as I faced the scorching power cupped in my hands, and along with it, the lonely desperation that had first led me to this dormant part of my soul.

	My thoughts filled with the faceless names that Ivo killed in search of me, flashes of Ruby's dirty cheeks in a dungeon cell and Aiden's cold eyes in a darkening corridor. So much pain, so much death.

	All because of me and of the rare magic running in my blood.

	My control slipped and the ball of light flickered in my hand. The more I tried to control the fabric of the power the looser my hold got.

	I willed the distracting memories out of my mind, putting every ounce of me into controlling the magic, desperately searching for the lever that would allow me to wield it. 

	Until it vanished.

	Maybe Ivo was right about one thing, after all: my heart was full of dark poison. For no matter what legends and hopes my new power could symbolize, I held no domain over it.

	A raw scream tore from my lungs as I fell to my knees, letting the protective cocoon of darkness dissolve into the air.

	I don’t know how long I stared at the horizon with a blank mind and empty soul. Never seeing the lush green trees beyond the perching stone at the edge of the mountain. Never noticing the perfect cerulean sky above my head.

	By the time I could form a coherent thought my legs were asleep and the only sound playing in my head was the constant buzzing of the large waterfall across the clearing. 

	The sun had nearly vanished, leaving behind a pink-tinted sky alighting the rocky edges of the mountains. A beautiful view, entirely too similar to the sunset I’d watched with Flynn on this very spot, a few days before.

	I sighed. There was no point in letting my mind wander through thoughts of that day, or any day when I tried to taste life as a part of this town, this movement. It was time I faced the truth: the only power I had was over how much death I’d allow before Ivo eventually found me. 

	I forced myself to stand up, to turn to the trail that would lead me back to the village. 

	Then, I saw him. 

	Flynn leaned against the solid rock, head tilted and piercing gaze following my every move.

	“This is the last place I thought I’d find you,” questioning surprise laced his voice.

	“Well, I needed the quiet.”

	He nodded, searching my face for an answer I knew I wasn’t ready to give.

	“How long have you been there?”

	“A while,” his voice was low and gentle enough that I wondered if he’d seen my failed attempt with my magic.

	Maybe it was the peacefulness of that too-perfect spot or perhaps it was the still fresh memories of the last time we stood here, but a part of me wanted nothing more than to let him ground me back to reality, tether me to life. Just like he’d done so many times in that dungeon.

	 The same part of me that wanted nothing but to trust him to hold me and never let go.

	Instead, I forced myself to move.

	Flynn’s fingers brushed against my skin, and he held my wrist, as I passed him by. A gasp escaped me with the subtle electric tingle radiating from his touch. 

	“Stay.” I thought I heard pleading in his voice before his lips curled on a half-smile I’d grown undeniably fond of. “I won’t bite. Unless you ask me to.”

	“Not interested,” I said looking at the spot where our skin connected. 

	“Liar,” he breathed.

	I didn’t know which of us had moved but we were inches apart now and I knew that the moment I faced him I’d lose myself.

	Slowly, he reached for my chin, beckoning me to look at him. I yanked my arm free and willed my features to show all the smugness that years as a spy had taught me, and hoped for the Goddess that he wouldn’t see past my bullshit:

	“Thinking mightily high of yourself aren't you, Wheelan?”

	 My hopes were short-lived as a sad grin played on his mouth.

	“You wanna know what I think? I think you are hurt.” His gaze fell to the faint scar on my collarbone and something like guilt flickered across his features. “So hurt and so lonely that you prefer numbing yourself than letting me get close.” His voice dropped to a low murmur. “Even though hurting you is the last thing I’d do, and I wanna do plenty of things to you.

	“I know why you won’t truly look at me,” his voice broke but he didn’t stop. “I know I’m a walking reminder of everything you went through. I just wish it was a reminder of your fight, not your pain. I wish you could see yourself as I do. All the strong and flawed pieces of you.”  No smirk, no sharp humor, no smugness. There was nothing but the truth in his words, nothing but an offer, and maybe a request.

	I gasped as his words unleashed a wave of searing anguish through my body. Despite all my denial, he seemed to be as aware of what transpired between us during those days as I was. As aware of what it still cost me — us. 

	I desperately wanted to take the hand he offered me, to relish the unexpected familiarity of him, to let go of all the restraint and just live this one moment.

	Yet, I couldn’t… For so many reasons, I couldn’t. I was the one with the dark, poisoned heart; the one Ivo would go to war over; the one unable to stop the blood bath caused by her old mentor and her once lover.

	 And even if I could forget that and indulge in the thought that those hours under Kiran’s torture had affected Flynn as much as it did me, I was still the one who suffered on that table; the one who was broken apart. 

	 It was too late for me, too late for what we could have been. For I didn’t think I could ever find a way to trust Flynn Wheelan. Not with the most fragile parts of myself.  

	Only my many years as a trained spy allowed me to hold some resemblance of control over my thoughts, to hold my chin high and my heart as far away from this conversation as I could.

	I squared my shoulders, filled my voice with as much cold detachment as I could muster and searched for the words that I knew would affect him the most:

	“You really are delusional, Wheelan,” I said before turning my back on him and ignoring the hurt darkening his look.

	“Stop running away from me, Aila.” His voice was no more than a whisper.

	“That would imply caring,” I lashed out as the need on his voice washed over me, barging at my walls, threatening to weaken my resolve. “That would imply there is something to run away from and there isn’t, there has never been.” 

	“Is that why I chose you, Aila?” Anger flared in every line of his body as he blocked my way again. “Is that why I carried you out of that keep at the cost of exposing the work I’d been doing for years?”

	“I didn’t need to be saved then and I certainly don’t need it now.”

	He laughed bitterly and I knew the pathetic image I was offering him. I wondered if this would be the thing to make him regret his choice.

	“You know what?” he scoffed. “Suit yourself. I’ll keep my distance. It’s gotta be better than this.” He searched my eyes intently before adding: “I know you didn’t ask to be a mythical legend. I get that you have no interest in being a hero, but the woman I…” he trailed off for a second, catching the words before they could float between us. When he continued, his voice was firmer, his rage subdued. It made it all a bit worse. “The woman I saw in that dungeon was willing to die for something bigger than herself.”

	It was a loud reminder of the salute he’d offered me months before and I had to brace myself not to fall on my knees as the long-spoken words clawed their way through my heart.

	“You don’t think I’m willing to die, Wheelan? I’ve betrayed the only father I ever knew to keep a friend safe and it brought me nothing but suffering and spilled blood.” My voice trembled — if with rage or despair, I didn’t know. “And I’d still give myself up to him for even a sliver of hope that it would keep everyone in this damn city, safe.”

	The words were ash on my tongue and even as I blurted the desperate thought out, I knew it sounded a lot like giving up. 

	I didn’t know what he could read beneath the sour rage in my words, but his anger deflated, and a woeful smile lined his lips as he carefully watched me. And when he finally spoke sorrow laced his soft voice: “There isn’t a day I don’t think about what I let you go through. Not a day I don’t regret letting it happen for as long as I did. But as soul-breaking as it was to watch what Kiran did to you; it wasn’t nearly as painful as watching you withering away.” He traced a finger across my jaw. “At least then you were putting up a fight.”

	Without so much as another look, he left. Leaving me as lonely and lost as when he first found me.
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	I



	 replayed my conversation with Flynn repeatedly.

	For all my determination to keep him away, it wasn’t until I actually succeeded that I realized the emptiness he’d left behind. Not until the dull ache of his absence filled me was I forced to admit that despite all my hesitance and temper, he’d never left me behind: not since he met me in Nuri; not through the months I pushed him away; not even in that cursed dungeon.

	It was a long, merciless night and it wasn’t until dawn finally broke that I found the will to leave the mountainside and go back home.

	Home…

	I didn’t know when that started being true, but that hidden town had become my home; those rebels, my people. I’d come to care about what happened to them. 

	Yet, there was no denying the truth behind Flynn’s words: as much as I proclaimed my intent to stop Ivo, I’d all but admitted defeat without ever truly fighting. 

	Now, those words — that truth — were the only thing rippling over and over in my head. For no matter how tempting it was to hide from the gut-wrenching feeling following me around, it still didn’t make it right.

	Ivo was preparing for a war, but there was still time left before he actually won it. There was still hope. If I stopped obsessing with his move and made one of my own.

	I knew I was not blameless. I had a hand in giving Ivo power, I had a hand in putting Aiden under his influence. I had met strong and bright people just to put them all in harm’s way. 

	 Yet, I couldn’t change my past choices any more than I could reverse the deaths my former master — and my friend — caused in my name.

	The only thing I could do was not give up. I owed it to myself and to each soul in this town to give myself my best chance.

	And if that meant learning to control the only piece of me that Ivo had no knowledge of, the only trick he’d never teach me, then so be it.

	For the truth was that despite all the years under his wing, despite all the pain I’d endured, and all the bitterness I carried. I’d found a home; I’d found people I cared about… I’d found a reason to fight. 

	With a jolt of surprise, I realized that as much as the vulnerability of it all terrified me, it also didn’t matter. 

	I knew what I had to do. The puzzle I’d have to make sense of.

	I never had to claim the darkness, never had to understand it. It was a part of me, ever-present. The same wasn’t true for the light, though. The new, foreign power flickering on my chest was nothing short of a mystery. 

	One I’d need help figuring out. Leon had been pestering me for months to learn how to wield that strange light power. Well, he’d finally have his way. 

	That is, after I showered. And had a long overdue conversation with Ezer.

	Bren’s house was far from its usual early morning quiet. All kitchen lamps were burning bright as a fully dressed and awake Ruby trotted around with bags and supplies.

	“You’re back,” she said more excitedly than anyone in their right mind should sound at this hour. “Did you even come home last night?”

	I shook my head, still taking in the bags laid out in the middle of the table. Bren was nowhere to be seen, but I doubted she was asleep. 

	“Nightmares?” Ruby’s voice softened. She knew too well how many nights I’d wandered out of the house as if to leave them behind.

	“In a way.” I shrugged. “What is all this?”

	“We’re going to the last check-in point. See if we can meet Bren’s contacts halfway.” 

	Since Urian was no longer safe for anyone with Alliance ties, that would be Noxin, a small city about a day from there. Not as well guarded but still heavily monitored. 

	Bren’s voice cut from the corridor as she joined us: “Since they are either incompetent or dead, I figured it was best to find out which sooner, rather than later.” She was definitely not a morning person, and I couldn’t help but smile at the moodiness in her voice.

	“Bright as ever, B.” A sour sneer was all she bothered to offer as she reached for the steamy mug at the table.

	“So, you believe Leon, now?” I asked as casually as possible. I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of regret at how I left the meeting. 

	“Well, he is convinced. And for some idiotic reason, I trust him. So, here I am! Having breakfast in what can only be described as the middle of the night.”

	I searched Ruby’s face: “And you’re going with.”

	“I am,” she confirmed. “I know I’m not great yet and that I’ll miss a few days of training, but it will be good real-life practice. And B promised to not let me fall behind on the lessons you and Leon will be giving here,” she shrugged. “After all, what use is there in staying in this village all the time? What am I even alive for if I can’t help the people I love?” Her cheeks flushed and for a moment I wasn’t sure if it was with determination or something else.

	Either way, it softened me. Her words lodged in my nearly hollow soul. She was braver than me, always had been. And by now, she could hold her own with a sword.

	Yet I couldn’t ignore the fact that the last time I left her alone she ended up in a dungeon. Sensing my hesitation, Bren chimed in with a softer voice — or as soft as Bren could sound before sunset: “I’ll keep her safe.”

	I nodded.

	“You should come.” Ruby’s voice was laced with expectant hope. And I almost told her it was time for me to be as brave as her and figure out my own mess. 

	Before I could, a tingling awareness spread through my back, and I knew who stood behind me even before Flynn’s voice filled the small room:

	“You have a better shot at getting Bren to wake up in a good mood.” And after a short pause: “Although, that may be easier for you than it is for most.” He sounded soft and gentle, as if lit up by the warmth of a broad smile.

	And an annoying part of me couldn’t help but wish I could see it. 

	“Shut up,” Bren yelled from somewhere inside the house as Ruby blushed ever so slightly.

	As for me, I did my best to ignore Flynn’s presence: “I have things to do around here,” I answered her.

	“Of course you do,” he chimed. And I could hear the complacency in his voice before I turned to face him. The cold tone only matched by the hard set of his jaw and the tension on his shoulder. 

	“Anything else you wanna get off your chest, Wheelan? You did leave in haste last night.”

	A glimmer of satisfaction — or maybe exasperation — crossed his gaze as he carefully slipped his hands into his pockets. And after a moment of consideration, the cold and arrogant words spilled from his lips as he took a single step closer to me.

	“We both know I’m not the one withholding the truth, love.”

	None of the playful teasing or intense stares was left in him and I knew that whatever edge I’d pushed him through last night had finally caused a rift deep enough to keep him away. Ironically enough, it was with an undeniable ache in my heart that I wondered if we’d ever move past that.

	“That is enough. I’ve had enough of you two bickering,” Bren’s voice filled the little kitchen. A moment later she grabbed her bag and pierced me with a stare. “Be a part of this fight or don't, it doesn’t matter. But make up your mind so we can all deal with the consequences.” She turned to Flynn “And you, leave her alone. For someone as stubborn — if not more so — as her, you should get it by now. Get your shit together before I really lose my temper!”

	Flynn raised his hands in mock defeat, the smirk never leaving him as he followed Bren outside, his own bag at his shoulder. 

	I was used to Bren’s temper by now and couldn’t help but appreciate her blunt and direct words even more as the tension left the room with her. I didn’t stop myself from grinning. 

	“I’m sure she’ll feel less… annoyed once she actually wakes up,” Ruby offered an apologetic smile.

	“No, she won’t,” I countered with a chuckle.

	“No, I won’t,” Bren confirmed from outside.
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	“I’m ready,” I blurted out the moment Ezer opened the redwood door.

	I’d ran to his house without a second thought. Because Flynn was yet again, right and I was done ignoring the truth, withholding it. Especially from myself.

	I didn’t need to understand the magic, I didn’t need to take my power in my hands and dissect it. That was not how I’d finally gained control over my darkness years ago. I needed to accept it, look at it as a part of me. And I couldn’t do that without knowing my full story. 

	A story that Ezer seemed to have some insight on. Or so, he’d led me to believe when I first arrived at an Alliance camp.

	So, I grabbed the black journal I’d found in Ivo’s safe, and instead of examining its pages in a hidden corner of my room, I clutched it and ran as fast as I could.

	Despite the early morning hours, Ezer was fully dressed as he filled the door frame, studying me with piercing attentiveness. His dark skin was wrinkled but even at over sixty years old, the man in front of me was far from frail. Broad shoulders, short grey hair, and knowing eyes marked his figure. 

	“You can’t unhear this story, Aila. And I doubt you’ll be able to ignore it.” His warning was gentle and well-deserved. I’d become too good at avoiding dealing with the painful pieces of my life.

	“I can’t not hear it, either. It’s been too long, Ezer.” Relief and sorrow flooded me at the exact same time. I was so tired of the denial. “It’s time.” 

	For months, I’d been holding on to the naïve hope that some of the love and affection I'd shared with Ivo had been true. Even now, I yearned for his approval. Even now, he controlled me. And he would continue to do so for as long as I ignored the truth of who I was, of how — why — he found me. And for that, I had to uncover every scrap of information I could.

	I looked back at Ezer, determination renewed. “I need you to tell me all you know about me and the power I carry. And when you are done, I’d like your help to translate this,” I reluctantly offered him the journal. Not sure why it felt so hard to part with it, even if for a few moments.

	His face crumpled with an emotion I couldn’t place. His eyelids were heavy when he faced me again. “How did you find this?”

	“It was at Ivo’s coffer. I don’t know what it is, but Flynn thought maybe you could read it?”

	He nodded absently, and a moment later added: “Come in, nothing good ever comes from rehashing the past on an empty stomach.”

	Ten minutes later, I sat in his small living room with a considerable spread of cakes and a mug full of hot chocolate, bidding Ezer’s wife goodbye.

	“I’m sorry, Mirrah. I didn’t mean to drive you out of your home at such an early hour.”

	“Think nothing of it, my dear. You two will need quiet and I promised the kids I’d pick them up for a trek today.” They had three grandchildren and I still remembered everything Ezer said about them through the small hole in the dungeon wall between our cells. Every loving word and cherished tale. 

	“We’ll all be back for lunch,” Mirrah’s voice cut through my whirling thoughts as she closed the door.

	Silence stretched as Ezer seemed to lose himself in distant memories, wrinkled hands trailing the back of the journal. 

	Comfortable, welcoming silence. 

	So different from the terse quiet, full of hidden depth and manipulative assessment I’d grown used to share with Ivo.

	“Do you know what that is?” I asked him in a faint voice.

	“It’s your grandfather journal,” he said, finally looking at me.

	“My grand…” I shook my head and started again, “How do you… How would Ivo have it?”

	“I don’t know. Probably the same way he found you.”

	By hunting, I thought gingerly, before pushing the words racing through my mind away. There would be time for questions.

	Ezer took a deep breath and his voice sounded firmer when he said: “I can’t presume to tell you your story, Aila. You are still writing it.”

	A small twitch curved his lips.

	“But I’ll tell you mine. And maybe it will help you find some of the answers you’ve been seeking.”

	I nodded, both hands clenched around the steamy mug in front of me.

	“I was born in Kalindi a few years before the Great War. When the conflict started, I was no more than a boy entirely too in love with the idea of a great adventure. So, when my father told me we’d be travelling to the continent, it felt like my dreams were coming true. I didn’t understand that the only reason for him to let me accompany him was because he thought me safer by his side.

	“He was one of Kalindi’s military advisors and head of the Royal Heir personal guard. So, when Prince Ruan convinced the King to let him seek aid to stop the war, my father volunteered to follow.

	“At that point, the noble families had experimented with non-wielders for years, but the prince never supported it. He’d been trying to stop it since he came of age, and I think he may have welcomed the Elementalists advances at first, thinking it a way to rid the world of the stain left by those few scientists. 

	“But the war advanced and he started fearing the Elementalists sought control instead of peace. Power instead of unity.

	“By then, Kalindi was losing the war and the first rumors of a non-wielders resistance aided by magical warriors had started spreading.”

	“The Isra warriors?” My voice was a low murmur.

	“Yes. The warriors were no more than a myth that few had heard about, but we were desperate enough to turn to long lost legends. The prince and my father took a small unit and headed to the continent in search of them, hoping for an alliance.

	“It was a grueling and long trip and when we finally reached these mountains, the Elementalists’ intentions had become clear. They made their way onto our home island, destroying cities and killing every soul in their wake. The labs were the only thing they preserved.”

	Old sadness laced his words, and I couldn’t help but feel the heaviness of what every wielder had contributed to. Be it by action or silence.

	“Surprisingly, we found the warriors only a few weeks later. For my nine-year-old self, they looked like avenging Goddesses, controlling shadows and darkness with the same skill they honed their weapons. Magical, and terrifying.

	“Ilara, their leader, was beautiful and cunning, an unstoppable force.” He surveyed my face for a moment, before adding: “You are the spitting image of her, and when you wrecked the door of my cell… the trail of your shadows, your eyes,” he shook his head softly. “I knew beyond doubt who you were.”

	A lump formed in my throat. For the first time in my life, it felt like I was tethered to the history of this world. I belonged enough to someone that I looked just like them. A family.

	“Ilara’s people were a clan of warrior women, blessed by the Goddess with the ability to manipulate the veil and the power to wield the magic of the night. Sworn to protect the non-wielders for as long as magic exists in this world.

	“Eventually, prince Ruan and Ilara allied, and together they started to bring more and more non-wielders to a hidden sanctuary in the middle of the mountains.”

	“Shanti,” I supplied, and he confirmed.

	“They also fell in love. All-consuming, unstoppable love.”

	He offered me a faint smile now, sadness underpinning the fondness in his voice. The lump in my throat grew bigger, the burning in my eyes stronger.

	“By the time your father was born, Kalindi had fallen and the Elementalists had started hunting us all.”

	“Why?” I asked, still trying to make sense of a lifetime of history. My history.

	“Rumors of the warriors were gaining momentum and they were the last stronghold against their domain. The last ones who could stop them.

	“I remember little of those days. I spent most of my time looking after your father. Cassius,” his voice broke at the name, but he continued “was only a few weeks old and your grandparents had a war to fight.

	“There was council after council, plan after plan. One day they decided to evacuate Shanti. The proximity to the warriors’ temple had been a blessing at first, but with the whole of the Elementalists hunting them down it was too risky to keep the children and elders here. And Ilara wouldn’t risk Cass.

	“She convinced the prince — King then — to lead the evacuation, taking Cass through Niram lands whilst she and the other warriors took a stand in the Alizeh planes. It was the last time anyone saw darkness being wielded.

	“Something broke in the King at the loss of her. He was caring and fair, but I don’t remember ever seeing him smile again, not even for Cass. Not until you were born.”

	Ezer’s eyes were bloodshot, red stripes staining the wise, warmth of them. A lone tear rolled down my own cheek as he reached for my hand over the table. A simple, comforting touch that nearly got me sobbing.

	“I lost my father to that retreat and the King took me in. Cass, your father, became like a little brother to me and with the years I became his general and advisor.

	“I was there when he met your mother, I witnessed them falling in love and I buried them. I held you when you had mere hours, watched your first steps… I’m sorry, Aila. I’m sorry I wasn’t there when we lost you. I’m sorry I wasn’t by your side when it mattered the most.”

	I still had so many questions, but I couldn’t fight the sobs anymore. My whole body trembled with the wracking grief coursing through me, my face burning with the never-ending tears pouring from my soul.

	For twenty years I thought I’d been left behind, that my power had driven everyone away, even my parents. And now…

	Now, I cried for the family I never met, for the life I didn’t have a chance to live, but most of all I cried for the little girl who thought that hiding and running were the only choices she would ever have. 

	Ezer held me through it all. It wasn’t until my body calmed and my breathing eased that I allowed myself to look at him again. The man that kept me fighting when I was about to lose myself in a dungeon cell. 

	“You were there when it really mattered. You helped keep me whole when I was nearly broken.”

	His hold tightened around my hands and for a long while, we just stayed there, clinging to each other, nursing our pain.

	“Did he… did my father wield darkness?” My voice was hoarse and broken.

	Ezer served us some cake before replying, but when he finally spoke, he sounded as raw and pained as me.

	“Darkness is a Goddess gift to her daughters, Aila. It only runs through the female line. The sons of the warriors would often live with their fathers in the cities around the mountains, but none of them could ever wield darkness,” he sighed “Cass had a flicker of light. But he wasn’t a very skilled wielder, not without a teacher anyway.”

	“He had the King, didn’t he?”

	“By the time Cass’ powers manifested, light wielders were considered extinct, and his entire line was believed dead. He pushed and rebelled, but the King thought it was safer for him to hide.”

	He took a bite of the orange cake before continuing. “Shortly after, he met your mother, and he knew that being the wife of a Kalindi prince would only put her in danger. So, he let go.”

	“What was her name? My mother’s?”

	“Emma,” genuine fondness colored his feature “She was bright and caring. With time, she helped your father and the King make amends and let go of their grief.

	“Then you came along. Cass was beyond himself when he learned Em was pregnant. I’d never seen him so awestruck, so happy. The simple idea of you brought him hope.

	“Enough that we started considering coming back to Shanti, but our numbers were dwindling and without the protection of the warriors, it was too much of a gamble. We didn’t have enough people to keep the perimeter and if anyone ambushed us here, we’d be sitting ducks. We couldn’t risk it.”

	“Why not reclaim Kalindi?”

	“It was an outpost for the Elementalists. We didn’t know what manner of forces they had there.” he took a deep breath and continued “You were two when we got word that they’d found our camp.”

	His shoulders sagged a bit, and he averted his gaze for the first time. Something like shame crossing his features.

	“We were already planning a move to another town. Mirrah and my kids had already left with a smaller group, and I was supposed to escort you and your mother as Cass and the King oversaw the rest of the evacuation. We’d done the same thing hundreds of times. Yet, something felt different that time.”

	Ezer traced the cover of the journal once again.

	“You were restless that day. Unwilling to leave your father and grandfather behind. So, the King gave you this journal and asked you to keep it safe until you two met again.

	“You took the job with the seriousness that only a toddler princess could ever command and, finally, agreed to leave.” The softest tilt graced his mouth.

	“The travel was easy, after that. Except for a nagging feeling I couldn’t shake. Every instinct in my body told me something was wrong.”

	He paused for a few moments, as if finding the strength to continue and as much as I needed to hear every thought crossing his mind, I didn’t push it.

	“Halfway into the journey, I left you with the soldiers and doubled back. But by the time I reached your father the fight was already over. The remnants of our settlement nothing more than embers and ashes.” His voice was low and full of grief, “I buried the two of them… what I could find of them and with every step I gave after that I wondered how I was supposed to deliver the news to you and Em. And yet …”

	Tears ran freely down his face now.

	“While I dug the graves of your father and grandfather, you and your mother were attacked. I had orders to be there, to protect you,” his voice broke. “But I wasn’t. And I don’t think I’ll ever forgive myself for that.”

	I made my way around the table, kneeling by his side and taking both his hands in mine. I knew that he would have given his life for me, but the understanding and hope he gave me over the past few weeks were so much more important than anything he could have done then.

	“The pain of what happened to me is not yours to carry, Ezer. You did nothing but serve my family. You saved me when I needed you the most.” Despite the reeling thoughts and echoing pain, I sounded calmer and surer than I’d been for months.

	A shredded breath escaped him, and I could see the relief of years of guilt easing on him as I selfishly asked for the rest. I knew he was grieving those losses all over again — we both were — but I needed to know everything.

	“Is that when you took over the Alliance?”

	“No. I found the remnants of your convoy easy enough. They’d been chased and tried to run through the woods, but a cart convoy was no match for armed soldiers.

	“The result was gr-gruesome, and it took me hours to give the bodies the most dignified end I could, but you were not there. I searched for months, I travelled through every city in the area, every camp. 

	“I tried to use our contacts to find you, but we were broken then, and after losing your family, many of us thought the Elementalists had finally won. 

	“Even me.

	“I was a foolish dreamer back then; I believed in the power of good ends. What I didn’t know is that those are built from arduous work and countless tears.

	“There was no Alliance anymore, but there were rumors about an Heir to the movement: the lingering hope of a dead rebellion; the only survivor of the Elementalists cruelty. I thought that if I could spread those high and loud enough, maybe you would hear it and one day, when your magic manifested, you’d know that you were never forgotten. I moved the few of us that were left back to the mountains, we began growing again and I waited, hoping it’d be enough for you to find your way back to us.”

	“But I never knew I had light,” I murmured. “Is it true? The prophecy?”

	“Oh, Child,” his face softened as he regarded me “it was never about a prophecy. It was about where you come from, what your existence represents: love, choice, and hope.

	“Now it is about your actions. You stood against all you knew; you decided that compassion was more important than power.

	“The prophecy was never about an inescapable future, Aila. It is about every single step you took to get to this moment. Whether you decide to claim your birthright, or not.”

	My birthright… that was what this fight, this coming war was about. Not a random conflict I’d found myself in the middle of; my family’s fight; my parents’ lifegoal, the reason why they’d given everything.

	It wasn’t a mythical title that made me a part of this fight; it wasn’t the two rare powers in my veins that would get me hunted. It was my blood, my origin.

	I reached for the journal — my family journal — and traced my fingers through the pages I’d all but memorized by now.

	I opened it in the crest symbol–a circled arrow with intertwined branches–and looked at Ezer: “Do you know what it means?”

	“King Ruan drew it for Ilara. It symbolized their union: two unlikely souls intertwined in life and fighting for the same dream.”

	I let the thought sink into my heart as I wondered what else had been registered within those pages; what else I could learn about my long-lost family.

	“Will you teach me to read Kalindi?” I asked hopefully.

	“It will be my honor,” he whispered with a choked voice.
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	y mind was as quiet and gloomy as the sky on a stormy winter morning. I couldn’t help but hope the worst of the rain was behind me.

	For hours, Ezer replied to my every question with the patience and care of someone who knows what it feels like to irrevocably lose someone, to long for words and tales as if they were a loving embrace.

	As the morning ran its course, he told me about my parents and their lives, shared old stories about Kalindi and named every family portrait my grandfather had drawn through the journal’s pristine pages. 

	With every breath I tried to picture the lost faces I carried in my own faded memories. As if with enough willpower, I could bring forth the long-forgotten images from before the streets became my home.

	“I can’t remember them,” I whispered.

	“You were barely two, Aila.”

	“I’ve tried so many times when I was a kid. I used to lay awake for hours at night hoping I could picture any part of them. I had these scraps of … emotion. Like a part of my soul knew what it felt like to have someone, but I could never really remember them.” I traced the symbol on the journal once again. “This always seemed familiar, but I figured it was from Ivo’s study. Maybe it was.”

	Ezer's eyes were attentive. “Do you remember how he found you?”

	“I don’t know how I got to the town where he met me, but by the time he did, I was living on the streets for long enough to not know much else. I got by with whatever money or food I could find and sometimes one of the families would take pity on me and offer me shelter on the colder nights, but they were too hungry and desperate to want another mouth to feed permanently. The winter he found me was especially bad. At first, I thought the soldiers were bringing aid and food. They weren’t. They brought only blood and destruction.

	“I grew up thinking Ivo was there by chance, but he had to have been looking for me… for whatever reason. And it wasn’t hard either: the darkness had just started manifesting and I had very little control over it. All it took was a scary soldier and shadows scattered all around me. 

	“He saved me from that man and that town. Then he shielded me from the dangers of my power — or so he told me. I just… I wish I knew why.”

	Ezer nodded, fingers gently tapping the table. “I may not be able to help you with that question, but these long years taught me that powerful, ambitious men can rarely keep their intentions hidden for long.”

	I ran my fingers through my hair. I finally knew where I came from, yet I had more questions than ever.

	“I just … I just don’t know what to do with any of this. It changes all and nothing. It is like I don’t even know what any of it truly means.”

	Ezer's features filled with tender compassion. “I think you know exactly what it means, Aila. The question is if you are ready to accept it.”

	He told me repeatedly that once I heard his tale, there would be no going back, no ignoring his words. He was right. There was no looking past who I was. No forgetting where I came from. 

	I was a Queen and the last-standing Isra warrior. No matter what unspeakable acts my family had committed in the name of science and magic, my very existence proved there was always time to right your wrongs. There was always time to fight for those who can’t do it for themselves. 

	I was the result of that fight. I represented all that the Elementalists tried to destroy. I was the last bastion of hope for all non-wielders.

	And as I let the reality of it sink into my mind, I knew that being the Heir of Light and Dark wasn’t a curse, it was my stolen legacy. 

	“Do the others know who I truly am?” I asked

	He shook his head. “Nahla suspects you descend from a warrior, and she certainly knows enough to have figured it out. The others may assume that being the last light wielder, you could have a claim to Kalindi’s throne — if there was still one. But this is your story, Aila. It was never for me to decide what and who should know.”

	I didn’t miss the silent offer in his voice. No matter what he’d said before, he’d let me pretend none of it had ever happened if that was what I wanted. He’d let me walk away and hide from the reality of who I was. Of what I was.

	But I was tired of hiding. Of running. No matter the cost, I’d find a way to reclaim everything Ivo took away from me.

	“I want to know more about the Warriors.”

	“I was no more than a child when your grandmother died, and I was never a deeply religious man myself. But Nahla has studied the scriptures for most of her life. She may know enough of their ways to answer your questions.”
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	I stopped. Hand frozen in the air a moment before knocking on Nahla’s door. 

	Ezer had offered to come with me, but I knew I had to do this on my own. Even if, now that I was standing here, I couldn’t bring myself to do anything.

	There were so many reeling thoughts, so many implications I couldn't even begin to unravel, so many questions I didn’t know how to put in words. It was frightening, overwhelming, and confusing. 

	The need to dismantle the one-sided story Ivo had fed me my entire life had driven me to Ezer that morning, and no matter how life-altering that conversation had been, I still felt it: that same need for the truth — the whole truth — burning inside of me.

	I took a deep breath and knocked. An act as simple and final as an unavoidable death. 

	I didn’t stop to consider how I looked after the lengthy conversation with Ezer, but whatever that was, it was enough for Nahla to give me one look and know.

	“It was about time.” She signaled me inside. Her short, grey hair was combed back, the light blue tunic impeccably clean. The woman was the image of serene contemplation: calm, wise, and balanced.   

	“You were expecting me?”

	“I assumed you’d have questions eventually. It was only a matter of when.” The crinkles around her luminous, grey eyes softened as she guided me inside.

	We made our way to the small library they used for every council meeting and a part of me couldn’t help but feel comforted by the faint smell of the books.

	“Before you ask what you came here to ask, I have a question of my own,” Nahla said when I claimed one of the wingback chairs. “What is it that you want, Aila?”

	It was the first question she’d ever asked me when we met, a question I had dreaded ever since. In many ways, I was as lost now as I’d been then. 

	Except for one thing, which I knew beyond doubt: “I want to understand my legacy.”

	A glimmer of approval crossed her. “Very well. Where do you want to start?”

	“What do you know about the Isra warriors?”

	“Simple question, complex answer,” she started, a small smile grazing her lips. “They were an ancient order of warriors. Deadly and ruthless. But blessed by the Goddess all the same.”

	“Like the healers?”

	“In a way,” she nodded slowly “The healers are only touched by the Goddess, our powers only manifest upon our pledge.”

	“During the church ordain?”

	“The church and the Goddess are not one and the same. There are true followers in the temples, just as there are outside of them. Every healer pledges her life to the Goddess and when She finds an honest heart, She rewards it with healing power. The church is just a prop in the process.”

	The image of the priestess healing my tortured body crossed my mind.

	“How can an honest heart aid in torture and pain? How can the Goddess condone a church that puts Her name at the service of violent domination?” Because that was what the church chose to do every time they supported the Elementalists. Every time they chose to extend their protection and power only to rich wielders.

	Nahla took a medallion from underneath her tunic. The lines of the copper triangle encasing the crescent moon were delicate and sturdy. A remarkably similar piece to the one I’d received from the Goddess Herself months back. Her careful fingers traced its edges, fondness shining through her gaze as she continued.

	“The Goddess is a neutral being, Aila. Neither good, nor bad. She doesn’t reward virtue, she rewards conviction. It is up to us how we choose to use her blessings.”

	“And the warriors? Did she… touch them as well?”

	“They were not touched, they were made, given a piece of Her own power to protect the balance in the world. Your abilities run in your blood, are tethered to your soul. It’s yours from the day you are born.”

	I didn’t miss her choice of words. Yours. And maybe I should be surprised or worried, but I wasn’t. All I felt was certainty.

	The shadows around us swirled through the room, answering my silent command. When Nahla's attention returned to me, a faint smile played on the corner of her mouth.

	“They were supposed to rectify the actions of the First woman. To balance the power the Moon Stone bestowed to her line,” I mused, once again remembering all the unknown stories and cryptic instructions the Goddess gave me at Her temple in Nuri months before. Find your way to the Moon Stone, She’d told me.

	“They were,” Nahla confirmed. And if she was surprised by my obscure knowledge she didn’t let on.

	“So, this means the… nature of their power is different, isn’t it? Darkness and the Elemental powers?”

	“It seems that way, yes. The scriptures suggest that the warriors drew their power from the Goddess herself, from the veil if you will; Elemental magic on the other hand is powered by nature, by the world around us. But perhaps you’d be best placed to understand the differences? To feel them?”

	And I was… I knew those two powers felt as different as they could be, yet I didn’t quite understand the light enough to examine the entirety of it. 

	“Were the warriors ever bound to the church?” I asked instead.

	“No. They had their own rituals and celebrations, but they didn’t need temples and priestesses.” She sighed. “For centuries, they challenged the role of the church, but it wasn’t until the Great War that they negated them.”

	“What changed?”

	“The church supported the Elementalists. The warriors saw it as an affront to their mission.”

	“So, the church and the Elementalists destroyed them. That I understand. What I don’t seem to grasp is how I have never heard about a mystical warrior’s clan. I’ve spent years collecting every rumor about darkness wielders and yet, I’ve never heard of them.”

	She nodded, attention straying to the window as if remembering long-past days.

	“They were a secluded order. Ruthless women, leaving and training in the isolation of the mountains. They only conceived under the moon festival — the only night when men were allowed in their sanctuary, when they’d lower the warding preventing anyone not bearing their magic to walk through the land. They had no family, other than their daughters and mothers, no connections beyond a few villages scattered through the plains. After centuries, they dwindled, slowly forgotten to the world beyond their borders.

	“By the time the Great War started, there were only a few hundred left in the order and apart from those living near these mountains, very few believed them anything more than a myth.”

	“As forgotten as the Moon Stone.”

	“In a way.”

	“What is it really, after all? The Stone, I mean.”

	“Some sort of old relic, dating back to the First woman. If the stories I heard are truth, it is what ultimately bound Elemental magic to her descendants. But I doubt there is a living soul that knows more than that. Just as I doubt many remember where your kind of power comes from.”

	I was quiet for a long time. We both were. Me reigning in my errant thoughts; Nahla sorting through whatever phantoms occupied her own mind. 

	“History is made and commanded by the victorious, Aila. It wasn’t hard to wipe a dying myth from memory.” 

	“How could they protect the non-wielders if they never left the mountains?”

	“That was the reason behind many arguments, my dear.”

	She spoke with surprising conviction. Ezer said she’d studied scriptures, but this — all of this — didn’t seem the type of knowledge one would find in a library. Just as the emotion in her features was not that of a scholar. 

	“How do you even know all of this?” Disbelief coated my words.

	Her lips twitched, sadness seeping through her face: “My aunt was a warrior. She died during the war.”

	Before I knew what I was doing I reached for her hand: “I’m sorry.”

	“It was a long time ago, my dear. But thank you.”

	Ezer’s voice played in the back of my mind, and I couldn’t help but wonder if Nahla’s father was like mine.

	“Shouldn’t you wield…?”

	“My father wasn’t a warrior’s son. My grandfather married after his participation in the moon festival, but he never stopped visiting his elder daughter. When he was allowed, of course.”

	“What happened to the warrior’s sons?” 

	“They were sent to live with their fathers, but most would visit the sanctuary during the festival.”

	“Was there ever an exception? A mother who couldn’t part with her son?” 

	“Once. Their last leader, Ilara.”

	I couldn’t help the amazement at the deep emotion a name that I’d heard only that morning could elicit.

	“She kept her son?” I asked despite knowing the answer.

	“She fell in love.” Her eyes softened, “She left the sanctuary, unable to leave her family behind and unwilling to retreat from the world any longer. Many chose to follow her, my aunt included. Eventually they took their final stand against the Elementalists not far from here.”

	“And the ones who stayed at the temple?”

	“They were also found. Their whole kind was decimated, their existence forgotten.”

	I wondered if there was someone else like me in the world. Hidden, confused, alone.

	“Was it common for their power to skip a generation?” 

	“It never happened before. Or at least I’ve never seen or heard any mention of it.”

	“So, am I really the only one?” I blurted the words before I could think better of it.

	“I’m afraid so, my dear. I’m afraid so.”

	Somber silence filled the void between us. I wanted to know more, to learn more, but I needed time. Time to understand, time to heal the pieces of my soul, time to accept the finality of the answers I’d searched for my entire life.

	I didn’t know how much of my emotions Nahla could read, but her voice was barely a whisper when she sat on the edge of the table in front of me. She raised my chin until I faced her entirely.

	“How long did it take for you to learn I was a healer?”

	“A few weeks after I arrived, I guess.”

	“Have you ever wondered why it took you so long?”

	A part of me assumed they didn’t trust me with the information, but even as the thought crossed my mind, I knew it wasn’t right. Before I could answer the unexpected question, she said:

	“My healing is just a tool, just one way in which I take care of my people. Your power doesn’t define you, Aila. Your actions do. Never forget that.”
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	y body grew tauter, my head heavier. I’d been too accustomed to hide and deny, too comfortable living with half-truths and pitied thoughts. But with every moment I wasted feeling sorry for myself, Ivo gained one more soldier, one more ounce of power.

	So, hours later, when misguided instinct begged me to go back into stupor and my body threatened to freeze in panicked terror, I reminded myself of what my life represented. Of why I decided to walk away from Ivo in the first place.

	I was done taking the easy path, I was done accepting his words over my true story. Maybe my feelings for him would always be confusing and twisted, but I knew where I came from now and I refused to have anyone but myself to blame for my next choices.

	So, I ignored the urge to throw myself into, yet another numbing run up the mountains and sought Leon. 

	The training shed was empty after the usual mid-afternoon training session. No movement or noise other than the few voices traveling from the open door of the backroom. 

	It was a small but tidy space with weapons racks covering the walls, boxes with shields and arrows piled in the corner. At the center, a simple wooden desk covered with maps attentively studied by six large soldiers.

	Leon liked talking to his men where they felt more comfortable. No strategy room, no rank. The general was a leader, as he was a friend: honest and reliable. And anyone who knew him could only love him more for it. 

	Now, he’d need to prepare them for the worst. To tell the men that would follow him to the end of the earth that they may need to do it through a bloody, unforgivable war. 

	I waited, for no matter how much I wanted my friend, those men needed their leader.

	It wasn’t long before they all set off, leaving an uncommonly bleak Leon behind.

	He held the table with tense shoulders and white knuckles while lowered eyes catalogued the map spread out in front of him. 

	I leaned against the door frame and quietly watched him.

	“I don’t wanna lead them to their deaths.” The quiet and weak voice was a stark contrast to the playful, vivid tone he usually adopted. 

	My heart ached with the worry etched on his face, yet I had no words of wisdom to offer him, no kind lie to ease his mind. 

	I claimed the spot by his side. “You don’t get to decide their deaths any more than you decide their lives.”

	“I’m leading them to war, Ace. I’m deciding enough.”

	“You are giving them a chance to fight for a world they can be proud of.”

	“A world most of them won’t live long enough to see.”

	“Maybe. But people don’t join rebellions for the chance of dying in a warm, safe bed.”

	He scoffed; a bitter smile tugged at the corner of his lip when his gaze finally found mine: “No, we do it for the foolish dreams that keep us free. Until they drag us by the heels to our deaths.”

	I reached for his hand, taking a moment to breathe and let the weight of his words sink into my soul. I knew Leon didn’t take his role lightly, he didn’t like to gamble with other people’s lives — especially when the odds seemed stacked against us. But he’d do it. He’d lead every soldier and he’d die by their side if necessary. If it bought us a chance. 

	I prayed I’d have the same courage.

	“For what it’s worth, there is no one else I’d follow into a desperate battle. And I think all of your men would do the same.”

	He let out a shredded breath and some of the tension left his body. His grip was unwavering on my hands even as he tried to deflect with a more relaxed and familiar tone:

	“I doubt you came here to profess your undying trust in me.”

	“You think too little of me,” I quipped.

	“I didn’t. Until you stood me up for training this morning.” His eyebrows shot up in a silent question.

	“Sorry. I got… busy.” 

	“For a moment I thought Wheelan had convinced you to go, after all,” he mused as he put away the maps still spread in the desk.

	“Where?”

	“Scout. Didn’t he find you last night?”

	“Yeah, but …” Before I even finished the thought, I realized I never questioned why Flynn had searched for me. 

	It didn’t matter anymore. Not when he was far away, and not when I finally knew what I had to do.

	I shoved the thoughts away and said in a firm voice: “I need help.”

	Leon’s attention snapped to me. I didn’t use those words often. If I was being honest with myself, I hadn't done much besides training or drinking myself to oblivion over the last few months. Something Flynn had been annoyingly pointing out for a while now. 

	I reached for the warm power I’d spent the last few months trying to ignore. The small piece of my father that still lived in me.

	Gently, I called it forth, summoning its bright presence and bending it into a small kernel of blinding white in the palm of my hand.

	“I can barely summon it,” I said just as the tiny ball of light flickered and disappeared. “I never really had a teacher. The shadows were always around me; I just had to grab and bend them. I never had to learn how to call them forth,” I explained.

	“I’m no teacher, but I’ll show you all I know,” he said with what sounded like a note of relief in his voice.

	Being so deep in the mountains there was no shortage of hidden clearings and caves. It took us less than an hour to find a grotto big enough to hide us — well, me — from an unwanted audience. 

	The never-ending sound of a waterfall–one of many in the area–wafted through in a soothing and welcoming cover to our conversation. We were as hidden as anyone could reasonably be.

	We still had a few hours before dusk, and I was determined to make the most out of it. After so long running from this power, I now longed to feel it coursing through my veins.

	Still, it eluded me. No matter how much focus I put into that small kernel of light, it was invariably smothered.

	“You’re overthinking it, Ace,” Leon said leaning against a large rock and plopping a pebble up and down. “Don’t force it, feel it.”

	“And how exactly should I do that?”

	“What did you do that first time? How did you call it to you?”

	“I didn’t. I was too busy trying to hold on to the last scrap of my conscience, you know?” I sounded petty even to my own ears, but he stubbornly ignored my temper, just like he’d been doing for the past hour.

	“Exactly,” he said as if it explained everything. “Let your instinct take over. Trust yourself. You may not know what to do, but your body does.”

	And for hours and days, I tried.

	Over and over, I tried to coax the light to me, to hold onto that small thread of power in my core. 

	Over and over, I failed.

	“Have you heard of them? It’s been over a week.” I asked Leon one afternoon, pushing the building frustration out of my mind.

	Even with the towering trees filtering the worst of the sun, the day was bright and hot outside our little cave. Sweat ran down my back and I couldn’t help but think that the nearby waterfall sounded like the most enticing thing I’d heard in years. Inviting to the point of madness.

	“Not for the past two days.”

	At which point, they were placed just before the outpost where Bren’s spies were last seen. 

	“I don’t like it.”

	“Not having control or not being with him?” he asked, teasing mischief in his voice.

	I rolled my eyes: “I just don’t like not knowing what is happening to them, that is all.”

	“Are you ever going to tell me what happened when they left? What changed your mind about all this?” He signaled our little training spot.

	It was a long-time coming question. Still, one I would happily ignore for a while longer.

	I sighed: “Let’s just say there were many truths I needed to hear.”

	Leon nodded. I knew he would let the birds singing fill the silence between us instead of pushing for an explanation I wasn’t sure I wanted to give, yet… I owed him more than that.

	“Turns out the power inside of me is not the curse I believed it to be. It is the only piece I have from a family I can’t remember.”

	I sensed him turning to me, patiently waiting for me to continue.

	“Ezer knew my family, knew me, since before I was born.”

	“Well, that at least explains how he was so sure you were the Heir.”

	 “Apparently I’m the spitting image of my grandmother,” I smiled. “It is weird to belong to someone, to have a real family. To feel my heart break in grief over people I don’t even remember. Then, maybe that is exactly why I feel it.”

	He offered me a hand and pulled me to sit by his side.

	“It begs the question: how did he know you? And does he know what happened to your family?”

	“They died, I got lost and was eventually found by Ivo,” I shrugged. “Knowing how doesn’t really change much.” 

	“And years later you found yourself with Ezer for a cellmate. No one can say the Goddess doesn't appreciate some good old drama,” he scoffed. 

	The well-needed, if slightly bitter humor eased the knot in my throat. As I suspected he knew it would.

	After a heartbeat, he continued: “You’ll never know what it would be like to have them in your life, but sometimes we find family along the way.” A small waver in his voice drew my gaze back to him. “You’ve been part of mine for a while now.”

	Whether it was for the deep tone of his voice or the gentle bump on my shoulder, I knew those words were as important to him as they were to me.

	For a moment, I let all the feelings I didn’t know how to put in words flicker in my features. Then, I furrowed my brows and said in mock consideration: “Well, I suppose I always wanted a brother.”

	“Goddess spare me! You’re just like my little sister.” He shook his head, amusement and longing coating his expression.

	“Undeniably smart and charming?”

	“Insufferable.” He didn’t bother hiding the grin on his face and I met him in kind. After throwing a small pebble at him, that is.

	It wasn’t until the echoes of our unguarded laugh died out that I asked: “Is your family alive?”

	Leon's eyes glazed over, and he turned away. The silence stretched long enough for me to wonder if he would reply. Eventually, he said: “Some of them. But sometimes I don’t know if it is a good thing.”

	“Your sister?”

	He silently shook his head.

	I didn’t know what scars he carried around but judging by his uncanny ability to understand my own feeling towards Ivo, I could guess enough.

	“Wanna talk about it?” 

	“Not particularly. Do you?” 

	“Can’t really talk about what I don’t fully understand yet.”

	“You don’t have to understand something to have feelings about it.” 

	 “I just can’t shake this idea that if I don’t command the light, I’ll be failing them. Leaving behind the one thing I have from them.”

	“You can’t command it, Aila. I don’t know how your darkness work, but elemental magic can’t be commanded, it needs to be… embraced.” He turned his body to me; excitement building is his voice. “The light is all around you, beneath the veil that covers this world. A wielder doesn’t own its magic. We simply channel it across that veil. Think of it as helping the magic find a way to pierce through that invisible barrier.”

	“Is that why I saw Aiden’s power collecting that day in Urian?”

	“That,” he said slowly, “I don’t know. What I do know is that we all tap into the magic beyond the veil. The power of a wielder is about how much of that magic he can safely channel across it without spending their own energy beyond measure. In that sense your darkness and our elemental magic seem to be similar. But I’ve never heard of anyone being able to sense or see the threads of someone else’s power.”

	My mind started racing. 

	Your abilities run in your blood, are tethered to your soul. Nahla’s words came to the forefront of my mind. 

	If Nahla’s interpretation of the scriptures was right, my shadows came from the veil itself. I never had to breach beyond it to access it.

	All this time I’d treated the light in much the same way as the darkness, even though they were never the same. 

	Without another word, I darted back to the cave. Leon closely behind me, a windy shield forming around him.

	I knew what I had to do. I had to embrace who I was, what I was. Embrace every little piece of my soul, every flaw, every dream. 

	I had to accept there was more to me than pure darkness.

	Become a conduit for the power lying beyond the veil.

	I reached for the kernel of light nestled in my core and gently coaxed it to the forefront of my mind. No doubts or demands. Ever so slowly it brightened, warmed. Begging me to surrender to the pure vibrancy of its existence.

	Without thought, I let it flow through me. Not a kernel, a thread into the world. 

	I felt it as warm light ran through my limbs, its velvety feeling deliciously foreign against my soul. The opposite of the cold, silky shadows in every way. Where my shadows were powerful and protective, this was gentle and demanding. 

	With the hint of a smile forming on my lips I finally felt the symmetry of the two powers running in me. Not a competing force, not an overpowering feeling. Just complete and absolute balance grounding me.

	Soon, I felt the bright glow leaking through my skin, encompassing me, as I pushed it further and further, testing its limits. 

	Suddenly, every word Leon uttered made sense: I didn’t own this magic, I borrowed it. I didn’t command it, I asked of it. And my ability to wield would only ever be as great as my respect for it.

	As understanding dawned, we became one. The magical thread locked into place. A permanent connection to the world around me, to whatever reality existed beyond our own.

	My lips quirked and I finally lifted my head back to Leon, an ever-burning ball of scorching light floating steadily in between my hands.
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	elief washed over me as Ruby descended the main track to Shanti three weeks later, Bren and Flynn following closely behind.

	I’d spent those days making myself busy with council needs, be it monitoring correspondence or helping Leon intensify the soldier trainings. Beyond that every spare second went into learning my own elemental magic. I had no time to dwell on anything else, no desire to run away from the realities of my life. And be it my newfound purpose or the constant tiredness that followed, I felt centered. Even the nightmares seemed to evade me.

	Those would have been peaceful and fulfilling weeks — or as close to it as possible with war looming over our heads — if not for the gnawing worry eating at me with the lack of news on their little party. 

	Leon spent every hour he could spare with me, and I knew I wouldn’t have gained even an inch of the control I now had over the light without his patient instruction. 

	I’d respected him before, trusted him. Now, I understood the glimmer of admiration I saw in every one of his soldiers.

	The general and I never spoke about our families and fears again, and I didn’t ask Ezer for any further stories about my long-lost parents. One day, I hoped, I would be ready to hear more about my heritage, but for now I needed my feelings to set and my wounds to mend. 

	I did, however, ask Nahla to use whatever little memory she had to help me find the location of the Isra Warriors temple. 

	“There are very few people alive that know of that temple,” she’d told me one morning, “and although we couldn’t pinpoint the location, we’ve identified the valley where it was.”

	“Are you sure?” Excitement squeezed my guts and hammered in my chest.

	“As much as one can be after sixty years,” she confirmed cocking her head.

	A grin made its way to my lips, and she continued: “It is a few days from here and I don’t believe it is going to be hard to locate it. There were gates guiding the way. Similar to the archway leading to this very town.”

	“Thank you, Nahla.” 

	“Don’t thank me yet, child. I don’t know what you’ll find there. As far as I know, the place is nothing but a grave.”

	Concern twisted the lines of her face. She thought me hopeful that I’d find a story in the ruins, a past I could lay a claim over. But it didn’t matter what I would find, as long as I walked their steps and knew their land. 

	Whatever was left of the once great order, it would still be a piece of me. Somewhere to place my grief and honor my dead. 

	I didn’t know if I would ever have a chance to do the same with Kalindi.

	Besides, I had gone through every book I could procure in search of the Goddess’ Moon Stone and found absolutely nothing. What better place to continue my search than in her fabled first temple? 

	I simply said: “I know.” And started planning an excursion. And that was all I had been doing until I saw the three familiar faces nearing the town.

	A heartbeat was all that took for me to leave all thoughts behind and meet them halfway. Lost temples and legendary warriors completely forgotten. For at that moment, all I cared about was the fact that they were back, safe. That I hadn’t lost anyone else. 

	They were dusty and worn. Dark circles under dull eyes, sagged shoulders, and muddy clothes. I recognized all the signs of a brutal trek through unused roads. I’d taken a similar journey not a year before.

	Yet, Ruby’s embrace was as steady as I remembered, her words as spirited as always. She had a newfound sheen in her features. “I knew you’d miss us,” she quipped. 

	“I won’t bother to scold you for not sending news. Ezer can have the honor later,” I tossed her a side look as I turned to Bren.

	“We hardly had messengers at our disposal in the woods,” the red-haired girl offered in her usual charming tone. Truth be told, I’d missed even that. 

	Just as I had missed the soothing presence of the one person I’d ignored so far. Unable to resist it any longer, I let my gaze draw back to Flynn. 

	A layer of light stubble covered his jaw in a uniform, almost enticing way. I found myself fighting the urge to touch it.

	His golden stare found me, locking me in. And any hopes I had of ignoring the ever-conflicting feelings he elicited in me, vanished. Once again, I was drawn to the inevitability of him and this time, I didn’t fight it. 

	His mere presence was an electric shock running through my whole being. The familiar sight of him bringing forth a sharp, twisting feeling in my stomach and a soft shiver at my neck as heat spread through my skin.

	I let relief fill my heart as I took in every line of his body, reassuring myself he was fine. But there was something different.

	In place of the burning, intense stare I’d grown used to, only cold detachment was left. No quirked-up lips or teasing words graced his mouth. In truth, he seemed to not even notice me.

	“Now,” Bren continued, oblivious to my flipping stomach and rambling thoughts, “I need a bath, and we need a meeting.”

	I tore my attention from Flynn’s long enough to say: “I’ll fetch the others and meet you at Nahla’s for dinner.” When I turned back, he was gone. Never sparing me another glance.
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	That night’s meeting was dreary. Nothing but bad — if expected — news poured from Bren and Ruby’s mouths. The Elementalists were amassing an army, or at least Niram was; Aiden was believed to be leading it; albeit with less focus and speed, Ivo continued to leave blood in his wake and with every town and village he decimated, his influence with the crown grew.

	But at some point, we started planning. And then, we acted.

	There was nothing to suggest a complete mobilization from the Elementalists, so far it seemed a concentrated act from Niram, organized with their spare forces. But we needed to confirm it.

	Bren dispatched notes sending every scout toward Nuri and the other Kingdoms' capitals to gauge the size of the forces behind them. Leon and Ezer planned our own position. Nahla revised the inventory of every tonic and salve. And if any of the newly arrived council members found my more participative demeanor a surprise, they didn’t comment on it.

	Flynn offered his knowledge of Niram’s forts and tactics, filling in the gaps of my own educated guesses on Ivo’s and Aiden’s plans. Yet, not once did he look at me, not once did he tease me. His presence seeped cold detachment.

	It was clear I hadn’t been the only one affected by the dark, twisted words we’d shouted in that clearing. The spark of sharp smugness was gone from all our polite interactions, and I couldn’t say I was surprised by the void it left behind. 

	A void that soon turned out too big for me to ignore.

	For days, we all met every night. Revising plans, re-discussing tactics. Ruby’s now permanent presence in these meetings offered a fresh, encouraging perspective when bleak thoughts became too vivid. And her and Bren’s not-so-furtive glances at each other became a source of much needed entertainment.

	But as amusing as it was watching them dance around each other, not even that was enough to continue to distract me from the maddening wait for new information and the infuriating distance Flynn intently kept.

	“You’ve been avoiding me,” I accused as I stepped in his way after a particularly dire meeting.

	It was the third time he’d left Nahla’s house early and furtively. Except this time, I wasn’t inclined to let him. I’d spent enough time hiding from difficult conversations over the past few months.

	I watched as he lazily tucked his hands into his pockets: “That is not how I’d describe it.” And when I made no motion to move or speak, he added: “I’m surprised you’ve even noticed it.”

	I ignored the poorly hidden criticism. “How would you describe it then?”

	“I’m keeping my distance.”

	“You know that is the same thing, right?”

	“It’s what you’ve been trying to get from everyone for a while now. Shouldn’t you be happy?”

	“That is not what…”

	He interrupted before I could continue: “Was it just me that you wanted far away then?” he shrugged. “Well, one way or another you got it.”

	I took a deep breath. It had been only a few weeks, but I knew I’d made progress, I knew I was… well, better.  And as much as it annoyed me that he completely disregarded it, I also knew he had more than a fair reason for it.

	“I did a lot of stupid things, said a lot of things I shouldn’t have said. And I may have been particularly bad with you…” I didn’t know what drove me to say it, not when it didn’t quite change anything, but I couldn’t bare this cold limbo anymore. “I just want you to know I’m really sorry for being a brat.”

	For a moment, he studied me with the eagerness of a drowning man grasping for air. 

	Assessing. 

	Deciding.

	Until the edge of a familiar, smug smile quirked up his lips and he took a step closer to me.

	“Missing me, love?” His voice was a soft caress.

	“No,” I said perhaps too fast.

	He tugged my chin up and a shock of buzzing energy ran through me at the touch of his skin, leaving my stomach uneasy and my lungs breathless.

	“Liar,” he said hoarsely.

	I knew then that I had a choice. I could leave and pretend this conversation was never more than a simple, well-deserved apology. We’d be polite about it, but he’d continue to keep his distance and I would pretend not to care. 

	Or, and that was a big or, I could brave one more uncomfortable truth.  

	I matched his intense glare and held it until the world blurred and reality narrowed to the two of us in that single, defining moment. No games. No masks. 

	“You are a reminder, Wheelan. You always will be. Just not in the way you think.” I searched him for any sign that he didn’t want the admission I was about to pour at his feet. I found nothing. “Somehow, you knew I was no sweet lady — even when you weren’t supposed to — and one way or another, you witnessed every painful step that brought me here.” I breathed deeply, holding on to every ounce of courage I still had left. “You are a reminder of the naïve and cruel pieces of me, as much as of the fierceness I never knew I had. And I …”

	I trailed off, the words failing me.

	“What?” he encouraged me in no more than a murmur.

	“You didn’t flinch when you saw my power. Be it darkness or light.” I ran over every line of his features again, desperately trying to find a clue to his thoughts.

	His breath caressed my face and I realized we were mere inches apart now. Our bodies always seeming to drift closer to each other.

	“You saw all of me. Every raging, vile piece of me. My weakest and my lowest. And you didn’t balk.” 

	“No.”

	“I can’t help but wonder, will you? Will you ever shy away from me?”

	Can I ever trust you?

	He hesitated. A raging battle flickering in his gaze, tensing the muscles on his neck and setting his jaw. 

	When he spoke again, his voice was soft, his shoulders dropping, tired. No fight left in him. No shields.

	“Scars and pain don't scare me, Aila. What you call weakness, I call strength. What you call low, I call fighting. There is not a piece of you that I fear. I want to see all of you. I always have.”

	A small, intimate smile found its way to my lips, and I whispered. “I’ll try to remember that, Flynn.” 

	His name felt warm on my tongue, surprisingly familiar. And the small hitch of his breath told me he understood this moment and my choice of using his first name for what it was: a small step to stop avoiding a pull neither of us had any hope to control. A small step to accept we could, after all, be friends.

	With a foreign peace rolling through me, I bid him good night and went home to a dreamless sleep.  

	 

	[image: IconDescription automatically generated]

	 

	There was nothing we could do but wait. Without news from Bren’s new scouts, we were blind. So, I trained harder and longer. Even if I knew that it wouldn’t be enough to stop a whole army. 

	“News on her brother?” I asked Bren during one of the rare breakfasts we had alone.

	“A boy matching his description joined us around the time he disappeared.”

	“Where is he stationed?”

	“If I traced it correctly, Tefnut.”

	The Kingdom of Water.

	“So, what now?”

	“I wrote to my parents. We’ll have to wait and see if they can arrange to send him here.”

	Bren's parents had been central to building Shanti, years before. And when they decided to relocate to an outpost in Tefnut, Bren replaced them at the council. 

	I nodded, and again we waited. 

	We waited even as we knew that what we really needed were allies. We waited even as we questioned if anything could stop the war brewing on the horizon. We waited even though that was the very last thing we wanted to do. 

	But it wasn’t until the next scouts' messages arrived in Shanti that we truly knew how dire our situation was. Niram didn’t seem to have the official backing of the Elementalists, but they were undeniably rounding up troops. Ivo’s crusade had been put on hold and every man not on border duty re-assigned back to Nuri. 

	Tens of thousands had begun to amass and to top it all off, Alizeh had started mobilizing to send their support. 

	That was more than a squabble with Niram. Whether the Elementalists moved as one or not, having Niram and Alizeh combining their efforts was enough to ensure open-ended war. 

	Our only saving grace was that large armies across two different Kingdoms needed time to organize. Especially when a mountain range sat between them.

	“How many can we round up?” I asked, as we all sat around the hearth in the center of the village.

	Nahla’s house was now a mess of healing supplies potions and balms. No hope of finding a seat, let alone host a council meeting.

	“Fifty thousand, if we are lucky,” Leon’s voice was barely louder than the fire he so intensely stared at.

	“And if Alizeh aids Niram? Do we know?”

	“If my…” Leon trailed off before continuing, “Their combined forces can easily double ours. And that is without even touching their reserve forces. Or involving the full mighty of the Elementalists.”

	“Double doesn’t seem so bad?” Ruby offered.

	“They would have fully trained and equipped soldiers,” Bren countered softly. “We have brave people, but most of them didn’t pick up a sword until they joined us, and we hardly have the same type of weapons.”

	“Fighting for freedom can go a long way,” Ruby insisted.

	“It can, but we shouldn’t rely on that without knowing where Tlaloc and Tefnut stand,” Ezer chimed in.

	“Do we have any news?” I turned to Bren.

	“No signs of movement.” She shrugged. “They may be stalling, but then again, they may be concealing their troops. We don’t have as much of a network in those Kingdoms.”

	“We can’t just sit and wait,” I said.

	“Well, we do have something they don’t,” Bren put rather delicately before glancing at me.

	“That won’t be enough,” I said. And it was the truth.

	As much as I’d been training, I’d still had a basic knowledge of what my power could do. Between light being decimated and darkness never more than a legend, Leon and I had mostly been going from wild theories during my training. And that meant a long, laborious process. It meant time we didn’t have.

	“It might,” she insisted.

	Leon turned in my direction, his attention locking on me with gentle, silent encouragement. They didn’t know about our training sessions, no one did.

	With a deep breath I called to the warmth now burning in my core. I let it rise to the surface, feeling the ember in me connect with the world around, trailing energy through my body. I molded it into a ball of scalding light in the middle of my hands. It grew and pulsed in tempo with every beat of my heart.

	Half a thought had talons of pure shadows encircling my arms, reaching, and dancing around the unmoving bright orb.

	I looked each of them in the eyes: surprise, amazement, and pride flickered through their faces. And I knew that even if I left much of my personal story out of it, that little display was a fresh sliver of good news.

	It was hope.

	For a moment, I let the feeling spread as I took comfort in the presence of the people I’d chosen. Then I said in a soft voice, laced with the sadness of a terrifying reality none of us could deny: “It doesn’t matter how much and what kind of power I can wield, doesn’t matter how much of a symbol I can become. I can’t stop an army on my own, Bren. We need allies, not legends.” I allowed the magic to fade.

	“Still, that was nothing short of amazing,” Bren countered after a few heavy, pained moments of silence.

	“What do you have in mind?” Flynn’s gaze was warm and pleased, his voice raw with a… reverence I wasn’t used to hear. It sent shivering waves through my spine that had nothing to do with the night chill.

	“Tlaloc,” I said.

	“Ace,” Leon started to object.

	“I know we discussed this,” I retorted. “I was in a really bad place. In many ways, I still am. But it doesn’t mean it isn’t worth considering it.”

	“What do you think you’ll get there?” Flynn asked.

	“I know Ivo left unfinished business behind and I know I can use it.”

	“Why are you so sure? I followed that man around for years and never found anything useful about him.”

	“You didn’t find me, either. Did you?” I challenged.

	The side tug of his lips was nothing short of distracting.

	“I can’t explain, Wheelan. I just know,” I added before he had a chance to interrupt me. “He did raise me, after all.”

	“So, we knock at Tlaloc’s door and hope they come to our aid because of some grudge Ivo may have left behind?” Leon pushed.

	“I’m not stupid!” I scowled. “We find who exactly Ivo is and why he left, then we play it to our advantage.”

	“He may not — ” 

	I cut Flynn before he had a chance to annoy me. “He is part of that family, Wheelan. There is not a single doubt in my mind.”

	Silence stretched out once again as they all pondered the risks and gains of such a desperate move. As they tried to determine how much of my opinions and certainties were driven by grief. Can’t exactly blame them for that now, can I?

	“It may not be the worst idea,” Ezer finally spoke, and it felt like a ripple of acceptance.

	It took him a moment, but… “Fine. But we leave in two days, and you’ll have a week there,” Leon relented.

	“Two weeks.”

	“Ten days,” he grumbled. “We don’t know where they stand, and I won’t waste a minute more than we need.”

	I nodded. “You should stay.”

	The glare he gave me was so murderous that I quickly added: “I didn’t mean I’ll go alone! I’ll take whomever you want me to, but you need to be here. The soldiers need you here, you can’t prepare them from a distance.”

	He shook his head: “There is no one else I trust to guide you through Alizeh territory. And there is nothing I can do until their army moves from Nuri anyway. Bren and Ezer will have it under control until then.”

	A part of me wished I’d have time to follow Nahla’s instructions to the Goddess’ first temple, to make peace with that last piece of my unknown story before I crossed the mountains and chased elusive odds. But the biggest, wisest part of me knew that it didn’t really matter. Not unless we survived the brewing war. 

	“We leave in two nights,” I agreed, pushing down the flicker of disappointment blossoming in my heart.

	We’d cross the mountains into Alizeh territory and then go by horse as deep as we could into Tlaloc. If we travelled fast enough, we could arrive near Toci — the capital — in a little less than a month. An excruciating month.

	I had many impossible things to accomplish in the ten days Leon had granted me, but I knew beyond doubt I was right. I knew that all I needed was a chance to talk to Ivo’s brother, all I needed was a chance and I’d convince him to ally with us. No matter the cost.

	I knew I had a card or two to buy me an audience with a foreign King in the ten days Leon had granted me, the real question was how I’d gain his ear.

	As irritating as it was to admit it, I couldn’t do it alone. I needed someone as well versed in court politics as myself.

	I needed Flynn Wheelan.
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	uby dragged me away from Bren’s living room and my quest to commit all of Toci’s maps to memory. 

	Once there, I’d only have a few days to find my way through Tlaloc’s capital. Acquainting myself with the city would have to be a more theoretical task than I’d like. And one I wouldn’t be able to keep up with during the grueling pace Leon was prepared to keep on our way there.

	“Having fun once in a while won’t kill you,” she remarked as I mumbled that I had no time for frivolities.

	“It is a goodbye dinner, Aila. Stop being so melodramatic. A few hours won’t change anything.”

	Maybe she was right, but I had never enjoyed these types of events. I made my life’s mission to avoid as many functions at the palace as I possibly could. And even if I knew dinner in Shanti would be nothing like dinner at the palace, even if I did care for these people — which was more than I could say for most of the ladies and lords at the Fire Kingdom, it was still … well, an event. 

	There’d be more people there than I ever interacted with outside of training. And a not-so-quiet part of me feared I would feel as much an outsider here as I felt at Nuri.

	But despite my doubts and fears, I let her drag me step after step until I caught sight of the celebration in the central square.

	The whole town had come together around the hearth. The usually ample square was filled with barrels of wine and small tables. Fragrant tomato and onion dressing, bread and big roasted garlic bulbs laid spread on various trays.

	“It’s a barbecue,” Ruby grinned as the delicious smell of smoked meat engulfed me.

	To the corner, a surprisingly tuned band played a merry song that permeated the wild sounds of chatter and laughter.

	A pint of beer was suddenly thrusted at my hand from Goddess knows where, as smiles and warm welcomes traveled through the air around us.

	The night was wild and lively, a veil of unguarded happiness and freedom lacing every corner and every sound. They needed this. We needed this, I realized. It was the most potent reminder of why we couldn’t — wouldn’t — ever give up. Of why I refused to keep running away from the hand life had dealt me.

	A warm, bubbly feeling burst through me, and I grinned.

	“Not so bad, is it?” Ruby asked as we stopped at one of the tables.

	“It is not,” I admitted.

	“Have you ever eaten it?” she asked as her hands made quick work of slicing the bread and filling it with a piece of meat and some of the tomato dressing.

	I’d heard of such gatherings and food, but it was far too simple for the elaborate dinners served at court. And even though we had parties at the villa where Ivo brought me up, it was nothing as indulgent and informal as any of this. 

	“I’ve cooked meat on campfires before?” 

	“Not the same.” She grinned. “On a campfire, you use the fire to roast, on a barbecue you use the embers.” She didn’t miss my arched brown. “Don’t look at me like that! I swear it makes a difference.”

	She carefully unwrapped one of the garlic cloves, its interior as soft as butter, and spread it inside the bread before closing it off.

	“This,” she explained as she did it “is my secret ingredient. The garlic stayed a few hours in the embers. It is pure delight now.”

	When she was done, she offered me the bread and watched me expectantly as I took a bite. The smoked flavor of the meat, the sweetness of the garlic and the tanginess of the tomato dressing were perfect, irresistible pleasure dancing on my tongue.

	Simple, yet incredible.

	“It’s delicious,” I relented.

	“I bet you don’t miss that fancy cook at the palace now,” she said with a wink.

	True laughter exploded out of me. 

	“Thank you for dragging me out here.” 

	She nodded and we continued to make our way around the square. Silly conversation flying between us and warming my heart.

	I would miss this place when we left in the morning, and I’d miss her. 

	“Come with us,” I asked. Even though a part of me recoiled from the idea of putting her in danger again.

	Her lips twitched softly, and I knew she wouldn’t even before the first word left her mouth.

	“You know I don’t have the skills for what you’ll need to do, not yet.”

	“I’ll miss you.”

	“I know. Me too. But I can make myself more useful if I stay.”

	There was no denying she was right.

	“Besides, Bren will need help.” A faint blush crept its way up her neck, and I couldn’t help but grin back at her.

	“Are you happy?”

	“I am,” she confirmed without a moment of hesitation.

	“Bren better make sure it stays that way,” I added, and we both knew I was only half-joking.

	“I can take care of myself, you mother-hen.”

	She could. It didn’t mean I wouldn’t worry. She’d gone through enough and I somehow knew she would go through more. We all would.

	“We’ve been trying to find him,” I told her. For months, I’d debated whether to raise her hopes before we had anything concrete, but something at the prospect of me leaving and war approaching made hope seem like the most — the only — important thing. “Bren has been helping me track down your brother.”

	Ruby went utterly still as she turned to me. The words clearly sinking into her head.

	“I promised I would find him for you, but holed up here…” I trailed off. “Anyway, Bren is using the Alliance network.”

	“Have you found anything?”

	“Nothing concrete yet, but we think he joined our ranks and ended up in Tefnut.”

	“Tefnut?”

	I nodded. “Bren’s parents are stationed there; we should hear from them soon.”

	She nodded slowly, unfazed by the noise around us. “How long?” she demanded a few moments later. “How long have you been looking for him?”

	“Since we arrived here. I didn’t want to give you false hope but I — I made you a promise, Ruby. I intend to keep it.”

	She hugged me. Fierce and unwavering. 

	“Thank you,” the words brushed my ears, “but don’t you ever leave me out of the loop again.”

	A small laugh escaped me as I agreed.

	Not long after that we found Bren seated on a log, watching as a mildly drunken Leon and Flynn tried their way with a guitar a few meters away.

	 We lazily asked for songs, and they tried to indulge. Fiddling around with notes they had no idea how to play. Not in their sorry, drunken state at least. Soon Ruby went after more drinks, and I found myself quietly talking with Bren.

	 “Do you do this often?” I asked.

	“Every time one of us takes on a dangerous mission. It’s a way to wish good luck, a moment of release and revelry, and if fate wills it, a final happy memory for us to keep in our hearts.”

	“There wasn’t one last time you left.” Doubt marked my words.

	“That wasn’t a true risk. Not like what you are about to do.” She turned to me then. “Promise me you’ll be careful.”

	“I will.”

	If I wasn’t looking at her, I would have missed the tension in her arms easing and the small, shredded breath she let out. All the emotion she would allow herself to show before changing the subject:

	“So, when will you tell me about your princeling?”

	The edge of a smirk appeared. “When will you tell me about that?” I asked jerking my head at the two men still failing miserably at playing the guitar.

	“Flynn?” 

	“Flynn!” It was obvious that Ruby had her undivided devotion now, but the piece of my brain that continued conjuring the image of their warm reunion when we first arrived in Shanti couldn’t care less. Curiosity, I kept telling myself. 

	Her lips twitched and she glanced at me: “You tell me your dirty secrets, and I tell you mine.”

	“You first.”

	“Fine,” she sighed. “But I want all the shameful details and weird birth marks.”

	Not for the first time that night, true laughter escaped me. Except this time, Flynn saw it, drank it in. Something other than simple amusement sparkling on his face. 

	“We got together once,” Bren’s voice ensnared my attention as something churned dip in my stomach. “Big mistake.”

	“Why?”

	“I've known him my entire life. My mum took him in after his parents died. By the Goddess, we shared bunk beds until he went undercover.”

	“How old was he?”

	There was no ringing laughter left in her voice, just old sadness.

	“Ten. It was his idea, planned the whole thing, only leaving us a note detailing his lifetime little plan. My parents were so mad.” Silence stretched for a moment and when she spoke again, her voice was deeper, lower. “He kept many of us alive, but I think it killed him a little bit over time.”

	I didn’t have a traditional childhood, but I couldn’t imagine carrying that kind of responsibility at such a young age.

	“Anyway, he came back to Shanti as often as he could, but three years ago something was different. I'd never seem him so destroyed, so lonely.”

	“That's when he was shipped out of the Capital, isn't it?”

	“Yes,” she confirmed. “I think he left someone behind.” The conversation I overheard months before at the dress shop resurfaced at the forefront of my mind. He’d left a broken-hearted girl behind… Rachel. Without realizing it, I found myself following his every movement, wondering if he’d seen her when he went back to Nuri, if that — she — was another thing I’d cost him. “And then there was the other thing. You know… like pretending to hunt his best friends and family. Anyway, we got drunk, shamefully drunk, and...” 

	“Crossed a line,” I completed.

	“Crossed a line,” she agreed. “We all had fun, but it felt wrong. He is too much of a brother to become anything else.”

	“Does he know that?”

	She scoffed; amusement clear in her tone. “Believe me, he is not wasting any sleep over me.”

	I turned her words over and over in my head. Trying to piece this new fragment into the monumental puzzle I’d always believed Flynn Wheelan to be. 

	It made the idea of him a little less mysterious; a little more sorrowful. It made me realize it wasn’t indifference that held his hand in that torture chamber. It was all that little boy had sacrificed. It was all the man still had to lose.

	My heart ached for him.

	Until something else hit me: “Wait,” I said with a jolt of surprise. “Did you say you all had fun?”

	Pure mischief flickered in her voice. “Ah yes, didn't I mention Leon was there?”

	“Like. The three of you at once?” I was no prude, but that was hardly a common practice.

	Her laugh was pure devilment.

	“Why didn’t you lead with that?” I shoved her. “That is the dirty part.”

	“That is hardly news anymore. We are good friends, that is all. Men are fun, but they get too needy, too fast. I’m done with it.”

	I didn’t think Ruby’s feelings were misguided, yet… “I know it is none of my business, but you know what happens if you ever hurt Ruby, right?”

	Despite the half-threat in my words, the smile bursting on her face was bright and maybe even thankful.

	“Wouldn’t expect any less,” she admitted. “Now, your turn.”

	I took in a deep breath.

	It had been a long while since I’d allowed myself to think of Aiden without the now familiar guilt attached to it. “Well, I was lonely and bored, he was hot, smart, and available. Do I need to say anything else?”

	“Hell yes!”

	My lips quirked “I was new to Nuri, he was funny and an asset, but somewhere in between the sex and the talk we became friends, I guess.”

	She nodded, understanding filling her features. 

	“He wasn't like this, you know. Well, he always thought you all violent and barbaric,” I pointed at the rebels around us, “but I can't say I disagreed at the time. Even if a part of me understood your fight, that is what I was taught my whole life, what most of the people are taught. And Aiden? Well, he may not have known the privilege he had but he didn't want empty violence either, so I thought...” I trailed off no longer sure of how I could ever explain what I expected, what I hoped. 

	“You thought you could get through to him,” she guessed. 

	“In a way, yes. I genuinely believed he would make a difference one day. I knew he wanted more from me — or a part of me knew — but it was easier to dismiss it as a silly obsession from a rich boy.”

	“Jealous rich boy from what I hear,” her head snapping to Flynn.

	“That you can thank your friend for. Aiden had never been jealous until Wheelan walked into my life.”

	She laughed and I felt the music fill the space left by our words as a few people started to dance. Flynn and Leon were still terrible, but they seemed to have gotten the hang of at least a basic note. 

	“Did you want it to be more?” she finally asked, “With the prince?”

	My eyes drifted to the former captain through the crowd, his simple presence holding me as our gazes locked. I let the pull of his gaze lock in place and for the briefest of moments allowed myself to soak in the glimmer in his eyes and the easiness of his posture.

	I shook my head, never breaking his stare as I replied to her: “I cared for him, but I didn't want to hide for the rest of my life, and I never really trusted him to stay by my side if he knew the whole truth.”

	“About your magic?”

	“About all of it, all of me.”

	“And now it is all out in the open. All your secrets.”

	“Yes.”

	Bren noticed where my attention had wandered to, her voice soft when she spoke again:

	“I wonder what is stopping you this time.”

	And as hard as it was for me to admit, I knew a big part of me often wondered the same thing.
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	The square emptied slowly and surely. Soon it was just us — the council. Ezer and Nahla had joined us after their families retired and an easy conversation took hold. Not a word about the looming threat of war finding its way to us. 

	As enjoyable as the comfortable night had become, tiredness laid heavy on my shoulders, and I convinced myself to take a few hours of sleep as soon as I had the one conversation I’d been avoiding since everyone in the council agreed with my mad attempt of securing an alliance with Tlaloc.

	When Flynn went in search of a final bottle of beer, I followed him. He walked lazily enough that one could think he was simply waiting for me to catch up. It wasn’t often that I saw him so calm, collected. I couldn’t tear my eyes away. It was mesmerizing. 

	He would always be a warrior. A skilled, lethal force. But at that moment, he was just… happy. 

	He glanced at me sideways, perfectly aware of my proximity. Relaxed stance, his movements easier, the lines of his jaw somewhat softer, and the curve of his lips–

	I averted my gaze, suddenly finding the hem of my shirt incredibly interesting. 

	“One could say you were staring.” A too satisfied smirk grazed his lips.

	I was. Which didn’t mean I wanted him to point it out. 

	“We leave tomorrow,” I said ignoring his remark.

	“So I’ve heard.”

	“Ruby will stay. She’ll help Bren,” I gave him a pointed look. 

	“Help is not the word I’d use, but ok.” His voice as amused as my own. 

	But that was not why I’d followed him, not what I needed to tell him, ask him. And the questioning frown quirking his brows told me he’d guessed that much. 

	I balled my hands to stop the embarrassing tremor and started, “I wondered… I mean, it’s…” 

	“If you don’t stop fidgeting, I’m gonna think you’re nervous, love.”

	The smug twitch of his mouth was enough to spark the determination I needed to ignore the ridiculous stammer that surely had nothing to do with how unguardedly and intently he was looking at me.

	“I thought we were past you being a jerk,” I sneered as I tried to hide a very inconvenient smile. I failed.

	A low chuckle rumbled through him, and I swear it echoed on my spine. 

	With a heavy, steadying sigh, I said the words I’d been trying to convince myself to utter for the past two nights.

	“I don’t know what waits for us in Toci, but I know I need someone else that can navigate court politics and… well, you’ve toyed with that line for years.”

	His shoulders tensed for a second, his brows arching as surprise flickered on his feature. There and gone so fast that I wondered if I’d imagined.

	“Are you asking me to accompany you?”

	“Us,” I corrected. “I’m asking you to join Leon and me.”

	“And that has nothing to do with you missing me?” The tilt of a sneer on his lips.

	“Of course not.”

	“Are you sure?” Sinful mischief flickered in his features as I searched for the right retort. Before I could find it, Leon waved us goodbye saying: 

	“See you two at sunrise. Don’t even think about being late.” 

	I stared at him as understanding cleared my mind:

	“Wait. Were you already planning on coming?” 

	“Yes.” 

	“Then why did you let me ramble?”

	“Well, you look rather adorable when you’re nervous,” he flashed me a teasing look that I promptly ignored as irritation took a hold of me.

	“Jerk!” I spat before leaving him alone in the darkened street. The sweet sound of his soft chuckle trailed me, echoing in my mind long after I was safely in bed.
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	he days were long and the nights tense as we cleared the mountains and crossed into Alizeh’s territory. We sheltered in Isra’s forgotten caves and braved its savage trails, rapids and waterfalls in a grueling rhythm that consumed my every breath and blurred my every thought.

	Yet, even with the tension gnawing at my core it was impossible not to marvel at the untouched beauty of the mountains as they gave way to the planes beyond. The rapids we’d battled slowly turned into large rivers with clear, crisp water stretching around bushes inhabited by regal, proud birds.

	Natural pools of the most vivid, lush green lost in a forest of wild animals and untouched flora.

	For the better part of a week, we followed the constant stream, until it gave way to a large, proud river that extended into a sea of flooded terrain. The sole marking that we were about to wander into the famous Alizeh’s planes. 

	“We’ll get horses once we cross the moors. There is a small town a few miles from here,” Leon explained as we made camp at the edge of the last hill, nothing but water and green planes on the horizon.

	The sun kissed the edge of the watercourse in what I could only describe as a ravishing display of sharp, beautiful power.

	“At this pace, we’ll take longer than a month,” Flynn offered, drawing my attention back to our makeshift camp.

	Two floating balls of light illuminated the darkening area as a few stones encircled a small fire in the center of our sleeping bags, barely enough space for the stretched-out map beside it. At least with Leon’s air magic directing our scent away, no unexpected animals would track us, which was more than I would have hoped for without him around.

	“That is if we can find a shallow enough path to cross quickly,” I added, glancing at the water before us.

	“Two days east. We’ll be dry enough,” Leon assured us. “And the horses will help us make up the time. We just need to be careful.”

	“Aren’t we always?” I smirked, only to be graced with incredulous side glances from both men. 

	“The guards don’t usually patrol this close to the mountains, but I wouldn’t put it beyond you to somehow attract them, Ace.”

	“I’m not as reckless as you set me out to be,” I retorted.

	“No,” he agreed. “Just searched for by all of the five kingdoms.”

	“How do you know so much about Alizeh, anyway?” Flynn asked. We received reports from all the Kingdoms, but they didn’t routinely include border patrols or routes for safe passage through never-ending moors. 

	Guarded silence greeted us for a few moments and when Leon finally spoke, he sounded tired, regretful. “I lived there a few years back.”

	For people as used to forgetting the past as we all were, he didn’t need to say more. We all had our phantoms.

	Soon after, conversation eased and the tiredness from the day had us dozing off into what would be our last night of deep, unguarded sleep.
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	The small town couldn’t even be called that. Leon ventured into the village after leaving us with more advice and recommendations than I thought humanly possible.

	Easy quiet quickly gave way to tense anticipation as I watched Flynn pace around our small camp for what felt like the millionth time.

	“Why didn’t you go yourself?” I eventually asked, tired of his anxious demeanor.

	“Have you tried convincing Leon of anything after he has his general hat on?”

	“Are you saying I’m not the only one he likes to boss around?” I teased, even if the amusement in my tone felt entirely too hollow.

	The shadow of a smile flickered across his lips as certainty washed over his features.

	“Here.” He threw me a bundle of dark green fabric.

	A sleeveless cape. 

	The material was thick and durable, but its texture was still soft against my fingers. The hood deep enough to hide most of my face, much like the priestess robes I’d used when traveling with Ruby.

	“Better it is with you in case we get separated,” he said as way of explanation. 

	Stunned surprise chased away all possible questions from my brain.

	“I stopped many missives with a rather accurate portrait of ‘Valran’s assassin’,” he added when I didn’t reply, “but I’m sure Aiden rectified my actions by now. And your face, love? Is not an easily forgettable one.”

	I didn’t know if I should thank him for the compliment or ask why he’d carried a cape for me through the long trek since Shanti. But whatever was brewing between Flynn and me, it was dangerous enough without me indulging in it. So, in the end, I chose neither. 

	“He is not the monster you set him out to be, you know.” 

	Flynn was silent for a moment longer than I expected. His stare surprisingly dull. 

	“We’ll see about that.”

	I quietly held on to the cape, growing more pensive with every breath. And even as shared worry and boundless restlessness danced between our tense bodies, he let me be. 

	By the time Leon came back with supplies, news, and three horses, we were nothing but anxious energy.

	Yet, we decided to wait for the cover of the early morning to leave. Counting on the near darkness and sleeping roads to cloak our presence. No matter the wait drove us all insane.

	So when the two brooding, fidgeting men switched positions monitoring the camp perimeter for the hundredth time, I ignored the annoyance twisting my guts and roaring in my head, and, instead, got up, reaching for the pair of remarkable short swords Leon gifted me months before.

	“Come,” I glanced at them. “You two need to blow off all that male energy.”

	And so do I.

	Be it the long wait or my own imagination, magic stirred at my core. Anxious for me to ease the tight leash I kept around it. 

	I hadn’t spent so long without wielding any magic since I was held at Urian’s dungeons, my power stifled by Hydrangea poison. But without Shanti’s safety and the darkness of the mountain caves, it was too dangerous for me to release the damper I kept close around me.

	We sparred until our worries felt distant and our bodies begged us to stop. And still the pressure against my core built. And built. Until it was all I could feel.

	“I need to wield,” I told Leon when we settled around the fire later that afternoon.

	His eyes softened. Only a wielder could understand what that taught tug felt like.

	“I know,” I continued. “I’m too recognizable. But I don’t know how long I can leash it.” Neither the darkness nor the light, not after I let its thread snap into place.

	Even in Nuri I had found stolen moments to release some of my shadow magic, giving way to the most basic instinct and letting pure power curse through my veins behind the safety of my own chambers, but here... 

	“Noon and midnight. We’ll train at noon and midnight,” he said.

	I started to deny it, to enlist all the reasons why this was a reckless idea. I’d be less noticeable, of course, but if someone paid close attention…

	“We’ll be safe enough,” he interrupted me before the words could slip through my pursed lips “you’ll need to release the power, Aila. It is even more dangerous if you don’t.”

	It was all the reminder I needed. If I didn’t release it, I’d lose control. Eventually, I’d be governed by my power, and we couldn’t afford that, so I nodded and poured every daylight hour I could into turning a little coin invisible by manipulating the light around it–a little trick Leon and I had thought about weeks before. Then, I used every waking night hour to shuffle around with tendrils of shadows, shaping and expanding them. 

	As soon as dawn broke, we rode. No stops if not to eat or sleep or train, no idle conversation if not to plan the path ahead.

	Yet, we grew closer in each other’s company and as days passed by I felt… centered, balanced. I slept better under Leon’s and Flynn’s watchful eyes on the road than I had in years of the softest beds and richest linens.

	It was foreign and unexpected. And I wouldn’t change it for the world.

	I’d spent a long time at the tipping point, unsure about my place in the world, but that had changed. I knew where I came from now. I knew what I was capable of. I knew all the risks and possibilities I carried with my blood and power. And even if Ivo’s looming memory followed me every step of the way, I didn’t feel alone.

	Beyond the marshes, Alizeh’s lands were green and wild. Mountains shadowing the horizon in every direction. 

	“That is the Alizian Plateau,” Leon pointed at the largest range as we indulged in a few hours of slow-paced ride one afternoon. “The mountain slope is as high as the Isra range, but instead of peaks and valleys, there is only an unending plane at the top. That is where most of the Kingdom lives.”

	“How far are we from the capital?” Flynn asked.

	“Mireh would be about ten days northeast on horseback.”

	There was little of the usual amusement in his voice. The longer we spent in Alizeh, the quieter and more serious Leon became.

	I guided my horse closer to his: “It is not worth it,” I said. “Whatever you left behind, is not worth letting it control you.”

	A smile cracked his bitter expression, the lively mischief clinging to the lift of his eyebrows.

	“And here I was thinking I was the old, wise figure of this little party.”

	“I’m nothing if not surprising,” I winked.

	“That you are, Ace. That you are.”

	Over the following days, Leon continued to lead us through unknown paths, until the scenery slowly changed again. 

	A constant flow of water continued to run in small rivers and soon the wet, green lands turned into unending bright fields, painted with large brown trees and vines. 

	Bright birds continued to cross the sky, finding refuge from the unforgiving sun. But the farther we ventured from the moors, the more our clothes clung to our skin.

	We’d pushed the horses as far into Tlaloc as we could before setting them free, the terrain too unsteady for them. 

	“This village seems big enough to have a small port.” I pointed at a mark on the map we examined that night.

	“Maybe,” Flynn agreed. “But we wouldn’t go unnoticed.”

	“Here,” Leon pointed to a dot at the farthest edge of the moors. “Small and remote enough for little news to have arrived. And hopefully poor enough for one of us to anonymously borrow a small rowing boat.”

	I turned to him; incredulity clear in my face.

	“Any better idea, Ace? We’ll leave enough money.”

	If we didn’t procure a boat, it would take us the better part of a month just to cross the maze of rivers and marshes that marked the border between Alizeh and Tlaloc. “You planned this from the beginning, didn’t you? You never planned on buying passage in a proper boat.”

	“With the most famous wanted faces in the whole of Niram? All the kingdoms know about you two by now.” He arched his brows as if surprised I hadn’t considered this before. “Besides, how hard could it be to steal and row a boat?”

	So that was what we did. That night, Leon ventured into the small village as Flynn and I waited a few miles down the river, and before we knew it, we were following the riverbed toward Toci.

	 It wasn’t hard, not in the calm, peaceful waters, but it was exhausting. For over a week, we’d break camp at dawn and take turns rowing through every sun-drenched hour of the day. Only ever stopping to find a dry enough patch of soil to spend the night.

	As the long days passed by, I trained how to bend light: be it to render ever-growing objects invisible or to sharpen its power into all sorts of weapons. Both of which had proven much harder to perfect than Leon and I originally thought.

	When we finally left the boat behind to approach Tlaloc’s capital by foot, I was as sick of the swinging boat motion as I was from eating nothing but fish. At least there were plenty of opportunities for a bath, I kept reminding myself as if it would make me feel less miserable.

	That night, when I volunteered to collect wood, Flynn followed me.

	“We are too close to town now, best you don’t wander alone,” he shrugged when I arched an eyebrow.

	“This may come as a surprise to you, but I can take care of myself.”

	“Never said you couldn’t.”

	“Just that I need a…” I searched for the right word, “bodyguard of some sort.”

	His lips lifted ever so slightly. “Let’s just say I enjoy the job.”

	I rolled my eyes, but before I could say anything, he asked: “Do you have a plan?”

	There was no need for further explanation. It was, after all, the one question I’d been asking myself since I’d convinced the council of this little excursion.

	“Besides meeting the King and convincing him to ally with us?” I flashed him a sharp grin. 

	“I was hoping for something a little more specific.”

	“And I was hoping for a mound of dream cakes, but we can’t always have what we want, can we?”

	His stare flickered to my mouth, and I went utterly still.

	“I guess we can’t,” he said in a hoarse voice and a heartbeat later started walking again. “And how are you planning to convince him?” 

	“I can be very persuasive.”

	“Of course, you can”

	“Are you doubting me, Wheelan?” I said, not bothering to hide the edge of humored challenge in my voice as I glanced at him.

	“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

	The small distraction cost me, and I tripped in one of the many exposed roots lining the floor. 

	Flynn fast hands caught me before I fell. And in the space of a breath, we were inches away from each other, his hands on my arms sending a wave of electricity through my whole body.

	Nearly a month under the unforgiving sun had given his skin a healthy gleam, his cheeks were slightly flushed underneath the stubble he’d gained over the past week when there was no daylight or firm soil for him to bother shaving.

	His gaze snared mine, the molten gold of it turning warmer and deeper.

	His warmth invaded me and damned if my eyelids didn’t flutter closed. Every sense in my body coming alive with his presence.

	It would be so easy to let go of all the doubt. To forget the role I was about to claim and all the danger it would entail to anyone close to me.

	Anticipation built as my stomach flickered, my body painfully aware of every inch separating us. Time slowed and my entire world narrowed to the size of his eyes, his lips.

	With every breath, we drew closer. With every heartbeat the need inside of me deepened, any rational thought long forgotten. All that existed was that moment, the curve of his jaw, the delicious warmth of his presence.

	Until a flock of birds rumbled through the trees around us, breaking the spell and carrying the moment on the back of their wings.
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	Maybe it was the ever-growing tension as we approached Tlaloc, or maybe it was the easiness with which Flynn had almost broken through my carefully built barriers, but the nightmares came back that night and, along with it, ceaseless thoughts of Ivo and Aiden.

	I relieved Leon from his watching shift and let the memories, questions, and thoughts that I’d turned around a hundred times swirl around me in the quiet, dark night.

	Although I’d made peace with my choices and their consequences, there was always a part of me that wondered. A small part of me that kept pondering if the pain, death, and loss were truly unavoidable.

	I mindlessly poked the soil with a dried branch, giving aim to the restless energy in my body. It felt soothing — and it was undoubtedly healthier than drinking or training until I passed out. What it didn’t do was make me stop feeling gloomy and helpless.

	I knew what I had to do, I knew the game I’d have to play and the truth I’d have to reveal to gain an ounce of interest from the King. None of it made the task less impossible. None of it made me feel less guilty.

	The sky was subtly changing from the dark deep black of the night into a shallow grey. In a few hours it’d be dawn and we’d enter Toci.

	Flynn was silent and careful as he sat by my side, arms bracing his knees. His steady breathing calmed my nerves. 

	We’d barely spoke after nature interrupted what would have been… I don’t even know what exactly that was. 

	Now, we just sat together, his company chipping away some of the tension I’d accumulated over the sleepless night.

	“You didn’t wake me for my shift,” he muttered after what could have been hours.

	“I wasn’t sleepy.”

	“Nightmares again?”

	I glanced at him, surprised that he knew.

	“I spent enough nights at Bren’s couch to have noticed it,” he said as if in answer to an unspoken question.

	“It is not that bad lately, but I don’t think it will ever just … stop,” I admitted.

	“I hope you’re wrong.”

	Me too.

	When I didn’t answer he changed the topic, taking us back to the conversation we’d started before: “The hydrangea is for the King, isn’t it?”

	I’d insisted on bringing a few powder bags of the rare magic-stifling venom with me. “Assuming I’ll get close enough.”

	“We can draw him away from the palace.”

	“You are remarkably confident, Wheelan.”

	“Have I ever failed you, love?”

	No, every piece of my body seemed to scream. Yet, I made a show of scoffing even if I couldn’t deny the small flutter in my stomach at his half-smile. And maybe I didn’t want to.

	“What is your big plan, then?” I asked, instead.

	“Valran had reports on all Kings and Heirs. Nico included.” His voice dropped a note.

	“His routine will likely have changed.” Even if Valran had very updated records, it’d been months since Flynn exposed himself. 

	“I know, but his nature won’t.”

	He had my full attention, then.

	“He cares for his people, walks and lives beside them. If he thinks they are endangered…”

	“Threatening his people is hardly the best way of gaining his trust,” I warned, just to gain an incredulous look.

	“Do you think this is my first time, love? I’m simply suggesting we let him intercept a letter from Niram. If Valran’s reports were right, he’ll want to investigate it himself.”

	There were a lot of assumptions in that plan, but it didn’t mean it wasn’t worth a try. I was about to ask him how he planned to forge a Niram letter when he flashed a signet ring. 

	It wasn’t like the one I’d stolen from Aiden. This one was smaller, less refined. It was also the same one used by all the crown diplomats and officials. 

	“I figured it would be useful one day,” he remarked, pocketing it once again. “Your turn, how do we convince him?” 

	That part I knew. It was, after all, what kept me awake. One of the many reasons why I couldn’t shake the feeling that no matter what Ivo had done, one way or another, I would have ended up exactly here. 

	“I’ll do what I have to do, no matter the cost.” 

	I had to hope I’d make the right choice this time, had to hope my sudden appearance wouldn’t bring more death and destruction, had to hope I could be more than the empty, dark spy I’d believed I was. Had to hope I’d be enough.

	I felt Flynn’s attention lingering on me, studying the regret and doubt that surely lined every part of my being. I didn’t need to look at him to know the intensity I’d find in that stare.

	I don’t know what he saw in my posture at that moment, what guilt he saw etched in my face that finally convinced him to utter the words I felt had hung between us for so long.

	His voice was no more than a whisper in the quickly vanishing dark. It was more intimate and disarming than anything else I’d ever felt. 

	“You are not evil, Aila.”

	And maybe I wasn’t, still… “I have a lot of blood on my hands. Some of it I spilled myself, some I didn’t. Either way, that is a debt not easily repaid and guilt not easily forgotten.” 

	He didn’t move. Didn’t recoil. A lot could be said about Flynn Wheelan, but he’d never shied away from my confessions, and it comforted me. For that was my deepest shame, my biggest fear. On some level, I always knew there was more to my story, I just chose to ignore it. 

	And then, instead of codling me, he shared a truth of his own.

	“Valran wasn’t bad, you know? He was loyal and just. He cared for me.” He fell silent for a moment, maybe collecting his thoughts, maybe holding on to the steadying thread between us. “Hunting the Alliance was his duty, not his wish. He thought if he could mine the support of sympathizing cities and cut off our supplies, he could neutralize the movement before a full war broke out. That is why he sent me to Urian, he wanted to avoid war, save lives.” 

	“Maybe that was better… to save lives.” I knew why the Alliance fought and I would make my final stand right beside them if I must, but I didn’t think I would ever stop regretting the death I would undoubtedly see along the way. 

	“Maybe,” he agreed. “If Niram had a different King, one less hungry for power…”

	“They have Aiden,” I said under my breath, and to my surprise, he nodded. Slowly.

	“If he’d had the courage to claim his place, to fight for his dreams. Who knows?”

	I sighed as the words danced between us.

	“Why did you do it? Kill him?” I asked in a soft voice.

	“He knew. I think he was still convincing himself, but he knew about me. I couldn’t risk being exposed.”

	“But you did risk it. Later.” He risked it repeatedly. For me. 

	“I did,” was all the answer he offered me. 

	“Do you regret it?” 

	“Not that,” he said faster and more fiercely than I expected. Not saving you, his brief silence seemed to add. “But we all have our sins to atone for, love. We only get to decide if we’ll let them take us under.”

	I knew he was right, just as I knew I was tired of letting my own guilt crush me. 

	We watched the sun creeping up at the horizon, nothing but the birds chirping and a deeply asleep Leon to keep us company. I wasn’t sure when we moved, but we leaned on one another, his skin a brand on my own.

	And as the orange rising sun pierced through the pale blue sky, I was peaceful. It didn’t matter that I was about to shred the last bit of normalcy I could claim in my life. It didn’t matter that the moment I did it, every scrap of possibility flickering between Flynn and myself would be forever gone. 

	Truth was that I didn’t have the same choice my father once had, I couldn’t hide my powers to shield those I let myself love. And yet, in that unreal, delightful moment, I simply belonged. 

	“Did you love her? Rachel?” The words burst out of my apparently uncontrollable mouth before I could stop them.

	He turned to me, surprise flickering in his features. If at my unexpected knowledge or question, I didn’t know.

	“Did you love Aiden?” he countered. A sharp need in his voice.

	The short silence was heavy between us.

	“Sometimes I wish I had.”

	He stared at me, searching. “Still?”

	“No,” I said unable to deny what he surely read on my features.

	His eyes never left mine as he replied: “I loved the idea of her, the life she represented. But most of all I needed her so I wouldn't drown beneath all the loneliness.”

	I recognized that feeling all too well. It could grow into so much more if tended to, if not mutilated by lies and betrayal.

	“Do you…?” I wasn’t sure what I wanted to ask. Did he miss her? Did he still want her?

	Still, I must have conveyed enough, for a soft smile grazed his face and he answered all I needed to know.

	“I miss her company sometimes; Rachel was a nice girl and a good friend. But I don’t feel alone anymore. Haven't for a while.” 
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	T



	oci laid at the edge of the forest. Hidden between old trunks and deep green foliage with a large river crossing its heart in a constant flux of people, supplies and boxes of candied fruit.

	Smooth, reinforced wooden walls stretched around the city. Uninterrupted if not for the main road leading inside and the smaller river gates — big enough for a small cargo boat and nothing more.

	Tlaloc’s capital was vivacious. Slits of bright-colored glass flickered in between mahogany and oak constructions in perfect harmony. The forest wasn’t around the city, it was the city, I realized after the first couple of days. Every bush tended; every branch purposefully grown.

	And then, there was the smell. 

	Sugar and apple coated every breath, and tainted every scene with a nostalgic, almost wistful yearning.

	Where Nuri was wild passion, Toci was a comforting embrace. A city of warm compassion and careful nurturing. Rooted and sown on its King’s Earth magic. Its people thought to respect and offer, mend and care.

	I’d never been in those lands before and yet I couldn’t help but feel at home as memories of my childhood tales filled my mind.

	But as much as I wanted to indulge in the market colors and tastes or explore the little corners of the city, my time was running thin. 

	For the first three days, we’d taken turns observing the palace. The building lay at a river bay, a small harbor turning into a long, clear porch trailed by yellow and orange callas and bleeding into a fully visible round room topped with a domed colored-glass ceiling held by nothing more than large pillars that, from a distance, resembled the trunks of ancient trees.

	Behind it, a taller building appeared. So perfectly nestled among the forest that it was hard to know where one started and the other ended. That was likely where the private quarters, officials’ rooms and servants’ facilities, would be found.

	Spreading wide at the side of the harbor were the common grounds, lush with gardens, green houses, and cellar structures sprinkled through the riverbed.

	It was magnificent and endearing, nothing like the sharp, severe beauty of Nuri’s palace.

	It was also organized, with perfect guards’ formation and no easy entry point we could exploit. Between the patrols, the natural defense offered by the river and the untamed forest behind it, we couldn’t risk slipping in any more than we could risk a direct approach without an invitation.

	My only reprieve was that Flynn was right: the King enjoyed being with his people and not a day went by without him circling the streets. Unfortunately for us, he was too smart to ever leave the palace without the appropriate escorts.

	So, after my third lookout shift, I was convinced.

	“We can’t wait anymore,” I told Leon and Flynn that night. “If we do, I’m afraid we won’t have enough time to convince him to join us.”

	We’d gone through our plan so many times over the past few days that I didn’t need to say anything else. We all knew what would happen next.

	In the morning, Flynn planted an unmarked letter among the documents in one of the busy harbor offices. The rumpled paper read nothing more than a date and place — a very remote place — but Niram’s official crest would raise enough questions for it to make it back to the palace.

	Or so we hoped.

	If the little we knew about the King proved right, he’d want to know what unannounced Niram’s officials were doing in his city. He’d also lead his men to the location himself. And farther away from the city, with surprise on our side, I might be able to scrap a minute of attention before he ordered us shot on the spot.

	Since killing his whole entourage would be a terrible way to gain his support, I’d need to make that minute count.

	For hours, we observed the palace and counted soldiers’ shifts. We looked for signs of distress and preparation, for rushed messengers and hurried guards. There was nothing.

	We either failed to attract any attention or toyed with a cleverer man than I expected. And if he was as clever as he seemed, getting to him would be the least of my problems. 

	For no matter how much of an enemy Ivo may have made of him, powerful, smart men were not as easy to sway with a sharp smile and a tantalizing offer. 

	Not for the first time, I wondered just how much of myself I would have to reveal to get what I came for.

	Without further clues from the palace, we decided to find our marks. And it was amid the ancient trunks surrounding a large road that we hid our traps and watched the rest of the afternoon go by. 

	The fabricated meeting would take place near an abandoned cellar at the end of the road. It was as much of a safe place as one trying to entrap a King could hope for. Between the river to our right, the half-collapsed building to our back, and the clear, sweeping view of the road ahead of us, the only real place to hide soldiers would be the dense forest to our left. And when all was said and done, a single direction from which to defend could be the difference between walking away standing or shackled.

	When dusk started to descend, we waited. Quietly monitoring any unexpected movement in our surroundings. 

	Leon and Flynn were a comforting presence on each of my sides, their silent support the only thing keeping the gnarling anxiety at bay. 

	Not long after, a faint cloud of dust became visible on the horizon. I could tell they were approaching slowly, the trotting of the horses completely muffled by the river. A heartbeat later six mounted soldiers came into view, their King leading the way with a proud set of his shoulders and the unmistakable stone-like jaguar head of his Kingdom’s crest singed on his breastplate.

	I’d never seen King Nico, but I would have recognized him anywhere. He was younger than Ivo, likely in his mid-thirties, and even though they were not obviously related, the man in front of me bore the same sharp jaw, proud nose and round, deep eyes that I’d stared into my whole life. 

	A smug grin lifted my lips as the horses neighed, reacting to the cloud of pure Hydrangea powder dislodged from its small bags by their hoofs. It was all the sign Leon needed to command a gentle flow of air that would keep the venom away from us.

	We’d foregone the cloak and protective mask, but we all used the sleeveless, reinforced jumpsuit Leon had designed over the years. The small straps full of as many weapons as we could carry. We were dressed for conflict, and I wanted him to see it.

	And he did. They all did. 

	The incoming group observed our weapons, the padded suits, and our quiet attention as confirmation that they’d been played, ambushed.

	I didn’t have to look at my friends to know their expressions mirrored my own: arrogant, challenging, borderline bored.

	Just as we expected, Nico signaled for their man to stop, his gaze flickering between us and our surroundings. Probably assessing if we had any hidden backup.

	His brown knitted and he turned to the trees, confusion written all over his movements. 

	“I’m afraid that won’t work,” I said in answer to the question I knew was bouncing through his head. I’d asked myself the same thing not long ago.

	Understanding cleared his face: “Hydrangea?”

	I nodded, taking a lazy step closer to him, a wicked grin setting on my mouth. “Sorry to disturb your day, but you and I have a lot of catching up to do.”

	Before I could even finish, two of his soldiers pointed their bows at me, just to have them yanked from their hands and deposited at my feet by a silky tendril of shadows. 

	“And you are?” The King asked even though something akin to recognition painted his features.

	“Well, for the last twenty years your brother was the only father I knew so I guess this makes me your niece?”

	“I have no brother.” Not a flicker of emotion.

	“I have a few dozen letters saying otherwise.”

	He measured each of us, his attention heavy and silent. Calculating. 

	“It appears his manners rubbed off on you,” he relented while scanning our surroundings with pursed lips.

	“I had to take precautions,” I shrugged.

	“Precautions?”

	“You know, in case you were not one for family reunions.”

	The edge of a smile flickered as he followed the soft tendrils of darkness still swaying around me. “Does he know you are here?”

	“You know the answer to that.”

	It only took him a moment to judge me. Us. A moment in which my entire world hung in the balance. A moment that could either buy us a chance or doom us to our fate. 

	“Fine. You piqued my curiosity… what should I call you, niece?”

	I knew then that my relationship with Ivo wouldn’t be enough. Whatever existed between them, he wasn’t driven by it. Not completely.

	But there was one thing that could be. One thing that could change the balance of this whole war.

	The final secret I could give.

	“Aila Quin.” My family name felt surreal and sweet on my tongue. 

	Surprised gasps rippled among the soldiers at the lost Kalindi’s royal name. I could swear Flynn and Leon went rigid behind me, their stare feeling like a damning brand on my back.

	“That family has long turned to ashes,” Nico’s voice bloomed through the stunned quietness an instant later. What he didn’t say was that along with it, went any claim to the throne that could ever be recognized by the Elementalists. My light power could be a miracle for peasants and rebels, but my blood was the only thing that would ever matter to those who held true power. “And yet you want me to believe my brother happened across their last descendant?”

	At my command, a ribbon of velvety light encircled my arms, cascading towards the pool of darkness at my feet. A mesmerizing dance of attracting forces.

	“As I said, we have a lot to catch up on.”

	A small twist of his mouth: “Palace at noon. Alone.”

	I grimaced and flattened my voice with every ounce of boredom I could summon. “We are sort of a package deal.”

	For a brief moment, I thought he would refuse, turn his back on us without a second look, without regret. 

	“Fine.” He threw something at me. A golden, bright ring with a slit of transparent stone shining brown at its center. 

	It warmed in my hand and a soft hum crept under my skin, calling to my light in a hypnotic lure. 

	The Royal ring. Bestowed during the coronation, the stone represented the house's Elemental magic and bound the fate of the Heir, tying them to the throne for the rest of their life. Offering it to me was an act of trust.

	One that caught me by surprise.

	“Leave the poison behind, that is all the insurance you’ll need,” the King said, eyes fixed in my hand. For a moment, I wondered if he could somehow feel his ring responding to the throbbing pulse of my power.

	“See you there, uncle,” I responded finally. And I knew that I had what I bargained for: a feeble, unexpected chance.

	Now, I had to make it count.
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	Stiff silence overtook the woods as the horses disappeared on the horizon, back through the curvy road from where they’d appeared mere minutes before.

	We didn’t move. 

	We didn’t even breathe until the hooved echoes faded in the distance. It was a short, cold meeting but we were all in one piece, invitation in hand. For now, I’d count that as a success.

	My real identity — my family name — was my only bargaining chip and I’d know it for a long while. I held on to the hope that I’d find another way… that I’d avoid it.

	Now, I wished I could have found the words, the courage to tell Leon and Flynn before. The courage to fully own it before having to use it.

	They deserved better. They deserved full honesty. 

	Apologetic words brew in my mind, but it wouldn’t matter. The only thing left was the simplest of truths: I may not have been ready to reveal that piece of me, to claim what I didn’t fully understand, to risk all it could change between us. But I was even less ready to accept the steep price of keeping my secret when my name alone could buy us a chance at an alliance. 

	“I suppose you have questions.” I turned around to face them.

	Night fell during those short, decisive moments. And all I could see was the profile of their bodies as their full attention settled on me. 

	With the flicker of a hand, I formed a dark shield around us at the same time three little orbs of light floated out of my hand. If I was facing this, I’d do it head-on, not hidden in the dark… not hiding from them.

	And I’d do it without being interrupted by whatever stray animals the luminosity could attract

	“What is our play tomorrow?” Flynn asked as Leon reached for the tree where we’d stashed our bags earlier that day, making quick work of lightning a small fire.

	That wasn’t the question I expected, but I couldn’t deny it was the most pressing one.

	“No play. No tricks,” I shook my head. “We need his trust.”

	“He may be writing to Niram right now,” Flynn continued a few moments later.

	“He could, but I don’t think he is.” 

	He received my remark with nothing more than an arched eyebrow. Disbelief clear on every inch of his face.

	I sighed, leaning on the tree. I couldn’t deny his thinking, yet I knew he was wrong. I retrieved the ring the King had offered me and turned it in my hand. Away from Nico’s magic, the ring had lost its brightness. Yet, its brown center weighed with a kind of dormant power. A distant throbbing that seemed to caress my very soul with a vaguely familiar touch. “He cares for his people, you said so yourself, Wheelan. He is smart. I don’t think he wants war any more than we do.”

	“He also knows more about you than most now. Hand delivering you to Niram would surely keep war away from his border.”

	“Maybe. But this,” I held the ring up between us, “is a message.”

	He buried his fingers in his hair, head laying on open hands. A sign of frustration I didn’t think he was aware of. “That is a ring, Aila. A very symbolic ring. But still a ring.”

	“No, it is not. Not for a King anyway,” Leon sounded puzzled, astonished. “There is a reason why an Heir is always the strongest wielder in a generation,” he explained. I didn’t know if it was for Flynn’s or my benefit. “When a wielder takes the crown, their magic is bound to the ring and the Kingdom. Their power connects with the veil itself, stabilizing the element on this side of the world. It is what allows the magic to continue to flow. It makes the Heir a rightful ruler. Aila could use the ring for herself.” 

	“To bind her own magic?” 

	“Yes. Wouldn’t be easy, but theoretically, she could.”

	“I only control light,” I mused. “I can feel the echo of a somewhat familiar power in the ring, like… an old feeling. But it’s still wholly different from what my own magic feels like.

	“Legend says that all rings were forged from the same blessed Stone. So, there is a chance that if you are a strong enough wielder, you could change the ring allegiance and imbue it with your own element. Power is power, after all.” 

	Make myself Queen. The unspoken words hung heavy between us.

	Leon turned to Flynn, pointedly: “He gambled just as much as we did.”

	“Fine. No tricks, but we must be careful.” 

	“I didn’t say we’d run in with flowers for weapons and rainbows for words,” I quipped.

	“I’m serious, Aila. You do realize there is no army backing you up. Royalty or not, you only have the two of us.” His voice dropped just a fraction, “No surprises, not anymore.”

	I waited for the judgement, for the weight of the title I’d have to bear from now on. Wanted or not. Yet, as I peeked at him over the flickering light of the lantern, I saw nothing. Nothing but a streak of resignation… and worry. 

	“Does it bother you?” I asked before I could stop myself.

	He faced me with a stare that pierced through my body. His deep voice a soft caress that touched my soul. 

	“All of you, love. Always.” My silly, treacherous heart pounded at the same words he’d breathed to me in the darkness a few weeks before. Then, he continued in a lighter tone: “I just like to keep track of the reasons why the Elementalists want you dead.”

	“And you just became much more valuable dead than you already were,” Leon chimed in, breaking his unusual silence.

	“Do you…” 

	He stopped me before I could finish my question. He knew me well enough by now to know all the doubts crossing my mind. “Don’t’ bother! You’re family, Ace. No matter whose blood runs in your veins.” He shrugged. “Just don’t expect me to go all princess on you.”

	An unexpected smile escaped me, and I threw a small pebble at him. Tension lifting from my shoulders. 

	“My last name is hardly the biggest reason why they want me dead. It doesn’t change much.”

	“Only the desperate and the rebels would back a legend. But a lost Royal Heir? That can sway Kingdoms. And I think that is exactly why you chose to reveal yourself now.” Pride shone in Flynn’s eyes. “It is brilliant. It is also reckless.”

	Well, I couldn’t say he was wrong.
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	I



	f from outside, the palace was unique — a beautiful building nestled amid protective trees — from inside, it was alluring. Beguiling. 

	It would be easy to take the open porches and large windows as unguarded, the main salon as unsafe. Yet, the way the forest cradled the whole building made a direct, organized attack impossible. 

	Old roots stretched beside the white-stoned path to the gates. No doubt waiting for a simple thought from its King to crawl through the soil and halt any unwanted advance.

	A simple, yet powerful message lay in every wild detail: there was no need for walls and fortresses when ancient natural protection rested at your fingertips. And every soldier on duty knew that — relied on that — as they watched us approach the tall branch arch that signaled the entrance.

	We used the same clothes from before, only now my weapons were mostly hidden under the deep, green cape. Still, the padded material of the jumpsuit wrapping around my skin and the fabric mask covering my face was message enough. This was not a social visit, not a diplomat’s errand. I was there for an alliance, and I would not be cowered into playing an endless politics game. 

	A glimpse of the King’s ring in my hand was enough to grant us safe, if silent, passage. A few short moments later, we were standing weaponless — begrudgingly — in a large throne room overlooking the river. The same room I’d observed for hours on end since we’d arrived. Now, as I stepped inside, there was no mistaking it as anything but an exquisite, marble floored clearing.

	King’s Nico earth power seeped from every leaf framing the view and every tree supporting the ceiling.

	Alertness coiled in my stomach, and I knew Leon and Flynn had been as busy as I was marking the position of every guard and path, every potential threat. If this turned out to be a trap, my magic and Leon’s would have to be enough to buy us a way out.

	I touched the small vial in my pocket for reassurance. I had all confidence in the mask Leon had designed against the effects of hydrangea, but I had no intention of being robbed of my power ever again, so I didn’t need convincing when Flynn offered myself and Leon the small bottle before we left our campsite earlier that day.

	I turned my attention back to the throne. It was breathtaking. Hundreds of cherry tree branches and white twigs formed an elaborate frame around a massive pine-colored wooden throne. The small pink flowers in perpetual bloom formed a mesmerizing pattern that made the seat look almost alive. 

	The rest of the building, completely hidden from view if not for the delicate door frame and arched corridor behind the dais. 

	“Remarkable, isn’t it?” Nico’s voice rang from the opposite side of the salon, out of one of the many trails around the room.

	“Cute,” I drawled after a moment. Manifesting every drop of swagger I’d ever felt.

	Instead of taking his place on the throne, the King approached the center of the room. His attention was solely on us as he stopped atop Tlaloc’s crest etched on the floor.

	“As clever as it is, you won’t need that,” he pointed to the clipped mask Leon and I used, “and I’d rather see the people I’m dealing with.”

	“You did relieve me from my weapons,” I smirked at him as Leon and I lowered our masks.

	“You did attack me before.”

	“I suppose you have a point there,” I shrugged. 

	“If you are who you say you are,” he began, and I loosened the leash on my magic just enough for the shadows around us to gently sway toward me as little threads of light danced around my arms. Let that be my answer.

	“That may make you a legend, but it certainly doesn’t make you a royal.”

	“And do you think Ivo would settle for anything less?” The reality was that, beyond my word, I had no way to prove who I was. Not to anyone who didn’t know either my lost parents or my former master, that is.

	His lips twitched as he turned to Flynn “You must be the one who fooled Niram’s King, Prince and Premier for two decades.”

	Flynn’s mouth curved as he slipped his hands into his pockets with practiced ease. Gone was the open intensity I’d grown familiar with. Back was the intriguing arrogance that had first bound me to him without any hope of escaping.

	“Looks like my reputation precedes me,” he faced the King with relaxed shoulders. “Flynn Wheelan.”

	“And you,” he turned to Leon. Eyes searching. “Look quite familiar. Have we met before?”

	To my surprise, Leon held the King’s stare without a flinch. Most would balk at the weight of a King’s presence, let alone his attention. Yet, he didn’t. I may not know Leon’s story, but whatever scars it granted him, it also bestowed an unhealthy amount of confidence and swagger. Just like the best people. 

	“If that is a line, I’ve heard better,” he flashed a devilish grin. “But I doubt we’ve met. You can call me Leon.”

	A small crease appeared between the King’s brows before he turned his attention back to me. Puzzled. 

	“You got yourself an audience, now what?”

	“Now we stop a silly war.” Tantalizing promise laced my voice.

	A low laugh blurted from him.

	“I heard you were bold.” And I thought I saw something like satisfaction flicker through his features. “Is that what you learned from Ivo?”

	“I learned a lot from your brother,” I remarked intently, lest he forgets I knew the dynamics between them. Or at least part of it. “I learned even more from trying to survive him.”

	He nodded, weighing and judging each one of us. When he spoke again, there was no humor left in his words.

	“War is far from my borders. I have no business in it.”

	No tricks, I remembered my own promise.

	“You know there is no such thing as neutrality. You are either on their side or against them. And after seeing you with your people, I don’t think you are with them.” 

	“What is it that you are proposing?”

	I knew Leon and Flynn would let me do the talking. That was the reason why I’d revealed my origin. And after this one conversation, there would be no hiding from my title and my family again. It filled me with terror and righteousness in one sweeping moment. 

	“A partnership of sorts.”

	“With a dead Kingdom, princess? Or should I say Queen?”

	My face lit up with a wicked, poisonous grin. “With the Alliance.” I looked him over, deliberately slowly. A show of measuring him as much as he did me. “And Aila will do. For now.”

	 “The way I see it, siding with you doesn’t free me from war, it just puts me on the losing end of it.”

	“And yet, here I am.” I took a step closer to him, my voice dropping a note. “Alive, free, and with your Kingdom in my hands.” I spun his ring between my fingers. “Care to explain why, your Highness?”

	I threw the ring back at him with a swift sleight of hand. 

	A minute stretched as our gaze locked and he tilted his head ever so slightly. I knew he didn’t miss the fact that it was the first time I’d used his title. 

	My entire world suddenly reduced to this moment, our hopes hanging in the balance in wait for his next words.

	“Nico will do.”

	Without a word he offered me his arm. And I let him guide us through the corridor behind the dais and into his private office.
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	A large cedar table separated us from King Nico. What he called a private office was a bright and airy room, with large windows that let the sunlight and fresh breeze flow freely through the space.

	In the corner, beneath the only windowless wall, lay a small sofa and side table with a neatly folded blanket and a leather-bound journal. 

	I doubted this was a personal room and yet, everything about it felt cozy and familiar. I could easily imagine myself spending hours reading in the inviting chamber. It also didn’t take much imagination for me to see a young Ivo using this very place to hide from the world and whatever pain would eventually lead him to bury his whole life in this kingdom.

	The soft, comfortable room lacked the touch of sophistication and elegance I’d gotten used to with Ivo and yet, there was something in the style of furniture and earthy tones that reminded me of his office, of that little piece of his world that always felt oddly foreign and deeply intimate.

	I claimed one of the comfortable wingback chairs across from the King, Flynn casually sitting on its arm — so close his elbow brushed against me — as Leon measured the space before settling on the empty chair by my side.

	The sun had started to set as we discussed the same exhaustive points over and over, and I couldn’t help but observe it through the window behind Nico. Orange-stained light bled through the leaves and branches in a rough, natural beauty.

	“That is not as simple an ask as it looks.” Nico’s words pulled me back from my wandering thoughts. 

	So far, Flynn and I had done most of the talking under the watchful attention of an unusually quiet Leon. He may not have spent years around lords and courts like us, but his few words showed just how much of a quick learner he was with his short and precise remarks. As sharp as the best diplomat could be.

	Yet, for over an hour Nico led us through a political chase. He’d promised everything and committed to nothing. 

	“I don’t have time for games.” I stood, my hands clasping the edge of the desk between us as I leaned an inch closer to him. Voice low and rough, piercing gaze on his face, I cautioned: “Your dear, old brother is drenching the land in innocent blood, and I’m done letting you waste my time.”

	I struggled to leash the anger flaring in my core. I was willing to leave the deception behind, to make earnest efforts at an alliance. What I wasn’t inclined to was being played while Ivo continued to wreak havoc over my people.

	Nico's eyes flared with a warning of his own.

	“And how do you propose we stop it, Aila? Him? How do we save all those precious lives?” he sneered. “Even if I were to give you all my soldiers…”

	You have nothing but rebels with you, the silence seemed to say on his behalf. Yet, the unspoken words were as truthful as they were misguided. I would gladly put my life in the hands of any one of those rebels without a thought.

	“Would you? Give me your soldiers?” I asked instead. And I could see his mind calculating, judging with every breath.

	“What would I get in return?”

	“Him.”

	“Provided I want him… It is a big assumption to make.”

	“You’ve entertained me this long.” And before he had a chance to reply I pressed it. “No one knows what your brother became better than I do. No one else can stop him.”

	His mouth thinned. “That I believe.”

	“And yet you don’t trust me enough.”

	“Why should I?”

	It was a fair question, as much as it was an unnerving one. I was a fugitive. I’d grown up under the tutelage of a brother he seemed to despise. I had nothing concrete to offer. No guaranteed peace, no money, no quick way to prove my intentions. And yet, I knew we wanted the same thing as much as I knew he wanted to believe me. I wouldn’t still be free and standing in his office otherwise.

	I reached out to the bottle of brandy sitting on the table and poured myself a healthy dosage of reddish caramel liquor. I happily ignored the King’s arched brow and snarky “help yourself” comment as I gulped it down in a single motion. 

	I waited for the burning alcohol to soothe my senses before the last scrap of civilized politeness evaded me, but it wasn’t until Flynn’s fingers uninhibitedly brushed the back of my arm, calling me back to reality that I regained control of my temper. 

	I took a deep breath, firming my thoughts and reigning in my anger before saying: “I can’t make you trust me, and I won’t insult your intelligence by asking you to. But I need to know why he left. Why he spent nearly three decades hiding every piece of who he truly is.”

	Nico tapped a finger on the desk as he observed me so deeply and intently that I could do nothing but concentrate on not fidgeting under his stare. 

	“You want to play him,” he said to himself, understanding easing the set of his jaw. “To force him to stop this war before he has a chance to start it.” 

	It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t offer an answer.

	“I’m afraid your plan is terribly flawed, Aila. The story you seek simply doesn’t exist.” I could swear there was an edge of sorrow in his voice. If for my apparently naïve plan or for the memories starting to stir in his mind, I couldn’t tell.

	Either way, he’d need more than a sympathetic comment to change my mind.

	“Ivo does nothing without reason.”

	 “I don’t know if his story can ever help you make sense of the man who raised you, but it can’t stop a war. Ivo loathed everything our father touched. No matter if we were his family, he despised us all.”

	And I almost believed him. Almost.

	“Then why keep Lena’s letters?” Why share so many memories of your mother with me?

	“The workings of my selfish brother’s mind remain a mystery to me. Until you showed up, I didn’t even know he’d kept any of it. What I know is that he never took the time to answer them.” A small crack flashed across his perfectly polite mask. There and gone so fast, I was surprised I didn’t miss it. “Besides, it wouldn’t make a difference.”

	“Why not?”

	Before he could answer, a light knock sounded on the door and a young, blond man rushed to his side whispering indistinctive words in his ears.

	When the King's attention returned to me, there were no more signs of emotion, no calculating thoughts. This meeting was over, and with it any chance I had of gaining over his trust in the few days we had left.

	“You are welcome to stay as my guests. Bash will show you to your quarters.”

	“That is not necessary, we’ll leave Tlaloc soon.” I’d probably have more chances at finding something about Ivo if I wasn’t observed by every one of his soldiers.

	He nodded once. “All the more reason for you to stay.”

	Something in his tone gave me pause. An inch of doubt. A tiny sliver of uncertainty.

	Whether Leon sensed the same or not, it was his collected voice that finally answered for all of us. “Thank you.” 
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	“We should have a good night of sleep and go back in the first light.” Leon’s voice cut through the quiet room. “It was a good shot, Ace.” 

	We were alone in the spacious anteroom connecting the three chambers we were given for the night. Our bags and weapons discarded in a lump between the set of sofas occupying the center of the room.

	Flynn had been checking the safety of the sleeping quarters for the past few minutes, but I couldn’t bring myself to move from my seat. Couldn’t bring myself to believe it would be over so quickly. No matter what encouraging words Leon had been spilling on my ears. 

	I let my gaze wander through the space. It was comfortable and home-like, not so different from the King’s personal office. Private, endearing, and crowned with perfect garden views and unique clay sculptures.

	Until a glimpse of light reflected in worn-out metal caught my attention. The old-style, elaborate iron keys resting on every door had the exact same make as the one I’d found in Ivo’s safe all those months back. The only difference was the soft ribbon hanging from it: white, not the deep brown I’d seen before.

	I lightly traced my fingers through it. I didn’t need further proof that Ivo had lived in this castle, grown up among the halls and corridors around us, but knowing he’d saved a single key for so many years stirred something in my core. Solidified my resolve.

	This is not over!

	I clutched the cold metal in my hands before turning back to an awaiting Leon.

	“This is not your regular key,” I mused dropping the iron lump on his hand.

	He studied the unique style of it, the markings around the head and finally conceded. “These symbols can be traced back to Tlaloc crown. Hardly a surprise on their castle.”

	“Didn’t know you were such an expert in heraldic,” Flynn joined us with a curt nod confirming the rooms were secure.

	“I have a very varied set of interests,” he winked.

	“Point is,” I cut through their little side chat. “We can agree a key like this is definitely tied to the Royal family, right?”

	A weary nod from Leon and an amused glance from Flynn were my only responses. Fine.

	“Then why would Ivo keep one of these hidden in his room for three decades?”

	“We already know he is tied to the Royal family, Ace. The King all but admitted you were right.”

	“But why would he keep a fucking key when he’d done everything in his power to destroy any evidence linking his back to this place? I stopped believing in coincidences a long time ago, Leon. That key — his key, must be from somewhere inside this castle. And the only reason why he’d keep it is if he intended to return for whatever it is it locks away.”

	“You think he left something behind.” Flynn pointed.

	“Yes. And I’m going to find it.”

	“Ace…”

	“You promised me ten days, Leon. I still have a week to go.”

	The resolve in my face and the command in my voice must have been convincing for Leon nodded. Barely. It was enough for me to reach for his hand and squeeze it in silent thanks.

	“Ivo’s ribbon was brown, not white,” I mused.

	“Some sort of code, probably. Castle wings, owner’s rank…” Flynn offered. “Give me the night. I’ll figure it out.”

	“How?”

	His smile was pure, devilish temptation.

	“Night staff tends to be quite chatty, love.”

	Something bitter and ugly stirred at my core before I pushed it away. I had no business caring what he did with his nights or how he acquired information, not after I’d claimed my past and sealed my future. Not when caring would only turn him into a too valuable target to anyone wanting to hurt me or own me.

	“Fine. Get what you can about the palace layout while you are at it.” I asked, avoiding his eyes before turning to Leon. “Can you get more on security and soldiers’ rotation?”

	“Yep. What will you do, Aila?” Suspicion dripped from his voice.

	“I’ll get another audience with my dear uncle.”

	And that was exactly what I tried. For two days straight. No tricks and no reckless plans. For two days I’d played Nico’s game. 

	He kept me close enough to have an eye on my every move — or so he thought — and yet was constantly unavailable. And the one time I did manage to corner him into a conversation, he only skimmed through nondescript talks and vague promises. 

	Every single hour in this damn castle had been nothing but a constant flow of luxurious waiting. An unending diplomatic chase. The one thing I had no time or patience for. And as happy as I was to be sleeping on a warm, soft bed instead of the forest floor, I’d never been as frustrated.

	I missed Ruby and Shanti, I was tired of deflecting Leon’s constant pull to go back home, I knew Ivo grew stronger by the minute and that war was an ever-growing threat for all the people I loved. 

	Despite my roaming through the grounds and constant research on the well-stocked Royal Library, I found nothing. Not about Ivo's past, not about Royal family gossip, and not even about the fabled Moon Stone. The only information we were able to confirm over the two useless days came through whatever antics Flynn had been employing every night: the ribbon attached to the palace keys was, indeed, a sign of the wing the keys belonged to–Brown for the royal family’s, white for the visitors. 

	I turned the information over in my head once again, trying to ignore the unwanted burn of jealousy that came with wondering how exactly Flynn was able to figure it out. I’d refused to ask about it, but my forced ignorance was doing little to stop the random assumptions springing in my head. It was doing even less to soothe the raw feeling left behind by the knowledge that not everyone was as immune to his charm as I’d once been. 

	Maybe Leon was right… Maybe it was time to give up, go back home. Or maybe it was time for something reckless.

	“Are you seriously considering breaking into the King’s late mother’s quarters? The room he hasn’t let any of the maids touch since she passed years ago?” Leon’s unsurprising disbelief cut through my thoughts.

	We were alone in the spacious anteroom connecting our personal chambers. We had been occupying. 

	“What other options do we have left, Leon? I’ve tried the whole being honest thing. It didn’t work.” I dropped myself onto one of the sofas facing the open windows before adding with bitter resignation, “Turns out trust takes time. You should be happy, one way or another, tomorrow we are going home.” I offered him a sad smile.

	Soft, perfumed breeze touched my skin and calmed my senses. A small part of my brain wondered if I should thank Leon for the pleasant feeling or if this was simply nature offering some much-needed comfort and distraction.

	“I trusted you immediately.” His voice carried the familiar hint of mischief as he sat by my side and bumped into my shoulder. 

	I glanced at him, frowning.

	“I brought you Ezer and you all had been watching me for a while. It is hardly the same as showing up unannounced after being raised by your hateful, shady brother.”

	“I suppose that could be seen as a complication.”

	A small smile pulled my lips upward. Leon’s humor had become a thread keeping me sane during these days — that is when he wasn’t pestering me to leave.

	 And Flynn…

	No point thinking of him now, not when he was probably busy trying to coax information from some perfectly blond, perfectly delicate maid. 

	I shook my head, grunting as I forced the ridiculous thought and bitter pang in my stomach away. It is none of my business what he is doing or with whom he’s doing it with. 

	“What other choice do we have? To leave empty handed and wait? Hope that we can make a dent in Ivo’s forces when he comes to kill us all?”

	Leon sighed. “I don’t know, but we’ve managed it before. We will do it again.”

	“You didn’t have me before,” I protested.  

	“We still count that on the good things pile, Ace.”

	“Is it, though? A good thing?” I turned to him, searching every line of his face as self-loathing broke a crack in the façade I’d been striving to maintain. “Having me by your side also means Ivo will stop at nothing to get me, and Aiden... well, before me, he could have been an unwilling ally.”

	“Aiden was never an ally, love.” Flynn’s voice boomed from behind me, sending a jolt of surprise through my body. I didn’t know how long he’d been standing there, but to judge by the sharp intensity of his voice, he’d heard enough. “No matter what heroic lines he spun on you. And Ivo would have come after us anyway, it has always been his only play to earn King Elran’s trust.”

	You are a good thing, he seemed to say. And I wanted nothing but to believe it.

	“Did she say anything?” I asked instead, tone sharper than I’d intended, with the reminder of where he’d come from.

	Whatever maid he’d befriended had confirmed Ivo’s key was one assigned to the royal family. Likely his old quarters. But I still needed to know where that was. 

	“No. She’s too young… never even heard of Ivo. And the rest of the staff is either too loyal or too clueless to give us anything else.”

	“Has she found any locked rooms in the Royal Wing? Any restricted areas?” 

	“Nothing besides Lena’s old quarters.” 

	“And you believe her?”

	“I do.” 

	I ignored the pounding in my ear at the thought of why he’d believe her so blindly and said drily, “So, assuming your ... skills are as good as you think, we have nothing.”

	He arched a brow at my tone but nodded.

	Once again, I had no other options but the desperate one, and if it wasn’t for the lives at stake I might have laughed at the irony of the whole thing. For once again, my only choice seemed to be breaking into an unknown room in the off chance that I could find a scrap of a clue that would likely lead me nowhere but to a low-lit, inescapable dungeon. A hollow, desperate laugh brewed in my chest, and I realized Leon was right: it was madness. A desperate, pitiful plan. 

	I came this far for a true alliance, for a real chance to make a difference. I may have strayed from the course, but I couldn’t intrude on the slice of life Nico had preserved, couldn’t stain the memories he’d saved of his mother.

	I wasn’t Ivo’s spy anymore and I would no longer rely on questionable deeds. There were lines I wouldn’t cross.

	I let out a deep breath and closed my eyes as I faced the ceiling. For better or worse, we were done.

	“Let’s go home,” I said wearily. “Let’s go home, tomorrow.”
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	he garden behind the castle was remarkable. Tropical flowers in perpetual bloom, lush green foliage, and hidden clearings with delicate chairs. All in perfect harmony. All breathing wild and undisturbed life. 

	At night, small white torches bordered every trail and illuminated every nook. Now, in broad daylight, they were a beautiful and peaceful marking of the sandy-stone paths.

	For the better part of an hour, I breathed the crisp air while reigning in my bitter disappointment. Then, I started picking the most colorful flowers I could find. By the time I reached the tall, yellow Ipe tree a graceful bouquet rested in my hands.

	I’d noticed the tree marking the entrance to the burial grounds on my first excursion through the garden and given Nico couldn’t even dismantle his mother’s room, I doubted he’d cremated her remains. 

	The graveyard was small. No more than two dozen well-tended tombstones in a rare grassy field surrounded by large and tall trees. An old white building sat at the edge of the tree line, no doubt harboring a pyre. At its front, two large statues, their golem-like style vaguely resembling the clay figurine Ivo used to keep in his bedroom at the villa. The only difference was these were white and somehow softer. A more human shape than the nightmarish wooden form from my childhood.

	A quick scan of the neat rows was all it took for me to find what — or who — I was searching for. Lena Timal Reyes. The name stood proud in a pinkish marble stone. Beloved mother, hopeful dreamer, I continued to read.

	I’d assumed Ivo had taken a random last name and yet it made complete sense that he’d used his mother’s maiden name. 

	I traced the letters of the last name connecting him to the royal family, the name that could have solved my puzzle that much faster. Reyes. I half-wondered if the courtesy of the surname had been granted by her other son — Nico — or by the late King himself. But since I’d never heard her referred to as Queen, I doubted she’d ever been anything other than the mother of the King’s bastards. 

	Was that one of the reasons why Ivo despised his Kingdom? A misguided sense of loyalty to what could have been? Would that be enough to keep him away after his father died and his brother was named King? Would that justify his adamant denial of his mother’s constant pleas? 

	Carefully, I placed the fresh flowers on the top of the tombstone and sat down, basking in the direct sunlight gracing my skin. 

	“Hey,” I said to the stretch of soil at my side. “I couldn’t come this far and not say hello, I did grow up hearing a lot about you, after all.” 

	A quiet moment passed as I heard the distant birds flying atop the trees. It felt weirdly right to be there, uttering words I knew no one else other than her could ever understand.

	“Maybe you’d find it amusing that a grown woman who never met you is trying to have a heart-to-heart conversation with, well… your grave. But sometimes, I think we’d have liked each other.”

	My voice grew softer and more quivery with every word, unguarded.

	“Ivo used to say that I reminded him of you and after a while, I started believing it. Granted it was usually when he wanted to lecture me, so it wasn’t always a compliment, but… from what I hear, you were a hell of a woman, so I’ve decided that this is how I’ll think of it from now on. Like it was an honor.” A sad smile peaked at the corner of my lips, and I continued.

	“I don’t know how your son turned out to be such a dick, and believe me, he is a big dick.

	“Still, he raised me and as silly as it may be, I think a part of him genuinely cared for me… And I know I should, but I can’t really blame him for not knowing how to love, can I? 

	“Anyway, I don’t know if it is any consolation, but he really cared for you too and I think that staying away for so long killed a bit of the humanity in him.”

	I sighed and my gaze dropped to the blades of grass between my fingers. 

	“He gave me something of yours once — a necklace.  Said it matched my eyes and that you’d be happy to know it rested in my hands. Brief as it was, in that moment he… he seemed proud.” The word foreign and unreal on my tongue as I remembered how I’d craved his approval, his love. I scoffed softly. “It was the first time I felt like part of something, like I had an heirloom, a heritage besides heartbreak and pain to pass forward. 

	“I don’t know if any of his words were true, but if they were — if that necklace was truly yours, I want you to know how sorry I am for having left it behind.”

	I stood up just as I felt the burning of tears. With a shuddering breath, I scraped my lashes before they had a chance to roll over my cheek. “I’m sorry that it is gone now, and I’m sorry I didn’t make it here sooner. I’d have liked to meet you.”

	In a swift, decisive movement, I turned around and stepped away from the grave, only to find King Nico standing in front of me. I glanced around, surprised by his unnoticeable approach.

	“No one would have heard me in this forest,” he offered, as if in answer to my unspoken question. “It is not a flaw in your skills.”

	“It is a testament to your power,” I guessed.

	“Something like that.”

	“How long have you been here?”

	“Long enough,” he said after a moment.

	“It’s not polite to eavesdrop,” I retorted.

	“I didn’t plan to find you here, of all places.”

	I nodded, before passing him by, toward the entrance beyond. Before I reached the edge of the field he said:

	“That sounded a lot like a farewell.”

	“We’ll leave in the morning,” I confirmed.

	His lips twisted as a flicker of amusement lightened his voice: “Tired of questioning my staff?” 

	“They can’t give me what I need, and you don’t seem interested in trying, so no point in overstaying our welcome.”

	I thought he’d dismiss me, instead, he asked: “Walk with me?”

	We strolled side by side as he slowly led me to the building I’d seen before.

	“He talked about her?” His voice was softer than I’d ever heard it. Less the King and more the man he must have been before the crown.

	“Barely. And mostly after I spent days annoying him with questions.”

	“Yet, he kept her letters.”

	“He did. At least some of them. I think he missed her after all.”

	“I’m sure he did. He despised this Kingdom, but not her. Never her,” he said so roughly that I thought he’d spoken to himself.

	“I gather he didn’t give you said letters, after all, did he?”

	I scoffed, finally making sense of his behavior. “Is that why you thought I was here? To do his bidding?”

	“Can’t put an elaborate ploy past my brother,” he said with a shrug.

	He wasn’t wrong. “I stole the letters. Same night I killed his bodyguard.”

	“Billy,” he murmured. “You really did that? I thought it was a rumor.”

	“I should probably say I regret it, but that would be a lie and I’m kind of sick of those.”

	He truly assessed me then — maybe for the first time — and whatever he found me to be, it was enough to warrant one of the most honest answers I had gotten out of him since our arrival.

	“He had it coming since long before you were born.”

	“You knew him?”

	“His father was a member of the Royal guard.”

	He opened the double cedar door to the building, and I stepped into a circular salon. Copper plates covered the right wall with what I gathered were long passed members of the royal family. At the center, a large pyre flanked by a few benches.

	At the front, a large portrait of a young, raven-haired woman, encircled by white roses and lilies. 

	I moved nearer to the painting and if I had any doubt left after seeing the proud nose and angular jaw, the familiar emerald necklace resting on her collarbone made her unmistakable. 

	Lena Timal Reyes. She had a slightly mischievous expression and sharp inquisitive look that seemed to challenge me.

	“She was fearless and too smart for her own good. She would have liked you,” Nico declared.

	My fingers traced the intricate silver lines reverently. It was a perfect rendition of the necklace Ivo gave me.

	“She loved that necklace. It was the only gift my father ever gave her.”

	I turned to the King. Too stunned to say anything. No matter what Ivo had told me or what I tried to convince myself of, I never honestly believed my master’s words when gifting it to me had been true.

	“She forced Ivo to take it with him the day he left. And even if I wanted to believe he’d sell it on the first opportunity, I knew he wouldn’t. I just never expected he’d give it to anyone.”

	I gaped. “I … I don’t know what to say.”

	“I suppose that really makes you my niece of sorts,” he smiled.

	I nodded, bewildered.

	“And it only makes all I heard the past year more horrifying.”

	I felt the sandy burn behind my eyes and willed myself to breathe. Long and deep enough that the sting passed. 

	“Thank you,” was all I could say. “If I ever see that necklace again, I’ll make sure it finds its way back to your family.”

	He crossed the room and took my hand. Tentative. “If you ever see it again, keep it. It’s yours.”

	“It’s a family heirloom,” I said, confused.

	An old sadness crossed his features as he replied, “You are the only thing resembling a family that my brother will ever have. Although, I’m afraid this may be more a curse than a blessing to you.” 

	“I’ll live,” I evaded. “Why did he leave her?”

	“He didn’t. He left me and my father,” Nico sighed. Wistful longing replaced by a flicker of anger. “We both hated the old man. He was spiteful and ambitious, cared for nothing but his power. And whatever love he bore for my mother was never enough to risk turning a low-born maid into a Queen, nor was it enough to make his bastard sons legitimate. He took a couple of wives over his lifetime but was never able to produce an official Heir; never a single child… except with my mother. And as the years went by, he started blaming her for it.” His fingers grazed the portrait. “He convinced himself that she’d cursed or poisoned him somehow, that all the political instability festering in the realm was her fault.

	“He soon turned on us. Got petty, violent. I had my magic to protect me from the worst of his rage, but Ivo’s never manifested and he...” He didn’t need to finish for me to understand what had happened from there, what Ivo had slowly grown into.

	“When my brother decided to leave, he wanted our mother to go with him, but she refused. And that was that. We never heard of him again until we got news that he was working for the Niram’s crown. By that time, my father had been forced to recognize me as Heir — bastard or not I was the stronger Earth wielder of my generation and his only option not to lose the feeble control he still had over his Kingdom. But I guess Ivo still felt like I’d sided with him. Like accepting a place in our father’s court was some sort of… betrayal. 

	“So when I finally took the throne our mother made me promise I’d keep Ivo’s secret, so I did. No one in this palace has heard a word about him since he left. Not until you showed up.”

	“Why tell me now?”

	“Because his story shaped you. Hurt you. It is not the leverage that you hoped for, but maybe it can bring you some closure.”

	Because I’ve seen enough of your pain to be willing to trust you, were the words left unsaid. 

	I nodded.

	“Thank you,” I said again. “I won’t waste any more of your time.”

	I inclined my head to him. As much of a sign of respect as I would allow myself to offer any royal.

	“You could stay, you know?” he said. “Your quarters will be yours for as long as you wish.”

	“I really can’t. Not when I still have a war to prepare for and no way of stopping your brother.”

	“You are missing the point. Asking all the wrong questions,” he challenged.

	I measured him for a moment: the intent look, the serious posture. He’d been playing this game a lot longer than me, yet there was nothing of the cold, cruel viciousness I’d seen in so many royal members. Somehow, he’d been able to preserve a fundamental, wise part of himself.

	“What are the right questions then? Indulge me.”

	“Why are you here? What do you want, Aila?”

	“I’ve been quite clear about what I want, dear uncle. Are you ready to give me your support?”

	“On what? An alliance with the rebels or reclaiming your Kingdom… niece?”

	The implication of his question stopped me for a moment longer than I’d like to admit. Because I could play a bigger role than I’d allowed myself to consider. I could be more than hope and legend. 

	"Are you here as a rebel sympathizer or as a Queen, Aila?” he pressed.

	I’d revealed myself to him but announcing my heritage to the world was a bigger game. More definitive, more dangerous.

	I could be a force that helped re-shape this world. I could change the scales in ways I’d never imagined before.

	And all I had to do was accept the life threat that my claim to Kalindi’s throne would bring to everyone I’d ever dared to love. I wouldn’t only have Ivo to contend with, I’d have whole Kingdoms. 

	“I don’t know,” I finally whispered.

	A small side smile lifted his mouth. “For your peoples’ sake, I hope you figure that out.”

	 I shook my head and prepared to leave. “I really don’t have time for games and impossible questions anymore. We must go back and prepare.”

	“You are not preparing, you are guessing,” Nico insisted. “I thought you’d be better than this.”

	“Guessing is all we can do,” I spat.

	“Not if you know their plans.”

	I almost laughed. “Those are not exactly easy to come by.”

	“You still have a lot to figure out, Aila. But I happen to have a seat on their council, and you and I do want the same thing, after all,” he said suggestively. 

	“What changed?” 

	He sighed. Deep and heavy.

	“There is a lot that can be faked. But I know the cost of loving a man like Ivo. I saw it on my mother’s face for far too long to not recognize it in yours.”

	“You mean you trust me now.” Now that you know your brother truly fucked me up. 

	“I mean that I could trust you, and that I’d like to get to know you.”

	He’d offered me the tentative alliance I’d come searching for, but beyond that — buried beneath his traumas and my own — there was something else. A deeper, more meaningful longing: a family, or the shadows of one. 

	“Okay,” I finally agreed.  
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	When I entered the foyer between our rooms, Flynn’s gaze immediately shot up from the book resting in his hands.

	The early hours of the night had descended during the time I’d stayed away, locked in unexpected conversation with the King. 

	It wouldn’t be easy to convince Leon and Flynn to leave me behind, but Nico was right about one thing: there was very little I could do in Shanti that they couldn’t do on their own. The access he could give me to the Elementalists’ plans on the other hand… That alone could make a difference.

	It was the exact game Flynn had played for so many years. Just with one less powerful ally than I’d have. Right?

	I glanced around the empty room before meeting his stare and registering just how sinfully attractive he looked under the moonlight coming through the window.

	“Is Leon here?”

	“No.” Arched brows and tempting, full mouth followed my body. 

	Tearing my attention from him took more effort than I’d care to admit, and I couldn’t help but wonder if spending his last night reading alone was his only plan or if he had someone else to say goodbye to in the darkest hours. 

	The too familiar, yet entirely unbefitting knot in my stomach twisted a bit further. Ignoring the infuriating thoughts, I moved to the window. 

	Somewhere along the last few months, the cool and collected woman I’d always prided myself to be had given way to a flustered, emotional girl that didn’t seem capable of handling a pair of golden eyes and a dashing smile. It was utterly ridiculous and absolutely annoying. 

	Next thing I know I’ll be swooning, I scolded myself.

	We’d grown close over the last few weeks, friends even. But that was all we could ever be: friends who tease and flirt.  

	No matter his proximity was electrifying and his presence all too familiar. No matter I could no longer bother to deny what his presence in my life caused to my mind and heart. I didn’t have the luxury of indulging in it. Not now that Id started on this path. Not when my mere interest would get him killed.

	“Where were you?” he asked before I could regain control over the swirl of fleeting, maddening emotions. “Or should I ask with whom? Hard goodbyes, perhaps?”

	I don’t know if it was the undertone of seriousness hidden behind the apparent easiness of his words; or the hard set of his jaw; or simply the bitter jealousy that didn’t leave my stomach. But instead of an answer, I gave him a scowl and half-spoken accusation: “I suppose you’re leaving your own goodbyes to the late hours of the evening? Or are you just planning to disappear into the night without a word?”

	The apparent calmness vanished from his features, replaced by… delighted surprise. 

	“Jealous, love?” he asked with a smug grin, voice wrapped up in wicked promise. 

	“I told you before and I'll tell you again, Wheelan. You think too highly of yourself.”

	He moved closer to me, tormentingly slowly. His attention held me captive, frozen in place, even as I braced myself for the impact his nearness would have on every inch of my being. 

	Cool, certain fingers brushed my arms leaving shivers in their wake, a sign no amount of bravado could ever hide. 

	His gaze dropped to the point where our skin connected, and I knew he was as aware of my body's reaction to him as I was. “The thing is, Aila, I don’t think I do.”

	When he faced me again, there was nothing but raw need in his every muscle. Need that sent waves of fire through my core.

	I cleared my throat and made my way around him. “I'm sure she'll welcome you back into her bed anytime, then."

	“You think I slept with someone here? The maid?”

	“It is none of my business how you choose to... acquire your information.”

	He blocked my path again, an amused smile still playing on his lips as he held me in place.

	“I paid her,” he said with an unflinching stare. “She has a small baby and a sick mother. She was desperate for money and too proud to ask her King for help.”

	“I didn't ask for an explanation,” I said tightly despite the knot on my stomach loosening a thread.

	“Let me make one thing abundantly clear, love. There is only one bed I want to get into, and I think you are well aware of it, even if you’ve been desperately trying to pretend not to see, not to feel.”

	Before I could reply, Leon busted through the room and dramatically threw himself at the closest armchair. I used the distraction to disentangle myself from Flynn.

	“What is it that I hear of you spending a cozy afternoon with our dear old King, Ace?”

	The former captain's focus burned a hole through my skin as I sighed and claimed a chair of my own. Using all my will to regain a flicker of composure. 

	“I was clearing my head. I had no plans of bumping into him.” It sounded more like an explanation than I’d wanted to. 

	“Clearing your head? In the burial grounds?” Leon blurted with arched brows.

	“Fine. I wanted to pay my respects to Lena, I didn’t expect him to be there.”

	Flynn made it to the chair across from me and crossed his legs as they quietly waited.

	With no other option, I continued: “We talked about Ivo. Nico believed that me coming here was his doing.”

	“Then I’m starting to believe he is not as smart as we thought,” Flynn quipped.

	“Or trusting,” Leon agreed.

	“Can you blame him though?”

	The harsh reality was that no tactics were beyond Ivo, and his brother — close or not — seemed to know him enough to be aware of that. 

	“Anything we can use?” Leon asked after a short silence.

	“Apart from some family drama, no.” I sounded as tired as I felt. 

	“Assuming he told you the truth.”

	“I think he did… his truth at least.”

	“Ok. Then nothing changes, we leave at dawn.”

	I knew what I had to say and no matter it was the only smart move, I still couldn’t bring myself to utter the words.

	I took a deep breath and looked at the ceiling. “Actually, he agreed to share the Elementalists’ plans with us. Letters, maps, all he receives.” 

	I sensed as they moved in unison. And when I lowered my face, their mirrored expressions of mild disbelief almost made me laugh.

	“How would that even work? It would take too long to get our hands on the documents,” Leon asked.

	“We don’t need the documents. Short messages by air will do.” A well-trained eagle could get to Shanti in a matter of days. 

	“We’d need to verify whatever the King messages to us. It would still not be quick enough.”

	“We wouldn’t need to verify it if we got first peek at what he receives, if we see it at the same time as him — as soon as it arrives.” 

	My attention shifted between them as their minds sped through the scenarios. 

	“It could take us weeks to get something concrete, and that is without the time to go back.” Leon shook his head slowly as he evaluated the implications “Even if B and Ezer can organize our forces, I need to be there for them to move. We need to be there.”

	But understanding crossed Flynn’s features. “Not us, you. What is the plan you hatched this afternoon, Aila? You stay behind? Our ears in his court as we go back to Shanti?”

	“You can’t deny it makes sense. Maybe we don’t all need to be here for this.”

	“You are not seriously suggesting this, are you?”

	“You don’t need me in Shanti, Leon.” Thank the Goddess, my voice was firm. This wasn’t about self-pity. It was about the very few choices we had.

	“Of course, I do. We all do.”

	“I may be the Heir, but in Shanti I’m also just another body, another soldier. I can be a symbol anywhere, but here I can get us allies, information. Here, I can be useful.”

	“I didn’t bring you here just to leave you behind, Aila. Not again.” The memory of the choice we’d both had to make in Urian was painfully fresh in his voice.

	Enough to prompt me to move without thinking. In a moment I was kneeling in front of the sofa he’d occupied. 

	I held his hand. “I’m not stranded here. Nico is … well, in a sick, confusing way, he is family.” With a small jolt of surprise, I realized it was truth. Leon had become family to me, but Nico and Ezer were probably the closest thing to a living relative I had. And I couldn’t deny a part of me wanted to know more about him.

	“That doesn’t mean you can trust him, Aila. You know that as well as I do.” The bitter wariness in him was ancient. 

	“I know.” Ivo had been the only father figure I'd ever had, and it brought me nothing but pain. “But then, what if I can?” 

	“Don’t you have something to say about all this?” He eyed Flynn as he leaned back, and I knew I had won. At least one of them.

	Infuriating, deep golden eyes observed me for a long moment before he stood. On his way out of the chamber, he said: “She is old enough to make her own decisions.”

	His words fell leaden on my stomach. It wasn’t the answer I expected or wanted. But then… what did I want? 

	“Fine,” Leon mumbled. “But I want a word with the King myself.”

	And maybe a few weeks before, that would have been it. I would have stayed on my own, embraced whatever role I had to play, pretended I needed nothing and no one. But after the last few weeks, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. No matter what I had planned that afternoon.

	Before I could think better of it, I followed Flynn into the corridor.

	“We’ve both done the whole undercover thing before. And I know I can do it again, if need be, but I’d rather not do it alone this time.” My voice was little more than a whisper. A fragile, vulnerable whisper that I would likely resent later that night.

	Flynn paused, a tense set to his shoulders as he carefully turned around, expression unusually blank.

	“What are you saying Aila? What are you asking?”

	“I’m asking for your help. I’m asking you to stay. Will you?”

	The phantom of something as sweet and hopeful as a new day glimpsed through his face as he answered without even a moment’s hesitation: “Always.”
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	eon and Nico bickered for hours. Whether it was the communication lines, the frequency of messages, the role I’d play in yet another court — nothing drove even an ounce of understanding between them.

	The whole thing was equal parts vexing and amusing. 

	Yet, I knew it wouldn’t be easy for my friend to leave Flynn and I behind, not after what I’d put him through over the last few months. 

	So, I sat in the long meeting with minimum remarks and mostly concealed amusement. 

	Eventually they agreed on personal, coded daily messages between Leon and me, delivered to different Alliance outposts.

	“I’ll know if it is not her message,” Leon warned for what felt like the hundredth time.

	“And what would I gain by betraying you? I’m trying to avoid a massacre, same as you.” Nico replied coolly.

	“Power, influence, favors. I could continue for hours,” Leon crossed his leg in wry attitude.

	“I know you don’t trust me, and I have given you no reason otherwise. But you have my word that no harm will come to either of them in my lands.”

	“If it does, I’ll come after you myself,” the Alliance general flashed a murderous grin, and I couldn’t help but admire the boldness with which he stood up against a King. 

	“That is enough,” I said, instead. “We’ll keep in touch,” I said facing Leon. “And I know enough of your dirty secrets for there to be no doubts as of who is writing the messages,” I winked.

	Slowly, I turned to the King. “And you,” I made a show of measuring him, tracing his frame with a deep, considerate look. “I’m willing to give you a real chance, but if I am to stay, it is time for you to offer us more than empty promises.”

	He watched me — my posture, my face — for a moment. His focus never strayed before replying. “Very well. What do you know about the Elementalists’ movements?”

	“That is not the right question,” I admonished. “The real question is what you can tell us about their movements.”

	Approval flickered on his face as he nodded. “Two months ago, we were asked to support Niram on a bid to end the Alliance once and for all.”

	Flynn finally broke his silence. “Nice way of saying you started preparing for war.”

	“Except, we didn’t. You see, every Elementalist decision needs to be unanimous. That is how we kept a resemblance of peace for so long.”

	“And this wasn’t?” Leon asked, mild surprise in his voice.

	Nico shook his head. “No matter what rightful message the young prince may be delivering, I know my brother well enough to see his attempt to obliterate your movement as the power play that it is.”

	“Aiden?” was all I could ask among the sudden pounding in my head.

	“Ivo may have orchestrated the whole meeting, spun the tales to turn you,” he glanced at me, “into a dangerous enemy. But it was Niram’s Heir who asked for immediate action, even if half-heartedly.”

	I felt myself dropping onto the chair, disbelief coating my senses once again.

	“Why not Elran?” Leon asked.

	“A test… for the crown,” Flynn said in a soft voice. “King Elran never saw eye to eye with Aiden. He saw his son as a fool unworthy of the Heir position. And his,” whether for my benefit or not, he hesitated, searching for the right word, “relationship with Aila did nothing to help with that.”

	“What did they ask for?” The general turned back to Nico.

	“A head on attack. Destroy the Alliance, destroy Aila. Turn your symbol of hope into a symbol of their victory.”

	“Aiden truly asked for Aila’s head?” The surprise in his voice reflected my own shock. And I adored him a little bit more for that.

	I felt more than saw Flynn claiming the chair by my side. His leg barely brushed against mine and yet, his silent support was enough to pull me back. His steadiness calmed my nerves.

	“It doesn’t matter,” I said, my voice laced with resigned sorrow. “How was the vote?”

	“Alizeh sided with Niram, although their preferred action is to avoid direct conflict and to target only you, instead.”

	“Of course it is,” Leon blurted under his breath before Nico continued.

	“Tefnut and I remained neutral through the negotiations so far.”

	“What gave Tefnut pause?”

	“Months ago, Niram pleaded with all of us to close our borders in search of you, so allegedly, Tefnut's troops are too widely dispersed  for any immediate action. In reality, I think Sarah can’t stomach their intention any more than I do.”

	“And is that why you haven’t moved yet? Values?” Flynn questioned.

	The two men faced each other for a moment, judgment heavy in their gazes.

	“I’ve tried to stop the experiments done by the Elementalists for long enough to not want to have anything to do with a war that will only perpetuate them. The more power Niram has —  the more power my brother has, more powerless people will suffer.”

	“What happens now?” I jumped in.

	“Talks have continued over the past few weeks without commitment. I wager that Niram will call for another meeting soon.”

	I nodded. “I want access to every piece of communication you exchanged. And from now on, I get a first look at every new letter. You open and write nothing if we are not together and in agreement,” I told my newfound uncle.

	“Has anyone ever told you how demanding you are?”

	“Constantly,” a side grin tugged at my lips even if the humor never reached my eyes.

	“Fine, but I want to introduce you as part of my court during our spring ball. In two days.”

	“No official ties,” Leon retorted.

	“You want your friends safe? That is how we do it. No one will touch them if they are under my protection.”

	“You make it that official, and Ivo will know,” I said.

	“Oh, dear, he already does. He wouldn't be worth all the trouble he causes if he didn't know the second you stepped foot in this place.”

	He was right. Of course he was.

	“Fine. But you don't use my real name, nor my title.”

	Flynn and Leon’s sharp stares turned on me, a clear question written across their arched brows.

	“You had no problem claiming who you are to gain the interest of this court,” he pondered.

	“That was then, and this is now.”

	“Your name is the very thing that can give them pause, buy you a lot of collaboration. Even another army if you are willing to barter your hand.” His expression grew wary.

	An army for a marriage. If I could stomach selling myself for it, if I was ever desperate enough.

	Flynn’s leg stilled against mine, his every muscle as tense and sharp as the coldness in his voice: “I’d think very carefully about what you suggest next. We are not in the business of negotiating anyone’s body and life away.”

	Before the amusement on Nico’s face could trickle down into another witty — and useless — response, I said:

	“You’re right, Ivo will know who I am no matter what name I use, but he won’t risk revealing it and getting all the other Kingdoms wondering how much he is spying on them. Not for now. Not unless he knows without a shadow of doubt why I’m here. And you, dear uncle, need to keep up appearances with the Elementalists. If they think you are colluding with the woman who played Niram’s Heir and Premier, you’ll be cut off from the communications and all the trouble I went through will have been for nothing.”

	“That hurts, dear niece.”

	“Nothing personal,” a sharp smile twisting my mouth. 

	“Fine. What should I call you then?”

	“I don't care, just make sure you look the part of dumb King if it ever comes to that.”
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	A wave of white and green tule swirled around me as I turned to the mirror. The dress was remarkable, one of the most beautiful things I’d ever worn. 

	Hundreds of tiny green leaves formed a tight, laced bodice, covering my breasts in a dramatic pattern that gave way to a deep cleavage. The delicate texture morphed into a flowy tulle skirt that draped onto the floor in sections of white and green fabric, leaving many slits. With every step, the dress revealed the sides of my thigh down to the golden shoes and straps wrapping around my calves. Exquisite, unique, and utterly enticing.

	My attention fell to the plunging neckline. Just above it, a delicate golden locket bearing Tlaloc’s crest rested on my chest. Nico didn’t only arrange the perfect dress; he was thoroughly claiming me as part of his court.

	I could only wonder if the outfit had been in the works for longer than the two days since he invited me to stay.

	I glanced at the cypher Flynn gave me in the brief period we were alone that morning. He’d intently crossed the chamber between our personal rooms and threw me a cypher that was remarkably like the one I’d once stolen from Valran’s office. “For Leon’s messages.”

	I couldn’t help the smile in my voice. “I tried to break this once.”

	“And?” Curiosity tilted his head.

	“Only had a couple of hours before Ivo took it from me. Hardly enough for a serious attempt.”

	“At least you didn’t waste your time on a fake,” he shrugged. 

	“When did you know I was the one who broke into that office?”

	Rough laughter echoed in his voice: “Oh, love. I knew it the second I saw you clinging to Aiden’s arm to avoid me.”

	He’d left the room then and I hadn’t seen him since. We never finished the conversation Leon interrupted two nights before. In fact, aside from me asking him to stay, we had barely spoken. 

	With a frustrated sigh, I hid the cypher in the bottom of my bag and threw my unbound, black hair behind my shoulder. I checked for smudges in the deep kohl line on my eyes and berry red tint on my lips. Only then did I step out of the room to a dazzling Leon.

	He turned to me with bright eyes and a light smile full of mischief. More relaxed than I’d seen him in a long time.

	“You clean up nicely,” I grinned.

	Black, finely cut pants and a jacket embroidered with silver thread clung to his defined body in a swift contrast to his light hair. He looked almost boyish. 

	“Can’t complain yourself, Ace,” he threw back, offering me an arm.

	I leaned into his welcoming touch as he led me outside of the room. “Wheelan said he’ll meet us there.”

	I squared my shoulders and ignored the pang of disappointment as Leon escorted me to the throne room and the awaiting ball.
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	It was the first time I attended a ball without a hidden agenda. No missions, no spying, no Ivo.

	It was freeing, and overwhelming.

	As we stepped into the salon, for the briefest moment I couldn’t help but to feel like a… girl, a careless princess with no thoughts of politics and death.

	The ample round room was illuminated by flickering torches around each pillar. Long, flowery branches stretched from the outside trees, elegantly and purposefully. No doubt the courtesy of the earth magic that ran through this Kingdom.

	The side doors through which we had spied the castle barely a week before were open. A soft breeze flew in from the large balcony as a few guests made their way from the river beyond.

	“It’s beautiful,” I breathed, holding on to Leon’s arm as the bright notes of a gentle melody reached us.

	“It is,” he agreed. And I could swear something softened in his gaze as he saw the easy happiness in me.

	For a few minutes, we walked through the room, unnoticed. I marveled at the feeling of not being observed and judged. Soon, I was lost in his easy conversation and silly humor. And with every laugh I felt lighter and younger. Free in a way I’d never dared to feel.

	Wine and food poured through the room in waves of meat skewers, baked soft cheese, and creamy tarts. Spicy and sweet scents mixed in perfect harmony. At the edge of the room, the sweet treats that tugged at my memories and warmed my heart hung from scattered trees: candied apples in a variety of sizes and colors.

	 Intimate whispers soon morphed into lively conversation underpinned by the momentum of the powerful, clean melody.

	And then I saw him, standing in the middle of the ballroom. 

	The first time he stepped into my life, he’d been dashing. Tonight, he was sinful temptation.

	Flynn was cradled in black. Fitted jacket and pants wrapped around every sensual line of his body. Lips that were all irresistible curves spread in a slow, entrancing smile. He looked me over, head to toe. Attentive, deliberate. As if his whole mind was dedicated to committing my figure to memory. 

	I found it impossible not to stare into the molten gold of his eyes.

	The world narrowed, the music faded and all I could see was him as he walked towards us with predatory grace.

	I didn’t pay attention to Leon walking away and some of the guests clearing the dance floor at the center of the room. 

	Nothing else existed as Flynn stopped a mere inch from me.

	“You still owe me a dance, love,” he said, his voice a husky whisper, his hand stretched in the short distance between us.

	The last time he asked for a dance we were supposed to be nothing but wary strangers with a powerful prince in between us. And even if the intensity of his features felt as vivid and pleading then as it did now, I still thought it a move in whatever private war the two men had been waging. 

	“I never agreed to one.” A tantalizing grin danced in my mouth.

	Delighted challenge sparkled in every inch of his body as he traced a light finger down my bare arm, his gaze never leaving mine, his touch eliciting a trail of electric goosebumps that spread through my spine.

	“Maybe you did,” he whispered. “In my dreams.”

	Before I could reply, he stepped forward and closed the gap between us. His hand slipped from my arm to my waist in a certain, warm touch. 

	The air around us went taut, and as if on cue the initial notes of a waltz broke through the haze of his presence.

	All I could feel was the closeness of his body, the warmth of his touch, the passion of his stare. And I knew before we even took the first step that I was lost. 

	He held me closer, firmer, as if he knew I was a heartbeat away from giving in. Sensed that the only thing stopping me was the threat I’d pose to his life. The inescapable fear that lurked just beneath the surface.

	“I’ve got you,” he breathed against my neck.

	“I know,” I admitted as I let him lead me through the dance floor.

	I couldn’t say if we danced for minutes or hours. All I knew was that with that one simple admission, I’d risked crossing the line I’d set in my own thoughts; the line that would keep him far enough — detached enough from me; the line that would ensure he never became an unwilling target.

	Little did I know I’d set that line in the softest of sands; and lines in the sand can shift with the barest, sweetest of breezes on the most magical nights.

	It was terrifying.

	So, when he reluctantly left me to find us drinks, I walked away. To the empty balcony. To breathe. To leash the galloping feelings I didn’t seem able to deny any longer. To remind myself of why I so desperately needed that one line not to move.

	But Flynn found me a too-fast moment later.

	“Why do you keep pretending you don’t want me just as badly as I want you?” his own needs laid bare in front of me.

	“I don’t.”

	He moved, slowly diminishing the space between us. He didn’t balk, didn’t stop. Not until I had a wall against my back and no way to avoid his burning glare. 

	He braced an arm by my head and gently pressed me against the wall. Every glorious muscle of him touching me. 

	“You are out of that grieving hole, but you still don’t let yourself get close enough. What are you hiding from, Aila?”

	Before I found an answer, the smell of green grass and rain enveloped me, and my body melted against him despite my better judgement.

	“I’m not,” I said in between ragged breaths.

	“Are you sure about that?” he breathed in my ear.

	And as I turned to him, his gaze ensnared me, and time stopped. My sight flickered to his lips as his hand slipped to the back of my neck and he inched closer, giving me time to pull back.

	I didn’t.

	I inhaled deeply, and Goddess help me, leaned in. His breath felt warm. His skin grazed against the corner of my mouth. Barely a touch.

	My stomach twisted in anticipation, every inch of my skin shivering, awakening. Burning warmth pooled in between my legs.

	Just as my eyelids fluttered close, heavy boots sounded by our side, followed by embarrassed scraping noises.

	“I’m sorry to interrupt, miss. But the King has begun his speech,” Bash–Nico’s closest assistant–said.

	It took me a moment to will my mind to form rational thoughts again. To make sense of the words. 

	The King had started his speech. The speech in which he’d introduce us. Flynn rested his forehead against mine as a shredded breath left him. Understanding dawned upon him as heavily and reluctantly as it did on me.

	My nape felt cold and empty the moment his fingers left my skin, and I looked away before I regretted letting him go.

	I summoned the sweetest voice I’d ever mastered and smoothed the skirts of my dress before facing the blushing Tlaloc official.

	“Lead the way,” I said just as Flynn slipped his hands into his pockets and flashed a familiar smirk.
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	Chuckling and easy chatter reached my ears as we approached the semi-circle the guests had formed around the throne dais. This wasn’t the cunning court I’d gotten used to in Niram. And that wasn’t the traitorous King I’d been familiar with.

	Nico stood at the center of the dais, wine glass in hand, laughter in his voice. He dipped his head ever so slightly as he noticed our presence.

	 Where King Elran demanded, Nico welcomed, asked. Where Niram was vicious temptation, Toci was a warming embrace. Loyal, fair. And I couldn’t help but compare it.

	“I know I promised I wouldn’t force you all to listen to my incessant talking tonight, so let me just say this one last thing,” he said as the room quieted down. “Tonight is about welcoming spring, but it is also about welcoming a new member to my court.”

	He motioned to me as his mouth tugged upward and all the heads in the salon turned to the edge of the room where Flynn and I stood. 

	The roots and branches encircling the throne stretched and swirled under their master’s silent command. Blooming flowers sprung through the wood forming a flowery path to the dais.

	“This is my mother's goddaughter, Leila Luz. She is a brilliant, caring woman that was a part of our lives for many years, even if from afar.”

	Flynn offered me a strong arm as the King’s words echoed through the room.

	“And now that she… lost her last living parent, I’ve finally convinced her to stay close to the family she has left and join me in Toci along with her own advisor, Daniel Lynch.”

	I glanced at Flynn before linking our arms and stepping as close to him as I could. Only then did we walk. Together. And I didn’t bother to hide my smile or to ignore the fast beating of my heart.

	I climbed onto the dais and took the King’s open hand.

	“She’ll join my council starting tomorrow. "Don’t be misguided by her young looks,” the King continued with a humored look at some of the older guests at the edge of the room. “I assure you she’ll keep you on your toes.” 

	“Thank you for the chance to connect with the family I have left,” I said dipping my head in respect and holding both of his hands on my own, before turning to the rest of the salon. “If you are all as caring and charming as our King, I’m sure I’ll be happy here. I can’t wait to meet you all.” 

	As if in a coordinated movement, glass after glass was raised and tipped towards me in salute.

	“Go back to the dance floor, you lot,” the King shouted merrily.

	Music resumed, waiters circulated again, and guests walked freely through the room. Slowly, we moved away from the dais, locked in a low-voiced conversation hidden by the growing music. 

	“He'll take that personally,” I remarked as soon as Leon joined us.

	“I know,” Nico replied, not needing me to clarify who I referred to.

	“Was that a message?”

	“Of sorts.”

	“What sort?”

	“One that he understands. You are under my protection now, Aila.” A powerful, meaningful message then.

	I nodded.

	“I don’t think I was the only one making a point,” he smirked.

	I shrugged. “It doesn’t make it any less true.”

	“No, it doesn’t,” he agreed, and I saw a flash of emotion cross his face. Entirely too similar to what I’d seen when he’d asked me to stay. Tentative, hopeful.

	“Your guards know she is not who you say she is.” Leon, always the general. I couldn’t help but feel a twinge in my heart knowing he’d soon be gone.

	“My personal guards are the only ones who know about you three and they won’t tell a soul.”

	Leon measured him for a moment, but finally relented.

	“That doesn’t mean Ivo won’t have eyes and ears in this place,” the King continued. “So, be careful. Both of you.” His attention flickered from me to Flynn, not that he needed to remind any of us of the deadly game we were playing once again.

	The remaining hours of the night were a haze of conversation, introductions, and awkward dances. Nico had claimed me as family of his own and as such, every guest wanted to introduce themselves, to know how close I was to Lena and to hear about my countryside, my quiet life. I was never so thankful for the childhood stories Ivo had shared with me. It gave me enough knowledge of his family and country to pass as a distant relative.

	As the hour pranced away, I saw only glimpses of Flynn and Leon. There were no more stolen moments and almost kisses. 

	I couldn’t decide if it relieved me or enraged me.
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	Flynn had commandeered a somewhat isolated lounger outside the saloon. He waited, eyes hovering over me as I covered the distance between us.

	Skipping the many courtiers and their questions had proven a nearly impossible task and I’d only now successfully disentangled myself from yet another waltz.

	“See? I told you I’m not hiding from you,” I said.

	Something flickered in his eyes and for the briefest of moments he paused. Head cocked; lips parted. Whatever inner argument wrestling in his mind was enough to unsettle him. 

	For the first time since I knew him, he seemed doubtful… vulnerable.

	“So you keep saying.”

	The mere sight of him was heart-stopping. The memory of his touch against my skin a constant burn I couldn’t ignore. 

	“Flynn, earlier…”

	“Don’t,” he stopped me with a soft murmur.

	I didn’t know what he’d read in me, but his features were unguarded enough that I found myself nodding.

	Instead, I sat by his side. “So a few waltzes and a dozen of courtiers was all I needed to get rid of Flynn Wheelan?”

	“It would appear so.”

	“If only I’d known sooner,” I smiled just to get him thrusting his shoulder against mine, teasingly.

	After a moment, our gazes turned to the river and the bright full moon reflected on it. And, sitting by his side under the bright, starry sky I couldn’t help but to think what would come next; about the role I’d inevitably have to take and all that I was risking–gambling, really. 

	I must have tensed, for Flynn spoke quietly.

	“Say it.”

	“It is nothing.”

	“It is always something with you, love.”

	“Not this time. Not anything worth saying anyway,” I dismissed him.

	And for a moment I thought he’d let it go. But then, he said:

	“Tell you this: you tell me what is going on in this head of yours, and I’ll tell you one of my deepest, darkest secrets.”

	I glanced at him. Curiosity nagging.

	“The ‘oh so mysterious Flynn Wheelan’ is willing to part with a secret? I should be honored.”

	“You have no idea, love.” All smugness and tempting charm.

	I chuckled. “It is just that… I don’t know what to do next. I convinced you to come here, I wormed myself into yet another court, but I still don’t know what to do with all of it. I have a claim to a throne, Wheelan. An extinct throne, of course, but still… do you know how surreal that is? And yet, I can’t seem to decide if it’s a good thing or not.”

	“Why not?”

	“I don’t know,” I started saying, “Nico is right… that title could buy me a fucking army and maybe I am stupid not to play every advantage I can muster, not to secure us a real army in whatever way I can, but claiming that past only makes the target on my back bigger, the risk to everyone I…” I sighed, unwilling to complete the thought. “Maybe I don’t have to embrace all of that to honor my parents' fight. Maybe just standing with the Alliance is enough.”

	“I’m not about to let you barter yourself away for an army, love. Not for war, not for us.” And maybe I was reading too much in the sharpness of his voice, but the way his hands curled up into fists made me think it took him a great deal of effort to say those words with a calm demeanor. “But Alliance or not, this world needs different leaders, Aila. And that is not a change that comes by peacefully, we all know the risks.”

	“I’m not cut out for this, Flynn. I can lie and steal and do whatever needs to be done, but I follow orders, I don’t run the game.” 

	“You could though. If you wanted it,”

	I shook my head, voice lowering despite myself. “I’m a spy, Wheelan. I killed my fill, I did Ivo’s bidding, I gave him his power! I’ll never be the rightful, innocent leader this world needs. And anyone who can't see that, is more of a fool than I am.”

	He curled his finger on my chin and gently turned my face to his: “You survived, you did what you had to do, and you still didn't let it soil your soul, not where it counted. That’s what this world needs. That is why they’d follow you — why I’d follow you! But if you can't see that, there is nothing I can tell you that will make a difference.”

	And whether it was the unguarded honesty in his gaze, or the low softness of his voice, it was enough for me to confess: “Even if that is true, I don’t know how to risk the little family I found, I don’t know if I can ever bring myself to turn all of you into more of a target to anyone against my claim than you already are.” 

	Before he could counter, I added: “There! I said it. Now spill.”

	What looked like a very unexpected smile blurted from him at my not-so-subtle change of subject. But he obliged:

	“I haven’t felt this way since my… well let’s just say I haven’t felt this way in a long time. But sometimes I wish the Alliance and the Elementalists were someone else’s fight. I wish that I could be a normal guy and live a normal life. That I didn’t need to lie or fight.” 

	“And is that such a terrible thing?”

	“People would still suffer, still die. Kids would still disappear. My happy ending isn’t worth that.” Resignation laced his words.

	“Why now? What made you feel like this again?”

	He was quiet for so long that I turned to him. He watched me, tracing my movements.

	“Because I have been doing this for a long time and I’m tired. But mostly, because I wish I was just a guy falling in love with a girl without the world dying between us. Because I wish you could have met the real me, and that I could have taken time to know the real you, to figure out all your tells and learn all your dreams. Because I want the time to make every one of them come true.” 

	I had no words, no explanation for the emotions clogging my throat. Before I could find any, he turned away from me — eyes back to the quiet river. 

	So, I said nothing. I just stretched my hand to his, lacing our fingers. He let me. Tentative, doubtful.  But breath after breath, he relaxed into my touch.

	“Easy lie or harrowing truth?” I asked. An echo of a question he’d asked months before.

	Something fierce and hopeful lightened up his features as he glanced at me. A memory, I realized. A memory from a night that could have been.

	“Truth. Always the truth from you.”

	“We don’t get to have a normal life,” I whispered as every safety line I’d drawn between us threatened to shift, “but we can have a normal night.” 

	Leon came into view then, crossing the salon doors into the quieter balcony. “I don’t know how many of those we have left, but we have tonight. We all do.”

	Flynn gripped my hand harder and with a deep inhale pulled me up. Toward the dance floor and an awaiting Leon. 

	And we danced. And we laughed. And we enjoyed that one normal night like I never had before.

	








	[image: Text  Description automatically generated]

	 

	D



	awn was yet to break as I quietly walked to the river port. 

	There was minimal movement in the castle, all its inhabitants and most of the servants were still fast asleep.

	Only the few guards set to accompany Leon to the edge of the mountains lurked around the grounds as my friend finished loading his supply bag.

	He was cloaked in simple, black travel garments and looked surprisingly refreshed for someone who didn’t sleep more than a few hours, an easy demeanor taking root in his features as he walked toward me.

	“A bit too early for a stroll by the river, don’t you think?” he chided.

	“Weren’t you supposed to say goodbye before leaving?”

	“Wasn’t that what last night was all about?”

	“I don’t think that mumbled good nights qualify as a proper farewell.”

	He offered me a roguish grin, dismissing the light scolding in my tone. 

	The sky was getting lighter with the first rays of sunlight creeping on the horizon, and I felt so very small and…afraid.

	“I’ve been alone for so long, Leon. And then I found you and Shanti, and I didn’t think I’d ever…I’ll …I’ll miss you,” I admitted.

	He hugged me. Tight and comforting. “I’ll miss you too, Ace. But you won’t be alone.” 

	“I know,” I nodded against his chest a moment before reluctantly letting him go. 

	“You two were very cozy last night.” A suggestive look spread over his face. 

	I all but groaned.

	The ball existed in a rift of time and space. Beyond it I was no innocent girl, no clueless princess dreaming of love and first kisses. Even if I could still become a Queen… a hunted-dead-or-alive Queen. So as much as I would have liked to indulge in what happened — or almost happened — I couldn’t. 

	“Balls are not real life, Leon. And what happened yesterday won’t be happening again.” Not if I’m a walking target.

	“And what exactly happened yesterday?”

	“Nothing.”

	“Then why is it not happening again?”

	I grunted. Even though I knew this was exactly the reaction he was trying to get from me.

	“Can you drop it, Leon?”

	“Sure.” And I had the distinct impression that he was doing his best to hide a laugh. “Now what? Back to bed until mid-day, as a proper member of the royal council?”

	“I could barely sleep at night, let alone now. I guess I’ll train.”

	Some of the teasing vanished from his voice and I thought I heard real concern. 

	“Promise you won’t go back to that, will you? It is going to be hard enough to explain to Ruby why I left you here. If she thinks I let you slip…” He trailed off.

	“She’ll have your balls,” I finished for him, unable to hide my amusement.

	“And if she learned anything from Bren, she’ll make it hurt!”

	I laughed then. 

	“Maybe I can help with that.” I gave him a folded letter. Ruby’s name at the front. “She’ll hear about what happened here — about me. I figured she should hear, or read it, from me.”

	He nodded.

	“Take care of her. And her training. She may seem all good humor and fucking sunshine, but deep down she is just as screwed up as I am.”

	“She’ll be fine, Ace. I promise. Will you?” 

	“I will.”

	Without another thought, I gave him a last hug and turned back to the palace, remembering all the reasons why I was staying. 

	I would see them all again. Even if it was the last thing I did.

	“Aila,” Leon called before I was too far away. “You can trust him. I don’t think he is ever going anywhere.”

	He didn’t need to say whom he was talking about. This time, I didn’t feel the need to deny that I believed it. Yet, it changed nothing. 

	True to my word, I ended up on the training grounds not long after. But with the daylight came the soldiers and with them, the chatter. And since I was in no mood for idle conversation — even if in between the relaxing blows of my sword — I soon found myself walking back to the quiet emptiness of my chamber. 

	I half expected to find Flynn waiting for me, but the comfortable room was empty. Untouched if not for the plate and leather-bound book in the center of the coffee table.

	I took careful steps, not quite believing what I was seeing: a mound of little, round custard filled buns covered in powdery sugar awaited. 

	These were smaller than the ones I used to have in Nuri, no bigger than the size of a perfect bite. But the half-parted golden dough and the creamy yellow custard inside were as unmistakable as the sweet smell.  Dream cakes. I moaned as I popped one into my mouth.

	It was still warm. And it was as delicious as I remembered.

	In front of all of it a note: “In case you need comfort and friends.” I didn’t need a signature to recognize the firm and precise calligraphy I’d seen on the documents Ivo intercepted before ordering me to break into Valran’s office. Letters that were like a dance on paper — so similar to how his sword moved around as he trained. 

	I couldn’t remember anyone ever being as kind to me. As attentive. I stared at the short, simple words and it warmed my soul that he knew so much about me. Just as it broke my heart that he may not consider himself enough of a friend. 

	When Flynn finally stepped into the chamber hours later, I was curled in the largest sofa, a single dream cake on the plate beside me. I’d been sucked into the book from the first page and barely noticed the hours passing by. 

	An amused gleam danced on his features as he took me in. I was, no doubt, disheveled. Sugar coating every piece of me and the furniture around. And yet, I didn't care.

	“You have good taste,” I signaled the book, “I may have to get more reading recommendations from you.”

	One side of his mouth quirked up and his face softened even more. “I thought you’d like the protagonist.”

	The brave yet incredibly stupid and stubborn protagonist. “She is a pain.”

	“Exactly,” he said with a fiendish smile.

	And at that moment, I didn’t know if I wanted to smack him or kiss him. “Where did you get those?” I asked before I could dwell on that dilemma.

	“I know you and Leon are close and I figured you'd need some comforting today.”

	“So, you rummaged Toci in search of my favorite treat?”

	“Of course not.” He finally moved from the threshold claiming the space beside me at the lush sofa. “I merely hunted down a cook that was familiar with the recipe and begged her to make me a batch.”

	As he made to pick the last sugary ball from the tray, I tapped at his hand. “It’s the last one.”

	“May I remind you that you already ate a pile of them, love?” 

	“Well, next time you decide to be persuasive you can ask for two batches, can’t you?” And there was nothing remotely guarded or measured about the grin I gave him.

	He glared at me for a long time. “You realize you have sugar on your chin, right?”

	“You realize I don't care, don’t you?”

	“It is rather adorable,” he said under his breath with a boyish tilt to his lips that was impossible not to match. 

	Before I did any impulsive, idiotic thing I filled my mouth with the last cake as if to make a point.

	“Fine. Let's see if you are as perky when you can't sleep with all the sugar in your blood,” he scoffed.

	“Sweet, innocent Wheelan. You really don't know me at all. It takes much more than that to keep me awake through the night.”

	Wicked temptation shone in his eyes instantly. “Is this a challenge, love? An invitation?”

	I matched his stare with a provoking look of my own. “You keep these coming, and you might find out.”

	The small laugh erupting from him was bright and musical. It reverberated in my soul and filled my heart. And as I let the memory of the sweet sound lull me to sleep that night, I caught myself craving more. 

	The easy conversation, the quiet words, the teasing. It all felt deeper and more intimate than anything that happened at the ball.

	Any doubt I had whether he felt the same vanished when I saw the warm dream cakes that awaited me for breakfast the next morning. And every day after that.
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	The days that followed were all too familiar. It might be a different court — a kinder court — but where there was power, there was ambition. 

	I took my place at the King’s council, but I didn’t trust anyone other than Flynn and the King himself, didn’t use my powers unless I was sequestered in the privacy of my chambers. And as much as it pained me to hide that piece of myself, at least this time, there was no mask forcing me to pretend to be someone I was not.

	I was no lady in need of rescue, no innocent girl searching for a husband. I didn’t need to hide my feelings and thoughts. Name aside, I was surprisingly and undeniably, myself — minus the unique magic running in my blood, of course.

	I trained with the guards and sat in on countless council meetings. Either through a quick sword or a sharp tongue I gained enough respect from Tlaloc’s court for the furtive looks to stop and the idle, shallow gossip to lessen.

	Beyond that, my days were long, and excruciatingly slow. The very few contacts from the Elementalists did us little other than leaving us threading a thin dubious line. “We need to give them enough men and intelligence to keep them oblivious, but not enough to hurt our own plans,” Nico said every single time.

	Their last message was from three days ago: another request for the King’s men to join the company concentrating at Niram’s border at the edge of the mountains in two weeks' time. No explanation, no plans. Nothing concrete to prepare against.

	I had no need for new friends, but I couldn’t help but miss the ones I had, the ones I was trying so hard to protect. The short messages I sent daily were just that: short report messages. And Flynn… As much as we’d share every breakfast and see each other on every meeting with Nico, he found a way to keep busy, build a network of contacts that could be useful in the future. The most intimacy we’d shared was through hand-written notes on the personally curated book recommendations we’d started to leave each other.

	After that first night, he’d kept some respectful distance: always present and warm, but none of the flirtatious teasing. I couldn’t help but wonder if I had finally pushed him away one too many times. If he’d finally gave up on the idea of… us.

	And as much as I knew it was for the better, I missed the familiarity of — Fuck that! I missed the burn of his stare on my skin; the want in his voice; the need in his eyes; and there was no point in lying to myself anymore. Even if it was too late.

	Maybe that was why my stomach curled in a thousand little knots of anticipation as I walked the long corridor to the King’s chamber that morning. I’d received his summons as I finished my daily training and if history served me right, that could only mean he had news for Flynn and me.

	The anteroom where I waited was as light and airy as any other in the palace. The only difference was the portraits hanging on the wall. Here, far from the prying eyes of the court and the curious glances of other Kingdoms’ spies, there was no protocol or secrecy. 

	Different frames and shapes displayed countless family members and among them, in a small and circular frame, was a face I’d seen every day for most of my life. A face that comforted and hurt me more times than I bothered to count. 

	Ivo was young, but it was undeniably him. The same sharp jaw and deep, cold gaze.

	It’d taken me a few visits to locate him, but I hadn’t been able to avoid looking at the little portrait every time since. It wasn’t some twisted sense of nostalgia that had me searching for it time and time again; if anything, it was an innate sense of curiosity. I couldn’t help but wonder how much of that boy I had ever truly known.

	“How was it?” I sensed Flynn’s approach before I ever heard his rich, warm voice. He stopped so very near, arms grazing my own. “Growing up with him?”

	He already knew about the training, and the missions. But that wasn’t what he was asking.

	“Confusing. Heartbreaking. Safe.”

	“Armory and poisons are definitely danger-free activities.” His lips twitched and I had no hope of looking away as I said with barely leashed humor:

	“Don’t forget about politics.”

	“That is the real danger, I guess.”

	A beat of silence stretched between us. Easy enough that I didn’t bother filling it until the bittersweet memories of my childhood flooded me. 

	“Well, at least I didn’t fear for my life, not all the time.” 

	“Is that why you stayed?”

	“At first,” I confirmed.

	“But not always.” His voice became thicker, deeper. “He wasn’t always the loving uncle either, was he?”

	The words never left my mouth, and yet I knew from the way his shoulders tensed that he read the answer on my body.

	“You have a lot of questions today, Wheelan.” I turned back to the wall.

	A moment passed before he replied, his voice no more than a whisper only I could hear. “You are a mystery I can’t help but try to solve, love.”

	A faint, relieved smile flashed across my features but as much as his presence anchored me, I didn’t turn to him again. My sight was still drawn to the portrait in front of me.

	“He wasn’t always cold and distant. It would have been easier if he was. I think in his own way, he cared for me, tried to protect me.”

	“Could have fooled me.” Sarcasm laced his words along with something else...  anger or disgust. Most likely both.

	“For a long time, he was the only family I ever knew, the only person who never abandoned me. And if it was all an act, then it was one that I gladly believed.” I sighed and added under my breath, “Sometimes I think it makes me a monster.”

	He turned me to him with the barest of touches. “Don’t you ever think that.”

	We held each other's stare and not for the first time I felt he truly understood. He was probably the only one who did. I nodded.

	“I assume growing up on Valran’s residence wasn’t much better.”

	“It was lonely. Also confusing.”

	“Why did you go?” 

	“I’d just lost my parents; I couldn’t lose anyone else.” The idea of him as a broken-hearted boy pained me more than I was ready to admit to him.

	“So, you just packed your bags and knocked at the premier's door?”

	A simple smile crossed his face. Open and easy. One he guarded to his closest friends.

	“Well, in my defense, he wasn't the premier at the time. Just a well-positioned lord.”

	“Of course.” A small laugh burst through me.

	The amusement faded as he continued. “We needed information, and I had no family to mourn me.”

	“I don't think that is entirely true,” I chided.

	“Maybe not,” he conceded. “Still, I couldn't let someone’s father, or son take that risk.”

	“That is a hard burden for a ten-year-old to carry.”  He arched a brow. “Bren didn't tell me much, but she said that much.”

	“Asked about me, have you?” A smug look crossed his features. And the easiness of that simple tease… it squeezed my heart a bit more.

	“Well, let’s just say I'm not the only mystery around.”

	And it was truth. I had so many questions: about him and how he survived it all and whether he grew up as alone as myself. 

	Before I could ask anything, Nico arrived, crossing swiftly to the large door leading to his chambers and saying: “Join me for breakfast.”

	I was used to the simplicity of his room by now. Little of the riches one would expect in a King’s quarter, even less of the sumptuous decoration that had been common in his brother’s quarters. 

	“Did you finally receive something worth reading from your Elementalists pals?” I grabbed a bowl of strawberries and lounged on one of the chairs, right leg draped over its arm.

	“No one can blame you for not feeling at home,” he arched a brow, and I glanced at him with a roguish little grin. 

	Flynn leaned on one of the walls, carefully watching with a gleam that could only indicate amusement.

	“But as much as I enjoy your unruliness, we have little time for it today. My scouts reported increased movement at Niram’s border for the past few days. We received this an hour ago.” He flashed a crumpled piece of paper. A letter with Niram’s seal on it.

	I nodded and he didn’t waste a second before opening it.

	“More requests for troops?”

	But instead of answering my question, he extended the opened missive to me. 

	The rough letters on the paper were agonizingly familiar, comforting even. Before a harbinger of relief and escape, now…

	A part of my brain froze as I scanned Aiden’s words on the paper, which appeared to be nothing more than a cordial letter informing of his imminent arrival for an unofficial visit.

	I offered Flynn the letter as I turned my attention back to the King. “Is he on the road?”

	He shrugged, “I’ll send word to all outposts; we’ll know when he crosses the border.”

	“And how long once he does?” Flynn asked, still reading.

	“About a week.”

	“Why, though?” he continued under his breath. “This is too casual, too simple to be on behalf of the Elementalists.”

	“Oh no, I think this has more to do with the latest addition to my council than with the Elementalists.” Nico’s attention was trained on me. “I take at least part of what I heard about you and the prince is true.”

	“I didn’t take you for a cheap busybody.”

	“I’ll take that as a yes.” The tilt of his lips was nothing short of feline — and maybe a tiny bit too amused. “Well, whatever his reasons, this may be what we need to get some concrete information.”

	“Do we have eyes on Ivo?” I asked, half lost in my own thoughts.

	“Last information puts him in Kait,” Flynn offered.

	“Nowhere near the border, then.”

	It was true that the most logical reason for Aiden to visit was to confirm whatever suspicions my former master might have about who exactly had joined his brother’s council. But it was also true that he didn’t need a prince for that. Certainly not a prince over whom his feeble control depended solely on a deep-rooted hate for me. No, this was not Ivo’s doing, he wouldn’t risk leaving Aiden this close to me and this far from himself.

	“I’m not hiding,” I said, lazily eating another strawberry.

	Flynn sighed so loudly that I could practically hear it echoing through the room, his annoyance so thick that I could feel it on my skin. “Do you intend to welcome him as well?”

	“That is exactly what I plan on doing,” I said, lowering my leg and straightening my back. I wouldn’t think about how I felt facing Aiden. Not now. “He is not here on Ivo’s orders. We all know he doesn’t need him to check on us.”

	“It doesn’t change the fact that this whole charade of ours is destroyed the moment he sees you,” the King chimed in.

	“Then we control when he sees me. We control who is there to witness it.”

	“And what am I supposed to do when he reveals who you two are? Throw you in a dungeon?”

	“Well, you play dumb.” I blinked at him. “That is… if he reveals who we really are.”

	“You don’t think he will,” Flynn remarked. Disbelief was clear in his tone.

	“That,” I pointed to the opened letter now resting at the small coffee table. The rushed, slightly trembled lines of his writing taunting me, “is not a diplomatic letter, that is not even a royal invitation. That is an impulsive letter, a desperate move. He needs closure.”

	“Last time you saw him, he tried to kill you. How is that for closure?”

	“If our intel is right, Ivo hasn’t been with him for weeks. It is harder to control someone from a distance. It gives too much space for rational thinking, you know that.”

	Flynn's shoulders tensed and something bitter flickered through his face as his jaw set and nostrils flared. He slipped his hands into his pockets as icy, distant calm laced his voice.

	“Do I? Or are you just so desperate to see him one last time, that you’ll ignore all reason?”

	“I know him.”

	“You knew him, Aila. The man he became after you left was nothing but a shell of what you knew.” 

	“He won’t hurt me. Not immediately, anyway.”

	Flynn scoffed and the pained, sour look he offered bothered me more than I expected. “Are you really going to bet your life on it?”

	“Even if you are right, I’m not exactly defenseless.”

	“Yes, but will you be willing to truly fight back?”

	“Let me stop you two right there.” A King’s command. “You two are protected by my court and he is not stupid enough to risk outright war against me by attacking on sight. And I hope I can say the same about you.” He looked at each of us for a moment to emphasize his point and all I could do was nod. “But he can reveal who you are and compromise our already precarious position with the Elementalists even if he does believe you played me. So, I’ll ask you only once, Aila, are you sure?”

	Maybe Flynn was right, and I was being governed by my own need to truly talk to Aiden one last time. But no matter how much I tried, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was no calculated move, couldn’t force myself to stop believing that, if given the chance, Aiden could remember all the hopes of a peaceful world he once harbored.

	I turned to Flynn for a moment and hoped he could understand that I wasn’t in search of some love-stricken farewell or acting out of a naïve need for forgiveness. I truly believed this to be our best chance at getting a glimpse of Ivo’s plans.

	“I am,” I finally whispered.

	I felt Nico observing me for a long time before he agreed, but I didn’t turn to him. I didn’t break eye contact with Flynn until his expression softened and he offered me a small, curt nod.
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	W



	e stood in a circular chamber at the farthest west wing of the palace. The past few days had been a haze of preparations for Niram’s Heir's arrival and if Nico’s information was right, I’d soon know if my gamble would pay off or not.

	Aiden would arrive tomorrow, so when the King invited me for a stroll, this was the last place I expected him to take me. It was as large as my old quarters in Nuri, but not as lavishly decorated. One could say it was bare for a King’s son. Even a bastard one.

	In many ways, it was as if he was still present, still alive within the intricate details of the room. The worn leather chair by the window, the perfectly organized bookshelf, the dark wooden frame on the bed. 

	The motifs of the room were typical of Tlaloc, but there was something more brazen about it, outlandish and deeply familiar. Something so intrinsically Ivo that my chest constricted.

	With soul-breaking clarity, I realized I would have known this was his room even if I’d blindly stumbled upon it. There was so much of it that had been recreated in the house we occupied during my childhood. I turned to the bed and for a heartbeat I could almost see myself, cuddled among big blankets as he cared for me after a particular nasty nightmare.

	Nico’s voice faded to the background of my memories as he talked about his brother leaving and Lena’s order to preserve this room. As he admitted how Ivo hated and blamed him — not for the magic only the King possessed, but for his acceptance of his nomination as Heir. As he explained how my former master believed it to be a betrayal to him and Lena that he ultimately accepted a role in their father’s court.

	He talked quietly and I doubted many had heard how he’d spent years avoiding that entire wing, fearing what feelings it would unlock.

	“Why bring me here?” I asked, turning my back to the table where Ivo had likely planned and plotted and raged before leaving this whole life behind. 

	“Because as much as I hoped that knowing these lands and this household would bring you peace, I don’t think it did. And I don’t know how long we’ll have after tomorrow.”

	Tomorrow… After Aiden arrived and found me here. After I gambled with all our lives. 

	He sighed, his attention traveling through the room and, for a moment, I wondered what ghosts he harbored among these walls. “This room won’t offer you the leverage you wanted, but it may give you the closure you need.”

	I continued to walk through the room. My feet mindlessly taking me through every inch of space as memories of the villa where I’d been raised blurred and mixed with the image of the young, hopeless boy I imagined Ivo had been. 

	Nico’s soft voice brought me back from my rambling thoughts.

	“You may have chosen a side, but one day soon, you’ll have to find out if you can let the people you once loved burn to the ground. You’ll have to decide if you will ever claim your title, your Kingdom.” There was sorrowful sympathy in every line of his body as I turned to him. “I’m afraid you are running out of time, Aila.” 

	I held his stare for a while. He didn’t need to say it for me to know that he’d spent a long time figuring out his own limits, making his own decisions. 

	“Stay as long as you need,” he offered. “Take whatever you want. I can’t change what he did to you, but I can offer you this much. I hope it gives you answer enough.”

	“Do you think he can be… saved?” I asked, tentatively.

	The King took a long, shuddering breath, and I was convinced he wouldn’t offer me an answer, but then — 

	“I loved my brother. To this day he remains the only blood relative I have left, but redemption needs to be chosen, Aila. And seeing what he has done to you, what he is still doing to so many people…” He shook his head. “I’m afraid he is beyond that now.”

	As he left me to wander, I knew there was no denying the truth in his words. Just as I knew there was still one choice left to be made: it was too late for Ivo, too late to forget the stains and pain that built between us. No matter what scraps of love he may have offered me, may have felt during the secluded years of my childhood. 

	But was it too late for Aiden? Could I still find a way back to the prince I’d known and the friendship we’d shared? And if it came to that, could I truly fight my friend to the bitter end?

	I traced the walls with a finger, almost reverently. All clean and undisturbed as if not a day had passed since Ivo left. 

	The bookshelves cornering the bed were an exact replica of the ones he had on the villa. From the making to the list of books to —  

	If that room was indeed modeled after this one, then a hidden door would lay right about… here! 

	A small trap door opened behind the middle section of the shelf. A clever design that created a secret room, only perceptible by careful observation of the chamber dimensions. Or by a very curious and bored child with nothing but time to explore the little house where she had grown up.

	Behind sat a narrow, long space concealed between the shelves and the actual walls of the palace. 

	A small place that, in the villa, was used to store rare weapons, documents, and jewels. But here, harbored what looked like an altar. 

	Paintings of strange figures lined the wall behind a small table, atop it a stack of old books and a squared black candle flanked by two wooden figurines. One of them, an ancient rendition of the Goddess; the other, the familiar — if older — humanoid shape I’d toyed with in his office the night I broke into the room. 

	I turned my attention to the stack of books. Geography, history, genealogy… odd, but utterly ordinary.

	A small chest lay under the table, and I could have sworn the key I’d lost months ago in Urian would be a perfect fit to the ancient lock. 

	Not a room key after all… 

	With a faint smile tugging at my lips, I sent a tendril of shadows through the hole, deeming the mechanism useless in less than a breath.

	Inside, laid a single tome. Hundreds of years old if judging by the frail look of the cover and parchment within. 

	I flipped through a few pages of what looked like ancient fairytales and stumbled across an intricate drawing of the Goddess. So life-like, so perfectly mirroring the figure I’d encountered at Her temple, that I paused. The language was an archaic form of the common tongue, barely understandable, but the few words I could read told a story of magic and Gods. Not an indisputable, powerful Goddess as I’d been taught. An equal to the powers of Her forgotten brothers.

	A few pages further, the golem-like figurine graced the page. A God. For death, destruction, and power.

	I examined the pages with renewed attention, realizing that replicas of many of them adorned the walls all around the corridor.

	The ancient Gods were no secret, but account of their existence was controlled, limited. Certainly, not easily accessible for teenage boys to acquire and hide in secret chambers in their rooms. 

	My gaze fell to the small altar — to the figurine. Why the hell would Ivo worship one of the ancient Gods when he so feverishly visited the Goddess temple every week? How had he even come across the knowledge, and the relics, to do so?

	Nico was right about one thing: there was no leverage to be gained in this room, but maybe I could find some understanding of Ivo’s motivations, the truth behind the stories he’d projected onto the world. 

	Carefully, I closed and turned the old book, as a loose page tumbled to the floor. Ivo’s calligraphy marred every inch of the page. My world slowed down as I read his notes. 

	Phrase after phrase about Gods and the veil, about magical warriors with dark magic, about the origin of Elemental power, about an Heir of Light and Dark.

	Not fairytales and prophecies. Not rebels’ stories. Places, dates, names–my family name. He didn’t just hunt me, he waited for me. Monitored my family power and location until…until he knew I’d been born, until he could find me.

	I let myself sink into the floor; paper still clenched in my hands. How he had access to this sort of information — how he could predict some of those events years in advance — when he was nothing but an unwanted, illegitimate prince barely into adulthood was beyond me. But I also didn’t care. 

	Not when the truth I’d been battling with for so long was laid bare in front of my eyes. And even as I tried to convince myself that it didn’t change anything, it did. For there was no shred of doubt to hide behind anymore, no merciful uncertainty to protect the few sweet memories I couldn’t let go of.

	More than answers, I had proof of just how much he’d played me, of how much he’d lied to me. And yet, as I walked out of that room, a part of me wished I didn’t.
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	The connecting foyer to my chambers was empty and hollow as I flipped through the pages of the ancient book. It would take me weeks to comb through its hundreds of pages and archaic language. Especially when my focus kept snapping back to the scribbled loose page, now discarded atop the low table in front of me.

	After hours of grueling thoughts, the creak of the door had me turning to a careful movement. Flynn entered the space with practiced quiet.

	“I thought you’d be asleep,” he remarked, taking in the sight of me curled on the sofa, back resting on its arm.

	“Couldn’t,” I admitted and placed the large tome on the table.

	“Long day?”

	I nodded. I hadn’t bothered to shower or even change so I likely looked disheveled and tired. So very tired.

	He crossed the room as moonlight touched the deep lines marking his features and the messy, sweaty hair plastered on his forehead. There was a type of glee, of contentment emanating from him. 

	I observed the build of his body, his stance, the certainty with which he moved. So infuriatingly attractive and yet not enough to fully steal my thoughts away from everything. Not tonight.

	He poured each of us a dose of sweet, vanilla tasting liqueur from the cabinet beside the window. “Here, you look like you need it.” 

	“Thank you.”

	He raised his glass and stared at me, silence flowing softly between us.

	“Good night, Aila,” he finally said with a clenched jaw before chugging his drink in a single gulp and retreating to his door.

	I don’t know if it was the recklessness of the late hour, or if I was just tired of denying what had become so painfully obvious, but...

	“Flynn?”

	“Yeah,” he half turned to me.

	“Could you stay?” I asked quietly. “I really don’t wanna be alone tonight.”

	Cautious worry crossed his face as he claimed a seat on the sofa, facing me. I braced myself for the questions about my days, for the expectation of answers, but maybe he got enough by looking at me, for all he said was:

	“It's been a while since we did… this.” I’ve missed it; missed you, were the words he didn’t need to say, the feeling clear on the hitch of his breath. 

	I missed you too, a part of me wanted to respond. Instead, my gaze flickered to the scribbled page on the table, and I knew there was no point in it. My whole life Ivo made sure everyone I ever cared about never knew peace or safety, and to judge by how long he’d waited for me, that would not change easily. 

	And even if it did, claiming Kalindi’s throne gave me an undeniable advantage in this war. One I couldn’t afford to ignore. No matter how much I wanted to.

	So, I schooled my emotions in a playful grin and diverted. “You haven’t bothered to visit the training grounds since Leon left. You barely wake up before mid-day lately.”

	He studied me for a heartbeat before pushing my left foot over his lap and matching my tone. “Oh, love. But we are back at court now. You wanna gain their ears, you need to act like them.” Smug confidence leaked from every word as he worked his way through the luxurious strokes of a foot rub. 

	And as a low laugh escaped me, he confided, “That doesn’t mean I don’t train on my own time.”

	“Is that where you are coming from now?”

	He nodded. “Wanna join me tomorrow? Maybe I can teach you a thing or two.” 

	Heat curled at the bottom of my stomach as I remembered the pressing of his body against mine the last time we sparred. 

	“I’d like that, actually.” The words left me before I could stop them and as if he’d seen exactly what was crossing my mind, he puffed up his chest, a dimple appearing at his cheek as a corner of his full mouth tugged up. “I’d like to join you. Don’t flatter yourself, Wheelan. I doubt you can teach me anything.”

	“Whatever you say, princess.”

	“Don’t call me that,” I shot back instantly.

	He surveyed me before asking carefully: “It’s what you are, isn’t it?”

	“Not to you.”

	“And what are you to me?” He leaned an inch closer.

	I pulled a cushion to my lap and hugged it closely. “I’m still figuring that out.” 

	“Will you let me know?” he breathed.

	“I have a feeling that I won’t have a choice.”

	A boyish gleam crossed his face, his smile sweet and bright. A mirror of my own, I realized.

	“Do you want it though?” he pressed. Playfulness dimmed. “To be a princess?”

	“I don’t know,” I said honestly.

	“You didn't hesitate before revealing yourself to Nico.”

	“I'll do what I have to, but I couldn't seriously be a royal.”

	“Why not?” The question was gentle, careful. 

	I didn't answer. I didn’t know how. Because as much as I knew how to kill, how to spy, how to lie, I was still learning how to love and protect. And I was terrified that in order to do so, I’d have to let everyone that mattered go.

	“I’ve found Ivo’s rooms,” I diverted yet again.

	He studied me intently and whatever he read in my gaze was enough for him to relent. “And?”

	“He had a secret chamber. Probably where the key was from. But all he left behind were useless things and that.” I pointed at the book and paper on the table. “It’s too hard to transport an ancient book when you have no clear destination.” 

	I watched as he reached for the tome I’d indicated, absently flipping through some of the pages before shifting his attention to the now-crumpled piece of paper. “Have you heard about the Isra Warriors?”

	“Can’t say that I have.”

	“They were secluded women, touched by the Goddess to wield shadow magic.” I summoned a tendril of darkness that coiled around my arm. “Turns out, I’m their last known descendant. He was studying them — and the old Gods. I think he somehow knew I’d be born one day; he was waiting for me.” 

	“The prophecy was hardly ever a secret.”

	“No, he was researching my entire family, monitoring it. He knew I’d be born long before any Heir rumor ever spread. He knew to whom I’d be born. He knew things no one could possibly know.”

	I breathed. Deep and shredded. “He hunted me and used me. And none of it, not a single word or moment was real.”

	Understanding flickered through him. He knew what it was to grow up yearning for love and belonging, even if by choice. And maybe that was what made me say the next words. Either that or the gentleness of his touch as he caught the tear rolling down my cheek.

	“I know my parents wanted me; I know that now.  And maybe if they were alive, they would be fierce and they would have protected me, but they aren’t… and no one else in the world wanted me, not enough to take me out of the streets, not enough to make me into anything other than a spy; or to hunt me for my power. No one ever wanted me enough.”

	And there it was. The one piece of reality I could not deny or ignore.

	The epitome of everything Ivo had taken from me, all the choices he’d made for me. I was what I was because of him and that was how he’d always controlled me.

	It was also why he’d never stop hunting me and how he would continue to win. 

	Unless I changed. Unless I made myself something different. Unless I reclaimed every last memory he’d robbed me of, regained every little piece he’d denied me. So, I’d own my family’s name and legacy; I’d become the power I’d been born to be.

	I knew who I was ready to become, the price I’d inevitably pay, and my heart clenched with all the possibilities I’d never have a chance to explore. 

	The burning in my throat grew and a stream of steady tears flowed from my bloodshot eyes. Flynn pulled me closer and hugged me. His embrace was tight and welcoming, the sound of his breathing a calming balm to my broken heart. I cried and I let him rock me and steady me. And when I stopped grasping for air, he kissed my head — soft, tender.

	I closed my eyes and breathed him in. Green grass and rain. We sat in still, comfortable silence, his arms still holding me and after a long while, I started drifting into sleep. 

	I woke as he carried me to my bed. “Thank you,” I mumbled.

	“Rest,” he answered softly and I half-wondered if a smile grazed his lips, “you’ll need your strength at the ring tomorrow night, love.”

	In the dark, I felt my own lips curve softly. And as I fell into a heavy, dreamless sleep, I thought I felt gentle fingers tracing my jaw, but the bed was too comfortable and the darkness too inviting for me to know for sure. 
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	I



	 woke up to the phantom feeling of a tender touch and to rough, hurried knocks on my door. If you could even call that loud pounding a knock.

	“What?” I bellowed as I opened the door to a young, trembling guard.

	“The K-King told me not to leave w-without giving you this,” his stretched hand all but tearing the paper clenched in his fist “and m-making sure you read it.” And as if he just remembered he added, “Milady.”

	“Are you new?”

	“F-First day… Milady.”

	A tip of pity for what was surely a scared teenager cracked some of my annoyance and I just sighed. 

	“Leave,” I said.

	“A-hem. You have to r-read it, Milady.”

	I closed my eyes for the barest second, reining in my temper. I always hated being woken up, especially by a loud, clumsy guard trying to rip my door from its hinges. Fucking Goddess!

	“See, here,” I said ripping the seal apart. “Go report back to your King and tell him to come himself next time!”

	I slammed the door behind me. Maybe a bit of an overreaction, but I’d barely slept the previous night, and… I stand by my dramatic response.

	When I finally read the crumpled note, I was sure that the barging guard was nothing more than an omen of what would be a terrible, terrible day. 

	Aiden would arrive in less than an hour. 

	Of course, he’d arrive at the crack of dawn, I said out loud as a light ball encircled the paper and smoldered it to no more than white ashes.

	Without further thought, I took a quick bath and changed my day’s old clothing into simple black, tight pants and knee-high boots that embraced every muscle and curve of my body, completed by a white, short-sleeved bodice and low-sitting black corset. My hair hung loosely over my shoulder. Nothing but a simple dagger was attached to my hip. 

	The clothes were simple, but its making had clear quality. Expensive enough to dress a member of the King’s personal court. Silky ribbons held the shirt’s neckline in place, reinforced leather covering the front of the pants, and on the bodice… silver and black tendrils embroidered in a pattern resembling Khalindi’s old crest–a burning sun–a design I created to honor my family, to grieve them. A small allusion to my dancing magic, to my heritage, and a dangerous, slightly reckless message to those really paying attention. Then again, I needed to see just how much Aiden cared, how much he was willing to toe the line when Ivo wasn’t around.

	Beyond the symbolism, it was the same style I’d used over the past few weeks at this palace. The same style I’d grown fond of during my months in Shanti. Easy, simple, and full of flexibility to fight. Far from the mask of a well-doted lady I’d used in Nuri.

	Barely half an hour later, I neared the throne room and found Flynn leaning on the door, hands in his pockets and a freaking side smile on his mouth. Waiting for me, I realized, so we’d go in together. A united front from the very beginning. No matter if Aiden hadn’t yet arrived.

	He dressed in black breeches and coat, the same silver threads from my outfit covering his lapel. I didn’t know when he’d get that particular coat done, but he sure as hell was sending a message of his own.

	Smugness rippled from him as he noticed my stare, as I contemplated to whom exactly he wanted to send a message. Princess, he’d called me the previous night, and now he surely looked like a part of whatever court I might one day hold. 

	Flynn gazed over my whole body, slowly, attentively. Taking his sweet time until I was no more than a foot away.

	“As much as I really enjoy the sight, no frilly gowns?” he asked, amused.

	“I’m not facing him as anything but who I am.”

	“Good,” he nodded, and I could swear I heard a note of pride in his voice, in the way he held his chin high. 

	He stood up and offered me a hand, and even though I took it, I made no move to enter the room. We had time, a few minutes at least.

	Instead, I took him a step away from the guards' ears and asked low enough that no one could hear us. "Are you really that sure about him? Am I being a fool for… trying?" I don’t know when his opinion became so important to me, but it had.

	He quieted for a moment, studying me and I felt no desire to turn away. When he spoke, it was with firm gentleness. 

	"I've known him a long time, and I like to think he could have been good, but he was never obstinate enough to survive his father’s court unscarred,” he paused. “And I'm afraid that falling for you, or better yet, falling for the persona you created for him, was the final blow to an already fragile ego."

	"I never wanted to manipulate him,” I said. As honest and open as I’d ever spoken about Aiden with him. “That persona, as you called it, was never for him, it was for me. To survive. I saw how he looked at me, and at first, I thought he could be a good source, but I… I cared for him.” I sighed, heavily. “I lied to him, of course. He couldn't possibly know who I was, but I stopped faking what he meant to me a long time before he ever knew who I was."

	"I know. Just as I know you still care for him, but you need to remember he is no longer the person you knew, not entirely."

	"And yet I can’t bear the idea of not trying, I can’t force myself to accept that our friendship is beyond repair. I know it is his choice, but I can’t help but feel responsible for what he’s become."

	A soft stroke of Flynn’s finger on my hand told me he understood, told me he’d be there. And as misguided as it was, my heart fluttered.

	“I don’t blame him, you know?” he said in no more than a hesitant whisper, eyes falling to our joined hands. "Losing you must be pretty damn hard."

	"Flynn," I said under my breath, meeting his glowing eyes. 

	Before I could say anything, he shook his head slightly and led me away from that dangerous ground. "Having me by your side won’t gain you any sympathy. I've done too good of a job at making him hate me."

	"What exactly happened between you two?" Curiosity got the best of me.

	"Aiden is charming, too charming.” He smiled. A cold and pained smile. "We were friends once. When I first arrived at the castle, we truly were friends. To a point that I knew I didn’t want to hurt him. So, I made myself remember who exactly he was, and then I made sure he would never be close enough to grant me the choice of betraying him or not."

	I took a step closer to him, my grasp still strong in his hand. 

	“If you want me to stay away so you have a chance of… repairing whatever…”

	I raised a finger to his lips before he could finish. Maybe pushing him away on that ball had finally broken whatever hopes he’d harbored, and I knew with my heart it was for the best. Yet, I couldn’t let him believe I’d done it for the wrong reasons. I owed him that much.

	“Having you by my side scares me, but not because it will piss him off. That is not what gives me pause,” I confessed, taking my hands off him as if my mind finally caught up with what my body was doing.

	“What is, then?”

	“I’m a mythical Heir, a lost Queen,” I whispered, a sarcastic smile nearly breaking the words. “Yet, I can offer you nothing. No armies, no protection. Being close to me is likely the quickest way to get yourself killed.”

	“My life has been in danger long before you crossed my path, Aila.” 

	I considered his words and loosened a breath. “I won’t hide you or the Alliance. Not from Aiden, not from anyone. But this,” I jerked my chin at the patterns of silver and black tendrils embroidered on his coat. “The point you are trying to make? That is too much. That will get you killed for no good reason other than being close to me.”

	“Are you saying you don’t want me by your side?”

	“I’m saying I can’t risk it–you!”

	His mouth twitched, and taunting amusement was written on every line of his body. “That is not your decision to make.” He dropped his voice a note “And I’ve grown tired of letting you push me away.”

	I couldn’t help the flicker of glee that twisted my stomach at his light-hearted, teasing tone. I sneered, “Are we back to you trying to tell me what I can and can’t do, Wheelan?”

	“Only if we are back to you pretending you don’t care about me, love.”

	Thankfully, a blessed messenger saved me from figuring out a reply and indicated the double doors behind us. “Niram’s Heir arrived. The King awaits your presence at the dais.”

	I nodded at the guard’s words, not turning away from Flynn’s unflinching, sparkling stare. I wanted him by my side. I needed him by my side. And for now, that was all I had to know. I’d have time to think about what it meant later.

	“Show time,” I said with a roguish wink. 

	His grin was wicked intent given form as his finger curled around my chin, holding me in place. “You, love, are as much a royal as he is, as much an Heir as he is. And when you face him, remember that for whatever it is worth.” He searched my eyes, and I knew he was thinking about last night, about every tender, painful word I admitted. About what I had all but admitted just now. “I want you and I’d follow you to death and beyond, no matter what you decide to call yourself.”

	He didn’t wait for an answer before gripping my hand once again and guiding me through the door and to our place beside Tlaloc’s King.

	 

	[image: IconDescription automatically generated]

	 

	No one other than the King’s most loyal guards witnessed the tension in the room as the sound of distant boots broke the silence. The same guards that accompanied Nico the day we’d ambushed him. The only ones who knew who I was all along.

	Aiden approached. And as the valet announced Niram’s Heir, I squared my shoulders, raised my chin, and snapped a glowing, yet discrete light shield around myself and Flynn. The King would no doubt have the whole room sealed before the doors were even locked.

	Even after days on the road, the prince looked every bit the part of an Heir. Regal, proud, and striking. His red hair glimmered under the morning sun, sculpted pectoral marked under the fine clothes, a crooked smile as devilish as I remembered, even if it didn’t reach his eyes… the previously warm, brown eyes that were now as cold and haunted as the last time I’d seen him.

	He fisted his hands as he studied the room, the soldiers, the exits, the shield I’d snapped in place — me. The only show of emotion he seemed willing to make. And even if there were no trailing flames in his wake this time, I could feel his power thrumming wildly beneath the surface.

	I schooled my face in a mask of polite aloofness and with a glance watched as Flynn measured Aiden: hands tucked in his pockets and a look that showed nothing but bored disinterest. 

	The prince stopped a few feet from the throne dais and bowed slightly, attention back on Nico.

	“King Nico,” he announced, “always a pleasure.”

	Nico nodded, letting silence stretch, letting him squirm.

	“My house is yours, Prince,” he said after what seemed like endless minutes, “even if under such short notice.” 

	“I appreciate the hospitality.” A small nod.

	Once again, silence spread, thick. Aiden’s attention jumped from Nico to me.

	“But where are my manners?” the King declared, following Aiden’s gaze to us. “Leila,” he said as a means of introduction, “has recently joined my council, in case you are… wondering. And, of course, Daniel, her own advisor.”

	As if only deigning to notice him now, Aiden’s attention snapped to Flynn, no doubt taking in every detail of his clothes and posture, measuring his closeness to me; just as flickering flames shone through his gaze, the water jug sitting by the King simmered — vapor curling out of it as the temperature across the room seemed to soar. 

	It was enough to have me move a step in front of Flynn and for his hand to cover my arm in a gentle caress. Equal parts gratitude and claiming. And even if I was going to have words with him about it later, I didn’t have it in me to step away. Didn’t want to.

	Aiden scoffed, too busy following our every move to restrain himself.

	“Your royal entourage seems a bit short these days, Prince,” Nico said, ignoring his obvious lack of control and demanding his attention. He nodded at the three Niram guards flanking him. No advisor.

	Aiden took a while to tear his stare away from the too casual touch Flynn kept on me, but when he did, gone was the bitter distaste and tension. A trained courtier, an impeccable royal Heir faced the King as the temperature in the room lowered.

	“I didn’t want this to feel like a nonsense political visit. You know, too official.”

	“Then what is this visit?”

	“Let’s call it a spur of the moment,” Aiden grinned, offering a large envelope to the closest Tlaloc guard, “besides, I was nearby.”

	Nico scanned through the envelope and letter inside, arching a brow. Surely calculating.

	“Your father finally convinced you to get married, then? Someone I know?”

	Not a letter. A wedding invitation. His wedding.

	“I doubt it. It wasn’t until recently that Lidya and I grew close.” He glanced at me. “I guess it is true what people say about good things coming out of even the worse tragedies.” The resentful look and words, unmistakable.

	A disorienting surprise filled me. Lydia — Valran’s widow; yet another person in his life who’d want me gone…better yet, dead. Great! 

	Just then, I felt Flynn’s hand slipping to the small of my back. Comforting, balancing. 

	Aiden didn’t miss it either. Not after the cold, amused words left Flynn’s mouth:

	“What a tale that must be. Hero prince and hopeless lady find love in the face of sorrow and betrayal. A remarkable story, straight out of a novel.”

	Aiden’s shoulders tensed and Nico must have sensed the storm brewing underneath the surface, for he chimed in before either had a chance to say another word.

	“Well… over a week on the back of a horse is not exactly nearby,” the King replied, “but I appreciate the rather personal invitation.”

	The curve of his mouth turned as sweet as poison as he said calmly. “This is hardly a normal correspondence and besides, I was hoping I’d meet your newest council member.” He looked at me again, meeting my glare for the first time. “We heard the rumors, of course. And it seems I was not misled. Your mother’s goddaughter I hear?”

	I half-saw Nico nodding in agreement, and it took everything in me to remain quiet, to keep to the strategy we’d laid out. I was to hear as much as possible and speak as little as needed until we knew what he wanted. Easier said than done, I thought for the hundredth time.

	“Most unusual,” Aiden said, barely loud enough to be heard.

	“What is?” Nico pressed. Trying to push him into revealing his hand.

	“I haven’t seen many young women in such position.”

	“Maybe not in Niram, but my mother herself sat on my council until she passed and Leila,” a proud glance to me that I dared repay with one of my own “is proving to be a remarkable replacement.”

	“You must dine with me,” Aiden blurted, attention trained on me. A command. “At my chambers, tomorrow.”

	Flynn’s hand stopped moving. The lazy strokes he’d been running through my back vanished as I felt him going utterly still. Nico turned to me, tension marring his features. By the Goddess, I had to drag dear uncle to a card game before this was over. I’d surely finance the whole war with the profits.

	I offered Aiden a polite smile and slightly lowered my head. Not a curtsy. Never again would I bow. “I wouldn’t want to upset your bride-to-be, your Highness.” 

	“Nonsense,” he dismissed. “She will be delighted that I got a chance to meet such an esteemed member of this court. I can’t wait to tell her all about you and how you got here.”

	He only glanced at Flynn for a heartbeat, but he didn’t need to do more than that for me to read the unrelenting intent in his eyes, the veiled threat. And behind it all, an ask.

	It was reckless, likely useless. But I wouldn’t get another chance.

	“It will be my pleasure,” I finally agreed.
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	The small red vial of hydrangea antidote pressed against my chest as I noted the three guards stationed inside Aiden’s chambers and snapped my shield in place. Flynn was not happy that I’d agreed to this meeting, let alone that I’d insisted I’d come on my own. 

	I left him brooding in the corridor, but not before he’d thrust the vial in my hand.

	“Take it,” he’d pleaded. 

	“I think that is a bit of an exaggeration. I don’t need potions any more than I need your alpha-male-bullshit-claim when dealing with Aiden,” I raised a single brow at him. We were, after all, in the middle of Nico’s palace and I doubted the King would turn on us…or look kindly at any attempt made on my life after he’d cast his protection so publicly.  

	“For fucks sake, Aila,” he said through gritted teeth. The simmering rage in the sharp line of his jaw was so strained, so deep, that I took the vial before he had a chance to say another word. 

	“Fine, but you keep yourself busy and far away from that room until I’m back.”

	I’d stomped away, but not before he held my arm intently, forcing me to turn to him. His face close to mine, his voice a promise of violence and despair if the tight leash he kept around his temper failed. “They had you. They had you when I thought you no more than an… intriguing idea; they had you and there was very little I could do. It nearly drove me out of my mind, Aila. So, forgive me if I’m in no rush to tempt luck and fate again, will you? And by the fucking Goddess, don’t you dare let him hurt you.”

	Even as I sat down and forced myself to empty my mind, to focus solely on Aiden, an echo of Flynn’s words drummed deep within me.

	Aiden watched my every move as I pulled my chair, surveying the assortment of pastries and drinks. Until I met his stare and curved my lips in a smile that I knew was a thing of cold calculation. It is not my friend in front of me, not yet anyway.

	I waited as he surveyed me, let him see whatever he searched for, let him think he could read me. Only then, I said: “Hello…your Highness.”

	The words were enough to snap any shred of control he had. “Leave us,” he ordered drily, gaze never leaving me, and as the men shifted around, he added, “Now!”

	 “Which bed did you crawl into this time?” he drawled as soon as the doorknob clicked close behind them. “Or are you in the business of using your cursed magic to claim half-crumbling Kingdoms now? Sorry, I can’t keep track these days.” Utterly cruel and bitter. 

	I didn’t deign to answer as I poured myself a cup of herbal tea, refusing to let him see just how deep he could cut me if he wished.

	“Is that a cheap attempt to rattle me?” I shot back in a sickly-sweet voice. “You know better than that, prince.”

	He steeled himself, a sour twitch of his mouth. 

	“Do I? I don’t even know what to call you anymore.”

	I looked at him for a long time, before bracing my forearms on the table and leaning in. Closer. Willing him to listen, to really listen to me. 

	“I think you do,” I murmured, dropping every pretense. The sooner we left the games behind, the sooner I’d know if all of this was a waste. “I think you know exactly which parts were a lie and which were real.”

	As if reading the offer in my voice, his own mask slipped. Just a fraction.

	“Did you have a big laugh at my expense?” he asked with pained spite. “Did you two bet how long it would take for me to fall for you? How far I’d go for you?”

	It took me all but a second to follow his thoughts. To piece together the history between them and the loathing lacing his features. Not only the lies, then… 

	“Flynn…” The name blurted out of me, and he scowled.

	All these months and I didn’t consider that this would be gnawing at him. Another weapon in Ivo’s arsenal, one that I’d been loading myself.

	“He seemed very intimate for someone you ‘don’t even like’.” The words I’d used to re-assure him when Flynn first stumbled into my life.

	“I didn’t meet him until Valran’s ball, Aiden. Never met a single rebel until a few months ago.”

	“Right.” Sarcasm flickered in his voice.

	There was just so much I could do to convince him when he was set to disregard every word I said, but he was still here, still listening. So, I could offer him the truth. Had to.

	I closed my eyes, allowing myself a moment, just a single moment to ground my thoughts before I faced him again. 

	“We can spend hours exchanging veiled words and sharp accusations, Aiden.” He flinched at the sound of his name. “But it won’t change anything. You saw what you wanted to see, and I exploited that, used it to keep you from seeing all the pieces I didn’t want you to.”

	“You used me,” he surmised.

	I felt my own control threatening to rip into ribbons.

	“I protected you. Damned myself while doing it, by the way,” I said in a low voice.

	“That is an interesting definition.” Mad amusement surged in his words as he noticed exactly how much I was battling my own temper. He knew me and even if he didn’t believe me, he knew my tells, my triggers. He knew so much more than he accepted and… I’ll be damned if I let him, or anyone play me ever again. 

	I forced myself to remember this was not about repairing what relationship we could have had, not about asking for forgiveness. This was about turning him, about scratching enough of the confidence he had in Ivo for it to crack on its own. “I hid from you, I lied on occasion, yes. But I never used you and I never betrayed you.” I let a teasing grin grace my face as I continued. “You’ve confided enough in me to know that.” And he had, over many, many sleepless nights.

	“You were spying for them. You stole my ring,” he snarled, and the candles on the sconces around the wall flickered brighter.

	“I should never have taken your ring. It was a desperate mistake, and you must know by now that I never used it. Just as you know that if I wanted to hurt you, I had more destructive ways of doing it.” Carefully, I reached for his hand, my voice softening “I was a spy and a liar but not for the rebels, not for Flynn. I’ve only answered to one master my whole life, Aiden, and that was always Ivo.”

	I expected him to jolt, to flinch, but he did nothing. He glared at our joined hands as if only now realizing I’d touched him and before I could say anything else, he yanked away. 

	“Ivo has been loyal to my family. You’ve played him as much as you played me.” Instant, practiced words. 

	I knew that all too well. “That sense of loyalty, of deep devotion… that is what he is good at, what makes him so dangerous.”

	“Empty words.”

	I looked at where my hand still rested on the table and started giving him names, locations — as if reading it from that lone hand, as if that sight was enough to make me relive those days. I told him where the villa I’d grown had been, where I’d taken my first missions. The people I’d met under Ivo’s tutelage, the neighbors, and servants. 

	“What do you expect me to do with all this?”

	“I don’t expect anything, Aiden.” A shuddering breath escaped my lungs. “I know you don’t believe me, but I hope one day you might want to. So, I’m giving you every name and location I recall. I’m giving you a chance to find someone whose allegiance to their Kingdom is stronger than their fear of Ivo; someone who recalls the little girl he raised and the shitty jobs he had her doing. And then, maybe…”

	He interrupted me: “You want me to follow more lies? How long do you expect me to be manipulated by you?”

	“I’m giving you a way to trace my life. And Ivo’s. Believe what you must, Aiden. I’m just giving you a chance to decide for yourself.”

	He was silent for a long while and I wondered if I had cracked through his barrier. Yet, he said nothing and as the seconds ticked by, disbelief and bitterness found its way back to his face.

	“I wish you…” but I didn’t know what else to say, for I wished many, many impossible things. None of which mattered.

	So instead of pleading, bellowing, or begging him to see the truth in me, I just shook my head and leaned back in my chair, emptying out every trace of disappointment from my posture. 

	He didn’t miss any of it, but instead of demanding I continued, he just assessed me with that hollow, cold stare and said with a flicker of fake delight.

	“You’ll have to do better than that to get under my skin this time, Aila.”

	“You knew you’d find me here; we both know that. Yet, you came without Ivo or a small legion for company. So don’t tell me that a part of you doesn’t think there is more to this story — to me — than your premier led you to believe.” 

	He didn’t answer at first. Not as he surveyed me, not as he held my sharp glare. I was tired of apologizing, of expecting him to know the truth from lies.

	Eventually, he said: “How, Aila? How does someone go from not knowing any rebels to siding with their damn leaders in a few months?”

	“Not how, why…I can make a difference. My power can make a difference.”

	“I was under the impression you didn’t care about any of it. That it was all stupid hope.”

	“And I was under the impression that you wanted a better world. A safer world.” I sighed. “We don’t need to be enemies, Aiden.”

	“We do when your fanatic, barbarian friends threaten my subjects.” Embers flickered in his eyes, just as every flame in the room burned higher.

	I let my own eyes darken with shadows, light rays glowed beneath my skin as I stared at him with shadow tendrils dancing around me. “We are not the ones leaving a trail of bloodied and tortured towns in our wake. We are not the ones dividing your people.”

	“And I’ll continue to do so until my Kingdom is safe. Even if that means slaughtering every last Alliance sympathizer,” he hissed.

	“Careful, Aiden,” I said too calmly. Cold rage sharpened my senses as I rose, bracing my hands on the table. “It is my people you are threatening now. And I’ll blow this entire world to ashes before I sit down and watch you kill them. No matter what existed between us.” I sent ribbons of pure, burning light through the room and his focus swayed at the display of my power. 

	He’d seen it before, but this was no uncontrolled blast, this was a choice, a message. This was me showing him I was ready to embrace the role fate had cast me into: Heir of Light and Dark.

	“You have a choice ahead of you, Aiden. History is being written whether we want it or not. And you, old friend, get to choose if you’ll be remembered as a hero or a tyrant.”

	I let my power drop, its remnants recoiling inside of me before I moved for the door, not bothering to look back. Just as I reached for it his voice found me. Shaken and low, but as clear as day.

	“There will be a vote at the next meeting. Whatever time you managed to buy from Tlaloc will end there. We will move to open war with or without consensus. With or without Nico.”

	To move to war, they needed a target, to know where to strike. We were spread, but…

	“Where?” I asked from the door.

	“I don’t know.” Haunted lines were visible on his features.

	“Has a date been set?”

	“Three months. The Kingdoms will receive a summon soon.”

	Something about the way he said it nagged at me. “Why so long?”

	“Ivo promised something to my father — something powerful.”

	“What?”

	“You,” he said, and I could have sworn that I heard his voice quaver.

	I nodded. Slowly. As the words sank in. And I wondered how Ivo thought he could still gain an ounce of control over me.

	“I hope she makes you happy,” I said at last. “Lidya. Because you deserve that, Aiden. Love and happiness.”

	Devastating sorrow cracked the icy mask on his face. “I don’t hope for that much anymore, but she is smart, and we see eye to eye… on most things, anyway.” 

	For a too quiet, too-brief moment, we stared at each other, embers of fragile peace daring to spark to life. Whether I’d cracked the façade of his trust in Ivo or not, only time would tell, but this was a piece of truth.

	Then, it was gone. His mask securely back in place.

	“I’m sorry you got tangled up in my mess. I really am.” I quieted for a moment, wondering. Then, I added: “And, if you do this, if you chase after the truth, don’t let him get a whiff of it. He won’t think twice before having you killed. That is how he controlled me.”

	He nodded. “Don’t let him catch you this time, Aila.”

	Something in his words gave me pause, and before I could think twice about it  —  

	“I wish you could find a way not to hate me one day,” I confessed before finally reaching for the door. And just as I crossed the threshold, his parting whisper reached me: “I have to hate you a little bit, Aila. At least until I can stop loving you.”
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	For once, I was happy with Flynn’s overbearing protectiveness. His pacing in the main corridor leading to Aiden’s rooms saved me the trouble of having him summoned as I rushed to Nico’s office.

	“You first,” I demanded as we barged through his doors. The King and Aiden had dinner the previous night.

	With a wave, he dismissed the guards that followed us inside, but refrained from his usual remark about my manners. Smart man.

	“Asked about you, pointed at the unexpected circumstances of your arrival and went as far as to caution me about blind trust, but not a single word about who you truly are.”

	“Why wouldn’t he if he wants to gain your favor? Your allegiance?” Flynn asked.

	“I’ve been asking myself the same thing.”

	“Anything about the Elementalists?” I interjected.

	He shifted on his chair, shaking his head. “Refused to discuss business on a friendly visit.”

	Aiden was versed in court politics, but playing games was not his style. Yet, there he was, warning a King not to trust me and urging me to escape in the span of hours.

	“Will you so kindly tell me what happened now?” Flynn asked, worry and irritation clear in his features. It seemed that my refusal to speak until we were all together didn’t exactly help calming his nerves.

	“He warned me,” I said, because that was the only thing that mattered, really. “Said the Elementalists will move to outright war after the next meeting.”

	“They can call for a vote, but…” the King started but stopped when I faced him, desolation certainly visible in my features.

	“Niram will move regardless of the result.”

	“He may be lying,” Flynn cut in.

	“Well, he wasn’t exactly forthcoming about this and if he didn’t sell me out to Nico…” I pondered.

	He eyed me, doubtful. 

	“They have a target?” he relented.

	“He didn’t know.”

	“Didn’t know or didn’t say?”

	It was too fair of a question for me not to have thought the same, as much as it gutted me.

	“Next meeting will be in three months. If his word holds, you’ll receive an invite soon,” I told the King instead.

	Nico moved to the map hanging on the wall, studying the small colored pins representing the troops we had word of.

	“They must be moving men, then. If they plan to attack immediately, they need to have a host prepared to attack somewhere,” he mused. “Has the Alliance offered news?”

	But Flynn's attention was fixed on me, unmoving. Studying me, I realized.

	“What are you not saying, Aila?” he asked slowly. 

	Threat or warning, the last bit of information Aiden gave me changed little and yet, I didn’t want to tell him. Didn’t want to see the worry and rage I knew would edge his mouth and sharpen his eyes.

	“Ivo has promised to give Elran something powerful enough to change this war. Three months is the time he has left.”

	“What?”

	“Me.” Just as I expected, Flynn’s jaw clenched in fury, his gaze burning with cold hatred. The promise of death sharpened every muscle in him.

	But it was Nico who spoke first. “It doesn’t make sense, at this point even if he could get close enough to kill you, it would only fire up the rebels more. He’d turn you into a martyr.” Wary concern was clear enough in his voice that it surprised — and warmed — me. 

	“I don’t think he plans to execute me. Not if he can help it.”

	“He can’t be stupid enough to think he can get you back under his control after all of it. Nor that we would let him,” Flynn said, barely hiding his disgust. 

	“I don’t know,” I confessed, hands bracing my shaking head as I leaned on my knees. “But it changes nothing. He’s been hunting me for months, has had some sort of plan for me my whole life so the only news here is that he has a timeline and I’ll be damned if I let any of his nonsense and fear-mongering get in our way.”

	I faced both men, challenging them to tell me otherwise. 

	They didn’t.

	“Aiden may still be playing us. This whole trip may have been a ploy,” Nico recognized Flynn’s warning.

	“He may be.” I glanced at the former captain before turning back to the King. And if he is, I may have shown him exactly whom he can use against me, I thought. “But I don’t think that's the case.”  

	“Why tell you so much, then? Why give us time to prepare?”

	“He always wanted to be a hero. I may have reminded him of that.” 

	I stood, legs surprisingly even as I approached the King, head high. “When the time comes, where do you stand? Will you march with me?”

	“Tlaloc stands with you.”

	I gave him a curt, grave nod. I’d wait to show gratitude until I had more than promises, until I saw his men holding our lines. 

	“I want to know everything about that meeting. I want all but an invitation.”

	He looked me over with grave, knowing eyes. “Are you planning on claiming your seat at the table, princess?”

	“I guess I have three months to figure that one out.”

	His lips tugged upward, and he lowered his head. A salute to a fellow royal.

	I turned to Flynn. “Dispatch a message to Leon. Get Bren sniffing around and start moving our lines into position. We choose the battleground. We make these months count.”  

	And either we thought the same, or he just read the determination in my posture…the clarity I hadn’t had in a long time. For whether Aiden was playing us or not, whether Ivo intended to kill me or not, I’d secured the ally and army we needed.

	Before I could utter the words, Flynn only smirked and asked: “Do I also tell him when we are going home?”

	“At first light.”
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	y midday, we were sailing fast in a broad river. The slender schooner smoothly cut through the water under the command of the two men Nico insisted escort us to the mountains.

	So, we left, with as little belongings as when we arrived, and no more than a handful of words in farewell. 

	“No matter what you decide, know that you’ll always have a place at my household — should you wish it,” the King had promised as I left. Now, as I crossed mile after mile to the mountains, I couldn’t help but wonder if I would ever get a chance to claim such a thing, or if war would find — and even  kill — one of us before that.

	What had been a maze of small rivers and numerous paths on our way to the Kingdom became a straight line under the guidance of our two knowing pilots. Directly into the edge of Tlaloc and the Isra planes, a much faster journey than the one that brought us here.

	Under the peaceful view and with a quiet journey, I soon found myself scanning through the ancient book I’d recovered from Ivo’s old room. A desperate, eerie need urged me to find answers to so many questions I didn’t dare to formulate.

	It was painfully slow work. The old words and figurative language took a long time to translate into sensible information. Yet, I read for as long as the daylight allowed me. Knowing that, at the bare minimum, it served as a distraction to the frustrating need Wheelan’s presence awakened in my whole body. 

	Maybe it was a good thing he’d refrained from heated advances ever since that one almost kiss. Truth was, I didn’t know if I’d be strong enough to resist him now.

	Yet, when night descended, I found myself lying beside Flynn at the rear of the small boat. Our eyes on the stars, our whispers scattered to the winds. 

	“Do we need to consider her? Lidya?” I asked at some point. 

	He stayed quiet for a long time. “She was always ambitious, but she truly loved Valran. I can’t see how she and Aiden…”

	“Revenge?” I mused and felt as his gaze shift from the sky to me.

	“She probably still thinks you…”

	“She does.” She had no reason to suspect anyone else had killed her husband. “Will she be a problem?”

	“She might. Lidya is smart and manipulative. She will stop at nothing to avenge him. And Aiden… well, let’s just say he has enough power to promise her everything she wants.”

	“Well, isn’t it just lovely how everyone wants a little piece of me? I used to wonder if I was too charming for my good, I guess I finally have an answer,” I quipped, earning myself a snort and an elbow to the ribs that sent me smiling.

	“Why do you keep reading that?” he asked after a moment.

	“Not sure,” and it was true. Apart from it being carefully hidden away in Ivo’s room, side by side with a lot of notes about me, there was no reason “It is some sort of rare religion tome…. Except it is about all the old Gods and the language is so old that trying to decipher it is giving me a hell of a headache, but I can’t shake the feeling that there is some sort of answer here.”

	“To what question?”

	“That, Wheelan, remains to be seen. But since there is nothing else to do on this damn boat...”

	“I could come up with a few other things,” he retorted in a tone that was nothing short of wickedly suggestive. And yet he didn’t move any closer, barely looked at me. Space, I realized. He’s giving me space.

	“I’m sure you could.”

	“I didn’t hear a ‘no’,” he pointed after a few simmering heartbeats, and I didn’t need to look at him to catch the faint laughter lacing his voice.

	My attention wandered through the skies, the Dragon Stars already invisible. In a few weeks, every normal citizen would be ready to celebrate a new year. A new beginning.

	“Have you ever spent a New Year’s Eve at the palace?” I asked.

	“No. By the time Valran was appointed Premier and required at court I was old enough to always find a way to be back at Shanti.”

	“I did it once,” I shared. “Beautiful people, clad in white and barefoot on the beach under endless fireworks, champagne bottles at the ready… by the Goddess, it was mesmerizing! But that is not why I always loved New Year’s.” I felt my lips twitch upward. “It was the energy, the idea of celebrating that new chance to reinvent yourself. 

	“Even as a child, when Ivo took me to a small, remote beach so I could sink my feet in the ocean, that… possibility was what amazed me the most.

	“So, every year, at midnight, I jumped seven waves for good luck, closed my eyes and wished for the same thing: a quiet and happy life. That is what I wanted the most — until that first year in Nuri.”

	“What did you wish for then?” His voice was so quiet, the world around us so still that it was easy to forget we were not the only ones in it.

	“Nothing. It was the most beautiful celebration I’d ever attended…I wore white, I joined the party, I laughed and danced. And as the clock struck midnight, I walked up to the sea under the fireworks and jumped the waves, but I didn’t wish. I think I’d forgotten how to.”

	My admission rippled around us, and I contemplated the truth in every word. The long-forgotten wishes and the twisted, rocky road that brought me there.

	“Yet, I’m here,” I said after a while. “I may not have found peaceful happiness, but in a way, I think I found myself.”

	His arm brushed against mine in silent acknowledgment, in voiceless support as comfortable quietude wrapped around our souls.

	We didn’t speak again, didn’t banter or tease. We also didn’t move until sleep claimed us both. 

	Only a couple of days later, we were deep enough in the planes to leave the boat behind and walk the rest of the way to the edge of the Isra range. At last, home-bound. Autumn had begun to advance, and the air lost its stuffy, unbearable quality, giving way to fresh breezes and orange-laced sunsets.

	“Come on. You owe me a match.” Flynn tossed my sword at the green moss.

	We’d found a protected clearing to camp for the night. Tomorrow we’d start crossing the basin and soon after we’d be on the first ridge.

	I raised my head from the old tome I’d been reading since our meager dinner of hard cheese and bitter bread. “You seem awfully excited to get your ass on the floor.”

	“And you, love, have a big, big mouth. Let’s see if you can back it up this time.”

	I gave him a wicked grin and got up, flickering the sword on my wrist. We wouldn’t have light for much longer and neither of us was willing to start a fire. Better to clear Alizeh swiftly and quietly, we’d agreed earlier.

	I charged on his left side, and he narrowly deflected, turning around, and jerking his elbow at my arm to try to disarm me. I feinted a retreat and tossed the short sword to my left hand before swirling to his back, where I should have hit between his shoulder plates. But he was fast and skilled, and before I had my arm in position, he’d retreated with a damning gleam on his face.

	I chuckled and turned to him with a challenging glare, calling him forward.

	I didn’t need to ask again. He came at me. Charge after charge, jab after jab. I deflected, feinted, and evaded him, rarely placing a punch of my own. 

	With each blow, I let him herd me to the southern edge of our clearing, let him get entranced by his own confidence and when I was no more than a few paces from the large rocks that would no doubt trap me, I coiled a small tendril of dark power on his right foot and pulled it.

	Air went out of his lungs in a gulp as he fell back on the floor, facing the dimming sky. When his gaze found mine, arms bracing his abdomen, I could do little to hold a laugh as I touched the tip of my sword to his chest.

	“Couldn’t beat me the old-fashioned way?” Humor laced his words.

	“You will be fighting plenty of wielders, might as well get used to it now.” I shrugged, offering him a hand.

	And when he clasped it, the delighted wonder on his features was all too real. A low laugh escaped him: “Do your worst then.”

	So, I did. Over and over. The fading sky offering enough cover for me to wield. While he — well, he couldn’t protect himself from a direct blow, but there were other ways to fight a wielder… Ways that he was all too familiar with, ways I wanted — no, needed him to continue to train. Over and over again.

	He deflected and feinted. And soon he’d learned enough of my tells to distract me long enough to make it more than a fair fight. 

	When we finally sat side by side in near darkness with ragged breath and sweat-coated skin, it felt right.

	“Can we do this again?” His voice was low, uncertain.

	“Every day, for as long as you wish.”

	I could hear his relief as his shoulders loosened, his breathing eased. I shouldered him, softly. “Let’s see if you feel the same after a week of kissing the floor, Wheelan.”

	“Not every wielder is willing to train with a powerless soldier and sparring with you all is different,” he admitted. “Magic doesn’t make you invincible, but it sure gives you a hell lot of second chances you wouldn’t have otherwise. This,” he gestured to the area we’d used — our weapons still discarded on top of the ruffed leaves, “This helps me be prepared, helps me remember that I don’t get to rely only on my skill, that I have no choice but to be the smarter one in a fight or I won’t walk away from it. So, thank you, Aila.”

	Silver moonlight had crept through the clearing, and I absently curled a tendril of pure darkness around my hand, silky shadows dancing through my finger. “Anytime,” I whispered.

	“How does it feel?” he asked, and I noticed his stare on my hand. “How do you do it?”

	It took me a moment to organize my thoughts, to find the right words. 

	“My two powers are as different as they can be, but they are similar in one thing: it’s like an unexpected embracing. Dizzying and all-consuming. But wielding it,” I paused, searching for the words that would make him understand. “The first time is the hardest, you must find the small thread that connects you to everything, from the floor beneath your feet to the air around your body and hold on to it. You have to know that all of you matter: the good and the bad, the hopes and regrets. Know that you are complete in all your flaws. Because it is only by knowing the importance of balance, the power of the good and the bad inside of you that you can accept that those flaws and that infinite potential is what connects you to the world, and the power around you.”

	“And after that first time?”

	“It is like flexing a muscle. As much part of you as your arms and legs.”
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	We decided on a different path from the one we took with Leon weeks before. And whether by fate or luck, our days were quiet, and we soon fell into a familiar routine. We sparred at midday and sunset, letting nature offer a cover to my power, but we didn’t risk a fire. 

	In between all of it, I read. Stealing as many minutes as I could to dive into the ancient pages of the tome. I didn’t know what I was looking for, yet I couldn’t ignore the strange pull at my stomach every time I opened the pages.  A pull that turned into an all-out twist the moment the ancient words gave way to a full-page illustration of a perfectly round jade stone irradiating waves of power. The Moon Stone, I read underneath the delicate drawing.

	For months I’d searched every book I came across, asked every follower of the Goddess, and unraveled every word of scripture I could get my hands on until my stomach froze with frustration. Still, the Stone had become nothing more than another puzzle offered by a mysterious, holy figure during my escape from Nuri. Offered by Her.

	Except for the book now in my hands. The tome had a whole section about it. A section that I read repeatedly as Flynn organized our rapidly dwindling supplies. The magical Stone was, if the ancient book was to be believed, a totem bestowed by the Gods to faithful followers, binding their lives and service in exchange for power — be it to protect or to destroy. An amulet of sorts. An incredibly rare and powerful one. 

	Ancient history, if even true. 

	I mulled over the words as we trekked the rest of the day, silence weighing heavy between us as I tried to make sense of why She would send me after long forgotten amulets; of what that had to do with me. Because no matter how I tried to look at it, I knew it had something to do with me, with who — what — I was. 

	As much knowledge as the book held about the stone and the old Gods, it didn’t mention a word about the Isra warriors. The other piece of the puzzle that was my life. I would have smiled if the whole thing wasn’t so disturbingly confusing.

	I told Flynn as much and once I started pouring out every bit of detail Ezer told me, every question, regret, and sorrow that I’d carried in my soul, I was left both empty and comforted. 

	He held me. For a long time, he just held me. No words offered, just much needed solace.

	So, I told him more. 

	We talked about temples and cryptic messages, about the Goddess’ appearance and the Moon Stone and then I told him about the fear I’d been trying to snuffle out since I realized Ivo had been waiting for me long before I was born.  He somehow knew about the power I would one day wield and what it meant. He was once again ahead of me. 

	I needed to know why the Moon Stone mattered and what the Goddess expected me to do with it, just as I needed to know more about the warriors. I had to go to their temple.

	It was a two-week trek from Shanti, but from here, I’d only need a few days after we’d reached the mountains’ higher ground. And yet: “I don’t care. I’m not leaving your side. They’ll be fine,” was all Flynn said when I tried to convince him to part ways with me, as I tried to remind him that we didn’t rush out of Toci for nothing and that one of us should go straight back home. 

	“There are wards,” I changed the argument. “Nahla was very clear that only shadow wielders could enter safely. It is pointless for you to go all the way to a set of ruins you can’t even access.”

	“Those fancy wards may not even be functioning anymore.”

	“Not willing to risk it, you stubborn fool.”

	“I love when you worry about me,” he smirked.

	“A lot of people will die in the next few months, I’m in no hurry to add anyone else to the list. Especially not out of sheer stupidity,” I hissed, too annoyed at his overbearing insistency.

	“Why do you even want to go there, Aila? What do you expect to find in the ruins of a forgotten temple?”

	“The Goddess Herself sent me after the Moon Stone. A fucking Stone I could find nothing about except for that damn book,” I gestured to the bag where I had stashed the tome away. “There has to be a reason and that temple is my last shot in the dark to find out what it is, Wheelan.”

	“Look,” he sighed, “I’ll stay a safe distance if that is the case, but I won’t risk you finding the place on your own. Do you have any idea how many people would kick my ass if I arrived at Shanti alone?”

	I ignored his attempt at lightening the mood and grunted. Neither of us was done with this argument, but I was done talking for the moment.

	For hours I walked ahead, my hot temper driving me into an unstoppable rhythm. It wasn’t until mid-afternoon that he braved breaking the silence.

	 “We should stop before passing through the mountains, our supplies won’t last long enough. No matter where we are headed next.”

	We were close enough to Isra to reach its wall by night-time, but with the little luck we had with hunting over the past days it wasn’t surprising that we’d have to stop. 

	At a distance, I could see a small village — probably what prompted Flynn’s thought.

	“Ok,” I nodded. We both knew what it meant, had debated the possibility and risk alongside every other step we’d take on this journey.

	I reached for the cloak I’d stored inside my bag, but Flynn stopped me: “Remote village or not, it is still too dangerous.”

	We also had this conversation every time we considered the possibility of stopping and, by now I knew all the arguments he could deign to use, and I was tired of all of them. “Together. We both go in, we both come out.” 

	My voice left little room for argument, yet I saw the doubt flickering in him, so I continued. “There is nothing you can say now that you haven’t already, Wheelan. Let us not waste our time, shall we?”

	He wasn’t happy, that much was very visible, but he followed. Either convinced by my words or unwilling to have another pointless argument.

	The village was small. Simple. No more than a stable and a handful of buildings around a central square. Likely homes and small shops offering necessities and basic produce. 

	It was the eerie silence, the lack of chatter that got us lightening our feet and quieting our words as we approached it via the back.

	We had taken the long way by the foot of the mountain, a less direct approach than the road cutting the nearby field of hay and leading into the core of the village. Hoods pulled low over our features, we sneaked in and just as we stepped over the town edge a muffled shout pierced the air, as if greeting us.

	We moved carefully, peering through windows, and finding nothing but abandoned rooms, as if every single house had been left in a hurry, emptied without plan.

	Only a few meters separated us from the square when the clank of metal got me unsheathing my sword. A quick glance behind me told me Flynn had followed my lead. I signaled for him to cover the rear as I tested the lateral window of a house that would likely face it.

	Unlocked.

	I eased myself inside and quickly checked the room before giving Flynn the all-clear. I didn’t want whatever awaited in that square to see us coming before we had a good chance to assess the situation.

	A swift swipe of the house later and we knew we were alone. Room after room of upturned routine tasks: half folded clothes, dropped glasses, uneaten food. 

	I searched for the window that would give us the best view of the square. The heavily guarded square, full of kneeling women and children.

	Flynn crouched beside me, peeping through the half-opened curtains. It took us a moment to fully take in the sight, to fully understand it. 

	Six men in common leather armor guarded two dozen sobbing women and children. Likely every female and young citizen that lived in this place. Between them and our hiding spot, three men talked. Each of them clad in fine metal with light blue billowing capes behind them.

	Such a unique sight, that I didn’t need to see the mountain sigil etched on their breastplates to recognize the Alizeh Guards. 

	Another scream pierced the sky, and this time I knew it came from the open door directly across from us. A raw, helpless scream that was all too familiar. There was little doubt in my mind about what exactly was happening inside of that house. On what manner of pain, the Royal guards were inflicting.

	Flynn's stare met mine but before I could say anything, what looked like the highest-ranking official spoke, peeling away from his companions, and pacing the street. Metal clatter was the only sound echoing through the space.

	“That,” he turned towards the house. The fading scream still echoing out of it. “Is the last of your men standing–literally. So, unless I get the answers I need, one of you will go next.” 

	Sobbing and rushed begging was his only answer. “Now, there are very few places one could buy supplies this close to the mountains and I know he was seen roaming this area not that long ago.”

	My eyes snapped to Flynn. Could they be randomly searching for him? But then, shouldn’t they be asking about me too? 

	“Tick tock,” the man sang before walking inside of the house. 

	We retreated from the window, the hilt of my sword an anchoring weight in my hand. He was torturing them, likely had already tortured every man they’d rounded up.

	“Is that for us?” I whispered. “How?”

	“It couldn’t be. Not even Nico knew the path we planned on taking,” he shook his head. “I’ve never heard of patrols that close to the mountains.”

	“They are searching for someone.”

	“A petty grudge?” he offered doubtfully.

	“A unit that big? A bit of an over-reaction for a grudge.”

	“Well, your guess is as good as mine.”

	Guessing wouldn’t change anything. Whether they were there for us or someone else, it didn’t change the pain they were leaving behind. 

	I peered through the window again. My attention landing on one of the children. A girl not much older than I had been when Ivo found me, and equally terrified. But despite her shaking shoulders and the small boy clinging to her ragged skirts, her head was high, the set of her jaw unflinching.

	“We can’t leave them like this,” I murmured.

	“Even if they are not here for us, we’d still make a pretty big prize,” Flynn cautioned.

	“Not if they don’t catch us.”

	“We are grossly outnumbered, Aila. And that is without even knowing how many they have inside.”

	“It is not a big house. If they are…” the word failed me and I forced myself to swallow, to breathe. “They won’t have space for more than two or three men inside.” Not if they wanted to have enough room to break their prisoners beyond measure. “We can surprise them, confuse them. Make it end before it even starts.”

	“It is too risky.” His voice wavered the barest fraction. 

	“I won’t walk away, Flynn. I turned a blind eye for too long. I won’t leave these people to be tortured,” I pushed the word out, “and killed.”

	I knew the thought ate at him as much as it did me. Could see the anguish that flared through him at that first scream. Flynn searched me, and he must have seen either the resolve or the recklessness that were surely shining bright in my eyes, for his shoulders sagged and he let out a long breath.

	“Fine. But you don’t reveal yourself, you hear me? We don’t give them an inkling of who you truly are. Not a spark of your power. Understand?”

	“Okay.”

	“I’m serious, Aila. This is non-negotiable.”

	I nodded gravely and didn’t waste a second of our time as I reached for the black mask on my bag and murmured a quickly forming plan to Flynn.
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	I stepped on battered ground. 

	One silent step after the other as I threaded the streets in a wide circle that would lead me to the other side of the square.

	Flynn remained behind, in position. Waiting for me before charging. Coordinated, swift attacks. If we were lucky enough, the guards would be too stunned with the different directions to regroup. And if we were fast enough, by the time they did, it would no longer make a difference.

	I crept through the side of a house and surveyed the square. Four guards on each side of the streets, two of the armored men at the door of the commandeered house, no sign of the captain. I glanced at the captives and that is when I saw it: the little girl’s dead stare set on me. The same little girl I’d spied through the window.

	Between the hood and the black mask clamped on the bridge of my nose, she saw nothing but my eyes. My whole face hidden in the hope that none of the guards would recognize me.

	Slowly, I took a finger to my lips, praying that she’d be silent enough, and a blink was my only sign that she understood.

	I deemed it good enough and waited for Flynn’s signal. A small flicker of light on the window in front of me — courtesy of his travel mirror. 

	I pulled all my concentration into manipulating the light around me and rendering myself as close to invisible as I’d ever be. I’d been practicing this particular use of my magic since before we left Shanti, first with pebbles and eventually with small animals, but never with a target as big as myself. Flynn can yell at my recklessness later.

	The surprise on the little girl’s face at my disappearance was all the confirmation I allowed myself to have before moving to the first group of soldiers. I knew I wouldn’t be able to sustain the trick for long. Not in the middle of battle so I’d make this first move count.

	I slipped a dagger through a man's throat just as I flickered back into view. Suddenly visible to the entire world. It gave me all the advantage I needed to thrust the blade into the other man's heart before chaos unleashed and they attacked me. 

	The world narrowed to the charged tension of battle, to the steady beat of my heart.

	Running, I threw a dagger at the leather-bound guard to my right and charged the one on the left, unsheathing my second blade. The clueless body thudded to the ground with a dagger in its head before I even finished my charge. A shallow breath later, I slashed and thrusted in a single movement of flowing metal, sending another man down with a sword piercing his belly.

	Blood gushed from the wound as I pulled my weapon free, its warmth soaking my hand as quickly as two other men engaged and shouting finally broke free. 

	A quick glance showed me another two engaging with Flynn and the others moving out of their position. The bodies at his feet showed me he’d used the surprise well and, if nothing else, our attack had been enough to get the prisoners running. 

	Now, I was left with only speed against the new guards reaching me. I threw them a series of quick lashes as my body swirled in between their blades, always moving to the center of the square. To where I could meet Flynn back-to-back.

	They retreated a step, realizing their armor would not allow them to tire me quickly enough. They encircled me. Clearly stopping any impulsive attack. That is bad, so bad.

	I let my feet slip, feigning a mistake. It was enough for one of them to close the distance between us, eager. I feinted left as he charged, and before he could retreat again, I ducked, throwing my foot under him and my blade through his throat. His friend moved with renewed energy, before I could dislodge my weapon, just to get himself impaled on the fallen man's own sword.

	Behind me the clatter of metal continued, and I knew Flynn was close enough. I got up, weapons free, and focused on another fully armored soldier in front of me. A wicked grin crossed my mouth under the mask.

	Our blades met sending a ripple through my arms. And we danced. In a strike of luck, he fainted to my left, thrusting his sword at my side and I narrowly avoided it, but not without it slashing through the back of my arm. 

	A cry burst through me, and anger flared in my core. I clutched the hilt of the sword and thrusted faster and faster. He may be good, but with full armor on, he was also too slow. I forced him to retreat, to defend, and it was a matter of moments before his arm lagged and my sword slashed the soft, unprotected skin beneath his forearm. His sword dropped, surprise marring his features as I turned and slashed his neck.

	I scanned the square. More men than we had calculated filled the space. 

	The captain watched, a hand on his chin as a few more ran to me from the house, one more approaching Flynn’s back as he battled yet another two guards. 

	My breath caught as I watched with maddening detail and surprising slowness when the sword arched gracefully, the blade poised to his ribs in an unstoppable descent.

	My heart quickened. 

	My stomach clenched. 

	Despair coated my thoughts and muffled every battle sound around me. With nothing but sheer will, I clawed my way out of the fogginess and heaviness before it could take me under.

	Without another thought, I encased the man and the wicked blade in searing, white light as two tendrils of pure darkness pulled at the other two soldiers. Giving Flynn enough of an advantage to finish them.

	The world stopped. 

	Screams turned into hissed murmurs, running soldiers halted, gaping. For a heartbeat Flynn’s focus snapped to me. Concern, anger, and awe etched on every line of his body. I shrugged; head tilting. 

	We’d live or die, but we’d do it together. 

	The world exploded in chaos.

	Flynn ran to me. 

	The three halted guards advanced on uneven steps as the captain finally moved, pacing toward the square. No, toward Flynn.

	I’d shown my hand. Not only my magic, but my weakness. And he’d seen it. 

	I pulled my mask down and threw a shield of light around Flynn just as sharp talons cut through the last remaining guards. 

	Only their captain remained. Shrouded in his own magic — saved by the same soft wind shield billowing his cape.

	My lips curled in a side smile, and I threw every bit of swagger I had in my words as I stepped in the captain’s way.

	“Are you gonna make this easy or are you in a hurry to meet your men in whatever hell they occupy now?”

	“What makes you think you are not surrounded?” he drawled.

	“This square would be swarming if I was.” A lopsided smile tugged at my lips.

	Flynn closed the space between us, a steady presence on my flank. 

	“The reports don’t do you justice,” he mused.

	“Yeah, I know,” I said in a sweet voice. “Gorgeous and skilled.”

	“More like stupidly arrogant, if you ask me.”

	“Well, I didn’t.”

	His arms remained casually crossed, not an inch closer to his weapons. A haughty wielder… If a foolish or powerful one, I supposed I’d find out soon.

	“I guess I’m still going back with an Heir today, maybe not ours, but you,” he grinned, “you’ll do just fine.”

	A blast of wind cut the planes, a wave of dry soil rising in its wake. 

	I snapped my mask in place and lowered my head. Waiting. Let him deprive himself of sight, let him believe me trapped. For what he didn’t know was that after years being trained by Dara and months sparring with Leon, it would take more than that to stop me. 

	I kept my eyes shut and when the dust was so thick and high that I felt it clogging around me, I traced my blade infusing it with the light burning in my core and moved. I let my other senses guide me, his armor announcing his position despite the roaring wind.

	I circled him, snaps of my blazing sword against his arm, his legs. It was with smug satisfaction that I welcomed his grunt as the magic coating my blade pierced through shield and armor to meet the soft flesh beneath. Every touch was another sharp cut, another sharp burn. It confused him, weakened him. And as he finally unsheathed his own weapon, I cut through his throat.

	Blessed, overwhelming silence fell as dust dropped to the floor. A faint glow still radiating from my blades. 

	Foolish wielder it is, I murmured to myself and lowered the mask before I turned to Wheelan in time to see him lowering the arm he’d use to protect his face.

	He blinked, curling fists by the side of his body and deep ragged breaths out of his lungs. Wide eyes surveyed every inch of me before he moved, scalding golden gaze burning. 

	Flynn stopped an inch from me, trembling with what could only be restraint — and maybe a tiny bit of well-deserved anger. I did break my promise, after all.

	Before I could say anything, he muttered, “You,” and his hand cupped my nape as he searched my face. His breath warm against my skin, “stubborn, delightful woman — you’ll be my downfall!” 

	Then, he kissed me.
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	hat first kiss was a release. 

	The clash of our bodies, a wave that buckled my knees and swallowed me whole. 

	There was nothing gentle, nothing searching about it. Devastating need and smoldering desire coursed through me with every swipe of his tongue on mine. His hand moved to my waist, bringing me closer and closer until I didn’t know where I ended and he began. 

	My world narrowed. 

	All my thoughts on him, on the lines of his body against mine. All concern about how publicly we stood completely washed away.

	I slipped a hand under the hem of his shirt, nails digging into the warm skin of his waist, a desperate attempt to diminish the already nonexistent space between us, to be closer. A deep, hoarse groan escaped Flynn’s throat, and I could swear the very ground trembled as pure heat licked my spine. 

	One hand lowered to my hip as we kissed harder, faster. I felt the hardness of him against me and sinful warmth pooled between my legs.

	His teeth captured my lip in a small, delicious bite and I moaned — despite myself I moaned — and would have tackled him right then if not for the chatter that started to cut through the fogginess of luscious hunger that dampened my every sense.

	It took all my self-control to stop, to push my hand against his fast-beating chest. 

	His fingers curled on the roots of my hair in a gentle, firm hold as his mouth pressed against my brow.

	Flynn let out a shuddered breath that mirrored my own and when his gaze finally found mine, there was a promise there — a burning, inescapable promise.

	The world engulfed me the moment I turned away. Harsh, undeniable reality. 

	One by one, the people who’d been no more than hostages minutes before came out of their hiding spots. Attention darting between us and the bloodied ground.

	A middle-aged woman stopped a few feet from me. Her white hair was matted with dirt and droplets of blood, her lips pursed with deep lines.

	“I thought you were just another lie,” she murmured. Doubt and reverence clear in her tone.

	Even if the whispers of “Heir” and “Dark” and “Light” didn’t float around us, I’d know what she meant. I’d know it from that tone alone.

	“It would appear I’m not,” I said.

	“Are you truly a rebel?”

	The words snapped something deep in my core and I looked around searching for any other threats, but the square was mostly empty. No one in sight, but some of the women and children.

	Jerked into reality as suddenly as me, Flynn burst into movement toward the house the guards had come out of, sword in hand and murderous focus on his eyes.

	“Are you?” I asked the woman carefully.

	“We don’t bother with these things here.”

	“Why?”

	“Elementalists, Alliance…” she shrugged. “What difference does it make which hand holds your leash?”

	I surveyed the bodies around the square, the terrified faces of the children and muttered: “Looks like a big difference to me.” 

	Silence stretched, only broken by Flynn returning to my side. His short nod and grave features were enough to tell me there was no threat there, only the horrors left behind. 

	“Most will live,” he confirmed.

	I turned to the woman: “I’m sorry for what they — you all went through.”

	Quietly, some of the lingering women ventured inside the bloodied house. Sobs and wailing filled the air once again, now for a whole different reason.

	“What did they want?” I asked glancing at the Alizeh men.

	“The prince.”

	I turned to Flynn, but he seemed as confused as I was. “What prince?”

	“Theirs. They say the boy is studying somewhere, but they wouldn’t be searching for him near the mountains if that was true, would they?”

	Alizeh’s Heir.

	Flynn’s hand darted to the hilt of his weapon, shoulders tensing. And I knew he’d thought the same as me. If Alizeh’s soldiers were lingering through these planes, roaming through the mountains in search of their Heir, there wouldn’t be a single unit. We needed to leave. Now.

	I surveyed the blood and gore on him and glanced at my own clothes. I certainly didn’t look any better. A dead giveaway to anyone crossing our paths.

	“Can we bother you for a bath?”
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	By the time I left the bathing chamber — clean and refreshed — Flynn was already guarding my door, hair wet and wounds dressed.

	He scanned my whole body before settling on my face. Slowly and silently, he approached. His eyes a brand, his features an open book.

	After what felt equally too long and too short, he tore his gaze from mine, attention dropping to the open gash at the backside of my arm. I’d cleaned it out as best as I could, but I had little access to it.

	He held my arm gently, examining it.

	“It’s shallow,” I breathed.

	He nodded, seeming to arrive at the same conclusion. “I’ll dress it for you.”

	Flynn pushed two chairs from the kitchen table and motioned to me. He worked silently; hands surprisingly gentle.

	“That was incredibly reckless,” he rasped. “Extraordinary, but reckless. I should have known better than to let you convince me to do it.”

	I saw the worry then, the guilt etched on every line of him.

	“First, you don’t let me do anything, Wheelan.” I teased. “Second, what was I supposed to do? Watch as you got yourself killed?”

	A flicker crossed through him, and I knew he saw right through me, saw my poor attempt to ease the concern weighing on him.

	His lips tugged upward, barely an inch. Sorrowful and yet… sweet. I watched, mesmerized as light humor and relief slowly lit him up. My own tension eased.

	This is dangerous. So much more dangerous than guards and blades. 

	“I knew you cared for me, love.” A hint of smug confidence brightened his voice, but behind it a gentle hope that clenched my stomach. We were passing pretending now, and yet it didn’t make things any easier. Didn’t change the danger I’d inevitably put him in.

	“You saved my ass too many times for me not to return the favor,” I threw back just as he finished with my wound.

	“Those were Royal guards,” I said after a moment of silence.

	“They were.”

	“I don’t like the idea of them searching the mountains. For whatever reason.”

	“I know.”

	“Do you think they can stumble upon…” I couldn’t finish the words. Didn’t dare name the city, the people that I’d learned to love so fiercely. 

	“It stayed hidden for decades, it will continue to do so.” And more than a small part of me wondered if his words were for me just as much as they were for himself.

	We had to go, get to Shanti, and organize watches, notify the few outposts that helped keep the city safe. 

	Well, not we… him.

	I still had a detour to make and no matter how long the small town had remained a hidden safe-heaven, I wasn’t willing to risk a Royal guard stumbling upon it.

	“You have to warn them,” I mumbled. An echo of our earlier conversations.

	“We will get there when we get there,” he declared.

	I started to protest, but he stopped me.

	“What happened to ‘we both go in, we both come out,’ love?” he asked, offering me a much heavier bag than the one I had that morning, filled with supplies he no doubt acquired as I bathed. “I sent an eagle to one of Bren’s contacts. Told them we’ll be a few days late and warned them to keep alert. They’ll be fine a little longer.”

	Outside, the sun had started its final descent as the town moved dead bodies and cleaned its streets. They were alive, they’d rebuild, and no matter how much my heart broke, there was little I could do for them now. 

	“You should stay tonight. No one will hurt you. We wouldn’t before, certainly won’t now,” the old woman said from behind us.

	 I turned. “Thank you. But we can’t.”

	Sitting on the doorstep behind her, a little girl stared at us — the same girl I’d noticed before. A smaller boy slept on her lap; streaks of long dried tears ran down his soot-stained cheeks. 

	I moved before realizing and knelt in front of them, the girl’s attention never faltering.

	“You were very brave back there.” 

	“I was afraid,” she confessed, lowering her head for the first time since I spied her through the window hours before.

	“Me too.”

	“Were you?” She snapped her head up, doubtful.

	“Yeah. And so was he,” I jerked my head at Flynn. “You didn’t let the swaggering throw you off, did you?”

	Her eyes were wide open. 

	“Oh, he fooled you. I see…” I continued. “Well, don’t let him find that out or I’ll never hear the end of it,” I winked. 

	It was enough to make her smile, so I sat beside her. 

	“You know… being afraid just means we are alive; means we have something to lose.”

	“But I just hid there. I cowered.” Her voice was small and quiet.

	“The way I see it, being brave is about keeping your head high and your heart strong. It’s taking care of those who can’t take care of themselves,” I motioned to the sleeping boy. “Looks to me like you are doing just that.”

	She quieted for a moment, thinking. And then added in no more than a whisper:

	“They hurt my father.”

	“I know. I’m sorry, I’m sorry you had to see all of this.”

	“I wished I could have saved him like you saved us,” she complained.

	There was so much sadness in her features, so much painful guilt. I couldn’t help but remember how it felt to be as lost and helpless, how it felt to have Ivo saving me from the gore, fear, and grief. 

	But even through all of that, her little hands never stopped caressing the head resting on her lap. A brother, if the hair color and round cheeks were any indication. She was kind…despite all her fear and despair, she was kind.

	“I hope you never have to do what I just did,” I said with stark honesty, “but I think that if you give it time, you may save people in a much more important way.”
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	e walked until the last rays of sunlight abandoned us. Never stopping, never slowing. Always prompted by the sense of urgency that had taken root in my core.

	I didn’t care if the guards were searching for me, for the Alliance, or for some running prince. All I cared about was knowing that my people — every last one of them — were safe. 

	Yet, the more miles we covered, the more I mused about the missing Alizeh Heir. I wracked my brain for all I’d read and heard about that particular royal family, but there was little worthy of notice: a brute King — much like Elran — and two children. The princess — their original Heir — died in a badly explained accident a few years back and the older brother took her place in the aftermath. The boy had grown up away from the responsibilities of the throne and was now known for being a reclusive figure. So, other than the occasional report of him being a good soldier — and an even better strategist — I knew nothing concrete.

	I remembered some vague rumors about him being tutored in the distant planes after his sister’s death. Which I’d always taken as a desperate attempt of their father to keep his last living child protected from a similarly tragic fate, but then… why would the Royal guard be searching for him? I couldn’t help but think.

	And as if that wasn’t puzzling enough, there was Flynn and the crackling tension filling the space left by the inexorable desire of that too-short and too-damning kiss.

	The first night away, we took shifts. Neither of us spoke as exhaustion weighed on our bones and mercifully quieted our minds and tongues.

	The reprieve didn’t last, though.

	With dawn, we resumed our grueling pace and Flynn’s stare followed me through every long hour. A smug smile constantly grazing his lips — the very same lips I had been trying to ignore for what felt like a small eternity.

	“What?” I snapped as I sat on a boulder for lunch.

	“Nothing,” his mouth twitched, eyes sparkling. “Unless there is… something you’d like to discuss, love?” 

	I sneered. 

	He chuckled. 

	“You are good with children,” he said as if trying to relax the tautness in my body. Ease me back into the comfortable companionship we’d developed. 

	As silly as it was, I could have hugged him for that simple offer of normality, hugged and… Oh Goddess! I’m losing my mind.

	I sighed, forcing my thoughts back to his words, to the little girl we’d left behind under the promise that she’d be taken care of.

	“Well, she reminded me of myself,” I answered after a moment.

	“When Ivo found you.”

	It wasn’t a question, but I nodded all the same. “He gave me that,” I glanced at the weapons resting between us, and for a moment all I could do was think about what the blades meant. “I wonder what would have happened, who I would have become if he’d offered me something else.”

	We didn’t talk much after that, not as we ate, not as we continued to trek through the mountain.

	We climbed for as many hours as the sunlight allowed us to. The easiness of the previous days vanished: training sessions gave way to hurried steps, easy conversation replaced by anxious concern.

	Apart from an old camp, we saw no sign of other guards. Still, I tried to convince Flynn to go to Shanti without me. 

	“I know you don’t need me or anyone to protect you, but the idea of something happening when you are alone,” he told me, face crumpling. “Don’t ask me to sit back and hope you’ll be fine, Aila. I can’t do that again.”

	And it was all it took to convince me of two things. The first was that I’d never persuade him to leave me. Flynn had watched every second I endured in that dungeon and the shadows behind his eyes told me enough of the guilt he carried because of it. A pain that maybe wasn’t as sharp and traumatizing as mine, but one that was just as deep. It was its own brand of torture.

	The second, most dangerous thing, was that I didn’t want him to go. Not anymore, not after everything. I’d only known affection that was tainted by loss, and yet, as terrified as I was of letting myself love him just to watch as he too was taken away, I no longer knew how to stop it.

	When we finally made it to the series of valleys atop the mountain range, heavy clouds gathered above our heads.

	For once, I was thankful for the detailed maps I’d carried around. Without them, I would have no choice but to make the whole trip back to Shanti before doubling back to the coordinates Nahla had given me, but instead, I knew that within a few more miles I could veer right, and the stark track would lead me to the ruins that were once home for a whole clan of mysterious, powerful warriors. 

	Thunderous rain stilled our progress and sent us camping earlier than usual. We would need to scout the side of the mountain in search of a half-hidden, dry cave and to my own surprise, I was grateful for it, happy even. 

	But as heavy water started pouring and we found ourselves half-soaked, we rushed into the first cave large enough to accommodate us. Scouting be damned. 

	It was no more than a retreated grotto, partially hidden by the trees and boulders beyond. Its narrow entrance gave way to a long corridor and, ultimately, a hidden alcove with enough space for two people.

	“We’ll have to light a fire,” Flynn said grimly as he checked his bag. “It’s all wet.”

	I jolted and checked my own clothes. Mercifully, the book was deep enough in my bag that it hadn’t gotten damp, but the rest… It wasn’t a chilly night; unless you were soaked from head to toe, of course.

	We’d have to light the fire in the corridor so we wouldn’t suffocate, which meant we’d have no choice but to sleep in the small, retreated area… awfully close together. As if reading exactly where my thoughts had gone, Flynn smirked.

	“Unless you have a problem with the sleeping arrangements, love?”

	“I’ve endured worse,” I quipped.

	“Of course, you have,” he chuckled, damp hair falling on his forehead.

	He retreated to the cave entrance and when he came back, I shamelessly watched the soaked, white shirt clinging to every muscle of his body as he arranged the twigs he’d collected and lit a small fire. It wouldn’t hold until morning, but it would hold long enough to dry us off.

	Mindlessly, I sent a deep dark mist covering the entrance of the cave to prevent any light from spilling away and attracting threats — animal or otherwise.

	Minutes later, we’d changed into the driest clothes we could find, which for me meant cord-hanging breeches and a thin, white sleeveless shirt. 

	We sat side by side, so close that his warmth seeped into me. Hotter and more inviting than the fire itself, Goddess help me. So easily comfortable that a forgotten, stupid part of my brain relished every casual brush of his skin. 

	The flare of joy in my core sparked brighter at the normalcy of it all and I let it. For once, trapped under a heavy storm, I didn’t scold myself, didn’t bother thinking that I was toeing a dangerous line when I should be sending him far, far away from me. 

	Instead, we ate and laughed; teased and talked; nothing but the rain drops to keep us company.

	Until finally, my eyelids closed, and the warmth of his embrace lulled me to sleep.
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	Be it the splattering of the rain and its unwitting reminder of Kiran’s water magic nearly drowning me. Or the lingering memory of the sobs and cries of the small village. Or, better yet the plain reality that tomorrow, I’d be dealing with the last unknown piece of my story.

	Whatever the reason, the nightmares came back.

	A disarray of muddled memories rife with dread. A jumble of dreams and reality. My parents' own death at Ivo’s hands. Aiden’s cold stare as I ran through the carnage of the little town I’d lived in as a child. Kiran’s bloodied hands as he traced a small, curved knife through Flynn’s forearm until his raw scream jolted me awake with a ragged, painful breath.

	Cold sweat slid through my forehead as gentle, calloused hands cupped my face. A distant thunder roared across the air and cut through the foggy line between dream and reality, and I surged for the tether to my power, for the reassurance that I was still whole.

	My ragged breathing sounded loud and erratic to my own ears. The only desperate sound beyond the raging, cold storm.

	No, not the only one. A soft sound vibrated closer to me. Continuous, intent, calming.

	It took me a moment to recognize Flynn’s voice, to understand the words he chanted over and over: “You’re safe. You’re safe. You’re safe.”

	I concentrated on the gentleness of his tone and the intent of his words. The warmth of his touch, grounding.

	Tender and careful, he embraced me. Pulled me against his chest and never once stopped his murmured promise, his oath. And with every beat of his heart, I gained a small amount of control, with every breath on his chest I rooted my mind to the reality of the moment: the uneven cave floor, the dying fire, the rain drops outside.

	The tension in my back wore off and he nudged me to look at him. Some flicker of recognition must have appeared on my face for he said: “We are in the mountains. And that room, that dungeon is long turned to rubble. You’ve turned it to rubble. You’re safe, Aila.”

	Like embers burning in rage, the golden of his eyes engulfed me. And despite the soothing words and warmth of his touch, too real images started to flood me. 

	Our surroundings started to blur, and the storm became the gurgling sound of water gushing down my throat. 

	I moved from his arms, pulling away from the intimate need for his touch; from the unbearable intensity of his attention, but he held me. “Don’t shut me out,” he whispered with a gentleness that nearly broke my heart.

	I hesitated, his plea anchoring me in place. His presence holding every ugly and broken piece of me. 

	Accepting. Welcoming. 

	I clang to that — to him. I let the phantom pain course through my body as cold terror licked my spine. His gaze, once again my only tether to the real world. 

	A long while later, my breathing eased, and my thoughts cleared. I realized I’d grasped his hand with the desperation of a dying soul and not for a second had he let go. 

	“I’ll burn the world to ashes before I let them hurt you again,” he vowed, clutching me harder. “Or I’ll die trying.”

	I nodded. A single, shallow nod. Too afraid that anything more would shatter me.

	For what could have been hours, we sat together. Quietly. 

	When the thundering pound of my heart subdued and the thread between us seemed less fragile, I dropped my head a little and allowed myself a deep breath.

	“You should rest,” Flynn tentative fingers grazed my cheek. 

	“I don’t think I can sleep again.” 

	“Just try.”

	I shook my head, searching for a way to make him understand. “Sometimes,” I started. “It’s like I’m drowning in those memories, Wheelan. Disappearing under the pain and I fear I’ll never take a fresh breath again.” I was helpless, vulnerable, tired. So unbelievably tired.

	“You will.”

	“How?”

	“Stop shouldering it all on your own… take your mind off things. Allow yourself to live the now for a change.”

	“Easier said than done.” I tried to muster a side smile, even if I knew it looked as broken as I felt.

	“Let me help you.” A tentative murmur.

	“As much as I appreciate the offer, I don’t think you can… I don’t think anyone can.”

	“You give me too little credit, love.” 

	I searched for the conceited smugness on his face, but there was nothing more than relief and… hope?

	That alone made me want to never let go of the hand I was still clenching between my own. 

	But I did. 

	I laid back. “Fine.” My attention followed the orange reflection of the last living flames on the ceiling. “I can focus on the now.” I took deep, slow breaths and emptied my mind. It should be easy enough.

	I failed miserably.

	A grunt tore from my throat, and I heard a low laugh rumble through his body.

	“You’re welcome to try and distract me, if you’re so intent on helping out,” I mumbled, never looking at him.

	Flynn’s only response was to lay close to me, his body angled to my own, his head propped up in one hand. His warmth seeped through my skin even before I felt the featherlight touch on the tiny, thin scar on my shoulder.

	He traced the length of it with mind-numbing slowness. “Tell me how you got this.” Not a question, but not quite a command. His voice deep and rough.

	“I had just started training with real blades and annoyed Dara — my trainer — into sparring with me. Turns out I was cockier than I was fast. Or wise.”

	The shade of a grin curved my lips at the old memory, and he chuckled under his breath. 

	A satisfied spark flashed over his features when I glanced at him. “What?” I retorted.

	“I’ve wondered about that since I first laid eyes on you.” 

	I remembered him watching my arms with a burning intensity in the long-ago ball we’d met. At the time, I’d assumed he was noticing my build, the more defined muscles than a usual court lady. “Most people don’t ever notice that scar.”

	He didn’t need to speak, I read the response well enough on his expression. He wasn’t like most people. Not when it came to me.

	“This one.” He traced a jagged scar behind my ear, and it was a small effort to keep my breath steady.

	“Entering a deposit. My hair caught on the barb. Took me a year to grow it back.”

	He barely touched my skin as he traced the back of my arm and stopped at the small burn mark on my wrist.

	“This.” His lip twitched as his hand continued to move on my skin.

	“Pub brawl.” My eyelids fluttered closed for the briefest of moments. “Turns out men hate losing to women, but they really despise losing to teenager girls."

	He laughed. Joyous and open. A laugh so rare that I doubted many had ever seen. 

	It mesmerized me. 

	“How did Aiden ever think you a common lady?”

	“He thought me a very active and wild child,” I shrugged and glanced at him before adding, “he saw what he wanted to see.” Not me. The idea of me.

	“He was a fool,” Flynn murmured as his hand moved to a small stretch of skin left exposed by my rumpled shirt. A soft, lazy stroke as if in question. As if waiting to see if I’d stop him.

	I didn’t.

	He moved to the puncture mark right above the edge of my pants with such certainty that I wondered if the small glimpses of skin he’d caught over the past few weeks had been enough for him to commit my whole body to memory.

	“This,” he breathed on my temple. His mouth so close that a simple turn would be enough for our lips to meet.

	“First mission.” My voice was rough and unsteady, barely more than a shuddering whisper “the guard was awfully skilled with a spear.”

	"Sounds nasty." He kissed the skin along my neck, slow and caring. And my body curved to his touch.

	“It was.” 

	"Any other scars for me to get acquainted with?"

	"I can think of a few."

	"Care to show me?” His hand ever so slowly testing the limit of my breeches, tracing the simple cord keeping it in place. “Or shall I keep exploring?"

	A dozen sassy retorts crossed the back of my mind, but words failed me as my eyes fell to his lips and I offered him the side of my neck in silent surrender.

	His hand splayed against the skin of my stomach, the heat and want like a brand against my own core as he grazed his nose against the tender area under my ear. What little control I still had strained, vanished.

	My hand shot to his nape, and it was all I could do not to moan. I faced him — intent and desperate — as his focus bounced between my eyes and mouth. Roaring desire crackling the air around us. 

	“Just let go, Aila,” he whispered. “We may never get to have a normal life, but we can have more than one night. We can have joy and laughter and a few easy mornings.”

	I didn’t know if it made me recklessly naïve or desperately passionate, but I pulled him to me until our lips met, his shuddering breath a mirror of my own. 

	The only answer I could give, the only one I needed to.

	My skin came alight with the first swipe of his tongue. Tiny goosebumps prickling my whole body as his hands explored the bare skin of my stomach, grazing the area under my breasts. I deepened the kiss as an overwhelming need captured my senses.

	He lowered himself to the swell of my chest, tongue flicking over my hard nipples, the thin layer of my shirt the only barrier against the glorious, wet touch.

	When he stared at me again, the golden of his eyes was nothing more than a thin ring around the blackness of his pupils. Undiluted desire heavy in every line of his face before we clashed again.

	I made to turn to him, to straddle him, but he held me in place. My back firmly against his chest as he smiled against my skin. “In a hurry?”

	“Am I?” I asked in a sultry voice as I stroked a hand over the bulge on his pants. 

	I watched with pleased delight as his eyes darkened and he groaned, pulling me closer. “I’m gonna take my time with you, Aila,” he promised.

	He untangled the knot of my pants as his tongue flickered over the sensitive area of my neck. And before I could draw a full breath his hands hovered over my groin with renewed dedication.

	Liquid pleasure pooled between my legs at the sheer indulgence of his touch. He’d promised to take his time, and he did.

	By the time he traced the edges of the wet, sensitive skin between my legs I was half-delirious.  “So ready,” he grunted in approval. 

	I pushed myself against his fingers. Aching for him to touch me. And when he did, when he finally touched the little, swollen bud, I came undone. My back arched. A hot, throbbing ache tightening my core to the point of damning desperation. 

	“So dedicated,” I moaned back, voice thick as he trailed my neck with wet kisses and tiny little bites.

	He traced small, soft circles around that deliciously tender spot. Lazy, exploratory strokes that threatened to destroy me. 

	When my whole body felt as tight and sensitive as a bow string, he asked raggedly: “Open your eyes. Look at me.”

	I did, half-turning my body.

	So very slowly, he slipped a finger deep into my core. A delicious, unhurried move as he followed my every reaction. 

	I tightened my hold on him, delighting at the hard feel of his own arousal, craving the touch of it against my skin. But before I could do anything, Flynn raised his wet fingers to his mouth, gaze capturing mine, and moaned. 

	His breath caught, as if in answer to a question he’d been asking himself for a long, long time. The length of him rocked even more against my hand. 

	When he thrusted his finger back inside of me, full of wicked intent, I angled my body. My back pushing hard into him. I savored every touch of our bodies, losing and finding myself in the pleasure of every stroke of his hands until there was nothing but pure pleasure and all I could do was completely and irrevocably give myself to him.

	I climaxed.

	Warmth spread across my limbs as my body relaxed against his. I turned to him, openly studying every inch of his face, indulging myself in it.

	 Flynn’s lips parted, his eyes depthless pools of raging desire. I raised one hand to his ravenous-beating heart, the other to his cheek. He leaned into my touch, and I pulled him closer. All the way into a thorough, deep kiss.

	When we broke apart, swollen lips suddenly too distant from one another, the intensity in his features shook me. There was desire, yes. But beneath it, something more… something tender and unending.

	He grabbed my hand, planting a soft kiss on its palm before reaching for my face with a gentle, unyielding hold — as if sheer will and hopeful wishes were the only things that could keep me from walking away, from retreating into fearful distance. 

	And I found myself saying, “I want to… thank you?” I winced. “For lack of a better word?”

	A half-grin appeared. “Tonight is not about me, love.” There was nothing teasing about the nickname, nothing provoking as he pulled a strand of hair behind my ear. “When I take you, I want a soft bed against your back and I want you to be… sure.” 

	“I am sure.”

	His answering expression was uncertain and yet … real. 

	So deeply real that it reached all the way to my tightening heart. “I know you are sure about this, but I want you to be sure about me,” he confessed.

	I could have blamed the sedated bliss cursing through my body or the exhaustion weighting on my bones, but those were not the reasons why I kissed him, intimate and unhurried, before letting his arms fold around me as I drifted to sleep. 
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	Waking up in Flynn’s arms was equal parts joy and dread. For a long time, I just let the heat of his body seep into me.

	My cheek rested on his hard shoulder as an arm draped over my waist; his chin against my head as if he’d fallen asleep while planting a kiss on my hair. I breathed him in and could barely stop the uninvited twitch in my mouth as the green freshness of his smell hit me.

	Carefully, I looked up at him, drinking in the peacefulness and quiet of his sleepy face in the near darkness. Watching — no, memorizing — every inch of him. We can have easy mornings, he’d told me, so that was what I gave myself. An easy — albeit lonely — morning watching over him, relishing the feeling of his embrace.

	I ignored the birds announcing a dry day beyond the cave entrance and overlooked the long-extinguished fire at our feet. All while I knew that as soon as the faint noises of the mountain dragged him from sleep and last night’s reality hung solid and bright between us, he’d hold on to me and he’d never let go. And that was as much a gift as it was doom. 

	My heart filled with the sight and feel of the man by my side, I knew that if Ivo ever had his hands on Flynn, he would own me more thoroughly than he ever had. 

	I trailed his jaw, his bottom lip with the tip of my finger. A faint, phantom touch. I couldn’t walk away from him any more than he could from me. Not after last night, not after the last few months, not even after that first encounter in Nuri. 

	I’d spent so long wondering if I could fall in love that I didn’t realize love is not a question, it is an affirmation, it is a leap of faith. One I’d given without even noticing. 

	It terrified me.

	It made me want to sing and smile as much as it made me want to hide just so I’d never have to find out all the horrible things I’d do to keep him safe. 

	I got up, suddenly needing the distance to sort through all the foreign feelings flooding me. Suddenly needing to figure out all that would come next. 

	Too soon, his drowsy voice raised to find me:

	“Overthinking already, love?”

	“No,” I said without bothering to turn. 

	“Liar.” I didn’t need to look at him to know he’d have a smile plastered on his lips, laced with amusement.

	“What do you want? Some cuddling time?” I threw back while fidgeting with my satchel.

	“I may have more interesting ideas, but we could start there, sure.” 

	I turned to him, then. Well, toward the general direction of him and did what I do best: deflected. “We have no time to talk feelings right now, Wheelan.” 

	“Then when, Aila?”

	I didn’t know how to answer, so I let the silence flow between us. And when Flynn finally spoke, he was serious… hurt, even: “Won’t you even look me in the eye, Aila?” 

	It gutted me.

	I closed my eyes, hands fisted at my side, as I took a deep breath and lost my hold on the dread still looming beneath the surface. I’d never allowed myself to be this vulnerable, to be so completely owned by anyone. And I had no idea how to tell him that; had no idea how to convey what Ivo would do to him if given the chance or how much I’d damn myself — and the world — to avoid it.

	But whether it was fear, doubt or rawness that transpired in my face when I finally looked at him, it was enough for him to stop me. 

	He searched me for a long minute, his whole presence etched with gloom and when he finally spoke his voice was deep and raw.

	“I’ve chased you — wanted you — since you stumbled into my life. But you, love, have to stop running away.”

	My stomach tightened, my pounding heart gaining a life of its own as waves of tear-stricken emotion rushed to my heart, etching the finality of Flynn Wheelan into the deepest parts of me. 

	It may have been the most foolish, selfish thing I’d ever done — or maybe it was the bravest, most honest I’d ever been — but I gave a tentative step closer to him. My hand reached for his heart.

	Flynn shivered and I swear I could feel the tense expectation, the hesitant hope rustling in him.

	Our gazes locked. Faint electricity cracking in the air around us. 

	“You have to say it, Aila. I can’t keep doing this alone. You have to want it, too.” The words were no more than a low gasp.

	It broke my heart and captured my soul. 

	I finally let go, utterly unable to resist him — us– any longer. 

	“I want you,” I breathed.

	And as the words left me, I realized that I was finally grappling for life.

	We crashed into each other.

	A kiss laced in need and deep desire. Fast, demanding, and full of promises that heated my core and awakened every small piece of my body.

	He stopped. Breathing deep, Flynn leaned his forehead against mine, holding my arms with closed eyes: "Say it again," he whispered, body tensing.  "Please." 

	I took my hand to his cheek and as he looked at me through thick eyelashes, all I could see was tender hope and uncertain relief. A desire as deep as my own. 

	“I want you, Flynn Wheelan. I want all of you," I said to the man that brought me back from hell more times than I could count.

	His body melted against mine and when he kissed me this time, it was slow and deep. Like the cool air on a warm night, like a balm on my wretched soul. And as the scent of green grass and rain engulfed me, I finally realized what was so familiar about it. 

	He smelled like home.
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	he first signs of ruins were visible a few meters beyond a neat line of trees. The dense forest, a perfect cover against unwanted eyes. No more than two pillars — remains of what could have been an archway — and a long, stoned path were visible from our position.

	I placed a hand on Flynn’s arm before he could break from the covered area. “If there are wards, I would bet they start right there.” 

	“Likely. But I don’t see how hesitating to cross it will change anything, love.”

	“Funny,” I hissed. “We had this conversation, Wheelan. You are not crossing any potential wards.”

	“And you are not venturing into those ruins on your own.”

	“Remind me why I deal with your obnoxious stubbornness again?”

	“You find it charming,” he said with a wink. And, maybe for a minute, I did — not that I would ever admit it.

	I dropped my bag to the floor and kneeled. “Fine. Let me try something.” 

	I took a deep breath and slowly sank into the corner of my soul where I always felt the cold, silky presence of my shadows. The magic stirred at my attention, rising to the surface and pooling into my hands. 

	Carefully, I let it grow into a shadowy raven, its essence connected to my own. 

	“What… How?” was Flynn’s only question. Awe dripping through his voice.

	“Something I’ve been practicing with Leon for a while.” Something I was yet to fully dominate.

	“I’ve never seen him do anything like that.”

	“With elemental magic it is nothing more than a parlor trick, molding wind or light into a lively shape. But when I tried it with shadows… I somehow can keep feeding it from a distance. I can get it farther, glimpse… things out of what it perceives.”

	“Can you see through it?”

	I touched the bird’s head in a gentle caress before sending it into the skies. I had once thought that I needed to see the shadows to command them, and although that was true in some cases, months of training with Leon had proved I could do much more.

	“In a way. Think of it as a shared conscience. I can perceive and understand things in the same primal way a small animal would. Time has been an issue though…” I shrugged. “I haven't managed more than a couple of minutes, so far.”

	And this time, it would have to be enough.

	I poured every ounce of will I had into keeping that connection open, feeding enough of my power into the bird to let it fly high and wide above the stoned path leading into the side of the mountain.

	Beyond the narrow passages between the slopes, the ruins were scattered through a low valley. More than a traditional temple, a small complex with layer after layer of buildings spreading around a central, round construction.

	All utterly empty.

	Before I could explore any of the areas, the bird vanished into smoke, and I was pulled back into my own reality. Flynn’s watchful eyes on my body. 

	“No soul has ventured that place in a long, long time,” I told him. “I’ll be fine.”

	The conflict on his face was unmistakable. Clear on the sharp set of his jaw and pinched brows. I cupped the side of his face with my hand and felt my breath catch as he leaned into the touch, eyes closing for the shortest of seconds. That I could do so with no fear or doubt still amazed me.

	“The worst that can happen to me now is getting you hurt on those wards,” I pressed. “I don’t care that they may not exist anymore. I can’t risk it. Won’t.”

	“Fine. One day, Aila. One day or I’ll go after you. Wards or not.” 

	I nodded. We’d agreed on it: whatever I couldn’t find in a day, was likely well-hidden and would require a much more thorough search… And that was time I didn’t have, not with Alizeh’s guards patrolling the mountains.

	I was already gambling precious days by taking this detour at all. So, if the answers I needed were not easy to come by, I’d come back for them after I knew Shanti was safe.

	“Does it help if I send a bird to spy on you?” I teased.

	“One tonight and one in the morning. Or I may decide to brave those stupid wards after all.”

	I kissed him in agreement and left the small camp before he had a chance to change his mind. He’d wait for me there: the closest, most secure spot we could find under the cover of the tree lines. A handful of steps from the Old temple threshold — and whatever wards were left standing

	Beyond the old entrance, nature had claimed what was left of the buildings and slowly spread its arms through long-forgotten windows and doors. But not all of the destruction was an effect of time.

	Every so often, I dodged large stones left on the floor and crossed half-crumbling walls. This place had seen fight and death. Cold, soft tendrils of shadow uncoiled around me, and my chest tightened at the slaughter those women had faced, at the destruction of what could have been my home.

	The old complex had been arranged in a broad circle and was big enough that it took me most of the afternoon to explore it. The closer I got to the most inner area, to that central, round building, the more preserved the space became. As if the bulk of the fight had unraveled at the edges of it, as if that now lonely structure had been the one to be protected at all costs.

	The power of what remained of the wards washed over my skin the second I entered the building. Fading, weak, but there. Probably the only reason the building was still standing. Well… Flynn would have been safe most of the way, after all. Not that it mattered. I needed to do this on my own.

	Once inside, I couldn’t deny the resemblance to Nuri’s temple. Apart from age and nature’s own effect over the structure, the only real differences were the lack of a large statue to greet me and the absence of fine sconces illuminating the walls. Here, there were no riches or grandeur, only a round opening on the ceiling and the cloudless sky above it. 

	Across from the entrance, a black crescent moon was encased by a copper triangle. Rusty, but still standing.

	I formed a shiny globe of white light to illuminate my steps. The flying ball hung a meter ahead of me as night descended and I moved through the walls, examining the intricate lines etched in the stone. Drawings.

	Some of it painfully familiar. Not the images they represented, but the style of it: thin, delicate lines in a rather simplistic rendition of the human form and power.

	I reached for the old tome in my satchel and flipped the pages to the Moon Stone section. There it was, the same style, the same details. One might guess both had been done by the same artist.

	Carefully, I removed the webs and vines from the area closest to me, revealing a panel. One that showed a lake and a priestess — a blessing. A few paces ahead another panel showed a sparkly stone.

	I knew sleep wouldn’t find me here. At least not the elusive, quiet sleep I’d found last night in Flynn’s arms, so instead of surrendering myself to nightmares, I remained true to my word and checked on him through a shadowy bird. Then, I cleaned. 

	As night slowly gave way to dawn, I methodically removed every root and leaf out of the temple’s wall and only when I finished did I try to decipher the story it told. 

	I could bet it was the story of their order, their rituals, the power they’d been given. And just at the end of it, a Stone, and the tale of its destruction. 

	I expected this place would help me make sense of the very cryptic mission I received from the Goddess. And yet nothing I could glimpse here gave me any answers. 

	This place gave me nothing. Not even... belonging.

	I sighed. I knew I would find nothing but ruins, but I couldn’t help the loneliness and disappointment blooming in my heart. A hidden part of me had still expected to find some sense of purpose; expected to feel something after finally setting foot where so many of my ancestors had lived. But there was only deafening silence and cold emptiness.

	Not for the first time, I wondered if I should have gone straight to Shanti. If I was once again chasing ghosts, pursuing the impossible. 

	I approached the Goddess symbol on the wall and studied the parapet underneath it: old bows and a candle holder on one side, a dirty mirror on the other. I traced the edges of Her symbol, feeling the rustiness of the copper triangle against my skin and as if summoned, a voice that was one and many sounded behind me. 

	“It appears you took your time, princess,” She said in a whisper powerful enough to, somehow, reverberate through my bones.

	Slim, cloaked and enfolded in shadows. The beautiful seams on Her large sleeves were barely visible under the faint, smoke-like dark tendrils around Her. Cloudy, white shadows where skin should have shown and this time, I knew better than to try to peek through it.

	She leaked power and, with a jolt, I realized She’d dampened herself before, masked Her presence. But not this time. Now, the Goddess stood in front of me in all its glory and power.

	The light in me stilled just as my own darkness rose, eager to greet Her. And even as every ounce of shadow magic in my core seemed to want to submit to Her, I clenched my jaw and raised my chin: “Will you give me actual answers this time or just more cryptic tales and confusing commands?”

	Silence stretched heavily, the air growing charged as She regarded me. I had no hopes of seeing Her eyes, and still I felt them on me, through me.

	“Are you done running? From whom you are, from what you must do, from what you want?”

	“I didn’t exactly have a choice,” I shot back full of bitter venom.

	“We always have a choice, princess. Even if it is doing nothing. Even if it is letting others take the risk and decide what they are ready to lose. Didn’t your captain teach you that?” 

	Flynn had. Just as much as Ruby, Leon, and Ezer. The whole rebel council taught me that lesson repeatedly. 

	“I told you I’m no hero. The blood flowing in my veins and the power dwelling in my soul don’t change that.”

	“This world doesn’t need heroes, princess. It needs leaders. No matter how much you’ve lied to yourself, we both know you care enough to be just that.”

	Regardless of what I willingly revealed to Her, I was ready to take my place in this war. But I refused to blindly risk my people for a Goddess’ game in the process. So, I ignored the implications of Her words and, instead jerked my head to the panels behind Her. “What is that?”

	“That was the most sacred of the Warriors’ teachings, and that,” she turned to the last panel. The one with the Stone and the tools, “is the Moon Stone. The reason why I created their order.”

	She’d once implied the warriors could tip the scales of power. I wondered what the Stone had to do with it.

	“What are those tools?”

	“That is what the First Woman used to break the Moon Stone and forge what you came to know as the Royal House rings.”

	I turned back to her, trying to make sense of what she was telling me and what it meant. 

	“So, you did send me on a fool’s errand, after all.” I threw her a humorless laugh. “The fucking Stone don’t even exist anymore? Why on earth am I here then? What do you want from me?”

	“Breaking the first Stone and forging the rings is how the First Woman bound the power I gave her to her bloodline,” She ignored my outburst. “It doesn’t mean I can’t bestow another.”

	That’s just rich!

	“Didn’t the first one bring you enough problems? You want another one roaming around?”

	A hint of a smile softened Her voice. “The Stones were common once. An amulet. An empty vessel to be filled with a God’s gift.”

	“For the warriors?”

	“For my most trusted followers.” She paused for a moment. “It was a rite of passage, a blessing.” Every word was an echo of the explanation I’d found in Ivo’s old book. 

	It made me feel like a pawn. A perpetual tool in service of powers I didn’t fully know.

	And as angry as it made me, I needed answers; I needed to understand all of it, not to succumb to the rage flaring in my core.

	“Was she a warrior? The First woman?”

	“There were no warriors at the time, but she was the most gifted of my followers, the only one I trusted to hold the secrets of the veil.”

	“Until she gave the power away to her children.”

	“She forfeited the last of her life energy to forge the rings. She thought she was giving the world a way to continue to thrive, but the Stone was never meant to outlast its bearer.”

	“And when it did, you created the warriors.”

	“They were meant to stabilize the veil and, eventually, to retrieve what was left of the Stone.”

	“But they gained a new purpose when envy and greed led the wielders to form the Elementalists,” I concluded. Not because I needed her confirmation, but because a part of me needed to acknowledge it.

	“I’m afraid that task and that purpose… are one and the same. 

	That task, that fight was as much my birthright as the light and shadow I summoned. 

	“The rings are what, then?” I asked. Leon had explained elemental magic as a wielder’s ability to channel a power that existed beneath the veil that covered our world. “A bridge through the veil?”

	“Of a sort, yes. The Stone was a gateway, forged beyond the veil, imbued with the magic from my world.”

	“From your world or from you?”

	“I can’t give what is freely available, Aila.” 

	“No. I’m done with the half-answers,” I shook my head. 

	“Not every human is capable of manipulating magic, the surge of energy is too much for some, but elemental magic is my world primary source of energy for those who can — just there, ripe for the taking beyond the veil. Shadow,” she conjured a wave of darkness herself “is an extension of myself. Mine to use and give as I see fit.”

	“Then how did you give her Elemental Magic? How did the Stone allowed her to summon?”

	“I never gave her magic; I gave her a way to pierce through the veil. My veil. The Stone gave her a way to cross the spell protecting this world, as well as it allowed her to reach beyond my magic to access the power that flows freely on the other side.”

	“But you screw up.” A small part of me wondered if I was pushing my luck by addressing a Goddess in a much less than respectable way, but most of me couldn’t bring myself to care.

	And for some reason, She indulged me.

	“When the First Woman forged the rings, the slivers of Stone turned that single gate into smaller, somewhat limited tunnels that when bound to her own blood could stabilize the connection with one energy imprint — one element if you will and allow some to reach the flicker of elemental power passing through.”

	“A flicker?”

	“What can be conjured here is nothing compared to what can be summoned beyond the veil.”

	“Why do you care, then? If it’s nothing, what difference does it make?”

	“At first, those tunnels were inconsequential. But as the rings passed from generation to generation, the magic started to crumble. The tunnels became unstable, giving way to rips in the fabric of the veil. And now, the power keeping it in place has become so weak that every time a wielder summons power from the other side, a new rip is formed. I created the veil to shield your race, to hide you from my wicked brothers, but now they grow bored, curious about where I’ve hidden you. And those rips will eventually lead them to you.”

	“Why?” I asked, “Why did you hide us?” I knew the story, of course. But I wanted to hear it from her.

	“You were my most treasured creations: resilient, complex, kind. Out of everything created, you were the only ones to find hope in the midst of pain and love in the midst of despair. For a brief, wonderful moment, you changed the order of our world and that is the biggest danger to a breed of powerful beings with nothing but boresome eternity to look forward to. My brothers would have destroyed all the good in your people for nothing other than fickle entertainment.”

	I let out a bitter laugh. “To judge by the way you talk about your brothers, one would think you’d know what unbidden power can do to people. People go to all sorts of lengths just to never lose the sense of self-righteous importance and superiority that power can give them. What made you think the First Woman would be any different?”

	“My brothers are moved by cruel, empty desires. She was moved by something else entirely and yet, you are right. It seems I underestimated how power would corrupt her line.”

	I had so many questions… about the warriors, about their mission, about my mission, my power.

	“Why hasn’t light disappeared then? The ring is lost... How can I still summon it?”

	 “Just because the ring is not in your possession anymore, doesn’t mean it is lost.”

	Anymore. Was it ever?

	“But it would need me. The Royal rings need to be bound to the House rulers and Kalindi’s is not, so the… tunnel, as you called it, should have collapsed years ago.”

	If She was human, I would have sworn that She sighed. A deep, long sigh.

	“The creation of the rings had an unfortunate consequence.” She faced the Stone panel once again. “When she forged them, an echo of power remained on her tools. Tools that were lost for many centuries. Until they were not.” She looked pensive for a moment and when words fell from Her once again, it sounded mournful and full of regret. “Kalindi’s ring is not bound to your life force yet, but it is bound to your blood. The tools granted that much. Enough for the power to exist, even if as a feeble speck only fully accessible by you, a fragment of what it would have been, had it remained in your possession.”

	And maybe that was why light had remained a mystery for so long, why even now it felt just a bit out of reach, why no matter how much I trained my control over it always felt dampened, more limited than the shadows. But…  My blood? What the actual fuck. 

	How could my blood have been bound to a ring I’d never seen? A ring that, by all means, had been lost when my family had been killed? But then it dawned on me.

	The book, the years of pursuit. There was only one person that had unrestricted access to me — to my blood — over the past twenty years. One person that would stop at nothing to get to me. 

	“Ivo,” I whispered. 

	She nodded. He had my ring and he’d used whatever scraps of blood he could get out of me over the years to keep the ring functioning.

	“But the darkness is different?”

	“That power is my own,” she said as a tendril of Her own shadows reached to mine. And for the briefest moment I felt the cold, silky touch of it against my very soul. “Your darkness doesn’t come through the veil; it is the veil. The very same essence I used to hide this world.”

	“Is that why I felt Aiden’s power all those months ago, in Urian?”

	“It is,” Her voice was soft, almost tender. “You felt the energy crossing the veil.”

	I searched for the familiar space inside of me where I always felt that power resting underneath the surface and tested it. Feeling its shape and presence with renewed attention.

	“It took the warriors months — years — to master it,” She said as if knowing what I was doing. 

	Maybe She really knew… it was Her power after all.

	“To master what?” I blurted.

	“Their connection to the veil, how to tap into it.” 

	“What does that even mean and what does it have to do with me?”

	“The warriors didn’t need to rely on their own energy to manipulate darkness, they could draw power from the veil itself. Just as they could manipulate the small rifts on its fabric.”

	“They could control the amount of power crossing through the veil?”

	“Yes.”

	“Teach me,” I demanded. “You are the only one who can.”

	“Why do you care, princess?”

	I squared my shoulders and raised my chin, refusing to back down.

	“I’m a princess in nothing but title. No more than the millions who struggle under the Elementalists’ rule. I have no money, no army, no kingdom. Nothing but this,” I stretched my arms. Tendrils of pure light and deep darkness dancing around them “And I’ll be damned if I don’t use every last drop of it to stop those power-hungry bastards.”

	My words echoed around us in a commanding and vicious voice I hadn’t used before.

	“The warriors were skilled, nearly unstoppable.  But they also had a heart, a soul.” She glanced around the room before continuing. “The night this place was destroyed, they chose strengthen the wards on this building and cut out the access their wielders had to the power beyond the veil, over taking arms against a full battalion. They saved many lives, but that simple act also cost them everything.

	“Now, I need you to finish what started a millennia ago. For that, I’ll teach you.”

	Ever so slowly, the words sunk in, and my gaze returned to Her. She needed me to finish whatever She had created those warriors for, whatever they had trained their whole lives for. And yet, failed.

	I glanced at the final panel, at the image of the Stone itself and cold dread clenched my stomach in its tight fist.

	Calculating cold laced my words as I asked her: “What is it that you are asking me to do exactly?” 

	“The Moon Stone gave the First Woman power, but that only worked because the veil was malleable to begin with, flexible enough to allow me to cross between the sides. That… loophole is what the Stone explored, what the rings now rely on. It’s a weakness that grows with every new rift, with every new wielder; a weakness that my brothers came to learn about. Even now, I can feel them testing the limits of my magic, influencing this world through far-reaching mind tricks and hidden devotees, probing for the touch that will bring it all apart. 

	“I need you to destroy what is left of the Stone and fix the veil before they find a way to bring it down.”

	“That was not your mistake,” I said quietly. “Your mistake was to leave us behind, unequal in power and blind in knowledge.”

	“Would you rather have to contend with my brothers? They already hold more sway in this world than even I can see and the thing about Gods is that old, immortal beings can be crueler and fickler than a few humans with a whisper of magic, Aila.”

	“I’d rather have the chance to stand as one; to die or live as one.”

	She regarded me for a long minute, as if She could read my very soul.

	“Even so, it rests on you to fix it now.”

	“Why me? Why didn’t they fix your mess when they had a chance?” I spread my arms around.

	“They tried.”

	But they couldn’t succeed. Not when the Stone was bound to the First woman’s blood. To my blood. Not when I wasn’t yet born, I guessed.

	“You’ve been waiting for me. All this time… for an Heir of Light and Dark.”

	“I have,” she admitted simply, and I thought there was a note of sorrow in Her voice.

	“What will it cost me?”

	“Everything.”

	A bitter, pained laugh escaped me before I could stop myself. “I’ve already paid that.”

	“I’m afraid you haven’t, child.” 

	“What else? What else will you take from me?”

	“When you solidify the veil, our worlds will be forever apart. Me and any access to the other side forever gone. Your light power will vanish and along with it your reach to the veil and to my shadows. You’ll become nothing but an ordinary human, every wielder will.” Something like regret laced her words.

	Regret because without magic I couldn’t rally people and hold an Alliance army. Without magic I couldn’t protect the feeble forces we had. 

	I’d be no symbol of Hope; have no proven claim to Kalindi’s throne and the reluctant goodwill it could buy me. 

	I’d be nothing but a former spy standing against Royal families full of armies and supplies and money. They didn’t need magic to dominate the world, but I did if I wanted a chance to free it.

	“I’ll be left with a war that I have no hope of winning. I’ll be left with nothing but a lost cause.”

	Her silence told me enough and raging disbelief pooled in my stomach, ice-cold sweat running through my spine.

	Shanti bloomed in my mind as image after image of Ruby, Ezer, Leon, Bren, and Nahla buried itself in my heart, as the memory of Flynn’s touch blurred all my senses.

	“You are asking me to sacrifice everyone that I care about.” 

	“No, I’m asking you to save everyone else.”

	“I can’t. I won’t.”

	“I’m afraid you don’t have a choice, princess. No matter what you do, the people you love will suffer.”

	“Let us win this war first, let us protect ourselves and then you can have me! Body and soul. I’ll do whatever you want me to do.”

	Her gaze fell heavy on me. No doubt judging the motivation behind my offer.

	“I told you I have no use for heroes, Aila. I need someone capable of doing what needs to be done, willing to stomach the unpleasant consequences. I need the woman you were raised to be. I’ve grown out of time for anything else.”

	Shocked hurt rippled through me. Of course. She’d watched it all: every time Ivo broke my spirit, every time he used me, every time he destroyed a little bit more of my innocence. She too wanted nothing but a quiet, lethal pawn to do Her bidding.

	It was enough to stun me into silence.

	“No matter what you are willing to sacrifice, there is no time… this simple truth won’t change. Even as we speak, the people you are so keen on saving suffer.”

	A swipe of Her hand turned the copper triangle on the wall into a thing of shadowy waves. Black smoke rippling with nothing but Her own will.

	“Slaves to the will of men trying to manipulate the weaknesses of the veil,” Her voice grew louder and stronger. Foreboding. 

	The smoke gave way to the first image: children and elders crumpled together in stone dungeons; dirty and fearful faces with no hint of hope in their eyes.

	“Suffering through pain their bodies are too weak to withstand.”

	People bound to metal tables, exposed to the magic forces thrust through their bodies. Soundless screams forever trapped in their open mouths.

	“Losing their very souls in a fight you have no hope of winning without heavy losses — magic or not.”

	Non-wielders connected by pearly cables in stone altars, their life-forces stolen by wielders for a whisper of increased power.

	And in the center of it was a Royal Ring, its stone pale white.

	She was showing me the experiments — the camps, what was made of my family home, my lost Kingdom.

	I fell to my knees. Tears I didn’t remember shedding burning down my cheeks. 

	Her voice softened: “No matter what time I give you, what wars you fight, and what title you claim… as long as the veil weakens, my brothers will continue to find ways to influence this world and that will soon be the destiny of your whole kind, princess.”

	And that was the one thing I wouldn’t risk, the one thing I couldn’t risk.

	So, I would learn and pledge every piece of myself. And one way or another, I would save the people I loved. Gods or Elementalists, I would ensure we survived it all.

	After a long time, I finally nodded.

	“How do I do it?” I asked, voice rough, tone as tired as my very soul.

	 “It took a Moon Stone to bind magic to this side of the veil, it is going to take another one to unbind it.”

	“So, you’ll give me a new Stone, and then what?”

	“When you’re ready, you’ll claim a Stone,” she corrected, “and it will give you the raw power you’ll need to close the rifts, but you’ll still have to be close to all the Royal rings to break their magical binding.”

	“And then no more power.”

	“No more tunnels leading beyond the veil, no more crossings… of power or Gods,” she confirmed. “None of the original tunnels can be left behind, Aila. None of the rings spared.”

	I nodded. Somber understanding settling.

	“What is on the other side?” I asked giving way to curiosity.

	“Bored, cruel Gods. Dangerous magical beings rife with power. Beautiful lands. Magic or not, our worlds are not that different.”

	I forced myself to nod. There was nothing I could do to change the path a Goddess had taken a millennium before I’d been born. But I could still give my people their best chance. I would defend them with my dying breath. 

	“Can you teach me how to wield Light?” My hold on that piece of me had improved, but it remained slow, painfully so.

	“That magic is as foreign to me as it is to you, princess,” She said with unexpected gentle regret.

	And it wasn’t surprising, not after what She’d told me about the different natures of these two powers, still I had to stop myself from deflating.

	“Teach me about the darkness and the veil, then. Teach me all you can.”
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	he Goddess taught me.

	She led me through a hidden door behind the altar, into a hidden glade and then, She taught me.

	None of the destruction had reached this area and despite the leaves and roots clinging to its side, I could still see intricate pillars marking the limits of a round area, as much as I could see the remnants of flowery patches surrounding it. And above us an eternally purple sky.

	The echo of the warriors before me loomed on the walls. The weight of their choices and power reverberated around me, grounding me. 

	A sacred space. 

	Somehow familiar.

	Yet, I couldn’t grasp the control She wanted me to muster. Couldn’t touch the veil She wanted me to see. I grew restless, worried.

	“I don’t have time for this. Shanti, the Alliance — they need me now.”

	“This place,” She gestured around, “exists outside time and space — a pocket of my power manifested in this temple. Your friends and your captain remain safe for now, unaware of your absence in their world. Still, my ability on this side of the veil is limited and along with it, our time here. I won’t be able to hold this room for long, so you need to focus, princess.”

	Days stretched under her unusual magic; the seconds dragged. And all the while she gave me one simple command: find the veil. I’d glimpsed a piece of it before, albeit unwittingly, but that didn’t seem to matter, it didn’t make it easier. 

	I might as well have spent weeks in that place — away from real time, away from the real world. 

	Over and over, I plummeted into my power. Over and over, I turned to the basic knowledge I had of my shadows. I’d even tried to lean on the steps I learned from Leon and Elemental magic: awareness, respect, wield.

	I reminded myself I might be the only thing standing between the family I’d finally found and a terrible, painful end. I reminded myself that Goddess magic or not, I had no time to waste, no reprieve to seek.

	Day after day, I dug deep through every tendril of shadows, every hidden speck of darkness. 

	Until, finally, waves of black power encased us both. Vibrating and unending as its depth eclipsed the never-fading sky. Pure, blazing sunlight flowed through my body in its wake, trailing webbed veins through the dark density. Not veins, tunnels.

	Every inch of my soul awakened.

	Velvety warmth met silky cold in a clash of power and awareness. And beneath it all, I felt it: a buzzing, murky energy. 

	I reached for it, testing its… fabric, probing its limits.

	“Hold on to it,” She commanded from behind me — or was it from another world? — “Feel its structure. Let your power recognize it.”

	I let the energy surround me, my own power slowly gaining awareness of the enormity of it, the enormity of the task I’d have to take… a task that could alter more than war, could alter the world.

	Doubt seeped through my thoughts. I’d once wanted a lonely, quiet life, but I’d found purpose and strength among rebels who taught me that love and friendship, and freedom were worth so much more.

	And now, I stood to lose it all.

	Too soon, the veil slipped through my fingers; nothing but an ashy feel left in its wake.

	I needed more — more time to understand it, more will to control it — but it’d seem I’d finally given all I had for no matter my desperate need, I could not summon it again.
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	I walked into a world of limpid sunrise.

	Outside that sacred pocket in the universe, the night I left Flynn had just given way to the next day. No signs of the never-ending training and torturous failing I had escaped from.

	Pure rage and unstoppable frustration mixed in my core as I stumbled back to camp. 

	Maybe it was the end of my hidden naïve hope that we would all survive this war to find a happily ever after; or just my soul rebelling against Her mission.

	Either way, I wasn’t ready. Either way I couldn’t even begin to grasp the power that was our only chance of salvation. 

	A roar stuck in my throat. An endless, empty void swallowing me whole.

	Until I saw Flynn.

	He shot to his feet at my approach, face marred with worry. Such raw, open worry that the anger slipped away from me, leaving sorrowful despair in its stead.

	I sank to my knees. Deflating as tears burned behind my eyes.

	A moment later I felt his legs against mine, his arms around my shoulders as he kneeled in front of me and hugged me close. Firm hands trailed my spine in soothing strokes, slowly taking away some of the pained tension.

	My broken sobs eventually subsided into quiet crying, and I found myself offering him the truth that kept stirring in my heart.

	“All I ever wanted was to be normal… I want to be loved and to know the people I love are safe.” I looked at him, once again memorizing every line of his face. “I never dreamed of having a noble and heroic role in history. Never wished for power or a crown that will only drench my entire world in blood… so why?” I asked him with all the emotion storming my senses and clouding my judgment. “Why me?” 

	He brushed away the tears rolling down my face, one after another. I’d never felt so raw, so open. In many ways, this moment felt more significant than any other we’d lived through before. I was letting him in, offering the unsanctioned version of me. 

	"Because people like us are the only thing standing between those who only know how to take and those who forgot how to fight."

	“I can’t do it anymore,” I whispered. “Haven’t I given up enough?”

	He hugged me. For there were no words that could assuage our stark reality. We’d all given enough, and we’d all give even more before this war was over.

	It wasn’t until my breathing eased and my tears dried that he spoke again:

	“What happened in there?”

	“I found Her,” I told him simply. “The Goddess. And it turns out, all this time, I’ve been a pawn in a much bigger, longer game.”

	“What does She want you to do?”

	“Am I that obvious?” I tried — and failed — to lighten the mood.

	“Let’s just say that between the desperate tears and bitter self-loathing, you sort of gave it away, love.”

	I couldn’t help but smile… and tell him everything: what happened; Her command to destroy the rings; what would happen to magic in our world; and after we’d mused about what any of it would mean, I told him my deepest fear:

	 “We will lose, Wheelan. Either this war or another one, but we will lose. And I’ll have to watch as every one of you is taken away from me.”

	With a gentleness that warmed my heart he cupped my face and searched my eyes.

	“You can’t change your past,” he murmured. “And I can’t promise you we’ll all survive. But cliché or not, I can assure you that the only way you’ll truly lose, is if you stop fighting.”

	Even through the swell of sorrow in my heart, I understood it. The truth behind his words. The reality of what I had to do, to risk. 

	My past had been robbed from me, but my future still waited ahead, and I would protect it with my dying breath.

	No matter what mission She’d bestowed upon me, what odds we were facing, I still had a decision to make, a villain to choose: Elementalists, old Gods; Immoral mortal men we knew, bored wicked beings we didn’t. 

	No matter what command I’d received, it would be my choice that saved or damned us all and I intended to choose well.

	I nodded and settled myself in his loving arms, delighting in the feel of his body against mine, his breath on my cheek. 

	And in those moments, as I lost and found myself, as I thought of Ruby and Leon and everyone in Shanti, I realized with stark clarity that this was what I needed more of: more of Flynn, more of life, more of the family I’d chosen. 

	A future. I needed a chance at a future... as painful and ragged as it may be.

	And for that, I would do anything. I would become my worst self and face my deepest flaws. I would become darkness and nightmares just as much as I would wield light and incite hope.

	But I would start by getting any piece of knowledge or advantage I could. I’d start by learning how to control the veil and earning myself a brand-new Moon Stone.
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	Whether the Goddess waited for me, or sensed my approach, she was there when I once again crossed the threshold into that pocket in time.

	I hadn’t offered any explanations before walking away and She didn’t ask for one now, which didn’t mean She didn’t have any thoughts about it, so before a righteous lecture could start, I demanded:

	“I want to see them.”

	She said nothing, Her eyes probably reading through my soul from underneath the heavy hood.

	“You showed me Kalindi, you showed me everything that fit your narrative, but you didn’t show me Shanti. Teach me how to see them.”

	Without a word, She opened Her hands to reveal the ancient mirror I’d seen under the altar.

	“Every wielder has an imprint, a different signature to the way their power reaches through the veil, to the connection their magic forms to the other side. If you know that signature well enough, you can track it.”

	“You mean I can use the veil to track that… imprint?”

	“Yes.”

	“Wouldn’t they need to be wielding for that?”

	“That would make it easier, faster — as would their  own power. But a wielder is always connected to their power on some level.”

	“So, a powerful wielder would have a bigger connection than someone with a whisper of magic? As if by drawing more from the other side, they leave bigger…”

	“Footprints,” She offered when I couldn’t find a word. “That’s the general foundation, yes.”

	 She guided me through the steps, commanding me to coat the mirror edges with my power before reaching out to the veil. 

	“Don’t grab, follow it,” she remarked. “Search for that unique signature.”

	I concentrated in the gentle, yet firm way Leon always treated me; in the warm kindness I always felt in the touch of his wind; in the fierce protectiveness of his actions and then, as a beacon in a world of shadows, I saw it — his essence. Him.

	The moment I connected to it, images sprung to life in the mirror: Shanti’s familiar streets and faces as he made his way to the training arena. To the waiting recruits — Ruby among them.

	Nothing amiss, no terror-streaked faces, no sudden grief, no urgency, or worried expressions beyond what we’d left behind months ago. 

	I let the visions blur and my hold lessen. They are safe, I thought with mind-blowing relief.

	Without as much as a word, I placed the mirror on the floor and faced the Goddess once again, holding hard to the certainty I’d found over the past few hours.

	Then, I took a deep breath and reached for the veil again. Held it. Except this time, when it threatened to dissipate, I laced my hands with my own power and commanded it not to.

	I held onto the magical layer with all my will and traced it with the same intent touch I did my own power, studied it with the same attention. No space for intrusive thoughts, not an inch of attention to misguided self-doubt. I’d learn how to manipulate the magical layer between the worlds, I’d claim my Stone and then I’d decide what to do with it all.

	My very soul relished as I surrounded myself with threads of the veil, as I turned my body into a mere conduit to its power. 

	The feeling of it against my skin, so like the touch of my own darkness and yet so vastly different: deeper, grander, timeless.

	And beneath its endless presence: the little tunnels flowing through the layers of undiluted power. Hundreds of rifts all around us.

	“Fix it,” Her voice came again.

	“How?”

	“Use your shadows and will it into reality.”

	I poured my own power into one of the tears, until there was nothing left but a smooth, misty veil.

	“Reach for another one.” 

	“How can I possibly fix all of it?”  How when every wielder summons causes another rift?

	“You can’t. Not without the Stone to allow you to reach all of them at once and to offer you the energy you’ll when you can no longer draw it from the veil. Not without consuming yourself anyway.”

	“So, the Stone will what? Boost my reach? Keep me alive?”

	“Yes,” was Her only reply.

	The longer I dwelled in the veil, the more familiar it felt. It was a forgotten bond finally snapping into place; an all-consuming energy swallowing every sliver of me. 

	For hours I reached rift after rift, the vital force of the veil passing through me in jolts of power. And yet more remained. New and old with every passing minute. Just out of reach.

	When I reached for the final visible crack in the small area around us, She demanded: “Now rip it open.”

	My gaze snapped to Her. 

	“Rip it and cross it.” Her voice was cold steel. Pure, and undiluted command.

	A distant question formed in an incoherent part of my mind… why?

	But I was too lost in the feel of the power, too enthralled by the guidance of the Goddess by my side. I submitted and tore open the fabric of the veil.
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	A rush of power swooped over me. Dizzying, crushing, overwhelming power. I felt everything: the air brushing against my skin, twilight warming my cheeks, the sweet smell of a thousand flowers in bloom. All magnified.

	It was as if a blurring layer had been lifted from the world and, for the first time, I could see its true color. 

	Light jumped to my fingertips — easy, accessible, demanding. The power was a living entity surrounding me, dancing through my limbs, and begging to be wielded. 

	It took me longer to find the veil on this side, as if the fullness of elemental magic in the air pushed it further away, hiding it deeper. But as sure as the darkness uncoiling from my own soul, it was there. As whole as it was before our crossing.

	We stood on an undisturbed field. A bright, green-leafed blanket rolled ahead of us. Untouched ferns and tall grass grazed my skin as I followed the hooded figure through the virgin thicket. She was also clearer; not as many coils and shadows edging Her figure. As if She didn’t struggle as much to maintain Her form on this side of the veil.  

	“We really are beyond the veil,” I affirmed, nothing short of baffled.

	“We are.” 

	“Why? Wasn’t the whole point to avoid… well, this?”

	“There is not enough power on your side to forge a new Stone.”

	“Couldn’t you have taken one with you,” I mumbled, and a small sound escaped her. 

	A… laugh?

	“I’m not the one forging it.” she quipped.

	I glared at Her. Grasping for the right words to ask what a fuck She meant, but… I didn’t grow so reckless as to piss off a magical being when stranded on Her side of reality.

	Thankfully, She didn’t need any incentive besides my own silence to explain: “I told you the Stones were once an amulet of protection. They were also part of the ritual that connected every warrior to the veil. A ritual that you just initiated.”

	“By opening the rift?”

	“By binding your power to the energy of the veil.” So that was what I had felt. The connection, the power, the need. 

	“Am I able to cross the veil now?”

	“From your side, that can only be done from that clearing and with my blessing.”

	“And from here?”

	“The power here is richer, more malleable. All it would require would be for someone to find one of the cracks.”

	“Then how none of your brothers did it yet? Or did they?”

	“You’ve been bound to its energy, so you feel it. As easy and constant as your own power. But others won’t be as aware of its presence. And yet, I can’t know for sure how far my brothers got in their advances, I can feel their power probing to rip the veil apart and I can see their influence in your world, but that is all.”

	Without Her magic stopping time, dusk advanced into early night. We walked long enough to reach what would be the entrance of the temple area on my side of the veil, except in this world, there were no tree lines or big pillars waiting for us. Instead, a hidden lagoon awaited, only visible through the silvery beams of a full moon. 

	Dense green leaves formed a frame for the small lake, lazily tipping over its edge. No shore, no deck. Only creamy, light blue water undisturbed by anything other than soft winds. And two steps ahead of me, a half-submerged wooden stair.

	A faint glow lent the place an ethereal beauty that couldn’t be conveyed in words. 

	“For centuries, I blessed the crossing of young warriors during the moon festival. From their very first initiation and well into their adulthood they’d come to this place in search of protection and fertility. On their very first crossing, with the surge of power that followed their connection to the veil, some were also able to claim an amulet.”

	“A Moon Stone,” I whispered, and as if in response my own shadows rumbled through me, pleading for release.

	The Goddess nodded. “A version of it, yes. Only once have I instilled the very essence of power into it, only once have I allowed a magical relic capable of manipulating the very nature of the veil, capable of giving the First Woman unparalleled power.” and then She added, facing me fully. “Until tonight.”

	I took a deep breath. “What do I have to do?”

	“Face yourself,” she pointed to the lake. “Your Stone rests at the bottom.”

	“And then?”

	“Then you let it take you home.”

	I didn’t allow myself to question any of it as I dove into the mystical water.

	I braced my lungs for the cold rush, but it never came. The water was warm and lush, a rich caress against my skin.

	My eyelids opened just as a pull tugged at my core. Unmistakable power called to me, to the hidden space in my soul. All I could do was swim. Deeper and faster, eager to answer that silent summons.

	Familiar shadows grew around me in a comforting embrace. 

	Thousands of white stones were scattered through the lake bottom and among them a glowing jade. Its light projecting through the water and beyond.

	I was close enough to feel it now. An echo of Fire and Wind; Earth and Water; and binding it all together, Light. The Stone was the balance of their presence. The energy of life that came from their masterful combination. The force that made this very world; and that could lock my reality away from it.

	It enthralled me and seduced me. A lulling song that offered sweet oblivion. And as I basked in the misguided reprieve, it consumed every thought, every wish, and every hope.

	I watched as the power of the Stone took all that I was and all that I had been, as it burned through every piece of will. I was rendered useless as the wild Stone tried to erase all of me, as it tried to control me. 

	I watched in passive horror as it sorted through the faces, I’d came to call family and the feelings I’d learned to cherish — friendship, longing, happiness — until all that was left were the whispers of soft kisses and tender promises, the echo of a caring voice pulling me together through a dungeon wall, the phantom rumble of a deep laugh rolling through my stomach.

	Even then, the Stone kept burning. 

	I would give no more!

	I would lose no more!

	I demanded my own power to surge, my will an unwavering foundation for the strain on my soul. I held onto the last pieces of me, and the Stone flickered, its hold over me failing.

	My power grew stronger, a mass of silky darkness and velvety light weaving itself around me. I felt as light exploded from my skin, in a wave of all consuming, blazing warmth that burned through the world and turned most of the water into a cloud of hissing steam. 

	Then, I pulled. 

	I clawed my way through the jumble of images the Stone sent back through me. Relished every tear and wound with the same passion as I did every smile. 

	With a snap, the Stone’s glow dimmed. Its presence relinquished; its power conquered. 

	For I was the Heir of Light and Dark, I was the last living warrior, I was Kalindi’s Queen, I would yield power, not be governed by it.

	And I would no longer shy away from my legacy.
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	he Moon Stone reverberated softly as I passed its cord over my head. Dormant. Mine.

	By the time I emerged, the Goddess had vanished, and I was alone in the pool of remaining warm water, nothing but a starry sky over my head and the humming of power in my blood.

	You let it take you home, the Goddess had told me, and so I did. I reached for the veil, flickering my fingers to a rift as the energy of the stone guided me back.

	Dark night and a distractingly dashing captain greeted me through the gate to the other side. The Stone didn’t only take me back, it took me to him. 

	Home.

	I stepped out of the lake and crossed the veil, the remnants of the green field framed by the large pillars where I’d left Flynn, pillars that guided the warriors home after their initiation–a kind of portal, I realized. 

	Relief flooded me and it was only by seeing his heavy gaze that I realized I was naked. Bare except for the Stone hanging between my breasts.

	Glinting water coated every curve of my body as silver moonlight illuminated my way back to him. The air grew tighter and warmer with every step .

	Flynn was utterly still, his eyes deep pools of burning gold following my every movement, lips barely parted and shoulders tense with restraint. The need and desire written on every line of his face were enough to knot my stomach and send waves of trembling desire through my core.

	The humming of power in my blood receded as the thrill of raw pleasure danced through every inch of my body.

	My breasts grew heavier, my skin hot and tender and just as I could think of nothing but the throbbing need between my legs, I reached him.

	I took a deep, ragged breath as he rested a hand on my waist, the other cupping my nape. His eyes fluttered close, and he breathed me in. 

	“Aila.” In his mouth it wasn’t my name, it was a prayer, a vow. 

	I stepped closer, pressing my body against his. I trailed my hand over his arm and palmed it against his heart. 

	“Look at me.” Raw need lacing my voice as his gaze cut all the way through my soul. “I want you; I need you.”

	Whatever control he had, snapped. “Thank the Goddess.” 

	In one swift, desperate move, he tugged at my hair and kissed me. Claiming and hot and deep.  

	Every strike of fingers through my skin made me shiver. My name murmured into my skin quickened my heart. And with every touch, I wanted more. I wanted the whole of his body against mine.

	Never before had I longed so much for a touch.

	Never before had I lost myself so completely.

	Never before was I worshipped so thoroughly.

	His warm breath brushed my skin as his tongue met my neck. A lazy hand grazed the line of my spine all the way to my ass. He lifted me, taking me back to his campsite. 

	Every step, touch, and kiss unhurried. 

	“It’s not a bed, but I’ll take my time all the same.”

	I couldn’t stop the smile that spread through my features as I laced my legs around his waist and quieted him with a kiss.

	He indulged me. And we lost ourselves in each other. I clawed at his back, nearly ripping his clothes apart. My need was too great to temper with easy, careful movements. There was nothing gentle about this encounter. I claimed him just as much as he claimed me. 

	He let go of my mouth for a bare second and it was enough for me to whimper. Enough for me to miss him to the point of pain.

	“You’re stunning,” he whispered.

	“Tell me something I don’t know, Wheelan,” I teased just so I could see the twinkle in his eyes as roguish intent curved his lips. 

	“I was wrong all those months ago. I’ll be the one begging, Aila. Gladly and for the rest of my life.” His attention hovered from my breasts down to my navel, tiny kisses quickly following before his teeth barely grazed my nipple. His hands trailed a phantom touch until he stopped over the pulsing nerves between my leg and a single finger slipped through the pool of liquid pleasure.

	I pushed myself against him, hands reaching for the full length of him, and he groaned in the most delicious, damning way, bringing me all too close to forgetting every rational thought I’d ever had.

	We moved and moved together as he kissed and stroked every one of my scars — lingering a moment longer on the ones left by Kiran — and when I couldn’t wait anymore, when the world beyond his arms had completely vanished, I guided him inside of me. 

	We gasped and my gaze found his.

	We were tethered, connected. And I knew beyond doubt that this — that Flynn — had always been unavoidable. Inexorable.

	Wheelan’s presence surrounded every inch of me, his soul deeply woven in my own. The feeling of him inside of me, dizzying and unrelenting. 

	We exploded in pleasure, my mind and body surrendering so completely to him that it was as scary as it was exhilarating.

	And when we both stopped panting and gulping for air, he cradled my face, softly traced my mouth, and kissed me. Slow and full of sweet promises and soft dreams. 

	Full of the words we didn’t need to find. 
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	The following days were a haze of long, merciless trails, stolen kisses, and mind-blowing, wickedly irresistible sex. 

	Through the long trek back to Shanti, I told him about what the Goddess had taught me and the Stone at my chest; I mused about everything else I suspected I might be able to do with my power, if only I had enough time to train, to learn. 

	Then he told me about his wait under the eerie quiet of the woods and the weird dream with a wise hooded figure that promised him ‘we’d have time to be whole and one.’

	Flynn seemed to believe it a blessing of sorts, and even if I wasn’t as convinced, I was still grateful that She’d kept him safe. 

	We knew soldiers had been scouting the mountains, we’d seen enough half-abandoned camps to be sure of it, yet we saw no one. So I held onto the normalcy I’d grasped from my peek at the Goddess mirror, and we planned.

	Since there was nothing we could do until we reached home, we eventually let the talk of danger and death fade into the background, we let the impossible missions wait, the war be tomorrow’s problem.

	By the time we neared Shanti, it was as if those last few days of travel had been an indulging, lush dream. As if we’d been living removed from the real world.   For once, I’d forgotten about the war and the Stone, about the Goddess and Her sacred missions. For once, I was just a woman, falling for a man. 

	I faced the sky as his fingers trailed my chest and breast in long, lazy swipes that never quite reached my nipple. Even panting and half-way recovering from the last hour, I debated every merit of climbing over him. Again.

	Neither of us would admit it, but our steps had grown slower and our heads heavier with proximity to the real world. We’d probably have made it to Shanti tonight if we just kept going for a couple more hours beyond sunset, but as tempting as a warm bed and a house full of friends was, the perspective of leaving the past few days behind was… well, not tempting.

	Flynn’s touch lingered on the faint line marring the skin above my collarbone — the more visible of my scars — and the wariness in it was enough to break me away from my thoughts.

	I quietly searched his features, trying to read his thoughts as he diligently traced the welts on my skin. When he spoke, his voice was barely a whisper:

	“I never doubted the choice I made when my parents died, never questioned the things I had to do to keep the people I love safe, never felt out of control. Not until I entered that room and saw you.” His gaze lifted to mine. Searing.

	“You were strapped to a torture rack. Kiran poised to cut you right here,” his finger swiped through the pink edges of the ragged skin. “Yet the fire, the defiance... it never left your face. You never backed down. I knew right then that I was falling for you.” A sweet tilt to his lips.

	“I almost sank to my knees in surprise and awe and… fear. Fear for what they were about to do, fear for what I might risk in response. And for the first time since I entered Valran’s service, I hated myself for every choice I’d made, I hated myself for seeing you there and doing nothing as much I did for considering doing something.

	“I watched…no, I froze as he tried to break you, to destroy your spirit. I don’t think I can ever forgive myself for that.”

	His eyes were red-rimmed and bright when I cupped his face, brushing away the moisture leaking through his cheeks.

	“You held me whole in that room. Day after day you were the only thing between reason and a plunge into nothing. You’ve saved me and held me in more ways than I can ever explain, Flynn.”

	His shoulders sagged almost imperceptibly, and he rested his forehead against mine, breathing me in, reigning his emotions enough so he could finish uttering the words weighing on him.

	  “These past few days feel like stolen time, like we blinked and stumbled into a different life, a different world with no war and no crowns, where there is only you and me.” The words echoed through my very soul.

	“But tomorrow, we’ll be back in the real world. We’ll be surrounded by people I’d give my life to protect, and danger I have no way of making go away. And before we do that, I must know where we stand, Aila. I can’t diminish what this — what you mean to me.”

	Flynn’s fingers curled around my hair, and he stared at me. A deep, intense pool of gold that could devour me whole.

	“And, Goddess save me, but this one time I want nothing but to be selfish. Because no matter what alliances your title could buy us if you wished to give yourself away, you must know this is not a fling, Aila. I’m not simply having fun. I’m not living in the moment or letting things happen. You are it for me.” 

	I felt the intensity of his words down to my core, the pure honesty in his stare curling my toes, and I would have noticed that even the forest quieted, if my entire world hadn’t just been reduced to him.

	“This moment, before we get home, this place, where we can still pretend to have a different life? This is your way out. This is your chance to pretend this was just an easy, irresistible distraction. If that is what you want, I’ll stay away, be civil and forever cherish the memory of what we could have been. But I’ve known for a long time that you are all I want, Aila. And if we cross the line to the real world together; if we take these last few days for what they really were, I won’t ever let you go.” So much raw hope seeped through his words, so much devotion stilled his touch.

	My heart thumped and my mouth dried, but I still managed to ask one ragged, quiet question: “How long have you known?”

	His expression softened and Flynn smiled, sweet and intent as I watched him, drinking in every word.

	 “I lost myself to you the second you stumbled into me on that ball, before I knew whose niece you were and whose bed you shared. You know, before it got complicated.” A small grin as he continued: “When I first laid eyes on you it was like seeing the sun amid a long storm: even though I knew it was fickle, I couldn’t stop looking, wanting.”

	I felt the warmth first, the fuzzy and bright feeling that spread from my heart to every inch of my soul. Then, my stomach jumped. Butterflies, I’d heard, but it wasn’t anything like it. 

	This feeling was like reaching the sky, it was like dancing in the moonlight with the brightest stars at my fingertips. It was life and hope and never-ending possibility.

	“I’ve loved you since before I even knew how, Aila.”

	I took a finger to his lip, tracing its soft lines. I knew every word he meant, every conflicting feeling, every fear. 

	They were my own.

	Because in a world where everything you love has a tendency to be ripped to shreds, there is no bigger risk, no bigger leap of faith, than to let yourself wish.

	I said in a quivering whisper: “My whole life I’ve dreamt of you; I’ve wished for you. And even when I didn’t believe the idea of you, a part of me was still walking towards you. No matter how much I tried to hide from it, all of me is yours. I am utterly and irrevocably yours, Flynn. I have been from the moment I first saw you. And as risky and foolish as it is, I have no intention of ever letting you leave my side.”

	His lips were salty and trembling when he kissed me, his arms grasping for me as if he was afraid I’d vanish into thin air. 

	I put every ounce of tenderness and love into that kiss, hoping that it’d be enough to show him what I didn’t know how to say.

	“I don’t care what my title can buy us, I don’t care that war awaits us tomorrow, I’ll face every hell and every world as long as you are by my side,” I promised.
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	C



	omforting familiarity washed over me as I observed the sprawling valley. Shanti remained as lovely, hidden, and whole as the day we left. 

	I glanced at Flynn in time to see his eyes closing and shoulders sagging for the briefest of moments. And when he noticed my attention, his voice was as soft and wistful as an end of summer breeze.

	“Every time my parents left Shanti, we’d stop here. In this exact spot. I always thought they were reminding themselves of why we did what we did,” he faced the city once again, crouching. “It wasn’t until I left on my own that I realized they were saying goodbye.”

	“You still miss them,” it was an obvious remark, but I only missed the idea of a family. And until I saw the raw grief still coating his face, I’d never thought what it must be like to miss the real thing.

	“Every waking moment.”

	“What happened?”

	We’d never talked about it and when his silence stretched, I wondered if we ever would–if he could bear to. 

	“Can you hear that?” he finally asked, head motioning below.

	I followed his gaze to a group of children playing by the trail leading to the central square. Faint laughter following them. It echoed through the mountains, barely reaching us.

	“The kids?” I asked.

	A sad smile grazed his lips as he nodded. “When joy is the only thing echoing around us, we leave the worst of memories tucked far away, love.”

	I understood more than most how hard it was to let those deep-seated memories out of the forgotten corner where they hid. 

	So instead of pushing it I reached for him, hoping the contact could offer some sort of comfort. I gave him a gentle squeeze on the shoulder and it didn’t take him more than a moment to clutch it. We stayed there for as long as he needed.

	When we finally entered the city, the relief of walking the hidden streets–Flynn’s hold still tight on my hand–was nothing compared to the very real, very intense release I felt when Ruby threw her arms around my neck. 

	My shoulders shook in between jolts of laughter and sobs, and only then did I realize how deeply I’d missed her.

	“You’re back,” she said into my hair. “In need of a bath, but I suppose I’ll just count my blessings. You are alive and you are back.”

	Then she looked me over and added, “Your highness.” A glint of amusement crossed her face.

	“I missed you,” I said, squeezing her again. “And shut up.”

	“Well, a princess should arrive in a more dignified way, but a crown is still a crown, I guess.” She quipped as she gave Flynn a warm, tight embrace that brought an even bigger smile to my mouth.

	“I mean it, Ruby. Shut up,” I warned before adding with a teasing grin, “and if we are discussing titles, Queen would be more appropriate.”

	It had only been a couple of months, but she had a slight build to her, more stable, stronger — no doubt due to her continued training. Yet, the biggest differences I noted were the glow in her features and the ease in her posture. 

	Ruby was happy. 

	“Where are the others?” Flynn asked.

	“The place is fairly empty now. Most of our forces left with Nahla and the healers last week,” she started. “Ezer will leave later today with Mirrah and the kids, but Bren and Leon refused to go without you two. They’ve been flipping since that last — and may I say vague — message we got from you.”

	She scowled at him and I could barely stifle a laugh.

	“You’re only laughing because you have no idea how hard it was to call off the search party.”

	I winced. “Search party?”

	Ruby shrugged. “They are probably at Nahla’s library studying the same maps for the millionth time, now. You’ll have some explaining to do.”

	“Where did Nahla go?” Flynn asked.

	“Southeast. King Nico sent word that the next Elementalist’s meeting will be in Urian, two weeks after new year’s. His soldiers will start moving in the next couple of weeks.”

	“Fuck,” I blurted. Sitting near the edge of the mountains, Urian would be a perfect position to launch an attack: in the middle of an open valley in Niram’s territory, it placed most of our known safe houses between theirs and Alizeh’s forces. Made it impossible for us to position any serious forces close to the city without tipping them off. “Where exactly?”

	Flynn guessed before Ruby could reply, “We have a couple of old safe houses east of Urian. They are mostly unused now but would offer a better vantage point than anything closer to the mountains. We could amass a few thousand without drawing too much attention.” 

	“That,” Ruby confirmed.

	“How close to Urian?”

	“Not close enough for an immediate attack, if that’s what you’re thinking.” He shook his head. “About two days away, more if we move all our forces together.”

	So, we would have to choose between remaining un-noticed and far away or tipping them days before we had a chance to organize. 

	Between that and the rings I had to somehow destroy… I sighed and turned to Flynn. “Welcome to real fucking world, Wheelan. Hope you missed it.” I smirked and a teasing curl to his lips transformed his expression.

	“I feel like I missed part of the joke here.” Ruby’s gaze darted between us.

	“Never mind,” he said, laughter still dancing in his voice.

	“Fine. I’ll fetch Ezer. We’ll meet you at Nahla’s.”

	The small, hidden town was nearly empty. It was clear that most had already moved south, but dislocating people from their homes was harder — and took longer — than relocating soldiers. I could only hope that we’d be done before any real threat arrived.

	Leon and Bren were both perched over a map on the large desk at the end of Nahla’s library. And it wasn’t until I took a deep breath and let the familiar smell of old books anchor me to the spot that I realized how much I missed the time I’d spent right here, with all of them. Depressive thoughts and all. For that had been just as important as everything else to get me to the here and now.

	Flynn brushed his finger across my arm in understanding. A casual, intimate touch. 

	“Thank the Goddess,” Leon bellowed before we even announced our presence. He dropped himself into the wingback chair behind the desk in pure relief.

	“Where the hell have you been?” Bren added as attentive eyes scanned us.

	“Well, exploring ruins, killing barbaric soldiers… you know, the usual.” I winked at her just as Leon squinted in our direction, a knowing look setting over his features as a side grin appeared.

	“I guess you owe me ten silvers, B,” he jested. It was enough for her attention to gain a whole different focus than our safety.

	I didn’t know what gave us away, but they clearly knew us enough to notice the subtle differences: the way our bodies angled to one another, the new gleam in our eyes, the simmering energy between us. 

	“What the fuck, Wheelan. Weren’t you done? I thought you’d let her go or some shit?”

	“I really hope you only bet on whether we’d kill each other before we got here,” I said watchfully.

	“I don’t think you really wanna know the answer to that, Ace.”

	“You owe me, Wheelan,” Bren cried.

	“I did let her go. She just chose not to.” Flynn winked at me, but there was no denying the love and relief beneath the teasing gesture. “Besides, you know better than to bet against me, B. No matter what I say,” he added laughing. 

	That is, until I elbowed him. Even if all it did was give him a chance to haul me into a hug, before pulling me along to the desk and the open map sitting atop it.

	I didn’t pretend to miss the brightening of Bren’s expression or the softening of Leon’s eyes. I didn’t pretend to hide the joyful bliss coating my senses either.

	“Patrols?” I asked, pointing to the red marks.

	“New outposts,” Leon explained. “After your last message.”

	“And?”

	“Nothing. We’ve found tracks and camping sites, but not a soul.”

	I nodded. “Nico’s troops?”

	“Moving. He will lead a unit to Urian for safety but his main forces will meet us in our campsite,” he pointed to an area east of the city. “Here.”

	“Do you trust him?” I asked both of them. Flynn and I did, but I’d been wrong before.

	“We have confirmation of his movement,” Bren offered.

	“I trust you, Ace. You wouldn’t have allied with him if you had doubts.” He shrugged, “And if he wanted to sell us out, he’d done it already. He wouldn’t wait for you to be back here.”

	Well, Leon wasn’t wrong.

	“Aiden? Ivo?” I continued.

	It was Bren who supplied the information we had: “Ivo remains elusive. Last report we have places him in Kait, but that was over ten days ago. Now, Aiden… after Tlaloc he went straight to Nuri. Heavy pacing from what we could gather. And then he just disappeared.”

	“What do you mean?” Flynn asked.

	“He hasn’t been seen since. Whatever you told him in Toci,” she turned to me, “was enough to send him completely off the grid.”

	I didn’t dare hope he was tracing the names and places I’d given him. Didn’t dare hope he could still become an ally in this fight. So, instead, I said:

	“Have we been monitoring the access to Khalindi?”

	“Not particularly,” Bren answered. “As far as we know only the Elementalists council has access to the island.” 

	“For all I care, things may have changed, and Ivo and Aiden might both be there.

	“I’ll get an updated report on the situation there. We have eyes on the main ports, but…” 

	Flynn added where Bren seemed to falter: “The coast is extensive.” And it really was.

	“Thank you,” I told her.

	“Now,” Leon took advantage of the quiet that followed. “Will you tell us what exactly happened to you two?”

	I sighed. “Don’t even know where to start.”

	“How about the beginning?” Ezer’s voice was a balm of warmth and calm and I couldn’t stop the little pang in my heart at the sight of him.

	I moved to meet him at the door, holding his arms before he could finish bowing.

	“Shit! Should’ve done that,” Bren muttered from behind me.

	“Never from you,” I told Ezer before glancing at the others. “From any of you.” 

	We exchanged a quick hug as Ruby took a place by Bren’s side, one arm casually around her waist as she too glanced at the map.

	A heartbeat later, everyone’s attention was on Flynn and me.

	“Fine,” I started. “We had a… situation at a village in the planes.” 

	“Situation?” Leon arched a brow.

	“Well, Alizeh’s Royal guard took it upon themselves to round up and torture the residents in search for their apparently lost prince, so we took it upon ourselves to liberate them.”

	Leon's face went ashen as he leaned back on the chair. Quiet rage leaking from him.

	“Wait a second,” Bren jumped in. “The two most wanted people on this continent took it upon themselves to fight the fucking Royal guard of one of the stronger supporters of the Elementalists without any backup? Are you insane?”

	“What was I supposed to do, Bren? Let them torture their way through every last child?”

	“That is beside the point,” she started, but Flynn stopped her.

	“It is done, B. It was brash and reckless, but it is done now.”

	I surveyed Leon, half wondering why he wasn’t the one grilling me about my poor choice of actions; half happy that he’d decide to spare me the lecture for now.

	“Is that why you took so long to get back here? Were you avoiding more guards?” Ruby asked, defusing the brewing storm.

	“No, we went to the ruins of the Isra Warriors temple.” I took the Stone from around my neck and put it on top of the map. “To retrieve this.”

	Then, I told them everything. 

	I talked about the book I found on Ivo’s room, his notes, the Goddess, and the crazy mission She’d bestowed upon me.

	I told them about the world beyond the veil and what I thought my magic could do — with time and training.

	What I didn’t tell them was that I feared that once I’d done what was asked of me, we’d be left with nothing to make a dent on the brewing war. I didn’t need to — not yet.

	Not once did they interrupt me, not once did Bren throw a snarky question or did Leon break his terse stare at the map. Not a word left Ezer or Ruby’s lips. 

	Maybe it wasn’t fair for me to share that burden so completely, to let them in on the real ask I’d received in exchange for the Stone, but they had as much to lose as I did. And as selfish as it was, I didn’t want to carry this weight alone. I’d been doing that for far too long.

	For a long time, the only movement in the room was Flynn’s calming strokes on my back. 

	“What will you do?” Ezer finally questioned.

	“I don’t know,” I answered sincerely. “For now, I’m more worried about that.” I jerked my chin at the marks on the map.

	“Why?” Ruby’s voice was a broken rasp. So at odds with the bright sound that usually came out of her mouth.

	“Both Ivo and Aiden are unaccounted for and now Alizeh is here of all places? I can’t shake the feeling that we are missing something. Why would they be searching here of all places for an Heir that shouldn’t even be missing.”

	“It may be a ruse. Maybe they are searching for us?” Bren cautioned.

	“We saw part of their questioning,” Flynn shook his head. “All they asked about was the prince. It couldn’t have been for our benefit.” Which didn’t mean they wouldn’t stumble upon us anyway. 

	“I heard rumors years ago,” Bren continued, more to herself than us. “I always assumed it was gossip, there was never any proof that their Heir was truly missing.”

	“Alizeh is the closest ally to Niram and if they find us…” Ezer trailed off.

	“So, assuming this is not all a ruse, the real question is how thoroughly Alizeh’s guard will search these mountains; how far the King will go to hunt for his son. And whether we’ll be caught in between,” I surmised.

	“Far,” Leon’s voice was hollow and cold, yet lined with complete certainty. “He’d go extremely far. He’ll turn this whole mountain to rumble.”

	“What do you know, Leon?” Flynn's question was quiet, careful. No doubt remembering the last time Leon’s unexpected knowledge was discussed in this very room.

	But something in my friend’s expression made me pause. The deep lines on his forehead, the lack of life in his eyes, the sloppy poise of his shoulders. Pain, guilt, and weariness. That is what shone in every piece of him.

	“No,” I said gently. “How do you know it?” 

	He found my gaze and held it, as if he needed me not to let go. I didn’t.

	Leon took a deep, shuddering breath. “I know it because he is my father, and he won’t stop before he finds me. No matter the cost.”

	For a single heartbeat, it all went quiet. His words echoing around the room, the implications of it hanging heavily between us.

	“What the fuck, Leon! You’re Alizeh’s Heir? You’ve been lying to us for nearly ten years?” Bren was the first one to break the silence.

	“I parted ways with him long before I ever made it here and none of you would have trusted me if I’d announced who I was.”

	“And am I supposed to trust you now?”

	Hurt flashed through him as he glanced at her.

	“I guess that is not for me to decide,” he got up. “I’ll give you privacy, but before I go, know one thing, B. I’ve never lied to any of you about anything other than my last name and I’m not lying when I say that my father is a royal dick and if he got a whiff that I — that we — are in these mountains, he’ll never stop coming. So, I don’t care what you’ll do about me, but give the order for the people left in this town to leave now. Send them anywhere else and do it fast.”

	Ezer made to go after him, but I held him.

	“I’ll go,” I reassured him before adding to the others “I know I haven’t been here for more than a few months, but I trust Leon with my life, and I know you do too. Don’t forget that.”

	I glanced at Flynn, and he nodded. An unspoken promise that he’d hold them together, that he too understood what it was to have no choice but to hide who you truly are.

	Then, I followed Leon.
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	The long walk to the training grounds was remarkably quiet, my steps an echoing sound as I crossed the already evacuated houses. I found Leon alone in the crumpled room he used as an unofficial office. A half-full satchel on the table. He was fast, I’d give him that.

	“Going somewhere?”

	“I’ll fix this. I’ll leave a trail for the Royal guard… lead them away.”

	“Probably too late for that.” 

	“Well, I still have to do something.”

	“And you will, just not out there.”

	“I don’t think anyone in here will trust me to do anything anymore.” Rare bitterness laced his words.

	“I do,” I countered, and he finally turned to me, his face so pained my heart ached. “I need you here, Leon. Can you stay? For me?”

	It wasn’t a lie. I needed his quiet confidence and constant support. I needed my friend.

	“There is no going back from this kind of lie, Ace.”

	“There is always a way back, Leon. You taught me that.”

	He lodged the sword in his hand atop the satchel and leaned against the improvised desk.

	“That is why you didn’t wanna go to Tlaloc to begin with, isn’t it? You were afraid someone would recognize you. Now that I think of it, Nico nearly did,” I asked, claiming a place by his side.

	He nodded. 

	“It is also why you wouldn’t trust anyone else to lead me through the planes. No one would know it better than yourself,” I completed.

	And even though it wasn’t a question, he nodded again. “I wasn’t always the Heir. My tutoring was more flexible; it gave me a chance to travel, to get to know my people. I used to spend every summer in the planes.” A deep, calming breath escaped him and by the time he continued, the anguish in his expression had dulled, the guilt and hurt once again in check. “Life was simpler then.”

	“It always is when we are young,” I agreed. “Before bitter reality sinks its claws in our hearts.”

	“I had a little sister, Lucy,” he revealed quietly. “The best Heir my people could ever ask for. Fierce, powerful, and too smart for her own good.” 

	“What happened to her?”

	He was quiet for a long time, perhaps deciding whether he wanted to relive whatever nightmares her memory brought up. 

	“I’ll tell you the whole story one day, but what really matters now is that my father would rather lose a daughter than pass his crown to someone who would fight for the people he considered lesser.”

	I reached for his hand, holding it tight. A light tremor went through him as he let himself relax into my touch. As he let himself feel the grief of his loss.

	“He announced me Heir before I even had a chance to mourn her. Not a single moment to grapple with the news before whisking me into the throne room and thrusting a thin, bloody crown on my head. I left that same night.”

	“Where to?”

	“Nowhere. I wandered and hid. Eventually found myself here.”

	“Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

	“I had a hard enough time getting them to trust a wielder, they would never have trusted Alizeh’s Heir. And once they knew me enough…”

	“You couldn’t risk losing the only family you had,” I guessed.

	“Something like that.”

	“Do you think your father knows you are with the Alliance?” Alizeh had been one of the most vocal Kingdoms against us. Only less lethal and active in their pursuit than Niram.

	He shrugged. “I doubt he has definitive proof of where I’ve been all these years, but I think he suspected. And when you turned up, I knew it would only be a matter of time until he connected the dots.”

	“Why? You’ve barely used your power in Urian. No one would report a powerful wind wielder by my side.”

	“But there’ve been reports of a wind wielder among the Alliance leaders for a long time. He’d expect me to find my way all the way up, to the council and eventually to you… My father believes that power calls for power. He’d expect me to be drawn to you if we ever crossed paths. And I was, but for an entirely different reason.” 

	I looked up at him, arching my brow enough to convey he’d need to say more than that.

	“You remind me so much of her, Aila. It is painful and confusing and nothing short of wonderful.”

	I tightened my hold on his hand, clinging to his arm as I rested my head on his shoulder. “You and me? We are messed up, my friend. Royally messed up. But we are also impossibly irresistible. Bren will come around, you’ll see. They all will.”

	I felt his smile against my head and waited as the tension and sadness left his body. We stayed there for a long while. In easy, quiet companionship.

	Until curiosity got the best of me. “Is Leon even your real name?” 

	“It is the only one that matters.”

	“I know that! But let’s say, I need to use all the formality of your royal name and title… you know, when pissing of your dick of a father? What should I call you then?”

	He laughed. “That is a scene I would die to see.”

	“I swear I’ll invite you,” I looked up at him, summoning the most serious look I could.

	“Leopold.”

	“It is not,” I tried to reign the grin threatening to burst. So serious and pompous.

	“That right there is why Lucy only called me Leon.” 

	Before I could reply, someone knocked at the door. An unfamiliar, breathless boy handed me a note. 

	A pristine white folded note.

	The touch of the unmarked paper on my hand was cool and soft. Inside, the red ink in the terribly familiar handwriting was an omen of the message it brought. Dreadful, plain words: 

	 

	“There is no hiding from me, dear.”

	 

	The paper went slack in my hand, slowly dropping to the floor as horror-struck a chord through my body and I forced the poisonous words out: “Ivo is here.”
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	I



	 was no stranger to blood, gore, and death. But there was an order to the type of killing I was familiar with, a calmness to it. Quiet and precise. Hidden.

	What happened in Shanti was nothing like that.

	It was chaos and despair. It was the nightmarish images from my oldest memories: another small village in shambles, bodies on the pavement, the roaring of panicked screams and helpless moans.

	All of it, once again, caused by Ivo.

	The only difference was that this time, I sliced with darkness and light and steel. This time I didn’t allow anyone to stop me. This time I ran to him. 

	Leon was a lethal, steady presence by my side as we finally approached the central square. He bellowed at every moving person crossing our way to help the children and elderly to get the hell away.

	We were not ready for a fight, not in the final stages of our evacuation, not when most of our forces were escorting healers and civilians. 

	“How many do we have left?” I asked panting.

	“A few dozen soldiers.”

	“Cass and Vic?” the twins I’d put in charge of our special unit.

	“Cass left with Nahla yesterday, Vic and a few of the special unit soldiers are here.”

	That is something, at least.

	“Civilians?”

	“No more than fifty adults and kids… mostly the soldiers’ families.”

	I cursed under my breath.

	“Will your father be with them?” A powerful wielder would certainly complicate things.

	“He won’t get his hands dirty like this. Not unless he has undisputable proof that I’m here.”

	Well, if I was to count my few blessings, at least there wouldn’t be too many hidden units in the mountains without us knowing. Not after the new outposts Leon had set. 

	Or so I hoped.

	It wasn’t until we approached the central area that I doubted that assessment.

	The clanging of metal on metal was everywhere. The first sign of resistance — of fight — we heard since our desperate dash from the training rings.  

	Maybe I should have sent a prayer to the Goddess, but I’d seen enough of Her, heard enough of Her own needs and plans to doubt Her willingness of saving my people when none of them mattered to the fate of the veil. 

	Instead, I had used every moment of our mad run to descend into my power and brace myself for the destruction that still awaited.

	But as I saw the conflict unfolding ahead of us, I doubted it would.

	Men clad with Niram’s and Alizeh’s livery washed over all city entrances. Dozens of trained soldiers rounded up our few fighting members. We were grossly outnumbered, yet we held our ground. 

	With arrows and swords. 

	With hope and bravery.

	Whether this was an official Elementalists’ attack or a coordinated charge between two hateful men searching for their chosen pawns, I didn’t know. And one look at Leon told me the same doubt flickered in his mind.

	The narrow mountain passes slowed them enough to give us a bare chance to evacuate, a bare chance to slip through the terrain we knew better than most. But that was only if we were fast, if we held the fight for long enough for the civilians to run through the back of the training barracks, if we found the others and regrouped. If…

	I emptied my mind of every worrying thought as I scanned the grounds. I would find Ivo, and I would end this, but only after my people were safe.

	A wave of red hair caught my eye. Bren. She and two others made their stand by the main hearth as Ruby shot arrow after arrow from a bench only a few paces behind. 

	Crying kids and women retreating through the edge of the square at their backs.

	Leon and I began to make our way through the bloodied square as Bren’s hoarse scream reached us: “The southern entrance?”

	“Holds,” Leon confirmed before turning to the running women. “To the caves! No one comes back here until one of us gets to you. No one!”

	He ducked a sword poised to his rib and I thrust my own blade through the Alizeh’s soldier chest. 

	“You hold this line with your last breath,” he ordered Bren and the others before my weapon was even free from the falling body. 

	Gone was the self-doubt and pain that clouded his features mere minutes before. It was the Alliance’s general that advanced by my side.

	Bren’s quick nod was a sign of relief and forgiveness. A simple, small sign. And the only one he needed, I realized.

	“Wheelan,” I asked, suppressing the worried knot in my stomach. 

	“With Ezer,” Ruby said as another of her arrows cut through the air. “Getting Mirrah and the kids out. I have eyes on them.”

	Searing relief sparked at my core, but I didn’t give it an inch of space, a whisper of attention. I couldn’t, not until I had my arms around his warm, breathing body. Not until we had all left this place alive. Not when I knew Ezer’s house sat too close to the thick line of soldiers marching down from the mountains.  

	I didn’t wait for another word before moving toward them. Slicing and deflecting. Slicing and deflecting.

	Madness and death spread around me. It wasn’t full-open war, but they’d brought enough men to obliterate our remaining forces. Enough men to give us a taste of what would come later. Enough men to make sure they wouldn’t go back with empty hands.

	It was almost as if they knew exactly what resistance remained in Shanti.

	A distant part of my mind wondered how long until they brought wielders down on us. Not that they’d need them to face our small defense, but Ivo wasn’t above being brutal and excessive. Especially when he’d be going against me.

	I searched for my former master among the enemy lines, even though I knew that he’d wait for it to be nearly over before descending from the safety of the high mountain grounds. 

	Instead of Ivo, I found Flynn and Ezer. Back-to-back, no more than ten feet from the older man’s house and its open door. 

	I forced my sword faster and faster, I summoned talon after talon of darkness and threw ray after ray of light, and it was still not enough to reach them. Too many bodies — alive and otherwise — piled themselves between us for a clean, fast approach. 

	Leon panted by my side, his power roaring around us in gushes of wild winds. And even as I felt the energy crossing the veil, I knew he wouldn’t be able to keep it going for long.

	I glanced around in time to see Bren thrusting a sword through a soldier’s belly and bravely holding the line a few meters back. Ruby still on top of the bench protecting the last civilians’ retreat.

	Time stretched. Seconds bleeding into minutes until I didn’t know how long passed and how long we could keep going.

	Our own fighters had started to converge behind Leon and me, as if drawn by my magic. A new, precarious line formed around us. A too thin, too short line; barely enough to halt the influx of guards still descending the mountains pass. Chaos and madness threatened to engulf us as Bren found her way to our side–blood splattered through her clothes and matting her hair.

	“Everyone is out,” she rasped as Ruby appeared from behind her–sword in hands and an empty quiver on her back.

	Her voice cold enough that I knew she was prepared not to leave this line alive. 

	We all were. 

	Ezer and Flynn were stranded from us — mere moments from being surrounded. And even my magic wasn’t enough to take out every man between us. 

	Without thought, I charged ahead, blocking out the bodies and the blood. Ignoring Leon’s urge for me to keep in formation.

	I killed and walked. Walked and killed. Until I heard a spiteful, icy voice rising above the clang of battle.

	The world stilled. 

	“And we finally meet again.” A familiar figure stood in front of me. Immaculate skin despite the clothes sprayed with fresh blood. A polite, intent side smile on his thin lips.

	I was thrown back in time, to a terribly cold table, pain lacing every inch of my body as I opened my eyes to an icy, blue gaze. Chains and hydrangea poison rendered me defenseless as Kiran tried to break my body and my soul.

	I blinked. Desperately trying to push past the memory of his satisfied face splattered with my blood.

	I wasn’t defenseless this time. No poison laced my system — either due to the red vial Leon and I drank, or due to the constant wind he kept firmly around us throughout our mad dash into the city. 

	My power flared in my veins.

	Before I knew what I was doing, my head shot to where Flynn fought his way to me, and I let the sight of him tether me to the right side of sanity.

	But even that small concession cost me. 

	“Oh, I’m going to have fun with the captain too,” Kiran said in that too soft tone I’d learned to despise as he followed my gaze. “After you and I get re-acquainted, of course.”

	The threat was enough to snap me out of the haze and firmly ground me to reality.

	I didn’t deign to answer as I took a step closer to him.

	“You kept many secrets from me, Aila. But now that we are on even footing,” he glanced in Flynn’s direction, “I wonder how long you will last on my table.”

	Battle raged and yet, the air around us had gone quiet, taught.  

	I felt as Leon reached my back — no doubt guessing who stood in front of me — his power a throbbing mass beneath the veil.

	“He is mine,” I said without looking. My voice sharp and full of command.

	Kiran smiled.

	“I really missed you,” he said softly, and a wave of power rolled through the veil as he summoned his water.

	I descended into myself, to the core of the cold, silky shadows that bonded me to the veil and grabbed it. Instantly smoothing the rip connected to his power and cutting him off entirely.

	Short, sharp panic flashed across Kiran’s cool stare, and I let a vicious, wild grin curve my lips. “No magic today, sweetheart.” I pointed at the stained blade hanging from his hips, motioning for him to pick it up. “I’m gonna feel every drop of warm blood that comes out of you.”

	I lunged.

	Our blades crashed, the impact sending a wave of shock through my limbs. He wasn’t unskilled, but it was clear that his talents didn’t lie in wielding a sword on a battlefield. And his wide eyes and raised brows told me he knew just how unmatched he was without a set of shackles restraining me.

	 I let out a blurt of wicked laughter as I diverted each of his strikes. It didn’t matter that the world was ending around me, I had no intention of rushing this. I spun and fainted around him, leading Kiran to a near desperate frenzy of life and death.

	One of the first things Dara had taught me was how to hold my own, how to never open my flank. For months her only order had been for me to land a blow on her. And for months she’d deflected. Her only comment, a slam of her wooden sword every time I unwittingly lowered my guard. 

	That same diligence was what I offered Kiran when his movements began to lag, and his arm began to shake. 

	I sliced thin, shallow cuts on his forearm, leg, and shoulders with the same patient diligence I’d seen from Dara. The only difference was that here, he’d end up with more than a few purple bruises.  Here, he’d bleed to death.

	And I’d be damned if the dripping of his blood and the terror on his pale features didn’t get me basking in well-deserved revenge. If it didn’t loosen a savage, wicked part of me. 

	As if realizing where this fight was slowly, but surely, taking him, he tried to retreat, taking cover behind a flanking soldier in a sloppy maneuver.

	I plunged my sword into the man’s stomach in a precise quick movement. “That is not gonna work,” I said, engaging him once again.

	We were far from the hastly formed Alliance line and yet, I had the vague notion of him fighting on my back, stopping anyone else from approaching me. 

	A distant, mute part of my brain knew it was foolish to drag this out, foolish to allow myself the time to savor the streaks of fresh blood leaking through a dozen different cuts on Kiran’s pale skin. Yet, in that moment, I cared about nothing but the bloodlust roaring in my core and if it wasn’t for the glimpse of dark, perfect hair I caught behind the attacking line I would have continued.

	But that was Ivo moving by, it was Ivo halting his men and prowling to where Flynn and Ezer still fought their way to us.

	For a tiny moment, the world seemed to slow down. Ringing steel gave way to strained stillness. 

	The heaviness of that defining moment sharpened my focus as my former master looked at me, murderous intent behind the feigned calm of his every move. 

	Then life sped up again.

	Kiran charged at me, energy renewed with my moment of distraction. I feigned left, rotating my body midway to avoid the plunge of his blade at my chest and before he could regain his position, I thrust the sharp sword through his neck.

	I brought my mouth an inch from him, gurgling noise striking me as he grasped for air. “Be thankful I have no time,” I whispered to him.

	Warm blood coated my hand as I broke my weapon free, attention snapping to Ivo’s unhurried movements. 

	Without further thought, I let pure, undimmed light burn in my eyes, erupt from my skin. Enough to distract the unlucky soldier who’d stepped into Kiran’s place. I shoved my blade through his soft belly and quickly jerked it free just as I fed the light further. Undiluted rage fueled it until my body was nothing but vivid, dazzling luminosity. Shadows surged and coiled around me, spreading in a wave of shadowy darkness at our feet.

	It was a show, a command for attention. A fool’s shot at attracting every enemy in that clearing to me. And only me.

	For a moment, it worked.

	The field went silent. The soldiers froze.

	Half of them gasped in amazement; the rest were too deep in either fear or disdain to do anything else.

	I let the light bank, its power contained in my skin. Except for the bright, white crown flashing above my head, just as shadowy tendrils danced and curled around my arms.

	As if on command, a path formed, a direct path to where Ivo now neared Flynn and Ezer.

	He stared at me, gaze momentarily stopping on the light crown flaring at my head before moving through the blood soaking my skin. 

	Only then he spoke, scorn leaking through every word. “Captain,” his focus never left me, “tell me, is Flynn even your real name?”

	I didn’t dare take my attention off him as I neared. Not when I knew the hidden threat in his tone.

	Ivo Timal looked as groomed and hateful as ever. A sleek, clean brown tunic covered broad, strong shoulders. A meticulously trimmed beard edged the curve of his strong jaw and familiar mouth. His hair — neatly brushed dark hair — was longer, the only sign that he’d spent several days on the road. 

	“Never saw a reason to change it.” Flynn’s cool, smug answering voice was a balm to my senses. “You know, I always wondered how on hell a spymaster had such shitty spies, but I guess you were saving your best one for other purposes.” 

	I didn’t need to look at Flynn to know amusement would taint his expression. Bold, daring amusement.

	Ivo finally faced him, a lupine smile marking his features. “It seems you did an excellent job at convincing her to turn against me. Let’s see how long it lasts,” he said instead.

	“Well, if you knew your niece at all, you’d know she doesn’t need convincing. She figured out what a prick you are all on her own,” he drawled.

	Ivo barked a laugh. 

	“And you think that matters? What she believes me to be?” Ivo turned to me again, “tell him, my dear. It is all about control, isn’t it? And who would have thought that I didn’t need a prince to control you, after all.”

	I couldn’t help but balk at the cold, hard truth. Threatening Aiden had been dangerous. A bet I always knew he’d hesitate at making. It was this very belief that led me to pull against his leash.

	But Flynn? No one would care about what happened to a non-wielder rebel. No one but me.

	And that was deep, undivided control.

	Bile rose to my mouth as fear coiled itself around my gut. For all of a second, I let it. 

	One second and a handful of heartbeats. 

	This was all I would allow myself to feel, all the domain I would yield to panic. 

	One second.

	I took the last step closer to them, just past the line of frozen Royal guards waiting for the order to finish it. To finish us.

	“It is my people you are threatening, Ivo,” I spat in a dangerously quiet voice. 

	“Queen to a dead kingdom and Heir to a half-destroyed rebellion?” he glanced at the few men still standing. At Leon. At Bren. At Ruby.  “What a pitiful sight, my dear.”

	I dared a small look at Flynn. Blood splattered his and Ezer’s clothes, tiredness marked their posture, but they were fine. No serious injuries. Not yet.

	I willed Wheelan to read my face, to see beyond the cold mask and heed the urgency in my heart. I hoped I could keep Ivo distracted long enough for them to drag themselves closer to the others and away from my line of attack.

	Even as my concentration narrowed back into my old master, I felt Leon’s power flare behind me with the shield forming along our lines and I summoned one of my own around Flynn and Ezer.

	“Crushing someone’s hope, Ivo? Pushing them beyond the breaking point?” My lips curled to one side. “It’s a dangerous game you’ve played.”

	“What makes you think we are done, Aila?”

	A little longer. I could buy them this little time. I’d done it before.

	“Oh, we are not. Not yet.” Vile laughter laced my tone as I promised, “When I watch the life vanishing from your eyes, I want you to remember you were the one who made me, uncle.”

	A lazy grin spread through him. “You’ve always given yourself too much credit, Aila.”

	Without notice, he drew a throwing knife from the folds of his tunic and launched it in a lethal, precise shot to where Flynn and Ezer quietly moved to our own lines. A horrified scream caught in my throat as, against all odds, the pearlescent blade pierced through my shield, shattering every fiber of magic I’d put into it.

	At that moment, the memory of stolen kisses and wistful promises washed over me. 

	So few and yet so many.

	My knees wobbled as I watched the knife soar. Too fast to stop, too fast to even register before it plunged into Ezer’s chest.
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	 hoarse roar tore through my throat and the flimsy spell suspending time and movement melted away.

	Guards jolted back in action and fights burst in out every corner. 

	I barely noticed as Flynn lurched himself over Ezer in a desperate attempt to halt the damage I knew the knife had brought. Even from a distance, I felt the truth hanging heavy around me. The blade stroke true.

	My heart cracked.

	Undiluted, burning rage broke free.

	I forced a rush of light across my weapons until the blades brightened with scorching luminosity and marched without thought to where Ivo still stood. Quiet, provoking, waiting.

	Shadows and light danced on my fingertips, my power singing in my veins, begging to be wielded. A little longer. I needed the satisfaction of hand-to-hand combat to ground me, to ease the thumping fury drowning my every thought, to take me close enough to Ivo for him not to mistake the vengeance simmering in my veins.

	I sliced and thrusted. Twirled and dodged. Attention never leaving Ivo for more than a few heartbeats. 

	And all the while he watched. Hands knotted behind his back, piercing gaze studying my every movement. Not a spymaster, not even a premier. A calculating commander waiting for the inevitable blow that would give him back control of his most prized weapon. Me.

	His lips twitched in a smug smile as if somehow, he knew where my thoughts had taken me. As if that was all the confirmation he’d deign to offer.

	Enough!

	 I let go. 

	With a sharp breath, I eased the tight restraint I kept on my magic, summoning all the darkness and light in a single jolt of power.

	A ray of bursting light laced in smokey darkness crossed the air with startling strength. I opened the connection to the veil and let it guide the magic further, faster, stronger. But I wanted more.

	I wanted Ivo to feel every breath of pain, every loss of hope, every life he’d cost. I wanted him to feel everything and more.

	I fed the beam of incandescent retribution, my energy, my wrath, and me.

	Only to have it explode against a wall of pure, white flame.

	The sheer familiarity of the power in that shield was enough for my own threads of light and shadow to flicker.

	Unease churned in my core as I reached for the veil and searched for that single connection. Velvety warmth greeted me, sending my own magic stirring in recognition. It was my power, my own magic... it was light that shaped that impenetrable shield.

	Stunned, I blinked. Once, twice. 

	How? I could barely form the thought as the shield dwindled to reveal a too-pleased Ivo still standing.

	By his side, a black, young man in a white and gold tunic. 

	I’d never seen the boy before and, yet…

	“Neal,” Ruby bellowed, her voice broken by a sudden, painful sob.

	I saw the resemblance then. The same curve of his jaw, the same perky nose, and high brows. Except that the boy’s gaze was vacant, utterly vacant.

	If the resemblance wasn’t enough to confirm Ruby’s brother stood before me, her strangled cries were. Her despair palpable even from a distance. 

	Bren’s arms were surely the only thing stopping her from trying to strike Ivo herself.

	“You are not the only one with that particular gift it seems, my dear.”

	Bile coated my tongue and frost licked my spine at the phantom knowledge of the evil his soft and cold voice hid.

	“Amazing what a little sliver of Stone can make, isn’t it?”

	“Stone?” I asked too quietly, too stunned. For a moment I thought he didn’t hear.

	“You had your Royal Ring when I found you all those years ago. Hanging on a dreary, ragged cord. How no one recognized it is beyond me.”

	I jerked my hand to my neck, as if I’d find it there, safely tucked behind my clothes; alongside the Stone I’d claimed a few days before. I’d known he’d hunted me down, that he knew exactly who I was. Still, hearing the confession that he’d taken away that small piece of my life, that he’d robbed me of a family that loved me, hurt more.

	The ground swayed beneath my feet, grief threatening to swallow me whole. The only thing that kept me standing was Ruby’s sobs ringing in my ear and the knowledge that Ivo stood dangerously close to everyone I held dear; everything I’d fought so hard for. 

	I lost Ezer, I won’t lose anyone else.

	I forced the moisture away from my burning eyes, forced my heart to stitch itself up and shoved all the sorrow blossoming in my soul back to the deepest corner of myself. 

	I’d have time to grieve, cry, and break. 

	Later.

	Now, I’d allow nothing but anger to run through my veins.

	“What have you done, Ivo?” I asked. For none of that explained how Ruby’s brother could wield magic. How he could wield my magic.

	I half-registered a dozen higher-ranking soldiers moving by Ivo’s side. All standing in tight formation.

	“I’ve experimented,” he shrugged. “Elemental magic doesn’t have to be limited… As long as one has the right tools, of course.” A side smile slowly curving his lips.

	The First Woman's tools. If she found a way to bind magic to this world and Kalindi’s old scientist had found a way to transfer energy force to fuel power, who was to say Ivo couldn’t find a way to use that knowledge to imbue a non-wielder with power?

	To imbue himself with power. Dread weighed my limbs at the rogue thought.

	“But there is one problem,” he continued. “It is too unstable, too unpredictable. Neal here was the first to survive.” He clasped a hand on the boy’s shoulder.

	“Of course, I had to break him to my will first, but now, look at him. Able to take on even you.”

	“You are mad.”

	“No, my dear. I’m practical,” he corrected me. “Anyway, where was I? Yes, too unstable. And that is where you come in, Aila. You and the veil. It seems you finally learned how to control it, yes?”

	I laughed. A bitter, broken thing.

	“You think you have a choice? You think you can resist me? This,” he pointed around, “has been nothing but an annoying detour. And when I’m done, you’ll have no choice but to use that power of yours in whatever way I tell you to. And you’ll be glad to do it.”

	“Or?” I asked with all the raging defiance still left in me.

	“Or I’ll leave no one standing, my dear.”

	A heartbeat later, without so much as a flinch, he ordered, “Now.”

	The word could have been a breath, a warning, a goodbye, for all the inflection he put into it. But it was a command. 

	I felt the power building before fire, wind, and light surged against us. An assault of power from the neat line of soldiers by his side. From Neal.

	They were too many in number, too precise. And there was not enough time for me to cut their connection to the veil. 

	I threw all my lingering power into two shields, as thick and high as a wall. One behind me and one around Flynn. For that blast, that show of command, that wasn’t designed to kill me — it wouldn’t even touch me. That was designed to control me, to crush every love and hope I’d ever found. 

	“Run,” I bellowed as I saw Flynn sprint toward me, a bare moment before the wave of power crashed against my shield.

	It pushed and pushed against every ounce of energy I could summon. Until I felt it crack.

	It won’t be enough; it won’t last long enough. Panic loomed, eager for me to give in.

	I glanced at Flynn, still too close to Ivo, still making his way through fighting soldiers.

	I marked every line of his face.

	“Run,” I mouthed to him again. A plea before I did the only thing I could.

	I reinforced the shield around him and plummeted into myself, hastily connecting with the veil, and thrashing against one of its tears to increase my access to the power beyond. The Goddess warned me I wouldn’t be able to rip the veil open from anywhere outside that old, forgotten temple; but She never said I couldn’t enlarge one of its tunnels. Never said I couldn’t summon more of the raw power lying in wait on the other side.

	And that is what I did.

	I felt the surge of light building inside of me and I gave it all away–a mere conduit. I burned every ounce of my power, wielded every drop of energy I could funnel through the veil. As if in answer to the unyielding rage in my soul, darkness stirred around me. I let it grow. Every ounce of it vibrating with my rage.

	Until the world was filled with streaks of vengeful darkness and I exploded in pure undiluted light. 

	In a frozen moment, I watched as a dark cloud crushed every soldier it touched into a mist of blood and gore; I watched as rays of scorching light grew out of my skin, destroying everything in their path; I watched with equal parts awe and terror as my two powers spiraled together destroying everything in its path.

	But too soon, the control started to slip through my fingers; vital energy leaking from my body in a globe of unchecked power, poised to explode.

	Flynn’s voice cried my name in the distance just as I felt Leon’s familiar hands holding me tight. Desperately close. 

	Then, everything went black.
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	It must have been only a few seconds since I collapsed, for when I came back to myself destruction still spread through Shanti streets and fear was still thick in the air.

	Leon and Bren’s shouted orders rang sharply around me, organizing whatever manner of retreat we could do, using every moment I’d bought to our advantage.

	Except that they were moving away from Flynn.

	I thrashed against Leon’s arms, desperate to reach him. It didn’t matter if Ivo had survived my attack or not, I’d kill him with my bare hands if he stood between me and Wheelan. For we didn’t have all of our easy mornings, we didn’t have nearly enough, and I would not lose him.

	“Stop, Aila!” Leon bellowed in my ears. “That is suicidal. You don’t know what of his forces are still standing.”

	“I don’t fucking care. Let me go, Leon! I shielded him, I know he is alive–” my voice breaking at the word “we just need to get him back. Let me get him back.”

	“We’ll get him, Aila. I’ll send someone,” Bren joined in. Raw anguish sharpening her voice. “Hell, I’ll die getting him back myself if I must, but I won’t lose both of you over a stupid, hot-headed move. He’ll never forgive me if I lose you like this.”

	If it was anyone else trapped behind enemy lines with what was left of Ivo’s forces, if it was any other time, maybe I could have seen the rationality in it all. But this was Flynn, and we had just found our way to each other, and I didn’t know how to let him go.

	So, I screamed and I thrashed and I used every last of my energy to try to make my way back to him.

	“Put her under,” Bren ordered finally.

	For a moment nothing happened, and her voice sounded even more urgent when she pushed: “She’ll get herself captured if you don’t.”

	That must have been enough to chase away any lingering hesitance as the next thing I knew the air flowing through my nose thinned, my eyelids weighed, and Leon breathed against my ear as I drifted away: “I hope you’ll forgive me, Ace.”
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	Sharp screams pierced through the fogginess clouding my brain. And for a blissful moment I existed in a void: no thoughts, no feelings, no memories.

	I tried to pry my eyes opened and I must have moved, for the strong, comforting arms carrying me tightened their hold.

	“It’s okay, Ace. We’ll be okay,” Leon murmured in my ears.

	The little energy I had slipped from my grasp and nothingness claimed me once again.
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	Grayish, fading daylight filtered through tall tree leaves when I blinked my eyes opened. Every inch of my body protested as I tried to move my head and assess my situation. 

	Even that was too much.

	It took everything I had to fight the wave of exhaustion trying to claim me once again.

	Bren’s bright hair and stern eyes popped above me.

	“She’s awake,” I heard her warn someone, before her voice lowered just for me. “Got me worried for a minute, girl.”

	I fumbled through my messy brain, desperately needing to ask her what happened, where we were, where he was. And she must have glimpsed enough from my face and mumbling words to offer me an ounce of clarity.

	“Most of us got out and we’ll be in the caves soon,” I noticed as her breath hitched and her confidence wavered for the briefest moment. “He’s alive, that’s good” she whispered. “He’s alive.”

	And as my conscience slipped away again, I wondered if she was trying to convince me or herself.
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	I thought of him even before my eyes snapped open. His name, my first conscious thought. 

	Broken images flooded my mind as I tried to make sense of the final moments I lived in Shanti. As I tried to piece together the flashes I’d seen and heard through the haze of the past… hours, days? 

	Cave walls surrounded me, a faint glow coming from somewhere behind me. It was quiet, somberly quiet as I forced myself to sit up.

	 I rested in what could only be described as an underground, big hollow with only two tunnels spreading from it. Easily defensible.

	A few men stood guard as dozens of bodies pressed against each other around a large fire in the middle of the area — the smoke dissipating harmlessly, even if un-naturally, against the ceiling. Leon had to be here somewhere. 

	I took a moment to examine myself: whoever cared for me tended to the worst of my wounds and cleaned me enough to tuck fresh clothes on my body before leaving me to sleep in a quiet corner. Apart from being parched, I was fine. Physically, that is…

	Only two other bodies slept near me, and it didn’t take much for me to recognize the golden-streaked, dark braids as Ruby’s. Bren firmly wrapped around her.

	Before I had a chance to get up, Leon found his way to me.

	“Take it easy, Ace. Your body will need time to catch up.”

	I gratefully reached for the water bottle he offered me before croaking: “What happened?”

	He sighed. “The raw power you summoned exploded. Most of us got out… barely.”

	“How many?”

	“Civilians all made it here.” Here, the closest to a safe house we had in the mountains. A meeting point of sorts.

	“Soldiers?”

	“We have about ten men and women able to fight; eight wounded or…,” he flinched. Eyes darting between me and Ruby, “unable to fight at the moment.”

	I nodded.

	“Ivo? His forces?”

	“The light wielder… Fuck! Ruby’s brother… sorry, I’m still wrapping my head around that particular shit show. Anyway, he shielded Ivo and a few others, but the rest? By the time we got there… whoever escaped your shadows murder sprint, didn’t survive the explosion.”

	“Ezer’s body… could we…”

	“There is nothing to recover, Aila.”

	I knew there wouldn’t be. Not with the level of destruction I’d unleashed, but a part of me couldn’t help but wish his family would have something to mourn.

	“I’m sorry, Ace. I had to…”

	I interrupted him before he could venture into more dangerous topics. 

	“How long was I out?”

	“Two days. After I… your body needed time to recover so when you went down, it sort of caught up with you. I’ve never seen so much power handled at the same time.” 

	I didn’t need to look at him to feel the worry and sorrow that no doubt etched his features. Yet, I couldn’t. Not if I wanted to keep it together and move beyond these caves. 

	“What is the plan? When do we move? Two days is an awful lot with Ivo on our heels.”

	“Maybe we should talk about…”

	“No, Leon! We are not doing this now.” I faced him, not bothering to wipe out the barely controlled fury from my face.

	I knew what he wanted to talk about, the one question he’d been expecting and the one I couldn’t bring myself to ask. 

	Still, I didn’t let him.

	Not because I didn’t care or because I was in shock. 

	Truth was, I didn’t need him to tell me what I could read on his face.

	He’s alive, Bren had told me. And apart from that, I knew there was only one reason why I didn’t wake up to golden eyes and an infuriating smirk. 

	Ivo had Flynn.

	And I knew beyond a doubt that I would destroy the entire world to get him back.
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	Eighteen months ago, I set out to write the sequel to the not-yet-published Among Shadows and even though I kept telling myself it didn’t matter what would come out of it, it did. See, I do write primarily for myself, so I can quiet my mind and soul. But I also hope my words can give others as much comfort and much-needed entertainment as my favorite stories always offered me.

	As it turns out, I never expected the love and wonderful reviews I received from each one of you, my lovely readers. Your enthusiasm for Aila’s journey gave me joy, energy and inspiration. It gave me Life (with the boldest, biggest capital “L”)! I’ll be forever grateful for that.

	Yet, one’s journey is not always joy and sunshine… When I first started working on Blazing Sunlight, I had no idea that every word would also become a lifeline to carry me through the highs and lows that fate had in store for me. 

	Truth is that this book has carried me through some of the worst moments I‘ve ever lived and now that it is out in the world, I can only hope that everyone who comes across it will also receive whatever magic they need from its pages. 

	But this little rant of mine should be about more than half-mumblings and daydreams. It should be about gratitude and about acknowledging all the support and love I receive from the very special people in my life:

	My beloved readers, thank you for reading this story and supporting these characters. You’ve made some of my wildest dreams come true.

	Andre, my hero of a husband! I could never thank you enough for always being the rock by my side; the one constant I can always rely on. Be it to love me, cheer me on or simply sulk with me at my most bitter moments. (And I won’t even begin on all the support in ensuring our little munchkins are alive and happy no matter what crisis may have exploded in the world.)

	Mum, Marcos, Nine and Lucas, it really takes a village to raise kids. Specially if you also want to spend your scarce sleep hours crafting never-ending rounds of book drafts! You are the best village I could have asked for.

	Lulu, Ike, Lininha, Thi, Paulinha and Gabi, my very own power rangers! I’d be nothing without your always-present support. No matter where I am, I know I’m never truly alone.

	Ju, thanks to the universe for putting you in my path. Your quiet incentive keeps me going!

	Denis and Marcio, thank you for being the best beta readers a girl could ask for. Your enthusiasm made this whole series a reality! 

	Cassia, this ride would not have been the same without your shared love for a certain captain! Thanks for being as invested in their journey as I am. 

	 

	I’m deeply honored to have each and every one of you in my little universe. 
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	Aline Preto Mora is a passionate writer of the same strong and witty female leads that keep her hitched to a new book.

	 

	Growing up, she found some of her best friends and lived some of her best adventures inside the pages of a book. And, in time, she found solace in her own written word.

	 

	Now, after a decade of getting to know the most diverse type of people through her career in Marketing, Aline decided to follow her soul’s desire and dedicate herself to writing, wishing she can provide the same hope and joy that she found within her favorite books to all those that are brave enough to search for it.

	 

	Blazing Sunlight is the sequence to the Heir of Light and Dark Series and a story that she’ll always keep close to her heart.
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